






















































































































































































































































































_ i
EPLF soldiers stand guard o

utside the abandoned Ethiopian military base at Afabet.

< course, no protection against being cooked

alive by napalm.

Workshops, which can repair anything
from a captured Soviet T-55 tank to a Ya-
maha motorbike, operate throughout the
day under trees and in camouflaged huts.
Schools and orphanages kecep normal
hours but the children are trained to get
under cover whenever they hear a jet en-
gine. Even this simple precaution has not
always been adequate. On two occasions,
Ethiopian planes are said to have dropped
cluster bombs on school children when
they saw signs of movements.

At the centre of Eritrea is the only
political party, the EPLF. It wasn’t always
like this; only after years of extremely vi-
cious internecine wars did the EPLF
emerge as the sole power in the so-called
“liberated areas”. The party is organised
on classic Marxist-Leninist lines with a
nine-man politburo and a central com-
mittee of 65 men and six women. The
EPLF is omnipotent. It not only governs
the country and fights the war against the
Ethiopians but, in a cashless socicty such
as Eritrea, it allocates jobs, provides food,
clothing and all the necessities of life. At

thje top of the pyramid sits the EPLF gen--

eral secretary, Isayas Affeworki — the
most anonymous political leader in Africa.

Tall, like so many Eritreans, Affeworki
appears almost shy when you first meet
him. He speaks fluent but heavily ac-
cented English in a voice which is so soft
it is sometimes hard to hear. After being
trained in China in the early 1960s, he
joined the Eritrean nationalists and be-

came a fighter. His manner and appear- -

ance are gentle but behind the facade is a
man who is hard, dedicated and, I can only
assume, ruthless. Before being elected

general secretary, he survived years of
struggles while the different Eritrean na-
tionalist groups fought and killed each
other with quite as much vigour as they
devoted to war on the Ethiopians. I ask him
if a man in his position feels that the end
justifies the means. Affeworki’s reaction
would have done credit to a vicar at a vil-
lage fete. “Certainly not,” he says in a low
whisper. “As far as | understand that phi-
losophy, it means that you can do any sort
of dirty work if it suits your purpose. We
have never done that. Never.”

I find his apparent sincerity convinc-
ing. His manner and personality are at-
tractive and it is all too easy to overlook a
few unsavoury facts, This is, after all, the
man whose commandos recently de-
stroyed a United Nations food
convoy, and who plan to do
the same again a few days after
1leave. I ask himaboutthe re-
cent campaign of putting
bombs in public phone boxes
in Asmara over the Christ~
mas holiday last year. Affe-
worki grins sheepishly and says: “Oh that?
It was our New Year greeting to Mengistu.”

His politics? Affeworki reacts as if he
does not understand the word. He is not
interested in “isms”,

He is, he assures me, an Eritrean who
does not want to be deflected by this or that
doctrine. He has work to do without both-
ering about ideological detail. I am re-
minded of the young Fidel Castro who,
during his days in the Sierra Maestre, had
no time for formal politics. These only
came later, when he had consolidated his
power.

Where does the EPLF get its money
from, I wonder. Again Affeworki smiles his

disarming smile, pauses and says: “From
lots of sources, some legal and some ille-
gal.” Another smile.

“And, of course, there are many Eri-
treans throughout the world who help us
in lots of ways.” I remember the professor
of civil engineering. Does he get any help
from the CIA? “No, None at all”. And 1
have to admit that even the Ethiopians
have ncver claimed the EPLF moncey
comes from the US, Rumours about their
benefactors are inevitably vague, but they
include the Gulf States and China.

Some people have even suggested that
the Soviet Union still supports the Eri-
treans while it provides arms and assist-
ance to Addis Ababa. Certainly all the
military hardware used by the EPLF is of
Soviet origin, but Affeworki is adamant
that all this equipment has been captured
from the Ethiopians. '

The conversation drifts over many

. subjects until we reach the famine. In 1984,

Eritrea suffered as badly as — maybe worse
than — any other part of the Horn of
Africa. Hundreds of thousands of Eri-
treans poured into the Sudan looking for
food. In those days, few of the aid agencies
would deal with Eritrea for fear it would
embarrass them with the Ethiopian
Government. Despite the efforts of the Er-
itrean Relicf Association, an independent
charity intimately connected with the
EPLF, the country remains on the knife-
edge of starvation. Affeworki agrees that
the 1984-85 drought did bring some bene-
fits — even if at enormous cost.

It put Eritrea into the spotlight of world
awareness, if only because its people were
starving. Today, the trucks still bring do-
nations of foreign wheat from Port Sudan

he danger signals of
impending famine are
beginning to appear.

to feed Eritrea. Aid agencies are no longer
reluctant to send supplies across the bor-
der from Sudan. :

Affeworki is grateful to the countries
which have supplied food for his country.
But he is beginning to wonder whether this
food aid is not creating more problems
than it solves. “You must understand,” he
says, “that, when people know that they
will be given food, they start behaving in
a very different way, There are some people
in this country who no longer wish to work
at all. They know that, if they sit still for
long enough, sooner or later they will be
given wheat. Why should they plant crops
if they will receive a harvest anyway?”
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4 “What we need,” continues Affeworki, who is warming to his
task. “is not food aid any more, but food for work. If people won't
work, then they won't get food. Of course, if people can't work
because they are too old, too young or too ill, we would give them
food.” The idea of the means test is clearly gaining ground in
Eritrea,

“And it isn't just food aid which has given us problems,” he
says. “There was a time, recently, when we did not have enough
food but we had too much medical aid. I'm not complaining.
Indeed, I am grateful to the donor agencies, but we found that
many of the drugs we had been given were being sold and were
finding their way back on 1o the market in Sudan.”

On the day I talk to Isayas Affeworki in his peaceful valley.
his EPLF fighters are engaged in a bloody battle against the Ethi-
opian troops around the towns of Maidama and Arezza, 65km
south of Asmara in the central highlands. According to the EPLF,
they overrun the two garrisons, kill 710 of the enemy and capture
147 prisoners, as well as take an immense amount of hardware
and ammunition before retreating into the hills.

After two years of relative inactivity, the EPLF has decided
to launch a new offensive. A few days previously, they pushed
forward from their trenches near the devastated town of Nakfa
and advanced 65km into Ethiopian-held territory.

A rapid pincer movement succeeded in surrounding an en-
tire Ethiopian division. When the EPLF fighters eventually
withdrew, they reportedly took with them 500 prisoners and two
Soviet T-55 tanks.

These prisoners of war are just the latest addition to the 10,000
already in Eritrea. For a country which cannot even feed its own
population, the problem of what 1o do with the prisoners has
become worse with every victory. The prisoners do not want to
return to Ethiopia because they fear they will be shot for deser-
tion. Thus they are resigned to spendmg their lives in the make-
shift camps.

The camp | visit contains the latest batch of prisoners cap-
tured on the Nakfa front. On a cool, damp day with a mist swirl-
ing down the hillsides, the Ethiopians sit in huddled rows with
blankets wrapped around their shoulders to protect them from
the chill. Most are boys under 18 who had been forcibly drafted
from the farms and villages of southern Ethiopia to fight the
“bandits”, as the Mengistu Government inevitably calls the Er-
itreans. Morale, which has never been high in the Ethiopian
army, must now be even lower, and I can't help feeling sorry for
these boys, whose futures look so hopeless in a war they don't
even care about,

As 1 leave the camp, a new group of prisoners is arriving,
packed in the back of a Mercedes truck with the words “With
Love from Band-Aid” painted in big white letters on the cab. 1
wonder what Bob Geldof would think.

Once agam Eritrea faces starvation. After two good har-
vests. the rains came too late. The drought is worst in the central
highland and in the Barka province of north-west Eritrea. There
the dfurra (sorghum) crop has failed almost completely and it has
been estimated that the country has enough food for only two
months.

All the classical danger signals of impending famine are be-
ginning to appear. As fodder becomes more expensive, the price
of livestock drops; a bullock now fetches less than half the price
it did a year ago. In contrast, however, the price of sorghum has
more than doubled. But although the rains have come too late
to help the sorghum crop, they have done wonders for the graz-
ing. The sheep, goats and cattle have benefited and look healthy
and fat enough for any proud farmer.

But starvation in Eritrea is never far away, and this year it is
closer than ever. 0

My father’s
favourite
bottle.

As long as I can remember, Dimple has béen my father's favourite
whisky.

Both the unique dimpled bottle and the whisky itself have an
interesting history. It seems that when the Master Distillers and
Blenders first sampled ‘Dimple’, they realised that they had created
an outstanding whisky. A whisky that would stand the test of time
and be enjoyed by connoisseurs all over the world.

And so the distinctive bottle was commissioned. Today, it is an
unmistakable symbol of the rich mellow whisky it contains.

That's what makes it my father’s favourite bottle And the gift he's
always happy to recewe

%\ father’s
favourite

glass.
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PRESS REPORTS

PRE-OFFENSIVE PREDICTIONS AND PRESS COVERAGE
OF THE ACTUAL MILITARY OPERATION OF THE
8th OFFENSIVE

Clippings from English, Frenoh, NorwsgianDuteh A COLLECTION OF CLIPPINGS FROM ENGLISH LANGUAGE
and Swedish press are included. NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES
1984 - 1988

A COLLECTION OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE PRESS OLIPPINGS
1986 - 1088

Orders for any of the above books can be addressed
to elther of the following:

*« RICE Head Office In Liberated Eritrea
* RICE Europe In London
* RICE Norway In Oslo






