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Peace Talks in a deadock

Just a year ago, peaoe negotiations between the
Ethiopian government and the Eritrean People's
Liberation Front (EPLF) started in Atlanta under
the awpices of former U.S. President Jimmy
Carter. Although the launching ofwhat was called
the ?rocedural phase" ofthe negotiations was by
itselfsignificant, most observers were sceptical as
to the successfi:l conclusion ofthese talks which in
any case were expected to be "long and complex".

One year later, negotiations have come to a dead-
Iock. There are now disturbing signs to indicate
that the coming months will witness further esca-
lation of military operations.

In fact, tÀe seeds ofthe present deadlock were per-
ceptible right from the start. Although the talks
were supposed to be held "without preconditions",
Menguistu has been declaring all along that "the
unity ofthe country will not be subject to negotia-
tions". This meant aû adamant rejection of a
referendum in Eritrea which is the basic demand
ofEPLF. As none ofthe parties to the con{lict were
ready to concede anything on these closely linked
issues, negotiations never seem to have been ac-
cepted as a process of give and take.

The fact that none of tàe parties is ready to offer
something at the "substantial talks" may help ex-
plain the collapse ofthe "procedural phase" on an
apparently futile pretext concertring UN presence
at negotiations.

During the first months, talks in Atlanta and
Nairobi last September and November led to
agreements on many procedural issues inclurling
the working ianguages, the chairmen, the venue
offuture meetings, etc. There were to be seven ob-
servers with each side inviting two of its own
choice and 3 others named by comm on accord. The
EPLF side chose OAU and tàe UN. The Dergue
accepted the choice but refwed to co-sign the
invitation sent by EPLF to the UN general secre-
tary, Mr. Perez de Cuellar. This in fact was tanta-
mount to blocking UN presence in the talks as the
intenaational bodÿs procedural rules demand that
any participation in talks between conllicting
parties should be on the invitation ofboth. In re-
fusing to co-sign tàis invitation, the legal and
procedural arguments put forward by Menguistu
were not questionable. But tàis was a clear case of
Iack of good will.

1989 with EPLF arguing that they can only con-

tinue if and when the. Ethiopian government ac-

cepts to inüte the UN as an observer.

In June 1990, the government accepted what it
had refused a few months earlier and announced
its readiness to invite the UN as an observer. But
by that time, the military situation had tlrasti-
cally changed in favor of the Front, vrhich had
Iaunched an all out offensive and captured the
port ofMarsawa in January 1990. It was now the
Front's turn to reject a UN role as an observer. In
an oftrciâI statement issued on 8 May 1990, EPLF
declared that any UN role in Eritrea can only be

"supervision of a referendum" and nothing else.

EPLF's new stand on the nature ofIJN participa-
tion is one among many other signals indicating
that the organization has abandoned the option of
a negotiat€d settlement in Eritrea. Convinced
that a decisive military victory is just around the
coroer or as the Front puts it, just "a short but
6erce struggle" away, EPLF leaders have started
to outline plans to "organize a referendum" in
Eritrea once the besieged Dergue forces in As-
mara arre routed. This aim was clearly stated by
Issayas Afewerki in an interview to the "voice of
the Bmad Masses of Eritrea" on 29 August 1990.

Prospects for peace and a negotiated settlement
between the government and TPLF are not en-

couraging either. The second round oftalks held in
Rome in March 1990 collapsed when the Dergue
refused to include EPDM in tàe negotiations and
iDsisted that tal ks be conducted on issues relevent
to Tigray administrative region alone.

Here again, severe military setbacks forced Men-
guistu to make "concessions" and to accept what
he refused in March. A State Council statement
issued on 27 June olÏered participation to EPRDF
proüded tàat "it genuinely accepted Ethiopian
Uniÿ. The Front's reaction, announced on 2 July,
was an outright rejection ofthis proposal Yÿhich it
considers as a call "to share power with the Dergue
to collaborate in continuing the war of chauvinism
ageinsl, 15s Eritreans and other nationalities".

The frighteuing consequences oftÀe present dead-
Iock can only be avoided by setting up a democratic
transitional goveroment with the participation of
all opposition foo"* lrsludin g the Eritrean Fmnts.
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îhe Toronto Conference...

necessity ofcontfutuing the process ofilialogue ini-
tiated at the conference. The conference observed
a sptit ofcooperation and willingness to work to-
gether on tàe part of the various political organi-
zations which in the past have each conducted
their own separate struggles and expressed its
hope that this spirit ofcooperation will be strength-
ened and yield positive results iil the future. With
this in mind, the cunference established an ad hoc

committee which, on the one hand, while inform-
ing the Ethiopian and international comnunities
of the deliberations and resolutions ofthe confer-
ence, is on the other hand, mandaêd to convene a
broad-based conference in which as many political
forces as possible can participate.

CAII..S AND APPEAIf;

In accordance $/ith its mandate the ad hoc com-
mittee, on behalf of the conference, has issued
appeals and calls to the Ethiopian peoples, politi-
cal groups, the national assembly, the armed
forces and the international community.

the Ethiopian Peoples

It called upou all Ethiopians to actively support
the spirit and recommendations of the conêrence
and participate in the effort to bring about peace
and reconciliation in Ethiopia.

Political Forces

a) It urges the political forces which did not attend
the Tomnto conference to take positive steps so as
to resolve the pmblems in Ethiopia by peacefrrl
and democratic means.

b) It called upon all political forces to resolve their
diIïerences peacefi:Ily and politically and to coor-
dinate their struggles so as to form a transitional
government through peaceful and political means
by jointly negotiating with the government in
porrer, or if a negotiated settlement with the
govemment becomes impossible to wage a coordi-
nated struggle with a view to overthrowing it and
establishing a transitional government.

The National Assembly
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to recognize the grave danger that the country is

;n and L ioin forces in the struggle to bring about

, p"r."frrl llansitiot toward a democratic Ethio'
pla.

The A:rmed Forces

- considering the untold misery and oppression

that the Ethiopian people, including the armed

forces, have been subjected to by the present gov-

ernment;

- and considering the actions of tàe govemnent
which have exasperated the situation and gravely

endangered the very existence ofthe country; the
conference calls upon the members of tÀe armed

forces to join the struggle on the side of the Ethio-
pian peoples.

The Intemational CommunitY

The conference calls upon the international com-

munity to exert its inlluence for a peacefrrl resolui-
tion of the conllict and to support democratic
forces advocating a peacefirl transition in Ethio-
pia.

But in the futile search for "decisive miütary
victory" alt the parties to the armed conllicts reject
this path to peace as proposed by the country's
democratic opposition forces.

The Dergue and TPLF reject the idea of a multi-
party democracy. EPLF refuses any participation
in a democratic transition arangement without
which the genuine exercise of the right to self-de-
termination can hardly be envisaged'

The call being made for a dialog to continue, be it
by Ethiopian religious Ieaders or the intema-
tional community, should take into account these
obstacles to peace and specially the rejection of
multi-partism by the Dergue and the TPLF. This
call will be heard only when all those concerned
support and encourage the efforts being exerted
by the counbÿs opposition forces to offer a cred-
ible democratic alternative to the present dead-
lock, which if allowed to continue, can result in yet
other untold tragedies, not only for the people of
Ethiopia, but for the entire region.The conference called upon the national assembly
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