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Denmark: Eritrea Immigration Report Deeply Flawed

European Governments Should Rely on UN Reports, Support UN Inquiry
December 17, 2014

(Brussels, December 17, 2014) — A Danish immigration report on Eritrea that suggests changing refugee policy
for Eritrean asylum seekers is deeply flawed. Denmark and other European governments should await the
outcome of the United Nations Commission of Inquiry on Eritrea, established in June 2014, before considering
any major policy changes concerning Eritrea.

The Danish report suggests that the Eritrean government may be carrying out reforms that would allow Eritrean
asylum seekers fleeing Eritrea’s abusive, indefinite national conscription program to be safely returned to the
country. The number of Eritrean asylum seekers and migrants fleeing Eritrea and arriving in Europe has surged
in recent years. A very high rate of Eritrean asylum seekers are granted refugee status or some other protected
status in Europe, according to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)’s statistics.

“The Danish report seems more like a political effort to stem migration than an honest assessment of Eritrea’s
human rights situation,” said Leslie Lefkow, deputy Africa director. “Instead of speculating on potential Eritrean
government reforms, host governments should wait to see whether pledges actually translate into changes on
the ground.”

According to UNHCR, the number of Eritreans arriving in Europe tripled in 2014 to nearly 37,000 in the first 10
months.

Eritrea is isolated politically, both regionally and internationally, and is under UN sanctions due to its alleged
past support for the militant group Al-Shabaab in Somalia. Some observers suggest that interest by European
governments in stemming migration from the Horn of Africa is the main impetus for a variety of changes in
policy toward the country, including the assessment of refugee policy.

Eritrea was among the African governments that met with European Union member states in Rome on
November 28 as part of the EU-Horn of Africa Migration Route Initiative (also known as the Khartoum Process).
Its stated aim is to prevent human trafficking and smuggling of migrants from the Horn to Europe.

The November report from the Danish Immigration Service, largely based on interviews with anonymous
diplomatic and other sources in Eritrea, contains contradictory and speculative statements about Eritrea’s
human rights situation. The sources also often qualify their statements, noting that there is no independent
access to detention centers, that the fate of people returned to Eritrea is unclear, and that government reforms
of the national service conscription are rumored, but not confirmed. There is no indication that the authors of the
report interviewed victims or withesses of human rights violations in Eritrea, and a prominent Eritrean academic
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consulted for the report has publicly criticized it.

Eritrea is one of the most closed countries in Africa, with no independent media, local nongovernmental
organizations, or political opposition. The degree of government repression makes independent fact-finding in
the country especially hard, including the difficulty of protecting interviewees from government reprisals.
Eritrean refugee accounts are a primary source of information for international human rights investigators for
this reason.

Eritrea’s dire human rights situation has been widely reported, including by a UN special rapporteur on Eritrea
who has published several authoritative and damning reports on conditions. Human Rights Watch has not
found any significant improvement in the human rights conditions in the past year.

The most common patterns of abuse in Eritrea include indefinite military conscription; forced labor during
conscription; arbitrary arrests, detentions, and disappearances; torture and other degrading treatment in
detention; restrictions on freedoms of expression, conscience, and movement; and repression of religious
freedom. Eritrea’s policy of national service or military conscription is a significant reason for many young
Eritreans to flee the country. By law each Eritrean is compelled to serve 18 months in national service starting
at age 18, but in practice conscripts serve indefinitely; many for over a decade.

In June, the UN Human Rights Council condemned Eritrea’s “continued widespread and systematic violations
of human rights and fundamental freedoms,” and adopted a resolution establishing a commission of inquiry to
investigate abuses in Eritrea.

European governments should not make major policy changes toward Eritrea until they see the commission of
inquiry findings, Human Rights Watch said.

“If the Eritrean government is really ready to carry out human rights reforms, it needs to give the UN
commission of inquiry access so that it can make an objective assessment of progress,” Lefkow said. “The
Eritrean government’s willingness to cooperate with the commission of inquiry will be the first test of whether it
is ready to change course.”
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