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MELES’S POLICY ON ERITREA VINDICATED 
By 

Ezana sehay 
 

One should go to war for honor, but not for glory. The difference – glory is vanity, but honor is 
integral to the national interest  
 
 In September 2001, while the world was consumed by the events following the 911 attack. 
Isayas unleashed his campaign of repression. All private papers which had blossomed following 
the culmination of the Ethio-Eritrean war were shut, the reporters and editors as well as all the 
reform minded government officials a.k.a. G-15, and who had issued an open letter questioning 
his leadership were jailed and kept incommunicado to this day. 
   
 Once he had his internal adversaries under the wraps, Isayas then turned his attention to 
Ethiopia. His goal, all or any of the following; destabilize Ethiopia, overthrow the EPRDF 
government and cause the dismemberment of the country.   
 
 Ethiopians found the Isayas regime’s continued arrogance, intervention in their affairs, its 
export of violence, and its unashamed defiance of the UN, AU and IGAD…intolerable. As popular 
discontent against what seemed an appeasement policy of the government grew, members of 
parliament began to reflect their constituencies concern. Every time Prime Minister Meles 
appeared in parliament the issue of Eritrea’s sponsor of terrorism was raised. And every time 
Meles responded by laying out his government’s long term policy. 
 
 The following is a summary of what Prime Minister Meles said in parliament few years back. 
Isayas has weaved a tangled web of deceit and destabilizing Ethiopia. The web has not so, 
strong threads [OLF, ONLF, fifth columns and Alshabaab…]. As we begin to pull the threads 
one by one each will eventually steer us to the core. By then Isayas couldn’t avoid being 
tangled in the web he weaved or can’t extricate himself out.  
 
Back to the present; all the threads have been pulled. The fifth columns have been neutralized. 
Armed groups have been silenced and the external threat has been defeated. Well, like the 
prime minister said we have been steered to the core [Asmara]. 
 
The changing tides: 
In 2000, when Ethiopia stopped its offensive in side Eritrea and withdrew, some Ethiopians 
thought a comprehensive peace might actually be at hand. On the other hand, there were those 
who argued the war was stopped prematurely and without providing long term security 
guarantee, such as getting rid of Isayas, and that eventually would backfire. For years, as 
Eritrea’s bloody meddling continued it seemed the later group was right. 
 
However, recent developments seem to vindicate the policy advanced by the government. 
Meles always believed living well is the best revenge to Isayas’s belligerence. And so it was 
tempting for him to trumpet his country’s relative prosperity and advanced political culture as a 
counter point to the backwardness of his northern foe. But the very pathology that defines the 
Isayas regime-- -a privileging of a bloody conflict over every other human need -- complicated 
the strategic calculus. How do you practice deterrence when your enemy values your death 
more than his own life? 
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But Meles, some circuitously to be sure, arrived at the alternative to force. In the realm of 
personal relationship, well call it mercy, but mercy doesn’t belong to the language of national 
security. Call it good will, diplomacy or constructive engagement, or even strategic 
disengagement, or even the vaunted Algiers agreement if need be, but it has the same goal, 
namely to achieve by other means the peace and stability that may or may not be achieved by 
force.  
  
Here are some of the reasons why Meles was right. 
As a matter of principle replacing a regime by a foreign conquest, unless authorized by an 
international or regional body is wrong. In the case of Eritrea getting rid of Isayas wasn’t the 
hard part, but what would become of the country was. There was no group that could fill the 
power vacuum that would’ve been created by Isayas removal, and that would’ve led to 
factionalism, sectarianism and military lordship …. Another Somalia wouldn’t serve Ethiopia’s 
interest. In addition, foreign regime change usually stocks up nationalist resentment, that it 
alienates more people than it wins. 
 
The alternative: 
The post war [1998-2000] EPRDF policy on Eritrea has three dimensions, diplomacy, military and 
co-operation. 

1. Diplomacy: in late 2004 Ethiopia proposed to resolve the border impasse through 
negotiation. But the Eritrean regime rejected that offer and instead adopted a more 
confrontational policy. Ethiopia then went on its diplomatic offensive and succeeded in 
alienating the Isayas regime by exposing it as a regional pariah. 

2. Military: the tactical element of this dimension has over the years evolved. Initially the 
EPRDF government resisted the idea of mitigating militarily any act of terrorism 
perpetuated by those Eritrea sponsored terrorists. Most Ethiopians believed such 
timidity was encouraging the thugs who run Eritrea, to continue their path of 
destruction confident that Ethiopia lacks the fortitude to hit back. Consequently, 
Ethiopia has now adopted a proactive policy of reciprocal military response to any 
terrorist threat emanating from Eritrea. 

3. Co-operation: Ethiopia considers this, the most important component of its Eritrea 
policy. When I say co-operation, I mean co-operation with the Eritrean people. EPRDF 
believes genuine change in Eritrea can only be brought about by the people themselves. 
Ethiopia’s role, should the Eritrean people decide to take matters in to their own hands 
and aim to reclaim their country is to stand by them. 

  
Eritreans who are frustrated by the incompetence of the opposition groups led by the old timers 
are in the process of searching for that credible leadership that will lead them to the Promised 
Land. They realize, the old guards with debauched records lack the will and credibility to lead. 
Consequently, new civic and political groups are flourishing in all corners of the world, instantly 
impacting the shape of the Eritrean political landscape. These new generation revolutionaries 
also recognized that, for the revolution to succeed it needs a dependable and credible ally. For 
that they didn’t have to look further than next door. Thanks to the pragmatic policy of the 
EPRDF government, the bridge of trust between the two peoples is restored. 
In the last two years, Eritreans have conducted half a dozen important conferences, meetings 
and gatherings in Ethiopia. The notable ones are the Eritrean National Congress for Democratic 
Change and the Youth Forum. 
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In Nov. 2011 almost 600 delegates from many political and social spectrums convened in 
Hawasa, Ethiopia, and founded an umbrella organization, the Eritrean National Congress for 
Democratic Change [ENCDC]. This organization, with its clear political program has given the 
opposition a jolt and inspired the youth, which for inexplicable reason have been reluctant to 
board the revolution band wagon. Eritrean social scientists attribute that to the lack of credible 
leadership in the opposition and the years of indoctrination of the PFDJ, that saw mistrust of 
foreign powers in general and Ethiopia in particular. 
 But all that seem to be changing. Currently, the youth is in the process of assuming its role as 
the engine of the struggle. Youth groups are galvanizing the Eritrean Diaspora community. 
Recently, there was another mile stone, Representatives of international Eritrean youth groups 
have conducted an influential youth forum in Debrezeit, Ethiopia. In that meeting participants 
promised to draw forward and develop a new generation of revolutionaries and coordinate their 
struggle with all home grown rebellions and work closely with the Ethiopian government. 
 
From the stand point of its fundamental objectives, the EPRDF government considers the unity 
of the Eritrean opposition groups as part of its larger strategic orientation of regional stability. 
This new alliance between EPRDF and the Eritrean opposition is no doubt causing jitters in 
Asmara.  Some say Isayas is on his last leg. And it is only a matter of time, the PFDJ ship sinks, 
taking down with it what is left of the terrorist groups. There by providing the region a two for 
one punch. 
 
All this is a testament to the competence and intuition of the leadership of Prime Minister 
Meles. Despite all those hawks and perhaps many Ethiopians demanding a regime change, 
Meles considered that option attractive only if Isayas decides to gamble again and wage war. In 
retrospect, he played his cards right by doing nothing to that effect. Had Ethiopia pursued a 
regime change policy the entire narrative would have been about “Ethiopia’s aggression to 
reoccupy Eritrea or snatch the ports…” a narrative which would have given Isayas support and 
legitimacy. 
 
Meles believed changing the government in Eritrea, however desirable, is better left to the 
citizens of that country. True, democracy is a superior form of government and that Eritreans 
should have the right to it. But it is not a commodity that should be imposed or imported. After 
all, democracy is sweater when plowed and harvested by the beneficiaries 
 
Of course, Ethiopia can play a big role in shaping the way the post Isayas events play out. For the 
moment though, all Ethiopia should do is provide the logistic and diplomatic support the 
Eritrean democratic movement needs.  The strategic approach of the EPRDF in this regard is to 
express the spirit of solidarity with the Eritrean people. Such solidarity will open a window of 
opportunity that will shape or create a new paradigm in the Horn of Africa. 
 
The lesson to be learned here is – mind over matter. Despite Isayas’s persistent provocation, 
Meles resisted the temptation of going to war. And it paid off. Ethiopia has achieved its desired 
objective [emasculating Isayas] without firing a shot. 
 
In conclusion: To say war should be avoided whenever possible isn’t only a pacifist view, but also 
a patriotic view. Because loving ones country means cherishing peace- not more than anything 
else but more than many things. In other words, one needs to be pacifist patriot rather than 
belligerent patriot. 
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Belligerent patriots are like that of Isayas, who are more like gung-ho. They are missionary or 
crusading beat, endorse military means not only to pre-empt threats, but also to further own 
interest on others. 
Seasoned or pacifist patriots on the other hand, go to war only for the national interest, which 
they define as their country’s security, honor and independence. Meles Zenawi fits this 
category. He believed wars are too costly to be validated by anything but national or regional 
interest. 
 

 God bless the soul of the wise one! 
 
 

N.B: EPRDF is an organization that is democratic both in making and implementing policy 
decisions. Consequently, the aforementioned policy might’ve been initiated by Meles but its 
implementation is the result of party consensus. Hence, rest assured, this same policy will be 
pursued under the new leader, Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn. 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
   
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
   
 
  
  
 
 


