No Partnership Without Sovereignty: An Eritrean Scholar Opposition Responds to
Ethiopia's Red Sea Coastal Claims

Abstract

As an Eritrean scholar committed to democracy and the rule of law, I confront a painful reality: Ethiopia's
recent claims to Eritrea's coastal port of Assab have made it impossible for me and others in the opposition
to the rogue and predatory regime of the People's Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) to work with
the Ethiopian government. This is not isolated rhetoric but a consistent message from the highest levels
of the Ethiopian state, including Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, Chief of Staff General Berhanu Jula, and
other political elites (Red Sea Task Force 2025; Borkena 2025).

In this paper, I demonstrate that Ethiopia's territorial claims are historically unfounded, legally invalid,
and morally contradictory. More significantly, I contend that this sustained campaign has placed Eritrean
democrats who fight for a free Eritrea in an untenable position: a struggle on two fronts. We must safeguard
our nation’s sovereignty against external aggression while concurrently striving to overthrow the
oppressive and predatory regime of the PFDJ, a military clique led by the autocratic Isaias Afwerki
(Human Rights Watch 2023; UN Human Rights Council 2016).

This policy is not only unjust: it is strategically self-defeating for Ethiopia, silencing the very voices in
Eritrea that advocate for peace and regional integration while strengthening the authoritarian government
it claims to oppose (International Crisis Group 2020). However, as a constructive response, [ also propose
a framework for cooperation based on sovereignty-respecting port access agreements that could serve both
nations' interests. My message is unequivocal: there must be an Eritrea to save first, but partnership
remains possible if Ethiopia affirms our territorial integrity.

1. Introduction: A Hope Betrayed and a Threat Institutionalized

For decades, those of us in the Eritrean opposition have fought for a singular vision: a democratic Eritrea
where the rule of law, human rights, and accountable governance replace the authoritarian grip of the
People's Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ), a military clique led by the autocratic Isaias Afwerki.
The regime has been widely criticized by international human rights organizations for its authoritarian
governance and severe restrictions on civil liberties (Human Rights Watch 2023; UN Human Rights
Council 2016). When Abiy Ahmed became Prime Minister of Ethiopia in 2018, I felt a surge of hope. His
bold peace initiative, culminating in his acceptance of the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission (EEBC)
ruling, seemed to signal the end of decades of hostility and earned him the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize for his
efforts in resolving the long-standing conflict (International Crisis Group 2020; BBC News 2019; Eritrea-
Ethiopia Boundary Commission 2002). I celebrated alongside millions, believing at last that the era of
endless conflict was over and the space for democratic change in Eritrea could finally emerge.

I write from my perspective as an Eritrean scholar and opposition member, committed to democracy, the
rule of law, sovereignty, and eventual regional economic integration. I acknowledge that within the diverse
Eritrean opposition and scholarly community, there may be a range of views on how to balance the
imperative of national defense with the struggle for internal democratic reform. Some may prioritize peace
with Ethiopia even if it requires compromises on sovereignty, while others may see the Ethiopian threat
as exaggerated or manipulated by the PFDJ for propaganda purposes. The Red Sea Task Force, a group of
nine independent Eritrean scholars, reflects this diversity by offering a comprehensive analysis that
defends Eritrean sovereignty while advocating for good-faith negotiations with Ethiopia to ensure mutual
benefits (Red Sea Task Force 2025, Preface, p. i; Summary and Conclusion, p. 76—78). I do not claim to
speak for all Eritrean opposition voices. However, I believe that the position I articulate here, that
sovereignty must be affirmed before partnership can be pursued, represents a widespread sentiment among



Eritreans across ideological lines, born not of nationalism for its own sake but of hard-learned historical
experience. The thirty-year struggle for independence have taught us that our sovereignty cannot be taken
for granted and must be actively defended (Iyob 1995; Pool 2001).

That hope has been profoundly undermined. In recent years, a radical and coordinated shift in Ethiopian
policy has emerged. This is not merely the rhetoric of Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed. It is a systematic,
institutional message articulated by Ethiopia's Chief of Staff, General Berhanu Jula, senior army generals,
and cabinet members (Red Sea Task Force 2025; Borkena 2025). They speak in unison of Ethiopia's
"existential need" for access to the Eritrean coast and frame Eritrea's independence as a "historical
mistake," questioning the very legitimacy of our borders (Red Sea Task Force 2025). This aggressive
stance not only threatens our sovereignty but also bolsters the PFDJ’s propaganda, allowing the regime to
justify its authoritarianism as a necessary defense against external threats (International Crisis Group
2020).

This shift has created an untenable dilemma for me and for many others in the opposition. I remain
committed to dismantle the PFDJ's oppressive rule and to building a democratic Eritrea. However, I am,
first and foremost, an Eritrean patriot. My fight is for a democratic Eritrea: a nation where liberty and
freedom are the air we breathe, where justice is the ground we stand on, and where every Eritrean has the
opportunity to realize their full potential in a land of peace and prosperity. But first, there must be an
Eritrea to save. When a foreign government, through its political, military, and administrative leadership,
threatens the sovereignty of my nation, I have no choice but to respond defensively. I, along with others
like me, must safeguard our nation’s sovereignty against external expansionism while concurrently
striving to overthrow the oppressive and authoritarian regime of the PFDJ, a military clique led by the
autocrat Isaias Afwerki (Human Rights Watch 2023; UN Human Rights Council 2016).

This paper explains why I find it impossible to work with the current Ethiopian government under these
conditions. It is structured in four parts. First, [ will debunk the historical revisionism underlying Ethiopia's
claims. Second, I will affirm the ironclad legal foundation of Eritrea's sovereignty. Third, I will propose a
concrete framework for partnership to demonstrate that a cooperative future is possible. Finally, I will
argue that Ethiopia's current policy is profoundly self-defeating, alienating its natural allies and
strengthening the very regime it claims to oppose (International Crisis Group 2020). My position is clear:
there must be an Eritrea to save first.

2. Historical Analysis: A Rejection of Ethiopian Revisionism

2.1 The Gateway of Colonization: Ethiopian Acquiescence to Italian Eritrea (1869-1941)

The history of Assab is deeply intertwined with the colonization of Eritrea. On November 11, 1869, the
Italian Rubattino Shipping Company, acting as a proxy for Italian colonial interests, purchased the port of
Assab and surrounding territory from the local Afar rulers, specifically the Sultan of Raheita, for 8,100
Maria Theresa Dollars (Longrigg 1945). This transaction marked the initial act of European colonization
in what would later become Eritrea, establishing a foothold for Italy in the Horn of Africa (Negash 1987).
Although the purchase was nominally a private commercial deal, it was supported by the Italian
government, which sought to expand its influence in the region. Italian troops later formalized control
over Assab, with a significant landing in January 1882, solidifying the area as the first Italian colonial
possession on the Red Sea coast (Longrigg 1945).

During this period, Ethiopia, under Emperor Menelik II, did not contest Italy's acquisition of Assab. At
the time, Ethiopia was grappling with internal unification and external threats, and the coastal regions
were not under direct Ethiopian control, being instead governed by local rulers like the Afar sultans. The
Treaty of Wuchale, signed in 1889 between Ethiopia and Italy, further formalized Italian claims by
effectively recognizing a boundary between Italian Eritrea and independent Ethiopia (Bahru Zewde 2002).



Although the treaty later became a source of contention due to discrepancies in its Amharic and Italian
versions, leading to disputes over Ethiopian sovereignty, it initially served to delineate Italian control over
the Eritrean territory, including Assab (Bahru Zewde 2002).

Ethiopia's celebrated victory at the Battle of Adwa in 1896 against Italian forces preserved its sovereignty
and marked a significant setback for Italian colonial ambitions in the Ethiopian highlands. However, this
victory did not extend to the liberation of the Eritrean coast. The historical record indicates that Ethiopia
did not actively defend Assab or other coastal territories from Italian colonization during this period
(Negash 1987). Following Adwa, the Treaty of Addis Ababa (1896) reaffirmed the boundaries of Italian
Eritrea, and Ethiopia accepted the existence of a distinct Eritrean territory under Italian rule for over half
a century, until the end of Italian colonial administration in 1941 during World War II (Bahru Zewde 2002;
Negash 1987). This acquiescence reflects the complex geopolitical realities of the time, where Ethiopia
prioritized its inland sovereignty over contesting distant coastal regions. The historical record is clear:
Ethiopia did not defend Assab from colonization and accepted the existence of a distinct Eritrean territory
for over half a century (Bahru Zewde 2002; Negash 1987; Longrigg 1945).

2.3 A Contradiction in Narratives: The "Uncolonized" State and Our Colonial Gateway

I respect Ethiopia's proud history of repelling European colonization. However, I find it historically
problematic when that same narrative is invoked to support territorial claims on Eritrean coastal areas.
Assab is the symbol and instrument of Eritrea's colonization (Longrigg 1945; Negash 1987). For Ethiopia
to now claim this port, invoking its own anti-colonial legacy, is a position I find historically incoherent. If
Assab was truly Ethiopian, why did Ethiopia not fight to defend it? The answer is simple: it was not
considered Ethiopian territory (Bahru Zewde 2002; Negash 1987).

2.4 Annexation as Occupation: Our Thirty-Year Struggle for Freedom (1961-1991)

The period when Ethiopia did control Assab, from 1961 to 1991, was an era of illegal annexation that
violated the UN-brokered federation (United Nations General Assembly 1950). For my people, this was a
second colonization. Our 30-year armed struggle was a war of liberation to end that occupation (Iyob
1995; Pool 2001; Connell 1997). To cite this era as a basis for modern territorial claims, as some Ethiopian
officials have done, disregards the historical legitimacy of our people’s 30-year struggle for self-
determination (Iyob 1995; Pool 2001).

2.5 A Coordinated Campaign: Documented Statements from Ethiopian Leadership

The assertion that Ethiopia's coastal ambitions represent a coordinated state policy is supported by a
consistent pattern of public statements from the highest levels of the Ethiopian government. This is not
the isolated rhetoric of one leader but a harmonized message delivered across political, military, and
administrative domains (Red Sea Task Force 2025).

Below are documented statements and analyses that illustrate this systematic approach.

a) Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed (The Political Vision): On October 13, 2023, in a televised address
to Parliament, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed framed sea access as an existential issue rooted in
historical grievance. He declared the Red Sea as “the natural border of Ethiopia” and described
ownership of the Red Sea as “an existential issue,” asserting that if not achieved during his tenure,
the next generation must make it a reality (Red Sea Task Force 2025, p. 1; Reuters 2023).

b) Chief of Staff General Berhanu Jula (The Military Imperative): Echoing this political vision,
the military leadership has framed the issue in terms of national security. On June 12, 2025, Field
Marshal Berhanu Jula, Chief of the Ethiopian National Defense Force, appeared before the Foreign
Relation and Peace Affairs Standing Committee in the Ethiopian Parliament and explicitly
addressed sea access. He stated, “Relentless effort is underway to work in cooperation with the
countries in the region to secure sea access to Ethiopia.” Furthermore, he highlighted the deliberate



revival of the Ethiopian Navy as part of this effort, claiming that “a force capable of defending in
provocation over land or sea is formed” (Borkena 2025).

c) Broader Policy Context and Elite Support (The Administrative and Strategic Echo): This
message has been further amplified by broader strategic discussions within Ethiopian policy circles
and among political elites. According to the Red Sea Task Force Final Report, Ethiopian political
elites have consistently used statements such as “bringing back Assab to Ethiopia” in political
campaigns, aligning with Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s rhetoric. The report notes that such
assertions, combined with the Prime Minister’s claim of the Red Sea as an “existential issue,”
represent a coordinated narrative across various sectors of Ethiopian leadership, posing a direct
threat to Eritrean sovereignty (Red Sea Task Force 2025, Preface, p. i; Executive Summary, p. 1—-
2).

Analysis of Coordination: The consistency of this messaging across different branches of the state
constitutes a de facto institutional policy. The Prime Minister provides the ideological justification; the
military leadership, as evidenced by Field Marshal Berhanu Jula’s recent statements, signals readiness to
enforce this vision with a capable naval and defense force; and political elites and strategic narratives, as
documented by the Red Sea Task Force, echo the sentiment through public campaigns and policy
discussions (Red Sea Task Force 2025; Borkena 2025; Reuters 2023). This systematic communication
makes the threat credible and forces a defensive reaction from Eritreans, regardless of their political stance
towards their own government. It has provided the PFDJ regime with a powerful propaganda tool,
allowing it to frame its authoritarianism as a necessary defense against an existential external threat,
thereby complicating the work of internal democratic reform (International Crisis Group 2020). The
mention of military capacity to defend “over land or sea” in the context of sea access heightens Eritrean
concerns, even if the stated intent includes cooperation (Borkena 2025).

3. Position under International Law

3.1 The Principle of Inherited Colonial Borders

A fundamental doctrine in international law is that newly independent nations inherit the administrative
borders that existed at the moment of decolonization (International Court of Justice 1986). This principle
was enshrined by the Organization of African Unity's 1964 Cairo Declaration to prevent endless territorial
disputes (Organization of African Unity 1964). Eritrea's borders were clearly defined during the Italian
colonial period and were inherited upon independence in 1993 (International Court of Justice 1986;
Organization of African Unity 1964). Ethiopia's invocation of ancient history is legally irrelevant (Shaw
2017).

3.2 The Right to Self-Determination: A Right My People Paid for in Blood

The right to self-determination is enshrined in the UN Charter (United Nations 1945). The Eritrean people
exercised this right through a 30-year armed struggle and formalized it in the 1993 UN-supervised
referendum, in which 99.8% voted for sovereignty (United Nations 1993). This was recognized by the
international community, including Ethiopia (United Nations Security Council 1993). Any claim on Assab
is a direct assault on this fundamental right (United Nations 1945; United Nations 1993).

3.3 Recognition and Reversal: The 2018 Peace Agreement

In 2018, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed reaffirmed Ethiopia’s recognition of our borders by accepting the
EEBC ruling (Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission 2002; International Crisis Group 2020). For the
Ethiopian government to now appear to reconsider this commitment through statements from various
officials represents a fundamental reversal of the commitments made in 2018 (International Crisis Group
2020; Red Sea Task Force 2025). It undermines the foundation of the peace agreement and makes Ethiopia
an unreliable partner (International Crisis Group 2020).



4. A Framework for Partnership: Sovereignty First, Cooperation Always

My critique of Ethiopia's current policy is not a rejection of partnership. It is a demand for the only
conditions under which a true and lasting partnership can be built by a mutual respect for sovereignty.
To prove this is not mere rhetoric, I propose the following concrete framework for cooperation, which
could be pursued immediately following an unambiguous reaffirmation of Eritrean sovereignty.

4.1 Understanding Ethiopia’s Economic Challenges

Before outlining a framework for cooperation, I must acknowledge the genuine economic and strategic
challenges Ethiopia faces as a landlocked nation. To ignore these realities would be intellectually dishonest
and counterproductive to fostering mutual understanding.

a)

b)

d)

High Trade Costs and Dependency on Djibouti: Ethiopia, with a population exceeding 120
million as of 2023, is one of Africa’s largest economies but relies on Djibouti for approximately
95% of its maritime trade (World Bank 2020; Red Sea Task Force 2025, p. 57-58). According to
the World Bank (2020), landlocked countries face trade costs 50-60% higher than coastal
economies. For Ethiopia, this translates to billions of dollars annually in additional logistics
expenses, with port fees and transit delays at Djibouti often cited as significant bottlenecks (World
Bank 2020). The Addis Ababa—Djibouti railway, completed in 2016, has alleviated some pressure,
but capacity constraints during peak seasons can delay containers by weeks, directly impacting
Ethiopian businesses (African Development Bank 2021). The Red Sea Task Force Report (2025)
notes that while Ethiopia’s proximity to ports like Djibouti (867 km from Addis Ababa) and Assab
(880 km) is relatively short compared to other landlocked nations, the reliance on a single primary
port creates economic vulnerabilities (p. 57-58).

Economic Growth and Population Pressures: Ethiopia’s rapid economic growth, averaging
around 9-10% GDP growth annually pre-COVID (World Bank 2020), and a burgeoning
population amplify the need for diversified and cost-effective trade routes. The country’s
industrialization ambitions, including manufacturing hubs and export zones, are hampered by high
import costs for raw materials and export delays for finished goods, placing Ethiopian firms at a
competitive disadvantage compared to coastal competitors (UNCTAD 2020). The Red Sea Task
Force Report (2025) highlights that despite double-digit growth from 1998 to 2018 without using
Eritrean ports, Ethiopia’s leadership perceives the landlocked status as a constraint on realizing
full economic potential, fueling the narrative of an “existential threat” (p. 3—4, 60).

Strategic Vulnerability: Dependence on a single port in a single neighboring country creates
significant political and economic vulnerability. Any disruption in Djibouti, whether due to
political tensions, labor strikes, or infrastructure failures, directly affects Ethiopia’s entire economy
(World Bank 2020). This vulnerability is a legitimate security concern for any nation, particularly
one with Ethiopia’s size and regional influence (UNCTAD 2020). The Red Sea Task Force Report
(2025) argues, however, that Ethiopia’s security threats stem more from internal conflicts (e.g., in
Oromia, Amhara and Tigray regions) than from maritime access issues, suggesting that the focus
on sea access may be a distraction from addressing domestic challenges (p. 64).

Historical Grievance and National Consciousness: Beyond economics, the loss of coastal
access, first through Italian colonization and later through Eritrean independence, is experienced
by many Ethiopians as a profound historical injustice. This sentiment, reflected in educational
narratives and political discourse, fuels a genuine desire among many Ethiopians to rectify what
they perceive as an unnatural state of being landlocked (Red Sea Task Force 2025). The Red Sea
Task Force Report (2025) acknowledges this historical grievance but critiques its use to justify
territorial claims, noting that such rhetoric undermines regional stability (Preface, p. 1; Executive
Summary, p. 1-2).



I understand these challenges and the sense of historical loss that accompanies them. However,
understanding Ethiopia’s needs does not equate to legitimizing territorial claims. Many landlocked
nations, such as Bolivia, Serbia, and Mongolia, face similar economic constraints without resorting to
territorial revisionism (World Bank 2020; UNCTAD 2020). International law and regional stability, as
enshrined in the OAU’s 1964 Cairo Declaration, prioritize the sanctity of post-colonial borders to prevent
continental chaos (Organization of African Unity 1964; International Court of Justice 1986). Ethiopia’s
economic and strategic needs can and must be addressed through diplomatic and commercial solutions,
not through claims on Eritrean sovereignty (Shaw 2017). The framework for partnership outlined below
demonstrates how such solutions can benefit both nations.

4.2 The Principle: Commercial Access, Not Territorial Control

The fundamental principle is a clear distinction between Ethiopia's legitimate need for reliable sea access
and any claim to territorial sovereignty over Eritrean land or ports (Organization of African Unity 1964;
International Court of Justice 1986; Shaw 2017).

4.3 Models for Mutually Beneficial Port Access

a) Long-Term Port Leases: Ethiopia could negotiate a long-term lease (e.g., 50-99 years) for
dedicated terminal facilities at the port of Assab. This lease would grant Ethiopia control over the
management of its designated area, including customs and logistics, while operating under Eritrean
law and a clear recognition of Eritrean sovereignty (Shaw 2017).

b) Joint Infrastructure Development: Eritrea and Ethiopia could form a joint venture, perhaps with
international investment, to modernize and expand the port of Assab and the transportation
corridors leading to it. This would create a powerful incentive for mutual success (African
Development Bank 2021; World Bank 2020).

c) Creation of a Free Trade Zone: A designated Free Trade Zone (FTZ) around Assab could be
established for Ethiopian and international businesses, creating a vibrant economic hub that serves

Ethiopia’s manufacturing ambitions while generating significant employment and revenue within
Eritrea (UNCTAD 2020; World Bank 2020).

4.4 Guarantees for Stability and Trust

To ensure the durability of any agreement, these economic arrangements must be reinforced by political
guarantees:

a) International Mediation and Guarantees: The agreement should be mediated by a neutral third
party, such as the African Union, and its terms guaranteed by the UN Security Council (United
Nations Security Council 1993).

b) Binding Arbitration: A clear and binding international arbitration mechanism must be included
to resolve any future disputes peacefully (Shaw 2017).

This framework demonstrates that Eritrea’s sovereignty and Ethiopia’s economic needs are not mutually
exclusive.

5. Conclusion: A Self-Defeating Strategy and an Impossible Partnership

I acknowledge Ethiopia's economic challenges as a landlocked nation. A stable, democratic, and
cooperative Eritrea would undoubtedly be Ethiopia's best partner in addressing these needs. However,
Ethiopia's current strategy is profoundly self-defeating. The natural allies for a peaceful and integrated
Horn of Africa are people like me, the scholars, activists, and citizens who oppose the PFDJ's isolationism.
Yet, the coordinated messaging from Ethiopian officials makes it impossible for us to engage (Red Sea
Task Force 2025; International Crisis Group 2020).



I am an Eritrean patriot first. When my nation's sovereignty is threatened, I am morally and politically
bound to defend it. The "sovereignty first" doctrine is not a choice; it is an imperative forced upon us. The
effect of Ethiopia's territorial rhetoric, whether intended or not, has been to complicate the internal
democratic conversation in Eritrea and to provide the PFDJ regime with nationalist justification for its
authoritarian governance (International Crisis Group 2020; Red Sea Task Force 2025).

My message to the Ethiopian government is this: if you seek a future of peace and partnership, the path is
clear. Publicly, unambiguously, and permanently reaffirm your recognition of Eritrean sovereignty within
its internationally recognized borders, and commit to working with us, the Eritrean democrats fighting for
the eradication of the PFDJ's oppressive rule and to building a democratic Eritrea, a nation where liberty
and freedom are the air we breathe, where justice is the ground we stand on, and where every Eritrean has
the opportunity to realize their full potential in a land of peace and prosperity. Only then can negotiations
for coastal access, economic cooperation, and regional integration proceed (Organization of African Unity
1964; International Court of Justice 1986; Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission 2002).

Until that day, I and others like me are forced to focus our energy not just on the struggle to dismantle the
authoritarian PFDJ regime, but on the defense of the nation itself. For I know, with absolute certainty, that
there must be an Eritrea to save first.
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Victory and glory to the Eritrean people!

God Bless Eritrea and its people!

An Eritrean committed to Equality, Liberty, Freedom and Justice for all Eritreans,
Dr. Negassi Hadgu

December 19, 2025



