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European Parliament resolution on Eritrea, notably the case of Dawit Isaak
(2020/2813(RSP))
The European Parliament,
–

having regard to its previous resolutions on Eritrea, in particular that of 6 July 20171,

–

having regard to the report of 11 May 2020 of the UN Special Rapporteur on the
situation of human rights in Eritrea,

–

having regard to the statement of 30 June 2020 by the UN Special Rapporteur on the
situation of human rights in Eritrea, delivered at the 44th session of the Human Rights
Council,

–

having regard to the UN Human Rights Council resolutions on the situation of human
rights in Eritrea,

–

having regard to UN Security Council resolution 2444 of 14 November 2018,
terminating with immediate effect all UN sanctions against Eritrea (arms embargo, asset
freezes and travel bans),

–

having regard to Council Decision (CFSP) 2018/1944 of 10 December 2018 repealing
Decision 2010/127/CFSP concerning restrictive measures against Eritrea2,

–

having regard to Case 428/12 (2012) filed to the African Commission on Human and
Peoples’ Rights on behalf of Dawit Isaak and other political prisoners,

–

having regard to the Final Declaration of the 66th session of the African Commission on
Human and Peoples’ Rights of 22 May 2017,

–

having regard to the UN Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishment,

–

having regard to the Constitution of Eritrea, adopted in 1997, which guarantees civil
liberties, including freedom of religion,

–

having regard to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights,

–

having regard to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) of
1966,

–

having regard to the ACP-EU Partnership Agreement (the Cotonou Agreement)3, as

OJ C 334, 19.9.2018, p. 140.
OJ L 314, 11.12.2018, p. 60.
3 OJ L 317, 15.12.2000, p. 3.
1
2
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revised in 2005 and 2010, to which Eritrea is a signatory,
–

having regard to Rules 144(5) and 132(4) of its Rules of Procedure,

A.

whereas Dawit Isaak, a dual citizen of Eritrea and Sweden, and therefore a citizen of the
European Union, a journalist and co-owner of Eritrea’s first independent newspaper, the
widely distributed Setit, was arrested by the Eritrean authorities on 23 September 2001,
along with 21 other persons; whereas the Eritrean Government accuses Dawit Isaak of
being a ‘traitor’, although he has never been charged or brought to trial; whereas Dawit
Isaak had returned from Sweden following Eritrea’s independence in 1992 to assist with
the solidification of the country’s fledgling democracy;

B.

whereas the imprisonments occurred after the publishing of an open letter condemning
the regime and calling on President Isaias Afwerki to make democratic reforms;
whereas on the day of the arrests, the government announced a ban on all independent
media; whereas the detainees have not been charged with a crime;

C.

whereas Dawit Isaak was released from custody on 19 November 2005 after significant
interventions on his behalf by the Government of Sweden, among others; whereas he
was re-arrested two days later while on his way to hospital, with the Eritrean authorities
claiming that he had only been temporarily released in order to undergo medical
treatment; whereas since then, Dawit Isaak has been held incommunicado by the
Eritrean authorities, who refuse to disclose his exact location or details of his health and
well-being;

D.

whereas in December 2008, there were unconfirmed reports that Dawit Isaak was
transferred to a maximum security prison in Embatkala, and that shortly after, on 11
January 2009, he was admitted to an air force hospital in Asmara, believed to be
seriously ill; whereas the nature and extent of his illness remain unknown and the
Government of Eritrea refuses to confirm his hospitalisation;

E.

whereas Dawit Isaak’s family, including his three children, have faced huge distress and
uncertainty since his disappearance, having little knowledge of their loved one’s wellbeing, whereabouts or future prospects; whereas Dawit Isaak’s daughter, Betlehem
Isaak, continues to advocate for her father’s release; whereas Betlehem Isaak confirmed
in 2020 that her father was alive;

F.

whereas the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights ruled that journalists
arrested in Eritrea in September 2001, including Dawit Isaak, were being held in
arbitrary and unlawful detention, and urged the Eritrean authorities to release them or at
least to hold a fair trial;

G.

whereas the situation in Eritrea’s overcrowded and unsanitary detention centres
amounts to cruel and inhuman treatment; whereas these conditions put detainees at
increased risk of transmission of COVID-19; whereas access to healthcare, food and
sanitation is extremely limited or lacking entirely, leaving detainees reliant on visitors
for basic supplies; whereas prison lockdowns aimed at combating the pandemic have
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contributed to further malnutrition and corresponding mental and physical ailments;
whereas many more prisoners are being held in shipping containers, where they are
subjected to extremely harsh temperature conditions;
H.

whereas, since gaining independence, Eritrea under Isaias Afwerki has systematically
jailed thousands of people for their political views or their work as journalists, or for
practising their religion; whereas enforced disappearances take place on a structural
basis; whereas detainees are typically subjected to arbitrary and unlawful arrests and
detentions without charge and are denied access to lawyers or family visits;

I.

whereas Eritrea is ranked 182nd out of 189 countries in the Human Development Index
for 2019, according to the 2019 Human Development Report of the UN Development
Programme; whereas the Reporters Without Borders World Press Freedom Index ranks
Eritrea 178th out of 180 in 2020; whereas the Committee to Protect Journalists ranked
Eritrea the world’s most censored country in 2019;

J.

whereas the report of the UN Commission of inquiry on human rights in Eritrea,
published on 9 May 2016, noted that crimes against humanity had been committed in a
widespread and systematic manner in detention centres, military training camps and
other places across the country over the past 25 years;

K.

whereas according to the report of the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human
rights in Eritrea of 16 May 2019, ‘the positive momentum for peace and security in the
region has raised expectations in Eritrea and in the international community that the
Government of Eritrea will implement political and institutional reforms’, however, ‘the
Eritrean authorities have not yet engaged in a process of domestic reforms and the
human rights situation remains unchanged’; whereas the UN Special Rapporteur has
been denied access to Eritrea to conduct in-country visits since 2009;

L.

whereas in May 2019, the Eritrean authorities carried out a crackdown on nonrecognised Christian congregations;

M.

whereas the President of Eritrea continues to refuse to hold elections and to implement
the country’s constitution, in spite of the fact that it was ratified in 1997 and that
Eritrea’s electoral law was ratified in 2002; whereas the interim legislature has not met
since 2002 and the judiciary is controlled by the government;

N.

whereas recent developments in regional peace and security were expected to lead to the
introduction of reforms to national service and to the demobilisation of conscripts in
Eritrea; whereas to date, there have been no official announcements of a reduction in the
duration of national service or of any demobilisation plans; whereas national service
continues to be involuntary in nature and of an open-ended duration; whereas national
service places many citizens, including women and girls, in a situation of slavery, where
their whole life is under the control of others and where they suffer, inter alia, physical,
sexual and verbal abuses and may be forced to work as domestic servants;

O.

whereas in July 2018, Eritrea and Ethiopia signed an historic peace agreement ending
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twenty years of conflict; whereas the July 2018 peace agreement opened new prospects
for the country’s socio-economic development, linked with the advancement of regional
economic integration in the Horn of Africa;
P.

whereas following the peace agreement between Eritrea and Ethiopia, the EU changed
its approach towards Eritrea based on ‘principles of engagement’, which had previously
allowed neither political dialogue nor EU development cooperation with Eritrea, to the
so-called ‘dual track’ approach;

Q.

whereas, the EU’s partnership with Eritrea is governed by the Cotonou Agreement, and
whereas parties to this agreement are bound to respect and implement its terms, in
particular respect for human rights, democracy and the rule of law;

R.

whereas despite gross and systematic violations by Eritrea of the essential and
fundamental elements of the Cotonou Agreement regarding human rights, the EU never
initiated consultations as provided for in Article 96 thereof, despite Parliament’s calls to
do so;

S.

whereas the EU is a significant donor to Eritrea in terms of development assistance;
whereas following the 2018 peace agreement between Eritrea and Ethiopia, a new
Development Cooperation Strategy for 2019-2020 was agreed upon by the EU and
Eritrea, under which the EU allocated EUR 180 million;

T.

whereas the autocratic government attempts to control the Eritrean diaspora by means
of a 2 % expat income tax and by spying on the diaspora and targeting relatives who
remain in Eritrea;

1.

Demands that all prisoners of conscience in Eritrea be immediately and unconditionally
released, notably EU citizen Dawit Isaak and the other journalists detained since
September 2001; demands immediate information regarding Dawit Isaak’s whereabouts
and well-being; urges the Eritrean authorities to provide him with access to
representatives of the EU, the Member States and Sweden in order to establish his
healthcare needs and any other necessary support;

2.

Condemns in the strongest terms Eritrea’s systematic, widespread and gross human
rights violations; calls on the Eritrean Government to put an end to detention of the
opposition, journalists, religious leaders and innocent civilians;

3.

Appeals to the African Union, as a partner of the EU with an explicit commitment to the
universal values of democracy and human rights, to step up its activity in relation to the
regrettable situation in Eritrea and to work together with the EU to secure the release of
Dawit Isaak and other political prisoners;

4.

Demands that, given the current COVID-19 health crisis, the poor sanitary conditions in
Eritrean prisons and the high risk of infection for detainees, adequate food, water, and
medical care be promptly provided; expresses concern that the COVID-19 pandemic is
exacerbating the situation of famine and malnutrition that exists in parts of the country
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and is contributing to food shortages;
5.

Demands that the Eritrean Government provide proof of life and detailed information
on the fate and whereabouts of all those deprived of physical liberty; calls for fair trials
for those accused, the immediate and unconditional release of any prisoners not charged
with any crimes, and the abolition of torture and other degrading treatment such as
restrictions on food, water and medical care; reminds the Eritrean Government of its
obligation to address all human rights violations, including by investigating
extrajudicial killings and enforced disappearances as well as the capital punishment,
which should be abolished in line with the recommendations presented in the UN
Human Rights Council Annual Report 2020;

6.

Deplores the fact that Eritrea provides no space for independent human rights defenders,
members of the political opposition or independent journalists; calls, therefore, on the
Eritrean Government to open civic space for independent civil society organisations and
allow the creation of other political parties in the country; reminds Eritrea of its
obligations under ILO conventions, with particular regard to the right of civil society
organisations and trade unions to organise, peacefully demonstrate, participate in public
affairs and campaign for better workers’ rights;

7.

Demands that the Eritrean Government desist from using its citizens as forced labour
through indefinite national service and put an end to the compulsory practice of all
children undertaking their final year of schooling in a military training camp;

8.

Calls on the Commission to ascertain whether the conditionality of EU aid is respected
and to ensure that no financing for projects in Eritrea, particularly those that are carried
out using national service labour, benefits the Eritrean Government; deplores, in this
regard, the fact that the Commission continues to finance the ‘Roads Project’, and calls
on it to strictly respond to the needs of the Eritrean people for development, democracy,
human rights, good governance, security and freedom of speech, press and assembly,
and to evaluate tangible outcomes regarding human rights that have resulted from the
EU-Eritrea strategy and the so-called ‘dual track approach’;

9.

Calls for the immediate implementation of Eritrea’s 1997 Constitution, which was
drafted in full consultation with all stakeholders and civil society and duly adopted;

10.

Condemns the use by the Eritrean Government of the extraterritorial ‘diaspora tax’;
urges the government to respect freedom of movement and to end the ‘guilt-byassociation’ policies that target the family members of those who evade national
service, seek to flee Eritrea or fail to pay the 2 % income tax imposed by the
government on Eritrean expatriates, including EU citizens;

11.

Calls on Eritrea to lift the ban on independent media and to allow the creation of
political parties, as a central tool for promoting democracy in the country; calls for
human rights organisations to be allowed to freely operate within the country;

12.

Demands that the Eritrean authorities put an end to detention of the opposition,
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journalists, religious leaders, civil society representatives and innocent civilians; urges
Eritrea to fully respect and protect freedom of religion and to stop its ongoing
persecutions on the basis of faith;
13.

Reiterates its urgent request for a global EU human rights mechanism, the so-called
European Magnitsky Act; calls on the Council to adopt this mechanism through a
decision relating to the Union’s strategic interests and objectives under Article 22(1) of
the Treaty on European Union;

14.

Demands that Eritrea fully respect and immediately enact the UN Convention against
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment and fully
uphold its obligations under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, both of which prohibit torture;

15.

Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council, the Commission, the
Vice-President of the Commission / High Representative of the Union for Foreign
Affairs and Security Policy, the African Union, the President of Eritrea, the UN Human
Rights Council, and the ACP-EU Joint Parliamentary Assembly.
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