
M/NE/z/L993 COMMUNIqUE April 14, 1993

ERITREA :

WHY THE EPLF CAN'T AFFORD A DEMOCRATIC REFERENDUIVI ?

The Eritrean Peoples Liberation Front (EPLF), which is currently the
incumben presiding over all aspects of life in Eritrean Society and
having a considerable suzerain influence on the major political
occurrences in Ethiopia, has miserably failed to dispiay a credible
democratic semblance while disposing the various indertakings
commensurate with its objectives. The stagemanaged forthcoming
referendum also suffers from series of deficiencies in light of
authenticity and genuine pursuit of acceptabie lasting solutions rvithin a
formidable democratic framework worthy of appreciation.

The referendum which is expected to take place in April 7993 deserves
a modest discussion concerning its drawbacks and limitations. First and
foremost, the Referendum Commission empowered to monitor and
preside over the entire process ins unilaterally appointed by the EPLF
while at the same time the officials of the Commission are exclusively
EPLF leaders. Thus it is not neutral, transparent, representative and
does not acomodate divergent groups, views and interests thereby
precluding participation by the major protagonists on the Eritrean
question. Second, the various provisions of the EPLF "Decree on Eritrean
Citizenship" of March 1992 are designed to alienate "undesirables"
presumed to pose challenges with regard to the predetermined EPLF
objectives. For example, Article 1 stipulates that those who are eligible
to qualify as Eritreans and participate in the referendum should not be
citizens of another country. If they are categorised as such (citizens of
another country), they are required to officially renounce their former
citizenship prior to their being recognised as Eritreans. This is primarily
aimed at inducing Ethiopian citizens, that are Eritreans by birth, to
forfeit their Ethiopian identity by makin apriori decision infavour of
secession prior to the conducting of the referendum itself.
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Article ZA of the same Decree stipulates that üose eligible are the ones "who

did not commit anti-people acti during the Eritrean peoples' struggle for

irrà"p."dance,,. This ii unaoubtedly aiméo at marginatising the unionists and

other forces who have struggied ior the establishment of ciose ties rvhith

Ethiopia over the years by underiinging on icientical and complementary

affinities like com-on cultùre, ethniciqv, religion. geographic proxi-iry "' etc'

Further, the qualification criteria, as presented in this prortsion of üe Decree,

ir ro 
"q.riro.âl 

that it is designed to lend ler-erage to the IPLF to interpret and

define them in a manner arràlogous to its içhims anci iviils thus enabiing it to

i.rà" eügibles of its own choice. These, among othe_rs. surfice to afrirm that

the conditions laid down in the Decree fel1 iar shon of intemaüonal standards

ài ,egaras modes and manners of conducüng a d'emoraüc :eferendum'

It is worthy to note that the EpLF is a\\'aie of ihe serious consequences

emanating from such an untidy and irregrriar :rardling of the issue \r-hich could

adversely affect the much anticipateâ reaiisarion of pe3.ce. srabiiitl' and

democracy in the region. Despitè repeatec Pieas ;'ni- ttarnings against a

possible default, trre-nprr is râluctanr ro ielo tangibie credibilitl' to the

forthcoming rôrerendum and persists in- its eriorrs of nanipulaüon and stage

management. The lgth Geneà Arr.-bi1- of European \GOs. heic in Brussels

from 7 to g April lgg2 and in $,hose ranks cou:c 're iouid staunc: suppofiers

of the EpLF, has expressed its concern on the :ssue ::i -ü:e :olior'ing ierns : "The

future status of Eritrea poses an extremeil- iericate quesüon rvirice concerns

not onry Ethiopla, but fai beyond thar a rçÉo1e seies of -\ican countries. An;-

serious doubt about the reguiarity of the :eferercium proceciure or its results

could have repercussions o. the democ:atizaüon anci seif-deiermination

process elsewhere in Africa"'

Given the fact that the attempt is bouno to eltaii graïe consequences of a

devastatirrg ,rr,türé, *fry is thË EPLF rvhich iaims the suppon of a s*'eeping

majority of over 90 o/oamong the EriUean popuiaüon. so adar'rant not to comply

with democratic standards and procedurés rn conoucüng the referendum ?

It would be too dismissive and simplisüc to merell' amribute the numerous

loophores and misgivings of the intended mocius-operandi of impremenring the

anticipated refer.îa,rÀ to the mere arrogance and short-sightedness of the

E,LF leaderschip. The basic and fundamentai causes behinci the currently

prevarent unrury mode of thinking and pracrice of the EPLF *ith regard to the

rust for the sacrosanct secessiàn shôuid be sought- in series of closely

intertwined historicar, aemotiaphic and sod.o-politicar factors. These factors

and variables pi"r"-â to militate against rhe ciesigns and articulated interests

of the EPLF core-elite .o*por"à of a predominantll' anti-democratic

conglomerate,couldbesummarisedasfollotts:



1. Notwithstanding the multi-faceted distortions of historical and empirically

observable hard facts, as is it . rr"uit of the EPLF ruling clique, Eritrea has

never been a homogenous polity, be it inthe past or atpresent' There are

ar least eighi distinët ethniô gro.rps out.of which four (the Afars, Kunumas'

Tigreans and Sahos) Iive t6tn i, gtt iopia South of the Mereb and the

Eritrean Region.

Eritrea, therefore, has never been a colony of Ethiopia. as often alleged by

the bandrrupt EPLF thesis. unless it is argued that the Afars, Kunamas'

Tigreans and Sahos in Ethiopia South of the Mereb, are accused of colonising

their ."rp".iire Kinsmen tiving in the areas presently under the juridiction

of the EpLF (Eritrea), the ust"tiiot trying to portray Ethiopia as a coloniser

can be nothing other than a loose and an unfounded myth'

Thus, the very presentation of this truth which is the anti-thesis of one of

the cent ril-àig"ments favouring secession, renders the EPLF edifice null

and void. Henëe the Group's detàrmination to silence the proponents of this

view for fear of challenges to be posed in this regard.

Z. The Afars, Kunumas, Tigreans and Sahos in Eritrea, which constitute more

than 75 o/o of the entire population of the Region, rightly understand that

Eritrean secession would mèan separation in terms of geographic proximit-v

to areas inhabited by their Kinsmèn on the other side of the frontier. They

also fear that the secession drive undoubtedly leads to the tearing apart of

even families and other forms of ciose ties as was the case with Germans

before unification and North and South Koreans today.
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Furthermore, it is quite understandable that no one nationality / ethnic

group in its right mînd would endorse the tearing apart and balkanization

3f iti people Èy facilitating its own fragmentation in two of more states.

The câse ôf tfr. Afars, represented by a number of political organisations,

all of which are unanimous in their stand against secession, is both

illuminating and gratifying. These political organisations, in their bid to
averr whatlh"y àtt furthèr Kurdificarion of their people and territory,
have categoricatty anO vocally demanded for the recognition of their right
to self-determinâtion througn wfrich they hope some sort of tie with
Ethiopia could be arranged to maintain their unity.

The EpLF on the other hand strongly feels that a liberatised socio-political
atmosphere and the initiation of the democratic exercise could provoke a

seriogs consideration of implications resulting from secession and the
attendant outcomes emanating from it. The perceived threat that haunts
the EpLF elite in this direction lends a mentality of a state of siege both to
its mode of thinking and way of doing things.
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3. At least 700'000 people from the Eritrean Region thar have srrong family
and other ties in Eritrea live in the different parts of Ethiopia. These people
constituting more than 20 o/o of the entire Eritrean popuiation are reiatively
well-established in the economic and socio-cultural fabrics of tife of
Ethiopian society. Being cognizant of the fact that they have significant
stakes to forfeit, not in terms of personal gains alone, these groups are
faced with a dilemma of responding to the EPLF's alternatives - Freedom of
not. On the one hand, they are not very keen to start afresh b;- going back
to Eritrea where the opportunities for a better life and settlement are
uncertain as compared to the one that they are airead-v* accustumed to
through successful integration. On the other hand, it w,ould be very difficult
for them to stay as "foreigners" in a land that thelu rightly'consider to be
their country since long.

Given the recent political developments concerning the Eritrean question,
the ideal soulution for them appears to be the working out of some form of
federal arrangement within the framervork of a dernocratised Ethiopian
entity. In light of the narrow options presented for decision, these groups
are bewildered as to what alternatives could they' have in such a fettered
circumstance. Therefore, the suspicion that thev \\,on't even be passive
supporters, let alone enthusiastically zealous militants. for the EPLF cause
lures the latter to resort to manipulations, deception and threats n'hen and
where necessary. This appears to be the reason rvh.v" Eritreansin the rest of
Ethiopia are covertly discouraged from conducting mass meetings for
deliberation on an issue so decisive for their future.

4. As a result of the ethno-centric policies of the EPLF, tens of thousands of
Eritreans, whose only crime has been their entering into matrimonial
relations with "non-Eritreans", have been expeiled from the Region on the
morrow of the EPLF take over. They live in utter destitution in some towns
like Addis Abeba and Dessie, among others, determined not to be separated
from their spouces and children accompanying them. These negiected
groups have frequently expressed their dismay' through protests and
demonestrations in the meantime exposing the vindictive, maiicious and
irresponsible nature of the EPLF leadership. Their disaffection is equally
felt and shared by their relatives that have remained back home and thus
the EPLF can not consider these as part of its support base.

AII the above forces, representing a sizable constituency to be reckoned
with, undoubtedly favour some sort of tie like a federal arrangement with
Ethiopia hoping that this could alleviate their plight and salvage them from
dilemma in which they are forced to grope. The reversai of the 1980 EPLF

proposal presenting such alternatives as independence, federation and
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regional autonomy is one of the contributing factors to the present

antagonism and confusion.

5. Owing to the absence of tolerance in accommodating differing views and

entertaining diverse approaches to the resolution of the problem, !h'
constitu"rr.ÿ of discontè.rt working against the EPLF cause is steadily

widening. Th" .orrfinement of thousanOs of potential and actual voices of

dissent in the proliferated prisons throughout Eritrea is illuminating in this

regard.

6. The prevention of other Eritrean political groupings like the Eritrean

Liberation Front (ELF) which command substantial sympathy, loyalty- and

support among the Eritrean population has antagonised many people in

Eritrea thus .oîtribrrting to tÈe eroding of legitimacy and support for the

EpLF. Besides, the hegémonic monopoty of organising, mobilising -and
politicising of people being the sole prerogative and exclusive domain of the

EPLF, the prevàlance of the politics of command in the routine practice of

governance and administration .. etc among others have added fuel to the

àtready existing skepticism and disaffection. A case in point could also be

mentiôned herà. fpif reluctance to endorse the U.N. request to involve and

monitor the entire process leading to the envisaged referendum b-""

relegating their role to a mere observer status depicts its uncertainty and

lack}f confidence in galvanising support for its predetermined objectives.

Today, this has becomt the hall mark of the handling of affairs by the EPLF

core-elite.

7. It is increasingly becoming clear that the EPLF in enmeshed in series of

credibility criséi ffiggerreôby lack of persistence in adhering to principles

effecting sudden turns and somersaults depicting sharp discrepancies

between stated goals and practice. Expectations in the direction of the

realisation of democratic aspiration of society are utterly shattered since

the EPLF take over due to the gradual suppianting of Mengistu's heinous

dictatorship by the omnipresent and high handed administration of Issayas

Afeworki and his praetorian guard.

The above factors, among others, subject the EPLF to be increasingly
disposed towards resisting a genuinely authentic and democratic exercise

aimed at producing a positive outcome with regard to the purpose at hand.

Surprisingly, the self-styled Transitional Government of Ethipia (TGE) is

moie tfran âesperate to witness the secession of Eritrea. To this end, it has

developed a marked enthusiasm as expressed in its numerous policy
pronunciations and practical undertakings. An African dipiomat has

summed this strange behaviour in the following words : "I have never seen

a government surrender the national interests of its own country as does
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the one in Ethiopia". Hence the euphemism for \Ir. lvleles Zenawi has

become "EPLF's Ambassador to Ethiopia".

It goes without saying, therefore, that the forthcoming referendum in the

*àOe and manner that it is designed and prepared to be impiemented, can

not postpone let alone solve the problem. It is rather a smokescreen and

camôuflâge serving the interest of the anti-democratic and ruthless EPLF

ruling calte in the latter's lust and greed for an omnipotent and

omnipresent power. In opposing and resisting the April referendum, we

are .rôt defying the right of peoples to self-determination because this EPLF

orchestrated piolect hâs nothing to do with solving the problems associated

with the inalienable rights of people. On the contral]-, the i1l-conceived

misadventure is suspending the resoiution of the Eritrean probiem leaving

it intact and even more complicated. In the face of the aforementioned
gross distortions coupled with shameful pretensions, and in the absence of a

[enuinely democratit and representative Ethiopian government that couid

IhoulOei the responsability concerning such a colossus ciecision affecting
the destiny of the country, the whole exercise is doomed to be futile.

In conclusion, as the participants of the Paris Conference (\larch 11-13, 1993),

composed of 8 majoipolitièd and national organisaüons affirmed. an)'future
,"près"rrtative government in Ethiopia reserves the right to take a different
.o,rrs" more in iine with the interests of its peoples and the genuine exercise of

the right of nationalities to self-determination.


