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Eritrea: African Success Story Being Written
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By JAMES C. McKINLEY Jr

ASMARA. Entrea. Apni 2 — Or
the outskirts of this jovely ltatiarar
capital the Governmen! recent!
built an unusual steel plant There ¢
nou iron ore nearby Insiead lorme’
rebe! soidiers are melling down Uhe
Ethiupian tanks once used W Crusr
them and turming them o con
struction girders

The plant, called Orota 15 the
namesake of a military base run by
the Ernirean Peoplc's Liberation
Fron: where, cut off from interna-
tional heip. rebels made bullets anc
spare weapons from scrap dunng
the 30-vear war against Ethopia
The officer who oversaw that shos
Siring operauon 1s now n charge of
beating battle debris. if not into plew
shares. into badly needed consinuc
ton matenal

“lts a pleasure 10 be making
something for peace.” sad the for-
mer officer. Tekeste Ghebre-Eg-
zihbher It was only a matter of
tume ’

Five vears after winning the war
tha! !ed 10 independence. former En-
trean rebels are rebuilding ther:
shattered country with the same tle
nacityv and self-sacrifice that served
themn well 1n the iongest avii war
recent Afncan histon

When the Ethiopian Governmen:
of Lieut Col. Meng:stu Hae Manam
inally fell and the Enirean front:
so0idiers marched viCIonous mis As
mara in May 1991, they founc a fadec
and crumbling capital

Nothing had been painted or fixec
ance the 1960°s. Few people dareg go
ut at night for fear of cnme The
>alm-iined main  boulevard was
rowded with beggars and prosti-
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Eritrea

Is Writing
A Story
Of Success
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tutes There were hundreds of dingy
bars and discotheques where there
had once been clean, bustling cafes
Five years later, the city has been
resiored 10 something like Its old

state. New streetlights illuminate the |

avenues, where bright red late-mod-
el Mercedes-Benz buses and yellow
Opel taxis cruise along There are no !
beggars or prosututes in sight The
police. sporung new uniforms and
nding new Honda motorcycles, have
cracked down on cnme

Al nught. crowds of well-dressed
people parade along the avenues,
Slopping in cafes and restaurants
that look as if they were ransported
from prewar Italy, the onetime colo-
nial ruler.

Since ratifying its independence 1n
a referendum 1n 1993, Entrea, with a
populanon of more than three mil-
bon, has become an Afncan oddity, a
country ihat werks weli despite re-
cemving I Je foreign axd and having
an average per capita income of $140
a {eu. diplomats say

U 1s poorer than Ethiopia, |
has none of the streer cnmemmd
beggars that mark Addis Ababa. It
receives a [raction of the aid Kenya
gets. but it has none of the corrup |
oo It 1s divided almost equally be-
tween Mushms and Chnstians like
the Sudan. but that has not led 10 a
religious war like the one afflicung
the Sudanese

Though in ancient Lmes Entrea .
was pan of the Kingdom of Axum,
over the centunes its nine ethmic
groups — some Chnistian. some Mus-
um — were conquered by vanous
powers like the Turks and the Egyp |
nans. so they did no’ <¢ themcelves |
as Ethiopians Sul e region only
bexan o emerge as a disunct nauan'-
al terntory 4unng the ltahian colon)- -~
zauon from (855 to 194 2

After Italv's defea: i Rorld War
IL. the Unit g Nauons overiooked the
desire of the much of the populaton -
and. in 1952, made the region a sem)- i

pa—

autonomous pan of Ethiopia. with its /. °.

Own constitution A decade later, *
Ethiopia annexed the 1and and abol- |
ished the constitution prompung the !
Entreans 10 begin their long fight for i
Independence 2
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Leaders’ Discipline
And National Pride

Entrean officials and dJiplomats
here say that what has set this coun-
try apart is the discipline of its lead-
ers and the strong sense of national :
idenuty forged Junng (he long war §
for independence =

The enuire Government.
Presigent lsaias Alwerks down (o

¢
3

-

foot «idiers, has worked for years F e

without normal salaries, subsisting |
on small monthly stipends \

“There 1s ailmost a Jemonic deter-
minauon to get things done.” sad
Dr Bereket Habte Selassie, the f°
chairman of the commission draft-
\ng a new constitution “It's one of
those things | think comes out of _
suffering The 30 years of war — one
of the dividends of that was Uvus
tremendous sense of discipiine.”

President Isaias has been re-
straned in accepung financial help
from abroad, keeping internauonal
borrowing at a mimmum and hmit-
ing the power of international relief
groups working here

Rather than hire foreign contrac-
lors, he created a national youth
sernice and put teen-agers Lo work,
aiong with idle (roops. to rebuild
roads When the Government found
that 1 would cost $400 muilion to
rebutid the railroad {rom the capital
10 the main port, Massawa, 1t decided
to do the job itsell. The President
called septuagenanan raiiroad men
out of reurement to rebuild steam
engines brought by the Italians in the
1930's.

But critics say country’'s success
has come paruy at the expense of :
personal [reedoms.

There 1s a reason there are no
beggars on the street. The police.
have rounded up all of the ragged
and disabled street people and virtu-

ally umpnisoned them 1n an old tuber- -

cuiosss hospital. A reporter who vis-
ted was not allowed to enter. Offi-
cials say other able-bodied beggars
w~e pu\ 10 work on public projects.

‘It doesn't mean that we don't

have poor people or beggars, but
they get the assistance properly, not
by begging 10 the streets,” sud the
Tounsm Minster, Worku Tesfam:-
chael “Those who can't work get

assistance. Those who can work but

prefer 1o beg are sent to work.”

Jehovah's Witnesses
Suffer Reprisals

One group that has feit the darker
side of Entrea’s nationalist fervor 1s
the Jehovah's Witnesses. For rel-

gous reasons, they refused to fight in :
the war and abstained {rom the (993

referendum on wdepencence
c response. ‘the Govermnment
closed shops owned by members of

the church, evicted them [rom publc .

housing, dismissed hose who had

Government jobs and ook away ,

their passports.
An official statement said the ac-
]
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Tuming tanks to girders, former
rebels are rebuillding Asmara.

uons were being taken because the
group had “dissociated themselves
from the Lberation of their country”
and hac “acted as disinterested
spectators, odblivious o the injustices
meted out to their people ™

There has been no ouicry here
about the reaiment of the Jehovah's
Witnesses, who are believed 1o num-

ber no more than a few thousand, or
anything eise the Government is do-
ing, for tha: matter. No one has or-
ganized a pohiical party opposing
the fron. which enjoys enormous
popular support. The only newspaper
1s Governmentowned. and there 1s
little oper. debate. Politically, the
country s sull in the gnp of postwar .
euphona and nationalism

The new constitution being drafted
will guarantee freedom of speech

and assemblv as well as the nght to -
form polucal parues. Dr Bereket .
said. But the President has said he |

wants o ban parues based on eth-
nicity or relgion, and 1t 1s unclear
how that conflict will be resolved.

Elections in ’'97

For a Parliament

1f adonted. the constitution wall set
up paruamentary system under
which a powerful chief executive will
be elected by Parhament f{rom
among :ls members Elections are
scheduie< for 1997

For ocw the only viable political
party is e People’s Front for De-

mocracy and Justice, as the {rom

was renamed !as! vear

“Frankly, | think it w1l! be several
vears before we see the emergence
of credibie poliicai parues in this
country.” saild Yemane Gebreab, a
senmior party official “"Right now
‘here 1s a hugh degree of consensus 1o
the socieny ™

The biggest threat 1o stability so
far has come from the front's own
rank anc file — disgruntled demobs
l1zed soidiers who are having trouble
finding jobs

Last June disabled former fight-
ers at the Mai Habar rehabilitauon
center outsxde Asmara blocked s
highway, Nijacked several trucks
and took hostages 10 protest meager
severance beneflits Troops were
called 1o quell the protest Three
disablex veterans were shot (o death.

That wnaident followed another
protest 1n 1993 on the eve of the
independence  referendum,  when
thousands of soldiers marched
against the Guvernment’s announce-
ment that they would have (0 work
for another 1wu years without pay.
The Guvernment relented and gave
the <oldie:s 3322 inonthly allowance.
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Racing Against Time |
i li
To Revive Economy It
In 2 sense. the Governmen !

i tis rac-

'NE dgainst time 1o revive the u;oa;- I‘
:,r:':sa:ld !creale Jobs before the e ’:

ormer
e e o guernlla fighters !
"I think our biggest problem !
; Is the

;:;nno‘n::. Mr Yemane sad. “For |
Y people that” |
oy P at’s the main 1ssue ‘;!
Officials here have i
puned thewr |!
hopes on tapping Entrea’s consider- i
able naryraj resources, which have
Seen off-imits 10 development for
tree decades because of the war. |
T‘?;eolunu'y possesses otl deposits |
under the Red Sea. substantja) goid |

!
|
|
|

ec;00my 1s poised 1o take off. Sey.
eral high-nses are under con.'struc- :
L0010 the caprtal, including a $65 ’
mullion housing complex near the |
LrporL Shops n Asmara are full of |
‘E;er:'oean lic«':ds hard 10 find else. |
n the region. and !

markes s booming. the aity
n the capital's streets I

and mar-

kets, many people saig they were |
1

they mdvthe Peace and st r
have enjoyed since m: sy ni
Were more important to them, |
1uE|v: disabled veterans are reluc- |
cnucize the p !
former commander. rmde, thaue
Girmar Woldeab, 15, lost ‘
. 18, his s;
-henabuﬂethuhxmmtheh'e‘::!'
dunng an offensive 2gainst Massa- !

“The Government cannot :
's.und 00 its own two feet™” he “y‘;t '
1's unadle to provide everything
¥€ need Sometimes the money m::‘ |
wLMlu'ytohveomLmnM;h j
I may not eat my fuL" :
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