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Knesset Discussion of Eritrea with
Eritrea’s Ambassador to Israel Tesfamariam Tekestéebbas

MK Nitzan Horowitz, Committee Chairperson- Opening Remarks

Today we will discuss these main issues:

1) Temporary Group Protection to Eritreans: the resdmhind it, the time period for this protectionda
the procedures to be implemented once the proteetids

2)Migration from Eritrea or back to Eritrea (monitagi of those on the move in terms of their numbers
and locations)

3)Human rights in Eritrea and the country’s overallation

4)Connections between Eritreans in Israel and Erigéa Eritrea (i.e. money transfers)

Tesfamariam Tekeste Debbas (Eritrean Ambassador tisrael)- Opening Remarks

The Ambassador first made it clear that he was balg to brief the government and not to address
questions or concerns by any of the NGOs presenaddepted that they were present for the disaussio
but given that this was his first time at the Kreégs give a talk, he wouldn’t spend any time deglivith
third party organizations. His caution came fromihexperience as a member to a Knesset discusson,
said, and not because he wasn'’t ready to confnenNGOs - he could, but he would do so another day.
When Chairperson Horowitz interrupted to tell himttit was procedure in an open discussion for all
parties, including NGOs, to have a say, the Amlkmsetaliated that he was shocked NGOs were even
in the room (“Why are they here for my first brigf?”). Horowitz mentioned it might be wise to hear
what NGO representatives had to say and that katiep might find they actually agreed on certain
issues. However, the Ambassador replied that alDsl@&ere a problem when it came to the migration
issue at hand, and that with all due respect t&tlesset’s procedures, he was only here to give a
briefing, and refused to deal with them. The migratssue at hand, he claimed, had many dimensions:
why are there so many Eritreans in Israel? Whaewsey motivated by? What have they suffered? How
did they even leavg(and “Why?”, as interjected by MK Regev)

The Ambassador explained that Eritrea had foughitddiberation and its independence without any
foreign assistance, relying entirely on its ownilaigce. Thirteen countries still fail to recognidtrea as
an independent state, showing that there still ierctaallenges to Eritrea in its search for soversig
Other challenges come in the shape of Eritrea’®pular isolationist ideology. Eritrea has neveowtd
for foreign intervention on its territory, and hasver given in to foreign pressure. This has cadssditke
amongst foreign countries, who call Eritrea a “admple of a good example”. Eritrea’s desired &ytar
is perceived as self-destructive when the govertmeakes decisions such as rejecting internatic f
aid. However, this decision was based on the oktiervthat international food aid crippled South
African societies. The international communityrésponse to Eritrea’s lack of compliance to their
agenda, attempts to block the Eritrean economygkbiailing its people into submission and portraying
to the world as a rough, undemocratic country.

(The Ambassador was interrupted here as the dertioerature of Eritrea was questioned, a Knesset
member asking when was the last time the countdyebections) Democracy, the Ambassador retorted,
was a process, and not a given to be instantlyresdo Neighboring African countries that tried & sp

a democracy too fast and hold elections right awa/found that the situation resulted in bloodshed.
Eritrea would not make the same mistake - theythai own recipe. The people of Eritrea would first
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build up their nation from its war-torn state of/detation. After that, the subject of electionslddie
considered. For now, the economy was the priority.

(Chairperson Horowitz interrupted here to ask tha focus be placed on the issue of refugees -MKd,
Katz added, on whether or not they could returkitfitrea). The Ambassador claimed that he loved
Eritrea and its people very much. Like Israel, rmumed the migration phenomenon and saw it asya ver
big problem. However, he said, Israel is the pdrg made matters worse by granting, from 2006-2008
6 month work permits to migrants. This was a hugstake as it created a pull factor. The Ambassador
claimed he had predicted th{ statement verified by MK Regev, who clarifieat the was indeed in

office during the events he describd4¢ had complained when the number of migratirigdgms was
small, and the problem could still be solved amligzadowever, now, his worst prediction had comestru
Eritreans would now travel through Sudan and Simget their work permit, finding themselves subjec
to “manipulation” (ie inhumane treatment). Migrafmsm other African countries would claim to be
Eritrean just so they could get their own work pierithe Ambassador mentioned that his office haghbe
willing to co-operate with Israel on this issue j&ars, and that the Eritrean government had a$sure
since 2008 that Eritreans who returned home woelgdfe. Only draft evaders would be punished as per
domestic law on sanctions against evading natieeraice. To prove his point, the Ambassador pulled
out a copy of thélaaretzdated 25 March 2008 where he was quoted as saogt other African
migrants, “they know the Eritreans automaticallggige a six-month visa, so they pretend to be
Eritrean”. The article also quotes him as sayimg ‘fact that [Israel] issues six month visas erages
people to come here”. Those who return “won’t be hu.] Army deserters will treated in accordance
with the law and drafted”. The article mentions Arabassador’s letter of protest on the issue, thvh

he hadn't yet received a response from Israel.

*Note by the Transcriber: It may be worth mentianhrere that this same article also mentions that th
reason for the visas being distributed was thatéTéraeli embassy in Asmara recently sent a refgort
Jerusalem indicating that Eritreans who were retdro their homeland 'will be placed in rows andtsh
or thrown into torture chambers". Other articles thiis same issue were published in the Haaretz that
very same day, entitled “Refugees say returningenoreans certain deathand “Torture and Prison
Await”.

The Ambassador continued his speech by sayingrthay asylum seekers claiming to be Eritrean were
not actually from Eritrea. When MK Katz then ask8d we don't have 45,000 Eritreans?”, the
Ambassador responded that this was an exaggeration.

As for the UN'’s position on Eritrea (a topic brougip by Chairperson Horowitz), the Ambassador
blamed the demonization of Eritrea by the inteoral community. He claimed that if he were to take

of the UN resolutions against Israel and compi@arthhe could also point his finger at Israel arltitha
country “hell on earth”. However, he wouldn’t dackua thing, because you can't take UN statements at
face value. Chairperson Horowitz interjected thea¢l had never been deemed unsafe for its own
nationals - the UN'’s position that Eritreans wengafe if forcibly returned was not an inventiont &n
international stance. The Ambassador respondeditisatvas also due to Eritrea’s unpopularity améngs
the international community. The latter was onlitiog and pasting from various opposition sources t
make Eritrea look bad, despite no one having giliem the mandate to do so.

Eritrea’s current position, he went on, concernigtyirning nationals, was that they wouldn’t accept
forced repatriation. Only those who had returnedntarily would be welcomed. When MK Katz
enguired about the possibility of a monetary inis@nto promote voluntary returns, the Ambassador

! Lee, Vered. “Refugees say returning home meanaiceteath” Haaretz 25-March-2008.
<http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/news/refugses-returning-home-means-certain-death-1.243459




responded that this did not show proper respeutitoan beings. If Eritreans wanted or still wanlegve
Eritrea, it is their choice. However, wherever tigay the Eritrean government demands that they be
treated in a humane manner. If they want to conmehdhey may do so, as the Ambassador claimed
hundreds had already done this year. When Chaopétsrowitz asked if Eritrean government then
issued passports to its nationals to allow forrtbetry and exit, the Ambassador specified thajdnee
them travel documents. Eritreans may do whatesyr want, it is their decision.

MK Shlomo Mola

MK Mola wished to talk about Eritreans being aldeyo home safely and a possible co-operation
between Israel and Eritrea on this issue. He knbkesthe Ambassador, that not all those in Israel
claiming to be Eritrean were actually from Eritremwever, for those who were, it was necessarintb f
a way to return these people home under humaneticorsd After all, he said, Israel is not a courfioy
refugees. Obviously, these people were welcomdstael, assisted by NGOs in their day to day lives,
provided with food, healthcare, etc. This is norinehtment to be expected in Israel; however, reothe
time for them to return home. The Israeli governté@mdly asks of the Ambassador to work and co-
operate with them in returning Eritrean citizen&tdrea. MK Mola also stated that those convenedew
not here to talk about the democratic nature dfé&aj or when it was to hold elections, or quesiti®n
current domestic situation... the point of the distms was solely to create a partnership betweem bot
governments through which Eritreans could be disiished from non-Eritreans and returned home.

Avi Granot (MoFA)

Avi Granot first established that Israel was sttimggto understand Eritrea as a country. Althougyiad|
has had relations with Eritrea since the lattardependence, and this relation has often been very
strateqi¢ Israel does not necessarily agree with all ofr&ais policies. Their choice of isolationism is
entirely up to them - however, that is not someghiasirable in a bilateral relationship. Full diplatic
relations with Israel will entail an open corresgence and co-operation from both parties. The
Ambassador’s position that no one would be retutodgtitrea unless they volunteered wouldn't solve
anything; in fact, it probably meant 99% of Eritneavould remain in Israel. Furthermore, Eritreasdoe
respect international standards and humanitarianrteeaning Eritrea’s reputed poor human rightsneéco
would be problematic in their relations. In shéng situation at hand had resulted in a dilemmiarasl
was torn between its responsibility towards thepgbe¢ensuring their human rights are respected and
sanctioning Eritrea) and its responsibility towatits state (maintaining good relations with Eritrea
There was currently no solution to this dilemmaird’state resettlement had been considered, bahgiv
Africa’s current overwhelming burden of 20 millioefugees and asylum seekers (including 200,000
Eritreans in Ethiopia alone), this was not possible

MK Yaakov Katz

MK Yaakov Katz first outlined what was going to Ipgm in regards to the migration phenomenon in the
next couple of months. Israel was currently buidifence and fining business owners employing
foreign migrants (including Eritreans). Soon, thpeeple would be sent to “open cities" in whichythe

will be provided with food, shelter, healthcaret ba employment of any kind. MK Katz then enquired

as to whether or not such measures would increzlsatary returns to Eritrea, and if so, what woléd

the conditions for returnees in Eritrea? Would theywelcomed? Arrested? Held accountable for their
leave? Would they be able to keep the money thah@omes with signing a voluntary return? Could
they buy a house with it? What about their posses8i ..(Ambassador mentioned that he had taken note
of these questions and would answer them later)
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Shmulik Bachor (Member of National Security Councilin PMO)

He expressed his desire to know, without askingpanyocative questions, why people in Eritrea chose
to escape? What was the Ambassador’'s answer tutstion? Why would people in a country clearly
working so hard on building itself back up chosgite up and cross the border?

MK Dov Khenin

MK Khenin was concerned by the large community dfr&ans currently in Israel. The situation, as all
those present knew, was very complex, and connéatadbt of social issues. Though there were
problems prior to the arrival of African migrantise influx of thousands of people into poor,
disadvantaged neighborhoods had only made mattasewT he migrants lived in horrible conditions,
often sleeping outside in the street or on pariches. MK Khenin had been curious as to why they had
been willing to travel so far, go through so muehying their family and home behind, and come here
When he had gone around and asked the migrantsfisally Eritreans, they had given very grave
arguments about the situation in their home couftingir arguments were often backed by internationa
findings. In other words, the situation truly isksad that people are allowed to run for their liged seek
asylum. MK Khenin did not doubt that the Ambassadould be willing to give the Knesset the official
government position on this issue, but he now fatihdd to take seriously. He compared the sitnattio
having the North Korean government or Syrian Amades equally claim that returning nationals would
be safe.

Israel was aware that there were problems in Britiad couldn’t just ignore the domestic situatign
walking away eyes shut. It would take a lot of daoing and a lot of hard evidence for the Eritrean
government to prove that returning nationals wdaddafe. If the Ambassador wished to co-operate, he
would have to persuade everyone in the room, dlissbwn people as well and the international
community that all returning Eritrean nationals \bhe treated in a humane and secure manner. tf suc
persuasion could not be accomplished, then theeBrtgovernment would continue to be in a bad
situation.

Ambassador Tesfamariam Tekeste Debbas

The Ambassador first wished to establish that biseghment was not one who confiscated possessions o
money from its citizens — and this includes as M&Xproposed, any potential money accompanying
voluntary returns (around $5000). The Ambassaduar ebnfirmed that this was an exorbitant amount
when compared to the Eritrean minimum wage. The #sabdor was not here to discuss money or
human rights in Eritrea. He himself had foughttfo liberation of his country - no one could téthh
anything about human rights. If people wanted tipprly judge the situation, they should come tdré&ai
and see for themselves. Comparisons to North Keega insulting. MK Katz then asked if a delegation
could be sent to Eritrea, to which the Ambassaeplied “Of course”. He warned that Eritrea was not
heaven - no place could be after years of civil. Wae economy was very poor, but progress was being
made. The country’s policy was one of investmerdgssed to consumption, to the benefit of future
generations. The Ambassador compared this proogke Kibbutz communities that initially developed
in Israel. Ancestors of those in the room today Ihaitt up the modern Israeli economy in the samg wa
Eritrea was building up its own future — buildingfails sacrifice. If Israel really wanted to assistrea,

it would invest in it, not condemn its principlesdapolicies. Eritrea couldn’t afford to spend lofs

money all the time if it wanted to ensure the visddlng of its future generations. The country itsesn't
given to the Eritrean people as a gift, but wagftdor and paid for heavily. It is totally undemstable

for Eritreans now to want to save up as much df tiesources as they could. No judgment could be
made on these current policies unless people &ctieahe and observed them in action. The Eritrean



government, the Ambassador claimed, has been thralgf, and has the right to make its own decision
It is going through the same economic stages aellsaind has the right to refuse foreign assistance

Dr. Irit Beck

Dr. Beck agreed with the Ambassador that Eritragtesl out as a war-torn country devastated by yafars
civil conflict and she stated that Eritrea washibpe of Africa, a country that was to be a modern,
democratic nation. However, 20 years later, thiggat has entirely collapsed. Eritrea is today ohine
worst dictatorships in the world. Even in the Aficcontext, it is unique in its oppressive andesgive
regime. It was ranked to worst country for freedufnexpression (even beating North Korea). The
Ambassador believes that there is an internatiomas$piracy against his country - Dr. Beck, on ttieeo
hand, believes the world is treating Eritrea tofthgorT his lack of decisiveness is partially dueBdtrea’s
geographically strategic position, leading to intgional double standards. When Chairperson Horowit
interrupted Dr. Beck to demand, on behalf of theb&ssador, if there were any facts to back up her
statements, she answered positively. As a resaastieclaimed, she has access to good information
from international reports, and one on one conversawith various individuals. All of her databased
on relevant sources.

Ambassador Tesfamariam Tekeste Debbas

The Ambassador retaliated that Dr. Beck exemplifiedproblems of academia - all she had done was
read from biased sources without actually goingritrea. Again, collecting UN Resolutions and Repor
against a country would immediately demonize thisnael included. However, that is not a trap the
Ambassador would fall into - he chooses to reagondvhat is written. Eritrea is being blatantly
demonized despite no one knowing anything abotihié. Ambassador even offered to provide
information about all the schools, hospitals aratisbeing built, which is something he noted wagne
talked about in the media. The regime in his couwis based - after being asked this by MK Katz - o
social justice. It was far from being 100% perfeetg there were many obstacles in the way. However,
Eritrea was headed in the right direction. The Assiadlor also reassured MK Katz that the money given
to volunteer returnees would not be taken by thieeeian government, and just because newspapers have
claimed so in the past does not mean it is truenkw Israel, the Ambassador claimed, the presklcou
not be trusted; only government officials couldegaccurate reports on various issues. Newspapers
would and will always remain biased.

When Chairperson Horowitz then asked whether tvareactually any interest in Eritreans remaining in
Israel as the money they sent home could be taxélokebEritrean government. The Ambassador replied
that he never made anyone come to his office tpivihim money. He encouraged people to send
money back home to support their families, and aaywho wishes to do so is welcome to drop by his
office. The only regulation Eritrea has that persaio this situation is the “recovery tax”, whidiacges
Eritreans abroad for using services in Eritredfit3dhe Ambassador said the diaspora was willingag
this tax and it was never forcibly imposed upomth&he tax contributes to the Eritrean nationaldgmid
The Ambassador then compared this to Israel whinaBects money from Jewish people abroad, and
claimed they were being hypocritical on questiortimigrea about its donations.

Yonatan Gher, Director, Amnesty International Israd

Yonatan first mentioned that everything the Ambdesavas saying he was obligated to say by the
Eritrean government, and that any deviation froooiild result in the man’s arrest and detentiom@s
the case for the Eritrean Ambassador to China, &'1Diebessai, now a political prisoner). Yonatan tha
continued to summarize Eritrea’s rights record¢ulising arrests, detention, tortures and executits
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could arise for religious or ethnic reasons, thenty's indefinite military service and various fiog of
state-legalized slavery - including sexual exptata

Chairperson Horowitz interrupted to ask where fths data came from and if the references were
reliable. Yonatan responded that he had three pEfge$erences to reports made by the UN, Amnesty
International itself, the US State Department. Ahebassador stated that these allegations had been
made before, but that there had never been anyevadnce - which Yonatan then claimed he did have.
The Ambassador continued to defend himself by spYionatan had never been to Eritrea. When asked
if he was allowed to come, the Ambassador respopedgdout with a clear, transparent agenda. When
asked if Yonatan would be allowed to leave, henditlanswer but declared that these questions were
insulting.

In response to the allegations Yonatan mentioned wede against Eritrea for supporting terrorism
(notably terrorist group Al-Shabaab), the Ambassadal that such support was non-existent. Eriggan
he went on, had been victims to terrorism themseliétrea was just being used as a scapegoat for a
failed policy in Somalia. There was no evidencbeadound for any violence in Eritrea aside fronttha
instigated by the British colony. All Eritreans leamelted into a pot due to a common enemy duriag th
fight for independence. In 5 or 10 years, Eritréalve the most democratic country. When Yonatan
mentioned that Eritrean support for Al-Shabaab eadenced by the UN, the Ambassador asked that the
subject be changed. Avi Granot (MoFA) also intetedpto mention that links between Eritrea and
terrorist groups dated back from 2008, and thedelle®n no new information since. The last repart fo
the UNSC presented last week actually demandghtbadatter lessen sanctions on Eritrea due to no
connection having been found between the coungggiernment and Al-Shabaab. Chairperson Horowitz
put an end to the debate by demanding that Yoratiotuments with references by given to him after
the meeting. The Ambassador continued to denydaritsupport for terrorist groups, also mentioning
that other Eritrean alliances, such as that wih,Iwere equally fabricated. He was then interdipte
Isayas, an Eritrean asylum seeker also preseheidiscussion.

Isayas, Eritrean Asylum Seeker

Isayas interrupted the Ambassador by claimingekatything the latter was saying was a lie. Afteing
granted permission to speak by the Chairpersomtieuced himself as an Eritrean Refugee and
addressed the Ambassador as “Mr. Dictator”. Thedaiaimed fraud at having to confront his own
people, but was interrupted by Sigal Rozen (Pubtiicy Coordinator for the Hotline for Migrant
Workers), who told him that this was how democracoyked: everyone had right to speak (to which the
Ambassador retaliated that democracy had its libeéfere Chairperson Horowitz called the discus$ion
order).

Isayas claimed his government was lying and wasrraipt, oppressive institution. There was no legal
representation of the people. All Eritreans wetigpidrsed like seeds” because of the dictatorshipvthas
ongoing in their country. He came to Israel becahseclaimed, there was no hope for him back home,
where he was a prisoner. He had no option butdsscginai and live in Levinsky Park with hundrefls o
other refugees. He stays here because he wantsihights, and is afraid to go home where he knows
innocent are killed. The Ambassador interrupted hére to thank him for betraying his country (which
Isayas quickly interjected that he loved his copntore than the Ambassador does). The Ambassador
then told Isayas that if the latter truly wantdakliation, he would do as the Ambassador had dene: b
courageous and come fight. He claimed Isayas wihigld find that he had no support. Isayas also tidn’
have to cross so many borders, the Ambassadoncetj and could have stayed in Sudan - his story
made no sense. How was he going to fight will reingi in Israel? He had no guts.



The Ambassador then explained that when he wagimény, he turned down the option to become a
doctor and had the guts to come and fight for &iitvhereas in this scenario, Isayas chose to be a
beggar. He told Isayas that all of his slow talluldatake him nowhere, and only once he had begun to
wage an armed struggle and created a good schem@évernment would anyone be willing to talk to
him seriously.

Closing remarks

MK Katz concluded that there would be a delegatioBritrea, and asked that the Ambassador be in
contact with the relevant Ministries so that thejgct could be arranged. Chairperson Horowitz afyree
that the delegation project would be seriouslyuiised although he understood that the authoritjaio
such a delegation lies with the Ministry of Fore#ifiairs, and he thanked the Ambassador for coming.
He stated that this sort of discussion would sunetybe the last, and promised to extend an ineitab
the Ambassador whenever his country was being siecliin the Knesset. He also let the Ambassador
know that the latter could send his opinions inréitén format should he be unable to attend, ang th
would be treated with the utmost consideratiornydsaattempted to interrupt to give more information
about the situation in his country, but was toldMil¢ Katz that such interjections were rude. Chaispe
Horowitz then ruled that there was no time for &mher comments (despite Sigal Rozen'’s protests on
Isayas' behalf). The discussion ended.



