ERITREA

Eritrea

Population: 4.0 million (2.1 million under 18)
Government armed forces: 202,000 (estimate)
Compulsory recruitment age: 18

Voluntary recruitment age: 18

Voting age: transitional system

Optional Protocol: not signed

Other treaties ratified (see glossary):

CRC, ILO 138; ACRWC

There were reports of forcible recruitment
of under-18s into the army. Punishments
for deserting, evading conscription or
infringements of military discipline
included torture and arbitrary detention.
The government decreed that secondary
school students should complete their
education at a school close to a military
training camp.

Context

In early 2004 some 60,000 people remained
internally displaced in Eritrea following the
two-year border war with Ethiopia that ended
in December 2000.! Both countries expelled
an estimated 75,000 of each other’s nationals
during the war, some of whom continued to

be subjected to torture and illegal detention.?
The UN peacekeeping mission, the UN Mission
in Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE), continued to
monitor a buffer zone in Eritrea. In September
2003 Ethiopia rejected an international ruling on
border delimitation.

A coalition of opposition groups, the Alliance
of Eritrean National Forces (AENF), reportedly
established a military wing with support from
Ethiopia, Sudan and Yemen.3 The Eritrean
government was alleged to provide support
to Ethiopian and Sudanese armed opposition
groups.*

The government failed to uphold the 1997
constitution in many respects, and national
elections were postponed in 1997 and 2001.

Government

National recruitment legislation

The constitution states that all citizens must

“be ready to defend the country” and “complete
... National Service” (Article 25).5 Under the
National Service Proclamation, No. 82/95 of 23
October 1995, national service is obligatory for
men and women between the ages of 18 and 40.6
Recruitment of children under 18 into the armed
forces is prohibited under Proclamation 11/1991.7

CHILD SOLDIERS GLOBAL REPORT 2004

National service consists of six months’ military
service, 12 months’ development service and
military reserve obligations.®

Child recruitment and deployment

Despite the December 2000 peace treaty,
compulsory military service was extended
repeatedly, with aggressive roundups of new
recruits and evaders, forcible conscription,
detentions and ill-treatment.® Street children and
other under-18s were reportedly used as forced
labour in military camps.

In January 2004 UNICEF expressed concern
at the requirement that all secondary school
students must complete their final year at a
school near the main military training camp in
Sawa if they wanted to graduate or to attend
university.*® Access to the school was strictly
controlled and an official was reported as saying
he considered the students to be members of the
armed forces.”

In 2001 over 2,000 students were detained
when they demanded reform of a mandatory
summer work program. Two students had
reportedly died from the harsh conditions on the
program. In August 2003 over 200 students on
the program were allegedly beaten for possessing
bibles, and 57 of them detained in scorching
conditions inside metal shipping containers
without adequate food or medical care. Six
students were reportedly still held in solitary
confinement in underground cells in November
2003.2

Two former child soldiers who fled Eritrea in
2002 said that they had been conscripted at the
age of 15, that about 30 per cent of recruits at the
Sawa camp were under 18, and that those fleeing
military service faced torture, arbitrary detention
and forced labour.3 Asylum-seekers forcibly
returned from Malta in October 2002 were alleged
to have been tortured and detained in secret on
their arrival in Eritrea. At least one was reportedly
shot dead.

Disarmament, demobilization
and reintegration (DDR)

In July 2002 the Eritrean National Commission
for Demobilization announced the completion of
a pilot project for the demobilization of 200,000
combatants over the next two years.’ In March
2004 former combatants already incorporated

in the government armed forces were issued
with demobilization cards and asked to continue
national service until January 2005. The World
Bank, a principal funder, recognized the need
for a special program for combatants under the
age of 25. The UN Security Council called for
Ethiopia and Eritrea to facilitate the sustainable
reintegration of demobilized soldiers.”




Other developments

In October 2001 a handbook on child protection
was distributed to UNMEE forces, and some UN
peacekeepers received child protection training.*®
Following visits to Ethiopia and Eritrea in 2002,
the UN Special Representative of the Secretary-
General for children and armed conflict called
for child protection to be included in UNMEE’s
mandate.” A subsequent commitment by the
Eritrean government to ratify the Optional
Protocol had not been met by early 2004.%° In
2003 the UN Country Team in Eritrea set up a
Child Protection Working Group to coordinate
child protection strategies.?
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