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 SECOND REPORT ON 

 

 THE CONFLICT BETWEEN YEMEN & ERITREA  

 

 OVER THE RED SEA ISLANDS 

 

 

 Since the first report was made in mid-December 1995, the conflict between Yemen and 

Eritrea over the Red Sea islands of Zugar, Greater Hanish and Lesser Hanish, took a turn for 

the worse with a military occupation by Eritrean forces of Greater Hanish and the detention of 

a number of Yemeni soldier there.  But the parties continued to declare their desire for a 

peaceful settlement of the conflict as mediation by neighboring and world leaders was stepped 

up. 

 

The Armed confrontation 

 

 The conflict began on December 15, 1995 when Eritrean forces landed on the island of Greater 

Hanish and occupied it.  Apparently the local Yemeni garrison on the island was taken by surprise or 

did not put up much of a resistance and was taken prisoner by the Eritreans. Reports of Yemeni air 

raids to repel the Eritrean attack were denied by a Foreign Ministry spokesman, who added that no 

military operations were carried out by Yemen since a cease fire was announced. 1  An Eritrean 

Foreign Ministry spokesman attributed the military action to provocation by Yemeni forces against 

Eritrean forces deployed on the island.  He gave the number of Yemeni soldiers captured at 180 and 

many killed. Eritrean casualties were said to be six killed and three wounded.2  The other two islands 

in the archipelago, Lesser Hanish and Jabal Zuqar, apparently remain under Yemeni control.  

 

Speculations as to the immediate cause of the conflict 

 

 As is often the case, whenever a crisis or conflict brews in the Middle East, fingers begin to 

point to the usual three culprits: oil, Israel and Muslim fundamentalists.  This time, there has been an 

inkling of all three.  In a recent interview, the Eritrean President, Isais Afeworki confirmed that his 

country has concluded offshore oil prospecting.  Exploration contracts and press reports indicate that 

the beneficiary is a Houston-based consortium, Anadarko; although American majors including Mobile 

and Amoco have also been in talks with the Eritreans.3  Yemeni spokesmen have accused Israel of 

orchestrating the Eritrean attack on Hanish. But in denying that his country was in any way involved in 

the conflict, Israeli Health Minister Ephraim Sneh alluded in a statement to Israel Radio to the friendly 

                                              
    1  FBIS-NES-95-244, Dec. 20, 1995, p. 2. 

    2  FBIS-NES-95-243, Dec. 19, 1995, p. 1. 

    3  T HE FINANCIAL T IMES (London) (Jan. 18, 1996), p. 13. 
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relations Israel has with Eritrea which he said "occupies an important strategic position for the freedom 

of navigation in the Red Sea and in confronting the fundamentalist (threat) in Sudan."4  

 

 But the conflict may have been precipitated more by economic than political motives. A 

Yemeni-German company was given a permit early in 1995 to build tourist facilities on Greater Hanish 

Island; and, according to Yemeni authorities, a contingent of Yemeni forces went along for protection. 

 On their part, the Eritreans say that Yemen began to deploy its forces on the islands in March 1995, 

but their aggressive intentions did not become apparent until December 15 when they advanced on 

Lesser Hanish (sic).  However the Eritreans may have considered the construction of tourist facilities 

on Hanish a threat to their own pleasure and leisure complex  on the Dahlak Islands, an archipelago 

right across from Masawa, the main port of Eritrea.  

 

 According to the ECONOMIST  magazine,5 the Dahlak project is the brain child of B.K. Anderson, 

a Texan contractor and engineer with considerable experience in the region, particularly the Sudan in 

the 1970s and 1980s, who became close to the Eritrean People's Liberation Front during their struggle 

for independence.  His project which will consist of hotels, casinos, golf courses, marinas, power and 

desalination plants, is aimed at wealthy vacationers from dry and drab Saudi Arabia.  Planned to start 

operating in 1999, the project would provide the Eritrean government an annual land rent of $500.00 an 

acre and 40% of the casino's gross revenues. 

 

Competing claims to the islands 

 

 Historically, the last acknowledged sovereign of the islands was the Ottoman Sultanate whose 

demise at the end of World War I in 1918 left the islands in limbo as far as their sovereignty was 

concerned.  The Lausanne Treaty6 of July 24, 1923, between the Republic of Turkey, the successor 

to the Ottoman Sultanate, and the Allied Powers, settled all the territorial issues resulting from the break 

up of the Ottoman Empire, whose domain stretched from the Balkans in Europe to the Middle East and 

the Red Sea, including Yemen and the Hanish islands. Although the Treaty is specific about all the 

post-war borders of Turkey with its neighbors, including the numerous islands in the Aegean and the 

Mediterranean seas, no mentioned is made of the Red Sea islands. Instead, article 16 of the Treaty, in a 

catch-all article has this to say: 

 

Turkey hereby renounces all rights and title whatsoever over or respecting the 

territories situated outside the frontiers laid down in the present treaty and the islands 

other than those over which her sovereignty is recognized by the said treaty, the future 

of these territories and islands being settled or to be settled by the parties concerned.  

 

 At the time the Treaty was concluded, the two allied powers with naval forces in the Red Sea 

as well as land-based presence on either side of that sea, were Italy which had occupied Eritrea, and 

Britain which had occupied Aden in southern Yemen.  Apparently neither power saw any particular 

                                              
    4  From a Reuter and Agence Presse report published in AN-NAHAR (newspaper) in Beirut (Dec. 22, 1995), p. 12. 

    5  T HE ECONOMIST, U.S. ed. (Jan. 13, 1996), p. 41. 

    6  Text in 18 AMER. J. OF INT'L LAW (Jan., Apr., July, Oct., 1924), SUPPLEMENT, Official Documents, pp. 1 -53. 
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strategic importance for the islands and simply cooperated in keeping their lighthouse functioning for 

the safety of ships entering and exiting the Red Sea through the straights of Bab-al-Mandab. Both Italy 

and Britain have since the end of World War II lost whatever authority and bases they had in the 

region. 

 

 Apparently Yemen and Eritrea consider themselves the natural successors to whatever de facto 

claim Britain and Italy had over the islands.  According to Yemeni President 'Ali 'Abdalla Salih, "we 

were there before them (the Eritreans) [and] we have major evidence proving that this (Hanish) is a 

Yemeni island."7  In a major speech at the Police Academy in Sanaa on December 20, 1995, he went 

on to explain how since the early 1980s Yemen was in control of the islands, that the upkeep and 

operation of the lighthouses there were financed by the Yemeni Shipping Corporation, and that the 

Eritrean revolutionaries used the islands to conduct their war of independence under the protection of 

the Yemeni authorities, whose presence on the islands kept the Ethiopian regime of Mengistu Haile 

Mariam from attacking them there. 

 

     On the other hand, the Eritreans say that they have a historic claim to the islands despite the long 

line of foreign rule from the Ottoman Turks, to the Italians, the British and the Ethiopians, according to 

a statement issued by the Eritrean Foreign Ministry.8  The statement went on to state that in the last 

two years, since achieving independence, the Eritrean Government had neither the ability nor the time 

to consider any viable plans for the islands, until Yemen started deploying forces there.  

 

The Negotiations 

 

 Despite their conflicting claims of sovereignty over the islands, both sides have stressed in their 

statements their brotherly relations and, therefore, their desire to see the conflict settled peacefully.  

The first series of negotiations in November which were held in both Asmara and Sanaa came to an 

end with the capture by Eritrea of Greater Hanish on December 15.  All signs indicated then that they 

were heading to the International Court of Justice at the Hague.  But the occupation by Eritrea of 

Greater Hanish brought about the present impasse. Yemen is now asking that Eritrea withdraw from 

the island before any negotiations resume and is reported to have fortified its positions on Lesser 

Hanish and Jabal Zugar to pressure Eritrea.9 

 

 Reacting to Eritrean President Isaias Afwerki's statement that Yemen's demand for the 

withdrawal of the Eritrean forces from Greater Hanish before negotiations could resume is "an 

impossible condition," an official Yemeni statement said that the Yemeni s tand is firm. There will be no 

negotiations until the Eritrean forces are withdrawn from Greater Hanish and everything returns to the 

"situation which prevailed prior to December 15."10 

 

                                              
    7  FBIS-NES-95-245, Dec. 21, 1995, p. 2. 

    8  FBIS-NES-95-243, Dec. 19, 1995, p. 1. 

    9  Supra note 4. 

    10  FBIS-NES-96-002, Jan. 3, 1996, p. 1. 
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The Mediators 

 

 Enter the mediators.  From the start of the confrontation in November, regional and 

international mediators began lining up to diffuse the conflict.  The heads of the neighboring states, 

Arab and African, such as Egypt and Qatar, came forward offering their good offices. They were 

followed by some European powers, France and Russia, and lately the Secretary General of the United 

Nations, Boutros Ghali.  On a visit of inspection to UNIKOM, the U.N. Kuwait-Iraq Observer Mission 

troops, Ghali declared that he was on his way to Sanaa and Asmara to offer his good offices to 

mediate the conflict between the two capitals. 

      

 But the most promising mediation apparently is that of the Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles 

Zinawi, whose Foreign Minister, Seyoum Mesfin, has been on a shuttle diplomacy between the capitals 

of Yemen and Eritrea since December 22.  The Ethiopian demarche stands the best chance for 

resuming the dialogue between the two nations.  Ethiopia, from which Eritrea seceded after the fall of 

the Mengisto regime, relies greatly on the Eritrean port of Masawa.  It also has historical relations 

with Yemen, going back to antiquity; hence its influence with the two parties to the conflict and an 

interest in maintaining peaceful conditions in the Red Sea area. 

 

     The Ethiopian initiative also appears to have United States backing.  In a report in the Arabic 

language newspaper, AL-HAYAT ,11 datelined Washington, D.C., an unidentified U.S. official declared 

that the crisis over the Red Sea islands appears to be cooling off, and Washington is increasingly 

optimistic about a peaceful settlement to the conflict. The official went on to say that while 

Washington continues to actively pursue its contacts with all the countries concerned, it has no plans 

at present to mediate the conflict, particularly since the Ethiopian mediation seems to be achieving 

some progress.  Ethiopia, he added, is particularly interested in resolving the crisis peacefully to 

ensure its uninterrupted use of the Eritrean port of Masawa.  
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    11  AL-HAYAT (Jan. 5, 1996), pp. 1 & 6. 
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