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Introduction

Once again, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Dr. Gebre Gebremariam for his
thoughtful engagement with my work in general and Building Tomorrow's Democratic Eritrea
Today, Stage 2: An Eritrean Government-in-Exile (EGE) in particular. Scholarly debate on Eritrea's
democratic future is not only welcome but essential. His critique, titled "4 Different Path for
Eritrea: Critiquing the Eritrean Government-in-Exile Proposal, A Critical Assessment,”
acknowledges many of the EGE's strengths while ultimately rejecting its foundational principle:
constitutional geographical federalism based on Eritrea's nine historic Awrajas.

This rebuttal will systematically address each of Dr. Gebremariam's core criticisms,
demonstrating that:

1. His proposed alternative, a devolved unitary state, fails to address the structural roots of
Eritrea's authoritarianism.

2. His concerns about federalism rest on mischaracterizations of the model I propose.

3. The EGE's federalist framework offers indispensable safeguards that no unitary
alternative can replicate.

This response is offered in the spirit of rigorous scholarship and national service, grounded in the
principles articulated across my trilogy: From Unity to Action (Stage 1), Beyond Tyranny: A Case
for Geographical Federalism (Stage 3), and my scholarly reaffirmation, The Indivisibility of
Structure and Substance.

Part I: Addressing the '""Wrong Diagnosis' Claim

Dr. Gebremariam’s Argument: "The true problem is the absence of substantive democracy, an
independent judiciary, and constitutional rule. Federalism is a form of governance, not a guarantee
of good governance."

Response: Dr. Gebremariam presents what appears to be a reasonable objection: that Eritrea's
primary ailment is a lack of democratic culture and institutions, not centralization per se. However,
this argument rests on a false dichotomy between structure and substance that modern political
science has long rejected.

In my scholarly piece, The Indivisibility of Structure and Substance, | cited the foundational work
of "new institutionalism" (March & Olsen, 1984; Tsebelis, 2002), which establishes that
institutions are not neutral containers for political life; they actively shape behavior, distribute
power, and determine whether democracy can survive or collapse.

The PFDJ's tyranny was not merely a failure of leadership or culture; it was the inevitable
consequence of a hyper-centralized unitary structure that offered no constitutional barriers to
absolute power. This system did not just accommodate authoritarianism; it enabled it by:

a) Concentrating all legislative, executive, and judicial authority in the hands of the tyrant
Isaias Afwerki, the nation’s absolute ruler, and the rogue and predatory PFDJ clique in
Asmara.



b) Eliminating regional checks on central power.
c) Creating a single, irresistible prize: total control of the state.

To suggest we can simply "infuse democracy" into the same structural framework is to ignore the
central lesson of our tragedy: without structural safeguards, democratic substance remains
perpetually vulnerable to reversal.

As 1 argued in Beyond Tyranny, federalism does not automatically generate democracy, but in
heterogeneous societies like Eritrea, a unitary state is structurally predisposed to authoritarianism
because it creates a winner-take-all system where whoever controls the center controls everything.

Geographical federalism, by constitutionally diffusing power across multiple autonomous regions,
provides the structural foundation necessary for democratic culture to take root securely. It is not
"either structure or substance"; it is structure enabling substance.

Conclusion on Point 1: The diagnosis is correct. Eritrea's ailment is centralized tyranny, and the
medicine is a structural dispersal of sovereignty through federalism.

Part II: Addressing the "Impractical Divisions' Claim

Dr. Gebremariam’s Argument: "Eritrea has overlapping social markers (cleavages) and
intermingling populations, making Awraja-based demarcation contentious and potentially
disruptive."

Response: This critique misunderstands the nature of the Awraja-based federal model. Dr.
Gebremariam implies that the proposal seeks to create ethnically segregated units, which would
indeed be problematic. But this is a fundamental mischaracterization.

As 1 detailed in Beyond Tyranny, the nine historic Awrajas (Eritrea’s official administrative
provinces until their replacement by the PFDJ regime in 1995): Akele Guzay, Barka, Denkalia,
Gash-Setit, Hamasien, Sahel, Semhar, Senhit, and Seraye, are geographically and historically
defined regions, not ethnic enclaves. Each Awraja contains multiple linguistic, religious, and
cultural communities who have lived together for centuries through trade, intermarriage, and
shared governance.

This inherent diversity is a feature, not a flaw. Political scientist Giovanni Sartori (1976)
demonstrated that systems with "cross-cutting cleavages," where identities overlap rather than
reinforce each other, tend to moderate conflict and encourage inclusive coalition-building. In
federal Awrajas, no single ethnic group could monopolize regional power; politicians would be
compelled to build cross-ethnic coalitions to govern effectively.

This is the opposite of Ethiopia's ethnic federalism, which I explicitly reject. Ethiopia's Article 39
creates ethnically defined states with rights to secession, institutionalizing division. My model
creates multi-ethnic geographic polities that institutionalize cooperation.

Furthermore, the Awrajas are not new inventions. They are recognized administrative and cultural
units that predate the PFDJ and are already understood by Eritreans. Using them avoids the
destabilization that occurs when boundaries are contested from scratch.

Conclusion on Point 2: The Awraja model does not create divisions; it manages existing diversity
through institutionalized power-sharing within geographically coherent, multi-ethnic regions.



Part I1I: Addressing the '"Non-Viability of Smaller Units'" Claim

Dr. Gebremariam’s Argument: "Smaller Awrajas would lack critical mass in population,
resources, and administrative capacity, leading to dependency on central transfers and undermining
autonomy."

Response: This concern reflects a static and incomplete understanding of how federal systems
function. Size or initial wealth alone does not determine viability; institutional empowerment and
equitable fiscal mechanisms do.

In both Beyond Tyranny and The Indivisibility of Structure and Substance, 1 outlined the principle
of fiscal federalism, a proven framework used successfully in Germany, Canada, and Switzerland.
It operates on two levels:

1. Regional Revenue Autonomy: Each Awraja would have constitutional authority to collect
certain taxes (e.g., property, local business taxes) and manage local resources. This allows
regions to design development strategies tailored to their unique strengths:

a) Gash-Setit could prioritize agriculture.

b) Sahel, Semhar, and Denkalia could develop maritime industries, fisheries, and salt
production.

c) Barka could focus on livestock and cross-border trade.

2. National Revenue Sharing and Equalization: To prevent disparities from fueling
resentment or dependency, the federal government would:

a) Redistribute a portion of national revenues (mining, port duties, customs) to all
regions via a constitutional formula.

b) Establish an equalization fund to ensure less prosperous Awrajas can provide
baseline public services (education, healthcare, infrastructure).

This is not charity or discretionary aid; it is a constitutional obligation enforceable through
independent courts. As economist Wallace Oates (1999) demonstrated, fiscal federalism balances
local innovation with national solidarity, preventing the "race to the bottom" while protecting
autonomy.

Contrast this with a devolved unitary state, where regional funding remains at the discretion of the
center. Future governments could manipulate budgets for political leverage, withhold resources
from opposition-controlled regions, or recentralize entirely, precisely what the PFDJ did.

Conclusion on Point 3: Fiscal federalism transforms potential dependency into constitutional
partnership, ensuring smaller Awrajas have both resources and autonomy, something devolution
cannot guarantee.

Part I'V: Addressing the "Risk of Fragmentation' Claim

Dr. Gebremariam’s Argument: "Federalism could weaken national cohesion, foster centrifugal
forces, and invite external interference, drawing parallels to Yugoslavia's tragic disintegration."

Response: This is perhaps Dr. Gebremariam’s most serious charge, but it rests on a flawed analogy
and a misreading of the EGE model.

Yugoslavia was a federation of ethnically defined republics with:
a) Deep historical animosities between constituent groups.



b) A constitution that allowed for secession (albeit ambiguously).
c) Weak integrative institutions at the federal level.

The EGE's model is fundamentally different. As outlined in Building Tomorrow's Democratic
Eritrea Today, it is a locked federalism with:

1. No Constitutional Right to Secession: The federal constitution explicitly prohibits
unilateral secession. Any change to territorial arrangements requires unanimous consent of
all Awrajas and a national referendum, making exit procedurally impossible.

2. Strong Federal Institutions:

a) A Federal Executive Council with equal representation from all nine Awrajas and
rotating leadership prevents any region from dominating.

b) A nationally integrated federal military with proportional recruitment from each
Awraja, under civilian oversight, prevents warlordism and ensures a cohesive
national defense essential for stability in the volatile Horn of Africa.

c) Joint responsibilities for defense, diplomacy, currency, and macroeconomic policy
ensure interdependence.

3. Multi-Ethnic Regional Units: Unlike Yugoslavia's ethnic republics, Eritrea's Awrajas are
multi-ethnic polities where cooperation is structurally necessary for governance.

The real risk to Eritrea's unity lies in maintaining a unitary system where minority communities
feel perpetually excluded from power. Without constitutional mechanisms for self-governance,
their recourse may be to challenge the state's legitimacy, as seen in South Sudan, Biafra, or
Catalonia. Federalism channels such grievances into legitimate political participation rather than
separatism.

As political scientist Arend Lijphart (1999) demonstrated, federal and consociational arrangements
in divided societies (Switzerland, Belgium, Canada) have proven more stable than forced unitary
centralization.

Conclusion on Point 4: The EGE's federalism strengthens unity by giving every community a
permanent, constitutionally protected stake in the nation. It is unitary centralization that risks
eventual fragmentation through exclusion and resentment.

Part V: Addressing the "Generic Democratic Merits' Claim

Dr. Gebremariam's Argument: "The EGE's positive attributes (power-sharing, accountability,
human rights) are universally applicable democratic principles, not unique merits of federalism.
They could exist in a devolved unitary state."

Response: While Dr. Gebremariam is technically correct that democratic principles are universal,
his argument is practically misleading in Eritrea’s post-authoritarian context, where the risk of
recentralization by new elites looms large. The critical distinction lies not in the principles
themselves but in their durability, whether they are embedded in revocable policies or irreversible
structures. The EGE’s federal system ensures the latter.



To illustrate the profound structural differences, consider the critical distinctions between the two
models:

Feature Devolved Unitary State | Federal State (EGE Model)

Source of Regional Delegated by central Constitutional right

Power government

Permanence Revocable by Protected by constitution; requires
parliamentary majority | supermajority + regional consent to alter

Regional Political negotiation Constitutionally guaranteed (FEC, upper

Representation house)

Fiscal Autonomy Constitutional revenue-sharing formula

Discretionary transfers
from center

Protection Against
Recentralization

Weak (depends on Strong (structural veto players)

political will)

As the table demonstrates, in a devolved unitary system, even elected governments could reduce
regional budgets, override local decisions, or recentralize authority during “emergencies”, all
legally permissible since sovereignty resides solely at the center. Historical evidence from Africa,
Kenya’s devolution under constant threat, Uganda’s districts manipulated, and Zimbabwe’s local
governance eroded, demonstrates this inherent vulnerability (Suberu, 2001).

By contrast, the EGE’s federalism divides sovereignty, creating institutional "veto players"
(regional governments) that block unilateral policy changes, thus enhancing stability and
protecting rights (Tsebelis, 2002). To address concerns of gridlock often associated with multiple
veto players, the EGE incorporates differentiated decision rules (Buchanan & Tullock, 1962):
unanimity for core constitutional changes, but qualified or simple majorities for routine legislation.
Furthermore, pre-deliberation mechanisms like Awraja Coordination Councils will build
consensus before votes, while emergency provisions modeled on Germany’s Basic Law allow for
swift, temporary federal action during crises with strict sunset clauses and judicial oversight
(Ferejohn & Pasquino, 2004).

Conclusion on Point 5: While democratic principles are universal, their durability in post-
authoritarian Eritrea hinges on structural irreversibility. Federalism, as clearly illustrated, provides
this permanence through constitutional guarantees that devolution cannot offer. Its design,
optimized with flexible voting rules and emergency protocols, ensures both governance efficiency
and enduring democratic protection.

Part VI: Addressing the '""Devolved Unitary Alternative' Claim

Dr. Gebremariam's Argument: "A democratic, devolved unitary state offers the same benefits
without the risks, and is easier to implement."

Response: This alternative sounds pragmatic but is fundamentally insufficient for three reasons:



1. The Sovereignty Problem: In a unitary state, all power ultimately resides at the center.
Regional autonomy exists at the sufferance of the national government. As constitutional
scholar Daniel Elazar (1987) noted, devolution is "a gift that can be taken back." Given
Eritrea's history, this is unacceptable.

2. The Re-Centralization Risk: Post-liberation, there will be pressure to centralize for
"efficiency," "unity," or "emergency." In a devolved system, a future majority could legally
reverse decentralization. We've seen this pattern across Africa, as detailed below.

3. Lack of Constitutional Guarantees: A devolved unitary state offers no guaranteed
regional representation in national executive structures, no protected fiscal autonomy, and
no structural checks on majority rule.

Historical evidence from across Africa underscores these vulnerabilities, demonstrating how
devolution, lacking structural permanence, often succumbs to central overreach in post-
authoritarian or politically volatile contexts akin to Eritrea’s.

First, Kenya’s experience with devolution under its 2010 Constitution offers a cautionary tale.
Despite legal provisions mandating revenue sharing, the central government has delayed or
withheld funds to counties, causing financial crises that paralyzed local service delivery, as noted
in World Bank reports (World Bank, 2019). Political interference, such as centralizing health
equipment procurement and harassing opposition governors, reveals how devolution remains a
revocable gift subject to central control (Cheeseman & Branch, 2019). In Eritrea, where central
elites under the PFDJ have suppressed regional agency, a devolved unitary state risks similar
erosion.

Second, Uganda’s decentralized system, initiated in the 1990s, illustrates the fragility of
devolution in a unitary state. The proliferation of districts, from 33 to over 130 by 2023, has often
served as a patronage tool to reward loyalists or fragment opposition, while central control over
funding ensures dependency, as evidenced by reduced grants to opposition areas like Kasese post-
2016 elections (Green, 2010; Dickovick & Riedl, 2010). In a post-PFDJ Eritrea, Asmara could
manipulate regional boundaries or resources to maintain political hegemony.

Third, Zimbabwe’s devolution, enshrined in its 2013 Constitution, has been subverted by central
dominance. The ZANU-PF government has delayed enabling legislation for provincial councils,
imposed administrators on opposition-led urban councils like Harare, and strangled local budgets,
particularly in areas like Bulawayo during the 2010s (Chigwata & de Visser, 2018; Muchadenyika,
2015). In a devolved unitary Eritrea, Asmara could similarly delay or override regional autonomy
through legal or financial means, rendering devolution a hollow promise.

These cases collectively highlight a recurring pattern: in a devolved unitary system, regional
autonomy exists at the sufferance of the center, vulnerable to financial manipulation, political
interference, and legal overreach.
In contrast, the EGE’s federalism:

a) Makes regional autonomy a constitutional right, not a political favor.

b) Embeds equal Awraja representation in the Federal Executive Council.

c) Requires supermajority consent and regional approval for any changes to federal
structure.

d) Creates multiple institutional veto players that prevent unilateral power grabs.



As I argued in From Unity to Action (Stage 1), unity without structural safeguards is merely a
prelude to the next dictatorship.

Conclusion on Point 6: Easier implementation should not outweigh the necessity of preventing
tyranny's return. The devolved unitary alternative sacrifices permanence for convenience, a trade
Eritrea cannot afford.

Conclusion: The Indispensability of Geographical Federalism

Dr. Gebremariam's critique reflects genuine concern for Eritrea's stability, and his emphasis on
democratic culture is well-taken. However, his proposed alternative, a devolved unitary state,
fundamentally misdiagnoses the structural roots of our national crisis and underestimates the risks
of re-centralization.

The trilogy I have presented, from strategic unity (Stage 1), through operational readiness (Stage
2), to constitutional design (Stage 3), forms a coherent whole precisely because it recognizes that
Eritrea's democratic future requires both cultural transformation and structural permanence.
Geographical federalism in the EGE model:

1. Is grounded in Eritrean reality: Nine historic, multi-ethnic Awrajas, not artificial ethnic
states.

Prevents tyranny structurally: By eliminating the single prize of total central control.
Ensures fiscal fairness: Through constitutional revenue-sharing and equalization.
Strengthens unity: By giving every community a permanent, equal stake in the nation.

Nk w

Prohibits secession: Making it a locked federal system designed for cohesion, not
fragmentation.

6. Embeds democratic principles irreversibly: Making power-sharing, accountability, and
rights protection constitutional imperatives, not political preferences.

This is not "wrong medicine"; it is the only prescription that addresses both the symptoms
(authoritarianism) and the disease (hyper-centralization) while inoculating against relapses.

Our martyrs fought for an independent Eritrea. Constitutional geographical federalism ensures that
independence belongs equally and permanently to all Eritreans without any distinction.

As I concluded in The Indivisibility of Structure and Substance: without structural checks and
balances, democratic substance remains perpetually vulnerable. The Eritrean Government-in-Exile
offers both, and that is why it must be the foundation of our current struggle and our liberated
future.
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Victory and glory to the Eritrean people!
God Bless Eritrea and its people!

A fellow Eritrean committed to freedom, liberty and justice for all,

Dr. Negassi Hadgu
Negassi9@gmail.com

November 24, 2025
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