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Eritre a: Cons cie ntious  Obje ction and De s e rtion

Eritre a: Cons cie ntious  Obje c-
tion and De s e rtion
In autum n 2004, th e  Ge rm any bas e d Eritre an Anti-Militaris m  Initi-
ative  and Conne ction e .V. publis h e d a docum e ntation on 
cons cie ntious  obje ction and de s e rtion in Eritre a (1). Th e  core  of 
th is  docum e ntation, th e  inte rvie w s  w ith  re fuge e s  from  Eritre a, 
w h o m anage d to e s cape  from  viole nce  and w ar, and w h o now  
face  th e  Europe an Unions  anti-as ylum  policy, give  a ve ry m oving 
im pre s s ion of th e  pligh t of young Eritre ans , m ale  and fe m ale , 
w h o grow  up in an e xtre m e ly m ilitaris e d e nvironm e nt.
W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational took  up th e  is s ue  of cons cie ntious  ob-
je ction and de s e rtion in Eritre a for th e  firs t tim e  in its  CO-Update  
e -ne w s le tte r No 4, De ce m be r 2004 (2), and publis h e d one  of th e  
inte rvie w s , w h ich  are  include d in th is  docum e ntation, tw o m onth s  
late r (3).
Th e  m ate rial include d in th is  docum e ntation s h ow s  th at th e  s itu-
ation in Eritre a ne e ds  our atte ntion urge ntly. W e  w e lcom e  th at Er-
itre an re fuge e s  organis e d th e m s e lve s  in th e  Eritre an 
Anti-Militaris m  Initiative , as  th is  give s  inte rnational ne tw ork s  s uch  
as  W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational a partne r in th e  country –  al-
th ough  in th is  cas e  in e xile , as  any ope n oppos ition in th e  coun-
try, e ve n m ore  s o antim ilitaris t oppos ition, is  im pos s ible .
W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational is  ple as e d th at Abrah am  
Ge bre ye s us  Me h re te ab, one  of th e  founde rs  of th e  Eritre an Anti-
Militaris m  Initiative , agre e d to re pre s e nt W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rna-
tional at th e  61s t s e s s ion of th e  Unite d Nations  Com m is s ion on 
H um an Righ ts  in Ge ne va, w h e re  h e  w ill h igh ligh t th e  s ituation of 
cons cie ntious  obje ctors  in h is  country.
Th e  docum e nts  in th is  book le t s h ow  in s uch  an obvious  w ay th at 
Eritre a doe s  not re cognis e  th e  righ t to cons cie ntious  obje ction in 
any w ay, s o th at it doe s  not ne e d to be  s pe lle d out again h e re . It 
als o s e e m s  obvious  th at th is  is s ue  cannot be  s olve d on its  ow n –  
th e  Eritre an gove rnm e nts  attitude  tow ards  cons cie ntious  obje ct-
ors  jus t re fle cts  in ge ne ral its  attitude  tow ards  its  citiz e ns : m is -
trus t, de nial of bas ic h um an righ ts , and de nial of h um an dignity.
W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational h ope s  th at th is  docum e ntation w ill 
contribute  to rais ing aw are ne s s  ove r th e  s ituation in Eritre a, and 
to ge ne rate  re port for Eritre an antim ilitaris ts , h um an righ ts  activ-
is ts , and re fuge e s  in th e ir s truggle  for a m ore  pe ace ful and jus t 
s ocie ty in th e ir country.

Andre as  Spe ck
W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational

Note s
(1) Th e  Ge rm an book le t is  available  from  Conne ction e .V., Ge rbe rs tras s e  
5, 63065 Offe nbach  for €5 plus  pos tage . 
(2) h ttp://w ri-irg.org/pubs /upd-0412.h tm  
(3) h ttp://w ri-irg.org/pubs /upd-0502.h tm  

Eritre a: Cons cie ntious  Obje ction and De s e rtion

For th e  righ t to cons cie n-
tious  obje ction
Pre se ntation for th e  Unite d Nations Com m ission on H u-
m an R igh ts
61st se ssion, Ge ne va, 14 March  – 22 A pril 2005

Abrah am  Ge bre ye s us  Me h re te ab

Mr Ch airm an
I’m  re pre s e nting W ar Re s is te rs ’ Inte rnational. W e  conduct 
re s e arch  on cons cie ntious  obje ction to m ilitary s e rvice  in m any 
countrie s .  Las t ye ar, w e  unde rtook  a pre lim inary s urve y on th e  
is s ue  of Eritre an cons cie ntious  obje ctors . W e  le arne d th at 
th e re  are  th ous ands  of Eritre an cons cie ntious  obje ctors  and 
de s e rte rs . 
In Eritre a th e  righ t of cons cie ntious  obje ction is  not re cogniz e d 
by law  w ith  th e  pre s e nt gove rnm e nt. Som e  m e m be rs  of re li-
gious  groups  s uch  as  th e  Je h ovah  W itne s s e s  are  in cus tody 
s ince  m ore  th an 10 ye ars  be caus e  of th e ir convictions  to re -
fus e  to s e rve  in th e  m ilitary. Th e y ne ve r h ad a h e aring in court. 
Arbitrary de te ntion, torture , de ploym e nt at th e  front line , force d 
labour - all w ith out any h e aring - h ave  be e n com m on w ays  to 
punis h  de s e rte rs  and obje ctors . A ve ry ofte n us e d w ay of m ilit-
ary punis h m e nt is  to tie  victim s  and to lay th e m  in th e  s un for 
days  or s om e tim e s  w e e k s . 
Furth e rm ore  re lative s  of de s e rte rs  are  th re ate ne d to pus h  th e ir 
ch ildre n to s e nd th e m  to th e ir units . 
Alth ough  it is  difficult to k now  th e  e xact num be r, th ous ands  
from  th e  arm y are  e vading th e  m ilitary s e rvice . Th e y de clare  
th e ir obje ction th rough  various  m e ans . Th e y cons cie ntious ly ob-
je ct, de s e rt or fle e  th e  m ilitary dictators h ip. A lot of th e  de s e rt-
e rs  are  as k ing for political as ylum  in fore ign countrie s . 
W e  re q ue s t th e  UN Com m is s ion on H um an Righ ts  to tak e  note  
of th e  continuous  violations  agains t cons cie ntious  obje ctors  
and th at it tak e  furth e r m e as ure s  to e ns ure  th at cons cie ntious  
obje ctors  and de s e rte rs  ge t as ylum  prote ction in accordance  
w ith  th e  Ge ne va Conve ntion on th e  s tatus  of re fuge e s .. 
W e  als o re q ue s t th e  Spe cial Rapporte ur on Fre e dom  of Re li-
gion or Be lie f to inve s tigate  th e  s ituation of cons cie ntious  ob-j
e ctors  and oth e r m e m be rs  of th e  arm y, particularly in Eritre a.
And w e  re q ue s t th e  Eritre an gove rnm e nt th at it com ply w ith  
Com m is s ion Re s olution 19 9 8/77: and in particular th at it 
I.   re le as e s  im m e diate ly all cons cie ntious  obje ctors ; 
II. re cogniz e s  th e  righ t to re fus e  th e  m ilitary s e rvice  on re as ons  
of cons cie nce , including profound convictions , aris ing from  re li-
gious , e th ical, h um anitarian or s im ilar m otive s ;
III introduce s  an alte rnative  s e rvice  com patible  w ith  re as ons  for 
cons cie ntious  obje ction.  

Th ank  you ve ry m uch

Abrah am  Ge bre ye s us  Me h re te ab is  an activis t w ith  th e  Erit-
re an Anti-Militaris m  Initiave , bas e d in Ge rm any, and re pre s e n-
te d W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational at th e  Com m is s ion on H um an 
Righ ts
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Eritre an Anti-m ilitaris m  Initiative  in Ge rm any
Yoh anne s  K idane

A k now le dge m e nt
Th e  initiation of our initiative  w ould not be  ach ie ve d h ad it not for 
th e  coope ration of Rudi Frie drich  from  conne ction e .V, Frau 
Me ch th ild Gunk e l from  Evange lical Ch urch  and Mrs  Antje  Be ck -
e r a private  law ye r. I w ould lik e  to th ank  m y colle ague  Abrah am  
Ge bre ye s us  for h is  all rounde d s upport and h is  de dication to our 
initiative . 
Alm os t all th e  m ate rials  com pile d in th e  re port are  gath e re d from  
th e  diffe re nt w e b s ite s  of inte rnational organiz ations  w h o advoc-
ate  for th e  righ t of Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors . I am  in de pt for all of 
th e s e  re s ource s . I w ould lik e  to ack now le dge  and th ank  th e  ow n-
e rs  of th e  follow ing w e b s ite s . w w w .W ik ipe dia.org,  Pax Ch ris ti 
Inte rnational, Am ne s ty inte rnational, CCW  (Ce nte r on 
Cons cie nce  and w ar), Ce ntral Com m itte e  for Cons cie ntious  
Obje ctors , w w w .obje ctors .org, and w w w .nis bco.org.

1. Back ground

1. 1. Conscie ntious O bje ction (CO ) and Conscie ntious 
obje ctors (CO s)
H is tory h as  w itne s s e d th at gove rnm e nts  h ave  th e  pow e r to 
m ak e  th e ir citiz e ns  figh t any type  of w ar. And on th e  oth e r s ide  
ph ilos oph e rs , th e ologians , politicians  and oth e r citiz e ns  of th e  
w orld h ave  de bate d th e  q ue s tion of w ar for ye ars . Som e  pe ople  
be lie ve  th at th e y cannot participate  in or s upport any w ars  or 
particular w ars .  Many young m e n and w om e n h ave  als o s e rious  
q ue s tions  about w h e th e r it is  righ t to tak e  part in w ar. All th e s e  
m e an th at th e  q ue s tioning youth s  and oth e rs  are  cons cie ntious  
obje ctors . Th e y m ay not k now  th e  te rm , or th at th e re  is  s uch  a 
th ing as  cons cie ntious  obje ction to w ar. If one  finds  out th at h e  
or s h e  is  agains t w ar s o s trongly th at h e  or s h e  cannot be  part of 
it, th e n h e  or s h e  is  cons cie ntious  obje ctor. And th e y are  not 
alone .
In our w orld of today th e re  are  m any cons cie ntious  obje ctors  
h ave  be e n im pris one d for re fus ing to participate  in w ars  de s pite  
th e  fact th at Cons cie ntious  obje ction ne e ds  to be  s e e n in its  
re ality as  a cons cie ntious  affirm ation of th e  value  of h um an life  
and of s e rvice  to h um an ne e ds . 
Inte rnationally Cons cie ntious  obje ction is  re cogniz e d in both  th e  
Unive rs al De claration of H um an Righ ts  and th e  Europe an 
Conve ntion on H um an Righ ts . Th e  Unive rs al De claration of 
H um an Righ ts  as s e rte d th at, “Eve ryone  h as  th e  righ t to fre e dom  
of th ough t, cons cie nce  and re ligion e tc.”. H ow e ve r, th e  is s ue  of 
Cons cie ntious  Obje ction is  controve rs ial m any gove rnm e nt are  
re fus ing to acce pt th e  righ t to Cons cie ntious  Obje ction. Th e  
dis cus s ion of th e  righ t to cons cie ntious  obje ction to m ilitary 
s e rvice  w ould s e e m  to re pre s e nt a ne gative  re s pons e  to 
gove rnm e ntal program s . Mos t gove rnm e nts  are  alw ays  agains t 
Cons cie ntious  Obje ction and cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  as  th e y 
h ave  th e  fe ar th at it m ay lay an obs tacle  to th e ir inte re s t. COs  
are  alw ays  prone  to im pris onm e nt, de portation and 
h aras s m e nts . H ow e ve r th e re  are  diffe re nt inte rnational 
ins titutions , w h ich  are  e s tablis h e d to advocate  for th e  righ t of 
COs . In addition May 15 e ve ry ye ar is  inte rnationally de dicate  to 
w orld COs . 
Cons cie ntious  Obje ction m any of diffe re nt in de gre e s , pe ople  
diffe re d on th e  w ays  th e y oppos e  w ar. Th e  diffe re nt type s  
obje ctors  are  clas s ifie d bas e d on th e ir w ay of re s is tance  to w ar. 
Le t us  s e e  s om e  of th e m . 
Cons cie ntious  Obje ctor:  Th e s e  are  pe rs ons  w h o for re as ons  of 
cons cie nce  or profound conviction aris ing from  re ligious , e th ical, 

m oral, h um anitarian, ph ilos oph ical, political or s im ilar m otive  
re fus e s  to pe rform  arm e d s e rvice  or any oth e r dire ct or indire ct 
participation in w ars  or arm e d conflicts . 
Non-com batant Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors : Th e s e  are  pe rs ons  
w h o, by re as on of re ligious , e th ical or m oral be lie f, are  
cons cie ntious ly oppos e d to k illing in w ar in any form  but w h o do 
not obje ct to pe rform ing non com batant dutie s  (s uch  as  be ing a 
m e dic) in th e  arm e d force s . Th e s e  pe ople  are  re as s igne d to 
non-com batant dutie s  in th e  Arm e d Force s  or, in th e  e ve nt of a 
draft, are  traine d w ith out w e apons  and as s igne d to non-
com batant s e rvice .
Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  to paying for w ar: Th e s e  are  pe ople  
w h os e  cons cie nce s  forbid th e m  to pay th e  m ilitary portion of 
th e ir taxe s  be caus e  of e th ical, m oral and re ligious  be lie fs . Many 
im pove ris h  th e m s e lve s  by living be low  taxable  le ve ls , oth e rs  
s uffe r garnis h m e nt, court appe arance s , prope rty los s , and, in 
s om e  cas e s , im pris onm e nt. 
Se le ctive  Obje ctors : Th e s e  are  pe rs ons  w h os e  cons cie nce s  
w ould not pe rm it th e m  to participate  in w h at th e y be lie ve  to be  
an "unjus t" w ar but do pe rm it th e m  to participate  in w h at th e y 
be lie ve  to be  a "jus t" w ar.  Th e s e  pe ople  m igh t be lie ve  it is  
im m oral to s e rve  in a capacity w h e re  th e y w ould be  re s pons ible  
for de ve loping or us ing nucle ar w e apons . Or th e y m igh t de cide  
th e y couldn’t m orally participate  in a particular w ar, s uch  as  one  
in w h ich  civilians  or civil s ocie tie s  w e re  a m ajor targe t.
Nucle ar Pacifis ts : Th e s e  are  pe rs ons  w h os e  cons cie nce s  w ould 
not pe rm it th e m  to participate  in a nucle ar w ar, or w h at th e y 
be lie ve  w ould lik e ly be com e  a nucle ar w ar. Som e  nucle ar 
pacifis ts  are  oppos e d to all w ar be caus e  of th e ir s tand th at any 
w ar fough t today could le ad to th e  us e  of nucle ar w e apons .

1. 1. Th e  Eritre an Back ground
In 19 9 4 th e  gove rnm e nt of Eritre a h as  prom ulgate d a national 
s e rvice  proclam ation, w h ich  is  m andatory to citiz e ns  be tw e e n 
th e  age s  18 to 40. Since  th e n youngs te rs  in th is  age  group h as  
be e n re cruite d for th e  Eritre ans  m ilitary national s e rvice  in 
diffe re nt rounds  th at com e s  e ve ry s ix m onth s . Th e  national 
s e rvice  proclam ation m andate s  an e igh te e n m onth s  s e rvice . Six 
m onth s  of th is  is  a m ilitary training in a training cam p calle d 
Saw a, (locate d in a re m ote  s e m i-de s e rt are a, w h e re  th e  ave rage  
daily te m pe rature  is  above  34°c) in W e s te rn low land of Eritre a. 
Afte r m ilitary training, th e  National Se rvice  traine e s  are  
dis patch e d to diffe re nt parts  of th e  country and s e rve  for 12 
m onth s . So far it is  e s tim ate d th at m ore  th an 200,000 Eritre ans  
h ave  gone  th rough  th e  National Se rvice  and it is  s till continue s . 
Participants  of th e  National Se rvice  w itne s s  th at candidate s , 
s pe cially in th e  rounds  th at follow s  afte r th e  out brak e  of th e  
borde r w ar w ith  ne igh bouring Eth iopia, are  brutally m is tre ate d in 
th e  w h ole  proce s s  of re cruitm e nt, drills  and in th e  actual s e rvice  
by th e  training cam p drill s e rge ants  and latte r by m ilitary 
com m and office rs . W om e n appe are d to be  s e xual m is tre atm e nt 
and h aras s m e nt by m ilitary officials  both  during th e ir drill and 
afte r dis patch  in th e  arm y. A num be r of unde r age  ch ildre n and 
s e condary s ch ool ch ildre n are  als o drifte d into th e  arm y 
force fully. 
By and large  until 19 9 8 th e  num be r of th e  Cons cie ntious  
Obje ctors  w as  ve ry lim ite d to s om e  re ligious  groups  s uch  as  th e  
Je h ovah  W itne s s . Be caus e  of th e ir cons cie ntious  obje ction to 
participation in m ilitary s e rvice  Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  w e re  th e  
firs t to face  im pris onm e nt and h aras s m e nt. In th is  cas e  in July 
19 9 4 about tw e lve  Je h ovah  W itne s s  oppos e d to go to Saw a and 
participate  in th e  m ilitary training. All of th e m  w e re  im pris one d in 
m odifie d Cargo s h ipm e nt containe rs  w ith in th e  training cam p 
(Saw a). Th e  te m pe rature  w ith in th is  containe rs  re ach e s  above  
40 de gre e  ce ntigrade . Intim idate d by th e  h ars h  tre atm e nt nine  of 
th e m  w e re  late r agre e  to go to th e  drills  w h ile  th e  only th re e  
re m aine d in th e  pris on as  th e y de te rm ine d to th e ir de cis ion and 
re fus e  to atte nding th e  m ilitary training. Th e y are  s till languis h ing 
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in th e s e  containe rs  for te n ye ars .
At pre s e nt daily routine s  in Eritre a are  arbitrary de te ntion, force d 
re cruitm e nt of young pe ople  including unde r age  young h igh  
s ch ool ch ildre n and th e  brutal drafting, dis re garding for th e  righ t 
of Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  and all form s  of h um an righ ts  and a 
lack  of all cons titutional righ ts . Th e  pe rs e cution of re ligious  
m inoritie s  is  incre as ing. Inde pe nde nt NGOs , h um an righ t groups  
or inte rnational obs e rve rs  are  not tole rate d. Inve s tigations  
de m ande d by Am ne s ty Inte rnational and oth e r organis ations  are  
not grante d. 
In Eritre a today to Cons cie ntious ly Obje ct w ar is  a taboo. COs  
are  cons ide re d as  cow ardice  and pe ople  w h o lack  patriotis m . 
Th e re  is  no s uch  alte rnative  e q uivale nt civilian s e rvice . Th e re  is  
k now n a provis ional crim inal law  w h e re  one  can be  judge d for 
de s e rtion up to five  ye ars , in tim e s  of w ar up to de ath  pe nalty. 
But th e  office rs  are  punis h ing arbitrarily, w ith out a h e aring, 
w ith out a jugde m e nt and us ing force d labour, s e nding to th e  front 
line  and inde finitly im pris onm e nt. Th e  righ t to cons cie ntious  
obje ction is  not grante d. 
Afte r th e  borde r w ar w ith  ne igh bouring Eth iopia in 19 9 8-2000, 
w h ich  claim e d te ns  of th ous ands  of life  from  both  s ide s , th e  
num be r of Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  w ith in th e  Eritre an m ilitary 
incre as e d. At th is  tim e , th e re  are  th ous ands  of Eritre ans  w h o 
obje cte d th e  m ilitary s e rvice  and m ilitary. Th e y are  force d to 
le ave  th e ir country and living in e xile , cons ide rable  num be rs  of 
th e m  are  h e re  in Ge rm any s e e k ing political as ylum . 

2. W h o w e  are  
W e  are  cons cie ntious  obje ctors  from  Eritre a, living in Ge rm any. 
W e  advocate  for a pe ace ful future  and th e  righ t to Cons cie ntious  
Obje ction in Eritre a. Our initiative  is  inde pe nde nt from  any 
Eritre an organiz ation, political or oth e rw is e . W e  are  ope n to all 
individuals  or groups  w h o w ant to be  e ngage d in our initiative  
and w ork  tow ard com m on aim s . 
W e  are  organiz ing our s e lve s  as  an action group advocate s  for 
th e  righ t of Cons cie ntious  Obje ction. W e  advocate  for a non-
viole nce  w ay of s truggle  and are  s truggling to be  a voice  for th e  
voice  le s s . W e  w ork  bas e d on th e  bas ic principle s  of gras s -roots  
de m ocracy. Our initiative  s e e s  its e lf as  an antim ilitaris t or anti-
w ar organiz ation inde pe nde nt of any party politics . W e  s pe ak  for 
th e  conce rns  of th e  Eritre ans  Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  w h o h ave  
be e n torm e nte d and e xe cute d for de cade s . 
W e  w itne s s e d th e  re s ults  of e ve ry m ilitary dis pute  in our re gion 
are : h unge r, im pove ris h m e nt, dis place m e nt of pe ople , land m ine  
h az ards , confis cation of prope rty, fligh t, traum a and oth e r vas t 
s uffe ring for th e  civilians  and oth e rs .
W e , th e  initiators , firm ly be lie ve  th at afte r m ore  th an th re e  
de cade s  of arm e d s truggle  for th e  inde pe nde nce  of Eritre a, and 
th e  w ar agains t Eth iopia on th e  s o calle d borde r conflict, th e  
Eritre an pe ople  are  aw are  th e  e ffe ct of w ar m ore  th an any oth e r 
pe ople  in our re gion.  It is  pre cis e ly th os e  w ars , w h ich  lie  at th e  
root of th e  m is e ry on th e  e ntire  te rritory of Eritre a. W e  be lie ve  
th at it is  th is  w ar, w h ich  h as  be e n bringing about th e  
dis place m e nt, h unge r and th e  im pove ris h m e nt of th e  pe ople  w h o 
h ave  be e n h e avily traum atis e d by de portation and e xpuls ion 
from  th e ir native  land, by fligh t and m ining of th e  ground. 

3. W e  are  look ing for 
W e  s tand for a ne w  politics  in Eritre a in w h ich  all-s ocial groups  
and organiz ations  participate  in advocacy for a pe ace ful proce s s  
on th e  bas is  of h um an righ ts . For a com ple te  cons titutional ban 
on e ve ry k ind of w ar-prom oting propaganda and action, and on 
all form s  of e th nic, political, s ocial, cultural, racial or e conom ical 
dis crim ination agains t Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors . 
W e  w ant to w ork  for a non-viole nt, de m ocratic proce s s  in Eritre a 
and re s pe ct for cons cie nce . W e  be lie ve  th at all form s  of w ar and 
m ilitary oppre s s ion are  h inde ring th e  pe ace ful de ve lopm e nt in 
our re gion. Our action as  w e ll as  th e  s tructure  of our initiative  is  
bas e d on gras s roots  principle s . W e  are  w ork ing in collaboration 
w ith  e xpe rie nce d organiz ation and s im ilar groups  in Ge rm any 
and are  planning to m ak e  contacts  w ith  s im ilar groups  in oth e r 

countrie s . 
W e  s ay th e  cons cie nce s  of th os e  w h o ch oos e  to be  nonviole nce  
s h ould be  re s pe cte d. W e  s pe ak  out for th e  righ t of re fus ing any 
form  of w ar. Th e  cons cie nce s  of th os e  w h o be lie ve  in th e  
pos s ibility of a jus t w ar, but w h o are  convince d th at th e  w ar in 
w h ich  th e y are  as k e d to s e rve  is  unjus t in aim  or m e th od s h ould 
be  re s pe cte d.
W e  s ay obje ctors  to m ilitary s e rvice  s h ould be  accorde d 
alte rnative  civilian s e rvice , w h ich  are  not of longe r duration th an 
th e  te rm  of m ilitary s e rvice , unde r civilian s upe rvis ion. 
Cons cie ntious  obje ctors  w h o re ach  th e ir pos ition during m ilitary 
s e rvice  s h ould be  re le as e d to alte rnative  s e rvice . Gove rnm e nts , 
w h ich  e nforce  cons cription, s h ould be  urge d to provide  
alte rnative  civilian s e rvice , w h ich  is  not punitive . 
Th us  w e  s h arply conde m n th e  continuing re s ort to w ar during 
any cris is  th at could be  s olve d in a pe ace ful m anne r. More  ove r, 
w e  conde m n w arfare  and th e  pe rm ane nt abus e  of h um an righ ts  
in Eritre a. Our initiative  w ill publicly de nounce  th os e  nations  
re s pons ible  for s upplying th e  arm s  for th e  w arriors  or s upporting 
a m ilitary de cis ion in Eritre a. W e  call for an im m e diate  s top to all 
form s  of collaboration on th e ir part. 
W e  be lie ve  th at cons cie ntious  obje ction, w h ich  in Eritre a s o far 
h as  be e n pe rs e cute d w ith  de ath  pe nalty or long-te rm  pris on 
s e nte nce s , is  one  of th e  w ays  in w h ich  e ve ry Eritre an m ay h e lp 
to bring about pe ace . It th us  trie s  to s pre ad th e  w ord in its  
diffe re nt form s . Our group is  convince d: Th e  m ore  m e n and 
w om e n publicly de clare  th e ir unw illingne s s  to figh t in a w ar –  and 
th us  re fus e  to k ill in w h os oe ve r nam e  –  th e  be tte r th e  ch ance s  to 
find a pe ace ful s olution to th e  conflict and ach ie ve  th e  as s urance  
of pe ace ful libe ration Eritre a. 

4. O ur aim s
Our e ffort is  to ach ie ve  th e  re aliz ation of th e  follow ing Eritre a.
1. W e  w ork  for th e  com ple te  adoption of th e  righ t to 
Cons cie ntious  Obje ction in th e  Eritre an cons titution. 
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2. W e  w ork  to e s tablis h  Eritre an Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  and 
m ilitary de s e rte rs  national as s ociation, th e re  by a national 
ne tw ork  for Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  ins ide  and outs ide  of 
Eritre a, w h ich  h ave  in m ind a las ting pe ace  on th e  bas is  of 
h um an righ ts  and th e  righ t to re fus e  force d re cruitm e nt, 
m ilitaris m  and w ar in Eritre a
3. W e  w ork  to build confide nce  w ith in th e  Eritre an Cons cie ntious  
Obje ctors , th e re  by e nable  th e m  on finding a w ay of s e lf-finding 
w ays  and e nable  th e m  to s ay w h at I did is  righ t and I am  not 
alone . 
4. W e  w ork  to e s tablis h  a de finition for Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  
and m ilitary de s e rte rs  in th e  Eritre an pe rs pe ctive .
5. W e  w ork  to e s tablis h  w ays  of couns e lling and s upporting 
cons cie ntious  obje ctors  and th e ir fam ilie s , w h o w ant to de clare  
th e ir cons cie ntious  obje ction on political, re ligious  or oth e r 
grounds . 
6. W e  w ork  to provide  re le vant inform ation and pe riodical re port 
about th e  s ituation of Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  in Eritre a for th e  
inte rnational com m unity. 
7. W e  w ork  to aid obje ctors  w h o are  com pe lle d to le ave  th e ir 
country of origin be caus e  of th e ir re fus al to pe rform  m ilitary 
s e rvice  in ach ie ving as ylum .
8. W e  w ork  to facilitate  th e  im m e diate  re le as e  of cons cie ntious  
obje ctors  im pris one d be caus e  of th e ir conviction.
9 . W e  w ork  for th e  com ple te  ban of ch ild s oldie rs  re cruitm e nt .

5. W h at can you do?
•  De ve lop a re s pe ct cons cie ntious  obje ction and cons cie ntious  
obje ctors .
•  Sh are  w h at you le arn w ith  fam ily, frie nds , cow ork e rs , place s  of 
w ors h ip, and th e  m e dia. H e lp pe ople  unde rs tand th at COs  are  
not traitors  or cow ards  but pe ople  living out th e ir faith  and 
follow ing th e ir cons cie nce s . 
•  Talk  w ith  your ch ild and oth e r young pe ople  be fore  th e y e nte r 
th e  m ilitary.

6. O ur Ve nue s
Our ve nue s  are  Se m inars , Public e ve nts , Dis cus s ions  forum s  
and Publicity. W e  are  trying to approach  our audie nce s  in m any 
language s  as  pos s ible . W e  are  w ork ing to e s tablis h  s trong 
conne ction back  h om e . Our e ve nts  are  ope n to th e  public. 
Coope rative  e ve nt planning w ith  oth e r organis ations  is  
w e lcom e d. 
Th e  Eritre an Antim ilitaris tic Initiative  group in coope ration w ith  
Conne ction w ants  to organiz e  a w ork s h op to prom ote  th e  is s ue s  
and conce pt of Cons cie ntious  Obje ctors  and m ilitary de s e rte rs .  

7. Contact:
Eritre an Anti-m ilitaris m  Initiative
Abrah am  Ge bre ye s us  Me h re te ab
Adle rflych ts traße  8
D-60318 Frank furt
ph : 069  / 9 551 89 9 4
e m ail: Abrah am ge br@ h otm ail.com

Yoh anne s  K idane  Ogubam ich ae l
Bah ns tr 51 
61449  Ste inbach
ph : 01625-208472
e m ail: Yoh anne s k 2000@ yah oo.com

Account:
Me ch th ild Gunk e l, 
K e yw ord: CO Eritre a
Account no. 49 9  70 42
bank  code  500 605 00 
at Evange lis ch e  Kre dit-ge nos s e ns ch aft e .V. Frank furt
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“I w as  tie d up w ith  th e  num be r e igh t”

H e nok  Es tifanos

I w as  born in As m ara in 19 80. My fath e r is  a doctor, m y m oth e r a 
nurs e . I w e nt to th e  Am anue l Sch ool from  1s t - 7th  grade , and to 
th e  H alai Sch ool from  8th  to 11th  grade , w h ich  I finis h e d w ith  m y 
s ch ool le aving e xam inations  (A-le ve ls ) in 19 9 7.
I w as  calle d up for th e  National Se rvice  in Saw a on 9 th  Se pte m -
be r 19 9 7. Th e re  w e  got a s ix m onth s  bas ic training th at als o in-
clude d a political e ducation. Afte r th e  bas ic training, w e  w e re  
tak e n to Alite na Me re b  on 6th  May 19 9 8, toge th e r w ith  our com -
m ande r Is ayos  Am anue l.
W e  w e re  told th at th e  w ar in Adi Murug  h ad be gun. W e  w e re  
afraid, caus e  w e  h ad  ne ve r e xpe rie nce d w ar be fore . I w as  
w ok e n up at 4 o'clock  in th e  m orning. Th e y h ad obvious ly re ad 
m y file . It s aid: “H e nok , you w ill be  traine d to h andle  large  can-
nons  ", th e  s o-calle d Mortars . I w as  trans fe rre d to Se nafe , clos e  
to Minah . Th e re  w e  got a th re e -m onth  training for th e  h andling of 
large  calibe r cannons . I did not h ave  a big inte re s t in th at, particu-
larly s ince  I w as  m is s ing m y fam ily. Th e  oth e rs  fe lt in a s im ilar 
w ay, s o th e y pre s s ure d us . Mys e lf and a com rade , H adgu, w e re  
cons tantly obs e rve d. I s aid to H adgu: “ Do not le t h im  provok e  
you. Until w e  com e  out of th is , you do not h ave  a ch ance  and 
you m us t obe y h im ." Th e  group le ade r h e ard th is  and m ade  a 
note  in our docum e nts .

W e  both  h ad good k now le dge  of m ath e m atics  due  to our s ch ool 
e ducation, w h ich  w e  could us e  w e ll for th e  training. W e  put in 
m ore  e ffort and s olve d all m ath e m atical q ue s tions . Finally w e  fin-
is h e d th e  cours e  as  th e  be s t one s . Th e n th e  pre s s ure  dim inis h e d 
s om e w h at. On 12 May 2000 th e  3. Invas ion be gan. W e  w e re  in 
cons tant re adine s s  and h ad to bring th e  cannons  to th e  front. At 
23.30 o'clock , w h e n th e  invas ion be gan, w e re  w e  in Aigar. W e  
h ad not notice d it at all: An oppos ing cle aring-up unit h ad ap-
proach e d us  clos e ly. W e  organiz e d a group. I participate d in th e  
group as  a Mortar e xpe rt and w as  ins tructe d to tak e  a book le t 
and m y calculation w ith  m e . W e  s taye d aw ay tw o days  and tw o 
nigh ts . On 19  May th e  12th  divis ion occupie d th e  w h ole  are a. I 
s h ould pre pare  th e  cannon now : Spe e d: 6,40; Cannon attitude : 
45; Balance : 30 m illi. On 22nd th e  w ar re ally s tarte d. I could not 
im agine  th is  up to th e n.

Th e  oth e rs  w e re  s im ply k ille d. Th at is  unforge ttable  for m e . It 
w as  an inde s cribable , a bad fe e ling. On 24th  in th e  m orning th e y 
told us  w e  s h ould w ith draw  from  Me nok s e to to Se nafe , approxim -
ate ly 25 k ilom e te rs . Norm ally one  tak e s  th e  large  gun barre l. An-
oth e r th e  cannon car, th e  th ird one  th e  s e at, I, as  th e  group 
le ade r, s h ould only carry one  pair of binoculars  and a book le t 
w ith  m e . If w e  w ould le ave  any part be h ind, w e  w ould h ave  h ad 
s e rious  difficultie s . W h e n w e  w ith dre w , Ne gas s i Abrah am  w as  
s h ot, w h o w as  re s pons ible  for th e  s e at. Th is  m e ant w e  h ad to 
le ave  th e  s e at th e re  and m arch e d on, w ith out food or liq uid, to 
Ke s k e s s e i. W e  arrive d th e re  at 11 o’clock  in th e  m orning. W e  
w e re  tire d and h ungry. But th e  invas ion of th e  oppone nt be cam e  
s tronge r and s tronge r. Us ually th e  Mortar is  s e rve d by 4 s oldie rs . 
But s ince  th e  invas ion w as  s o s trong, w e  w e re  ins tructe d to only 
s e rve  th e  cannon w ith  tw o pe ople . All oth e rs  s h ould go to th e  
front w ith  th e ir rifle s . Th e n I s aw  th at H adgu w as  in dange r.
H e  s e rve d anoth e r cannon clos e  by and w ore  a s pe cial jack e t, 
s o th at th e  oppone nts  as s um e d h e  is  an office r. Th e y h ad h im  in 
th e  vis or and cons tantly s h ot at h im . I ye lle d s om e th ing to h im , 
but h e  could not h e ar m e , be caus e  h e  did not h e ar anyth ing from  
th e  loud s h ooting. So I w e nt to h im  and got h im  aw ay from  h is  po-
s ition. Th is  w as  als o notice d by th e  group le ade r and h e  m ade  a 
note . W h e n th e  pe ace  tre aty w as  s igne d, it be gan to be com e  
calm e r. W e  h e ard about it on th e  radio. Th e  group le ade r trans -
fe rre d H adgu to ope rate  cannons  w ith  a m iddle  calibe r, th e  
Dos h k a. Ne ve rth e le s s  w e  could m e e t from  tim e  to tim e . Our fam -
ily is  w e ll k now n in As m ara, be caus e  m y fath e r w as  a ph ys ician. 

One  is  e ve n addre s s e d to as  a s on of th e  doctor, as  W odie  
H ak im . My broth e r w as  als o w e ll k now n. My com rade s  h ow e ve r 
did not k now  th at I w as  h is  broth e r and s pok e  about th e  fact th at 
h e  w as  k ille d. Th at s h ock e d m e  ve ry de e ply. Sudde nly I th ough t: 
Now  th e re  is  nobody le ft from  m y fam ily. I h ad only one  th ough t 
le ft: To s ave  m ys e lf and run aw ay.

On 10th  June  I w as  trans fe rre d to H ire t, brough t be tw e e n Se ge n-
e ti and Adi K e yh . I w as  s uppos e d to atte nd a furth e r cours e  in 
m ilitary s trate gy. A com rade , w h o k ne w  m e  and m y broth e r, s aid 
to m e : “ W h y are  you cons tantly be ing s e nt on a cours e ? 
Som e one  m us t h ave  you in th e  vis or. Som e th ing w ill h appe n 
w ith  you." Th at m ade  m e  ale rt. I trie d to m ak e  contact w ith  m y 
s is te r. I w rote  h e r a le tte r th at s h e  could com e  and vis it m e . 
W h e n s h e  cam e ,  m y brigade  le ade r s aid to h e r: ”H e ’s  not h e re  
anym ore , h e  h as  be e n trans fe rre d." But m y s is te r did not le t 
th e m  fool h e r. Sh e  contacte d acq uaintance s  of m y fath e r w ith  th e  
artille ry and h as  finally w ritte n a s h ort le tte r to m e : “ I am  Mona 
Lis a, I am  h e re , com e ." I w e nt to m y com m ande r, in orde r to as k  
for pe rm is s ion to m e e t h e r. H e  s aid:” Do not go. Sh e  is  a civilian 
and live s  in As m ara. You w ould only dis clos e  s e cre ts ." H e  did 
not w ant anyth ing th at h ad h appe ne d to com e  out. Th at w as  th e  
actual re as on, w h y h e  h ad re fus e d and in th e  e nd h e  s aid to m e : 
“You are  a s oldie r. Your brain and your body are  controlle d by 
us ." I ans w e re d it: ”If I don’t h ave  any righ ts , I am  los t for th e  
country. If I do not do th ings  voluntarily, I cannot do anyth ing for 
th e  country.”. “You are  jus t talk ing nons e ns e ” h e  re plie d.
I h ad s uch  a longing to s e e  m y s is te r th at I w e nt aw ay from  m y 
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unit on m y ow n. I e ve n told m y com m ande r:” I’m  going." ,” You 
s h ould not do th at. W h e n you re turn, you w ill h ave  bad con-
s e q ue nce s . ", h e  ans w e re d. I re plie d: “Do w h ate ve r you w ant, 
I’m  going."
I s pok e  w ith  m y s is te r for a long tim e . Sh e  as k e d about our broth -
e r, but I could not te ll h e r th at h e  h ad be e n k ille d. It w as  alre ady 
s o difficult for both  of us . I told h e r h e  w as  trans fe rre d and s e nt 
h e r back  to As m ara. Afte rw ards  I h ad to rins e  m y s tre s s , s o I 
w e nt to As m ara, drank  alcoh ol and re turne d to th e  barrack s  only 
around one  clock  at nigh t. W h e n I arrive d I h e ard: “Stand s till!" 
Th e n I w as  tie d up  in th e  num be r e igh t w ay and w as  le ft to lie  
th e re  for th re e  days  and th re e  nigh ts . Since  th e n I w as  calle d 
“Mande la” by oth e rs  in m y unit. Afte rw ards  I h ad s e ve ral argu-
m e nts  w ith  m y com m ande r. H e  cons tantly pre s s ure d m e .

My s is te r cam e  once  m ore  w ith  acq uaintance s  from  th e  unit. I 
s pok e  w ith  h e r and s aid: “If th e re  is  an opportunity to e s cape  and 
com e  to As m ara, th e n I’ll com e . But do not te ll  th at I w ill com e . 
Don’t m e ntion it to anyone ." I w aite d for a good opportunity. Dur-
ing th e  training I did not h ave  an opportunity be caus e  I als o h ad 
to dig ditch e s . Th e  trainings  s tarte d at noon, and in th e  afte rnoon 
w e  w e nt into th e  ditch e s . I found out now  th at th e re  w ould be  
als o a training for th e  flat country in Bak a. I s aw  th at as  ch ance  

to fle e  not only to m y s is te r but als o to fle e  from  Eritre a in ge ne r-
al. I w aite d for th at. At th at tim e  H adgu h ad conflicts  w ith  th e  s ub-
unit com m ande r and w as  tie d up s e ve ral tim e s . H is  cloth e s  w as  
tak e n off, h e  got tie d up and th e y poure d m ilk  ove r h im . Th e n 
m os q uitoe s  cam e  and s tung h im .
I w as  not allow e d to com fort h im . If I w as  clos e  to ne arby, I s aid 
to h im : “Th is  w ill als o pas s . It w ill be  ok  again." But it w as  bad to 
look  at h im . Such  th ings  h appe ne d to H adgu s e ve ral tim e s . Mor-
ally h e  w as  at th e  e nd, particularly s ince  h e  didn’t h ave  any broth -
e rs  and s is te rs , h e  w as  brough t up in difficult circum s tance s , h is  
fam ily w as  poor. More  fre q ue ntly h e  s aid: “During all th is  tim e  I 
could h ave  h e lpe d m y fam ily." I ans w e re d :” W e  are  s till alive . 
Th at is  th e  m ain th ing." Eve ry tim e  th e  s ubunit com m ande r s aw  
us  toge th e r, h e  s e parate d us . It m e ant: “You are  trying to e x-
ch ange  s e cre ts ." I did not com e  to th e  cours e  for th e  tim e  be ing. 
Ins te ad w e  h ad to m arch  for tw o days . H adgu’s  s ole  be cam e  an 
ope n w ound. W h oe ve r could not k e e p up any longe r, h ad to gath -
e r at s om e  oth e r place . Th e re  I got s e parate d from  h im . Since  
th e n th e y s aid to m e : “ W ith  w h om  w ill you talk  now ?" I s aid: 
“You are  ne ve rth e le s s  als o m y frie nds ." I could talk  w ith  H adgu 
about inte rnal th ings , h ow e ve r not w ith  th e  oth e rs . Th at could not 
be  done , s ince  e ve ryone  got s pie d on. W ith  th e  oth e rs  I could 
talk  only about ge ne ral th ings .
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Th e n w e  h e ard on th e  radio th at H adgu h ad fle d to Eth iopia. 
W h e n th is  m e s s age  cam e , m y s ituation w ors e ne d. Since  th e n I 
w as  alw ays  obs e rve d. Th e re  w as  alw ays  s om e one  w ith  m e , 
e ve n w h ile  I w as  urinating. Late r I w as  fortunate ly s e nt to th e  
cours e  in Bak a. I h ad a m arch ing orde r, procure d to m e  h ow e ve r 
I m anage d to ge t a pe rm is s ion from  a frie nd unde r th e  h and, to 
go to As m ara for tw o days . Th is  m e ant I h ad le ft th e  unit w ith out 
prope r approval, s ince  it w as  not an official pe rm is s ion. I did not 
go to m y s is te r, but to m y granny. I w as h e d m ys e lf, cut m y h air, 
s o I w ould look  diffe re ntly. Soldie rs  cam e  to s e e  m y s is te r, e ve n 
in civilian cloth e s , and as k e d for m e . Sh e  ans w e re d: “W e ll h e  is  
grow n up and in th e  m ilitary." I could h ide  m ys e lf, s ince  young 
pe ople  from  th e  ne igh bourh ood w ould s e e  th e  m ilitary police  and 
w arne d m e  on tim e .
I s taye d in As m ara for a m onth . In th e  m e anw h ile  th e  unit w as  
trans fe rre d tow ards  Bak a into th e  proxim ity of Te s e ne y. I m an-
age d to ge t a frie nd’s   pe rm is s ion, in orde r to go to Te s e ne y. 
Th e re  I h ad to w atch  out, s ince  th e re  are  m any civil s oldie rs , 
w h os e  tas k  is , to introduce  th e m s e lve s  as  pe ople  w h o h e lp e s -
cape d s oldie rs  lik e  m e . H ow e ve r, th e y only tak e  th e  m one y and 
th e n bring you to a unit, ins te ad to th e  Sudan. So I did not to go 
to Te s e ne y, but to Baronto and obs e rve d th e  s ituation th e re . I 
found out th at orde rs  w e re  give n th at e ve ryone  s h ould be  arre s -
te d, w h o h as  a pe rm is s ion of a unit, w h ich  is  not s tatione d th e re . 
It be cam e  im pos s ible  for m e  to th e  Sudan ove r Te s e ne y. In June  
2001 I w e nt back  to As m ara.

On 20 June  I s tarte d m oving tow ards  th e  Sudan again. I contin-
ue d to go to Ke re n, to Te s e ne y and to Te be ldia. Th e re  I as k e d 
around. I found a Mufti, w h ich  acce pte d m e , s ince  I pre s e nte d m y-
s e lf as  a Mus lim . H e  w ante d 2,500 Nak ba from  m e , in orde r to 
tak e  m e  th e re . Firs t I s taye d one  nigh t w ith  h im . Late r h e  as k e d 
m e : “ Can you m arch  w e ll?” , No proble m  ", I ans w e re d. Th e n w e  
w alk e d from  Te be ldia to Mailuba to th e  borde r w ith  Sudan. W h e n 
I arrive d at H afir in th e  Sudan, I w as  glad and k ne w  th at I h ad 
s ave d m y life . I ph one d m y frie nds  in K h artoum  and finally h ad to 
pay 65,000 Sudane s e  Pounds , in orde r to ge t th e re . In K h artoum  
I w as  alre ady e xpe cte d. W h e n I s aw  m y frie nds , I k ne w  th at I 
w as  out of dange r.
W e  s at toge th e r, talk e d about our bad e xpe rie nce s  and s aid: “ 
W e  are  lik e  ne w ly born." I te le ph one d w ith  fam ily m e m be rs  from  
th e  USA and told th e m , h ow  m uch  m one y I ne e de d in orde r to 
s ave  m ys e lf. Th e y trans fe rre d th e  m one y to m e , s o I w as  able  to 
com e  to Ge rm any w ith  fre igh t truck s . I w ork  for tw o h ours  a day 
at pre s e nt. My application for as ylum  w as  re je cte d and I w as  re -
q ue s te d to go to th e  Eritre an Em bas s y, to apply for a pas s port - 
in orde r to be  e xile d. I re fus e d. Now  I am  be ing continuous ly 
th re ate ne d and m y pape rs  only ge t e xte nde d for a m onth  at a 
tim e . I do not k now , w h at com e s  afte r th at. If th e y w ant to pus h  
m e  out, th e y s h ould k ill m e  be fore  th at. Oth e rw is e  I w ill not go. 

Inte rvie w  w ith  H e nok  Es tifanos  from  26 May 2004, trans lation: Yo-
nas  Bah ta, copy: Rudi Frie drich

9



Eritre a: Cons cie ntious  Obje ction and De s e rtion

Bis rat H abte  Micae l

I w as  born on 10 January 19 81 in As m ara. I w e nt to H ats e y-Yo-
h anne s  Sch ool until 5th  grade , for 6th  and 7th  to th e  Aw e t 
Sch ool, and for th e  8th  to 11th  grade  to th e  H alai Sch ool.
W h e n I finis h e d th e  11th  grade  and took  m y s ch ool le aving e xam -
ination [A-le ve ls ], I w as  jus t 15 ye ars  old. I did not h ave  to re pe at 
any ye ar, and h ad jum pe d a fe w  clas s e s .
W e  w e re  told th at w e  w ould ge t th e  re s ults  of th e  s ch ool le aving 
e xam inations  only afte r bas ic training in th e  National Se rvice . 
Th at's  w h y at th e  age  of 15 I joine d th e  m ilitary, h oping th at m y e x-
am  re s ults  w e re  good and I could le ave  afte r bas ic training to 
s tudy. Th us , in 19 9 6 I w as  re cruite d for National Se rvice  as  part 
of th e  fifth  re cruitm e nt round and brough t to Saw a for bas ic train-
ing.
Som e  of th e  girls  th e re  h ad run aw ay from  h om e  and joine d th e  
National Se rvice , alth ough  th e y w e re  s till m inors . Som e tim e s  th e  
pare nts  cam e  to tak e  th e ir daugh te rs  back  h om e . But th e  auth orit-
ie s  alw ays  re fus e d th at. Th e y s aid: "Sh e  cam e  to us  on h e r ow n. 
Now  s h e  s tays  h e re ." Eve n w h e n th e  girls  w ante d to re turn h om e  
late r, th e y w e re  not allow e d to.
Th e  tim e  in Saw a w as  h ard. It w as  th e  rainy s e as on and th e  facil-
itie s  at Saw a w e re  poor at th at tim e . Many be cam e  ill, and got 
h e patitis . Es pe cially w om e n fre q ue ntly got a h iccup, w e  call th is  
le w ti. Eve n w h e n ill w e  w e re  force d to tak e  part in th e  roll-call. 
Only w h e n you w e re  ve ry s e rious ly ill w as  it pos s ible  to ge t a pos t-

pone m e nt from  National Se rvice . W e  w e re  force d to tak e  part in 
m ilitary e xe rcis e s  until w e  w e re  com ple te ly e xh aus te d. Th e y did 
not care  w h e th e r you w ould die  or not. Re lative s  of h igh  rank ing 
office rs  w e re  tre ate d diffe re ntly. Th e y got e xe m pte d from  m ilitary 
s e rvice  e ve n w ith out be ing ill.
Many girls  w e re  rape d. Th e re  w e re  girls  w h o adapte d th e m -
s e lve s  to th e  s ituation and m ade  advance s  to office rs  out of th e ir 
ow n initiative , to avoid be ing rape d. Th e re  w e re  only m ale  of-
fice rs . Th os e  w h o didn't com ply, w h o re je cte d th e  m e n w e re  giv-
e n th e  w ors t w ork  or s e nt into th e  w ar. Th e  girls  w h o h ad be e n 
rape d but didn't w ant to com ply w e re  s e nt to th e  front too. Th e  
girls  w h o w e re  com pliant and pre tty w e re  tre ate d w e ll. Ofte n th e y 
got pre gnant involuntarily.
Afte r s ix m onth  of bas ic training I cam e  to th e  381s t divis ion. 
Firs t I w as  s uppos e d to w ork  in th e  adm inis tration, but th e n I w as  
s e nt to th e  front line . Th is  s urpris e d m e . I as s um e d th at I w ould 
s e rve  a total of 18 m onth  of m ilitary s e rvice . Afte r de ducting h oli-
days , th is  w ould h ave  m e ant 8 m onth  afte r th e  e nd of bas ic train-
ing, w h ich  th e  s oldie rs  us ually s e rve  in agriculture . I als o h ad 
applie d for h olidays . But m y s upe rior w ante d to pre ve nt m e  from  
doing th is . H e  w ante d m e  to cook  for h im  and to be  h is  puppe t. I 
re fus e d th at. So I didn't ge t any h olidays , and w as  s e nt to th e  
front line  ins te ad.
W e  w e re  in Bak a, in th e  are a of Girm aik . Th os e  girls  w h o re -
fus e d to play th e  h ous e w ife  h ad to s tand on guard s e rvice  for 3-
4 h ours  at nigh t as  a form  of punis h m e nt. Th os e  young m e n w h o 
w ante d to h e lp th e m  w e re  punis h e d too –  th e y w e re  orde re d to 
s tand at atte ntion in th e  s un for an e ntire  day.
Th e  oth e r girls , w h o playe d along w ith  th e  gam e , w e re  tre ate d 
w e ll. Th e y got a good room , a nice  be d, and got h olidays  e ve ry 
m onth  to vis it th e ir fam ilie s . But th e re  w e re  only ve ry fe w  w h o 
playe d along. Mos t re fus e d. W e  alw ays  th ough t: w e  w ould do m il-
itary s e rvice  and th e n go back  h om e .
Th e re  w e re  conflicts  be tw e e n th e  old figh te rs , th e  jik aalo, and 
th e  cons cripts . Th e  old figh te rs  accus e d th e  cons cripts : "You jus t 
w ant to be  am ong yours e lve s ". Th e y put pre s s ure  on us  be -
caus e  w e , w h o h ad gone  to s ch ool toge th e r, s upporte d e ach  oth -
e r.
Th os e  w h o could s tand it no longe r, w h o w ante d to s e e  th e ir 
fam ily, fle d in th e  e nd. Som e  re turne d on th e ir ow n, oth e rs  w e re  
caugh t by th e  m ilitary police  and punis h e d w ith  th e  h e licopte r or 
th e  num be r e igh t [1]. In s om e  cas e s  th e y w e re  dous e d w ith  m ilk , 
be fore  th e y w e re  orde re d to s tand in th e  s un for h ours . Th e y 
w e re  calle d k oble lt, outlaw s , de s e rte rs .
I too w as  once  punis h e d w ith  th e  num be r e igh t and w as  force d 
to lie  in th e  s un for a w h ole  day, be caus e  I h ad re fus e d to do th e  
h ous e w ork  for m y com m ande r. I h ad not de s e rte d. But a com -
m ande r h ad an e ye  on m e . W h e n I e xpre s s e d criticis m , th e y 
s aid th at th is  w as  agains t th e  law . I w as  put in bonds  and put into 
th e  s un, be caus e  I did not com ply.
Afte r s e rving 18 m onth s  in m ilitary s e rvice , w e  h ad to s tay on for 
tw o additional m onth s . Th e n th e  w ar be gan. It is  difficult for m e  
to de s cribe  th is . It w as  h orrible . For e xam ple , th e re  w as  a rule  
th at w h e n s oldie rs  w e re  w ounde d, th e  jik aalo h ad to be  brough t 
to th e  fie ld h os pital firs t. Th e y w e re  tak e n out of th e  front line  
firs t, not th e  com m on s oldie rs . Once  five  or s ix young s oldie rs  
die d be caus e  of th is . Th e y jus t h ad be e n le ft th e re .
W h e n th e  unit w ith dre w  from  th e  front for a bre ak , s om e  w e nt to 
th e ir fam ilie s  w ith out auth oris ation. W h e n th e y re turne d and th e  
unit h ad be e n s e nt back  to th e  front, th e s e  s oldie rs  w e re  s e nt dir-
e ctly to th e  front as  a form  of punis h m e nt. Oth e rs  w e re  e ve n e x-
e cute d.
Th is  is  w h at h appe ne d w h e n tw o pe ople  w ante d to ge t m arrie d. 
Th e  fam ily and th e  bridal couple  h ad agre e d on a date , h ad in-
form e d th e  unit com m ande r and as k e d for h olidays  for th e  w e d-
ding. In Eritre a a w e dding is  a ve ry im portant e ve nt. But th e  
bridal couple  got th e ir h olidays  re fus e d. So th e y w e nt unauth or-

I've  h ad e nough  of th e  w ar
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is e d to m arry. Th e  m ilitary s e nt an e ntire  unit to th e  w e dding to ar-
re s t th e  bridal couple , ins te ad of at le as t w aiting until afte r th e  
w e dding. Th e y w e re  s e nt dire ctly to th e  front.
I h ave  h ad e nough  of th e  w ar. I re porte d ill, alth ough  th at m e ant I 
h ad to s tay th e re  and couldn't go h om e . Afte r s e ve ral re q ue s ts  
and com plaints  I finally got five  days  of h olidays , but I s taye d 
aw ay for 10 days . Th e n I got ve ry s care d. I re turne d. As  punis h -
m e nt I h ad to carry a big w ate r containe r up and dow n a h ill for a 
full w e e k .
In May 19 9 9  th e  unit com m ande r trie d to rape  m e . I s cre am e d 
and oth e rs  cam e  to h e lp m e  and pre ve nte d it from  h appe ning. I 
de m ande d th at h e  be  punis h e d, but it w as  h is  re s pons ibility to 
pas s  on m y com plaint to h is  s upe riors . H e  did not ge t punis h e d.
Afte r th e  2nd invas ion our unit re ce ive d training and did a cours e  
on financial auditing. I s e rve d in th e  adm inis tration of th e  unit 
and ch e ck e d its  incom e  and e xpe ns e s . My s upe rior put m e  un-
de r pre s s ure  and told lie s  about m e , be caus e  I did not com ply to 
h is  de m ands . For e xam ple  h e  accus e d m e  to h ave  s tole n 
m one y, alth ough  h e  didn't le ave  any m one y. H e  pas s e d on th is  
k ind of accus ations  to h is  s upe riors , s o th at I w ould be  punis h e d. 
It w as  unbe arable . Th e re fore  I w e nt to m y fam ily in As m ara. Afte r 
one  m onth  I w as  arre s te d, and w as  brough t to th e  police  s tation 
in Ge gje re t. Afte r th at I w as  s e nt to Adiabe to. I de m ande d re -
pe ate dly: "I w ant to be  brough t to m y unit. If I am  to ge t pun-
is h e d, th e n I w ant to ge t punis h e d th e re ." H ow e ve r, afte r s om e  
w e e k s  I w as  able  to e s cape  from  th e  pris on in Adiabe to and w e nt 
to Adis e gdo.
I m anage d to s tay th e re  for m ore  th an a ye ar. I h ad to h ide  all th e  
tim e , gue s ts  w e re  not allow e d to s e e  m e , and I could not le ave  
th e  h ous e . Th e  ne igh bours  w e re  not s uppos e d to s e e  m e , s o 
th at th e y could not re port m e  to th e  police . During th is  tim e  I got 
in contact w ith  frie nds  of m y fath e r, w h o gave  m e  oppos ition pa-
pe rs , for e xam ple  from  th e  ELF (Eritre an Libe ration Front).
Be caus e  I h ad be e n gone  for a long tim e , th e  auth oritie s  put pre s -
s ure  on m y fath e r, and finally arre s te d h im .
W ith  th e  h e lp of h is  frie nds , I w as  finally able  to fle e  to Sudan. I 
dre s s e d in th e  w ay girls  from  th e  village s  norm ally dre s s , and 
w as  brough t by car to Te s e ne y. Th e re  I s taye d for one  m ore  
w e e k  to pre pare  th e  re s t of m y fligh t. Th e n I w e nt ove r th e  gre e n 
borde r to Sudan.
In Sudan too I fe are d to be  arre s te d. Th e  Eritre an pre s ide nt Afe w -
e rk i h ad give n orde r to arre s t de s e rte rs  and to bring th e m  back  
to Eritre a. Th e  Eritre an gove rnm e nt de m ande d th at young 
pe ople  w h o h ad fle d to Sudan be  h ande d ove r. Som e tim e  th e  Su-
dane s e  gove rnm e nt com plie d w ith  th is  re q ue s t and de porte d 
young pe ople  to Eritre a. Som e  of th e  de s e rte rs  w e re  s h ot, s om e  
s im ply dis appe are d.
Als o th e  Eritre an Se cre t Se rvice  is  active  in Sudan, and s om e -
tim e s  k idnaps  Eritre an s e cre t carrie rs , but als o com m on s oldie rs . 
In addition, th e  Sudane s e  s oldie rs , for e xam ple  in K e s s e la, are  
corrupt. Be caus e  of th e  conflicts  be tw e e n Sudan and Eritre a, 
th e y do not care  w h at h appe ns  to de s e rte rs . Th os e  w h o w on't 
give  th e m  m one y are  arre s te d and brough t back  to th e  borde r. 
De s e rte rs  can't e ve n e xpe ct h e lp from  th e  Unite d Nations . De s e rt-
e rs  h ave  to go into h iding far aw ay from  th e  big citie s  or th e y 
h ave  to le ave  th e  country. Th e re fore  m any youth s  try to go 
th rough  th e  Sah ara to Libya, and try to cros s  th e  s e a in inflat-
able s  –  unde r gre at dange r of drow ning. But e ve n th os e  w h o e s -
cape  are  in dange r of be ing re turne d. Malta de porte d 200 
re fuge e s  to Sudan. From  th e re  th e y w e re  h ande d ove r to th e  Erit-
re an auth oritie s . Nobody k now s  w h e re  th e y are . Luck ily, s om e  
youth s  w e re  able  to e s cape  again to Europe . And luck ily now  
th e y are  allow e d to s tay in Europe .
In Sudan I s taye d for one  m onth  w ith  a re lative  in K h artoum . 
W ith  h is  h e lp I w as  able  to ge t to Ge rm any w ith  th e  h e lp of 
pe ople  s m uggle rs .
H e re  in Ge rm any I am  fine . I h ave  found re s t. My application for 
as ylum , h ow e ve r, h as  be e n turne d dow n by th e  auth oritie s . I am  
appe aling agains t th e  de cis ion, but I don't h ave  m uch  h ope .
I don't k now  h ow  m y fam ily is  doing, and I am  re ally w orrie d. I 
cannot ph one  th e m  or w rite , be caus e  th e y are  probably w atch e d. 
I am  s care d th at m y fam ily m igh t ge t e ve n de e pe r into trouble  if 

th e  auth oritie s  k ne w  th at th e y h ad h e lpe d m e . I don't h ave  any in-
form ation about m y fath e r. I do not k now  if h e  is  s till alive . My s ib-
lings  h ave  be e n calle d up for National Se rvice . My m oth e r is  on 
h e r ow n. I do not k now  h ow  th e y can be ar it.

Inte rvie w  w ith  Bis rat H abte  Micae l from  28 May 2004, Trans lation from  
Tigri into Ge rm an by Yonas  Bah ta and Abrah am  Ge bre ye s us . Trans lation 
from  Ge rm an to Englis h  by Andre as  Spe ck
Source : Conne ction e .V./Eritre is ch e  Antim ilitaris tis ch e  Initiative : Dok u-
m e ntation: Eritre a: Krie gs die ns tve rw e ige rung und De s e rtion

Note s

[1] Th e  h e licopte r and num be r e igh t are  com m on torture  te ch niq ue s . Am -
ne s ty Inte rnational de s cribe s  th e m  as  follow s :
"Th e   h e licopte r": th e  victim  is  tie d w ith  a rope  by h ands  and fe e t be h ind 
th e  back , lying on th e  ground face  dow n, outs ide  in th e  h ot s un, rain or 
fre e z ing cold nigh ts , s trippe d of uppe r garm e nts . Th is  is  a punis h m e nt al-
locate d for a particular num be r of days , th e  m axim um  re porte d be ing 55 
days  in th e  Dah lak  K e bir is land pris on, but it is  m ore  ofte n one  or tw o 
w e e k s . Th e  pris one r is  tie d in th is  pos ition 24 h ours  a day, e xce pt for tw o 
or th re e  s h ort bre ak s  for m e als  and toile t functions .
"Otto"  (Italian for "e igh t"): th e  victim  is  tie d w ith  h ands  be h ind th e  back  
and le ft face  dow n on th e  ground, but w ith out th e  le gs  tie d. (from : ‘You 
h ave  no righ t to as k ’ –   Gove rnm e nt re s is ts  s crutiny on h um an righ ts )
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„Afte r th e  libe ration w e  didn’t re alis e  th e  true  face  of th e  gov-
e rnm e nt” .

W e ldu H abte m icae l

I w as  born on 25 Fe bruary 19 77, in Adi K e fe le t. I w e nt to s ch ool 
th e re  until th e  fifth  form . My fath e r w as  a farm e r. Late r w e  
ope ne d a s h op as  w e ll.
In 19 9 7 I got th e  call up for National Se rvice . Th ough  I didn’t 
w ant to s e rve  in th e  m ilitary s e rvice , I w as  force d into s ix m onth s  
of bas ic training in Saw a. Afte r bas ic training I w as  attach e d to di-
vis ion 48 at Girm aik a, w h e re  th e re  w as  a h e avy gun brigade , 
calle d th e  “Re ch as ch -Brigade ”. I s e rve d m y w h ole  tim e  in th is  bri-
gade .
As  th e  invas ion s tarte d, w e  w e re  m ove d to Om h age r, th e n to Sh -
am buco, and at las t to H aicota, w h e re  w e  acte d in air de fe nce . 
At th e  th ird invas ion I w as  in Maik ok ah  Sh ilalo in th e  re gion of Sh -
am buco.
Th e re  are  gre at diffe re nce s  be tw e e n th e  cons cripts  and old figh t-
e rs . Th e  ne w  s oldie rs  are  s e e n as  infe rior and th e y are  
pe rm ane ntly de grade d, w ith  th e  cons e nt of th e  s upe riors . W e  
ne w  s oldie rs  are  tre ate d lik e  dirt. Only as k ing an innoce nt q ue s -
tions  ge ts  you ins ulte d, be ate n, arre s te d, tie d w ith  num be r e igh t 
and torture d in th e  s un, or as s igne d th e  h arde s t w ork . It’s  be tte r 
to s ay noth ing.
Som e  days  afte r th e  be ginning of th e  th ird invas ion w e  w e re  de -

fe ate d by Eth iopian units . W e  h ad to re tre at. In bas ic training w e  
w e re  told: “In a difficult s ituation you s h ouldn’t le ave  th e  h e avy 
guns . You h ave  to figh t or you h ave  to de s troy th e  gun.” Th is  w as  
w h at I w as  face d w ith . Be caus e  w e  w e re  s urrounde d, w e  didn’t 
s e e  any w ay out. Als o th e re  w as n’t a ve h icle  th at could re m ove  
th e  h e avy gun. W e  de cide d to de s troy it. Th e n w e  fle d. Afte r-
w ards  w e  got ne w  guns . W h e n it w as  q uie te r w e  cam e  to Bar-
onto.
I w as  inte rrogate d be caus e  w e  de s troye d th e  h e avy gun. I 
re pe ate d w h at I le arne d in training. Th e y be lie ve d m e  be caus e  
oth e rs  w itne s s e d th e  s ituation, s o luck ily noth ing h appe ne d to 
m e . If th e y h ad not be lie ve d m e , I w ould h ave  to pay for th e  gun. 
If you los e  only one  cartridge , you h ave  to pay for it from  your 
ow n pay.
Th e re  w as  a s im ilar cas e  th at I w ant to re port. Afte r th e  firs t days  
of th e  th ird invas ion, s om e  com rade s  of anoth e r unit w e re  de -
fe ate d by Eth iopian troops  and fle d in th e  dire ction of Te s e ne y. 
Tw o of th e ir trans porte rs  got s tuck  in th e  s and. Th e  trans porte rs  
w e re  full of w e apons . Th e  com m ande r of th e  unit w as  200 
m e te rs  ah e ad and orde re d th e  troops  to de s troy th e  trans porte rs . 
Tw o of th e  s oldie rs  trie d to fre e  th e  guns , but a th ird de s troye d 
th e m . Th is  w as  inve s tigate d afte r th e  ce as e fire .
Th e  s oldie r w h o de s troye d th e  trans porte rs  de s e rte d. Th e  oth e rs  
w e re  accus e d now  to le ave  th e  w e apons  to th e  Eritre an arm y. 
Proce e dings  w e re  h e ld on h igh  le ve l. At las t, as  w as  re porte d, 
th e  tw o w h o trie d to fre e  th e  re porte r w e re  e xe cute d.
It w as  s trange  th at th is  h ad h appe ne d alth ough  th e  w itne s s  could 
not be  inte rrogate d. Police  arre s te d h im  a fe w  m onth  late r at 
h om e  and re turne d h im  to h is  unit. W h e n h e  fle d, h e  took  a 
Kalas h nik ov w ith  h im , but afte r h is  arre s t h e  claim e d th at h e  h ad 
los t it. Th e re  w as  no inve s tigation of h is  de s e rtion w h ats oe ve r; 
h e  w as  allow e d to m ove  around fre e ly. I m ys e lf trie d to ge t 
s om e th ing out of h im . H e  ans w e re d: “Noth ing h appe ne d. I k e e p 
th at unde r m y h at.” I w as  re ally s urpris e d h ow  h e  h ad be e n 
tre ate d.
Afte r th e  ce as e fire  th e  inde pe nde nt ne w s pape rs  re porte d a lot 
about th e  s ituation in Eritre a. Th e y w rote  about th e  G15. W e  
re ad it. W e  got angry about it. Th e n th e y cam e  to us  and forbade  
us  to re ad th e  ne w s pape rs , alth ough  th e y w e re  not banne d. 
Th e y forbade  us  to ge t inform e d about oth e r political opinions .
On 9  Augus t 2002, th e y organis e d a m e e ting to inform  us  about 
th e  s ituation in Eritre a and th e  G15. Th e y s aid th e  G15 w e re  trait-
ors  and accus e d th e m  of coope ration w ith  Eth iopia. Early w e  h ad 
be e n told th at as  s oldie rs  w e  s h ouldn’t tak e  a pos ition. So I got 
angry s udde nly –  I didn’t k now  w h y –  and I s tood up: “W h y do 
you te ll us  th at now ? W h y do you talk  accus ingly about th e m ? 
You w ant to bring us  to your s ide . But you told us  be fore : “You 
s h ouldn’t tak e  a pos ition as  s oldie rs , be  ne utral.” W h y do you 
w ant to convince  us  of your pos ition now ?” It w as  totally s pontan-
e ous . A h igh -rank ing com m ande r orde re d m e  to s it dow n.
Afte r th e  m e e ting, th e  m ilitary police  cam e , arre s te d m e  and 
brough t m e  to Baronto. Th e y accus e d m e , firs t, th at I w as  clos e  
to th e  G15. Se cond, th at I h ad coope rate d w ith  th e  Eth iopians  
and th at is  w h y I h ad de s troye d th e  h e avy gun. Th ird, th e y re -
proach e d m e  for dis turbing th e  m e e ting, s aying I acte d ille gally.
On 10 Augus t th e y inform e d m e  about th e  ch arge . Th e  le ade r of 
m y unit be traye d m e . H e  s aid now  th at I h ad de s troye d th e  
h e avy gun. H e  w ante d to prote ct h im s e lf. Sudde nly h e  didn’t 
w ant to k now  anyth ing.
In th e  pris on in Baronto I k ne w  one  of th e  guards . H e  w as  in 
Saw a w ith  m e  and w as  s care d to s e e  m e . H e  gave  m e  a note , 
s aying: “I w ant to do th e  s am e  as  you –  run aw ay. I w ill tak e  you 
w ith  m e . You are  in trouble .”
I didn’t s ay anyth ing and de s troye d th e  pape r. W h e n h e  w as  on 
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guard at lunch  tim e , h e  could s pe ak  w ith  m e  by pre te nding to 
look  in a totally diffe re nt dire ction. H e  s aid: “If w e  go out to pis s , 
you s h ould com e  by m y s ide . Late r you jus t s tart to run. I w ill 
s h oot afte r you and th e n run afte r you. Th e  oth e rs  w ill h ave  to 
look  afte r th e  oth e r pris one rs . So, you w ill run and I w ill s h oot. 
Th at’s  th e  w ay to ge t aw ay from  h e re . Be  pre pare d.” Be caus e  
th e re  are n’t any toile ts , in th e  e ve ning th re e  guards  accom pany a 
doz e n pris one rs  to re lie ve  th e m s e lve s  outdoors . H e  w as  one  of 
th e m .
On 12 Augus t, th re e  days  afte r m y arre s t, I did e xactly as  m y com -
rade  s aid. W e  e s cape d. Th e n w e  w e nt furth e r on as  frie nds .
Th e re  are  m any e xam ple s  of pris on conditions  for s oldie rs . 
Som e  s oldie rs  dis appe ar, s om e  com m it s uicide , s om e  are  s h ot 
w ith out trial. A frie nd of m ine  w h o de s e rte d w as  caugh t by m ilit-
ary police  th e  ne xt day. H e  w as  tie d th e  w h ole  day w ith  num be r 
e igh t and laid in th e  s un. It w as  s o h ot. H e  w as  th e re  s uch  a long 
tim e . H e  ble d from  th e  nois e  and m outh . H e  didn’t give  in. So h e  
got th re e  m ore  m onth s  of pris ons . H is  h e ad w as  s h ave d. H e  h ad 
to do th e  h arde s t w ork , lik e  digging h ole s  in th e  ground –  w ith out 
any s e ns e  –  as  anoth e r form  of punis h m e nt. Finally, h e  didn’t 
s e e  a w ay out and s h ot h im s e lf.
In th e  pris on in Baronto w e re  als o pris one rs  w h o w e re  accus e d 
of be ing as s ociate d w ith  th e  G15. W h oe ve r is  im pris one d th e re  
w ill e ith e r be  brough t s om e w h e re  unk now n or w ill be  k ille d. Th e  
tre atm e nt is  ve ry h ars h . I w as  frigh te ne d. It could h ave  h appe ne d 
to m e  too. I alre ady h ad a plan to fle e . I k ne w  th at th e y as s oci-
ate d m e  w ith  th e  G15. Th is  is  a h e avy accus ation. Many of th e s e  
pris one rs  dis appe are d.
Soldie rs  w h o h ave  to do th re e  m onth s  of h ard labour are  s ligh tly 
be tte r off. Th e ir w ork  is  lik e  brainw as h ing, s o th at th e y acce pt 
th e ir guilt and obe y. Th e re  w e re  als o m any pe naltie s  for s m all 
th ings . Th is  e ffe cte d m os tly ne w  re cruits  s e rving th e ir National 
Se rvice .
Th e  gove rnm e nt doe s n’t care  about th e  population. I w ill m e ntion 
only one  e xam ple : Stude nts  w e re  orde re d to w ork  in th e  fie lds . A 
lot of th e m  got m alaria, s o th at th e y re fus e d th e  ne xt m is s ion. I 
can not acce pt th is  gove rnm e nt be caus e  I e xpe rie nce d for m y-
s e lf w h at th e  w h ole  population h as  to e xpe rie nce . If it’s  going 
w e ll for us  and all w e re  tre ate d s im ilarly w e  w ouldn’t h ave  re -
fus e d. Th e  arm y in particular tre ate d us  lik e  idiots  and trie d to 
brainw as h  us .
Afte r th e  libe ration w e  didn’t re alis e  th e  true  face  of th e  gove rn-
m e nt and not for ye ars  afte r. Only w h e n th e  s ituation be cam e  
bad for m e  did I s e e  th at th e  s ituation around w as  w ors e . Th e n I 
re alis e d it and it click e d. It w as  afte r th e  th ird invas ion and afte r 
th e y arre s te d m e .
I could h ave  gone  to th e  Sudan w h e re  a m ate rnal uncle  live s . 
But h e  s aid: “H e re  th e y can catch  you, too. H e re  are  s e curity 
force s  of th e  gove rnm e nt, too. Pe rh aps  you w ill be  k idnappe d.” 
My uncle  th e n h e lpe d m e  e s cape  to Ge rm any.
In Ge rm any I am  active  in th e  ELF-RC. I s aw  th e  w ar. It is  no s olu-
tion. You can only die  or los e . Eve n a victory m e ans  cas ualtie s . 
Many die d. W h at w e  ne e d is  pe ace . Th is  w e  could re ach  in 
pe ace ful w ays . Th e  gove rnm e nt could be  brough t dow n by pe ace -
ful m e ans . Th e re fore  I’m  in an organis ation w h ich  is  s pe ak ing up 
for non-viole nce  and de m ocracy. I’m  e ngage d w ith  th is  group in 
th e  m om e nt.
I w as  re fus e d as ylum  by th e  fe de ral office  of Ge rm any, but I live  
in Bad H om burg and ge t s ocial h e lp. Afte r a ye ar in Ge rm any, I 
h ave  th e  righ t to w ork , s o th at I can look  for a job now .
I can’t go back  to Eritre a, not only be caus e  of m y s ituation, but 
als o be caus e  I’m  e ngage d h e re . Eve ryone  k now s  it, particularly 
th e  gove rnm e nt. You als o can find picture s  of m e  on th e  inte rne t.
I only s pe ak  out of h ope  for m y pe ople , w h o are  oppre s s e d by 
th e  gove rnm e nt: I h ope  th at th e  truth  w ill com e  to ligh t. Th os e  liv-
ing in Eritre a don’t h ave  a ch ance  to le arn it. Th e  truth  h as  to be  
e xpos e d th e re  and inte rnationally.

Inte rvie w  w ith  W e ldu H abte m icae l, June  4, 2004. Trans lation: 
Rudi Frie drich . Th e  Ge rm an ve rs ion w as  publis h e d in: Conne c-
tion e .V. (e ditor) Offe nbach , Ge rm any: Eritre a: Krie gs die ns tve rw e i-
ge rung und De s e rtion, Nove m be r 2004
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„I w on’t tak e  a gun in m y h and anym ore “

Mus s e  H abte m ich ae l

I w as  born on 24 March  19 81 in Adik e fe le t. Th e  firs t five  form s  I 
w e nt to s ch ool in Adige brai, for th e  s ixth  and s e ve nth  form  to th e  
s ch ool H im birti, for th e  e igh t and ninth  form  in Maine fh i. My par-
e nts  are  farm e rs . Late r w e  ope ne d a s h op as  w e ll.
In April 2000 I w as  calle d up for national s e rvice  in th e  13th  
round. I w as  brough t to Gatilay w h e re  I re ce ive d only one  m onth  
bas ic training. I th e n cam e  to a unit of th e  32nd divis ion. I w as  a 
s e rvice  m an in th e  1s t brigade , 2nd bataillon, 1s t unit, 2nd group. 
At th e  tim e  of th e  3rd invas ion w e  w e re  s tatione d in Igla in th e  re -
gion of Se nafe  at th e  frontline  ne ar Salam be s a. Th e re  w e re  
h e avy figh ts . Sudde nly th e re  w e re  s o m any de ad.
Afte r th e  ce as e fire  s om e  of th e  s tude nts  w e nt back  to s ch ool. 
Th ough  I s till w as  a s tude nt, I w as  re fus e d to join th e m , be caus e  
I w as  alre ady of age . I als o h ad as k e d for a dis ch arge , be caus e  
m y pare nts  are  ve ry old and didn’t h ave  a pe rs on look ing afte r 
th e m . Th is  w as  re fus e d too. I could not e ve n le ave  for vacation 
to vis it m y fam ily.
In 2002 s om e  of us  w e re  ch os e n to be  “Koble nti”, m ilitary police  
m e n. W e  h ad th e  orde r to s e arch  for AW OLs  and obje ctors  at 
th e ir h om e  and to h and th e m  ove r to th e  adm inis tration. Th is  
w as  als o dange rous  for ours e lve s . Som e  of th os e  arre s te d re -
ce ive d h e avy s e nte nce d. W h e n th e y w e re  re le as e d, s om e  trie d 
to k ill s om e  of us .
My com rade s  and m e  didn’t lik e  th e  w ork . W e  be gan to re fus e . 
But w e  w e re  told: “Th is  is  an orde r. You h ave  to do it.” Afte r w e  
h ad re pe ate dly follow e d th e  orde r to go into e ve ry h ous e  of a 
q uarte r, to k nock  at th e  doors  and to bring out juve nile s , w e  pro-
te s te d, be caus e  w e  didn’t w ant to do it any m ore . A m e e ting w as  
h e ld. Th os e  w h o s pok e  up during th e  m e e ting dis appe are d. Prob-
ably th e y w e re  arre s te d. Nobody k now s  w h e re  th e y w e re  
brough t. W e  as s um e d th at th e y w ould als o arre s t oth e rs  w h o 
w ould as k  about th e ir w h e re abouts . W e  w e re  frigh te ne d and 
didn’t as k .
In s om e  cas e s  w e  got addre s s e s  of pe rs ons  w h o h ad de s e rte d 
from  particular units . Som e tim e s  w e  als o s urrounde d e ntire  q uar-
te rs  and controlle d e ve ry h ous e . At firs t th e  q uarte r w as  s urroun-
de d. Th e n w e  w e nt from  h ous e  to h ous e  and got all out on th e  
s tre e t, e ve rybody. Eve ryone  w as  ch e ck e d. If s om e one  w as  a s tu-
de nt, h e /s h e  h ad a s tude nt card and w as  allow e d to le ave . If 
s om e one  w as  an adult and a w ork e r you look e d for h is  w ork e r 
card. If h e  or s h e  h ad noth ing to s h ow , h e /s h e  w ould be  brough t 
to a m ilitary unit. Som e  s taye d w ith  th e ir ch ildre n. W e  h ad to tak e  
th e m  out of th e ir fam ily and tak e  th e m  from  th e ir ch ildre n. Th is  
h urt m e . Som e  w e re  ill. W e  took  th e m  too and brough t th e m  to 
th e ir divis ion. Th e re  th e y w e re  put in pris on. Som e  of th e  s ick  pe r-
s ons  die d.
Th is  h appe ne d s om e tim e s  and I got frigh te ne d for m ys e lf. Th e n I 
de clare d: “I w on’t do th is  w ork  any m ore .” As  a re as on I s aid th at 
I fe ar for m y life  to be  k ille d from  pe rs ons  w h o I h ad brough t to 
pris on. My s upe riors  ans w e re d: “You h ave  to do th is .” I s aid: “I 
don’t do it.” Again th e y s aid: “You h ave  to do th is .” I ans w e re d: “I 
don’t do it any m ore .”
Afte r m y re fus al I w as  arre s te d and brough t to th e  pris on of Adia-
be to. Th e re  I s taye d for tw o m onth s  until th e  e nd of Fe bruary 
2003. Four of us  –  including m ys e lf –  w e re  as k e d s e ve ral tim e s  if 
w e  w ould tak e  up th e  w ork  again: “Did you re ally th ink  about it? 
W ill you tak e  it up again?” W e  re fus e d again.
Afte r tw o m onth s  th e y brough t us  to Te s e ne y. Th e re  th e y lock e d 
us  in a containe r for 15 days . At daytim e  it is  too h ot, at nigh t it is  
too cold. Our s k in s tarte d to ge t ras h . Late r th e y m ade  us  w ork  
on road cons truction be tw e e n Te s e ne y and H aycota.
Since  Octobe r 2002 th e re  w as  a s truggle  be tw e e n Eritre a and Su-

dan. Soldie rs  w e re  s tatione d at th e  borde r in cas e  of w ar. Now  
th e y gave  us  w e apons  and brough t us  to th e  front line , w h e re  th e  
e s calation s tarte d. Th is  w as  a k ind of pe nalty.
W h e n I got m y w e apons  I s aid: “I am  fe d up to th e  back  te e th . I 
don’t w ant w ar any m ore . I s aw  at th e  3rd invas ion, th is  only 
brings  de ath , injurie s  and dis truction. I w on’t tak e  a gun in m y 
h and any m ore , e ve n if you s h oot m e .”
Th e y ans w e re d: “You are  playing w ith  your life . You w ill be  s h ot, 
if you re fus e .” I gave  back : “I don’t m ind. If I w ill be  s h ot, it w ill be  
be tte r. Th e n I h ave  m y re s t at las t. I don’t w ant to live  a life  lik e  
th is . I don’t lik e  to e xpe rie nce  w h at I alre ady e xpe rie nce d.” It 
didn’t m ind, w h e th e r th e y w ould s h oot m e  or not. I playe d w ith  
m y life .
All oth e rs  took  up w e apons . I re fus e d and didn’t ge t a w e apon. I 
s taye d w ith  th e  unit at th e  front line . Th e  s upe riors  told m e : “You 
w ill ge t your pe nalty. You w ill s e e .” I s taye d w ith  th e  unit and w as  
w atch e d all th e  tim e , w h at I w as  doing, to w h ich  pe rs on I w as  
s pe ak ing. It w as  th e  s am e  for th e  oth e rs . Th e y w e re  not allow e d 
to w ork  as  guards  in th e  nigh t, be caus e  th is  w ould h ave  give n 
th e m  a ch ance  to fle e .
Th e re  w as  one  pe rs on w h o w as n’t punis h e d. I w on h im  as  a 
frie nd. Bit by bit I could te ll h im  about m y s ituation. H e  ins ure d 
m e  th at h e  w ante d to h e lp m e . If h e  w as  on guard h e  w ould tak e  
m e  w ith  h im .
H e  did it. H e  h ad h is  gun in th e  h and, I w as  unarm e d. W h e n w e  
re ach e d th e  borde r of Sudan w e  h ad to th row  aw ay th e  gun to 
cros s  th e  gre e n line  as  civilians . On 12 Fe bruary 2003 w e  w e nt 
to Ke s s e la. On th e  ne xt day w e  found an Eritre an w ith  a de live ry 
van w h o took  us  to K h artoum . I could find out th e  addre s s  of m y 
uncle  und w e nt to h im .
In K h artoum  I w as  frigh te ne d, too. It w as  s aid th at pe rs ons  w e re  
k idnappe d by s e curity force s  from  Eritre a w h ich  s taye d in Sudan 
and in K h artoum . W ith  th e  h e lp of m y uncle  –  th e  s am e  as  of m y 
broth e r –  I could fle e  on. H e  w e re  afraid and didn’t w ant th at I 
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s taye d in K h artoum . H e  s aid: “I w ill h e lp you to go to Europe .” I 
didn’t k now  w h e re . W ith  h is  h e lp and re fuge e  s m uggle rs  I cam e  
to Ge rm any.
I arrive d in Ge rm any on 6April 2003. On 8 April I applie d for 
as ylum  and cam e  to Gie ße n. In th e  be ginning I didn’t h ave  any in-
form ation about Eritre ans  living in Ge rm any. Late r I could le arn 
and look  for oppos itional groups . Finally I found a group/party 
w h ich  is  acting in th e  w ay I im agine : w ith out any gun, w ith out 
bloods h e d, w ith out w ar, w ith  pe ace ful m e ans  to bring th e  pow e r 
to th e  pe ople . Th is  is  m y conviction. I’m  active  now  in th e  ELF-
RC.
Th os e  living in Eritre a are  not re cognis e d as  h um an be ings . Th is  
gove rnm e nt is  not able  to go on pe ace ful w ays . H um an be ings  
are  force d to figh t in th e  w ar, are  arre s te d, torture d, th e y die , are  
m utilate d, die  of s tarvation. I w is h  th at Eritre ans  can live  in de m o-
cracy and pe ace  and w ith out any fe ar. I als o de m and th at th e  
pow e rs  th at are  give  th e  pow e r to th e  pe ople . I h ope  for m y 
pe ople  th at th is  w ill be  pos s ible  one  day.
Tw o of m y broth e rs  and s is te rs  h ave  be e n arre s te d, too. It’s  s aid 
th at th e y w e re  h e lping us  to fle e . Nobody k now s  w h e re  th e y are . 
My pare nts  inform e d m e  about th at. I am  afraid for th e m .
Now  I live  in Fulda. My as ylum  application w as  turne d dow n be -
caus e  th e y didn’t be lie ve  m e . I don’t h ave  th e  opportunity to go 
to s ch ool until now . I jus t can w ork  for tw o h ours  a day. Be caus e  
th e  w ork ing place  is  in Frank furt (100 k ilom e te rs  aw ay), I h ave  to 
s pe nd h alf of m y w age s  on trave l tick e ts .

Inte rvie w  w ith  Mus s e  H abte m ich ae l, June  4, 2004. Trans lation: 
Rudi Frie drich . Th e  Ge rm an ve rs ion w as  publis h e d in: Conne c-
tion e .V. (e ditor) Offe nbach , Ge rm any: Eritre a: Krie gs die ns tve rw e i-
ge rung und De s e rtion, Nove m be r 2004
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My torture  in th e  s un
Sae d Ibrah im

I w as  born in As m ara on 12 De ce m be r 19 78. From  th e  firs t to th e  
s ixth  grade  I atte nde d Jalia Sch ool, from  th e  s e ve nth  to th e  e le v-
e nth  grade  I w e nt to K ids i Mariam  Sch ool.
In 19 9 3 I le ft s ch ool and, w ith  th e  h e lp of s om e  re lative s , w as  
able  to ope n a s m all s h op of m y ow n. In 19 9 6 I w as  drafte d into 
th e  national s e rvice  in Saw a.
During bas ic training th e  food w as  bad and s o w as  th e  training. 
Our ins tructors  did not s tick  to th e  training program  but, for e x-
am ple , th e y h ad us  w as h  th e ir cloth e s  or fe tch  w ate r, forcing us  
to s ubm it to th e ir w ill. Th e re  w as n’t e nough  to e at. Spoilt flour 
w as  us e d for bak ing.
Afte r s ix m onth s  of m ilitary training, w e  w e nt on a m ilitary m arch  
of m ore  th an 120 k ilom e te rs  from  Ke tan to Sah e l. Th e n w e  w e re  
tak e n to Nak fa to dig tre nch e s  for 15 days . It w as n’t cle ar w h at 
w e  did th at for; th e  tre nch e s  w e re  com ple te ly us e le s s . More ove r, 
it w as  cold out th e re  but w e  didn’t ge t any blank e ts , s o s om e -
tim e s  w e  w e re  force d to us e  e arth  to cove r ours e lve s  w ith .
Afte r th at I cam e  back  to Divis ion 2001, 2nd Brigade , 1s t Bat-
talion, 3rd Unit, 2nd s e ction. W e  w e re  de ploye d at Am bori in th e  
De m be las  are a, be caus e  th e  Jih ad  (Eritre an Is lam ic Jih ad, EIJ), 
a s m all, Sudan-bas e d ins urge nt group th at h as  m ounte d attack s  
in th e  north  and w e s t s ince  19 9 3, w e re  th e re  and conflicts  w e re  
ve ry lik e ly.
Afte r a m onth  w e  h ad to s e t out on a re cce  of th e  are a. As  for 
food, th e  le ade r of th e  battalion orde re d us  to m ak e  provis ions  
four ours e lve s   by s e iz ing th e  local population’s  s h e e p or goats . 
W e  w e re  e xpe cte d to h e lp ours e lve s  w ith out paying. W e  w e re  dis -
patch e d w ith out food, w ate r and any oth e r s upplie s . I th ough t to 
m ys e lf: “I’m  h e re  to de fe nd th e  pe ople , not to rob th e m  or s te al 
th e ir live s tock .” I did not agre e .
In Nove m be r 19 9 7 I w as  re locate d to Me ns ura to atte nd a m ilit-
ary cours e , w h e re  w e  w e re  taugh t th e  Am e rican s ys te m  of figh t-
ing in s m all units . Th at w as  tw o m onth  be fore  m y s e rvice  w as  
s uppos e d to e nd. Late r I gras pe d th at w e  h ad be e n atte nding 
th is  cours e  in pre paration for w ar. Th e y h ad e ith e r fore s e e n or 
planne d th e  w ar. At th e  e nd of De ce m be r I w as  s e nt back  to m y 
unit. Th e  de puty of th e  h e ad of th e  divis ion, Brigadie r Abrah am  
Andom , nick nam e d Afah n, s um m one d an as s e m bly to give  a le c-
ture  on th e  th e  party PFDJ (Pe ople ’s  Front for De m ocracy and 
Jus tice  –  th e  s ole  political party in th e  country), w h ich  h ad be e n 
in pow e r at th at tim e . Se rge ant Se rai, w h o h ad be e n in ch arge  of 
re connais s ance  and e ducation, re porte d th at  th e  population in 
both  th e  Se fa and Badim e  are a w e re  not doing w e ll. Th e  Bri-
gadie r's  com m e nt on th is  “W e ll, w e  w ill tak e  care  of th at. If th e y 
w ant to h ave  it th e ir w ay w e  can als o re s e ttle  th e m  to Me k e le .”
Until th e  e nd of March  w e  w e re  alw ays  on ale rt and h ad to train 
in th e  Am e rican s ys te m  in orde r to pre pare  for th e  w ar. 
In e arly April ve te rans , w h o h ad be e n calle d up for national s e r-
vice  during th e  firs t until th e  fourth  draft w ave , w e re  drafte d. As  a 
pre te xt it w as  s tate d th at th e y w e re  to be  involve d in de ve lop-
m e nt m e as ure s . Actually, th e y w e re  calle d up for w ar and s e nt to 
us . Th e  2nd Unit w as  to s urve y a w h ole  are a s tre tch ing from  Kat-
s e aiy, via Sh am buco to s e ve ral place s  ne ar Me ns ura. Th e  3rd 
Unit, w e  ours e lve s , w e re  brough t into action in H ats ino in th e  dir-
e ction of  Me nde fe ra. One  group from  th e  2nd Unit w e nt to Se fa 
to ne gotiate  w ith  th e  Eth iopians . Th e y w e re  e ngage d in a con-
flict. Six of th e m  die d including Se rge ant Se rgai. Th at w as  h ow  
th e  w ar s tarte d.
On 6 May w e  w e re  m arch ing from  H ats ino to Badim e . Th e  oth e r 
battalions  m ove d into th e ir pos itions . Th e  2nd Battalions , in 
w h ich  th e  s ix h ad die d, m ove d to a pos ition ne ar th is  are a but did 
not re turn to th e  front. On 12 May w e  attack e d Badim e . W e  
m arch e d until w e  got to   De m be ge dam u, 18 to 20 k ilom e te rs  on 
Eth iopian s oil, occupie d th e  are a and m ove d into pos itions  th e re . 
Afte r one  w e e k  Divis ion 381 re lie ve d us . W e  w e re  re locate d to 

Z orona.
Initially, th e re  w as n’t m uch  to be  done . W e  dug tre nch e s . Th e  
unit’s  le ade rs  h ad us  do private  jobs , s uch  as  h e lping to grow  ve -
ge table s . Afte r h arve s t w e  h ad to pay for th e s e  ve ge table s  w ith  
our ow n m one y. Th e  proce e ds  w e nt into th e ir pock e ts . An e ngin-
e e r w h o w as  s e rving m ilitary s e rvice  w as  as s igne d to build a 
h ous e  for th e m .
I h ad acce pte d to do national s e rvice . I w as  an Eritre ian and 
re ady to be  a s oldie r and figh t a w ar for a good caus e , th at is  if 
Eritre a w as  re ally in dange r. But now  I w as  to die  w h ile  oth e rs  
force d pe ople  to w ork  for th e m , w h ich  m ade  th e m  rich e r and rich -
e r. I didn’t s e e  w h y I s h ould s acrifice  m y life . I s h ould h ave  be e n 
re le as e d from  national s e rvice . Ins te ad, I w as  m ade  th e ir s e rvant.
Th e  s ituation gre w  w ors e  and w ors e . Th e  s upe riors ’ faults  
e m e rge d m ore  and m ore  cle arly. But th e y s tuck  toge th e r. A le ad-
e r of a s e ction can ge t aw ay w ith  k e e ping a young w om an to 
cook  for h im  –  and not only for cook ing. At th e  s am e  tim e , at 
h om e  h e  m igh t be  a fath e r of th re e  s ons  and h ave  a w ife . Th e  
w om e n h ad to acce de  to th e ir e ve ry w is h . Som e  acce pte d th is  in 
orde r to s urvive . Oth e rs  de fe nde d th e m s e lve s . ”If I w ant to w ork , 
I could als o do th is  for m y fam ily. As  a fe m ale  s oldie r I’m  doing 
s om e th ing e ls e .” Th e s e  w om e n gave  us  courage . H ow e ve r, afte r 
th at, th e y w e re  not doing ve ry w e ll be caus e  th e y w e re  cons tantly 
be ing h aras s e d. 
A le ade r of jus t a s e ction h as  th e  auth ority to e nforce  h is  w ill on 
w om e n. Th e  m e n als o h ave  to do jobs  for h im . W ith  th e  le ade r of 
th e  unit it is  e ve n w ors e , all th e  m ore  w h e n it com e s  to a bat-
talion le ade r. Th e  s ituation w as  ge tting m ore  and m ore  ins uffe r-
able .
I s tarte d to oppos e . I s aid, “I’m  doing m ilitary s e rvice . Alth ough  I 
don’t agre e  w ith  w h at is  going on, I’m  a s oldie r. W h y do you h ave  
m e  w ork  for your private  inte re s ts ? I don’t s e e  th e  s e ns e  of it.”
I w as  arre s te d, re le as e d, re -arre s te d. Once  I w as  de taine d for 
th re e  m onth s  and h ad to w ork  in th e  fie lds  from  6 am  to noon 
and from  2 to 4 pm  toge th e r w ith  22 oth e r s oldie rs . It w as  m e ant 
to be  as  a s ort of brainw as h . W e  h arve s te d tom atoe s  and 
onions . Oth e r s oldie rs ’ punis h m e nt w as  to dig tre nch e s . W e  h ad 
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to w ork  in th e  fie lds  ins te ad. Th e  h arve s t, w h ich  th e  le ade r of th e  
brigade  claim e d to be  h is , w as  s old to th e  unit and th e  unit h ad 
to purch as e  it from  h im .
Late r on, th e y offe re d to prom ote  m e  to s e ction le ade r. Th is  w as  
not be caus e  th e y th ough t I w as  cut out for th e  job but be caus e  
th e y w ante d to catch  m e  out at s om e  tim e . I h ad to tak e  on th is  
job and le ad a s e ction of four s oldie rs .
At th at tim e , it w as  Fe bruary 19 9 9 , th e  s e cond invas ion be gan. 
W e  w e re  in Onos h ah ok  w h e n th e re  w as  uninte rrupte d fire  for 1½ 
days . Fortunate ly, I m ade  it out of th e re  unh urt. In m y s e ction a 
m an and a w om an w e re  injure d. Sh e  w as  s e nt to th e  front be -
caus e  s h e  h ad re fus e d to s ubm it to h e r le ade rs .
W e  w e re  s tatione d th e re  until May. Th e n I w as  s uppos e d to at-
te nd a cours e  for unit le ade rs  in orde r to le ad a unit of 12 to13 
pe ople . I re fus e d. I didn’t w ant to be  involve d in private  bus ine s s  
and I didn’t w ant to oppre s s  m y frie nds .

Milk , sugar, sun. Th e  orde al be gins
Be caus e  of th is  I w as  arre s te d. Th e y poure d a m ixture  of m ilk  
and s ugar ove r m e , tie d m e  up and e xpos e d m e  to th e  s un con-
tinuous ly for tw o and h alf days . Th e  days  w e re  ve ry h ot and th e  
nigh ts  e xtre m e ly cold. My s k in got burne d, blis te rs  de ve lope d on 
m y face . I als o h ad a te rrible  h e adach e . Be caus e  of th e  pain I al-
m os t fainte d. A doctor appe are d and calle d for m e dical tre at-
m e nt. Initially, th e  battalion le ade r re je cte d th is  de m and. Th e  
doctor s aid: “I cannot tak e  th e  re s pons ibility. In cas e  s om e th ing 
h appe ns  you w ill be  re s pons ible .” Th e n th e  battalion le ade r 
agre e d to m e dical tre atm e nt. Th e y took  m e  to a m ilitary h os pital, 
pe e le d m y s k in, cle ane d m y fle s h  w ith  dis infe ctant, and gave  m e  
te tracycline  and antibiotic table ts . Th is  w as  it.
I s taye d in h os pital for tw o w e e k s . In s pite  of th e  table ts  I got an 
infe ction. It got ve ry ugly. For punis h m e nt th e y didn’t tre at m e  
prope rly. Eve ntually, th e y took  m e  to a m ilitary h os pital in Alla. 
Th e re  I w as n’t able  to s e e  anyth ing w ith  m y le ft e ye  for about 
four m onth s . I trie d to h ave  th e  battalion le ade r pros e cute d but 
ne ve r re ce ive d a re s pons e . 
Som e tim e s  m y w ounds  h e ale d, s om e tim e s  th e y got infe cte d 
again and blis te rs  re appe are d. It w as  a continuous  up and dow n. 
Eve ntually, I w as  grante d s ick  le ave  las ting m onth s  s o th at I w as  
able  to trave l to m y fam ily. I applie d for a dis ch arge , w h ich  w as  re -
je cte d on th e  grounds  th at as  s oon as  I re cove re d I w ould be  
s e nt back  to th e  front.
So I s taye d at m y pare nt’s  place  and couldn’t find a w ay out. 
Could I be  tre ate d in th e  Sudan if I w e nt th e re ? I h ad no ide a. 
Th e re fore , I s taye d in As m ara. Th e re  I contacte d oppos itional 
groups  in orde r to do s om e th ing agains t th e  gove rnm e nt. I be -
cam e  an active  m e m be r of ELF-RC. Due  to m y s tate  of h e alth  I 
w as n’t able  to do m uch  but I dis tribute d pe riodicals  and pam ph -
le ts . I als o participate d in clande s tine  m e e tings . 
In June  2002 th e  s m all group in w h ich  I w as  active  w as  dis -
cove re d. W e  w e re  h aving a m e e ting but I w as  late . I s aw  th e  
police  arre s t th e  h e ad of th e  group and tak e  h im  aw ay. Our contin-
ge ncy plan h ad be e n th at if anyone  got appre h e nde d, all th e  oth -
e r m e m be rs  of th e  group s h ould go unde rground w ith in 24 
h ours . I h ad to s tick  to th e  rule . Th is  is  w h y I fle d to Sudan be fore  
th e y w e re  able  to ge t h old of m e .
Re lative s  of m ine  h ave  be e n living in Sudan for ye ars . Som e  of 
th e m  h ave  e ve n be e n naturaliz e d. Th e ir bus ine s s e s  are  th riving; 
th e y w e re  s h ock e d w h e n th e y s aw  m e  and th e  s tate  of h e alth  I 
w as  in. W ith  th e ir financial h e lp I w as  able  to com e  to Ge rm any, 
w h e re  I arrive d in July 2002. 
At pre s e nt, I’m  s taying in W äch te rs bach . I w ork  tw o h ours  a day 
and I’m  an active  m e m be r of th e  oppos itional group ELF-RC. I’ve  
h ad an inte rvie w  w ith  th e  Fe de ral Office  for th e  Re cognition of 
Re fuge e s . At th at tim e  it w as n’t pos s ible  for m e  to e xplain m y s itu-
ation th e  w ay I can do it today. Th e  Fe de ral Office  re je cte d m y 
cas e  but m y proce e dings  are  s till pe nding. I h ave n’t h ad m y trial 
be fore  th e  adm inis trative  court ye t.

Trans lation: Th om as  Stie fe l
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„I’m  agains t w ar in principle “

Ruta Yos e f-Tudla

I w as  born on 27th  Nove m be r 19 87* in As m ara and gre w  up w ith  
m y four s iblings . My m oth e r, Ts e h e ine s h -Be rh e , die d in 19 9 6, m y 
grandm oth e r on th e  m oth e r's  s ide  in th e  ye ar 2001. In th e  s am e  
ye ar, m y fath e r w as  arre s te d and im pris one d w ith out e xplanation.
Up to th e  s ixth  grade  I atte nde d s ch ool at th e  Me k ane ge nne t 
Sch ool, afte rw ards  at th e  H adne t Sch ool and for th e  e igh th  and 
ninth  grade  at th e  K e ih barih  Sch ool.
Afte r m y m oth e r h ad die d, m y grandm oth e r on th e  m oth e r's  s ide  
took  care  of us . But I h ad to h e lp h e r w ith  it and th e re fore  I h ad 
to inte rrupt s ch ooling in th e  ye ar 2003. Afte r s h e  h ad als o die d, 
m y grandm oth e r on th e  fath e r's  s ide  cam e  to us . Sh e  com e s  
from  a village  and s o I h ad to as s is t h e r and could not go to 
s ch ool.
I did ve ry badly in Eritre a. W h e n w e  applie d to th e  auth oritie s , 
w e  didn't ge t any ans w e r. Our w ill w as  not h e e de d. W e  s h ould 
do only th at, w h at th e y de m ande d from  us . I w ant to q uote  s om e  
e xam ple s  of it:
Tw ice  a w e e k  w e  h ad to atte nd a m ilitary training for tw o to th re e  
h ours  in s ch ool. Som e tim e s  a long m arch  or training in th e  
s ch ool. Sch oolgirls  w e re  als o brough t to Gah te lay, w h e re  it is  
re ally h ot and w h e re  you can die  w ith  th irs t. Tw o of m y clas s -
m ate s  die d th e re .
Es pe cially during th e  w ar, alm os t all s tude nts  w e re  cons cripte d 
com puls orily. Th e y w e re  brough t to Saw a and to th e  front-line  
s h ortly be fore  th e  O-le ve l. Som e  w e re  k ille d in action, s om e  
s uffe re d injurie s  and are  now  dis able d. Som e  als o cam e  back  
and w e re  allow e d to finis h  th e  s ch ool. Me anw h ile  th e y alte re d 
th e  s ch ool s ys te m  in a w ay th at th e  las t clas s  for th e  pre paration 
of th e  h igh  s ch ool diplom a tak e s  place  in m ilitary cam ps .
Th e  auth oritie s  w ante d for a w h ile  th at th e  population donate s  
blood. Th e y s aid in th e  radio and te le vis ion th at th is  is  a good 
de e d and h appe ns  on voluntary bas is . But w e  w e re  force d to, as  
w e ll as  th e  s tude nts  w h o didn't w ant to donate . Oth e rw is e  th e y 
w e re  flunk e d out of s ch ool or got oth e r difficultie s .
Th e  24th  of May is  th e  day of th e  libe ration. Th is  day is  ce le b-
rate d e norm ous ly. In th e  te le vis ion it is  s h ow n th at all te e nage rs  
ce le brate  th e  inde pe nde nce  and pe rform  w e ll le arne d e xe rcis e s . 
Th re e  m onth s  be fore  th e  inde pe nde nce  ce le bration th e  te e n-
age rs  th e re fore  w e re  tak e n from  s ch ool. W h oe ve r did anyth ing 
w rong w as  be ate n. Once , e ve n th e  pare nts  proce e de d agains t it. 
Th e y s aid th at th e ir ch ildre n are  re fus e d to atte nd s ch ool. Moth -
e rs  de m ons trate d alth ough  th e y are  not allow e d to. Th e y s aid: 
“Our girls  are  de tracte d from  our e ducation. So th e y w ill be  re -
garde d badly in th e  s ocie ty. Th e re fore  th e y s h ould continue  th e  
s ch ool and s h ould be  le ft to our e ducation again. If th e y h ave  to 
practice  s om e th ing s im ilar, th e n only on voluntary bas is ." Be -
caus e  th e  m oth e rs  h ad de m ons trate d, th e y w e re  re garde d as  op-
pone nts  of th e  inde pe nde nce . Som e  of th e m  w e re  arre s te d.
Th e re  is  no fre e dom  of s pe e ch . Th e re  is  no re ligious  fre e dom  
e ith e r. Som e  re ligious  s e cts , lik e  th e  Je h ovah ’s  W itne s s e s  or th e  
Full Gos pe l, w e re  s im ply proh ibite d and w e re  clos e d.
Es pe cially for w om e n th e  s ituation is  difficult. Som e  w e re  
brough t force fully to Saw a for th e  bas ic training. Th e re  th e y w e re  
tre ate d lik e  s lave s  and als o rape d. Ch ris tians  be cam e  pre gnant 
from  m us lim s  - and vice  ve rs a. Som e  w e re  dis ow ne d by th e ir fam -
ilie s . Th e  w om e n can h ardly e ndure  all th is . So s om e  k ille d th e m -
s e lve s , oth e rs  th e ir ch ild, and s om e  be cam e  craz y.
Th os e  can live  in Eritre a w ith out proble m s , w h ich  be long to 
fam ilie s  th at as s ociate  to th e  e xe cutive s  or h ave  m uch  m one y. 
Th e  ch ildre n of th e  rule rs , of th e  ge ne rals , of th e  officials  and of 
oth e r h igh -rank ing pe ople  are  prote cte d of th e  cons cription to 
w ar. All oth e rs  m us t die  in th e  w ar. In m y e ye s , th is  is  not corre ct. 
All th is  h as  de te rre d and s care d m e .

Be caus e  I h ad in-
te rrupte d s ch ool, I 
w as n’t allow e d to 
go furth e r to 
s ch ool. Ins te ad, I 
s h ould be  force d 
to s e rve  th e  nation-
al s e rvice . Som e  
te e nage rs  w e re  
s im ply e ve n re -
cruite d force fully 
on th e  s tre e t.
So th e  tim e  cam e  
th at I w ould h ave  
be e n calle d up for 
th e  national s e r-
vice . Be caus e  of 
s e ve ral re as ons , I 
w as  cle ar in m y 
m ind th at I didn’t w ant to do it. On th e  one  
h and I am  h alfh e arte d by nature . I w as  als o e ducate d re ligious ly 
s o th at it w ould be  a s in for m e  to participate  in w ar. 
Furth e rm ore  I am  agains t w ar in principle . I don’t k now  at all, 
w h y w ar is  w age d. W h o die s  and w h o’s  in a s afe  place ? Th e  
rule rs , th e  m e m be rs  of th e ir fam ilie s  and th e ir ch ildre n are  in a 
s afe  place . Th e  oth e rs  m us t die . Is  th e re  a m e aningful w ar at all? 
H ow e ve r, w ar is  ins ane  at all. I am  totally agains t w ar, for e x-
am ple  als o in Rw anda. Th e  w ar re s ults  in de ad pe rs ons  and 
pove rty. Th e  ch ildre n s uffe r from  it.
W h e n I s till w e nt to s ch ool, I h ad to h e lp for a w h ile  in a big h os -
pital. W e  dre s s e d th e  w ounds  of w ar-injure d pe rs ons . Th e re  I e x-
pe rie nce d, for ins tance , h ow  tw o s iblings  w e re  w ounde d s o 
h e avily th at th e y die d. Th e ir nurs e  w as  on duty. Sh e  w e nt m ad 
as  s h e  s aw  th is . I e xpe rie nce d th e re  m any dre adful th ings  and I 
s aw  s e ve re  injurie s . It w as  h arrow ing and for m e  anoth e r re as on 
to re je ct th e  national s e rvice .
More ove r tw o of m y s iblings  h ad be e n calle d up for th e  w ar and 
w e  didn't ge t any m e s s age  from  th e m  –  till now . 
Anoth e r re as on w as  th at m y fath e r w as  arre s te d w ith out any e x-
planation. At th is  m om e nt w e  w e re  not at h om e . Late r th e  s ol-
die rs  cam e  once  again in orde r to s e arch  th e  h ous e . Th e n I 
as k e d th e m : “W h y did you arre s t h im ? W h e re  is  m y fath e r?” In-
s te ad of ans w e ring m e , I w as  be ate n. So far, w e  don't k now  
w h e re  our fath e r re m ains .
So I w as  in a difficult s ituation be caus e  of th e  th re ate ning con-
s cription. A frie nd of m y fath e r prom is e d to h e lp m e  to ge t out of 
th e  country. I w as  able  to go w ith  h im  to Sudan in th e  ye ar 2003. 
I didn't re m ain long in th e  Sudan, jus t for one  or tw o m onth s .
I don’t fe e l fine  s ince  I cam e  to Ge rm any. I live  in a s m all village , 
Se e h e im -Juge nh e im , ne ar Darm s tadt. I h ave  alw ays  difficultie s  
w ith  th e  s ocial w e lfare  office . I am  not allow e d to vis it m y frie nds  
or fam ily. I h ad applie d to be  re dis tribute d to a ne w  acom m onda-
tion. It w as  als o agre e d to m e  th at I could m ove  to re lative s . But 
m y application w as  finally re je cte d. Now , I am  ofte n not in th e  
cam p. Th e re fore , th e  w e lfare  w as  alre ady s h orte ne d alre ady s e v-
e ral tim e s .

* Th e  Ge rm an auth oritie s  alte re d th e  date  of birth  arbitrarily to 1 
January 19 87, be caus e  Ruta Yos e f-Te dla could not provide  e vid-
e nce  of h e r ide ntity.

Inte rvie w  w ith  Ruta Yos e f-Te dla, June  2, 2004. Trans lation: Axe l 
H e ine m ann. Th e  Ge rm an ve rs ion w as  publis h e d in: Conne ction 
e .V. (e ditor) Offe nbach , Ge rm any: Eritre a: Krie gs die ns tve rw e ige r-
ung und De s e rtion, Nove m be r 2004
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Am ne s ty Inte rnational:

'You h ave  no righ t to as k '

A buse s of m ilitary  conscripts 
Am ne s ty Inte rnational’s  m ain conce rns  about national m ilitary s e r-
vice  in Eritre a are  th e  non-re cognition of th e  righ t to cons cie n-
tious  obje ction; arbitrary de te ntion w ith out ch arge  or trial in h ars h  
conditions  of pos s ible  cons cie ntious  obje ctors  or pris one rs  of con-
s cie nce ; th e  us e  of torture  as  a s tandard m ilitary punis h m e nt; 
s e xual viole nce  agains t w om e n cons cripts ; and th e  re porte d con-
s cription of ch ildre n into th e  arm y. 

Torture  and arbitrary  de te ntion of conscripts and de se rte rs 
A form e r m ilitary de taine e , cons cripte d from  s ch ool in 19 9 5, de -
s cribe d to Am ne s ty Inte rnational h ow  h e  and a group of s e ve n 
oth e r cons cripts  h ad pre s e nte d a pe tition to office rs  com plaining 
about us e  of s oldie rs  for office rs ’ private  gain. As  a re s ult, th e y 
w e re  de taine d for ove r a ye ar in Te h ade s s o arm y pris on ne ar 
Me nde fe ra and torture d. H e  s aid one  s oldie r w as  arbitrarily e x-
e cute d and w om e n cons cripts  w e re  als o de taine d th e re  and th e ir 
h e ads  s h ave d for re fus ing to h ave  s e x w ith  com m ande rs . 
Am ne s ty Inte rnational is  conce rne d about th e  arbitrary de te ntion 
w ith out ch arge  or trial in m ilitary pris ons  of h undre ds  of pos s ible  
cons cie ntious  obje ctors  or pris one rs  of cons cie nce . Som e  w e re  
de taine d for e vading cons cription. Oth e rs  pe rform ing th e ir nation-
al s e rvice  or m e m be rs  of th e  arm e d force s  w e re  de taine d for m ilit-
ary offe nce s  punis h able  unde r m ilitary law , s uch  as  be ing abs e nt 
w ith out le ave  (AW OL) or dis obe ying an orde r. De taine e s  als o in-
clude d th os e  arre s te d on opinion-bas e d political grounds , s uch  
as  criticis ing th e  gove rnm e nt's  or m ilitary conduct of th e  w ar, re -
q ue s ting de m obiliz ation to purs ue  a civilian e m ploym e nt care e r, 
or s upporting th e  calls  for de m ocratic re form s . Som e  w om e n con-
s cripts  w e re  als o re porte dly de taine d for re fus ing s e xual ad-
vance s  by office rs . Se ve ral form e r cons cripts  and EPLF ve te rans  
w h o h ave  give n te s tim onie s  to Am ne s ty Inte rnational on abus e s  
w ith in th e  arm y re porte d th at th e re  w as  no form  of m ilitary jus tice  
s ys te m  ope rating. No-one  accus e d of an offe nce  or punis h e d 
h ad th e  be ne fit of any form  of m ilitary trial, and all punis h m e nts  
w e re  arbitrary and s um m ary. 
Th e  le gal pe nalty for e vading cons cription or as s is ting e vas ion is  
tw o ye ars ’ im pris onm e nt, as  s e t out in th e  national s e rvice  re gula-
tions  of 19 9 5. In practice , offe nde rs  are  punis h e d adm inis trat-
ive ly by local com m ande rs  w ith out any form  of trial, le gal 
re cours e  or opportunity for appe al or re dre s s . Th e  form s  of pun-
is h m e nt cons is t of torture  and arbitrary de te ntion for an inde finite  
pe riod. Alth ough  th e s e  punis h m e nts  are  unlaw ful and abus e s  of 
h um an righ ts , th e y are  w e ll-k now n to gove rnm e nt and m ilitary offi-
cials  and th e  public, and no arm y office r h as  e ve r be e n punis h e d 
for e m ploying th e m . Am ne s ty Inte rnational h as  re ce ive d te s tim on-
ie s  of s tandard arm y torture  practice s  particularly from  re ce ntly re -
le as e d pris one rs  w h o h ave  e xpe rie nce d or s e e n th e m . 
Th e  fam ilie s  of cons cription e vade rs  are  ofte n punis h e d too –  
again w ith out any le gal or judicial re fe re nce  –  for alle ge dly as s is t-
ing th e m  to e s cape . Fath e rs  or m oth e rs  or oth e r re lative s  h ave  
be e n unlaw fully de taine d in s e cre t for s h ort or long pe riods  
w ith out ch arge  or trial w h e n th e ir s on or daugh te r fle d th e  coun-
try, s om e tim e s  be ing h e ld as  a virtual h os tage  to try to force  th e  
w ante d pe rs on to s urre nde r. 
Offe nce s  by m e m be rs  of th e  arm e d force s , including cons cripts  
w h o are  als o unde r m ilitary juris diction, are  s ubje ct in th e ory to 
m ilitary law . Pe naltie s  for a range  of m ilitary offe nce s  are  s e t out 
in th e  form e r Eth iopian pe nal code  adopte d at inde pe nde nce . 
Th e s e  include  up to five  ye ars  im pris onm e nt for de s e rtion, e x-
ce pt "in tim e  of e m e rge ncy, ge ne ral m obilis ation or w ar", w h e re  
th e  pe nalty m ay be  de ath  "in th e  grave s t cas e s " (article  300). 
Th e  de ath  pe nalty is  als o applicable  to m utiny "in tim e  of e m e r-
ge ncy, ge ne ral m obilis ation or w ar" (article  312). Th e  offe nce s  in 
s im ilar circum s tance s  of "de m oralis ation of troops " (article  324), 

cow ardice  in th e  face  of th e  e ne m y (article  325), and capitulation 
by a com m anding office r (article  326) are  punis h able  by pris on 
te rm s  or, in e xce ptional circum s tance s , by de ath . 
In practice , courts  m artial do not function in th e  arm e d force s . Of-
fe nde rs  are  punis h e d by orde r of local com m ande rs  w ith  torture  
and arbitrary de te ntion. Am ne s ty Inte rnational h as  als o re ce ive d 
alle gations  of e xtra-judicial e xe cutions  orde re d by local com -
m ande rs  and carrie d out in front of m ilitary units  for w h at m igh t 
be  s e rious  m ilitary offe nce s .

Force d conscription 
National m ilitary s e rvice  is  a k e y gove rnm e nt policy of nation-
building. It re pre s e nts  continuity of m ilitary-orie nte d m obiliz ation 
by a pre dom inantly EPLF gove rnm e nt afte r th e  libe ration w ar in-
to th e  inde pe nde nce  e ra (1).
In Nove m be r 19 9 1, th e  ne w  EPLF gove rnm e nt is s ue d re gula-
tions  to m ak e  national s e rvice  com puls ory for all citiz e ns . Th e  
firs t intak e  of national s e rvice  w as  in 19 9 4 and it continue d in 
s tage d ph as e s  s ince  th e n. Unde r th e  re vis e d national s e rvice  r
e gulations  of 23 Octobe r 19 9 5 (2). 
Th e re  are  e xe m ptions  from  national s e rvice  for EPLF ve te rans  
and th e  dis able d (3). National s e rvice  is  pos tpone d for th os e  in 
h igh e r e ducation (w h os e  graduation ce rtificate s  are  not pre s e n-
te d until th e y h ave  com ple te d national s e rvice ) and pe ople  w ith  
re gis te re d m e dical ce rtificate s . Th e re  is  no e xe m ption for con-
s cie ntious  obje ctors . Eritre ans  e xpe lle d from  Eth iopia during th e  
w ar w e re  give n te m porary e xe m ption only. Eritre an citiz e ns  re -
turning from  abroad and th os e  w ith  dual nationality are  not e x-
e m pte d (4). In practis e , national s e rvice  h as  be e n e xte nde d 
inde finite ly by adm inis trative  de cis ion s ince  th e  w ar w ith  
Eth iopia, w h e n cons cription w as  acce le rate d, m ilitary training 
w as  s h orte ne d, and de ve lopm e nt s e rvice  w as  conve rte d to act-
ive  m ilitary s e rvice . Pos t-w ar de m obiliz ation plans  to be  funde d 
by th e  inte rnational com m unity w e re  pos tpone d by th e  gove rn-

A form e r s oldie rs  re ports
In May 2000 I w as  s e nt to a re h abilitation ce ntre  [m ilitary pris -
on] at Te s s e ne i for prote s ting agains t th e  w ar. I and about 30 
oth e rs  w e re  arre s te d for talk ing am ong ours e lve s  about w h y 
w e  ne e de d th is  w ar. Th is  w as  be caus e  I w as  h aving nigh t-
m are s  from  m y w ork  in th e  m e dical unit w ith  w ounde d pa-
tie nts . On th e  firs t day th e re  I w as  be ate n. Be ating is  a norm al 
th ing. I w as  als o k ick e d on any part of m y body. Th e n I w as  
tie d for th re e  days  in th e  ‘otto’ m e th od. My fe e t w e re  tie d, and 
m y h ands  w e re  tie d s e parate ly be h ind m y back , and I w as  le ft 
outs ide  in th is  pos ition for th re e  days  continuous ly, lying on 
m y front, e xce pt for s h ort pe riods  for tw o m e al-tim e s  and tw o 
toile t bre ak s  e ach  day. Th is  w as  not s o bad as  ‘h e licopte r’, 
w h e re  th e  h ands  and fe e t are  als o tie d toge th e r be h ind th e  
back . 
"I s aw  oth e rs  tie d too, s om e  ve ry tigh tly. I s aw  one  w h os e  
ve ins  in h is  arm s  burs t and blood flow e d out. Th e y jus t le ft h im  
th e re  and forgot about h im . W h e n th e  ve ins  burs t th e y took  
h im  aw ay and w e  didn’t k now  w h at h appe ne d to h im . Som e -
tim e s  th e  ve ins  s w e lle d up be caus e  of th e  s un, and burs t. 
"One  day w h ile  I w as  in th e  arm y, th re e  s oldie rs  w e re  brough t 
in front of us  and s h ot. W e  w e re  told th e y w e re  traitors  but w e  
w e re  not told w h at th e  ch arge s  w e re . Th e y h ad no trial and w e  
didn’t k now  w h o th e y w e re  or w h at th e y h ad done ." (Form e r 
cons cript s oldie r.) 

Am ne s ty Inte rnational: 'You h ave  no righ t to as k '.

19



Eritre a: Cons cie ntious  Obje ction and De s e rtion

m e nt as  a re s ult of th e  continuation of th e  borde r dis pute  w ith  
Eth iopia and pos t-w ar political te ns ions . Th e  arm y is  th us  e xpand-
ing e ach  ye ar. Som e  obs e rve rs  claim  th e  Eritre an arm e d force s  
at around a th ird of th e  able -bodie d w ork -force . 
Cons cription is  e nforce d by th e  re gional adm inis tration th rough  
"round-ups " (k now n as  giffa in th e  Tigrinya language ) w h e re  po-
lice  s e arch  h ous e s , w ork -place s  and s tre e ts  and de tain s us pe c-
te d e vade rs  to ch e ck  th e ir ide ntity docum e nts , and at m ilitary 
road block s  on m ain roads . Sh ooting h as  be e n re porte d of 
pe ople  trying to e s cape  cons cription. Young pe rs ons  are  re -
q uire d to re gis te r at th e  age  of 17 and are  us ually re fus e d e xit-pe r-
m its  w h e n th e y approach  cons cription age . Exit-pe rm its  are  only 
is s ue d on proof of com ple tion of national s e rvice  or paym e nt of a 
bond as  s e curity for re turn to Eritre a to pe rform  national s e rvice . 
In additional m e as ure s  re late d to th e  aim s  of national s e rvice , 
th e  gove rnm e nt re q uire s  final ye ar (11th  grade ) s e condary s tu-
de nts  and all unive rs ity s tude nts  to do up to 2-3 m onth s  s um m e r 
vacation w ork  s e rvice  (w ith  pock e t m one y) on de ve lopm e nt pro-
je cts . In Augus t 2001 h undre ds  of Unive rs ity of As m ara s tude nts  
w e re  be ate n for re fus ing a s um m e r w ork  proje ct and m ade  to 
w ork  in h ars h  conditions  at W ia and Galaalo m ilitary cam ps  in 
e as te rn Eritre a, w h e re  tw o die d from  h e at s trok e . In Augus t 
2003, 57 s ch ool s tude nts  on a s um m e r vacation w ork  proje ct at 
Saw a arm y bas e  w e re  im pris one d in containe rs  for pos s e s s ing 
bible s  and be longing to m inority ch urch e s . 
From  2003, an e xtra final ye ar (12th  grade ) h as  be e n adde d to 
th e  s ch ool s ys te m , w h ich  all s tude nts  w ill atte nd at Saw a m ilitary 
training ce ntre , re porte dly unde r m ilitary auth ority and including 
m ilitary-type  training. At th e  e nd of th is  final boarding ye ar of s e c-
ondary e ducation, th e re  is  com pe titive  s e le ction for h igh e r e duca-
tion and im m e diate  e ntry to national s e rvice  for th e  re s t (w h o are  
th e  m ajority). National s e rvice  w ill include  m ilitary dutie s  as  w e ll 
as  participation in th e  ne w  "W ars ai Yik e alo" s ch e m e  of de ve lop-
m e nt w ork  link ing EPLF ve te rans  and th e  ne w  re cruits  ("W ar-
s ai"). 
In January 2004 th e  UNICEF re pre s e ntative  in Eritre a criticiz e d 
th is  m ilitariz ation of e ducation as  a violation of th e  African 
Ch arte r on th e  Righ ts  and W e lfare  of th e  Ch ild (w h ich  aim s  to pro-
m ote  th e  be s t inte re s ts  of th e  ch ild), be caus e  it s e parate d ch il-
dre n from  th e ir fam ilie s  and force d th e m  into a m ilitary 
e nvironm e nt (5).

No righ t to conscie ntious obje ction 
Th e  gove rnm e nt’s  re fus al to re cogniz e  th e  righ t to cons cie ntious  
obje ction to m ilitary s e rvice  and provide  for alte rnative  civilian s e r-
vice  h as  affe cte d particularly m e m be rs  of th e  Eritre an congre ga-
tions  of Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s , w h o re fus e  m ilitary s e rvice  as  a 
principle  of faith . Oth e r individuals  oppos e d to m ilitary s e rvice  on 
th e  grounds  of cons cie ntious  opinion or be lie f, e ith e r w h e n be ing 
cons cripte d or during national s e rvice , are  als o de nie d an option 
of alte rnative  non-m ilitary s e rvice . 
Th e  righ t to cons cie ntious  obje ction to m ilitary s e rvice  is  inh e re nt 
in th e  righ t to fre e dom  of opinion and be lie f s e t out in th e  Unive r-
s al De claration of H um an Righ ts  (article  19 ) and th e  Inte rnational 
Cove nant on Civil and Political Righ ts . Th e  UN Com m is s ion on 
H um an Righ ts  and th e  UN H um an Righ ts  Com m itte e  (w h ich  ove r-
s e e s  im ple m e ntation of th e  Inte rnational Bill of H um an Righ ts ) 
h ave  both  urge d all gove rnm e nts  to guarante e  th at individuals  ob-
je cting to com puls ory m ilitary s e rvice , be caus e  of th e ir cons cie n-
tious ly-h e ld be lie fs , are  give n th e  opportunity to pe rform  
alte rnative  s e rvice . 
Cons cie ntious  obje ction w h e n advance d in s upport of an as ylum  
claim  from  s om e one  e vading or e s caping com puls ory m ilitary s e r-
vice  is  re cogniz e d in inte rnational re fuge e  law  as  a valid ground 
for as ylum  (6). 

Se xual viole nce  against w om e n conscripts 
Th e re  h ave  be e n alle gations  from  form e r cons cripts  of a patte rn 
of s e xual viole nce  agains t fe m ale  cons cripts . Fe m ale  cons cripts  
are  re porte d to h ave  be e n s ubje cte d to s e xual abus e  including 

rape . Am ne s ty Inte rnational h as  re ce ive d re ports  th at s om e  of 
th e  ne w  fe m ale  re cruits  w e re  s e le cte d by com m ande rs  for s e x 
unde r dure s s , th rough  be ing th re ate ne d w ith  h e avy m ilitary du-
tie s  or be ing s e nt to th e  battle -front during th e  w ar or to a re m ote  
and h ars h  pos ting, or be ing de nie d h om e  le ave . In s om e  cas e s , 
th is  m ay be  te rm e d rape  or pos s ibly s e xual s lave ry be caus e , al-
th ough  it m ay not h ave  cons is te d of ph ys ical viole nce , it w as  co-
e rcive  w ith in a com m and and dis cipline  s ys te m  w h e re  w om e n 
h ad little  or no opportunity to re s is t. Th e re  w as  no m e ch anis m  for 
com plaining to th e  m ilitary or civilian auth oritie s , and w h e n com -
plaints  w e re  m ade , no action w as  k now n to h ave  be e n tak e n to 
s top and pre ve nt th is  practice , w h ich  appe ars  to h ave  be e n 
w ide ly k now n. In s om e  cas e s  th e  w om e n be cam e  pre gnant and 
w e re  s e nt h om e  to th e ir fam ilie s . Th e y w e re  th e n s ubje ct to e x-
tre m e  s ocial dis h onour in th e  com m unity as  unm arrie d m oth e rs . 
W om e n playe d an im portant part in th e  EPLF's  libe ration 
s truggle  in both  m ilitary and civilian role s  and th e re  w as  an offi-
cial com m itm e nt to ge nde r e q uality in th e  EPLF and its  s ocial 
policie s . Th is  w as  re fle cte d in th e  te rm s  of national s e rvice  afte r 
inde pe nde nce , w h ich  w as  e s tablis h e d for m e n and w om e n 
e q ually, alth ough  th e re  w as  cons ide rable  re s is tance  to fe m ale  re -

Th re e  Je h ovah ’s  W itne s s e s  
h e ld s ince  19 9 4 
Th re e  Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  w h o re fus e d m ilitary s e rvice  are  
am ong th e  longe s t-h e ld pris one rs  of cons cie nce , h e ld s ince  
19 9 4. Paulos  Iyas s u (w h o h ad w illingly com ple te d 18 m onth s  
de ve lopm e nt s e rvice  but re fus e d m ilitary s e rvice ), Is aac 
Moge s  and Ne ge de  Te k le m ariam , h ave  be e n h e ld incom m u-
nicado in Saw a m ilitary bas e  s ince  24 Se pte m be r 19 9 4. Tw o 
oth e rs , Aron Abrah a and Mus s ie  Fe s s ah aye , w e re  forcibly con-
s cripte d in May 2001 and in 2003 re s pe ctive ly, and are  de -
taine d in arm y cus tody. 
Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  w e re  als o m ore  ge ne rally accus e d of 
not h aving joine d th e  EPLF arm e d inde pe nde nce  s truggle  
and not re s pe cting th e  national flag. For th is , th e  Pre s ide nt is -
s ue d a dire ctive  in Octobe r 19 9 4 arbitrarily s tripping th e m  of 
th e ir bas ic civil righ ts . Th e  gove rnm e nt e xpe lle d th e m  from  
gove rnm e nt e m ploym e nt and accom m odation, de nie d th e m  
acce s s  to gove rnm e nt s e rvice s  including s ch ools  and h os pit-
als , and re fus e d th e m  th e  official ide ntity cards , e s s e ntial for 
daily life  and adm inis trative  proce dure s , and pas s ports . Th is  
de nial, de s pite  be ing s e m i-conce ale d from  inte rnational atte n-
tion by not be ing is s ue d in any official gaz e tte , w as  confirm e d 
in s pe e ch e s  and actions . 
In March  19 9 5 th e  M inis try of Inte rnal Affairs  is s ue d th e  follow -
ing s tate m e nt: "Th e  Je h ovah ’s  W itne s s e s  los t th e ir righ t to cit-
iz e ns h ip be caus e  th e y re fus e d to acce pt th e  Gove rnm e nt of 
Eritre a and th e  law s ." Th e  s tate m e nt accus e d th e m  of not 
figh ting in th e  libe ration s truggle , re fus ing to vote  in th e  inde -
pe nde nce  re fe re ndum  and re fus ing to do national s e rvice  - 
"th e y w ill not h ave  righ ts  e q uivale nt to any oth e r citiz e ns " (1). 
Th is  official pos ition w as  re ite rate d in 2004 by th e  h e ad of th e  
Pre s ide nt’s  office : "Th e re  are  no re s trictions  on re ligion. I th ink  
th e  proble m s  w e re  w ith  th e  Je h ovah ’s  W itne s s e s  e arly on, be -
caus e  th e y s aid th e y didn't re cogniz e  th e  te m porary gove rn-
m e nt, th e y re fus e d to vote  ye s  or no or to tak e  part in th e  
political proce s s  h e re  during th e  re fe re ndum . Th e ir num be r is  
ve ry s m all, th e y publicly s aid th e y don’t re cogniz e  th e  te m por-
ary gove rnm e nt and th e  gove rnm e nt’s  re s pons e  w as , ok ay, if 
th e y do not re cogniz e  th e  te m porary gove rnm e nt, th e  gove rn-
m e nt w ill als o not re cogniz e  th e m … "(2).

(1)BBC Sum m ary of W orld Broadcas ts , 4 March  19 9 5, q uoting th e  offi-
cial Voice  of th e  Broad Mas s e s  of Eritre a in Tigrinya.
(2)Inte rvie w  w ith  Ye m ane  Ge bre m e s k al, UN IRIN ne w s  age ncy, 1 
April 2004. 
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cruitm e nt from  Mus lim  com m unitie s , e s pe cially am ong th e  Afar 
of Dank alia re gion on th e  Re d Se a coas t. Re s is tance  on th e  
grounds  of re ligious  be lie f, cultural traditions  of fam ily h onour, or 
prote cting w om e n from  s e xual h aras s m e nt and viole nce  in th e  
arm y, s om e tim e s  le d to viole nt confrontations  during cons cription 
round-ups . Th e  gove rnm e nt appe ars  to h ave  s ubs e q ue ntly 
s toppe d forcible  re cruitm e nt of young Mus lim  w om e n in th e s e  
are as . 
Th e re  w as  an official s tate m e nt at th e  e nd of 2003 th at w om e n 
w e re  to be  de m obiliz e d but th is  h as  re porte dly not be e n im ple -
m e nte d. 

Ch ild soldie r re cruitm e nt 
"I w as  re cruite d in 19 9 9  at th e  age  of 16 in a round-up in K e re n 
w h e n I w as  s till at s ch ool. Th e y k ne w  I w as  not ye t 18 and s till do-
ing m y s tudie s  but during th e  w ar m any w e re  tak e n w h o w e re  un-
de r 18. W e  w e re  force d to go and h ad no ch oice . I w e nt to Saw a. 
Th e re  w e re  m any oth e rs  unde r 18 and a fe w  as  young as  14. 
Th e  ve ry young one s  w e re  traine d s e parate ly but I w as  put w ith  
all th e  oth e rs . Girls  w e re  traine d s e parate ly." 
Tw o as ylum  s e e k e rs  re ce ntly de s cribe d to Am ne s ty Inte rnational 
th e ir re cruitm e nt as  ch ild s oldie rs . One  s aid h ow  s h e  h ad be e n re -
cruite d at th e  age  of 15 in June  2002 at h e r h om e , de s pite  
prote s ts  from  h e r m oth e r th at s h e  w as  ne e de d th e re . Sh e  w as  
tak e n to Saw a arm y cam p and pe rform e d m ainly dom e s tic du-
tie s . Sh e  e s cape d to Sudan w h ile  fe tch ing fire w ood. Th e  oth e r 
s aid h e  h ad be e n cons cripte d in April 2000 at th e  age  of 15 w h ile  
at s ch ool in As m ara. H e  s aid th at afte r th re e  w e e k s  m ilitary train-

ing at Saw a, h e  w as  s e nt to th e  w ar front. H e  e s cape d to Sudan 
in 2002 w h ile  on h om e  le ave . 
Both  Am ne s ty Inte rnational and th e  Coalition to Stop th e  Us e  of 
Ch ild Soldie rs  (7) h ave  re ce ive d re ports  th at ch ild s oldie rs  unde r 
18 ye ars  w e re  cons cripte d during th e  w ar, alth ough  th e  Eritre an 
gove rnm e nt de nie d it (8). Am ne s ty Inte rnational h as  re ce ive d re -
ports  of s om e  continue d cons cription of ch ildre n unde r 18 ye ars  
s ince  th e  w ar (9 ).

Note s :
(1) Se e , for e xam ple , "From  gue rrillas  to gove rnm e nt: th e  Eritre an 
Pe ople ’s  Libe ration Front", David Pool, London, 2001. During th e  libe ra-
tion w ar, th e  EPLF re cruite d volunte e rs  and m aintaine d inte grate d m ilit-
ary-civilian s tructure s  in th e  libe rate d te rritory it controlle d. Th e s e  
include d orph anage s , s ch ools , m e dical facilitie s  and de ve lopm e nt ins titu-
tions . It h ad m as s  political organiz ations  of w om e n, youth  and s tude nts  
am ong th e  re fuge e  dias pora, and a re lie f and h um anitarian arm , th e  Erit-
re an Re lie f As s ociation (ERA). 
(2) Proclam ation 82/19 9 5, publis h e d in th e  Eritre an Gaz e tte , 23 Octobe r 
19 9 5
(3) Pre vious  re gulations  h ad containe d furth e r e xe m ptions  w h ich  w e re  
w ith draw n
(4) Th e  gove rnm e nt re porte dly tre ats  Eritre an ide ntity cards  for voting in 
th e  19 9 3 inde pe nde nce  re fe re ndum  as  e vide nce  of citiz e ns h ip. 
(5) BBC, 30 January 2004
(6) Th e  UNH CR H andbook  (Ge ne va, 19 9 9 ) s e ts  out conditions  for re cog-
nition of cons cie ntious  obje ctors  and national s e rvice  or arm y de s e rte rs  
as  re fuge e s
(7) Re port to th e  UN Se curity Council, 2002, w w w .ch ild-s oldie rs .org.
(8) Th e  EPLF h ad re cruite d and us e d ch ild s oldie rs  during th e  libe ration 
w ar, m ainly th os e  rais e d and e ducate d in th e  Re d Flam e s  s ch ools  in Su-
dan or th e  libe rate d te rritorie s  for w ar orph ans  and abandone d ch ildre n. 
Th e  practis e  of re cruiting ch ild s oldie rs  s e e m e d to h ave  be e n dis contin-
ue d afte r inde pe nde nce . 
(9 ) Th e  UN Conve ntion on th e  Righ ts  of th e  Ch ild, ratifie d by Eritre a, for-
bids  s tate s  from  re cruiting ch ildre n unde r 15 ye ars  and participating in 
h os tilitie s , and its  Optional Protocol (2002), not ratifie d by Eritre a, rais e d 
th e  age  lim it to 18 ye ars . Th e  African Ch arte r on th e  Righ ts  and W e lfare  
of th e  Ch ild, ratifie d by Eritre a, de fine s  a pe rs on unde r 18 ye ars  as  a 
ch ild and proh ibits  m ilitary re cruitm e nt of ch ildre n

Military banne d from  re li-
gious  practice s  
Th e  re as on for th e  2003 crack dow n on m inority ch urch e s  w as  
ne ve r give n by th e  gove rnm e nt but it appe are d to be  partly 
link e d to gove rnm e nt action agains t young pe ople  trying to 
avoid m ilitary cons cription. Young pe ople  h ave  be e n trying to 
h ide  from  cons cription and h ave  de s e rte d in cons ide rable  num -
be rs , alth ough  only th e  Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  am ong th e  m inor-
ity re ligions  h ave  a faith -bas e d principle  of re fus al of m ilitary 
s e rvice . Dis s atis faction w ith  national s e rvice , e s pe cially th e  m il-
itary part of it, as  w e ll as  conve rs ion of cons cripts  to be com e  
"born-again" Ch ris tians , h ave  re porte dly be e n incre as ing in th e  
arm y. 
De taine e s  atte m pting to practis e  th e ir faith  in pris on or in m ilit-
ary s e rvice  h ave  be e n s e ve re ly punis h e d, including by torture . 
Form e r de taine e s  h ave  told Am ne s ty Inte rnational of confis ca-
tion and burning of bible s  and audio-cas s e tte s . 
One  form e r pris one r w h o h ad pre vious ly be e n de taine d in th e  
arm y and w as  late r de taine d in Dah lak  K e bir is land s tate d th at 
s om e  pris one rs  on Dah lak  K e bir w h o be longe d to diffe re nt 
m inority faith s  w e re  punis h e d for s e cre tly h aving bible s  in th e  
pris on and th e ir bible s  w e re  burne d in front of th e m . H is  ow n 
Orth odox Ch urch  bible  h ad be e n confis cate d and burnt in front 
of h im . Th is  w as , h e  s aid, in accordance  w ith  a m ilitary orde r 
during th e  latte r part of th e  w ar th at "s e rious  action w ill be  
tak e n agains t anyone  caugh t w ith  a bible  or s inging h ym ns  or 
praying". Th e re  h ad be e n a re ligious  re vival during th e  w ar 
w ith  a num be r of cons cripts  be com ing "born again" Ch ris tians . 
Som e  cons cripts  w h o dis obe ye d w e re  punis h e d. According to 
th e  s am e  inform ant, Mus lim  pris one rs  on Dah lak  K e bir is land 
w e re  allow e d to pe rform  th e ir re gular praye rs , but w h e n Ch ris ti-
ans  com plaine d agains t be ing s ingle d out, Mus lim s  w e re  
s toppe d from  praying too. 
Ove r 80 national s e rvice  cons cripts  be longing to m inority 
ch urch e s  are  re porte dly curre ntly de taine d in various  m ilitary 
pris ons  on account of th e ir faith .
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Se cre t Pris ons  in Eritre a
- W e nje l Mirm e ra ("s pe cial inve s tigation"), a s pe cial s e curity 
s e ction in th e  2nd police  s tation in As m ara , w h ich  its e lf is  
k now n as  Karch e le  (from  carce ri, th e  Italian w ord for pris on);
- a s pe cial s e curity s e ction in th e  6th  police  s tation in As m ara;
- an 800-inm ate  pris on on Dah lak  K e bir, th e  m ain Dah lak  is land 
on th e  Re d Se a, 7 k ilom e tre s  from  th e  m ain tow n of Nak ua: 
us e d for arm y de s e rte rs , m ilitary and political pris one rs  and 
cons is ting of e igh t large  iron-s h e e t buildings ;
- s e ve ral arm y pris on w ith  unde rground ce lls , s uch  as  H addis  
Ma’as k ar and Mai Te m e ne i;
- Ts e re rat pris on in As m ara, m ainly for EPLF ve te rans , h e ld in 
unde rground ce lls ;
- "Tract B" (als o k now n as  "Track  B"), a form e r US s torage  facil-
ity ne ar th e  airport in As m ara, h olding EPLF ve te rans , con-
s cripts , alle ge d arm e d Is lam is ts , and pe ople  accus e d or forging 
ide ntity docum e nts  or s m uggling arm y de s e rte rs  out of th e  
country.

Re cruite d at th e  age  of 16
"I w as  re cruite d in 19 9 9  at th e  age  of 16 in a round-up in K e r-
e n w h e n I w as  s till at s ch ool. Th e y k ne w  I w as  not ye t 18 and 
s till doing m y s tudie s  but during th e  w ar m any w e re  tak e n 
w h o w e re  unde r 18. W e  w e re  force d to go and h ad no ch oice . 
I w e nt to Saw a. Th e re  w e re  m any oth e rs  unde r 18 and a fe w  
as  young as  14. Th e  ve ry young one s  w e re  traine d s e parate ly 
but I w as  put w ith  all th e  oth e rs . Girls  w e re  traine d s e par-
ate ly." 
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Torture  and ill-tre atm e nt of pris one rs  

"Robe l Gonich e , a young m an from  As m ara [de porte d from  
Malta and de taine d at Adi Abe to pris on] w as  s h ot at th e  e dge  of 
th e  com pound trying to e s cape  and late r die d. All 27 w h o trie d to 
e s cape  w e re  badly be ate n, flat on th e  ground, until s om e  w e re  
ble e ding on th e  h e ad w ith  te e th  and lips  cut. One  h ad an arm  
brok e n, w h ich  ne ve r h e ale d s traigh t, and anoth e r h ad h is  le g cut 
w ith  a bayone t." Form e r Adi Abe to de taine e  de porte d w ith  h im  
from  Malta. 
"Erm ias  [de taine d in Dah lak  K e bir is land, a re turne e  from  Ge r-
m any] e s cape d tw ice . Afte r four days  fre e  in h is  s e cond e s cape  
atte m pt h e  w as  caugh t trying to ge t a boat out of th e  is land. 10 
guards  s urrounde d h im  and tw o oth e r capture d e s cape e s , includ-
ing H abtom  Te k le ab, an e x-Malta de porte e . Th e y be at th e m  in 
front of us  until th e y w e re  vom iting blood. Th e y tie d th e m  in ‘h e li-
copte r’ m e th od for 55 days  outs ide  in th e  h e at. Erm ias ’ s k in col-
our ch ange d, h is  body s w e lle d and h e  couldn’t w alk . For th e  firs t 
tw o days  h e  w as  re fus e d food, but th e  pris one rs  fe d h im . I don't 
k now  if h e  is  s till alive ." Form e r Dah lak  K e bir is land de taine e . 
Am ne s ty Inte rnational h as  re ce ive d ne w  and cons is te nt re ports  
of th e  w ide s pre ad and s ys te m atic us e  of torture  and ill-tre atm e nt 
of pris one rs , particularly by th e  m ilitary agains t national s e rvice  
cons cripts . Torture  is  us e d as  a s tandard form  of m ilitary punis h -
m e nt. Pris one rs  are  com m only be ate n but th e  s pe cial and prin-
ciple  torture  m e th od is  "tying". Th is  w as  pre vious ly us e d by th e  
EPLF as  a punis h m e nt w ith in its  ow n force s  during th e  libe ration 
s truggle  and h as  be e n e xte nde d s ince  inde pe nde nce . Som e  of 
th e s e  torture  m e th ods  are  s im ilar to th os e  us e d by th e  Eth iopian 
s e curity force s  agains t s us pe cte d s upporte rs  of th e  Eritre an libe r-
ation m ove m e nt in th e  19 70s  and 19 80s . 
Am ne s ty Inte rnational h as  docum e nte d torture  and ill-tre atm e nt 
of pris one rs  th rough  inte rvie w ing re le as e d or e s cape d pris one rs , 
th ough  it cannot re ve al th e ir nam e s  due  to fe ars  of re pris als  
agains t th e m , e ve n outs ide  Eritre a, or agains t th e ir fam ilie s  in-
s ide  Eritre a. More  inform ation is  be ginning to e m e rge  de s pite  th e  
gove rnm e nt's  s e cre cy, intim idation, s e curity control and re s tric-
tion of inve s tigative  acce s s  to th e  country. Th e  s e cre cy in w h ich  
political pris one rs  are  de taine d, to th e  e xte nt th at virtually all are  
de taine d incom m unicado and h ave  e ffe ctive ly "dis appe are d", 
m ak e s  th e m  particularly vulne rable  to torture  and ill-tre atm e nt, 
and at s e ve re  ris k  to th e ir ph ys ical inte grity or e ve n th e ir live s . 
Me dical tre atm e nt for torture  injurie s  or illne s s e s  caus e d or e x-
ace rbate d by pris on conditions  is  not provide d in any of th e s e  
place s  of de te ntion be yond th e  m os t m inim al m e dication dis -
pe ns e d by m e dical as s is tants . Re fe rrals  to h os pital are  difficult to 
obtain, long-de laye d and rare ly re s ult in s atis factory tre atm e nt.

Torture  m e th ods 
Th e  m os t com m only de s cribe d torture  m e th od is  tying w ith  rope , 
and th e  m os t com m on form  is  nick nam e d "th e  h e licopte r". It can 
tak e  diffe re nt form s  and oth e r form s  of tying als o h ave  diffe re nt 
nam e s .
"Th e  h e licopte r": th e  victim  is  tie d w ith  a rope  by h ands  and fe e t 
be h ind th e  back , lying on th e  ground face  dow n, outs ide  in th e  
h ot s un, rain or fre e z ing cold nigh ts , s trippe d of uppe r garm e nts . 
Th is  is  a punis h m e nt allocate d for a particular num be r of days , 
th e  m axim um  re porte d be ing 55 days  in th e  Dah lak  K e bir is land 
pris on, but it is  m ore  ofte n one  or tw o w e e k s . Th e  pris one r is  tie d 
in th is  pos ition 24 h ours  a day, e xce pt for tw o or th re e  s h ort 
bre ak s  for m e als  and toile t functions . 
"Otto" (Italian for "e igh t"): th e  victim  is  tie d w ith  h ands  be h ind th e  
back  and le ft face  dow n on th e  ground, but w ith out th e  le gs  tie d. 
"Je s us  Ch ris t": th e  victim  is  s trippe d to th e  w ais t, w ris ts  tie d, 
and s tanding on a block  w ith  h ands  tie d to a tre e  branch ; th e  
block  is  re m ove d, le aving th e  victim  s us pe nde d w ith  th e  fe e t jus t 
off th e  ground in a crucifix-lik e  pos ture . Be atings  are  inflicte d on 

th e  bare  back . Th is  is  s aid to be  an e xtre m e ly s e ve re  torture , re -
s tricte d to only 10-15 m inute s  to avoid s e rious  las ting injury. Th is  
m e th od w as  firs t re porte d from  Adi Abe to pris on in 2003. 
"Fe rro" (Italian for "iron"): th e  w ris ts  are  bound be h ind th e  back  
w ith  m e tal h andcuffs  w h ile  th e  victim  lie s  on th e  ground face  
dow n and is  be ate n w ith  s tick s  or w h ippe d w ith  an e le ctric w ire  
on th e  back  and buttock s . 
"Torch " or "Num be r e igh t": ins ide  a s pe cial torture  room , th e  vic-
tim  is  tie d up by w ris ts  be h ind th e  back  and w ith  th e  fe e t bound; 
a s tick  is  place d unde r th e  k ne e s  and s upporte d on a fram e w ork  
on both  s ide s  h oriz ontally, and th e  body is  turne d ups ide  dow n 
w ith  th e  fe e t e xpos e d. Th e  s ole s  of th e  fe e t are  be ate n w ith  
s tick s  or w h ippe d. (Th is  w as  a com m on punis h m e nt in Eth iopia 
and pre -inde pe nde nce  Eritre a unde r th e  De rgue .) 
Torture  us e d in inte rrogations  of political pris one rs  h e ld in s e cur-
ity pris ons  h as  alle ge dly als o include d e le ctric s h ock s  and s e xual 
torture  –  a coca-cola bottle  fille d w ith  w ate r and tie d to th e  
te s ticle s .
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Atrocious  pris on conditions  
Political pris one rs  are  h e ld in num e rous  built or m ak e -s h ift 
pris ons  th rough out th e  country, m os tly s e cre t w ith  acce s s  pro-
h ibite d and not officially de s ignate d as  pris ons . Many of th e s e  
pris ons  are  unde rground. Th e y are  unde r th e  control of th e  
m ilitary or th e  inte rnal s e curity s e rvice , including at th e  m ain 
Saw a arm y bas e . Som e  political pris one rs  are  h e ld incom m u-
nicado in s e cre t s e curity s e ctions  of official police  s tations  or 
of officially-de s ignate d pris ons  (s uch  as  in Se m be l pris on in 
As m ara). In contras t, pris one rs  for s us pe cte d ordinary crim e s  
in official civilian pris ons  and police  s tations  are  norm ally al-
low e d fam ily vis its  and food, and th e ir conditions  broadly con-
form  to inte rnational s tandards . 
Me m be rs  of th e  arm e d force s  and national s e rvice  cons cripts  
are  h e ld in m ilitary pris ons , including cus todial "re h abilitation 
ce ntre s " in arm y units . One  of th e  m os t fre q ue ntly-nam e d pris -
ons  h olding re ce ntly-arre s te d political pris one rs  is  Adi Abe to 
pris on ne ar As m ara. Th is  is  us e d for cons cripts , re turne d 
as ylum  s e e k e rs , and m e m be rs  of m inority ch urch e s . 
Th e  s e curity s e rvice  is  als o s aid to control m any s e cre t "s afe  
h ous e s " in As m ara and oth e r tow ns  w h ich  are  us e d for s h ort-
te rm  de te ntion and inte rrogation. 
Me tal s h ipping containe rs , brough t from  As s ab and Mas s aw a 
ports  and us e d e ls e w h e re  for ordinary purpos e s  s uch  as  for 
s torage  or e ve n as  s h ops , office s  or h om e s , are  now  w ide ly 
us e d to accom m odate  th e  e xpanding num be r of pris one rs  
and als o for punis h m e nt purpos e s . Th e y h ave  be e n re porte d 
at Saw a m ilitary training ce ntre  (w h e re  57 re ligious  pris one rs  
w e re  h e ld in containe rs  in m id-2003), Adi Abe to pris on, Dah -
lak  K e bir pris on, Mai Se rw a, Alla ne ar De cam are , Mai Edaga 
ne ar De cam h are , Mai Te m e ne i in As m ara, Te h adas s o arm y 
pris on, and oth e r pris ons . 
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Th e  Tim e s  &  Th e  Sunday Tim e s , Malta

Malta de porte e s  torture d in Eritre a, Am ne s ty s ays
An Eritre an w h o h ad be e n de porte d from  Malta in late  2002 w as  
on h is  re turn be ate n, tie d in th e  “h e licopte r” pos ition and torture d 
in groups  of 10 to 15, according to a re port be ing publis h e d by 
Am ne s ty Inte rnational today.
Th e  re port Eritre a: You H ave  No Righ t To As k , claim s  th at th e  
220 Eritre ans  de porte d from  Malta in Se pte m be r and Octobe r 
2002 w e re  am ong th os e  w h o face d torture  and punis h m e nt on 
th e ir re turn.
W om e n, ch ildre n and th os e  ove r th e  cons cription age  lim it of 40 
w e re  re le as e d afte r s om e  w e e k s  in Adi Abe to pris on. But th e  re s t 
of th e  Malta de porte e s  - m os tly arm y de s e rte rs  - w e re  k e pt in “in-
com m unicado de te ntion and torture ”, according to th e  47-page  re -
port.
At th e  tim e , th e  Malte s e  gove rnm e nt h ad s aid it h ad not be e n 
aw are  of any m is tre atm e nt of th e  ille gal im m igrants  on th e ir re -
turn to Eritre a. Of th os e  re patriate d, 170 h ad not applie d for 
re fuge e  s tatus .
Am ne s ty claim e d pris one rs  w e re  torture d as  th e  s tandard punis h -
m e nt for e vading or e s caping cons cription or for a m ilitary of-
fe nce  or w h ile  be ing inte rrogate d about s us pe cte d alle ge d 
political oppos ition.
It s aid th e  Eritre an gove rnm e nt w as  re s is ting s crutiny on h um an 
righ ts  and th os e  obje cting to th e  gove rnm e nt h ad to e ndure  tor-
ture  m e th ods  w ith  nick nam e s  audi as  “th e  h e licopte r“, “Je s us  
Ch ris t” (a pos ition re s e m bling crucifixion) and “num be r e igh t”.
Th e  re port is  built on th e  narrations  of s e ve ral inm ate s  and th e ir 
alle ge d h arrow ing e xpe rie nce s .
Am ne s ty s aid th e  de porte e s  w e re  de taine d on arrival at th e  air-
port in As m ara, th e  Eritre an capital. Th e y w e re  th e n tak e n to th e  
ne arby Adi Abe to m ilitary de te ntion ce ntre .
Som e  180 of th e m  w e re  k e pt in de te ntion and torture d ove r a pe ri-
od of tw o-and-a-h alf m onth s . Som e  trie d to e s cape  but w e re  re -
capture d; th re e  w e re  s h ot, w ith  one  m an dying from  h is  w ounds .
In De ce m be r 2002, all re m aining de taine e s  w e re  trans fe rre d to a 
s e cre t de te ntion ce ntre  on th e  m ain Dah lak  Is land in th e  Re d 
Se a, w h e re  th e y w e re  s ubje cte d to force d labour.
Som e  w e re  m ove d to s e cre t m ainland pris ons  in July 2003, from  
w h ich  s e ve ral late r e s cape d acros s  th e  Sudan borde r.
Robe l Gonictie , a young m an from  As m ara w h o w as  de porte d 
from  Malta and de taine d at Adi Abe to pris on, w as  s h ot at th e  
e dge  of th e  com pound trying to e s cape  and late r die d, according 
to anoth e r de taine e  de porte d w ith  h im  from  Malta.
“All 27 w h o trie d to e s cape  w ith  h im  w e re  badly be ate n, flat on 
th e  ground, until s om e  w e re  ble e ding from  th e  h e ad w ith  te e th  
and Iips  cut. One  h ad an arm  brok e n, w h ich  ne ve r h e ale d 
s traigh t, and anoth e r h ad h is  le g cut w ith  a bayone t,” th e  re port 
claim s .
Anoth e r de porte e  from  Malta s pok e  of h is  de te ntion in Adi Abe to 
pris on: “W e  w e re  be ate n and m os tly w e re  tie d in th e  ‘h e licopte r’ 
pos ition and torture d in groups  of 10 to 15. W e  w e re  tie d up day 
and nigh t, e xce pt for th re e  s h ort food and toile t bre ak s . I w as  tie d 
up for tw o w e e k s . One  of us  got ve ry ill w ith  bronch itis  and th e re  
w as  no m e dical tre atm e nt... Som e  got paralys e d in th e  arm s  and 
le gs ”.
Erm ias  - de taine d in Dah lak  K e bir Is land, a re turne e  from  Ge r-
m any - e s cape d tw ice .
In h is  s e cond e s cape  atte m pt h e  w as  caugh t trying to ge t a boat 
out of th e  is land. Te n guards  s urrounde d h im  and tw o oth e r cap-
ture d e s cape e s , including H abtom  Te k le ab, an e x-Malta de -
porte e .
“Th e y be at th e m  in front of us  until th e y w e re  vom iting blood. 
Th e y tie d th e m  in ‘h e licopte r’ m e th od for 55 days  outs ide  in th e  
h e at. Erm ias ’ s k in colour ch ange d, h is  body s w e lle d and h e  
couldn’t w alk . For th e  firs t tw o days  h e  w as  re fus e d food but th e  
pris one rs  fe d h im . I don’t k now  if h e  is  s till alive ,” a form e r Dah -
lak  K e bir is land de taine e  w as  re porte d as  s aying.
An e x-Malta de porte e  and form e r de taine e  in H addis  Ma’as k ar 

arm y pris on ne ar Saw a h ad th is  h arrow ing s tory to te ll: “Afte r s e v-
e n m onth s  in Dah lak  K e bir Is land, in July 2003 w e  w e re  tak e n to 
th e  m ainland in s m all groups  and to diffe re nt pris ons .
“I w as  s e nt to H addis  Ma’as k ar. W e  w e re  k e pt in h andcuffs . I 
w as  h e ld in a 2x2 m e tre  unde rground ce ll h olding m ys e lf m d an-
oth e r pris one r. It w as  ve ry h ot w ith  no ligh t and w e  h ad no s h oe s .
“Th e re  w e re  about 1.000 pris one rs  th e re , s om e  in big ce lls  h old-
ing 200. Th e  building w as  com ple te ly unde rground, fairly 
re ce ntly built. Pris one rs  w e re  th e re  for diffe re nt offe nce s  - de s e rt-
ing from  th e  arm y, s pying for Eth iopia, e tc.
“W e  w e re  occas ionally tak e n to w ork  - fe tch ing fire w ood, for e x-
am ple . W e  h ad to pe rform  toile t functions  in th e  fie lds  around. 
Oth e r pris one rs  w e re  told w e  w e re  ‘Jih ad’ (arm e d ls lam is ts ) and 
th e y did not k now  w e  h ad com e  from  Malta. I e s cape d w ith  an-
oth e r pris one r during a toile t bre ak  and re ach e d th e  Sudan bor-
de r afte r th re e  days .”
W alta H aile . anoth e r e x-Malta de porte e  w h o h ad be e n torture d, 
trie d to com m it s uicide  at Mas s aw a by tying h is  ow n h ands  and 
jum ping into th e  s e a las t De ce m be r.
“H e  got caugh t in th e  s h ip’s  prope lle r and h is  face  w as  badly cut. 
H e  w as  tak e n out of th e  s e a and w e  didn’t h e ar of h im  again, 
m aybe  h e  die d,” a form e r inm ate  claim s .
Anoth e r s pok e  of h is  e xpe rie nce  as  h e  w as  s h uttle d out of Malta.
“Th at nigh t at 3 a.m ., w e  w e re  w ok e n up, h andcuffe d, and tak e n 
to th e  airport - s om e  e ve n w ith out th e ir s h oe s . Th e re  w e re  tw o 

Ove r 110 Eritre an nationals  
forcibly re turne d from  Libya
Th e  Libyan auth oritie s  are  re porte d to h ave  forcibly re turne d 
ove r 110 pe ople  to Eritre a on 21 July. It is  fe are d th at th e y are  
now  in s e cre t, incom m unicado de te ntion in m ilitary cam ps , 
w h e re  th e y are  at s e rious  ris k  of torture . At le as t 200 Eritre an 
nationals  curre ntly de taine d in Libya are  als o fe are d to be  in 
im m ine nt dange r of forcible  re turn. All w e re  re porte dly h oping 
to trave l on from  Libya to s e e k  as ylum  in Europe .
It is  fe are d th at m any Eritre an nationals  h e ld in de te ntion 
ce ntre s  in Kufra, Mis rata, Tripoli and e ls e w h e re , as  w e ll as  oth -
e rs  living in Libya, are  at im m ine nt ris k  of forcible  re turn to Erit-
re a. Th is  fe ar is  com pounde d by re ports  th at m e m be rs  of th e  
Libyan s e curity force s  m ay h ave  be e n s e arch ing for Eritre an 
nationals  re s iding in th e  country, appare ntly w ith  a vie w  to ar-
re s ting and de porting th e m . About 40 of th os e  re turne d on 21 
July w e re  re porte dly arre s te d in a s tre e t round-up in Tripoli in 
re ce nt w e e k s . Th e y w e re  appare ntly convicte d of drug- and al-
coh ol-re late d offe nce s , w h ich  th e y de nie d, and de porte d th e  
s am e  day. At le as t anoth e r 40 h ad be e n de taine d for longe r in 
de te ntion ce ntre s  in Mis rata and Tripoli, appare ntly for ille gal 
e ntry. Oth e rs  in th e  group h ad be e n de taine d s ince  June , 
w h e n th e  boat in w h ich  th e y w e re  atte m pting to re ach  Italy 
w as  force d back  by dange rous  s e a conditions .
Mos t of th e  de taine e s  are  be lie ve d to h ave  e ith e r de s e rte d 
from  m ilitary s e rvice  or e vade d cons cription. Military s e rvice  is  
com puls ory in Eritre a for all m e n and w om e n age d 18 to 40, 
w ith  furth e r re s e rve  dutie s  late r. It cons is ts  of s ix m onth s ' m ilit-
ary s e rvice  and 12 m onth s ' de ve lopm e nt s e rvice . Th e  pe ople  
forcibly re turne d on 21 July w e re  re porte dly tak e n to th e  re -
m ote  Ge lalo pris on in e as te rn Eritre a, w h e re  conditions  are  
h ars h  and te m pe rature s  are  e xtre m e .

Am ne s ty Inte rnational: PUBLIC AI Inde x: MDE 19 /012/2004, 
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Malte s e  s pe cial force  s oldie rs  to e ach  pris one r, h olding our arm s .
“Som e  of us  w e re  crying but th e  s oldie rs  w e re  laugh ing and jok -
ing in th e ir language ,” h e  claim e d.
W h e n th e y lande d at As m ara, th e  airport w as  q uie t and th e re  
w e re  no re lative s  to m e e t th e m .
W h e n th e  Malte s e  aircraft le ft, th e  s oldie rs  took  th e m  in a m ilitary 
bus  to Adi Abe to pris on. Th e  w om e n, girls  and ch ildre n w e re  s e p-
arate d. Th e re  w e re  inte rrogation room s  and w e  w e re  calle d one  
at a tim e , w ith  tw o guards , one  as k ing th e  q ue s tions , th e  oth e r do-
ing th e  be ating, h e  claim e d.
“Th e re  w e re  plaincloth e s  s e curity office rs  at th e  airport and th e y 
took  us  to a re ce ption are a w h e n th e  plane  re turne d to Malta. 
Th e n s oldie rs  cam e  and put us  on bus e s  and took  us  to Adi 
Abe to. Our re lative s  didn’t k now  about us  or our re turning to Erit-
re a and th e re  w e re  none  at th e  airport.”
“Th re e  w om e n - de porte d from  Malta in advance d pre gnancy - 
gave  birth  at Adi Abe to pris on but th e y w e re  not e ve n give n 
blank e ts . Th e y w e re  not h e ld th e re  for long but w e  don’t k now  
w h at h appe ne d to th e m .
“Th e  re s t of us  all h ad inte rrogations  and be atings  and torture . 
W e  w e re  as k e d w h y w e  h ad le ft Eritre a, w h y w e  h ad s pok e n 
agains t th e  gove rnm e nt and w e  w e re  be ate n w ith  le ath e r and rub-
be r w h ips  if w e  de nie d th e ir accus ations .”
In re s pons e  to Am ne s ty Inte rnational’s  conce rn at th e  tim e  of th e  
de portations , th e  Malte s e  gove rnm e nt h ad s aid it w as  “not in pos -
s e s s ion of any e vide nce  th at any ill-tre atm e nt w as  afforde d to 
th e  Eritre ans  re patriate d from  Malta” and th at th e  Eritre an Dire ct-
or for Re fuge e s  “w as  re porte d to h ave  re je cte d any alle gations  of 
ill-tre atm e nt”.
Th e  London-bas e d group Eritre ans  for H um an and De m ocratic 
Righ ts  h ad s aid at th e  tim e  th at th e  H om e  Affairs  Minis try w as  
w rong to be lie ve  th at th e  Eritre ans  s e nt back  h om e  w e re  not un-
de r th re at.
EH DR-UK e xe cutive  dire ctor Daw it Me s fin h ad s aid th e  gove rn-
m e nt h ad “m is judge d th e  w h ole  e ve nt and e nde d th e  h ope s  of 
fre e dom -s e e k ing Eritre ans  unre as onably”.
Th e  re port goe s  on to m e ntion th at th e  Malte s e  auth oritie s  w e re  
h e avily criticis e d for th e ir tre atm e nt of th e  Eritre ans  and oth e r m i-
grants  and as ylum -s e e k e rs , at a tim e  w h e n Malta w as  applying 
to join th e  EU and, th e re fore , e xpe cte d to com ply w ith  as ylum  
s tandards  and e s tablis h  re fuge e  s tatus  de te rm ination proce d-
ure s  m ore  in line  w ith  inte rnational s tandards .
Since  th e n, h ow e ve r, th e  gove rnm e nt h as  tak e n s e ve ral s te ps  to 
s ofte n its  s tance  tow ards  ille gal im m igrants .
In De ce m be r 2003, m os t of th e  re m aining Eritre an as ylum -
s e e k e rs  w e re  tak e n to a non-cus todial h os te l. Th e  re s t w e re  re -
le as e d in Fe bruary 2004 and re s e ttle m e nt is  be ing cons ide re d 
for all 105 Eritre an as ylum  s e e k e rs  s till in Malta.
More  Eritre ans  arrive d in Malta in April afte r e ncounte ring diffi-
cultie s  at s e a.

Th e  Tim e s  &  Th e  Sunday Tim e s , Malta, W e dne s day, May 19 , 
2004

Eritre an as ylum -s e e k e rs  at 
ris k
Am ne s ty Inte rnational cons ide rs  th e  follow ing cate gorie s  of 
pe ople  w ould be  particularly at ris k  of arbitrary de te ntion (s om e  
as  pris one rs  of cons cie nce  w h o h ave  not us e d or advocate d vi-
ole nce ), torture  and ill-tre atm e nt, or pos s ible  e xtra-judicial e xe -
cution:
· m e m be rs  and s upporte rs  or s us pe cte d s upporte rs  (at all 
le ve ls , not jus t th os e  h olding official pos itions ) of th e  ELF or oth -
e r groups  in th e  arm e d Eritre an National Alliance ;
· m e m be rs  and s upporte rs  of ne w  political oppos ition groups  
s uch  as  th e  EPLF-DP (now  th e  EDP) or th e  "de m ocratic re -
form " m ove m e nt in ge ne ral;
· journalis ts  w h o h ad criticiz e d th e  gove rnm e nt;
· national s e rvice  cons cripts  and m e m be rs  of th e  arm e d force s  
de s e rting from  th e  arm y;
· pe ople  e vading and re fus ing cons cription on account of th e ir 
opinions  or be lie fs ;
· m e m be rs  of pe rs e cute d m inority Ch ris tian re ligions  (e s pe cially 
Je h ovah ’s  W itne s s e s );
· Mus lim s  s us pe cte d of link s  w ith  arm e d Is lam is t or ELF oppos i-
tion groups  –  e ve n w ith out s ubs tantive  e vide nce  of s uch  in-
volve m e nt;
· pe ople  w h o h ad pre vious ly be e n im pris one d for political 
re as ons  and ignore d th re ats  to de s is t from  oppos ing th e  gove rn-
m e nt;
· anyone  k now n or s us pe cte d to h ave  criticis e d th e  gove rnm e nt 
or th e  Pre s ide nt;
· anyone  s us pe cte d of dis loyalty to th e  gove rnm e nt –  e ve n th e  
act of applying for as ylum  abroad w ould be  re garde d as  e vid-
e nce  of dis loyalty and re as on to de tain and torture  a pe rs on re -
turne d to Eritre a afte r re je ction of as ylum .
In addition, tw o cate gorie s  of Eritre ans  affe cte d by th e  w ar and 
continue d te ns ions  be tw e e n Eritre a and Eth iopia w ould be  at 
ris k  of h um an righ ts  violations  if force d to re turn to Eritre a:
· th os e  w h o w is h e d to re m ain in or re turn to Eth iopia as  Eth iopi-
an citiz e ns  (afte r living th e re  for all or m os t of th e ir live s  and 
h aving no tie s  to Eritre a) but w e re  e n m as s e  de nie d th is  by 
Eth iopia and s trippe d of th e ir Eth iopian citiz e ns h ip;
· th os e  of m ixe d Eth iopian-Eritre an fam ilie s  (of w h ich  th e re  are  
m any): fam ilie s  w e re  brok e n up by th e  e xpuls ions  from  Eth iopia 
during th e  w ar, w h e re  th e  Eth iopian s pous e /pare nt s taye d in 
Eth iopia in fe ar of th e  ris k s  of m oving to Eritre a, or w h e re  m ar-
riage  to an Eth iopian or s om e one  of part-Eth iopian de s ce nt 
m igh t le ad to th e ir be ing re fus e d e ntry to Eritre a, dis crim inate d 
agains t in Eritre a or s us pe cte d of h aving Eth iopian gove rnm e nt 
link s ; s om e  h ad no tie s  w ith  Eritre a and did not w is h  to be com e  
Eritre an citiz e ns . 

Am ne s ty Inte rnational: "You h ave  no righ t to as k "

ERITREA Th ous ands  of pe ople  h e ld at Adi Abe to arm y pris on
Th ous ands  of pe ople  arre s te d on s us picion of e vading m ilitary 
cons cription and h e ld at Adi Abe to arm y pris on are  th ough t to be  
at s e rious  ris k  of torture  and ill-tre atm e nt. At le as t a doz e n pris on-
e rs  h ave  re porte dly be e n s h ot de ad and m any m ore  w e re  
w ounde d follow ing a dis turbance  at th e  pris on.
On 4 Nove m be r Eritre an s e curity force s  in th e  capital, As m ara, in-
dis crim inate ly arre s te d th ous ands  of youth s  and oth e rs  s us pe c-
te d of e vading m ilitary cons cription. Th e  arre s ts  took  place  in th e  
s tre e ts , s h ops  and office s , at roadblock s  and in h om e s .
Th os e  arre s te d w e re  tak e n to Adi Abe to arm y pris on jus t outs ide  
As m ara. Conditions  in th is  m ilitary h olding ce ntre  are  h ars h , w ith  
s e ve re  ove rcrow ding, little  food or s anitation. Many de taine e s  
h ave  re porte dly be e n force d to s le e p outs ide  in th e  ve ry cold 
w e ath e r w ith out blank e ts  or s h oe s . Pris one rs  h ave  no acce s s  

e ith e r to th e ir fam ilie s  or to law ye rs .
Tow ards  m idnigh t on 4 Nove m be r, a pris on w all w as  appare ntly 
pus h e d ove r by s om e  pris one rs , pos s ibly in an e s cape  atte m pt. 
Soldie rs  ope ne d fire  and s h ot de ad a num be r of th e  pris one rs , 
w ounding m any m ore . On 8 Nove m be r, th e  M inis te r of Inform a-
tion s aid th at tw o pris one rs  h ad be e n k ille d. Oth e r s ource s  claim  
at le as t a doz e n pe ople  w e re  k ille d, and th at bodie s  w e re  burie d 
w ith out be ing re turne d to th e ir fam ilie s . Th os e  w ounde d w e re  
tak e n to h os pital and h e ld incom m unicado unde r m ilitary guard.

Am ne s ty Inte rnational: PUBLIC AI Inde x: AFR 64/008/2004, 9  
Nove m be r 2004, UA 301/04 Fe ar of torture  / Incom m unicado de -
te ntion / Arbitrary k illings  
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UNH CR

Pos ition on Re turn of Re je cte d As ylum  Se e k e rs  to Eritre a
January 2004

BA CKGRO UND
Follow ing a UN-s upe rvis e d re fe re ndum , th e  State  of Eritre a de -
clare d inde pe nde nce  from  Eth iopia in Se pte m be r 19 9 3. Th is  h ad 
be e n pre ce de d, in 19 9 1, by th e  e nd of th e  protracte d w ar of inde -
pe nde nce , w h ich  h ad caus e d h undre ds  of th ous ands  of Erit-
re ans  to le ave  th e ir country in s e arch  of prote ction, notably in th e  
ne igh oring countrie s . Th e s e  ch ange s  trigge re d th e  urge  am ongs t 
th e  re fuge e s  to re turn, and alre ady in 19 9 2 as  m any as  s om e  
70,000 Eritre an re fuge e s  re turne d s pontane ous ly to th e ir h om e  
country.
In 19 9 5, th e  Gove rnm e nt of th e  State  of Eritre a s igne d an agre e -
m e nt w ith  UNH CR to initiate  a voluntary re patriation proje ct. In ad-
dition, th e  Gove rnm e nt of th e  State  of Eritre a took  a num be r of 
m e as ure s  to cre ate  conditions  conducive  for th e  voluntary re turn 
of its  nationals  w h o h ad s ough t as ylum  abroad. Th e s e  actions  in-
clude d, inte r alia, th e  proclam ation of th e  righ t and fre e dom  of 
e ve ry Eritre an national to re turn to Eritre a w ith out fe ar of pe rs e cu-
tion on account of h aving be e n a re fuge e . Th e  Gove rnm e nt als o 
announce d its  com m itm e nt to facilitate  re fuge e s ’ voluntary re patri-
ation and to as s is t in th e ir re -inte gration. As  a re s ult of th e s e  
m e as ure s , including th e  s afe guards  provide d in th e  agre e m e nt 
be tw e e n UNH CR and th e  State  of Eritre a, m any m ore  Eritre an 
re fuge e s  w e re  able  to re patriate  to Eritre a. A Tripartite  Agre e -
m e nt for th e  voluntary re patriation of re fuge e s  be tw e e n UNH CR 
and th e  Gove rnm e nts  of th e  State  of Eritre a and th e  Re public of 
Sudan w as  s igne d in April 2000.
H ow e ve r, in May 2000 a full-s cale  w ar brok e  out be tw e e n Eritre a 
and Eth iopia in th e  w ak e  of th e  m ilitary conflict th at h ad s tarte d 
tw o ye ars  e arlie r, due  to an uns e ttle d dis pute  on th e  de m arcation 
of th e  borde r as  w e ll as  oth e r political and e conom ic factors . As  
a re s ult, a num be r of Eritre an nationals  w h o w e re  re s ide nt in th e  
are a of conflict be cam e  e ith e r dis place d inte rnally or re fuge e s  in 
ne igh boring countrie s , principally Sudan. Eritre a and Eth iopia 
s igne d an Agre e m e nt on th e  Ce s s ation of H os tilitie s  on 18 June  
2000, w h ich  w as  follow e d on 12 De ce m be r 2000 by a Com pre -
h e ns ive  Pe ace  Agre e m e nt re s ulting in th e  e s tablis h m e nt of a Te m -
porary Se curity Z one  unde r Unite d Nations  s upe rvis ion be tw e e n 
th e  tw o countrie s . Th e  Eritre a-Eth iopia Boundary Com m is s ion, 
w h ich  w as  als o e s tablis h e d in th e  pe ace  agre e m e nt, de live re d its  
de lim itation de cis ion on 13 April 2002. H ow e ve r, th is  de cis ion is  
dis pute d by Eth iopia, w ith  th e  re s ult th at th e  borde r de m arcation 
h as  be e n s us pe nde d. Th e  Te m porary Se curity Z one  be tw e e n th e  
tw o countrie s  continue s  to be  m onitore d by th e  Unite d Nations  
Mis s ion in Eth iopia and Eritre a (UNMEE), w h os e  m andate  w as  re -
ce ntly e xte nde d until 15 March  2004 by th e  UN Se curity Council.
Me anw h ile , w ith in days  of th e  s igning of th e  Ce as e fire  Agre e -
m e nt, th e  “ne w ” Eritre an re fuge e s  be gan to re patriate . From  July 
to Nove m be r 2000, 58,000 re fuge e s  re turne d, 27,600 th rough  
th e  organiz e d voluntary re patriation program m e , and th e  re -
m ainde r did s o s pontane ous ly. Ne arly 33,000 pe rs ons  w e re  as -
s is te d to re turn from  Sudan in 2001 and s om e  19 ,000 pe rs ons  in 
2002. In Octobe r 2002, th e  voluntary re patriation from  Sudan to 
Eritre a w as  s us pe nde d, due  to arm e d clas h e s  in Sudan clos e  to 
th e  Eritre an borde r (Kas s ala State ). Th e  ope ration w as  re s um e d 
in June  2003 and continue s  to date . At th e  tim e  of is s uing th is  
note , s om e  35,000 re fuge e s  in Sudan, w h o h ave  re gis te re d for 
voluntary re patriation, are  w aiting to re turn.
On 8 May 2002, UNH CR announce d th at th e  “ce as e d circum -
s tance s ” ce s s ation Claus e s , unde r Article  I. C. (5) of th e  19 51 
Conve ntion re lating to th e  Status  of Re fuge e s  and Article  I. 4. (e ) 
of th e  OAU Conve ntion Gove rning th e  Spe cific As pe cts  of 
Re fuge e  Proble m s  in Africa, w ould be  applicable  to Eritre an 
re fuge e s  as  from  31 De ce m be r 2002. Th e  ce s s ation claus e s  ap-
ply to Eritre ans , w h o fle d th e ir country as  a re s ult of th e  w ar of in-
de pe nde nce  w h ich  e nde d in 19 9 1 or th e  borde r conflict be tw e e n 

Eritre a and Eth iopia w h ich  e nde d in June  2000. H e nce , th e  ap-
plication of th e  ce s s ation claus e s  is  lim ite d in s cope  and doe s  
not e xte nd to th e  re fuge e s  w h o fle d and are  not able  to re turn to 
Eritre a on oth e r grounds , i.e . w e ll-founde d fe ar of pe rs e cution.

SITUA TIO N IN ERITREA  (1)
Eritre a is  a one -party s tate  w h ich , th rough out its  inde pe nde nce , 
h as  be e n rule d by th e  Pe ople ’s  Front of De m ocracy and Jus tice  
(PFDJ), form e rly calle d Eritre an Pe ople ’s  Libe ration Front 
(EPLF), le d by Pre s ide nt Is aias  Afe w e rk i. Th e  Cons titution th at 
w as  ratifie d in 19 9 7 provide s  for de m ocratic fre e dom ; h ow e ve r, 
its  provis ions  in th is  re gard are  ye t to be  im ple m e nte d. National 
e le ctions , originally s ch e dule d for 19 9 7, h ave  not be e n h e ld. Th e  
draft e le ctoral law  and th e  draft law  re gulating th e  form ation and 
activitie s  of political partie s , pre pare d in 2001, h ave  not be e n ac-
te d upon (2), and th e  National As s e m bly e le ctions  s ch e dule d for 
De ce m be r 2001 w e re  pos tpone d inde finite ly (3). Officials  h ave  
s tate d th at th e  e le ctions  h ave  be e n de laye d be caus e  of continu-
ing te ns ions  w ith  Eth iopia and proble m s  caus e d by dis s ide nts  
and th e  private  pre s s  (4).
In Se pte m be r 2001, th e  gove rnm e nt clam pe d dow n on incre as -
ing criticis m s  of th e  gove rnm e nt by arre s ting e le ve n m e m be rs  of 
th e  National As s e m bly for voicing th e ir oppos ition to gove rnm e nt 
policie s  (5). Te n journalis ts  w e re  als o arre s te d in th e  s am e  
m onth , w h e n th e  gove rnm e nt s h ut dow n all th e  private ly-ow ne d 
ne w s  m e dia (6). In th e  tw o ye ars  s ince , m any m ore  individuals  
h ave  be e n arre s te d –  including civil s e rvants , bus ine s s pe ople , 
journalis ts , form e r fre e dom  figh te rs , and e lde rs  w h o h ad s ough t 
to m e diate  be tw e e n th e  gove rnm e nt and its  critics  –  e ith e r be -
caus e  of th e ir tie s  to th e  dis s ide nts  or th e ir pe rce ive d political 
vie w s  (7). Many of th e m  –  including th e  above  m e ntione d groups  
arre s te d in Se pte m be r 2001 –  and alle ge dly s core s  of political 
pris one rs  de taine d in pre vious  ye ars , re m ain h e ld incom m unic-
ado in s e cre t de te ntion place s  w ith out ch arge  or trial (8). At le as t 
14 journalis ts  w e re  re porte d to be  in pris ons  in Eritre a as  of 17 
Se pte m be r 2003, w h ich  q ualifie d th e  country as  “th e  bigge s t pris -
on for journalis ts  in Africa” (9 ). Doz e ns  of oth e r journalis ts  fle d 
abroad (10).
In Augus t 2001, th e  gove rnm e nt crack e d dow n on a s tude nts ’ 
de m ons tration agains t th e  com puls ory s tude nt vacation w ork  pro-
gram m e  unde r th e  national s e rvice  re gulations  (11). Approxim -
ate ly 450 s tude nts  w e re  de taine d and s ubje cte d to a w ork  
program m e  unde r h ars h e r conditions  th an th e  original pro-
gram m e  (12). Re porte dly th e y w e re  not provide  ade q uate  food, 
w ate r or s h e lte r, and tw o of th e m  are  s aid to h ave  die d from  
h e at-re late d caus e s  (13). Th e  s tude nts  w e re  re le as e d be tw e e n 
Se pte m be r and Nove m be r 2001, e xce pt for th e ir le ade r, w h o 
w as  h e ld incom m unicado in de te ntion in a s e cre t location until 
h e  m anage d to e s cape  to Eth iopia in Augus t 2002 (14).
According to th e  Eritre an law , national m ilitary and de ve lopm e nt 
s e rvice  is  com puls ory for 18 m onth s  for both  m e n and w om e n 
age d be tw e e n 18 and 40. In practice , it h as  be com e  inde finite  as  
no m e aningful de m obiliz ation h as  tak e n place  s o far. Th e re  is  no 
righ t to cons cie ntious  obje ction (15). Th e  gove rnm e nt h as  de -
ploye d m ilitary police  th rough out th e  country us ing roadblock s , 
s tre e t s w e e ps , and h ous e  to h ous e  s e arch e s  to find de s e rte rs  
and draft e vade rs  (16). Th e  gove rnm e nt h as  als o re porte dly au-
th oriz e d th e  us e  of e xtre m e  force  agains t anyone  re s is ting or at-
te m pting to fle e  (17). Th e re  h ave  be e n re ports  of re s is tance , 
e s pe cially by pare nts  of draft-age  girls , w h ich  re s ulte d in de ath s  
of both  s oldie rs  and civilians  (18). In s om e  ins tance s , auth oritie s  
are  s aid to h ave  arre s te d or de taine d for s e ve ral h ours  or e ve n 
days  individuals , including pre gnant w om e n, ch ildre n unde r age  
18, and citiz e ns  of oth e r countrie s , w h o w e re  not s ubje ct to na-
tional s e rvice  obligations  or h ad prope r docum e ntation s h ow ing 
th e y h ad com ple te d or w e re  e xe m pt from  national s e rvice  (19 ). It 
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is  re porte d th at th e  arm y re s orte d to various  form s  of s e ve re  ph ys -
ical punis h m e nt to force  obje ctors , including s om e  Je h ovah ’s  w it-
ne s s e s , to pe rform  th e  m ilitary s e rvice  (20). Th e  punis h m e nts  
us e d agains t de s e rte rs , cons cription e vade rs  and arm y offe nde rs  
re porte dly include d s uch  m e as ure s  as  th e  tying of th e  h ands  and 
fe e t for e xte nde d pe riods  of tim e  and prolonge d s un e xpos ure  at 
h igh  te m pe rature s  (21).
Th e  com pre h e ns ive  drafting appe ars  to h ave  be com e  th e  m ain 
caus e  of th e  fligh t of as ylum  s e e k e rs  (22). It h as  als o h ad an im -
pact on th e  Eritre an s ocie ty at large . For ins tance , th e  drafting of 
m any civilians  into th e  national s e rvice , including court adm inis -
trators , de fe ndants , judge s , law ye rs , and oth e rs  involve d in th e  
le gal s ys te m , h as  re porte dly h ad a s ignificant ne gative  im pact on 
th e  judiciary (23). In 2001, th e  H igh  Court w as  re duce d from  7 
be nch e s  to 3 be nch e s , and provincial, z one  and village  court pe r-
s onne l w e re  re duce d by 40 pe r ce nt (24). Eve n be fore  th e s e  de -
ve lopm e nts , th e  judiciary s ys te m  w as  re porte d to be  w e ak  and 
s ubje ctive  to e xe cutive  inte rfe re nce  (25). Th e re  e xis ts  a s ys te m  
of s pe cial courts , w h ich  h ave  banne d de fe nce  couns e l and th e  
righ t of appe al, allow e d th e  e xe cutive  branch  to m e te  out punis h -
m e nt w ith out re s pe ct to due  proce s s , and s om e tim e s  s ubje cte d 
th e  accus e d to double  je opardy (26). Th e  judge s  of th e  s pe cial 
courts  are  s e nior m ilitary office rs , m os t of w h om  h ave  little  or no 
le gal e xpe rie nce  (27). Th e  s pe cial courts  h ave  juris diction ove r 
s om e  crim inal cas e s , but th e  Attorne y Ge ne ral h as  als o allow e d 
th e  s pe cial courts  to re try civilian court cas e s , including th os e  de -
cide d by th e  H igh  Court (28). In July 2001, th e  Pre s ide nt of th e  
H igh  Court (Ch ie f Jus tice ) m ade  public criticis m s  about th e  gov-
e rnm e nt inte rfe re nce  w ith  th e  judiciary and th e  ille gality of th e  s pe -
cial court s ys te m  (29 ). H e  w as  dis m is s e d by th e  M inis te r of 
Jus tice  on 7 Augus t 2001 (30).
Th e re  are  four m ajor re ligions  in Eritre a: Orth odox Ch ris tianity, Is -
lam , Cath olicis m  and th e  Evange lical Luth e ran (31). For s e ve ral 
ye ars , th e  s m all com m unity of Je h ovah ’s  w itne s s e s  h as  be e n re -
porte d to be  h aras s e d, dis crim inate d agains t and s ubje cte d to de -
te ntion, be caus e  of th e ir re fus al, on re ligious  grounds , to vote  or 
pariticipate  in national s e rvice  (32). In May 2002, th e  gove rnm e nt 
re porte dly orde re d s e ve ral m inority ch urch e s , re fe rre d colle ct-
ive ly as  th e  “Pe nte s ” (including Born Again Ch ris tians , Pe nte cos t-
als , Full Gos pe l and oth e r s m all Prote s tant groups ) to clos e  
dow n (33). Th e y w e re  re q uire d to re gis te r w ith  th e  ne w  De part-
m e nt of Re ligious  Affairs  and re ce ive  auth oriz ation to re ope n 
(34). Alth ough  th e  ch urch e s  re porte dly com plie d w ith  th e  re gis tra-
tion re q uire m e nts , w h ich  include d providing e xte ns ive  de tails  of 
m e m be rs  and funds , and w e re  inform ally allow e d to continue  to 
w ors h ip (35), none  of th e m  w e re  k now n to h ave  be e n officially re -
gis te re d by 19  Se pte m be r 2003 (36). Ins te ad, it is  re porte d th at, 
particularly be tw e e n Fe bruary and May 2003, h undre ds  of m e m -
be rs  of m ore  th an tw e lve  e vange lical ch urch e s  w e re  arre s te d 
(37). Th e y w e re  re porte dly torture d and ill-tre ate d in orde r to 
force  th e m  to s ign s tate m e nts  abandoning th e ir faith  (38). Th e  
m e m be rs  w e re  als o told th at th e ir praye r m e e tings  and ch urch  
gath e rings  w e re  ille gal (39 ). Th e y w e re  re porte dly h e ld w ith out 
ch arge  or trial, contrary to th e  h um an righ ts  prote ctions  (w h ich  
als o guarante e  re ligious  fre e dom ), unde r th e  law s  and Cons titu-
tion of Eritre a (40).
On 19  and 20 Augus t 2003, ove r 200 te e nage  s ch ool s tude nts  
from  all ove r Eritre a, w h o w e re  s e nt to Saw a Military cam p in 
w e s te rn Eritre a for a com puls ory 3-m onth  s um m e r cours e  unde r 
ne w  pre -National Se rvice  e ducation re gulations , w e re  alle ge dly 
be ate n for pos s e s s ing bible s  (41). 57 of th e m , 27 girls  and 30 
boys , are  s aid to h ave  be e n arre s te d and put in unve ntilate d, 
ove r-crow de d and e xtre m e ly h ot s h ipping containe rs , w ith out ad-
e q uate  food or m e dical care  (42). Six of th e m  w e re  s till re porte d 
to be  h e ld in unde rground ce lls  in s olitary confine m e nt as  of 27 
Nove m be r 2003 (43). In total, ove r 330 m e m be rs  of m inority 
faith s  w e re  be lie ve d to be  de taine d in diffe re nt parts  of th e  coun-
try at th at tim e  (44).

SITUA TIO N O F RETURNEES
a) Re fuge e s  w h o h ave  re turne d voluntarily unde r UN-
H CR’s  voluntary re patriation program m e

UNH CR m onitors  th e  re turn of re fuge e s  in th e  conte xt of its  
organiz e d voluntary re patriation program m e s . In th is  conte xt th e  
re turne e s  h ave  be e n w e ll re ce ive d and as s is te d to re -inte grate . 
UNH CR’s  m onitoring activitie s  h ave  not re ve ale d any incide nts  
of re pris als  or pe rs e cution pe rpe tuate d by th e  Gove rnm e nt of th e  
State  of Eritre a agains t re fuge e s  w h o voluntarily e le cte d to re turn 
to th e ir country, and did s o unde r th e  aus pice s  of UNH CR’s  vol-
untary re patriation program m e . A fe w  re turne e s  h ave  be e n, ap-
pare ntly by m is tak e , drafte d to national s e rvice  “pre m ature ly” 
(th e  Eritre an gove rnm e nt h as  ge ne rally provide d for a one  ye ar 
le ave  from  drafting for th e  re turning re fuge e s ), but th e y h ave  us u-
ally be e n re le as e d afte r inte rve ntions  by UNH CR and its  gove rn-
m e ntal im ple m e nting partne r. Th e  voluntary re patriation 
program m e  continue s  and UNH CR h ope s  to be  able  to as s is t as  
m any re fuge e s  as  pos s ible  to re patriate , including th e  re m aining 
35,000 re fuge e s  w h o are  curre ntly re gis te re d for voluntary re pat-r
iation in Sudan.

b) Pe rs ons  de porte d to Eritre a
Be tw e e n 30 Se pte m be r and 3 Octobe r 2002, 233 pe rs ons  w e re  
de porte d from  Malta to Eritre a. 170 of th e m  w e re  re porte d not to 
h ave  s ough t as ylum , w h e re as  53 h ad be e n re je cte d in th e  
as ylum  proce dure  (w h ich  w as  not k now n to UNH CR at th e  tim e ). 
Th e y w e re  re porte dly arre s te d im m e diate ly on arrival in As m ara 
and tak e n to de te ntion incom m unicado. Th e  Eritre an auth oritie s  
ne ith e r ack now le dge d th e  de te ntions  nor re ve ale d th e  w h e re -
abouts  of th e  de taine e s  to th e ir fam ilie s  or th e  public (45). Sub-
s e q ue nt re ports  h ave  s ugge s te d th at th os e  w ith  ch ildre n and 
th os e  ove r 40 (th e  cons cription lim it) m ay h ave  s oon afte rw ards  
be e n re le as e d, but th at th e  re m ainde r w e re  –  and s till are  –  k e pt 
in incom m unicado de te ntion in s e cre t place s , de s cribe d as  h alls  
m ade  of iron s h e e ts  and unde rground bunk e rs . According to dif-
fe re nt s ource s , th e  de taine e s  w e re  de prive d of th e ir be longings  
(including s h oe s  and cloth e s  to ch ange ), s ubje cte d to force d 
labor, inte rrogate d and torture d (e .g. by be ating, tying up and e x-
pos ing to s un as  de s cribe d above ). Th e  dw e llings  are  s aid to be  
conge s te d and lack  any facilitie s  for pe rs onal h ygie ne . Food and 
w ate r provide d for th e  de taine e s  are  inade q uate  and uncle an. 
Cons e q ue ntly, m any of th e  de taine e s  h ave  s uccum be d to ill-
ne s s e s , notably various  s k in conditions  and diarrh e a. Me dical 
tre atm e nt is  s aid not to be  available . Som e  de taine e s  are  be -
lie ve d to h ave  die d of th e ir dis e as e s  and/or injurie s . At le as t one  
pe rs on w as  alle ge dly k ille d by s h ooting during an e s cape  at-
te m pt (46).

CO NCLUSIO NS
Bas e d on various  re ports , it appe ars  th at th e  h um an righ ts  s itu-
ation in Eritre a h as  s e rious ly de te riorate d in th e  pas t tw o ye ars  
(47). H um an righ ts  violations  continue  to be  re porte d, inte r alia, 
w ith  re gard to th e  tre atm e nt of oppos ition political groups  and 
m ove m e nts , fre e dom  of e xpre s s ion, fre e dom  of re ligion, arbitrary 
de te ntion and de te ntion conditions  (including re ports  of torture , 
ill-tre atm e nt and force d labor), and tre atm e nt of draft 
e vade rs /de s e rte rs  (48).
Agains t th is  back ground, it appe ars  th at th e  de porte e s  from  
Malta to Eritre a m ay h ave  face d pe rs e cution ow ing to an im -
pute d political opinion, cons cie ntious  obje ction or oth e r re as ons , 
It cannot be  e xclude d th at future  de porte e s  w ould face  a s im ilar 
ris k .
It is  again e m ph as iz e d th at th e  s cope  of th e  ce s s ation claus e s  
for Eritre an re fuge e s  announce d by UNH CR in May 2002 is  lim -
ite d to pe rs ons  w h o fle d th e ir country as  a re s ult of th e  w ar of in-
de pe nde nce  w h ich  e nde d in 19 9 1, or th e  borde r conflict be tw e e n 
Eritre a and Eth iopia w h ich  e nde d in June  2000. Oth e r Eritre an 
re fuge e s , i.e . th os e  fle e ing pe rs e cution, re m aine d and continue  
to be  unaffe cte d by th e  ce s s ation claus e s . It is  als o unde rline d 
th at th e  applicability of th e  ce s s ations  claus e s  is  alw ays  re but-
table  and, upon re q ue s t, e ach  individual cas e  is  to be  e xam ine d 
on it m e rits . In th is  conte xt, th e  pos s ibility of a valid s ur place  
claim  s h ould not be  e xclude d.
In ligh t of th e  above , UNH CR re com m e nds  th at as ylum  claim s  
s ubm itte d by Eritre an as ylum  s e e k e rs  s h ould unde rgo a care ful 
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as s e s s m e nt to de te rm ine  th e ir ne e ds  for inte rnational prote ction. 
It is  als o re com m e nde d th at s tate s  re frain from  all force d re turns  
of re je cte d as ylum  s e e k e rs  to Eritre a and grant th e m  com ple m e nt-
ary form s  of prote ction ins te ad, until furth e r notice . Th is  pos ition 
w ill be  re vie w e d in th e  s e cond h alf of 2004.

UNH CR: Pos ition on Re turn of Re je cte d As ylum  Se e k e rs  to Erit-
re a, January 2004

Note s :
(1) Th is  s e ction is  inte nde d to give  a s h ort ove rvie w  of th e  s ituation in Erit-
re a and th e  re ce nt de ve lopm e nts . It is  not m e ant to s ubs titute  for 
e ligibility guide line s  and doe s  not de al w ith  groups  at ris k  –  s om e  of 
w h ich  are  not m e ntione d at all –  in any com pre h e ns ive  m anne r.
(2) US De partm e nt of State  Country Re ports  on H um an Righ ts  Practice s  
2002: Eritre a
(3) Europe an Parliam e nt Re s olution on Eritre a, 7 Fe bruary 2002
(4) US De partm e nt of State  Country Re ports  on H um an Righ ts  Practice s  
2002: Eritre a
(5) US De partm e nt of State  Country Re ports  on H um an Righ ts  Practice s  
2001: Eritre a; H um an Righ ts  W atch : Es calating crack dow n in Eritre a: re -
form is ts , journalis ts , s tude nts  at ris k , 21 Se pte m be r 2001; Am ne s ty Inte r-
national: Arbitrary de te ntion of gove rnm e nt critics  and journalis ts , 18 
Se pte m be r 2002; Europe an Parliam e nt Re s olution on Eritre a, 7. Fe bru-
ary 2002; Inte r-Parliam e ntary Union: Re s olution adopte d uninanim ous ly 
by th e  Gove rning Council at its  173rd s e s s ion (Ge ne va, 3 Octobe r 2003)
(6) H um an Righ ts  W atch : Ce as e  pe rs e cution of journalis ts  and dis s id-
e nts , 16 May 2002; Am ne s ty Inte rnational: Arbitrary de te ntion of gove rn-
m e nt critics  and journalis ts , 18 Se pte m be r 2002; US De partm e nt of State  
Country Re ports  on H um an Righ ts  Practice s  2001: Eritre a; Europe an Par-
liam e nt Re s olution on Eritre a, 7. Fe bruary 2002; Re porte rs  W ith out Bor-
de rs : Eritre a –  2003 Annual Re port: Re porte rs  W ith out Borde rs : Tw o 
ye ars  w ith out inde pe nde nt pre s s , 17 Se pte m be r 2003
(7) US De partm e nt of State  Country Re ports  on H um an Righ ts  Practice s  
2001: Eritre a; US De partm e nt of State  Country Re ports  on H um an 
Righ ts  Practice s  2002: Eritre a; H um an Righ ts  W atch : Ce as e  pe rs e cution 
of journalis ts  and dis s ide nts , 16 May 2002; H um an Righ ts  W atch  W orld 
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Global Re port: Eritre a

Th e re  w e re  re ports  of forcible  re cruitm e nt of unde r-18s  into th e  
arm y. Punis h m e nts  for de s e rting, e vading cons cription or infringe -
m e nts  of m ilitary dis cipline  include d torture  and arbitrary de te n-
tion. Th e  gove rnm e nt de cre e d th at s e condary s ch ool s tude nts  
s h ould com ple te  th e ir e ducation at a s ch ool clos e  to a m ilitary 
training cam p.
National re cruitm e nt le gis lation Th e  cons titution s tate s  th at all cit-
iz e ns  m us t “be  re ady to de fe nd th e  country” and “com ple te  ... Na-
tional Se rvice ” (Article  25) (1). Unde r th e  National Se rvice  
Proclam ation, No. 82/9 5 of 23 Octobe r 19 9 5, national s e rvice  is  
obligatory for m e n and w om e n be tw e e n th e  age s  of 18 and 40 
(2). Re cruitm e nt of ch ildre n unde r 18 into th e  arm e d force s  is  pro-
h ibite d unde r Proclam ation 11/19 9 1 (3).
National s e rvice  cons is ts  of s ix m onth s ' m ilitary s e rvice , 12 
m onth s ' de ve lopm e nt s e rvice  and m ilitary re s e rve  obligations  
(4). Ch ild re cruitm e nt and de ploym e nt De s pite  th e  De ce m be r 
2000 pe ace  tre aty, com puls ory m ilitary s e rvice  w as  e xte nde d re -
pe ate dly, w ith  aggre s s ive  roundups  of ne w  re cruits  and e vade rs , 
forcible  cons cription, de te ntions  and ill-tre atm e nt (5). Stre e t ch il-
dre n and oth e r unde r-18s  w e re  re porte dly us e d as  force d labour 
in m ilitary cam ps .
In January 2004 UNICEF e xpre s s e d conce rn at th e  re q uire m e nt 
th at all s e condary s ch ool s tude nts  m us t com ple te  th e ir final ye ar 
at a s ch ool ne ar th e  m ain m ilitary training cam p in Saw a if th e y 
w ante d to graduate  or to atte nd unive rs ity (6). Acce s s  to th e  
s ch ool w as  s trictly controlle d and an official w as  re porte d as  s ay-
ing h e  cons ide re d th e  s tude nts  to be  m e m be rs  of th e  arm e d 
force s  (7).
In 2001 ove r 2,000 s tude nts  w e re  de taine d w h e n th e y de m an-
de d re form  of a m andatory s um m e r w ork  program . Tw o s tude nts  
h ad re porte dly die d from  th e  h ars h  conditions  on th e  program . In 
Augus t 2003 ove r 200 s tude nts  on th e  program  w e re  alle ge dly 
be ate n for pos s e s s ing bible s , and 57 of th e m  de taine d in s corch -
ing conditions  ins ide  m e tal s h ipping containe rs  w ith out ade q uate  
food or m e dical care . Six s tude nts  w e re  re porte dly s till h e ld in s ol-
itary confine m e nt in unde rground ce lls  in Nove m be r 2003 (8).
Tw o form e r ch ild s oldie rs  w h o fle d Eritre a in 2002 s aid th at th e y 
h ad be e n cons cripte d at th e  age  of 15, th at about 30 pe r ce nt of 
re cruits  at th e  Saw a cam p w e re  unde r 18, and th at th os e  fle e ing 
m ilitary s e rvice  face d torture , arbitrary de te ntion and force d la-
bour (9 ). As ylum -s e e k e rs  forcibly re turne d from  Malta in Octobe r 
2002 w e re  alle ge d to h ave  be e n torture d and de taine d in s e cre t 
on th e ir arrival in Eritre a. At le as t one  w as  re porte dly s h ot de ad 
(10).

D isarm am e nt, de m obilization and re inte gration (DDR)
In July 2002 th e  Eritre an National Com m is s ion for De m obiliz a-
tion announce d th e  com ple tion of a pilot proje ct for th e  de m obiliz -
ation of 200,000 com batants  ove r th e  ne xt tw o ye ars  (11). In 
March  2004 form e r com batants  alre ady incorporate d in th e  gov-
e rnm e nt arm e d force s  w e re  is s ue d w ith  de m obiliz ation cards  
and as k e d to continue  national s e rvice  until January 2005. Th e  
W orld Bank , a principal funde r, re cogniz e d th e  ne e d for a s pe cial 
program  for com batants  unde r th e  age  of 25 (12).16 Th e  UN Se -
curity Council calle d for Eth iopia and Eritre a to facilitate  th e  s us -
tainable  re inte gration of de m obiliz e d s oldie rs  (13).

Note s
(1) Cons titution, at UN Online  Ne tw ork  in Public Adm inis tration and 
Finance  (UNPAN), h ttp://w w w .unpan.org
(2) Le tte r from  th e  M inis try of Fore ign Affairs  to Ch ild Soldie rs  Coalition, 
31 May 19 9 9 .
(3) Initial re port of Eritre a to UN Com m itte e  on th e  Righ ts  of th e  Ch ild, 
UN Doc. CRC/C/41/Add.12, 27 July 2001, h ttp://w w w .oh ch r.org. 
(4) Am ne s ty Inte rnational (AI), Eritre a: Arbitrary de te ntion of gove rnm e nt 
critics  and journalis ts , 18 Se pte m be r 2002, h ttp://w e b.am ne s ty.org/lib-

rary/e nginde x. Anoth e r s ource  s tate s  th at m ilitary s e rvice  is  for tw o 
ye ars : s e e  H RW , Eritre a h um an righ ts  ove rvie w , January 2004.
(5) AI, op. cit; H RW , Eritre a h um an righ ts  ove rvie w , op. cit
(6) US De partm e nt of State , Country Re ports  on H um an Righ ts  Practice s  
2003, 25 Fe bruary 2004,    h ttp://w w w .s tate .gov/g/drl/h r/c1470.h tm ; Jo-
nah  Fis h e r, “Eritre a rappe d for 'm ilitary' Sch ooling”, BBC Ne w s , 11 Janu-
ary 2004.
(7) H RW , Eritre a h um an righ ts  ove rvie w , op. cit.
(8) UNH CR, UNH CR Pos ition on Re turn of Re je cte d As ylum  Se e k e rs  to 
Eritre a, January 2004.
(9 ) AI inte rvie w s  w ith  form e r ch ild s oldie rs , 25 Fe bruary 2004.
(10) UNH CR, op. cit.
(11) IRIN, “Eritre a: De m obilis ation Pilot Ph as e  Com ple te d”, 2 July 2002.
(12) W orld Bank , Te ch nical Anne x for a Propos e d Cre dit of SDR 48.1 Mil-
lion (US$ 60 m illion e q uivale nt) to th e  State  of Eritre a for an Em e rge ncy 
De m obiliz ation and Re inte gration Proje ct, 22 April 2002.
(13) UN Se curity Council Re s olution 139 8, UN Doc. S/Re s /139 8, 15 
March  2002, h ttp://w w w .un.org/docum e nts .

UNH CR

Le tte r to th e  Darm s tadt ad-
m inis trative  court, Ge rm any
( … ) Re garding your re q ue s t if w e  h ave  inform ation on th e  s o-
calle d “Malta-re fuge e s ” th at th e y only or m ainly be caus e  of th e  
accus ation of de s e rtion or e vading of th e  national s e rvice  w e re  
arre s te d afte r th e ir re turn, w e  w ould lik e  to point out th e  UN-
H CR Pos ition on Re turn of Re je cte d As ylum -Se e k e rs  to Eritre a. 
On page  6 you w ill find a com pilation of th e  findings  of UNH CR; 
furth e r inform ation you could find in a de taile d re port of Am -
ne s ty Inte rnational from  May 2004 (Eritre a –  “You h ave  no righ t 
to as k ” –  Gove rnm e nt re s is ts  s crutiny on h um an righ ts ), w h e re  
th e  fate  of th e  as ylum  s e e k e rs  re turne d to Eritre a is  re porte d.
Furth e rm ore  w e  w ould lik e  to inform  you th at, according to in-
form ation from  our ce ntral office , 40 of th e  conce rne d pe rs ons  
could re ach  Sudan afte r th e ir re le as e  or e s cape . Th e re  th e y 
w e re  acce pte d as  m andate  re fuge e s  by UNH CR and UNH CR 
re com m e nde d to go to a th ird country be caus e  Sudan is  not 
s e e n as  a s afe  as ylum  country. ( … )

UNH CR: Le tte r to th e  adm inis trative  court in Darm s tadt, Ge r-
m any, 17 Augus t 2004. Extract. Trans lation: Rudi Frie drich
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Eritre a is  a one -party s tate  th at be cam e  inde pe nde nt in 19 9 3 
w h e n citiz e ns  vote d ove rw h e lm ingly for inde pe nde nce  from  
Eth iopia. Th e  Eritre an Pe ople 's  Libe ration Front (EPLF), w h ich  
le d th e  30-ye ar w ar for inde pe nde nce , h as  controlle d th e  country 
s ince  it de fe ate d Eth iopian arm e d force s  in 19 9 1; its  le ade r, Is ai-
as  Afw e rk i, is  th e  Pre s ide nt. Th e  EPLF be cam e  th e  Pe ople 's  
Front for De m ocracy and Jus tice  (PFDJ) and re de fine d its e lf as  
a political party in 19 9 4; it is  th e  s ole  political party in th e  country. 
Pre s ide ntial and le gis lative  e le ctions  h ave  be e n continuous ly pos t-
pone d. Th e  Cons titution, ratifie d in 19 9 7, provide s  for de m ocratic 
fre e dom s ; h ow e ve r, its  provis ions  w e re  not im ple m e nte d by 
ye ar's  e nd. Th e  judiciary w as  form ally inde pe nde nt; h ow e ve r, it 
w as  w e ak  and s ubje ct to e xe cutive  inte rfe re nce . (...)
Th e  Gove rnm e nt's  h um an righ ts  re cord re m aine d poor, and it con-
tinue d to com m it s e rious  abus e s . Citiz e ns  did not h ave  th e  ability 
to ch ange  th e ir gove rnm e nt. Se curity force s  w e re  re s pons ible  for 
dis appe arance s . Th e re  w e re  s om e  re ports  th at police  re s orte d to 
torture  and ph ys ical be atings  of pris one rs , particularly during inte r-
rogations , and police  s e ve re ly m is tre ate d arm y de s e rte rs  and 
draft e vade rs . Th e  Gove rnm e nt ge ne rally did not pe rm it pris on 
vis its  by local or inte rnational h um an righ ts  groups . Arbitrary ar-
re s ts  and de te ntions  continue d to be  proble m s ; an unk now n num -
be r of pe rs ons  w e re  de taine d w ith out ch arge  be caus e  of political 
opinion. Th e  us e  of a s pe cial court s ys te m  lim ite d due  proce s s . 
Th e  Gove rnm e nt infringe d on th e  righ t to privacy. Th e  Gove rn-
m e nt s e ve re ly re s tricte d fre e dom  of s pe e ch  and pre s s , and lim -
ite d fre e dom  of as s e m bly and as s ociation. Th e  Gove rnm e nt 
re s tricte d fre e dom  of re ligion for non-s anctione d re ligious  groups  
and re s tricte d fre e dom  of m ove m e nt. H um an righ ts  groups  w e re  
not allow e d to ope rate  in th e  country. Viole nce  and s ocie tal dis -
crim ination agains t w om e n continue d to be  proble m s , and fe -
m ale  ge nital m utilation (FGM) re m aine d w ide s pre ad de s pite  
gove rnm e nt e fforts  to dis courage  th e  practice . Me m be rs  of th e  
Kunam a e th nic group als o face d gove rnm e nt and s ocie tal dis crim -
ination. Th e  Gove rnm e nt re s tricte d w ork e rs ' righ ts . Ch ild labor oc-
curre d. (...)
Th e  Cons titution, w h ich  h as  not be e n im ple m e nte d, and th e  
Pe nal Code  proh ibit torture ; h ow e ve r, th e re  w e re  num e rous  re -
ports  th at police  re s orte d to torture  and ph ys ical be atings  of pris -
one rs , particularly during inte rrogations . During th e  ye ar, police  
s e ve re ly m is tre ate d and be at arm y de s e rte rs , draft e vade rs , and 
m e m be rs  of particular re ligious  groups  (s e e  Se ction 2.c.). Police  
de taine d de s e rte rs  and draft e vade rs  and s ubje cte d th e m  to vari-
ous  dis ciplinary actions  th at include d prolonge d s un e xpos ure  in 
te m pe rature s  of up to 113 de gre e s  Fah re nh e it or th e  binding of 
th e  h ands , e lbow s  and fe e t for e xte nde d pe riods . 
Th e re  w e re  re ports  th at w om e n drafte d to th e  national s e rvice  
w e re  s ubje cte d to s e xual h aras s m e nt and abus e . (...)
Th e re  w e re  s ubs tantial but unconfirm e d re ports  th at h undre ds  of 
draft e vade rs  and national s e rvice  e s cape e s  w e re  be ing h e ld in 
m ak e s h ift pris ons  around th e  country. Multiple  obs e rve rs  re por-
te d up to 1,500 de taine e s  at a pris on adjace nt to th e  office s  of 
th e  Com m anding Ge ne ral w h o ove rs e e s  M ilitary Ope rational 
Are a #5 (Ce ntral Z one  and s urrounding are as ).
Th e  Gove rnm e nt continue d to arre s t and de tain m e m be rs  of non-
s anctione d re ligious  groups , s om e  of w h om  h ave  be e n in de te n-
tion for m ore  th an 9  ye ars . (...)
Th e  drafting of m any civilians , including court adm inis trators , de -
fe ndants , judge s , law ye rs , and oth e rs  involve d in th e  le gal 
s ys te m , into national s e rvice  continue d to h ave  a s ignificant ne g-
ative  im pact on th e  judiciary. Th e  H igh  Court w as  re duce d from  7 
be nch e s  to 3, and re gional, s ub-re gional, and village  court pe rs on-
ne l w e re  re duce d by 40 pe rce nt in 2002. (...)
Th e  s pe cial court s ys te m  os te ns ibly w as  cre ate d to re duce  a 
grow ing back log in th e  civilian court s ys te m ; h ow e ve r, in practice  
s pe cial courts , w h ich  banne d de fe ns e  couns e l and th e  righ t of ap-

pe al, allow e d th e  e xe cutive  branch  to m e te  out punis h m e nt 
w ith out re s pe ct for due  proce s s . Judge s  in th e  s pe cial courts  
w e re  s e nior m ilitary office rs , m os t of w h om  h ad little  or no le gal 
e xpe rie nce . Th e y bas e d th e ir de cis ions  on "cons cie nce ," w ith out 
re fe re nce  to th e  law . Th e re  w as  no lim itation on punis h m e nt. (...) 
Th e  Attorne y Ge ne ral als o allow e d s pe cial courts  to re try civilian 
court cas e s , including th os e  de cide d by th e  H igh  Court, th e re by 
s ubje cting de fe ndants  to double  je opardy. 
Th e  Gove rnm e nt doe s  not e xcus e  individuals  w h o obje ct to na-
tional s e rvice  for re ligious  re as ons  or re as ons  of cons cie nce , nor 
doe s  th e  Gove rnm e nt allow  for alte rnative  s e rvice . Th e  Gove rn-
m e nt continue d to h aras s , de tain, and dis crim inate  agains t th e  
s m all com m unity of m e m be rs  of Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  be caus e  
of th e ir re fus al, on re ligious  grounds , to vote  in th e  inde pe nde nce  
re fe re ndum  or th e  re fus al of s om e  to pe rform  national s e rvice . 
Me m be rs  of Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  w e re  s ubje ct to dis m is s al from  
th e  civil s e rvice . (...) Me m be rs  of Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  w e re  als o 
fre q ue ntly de nie d pas s ports  and e xit vis as , and s om e  h ad th e ir 
ide ntity cards  re vok e d or w e re  not is s ue d th e m  at all. (...)
At ye ar's  e nd, an e s tim ate d 11 m e m be rs  of Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  
re porte dly re m aine d in de te ntion w ith out ch arge , including 6 al-
le ge dly de taine d during th e  ye ar, for failing to participate  in na-t
ional s e rvice . Alth ough  th e  m axim um  pe nalty for re fus ing to 
pe rform  national s e rvice  is  3 ye ars ' im pris onm e nt, th re e  of th e  in-
dividuals  h ave  be e n de taine d for m ore  th an 9  ye ars . Of th e  m e m -
be rs  of Je h ovah 's  W itne s s e s  de taine d, 10 w e re  re porte dly h e ld 
at Saw a Military cam p and 1 in pris on in As m ara. (...)
Th e  law  re q uire s  th at w om e n be tw e e n th e  age s  of 18 and 27 par-
ticipate  in national s e rvice  (...). During th e  ye ar, e fforts  to de tain 
w om e n draft e vade rs  and de s e rte rs  de cre as e d. According to 
s om e  re ports , w om e n drafte d for national s e rvice  w e re  s ubje ct to 
s e xual h aras s m e nt and abus e . In 2002, m os t w om e n in th e  na-
tional s e rvice  w e re  s ch e dule d to be  de m obiliz e d; h ow e ve r, m any 
w e re  s till s e rving at ye ar's  e nd. In addition, h undre ds  w e re  re -
q uire d to continue  s e rving in gove rnm e nt m inis trie s . (...)
Th e  Gove rnm e nt adde d an additional grade  to s e condary s ch ool 
during th e  ye ar and re q uire d th at all s tude nts  atte nd th e ir final 
ye ar at a location adjace nt to th e  Saw a m ilitary training facility. 
Stude nts  w h o do not atte nd th is  final ye ar of s e condary s ch ool 
do not graduate  and cannot s it for e xam inations  to be  adm itte d 
to unive rs ity. (...)
Th e  law  proh ibits  force d or bonde d labor, including by ch ildre n; 
h ow e ve r, th e re  w e re  unconfirm e d re ports  th at it occurre d during 
th e  ye ar. All m e n be tw e e n th e  age s  of 18 and 45, and w om e n 
be tw e e n th e  age s  of 18 and 27, w e re  re q uire d to participate  in 
th e  national s e rvice  program , w h ich  include d m ilitary training and 
civilian w ork  program s . In addition, s om e  national s e rvice  m e m -
be rs  w e re  as s igne d to re turn to th e ir civilian jobs , w h ile  nom inally 
k e pt in th e  m ilitary, be caus e  th e ir s k ills  w e re  de e m e d critical to 
th e  functioning of th e  Gove rnm e nt or th e  e conom y. Th e s e  indi-
viduals  continue d to re ce ive  only th e ir national s e rvice  s alary. 
Th e y w e re  re q uire d to forfe it to th e  Gove rnm e nt any m one y th e y 
e arne d above  and be yond th at s alary. H igh  s ch ool s tude nts  als o 
w e re  re q uire d to participate  in a paid s um m e r w ork  program . 

Source : U.S. De partm e nt of State : Eritre a. Country Re ports  on 
H um an Righ ts  Practice s   - 2003
Re le as e d by th e  Bure au of De m ocracy, H um an Righ ts , and 
Labor, Fe bruary 25, 2004 

Note
Th e  re port of th e  U.S. De partm e nt of State  s ays  th at w om e n are  
e ligible  for cons cription from  18 to 27 ye ars . Th is  cannot be  
found in any oth e r re port. All oth e r re ports  and ins titutions  s ay 
th at w om e n and m e n are  e ligible  for cons cription from  18 to 40 
ye ars .

29



Eritre a: Cons cie ntious  Obje ction and De s e rtion

H um an Righ ts  W atch

Eritre a

Me m be rs  of Pe nte cos tal Ch ris tian ch urch e s  h ave  be e n arre s te d 
for pos s e s s ion of bible s  or for com m unal w ors h ip. Th e  gove rn-
m e nt clos e d all re ligious  ins titutions  in May 2002 e xce pt for 
th os e  affiliate d w ith  th e  Eritre an Orth odox, Rom an Cath olic, and 
Eritre an Evange lical (Luth e ran) ch urch e s  and Mos le m  m os q ue s . 
At th e  e nd of 2003, th e re  w e re  re liable  re ports  th at ove r 300 m e m -
be rs  of unre cogniz e d ch urch e s  w e re  incarce rate d.  
 

Force d National Se rvice   
All Eritre ans  be tw e e n th e  age s  of e igh te e n and forty-five  m us t pe r-
form  tw o ye ars  of com puls ory national s e rvice . In practice , 
h ow e ve r, th e  tim e  for s e rvice  is  re pe ate dly prolonge d. Th e re  are  
fre q ue nt s w e e ps  to round up e vade rs . Be ginning in 2003, s ch ool 
s tude nts  m us t com ple te  th e ir las t ye ar of s ch ooling at th e  m ilitary 
training cam p at Saw a, in w e s te rn Eritre a. Th e  com m ande r of 
th e  facility s aid th e  s tude nts  are  cons ide re d m e m be rs  of th e  Erit-
re an De fe ns e  Force s . Th e  gove rnm e nt s om e tim e s  us e s  national 
s e rvice  as  re tribution for pe rce ive d criticis m  of gove rnm e nt 
policie s . An Eritre an re porting for th e  Voice  of Am e rica (VOA) 
h ad h is  pre s s  cre de ntials  w ith draw n on July 8, 2003, and w as  
s e nt to Saw a for national s e rvice  afte r h e  cas t doubt on th e  gov-
e rnm e nt's  re ports  th at fam ily m e m be rs  h ad "ce le brate d" w h e n 
th e  gove rnm e nt finally re le as e d th e  nam e  of w ar de ad alm os t 

th re e  ye ars  afte r th e  e nd of h os tilitie s . VOA claim e d th at th e  re -
porte r h ad pre vious ly com ple te d national s e rvice  and w as  e x-
e m pt from  furth e r call-up for m e dical re as ons .  
 

Prison Conditions and Torture   
Be caus e  of th e  volum e  of arre s ts , pris one rs  are  ofte n h e ld in 
im provis e d cargo containe rs . At Ade rs e r, ne ar Saw a, pris one rs  
are  h e ld in unde rground ce lls . At le as t s ix h igh  s ch ool s tude nts  
w e re  als o re porte d incarce rate d in s olitary confine m e nt in unde r-
ground ce lls  at Saw a. In addition to ps ych ological abus e , e s -
cape e s  re port th e  us e  of ph ys ical torture  at s om e  pris ons . 
Pris one rs  h ave  be e n s us pe nde d from  tre e s , arm s  tie d be h ind 
th e ir back s , a te ch niq ue  k now n as  alm az  (diam ond). Pris one rs  
h ave  als o be e n place d face  dow n, h ands  tie d to fe e t, a torture  
k now n as  th e  "h e licopte r." Pris on vis its  by inte rnational h um an 
righ ts  organiz ations  are  proh ibite d.   

Source : H um an Righ ts W atch : Eritre a. January 2004. h t-
tp://h rw .org/e nglis h /docs /2004/01/21/e ritre 69 87_ txt.h tm  
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Th e  Righ t to Re fus e  to Kill
W ar Re siste rs' Inte rnational's w ork  in support of conscie ntious obje ctors 

Conscie ntious obje ction
Cons cie ntious  obje ction h as  alw ays  be e n at th e  ve ry ce ntre  of 
W RI's  policy. W RI's  de claration not to s upport any k ind of w ar is  
a call to re fus e  to s e rve  in any m ilitary or arm e d force s , a call to 
cons cie ntious  obje ction.
W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational s upports  all cons cie ntious  obje ctors , 
w h e th e r th e y are  w illing to pe rform  a s ubs titute  s e rvice  (in coun-
trie s  w h e re  th is  option e xis ts ) or not. W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational 
doe s  not judge  a pe rs on's  m otive s  to re fus e  to k ill, and value s  a 
pe rs on's  individual de cis ion not to tak e  part in w ar and pre para-
tion for w ar as  an im por-tant s te p to e nd w ars .

No to w ar
W RI w ill ne ve r e ndors e  any k ind of w ar, w h e th e r it is  w age d by a 
s tate , by a "libe ration arm y", or unde r th e  aus pice s  of th e  Unite d 
Nations , e ve n if it is  calle d a "h um anitarian m ilitary inte rve ntion". 
W ars , h ow e ve r noble  th e  rh e toric, are  invariably us e d to s e rve  
s om e  pow e r-political or e conom ic inte re s t. W e  k now  w h e re  w ar 
le ads  -- to s uffe ring and de s truction, to rape  and organis e d 
crim e , to be trayal of value s  and to ne w  s tructure s  of dom ination.
W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational's  program m e  Th e  Righ t to Re fus e  to 
K ill com bine s  a w ide  range  of activitie s  to s upport cons cie ntious  
obje ctors  individually, as  w e ll as  organis e d groups  and m ove -
m e nts  for cons cie ntious  obje ction.

Supporting CO s in prison: co-ale rts
In m any countrie s , pris on is  s till th e  fate  of cons cie ntious  obje ct-
ors . Th ous ands  of COs  are  s till in pris on -- in South  Kore a, 
Is rae l, Finland, Spain, and m any oth e r countrie s . De s pite  m any 
countrie s  h aving introduce d law s  on cons cie ntious  obje ction, 
m any COs  s till face  im pris onm e nt, be caus e  th e y e ith e r don't fit in-
to th e  auth oritie s ' crite ria, or th e y re fus e  to pe rform  any alte rnat-
ive  s e rvice . W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational s upports  cons cie ntious  
obje ctors  w h o are  im pris one d be caus e  of th e ir cons cie ntious  ob-
je ction, or face  re pre s s ion by th e  s tate  or s tate -lik e  e ntitie s . Co-
ale rts , s e nt out by e m ail as  s oon as  th e  W RI office  re ce ive s  in-
form ation on th e  im pris onm e nt or trial of a con-s cie ntious  obje ct-
or, are  a pow e rful tool to m obilis e  s upport and prote s t. Co-ale rts  
are  available  by e m ail (th rough  th e  w e b inte rface  at h ttp://w ri-
irg.org/m ailm an/lis tinfo) or on th e  inte rne t at w ri-
irg.org/cgi/ne w s .cgi .

Supporting CO s on th e  run: CO  A sylum
Cons cie ntious  obje ctors  ofte n h ave  to le ave  th e ir country in or-
de r to fle e  from  pros e cution and im pris onm e nt. H ow e ve r, con-
s cie ntious  obje ction is  rare ly acce pte d as  a re as on for as ylum , 
and COs  s oon find th e m s e lve s  in dange r of be ing de porte d back  
to th e ir h om e  country -- into th e  ve ry s ituation th at m ade  th e m  
le ave .

W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational de m ands  th e  re cognition of con-
s cie ntious  obje ction as  a re as on for as ylum . W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte r-
national s upports  as ylum  s e e k e rs  in th e ir as ylum  claim  th rough  
providing inform ation on m ilitary s e rvice  and th e  punis h m e nt for 
draft e vas ion and cons cie ntious  obje ction.

CO NCO DO C
W RI, as  part of a coalition of CO s upport organis ations , is  h os t-
ing CONCODOC (CONs cription and Cons cie ntious  Obje ction 
DOcum e ntation Ce ntre ), a w orldw ide  docum e ntation on th e  s itu-
ation of cons cription and cons cie ntious  obje ction. It is  th e  only 
one  of its  k ind in th e  w orld. You can re ad all 180 CONCODOC 
country re ports  at w ri-irg.org/co/rtba/; s om e  re ports  are  als o avail-
able  in Spanis h .

Supporting CO  m ove m e nts &  inte rnational cam paigns
All ove r th e  w orld ne w  m ove m e nts  for cons cie ntious  obje ction 
are  e m e rging. W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational s e e s  s upport to ne w  
CO m ove m e nts  -- s olidarity actions , training of CO activis ts , and 
th e  e xch ange  of e xpe rie nce  -- as  one  of its  m os t im portant tas k s . 
During th e  19 9 0s  th e s e  activitie s  focus s e d on s upport to th e  CO 
m ove m e nt in Turk e y (e s pe cially during th e  im pris onm e nt of Os -
m an Murat Ülk e ), and on th e  Balk ans . Th e s e  s truggle s  are  not 
ove r ye t, but ne w  CO m ove m e nts  are  e m e rging in South  Eas t 
As ia, Latin Am e rica, Is rae l, and in Africa. All th e s e  CO m ove -
m e nts  ne e d inte rnational s upport.
W ar Re s is te rs ' Inte rnational coordinate s  tw o inte rnational days  of 
action, w h ich  both  focus  on s upport to pe ace  activis ts  and con-
s cie ntious  obje ctors .

15 May - Inte rnational Conscie ntious O bje ctors' Day
15 May w as  firs t ce le brate d as  a day of action in 19 82. Th e  day 
focus s e s  on th e  s truggle  for th e  righ t to cons cie ntious  obje ction, 
and W RI us ually h igh ligh ts  one  particular s truggle  e ach  ye ar, 
w h ile  at th e  s am e  tim e  re m e m be ring th os e  w h o s e rve d th is  
caus e  in th e  pas t.

1 D e ce m be r - Prisone rs for Pe ace  Day
Pris one rs  for Pe ace  Day is  a w ay to s upport th os e  im pris one d 
for th e ir s tand agains t w ar and w ar pre parations , by s e nding 
gre e ting cards  to pris one rs , and rais ing public aw are ne s s  of pris -
one rs  for pe ace .
Pris one rs  for Pe ace  Day w as  introduce d in th e  19 50s , but its  
roots  go back  to th e  19 20s , w h e n W RI calle d for s e nding Ch ris t-
m as  gre e tings  to pris one rs . You can re ad a h is tory of Pris one rs  
for Pe ace  Day at w ri-irg.org/co/pfph is t.h tm  or vie w  th e  curre nt 
ye ar's  and pas t ye ars ' lis ts  and cam paign pack s  at th e  Brok e n 
Rifle /Pris one rs  for Pe ace  h om e page .
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