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Held hostage by its own government

Eritrea has been led for almost 20 years by a Government that evolved from a liberation movement 
and whose right to rule has not been confirmed in free and fair elections. Political repression has never 
been so glaring as during the first decade of the new millennium. The Government is continuously 
frustrating the economic and developmental aspirations of the people. In the face of new sanctions 
imposed by the UN Security Council in December 2009, economic recovery and social development 
will continue to be unreachable goals.

eritrean movement for democracy and  
Human rights (emdHr)
daniel r. mekonnen

Eritrea is one of Africa’s 33 least developed coun-
tries and one of the world’s heavily indebted poor 
countries.1 Progress towards internationally agreed 
social development objectives, such as the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDGs), is moving at a 
very slow pace and in several respects things have 
actually got worse since the situation described in 
Social Watch Report 2009 (the first time Eritrea was 
included in that report). Abject poverty, the principal 
cause of hunger and under-nourishment, remains 
widespread.

development policy versus human rights
Although the aftermath of the global economic cri-
sis has posed some challenges for Eritrea, foreign 
direct investment (FDI) and aid have not been seri-
ously affected. A number of mining companies are 
involved in exploration for precious minerals, and 
there are suggestions that some will begin exporting 
in the near future. However, there are neither the 
institutional and legal guarantees nor the required 
transparency to ensure this has a positive impact 
on social development. In terms of official develop-
ment assistance (ODA), the EU – the country’s lead-
ing (and possibly only) international donor – signed 
an agreement with the Government in September 
2009 that formalized the amount of EUR 122 mil-
lion (USD 150 million) for development aid. These 
funds are being provided in the face of disapproval 
from international human rights groups, which are 
concerned about whether the money will be spent 
on its intended purposes, in view of Eritrea’s poor 
record on transparency. Moreover, allocating such a 
large amount of money to a Government with one of 
the world’s worst records of human rights violations 
sends all the wrong messages.

This is not the first time that the country has 
received enormous amounts of ODA. Yet, experience 
shows that the role of aid in changing the lives of 
ordinary Eritreans has been minimal due to flawed 
economic policies and extreme levels of political  

1 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Rethinking 
Poverty: Report on the World Social Situation, New York, 
2010. Available from: <www.un.org/esa/socdev/rwss/
docs/2010/fullreport.pdf> (accessed 8 March 2010).

repression. There might be some progress,  particularly 
in terms of investing in physical infrastructure such 
as schools, hospitals, roads and dams. Little has 
been invested in people, however, who should be 
the primary beneficiaries. All public projects in the 
country since 2002 have been implemented under 
archaic methods of manual labour, including forced 
labour schemes.2 Combined with the alarming record 
of human rights violations, this has prompted thou-
sands of Eritreans to flee the country. According to 
the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), Eritrea was the 
world’s second largest refugee-producing country in 
2008, with 62,700 newly registered asylum seekers.3 
A population engaged in an unparalleled and ongoing 
exodus is not in a position to enjoy the benefits of 
any physical infrastructure built in the country. This 
shows a development policy that is not aligned with a 
human rights-based approach.

Starvation and denial
Although Eritrea is located in one of the driest 
parts of Africa and suffers from poor and erratic 
rainfall, 80% of the population is dependent on 
subsistence farming and seasonal rains.4 The 
rainy season of 2009 was no exception and, to-
gether with a steep increase in the price of staples, 

2 G. Kibreab, “Forced Labour in Eritrea,” Journal of Modern 
African Studies, 47 (2009), 64 and 67.

3 UNHCR, “Global Trends: Refugees, Asylum Seekers, 
Returnees, Internally Displaced and Stateless Persons,” 
Geneva, 2009. Available from: <www.unhcr.org/4a375c426.
html> (accessed 10 September 2009).

4 Bertelsmann Stiftung, “Bertelsmann Transformation Index 
(BTI) 2010: Eritrea Country Report,” Gütersloh, 2009, 9. 
Available from: <www.bertelsmann-transformation-index.
de/fileadmin/pdf/Gutachten_BTI2010/ESA/Eritrea.pdf> 
(accessed 8 March 2010).

drought has further compounded the vulnerability 
of a greater proportion of the Eritrean society, par-
ticularly women and children.5

In its 2010 Humanitarian Action Report, UNICEF 
notes that the number of children with acute malnu-
trition who were admitted to therapeutic feeding cen-
tres in 2009 was as much as six times higher than in 
2008. It reports that children were more susceptible 
to diarrhoea and other infectious diseases as a result 
of acute malnutrition, poor sanitation and a shortage 
of clean water.

Lack of access to water is exacerbating the poor 
health and nutritional status of children and women. 
In 2009, most of the small-to-medium-sized dams 
were either dry or had little water left. Out of despera-
tion, people began sharing their borehole drinking 
water sources normally reserved for the watering 
of their animals, putting an even greater demand on 
this water supply.6

For 2010 UNICEF has proposed a nationwide 
blanket supplementary feeding program targeting 1 
million Eritreans – approximately a quarter of the pop-
ulation – with a particular focus on children under five 
years old.7 Estimates by the World Food Programme 
(WFP) and the Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) also reveal that since November 2009 two in 

5 UNICEF, “Humanitarian Action Report: Partnering 
for Children in Emergencies,” New York, 2010, 23. 
Available from: <www.unicef.org/har2010/files/UNICEF_
Humanitarian_Action_Report_2010-Full_Report_WEB_
EN.pdf> (accessed 8 March 2010).

6 Ibid, 24.

7 Jeremy Clarke, “UNICEF Wants $24.8 Million for Eritrean 
Fund,” Reuters, 4 March 2010. Available from: <af.reuters.
com/article/topNews/idAFJOE6230F020100304> (accessed 
9 March 2010).
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every three Eritreans are facing malnourishment.8 This 
means that Eritrea has the second-highest percent-
age of malnourishment in the world after the conflict-
ridden Democratic Republic of the Congo. One sign of 
this is the dramatic increase in the number of children 
begging in the streets of the capital, Asmara.9 In spite 
of such alarming reports, the Government has never 
admitted the urgency of the crisis. President Isaias 
Afwerki has repeatedly denied the looming hunger in 
the country and stated that there is no food shortage; 
the latest such claim came at a briefing he gave to 
senior government officials on 8 March 2010.10 The 
Government has also denied access to some humani-
tarian groups wanting to visit those areas that have 
been most severely affected by starvation.

declining income and excessive  
military expenditure
There is no officially published national budget, mak-
ing it difficult to trace the structure of Government 
income and expenditure. However, some sources 
indicate that remittances constitute as much as one-
third of the national economy.11 The country has one 
of the largest diaspora communities proportional to 
its population; more than 1 million out of around 4 
million are said to be outside of the country. There are 
three major types of remittances from the Eritrean 
diaspora: money sent to relatives in the country; 
money officially collected by the Government in the 
form of a 2% income tax; and money collected in the 
name of support to “development projects,” “nation-
al defence,” “the martyrs’ fund” and other causes. 
Money in the last two categories is collected by Eri-
trean embassies in major world cities. Remittances 
to relatives were in the past sent predominantly via 
Government-owned financial institutions. However 
due to the sustained overvaluation of the national 
currency, the Nakfa, many Eritreans now use alterna-
tive channels. This has caused considerable loss of 
hard currency to Government coffers. Moreover, due 
to the increased political repression, remittances in 
the other two categories have dropped significantly.

As the Government is one of the most secretive 
in the world, the Eritrean public does not know how 
and for what purposes money is spent. There are, 
however, reports indicating that the country has one 
of the highest military expenditures in the world. In 
their 2009 annual reports, the Bonn International 
Centre for Conversion (BICC) ranked Eritrea as the 
most militarized country in the world, while the 
International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) 

8 “Eritrea: Africa’s Version of North Korea?” The Christian 
Science Monitor, 2009. Available from: <www.csmonitor.
com/World/Africa/2009/1110/p06s12-woaf.html/(page)/2> 
(accessed 9 November 2009).

9 N. Hirt, “Dreams Don’t Come True in Eritrea: Anomie and 
Family Disintegration Due to the Structural Militarization of 
Society,” GIGA Working Papers, 119/2010, January 2010, 
13, 26.

10 Ministry of Information, “Raising Productivity Guarantee of 
National Objectives and Vision: President Isaias,” Shabait.
com News, 8 March 2010. Available from: <www.shabait.
com/news/local-news/1252-raising-productivity-guarantee-
of-national-objectives-and-vision-president-isaias-> 
(accessed 8 March 2010).

11 The Christian Science Monitor, op. cit.

placed it second.12 Another report shows that Erit-
rea has an army of 600,000 personnel divided into 
regular and reserve divisions.13 Both have been 
under constant mobilization since the outbreak of 
the 1998-2000 border conflict with Ethiopia, result-
ing in higher levels of military expenditure at the 
expense of economic recovery and social develop-
ment. BICC reports that 20% of Eritrea’s GDP goes 
to military expenditure, while Christian Solidarity 
Worldwide (CSW) and Human Rights Concern– 
Eritrea (HRC–E) put the figure at up to 25% of GDP.14 
Given Eritrea’s miniscule economy and population 
size, its military expenditure and recruitment ratio 
are exceedingly extravagant.

Increasing international isolation
Few developing countries can effectively tackle the 
challenges of economic development without inter-
national cooperation. Yet, Eritrea finds itself at odds 
with the international community. In the last 10 years, 
it has been described by the international media and 
observers as: “the lonely corner of the world,” “the 
open-air prison,” “the North Korea of Africa,” “the 
insular and pariah state” and “the centre of attraction 
for all the wrong reasons.”15 This is mainly due to the 
rigid political culture of the Government, its alarming 
level of human rights violations, as well as its archaic 
and futile experiment in economic self-reliance.

At the regional and international levels, Eritrea’s 
reputation has been tarnished irredeemably due to 
its destructive role in almost all of the conflicts in 
the Horn of Africa. This volatile region has been con-
tinually ravaged by inter-state conventional wars, 
guerrilla warfare, coups and revolutions. Since its 
independence in 1991, Eritrea has been in a war with 
all of its immediate neighbours – Djibouti, Ethiopia 
and Sudan – as well as a proxy war in Somalia, with 
which it does not even have a common border. The 
country also had an armed conflict with Yemen.

Due to the hostility of its leaders, Eritrea has been 
visibly isolated from major regional and international 
forums, from the Intergovernmental Authority on 
Development (IGAD) – the regional organization of 
the Horn of Africa countries – up to the African Union 
(AU) and the UN. In 2009, the level of indignation felt 
by the international community against the Govern-
ment over its destabilizing activities in the Horn of 
Africa prompted the adoption of stringent punitive 
measures by the UN Security Council against the 

12 BICC, “Global Militarization Index (GMI),” 2009. 
Available from: <www.bicc.de/uploads/pdf/publications/
jahresbericht/2009/gmi_worldmap_2009.pdf> (accessed 
9 December 2009); IISS, The Military Balance: The Annual 
Assessment of Global Military Capabilities and Defence 
Economies, London, 2009. Available from: <www.iiss.org/
publications/military-balance/> (accessed 9 December 2009).

13 Bertelsmann Stiftung, op. cit., 4, 13.

14 CSW and HRC–E, “Stakeholder Report on the Human Rights 
Situation in Eritrea. Submitted to the Universal Periodic 
Review of the UN Human Rights Council,” April 2009, 7.

15 N. Myers, “Africa’s North Korea: Inside Eritrea’s Open-Air 
Prison,” Foreign Policy, July/August 2010. Available from: 
<www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2010/06/21/africas_north_
korea?page=0,1> (accessed 8 July 2010).

R. Reid, “Traumatic Transitions: Open Season on the Eritrean 
State,” African Affairs, 105 (2006), 638.

military and political leadership. Resolution 1907 im-
posed a new sanctions regime comprising an arms 
embargo, travel bans and freezing of assets. 16 The 
latter two categories target high-ranking Govern-
ment officials and the financial institutions directly 
or indirectly controlled by them.

Resolution 1907 was initiated by IGAD and taken 
up by the AU, the first time a UN resolution has been 
formally initiated by the AU against one of its own 
member states. The Government has reacted with 
a campaign of misinformation, including the ma-
nipulation of diaspora communities to stage “mass 
protests” against the resolution in major world cities. 
There are speculations that the resolution may affect 
FDI as it includes clauses referring to the flow of 
capital by foreign citizens and companies.

Challenges ahead
No official travel and research permits are currently 
granted in the country to independent researchers, 
particularly on human rights and political develop-
ment. As a result it remains extremely difficult to 
assess the advances made in and setbacks to the 
attainment of the MDGs or provide a complete pic-
ture of the real situation on the ground. In spite of 
such acute limitations, there are still several reliable 
reports compiled by independent researchers and 
think-tanks, and not a few of them depict Eritrea as a 
failed state in the making and a country already bent 
to the breaking point.17

The greatest challenge is the lack of political will 
on the part of the Government to facilitate democ-
ratization, respect human rights and liberalize the 
economy. As in previous years, the Government’s 
track record with regard to its international commit-
ments and obligations on poverty eradication, gen-
der equality and the promotion of human rights has 
been abysmal. Eritrea suffers from repression by the 
ruling party, the People’s Front for Democracy and 
Justice (PFDJ), and its flawed economic policies and 
from the increased levels of international isolation. 
Without a peaceful political transition to democracy, 
these challenges will continue to pose tremendous 
obstacles in terms of realizing Eritrea’s aspirations of 
economic recovery and social development. n

16 United Nations, UN Doc S/RES/1907, 23 December 2009. 
Available from: <www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4b66c06cd.
html> (accessed on 3 June 2010).

17 The Fund for Peace, The Failed States Index, 2010. Available 
from: <www.fundforpeace.org/web/index.php?option=com_co
ntent&task=view&id=99&Itemid=140> (accessed 8 July 2010).


