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The Issue:

Negotiations for a border treaty between Eritrea and Ethiopia are now underway.  The Meles administration has made two key announcements in this regard: The Ethiopian region of Afar, including Assab, will be ceded to Eritrea, and colonial boundary treaties will provide the basis for demarcating the new boundary.  The parameters of the new treaty being thus sufficiently defined, we, as concerned Ethiopians are duty-bound now to take a stand on this crucial national issue.

The central question is this:

· Can a treaty that cedes Assab a-priori and invokes irrelevant colonial treaties be justified?

· Furthermore, does this treaty serve Ethiopia’s paramount interests?

These are the issues that are addressed in this paper.

1.
Ethiopia’s Sovereign Rights over Assab and the Afar Region.

Given Ethiopia’s history of constant external attacks and encirclement, resulting in frequent wars, which have slowed, interrupted and even retarded our nation’s development, the security of our nation is our most pressing concern.  Ethiopia’s sovereign rights over Assab is indispensable for her free and unfettered access to the sea, for defending and safeguarding her territorial integrity against other powers, near and far, 

and for pursuing her economic and commercial interests with friendly nations everywhere.  Thus, Ethiopia’s sovereign rights over Assab and the Afar region is non-negotiable no matter what it takes.  What makes Ethiopia’s sovereignty over Assab and the Afar region of critical importance at this juncture in her history is that in spite of her victory over her neighbor, Eritrea, in the recent border conflict, Ethiopia is facing the distinct possibility of permanently surrendering to Eritrea the port of Assab, Ethiopia’s natural, historic, and sole outlet to the sea.  This possibility is all the more real, thanks to the open connivance – paradoxically – of the Meles administration in Addis Ababa and the open support shown for Eritrea by external powers, once again a reminiscent of the colonial power era when Ethiopia was victimized and labeled as a “pawn” of foreign diplomacy.

The adverse consequences of ceding Assab and the Afar region to Eritrea should be made clear since this is a question that affects the welfare of every Ethiopian.  The consequences are the following:

a)
Ethiopia will stand to lose the revenue it might have collected from trade levies and port services.  Ethiopia will also lose the employment and income opportunities from port-related economic activities that might have accrued to its own citizens.  For a poor country suffering growing unemployment this could result in increased popular unrest.  This is wholly unacceptable, since there is no natural or moral law that compels Ethiopian citizens to pay taxes and rents to citizens of another country, for the use of an asset that is rightfully theirs.

b)
Ethiopia will be constantly vulnerable to blackmail if it becomes dependent on the goodwill of Eritrea for the import and export of its commodities.  In any case the vital national security and economic concerns of a country cannot be entrusted to the goodwill of another country, however friendly that other country may be – as Ethiopia’s long history has proven repeatedly.  Thus, Ethiopia cannot and must not be expected to use foreign ports such as Djibouti, Berbera, Mombasa and Port Said when Ethiopia can, and must have its own port.

c)
Ethiopia’s historic adversaries will attempt to strangle her from the sea, if she is denied her own outlet to international waters.  History has taught us that whenever hostile governments are in control of Eritrea and Somalia, the potential for destabilization will always be there to be activated at the most critical moments for maximum effect by any of her historic and strategic adversaries.

d)
Those who control the ports used by Ethiopia for importing and exporting its goods and services will also be in a position to collect all intelligence data for hostile purposes.  They will be able to monitor and collect information on the type, quantity and source of military imports and other vital economic data.  Ethiopia’s potential adversaries know where to get the information from and how to use it effectively.  These are issues to which Meles gives scant consideration.

2.
Ethiopia has a historical right to Assab and the Afar Coast.

There are no standing or binding treaties that could be invoked to determine the boundaries between Eritrea and Ethiopia.  The various historic and legal developments that have characterized the relationship between Eritrea and Ethiopia over the last 50 years (federation, Integration, and Internal Administrative Reorganizations) have nullified all other earlier treaties.  Eritrea was an integral part and a province of Ethiopia and no longer an Italian colony at the time of its de facto independence in 1991.  The border between the two countries must thus be negotiated and agreed upon now, in the year 2000.  This is the only basis for defining the future international boundary between the two countries.  Needless to say, such a boundary demarcation should be just and fair to both countries.  It should also be seen to be just and fair – and sustainable over time by the people of the two countries.  Otherwise a people that feels injured and betrayed by the deal, must eventually destabilize both countries.  The agreement should thus respect the vital security and economic interests and concerns of both countries, as well as the historical rights of the people inhabiting the contiguous region.  In this regard, it should be understood that Ethiopia’s sovereignty over Assab and her access to international waters is not negotiable.  The survival of a nation cannot be subordinated to any international agreement and Ethiopia cannot simply sign a suicide note prepared for her by her adversaries.  Ethiopia has a historic right to the Afar Coast, which constitutes the historic access to the sea for the front line provinces: Tigray, Wollo, Gondar and Showa and through them for all Central and Western Ethiopia – the origin of Ethiopia’s exports of gold, ivory, coffee, etc. since ancient times.  From time immemorial, these frontier provinces and the Afar region have co-existed as an interdependent and interconnected entity due to their common economic and security interests.  It should also be noted that the Afar region, including the Red Sea Afar area, constituted the autonomous Afar region within Ethiopia, just as Eritrea (without the Red Sea Afar region) was an autonomous region within Ethiopia, until 1991, when it seceded and became de facto independent.  On the contrary the pre-existing conditions at the time of Eritrea’s independence can be invoked as a priori condition for retaining the entire Afar inhabited region as an autonomous region within Ethiopia.  Indeed, ceding Afar coast to Eritrea lacks any plausible legal, economic or historical basis.  Furthermore, the Ethiopian government is duty-bound to defend the economic interest and national aspirations of its Afar population who wish to remain as a united people as they were until 1991, when the Afar coastal regions were illegally ceded to Eritrea.

3.
Dangers Ethiopia will face if denied access to the Sea and International Waters.
Any internationally-sanctioned arrangement or treaty that leaves Ethiopia landlocked, and that surrenders her security to Eritrea, a country whose mere existence as a state depends on its gaining access to Ethiopia’s resources by whatever means (including force), and is likely allied to Ethiopia’s traditional adversaries, would be a treaty that creates the pre-condition for the destabilization of the Ethiopian State from outside.  There can be no permanent peace in the region if such a treaty is imposed on Ethiopia.  No Ethiopian should forget the geopolitical reality of his country.  If Ethiopia is forced once again to be landlocked by Eritrea and Somalia, the very same staging posts used by Ismael’s Egypt to destabilize the country during the latter part of the 19th century, the entire horn region would be fraught with danger.  Although Ismail’s invading forces were defeated at the battles of Gundet (1875) and Gura (1876) by the forces of Ras Alula, both of which are in Eritrea, they were able to enter Harrar coming from the Somali coast.  And, given the perennial interest by down stream users of the Nile in Ethiopia’s use of the Nile waters for development, the two countries will be used as pressure points against her.  Therefore, the border treaty currently under negotiation has grave implications for Ethiopia’s very survival.

This proposed treaty further strengthens Eritrea’s policy to destabilize Ethiopia.   In addition to its role as ally of Ethiopia’s adversaries, Eritrea has its own reasons for destabilizing the Ethiopian State as has been proven time and again.  Those reasons derive from Eritrea’s political and economic objectives.  During the civil war, Issaias Afeworki developed a philosophy and a strategic program of action 1) to destabilize and incapacitate the Ethiopian State with the aid of Ethiopia’s internal opposition forces.  2) to control these organizations by planting moles and open agents at the top and other levels with the ultimate goal of capturing the top leadership of the organization from the very beginning.  (In those cases where the EPLF helped in the creation of the organization, former EPLF members were successfully inserted as Central Committee members and army commanders, in addition to the invisible moles who have infiltrated the organization from the start.)  The overall objective is to insure that these so-called Ethiopian organizations will remain ideologically loyal and continue to protect and defend the interest of Eritrea even in times of official and unavoidable conflict.

What Issaias wants and gets from a collaborating internal organization is its commitment to work for Eritrean interests – as Quisling did for Hitler in Norway.  An Ethiopian regime that does not serve Eritrean interests is declared an enemy from the outset.  When an internal organization works to oppose a regime, its role is to destabilize it, but when it achieves political power, its role is to collaborate in order to serve Eritrea’s policy interest.  Thus destabilization or rule by proxy will continue in Ethiopia, given the new political situation in Eritrea.  The fact that Eritrea still provides support to several internal opposition groups, both new and old, is clear proof that Eritrea intends to continue the war by proxy, so long as the regime in Ethiopia does not serve Eritrean interests.  Eritrea will fight or rule by proxy, while it is being protected from Ethiopian retaliation by the presence of the peace-keeping forces invited by Meles to be stationed along the border.  And when Eritrea controls Ethiopia’s ports, it will enforce an embargo on military and other supplies, which will give it an additional instrument with which to squeeze and blackmail Ethiopia.  Thus all the elements of the equation will favor Eritrea at the expense of Ethiopia’s vital interest.

Eritrea’s basic economic weakness is the major source of conflict with Ethiopia.  Issaias Afeworki has realized that an independent Eritrea without full access to Ethiopia’s resources and market will face severe economic and social problems which could ultimately threaten its stability and continued existence as a State.  Eritrea’s strategy and Meles’s open connivance to insure that Ethiopia remains a landlocked country is a two-fold plot.  On the one hand it seeks to insure that Eritrea’s access to Ethiopia’s national resources and market is maintained, and on the other hand it seeks to insure that Ethiopia remains vulnerable to Eritrea’s threats and blackmail whenever necessary.  Clearly then, an Ethiopia that is landlocked by Eritrea cannot have an industrial policy of its own, because its appointed role is to provide a market for Eritrean exports.  This means only a compliant State can survive in Ethiopia under siege by Eritrea.

This explains Eritrea’s recent aggression, which devastated rural populations in the border regions with Eritrea.  This unprovoked act of aggression, unprecedented in magnitude, and which ravaged the rural population of Tigray and the Afar region, must rank among the worst war crimes ever committed.  A precondition for peace is therefore the aggressor’s admission of this heinous war crime and payment of compensation to the innocent rural population and for thieves of Ethiopia’s brave sons, who died in defense of the motherland.  This war crime which is worse than that committed by Iraq against Kuwait and by Argentina against Falkland Islands cannot go unpunished.  The present administration alone remains answerable in this regard.  A treaty that leaves the aggressor unpunished for this heinous war crime is in itself unacceptable to Ethiopians.

4.
The Policies of the Present Regime are in Conflict with Ethiopia’s National Interests

Despite the fact that Ethiopian armed forces had defeated the Eritrean forces decisively, the Meles administration capitulated hastily, under the pretext that Ethiopia had achieved its goals.  By taking such a step, Meles effectively bailed out the belligerent Issaias, and his government.  More importantly, Meles then proposed to negotiate on the basis of irrelevant colonial border agreements, a position that may effectively deprive Ethiopia of Assab, as well as any independent access to the international waters.  Such a move clearly turns Ethiopia’s victory into a defeat, and sacrifices Ethiopia’s vital long-term security and economic interests.  Meles has repeatedly stated in a number of interviews that Assab belongs to Eritrea, even before the negotiations on boundary demarcation had begun.  The purpose of such statements is to pre-empt any further discussion of Ethiopia’s claim to Assab and her right to a sea outlet.  They are designed to kill any debate on the issue and to set the tone and parameters for the negotiations in a manner that pre-determines its outcome in advance.  This constitutes an unambiguous message to the Eritrean government, the UN, the OAU, the EU, and the US, that Ethiopia’s demands concerning the boundary demarcation will not include Ethiopia’s access to the sea.  This echoes only too clearly the occasion when Meles and his group single-handedly requested that the UN recognize Eritrean independence in the name of the Ethiopian government, without any public debate in Ethiopia.  In effect, Meles is once again ensuring that Ethiopia remains a landlocked country, legitimizing a goal that the colonialists and the historical enemies of the country had failed to achieve through war.  The question of Assab and outlet to the sea is certainly awkward for Meles who does not have Ethiopia’s vital interests at heart.  His instinctive and instant response to questions on the Assab question reflects Eritrea’s interest.  He said that Eritrea would not gain anything if Ethiopia does not make use of Assab.  Whether Eritrea benefits or not is the primary concern of the President of Eritrea.  It should not be the concern of the Prime Minister of Ethiopia.  Unfortunately, previous policy decisions by Meles and the dominating leadership of the TPLF leave no room for doubt that they have all along protected Eritrean interest while simultaneously sacrificing vital Ethiopian security and economic concerns.  Ethiopia’s primary concern is to determine what may be the consequences, should Ethiopia lose the port of Assab and what may be the security, economic, etc. costs that Ethiopia may have to pay if Eritrea should own it.  As noted above, Assab is invaluable to our country’s security and economic interests and vital to Ethiopia’s long-term survival as a nation.

CONCLUDING STATEMENT

Eritrea decided to join Ethiopia in a Federation in 1952, and in so doing abolished colonial borders at the expressed wish of the people.  The Colonial Treaties had already been made null and void by Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia.  If Eritrea now wishes, either by force or free will, to separate from Ethiopia, it has no right to claim the Afar border region, which is the national and historical outlet of the rest of Ethiopia (excluding Eritrea proper-Midir Bahir).  Moreover, there are no historic, geographic, or ethnic affiliation grounds justifying Eritrea’s claim to the Afar coastal region.  Just before the ceasefire Meles ordered his troops not to advance to Assab because it was Eritrea’s territory.  As he explained in his VOA interview, his goal was to drive Eritrean troops from Ethiopian territory and not to occupy Eritrean territory.  For this reason Ethiopians rightly consider that handing over of Assab and the Afar region to Eritrea by Meles represents nothing less than outright theft of national patrimony – a treacherous act and a national crime.

If Meles and his allies wish to demarcate a border for a new state of Eritrea, it must be defined so as to be consistent with the preservation of legitimate and paramount interest of Ethiopia.  The bottom line is that each country must have its own natural and historic coastline outlets to the sea unfettered by an impediment.  This boundary already exists: it is defined by the geographic location and historical affiliation of the Red Sea coastal areas of Eritrea proper (Midir Bahir) and Ethiopia providing each country with its independent outlet to the sea.  This solution was originally proposed in 1945 by Longrig, former British Administrator of Eritrea, should Eritrea be separated from Ethiopia.  Since then, history has taken a different course, but we have come back to the same issue that we left in 1946.  The traditional partition of the maritime border is based on the historic fact that Eritrea’s (Medir Bahir) Red Sea borders lie between the port of Arafaili (Adulis) and Ras Kassar to the west including, the lowland coastal areas inhabited by the Assourta, Semhal and Sahel peoples, whereas the Afar Red Sea border region which lies east of Arafali (Adulis) belongs to Ethiopia.  The coastal land border between the two is defined by the line separating the Assourta and Afar settlement areas near Arafali, leaving the Burri Peninsula to Ethiopia.  This historical demarcation is fair and just.  Moreover, the existence of independent outlets to the sea – the Red Sea borders—removes any inherent conflict of interest that could legitimately arise between the two countries and thereby guarantees peace and stability in the region.

Therefore, any proposal that makes one country’s sea borders dependent on the other, creates inherent conflict and instability.  The Meles treaty demarcation based on colonial treaties creates such a border.  This treaty hands over to Eritrea the entire Ethiopian Red Sea border east of Arafali, draws a border line 60 kilometers inside the coast, thus dividing the Afar people into two halves against their will be invoking a colonial treaty that is null and void and irrelevant.  The treaty agreement resulting from the negotiations land-locks Ethiopia and subjects it to permanent siege by Eritrea.  It robs Ethiopia of its paramount security interest, and condemns it to eternal payment of taxes/rents for its own patrimony.

The Ethiopian people cannot and must not accept a treaty that subjects Ethiopia to a permanent siege by Eritrea obliging it to sacrifice its territories, including Assab, and its long term security (which is indispensable for is survival as a nation). We therefore unequivocally reject the so-called colonial borders of this treaty, and equally reject the existence of the state of Eritrea based on these borders.  These borders have been imposed on Ethiopia without any historical, legal, political rationale, and deprive Ethiopia of its vital and paramount national interest.

Let it be known that by this treaty, Meles and his allies condemn the two sides to a permanent state of war and to destabilization of the entire region.  It is for Meles to choose.  The next generation of Ethiopian governments shall, as their forefathers have always done, protect and advance the vital interests of the Ethiopian people and State.  Any treaty signed by the Meles administration with the Eritrean government will be considered an act of treason and treachery.  The Ethiopian people and state are fully justified in rejecting anything signed by Meles and – among other things – in reclaiming their ownership of Assab by whatever means necessary.
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