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A professor of Economics at W.R. Harper College, Geatchew Begashaw had recently posted an article on http://www.ethiomedia.com/ website - titled “Port of Assab as a Factor For economic Development and Regional Conflict”. Having the opportunity to hear him speak during the April 9-11, 2010 conference held in Virginia, it wasn’t that much of a surprise where he was heading - with the subject of the port of Assab - in the article he wrote.  Apparently, Professor Begashaw is having a difficult time to be acquainted with the fact that Assab and Eritrea are inseparable. One cannot deliberately reject this fact that is clearly supported by historical and geographical facts that Assab is inside the territory of Eritrea. Reading the Professor’s article, one also can’t help but to suspect that he may have been engaged in intellectual dishonesty with his reasoning to validate his point. His argument using weak analogies and logical fallacies to justify the return of Assab to Ethiopia is a bit disingenuous.  Moreover, his deliberate attempt to undermine the economic significance of the port of Assab to Eritrea, coming from someone of his caliber, shows that his argument is not only fallacious but also troubling. Given the state of mind of the Professor, one can take it further and say that he is a borderline warmonger.
On the first paragraph of his introduction, in his attempt to bolster his argument, the Professor wrote: 
“Bolivia makes an unmistakable parallel for Ethiopia in that the right of access to the sea will remain Ethiopia’s national priority for generations to come”. 
With this half-baked truth the professor further weaken his own argument. Bolivia lost the coastline about 125 years ago during the War of Pacific. After the war was over, there was a treaty between Chile and Bolivia that resulted in Bolivia conceding the Coastline. Of course, most Bolivians might have come to realize that the treaty was signed under military duress from Chile and questioned the legality of the treaty. Although there is no legal ground to force Chile to return the Coastline, and with no indication Chile is willing to give it back, Bolivia’s option, unfortunately, is limited to diplomacy.  Military confrontation with Chile is not in the best interest of Bolivia. Therefore, it is essential for both nations that bilateral agreement should be explored to resolve the access to the coastline issue. On the other hand, Bolivia and Eritrea have something in common – their territory was once invaded and annexed by their neighbors. With luck and its vigorous diplomacy to reclaim the Coastline, Bolivia will have more in common with Eritrea if the diplomacy and/or military confrontation (unlikely and counter productive) prevail and the Coastline is returned to its legitimate owner. 
Despite the fact that Bolivia had signed the treaty to surrender the coastline that was once under its control, there is a ground for requesting for the return of it, and perhaps a deal to work out a free access. On the contrary, neither the Professor nor the government of Ethiopia has the right to demand the return of Assab. In Bolivia’s case, possibly there are two elements that can work in its favor for requesting the coastline to be returned: a) Bolivia is the legitimate owner of the coastline b) The 1904 treaty between Bolivia and Chile was the by product of the military pressure from Chile. Conceivably, what makes it difficult for Bolivia once again is the signed Treaty. Unfortunately, for Ethiopia, there is no proof of ownership nor there was a treaty between Eritrea and itself. A unilateral decision to force unification and to simply dress it up as if it was a mutual agreement is far-fetched.

  “The details of Eritrea's association with Ethiopia were established by the UN General Assembly resolution of September 15, 1952. It called for Eritrea and Ethiopia to be linked through a loose federal structure under the sovereignty of the Emperor. Eritrea was to have its own administrative and judicial structure, its own flag, and control over its domestic affairs, including police, local administration, and taxation.[14] The federal government, which for all intents and purposes was the existing imperial government, was to control foreign affairs (including commerce), defense, finance, and transportation. As a result of a long history of a strong landowning peasantry and the virtual absence of serfdom in most parts of Eritrea, the bulk of Eritreans had developed a distinct sense of cultural identity and superiority vis-à-vis Ethiopians. This combined with the introduction of modern democracy into Eritrea by the British administration gave Eritreans a desire for political freedoms alien to Ethiopian political tradition. From the start of the federation, however, Haile Selassie attempted to undercut Eritrea’s independent status, a policy that alienated many Eritreans. The Emperor pressured Eritrea’s elected chief executive to resign, made Amharic the official language in place of Arabic and Tigrinya, terminated the use of the Eritrean flag, imposed censorship, and moved many businesses out of Eritrea. Finally, in 1962 Haile Selassie pressured the Eritrean Assembly to abolish the Federation and join the Imperial Ethiopian fold, much to the dismay of those in Eritrea who favored a more liberal political order”.
On the second paragraph of his article, the Professor wrote: 
“The paper will not deal with the history of Ethiopia in relation to the Red Sea, or the maritime position of Ethiopia before the fraudulent separation of Eritrea in 1993”. 
First, the separation of Eritrea from Ethiopia was not a fraudulent one as the Professor suggests. With UN observing the referendum, 99.8% Vote yes, 98% Voter Turnout http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Eritrea.    Second, the Professor didn’t provide his targeted readers with documents to support his claim of the “fraudulent separation”.  On the same paragraph, the professor emphasizes -

“This aspect of the issue has been extensively studied by many distinguished historians like Daniel Kinde and Haile Larebo.  Nor will the paper will try to look into the legal and national security issues surrounding the relationship of Ethiopia to the Red Sea”. 
However, the professor failed to provide sufficient information or assist the readers what legal argument, if any, was presented by the “distinguished historians” in regard to the legal right of Ethiopia to claim Assab back.  As stated, the center of his argument is that the port of Assab should be returned to Ethiopia unconditionally. Sadly, he failed to make his point why that should take place. His argument is based on false assertion, such as, “the fraudulent separation of Eritrea in 1993”, and analysis from one-sided parties merely focused on the historical relationship of these two countries post-annexation of Eritrea by Ethiopia. The assertion highlighted below and used by the Professor as a reference that conveniently left out the illegal annexation of Eritrea will not hold water in the international court of law. 
“The various historic and legal developments that have characterized the relationship between Eritrea and Ethiopia over the last 50 years (Federation, Integration, and Internal Administrative Reorganizations) have nullified all other earlier treaties. Eritrea was an integral part and a province of Ethiopia until its de facto independence in 1991. Thus the border between the two countries must be negotiated and agreed upon now, in the year 2000. This is the only basis for defining the future international boundary between the two countries”. By Belay Abay & Zeru Kihishen http://www.freewebs.com/lebeza/wasse.html
As I continued to read his article, it was clear that the Professor’s argument has become illogical and inconsistent. In his attempt to strengthening his case and justifying his unauthentic claim of the port of Assab, he stated: 
“It is argued that a landlocked and underdeveloped Ethiopia on the one hand and independent Eritrea, controlling the Ethiopian side of the Red Sea, on the other are contradictory and irreconcilable in terms of both regional peace and economic development for the Horn countries, in general, and Ethiopia and Eritrea in particular”.   
Again, this part of his argument is based on false premise. Evidently, the “Ethiopian side of the Red Sea” the professor is referring to, as controlled by Eritrea, is the port of Assab, which is internationally-recognized part and parcel land that is located inside the territory of Eritrea. The intellectual dishonesty continued when the Professor made the subsequent statement: 
“Assab was used almost exclusively by Ethiopia before and after the separation of Eritrea from Ethiopia. It has become idle since the 1998-2000 border war between the two, excepting for occasional use by the U.S. Army, Air force and Navy like during the Iraq offensive of 2003”.  
His statement above proved that, as landlocked country, Ethiopia had a bilateral relationship with Eritrea to use the port of Assab for a period of time (1991-1998). Surprisingly, both nations had scored economic growth during this period of their relationship, which would make his argument that landlocked Ethiopia and an independent Eritrea cannot co-exist to be a flimsy one, and his premise that Assab is nothing to Eritrea when, in fact, Eritrea was able to generate as much as one hundred million dollars per/annum from income related to the usage of the port by Ethiopia. Yet again, another false premise by the Professor: 
“The port of Assab, as it stands now, is nothing to Eritrea, but everything to Ethiopia”.  
Miscalculation:

With the current situation between the two countries, the port of Assab is not utilized by Ethiopia as the Ethiopian govt. decided to use the neighboring ports for higher fees with the intent to punish Eritrea economically. Of course, as a result, Eritrea was not able to generate the port tax revenue after the 1998-2000 war. The justification behind it was that Eritrea will suffer more as a result of the decision to abandon the port of Assab. This proved to be false as Ethiopia ended up paying dearly for this “penny wise, pound foolish” approach. If any thing, this status quo is perhaps what should be categorized to be unsustainable!
According to the Professor, peace and prosperity will only be attained if the port of Assab is returned to Ethiopia.  On the contrary, it is that line of thinking that is denying peace and prosperity to both Eritrea and Ethiopia. Moreover, the 1998-2000 war was waged with the intent to re-claim the Port of Assab. Badme was the alleged reason the Weyanes waged war against Eritrea. The facts surrounding the war and the statements that were made by Ethiopian officials, including Deputy Foreign Minster, Tekeda Alemu strongly suggests that the hidden agenda and the objective to wage war against Eritrea was the desire to gain access to the sea. The objective was not met due to Weyanes’ inability to achieve the desired goal, which was to capture the port of Assab. 
Assab: Should be a Target for Economic Development Not For Destruction:
Peace and prosperity for both Eritrea and Ethiopia will depend on bilateral agreements as to how the port of Assab is going to be utilized in away both countries will benefit from it. The step to bilateral discussion begins with respecting the rule of law.  In principle, all landlocked countries are entitled to have access to the sea through the host country. On the other hand, the landlocked nation has the responsibility to respect the interest of the host country – economic or otherwise.  The vast majority of Eritreans, and perhaps Ethiopians are not optimistic that bilateral agreement will be reached between the current governments of both countries.
Eritrea’s strategic importance was established centuries ago and it was for that reason that Eritrea was used as a revolving door for Centuries by the so-called invaders. Sixty years ago, Eritrea and Eritreans had the opportunity to control their own destiny until the fragile world peace got in the way and ruined Eritrea’s future until it finally achieved its independence in 1991. Powerful nations, institutions and perhaps individual leader could have a significant and long-term impact on a nation and its people. 
John Foster Dulles, said, "From the point of view of justice, the opinions of the Eritrean people must receive consideration. Nevertheless the strategic interest of the United States in the Red Sea basin and the considerations of security and world peace make it necessary that the country has to be linked with our ally Ethiopia."[16]
The people and the government of Eritrea are more aware of the fact the one ill-advised nation, institution and an individual leader could be a threat to Eritrea’s well-being. It is for that reason that Eritrea will not be intimidated with such reckless statement made by the professor –

 “The dismal economic conditions in both Ethiopia and Eritrea are causes for regional instability; and Ethiopian national fixation on Assab and the right of access to the sea is a sure factor for war between the two countries under a future nationalist government in Ethiopia”.
Eritrea has paid unbelievable price for world peace. It is about time the world pays Eritrea back. We would rather not see our ports to be a source of destruction; we would like to see our ports to be a fountain of peace and prosperity so Eritrea and its people can finally live in peace and our neighbors and friends can benefit from it. 
