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INTERNAL APPEAL - ERITREA

2 April 2007

Two IFEX members appeal to government to account publicly for missing and imprisoned journalists
SOURCE: Media Foundation for West Africa (MFWA), Accra
**Please send your organisational signature by replying to campaigns@ifex.org (with a copy to dcozac@pencanada.ca) before 14 April 2007**

(MFWA/PEN Canada/IFEX) - The following is an internal appeal by MWFA and PEN Canada:
Embassy of Eritrea

1708 New Hampshire Ave, NW

Washington DC 20009 USA

Tel: 202 319 1991

Fax: 202 319 1304

Dear President Issaias Afeworki:

We, the undersigned member organisations of the International Freedom of Expression Exchange (IFEX), join with PEN Canada and the Media Foundation for West Africa (MFWA) in calling on your government to account publicly for the fate of four independent journalists in Eritrea, whose deaths have been reported in recent months, and to release, immediately and unconditionally, all remaining journalists currently behind bars.

According to our information, poet and playwright Fessehaye "Joshua" Yohannes, who was a journalist with the now-banned weekly "Setit", died in detention on 11 January 2007. Fessehaye was paralysed in one hand and had been walking with difficulty for years. He reportedly succumbed to the extremely harsh conditions in which he had been held since his arrest in September 2001. Last year, a report also circulated on the Internet about the death in prison of three other independent journalists: Medhane Haile (editor-in-chief, "Keste Debena"), Said Abdelkader (writer and editor, "Admas", and owner of the press that printed most of the independent newspapers) and Yusuf Mohamed Ali (editor-in-chief, "Tsigenay"). To date, your administration has neither confirmed nor denied the veracity of these reports.

More recently, ten state media journalists were detained in a wave of arrests that began on 12 November 2006, following the defection of several leading journalists. They were arrested on suspicion of maintaining contact with the fugitives or of trying to flee. Several of them remain in detention, although we are unsure of the exact number.

Since your government cracked down on the political opposition and the independent media in September 2001, there has been no freedom of expression in Eritrea. Indeed, the human rights situation has deteriorated to such an extent that your country now ranks among one of the world's worst offenders.

We are seriously concerned by the news of the reported deaths of Fessehaye Yohannes, Medhanie Haile, Said Abdelkader and Yusuf Mohamed Ali. If true, it would constitute an inexcusable tragedy. We therefore call on you to prove that Fessehaye Yohannes did not die; or, that if he did, that his body be given to his family so that they can provide him with a proper burial. PEN Canada and MFWA also urge you to prove that Haile, Abdelkader and Ali are alive. We also ask that all other journalists in prison be released immediately and unconditionally. While they remain behind bars, the undersigned international organisations demand that they be treated humanely, have access to medical care as required, and receive visits from the International Committee of the Red Cross.

The following organisations also call on your government to allow for independent media to resume work in Eritrea and that your government ensures the full respect for all fundamental human rights as outlined in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) of the United Nations, which Eritrea signed and ratified in 2002.
Signed:

Media Foundation for West Africa (MFWA)
PEN Canada
Please send your organisational signature by replying to campaigns@ifex.org (with a copy to dcozac@pencanada.org) before 14 April 2007.

For further information, contact Jeannette Quarcoopome, Media Foundation for West Africa, 30 Duade Street, Kokomlemle, P.O. Box LG 730, Legon, Ghana, tel: +233 21 24 24 70, fax: +231 21 22 10 84, e-mail: events@mfwaonline.org, Internet: http://www.mfwaonline.org or Isobel Harry, Executive Director, PEN Canada, 24 Ryerson Ave., Suite 214, Toronto, ON,  M5T 2P3 Canada, tel: +1 416 703 8448, fax: +1 416 703 3870, e-mail: iharry@pencanada.ca, Internet: http://www.pencanada.ca/

The information contained in this internal appeal is the sole responsibility of MFWA and PEN Canada. This material is not for broadcast or publication.
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