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COI QUERY RESPONSE - ERITREA

Latest developments on political situation and national service
between 1 January 2020 and 31 January 2021

The aim of this COl Query Response on Eritrea is to provide the latest developments on the political
situation and national service in the country. The reporting period is from 1 January 2020 to 31
January 2021. Some of the selected topics below were previously addressed in detail in the EASO COI
Report — Eritrea, National service, exit in return, September 2019. Whenever recent information on
those selected topics could not be found, this will clearly be stated within the text of the query
response and a cross-link to the relevant sections of the 2019 EASO Eritrea report will be provided.

1. Overview

1.1. Peace with Ethiopia

The Joint Declaration of Peace and Friendship between Eritrea and Ethiopia on 9 July 2018 gave an
end to a border war between the two countries, that lasted 20 years, and the chain of events that
followed aimed to normalise their relations.! On 27 January 2020, the heads of state and
government of Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia met in Asmara to discuss progress in their tripartite
cooperation, as well as developments in the Horn of Africa region. A joint plan of action for 2020 was
adopted aiming to consolidate peace, stability and security and promote economic and social
development.? For more detailed information on the peace with Ethiopia and development in
Eritrea’s foreign affairs between 2016 and 2019, see EASO COI Report — Eritrea, National service, exit
in return, September 2019, Section 1.1.

Following the 2018 peace agreement, some positive steps towards the normalisation of relations
have been noted, including the reopening of embassies, various high-level visits by the countries’
leaders, the establishment of phone connections and of daily flights between Addis Abeba and
Asmara.® However, as of May 2020, the UN reported that ‘progress towards full normalization of
relations has been slow’ and all the border crossing points remain closed on the Eritrean side.* Trade
routes also remain blocked and tension on the border is still present, as disputed areas remain
heavily militarised.®

Moreover, tensions in Ethiopian Tigray regional state,® bordering Eritrea, as well as unresolved
animosity between Tigray and Eritrean leaders have been an ongoing problem and have led to an
unsolved conflict.” Since Eritrea’s independence in 1993 there have been disputes in the specific
area concerning the new international border between Ethiopia and Eritrea, which resulted into
violent armed conflict between 1998 and 2000.
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The town of Badme has long been one of the disputed border areas between Eritrea and Ethiopia. In
2002, the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission (EEBC) decided that Badme should be part of
Eritrea, however the decision was never implemented. In 2018, the leaders of the two countries
committed to implement the EEBC decision, however the Tigray People's Liberation Front (TPLF),
which also administered Badme, was reportedly not adequately consulted during the peace
process.’

When Prime Minister of Ethiopia, Abiy Ahmed, declared a military offensive against Tigray region
following an attack on an army base in the Tigray's capital, Mekelle, the conflict broke out in the area
on multiple fronts and involving several different forces.'° Eritrea was accused by TPLF of helping the
Ethiopian government, and of sending soldiers in the area. UN and EU officials working in the region
confirmed the presence of Eritrean troops in Tigray. TPLF reacted by conducting armed attacks
against Eritrea.’ Several other sources indicate Eritrea’s involvement in the conflict.?? At least two
million people have been displaced by the conflict and more than 60 000 people have fled to Sudan
as of mid-February 2021.23 In the first three months of 2020, already before the crisis in Tigray, 9 463
Eritreans asylum seekers had fled to Ethiopia.}*

For more detailed information regarding the situation in Tigray Region, see EASO COIl Query
Response, Ethiopia - Security situation in Tigray region between 1 March 2020 — 28 February
2021, 30 March 2021.

1.2. Internal affairs

In February 2020, Eritrea participated to the 75™ Session of the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women and to the 43™ session of the Human Rights Council.*®

Human Rights Watch reports that during 2020 ‘Eritrea’s government remains one of the world’s
most repressive’.’® Reporters Without Borders 2020 Index, classifies Eritrea as the only country in
Africa where the journalists are treated harshly.'” The UN Special Rapporteur monitors ‘severe
restrictions on civil liberties and religious communities [..], while independent human rights
defenders and independent journalists cannot work freely in the country’.’®

As of May 2020, the UN reported:

‘The Special Rapporteur remains concerned about the use of the practices of indefinite and
arbitrary detention and enforced disappearance to suppress dissent, punish perceived
opponents and restrict civil liberties. These practices significantly undermine progress in the
rule of law. Scores of individuals continue to disappear in the Eritrean prison system. Basic
due process rights are not guaranteed for all persons in custody, as many are not allowed
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access to legal counsel, judicial review, family visits or medical attention. As described in the
present report, during the reporting period, the Special Rapporteur received numerous
reports of arbitrary arrests that targeted, among others, practitioners of various religious
congregations, persons suspected of opposing the Government, and members of
marginalized ethnic communities. In one incident in late November, security forces
reportedly arrested at least 20 Muslim men in Mendefera and in neighbouring localities.
Those arrested included local businessmen, religious teachers and community leaders. Many
of these men remain unaccounted for, and the reasons for the arrests are not known.’*°

According to the USDOS report, during 2020, the conditions of the prisons were harsh resulting in
health problems and sometimes in death.?° Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated
problems regarding the prison conditions in the country. Amnesty International describes unsanitary
and overcrowded conditions of detainees, who are denied access to toilets and shower resulting in
their exposure to COVID-19 and other infectious diseases.?*

The USDOS Country Report on Human Rights Practises in Eritrea, covering the year 2020, recorded
various violation on human rights, such as:

‘Unlawful and arbitrary killings, forced disappearance; torture; and arbitrary detention, all
committed by the government; harsh and life-threatening prison and detention center
conditions; political prisoners; serious problems with judicial independence; arbitrary or
unlawful interference with privacy; the worst forms of restrictions on free expression and
the press, including censorship and the existence of criminal libel laws; substantial
interference with the rights of peaceful assembly and freedom of association; severe
restrictions on religious freedom; widespread restrictions on freedom of movement; inability
of citizens to change their government peacefully through free and fair elections; restrictions
on political participation; trafficking in persons; criminalization of consensual same-sex

sexual conduct; and the worst forms of child labor’.?

Christian Solidarity Worldwide reports the release of 27 Christian prisoners, who were held without
charge or trial, on the 4 and 8 September 2020.2® Furthermore, the Special Rapporteur on Human
Rights in Eritrea, Daniela Kravetz, reports the release of a group of Muslims in August.?

For more information on Eritrea’s Internal Affairs between 2016-2019, please consult EASO COI
report — Eritrea National Service, exit, and return, September 2019, Section 1.2.

2. National service

2.1. Recent developments

Despite the expectations of reforms in the national service system, which were raised after the
peace declaration with Ethiopia on 9 July 2018, Eritrean Government didn’t take any steps to limit
the infinite duration of the national military service?®, which was established in 1998 due to the
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country’s border war with Ethiopia.2® According to the UN Special Rapporteur no indication has been
found till May 2020 of a reduction in the duration of the military service for those who have already
served more than 18 months.?” This is also confirmed by a 2020 USDOS report which indicates that
the government has not rescinded the emergency rule and in some cases the extension of the duration
of national service reached more than 20 years.?® There were also no indications of improvement in
military service conditions regarding salaries and new renumeration scheme, as it was announced by
the Eritrean authorities in the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Sawa military camp in 2019.%°

According to the USDOS report covering April 2019 to March 2020, Eritrea’s government ‘continued to
subject its nationals to forced labor in its compulsory national service and citizen militia’.3° Secondary
school students who wish to take entrance exams for institutions of higher education must complete
their final year of high school at the government’s Sawa National Training and Education Centre and a
four-month military training program at Sawa.3! Round-ups by Eritrean authorities of young people for
forced recruitment were reported in and around Asmara in January and February 2020.32 During the
first week of September 2020 videos and photographs on social media showed buses in Eritrea’s
capital, Asmara, crowded with students, as they were sent off to a military training camp in the west
part of the country. Human Rights Watch noted that the students were sent amid a lockdown,
without wearing masks and despite the strict movement restrictions imposed by the government.
These students will have to complete their final year of education in the military camp and will be
forced to take part in military training.3* During their service, trainees often face abuse and they are
channelled into the indefinite national service.?®

According to Laetitia Bader, Director of Human Rights Watch in Horn of Africa, ‘Eritrea’ s
Government continues to severely restrict its population’s fundamental rights. It refuses to reform

its uniquely abusive indefinite national service system’.3¢

For more information regarding the national service in Eritrea, see the EASO COIl Report — Eritrea,
National service, exit in return, September 2019, Chapter 2.

2.2. Exemptions

The UN reported that there was no indication of any changes regarding exemptions from
conscription, as of May 2020. In April 2020, due the Covid-19 pandemic, several international
appeals were made to the Eritrean authorities to exempt students from the training and allow them
to return home in order to prevent the spread of the disease. Eritrean authorities did not heed the
appeals.?’

No further information on exemptions within the reference period could be found within the time
constraint of this COI query response. For detailed information in this topic, see EASO COIl Report —
Eritrea, National service, exit in return, September 2019, Section 2.3.3.
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2.3. Treatment of conscripts

According to the USDOS report covering the year 2020, the law foresees that the person’s capacity and
profession will be taken into consideration for assignment to a job category, however this was not always
applied in practice. Also, there is no provision for alternative service for conscientious objectors. In some
cases, conscripts were forced to serve indefinitely in national service under threats of detention, torture,
or punishment of their families.3® According to the 2021 Human Rights Watch World Report, the
Eritrean Government continued to conscript Eritreans in the national service in 2020 with low
salaries and without giving them the right to choose their profession or their work location. During
their service, ‘conscripts are often subjected to inhuman and degrading punishment, including

torture without recourse’.®

The USDOS noted that in, some cases, the mandatory national service amounted to a form of forced
labour. Some of the tasks performed by conscripts include standard patrols, border monitoring and
labour, such as agricultural terracing, planting, road maintenance, hotel work, teaching, construction, and
laying power lines. Also, many conscripts were working in office jobs in government ministries, agencies,
and state-owned enterprises. There were reports that some conscripts received no overtime payment,
despite they were asked to additionally perform manual labour on national service projects unrelated to
their assignment. Even people who were demobilised, such as the elderly, and persons otherwise
exempted from military service, were required by Eritrean authorities to attend civilian militia training
and carry firearms, while failure to participate could result in detention. Militia duties mostly involved
security-related activities, such as airport or neighborhood patrolling and militia training involved
occasional marches and listening to patriotic lectures.*

The UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in Eritrea raised concerns on the
conditions in the Sawa military camp and their impact on the right to education. It is reported that
approximately 60 to 65 per cent of students at Sawa are not provided with the proper qualifications
needed for further studies and are either drafted directly into military service or sent to vocational
training programmes. It is also alleged that students in Sawa are subjected to ill-treatment and harsh
punishments by military officials, including corporal punishment, and students undertake forced
labour.*

For more information regarding the treatment of conscripts, see EASO COIl Report — Eritrea, National
service, exit in return, September 2019, Section 2.6.

2.4. Situation of women in military

The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women declared that, despite the
commitment of the Eritrean authorities to reducing the national service to 18 months and the recent
signing of the peace agreement with Ethiopia, the duration the national service remains indefinite.
The Committee also expressed its deep concerns about the serious impact of mandatory national
service on women'’s rights. Specifically, ‘the Committee remains concerned that:

‘(a) Women and girls continue to be forcibly recruited into national service for an indefinite
period without formal pay, under conditions amounting to forced labour;

(b) Women performing national service continue to be victims of sexual violence, including
rape, committed with impunity by male officers and recruits;

(c) The compulsory nature of national service has detrimental effects on women and girls,
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who seek to avoid recruitment by dropping out of school, becoming pregnant, entering into
child marriage or fleeing the country;

(d) Women and girls attempting to leave the country are often shot at the border or fall into
the hands of traffickers and smugglers who frequently subject them to gender-based
violence, including torture and summary executions, and to arbitrary deprivation of liberty;
(e) The requirement of completion of national service for the acquisition of nationality
unduly constrains the possibility for women to enjoy full access to economic and social
rights, including the right to employment and the right to access to land’. #?

Also, according to the 2021 HRW World Report, female students have reported sexual harassment
and exploitation during their training in Sawa camps.®

For more information on the situation of women in military, see the EASO COIl Report — Eritrea,
National service, exit in return, September 2019, Section 2.6.3.

2.5. Treatment of deserters and draft evaders, including family members

According to the USDOS Report on human rights practices in Eritrea, an unknown number of persons
disappeared during 2020 and among them there were persons suspected as evaders of national service
and militia duties. An unknown number of detainees suspected of not completing national service or
evading militia duty is still being hold without charge or trial. Former detainees held for evading national
service and militia duties, as well as other sources, reported harsh detention conditions in police stations
and in prisons. Suspicion of intention to evade national and militia service has been one of the reasons
why security force personnel detained individuals. There were cases where people were arrested for not
having paper in order; they were detained until they were able to provide evidence of their militia status
or demobilisation from national service. Also, on some occasions, children alleged to be attempting to
evade compulsory national service faced identity checks and imprisonment.**

For more information on this topic, see the EASO COl Report — Eritrea, National service, exit in
return, September 2019, Sections 2.7 and 2.7.1.%

3. Exit and return

The USDOS report covering the year 2020 stated that ‘Eritrean law provides freedom of internal
movement, foreign travel, emigration, and repatriation, but the government restricted all these
rights’.*® Similarly, Amensty International stated that during 2020 ‘the right to leave the country
remained severely restricted and people were prevented from travelling abroad without
government permission.’*’

In particular, the citizens must inform the local authorities when they change residence and provide
justification, at the checkpoints, for any internal movement. For the noncitizens, the Eritrean
government requires a 10-day in advance request for travelling 25 kilometers outside Asmara.*®
Travelling outside Eritrea faces various restrictions as the government requires citizens of Eritrea® to
obtain exit visas but as the USDOS report states ‘requirements for obtaining passports and exit visas

42UN CEDAW, Concluding observations on the sixth periodic report of Eritrea, CEDAW/C/ERI/CO/6, 10 March 2020 url p. 3
43HRW, World Report 2021: Eritrea Events of 2020, 13 January 2021, url

44USDOS, 2020 Country reports on Human Rights Practices: Eritrea, 30 March 2021, url

45EASO, Eritrea National service, exit and return, September 2019, url, pp. 40-41

46USDOS, 2020 Country reports on Human Rights Practices: Eritrea, 30 March 2021, url

47 Al, Amnesty International Report 2020/2021, The State of the Wold’s Human Rights, 7 April 2021, url, p. 155

48USDOS, 2020 Country reports on Human Rights Practices: Eritrea, 30 March 2021, url

“Including citizens with dual nationality. See Eritrea, Consulate of The State of Eritrea (Melbourne-Australia), Information
on Visas, n.d., url
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were inconsistent and nontransparent’.>® The same report informs that ‘all the land borders are
close preventing legal overland travel’.>!

According to the website of the Eritrean Consulate in Australia, for Eritrean people leaving aboard
and who hold an Eritrean National ID card, an entry visa is not necessary, but an exit visa is
required.> Other types of visas are: tourist visa (for non-holders of Eritrean ID), family visit visa (for
Eritrean and non-Eritrean Origin and wish to visit family or friends in Eritrea), business employment
visa and official visa.>?

Although Eritrean citizen residing abroad have in general the right to return to the country, during
2020, they ‘had to show proof they paid the two percent tax on foreign earned income to the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs to be eligible for some future government services and documents, including exit permits,
birth or marriage certificates, passport renewals, and real estate transactions. The government enforced
this requirement inconsistently.” In addition, the USDOS stated that the Eritrean government in some
cases ‘denied passports or exit visas to students and faculty who wanted to study or do research
abroad’.>*

The most important non-permanent measures adopted during 2020 are related to the COVID-19
situation. The Government of Eritrea implemented various guidelines®® regarding border crossing
and these are changing accordingly. The International Airport in Asmara is closed until further
notice.>®

Among all sources consulted and within the time constraint of this COl Query Response, no further
information could be found on this topic for the specific time frame. For detailed information on exit
and return procedures and practices in Eritrea between 2016 and 2019, see the EASO COI Report —
Eritrea, National service, exit in return, September 2019, Chapters 3 and 4.

3.1. Treatment of persons crossing the border illegally

Among all sources consulted and within the time constraint of this COl Query Response, no
information could be found on this topic for the specific time frame. For detailed information on the
treatment of persons crossing the border illegally between 2016 and 2019, see the EASO COI Report
— Eritrea, National service, exit in return, September 2019, Chapters 3 and 4.

3.2. Treatment of returnees

An Euronews article states that any Eritrean person who left the country, upon their arrival, are
forced to sign a form and admit their regret for leaving the country and ‘committed an offense by
not completing the national service’ and that ‘are ready to accept appropriate punishment in due

course’.®’

Among all sources consulted and within the time constraint of this COl Query Response, no further
information could be found on this topic for the specific time frame. For detailed information on
treatment of returnees between 2016 and 2019, see the EASO COI Report — Eritrea, National service,
exit in return, September 2019, Chapter 4.
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3.3. Treatment of Eritrean returnees from Tigray region

On 4 November 2020, the conflict on Tigray region erupted. The UN Special Rapporteur who
monitors the situation in Tigray region describes the situation for Eritrean refugees and asylum
seekers as ‘precarious and worrisome’.>® For more information on the security situation in Tigray
region, see the aforementioned EASO COI Query Response.

According to the UN Special Rapporteur, 96 000 Eritrean refugees were living in four camps (Hitsasts,
Mai- Aini, Adi Harush, Shemelba)*® before the fights of November 2020. During those fights, two
camps were destroyed and 20 000 Eritrean refugees went missing.®® The UN Special Rapporteur
reports ‘allegations of grave human rights and humanitarian law violations’ for the Eritrean refugees
in Tigray region,®! stating that he received reports on forced return of Eritrean refugees and asylum
seekers by the Eritrean troops and their imprisonment in Eritrea.®? The USDOS 2020 report mentions
‘unlawful and arbitrary killings in Tigray’ by Eritrean soldiers who also engaged in ‘“forced
disappearances and forced repatriation of Eritrean refugees from Tigray’.5

Refugees International also monitored the forced return of Eritrean refugees by the Eritrean troops.
According to the organisation, the Eritrean refugees upon their forced return to Eritrea are in danger

of ‘the ongoing threat of persecution’.%

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Filippo Grandi also reported human rights abuses, killings,
targeted abductions and forced return of refugees to Eritrea.®> In December 2020, the UN said they
were alarmed by the treatment of Eritrean refugees.®® During the same month, Reuters reported
that Eritrean refugees feared they would be taken back to Eritrea by bus, instead of being taken to
Tigray as they were told by the Ethiopian government.®’

Information on Eritrea is limited due to the limited access by international media and actors.®
Reuters news agency confirms that ‘Reports from all sides are difficult to verify since the
government has largely sealed off Tigray from media and foreign aid workers. Telecommunications

in many areas are not working’.%®
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