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Rights crushed on Eritrea’s
road to egalitarian utopia
Stephanie McCrummen
Asmara
THE WASHINGTON POST

------------------------------------------

With the threat of U.S.-backed
sanctions looming over this
isolated Red Sea nation, Eri-
trean President Isaias Afwer-
ki recently summed up his de-
fiant attitude toward the Unit-
ed States, and indeed most
things he deems foreign — a
free press, certain religions,
electoral democracy, political
parties and global warming.

‘‘Leave us alone,’’ said the
tall former guerrilla leader
who became Eritrea’s first and
only president in 1993, after a
30-year struggle for indepen-
dence from Ethiopia. ‘‘We don’t
want to be pushed around.’’

Over the past year, the Unit-
ed States and other nations
have accused Eritrea of send-
ing money and weapons to al-
Qaida-linked Islamist rebels
in nearby Somalia, and a draft
resolution calling for sanc-
tions is now circulating at the
U.N. Security Council.

Isaias, 63, dismissed the
charges as ‘‘fabricated,’’
blamed the United States for
pursuing years of failed policies
in the region and questioned the
ultimate motives behind the
proposed sanctions.

‘‘It will be a regrettable
move if it’s meant to black-
mail or intimidate Eritrea,’’
Isaias said.

But Eritrea’s alleged spoiler
role in Somalia is only one facet
of a country that many observ-
ers say should be drawing at-
tention for another, glaring rea-

son: While striving to be an
egalitarian, self-reliant utopia,
Eritrea has become one of the
most unapologetically repres-
sive countries on Earth.

In the name of national se-
curity and unity in this nation
of 5.5 million people, the gov-
ernment controls all media,
officially allows only four reli-
gions — ‘‘We have enough reli-
gions,’’ Isaias said — and so
tightly controls the economy
that the only Coca-Cola facto-
ry in the country had to close
because its owners could not
import syrup.

According to a number of

Eritreans who were inter-
viewed, house searches, arbi-
trary arrests, and a repertoire
of torture that includes stuff-
ing prisoners in tires and roll-
ing them around in the desert
are part of a vast system of so-
cial control that extends from
this petite art deco capital to
the tiniest village.

The country’s extensive
prison system of shipping con-
tainers and pits in the desert is
by some estimates holding
tens of thousands of people
without trial, including jour-
nalists, Jehovah’s Witnesses
and citizens who tried to flee
the country.

Even so, one young Eritrean
said the defining feature of the
system is not how brutal it is but
how ‘‘normal’’ it now seems. He

said he has been arrested with-
out explanation 10 times, once
while reporting a crime.

‘‘The first time I was kind of
worried,’’ said the young man,
who, like most people inter-
viewed, was afraid to give his
name. ‘‘But eventually I was
like, ‘OK, I’ll be out in a few
days. Let me get my jacket.’ ’’

The centerpiece of the sys-
tem is mandatory national
service, which forces all 18-
year-old citizens into military
training, then duty in the army
or ministry for as little as $30 a
month. It is a sacrifice many
said they would willingly

make, were it not indefinite.
Instead, many young people

have a secret motto these
days: ‘‘Leave to live!’’ Despite
what human rights groups say
is a shoot-to-kill order on the
border, more than 62,000 Eri-
treans sought asylum last
year, the second-highest num-
ber in the world, according to
the United Nations.

‘‘I’d say 90 percent of my
peers have left,’’ said one
young man who is planning his
own exit. ‘‘All the best brains
are leaving.’’

Observers say Eritrea’s
leadership still clings to its
rebel ideology, which en-
forced Marxist and egalitari-
an values in opposition to im-
perial Ethiopian rule. Largely
abandoned by the world dur-

ing their fight for indepen-
dence, the rebels made do with
weapons they captured, dias-
pora funding and a strict disci-
pline that helped them pull off
a stunning victory against a
far better-armed enemy.

‘‘They won their struggle on
their own,’’ said Tasier Ali, a
Sudanese peace activist who
lives in Asmara. ‘‘I think, in a
way, time stopped for them
there.’’

Since independence, Eri-
trea has had a bloody border
war with Ethiopia that ended
with a U.N.-sponsored border
demarcation that Ethiopia, a
U.S. ally, has not recognized.
More recently, Eritrea has
been in a tense standoff with
neighboring Djibouti, where
the United States has a mili-
tary base, over a sandy patch
of disputed land at the mouth
of the Red Sea.

Isaias, often referred to
here simply as ‘‘the man,’’ said
that national security and eco-
nomic planning have made na-
tional service a harsh necessi-
ty. The young Eritreans who
are leaving, he said, are sim-
ply ‘‘weak.’’

‘‘We are not at all both-
ered,’’ he said, referring to the
swelling diaspora that sends
home money totaling about a
third of the economy. ‘‘The
best brains do not make the
wrong choice for their lives.’’

It was a typically bright
morning in Asmara, a palm-
tree-lined capital where pale
yellow, green and gray build-
ings are detailed with circles,
diamonds and lines that lend

an air of fantasy. The con-
trolled economy creates a list-
less mood. Cafes stay fairly
full. Shopkeepers close for
three hours at lunch. But these
days, there is another sight:
skinny women and children
from the countryside, where a
hunger crisis is worsening,
begging on the streets.

Isaias, who said he enjoys
‘‘Star Wars’’ films and Tom
Clancy novels, walked to his
interview at a presidential
guesthouse. Although he qual-
ifies as a dictator, he prefers a
humble style. In contrast to
African leaders who speed
about their capitals in long
motorcades of Mercedes-
Benzes, his consists of an old
BMW and a Toyota.

Isaias said that Eritrea is in
the midst of a ‘‘social transfor-
mation’’ aimed at self-reliance
— which excludes most out-
side aid for the country — and
dissolving tribal and religious
differences in the mostly Mus-
lim and Orthodox Christian
country. The process is also
aimed at dissolving tribal and
religious differences. Elec-
tions held too soon would in-
vite divisive tribal politics, he
said. Asked how long it would
take until Eritreans are ready
to vote, he said, ‘‘A long, long,
long time.’’

If there is a sense of quiet
submission throughout the
country, some young Eritre-
ans say they are true believers
in a system that has produced,

by basic measures, one of the
healthiest populations in Afri-
ca. There is a sense of pride at
places such as Medeber, a
massive, clanking workshop
on the edge of town where hun-
dreds of workers in blue cover-
alls hammer scraps from old
tanks, trucks, beds and bikes
into new items: an Orthodox
cross, whose circle is made
out of an old tank gear; a hair
comb made from a mortar.

‘‘We must do it ourselves,’’
said Isak Ybaye, offering a
mantra others repeated. ‘‘We
are preparing something to
serve the people!’’

During a rare drive with
foreign journalists to the port
city of Masawa, Information
Ministry worker Raffaele Giu-

seppe marveled at the beauty
of his country.

‘‘This road, we are proud of
i  t — w  e built it with our
own hands,’’ he said. ‘‘That’s
freedom!’’

Asked about the tens of
thousands of people who ap-
parently wish to be free from
Eritrea, Giuseppe said the sta-
tistics are propaganda.

‘‘We have the same ideolo-
gy, we have the same perspec-
tive, the same mind,’’ he said,
allowing that some might dis-
agree ‘‘only if they have the
perspective of foreign ele-
ments in their mind.’’

‘‘Only until they get enlight-
ened in the cause,’’ Giuseppe
added. ‘‘The greater Eritrean
cause.’’

Self-reliance: Workers turn heaps of scrap metal into useful items such as stoves at a workshop in Asmara. THE WASHINGTON POST

Relic of Islam: Al Khamis Mosque, built around 692, is one of
the oldest in the Gulf region. BAHRAIN EMBASSY

‘They won their struggle on their own. I think, i  n a
way, time stopped for them there.’
SUDANESE PEACE ACTIVIST TASIER ALI

Deepening Japan-Bahrain ties lead to bright future
Dr. Khalil Ebrahim Hassan
AMBASSADOR OF THE KINGDOM OF

BAHRAIN TO JAPAN

------------------------------------------

The Embassy of the Kingdom
of Bahrain celebrates its 38th
National Day,
the 10th anni-
versary of the
accession to the
throne of His
Majesty King
Hamad bin Isa
Al Khalifa and
the four-year
anniversary of the embassy in
Tokyo.

On these special occasions
the Embassy of the Kingdom of
Bahrain in Tokyo has the honor
to renew, on behalf of the gov-
ernment and people of the
Kingdom of Bahrain, our heart-
felt greetings and good wishes
to the Emperor, Empress, the
government and people of Ja-
pan.

Looking back on the year, we
have observed the financial cri-
sis sweeping all over the world.

Both of our countries were hit
by the economic turmoil, how-
ever, it is worth knowing that
our economic relationship r e -
mains tight or even got tighter
despite the severe economic sit-
uation.

More than four years have
passed since I was appointed by
His Majesty King Hamad bin
Isa Al Khalifa as the first am-
bassador of the Kingdom of
Bahrain to Japan. Bahrain has
enjoyed a strong relationship
with Japan since the establish-
ment of friendly ties between
our countries back in the early
years of independence. Over
the years, Bahrain has been an
important focal point and
friendly host for Japanese com-
panies and enterprises.

In this context, we have to
say that 2009 has special conno-
tations, for the Japanese people
and the government were kind
enough to receive a delegation
of the Bahrain-Japan Friend-
ship Society, which is an inde-
pendent, nonpolitical and non-

profit organization founded by
leading businessmen and wom-
en of both countries. The soci-
ety is based in the capital Ma-
nama and paid its first official
visit to Japan in November.
The delegation held meetings
with government officials,
members of the Diet and lead-
ing business entities. The out-
comes of the visit were out-
standing, with strong hope that
this kind of business interaction
will be enhanced in the future
and will open another gate for
the future of the Bahrain-Japan
relationship.

Since the opening of the em-
bassy in November 2005 in To-
kyo, our team’s focal m i s s i o n
has been to enhance the Bah-
rain-Japan partnership on a hu-
man basis, cultivate Japan’s in-
terests in our region and intro-
duce genuine and productive
cultural exchanges between the

people of both countries. To this
end, I must say with pride and
gratitude that we have been
achieving remarkable prog-
ress so far, with the kind assis-
tance and cooperation from our
precious friends, a s s o c i a t i o n s
and companies here in this
beautiful and friendly country,
Japan.

The nation of Kingdom of
Bahrain, with the democratic
reforms of His Majesty King
Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, the
premiership of His Royal High-
ness Prince Khalifa bin Salman
Al Khalifa and the economic vi-
sion of His Royal Highness
Prince Salman bin Hamad Isa
Al Khalifa, is managing the
global challenges of the third
millennium by working in har-
mony and peace with all the na-
tions of the Middle East, the Ar-
ab world, the Islamic countries,
and the rest of the East and the
West.

This is really what made the
Kingdom of Bahrain the pearl
of the Persian Gulf, which I
hope we, Bahraini and Japa-
nese, share each other’s experi-
ence, cooperate and work to-
gether toward the brilliant, fu-
ture generation.

Finally, the team at the Em-
bassy of the Kingdom of Bah-
rain to Japan would like to ex-
press our gratitude to His Maj-
esty King Hamad bin Isa Al
Khalifa, His Royal Highness
Prince Khalifa bin Salman Al

Khalifa, the prime minister,
and His Royal Highness Prince
Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa,
the crown prince, for their vi-
sion and support in initiating
this new era of Bahrain-Japan
relations.
Modern and open society

For most Japanese staying
in the Persian Gulf area, Bah-
rain is an ideal destination for a
break. Sunny sandy beaches,
beautiful green parks, fresh air
and vigorous markets await
you there. The modern and lib-
eral atmosphere in this open
and democratic society must be
remarkably appealing to Japa-
nese visitors. The legendary
Garden of Eden from the Old
Testament or the Eternal Land
from ‘‘The Epic of Gilgamesh’’
are the exact words for this par-
adise on the Earth, Bahrain.

Bahrain is rapidly changing.
His Majesty King Hamad bin
Isa Al Khalifa has an ambitious
vision of investing in the human
resources of Bahrain so as to
further develop our country’s
status as a cultural, financial
and technology center in a dem-
ocratic constitutional monar-
chy. In November 2006, the gen-
eral election of the Council o f
Representatives was held. A  s a
result, one woman became a
member of the Council for the
first time in the Gulf. In fact,
women’s roles in the society are
large in Bahrain. Education is
open to all and the educational

centers are striving hard to pro-
vide state-of-the-art knowledge
and technology to the younger
generations.

Trading accounts of the Su-
merians from 3000 B.C. remain
i  n a land called Dilmun, the
first mention of Bahrain’s old-
est recorded civilization. Dil-
mun was one of the great trad-
ing empires and a major center
on the trade route between Mes-
opotamia and the Indian s u b -
continent. Today, the Kingdom
of Bahrain is the venue of
choice for international inves-
tors looking to establish their
operations in the Middle East.
A globally oriented country
with a distinctly local flavor,
Bahrain has witnessed leaps
and bounds in its development
in the past four decades. Hav-
ing established itself as the un-
disputed financial center of the
Gulf region and moving toward
becoming the region’s knowl-
edge-based service hub, Bah-
rain’s progressive outlook and
international perspective are
reflected in its social and eco-
nomic diversity.

Being the first country in
the Gulf to exploit commer-
cial quantities of oil in the
early 1930s, Bahrain was the
first to actively develop non-
oil industries by which sus-
tainable development could
be achieved. Today, Bahrain
is able to boast a number of
well-established, nonoil de-
pendent industries, as well as
the infrastructure needed to
sustain them. International
investors who set up their op-
erations in Bahrain enjoy an
income tax-free environ-
ment, the most developed
telecommunications infra-
structure in the region, liber-
al economic and social condi-

tions, and duty-free access to
the larger Gulf Cooperation
Council market.

There are more luxurious
projects ongoing in Bahrain.
You may know about the Bah-
rain International Circuit, the
host of a Formula One race.
Artificial island resorts sur-
rounded by emerald-green sea
are alluring destinations for a
holiday. Large-scale inland
resorts with water park
amusements, wildlife safari,
luxurious hotel villas and
shopping malls will attract
you to stay for days. The 25-km
King Fahd Causeway links
Bahrain to Saudi Arabia while
another project to construct a
45-km causeway between Bah-
rain and Qatar is under way.
Your choice of Bahrain as a re-
gional base of business, as an
orientation for vacation, or as
your second home after retire-
ment will color your life in fas-
cinating and energetic ways.
Strong business history
Bahrain has a long history as a
successful trading nation at
the heart of the Gulf. It was the
first Gulf nation to discover oil
and the first to start diversify-
ing its economy away from oil
and attracting foreign inves-
tors to share in its prosperity.

Today, Bahrain has a clear vi-
sion for the future based on
sustainable growth and eco-
nomic diversification that of-
fers extensive opportunities
for Japanese businesses.

Bahrain’s fast-growing
economy has attracted a wide
range of Japanese businesses
over the years. Nomura Secu-
rities, Daiwa Securities and
Bank of Tokyo Mitsubishi UFJ
all operate in Bahrain’s highly
successful financial services
sector. Other Japanese com-
panies in Bahrain include in-
dustrial automation business
Yokogawa, health beverage
company Yakult and steel-
maker Yamato Kogyo in due
process for establishment.
The Role of the EDB

The Economic Develop-
ment Board (EDB) is the first
point of call for Japanese busi-
nesses considering invest-
ment in Bahrain or the Middle
East. EDB offers an investor
facilitation service to first-
time investors who are inter-
ested in investing in Bahrain.
This service includes acting as
the first point of contact to the
kingdom, understanding the
objectives of investors, pro-
viding them with information
regarding the relevant proce-
dures for setting up a business
and helping them to form a
network of contacts in Bah-
rain. Working across govern-
ment ministries and bodies,
EDB can facilitate easy entry
to the Bahrain market and
provide ongoing support and
advice.

Contact the EDB Japan Of-
fice to discuss how to make the
first step toward enjoying the
advantages of investing in
Bahrain and accessing fast-
growing markets across the
Middle East.

King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa
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