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Daniele Mekonenn Resene, is a human rights lawyer, activist and practitioner from Eritrea, atual 
ICORN’s guest writer in Luzern (Swiss).  

 

ITV original: 16/11/2016 

 

1) Why did you have to leave your country? 

Initially, I left my country for South Africa to pursue graduate studies, as a beneficiary of a selective 
scholarship program funded by the World Bank and administered by the Eritrean government. This 
was in October 2001, just one month after the political crackdown of September 2001. Once in South 
Africa, I was actively involved in the formation a progressive youth movement, known as Eritrean 
Movement for Democracy and Human Rights (EMDRH), which was labelled by the Eritrean as "a 
group of traitors." As a co-founder of EMDHR, I became a main target of political persecution. It was 
impossible to return to Eritrea, so I decided to remain in exile for indefinite period of time. In that 
context, I also lost my Eritrean citizenship when it became impossible to renew my Eritrean passport 
at the Eritrean Embassy in South Africa – because my self and other co-founders of EMDHR were 
blacklisted by the Embassy. Ever since I am in exile.  

2) What are you doing in the ICORN city you are living now? 

I divide my time between Luzern and Geneva. Luzern is a newly established ICORN city in 
Switzerland. Although the fellowship was facilitated by ICORN, it is funded by a local chapter of 
PEN International, knowns the Swiss-German PEN Centre. When I am in Luzern, I am involved 
mostly in poetry-related activities. I am editing an anthology of Eritrean poems (including mine) 
which will be published with simultaneous translation in Germany. I also give lectures and public 
speeches in different places about the situation of human rights in Eritrea, including the dire state of 
freedom of expression. Geneva is where I live with my family (my wife and my daughter). In 
addition, when I am in Geneva I perform a number of activities related to the UN treaty monitoring 
system (human rights system) in Geneva, including the Human Rights Council. Most of these 
activities are related to the human rights situation in Eritrea. 

3) What represents the importance of ICORN for you? 

The importance of ICORN lies in the relief it creates to its fellows (beneficiaries) like my self. For 
people who are persecuted in their home country and are unable to freely express or write down their 
thoughts, ICORN creates not only the opportunity to promote freedom of expression but also the 
basic necessity of continuity in life. ICORN's contribution is one of the rare experiences in my life 
that I will cherish forever. I can only pay back by establishing the same Eritrean ICORN city, 
hopefully in the ashes of the incumbent authoritarian regime in Eritrea.  

4) What will you do after the ICORN residence?  
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I will be staying in Switzerland until such time when we will see the establishment of a democratic 
political system in Eritrea. Most likely, I will reside in Geneva, where my family is based and where I 
also do a lot of activities on human rights issues. I will continue writing my poems in Tigrinya, 
expanding my anthology of "Poetry in Exile." Meanwhile, I am also working hard to secure a tenured 
teaching position in international law. I hope I will succeed. 
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Daniel Mekonnen 

Writer, scholar  

Daniel R. Mekonnen is a human rights lawyer, activist and practitioner from Eritrea. He is a founding 
member of the Eritrean Movement for Democracy and Human Rights (EMDHR), and has published 
books, poetry and numerous articles on human rights issues. 

Mekonnen has translated into Tigrinya, one of the two official languages of Eritrea, Gene Sharp’s 
book From Dictatorship to Democracy (2006). The book served as the main reference for EMDHR’s 
first ever Tigrinya educational manual on non-violence, Bidho Antsar Atehasasibana (Challenging 
Our Perceptions).  His most recent book is the one co-authored with Kjetil Tronvoll, The African 
Garrison State: Human Rights and Political Development in Eritrea (2014).   

Mekonnen obtained his primary legal education in Eritrea, where he served, among other things, as 
Judge of the Central Provincial Court in Asmara. His LLM in Human Rights and LLD in Public 
International Law are respectively from the University of Stellenbosch and the University of the Free 
State. He has work experience in diverse areas ranging from development cooperation to North-South 
relations, nonviolent action, democratisation, peace & conflict studies, transitional justice and 
international humanitarian law, and has taught courses on human rights and international law. 

Mekonnen has received a series of scholarships and awards for his work, including the Bank of 
Ireland Human Rights Fellowship (2010–2011), the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research 
(2010), from the Swiss Institute of Comparative Law (2009), and Germany’s most prestigious 
fellowship of the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation. 

For many years, Daniel Mekonnen has received serious threats from the Eritrean Government, 
specifically in connection with his work on human rights, including his active involvement in support 
of the UN-mandated Commission of Inquiry on Human Rights Violations in Eritrea. Since he left 
South Africa in December 2008, he has been moving from one country to another by means of a 
variety of fellowships for several years until he was granted an ICORN residency in Luzern. He 
arrived in Luzern in November 2015 as the first ICORN writer in the city. 

 

	


