
AFRICA 

Dialogue and education have kept the "Eritrean miracle" on track, writes SUE VALENTINE. 

There is a lesson in there for South Africans engaged in transformation. 

Keeping hope alive 

T
HREE years since independence, hard work, commitment 
and integrity are keeping the friuean miracle alive, despite 
growing signs of disquiet and In Ihe face of mount ing 
hardship. "Our people are our asset/' said Paulos 
Tesfagiorgls, an executive committee member of the group 

charged with drafting a constitution for the new democracy. 

Chairperson of the Committee on Governmental Institutions and 
Human Rights and co-founder of the Regional Centre for Human 
Rights and Development, Tesfagiorgls visited South Africa recently as a 
guest of Idasa to observe the transformation process 

In the three years since Eritrea won its independence after a bitter 
conflict w i th Ethiopia, most civi l servants and state employees have 
worked unpaid, except for a month ly allowance calculated according 
to their experience. For Tesfagiorgls, a prominent lawyer w i th about 20 
years of work behind h i m , this amounts ro 180 birr (about US $30) a 
mon th to cover basic l iv ing expenses. 

"We eat in cafeteria* and many sleep i n dormitories. That's how we 
manage o n so litt le. We hope to begin getting salaries from nexi 
January* 

"The spirit that prevailed during the liberation struggle is still t he re / 
says Tesfagiorgls. "People are very honest, straightforward and united 
In their commitment* We need these qualities to make our transition 
work, but how do we maintain them?*1 

Small signs of disquiet are emerging and citizens are starting to ask 
how long they w i l l have to endure hardships in order to rebuild the 
country. As money begins to flow into the country horn those who 
fled the fighting and made good In other countries, such as Saudi 
Arabia, patriots who stayed to fight the struggle are starting to ask 
when they wi l l gel some relict from poverty* 

"When people look around they see that there are some who are 
starting to get money and differences are emerging, although it's 

TESFAGIORGI5: 
People are start­
ing to ask when 
they will get 
some relief f rom 
poverty. 

nothing like the extremes I've seen In South Africa. The differences 
between people in Eritrea are that some have acquired their own 
houses. 

"We also have government ministers who now are l iving in their 
own houses where before they lived in barracks 3nd ate tn cafeterias 
alongside their comrades f rom the struggle, These issues are going tn 
come up more and more, and i f we don' t address them properly they 
could undermine everything we achieved in the struggle/ 

For the t ime being, however, the compassion and resolve that 
motivated the Eritrean liberation struggle still holds. Although people 
are poor, they are wi l l ing to share* Crime is not an issue and women 
can walk through the streets of the capital at any t ime of day or night 
without fear of attack. 

"Women comprised one third of rhe fighting force i n the liberation 
struggle. ITiey have earned recognition fur their contr ibut ion. People 
understand and respect UiaL Also, In a population of three mi l l ion 
people, i f s a lot easier to maintain values/ 

Asked his impressions of the squalor and crime in South Africa, 
1 eslagiorgis identifies human dignity and social values as fundamental; 
T V * seen poverty. I don't come f rom a rich country but it was very 
depressing dr iv ing through Cape Town and the townships around It. 
In ihe midst of plenty there is such poverty and the people who have 
so much don't seem to be aware of the extent o f the squalor. They 
don't regard it as their own problem when potentially I t Is threat to 
thenv 

"The conditions In the townships are too stark. They affect people's 
dignity. Something Is taken away from ]>eople. If you've lost your 
dignity, what do you care about your family and community? You 
destroy your own communit ies by br inging crime into them. What 
I've seen here is very fr ightening. I f s not something that exists i n our 
country." 

Back home, lestagiorgis is responsible for devising a process for 
consult ing and educating as many people as possible about the 
proposed constitution* 

" I t would be easy for four or tive lawyers w i th a computer to write a 
good constitution lor our country, but would this ensure that the 
consti tut ion would be respected, implemented and defended later on 
by our citizens? 

"Draft ing the constitution must be a two-way process. Wo need to 
start out with basic information about what a constitution Is and then 
see people's reactions and take up their concerns. We plan to ho ld 
meetings, seminars and debates throughout the country and then draft 
the consti tut ion." 

Information committees are being established In each of Eritrea's 10 
regions. They wi l l act as conduits for disseminating information from 
the government as well as questions and comments f rom rhe public. 

For Tesfagiorgls the watchwords for the constitutional process are 
"dialogue and education". By all accounts they're also the mantra 
that's keeping the Eritrean miracle o n track. • 
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