
   

 

Liberty  

Bi-Monthly English Organ of the  
Eritrean People’ s  Democratic Party - EPDP 

 
November –December 2020                                     Issue  # 66 

                       Region in Flames: 
WaRmongeR isaias & gullible abiy taking  
both eRitRea and ethiopia doWn the abyss 

 Eritrea’s petty dictator Isaias Afeworki has always been good at igniting wars and happy to 
inflict untold human suffering and wanton destruction to his own people as well as their 
neighbors. He was good at starting bloody civil wars during Eritrea’s 30-year liberation 
struggle; he self admittedly started the border war with Ethiopia in 1998-2000 that cost esti-
mated 30,000 Eritrean lives and 70,000 Ethiopians. Now he is at it again, reportedly sending 
his army to fight Ethiopia’s wars with its Tigray region and with the Sudan. This is not new 
to him. As a close Eritrea observer, Martin Plaut, once put it, “He seeks to project power in 
ways that are completely unimaginable for a leader of such a small country.” This is the 
same belligerent Isaias that engaged Eritrean youth in unnecessary armed conflicts not 
only with the Sudan, Yemen, and Djibouti but also sent them to fight and die in Kabila’s war 
in Congo, and turned Eritrean patriots into mercenaries in an extremist Islamist war  in So-
malia. Isaias is a curse, sort of damnation that had succeeded to empty Eritrea of one third 
of its people,  and completed destroying it physically. Today, Eritreans are worried about 
the very continued existence of their small country.  (> See p. 2) 
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           Isaias and Abiy: Taking Eritrea and Ethiopia Down the Abyss 
Eritrean army in Isaias’ war in Tigray 
Many people, including the UN Secretary General, wished to believe the denials of Eritrean in-
volvement in Ethiopia’s internal war. But it is a glaring fact that no one can hide. Eritrean victims 
of this involvement are telling the full story to relatives near and afar. The US State Department’s 
affirmation of the fact and of the war being a “grave development” is only an additional informa-
tion to what Eritreans and independent sources are witnessing on daily basis. Also by admission 
of both Eritrean and Ethiopian officials,  Eritrea was once more turned into a military base and 
main supply line for the Ethiopian army. As a New York Times correspondent guessed, “The big-
gest winner” of the war could be Isaias Afeworki and his “Game Over” dream for TPLF.  
Isaias Looting and Destroying Tigray  
Many Eritreans feel ashamed and wish to disbelieve the glaring fact that the Eritrean army is tak-
ing active part in looting everything and destroying factories and basic infrastructure in Tigray. 
These despicable acts are being proven to be true by so many Eritrean witnesses and material 
evidences, and chain of reliable reports including that of 28 December by New York Times.  
Church officials in Eritrea asked their faithful not to buy this ugly war booty which appears to be 
an organized action of the evil regime and its chief in Asmara. This is the ever vengeful Isaias in 
action. Pictures below are of Almeda Textile Factory near Adwa before and after its destruction. 
              

 

 

 

 

Human Casualties and Suffering 
When all things are accounted, the death toll will be huge, victims including Eritrean refugees, 
many of whom have been abducted to Eritrea. The physical destruction so far reported is  also   
unimaginable. Beside the growing number of Ethiopian refugees who flee to the Sudan, there 
are fears that the large-scale internal displacement  in Tigray will devastate the region. (> p.3). 
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As a consequence of this war of wanton destruction and  loot-
ing, worsened by the locust invasion of the region and  effects 
of Covid-19, mass starvation in Tigray  during 2021 is   to be 
expected. 
At this juncture, one should express sympathy and solidarity 
with the people of the affected region, and at the same time 
strongly condemn the uncalled for interferences of the Eritrean 
regime in Ethiopian and other countries internal affairs, as the 
following statement of the EPDP Central Council summarizes 
it. Picture on right shows an Eritrean tank reportedly taking 
home war booties from Tigray. Reports from inside Eritrea in-
dicate that most of the items stolen from Tigray are and some 
stored in open field of the Asha-Gogol plan south west of As-
mara. 

 

                      epdp statement on the WaR in tigRay 
In an extraordinary session held on 21 November 2020, the Central Council of the Eritrean Peo-
ple’s Democratic Party (EPDP) discussed with deep concern the armed hostilities raging in North-
ern Ethiopia bordering Eritrea. 
 

 Recalling the Resolution of the EPDP 3rd and Unity Congress of 2019 that strongly con-
demned the Eritrean regime’s policy of unwarranted interferences to aggravate the re-
gional and ethnic tensions in Ethiopia;  

 And aware of the Congress’s call to the Eritrean people to watch out against the covert 
accords and treaties being signed and kept in the dark between the Ethiopian Govern-
ment and Eritrean regime that can be suspected of reversing history and violating Eri-
trean sovereignty; 

 The extraordinary meeting of the Central Council thus concluded that the concerns and 
fears of its Congress Resolutions are now on taking place:  

 The people of Tigray are subjected to likely mass killings and disruption;  
 Eritrea has become literally a military base for Ethiopian army, and  
 The Eritrean people have once more become victims of a war which was none of their 

business.  
 
Based on these realities, therefore, this emergency Central Council resolves as follows: 

1. The EPDP condemns in the strongest terms possible this Abiy-isaias joint attack on the 
people and the regional government of Tigray. We know causes of the war to be political 
and constitutional in nature and we call upon both sides to stop the armed hostilities and 
find an appropriate political solution.  

2. The EPDP supports the calls by international and regional organizations, governments, reli-
gious and human rights bodies for ending the war, and we in particular urge warring parties 
to accept the initiative of the African Union for peace mediation. In the meantime, we call 
upon the international community to give serious attention to the plight of all refugees and 
internally displaced persons in the region.  

3. Justifiable fears of Eritreans are that one of the objectives of this war was to damage and 
compromise the hard-won sovereignty of the Eritrean people. We thus renew the call on the 
Eritrean armed forces and people to redouble their efforts to remove the treacherous dicta-
torship of Isaias Afeworki before it gets too late. (>p.4) 
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4. The territorial integrity and sovereignty of Eritrea is already endangered by Dictator Isaias Afeworki’s deci-

sion to turn Eritrea into a military base for Ethiopian land, air and naval forces. That is why we say it high 
time for the entire Eritrean nation to rise up against the one-man dictatorship and in the meantime ask for 
the most immediate withdrawal of Ethiopian forces from Eritrean land. 

5. The treacherous one-man dictatorship in Eritrea did not only allow the entry of foreign armed forces to Eri-
trea, but it also reportedly forced Eritrean army units to be exposed to the risks of the war in Tigray forget-
ting that their sole responsibility is being the guardians of Eritrean sovereignty and the safety of its people. 
This emergency meeting of the Central Council therefore calls on the Eritrean armed forces to abandon 
their unjustified involvement in the war that does not concern them. We reiterate our urge to our own peo-
ple to help in finding ways for safe return of its sons and daughters forced to join this war.  

6. Likewise, our Party calls for an end of the ongoing ethnic killings in Ethiopia and condemns the massive at-
tacks of the Ethiopian Government in Tigray region. 

7. We forcefully reject any abuses on civilians and theft of their properties. As such, the reported seizure of 
people’s property under the cover of war is a criminal act not to be condoned, whoever the actor; it must 
also be clear to all that such illegal seizures will have consequences.   

8. The world is well aware that many Eritreans have long been forced to live in exile due to the 30-year libera-
tion war and, since 1991, because of the intolerable situation under 
the one-man dictatorship. Ethiopia and the Sudan have been 
among the generous benefactors supporting our exiled people. To 
this day, Ethiopia hosts a large number of Eritrean refugees, many 
of them in camps in the Tigray region. Because of this, the total 
membership in our party and many Eritreans are deeply concerned 
about the precarious situation of Eritrean refugees in the war zone.  

9. The EPDP Central Council therefore wishes to draw the attention of 
all concerned bodies including the international community to pro-
vide the necessary protection and support the tens of thousands of 
Eritrean refugees in the region.  

Finally, the EPDP wishes to remind compatriots in the camp of justice seekers, both political and civic actors, to 
redouble our efforts than ever before for unity and joint work and recognize that relatively positive achievements 
made during 2020 in this regard are  NOT enough, NOT at all commensurate to  the challenges of the hour!! 
 
 We in the EPDP therefore ask all fraternal organizations in the Eritrean camp of change seekers to enter into a 
totally new and energized phase of working together.   
EPDP Central Council;  21 November, 2020 

Joint Reactions oF eRitRean political  

FoRces (epF) on the WaR in noRtheRn ethiopia 
As war raged and wrought havoc in northern Ethiopia during November and December 2020, the allied Eritrean 
Political Forces (EPF) in exile, struggling for democratic change in the country, repeatedly called on concerned 
regional and world bodies, on top of them the UNHCR, to give special attention to the plight of endangered Eri-
trean refugees in the Tigray region of Ethiopia.  

The messages condemned in the strongest terms possible of the uncalled-for interference of the Eritrean regime 
in the internal affairs of Ethiopia, an act of aggression that put Eritrean lives at high risk and can also have nega-
tive consequences to the very future of Eritrea as a sovereign state.  

The EPF and its Diplomatic Task Force (DTF) released four strong statements during the past two months, the 
first being that of 8 November and latest sent on 15 December, both addressed to the UNHCR’s Filippo Grandi, 
with copies to key officials in the European Union; the African Union; US President-Elect Joe Biden; the Ethiopian 
Prime Minister; the UN Human Rights High Commissioner and others.  

The urgent calls stressed the need of concrete action to protect and save Eritrean refugees from abduction, 
killing, and forced repatriation to the war zone, as these acts were being perpetrated in a large scale. The other 
two memoranda were sent on 19 and 29 November, respectively, to the Foreign Ministries of Sweden and 
Denmark in occasion of meetings and events related to the war in northern Ethiopia. (>p.5) 
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It is to be recalled that the Eritrean Political Forces, that addressed the messages noted above, 
have reached a timely and promising accord for joint work last June and already formed task 
forces for joint work in the spheres of diplomacy, mass mobilization,  media, social affairs, 
intelligence and other areas. They are:  ENCDC (Eritrean National Council for Democratic 
Change); ENF (Eritrean National Front); EPDP (the Eritrean People’s Democratic Party); UDC 
(Organization of Unity for Democratic Change):UEJ (United Eritreans for Justice); RSADO (Red 
Sea Afar Democratic  Organization) and the Eritrean National Salvation Front (ENSF-Hidri).  

 

 

 

 

 

Why keep secRet the WaR in  
tigRay and Who pRovoked it? 

As the armed hostilities and the consequent suffering of innocent people continued during the 
past two months, opinionated articles by different writers tried to explain the root causes of the 
war and its consequences. Below are two short such articles that appeared in Eritrea Hub post-
ings of 23 December.  

One of the writers is ‘Mistir Sew’ (obviously a pen name) who believed  that the war had been 
kept covert “to mask the involvement of Eritreans” for fear of the need for international interven-
tion. He referred to an article by Mesfin Hagos of a plan con-
cocted by the Ethiopian leader and his Eritrean buddy, Isaias. 
Mesfin Hagos, a veteran Eritrean freedom fighter and for-
mer defense minister, is thus quoted to have exposed a 
secret plan of “training and preparing special military per-
sonnel within Eritrea consisting of Ethiopians and Eritre-
ans; deploying forces close to the Tigray region,….and 
preparing to deploy an elite force from Asmara to under-
take a surgical offensive in coordination with the North-
ern Command in Mekele.” Accordingly, Mesfin believed that 
the trigger for war could not only be the reported TPLF attack 
on Ethiopia’s Northern Command but the Isaias-Abiy secret 
shuttles and preparations to attack Tigray region which could have provoked TPLF to act 
in self defense. Below are excerpts from the two articles.  

                                                                        *** 

(By Mistir Sew): After nearly three years of political tension between the Ethiopian federal gov-
ernment and the Tigray regional authorities, which resulted in each party’s rejection of each 
other’s legitimacy, the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize winner, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, on 4 No-
vember declared a full-scale military operation against the leadership of the Tigray Peoples Lib-
eration Front (TPLF), a recently re-elected ruling party of Tigray region. 

…. The  international media has reported the flight of over 50,000 Tigrayan refugees into Sudan, 
millions of displaced civilians in Tigray, thousands of Eritrean refugees in Tigray have become 
subject to forced repatriation to Eritrea, murders and other abuse. Additionally, there has been 
the killing of aid workers and shooting at United Nations personnel by government forces.(>p.6) 
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One explanation for the secrecy of the war is to hide Eritrean involvement in the war. 

At the outset, Abiy called the conflict a “law enforcement operation” which was justified by Ti-
gray’s 3 November takeover of parts of the Northern Command of the Ethiopian National De-
fense Forces (ENDF).  ENDF soldiers stationed in Tigray for over 20 years and regional forces 
clashed, with casualties on both sides, while some members of the ENDF joined the Tigray 
forces. 

On 5 November, the TPLF and its chair Debretsion Gebremichael, conversely, accused the fed-
eral government of preparing for an offensive against the leadership and the people of Tigray by 
colluding with Eritrean President Isayas Afewerki. 

Tigray’s president stated the federal government committed an act of aggression against his ad-
ministration and the right to self-determination of the people of Tigray. The Tigray leadership  
also accused the United Arab Emirates of participation in the conflict by deploying sophisticated 
drones. 

While Abiy’s allies, including the Eritrean authorities reject the Tigray version of events, the dis-
senting former Eritrean defense minister, Mesfin Hagos, wrote on 4  December for African Argu-
ments a detailed account of the planning undertaken to oust, by force, the TPLF  from power by 
the two leaders. 

This included training and preparing special military personnel within Eritrea consisting of Ethiopi-
ans and Eritreans, deploying forces close to the Tigray region, appointing new loyalist ENDF 
commanders to the Northern Command a few days before the incident of 4 November and pre-
paring to deploy an elite force from Asmara to undertake a surgical offensive in coordination with 
the Northern Command in Mekele, Tigray. 

Mesfin argues, on this basis, the TPLF acted in self-defense, a claim the federal government re-
jects.  However, Eritrean involvement has now been confirmed by eye-
witness accounts and footage of a tank laden with looted goods. 

The second explanation for the secrecy was to try and maintain the narrative that this was merely 
an effort to arrest TPLF leaders in which the international community should not intervene as 
their actions would violate Ethiopian sovereignty.  

Conflict in Tigray is about TPLF, not ethnic federalism 

(By Teshome M. Borago) …..Commentators, including from the US Institute of Peace, disagree 
with the Ethiopian government’s characterization of the conflict and regard the situation as a po-
litical problem. They predicted that “it is less likely that the federal government can entirely sub-
due the TPLF political entity, which retains the support of a substantial number of Tigrayans”. 

… The US Department of State, on 9 December revealed that, “we are aware of credible reports 
of Eritrean military involvement in Tigray …We urge that any such troops be withdrawn immedi-
ately”.  This is substantiated by Mesfin’s account of the deployment of several infantry and 
mechanized divisions that are fighting inside Tigray alongside Ethiopian troops and associated 
militia. 

Hence, despite the endeavour made to portray the situation as an internal law-enforcement mat-
ter, it appears to be clear that a catastrophic war is ongoing between the Ethiopian and Eritrean 
armed forces and associated militia on the one hand, and the Tigray regional forces on the 
other…As per the Geneva Conventions of 1949, the armed violence between federal and re-
gional forces should be considered a non-international armed conflict, while the involvement of 
Eritrean troops internationalizes the war.   
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the ethio-sudan-eRitRea boRdeR issues aRe  
 paRt oF the colonial cuRse We still suFFeR oF 

The artificial borders that colonialism left behind in Africa are among the topmost causes provoking 
unwanted wars in many parts of the continent. The latest flare-up of hostilities between Ethiopia 
and the Sudan is part of that recurring security problem denying stability and progress in the conti-
nent. And unfortunately for Eritreans, the belligerent dictator in Asmara is reportedly making moves 
to meddle in this Ethio-Sudanese dispute, as he already played a leading role in the tragic killing 
fields currently going on in northern Ethiopia.  
 
Historical Background 
Thanks to excerpts posted in Eritrea Hub on 19 December 2020 as taken from an academic article 
by Mulatu Wubneh (2015, published in Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 33:4, 441-466), 
readers can see how the colonial boundaries were created and why they remain confusing and 
controversial. Good reading of this ‘must read’ historical reminders also involving Eritrea’s borders 
with the Sudan and Ethiopia:  

*** 
The recent history of the Ethio-Sudan boundary can be traced to 1882 when Egypt took full control 
of the present territory of Sudan and started to expand its boundary eastward in order to have full 
control of the headwaters of the Nile. Egypt’s survival depends upon the waters of the Nile and the 
fear of a European or African power (Ethiopia) taking full control of the Nile’s headwaters and un-
dertaking a major development project which would have a permanent impact on the flow of the 
Nile has always been a principal national concern of Egypt. The importance of the strategy was 
made clear early in the mid-1880s as the following statement by Samuel Baker in 1884 illustrates. 
Emphasising the danger of an unfriendly government controlling the Nile basin, Baker noted that ‘a 
hostile power could readily dam the Upper Nile, starve Egypt of water and destroy the coun-
try’ (cited in Langer 1950). (>p.9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                    Source: By the author based on 1901 Confidential Declaration between Great Britain and Italy. 
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The 1901 Declaration: The confidential Declaration of 22 November 1901 between Britain and Italy defined the 
boundary between Eritrea and Sudan. The declaration states that a line shall be drawn from Abu Gamal to the 
junction of Khor Um Hajer with the Setit River (see Figure 2). The area to the west of this line shall be ceded to 
the Sudan and to the east of the line to Eritrea. The report by Woldemariam et al. (1981) maintains that Menelik 
was to be compensated in the area from Tomat to Um Hajer for the territory he lost as a result of the new line 
drawn by the 1901 Declaration. The matter was to be discussed in a second meeting in Rome which never took 
place (Woldemariam et al. 1981, Sec.5, 4). 

The initial plan of the 1901 Declaration was to draw the line from Abu Gamal to the junction of Khor Maiteb 
(see Figure 2). This plan was rejected by Italy because the plan would have included the Kunama people into the 
Sudan. If, on the other hand, the 1900 Treaty was to be honored, the Hamran, a very important tribal group in the 
Sudan, would have been incorporated into Ethiopia, and this would not be acceptable to the British. There was a 
diplomatic logjam; and the problem had to eventually be resolved in a secret meeting in Rome in 1901. All-
important diplomatic players: on the Italian side: Martini, Ciccodicola and two colonial officers (G. Agnesa and A. 
Bodrero); on the British side: Rodd, Harrington and Glichen were at the meeting. Ethiopia, the country with a ma-
jor stake in the decision, was kept in the dark. 

The 1901 Declaration statement states that ‘a line shall be drawn from Abu Gamal … in a southerly direction as 
far as the junction of the Khor Um Hajer with the River Setit … ’, but how the line should proceed beyond the in-
tersection with the Tomat–Todluc line is not clear as there was no map attached to the treaty. The confusion de-
veloped because Ethiopia interprets this as a ‘directional line’, whereas Sudan believes that the statement is 
meant to indicate a ‘direct line’ up to the River Setit. Sudan also believes that the 1901 Declaration problem was 
addressed in the addendum to the 1902 Treaty (see section on addendum); to which Ethiopia counters by stating 
that the 1902 Addendum does not specifically abrogate the November 1901 agreement, and therefore, its claims 
on the Umbrega and Al-Fashaqa Triangles still stand. 

Addendum to the 1902 Treaty: The addendum to the 1902 Treaty is one of the critical components of the 1902 
Treaty that modified the 1900 and 1901 agreements, thereby changing Menelik’s boundary line from Tomat–
Todluc to the junction of Khor Um Hajer and 
Setit River and continuing to Khor Maiteb 
(Figure 2). It also made the previous agree-
ments Menelik had with Britain and Italy null 
and void. By accepting the 1902 Annex, Mene-
lik was not only outfoxed to abandon his claim 
of his boundary starting from Tomat but was 
also bamboozled into recognising a condition 
that completely removed him from claiming any 
territory north of the Setit River, specifically, the 
area known as the Umbrega Triangle. Why did 
Menelik abandon his earlier position of the To-
mat–Todluc line constituting his western 
boundary? 

It is very difficult to come up with a direct answer to this question since there is very little record maintained from 
the Ethiopian side to give us Menelik’s rationale for changing his position; however, there are some evidences, 
based on British and Italian records, that suggest that the British were putting pressure on Menelik, including the 
use of ultimatums to force him to accept their new proposal. The nature of this pressure included reversing Brit-
ain’s position on recognising Tomat as the western point of Menelik’s boundary (Rennel Rodd had proposed that 
Ethiopia’s western border could start from Tomat in exchange for Menelik’s alliance and cooperation against the 
Dervish); making ultimatums on controlling the entire Nile basin; blackmailing him on violating the ‘spirit of friend-
ship’ between Ethiopia and Britain established following Rodd’s visit12; and disregarding claims on territories that 
Menelik controlled but did not have permanent camps in, which the British regarded as areas with ‘no effective 
control (Woldemariam 1981, 29–30; Wondwossen 2009, 347). 
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 EPDP Chairman’s New Year 2021 
Message To Compatriots and Friends 

In his New Year message on 1st January 2021, EPDP Chairman Tesfai Woldemichael (Degiga), warmly sa-
luted his party members, friends, and all Eritrean pro-change and democracy forces and wished the year 
ahead to be one that brings about final victory of their just struggle for peace, justice, security and pros-
perity in a post-dictatorship, post-covid-19 and post-unwarranted armed interfer-

ence of the evil regime in the affairs of others in the 
neighborhood.  
He said the Eritrean dictatorship continued to expose to 
grave danger  the sovereignty of the country and its 
people and reiterated EPDP’s strong condemnation of 
the regime’s criminal involvement in the internal affairs 
of Ethiopia. He added that the war was adversely affect-
ing Eritrean refugees hosted in the neighborhood.  
Speaking on behalf of the rank and file of his party, the 
EPDP Chairman underlined the gravity of the suffering 
Eritreans had to endure during 2020 because of their already bad situation wors-

ened by the total closure enforced on them without any relief support by the callous regime that, instead, 
stole for its war efforts the relief funds collected by Eritreans in diaspora.  
While admitting the negative impact of the pandemic on the struggle of justice seekers, his message, 
however, included a happy and hopeful note about achievements in the unity process undertaken by Eri-
trean political forces during the year just ended.  He said the agreement reached for joint work by the sis-
ter organizations is a promising step forward and believed that further progress can be achieved in the 
struggle for joint work of the entire camp of Eritrean justice seekers. Furthermore, Mr. Tesfai Degiga sin-
gled out for high commendation a number of Eritrean pro-change forces that showed growth and effec-
tiveness during the past 12 months. These included: 

 The Global Yiakil/ (Enough-is-Enough Movement) in many countries; 
 TV Broadcasters reaching people inside Eritrea and the region; 
 Other Media Activists with positive messages; 
 Human Rights Advocacies, and  
 Academic Groups mushrooming to help prepare a smooth transition and a safe ground in post-

dictatorship Eritrea. 
Also taking stock of activities in his own party in the recent past, the EPDP Chairman expressed great 
satisfaction in many spheres of work including the following: 

 The Recent growth in party membership following merger agreements with two sister organiza-
tions in the opposition camp; 

 Highly encouraging participation of party youth and other young compatriots in creating ad-
vanced means of media and financial support to this party in which they saw promises for a fu-
ture democratic homeland; 

 The growth to 23% in participation of women in EPDP top leadership posts from the targeted 
ratio of up to 50%; and  

 Paid tribute to the indefatigable determination of all party members in making  increasing sacri-
fices to keep the EPDP strong and worth the mission ahead of it. 

 

epdp condolence message plo  at saeb eRekat’s loss  
Mr. Tesfai Woldemichael (Degiga), Chairman of the Eritrean People’s Democratic Party (EPDP) on 11 November 
sent a condolence letter to the Palestinian people and leadership at the untimely death of Saeb 
Erekat, a key Palestinian negotiator and an old friend of the Eritrean liberation struggle.  
 
The condolence message expressed the deep sorrow felt by the EPDP and many Eritreans at 
the untimely passing away of Saek Erekat “ when the Palestinian cause needed him most.” The 
EPDP Chairman asked the PLO International Relations Office to convey “sincere condolences to 
his family, the PLO leadership and the Palestinian people to whom Eritrea and its people are 
deeply and eternally indebted.” 
 



 10 

 From  Ona to Mai-Kadra: Our Region’s  
Endless Story of Killing the Innocent   

By W. Ammar 
Child-survivors, family members, relatives, Kerenites and compatriots of Eritrea’s worst single-day mas-
sacre at Ona, in the outskirts of Keren, came together this November via a Zoom conference to com-
memorate the 50th anniversary of that extremely sad occurrence. On the other hand, their neighbors in 
Ethiopia were this weekend mourning and still counting their dead of their own Ona: Mai-Kadra, 440 
kms away down in north western Tigray.  
 
In both Ona and Mai-Kadra, estimates of the victims are put at around 800 each. Also in both places, 
the victims were innocent citizens who had very little to do with the big politics of their leaders - their 
blindfolded elite - who failed and continue to fail to resolve differences through civilized means. We can-
not deny that the peoples of the entire region share a history of endless wars and their legacy of a mind-
set that wrongly values a meaningless bravado ‘earned’ through violence. Unfortunately, those bad 
legacies are not behind us. We may be condemned to live counting more and more of Onas and Mai-
Kadras for decades to come unless we decide to change our ways. 
 
For now, let us have a quick look at Eritrea’s Ona Massacre and related mass murders that Ethiopia 

and     its army mercilessly inflicted upon so many innocent lives for so many years in Eritrea: 1961-
1991.  

Eritrean Massacres Were/Are Little known to Ethiopians 
Today, many Eritreans join their Ethiopian neighbors in mourning the dead of Mai-Kadra and the thou-
sands of young Ethiopians on both sides of the war in Tigray province. On the other hand, very few 
Ethiopians knew what went on in Eritrea during its 30-year war for self-determination and national in-
dependence. Among the few Ethiopians who knew were people like the former Ethiopian president, 
Negasso Gidada, who was told the massacre in Ona and Besik-Dira by his then classmate Michael 
Ghaber, who lost his aunt with eight family members at Ona.  
The late Negasso Gidada wrote in his memoirs that it was from the story of Ona and Besik-Dira that 
he heard for first time about the war in Eritrea. My press colleagues at Addis Ababa’s Berhanen Selam 
and our daily contacts in those years would also have said the same about having heard from me on 
the wanton killings that raged in Eritrea in those years. Their list would include fairly well known names 
like Baalu Ghirma, the author of ‘Oromai; Abbe Gubegna, the author of ‘Aliweledim;’ Menghistu 
Ghedamu, Yacob Woldemariam, Yohannes Disasa and a few more. In other words, it was very few 
Ethiopians of our generation who knew about the numerous Mai-Kadras inflicted upon innocent Eritre-
ans by the Ethiopian army. Sadly, those remain unrecognized by many Ethiopians. This is mainly be-
cause of the failure of the failed party misruling Eritrea for the past 29 years. (>p.11). 
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The Ona and Basik-Dira Massacres 
These two sad incidents are usually mentions together because they occurred within 24 hours 
shared between 30 November and 1 December of 1970. Although killings and burning of inno-
cent villagers was the norm in those days in Eritrea, the immediate cause for the Ona and Be-
sik-Dira massacres was attributed to an ELF ambush and killing on 21 November of General 
Teshome Ergetu, the commander of Ethiopia’s second division in Asmara. He was in a convoy 
towards Keren to re-launch a wave of scorched-earth operations in the lowlands following in-
tensification of guerrilla activities that year, including the de-railing of a train near Keren.   
 
Besik-Dira: 119 dead 
Within a few days of the General’s death, killing and burning contingents of the Ethiopian army 
were deployed in the region north of Keren. Villages were burned and scattered human corpses 
were to be found in every dale and hill of the region.  
 
On 30 November, 1970, it was the turn of Besik-Dira, 8 kms north of Keren. Christians in the 
village were asked to stand on one side and Moslems on the other. But the villagers refused to 
do so saying that they were one people inseparable on religious grounds and that they were 
willing to die or live together. All of them, estimated at 200, were then forced to enter into the 
small village Mosque, one body over the other.  Machine guns planted at the two windows 
opened fire, and continued doing so until complete silence reigned. Later on, those who died 
instantly were counted at 119 children, men and women. The rest, who miraculously survived 
death lying beneath dead body, were left with their painful wounds and life-time and disabilities.  
Ona: Over 800 Dead  
That Black Monday of 30 November in Besik-Dira was immediately followed by Black Tuesday, 
1 December 1970, when it was decided to be the turn of Ona, a village only 4-5 kms north of 
Keren. It was in fact not one village by then but  a huge concentration camp for peasant farm-
ers who were earlier forced to come to Ona after their villages were burned down in the previ-
ous months. Gunning down of innocent citizens near Ona was started in the eve although the 
major assault with heavy weapons and machine guns started in the early morning of 1st of De-
cember 190. By late afternoon, the once big ‘village’ of Ona was not there together with about 
two-thirds of its inhabitants.  
 
The corpses buried in mass graves on the second day, 2 December, numbered 713. Of  about 
300 souls, who did not die immediately, were left with severe wounds  and many died in suc-
ceeding days and weeks.   
 
Some of the infants who were found on the breasts of their dead mothers 50 years ago were 
among the Zoom conference attendants of 28 November 2020. 
 
Eritrean Victims of Ethiopian Massacres. 
 Eritreans today easily list over 20 major massacres inflicted by the Ethiopian army, although 
the worst one-day such incident was that of Ona. Countless persons continued to die in prisons 
and smaller groups through the years. Unfortunately, the exact count of Eritrea’s innocent vic-
tims had not been known, as we also don’t know the victims of the past 29 years under the 
homegrown dictator. They  all remained rough estimates.  (>p.12) 
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Ethiopia’s earliest admission of killings in Eritrea was made in June 1978 by Colonel 
Menghistu Haile Mariam, then head of Ethiopia’s military junta, when he said that up to 

50,000 civilians had been victimized in the war till that year. Major Dawit Woldegiorghis, 
who as a governor in Eritrea, admitted in his book, Red Tears, that up to 280,000 civilian 
Eritreans were killed between 1975 
and 1983.  
Journalist-author Michela Wrong, in 
her book on Eritrea entitled I Didn’t 
Do it for You, put the figure of 
200,000 civilians killed. On its part, a 
known British magazine, The Econo-
mist of 20 October 1990, estimated 
civilian victims of the 30-year war 
and related consequences at about 
500,000. 
Yet, all those war crimes and geno-
cidal acts of the Ethiopian army in Eritrea remain widely unknown, unrecognized, let 
alone to be compensated or apologized for. This is one of the inexcusable failures of in-

dependent Eritrea. But let us hope the 
day will come when justice will be 
served and all actors of war crimes 
and genocides are put to accountabil-
ity. 

May the victims of today’s Mai
-Kadra in Ethiopia, the victims 
of Ona and Beskik-Dira of 50 
years ago and all other vic-
tims of mass killings in our re-
gion rest in peace!! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


