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Eritrea’s involvement in the war in Ethiopia’s Tigray region represents an
attempt to reassert itself on the regional stage. But a military intervention
in Ethiopian affairs, in pursuit of payback against the Tigray People’s
Liberation Front, could result in destructive blowback.

The Eritrean military has been involved in the war in Ethiopia’s Tigray region

since the con�ict broke out in November 2020. Eritrea shares a 1,000 km border

with Ethiopia, including with Tigray. It sent thousands of soldiers in support of

the Ethiopian federal forces in their operations against the Tigray People’s

Liberation Front. These actions have both prolonged and worsened the hugely

destructive con�ict.

Eritrea’s involvement also has wider implications. It represents an attempt by

Asmara to reassert itself on the regional stage, following two decades of

relative diplomatic isolation.
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The large-scale commitment of soldiers – as well as logistical and political

support for Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed – is the result of a remarkable

turnaround in relations between Asmara and Addis Ababa. After almost two

decades of hostility, Abiy struck a peace deal with Eritrea’s Isaias Afwerki in July

2018. This appeared to usher in a new era of stability and cooperation.

But that’s not what transpired. In the following months, Abiy intensi�ed his

programme of political reform in Ethiopia. He consolidated his power at the

expense of the Tigray People’s Liberation Front. The movement had dominated

politics in Ethiopia since 1991. The front was also Eritrea’s bitterest enemy.

There had been a troubled history of relations between it and the Eritrean

People’s Liberation Front dating back to the 1970s. This antagonism culminated

in a war between Ethiopia and Eritrea between 1998 and 2000.

The outbreak of the war in Tigray served a number of purposes for Isaias.

Firstly, it gave him the opportunity to end Eritrea’s long-standing international

isolation. It did this by enabling him to exercise in�uence in a con�ict which

threatened to completely destabilise the region. This was a deeply worrying

prospect to a range of international actors.

Secondly, it reasserted his in�uence in Ethiopia’s internal affairs.

And lastly it provided an opportunity to seek revenge on the Tigray People’s

Liberation Front. The front’s leadership outwitted and outgunned Eritrea

militarily in the 1998-2000 war. It also outmanoeuvred Eritrea diplomatically in

the years following the con�ict.

Eritrea’s opportunistic policy

The government in Asmara has pursued an opportunistic foreign policy, with its

aim essentially to gain regional superiority at Ethiopia’s expense. Eritrea has

also sought to exercise leverage by getting involved in others’ con�icts. For

much of the 2000s and 2010s, for instance, Asmara de�ed the international

consensus on Somalia. This consensus was primarily orchestrated by the

government in Ethiopia, at the time led by the Tigray People’s Liberation Front.

Reaching the consensus involved the creation of a Transitional Federal

Government with broad international support.
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Ethiopian troops and African Union peacekeepers, supported in the air by the

US, launched offensives against al-Shabaab, the Somali Islamist group which

Eritrea was accused of supporting. This led to the 2009 imposition of sanctions

on Eritrea. There were also interventions in Darfur and eastern Sudan by the

Eritrean government.

Eritrea’s regional policy has largely been in�uenced by Ethiopia, its much more

powerful southerly neighbour. But Ethiopia has represented both an obstacle

and an opportunity in the pursuit of regional dominance.

In many respects, the single biggest obstacle facing the Eritrean People’s

Liberation Front regime in Asmara is a strong, united Ethiopia – a country

capable of dominating the region in economic, military and diplomatic terms,

and especially one covertly or overtly hostile to Eritrea itself. This was the case

under the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front regime led by the

Tigray People’s Liberation Front.

A weakened and disunited Ethiopia – with at least some political actors who are

easy to in�uence – therefore represents an opportunity for Eritrea’s interests.

This is because the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front’s vision for the country is

as regional gatekeeper and pivot – secure in itself, cohesive and militarily

potent.

In search of that status, the best scenario is to have Ethiopia unstable enough

to allow opportunities for intervention and in�uence. Asmara would also want to

be able to justify prolonged militarisation, which has become the hallmark of

independent Eritrean nationhood. But, it wants to avoid Ethiopia’s total collapse.

Asmara’s best-case scenario is a prolonged, unresolved con�ict in Ethiopia in

which the presence of Eritrean forces and political support are still required by

Addis Ababa.

Abiy’s assent to power and the marginalisation of the Tigray People’s Liberation

Front – combined with widespread and growing political protest in the

preceding years – presented just such an opportunity.

Risky strategy

But this is a risky strategy. Isaias has essentially harnessed his cause to that of

Abiy. When things were going well against the Tigrayan forces – as in late 2020
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and early 2021 – it looked like a justi�able policy, however catastrophic for the

civilian population. But it could back�re.

There have been signs that negotiations between the Ethiopian government and

Tigrayan leadership may be possible. If there is to be serious dialogue between

Addis Ababa and Mekele, the Tigrayan leadership will demand the withdrawal of

Eritrean forces and Isaias’ removal from discussions over Ethiopia’s future. Abiy

will need to concede this. In such a scenario, Isaias will quickly �nd himself

isolated. This would take him back to the pariah status he has occupied for

most of the last two decades. Further, in the longer term, an Ethiopia where

various parties are reconciled to one another’s legitimacy could once again

become a hostile entity on Eritrea’s southern �ank.

Involvement in other people’s wars is inherently risky business. The Eritrean

People’s Liberation Front regime has frequently played with �re. It has done so

domestically and regionally. Yet, to date, it has seemingly de�ed geopolitical

gravity.

But the Eritrean army’s disproportionately violent and inhumane intervention in

Ethiopia in pursuit of payback against the Tigray People’s Liberation Front and

the regional stature Isaias has long craved could result in the most destructive

blowback imaginable: a coalescence of Ethiopian antagonists and domestic

opposition that presents an existential threat to the Eritrean government itself.
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