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Summary
1. Eritrea is a repressive government. People are leaving to pursue civil liberties,

escape human rights abuses and avoid mandatory military conscription.
2. One of the most striking features of Eritrean refugees is how young they are. Many

children/young people are choosing to leave Eritrea, despite the risks, because they 
can’t see a future for themselves in Eritrea. But because they’re so young, it 
sometimes makes it more difficult to understand why they felt they had to leave.

3. It’s not clear whether parents know the risks their children face in leaving Eritrea, but
some may consider the risks a more worthwhile option than having their children 
remain in Eritrea to face military conscription and an uncertain future.

4. In many cases, young people who are in camps have only just begun their journey to
try to meet up with relatives located all over the world.

5. The BPRM is very concerned about reports it has heard of people being tortured,
kidnapped, held for ransom on their way to the Middle East/Mediterranean.

6. The United States does not have a strong relationship with Eritrea at the moment.
There is an embassy but no ambassador. And while some of the organizations that
the United States funds to provide aid are present in the capital, they find it difficult to
move around the country to really understand the issues and to provide support. The
United States would like a stronger relationship, but the government of Eritrea
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publishes paranoid misinformation to suggest that the U.S. is trying to undermine 
Eritrean progress. 

7. There are positives that can come out of diasporas and refugee experiences. People
are remarkably resilient. Even people who have experienced terrible things can go on
to do great things. Diasporas in the United States can be an asset to both their new
and old home, by providing a bridge between the U.S. and their home country and by
providing financial and other support back home.

Video Segment Transcription

00:00 - 00:23 <Introduction and Greetings - Joe Acchione and Anne 
Richards>

00:23 - 00:30 <Joe Acchione> What is the overall mission and purpose of 
the State Department’s Bureau of Population Refugees and 
Migration?

00:31 - 01:37 <Anne Richards> The [Bureau of Population, Refugees and 
Migration] is a leader internationally on providing 
humanitarian assistance in crises all over the world. 
Traditionally it is focused on people who were displaced. 
People who have fled across borders and become refugees. 
And more and more people who were displaced within their 
own countries. And we work all over the world. We fund 
some of the major aid agencies that help refugees, displaced 
people, the stateless. That includes the UN Refugee agency 
(UNHCR), and also the International Organization for 
Migration, and the International Committee of the Red Cross. 
And in addition, we also fund a lot of the best international 
non-governmental organizations. We also work as diplomats. 
Talking to other governments. Talking to leaders of our own 
government. Briefing Congress. Trying to do what we can to 
save lives, protect people and alleviate suffering.

01:38 - 01:52 <Joe Acchione> How specifically does the [State 
Department] assist refugees in Africa?
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01:53 - 03:22 <Anne Richards> We work throughout Africa. We are a major 
funder of the organizations that respond to crises in Africa. 
And what I’ve been trying to do, in the two years that I’ve 
been in the office, is to stagger my visits overseas. Because 
of the Syria refugee crisis, we’re spending a lot of time on the 
Middle East. But I also try to get to Africa as often as I can. 
And whether it is refugees who were fleeing Mali, and now 
are going home again. Or people in the Horn of Africa. I’ve 
gone to the largest refugee camps that are in Kenya. I’ve 
gone to South Sudan several times. And so we’re very 
concerned about situations in Africa that cause people to 
flee. And also cause people to migrate. Cause people to 
undertake long trips across the continent, towards the 
Mediterranean or across the Gulf of Aden, in trying to find a 
better life. And we’re well aware that these are very 
dangerous trips, and so we look at this not just from the point 
of view of programs that help identify refugees, but we also 
look at the patterns that we see where people feel forced to 
flee, forced to seek a better life. And to undertake very 
dangerous trips to do so.

03:23 - 04:02 <Joe Acchione> Why, specifically with Eritrea, are people 
leaving in droves?

04:03 - 04:46 <Anne Richards> Eritrea has one of the most repressive 
governments in the world. And we see that people are fleeing 
to pursue civil liberties, to escape human rights abuses. And 
also a large number are leaving because of forced 
conscription - where young people are expected to join the 
military to serve nationally. And they are pulled out of school, 
sent into the military. They don’t know how long their term will 
be. And they don’t know what their future holds. So rather 
than go through that they flee to other countries. 

04:47 - 07:02 <Chris arrives to the interview>

07:03 - 07:09 <Chris Cotter> Can you tell me why so many people are 
leaving Eritrea?



Video Segment Transcription

07:10 - 07:43 <Anne Richards> Eritrea has one of the most repressive 
governments in the world. And so people flee in order to 
enjoy civil liberties, to escape human rights abuses. I met 
refugees who had been imprisoned and had a terrible time in 
prison. And many flee because they want avoid mandatory 
conscription. There, young people, are forced into the 
military. And they don’t know how long they’re going to serve. 
They don’t know what their future holds. And so rather than 
deal with that, they leave and go to other countries. 

07:44 - 07:53 <Chris Cotter> So you’ve spent sometime in the refugee 
camps. Which camps did you go to in particular? Up North in 
Ethiopia?

07:54 - 08:35 <Anne Richards> I travelled with our Ambassador to 
Ethiopia. And we went North to the camps that host Eritrean 
refugees. And this was in the Shire area. One was called 
Mayani (sp?) another was Hitsats (sp?). And we also went to 
the Endabaguna Reception Center (sp?). And we toured this 
area. And talked to the refugees. And talked to the people 
who were providing services to them. We were travelling with 
the leadership of the UN refugee agency in Ethiopia. And 
also with ARRA, which is the Ethiopian government agency 
that helps the refugees. 

08:36 - 08:38 <Chris Cotter> What were you feeling when you went 
through the camps?

08:39 - 09:43 <Anne Richards> I knew that there were a lot of Eritreans 
there. I have been to a lot of refugee camps around the 
world. What really struck me, on this visit, was how youthful 
the population was. How it really skewed young. And there 
were way more children there who were unaccompanied 
than you would find in other parts of the world. And so, I was 
shocked. Because even though I’m quite experienced 
traveling to refugee situations, meeting with refugees, visiting 
camps and on several different continents, I was shocked by 
how many children there were and how bad the ratio was of 
adult supervision to children. And I came back and I’ve talked 
about this with the High Commissioner for refugees, with 
Tony Lake, the head of UNICEF, and with other 
governments, about needing to do more to make sure that 
children get the care that they need. So it had a big impact 
on me. 
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09:44 - 10:04 <Chris Cotter> I think Mayani, with orphans, was the largest 
concentration of young people in a camp. And there was a 13 
year kid that said that basically “the world has forgotten us 
here, and we’re here living in the dust, we’re going to die in 
the dust.” It’s heart wrenching. 

10:04 - 10:43 <Anne Richards> There are other camps where children will 
show up unaccompanied, or separated from their family. But 
not in droves like this. And so, the UN refugee agency and 
the best NGOs (non-governmental organizations), they know 
what to do when you have a few of these children. They will 
get other adults to serve as foster parents. They will house 
children next to well established families. But here the 
proportions are so out of whack that there aren’t enough 
adults to really keep a good eye and supervise these 
children. And so I’m very concerned about that. 

10:44 - 11:04 <Chris Cotter> A lot of the interviews that we have were 
people who... there’s just not enough money at home to 
support their families. So they leave to try to not be a burden 
on their families in Eritrea. Some people leave for the military 
conscription. Some people are trying to make it easier for 
their families, and striking out on their own. It’s just a really 
difficult situation. 
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11:05 - 12:30 <Anne Richards> Another frustration was, because there 
were so many children, when we asked them why they had 
left, what their thinking was, we didn’t get really full, good 
answers - the way you might if you were talking to adults in 
another situation, in another camp. And so that puts a lot 
more pressure on the aid workers and the adult refugees to 
explain what the psychology is that these children have and 
that they’ve fled. And of concern to me was that some of 
them were not finished their journey. Some of these kids had 
phone numbers of relatives who were in Norway or 
Switzerland or the United States. So they were planning to 
use the camps as just a weigh station and then continue their 
journey. And we were very concerned that they understand 
that if they left the camps, that if they snuck out, and 
continued on their way, that that would be very dangerous. 
And like a lot of young people, teenagers, youth, they 
seemed to think they knew what the dangers were. And they 
seemed ready to accept taking some risks. And as 
somebody who is older than them, I felt very concerned 
about it. 

12:31 - 12:47 <Chris Cotter> I’d like to talk to you about the risks. First I 
wanted to ask, just kind of a side topic, because I’m curious, 
what was the first refugee situation that you went to? What 
was the first camp that you went to in your life, when you 
started your career?

12:47 - 12:52 <Anne Richards> In 1990, I visited camps for Cambodian 
refugees in Thailand.

12:52 - 13:03 <Chris Cotter> How did you feel then? I mean this is now 
your first experience with refugees in refugee camps, what 
were you feeling then?

13:03 - 13:37 <Anne Richards> There are surprises when you first learn 
about refugees. There are negative and there are positive. 
Often for us, I think coming from Washington out to the field, 
you learn about how challenging logistics can be outside of a 
capital city, in rural areas. You know, how dependent you are 
on trucks bringing in aid. Sometimes trucks bringing clean 
water. 
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13:38 - 14:30 <cont’d Anne Richards> You learn about the refugees having 
their own agency. So that leaders in camp can speak up on 
behalf of the entire camp. They’re not just passively waiting 
for people to help them. The positive thing you learn about is 
the resilience of humans. That even people who have had 
terrible things happen to them - can go on to do great things. 
And can pick themselves up and find the strength to move 
on. To care for their families. To educate children. To train 
themselves to do new things, to learn new languages, to start 
over. That gives one hope for the rest of the world. If you 
despair to hear what’s happened to them, it sometimes offset 
a bit by seeing how brave and courageous and resilient 
refugees can be. 

14:31 - 15:31 <cont’d Anne Richards> Another feature of refugee camps is 
that often you see three generations living in one place. So 
it’s not the same of having 20 young men. It’s grandparents. 
It’s parents. And it’s children. And all mixed together. All 
trying to make it. Disabled people. People born with 
problems, medical needs. So life can be quite varied. And 
sometimes I think we forget about it when we work in offices 
and everyone is sort of working age and the kids are at home 
in the suburbs. So in a refugee camp everyone is all there, all 
mixed together in one place. So what was different about 
these camps for Eritreans was that seeing demographically 
they were so different. And I saw it right away. Because I was 
used to seeing three generations in one place. And we saw 
very few older people. 

15:31 - 15:41 <Chris Cotter> Yea, and I think the ratio was much higher for 
men to women in all of the camps that we went to too. I think 
it was two to one - or something at least.  
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15:42 - 16:31 <Anne Richards> In most refugee camps, three quarters of 
the camp will be women and children. And one of the trends 
in providing assistance to refugees over the past decade-
decade and a half is to make sure that the needs of women 
and children are focused on. So that they’re not forgotten. 
Especially when so many of the residents in a typical refugee 
camp are women and children. And so I think that the entire 
international community that provides help to refugees has 
gotten better about focusing on the needs of actual refugees. 
The people who are there. On providing help to women. And 
girls and boys. And elderly people and disabled people. And 
not just sort of one-size fits all assistance. 

16:32 - 17:38 <cont’d Anne Richards> I think also that the international 
community has become more professionalized over time. In 
1990, there was still a tendency for people to count on 
charities to help. For amateurs to show up. If you were 
western and you had good intentions that was sort of enough 
of a resume. And now people insist that we work with local 
people. That we help train them, if they need training. That 
they lead on determining how to respond. And certainly in a 
country like Ethiopia, they have a functioning government. 
This is not a failed state. So they have a big say in who 
comes into their country and how programs are carried out to 
help. And so this is a good thing. To build on a country that 
has a government that is opening its borders to let people in. 
And its open to having these best international aid agencies 
also operating there and providing help. 

17:39 - 17:57 <Chris Cotter> You mentioned young people getting 
frustrated and striking out on their own. And you were talking 
about the dangers that they can face. Can talk a little bit 
about that? What are the so of the issues that somebody 
could face leaving the camp on their own?
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17:58 - 19:17 <Anne Richards> Well of course, our staff here at the Bureau 
of Population, Refugees and Migration is concerned that 
people leaving the Horn of Africa and heading towards 
Europe, or South Africa, or the Middle East, can pass 
through some very dangerous places. We’ve heard reports of 
people being taken hostage. Of being held for long periods of 
time and tortured until their relatives provide funding to get 
them out. And also being detained. Abused along the way. 
And not being able to get the help that they need. And not 
being treated in a humane way, even by authorities along the 
way. I talked with a group of men and women, in the camps, 
who were adults, and had traveled to Sudan and to Egypt. 
And terrible things had happened to them. One woman 
discussed being gang raped. And there was not a dry eye in 
the group. These were people who themselves had been 
abused. And they were crying when they heard this woman’s 
story. And they had gotten help to get back to Ethiopia. They 
were still refugees. They were still in need. But for the 
moment they were safe. 

19:18 - 19:40 <Chris Cotter> You guys talked about what the State 
Department does to assist refugees in Africa. I missed that. 
Can we talk about that a little more? 

19:41 - 19:46 <Anne Richards> Well we should talk about it specifically to 
these cases, I think.

19:46 - 19:50 <Chris Cotter> Ok. So what is the United States doing to 
help this situation? 

19:51 - 20:37 <Anne Richards> Well through our bureau we fund these 
international organizations that are on the ground, that are 
trying to provide medical care to people who need it and also 
to ensure that when there is a case of people who are 
detained or who are found in jeopardy that there be, that they 
get help from the International Organization of Migration. 
That could be referrals between the police, between 
detention centers and also between medical professionals. 
We provide training for doctors and nurses - so that they 
know how to recognize someone who has been trafficked or 
who has been smuggled and is in need of help. We are... In 
terms of refugees and asylum seekers, we fund the UN High 
Commission for refugees, the UN refugee agency - to help 
them. 
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20:38 - 21:15 <cont’d Anne Richards> And we also work with governments 
to try to get them to do more, to do the right thing. 
Diplomatically, we meet with foreign governments here in 
Washington, in New York (especially during the UN General 
Assembly), and also overseas in Geneva and working 
through our embassies. And we reach out to these 
governments and we talk to them about these issues. And 
again we try to encourage them to take steps that will help 
people. And not put them in jeopardy. And not just detain 
them or abuse them. And finally, I’ve talked also to leaders of 
the European Union about these issues. 

21:16 - 21:50 <cont’d Anne Richards> Many of us were very affected on 
October 3rd, when the Lampedusa boat tragedy happened. 
In fact in November, when I traveled to meet with Eritrean 
refugees, some of them had known people who had died in 
the Lampedusa boat tragedy. And so in talking to European 
leaders, we are trying to figure out ways to convince people 
that they don’t have to put to sea in boats in order to have a 
better life. 

21:51 - 22:03 <cont’d Anne Richards> I don’t think there are any easy 
answers. I don’t think we’ve solved this problem yet. But we 
are focusing the best minds on different aspects of this 
situation. 

22:04 - 22:52 <Chris Cotter> Yea, people are pretty desperate. I mean 
what 362 people died in that accident. So did you guys talk 
about the Human Rights report at all? So I was reading in the 
Human Rights report published by the State Department that 
Isaias Aferwerki has been committing human rights abuses. 
Can you tell me a little bit, what’s the situation in Eritrea? 
Why are people leaving? So many people leaving? I think 
you mentioned the military conscription, right, when I walked 
in? Can you tell me a little bit, what’s life like in that country?
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22:53 - 23:39 <Anne Richards> Well I haven’t visited Eritrea. So I’m not the 
best witness for that. We do have an Embassy there in 
Asmara. And the organizations with which we work, some of 
them have some representation in the capital. But they’re not 
able to get outside and travel around the country the way 
they would ideally like to. And to really meet with people and 
find out why they’re fleeing or to run programs to help them 
avoid having to do that. And so as I said it’s a repressive 
regime, there’s human rights abuses, there’s a real distortion 
of how one manages an economy in a country. 

23:40 - 24:44 <cont’d Anne Richards>  And in some ways it is being run in 
a way that people feel that they have no choice but to flee - if 
they’re going to have a future at all. And I think also this 
phenomenon of very young people seeing teenagers, older 
kids, fleeing gives them the sense that that is the way out. Or 
if they hear from relatives who are in the West, and doing 
well, if they get remittances from them, they say ‘that’s what I 
want to do.’ And I think that the parents know that it’s a 
lottery. That their kids might end up getting outside and doing 
well. But also they might not make it. But having a chance is 
better than having no chance. And I think that’s the kind of 
calculus that some of the better informed families are 
making. Which is that there kids are better off at least trying 
than not trying at all. That’s a horrible calculus to have 
parents make. 

24:45 - 25:22 <cont’d Anne Richards> We met with leading members of the 
Eritrean diaspora here in the United States. And they 
believed that parents don’t know the odds against their 
children when they leave on their own. Or that parents are 
dismayed when they find out that their children have left. So 
not being able to go there and talk to the parents themselves, 
I don’t know what the case is. But I do.. we all know, that a lot 
of young people are walking out of Eritrea to neighboring 
countries. And some of them don’t stop walking until they’ve 
gone a long, long way. 

25:23 - 25:51 <Chris Cotter> How would you describe the relationship 
between Eritrea and the United States? Do we even have 
one? Eritrea has an embassy here. Do we have an embassy 
in Eritrea?
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25:52 - 26:57 <Anne Richards> We have an embassy. There is no 
ambassador there right now. There’s a chargé. And there is a 
desire to have a better relationship. Unfortunately, my 
understanding is that the Eritrean government puts out a lot 
of misinformation about the United States. There’s a lot of 
paranoia that the U.S. is trying to pull people out of Eritrea to 
knock the legs out from underneath the Eritreans by enticing 
people to leave. This is not at all the case. I’m horrified that 
the children of Eritrea are leaving Eritrea. This is in no one’s 
interest to have large numbers of Eritrean youth, and people 
who’ve come out of the prisons, and people who’ve been 
torture victims, leaving. What would serve us all well would 
be to have a strong, functioning, stable, peaceful Eritrea. 
And, you know, it would be in all of our interests to see that 
happen. 

26:57 - 27:16 <cont’d Anne Richards> You know, when Eritrea got it’s 
independence, there was a great deal of hopefulness that 
there would be less violence in the Horn of Africa. And I think 
a lot of people’s hopes were dashed because of misrule 
inside of Eritrea. 

27:16 - 27:55 <Chris Cotter> Yea, I think we had an interview of a few 
different freedom fighters from when they gained their 
independence - and they were all very optimistic “oh we have 
our country back” and “an amazing time to be alive”. And 
then, I think, pretty soon after that things just turned wrong. 
And yea, it’s pretty awful. I guess 2001 was when they had 
the war with Ethiopia and it just seemed like a downward 
spiral from that point on. From what some of these people 
were saying. 
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27:55 - 28:52 <Anne Richards> One of the unique things about living in 
Washington DC is that there’s a very large population from 
the Horn of Africa in Washington. A lot of restaurant owners 
who serve Ethiopian cuisine. There’s also a lot of taxi drivers 
who are from the Horn of Africa. Some are Ethiopian, some 
identify as Eritrean. So if you want to be tutored on what is 
happening in the Horn of Africa you just need to take a 
couple taxi rides and usually you can get a really good 
update. But they don’t expect, I find, they don’t expect their 
passengers to know a lot about the situation there. And 
they’re always very interested to have a passenger who has 
been to that part of the world, who is paying attention. And 
who can have a conversation with them about what’s 
happening. But many of the people in Washington have fled 
that area for one reason or another. 

28:53 - 29:02 <Chris Cotter> What do you think of Ethiopian cuisine? We 
got so sick. Everybody got sick. 

29:03 - 29:17 <Anne Richards> That gives you something to talk to aid 
workers about. You have in common. Intestinal problems are 
always like a common theme. 

29:17 - 29:20 <Chris Cotter> I think those were...

29:20 - 29:50 <Anne Richards> Christine, did I say anything wrong? That 
I’m going to get in trouble over? I mean... We would all like to 
have better relations with Eritrea. We could do so much more 
work if we had better relations with the government. So we’re 
looking for opportunities to do that. But right now that’s not 
really a good description of our relationship. I think our 
relationship is difficult.

29:50 - 29:51 <Chris Cotter> It’s just not on the table right now?

29:52 - 30:18 <Anne Richards> We’re looking for opportunities, you know. 
And I’ve talked to our Ass’t Secretary for Africa about this. 
Because if our partner organizations, the ones we fund, 
could get... and do more inside Eritrea, there might be an 
opportunity to invest in the people of Eritrea so that they 
don’t have to leave. They don’t have to feel like they have no 
future. 

30:19 - 30:22 <Chris Cotter> Is there anything that you wanted to say or 
talk about? 
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30:22 - 31:35 <Anne Richards> I guess another aspect of this is that 
Americans know that diasporas can sometimes be a very 
positive force for good. We’ve seen how Vietnamese, who 
fled Vietnam, have been very successful in the United 
States. And then they can turn around, they speak the 
language, they have relatives inside Vietnam. So... when we 
have now relations with Vietnam, the people who are 
descended from Vietnamese refugees can be a real bridge 
back to their ancestral country. And we see this in lot’s of 
different populations. I mean we have Somalis living in 
Minnesota and Maine and San Diego. And they become 
American citizens. They become community leaders. And 
they can do a lot of positive things with their home countries - 
even if they now have an American passport. And even if 
they consider themselves Americans - and their future in 
America. They can still send money home. And provide 
information, and also do good works back in their home 
countries. 

31:35 - 32:06 And so I think that Ethiopians and Eritreans in the United 
States, there is a potentially really strong diaspora who are 
appalled about what’s happened in Eritrea. And who want to 
do good things. And so I was really happy to meet with 
members of the diaspora after I got from traveling to that 
region because they care very much about what’s happening 
there. And they can potentially be part of a new Eritrea.

32:06 - 32:27 <Chris Cotter> That would be nice, huh? I think they 
contribute here too. They’re intelligent, hard-working people 
who are motivated. When somebody gets asylum here, or 
resettled here, or any other country, they can be an asset to 
that country because they’re motivated. 
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32:27 - 33:29 <Anne Richards> One of the things that we’d talked about 
was how my Bureau, the Population, Refugees and Migration 
Bureau, provides assistance overseas. And we also though 
are leaders in the world in bringing refugees to the United 
States. And letting them start their lives over again. And we 
run this program with UN refugee agency, with the 
International Organization for Migration, with Department of 
Homeland Security, and Human Services. And we have a lot 
of support from Congress. So this program benefits only a 
fraction of the world’s refugees. But sometimes it gives new 
hope for people really can’t every go home again. People 
who have had terrible things happen to them. People who 
have specific medical conditions that require a sophisticated 
response. So we’re very proud that every year we bring 
70,000 refugees from around the world to the United States. 
And in the past three years, we’ve brought 6,000 Eritreans to 
the United States. 

33:30 - 33:38 <Chris Cotter> Since we’re talking statistics, did we get the 
statistics for how many people are leaving Eritrea? 

33:38 - 34:05 <Anne Richards> I don’t have it off the top of my head...
[TIMES UP! Thank yous...]


