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Eritreans who can’t stand 
living conditions in Eritrea 
flee rather than rebel. In 

one of the saddest exoduses 
in contemporary African 

history, tens of thousands of 
them have risked their lives 

heading for the Mediterrane-
an Sea and then trying to 

cross it. 

MICHELA WRONG

If nature abhors a vacuum, pol-
itics abhors a military standoff, 
especially between two nations in 

one of the poorest, most volatile and 
most strategically sensitive regions 
of the world.

And so there was much excitement 
when the government of Ethiopia an-
nounced on June 5 that it would fully 
accept the ruling of an international 
tribunal in the country’s boundary 
dispute with Eritrea — some 16 years 
after the judgment was issued.

In 2002, a special international 
commission delineated the border 
between the two countries, as they 
had agreed in the peace deal that end-
ed their 1998-2000 war. Demarcation 
on the ground was expected to start 
swiftly, allowing cross-border trade 
and cooperation to resume. But none 
of this happened.

Ethiopia accepted the ruling in 
principle but called for further dia-
logue and, crucially, kept its troops 
in place, including in what had been 
declared Eritrean territory. A few 
years later, the boundary commission 
dissolved itself, and in 2008, the Unit-
ed Nations peace monitoring force 
meant to oversee actual demarcation 
pulled out, its services unwanted.

What once seemed unsustainable 
— an indefinite state of neither peace 
nor war — became the norm. Both 
countries hosted guerrilla groups 
committed to overthrowing the other 
one’s government. They cynically 
fought a proxy war in neighboring So-
malia. There were repeated flare-ups 
at their border, triggering apocalyptic 
predictions that Ethiopia and Eritrea 
were going to fight again, and next 
time to the bitter end.

Legally, Ethiopia clearly was in 
breach, having committed in the 
2000 peace deal, like Eritrea, to up-
hold whatever decision the boundary 
commission issued. The United Na-
tions, the European Union, the Or-
ganisation of African Unity (now the 
African Union) and the United States 
had pledged to act as guarantors, and 

so were also in the wrong. Eritrea, for 
its part, had good reason as a fledgling 
country to crave international recog-
nition for its borders.

But given the choice between a 
giant traditional ally led by an emol-
lient prime minister and a tiny new-
kid-on-the-block with a notoriously 
prickly president, the major Western 
powers opted to side with the bigger 
player — and all the more readily 
because it cast itself as an ally in the 
fight against Islamist terrorism.

So what prompted Ethiopia’s an-
nouncement this week? Age and sick-
ness is one answer. Over the years, 
local analysts and former guerrilla 
fighters have told me that Ethiopia’s 
dispute with Eritrea was partly being 
kept alive by animosity between the 
two countries’ longtime leaders and 
their immediate entourages.

Years ago, Meles Zenawi and Isaias 
Afewerki, whose families both hail 
from the Tigray region that straddles 
the border, joined the forces of their 
rebel movements against Ethiopia’s 
Marxist dictator Mengistu Haile 
Mariam. They managed to oust him 
in 1991, paving the way for Eritrea’s 
formal independence from Ethiopia 
in 1993 — and then Meles’ rise to 
prime minister of Ethiopia and Isaias’ 
to president of Eritrea.

But rivalry and resentment sim-
mered below the surface. In 1998, a 
dispute over the nondescript border 
village of Badme escalated into a war 
that would kill more than 100,000 
people. Many Horn of Africa watch-
ers predicted that relations between 
the two countries would only nor-
malise once the two leaders quit the 
scene.

Isaias, 72, is still at the helm, al-
though only last month he was re-
ported to have left Eritrea for emer-
gency medical treatment in Abu Dha-
bi. Meles died in 2012. His immediate 
successor, Halemariam Desalegn, 
resigned in February, seemingly 
overwhelmed by the task of running 
his discontented nation of some 105 
million people. Halemariam’s fresh 
replacement, Abiy Ahmed — a spruce 
41-year-old with a background in 
military intelligence — is a man in 
a hurry.

And with good reason. Ethiopia’s 
capital, Addis Ababa, may be boom-
ing, but so is unrest among a young 

population that scoffs at official 8 
per cent-to-10pc annual growth rates, 
accuses Meles’ party — which long 
dominated the ruling coalition — of 
ethnic chauvinism and corruption, 
and chafes at government repression. 
Foreign exchange reserves are run-
ning low; the national debt is climb-
ing. Ethiopia has lived through coups 
and popular revolutions before, and 
in recent years the Oromo, who make 
up the country’s biggest ethnic group 
but have long been marginalised, have 
been at the forefront of protests. 

Appointing Abiy, an Oromo, as 
prime minister was a smart survival 
move; the Ethiopian realized that 
real change was required. So have its 
foreign allies.

In recent years, Western diplomats 
have grown more and more worried 
that an increasingly isolated Eritrea, 
resentful at its treatment by the in-
ternational community and routinely 
dubbed a “pariah state” for its domes-
tic human rights record, might come 
to be seen as an attractive destination 
by jihadis spilling out of nearby Yem-
en, Syria and Iraq.

Any such infiltration would be 
particularly unwelcome given rising 
geostrategic interest in the Horn of 
Africa over the last decade and a half. 
The Red Sea has quietly become one 

of the world’s most important water-
ways, with foreign military assets and 
investment pouring into the region’s 
ports, railways, airports and roads. 
Djibouti, landlocked Ethiopia’s de 
facto outlet to the sea, now hosts 
troops from the United States and 
France, but also China, Germany and 
Japan. The United Arab Emirates’ 
military operates out of the ports 
of Assab in Eritrea and Berbera in 
Somaliland.

For such players, the stalemate 
between Eritrea and Ethiopia was 
becoming politically and financially 

When 
peace  

becomes 
a problem

Ethiopia finally 
says it will 

recognise its 
border with 

Eritrea. The horn 
of Africa might 

have just become 
more volatile.

Tourism - a strong asset for France and Bahrain
The creation of a representative office in Paris by BTEA has boosted Bahrain’s effort to capture part of a growing global tourist flow

CÉCILE LONGÉ 

The Kingdom of Bahrain was 
chosen to host from 12 to 16 
May 2018 the decision mak-

ers of the French tourism industry 
in the framework of the Forum of 
Pioneers organized by the Ecole 
Supérieure de Commerce in Aix-
en-Provence specialized in Tour-
ism. The 19th edition of this event 
brought together the Bahrain Tour-
ism & Exhibitions Authority (BTEA), 
Gulf Air and the AccorHotels hotel 
group (Sofitel, Novotel, etc) for the 
preparation and organization of a 
meeting that has nowadays become 
a must in the travel, leisure and 
business industry for more than 120 
tourism professionals.

In the presence of the Minister 

of Industry, Commerce and Tour-
ism, Zayed bin Rashid Al-Zayani, 
this event allowed to highlight the 
knowledge, the ‘know-how’ and 
tourism requirements and demands 
in France, where this economic sec-
tor has been built over the years as 
a strength, both in terms of attrac-
tiveness and promotion of heritage, 
and as an important business sector 
to our economy. 

France ranks first as a tourist des-
tination in the world with more than 
82.6 million foreign visitors in 2016. 
This sector represents more than 
7.3% of GDP, generating 38.4 billion 
euros per year, expected to reach 
50 billion by 2020 thanks to the 
growth policy promoted by Presi-
dent Macron.

Over the past years, the Kingdom 
of Bahrain has definitely emerged 
as a new destination proposed to 
travellers in the catalogues of the 
French tour operators. The creation 
of a representative office in Paris by 
BTEA has widely contributed since 

2016 to give a new visibility to the 
Kingdom, and has boosted Bahrain’s 
effort to capture part of a growing 
global tourist flow, which should 
reach more than 1.6 billion people by 

2050 according to the World Tour-
ism Organization (against 1.2 billion 
today). 

As a priority sector in the Eco-
nomic Vision 2030, this promis-

ing sector therefore has its place in 
Bahrain’s strategy of diversification 
and balancing of public accounts, 
considering the country’s potential: 
the archipelago has a rich heritage 
and history, from the civilization 
of Dilmun to the Islamic period, 
highlighted by the archaeological 
mission of Bahrain Authority for 
Culture and Antiquities led by our 
fellow citizen and archaeologist 
Mr Pierre Lombard. In that way, 
heritage conservation is an oppor-
tunity for Bahrain to emphasize its 
specificities vis-à-vis its neighbors. 
This effort combined with sustain-
able development implementation 
including touristic facilities and 
natural resources preservation 
would develop the assets of Bahrain. 
Today, the Kingdom already takes 
pride in recording two World Herit-
age sites on Bahraini territory, Qal’at 
al-Bahrain and the Pearl Road. At 
the end of June, the Kingdom will 
host the UNESCO World Heritage 
Committee, an organization chaired 

by the former French Minister of 
Culture, Audrey Azoulay. On this 
occasion, France will support two 
candidacies, which - we hope – will 
come to enrich our 43 already listed 
sites. 

I wish to take the opportunity to 
express to the Bahraini organizers, 

The archipelago has a rich 
heritage and history, from 
the civilization of Dilmun 

to the Islamic period, high-
lighted by the archaeological 
mission of Bahrain Authority 

for Culture and Antiquities 
led by our fellow citizen 

and archaeologist Mr Pierre 
Lombard.

 

1967
The Six-Day War ends: Israel 
and Syria agree to a cease-fire.

1980
The African National Congress 
in South Africa publishes a call 
to fight from their imprisoned 
leader Nelson Mandela.

1996
Peace talks begin in Northern 
Ireland without the 
participation of Sinn Féin.

2001
Pope John Paul II canonizes 
Lebanon’s first female saint, 
Saint Rafqa.

TODAY 
DAY IN 

HISTORY

Hon. Chairman Najeb Yacob Alhamer | Editor-in-Chief Mahmood AI Mahmood | Deputy Chief Editor Ahdeya Ahmed | Chairman & Managing Editor P Unnikrishnan | Advertisement: Update Media W.L.L | Tel: 17579900, Fax 17256470, Email: sales@newsofbahrain.com | Newsroom: Tel: 17579911, Email: mail@newsofbahrain.com
Subscription & circulation: Tel: 38444692/17579877 | Email:subscription@newsofbahrain.com | Website: www.newsofbahrain.com | Printed and published by Al Ayam Publishing 

TOP 

4
TWEETS

04

02

01

Putin’s Russia invaded its 
neighbors, violated our 

sovereignty by undermin-
ing elections, and attacks 
dissidents abroad. Yet our 
President wants to reward 
him with a seat at the table 
while alienating our closest 
democratic allies. It makes 
no sense.

@JoeBiden
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Bangladesh has opened 
its doors to 700 000 

fleeing Rohingya in the last 
eight months. That’s the 
equivalent of the DC popu-
lation. @theirc’s commit-
ment to quality health and 
protection services needed 
and valued.
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CNN presenter, Anthony 
Bourdain 61, commits 

suicide. Found hanging on 
Friday in his hotel room 
in France. Designer Kate 
Spade 55, found hanging 
Tuesday in her NY apart-
ment. Her husband said 
she suffered severe de-
pression, authorities con-
firmed suicide.

@YomiShogunle

Instead of giving huge 
tax breaks to corpora-

tions who shut down in 
the United States and send 
jobs abroad to low-wage 
countries, we must invest 
in creating worker-owned 
companies.

@SenSanders

 

Eritreans who can’t stand 
living conditions in Eritrea 
flee rather than rebel. In 

one of the saddest exoduses 
in contemporary African 

history, tens of thousands of 
them have risked their lives 

heading for the Mediterrane-
an Sea and then trying to 

cross it. 

of the world’s most important water-
ways, with foreign military assets and 
investment pouring into the region’s 
ports, railways, airports and roads. 
Djibouti, landlocked Ethiopia’s de 
facto outlet to the sea, now hosts 
troops from the United States and 
France, but also China, Germany and 
Japan. The United Arab Emirates’ 
military operates out of the ports 
of Assab in Eritrea and Berbera in 
Somaliland.

For such players, the stalemate 
between Eritrea and Ethiopia was 
becoming politically and financially 

untenable. It is probably no coinci-
dence that Ethiopia’s shift about the 
boundary this week follows a visit 
to the region in late April by Donald 
Yamamoto, the United States’ acting 
assistant secretary of state for African 
affairs.

While cheering Abiy’s declara-
tion about the border, diplomats are 
stunned by the rat-a-tat pace of his 
sudden departures from old practice. 
First came the release of the oppo-
sition leader Andargachew Tsige, a 
bête noire of the Ethiopian govern-
ment, along with several hundred 
political prisoners. Then the state of 
emergency was lifted. After that it 
was announced that state-owned en-
terprises would be opened to private 
investment.

“This is breathtaking stuff,” said a 
diplomat who has spent years shut-
tling between the region’s capitals. 
“The pace of change is incredible, and 
the prime minister needs every bit of 
support from the international com-
munity if he is to push this through.”

And yet  the much-awaited, 
much-desired normalisation of rela-
tions between Ethiopia and Eritrea 
could prove more destabilising to the 
Horn of Africa in the long term than 
its cold war ever was.

For all of Isaias’ complaining about 

Ethiopia’s refusal to honor the bound-
ary decision, that reluctance has 
served him well: It has allowed his 
control-freak regime to keep running 
Eritrea along the militaristic lines he 
and his movement established in the 
bush during the fight for independ-
ence. His government could invoke 
the threat of an imminent invasion 
to justify its refusal to implement the 
1997 Constitution, allow opposition 
parties, stage multiparty elections or 
tolerate a free press.

Isaias’ insistence that all Eritreans’ 
first duty is to protect their coun-
try has kept much of the nation’s 
youth trapped in open-ended military 
service. The policy has crippled the 
economy, leaving Eritrean farms and 
businesses bereft of labor. It has also 
been massively unpopular, including 
within the military itself. In 2013, 
Isaias survived a coup attempt by 
junior army officers.

At the same time, indefinite forced 
conscription has allowed Isaias to 
pre-empt the kind of mass protests 
that roiled northern Africa during 
the Arab Spring. Eritreans who can’t 
stand living conditions in Eritrea flee 
rather than rebel. In one of the sad-
dest exoduses in contemporary Afri-
can history, tens of thousands of them 
have risked their lives heading for the 
Mediterranean Sea and then trying to 
cross it. Many have drowned; others 
have wound up rotting in Libyan pris-
ons or being held hostage by human 
traffickers in the Sinai Peninsula.

If Ethiopia does withdraw its 
troops from the Eritrean territory it 
still occupies, a key excuse for Isaias’ 
iron rule will be removed.

His admirers hope that he would 
grab any historic opportunity for 
real peace with Ethiopia to display 
once again the visionary leadership 
that defined him as a freedom fight-
er and reset his management of the 
country.

His critics, who see him as inca-
pable of shifting gears, believe the 
sustained bluff that was mass con-
scription may have just been called. 
If they are correct, Ethiopia’s recent 
peace overture could actually make 
the region more, not less, volatile.

(Michela Wrong is the author of “Border-
lines,” a novel about a border dispute in 

the Horn of Africa, and “I Didn’t Do It For 
You,” a history of Eritrea.)

As I stopped to buy some 
watermelon from a 
loaded wayside truck 

recently, I was surprised to 
note that the price had gone 
up in the short span of a cou-
ple of weeks. The hawker 
disarmingly told me that the 
thirst-quenching fruit was in 
demand for iftar during the 
hot summertime Ramadan and 
this led to a price increase. Of 
course, the fruit is available 
at more or less stable prices 
in big stores and one doesn’t 
have the heart to haggle with 
the small-time vendor who 
probably grows it in his little 
farm patch and stands in the 
heat to sell his harvest. 

Many of us are aware that 
food waste goes up during 
Ramadan as we all try to share 
our largesse with neighbours 
and family, generating more 
food than can be hu-
manly consumed, 
especially when we 
are fasting for most 
of the day. The gov-
ernment  keeps  a 
strict eye on Rama-
dan price increase, 
ensuring availability 
of food essentials and 
that the prices don’t 
go up. 

Yes, wastage has 
gone up in our mod-
ern lives and often, 
it runs contrary to 
the spirit of sacrifice 
and austerity that the 
Holy Month repre-
sents. Ramadan is 
not just about fasting 
but also about prayer, 
about reaching out to the vul-
nerable and about introspec-
tion. By and large, most of us 
do tick these boxes. The sense 
of serenity that wraps our lives 
during this Holy Month gives 
us pause and connects us to the 
spiritual purpose of our lives. 

One thing that has changed, 
though, is the commerciali-
sation of Ramadan. When I 
discussed this with a business-
man, he laughingly suggested 
that if I spoke about commer-
cialisation and waste, it may 
hit businesses who see this as 
an opportunity to make money 
to cover losses incurred during 
lean times. And that’s really 
the thought-process I’m com-
ing to: we are looking at the 
commercialisation of a for-
merly austere and religious 
moment. Our merchandise-fo-
cused society has obviously 
vulgarised the sacred.

Let’s take the example of 

how companies mark Rama-
dan these days. There was a 
time just a decade ago when 
modest and tastefully select-
ed gifts of gourmet dates and 
spices were sent to associates, 
suppliers and media for Ram-
adan. Then we started getting 
invitations for Iftar and Ghab-
ga parties where companies 
shared convivial times as a PR 
bonding. Today, such occa-
sions have become a showcase 
of excess with hotels some-
times charging nearly BD 40 
per person for a Ghabga party. 
Multiply that by about 50 for 
an average corporate ghabga 
and you’re looking at serious 
spending. In addition, there 
are ostentatious raffle prizes 
too and the costs spiral upward 
every year. No doubt, the ho-
tels go all out to impress with 
elaborate settings and vast 
menus - but somehow, I feel 
this makes a mockery of the 
Ramadan spirit of non-covet-
eousness and self-control. 

Of course companies do give 
generously to charity to mark 
Ramadan – but just think how 
much more would be available 

if companies cut the partying, 
to give to deserving causes and 
to pass on as competitive dis-
counts to customers – which 
in turn, will probably stimulate 
your business more?

When analysing the reasons 
why poor Indian rural fami-
lies go bankrupt celebrating 
festivals and weddings, World 
Bank economist Vijayendra 
Rao said, “Publicly observable 
celebrations have two func-
tions: they provide a space for 
maintaining social reputations 
and webs of obligation, and 
they serve as arenas for sta-
tus-enhancing competitions.”

That’s probably just as true 
for Bahrain companies who 
use Ramadan to woo impor-
tant stakeholders – only I be-
lieve its time for a rethink in 
time for 2019.

(Capt Mahmood Al Mahmood is the 
Editor-in-Chief of The Daily Tribune.) 

Of course companies 
do give generously to 
charity to mark 
Ramadan – but just 
think how much more 
would be available if 
companies cut the 
partying, to give to 
deserving causes and 
to pass on as 
competitive discounts 
to customers – which 
in turn, will probably 
stimulate your 
business more?

CAPT. MAHMOOD AL MAHMOOD

An excess of 
Ramadan celebration

Tourism - a strong asset for France and Bahrain
The creation of a representative office in Paris by BTEA has boosted Bahrain’s effort to capture part of a growing global tourist flow

by the former French Minister of 
Culture, Audrey Azoulay. On this 
occasion, France will support two 
candidacies, which - we hope – will 
come to enrich our 43 already listed 
sites. 

I wish to take the opportunity to 
express to the Bahraini organizers, 

and particularly to the WHC presi-
dent Shaikha Haya Al Khalifa and 
to the president of the Bahrain Au-
thority for Culture and Antiquities, 
HE Shaikha Mai bint Mohammed 
Al Khalifa, France’s wishes for full 
success in this huge challenge that 
will emphazise Bahrain’s pivotal role 
in the Gulf region.

The latest developments in ur-
ban planning with the renovation 
of the Corniche - initiated by the 
Urban Planning and Development 
Authority, technically assisted by 
Expertise France - or the King 
Hamad Causeway project should 
contribute to strengthening the 
attractiveness of Bahrain. The air-
port expansion project, which in-
volves French skills (Thales), or the 
certification of a hundred guides 
should also enhance the accessi-
bility and attractiveness of the is-
land. Today, the country is already 
one of the privileged destinations 
for French tourists, because of the 
living conditions it offers: a survey 

conducted on French expatriates, 
published last week, confirmed this 
fact, ranking Bahrain as their sec-
ond favorite destination globally, 
ahead of Norway, New Zealand or 
even Malta.

Today, cooperation between 
France and the Kingdom of Bahrain 
keeps intensifying far beyond the 
simple field of heritage conservation. 
In addition to the presence of the 
French tourism industry excellence, 
via the AccorHotel group, this co-
operation now invests in training, 
through the creation of a hotel school 
in partnership with the French In-
ternational School of Hospitality and 
Tourism Management (Vatel).

 King Hamad’s official visit to Prési-
dent Macron on 22 June will provide 
to both our nations a great oppor-
tunity to confirm the crucial role of 
tourism to get our people closer and 
our links stronger.

(CÉCILE LONGÉ is Ambassador 
 of France to Bahrain)

The archipelago has a rich 
heritage and history, from 
the civilization of Dilmun 

to the Islamic period, high-
lighted by the archaeological 
mission of Bahrain Authority 

for Culture and Antiquities 
led by our fellow citizen 

and archaeologist Mr Pierre 
Lombard.

 


