NEWS FROM ELSEWHER

Eritrea’s new
dawn

With reports of chronic famine in Ethiopia, a
brutal civil war in southern Sudan and Soma-
lia’s tragic disintegration, optimism in the
Horn of Africa is rare. But next week, more
than a million people in Eritrea and tens of
thousands in exile will finally realise a long-
cherished goal that may herald an upturn for
the region. Voters are expected to endorse
full political independence for Eritrea in a
referendum, a century after the Italians
carved it from the Red Sea coast, and 40
years after the area, then under British man-
date, was federated with Ethiopia.

Few doubt the vote will legitimise a widely
held consensus. The two-day referendum,
which is being monitored by a small UN
mission (including four British observers),
will at last resolve a troubled border dispute.
Independence was a central goal for the Eri-
trean Peoples’ Liberation Front (EPLEF),
which fought for three decades before finally
driving President Mengistu’s troops out of
Addis Ababa in 1991, helped by the
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Demo-
cratic Front (EPRDF).

Throughout the conflict, the EPLF’s
dream of sovereignty was stymied by inter-
national fears that Eritrea’s secession would
lead to “balkanisation”. Major powers, in-
cluding Britain, supported Ethiopian
regimes against Eritrea. The Organisation of
African Unity condemned the struggle. But
now the EPLF, which has formed the Provi-
sional Government of Eritrea (PGE), is set
to receive more than £88 million for recon-
struction from aid agencies and the World
Bank.

Funds are desperately needed. During the
war, the EPLF lost more than 60,000
fighters. Eritrea’s infrastructure was shat-
tered, and droughts have forced more than
80 per cent of its citizens on to food aid. The
PGE must also prepare to accommodate
more than 750,000 refugees, many returning
from settlements in southern Sudan.

The PGE anticipates that funds promised
by aid agencies will not meet the £1.3 billion
needed to bring the country back to its pre-
war industrial state. Haile Woldense, the
economic development and cooperation sec-
retary, says aid is an immediate palliative,
but not the answer. “If it is available, foreign
support is good, but we cannot have pro-

grammes based on the expectations of |
foreign support,” he says. To promote econ- |

omic self-sufficiency, the PGE has already
designated seven factories for privatisation;
shares in another six will soon be on offer.
But however economic development and
self-sufficiency are reconciled, Eritrea’s co-

hesive national identity sounds a note of |

hope in the Horn.
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