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Pisa Conference on
Armed Conflict between
Eritrea and Ethiopia

At a time when the Ethio-Eritrean bound-
ary dispute seems to be entering yet an-
other critical phase, an international con-
ference on the theme “Armed Conflict
between Eritrea and Ethiopia in Inter-
national Legal Perspective” was held in
the Italian town of Pisa on 19-20 October.
It was organized by Professor Gabriella
Venturini of the Department of Interna-
tional Studies of Milan University in col-
laboration with the Sant” Anna School of
Advanced Studies based in Pisa. As its
designation indicates, the Conference was
largely concerned with the legal issues
arising from the conduct of the two par-
ties before, during and after the 1998-
2000 border war (or in legal lexicon, “jus
ad bellum”, “jus in bellum” and “jus post
bellum”). As such, a good proportion of
the papers presented dealt with an assess-
ment of the awards of the Eritrea-Ethiopia
Claims Commission (EECC), which had
adjudicated on such issues as responsibil-
ity for the outbreak of the war and com-
pensations for damages.

However, the strictly legal papers were
preceded by background papers on the
historical context of the conflict, the June
and December 2000 Algiers agreements
on the cessation of hostilities and the at-
tempt to establish comprehensive peace,
and a legal analysis of the ruling of the
Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission
(EEBC). There was also towards the end
of the Conference a survey of the genesis
and trajectory of the UN Mission in
Ethiopia and Eritrea (UNMEE).

The Conference featured presentations by
an impressive array of European interna-
tional law experts (from England, France,

Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and
Switzerland). Professors Uoldelul Che-
lati (originally from Eritrea, now teach-
ing in Italy) and Gian Paolo Calchi
Novati and Dr. Federica Guazzini of
Italy made presentations in the introduc-
tory session, while Professors John Ab-
bink of the Netherlands, Bahru Zewde of
Ethiopia and Christopher Clapham of
Cambridge University were drawn upon
to serve as discussants. The social scien-
tists who attended the Conference could
not fail to note a discordance between
the learned expositions of the scholars
and the reality on the ground, a feeling
that was expressed with characteristic
eloquence by Professor Christopher
Clapham towards the end of the Confer-
ence. The international law experts coun-
tered by pointing to the fact that such
studies would help deter future recourses
to aggression. There was also a passion-
ate appeal from an Eritrean participant
for urgent diplomatic action to avert yet
another round of fighting, which appears
so imminent.

FSS-HBF Public Lecture
on Decentralization

The second public lecture in the series
on “Good governance and democracy in
Africa” was held at the Ghion Hotel on
17th October 2007.
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The lecture series was jointly organized by Forum for Social
Studies (FSS) and Heinrich Boll Foundation (HBF). The
Guest Speaker for this occasion was Prof. Dr Siegmar
Schmidt of University of Koblenz-Landau.

Under the provocative title, “Decentralization and Democra-
tization: A Happy Couple or Strange Bedfellows?” Prof.
Schmidt started by providing a conceptual framework of de-
centralization by differentiating it from deconcentration
wherein power is shared “between members of the same rul-
ing group having authority respectively in different areas of
the state”. He defined decentralization as “distributing au-
thority and power horizontally rather than hierarchically”, or
“transfer of power from the national to sub-national levels
(regions, districts, local administration)”.

He said that there are great expectations from decentralisa-
tion as a key component of development, good governance
and representative. He said there are people, especially do-
nors, who argue that decentralization will enhance participa-
tion and administrative transparency and serve as an instru-
ment for poverty reduction and empowerment. There are also
sceptics who doubt that that there is a close relationship be-
tween decentralization, democracy and poverty reduction. He
cautioned against the dangers of regional-level decentraliza-
tion encouraging separatist tendencies, creation of opportu-
nity for patronage and nepotism. He said that the record for

decentralization is mixed and that the evidence points in both
directions.

Prof. Schmidt based his lecture on a recent case study on de-
centralization, poverty reduction and participation in Malawi.
At the time of the study, Malawi was characterised as a poor
country with a fragile democracy, a tightly controlled media,
weak civil society, widespread patronage and corruption,
weak institutions, authoritarian political culture, but a rela-
tively independent judiciary and churches that play an impor-
tant watch-dog role.

Some of the main findings of the study show that:

e The Centre does not provide sufficient resources to Dis-
trict Assemblies (DAs): inadequate for day-to-day affairs
& provision of grants was unpredictable;

e Lack of capacity & professionalism to deliver ;
e De-motivated staff;

e Implementation hampered by competition between mod-
ern institutions and traditional leaders;

e Grassroots ignorant about the reforms and the DAs, have
no voice in the process;

e Political legacy of old regime: people do not dare to
speak openly, history of intimidation;

e Grassroots pessimistic about own role: opportunities for
participation not realized;

e On the positive side, decentralization created space for
the society — the perception of poverty changed in Mala-
wian society, thereby enhancing the chances for poverty-
focussed programs in the future; it also attracted addi-
tional donor funding, and received higher priority in na-
tional debate.

What are the lessons to be drawn from the case of Malawi?

e Decentralization does not take place in a political vacuum
- political stakeholders have vested interests;

e Traditional leaders play an important role and should be
included in the process;
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e Awareness creation is important for grassroots to support
and own the reform; information and civic education abso-
lutely necessary;

e Political commitment of the central government (and the
elites) for decentralization essential;

Prof. Schmidt concluded that decentralization remains a valu-
able instrument for political reform and development. Decen-
tralization and Democratization can become a happy couple,
but both sides have to contribute to this. He cited the case of
Senegal as an example of a promising decentralization proc-
ess.

Participants made a number of comments on the initiation of
the decentralization process, political commitment of ruling
parties to democratic decentralization, whether failures were
due to implementation or the substance and approach in de-
centralization, to which Prof. Schmidt responded.
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