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Figure 4: Camp Accommodation and School, Detention Facilities, 2015.

Figure 3 and 4 depict the various secured facilities that students and prisoners occupy, all
within a remote location. The dotted blue and dotted red rectangular lines in the bottom half of
the image show the “Warsai Yikealo Secondary School”. Within these red lines is where Eritrean
students who are studying for their final year of secondary school reside, while the dashed blue
lines represent the “Accommodation of Conscripts”, where the Eritreans who are to serve for
national civic duty are stationed. The close proximity of the two buildings is ironic because the
former is for many students a direct pathway to the latter. Neither of the accommodations,
prisons or schools, are in exceptional conditions because of the arid weather combined with the
location and resources. After a student is given a placement, he or she is expected to remain
within that field regardless of preference. The government chooses its citizens’ occupation and

there is no further deliberation unless a need for an alternate service arises. In this case, a worker
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would be permitted to change occupations, but this does not result in further education. Instead,
one would be sent to the area requiring service and the worker would be trained on site.*®

In Figure 4, the nearby prisons depicted with green dotted lines, yellow dotted lines, and
large red circles are where those who attempt to defect from Sawa end up, as well as those who
express political dissent. Human Rights Watch (HRW) reported, “The Eritrean government uses
a vast apparatus of official and secret detention facilities to incarcerate thousands of Eritreans
without charge or trial.”® Many of these detention facilities in Eritrea, like the one depicted in
the figures above, had not previously been revealed to the rest of the world until these images
were made available in 2015. In fact, HRW revealed, “Many of the prisoners are detained for
their political or religious beliefs, other because they tried to evade the indefinite national service

"% These conditions described by the human rights crusader may stem from

or flee the country.
concerns that began after the imprisonment of the ‘G-15’, the group of 15 former top government
officials and former liberation leaders that were jailed after writing an open letter in 2001 calling
for a ‘peaceful and democratic dialogue’. The following chapter will further unpack the methods
and levels of suppression within the Eritrea, covering the ‘G-15 in depth. National security
continues to serve as the guise in which the government is able to reign without repercussion;
however, Eritrea has gained traction in the global community for the claims of injustices within
the country.

Why is Eritrea Comparable to North Africa and the Middle East?

Aside from having an authoritarian regime that has postponed elections indefinitely,

Eritrea has many political, economic, and social characteristics that mirror those of the Arab

88 Interview with author, April 25, 2017.

89 "Eritrea: Repression Creating Human Rights Crisis.” 2015. Human Rights Watch. Accessed April 12, 2017,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2009/04 /16 /eritrea-repression-creating-human-rights-crisis.

90 “’Eritrea: Repression Creating Human Rights Crisis.”
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world. Although the majority of Eritreans speak Tigrinya, the nation’s second official language
is Arabic, followed by English. Islam is a prominent religion practiced in Eritrea; therefore,
Arabic is the cultural language of many Eritreans. This separates many different types of
Eritreans that are unable to have social mobility within commerce or government because their
mother tongues, whether they are Bilen, or Kunama, as some tribes are not represented in
government positions or popular businesses. Within the nine tribes of Eritrea, the Nilotic people
consist of the Kunama and Nara tribes. The Cushitic people consist of Afar, Saho, Bilen,
Hedarab tribes. The Semitic people are the Tigrinya, Tigre and Rashaida.”’ Within these tribes,
the Tigrinya tribe is the largest in Eritrea, followed by the Tigre, which correlates to how these
tribes hold the largest recognition of social status, business owners and government office. These
same Semitic people are recognized as Afro-Asiatic and having Arab roots dating back to the
invasions by the Ottoman Empire and crossing over the Red Sea from the Middle East.”” Despite
the nine tribes which each have a respective language, the official language systems recognized
within Eritrea have been simplified to a binary construct — elevating the Christian-Tigrinya and
the Islamic-Arabic. By administering two official languages that belong to distinct groups within
Eritrea, the government has been able to separate socio-cultural groups, creating or further
perpetuating a system of elites more inclined to positions of power and preserving distinct
customs within the nation; these practices are similar to the treatment of Berbers in North Africa
and various minority ethnic and religious groups in the Middle East. Just as the countries in
Middle East are predominantly Muslim, with some answering to Sharia courts, Eritrea has a

significant Muslim population that separates its judicial practices to respect the religious abiding

91 Bereketeab, Redie. 2010. "The Politics of Language in Eritrea: Equality of Languages Vs. Bilingual Official
Language Policy." African & Asian Studies 9, no. 1/2: 149-190.
92 Connell and Killion, Historical dictionary.
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to Islam. In fact, within Historical Dictionary of Eritrea, Connell and Killion note that Eritrea
was one of the earliest non-Arabian sites for contact with Islam. Approximately half of the
population in Eritrea is Muslim, mainly residing in the lowlands while Christians are mostly in
the highlands.

There was a constitution approved in 1997 that still has not been enforced. This allows
the chief of state, Isaias Afewerki, to monopolize levels of authority within the regime,
subsequently allowing himself a life-long term. The individual rights have been disregarded for
the rights of the collective.” Scholars recognize safeguarding the nation shapes the climate
within Eritrea, often disregarding the personal liberties that are celebrated in the West. Citizens
within Eritrea are able to view others outside of the country enjoying the luxuries of living in a
less restricted nation, which motivates the youth to flee the country in hopes of a better life. The
CIA reports that Eritrea’s population was of 5,869,869 in 2016. Researcher Michael Aliprandini
reported that Eritrea had a population of 6,527,689 in 2015. Previously, there had been a reported
population 2.25% population growth;”* however, sources like the UNHCR report that 5,000
refugees leave Eritrea each month.”” The U.N. estimates that 400,000 Eritreans—9% of the
population—have fled in recent years, not counting those who died or were stranded en route.”®
This discrepancy indicates the lack of accountability within the records of Eritrea and the lack of
focus that researchers give to the country. Like many Arab states, the value placed on Eritrea

correlates with the natural resources that can be extracted. In 2015, Eritrea was ranked 186" of

188 on the United Nations Human Development Index, which is indicative of the lack of decent

93 Bereketeab, Redie. 2016. Eritrea’s refugee crisis and the role of the international community. Nordiska
Afrikainstitutet.

94 Aliprandini, Michael. 2016. "Eritrea." 1. MAS Ultra - School Edition.

95 Bereketeab, “Eritrea’s refugee crisis.”

96 Stevis, Matina, and Joe Parkinson. "Thousands flee isolated Eritrea to escape life of conscription and
poverty." The Wall Street Journal. February 02, 2016.
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standard of living in addition to the lack of basic human needs. The Human Development Index
conducted by the United Nations Development Program listed Eritrea at 179" place as of 2016.”’
The Youth unemployment rate for those ages 15-24 is 13%, which is a rise from 2011.”
According to the Eritrea Country Review, at least 50% of the population is living below the
poverty line. As majority of the population participates in subsistence agriculture, families
typically are getting by making what they are able to use themselves, instead of having a
profitable surplus in which they are able to engage in market trades with. An estimated 80% of
the population participates in agricultural subsistence, despite the recurring droughts and
overgrazing of lands within the country year round. As economic conditions remain stagnant, it
is no surprise the nation placed 162 out of 178 on the “Life Satisfaction Index” with a score of
146.67, which assesses the notion of subjective happiness with qualitative parameters such as
health, wealth, and access to basic education.’

In accordance with these facts, observers notice the driving factors of the refugee exodus

199 sjtyation between Eritrea and Ethiopia.

include the ongoing results of “no war no peace
Within this, Bereketeab reports the factors of: constant threat of war, indefinite national service,
harsh political environment, economic hardship, unemployment, blanket asylum provision by
host communities, sanctions, and unfortunately, the hopelessness youth looking for alternative

%" These driving factors parallel the significant driving factors that led countries within

future.
North Africa to start the Arab uprisings in 2011. The data shown in Figure 5 are meant to

compare and convey conscription details of countries affected by the Arab Spring in North

97 “Eritrea,” United Nations Development Programme, Accessed April 26, 2017,
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/ERI.

98“Youth Unemployment rate,” United Nations Development Programme, Accessed April 26, 2017,
http://hdr.undp.org/en/indicators/110906

99 “ Eritrea: 2017 Country Review,” Country Watch, Accessed April 26, 2017,
http://www.countrywatch.com/Content/pdfs/reviews/B38MQ88L.01c.pdf

100 “Eritrea: 2017 Country Review”

101 “Eritrea: 2017 Country Review”
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Africa and the Middle East; all the statistics were all obtained from the CIA’s World

Factbook.'”

Country Conscription Exist? Age Range? Length of Service?
Algeria Yes, Mandatory 17=min for voluntary | 18 months service= 6
military service, 19- months basic training,
30=legal min in case | 12 months civil
of general/partial projects
compulsory
mobilization
Bahrain No, Voluntary 18= min for voluntary | No mandatory
military service, 15= | conscription
for NCOs, technician
and cadets
Egypt Yes, Mandatory 16=min for voluntary | 18-36 month followed
military service, 18- by 9 year reserve
30=male conscript obligation
military service
Jordan No, Voluntary 17= voluntary male Initial service=2
military service years, option to
reenlist for 18 years,
women not subject to
conscription but can
volunteer to serve in
noncombat military
positions in the Royal
Jordanian Arab Army
Women’s Corps and
RJAF, Conscription
was suspended
Kuwait No, Voluntary 17-21= voluntary Conscription was

military service

suspended

102 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2024.html




