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Eritrea: A NEW COUNTIry tndt WOULKS

By DAN COMNELL

SMARA, Eritrca — One of the
poorest countries in the world,
Critrea, is rapidly shaping up as
one of Africa’s firsl, genuinc success
stories. As the continent’s ncwast
nation recovers from over a quarnicr
ceniury of war and faming, its leaders
arc already
looking to the
time when they
can stop, secking
forcign aid. How-
cver, as Congress
moves to slash aid
to Africa, Liey
worry that assis-
tapce will enc
before they are on
their own,
“We have been
left with a very
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Now the Eritreans have Lo creale a
country virtually from scraich. To
canserve -meager resources, the for-
mer guerrillas serving in the govern-
munt, including the president, collect
only a basic living allowance instead
of salarics.

New laws fequiring young peoplc
1o serve 18 months of national service
and reforming the country’s arcanc
land tenure system undergird a recon-
struction cffort aimed at achicving
cconomic sclf-sufficiepcy within a
dJecade. according to Prusident Isaias.
Meanwhilc, he says, aid is esscntial 10

help the country reach the take-off

int.

The FEritrcans’ main challenge is
¢reating a viable, secular, democrat ic
government int a region rent by reli-
gious and ethnic conflict. The new
country is sandwiched between
Somalia and Sudan, whose ruling,
iranian-backed National Islamic
Front — now embroiled in a fierce
civil war — is promoting lslamis!
opposition groups throughout the
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EDUCATION A PRIORITY: Eritrean girls are attending school in large

numbers for the first time.

region, including one thal occasion-
ally launches raids into Eritrea.
Despite this unstable environ-
ment, most observers give Edtrea a
strong shot at making it. “1'd charac-
teriz¢ their prospects for devciop-
ment as cxcellent,” says U.S. Ambas-
sador Robert Houdek, who comparcs
Eritrea's potential with Singapore

‘\I""-? -
i) Map
\ erea

&

Ay
N\ Sauni by N
N ) [IRATIA ]AFFI1CA~
G t
EGYPT '_jyg.\ 1 1
}

R i

‘Sea |

L YR
suon;_, %:\,‘l_’ .
&

ETHIOPIA Lf\ 0 oo
ALIA ’
/

[ o \.SOM
& Addis Ababﬁ
.
u/

oy

\ KENYA _/

YF I

and Korea. “The dedication of these
ple, combined with an incredible
onesty and a capacity for hard work,
augur well for their development.”™
Most observers point to Eritrea's
lack of ¢rime and corruption and {0
its high degree of social discipline as
among the country’s more attractive
qualities. Even the police don'l carry
guns in the Asmara capital, where
men and women walk the strects at
night without anxiety.

Eritrca, 4 nation of 2.8 millien
people, won its independence from
Ethjopia in 1993, two years after the
war cnded. The former Italian colony
was linked to Ethiopra after World
War 1l in a U.N.-sponsored (edera-
tion that collapscd in 1962, when the
land-locked empire swaliowed Eritrea
to gain control of ils coastline, tng-
gering the independence war.

The war lcfl Eritrca in ruins, Water
and sewage systems barely func-
tioned: the few asphalt roads were
torn up; the country’s main port was
badly damaged, and the only railroad
was cntirely dismantled, its iron rails
used to make bunkers. Mcanwhile,
drought kept the rural population on
the brink of famine. In 1993, the
World Bank estimated the counlrg‘s
per capita mcome at only $70-150,
compared to $330 for the rest of sub-

Saharan Africa, marking it as
the world's poorcst states.

The new national serviee pro
requiring young men and won
undergo six months of military
ing and then to spend a year in
structior; projects, 1s intended 1
make up for the lack of develo
capital. It also shifts the defen:
den from a standing army to a
reserve force.

its greatest impact is likely t¢
Eritrcan women, traditionally
ried off at puberty under ar
ments negotiated at birth an
ofien prevented from social i
tion outside the family excep
her husband's permission. A
that, for the first time gives
the right to own residential an
cuitural land, whether marned

rovides a powerful cconomi
or these social changes.

Meanwhile, new nongovern
arganizalions arc slowly appea
u s0¢icty where the only privat
tutions until now were the chi
the mosgues and the Red Cr
national women’s union
200,000 membcrs is engaged |
cation and training among poc
and urban women. With only
members, a new trade union «
cration i$ already going head-t
with the government, still the
try's largest cmployer.

Eritrea today is a country ir
found state of transition. The
leaders have scl is (0 achies
sufliciency in & secular, dem
state. Given the rapid progre
have already made, this
achievable — if they receive
mal level of support to gel wh
ean stend on their own,

“The possibility of success
counlry is bectter than ar
worked in because of the ¢
ment, dedication and sense
pose of thc people here,” s
country director for the U.S.
for Intemational Devclopme
George Jones, whose exp
includes 30 African states. “1t’
honcst government. We feel v
fident putting moncy into thi
try — we know i{'s going to
properly.”

Development aid to En
1994 was only $6 million, -
million to $4 million more s
for special projects, such as a
ation of thc country's
resources and the start-up of't
rission drafting the country’
tution. To cut this now wo
tragedy. Not only would it mé
difference to the U.S, deficit,
send a termble message Lo All
hard work, sacrifice and de
do not ¢arn you respect or su
the new climate in Washingt



