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An 80-year old Jehovah’s Witness in prison for 11 years 

 
The US Commission on International Religious Freedom calls for his release 

 

HRWF (21.10.2022) - USCIRF Commissioner Frederick Davie has called on the US State 

Department to secure the release of 80-year-old Tesfazion Gebremichael, who has been 

in prison in Eritrea for 11 years for the peaceful practice of his Christian beliefs. 

(see link). Tesfazion is one of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Due to his age and the poor prison 

conditions, there is growing concern that Tesfazion may not live long enough to ever be 

reunited with his family and friends. Four imprisoned Jehovah’s Witnesses between the 

ages of 62 and 77 have died, since 2011. 

Tesfazion’s wife, four children, and five grandchildren are now safely living outside of 

Eritrea. Therefore, the entire family is now in favor of widely publicizing Tesfazion’s 

situation, as it would no longer inadvertently endanger them. 

Prison conditions 

• In the Mai Serwa Camp, prisoners are crowded into small cells with no room for 

movement and not enough space to lie flat. Prisoners who need to lie down must 

do so on their side pressed up against one another 

• No sanitation facilities. Prisoners, men and women alike, are only permitted to 

relieve themselves at fixed times—twice a day—surrounded by soldiers who 

observe them 

• No medical care or adequate food/water supplied 

• Prisoners are forced into unpaid slave labor 

• Visitors are not allowed 

• None of those presently imprisoned have ever been formally charged or had the 

opportunity to defend themselves in court. Since there are no effective domestic 

legal remedies available to them, their imprisonment amounts to a de facto life 

sentence 

Nationwide persecution 

Jehovah’s Witnesses experience ongoing intense persecution in Eritrea. Since the country 

became independent in 1993, the government has imprisoned, tortured, and harassed 

Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

See, link to Jehovah’s Witnesses’ newly released 2022 annual report on Eritrea. You’ll 

also find a detailed list of all 20 Jehovah’s Witnesses (14 males and 6 females) in prison. 

https://twitter.com/USCIRF/status/1578496651794055168
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1lqccfEF_Ijb-u8iTUVvWJkX758HJTlcd?usp=sharing


Human Rights Without Frontiers FoRB Newsletter | Eritrea   

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Africa, Europe, and the United States have made considerable 

efforts to diplomatically address the persecution. They have made numerous requests for 

dialogue with Eritrean officials in Asmara, but the officials either do not respond or refuse 

to meet with the Witnesses. 

 

International advocacy 

Amnesty International 

“Amnesty International has documented the religious persecution in Eritrea, including the 

unlawful detention and inhumane detention conditions for members of Jehovah’s 

Witnesses. In the absence of any information about their whereabouts and their fates, 

their detention amounts to enforced disappearance. Hence, for years Amnesty 

International and other human rights organizations have been requesting the Eritrean 

authorities to disclose their whereabouts and their fates, and they are still alive, to 

release them immediately and unconditionally.”—Fisseha Tekle, Amnesty 

International’s researcher covering Eritrea and Ethiopia [issued October 11, 2022.  

International Religious Freedom or Belief Alliance 

September 2022, the IRFBA Council of Experts and Steering Committee accepted the 

case of Tesfazion Gebremichael for international advocacy 

The US State Department’s Office of International Religious Freedom currently serves as 

the Secretariat of the Alliance (link) 

Photo: Tesfazion Gebremichael – USCIRF (Courtesy of Jehovah’s Witnesses). 
 

 

Arrest of Catholic bishop and two priests 

 

By Jude Atemanke 

 

CAN (18.10.2022) - https://bit.ly/3ggn1Q0 - Security officers in Eritrea have arrested 

and detained a Catholic bishop and two priests, a source in the Northeastern African 

country has confirmed to ACI Africa. 

On Oct. 15, security agents reportedly arrested Bishop Fikremariam Hagos Tsalim at 

Asmara international airport after he arrived from Europe, BBC News reported. 

A source in Eritrea who did not want to be named for security reasons confirmed the 

media reports about the arrest of Tsalim, the local ordinary of Eritrea’s Segheneity 

Eparchy, who will turn 52 on Oct. 23, saying, “Yes, it is true. What the media is saying is 

true.” 

“We just need your prayers right now,” the source told ACI Africa. 

Two Catholic priests, Father Mihretab Stefanos, who is the parish priest of St. Michael’s 

parish of Segheneity Eparchy, and Abbot Abraham, a member of the Order of Friars 

Minor Capuchin (Franciscan Friars), were also arrested and detained at Adi Abeto prison 

alongside Tsalim, Agenzia Fides reported. 

https://www.state.gov/international-religious-freedom-or-belief-alliance/
https://bit.ly/3ggn1Q0
https://www.catholic-hierarchy.org/bishop/btsalim.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/live/world-africa-62845575?ns_mchannel=social&ns_source=twitter&ns_campaign=bbc_live&ns_linkname=634cfe0992171f0e39be882e%26Eritrea%20detains%20Catholic%20bishop%20-%20sources%262022-10-17T08%3A39%3A51%2B00%3A00&ns_fee=0&pinned_post_locator=urn:asset:152f7964-74c3-4a89-a86a-eb0c3ab69d9b&pinned_post_asset_id=634cfe0992171f0e39be882e&pinned_post_type=share
https://www.capuchins.org/who-are-we
https://www.capuchins.org/who-are-we
http://www.fides.org/en/news/72947-AFRICA_ERITREA_A_bishop_and_two_Eritrean_priests_arrested_Capture_of_the_Tigrinyan_city_of_Shire
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The members of the clergy are being accused of highlighting violations of human rights in 

Eritrea in their homilies, the source said. 

The human rights violations, the source added, include “imprisonment of parents (women 

and men), mobilization of deserved army people, young people [taken] by force to the 

war fronts, closing homes, [and] confiscation of animals from those people who have 

refused to go to war.”  

In May, officials of several United Kingdom-based Christian entities expressed 

concern about “continuing unjust” human rights violations in Eritrea.  

In a letter sent to the Eritrean ambassador in the United Kingdom and Ireland, officials 

of Christian Solidarity Worldwide (CSW), Church in Chains - Ireland, Release 

Eritrea, Human Rights Concern - Eritrea, and the Eritrean Orthodox Church in the 

United Kingdom highlighted multiple instances of human rights violations. 

“We remain concerned at the continuing unjust, arbitrary, and indefinite detention of 

tens of thousands of Eritrean citizens in harsh conditions, including hundreds of 

Christians imprisoned solely on account of their faith,” officials of the Christian 

organizations said in their May 20 letter addressed to Ambassador Estifanos 

Habtemariam Ghebreyesus. 

The Christian leaders also said they were “dismayed by reports of Eritrean lives being lost 

in the war in neighboring Ethiopia, including those of conscripts and minors.” 

In August, the government of Eritrea took over the Hagaz Agro-Technical 

School (HATS), a Catholic learning institution that the Brothers of the Christian 

Schools (LaSalle Brothers) established and were running. 

The Hagaz Agro-Technical School “has been providing training in farm machinery, rearing 

of crops and animals, as well as soil conservation for the last 23 years,” 

the BBC reported. 

This seizure is the latest in a series of government confiscations that have taken place in 

Eritrea since 2019. The government has cited a 1995 regulation that limits the activities 

of religious institutions as justification for the confiscation of property. 

Catholic bishops in the Northeastern African nation opposed the regulation, arguing that 

the Church’s social services are not in opposition to the government. 

Photo: Bishop Fikremariam Hagos Tsalim of Eritrea's Segheneity Eparchy | InfoVaticana 

 

 

Eritrea seizes control of Catholic-owned college – BBC 

The Eritrean government has seized control of a Catholic-owned technical 

school, sources have told the BBC 

 

 

By Teklemariam Bekit, BBC News Tigrinya 

Eritrea Hub (26.08.2022) - https://bit.ly/3RqOQ5l - The Eritrean government has seized 

control of a Catholic-owned technical school, sources have told the BBC. 

https://www.aciafrica.org/news/5921/christian-entities-concerned-about-continuing-unjust-human-rights-violations-in-eritrea
https://www.aciafrica.org/news/5921/christian-entities-concerned-about-continuing-unjust-human-rights-violations-in-eritrea
https://www.csw.org.uk/
https://www.churchinchains.ie/
http://hrc-eritrea.org/
https://www.aciafrica.org/news/6556/eritrean-authorities-seize-control-of-catholic-owned-school-set-to-take-over-another
https://lasallefoundation.org/hats-hagaz-agro-technical-school/
https://lasallefoundation.org/hats-hagaz-agro-technical-school/
https://www.lasalle.org/en/lasallian-family/brothers/
https://www.lasalle.org/en/lasallian-family/brothers/
https://www.bbc.com/news/live/world-africa-62444129?ns_mchannel=social&ns_source=twitter&ns_campaign=bbc_live&ns_linkname=63060cd54929d817e977845a%26Eritrea%20seizes%20control%20of%20Catholic-owned%20college%262022-08-24T12%3A59%3A36.120Z&ns_fee=0&pinned_post_locator=urn:asset:83f375e8-ee0a-41b5-8c99-7c140be4b738&pinned_post_asset_id=63060cd54929d817e977845a&pinned_post_type=share
https://bit.ly/3RqOQ5l
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The Hagaz Agro-Technical School is run by the LaSalle Brothers organisation and has 

been providing training in farm machinery, rearing of crops and animals, as well as soil 

conservation for the last 23 years. 

The school is also known for producing Shalku wines, the drink grappa and jam. From its 

dairy cattle it produces yoghurt and cheeses. 

Another Catholic-owned training college, the Don Bosco Technical School in Dekemhare, 

is set to be handed over to the government in September. 

In 2019, the Eritrean government took control of secondary schools and health facilities 

run by religious bodies across the country. 

The government cited a regulation passed in 1995 that limited the activities of religious 

institutions in the Horn of Africa nation. 

Eritrean bishops objected to the regulation, arguing that the church’s social services did 

not act in opposition to the government. 

The Catholic Bishops Conference of Eritrea wrote to the Eritrean government, saying “the 

Church’s life is connected with the service of the people”. 

The bishops have repeatedly called on the Eritrean government to nurture an inclusive 

democracy and end authoritarian tactics. 

Many analysts believe the latest seizures are a retaliation for the Catholic Church’s call 

for reforms in the one-party state. 

Roman Catholics make up about 4% of Eritrea’s population. 

The church is one of only four religious groups allowed to operate in the country, along 

with the Eritrean Orthodox, Evangelical Lutheran, and Sunni Islam groups. 

Other religious groups are viewed by the government as foreign agents. 

Photo: AFP Copyright: AFP 
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The third Patriarch of the Eritrean Church Tewahedo died 
after 15 years of house arrest 

 

 
 

By Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers 

 

HRWF (12.02.2022) - After a serious long illness, the Patriarch of the Eritrean Orthodox 

Church Tewahedo, Abune Antonios, died at the age of 95. He was buried on 10 February 

in Asmara at a monastery to which he belonged. A large crowd gathered at the burial 

site, many of whom had traveled long distances on foot, according to reports. He had 

been under house arrest for the last 15 years. 

 

Abune Antonios (July 1927 – 9 February 2022) was the third Patriarch of the Eritrean 

Orthodox Tewahedo Church. He was illegally and forcefully deposed by the Eritrean 

government in 2006 and was placed under house arrest thereafter. He was kept in 

solitary confinement under the orders of the country’s authoritarian leader, President 

Isaias Afwerki, for his resistance to government interference in the Church. 
 

Abune Antonios was born to a family of priests in the town of Hembrti, north of Asmara 

in the province of Hamasien. When he was five years old, his father gave him and his 

brother as a gift to the monastery of St. Andrey, where they were educated. He was 

ordained priest in 1942, and later elected Abbot in 1955. When the Eritrean Orthodox 

Tewahedo Church sought autocephaly, he was one of five abbots of monasteries that 

went to Egypt to be ordained as bishops so that the church would have its own Holy 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patriarch
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eritrean_Orthodox_Tewahedo_Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eritrean_Orthodox_Tewahedo_Church
https://humanrightscommission.house.gov/defending-freedom-project/prisoners-by-country/Eritrea/Patriarch%20Abune%20Antonios
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hamasien
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autocephaly
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Synod
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Synod. He was ordained as Bishop Antonios of Hamasien-Asmara on 19 June 1994 

in Saint Mark's Coptic Orthodox Cathedral, Cairo, by Shenouda III, Pope of the Coptic 

Orthodox Church of Alexandria.  

Following the death of Abune Yacob in 2003, he was elected Patriarch in popular elections 

which were unanimously endorsed by the Holy Synod of the church. His ordination and 

enthronement as Patriarch took place on 23 April 2004 in Asmara, at the hands of Pope 

Shenouda III, assisted by Eritrean and Coptic Orthodox Metropolitans and Bishops. He 

was the first Patriarch of Eritrea to have been enthroned who had not previously been 

a bishop in the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church. 

Very early in his reign as Patriarch, Abune Antonios confronted state interference within 

his church. He resisted government requests that he excommunicate 3,000 members and 

protested the arrest of priests. As early as January 2005, the Patriarch's annual 

Christmas message was not broadcast on television. On January 20, 2006, authorities 

notified Patriarch Antonios he would be removed as Patriarch and placed him under 

house arrest. 

On May 27, 2007, the Eritrean government replaced Patriarch Antonios with Bishop 

Dioscoros of Mendefera, forcefully removed the Patriarch from his home, and detained 

him incommunicado at an undisclosed location. However, many adherents and clergy 

both in Eritrea and in the diaspora continued to follow Antonios during his detention. 

On July 16, 2017, authorities allowed Antonios to make a public appearance for the first 

time in over a decade. While under heavy security, Antonios attended mass at St. Mary's 

Cathedral in Asmara, but was prevented from giving a sermon or subsequently speaking 

with congregants. Three days later, on July 19, the government moved Antonios to a new 

location, reportedly to provide better living conditions. 

In 2019, bishops of the Holy Synod of the Eritrean Orthodox Tewahedo 

Church excommunicated Antonios, accusing him of heresy. The move was condemned by 

the Standing Conference of Oriental Orthodox Churches. Nor do they recognize the power 

that changed him in the Eritrean Church. 

Eritrea’s authoritarian regime, one of the most repressive in the world, often arbitrarily 

arrests, detains, and imprisons believers of all faiths.  

 

 

 

 

About the persecution of Eritrean Orthodox Christians 

 
By Willy Fautré, Human Rights Without Frontiers 

 

HRWF (12.02.2022) - Eritrea is ruled by a totalitarian one-party dictatorship of Maoist 

inspiration.  

 

Eritrea gained independence from Ethiopia in 1991 after 30 years of continuous armed 

struggle by the Eritrean Liberation Front. Since then, national presidential or legislative 

elections have never taken place.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holy_Synod
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saint_Mark%27s_Coptic_Orthodox_Cathedral,_Cairo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Shenouda_III_of_Alexandria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_of_the_Coptic_Orthodox_Church_of_Alexandria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_of_the_Coptic_Orthodox_Church_of_Alexandria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abune_Yacob
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bishop
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethiopian_Orthodox_Tewahedo_Church
http://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/coe/eritrea-orthodox-patriarch-antonios-expelled-for-heresy/
http://www.scooch.org/letter-to-the-eritrean-church/
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As of July 2018, the US government estimated the total population of Eritrea to be six 

million but there are no reliable figures available on religious affiliation. Some 

government, religious, and international sources estimate the population to be 49% 

Christian and 49% Sunni Muslim. In 2016, the Pew Foundation estimated the population 

to be 63% Christian and 37% Muslim. The Christian population is predominantly Eritrean 

Orthodox.   

 

The only recognised religions in Eritrea are the Eritrean Orthodox Church, the Roman 

Catholic Church, the Lutheran Evangelical Church and Sunni Islam. 

 

In Eritrea, Orthodox Christians cannot be considered Coptic because the Coptic Pope 

granted autocephalous status to their church in 1994. However, the Eritrean Orthodox 

Church was historically under the authority of the Patriarch of Alexandria and still is. 

Since the current government in Eritrea took power, this Church has experienced severe 

restrictions despite being one of the four recognised religions. After years of objecting to 

state interference in religious affairs, Patriarch Abune Antonios was deposed by the 

government in January 2006 and placed under house arrest. Another patriarch, who was 

selected and imposed by the regime, has governed the church since that time.   

 

Three high-ranking Orthodox Christians detained in a maximum-security centre 

since 2004 

 

Gebremedhin Gebregioris, a theologian expert and the head of the Sunday Schools 

department in the Eritrean Orthodox Patriarchate  

 

Futsum Gebrenegus, a senior doctor who appeared regularly on Eritrean TV and had 

positions on many government-appointed commissions  

 

Tekleab Menghisteab, a deacon and priest in the Eritrean Church 

 

were all detained in 2004 for their involvement in the renewal movement of the Orthodox 

Church.  

 

They have been kept incommunicado since then, and no formal charges have ever been 

brought against them. 

 

International advocacy 

 

On 6 July 2017, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on the cases of Abune 

Antonios and Dawit Isaak. The resolution stated that:  

 

“Abune Antonios, the Patriarch of the Eritrean Orthodox Church, the nation’s largest 

religious community, has been in detention since 2007, having refused to 

excommunicate 3000 parishioners who opposed the government […] since then, he has 

been held in an unknown location where he has been denied medical care. 

 

The European Parliament called ‘on the Eritrean Government to release Abune Antonios, 

allow him to return to his position as Patriarch, and cease its interference in peaceful 

religious practices in the country’. Additionally, it reiterated ‘that freedom of religion is a 

fundamental right, and strongly condemned any violence or discrimination on grounds of 

religion’. 

 

In its 2021 Annual Report, the United States Commission on International Religious 

Freedom (USCIRF) expressed its concern for the continuation of religious repression in 

https://www.state.gov/reports/2018-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2018-report-on-international-religious-freedom/eritrea/
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1447968/3175_1540636081_2018-09-general-briefings-eritrea.pdf
https://www.churchinchains.ie/prisoner-profiles/gebremedhin-gebregiorgis/
https://www.churchinchains.ie/prisoner-profiles/futsum-gebrenegus
https://www.churchinchains.ie/prisoner-profiles/tekleab-menghisteab
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0309_EN.html
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the country and highlighted the domination of the government in the internal affairs of 

the four recognised religious communities, including the Orthodox Church of Eritrea.  

 

USCIRF recommended to the US government to  

 

• Redesignate Eritrea as a country of particular concern (CPC); 

• Impose targeted sanctions on Eritrean government agencies and officials 

responsible for severe violations of religious freedom by freezing those individuals’ 

assets and/or barring their entry into the United States; 

• Use bilateral and multilateral diplomatic channels to urge the government of 

Eritrea to release unconditionally detainees held on account of their religious 

activities, including Patriarch Antonios. 

• Urge the Eritrean government to release the remaining detainees held on account 

of their religious activities, including Patri- arch Antonios;  

• Call on the Eritrean government to end religious persecution of unregistered 

religious communities and grant full citi- zenship rights to Jehovah’s Witnesses; 

and  

• Encourage the Eritrean government to extend an official invitation for unrestricted 

visits by the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the situation of human 

rights in Eritrea, the UN Special Rappor- teur on freedom of religion or belief, the 

UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention, and the International Red Cross.  

Since 2004, USCIRF has designated Eritrea as a Country of Particular Concern. 

 

On 21 June 2019, the UN Human Rights Council issued a press release by Special 

Rapporteur Daniela Kravetz about human rights in Eritrea, especially the government’s 

crackdowns on various religious communities. Concerning the arrest of Orthodox 

believers, she said that on 13 June 2019, ‘security forces arrested five Orthodox priests 

from the Debre Bizen monastery. The priests - three over 70 years old - were allegedly 

arrested for opposing the government’s interference in the affairs of the Church’. She 

also pressed the government to ‘release those who have been imprisoned for their 

religious beliefs’. 

 

https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-04/2021%20Annual%20Report.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Eritrea.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=24721&LangID=E.
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041041
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041041
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041041

