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ERITREA FACT SHEET

CHALLENGES TO RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

Federal Government: Eritrea gained independence from Ethiopia in 1993 
after a 30-year war. Since then, President Isaias Afworki and his party, The 
People’s Front for Democracy and Justice, have head a dictatorial government.1 
Religious groups are required to register and be approved to perform services, 
build worship facilities, or distribute any publication or broadcast, else face fines 
or prison terms. There are four recognized religions: Eritrean Orthodox Church, 
Sunni Islam, the Roman Catholic Church, and the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
of Eritrea. No new groups have been approved since 2002. Even official groups 
face government control, including government appointment of leaders. Leaders 
who express any opposition of imprisoned. If non-recognized groups practice 
their faith, they face torture, confiscation of materials, arrest, forced conver-
sion, and death.2

Pentecostals and Evangelicals: Are unregistered and hold clandes-
tine meetings. Out of 2,000-3,000 prisoners incarcerated for their faith, the 
majority are Pentecostals and evangelicals.3 Because of the lack of transparen-
cy in the Eritrean government, it is impossible to know the true number impris-
oned.2 When arrested, they are often put into shipping containers, and many die 
because of the conditions.3

Jehovah’s Witnesses: Are persecuted because of their political neutral-
ity and their religions objections to mandatory military service. Their citizenship 
and identification cards have been revoked, restricting travel and economic 
opportunity. Children as young as 2 and men as old as 90 have been imprisoned 
for attending Bible studies in private homes.4

Government: 
Presidential Republic

President: 
Isaias Afwerki

Population: 
5.87 million 
(July 2016 est.)1

Ethnic groups: 
Tigrinya 55%, Tigre 30%, 
Saho 4%, Kunama 2%, 
Rashaida 2%, Bilen 2%, 
other 5%1

Religions: 
48-50% Sunni Muslim,  
48-50% Christian (primarily 
Eritrean Orthodox less than 
5% of Christians are of a 
different denomination), 
2% animist 2

See backside
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STUDY:

• Romans 8:18-28

• I Corinthians 11:22-30

• Hebrews 5:7-10

LEARN:

• Read more about the government’s oppression by 
reading the UN’s report on Eritrea. You can find it 
by going to bit.ly/EritreaReport15 online. 

STAND:

• Stand in solidarity with these people of faith by be-
coming informed and subscribing to Wilberforce’s 
e-newsletter at 21Wilberforce.orgg, like us on 
Facebook or follow us on Twitter @21Wilberforce

PRAY 

• For the government, that it will see the harm it is 
causing its people and change

• For persecuted religious minorities like evangeli-
cals and all arrested for practicing their faith to 
be set free

• For those like John who escape, especially the 
many Eritrean refugees who have experienced 
human trafficking or who risk perishing in boats 
trying to cross the Mediterranean to Europe, and 
the organizations helping refugees from Eritrea.
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4 http://www.libertymagazine.org/article/aliens-for-their-faith

5 21 CWI personal interviews in Ethiopia 

*name changed

Testimony of Religious Persecution: John* was a college student in Asmara. One night, he gathered 
in a home with seven evangelical Christian friends to pray. Other students of Orthodox Christian and Muslim 
faiths surrounded the house, stoned John and his friends, and left. John was hit in the head and wounded but 
escaped. Thankfully, no one was killed, but adding more injustice, John was expelled because of his beliefs. Realiz-
ing he was unwelcome in his own country, he fled but was caught and imprisoned for over a year. Finally escaping, 
John now lives in a refugee camp in Ethiopia, safe, but away from his home.5


