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African cities are often framed with a certain level of 
abstraction that places them against a background 
defined by terms such as “Non-Western”, “Global 
South”, “Developing World”. Sustaining this level 
of abstraction hinders the development of reliable 
accounts of contextualised social and spatial 
practices. While there are many recent attempts 
to tackle this challenge, there is still a pressing 
need to rethink processes, methods and practices 
to research and unpack the vital aspects that 
characterise an African city such as Addis Ababa. 
This book is a small contribution to this endeavor. 
It is the result of the collaborative work developed 
by students of the graduation Studio “Global 
Housing” organised by the Architecture and 
Dwelling group at TU Delft, Faculty of Architecture 
and the Built Environment, with their counterparts 
at the Ethiopian Institute of Architecture, Building 
Construction and City development (EiABC) 
(Addis Ababa University).

Since its inception in the academic year of 2014-
15 as a follow-up of an earlier MSc 2 Global 
Housing course, the graduation studio “Global 
Housing” has acted as a contact zone for students 

coming from completely different social and 
geopolitical backgrounds, from New Zealand 
to Norway, from Namibia to Colombia, from 
Canada to China. Over this period, five different 
cohorts of students have attempted to unravel the 
particular social, environmental and economic 
features that characterise the historic transformation 
of the capital city of Ethiopia, Addis Ababa, from 
its foundation by emperor Menelik II in 1886 until 
today.

Working in collaboration with EiABC and its 
students, the participants in the Global Housing 
graduation studio have attempted to make sense 
of social, political and economic realities that 
were unfamiliar to them. To unpack these foreign 
realities, they have used conventional methods 
such as typological and morphological analysis, 
but also engaged with new methods such as 
architectural ethnography. The end product focuses 
on 4 different aspects: the analysis of hard data; 
the investigation of soft data; the examination of 
spatial conditions and social practices; and finally 
the unpacking and articulation of phenomena that 
influence livelihoods and patterns of everyday life.

Preface





The goal of the Global Housing graduation studio 
is to research and design housing solutions to 
improve the livelihood of Addis Ababa’s urban 
dwellers. Combining analysis, planning and 
design, the participants in this graduation studio 
are challenged to use multidisciplinary research 
methods and tools to elaborate design proposals 
for mass housing as mass welfare. The research 
outcomes and analytical output compiled in this 
book have been instrumental to support several 
dozens of reflexive and critical design proposals 
for adequate housing in Addis Ababa.

More than just a compilation of material, we 
believe the work included in this book is also 
a contribution to help students, educators, 
practitioners and policymakers exploring and 
developing new standards for housing that 
respond to contemporary ideals of sustainability 
and inclusivity. Its publication is timely, half-way 
through the development of the research project 
’Addis Ababa Living Lab: Creating Resilient 
Dwelling Clusters for Urban Resettlement in Addis 
Ababa, Ethiopia’, a partnership between TU Delft, 
EiABC, Ethiopia’s Federal Housing Corporation, 
RAAS architects and Mecanoo Architecten.

We hope this book and the several dozens 
of graduation projects developed by the 
participants in the Global Housing graduation 
studio, supported by a vast number of Ethiopian 
students and educators, will contribute to frame the 
development of a key outcome of the Addis Ababa 
Living Lab: a pilot project for a housing settlement to 
be built in Addis Ababa, designed collaboratively 
by RAAS Architects (Addis Ababa) and Mecanoo 
Architecten (Delft). This pilot project will play an 
important role advancing design solutions that 
go beyond housing approaches mainly focused 
on efficiency, aiming essentially to deal with the 
quantitative side of the housing question. Instead, 
we trust this book will contribute to support the 
pilot project, advancing ideas for the design of 
housing that takes into consideration well-being, 
sustainability and the resilience of communities.

Delft, July 2021

Dick van Gameren, Frederique van Andel, Harald 
Mooij, Nelson Mota, Vanessa Grossman
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Prologue

‘Addis Ababa as a Palimpsest’  brings together 
cultural, authentic and architectural analyses of 
Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia. Over the 
last decades, the urban fabric of Ethiopia has 
been changing due to rapid urbanisation. This 
has led to a transformation of housing, jobs and 
social structures. The Global Housing Studio: Addis 
Ababa Living Lab puts students in the favoured 
position of thinking of alternative approaches to 
these challenges.

The booklet is compiled by the graduation students 
enrolled in 2020, during the preparation phase 
of our design research. Even though we were not 
able to physically go to Addis Ababa, we were 
‘nourished’ by the rich data collected on-site by our 
colleagues from previous years. We selected what 
we deemed as the most relevant information to 

create the ultimate Addis Ababa research booklet. 
This booklet will be our general knowledge base, 
to gradually create an image of Ethiopia, from the 
other side of the world. 

The first chapter presents facts and figures: factual 
data about, among others, the demographics, 
the climate and economy of Ethiopia. The second 
chapter, genius loci, focuses on soft data such as 
the culture, local arts, traditions and politics. The 
third chapter illustrates, through various lenses 
and on a range of scales, spatial processes such 
as the urban growth through time, flows of people 
through the city and a mapping analysis of the city. 
The fourth and final chapter draws an outline of 
Ethiopia’s housing typologies, from tribal dwellings 
to the grand housing scheme. 
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This chapter will discuss respectively the topics: 
Geography, Demography, Economy and 
Sustainability. 

The sub-section Geography contains the topics: 
Elevation, Temperature, Precipitation, Sun, Wind 
and Soil (types).

The sub-section Demography contains the topics: 
Population Density, Age Distribution, Religion, 
Migration and Migration in Addis Ababa
The sub-section Economy contains the topics: 

GDP, Labor and Employment, Income, Foreign 
Investment, Export and Import.   
The last part (Sustainability) can be seen as a 
summary of the others. It gives an overview of the 
Sustainable Development Goals set out by the 
United Nations.

This chapter gives support for the remaining 
chapters in this book. To understand how to design 
a building in Addis Ababa or any other topic 
related to architecture, one needs to first grasp the 
factual data about the place of interest.
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Ethiopia is the largest country on the Horn of Africa. 
The country is landlocked by 6 countries; Eritrea 
to the north, Djibouti to the northeast, Somalia to 
the east, Kenya to the south, and South Sudan and 
Sudan to the west.  With more than 100 million 
inhabitants, Ethiopia is the most populous country 
in the Horn of Africa. The capital of Ethiopia is the, 
centrally located, city of Addis Ababa. 

Ethiopia’s topography is one of the most rugged 
in Africa. Five topographic features can be 
recognised:   the Western Highlands, the Western 
Lowlands, the Eastern Highlands, the Eastern 
Lowlands and the Rift Valley.1 

The Western Highlands are seen as the most 
rugged topography in Ethiopia.  Here, the Mount 
Ras Dejen is located, the highest mountain of 
Ethiopia (4.533 m). At the same time, rivers like the 
Blue Nile and the Tekeze river are 3,000 m lower. 
In this area, a humid subtropical climate can be 
found.

Eastern and Western Lowlands negotiate the 
transition from the Highlands to the low Somalian 
border. The landscape can be defined by “a long 
train of a bridal gown”.  These areas are defined 
by a desert ecology.2  

Geography
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1.01 Geographical Context of Ethiopia
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1.03 Elevations of Ethiopia 

The rugged Ethiopian topography can be seen in 
the following map. The colours indicate the height 
of the terrain. The blue areas represent the low 
surfaces and the red areas mark the mountain 
peaks. The map shows the Ethiopian topography 
can vary from sea level up to over 3,750 m in 
elevation. 

Addis Ababa can be found in the middle of the 
map. With a height of 2,355 m above sea level, 
the city is one of the highest located capital cities 
in the world. 

1.02 Diagram Ethiopia’s Elevations

Ethiopian Plateau

Afar Depression

Rift Valley

Somalian Plateau

Elevation
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Facts and Figures/ Geography

1.03 Elevations of Ethiopia 
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1.05 Average Temperatures in Ethiopia

Ethiopia is defined by several different climatic 
regions, varying from the equatorial desert 
to a humid subtropical climate. The elevation 
differences, shown on the previous page, have a 
major role in these different climatic conditions. 
Higher elevations experience more tropical 
weather types, while lower elevations experience 
climate conditions typical of deserts.

Addis Ababa is located at a height of 2,355 m. At 
this height, there is a subtropical highland climate. 
In the diagram below the climate conditions of 
Addis Ababa are shown. The white line in the 
middle is the average temperature. For every 
month an average 24-hour cycle is plotted. 

In the diagram, three different seasons can also 
be identified: The Bega, The Belg & The Kremt. 
The Bega is from October to February, The Belg 
from March to May and The Kremt from June to 
September.3

1.04 Diagram Monthly Average Temperature Addis Ababa

Temperature
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Facts and Figures/ Geography

1.05 Average Temperatures in Ethiopia

Addis Ababa

temperature (C)

-5
4.25
13.5
22.8
32



Kremt BegaBelgBega

Kremt BegaBelgBega

Jan
0

3

6

9

12

15

18

21

24

27

30
degrees C

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Jan
0

40

80

120

140

180

220

260

300

340

380
Percipitation mm

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov DecJan
0

40

80

120

140

180

220

260

300

340

380
Percipitation mm

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Jan
0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

500
Hours of Sunshine 

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Kremt BegaBelgBega

12

Precipitation

The three seasons of Addis Ababa can clearly be 
identified in the diagram below. The diagram shows 
the monthly precipitation in Addis Ababa (dark 
blue) in comparison with the monthly precipitation 
in Amsterdam, the Netherlands (light blue).  

The Kremt (June to September) is the long rainy 
season in Addis Ababa. Per month, up to almost 
300 mm rain can fall. The Bega (October to 
February) is the dry season. The Belg can be seen 
as the transition between the dry and the rainy 
season.

The map on the right shows the rainfall during the 
Kremt (rainy) season. A clear correlation can be 
found between topography and precipitation. 
Ethiopia can be defined in four rainfall areas. In 
the Western Highlands there is year-round rainfall. 
In the Eastern Highlands (Addis Ababa) there are 
mostly very rainy summers. The Eastern Lowlands 
receive rain between April and May and October 
and November and the driest of all regions is the 
Denakil Plain (bottom right).3

1.07 Ethiopia’s Average Precipitation During the Kremt

1.06 Diagram Precipitation Addis Ababa



13

Facts and Figures/ Geography
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1.07 Ethiopia’s Average Precipitation During the Kremt
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Again, the three seasons of Addis Ababa can 
clearly be identified in the diagram below. This 
diagram shows the average hours of sunshine in 
Addis Ababa.  

The rainy season, the Kremt (June to September), 
has the lowest amount of hours of sun, with its 
lowest point in the month  of July, an average of 60 
hours of sunshine in the month.4

The map on the right shows the Global Horizontal 
Irradiation. It provides an estimation of the solar 
energy which is available for power generation 
and other energy applications. The colour 
indicates the average amount of energy that can 
be generated per square meter. For instance, 
in Addis Ababa (light orange), on a daily basis, 
around 6 kWh/m2 can be generated, while, on a 
yearly basis, this is around 2000 kWh/m2.5 

1.09 Ethiopia’s Global Horizontal Irradiation

1.08 Hours of Sunshine Addis Ababa

Sun
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Facts and Figures/ Geography

Addis Ababa

long term average 
of daily / yearly sum 
(kWh/m2)
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1.09 Ethiopia’s Global Horizontal Irradiation
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Due to the physical and environmental geography, 
Ethiopia has a lot of potential in the field of 
renewable energy. If we look at the energy 
sources used to generate electricity, we also see 
these geographic properties being used. Hydro-
power has a wide application. The total of 14 
hydro-power plants generate 3814 MW, which 
constitutes 90% of all generated energy for the 
electricity grid. With the completion of the Grand 
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, another 6000 MW 
will be added.6 Another 8% is generated by other 
renewable energy sources such as windmills and 
geothermal power plants (producing 331 MW). 
The other 2% is generated by means of diesel 
generators.7

Concerning access to electricity, there are huge 
differences to be found between the rural and 
urban context. In urban areas, more than 96% of 
the inhabitants have access to the grid, although 
it might not always be reliable. However, in 
rural areas, only 12% have grid access. Almost 
a third of the population still relies on informal 
ways of generating electricity like solar lanterns, 
solar home systems, solar lighting systems, and 
to a lesser extent, rechargeable batteries, mini-
grids and generators. More than half of the rural 
population cannot access electricity. Here we can 
conclude that access to electricity is mainly a rural 
problem, stemming from the fact that grid access is 
still unreachable for most of the rural inhabitants. 
When we divide electricity access into different 
tiers, we can showcase the differences between 
the regions. In Tigray, Amhara, Oromiya and 
SNNP, the biggest group have access to electricity 
for less than four hours a day and less than one in 
the evening. In Amhara and SNNP people do not 
have access for most of day. In stark contrast to this 
is the accessibility in Addis Ababa. The majority 
of people have access to electricity for at least 8 
hours a day.8 

1.10 Energy Sources for Grid Electricity and Cooking Fuel

Energy
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Facts and Figures/ Geography
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1.12 Accessibility to Electricity in Different Ethiopian Regions
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In the diagram below the average wind speed 
(mph) can be seen throughout the year. The least 
windy season is the Kremt (June to September). 
During these months, the wind has an average 
speed of 5 mph (around 8 km/h). During the Delg, 
the average wind speed is the highest, reaching 
more than 12 mph (around 20 km/h).9

In the map on the right you can see how the 
topography of Ethiopia influences the wind speed. 
The Highlands (& Addis Ababa) have to deal with 
lower wind speeds than the Lowlands. This can be 
explained by the rugged topographic landscape. 
The mountains and hills function as a natural shield 
against the wind.10 

1.14 Ethiopia’s Average Wind Speed

1.13 Diagram Average Wind Speed Addis Ababa

Wind
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1.14 Ethiopia’s Average Wind Speed
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Ethiopia has many different soil types, but there is a 
clear distinction between five principal types. 

The first type is nitosols and andosols. These are 
mostly found in portions of the Western and the 
Eastern Highlands. The soil is a volcanic material 
and has much potential for rain-fed agriculture.

The second soil-group consists of cambisols and 
luvisols. These are most found in the Western 
Highlands. This soil type is characterised by low 
nutrient retention capabilities, surface crusting, and 
erosion hazards. For agriculture, this soil type is of 
medium potential.

The third group is dark clay. This can be found in 
the Western Lowlands and at the foothills of the 
Western Highlands. This soil type has potential for 
agricultural purposes, however, it is very difficult to 
build on due to its hardening and softening.

The fourth group contains the yermosols and 
xerasols. These soils cover the desert area of the 
Eastern Lowlands. This ground type is very dry and 
has a coarse texture, which is why this soil type has 
low potential for agriculture.

The fifth soil group is the lithosols. This can be found 
in the Denakil Plain. Again, this is a very dry ground 
and has a shallow profile. It has no potential for 
agriculture.11

1.15 Ethiopia’s Different Soil Types

Soil
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1.15 Ethiopia’s Different Soil Types
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Ethiopia can be seen as a mosaic of languages 
and ethnicities. The country has almost 100 
different languages, which can be classified into 
4 groups: Semitic, Cushitic, Omotic, Nilotic. All 

languages have been recognised as official state 
languages. Amharic is the working language of the 
government. Together with Oromo, these are the 
most spoken languages in the country. 

Demography
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1.16 Ethiopian Man (source: Kelly Fogel)
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This map of shows the world population density. 
When the population density is over 500 people/
km2 the area will show a bright yellow colour. 
The greater the intensity of colour, the higher the 
density.12 

As can be seen on the map, Ethiopia emerges 
as a bright dot, with a density of 214 people/
km2, Ethiopia ranks 123rd in the world in density. 
However, only when considering the density of 
Addis Ababa, almost 5,156 people/km2, the 
bright dot on the map can be explained.13 

1.17 Population Density of the World

Population Density
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Facts and Figures/ Demography

1.17 Population Density of the World

Addis Ababa
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1.19 Population Density of Ethiopia

Ethiopia is one of the least urbanised countries 
in the world. Only 20% of the population of 
115,885,782 (census 2020) lives in an urban 
environment. With this urbanisation, Ethiopia is 
ranked 175th of 188 listed nations by the World 
bank. 

The map on the right shows the population density 
in people/km2. The yellow areas indicate regions 
with over 500 people/km2. The map shows that 
most people inhabit the Ethiopian Highlands. 
One of the reasons for this trend can be the better 
geographical setting (better temperature, better 
soils, etc.).14 

Rural Population Urban Population

1.18 Percentage Rural vs. Urban Population



27

Facts and Figures/ Demography

1.19 Population Density of Ethiopia

Addis Ababa
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1.20 Population Increase Addis Ababa

The distribution of the people living in urban areas 
in Ethiopia is very unequal.  On the previous page 
it is stated that 20% of the population lives in an 
urban environment. From these 20%, almost 1/5th 
is living inside Addis Ababa, as of now (2020) 
there are 4,793,699 inhabitants, and this amount 
is rapidly growing (see figure 1.20). Addis Ababa 
has a density of 5,156 and is the biggest city of 
Ethiopia. The second largest city is Mekelle, with 
441,991 inhabitants. It’s clear that Addis Ababa 
can be seen as the megapolis of Ethiopia.15 
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1.21 Addis Ababa as the Megapolis of Ethiopia
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1.22 Population Density of Addis Ababa
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The population of Addis Ababa shows a clear 
trend. When looking at the age distribution growth 
(figure 1.24) it is clear that the population is 
expanding rapidly. Since 1955, the population 
quintupled from 20,000,000 to more than 
150,000,000.16 This rapid population growth is 
putting enormous pressure on Ethiopia; on the 
land resources,  environmental degradation, food 
shortage, etc.

In the figure below (figure 1.23) a comparison 
is made between the age distribution in Ethiopia 
and in the Netherlands as a percentage. It is clear 
that the Ethiopian population is very young, which 
means, a lot of babies are born, thus increasing the 
population rapidly. In the Netherlands you see that 
the amount of older people is increasing.

Countries with a lot of young people (Ethiopia) 
face different challenges than countries with an 
older population (the Netherlands). Countries 
like Ethiopia need to invest more in schools while 
countries like the Netherlands need to invest more 
in the health sector. Ethiopia is predominantly 
an agricultural country that is in the early stages 
of demographic transition. The last decade has 
shown a decrease of people in ages under 15 
and an increase in the percentage of the active 
working sector (15-40). The age structure can also 
be used to help predict potential political issues. 
For example, the rapid growth of a young adult 
population unable to find employment can lead to 
unrest.17

1.23 Age Distribution Ethiopia (left) and the Netherlands (right)

Age Distribution
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1.24 Age Distribution Growth Ethiopia
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1.25 Birth Attended by Skilled Health Staff (x Out of Twenty Births)

1.26 Birth Attended by Skilled Health Staff (x Out of Twenty Births)

Birth, Vaccinations and Nutrition
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1.27 Kilo-calories per Person per Day

1.28 Malnutrition, Percentage of Children Aged 0–59 Months Who Are Stunting or are Underweight
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1.29 Life Expectancy in Years

Major steps have been taken in the past 90 years 
in terms of life expectancy. Where in 1930, the 
average was still 30 years, in 2019 this had risen 
to 69. The increase in life expectancy, however, 
shows clear dips. This includes famine, such as the 
famine from 1983 to 1985.18

In addition to an increasing life expectancy, we 
also see a decreasing infant mortality. Where 
in 1930, almost half of the children died before 
their 5th birthday (420 in 1,000), this drops in the 
1970s to 240 in 1,000 births. This remained stable 

for 10 years, after which it continued to decline in 
1980 to 53 deaths per 1,000 in 2019.19

There are no shifts in the top 10 causes of death 
and disability over the 10 years (between 2009 
and 2019). Nevertheless, in 8 out of 10 cases the 
number of deaths and situations causing permanent 
damage (handicapped) decreased. In addition 
to congenital defects, strokes and cirrhosis, these 
are all non-communicable diseases which can be 
treated with good health care.20 

1.30 Mortality Ratio Under-5 Years Old (per 1000 Born)

Death and Disability
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1.31 Top 10 Causes of Death and Disability in 2019 and Percentages of Change 2009–2019, All Ages Combined
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Despite the great advances that have been made 
in the field of malnutrition, this is still the greatest 
health risk in Ethiopia. The two subsequent health 
risks, air pollution and WaSH (water, sanitation 
and hygiene), are both an environmental risk, in 
which living conditions affect the health of people. 
Air pollution causes 72 deaths per 100,000 
inhabitants. The situation is therefore comparable 
to that of Sudan and Eritrea. The mortality rate is 
clearly higher in Somalia and South Sudan (139 
and 98), among others. The number of deaths from 
air pollution in Djibouti and Kenya is, on the other 
hand, lower (both 55 per 100,000 inhabitants).

In terms of the mortality rate caused by unsafe 
water, sanitation and hygiene, Ethiopia is 
comparable to Kenya (56 vs 48 deaths per 
100,000 inhabitants). This number is clearly lower 
in Djibouti and Sudan (36 and 19). Clear outliers 
in the region are Somalia and South Sudan (103 
and 91 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants). Whereas 
the highest number of deaths (in the entire world) 
from unsafe water, sanitation and hygiene can be 
found in Chad, with 206 deaths per 100,000.

Major improvements have been made in terms 
of the mortality rate from unsafe sex. Where the 
mortality rate was 55 per 100,000 inhabitants in 
2009. This has decreased by more than 45% to 24 
per 100,000 inhabitants in 2019.

The top four risks of death and disability all 
decreased between 2009 and 2019. Apart from 
a low ligament temperature (at number ten), all 
other risks have increased. The biggest outliers are 
alcohol use, high blood pressure and a high BMI. 
What is striking here is that “lifestyle diseases” such 
as obesity are also slowly appearing in Ethiopia 
and are becoming a greater risk.

In terms of deaths from alcohol consumption, 
Ethiopia is the region average (18 deaths per 
100,000 inhabitants). These figures are higher 
in Eritrea and Kenya (20 and 32), but lower in 
Somalia and Sudan (4 and 1 deaths per 100,000 
inhabitants).

High blood pressure is a health risk that is relatively 
low in comparison with other countries in the 
region. Whereas in Ethiopia, this causes 39 deaths 
per 100,000 inhabitants. High blood pressure 
causes 124 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in 
Sudan, which is clearly an outlier. In South Sudan, 
Kenya and Somalia, this number is over 50. But 
this health risk is also clearly increasing in Ethiopia.

Despite the fact that the number of deaths due to 
a high BMI is still relatively low (14 deaths per 
100,000 inhabitants), even one of the lowest in 
the region (only Somalia has a lower mortality 
rate), this risk increases considerably. It can also 
be deduced from this that general prosperity in 
Ethiopia is increasing because a high BMI is seen 
as a “prosperity disease”.21 

Health Risks
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1.32 Risk Factors that Cause the Most Death and Disability
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1.33 Access to Sanitation in Rural Areas, Urban Areas and Addis Ababa

Water and Sanitary
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1.33 Access to Sanitation in Rural Areas, Urban Areas and Addis Ababa
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According to the national census (2007), the 
highest percentage of Ethiopians are Ethiopian 
Orthodox Christian. Over 32 million people or 
43.5% have this religion. 25 million or 33.9% 
were reported to be Muslim, thereby being the 
second biggest religion in Ethiopia. 13.7 million or 
18.6% are Protestants, and just two million or 2.6% 
adhered to traditional beliefs.22

1.34 Religion Distribution in Ethiopia

Religion
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1.34 Religion Distribution in Ethiopia



42

The ethnic makeup of Ethiopia is defined by a vast 
diversity of indigenous groups and immigrants from 
mostly neighbouring African countries. Oromo, 
Amhara, Somali and Tigrayans make up around 
three quarters of the total population. Besides 
these four major ethnic groups, there are more than 
80 different ethnic groups throughout Ethiopia. 
The Oromos, predominantly concentrated in the 
Oromia Region in central Ethiopia, are the largest 
ethnic group in Ethiopia, with a share of 34,5% 
of the total population. The second largest group 
is Amhara, inhabiting parts of the northern and 
central Highlands of Ethiopia, particularly in Addis 
Ababa and the Amhara Region, constituting more 
than a quarter of the population. The following 
two large groups are Tigray and Somali, both with 

around 6 percent of the population. The first is an 
ethnic group primarily inhabiting the highlands of 
Eritrea and the Tigray Region of Ethiopia, while the 
latter are predominantly inhabiting the easternmost 
region (Somali), bordering the country of Somalia. 
In Addis Ababa, the ethnic makeup is still largely 
made out of the Oromo, Amhara and the Tigrie. 
Only the Somalis share of the national population 
is not reflected in Addis Ababa. In the capital city, 
Amharas overtake Oromos to be the largest ethnic 
group, with almost half of the city population. 
Oromo still constitute around a fifth of the city. 
Interestingly, the Guragie make up 16% of the city 
population, which is not the case on a national 
level.23 

Ethnicity
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1.35 Population Percentage by Ethnic Groups/Nationalities
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In 2016, the number of murders committed in 
Ethiopia was relatively high, with 9 murders out of 
100,000 inhabitants. Compared to other countries 
in Africa, only South Africa had a higher rate of 34 
murders per 100,000 inhabitants. Neighbouring 
countries such as Djibounti had slightly lower crime 
rates, with 6 murders per 100,000 inhabitants. 
Nevertheless, there is a trend of decreasing crime 
rates in Ethiopia, from 10 in 2000 to 9,8 in 2008 
to 9,3 in 2016.24

Looking at the size of armed forces, Ethiopia has 
a modest army, which in absolute numbers is 
comparable to Sudan. However, the ratio of  the 
working population to the size of the armed forces 
is at least 1% in Sudan and only 0,3% in Ethiopia. 
Outliers in the region include South Sudan and 
Eritrea. Kenya and Somalia have a significantly 
smaller army. In 2000, Ethiopia had the largest 
army in the region, with 352,500 men, but this 
number has been decreasing ever since.25 

Security
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1.36 Murders per 100 000 People in 2016 and Compared to 2000 and 2008

1.37 Size of Armed Forces in absolute Numbers
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As mentioned before, Ethiopia is an urbanising 
country. This trend correlates with a relevant shift 
from the rural to the urban. The map on the bottom 
shows the migration flows within Ethiopia. The dark 
red areas show the popular migration destinations. 
When we evaluate the migration flows in Ethiopia, 
we recognise a significant internal migration flow 
towards Addis Ababa.26

The map on the right shows the origin of the migrants 
who go to Addis Ababa. Most internal migrants in 
Addis Ababa come from either Western or Eastern 
Oromia.27 

1.38  Where do Internal Migrants go?

1.39 Migration Flows Towards Addis Ababa

Migration
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1.39 Migration Flows Towards Addis Ababa



48

As previously demonstrated, Ethiopia is dealing 
with an internal migration trend to Addis Ababa. 
A survey in 2018 even concluded that almost 
40 percent of the population of Addis Ababa is 
migrant. Most of these migrants come from rural 
areas (55.4%) or smaller towns (15.8%). For most 
of them, migrating improved their living conditions 
in comparison to their previous conditions. In 

26.3% of the cases, the migrant lived in worser 
conditions after migrating.28

The pressing question is: why do people tend to 
move to Addis Ababa? Looking at the graphics 
on the next page, it becomes clear  that mostly 
the reason for migration are job opportunities and 
education.

Migration in Addis Ababa
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1.40 Ethiopian Migration in Numbers
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As education is considered a human right, the 
Ethiopian Government has been improving the 
quality of education and the coverage around the 
country over the last decade. Despite the lack of 
teachers, especially in rural areas where there is 
1 teacher per 104 students (for instance, in the 
case of Somali), nationally, these figures are much 
lower (1 teacher per 47 students), and in Addis 
Ababa the student-teacher ratio is 1:20.29 In that 
sense, government expenditure on education (% 
of GDP) has increased substantially. For instance, 
in 2012, this reached 5.57% of its GDP, the 
highest value over the past 31 years, even though 
Ethiopia occupies 91st place out of 186 countries 
worldwide.30 The graphic was made through 
information provided by the MoE ( Ministry of 
Education) report of 2019, which used the census 
of 2008 as a basis for making projections for 
2016-2017. For that reason, the information is not 
as accurate due to the old data.

The education system is divided in 4 groups: 
kindergarten, primary (1st - 8th grade), secondary 

1.41 Literacy Rate

(9th - 12th grade) and tertiary education. In some 
cases, the number of enrolments by grade does 
not correspond to the average population age 
assigned by grade. This could be explained by a 
delay in the educational process.

As it is evident in the graphic, the drop-out rate after 
finishing primary school is high, especially in rural 
areas, where teenagers start taking part in income-
generating activities or help with household 
chores. An interesting fact is that the number of girls 
studying in Addis Ababa in the secondary cycle 
exceeds the number of boys. 

The literacy rate in younger generations is much 
higher than in the older ones.  This could be 
explained by the fact that the amount of people 
living in rural areas used to be bigger and here, 
they had poorer access to education. Nowadays, 
as more and more people more to urban areas, 
their access to education improves.27

Education
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1.43 Gross Enrollment Ratio (2019)

1.42 School Statistics Primary Education (1 - 8 Grade)
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1.44 Airplane Transport, Passengers x10000

1.46 Length of the Train Track in km, Divided into Operational, Under Construction and Planned

Ethiopia currently has one major railway line from 
Addis Ababa to the port of Djibounti. This transport 
vein is of great importance for overseas import 
and export. Ethiopia has set up an ambitious 
railway project to stimulate the further economic 
development of rural areas, where northern, 
southern and western regions will be enclosed by 
a railway line. Due to the large size of the project, 
it has been divided into different phases. The 
Awash - Mekele line, which is expected to have 
the most economic potential, is currently under 
construction.31

Ethiopian Airlines is the government-owned 
airline of Ethiopia with both a passenger branch 
and a freight branch. With a total of 100 flight 
destinations, they serve a large part of Africa, 
where, especially east-west transportation is the 
focus.32

Rail Road and Air Transport
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1.45 Domestic Flight Destinations, International (Flights per Week)

1.47 Railroad Map, Divided into Operational, under Construction and Planned
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Infrastructure is the primary condition for economic 
development. Minalu (2014) studied the road 
serviceability of Addis Ababa and drew a 
comparison between the road density in Addis 
Ababa, Africa,  developing countries, Europe 
and the United States. In the study, the road 
serviceability is described as a ratio between the 
total length of road networks and the population 
in that region. Thus, the unit of this index is km/
people. This indicator shows the availability of 
roads for people in the region.

1.48 Paved Roads per Region, % of the Total Number of Roads Under Maintenance by the Central Government 

In Addis Ababa, there are 0.13 km of roads per 
1000 inhabitants, which is far below the African 
average. Developing countries in general have 
an average of 1 km per 1,000 inhabitants. The 
European and United States’ average exceeds this 
number by a significant margin, likely due to their 
economic advantage.33

Road Network
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1.49 Road Density in km per 1000 Inhabitants
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With approximately 2 cars per 1,000 residents, 
car ownership rates in Ethiopia are among the 
lowest in the world. The main reason for this are 
the high taxes on cars, being these often imported 
from the Gulf countries, even though many of these 
cars are second-hand. Therefore, a car is often 
seen as a luxury good. In the whole of Ethiopia 
there are only 600,000 registered cars of which at 
least 84% are taxis.34 However, the ratio between 
the number of cars and inhabitants in Addis 
Ababa is much higher than the national average: 
approximately 40 cars per 1000 inhabitants.35

Of the 4 million journeys that take place daily in 
Addis Ababa, half (54%) takes place on foot. 
The next most popular modes of transport are 
the private car, mostly used by higher income 
groups, and the mini taxi. Moreover, the minibus 
taxis costs around 2.5 ETB for a distance of up to 
7 km, increasing from 7 to 15 ETB for 25 km. The 

1.50 People Car Ratio

Anbessa, Sheger (the local bus operators) and the 
inter-city buses are next on the list, representing 
8% and 7% respectively. The prices of the Anbessa 
vary between 1ETB for a distance of 12.4 km, 
and 10 ETB for distances of 47 km to 50 km. 
The smallest share of all transport weightings is 
facilitated by the light rail. This accounts for 2% of 
all traffic movements. It is striking that the prices of 
the light rail are lower than, for example, the mini 
taxis, which costs 2 to 6 ETB (depending on the 
zone).34, 36

Despite the higher costs of the light rail compared 
to the local bus carrier, the majority (62%) of 
the travellers who use the light rail fall into the 
low-income category (300 ETB up to 500 ETB). 
Despite this, further work will be needed to make 
the light rail affordable as 23% of Addis Ababa’s 
residents only earns 300 ETB per month or less.35

Modes of Transport in Addis Ababa
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1.51 Models of Transport in Addis Ababa (Share of All Trips)
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In the 1930’s, the production and export of coffee 
advanced and the manufacture of textiles and 
footwear was established locally. After World 
War II, tourism, banking, insurance, and transport 
began to contribute more to the national economy. 
The communist Derg regime (1974 - 1987), 
nationalised all means of production, including 
land, housing, farms, and industry. Faced with 
uncertainties on their land rights, small farmers, 
who form the backbone of Ethiopian agriculture 
,became reluctant to risk producing surplus food 
for the market. Although land has remained 
nationalised, conditions in rural Ethiopia have 
improved slightly, as the government has given 

considerable attention to rural development. Still, 
the question of land ownership has remained 
contentious and has hindered the development of 
commercial agriculture.37

This chapter begins by showing GDP (Gross 
Domestic Product). Then, some of the sectors which 
contribute to the GDP are discussed. After that, the 
labour and the employment market is shown in 
graphs. Following on, the different income groups 
are discussed and at the end foreign investments 
are discussed along with the import and export 
products of Ethiopia. 

Economy



1.52 Coffee is one of Ethiopia’s Biggest Export Product
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Since the 90s, the Ethiopian government has 
been in the process of privatising many state-
owned businesses and moving towards a market 
economy. During this course, the private sector has 
boosted Ethiopia’s GDP to the extent that it is now 
perceived as the fastest growing economy in the 
world. The GDP diagram shows a fluctuating GDP 
which is mainly a result of political changes. (The 
GDP is the total value of all the finished goods and 
services produced within a country  in a specific 

time frame.) After the fall of the PDRE regime in 
1987, there was a drop in the GDP which did not 
really recover until 2005. The economic instability 
regained its balance mainly due to a national focus 
on production and industrialisation, also supported 
by foreign investments. In 2010, these strategies 
proved successful as the growth reached double 
digits and has continued to do so until this day.38

1.53  GDP per Capita 
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1.54  GDP Growth

1.54  Sectoral Shares in GDP
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In 2011, a new program was implemented by the 
government to transform the economy: the Growth 
Transformation Plan 2011-2015 (GTP). The graphic 
on the right shows the shares of agriculture, industry 
and services of  Ethiopia’s economy between 
the years 2010-2011 and 2015-2016. What is 
remarkable is the fact that GDP growth is mainly 
caused by the growth of the service sector, even 
though agriculture (crops) share within the GDP 
was still the largest. 

The share of services which includes transport 
and communication, education and sanitation 
represents a flourishing force. The share of tourism, 
real estate and retail trade has declined from 
one year to the next, perhaps because of the 
high costs of inputs. The chart below shows the 
real GDP growth and the contribution by each 
economic sector. For instance, agriculture has 
experienced a decline and the industry a growth. 
The graphic below shows the GDP growth of each 
sector, whereas the graphic on the right shows the 
absolute values in percentages of the total GDP of 
each sector.39

1.56 Real GDP Growth and Contribution by Sector 
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.57 Share in GDP



64

Since 80% of the total population in Ethiopia 
lives in rural areas, agriculture is the main source 
of income for the majority of the Ethiopian 
population. More than 70% of the total working 
population is employed in the agricultural sector, 
whereas the industry and services sectors employ 
30% of the Ethiopian people. The service sector 
has had an important growth since the 1990’s, 
employing 20% of the population, and today, as 
it is seen in graphic 1.57, this economic sector has 
become the principle source of the GDP. However, 
retail prevails, and with it, informal businesses 
flourish. On the other hand, the industry sector, 

which represents just the 10% of the employed 
population, is emerging as a very fruitful business. 
Construction and manufacturing will enhance 
productivity and will improve the livelihood and 
living conditions of the population.

In Addis Ababa, the service sector employs the 
majority of the population (trade 30%) after that 
employment rates within the industry sector are the 
biggest (manufacturing 23%). The economic sector 
‘agriculture’ employs less than 5% of people in 
Addis Ababa. This is in contrast with the non-urban 
employment patterns, as discussed earlier.38

Labor and Employment
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.59 Urban Employment by Sector

1.58 Employment by Sector
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1.60 Formal vs. Informal Employment in Rural and Urban Areas 

Rural
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.60 Formal vs. Informal Employment in Rural and Urban Areas 

Urban



Herding livestock

Fishing Shoe shining

+

Construction

Mining Planting and
harvesting khat

Handwoven textiles

68

1.61 Child Labor

the female labour force, but the difference is not 
as great as among the male labour force. This 
concerns 68% and 78% in the city and rural areas 
respectively.41

The unemployment rate in Addis Ababa is about 
20% with 65% of the weekly unemployed being 
women. The youth unemployment rate is higher 
than the general unemployment rate. This concerns 
24.1% (about 1 in 4 young people). However, the 
youth unemployment rate in Addis Ababa is below 
the national average, which is 25.3%. In addition, 
1 in 3 employees works below their knowledge 
level.42

Child labor occurs in many forms in Ethiopia, 
including the most extreme examples (forced 
domestic labor and commercial sexual 
exploitation). Based on a survey in 2015, it is 
estimated that there are approximately 16 million 
children (between 5 and 17 years old) working 
in Ethiopia. Most of these cases were found in: 
Oromia, Amhara, and the Southern Nations, 
Nationalities, and Peoples’ region.40

The composition of the labour force differs between 
rural and urban areas. Whereas 81% of men (over 
25) worked in the city in 2019, 96% worked in 
rural areas. The same difference is seen among 



underemployment (2018)

build-up of the labor force (25+), 2019

unemployment (2018)

youth unemployment (2018)

national 25,3%

24,1%Addis Ababa

1.62 Labor Participation in Addis Ababa
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Facts and Figures / Economy



No. of households (millions)

Rural Urban
01 52 44 25 13 3
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2230 Birr 83 Euro
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30333 Birr 925 Euro

1820 Birr 56 Euro

9100 Birr 278 Euro
6067 Birr 185 Euro
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1.63 Monthly Income of Households in Brackets

The majority of Ethiopian households can be 
classified within the low income group, with a 
monthly income ranging from 56 to 185 euros. 
These lower income groups are generally located 
in the rural areas of Ethiopia.43 The income of the 
people in the lowest bracket ranges from 0 to 18 
euros, while the income of the people in the highest 
bracket ranges from 925 euro and above.

In Addis Ababa, the income levels are divided into 
three classes: high, medium and low. In the central 
areas, the income levels are medium to low. These 
areas correspond to the old city. Central sub-cities 

such as Arada, Cherkos, Lideta and Addis Ketema 
are mainly characterised  by informal settlements. 
In recent years, even though the  government  has  
been  working  on reducing the number of informal 
settlements in central areas, some are still there. Low 
income groups can  also  be  found in the southern 
part of  the city, which contains more  agricultural  
areas.  High  income levels are observed in the 
two sub-cities of Bole (East) and Nefas Silk Lafto 
(South-West). These sub-cities have developed 
large new real estates and flourishing suburbs.44 

Income 
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.64 Income Groups in Addis Ababa
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1.65 Total Number of Individuals Who Live Below the Official National Poverty Line (in December 2015 Prices)
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Facts and Figures / Economy

Official National Poverty Line: Approximately ETB 7184 per Adult per Year (on 1 December 2015 1 Euro=22.3 Birr)
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1.66 Average Expenditure on Food Consumption per Adult per Year in ETH Birr



Somali
6 429

Oromia
5 623

Addis Ababa
7 340

SNNP
5 653

Gambela
6 261

Benshangul
5 674

Amhara
5 227

Tigray
5 525

Afar
6 527

5 227

2011

2016

7 760

5 822 10 397

Harari 
7 760

Dire Dawa
6 980

Somali
6 344

Oromia
6 299

Addis Ababa
7 018

SNNP
6 865

Gambela
7 564

Benshangul
6 933

Amhara
5 822

Tigray
5 990

Afar
6 115

Harari 
10 397

Dire Dawa
8 115

75

Facts and Figures / Economy

In December 2015 Prices, on 1 December 2015 1 Euro=22.3 Birr.
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Ethiopia ranks fourth when it comes to money 
received from the international community for 
health care. This concerns $1.0 billion annually. 
However, if one looks at this income in the light of 
the population size, this is relatively small ($9.75). 
Looking within the region, for instance, Kenya and 
South Sudan the incomes are higher, respectively 
getting  $23.74, and $24.46. Sudan and Somalia, 
on the other hand, only receive $3 or less. 

If the development assistance is compared with 
the money that the Ethiopian government itself 
spends annually ($710 millions), Ethiopia receives 
about 1.4 times as much as it spends on healthcare 
itself. This is not really a shocking number. In South 
Sudan, the assistance is more than 7 times as much 
as the country itself spends and in Somalia this is 
2.6 times as much.45 

1.67 Total Health Spending per Person ($)

Health Economics
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.68 Financial Support for Health Development Assistance ($), 2017
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In a housing market like Ethiopia where there 
are no standards in measuring the afford-ability 
of housing, UN-Habitat explores the household 
monthly mortgage expenditure as a proportion 
of household income to determine affordability. 
Out of the 992 condominium owners who were 
surveyed, almost half of the respondents pay less 
than 25% of their income on housing costs. On the 
other hand, 41.3% of the respondents spend more 
than 30% of their income on mortgage loans. Given 
the prevalence of low incomes and depressed 
wages in the context of developing countries, 
even spending 30% of income on housing, let 
alone a higher share, is not sustainable. From the 
survey 44% households consider condominium 
housing schemes to be unaffordable. This point is 
further illustrated by the rise of monthly mortgage 
payments for different types of condominium 
housing. In the Low Cost Housing program (LCH), 
a predecessor of the Grand Housing program, 
condominium projects gradually increase the 
monthly mortgage unit prices.46 

1.69 Monthly Household Income (2011)

Condominium Affordability
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.70 Monthly Mortgage Payment for Each Type Through Time

1.71 Monthly Income Required per Type
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From 2001 onwards, Ethiopia has experienced 
enormous economic development, which is partly 
due to FDI (Foreign Direct Investments). As in 
many Asian countries, FDI played a key role in the 
enhancement of the quality of life of the population 
reducing poverty and fostering the creation of a 
national saving culture. This knowledge has been 
transferred to other developing countries that can 
also take advantage of FDI in order to improve 
their living conditions.47

Ethiopia is one of those countries that has 
managed to attract foreign investors. For instance, 
in 2018 Ethiopia attracted $3.3 billion in FDI, 
being the fifth largest FDI country in Africa.48 
Manufacturing (45%), agriculture (15%), real state 
and renewable energies (7%) are the most popular 
sectors to invest in.49 Likewise, the Industrial Parks 
Development is a very prosperous market due to 
their strategic locations along important economic 
corridors, connected to ports by the railway lines. 
Moreover, tax exemption incentives, lower levels 
of corruption compared to other African countries, 
and the large, cheap labor force foster a friendly 
environment for investment.50    

1.72 Foreign Investors in Ethiopia

Foreign Investment
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.72 Foreign Investors in Ethiopia



Energy

89%

45%

Comunications

58%

Industry

71%

Mining

42%

38%

Infrastructure

33%

81%

43%

88%

100%

82

1.73 Investment Percentage in the Main Sector by China
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.74 Chinese Loans to Ethiopia

1.75 Chinese Investment in Ethiopia
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1.76 Export Products in 2018 in Percentages of the Total 

Export
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.77 Destinations of the Export Products in 2018 in Percentages of the Total 
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1.78 Import Products in 2018 in Percentages of the Total 

Import
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Facts and Figures / Economy

1.79 Origins of the Imported Products in 2018 in Percentages of the Total 
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Sustainability is gradually becoming a more 
important topic. Life is starting to become affected 
due to climate change and a sustainable impact 
has to be made. The United Nations has set up the 
SDG’s (Sustainable Development Goals), that are 
general for the whole world, but also applicable 

to Ethiopia. In this sub-section we will discuss these 
sustainability topics (shown in the picture on the 
right). For each topic, the stated goal/target by the 
United Nations will be mentioned as well as the 
current trend.  

Sustainability
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1.80 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) of the United Nations
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Goal: End poverty in all its forms everywhere

A set of Targets for Goal 1

1.1 By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all 
people everywhere, currently measured as people 
living on less than $1.25 a day.

1.2 By 2030, reduce at least by half the proportion 
of men, women and children of all ages living in 
poverty in all its dimensions according to national 
definitions.

1.3 Implement nationally appropriate social 
protection systems and measures for all, including 
floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage 
of the poor and the vulnerable. 

33% of the Ethiopian population (37.226.683) 
lives in extreme poverty (less than $1.25 a day).51

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, Economy, 
Income]

Goal: End hunger, achieve food security and 
improved nutrition and promote sustainable 
agriculture

A set of Targets for Goal 2

2.1 By 2030, end hunger and ensure access by 
all people, in particular the poor and people in 
vulnerable situations, including infants, to safe, 
nutritious and sufficient food all year round.

2.2 By 2030, end all forms of malnutrition, 
including achieving, by 2025, the internationally 
agreed targets on stunting and wasting in children 
under 5 years of age, and address the nutritional 
needs of adolescent girls, pregnant and lactating 
women and older persons.

20% of the Ethiopian population (21,622,630) is 
estimated to be in need of food assistance. 4.5 
million of whom are acutely malnourished.52 

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Demography, Nutrition]

< $ 1.25 /day
33%

20%

1. No Poverty

2. Zero Hunger
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Facts and Figures/ Sustainability

1.81 SDG 1 & 2 
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Goal: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being 
for all, at all ages.

A set of Targets of Goal 3

3.1 By 2030, reduce the global maternal mortality 
ratio to less than 70 per 100,000 live births.

3.2 By 2030, end preventable deaths of newborns 
and children under 5 years of age, with all 
countries aiming to reduce neonatal mortality to 
at least as low as 12 per 1,000 live births and 
under-5 mortality to at least as low as 25 per 
1,000 live births

3.3 By 2030, end the epidemics of AIDS, 
tuberculosis, malaria and neglected tropical 
diseases and combat hepatitis, water-borne 
diseases and other communicable diseases 

The maternal mortality ratio  per 100,000 live 
births in Ethiopia is 401 (anno 2017). This is still far 
above the set target of Goal 3.53

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Demography, Death and disability]

Goal: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.

A set of Targets of Goal 4

4.1 By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys 
complete free, equitable and quality primary and 
secondary education leading to relevant and 
Goal-4 effective learning outcomes

4.2 By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have 
access to quality early childhood development, 
care and preprimary education so that they are 
ready for primary education

4.6 By 2030, ensure that all youth and a 
substantial proportion of adults, both men and 
women, achieve literacy and numeracy

Quality Education is improving in Ethiopia. Almost 
52% of children is enrolled in a pre-primary, 
primary or secondary school.54

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Demography, Education] 

401

48%

per 100.000

3. Good Health & Well-Being

4. Quality Education
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Looking at the labour force participation rate per 
sex in Ethiopia, woman still have less participation 
compared to man.55

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, Economy, 
Labour]

Goal: Achieve gender equality and empower all 
women and girls.

A set of Targets of Goal 5

5.1 End all forms of discrimination against all 
women and girls everywhere

5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all 
women and girls in the public and private spheres, 
including trafficking and sexual and other types of 
exploitation

5.3 Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, 
early and forced marriage and female genital 
mutilation

5.5 Ensure women’s participation and equal 
opportunities for leadership at all levels of 
decision-making

Goal: Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all.

A set of Targets of Goal 6

6.1 By 2030, achieve universal and equitable 
access to safe and affordable drinking water for all

6.2 By 2030, achieve access to adequate and 
equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end 
open defecation, paying special attention to the 
needs of women and girls and those in vulnerable 
situations

6.3 By 2030, improve water quality by reducing 
pollution, eliminating dumping and minimizing 
release of hazardous chemicals and materials, 
halving the proportion of untreated wastewater 
and substantially increasing recycling and safe 
reuse globally

Almost 33 million (30%) Ethiopians lack access to 
improved water sources and 89 million (81%) lack 
access to improved sanitation.56

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Demography, Water and Sanitation] 

30%

81%

74% 86%

5. Gender Equality

6. Clean Water & Sanitation
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Ethiopia doesn’t provide a lot of clean green 
energy (hydro, wind, solar, etc.). Only 2.7% of the 
total energy supply is green energy.57

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Topography, Energy]

Goal: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, 
sustainable and modern energy for all.

A set of Targets of Goal 7

7.1 By 2030, ensure universal access to affordable, 
reliable and modern energy services

7.2 By 2030, increase substantially the share of 
renewable energy in the global energy mix

7.3 By 2030, double the global rate of 
improvement in energy efficiency

Ethiopia’s main clean energy source is hydro-
energy; energy derived from the energy of falling 
or fast-running water. Ethiopia’s landscape is 
really promising for hydro-power projects. The 
country has 10 river basins (Blue Nile, Omo, Wabi 
Shebelle, etc.) with hundreds of streams flowing in 
these major rivers. For this reason, Ethiopia is said 
to be the “Water Tower of Eastern Africa”.

Today, the hydro-power potential of Ethiopia 
is estimated to reach up to 45.000 MW (2nd 
highest in Africa). This is equivalent to an electricity 
generation of 162 TWh. The actual electricity 
supply, nevertheless, is only 3.98 TWh. This mens 
Ethiopia only exploits 2.5% of its potential. 

The spare 0.2% of the total energy supply assigned 
to clean energy is, for instance, wind or solar-
energy. Even though these energy types have 
high potential, in Ethiopia they are not commonly 
used.58 

2.7%

GWh
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1.84  Development of Clean Energy Sources
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Hydro 13.018 GWh

Wind 20 GWh

7. Affordable & Clean Energy
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Gross domestic product growth has exceeded the 
targeted 7%. Even though growth has slowed, the 
goal is still achieved.

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, Economy, 
GDP]

Goal: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive employment 
and decent work for all.

A set of Goal 8 Targets

8.1 Sustain per capita economic growth in 
accordance with national circumstances and, 
in particular, at least 7 per cent gross domestic 
product growth per annum in the least developed 
countries

8.2 Achieve higher levels of economic productivity 
through diversification, technological upgrading 
and innovation, including through a focus on high-
value added and labour-intensive sectors

Goal: Build resilient infrastructure, promote 
sustainable industrialization and foster innovation.

A set of Goal 9 Targets

9.1 Develop quality, reliable, sustainable and 
resilient infrastructure, including regional and 
transborder infrastructure, to support economic 
development and human well-being, with a focus 
on affordable and equitable access for all

9.2 Promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization and, by 2030, significantly raise 
industry’s share of employment and gross domestic 
product, in line with national circumstances, and 
double its share in least developed countries

The total industry’s share of the gross domestic 
product grew since the targets were set by the 
United Nations. Ethiopia is industrialising.

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, Economy, 
GDP] 

10.4% 8.3%

2015 2019

16.3% 24.8%

2015 2019

8. Decent Work & Economic Growth

9. Industry, Innovation & Infrastructure
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The unemployment rate among women was 26.4% 
in 2018 and 23.8% in 2015, showing an increase 
of 2.6 %, while for men it almost stayed the same. 
However, a general increase can be noticed.

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, Economy, 
Labour]

Goal: Reduce inequality within and among 
countries.

A set of Goal 10 Targets

10.1 By 2030, progressively achieve and sustain 
income growth of the bottom 40 per cent of the 
population at a rate higher than the national 
average

10.2 By 2030, empower and promote the social, 
economic and political inclusion of all, irrespective 
of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, 
religion or economic or other status

10.5 Improve the regulation and monitoring of 
global financial markets and institutions and 
strengthen the implementation of such regulations

Goal: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, 
safe, resilient and sustainable.

A set of Goal 11 Targets

11.1 By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, 
safe and affordable housing and basic services 
and upgrade slums

11.2 By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, 
accessible and sustainable transport systems for 
all, improving road safety, notably by expanding 
public transport, with special attention to the needs 
of those in vulnerable situations, women, children, 
persons with disabilities and older persons

11.3 By 2030, enhance inclusive and sustainable 
urbanization and capacity for participatory, 
integrated and sustainable human settlement 
planning 

In a period of only 4 years time, the amount of 
passengers which travelled by plane from Ethiopia 
has doubled. The public transport has improved.

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Demography, Modes of Transport] 

+2.6% +0.9%

6.4 12

2015 2018

million passengers per 
year

million passengers per 
year

10. Reduced Inequalities

11. Sustainable Cities & Communities
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In Ethiopia, almost 320,000 metric tons of solid 
waste is produced per year. Only half of  it ends 
at waste depots.

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, Economy, 
Building Material]

Goal: Ensure sustainable consumption and 
production patterns.

A set of Goal 12 Targets

12.1 Implement the 10-year framework of 
programmes on sustainable consumption and 
production, all countries taking action, with 
developed countries taking the lead, taking into 
account the development and capabilities of 
developing countries

12.2 By 2030, achieve the sustainable 
management and efficient use of natural resources

12.3 By 2030, halve per capita global food 
waste at the retail and consumer levels and reduce 
food losses along production and supply chains, 
including post-harvest losses

Goal: Take urgent action to combat climate change 
and its impacts.

A set of Goal 13 Targets

13.1 Strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity 
to climate-related hazards and natural disasters in 
all countries

13.2 Integrate climate change measures into 
national policies, strategies and planning

13.3 Improve education, awareness-raising 
and human and institutional capacity on climate 
change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction 
and early warning

A great example of how the government is taking 
action against climate change and its impact is the 
‘national reforestation program’. In 2019, around 
4 billion trees have been planted to cope with 
deforestation.59

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Sustainability, 15.  Life on Land] 

4.000.000.000
trees planted in 1 year

320.000
metric tons of solid waste per year

12. Responsible Consumption & Production

13. Climate Action
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Due to pollution, mostly from land, it is estimated 
that 13,000 pieces of plastic litter can be found on 
every square kilometre of ocean.60

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Sustainability, 14. Life Below Water]

Goal: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, 
seas and marine resources for sustainable 
development.

A set of Goal 14 Targets

14.1 By 2025, prevent and significantly reduce 
marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from 
land-based activities, including marine debris and 
nutrient pollution

14.3 Minimize and address the impacts of ocean 
acidification, including through enhanced scientific 
cooperation at all levels

Eutrophication in Freshwater Ecosystems
Because of economic growth, bad use and 
pollution (eutrophication) Ethiopian’s freshwater 
ecosystems are deteriorating.  This can result in 
bloom-forming cyanobacteria, killing fish and 
creating health risks.

There are several reasons for the eutrophication of 
these freshwater eco-systems. The biggest cause is 
the increased use of chemical fertilizers. Between 
the 1970s and 2012, the use of these chemical 
fertilizers increased 186-fold. Another cause 
for eutrophication is the growth of the livestock 
population. Manure from livestocks contributes to 
the increase of nitrogens and phosphorus in the 
soil. These harmful substances are washed into 
freshwater ecosystems.61 

1.89  The Result of Eutrophication in Freshwater Ecosystems

13.000
pieces of plastic litter on 
every square kilometre 

of ocean

14. Life Below Water
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It is estimated that about 75% of Ethiopian land is 
affected by desertification, which can cause loss 
of fertility and rooting depth, soil erosion, water 
resource degradation, etc.62

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Sustainability, 15. Life on Land]

Goal: Protect, restore, and promote sustainable 
use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and 
reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity 
loss.

A set of Goal 15 Targets

15.1 By 2020, ensure the conservation, 
restoration and sustainable use of terrestrial 
and inland freshwater ecosystems and their 
services, in particular forests, wetlands, mountains 
and drylands, in line with obligations under 
international agreements

15.2 By 2020, promote the implementation of 
sustainable management of all types of forests, 
halt deforestation, restore degraded forests 
and substantially increase afforestation and 
reforestation

Sustainably Managed Forests
As a developing country, Ethiopia still has a 
huge amount of natural resources. However, a 
developing country means a growing population 
and a growing demand for farm land, construction 
materials, fire wood, etc. In short, the forests of 
Ethiopia were challenged by the growth of the 
country.

Until 2010 the forest area as a percentage of 
land was slowly reducing. Deforestation became 
a problem and an undeniable threat to the 
environment; a decline in the forest area means 
an increase in drought risk. If the problem is not 
handled, deforestation can lead to desertification. 

After 2010, the government slowly changed their 
attitude towards the environment. Legislations were 
introduced that limited the cutting of trees. Also, 
multiple reforestation campaigns where started, 
resulting in the planting of at least 350 million trees.

GWh

1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020
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1.91  Forest Area as a Percentage of Land Area
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15. Life on Land
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Looking at the crime/murder rates in Ethiopia, 
there is a recognisable improvement. In 2000 
almost 10 murders were committed per 100,000 
people, in 2016 this number was reduced to 9.3.

Full overview: see chapter [Hard Data, 
Demography, Security]

Goal: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies 
for sustainable development, provide access to 
justice for all and build effective, accountable and 
inclusive institutions at all levels.

A set of Goal 8 Targets

16.1 Significantly reduce all forms of violence and 
related death rates everywhere

16.2 End abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all 
forms of violence against and torture of children

16.4 By 2030, significantly reduce illicit financial 
and arms flows, strengthen the recovery and return 
of stolen assets and combat all forms of organized 
crime

CO2 Emission
Since Ethiopia is still a developing country, the 
problem of CO2 emission is something they don’t 
really have to cope with. Nevertheless, this is 
starting to become a problem.  As can be seen 
in the diagram on the right, in 20 years time, the 
emission in metric tons of carbon dioxide per 
capita of Ethiopia has more than tripled.

On average an Ethiopian emits 0.188 metric 
tons of carbon dioxide per year. In comparison, 
a person in the Netherlands  emits 9.62 metric 
tons.63 That is 5117% more. However, this can be 
explained by the fact that the Dutch economy is 
far more evolved. Also, the Dutch economy relies 
more on export, whereas the Ethiopian economy 
relies on internal trade. 
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16. Peace, Justice & Strong Institutions
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Ethiopia is Africa’s oldest independent country, 
commonly known as the “cradle of humanity”. It is 
one of the most ethnically and culturally diversified 
countries in the world with 80 distinct ethnicities 
speaking over 80 different languages, sharing 
multiple religions and beliefs. 

It’s beauty and diversity are a result of centuries of 
historical events and interactions. This section is an 
attempt to categorise them and try to understand 
how they shaped the culture and spirit of Ethiopia, 
and in particular its capital city, Addis Ababa. 

Following a scalar approach, we have identified 
three main “cultural forces” which have been 
defining the country through its rich history and 
eventually made Ethiopia what it is today.  The 
first chapter ‘(Geo)Politics’ presents a historic 
overview of the country’s development, from the 
Empire, to the Communist Dictatorship, up to the 
current days. Following that, the second chapter 
tackles the theme of religion and faith, which is 
highly intertwined with political motifs, which 
represents, even today, one of the most prominent 

Ethiopian identities. Scaling down to people, 
the third chapter, Ethnicity, analyses some of the 
largest groups in the country in an attempt to build 
up a synthesis of Ethiopian traditions and customs. 
Finally, the last chapter investigates how these 
three forces have been actively shaping the capital 
city, Addis Ababa.  

In all, the first three chapters focus on understanding 
the complex nature of the context giving the reader 
a glimpse on how Ethiopia became such a diverse 
country. The last chapter,  ‘Addis Ababa’, zooms 
into the scale of the city and depicts how events 
made a mark on the lives of the people and 
tectonics of the city.

The result of this research is far from being a 
holistic narrative of Ethiopia, or Addis Ababa. 
The intent is that of building up an architecturally-
driven knowledge base of the main features of 
the country, to provide a starting point for a more 
aware approach to discuss and design in the 
foreign context of Ethiopia. 
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The first main cultural force that we will discuss is 
Geopolitics. Over the centuries, the territory of 
current Ethiopia has been the stage of intense cross-
cultural exchanges which shaped the country. The 
boundaries of Ethiopia as we know it today have 
not always been the same. Through the course of 
time, the land belonged to different empires which 
had different sizes. Also, the capital of Ethiopia has 
changed throughout the course of time, with Addis 
Ababa being a young capital with only around 
130 years of history. [See also Thematic Mapping 
- Overview - Time-line Mapping].

Ethiopia is home to some of the earliest hominid 
populations. In 1974, Lucy was discovered in 
Ethiopia as the most complete specimen of early 
human remains. The Ethiopians have a language 
which is spoken in no other country, have their own 
calendar and their own script. It is characterised 

by a continuous isolation through history, being 
also one of the two countries in Africa that 
are considered to have never been colonised. 
However, it has been under Italian occupation 
from 1936–1941. Currently, Ethiopia is undergoing 
a rapid increase in its global connectivity.

The geopolitics of Ethiopia are presented in three 
periods: Origins (1st century BC-20th century), 
Modern Geopolitics (1930-1991) and Current 
Days (1991-2020). 

The ‘Origins’ include the Empire of Aksum, the 
Zagwe dynasty and the Solomonic Dynasty.  The 
‘Modern Era’ includes the pre-occupation from 
Haile Selassie, the Italian occupation, the post-
occupation Haile Selassie and the Derg Regime 
& PDRE. The ‘Current Days’ chapter is divided into 
internal and foreign affairs.

(Geo)Politics
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2.01 Crowd in Ethiopia celebrating in 2018
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2.03 Map of the Empire of Aksum

2.04 A gold coin of the Aksumite king Ousas

2.05 The Ethiopian script Ge’ez

Empire of Aksum 
(1st century BC – 9th century AD)
Aksum was both the name of a city and a kingdom 
which was located in Eritrea and in the Tigray 
province of modern-day’ northern Ethiopia. In 
certain periods it was even extended further. 
Aksum’s geographic location was critical to its 
conversion and development. The kingdom was 
located along major international trade routes, 
through the Red Sea, between India and the 
Roman empire,1 which made Aksum a major naval 
and trading power. It was one of the earliest states 
to develop a coin system in order to service its 
sophisticated and prosperous economy. Emperor 
Ezana was the first world leader to put a cross 
on coins, which is one of the earliest examples 
of Christian material culture from Ethiopia.2 
Emperor Ezana’s decision to adopt Christianity 
was most likely influenced by his desire to solidify 
his trading relationship with the Roman Empire. 
Christianity afforded the possibility of unifying the 
many diverse ethnic and linguistic peoples of the 
Aksumite kingdom.3

As a civilization, Aksum had a profound impact 
on the kingdoms of Egypt, southern Arabia, 
Europe and Asia. This civilization introduced 
the indigenous written script Ge’ez as the main 
communication language of the Empire. The 
society was hierarchical with a king at the top, then 
nobles, and the general population below. This 
can be discerned by the buildings that have been 
found, and the wealth of the goods found in them.4

The empire slowly began to decline as Aksum was 
faced with the rise of Islam which was spreading 
west from the Arabian Peninsula.5

Origins
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2.06 Map of the city of Roha or Lalibela

2.07 Lalibela’s rock-hewn Bet Gabriel-Rufael Church

Zagwe Dynasty 
(10th century AD – 13th century AD)
The name of the dynasty derives from the expression 
Ze-Agaw, which literally means “opponent”. The 
explanation of this name can be understood in light 
of the defeat of the Aksum Empire.6 During the reign 
of the last King of Aksum, Dil Na’Od, the evil Gudit 
decided to kill the king and exterminate everything 
that the Aksum Empire had built, including much of 
the artistic and architectural heritage. Queen Gudit 
was against the introduction of Christianity and 
did everything in her power to destroy as many 
churches as possible.7

The descendant of Queen Gudit, emperor Mara 
Haymanot, was responsible for the re-connection 
with the previous royal family of Aksum: he 
decided to marry the daughter of Dil Na’Od, and 
officially started the Zagwe Dynasty. This decision 
was fundamental to tie him back to the Solomonic 
dynasty and legitimize his rule.8 

The most famous king or emperor of the Zagwe 
dynasty is undoubtedly Emperor Gebre Mesqel 
Lalibela. He was born in Roha and his name 
literally means “Servant of the Cross”. After the 
abandonment of Aksum, the previous political and 
economic capital, the city of Roha was established 
as the ceremonial center of the Zagwe dynasty. 
Roha was later renamed Lalibela in honor of 
him and the rock hewn churches he built in the 
mountains of Lasta.9

The dynasty ended when Yekuno Amlak 
proclaimed his right to the throne as the legitimate 
heir, as he descended from the hypothetical son of 
Dil Na’Od who had escaped from the massacres 
of Queen Gudit.

Genius Loci / (Geo)Politics
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Solomonic Dynasty 
(13th century – 20th century)
The Solomonic dynasty begins with the negusä 
nägäst (king of kings) Yekuno Amlak, who kills 
the last king of the Zagwe Dynasty and proclaims 
his descendance from the last King of Aksum Dil 
Na’Od. This makes him the direct and rightful 
heir of King Solomon himself. Yekuno was a 
great diplomat and became close friends with the 
Emperor of the Byzantine Empire Michael VIII. 10

The Solomonic era was one of dramatic social 
and cultural change. Extensive international trade 
returned to Ethiopia since Europeans were seeking 
alternatives to trading along Islamic-controlled 
routes. This resurgence lasted until the Portuguese 
rounded the Cape of Good Hope. The Christian 
highland and the Muslim coast were in constant 
fighting, often for the right to control trade routes.11

Gondar Branch of Solomonic Dynasty 
(17th century -19th century) 

The Gondar branch of the Solomonic dynasty is 
the eldest of two branches. Right after Tewodros’ 
reign, Wagshum Gobeze claimed his legitimacy 
to the throne through his mother and reigned as 
emperor of Ethiopia with the title Tekle Giorgis 
II. He focused on investing in the renovation of 
churches and monuments in Gondar, which was 
the capital of the Empire. In Gondar, the Fasil 
Ghebbi complex is found in this period, which is 
now a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The three 
most impressive buildings in the complex are 
Fasilides Castle, Library of Yohannes I, and the 
Palace of Mentewab. Tekle Giorgis II was an heir 
of the Zagwe throne, thus his reign was seen to 
be a unification of both dynasties and both blood 
lineages. Tekle Giorgis II fought a battle with the 
Tigrean Claimant Kassai Mercha, also known as 
Yohannes IV. Tekle Giorgis II’s army was defeated, 
and he was brutally killed.12

Shewa branch of Solomonic Dynasty 
(19th century - 20th century)

The Shewa branch of the Solomonic dynasty was 
second to ascend to power. It begins with the 
coronation of Menelik II in 1889. Menelik II chose, 
in this year, Addis Ababa as the name for the 
city.13 Addis Ababa stands for “the new flower”. 
He decided to establish a new capital, wider and 
more modern than the previous one, Entoto, which 
was closer to a large rural village than a city.  Just 
like the Gondar branch, it traced an uninterrupted 
male line descent from King Yekonu Amlak. The 
direct male lineage ended with Menelik II, who 
was succeeded by Haile Selassie. His grandson 
Prince Zera Yacob was his legal heir and therefore 
the current head of the imperial dynasty. Therefore, 
we could assert that this lineage is still present 
nowadays, even though it is not in power.14

The Battle of Adwa

During the Solomonic dynasty under Emperor 
Menelik II, an international agreement between 
the Ethiopian sovereign and Ambassador Pietro 
Antonelli was signed in 1889. It had the aim to 
open up trade opportunities and the peaceful 
coexistence of the relationship between the two 
nations. In truth, it was this treaty that led to the 
future war of Abyssinia. The bone of contention was 
a mistake in the translation of article 17, after which 
the Battle started. Italian officers had no maps that 
faithfully reproduced the theater of operations, 
creating chaos and continuous misunderstanding. 
The Ethiopians, on the other hand, were perfectly 
aware of their native land and threw themselves 
on the single Italian brigades. In this way, within a 
few hours, on that bloody day of the first of March 
1896, the proud Italian army was annihilated. The 
Ethiopians and Italians had suffered huge losses. 
However, the Ethiopians were satisfied, they 
had rejected and undone the European troops, 
guaranteeing themselves a strong position of 
strength in future negotiations with Italy.
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2.08 Library of Yohannes I in Gondar

2.09 Palace of Mentewab in Gondar 2.10 Fasilides Castle in Gondar
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Pre-occupation Haile Selassie (1930-1935)
Haile Selassie was initially called Lij Tafari 
Makonne. He traced his origin to Menelik I, the son 
of the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon. Emperor 
Menelik II, who was the cousin of Selassie, did not 
have a male child who could take over. However, 
following the death of Menelik II in 1913, Lij Yasu, 
nephew of the emperor, was appointed emperor. 
Because of Yasu’s ties with Islam, he failed to win 
the favor of the Christian population; consequently, 
he was deposed in 1916 and succeeded by 
Tafari. Tafari was the symbol of hope and a better 
future for new generations of Ethiopians. In 1928 
he proclaimed himself King and in 1930 Tafari 
became the emperor and officially used the name 
Haile Selassie, which means “Power of the Trinity”.

Haile Selassie’s political legacy is replete with 
contradictions: he both attempted to break 
the centuries-old feudal system, but believed 
wholeheartedly in an absolute monarchy; he was 
an internationalist but strongly defended Ethiopia’s 
right to rule Eritrea; he fought across the world for 
the rights of African people, but tacitly allowed 
slavery in his own country.15 Many of the most 
notable moments of Haile Selassie’s reign came 
with his return to power after exile in 1941, however 
his early reign and impact before his coronation as 
Emperor should not be overlooked.

As regent and heir apparent, Haile Selassie was 
instrumental in Ethiopia’s entry into the League 
of Nations.16 He first applied to join the League 
in 1919, but the application was refused due to 
concerns about slave-holding practices in the 
country. Ethiopia was admitted to the League on 
its second application in 1923, however slavery 
remained legal until the Italian Occupation.15 In 
1924 Haile Selassie travelled to Europe, becoming 
the first Ethiopian ruler to conduct a foreign visit. 
Shortly after his coronation as Emperor, Haile 
Selassie signed a new constitution for Ethiopia 
which severely limited the parliament’s power. In 
effect, Haile Selassie gave himself almost complete 

control, however, his policies tended towards the 
progressive, with the opening of schools and 
implementation of social and economic reforms. 
Haile Selassie led the resistance against the 
invading Italian Army from 1935, but was forced 
into exile in 1936. He gave an unprecedented 
speech to the League of Nations, where he 
criticised the League’s inaction and hypocrisy in 
regard to the Italian “aggressors”.17

Italian occupation & influence (1936-1941)
“(…) This manifestation signifies that the tie between 
Italy and fascism is perfect, absolute, unalterable. 
(...) For many months the wheel of destiny and 
of the impulse of our calm determination moves 
toward the goal. In these last hours the rhythm has 
increased, and nothing can stop it now. (…) We 
have been patient with Ethiopia for forty years. 
It is enough now. The League of Nations, instead 
of recognising the rights of Italy, dares talk of 
sanctions, but until there is proof of the contrary, I 
refuse to believe that the authentic people of France 
will join in supporting sanctions against Italy. (…) 
To economic sanctions, we shall answer with our 
discipline, our spirit of sacrifice, our obedience. 
To military sanctions, we shall answer with military 
measures. To acts of war, we shall answer with acts 
of war. (…)”18 This is a part of Mussolini’s radio 
speech of 1935. 

Italian troops occupied Ethiopia in May 1936 
in a successful attempt to establish their colonial 
empire, called Africa Orientale Italiana (Italian 
East Africa). From June 1936 they proclaimed 
Ethiopia to be a part of Italian East Africa, a 
group of countries which also included Eritrea and 
Italian Somaliland, now Somalia. The international 
response to the Italian occupation and the use of 
poison gas against the Ethiopians, was subdued. 
The League of Nations, who did not wish to upset 
the Italian government, did not intervene, and this 
situation led to Haile Selassie’s unprecedented 
address to the General Assembly in 1936. Italy’s 
occupation of Ethiopia was led by dictator Benito 

Modern Era
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2.12 Coronation of Haile Selassie on November 2, 1930

2.13 Cinema Italia in Addis Ababa, 1937 2.14 Model of the 4th Plan for Addis Ababa 
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Mussolini, with Italian king Victor Emmanuel III 
being declared Emperor of Ethiopia during the 
Italian occupation.19 Italian ruling forces aimed 
to keep the country segregated along racial lines, 
with minimal contact between Ethiopian people 
and the Italian occupiers. Indeed, a new plan for 
Addis Ababa was drawn up which separated the 
two communities. In reality, this separation did not 
exist as strongly as the Italian government had 
intended. As few of the wives of Italian troops 
accompanied their husbands to Ethiopia, sexual 
relations between Italian men and Ethiopian 
women were common, though outlawed.20 

The occupation lasted until 1941, when the British 
defeated the Italians. To secure their own colonial 
interests in the region, the British administered the 
country and gave the Ethiopian emperor limited 
freedom and sovereignty.21

Post-occupation Haile Selassie 
(1941-1974)
Haile Selassie returned to Ethiopia in 1941.
Haile Selassie’s second period of rule was as 
controversial as his first. The question of Eritrean 
independence remained unanswered during 
his reign. In 1950, the UN decreed that Eritrea 
should be federated within Ethiopia, but with its 
own constitution and relatively high political and 
economic independence. Just seven years later, 
however, Haile Selassie declared that Eritrea was 
a “province” of Ethiopia, which was met with strong 
resistance from the Eritreans. This provocation 
began the Eritrean War of Independence, which 
was not fully resolved until the peace agreement of 

2018.22 Haile Selassie introduced a new constitution 
in 1955 which allowed for an elected lower house 
of parliament, but the Emperor retained many 
powers.23 Haile Selassie survived an attempted 
coup to overthrow him in 1960. Later, in 1963, he 
presided over the formation of the Organisation of 
African Unity (OAU), the precursor to the African 
Union. The OAU established its headquarters in 
Addis Ababa and Haile Selassie was elected as 
the first chairman. 

The period was characterised by a lack of 
organisation and no housing policy. In the first 10 
to 15 years after Italian liberation, it would appear 
that there was no planned public guidance or 
control over housing development. Unauthorised 
proliferation of low standard houses accelerated 
during Haile Selassie’s government as never before. 
Almost all privately-owned land was owned by 
only a very small group of the population. Most 
property owners boosted rental incomes through 
the increased supply of unauthorised dwellings. 
Many households rented and the cause of this may 
have been the combined impact of the dominance 
of land ownership by so few, and the abject poverty 
of so many, leaving the majority of families without 
sufficient capital to build even simple homes. 
Moreover, it was common practice among tenants 
to share their rented spaces with needy individuals 
or households based on various informal living 
arrangements. The issue of the disorganised land 
was one of the motive forces behind the revolution 
in 1974 in which Haile Selassie was overthrown by 
rebel forces, notably the Derg.21



127

2.15 British troops pull down a fascist monument in Italian East Africa, 1941

2.16 Ethiopian men in Addis Ababa listening to the announcement about the return to the capital of Haile Selassie in 1941
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Derg regime & PDRE (1974-1991)
The Derg announced the birth of a socialist 
state, ruled by Mengistu Haile Mariam. It was 
an institution that lacked communication with 
the outside. Nevertheless, the proposed motions 
were voted on. In theory, the movement started 
with the idea that positions such as president and 
spokesman had the same importance as any other 
hierarchical role within the system.

The Derg was formed by 109 low-ranking military 
personnel, no new members were ever admitted. 
At its outset, the Derg was led by chairman Aman 
Andom, and, under his leadership, overthrew the 
Imperial regime of Haile Selassie. Andom was 
killed in a shoot-out organised by Mengitsu Haile 
Mariam in 1974.  Following Andom’s execution, 
Tafari Benti gained the chairmanship of the Derg for 
3 years.24 This period was known as the Ethiopian 
Red Terror, because of widespread violence 
organised by the Derg targeting rival Marxist-
Leninist groups. Unprecedented power was given 
to local militia groups in Kebeles, who searched for 
and often killed supposed counterrevolutionaries. 
This period resulted in 500,000 deaths.25 In 
1977 Tafari Benti was assassinated in an attack 
masterminded by his deputy, Mengitsu Haile 
Mariam.26 As a leader he embraced Marxism-
Leninism and enacted policies which resulted in 
high levels of state control. Following a referendum 
in 1987, Ethiopia became a one-party state known 
as the People’s Democratic Republic of Ethiopia 
(PDRE). The surviving members of the Derg became 
the leaders of the new government, and Mengitsu 
gave himself almost dictatorial power.27

Until the late 1980s, the geopolitics of the Cold 
War determined the destiny of the country. 
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the USSR 
became unable to financially and politically 
support Ethiopia. In 1991, after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, ethno-nationalism gained momentum 
in Ethiopia and the Derg was replaced by a new 
government.21 When the Derg regime took power, 

Ethiopia was mainly characterised by informal 
houses, overcrowded urban land, and a big gap 
between the rich minority and the poor majority. 
The regime decided to introduce one of the most 
radical land reforms ever attempted in Africa. 
With the Proclamation Act of 1975, the Derg 
nationalised all land of the country. The goal was 
an equal redistribution of land, in order to restore 
the differences between rich and poor and to 
arrange a house for everyone. 
On the rural level, the government also 
redistributed the rights of land to the landless and 
to tenants. On the urban level, the Derg restricted 
the number of residential units that a household 
could own, without any distinction between poor 
and rich. All the extra houses owned by individuals 
were consequently nationalised and transferred to 
governmental authorities who had the responsibility 
for renting them to those in need. 
Several governmental authorities were created 
for these purposes. The proclamation placed all 
dwellings that rented for more than 100 ETB per 
month under the management of the AARH. All 
the remaining rental accommodation were placed 
under the administration of the Urban Dwellers’ 
Association UDA or Kebeles.21 The Kebele is one 
the most important figures introduced during this 
period.21

Famines and Live Aid

Famines have always been present in the history 
of Ethiopia, but one that has marked history was 
during the Derg regime from 1983 until 1985. 
There was an extreme drought, and nearly 8 
million people were affected, with over a million 
deaths. Millions of people in the West donated 
for humanitarian aid. The inability or ill will of the 
Ethiopian government to face the famine resulted 
in universal condemnation by the international 
community. Even many supporters of the Ethiopian 
regime opposed their policy of withholding food 
shipments in rebel-controlled areas.
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2.17 Communist rally in Meskel Square, 1985

Genius Loci / (Geo)Politics



130

Internal affairs

FDRE (1991-present)

With the collapse of the PDRE in 1991 a transitional 
government was formed under the leadership of 
Meles Zenawi. A constitution based on the principle 
of Ethnic Federalism was drawn up and adopted 
in 1995, when the first democratic elections were 
held. The system of Ethnic Federalism gives semi-
autonomy to states and chartered cities, allowing 
them wide-ranging powers apart from the central 
government. States are based on ethnic and 
linguistic groups. The areas and populations of the 
states vary widely.
The new constitution established the Federal 
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (FDRE). The 
federal government is responsible for national 
defence, foreign relations and general policy of 
common interest and benefits.28 The parliament 
consists of two houses, the upper House of the 
Federation and the lower House of People’s 
Representatives. Currently, the EPRDF holds almost 
all seats. The 2015 election was monitored by the 
African Union, who raised concerns about vote 
casting and counting.29

EPRDF

The Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic 
Front was formed in 1989 as a coalition of the 
Ethiopian People’s Democratic Movement (EPDM) 
and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), 
both of which were rebel groups opposing the 
Derg regime and later the civil government of the 
PDRE.

Originally the EPRDF held broadly Marxist- 
Leninist views, however, these have shifted to a 
Revolutionary Democratic ideology.30 The coalition 
supports, and introduced, the current system of 
Ethnic Federalism.

The manin goals of the EPRDF include rapid export-
based economic growth, privatisation of state 
industry, alignment with the US on foreign and 
defence policies, reduction of state bureaucracy, 
and reformation of the tax system.31 
Under the leadership of Meles from 1991-2012, 
the EPRDF was widely seen to favor the Tigray 
people. Under the subsequent leaderships of 
Haile Mariam from 2012-2018 and Abiy from 
2018-present this has begun to change, however 
until recently the Tigray nationality was believed to 
be overrepresented in positions of power.32

The appointment of Dr Abiy Ahmed Ali as prime 
minister in 2018 has brought about a new era in 
Ethiopian politics. During his leadership he has 
released thousands of political prisoners and has 
removed opposition parties from the list of terrorist 
organisations. He is seen to be more open to 
reforming political institutions than his predecessors 
in the EPRDF. 
He removed 160 Tigrayan generals from their 
positions, in an act that was widely seen to be anti-
Tigray.33 His positions often conflict with (mostly 
Tigrayan) hardline members of the EPRDF. 
Ethnic conflicts have escalated under Abiy’s 
leadership, leading to 1.5 million people fleeing 
their homes.34 

Police brutality is still widespread and the office 
of the Attorney General, responsible for the 
prosecution, remains a political appointment.35

Abiy has promised to reform anti-terror laws, which 
have long been used for political means. Despite 
this, hundreds of people were arrested under these 
laws in Amhara after a failed “coup” during which 
high-level regional government officials were 
assassinated. Nonetheless, Abiy’s government has 
been more tolerant towards political opponents 
than his predecessors’.36

Current Days
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2.18 Ethiopian legislators vote inside the Parliament Building in Addis Ababa
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as president and the gender parity of Abiy’s 
government, gender issues throughout the wider 
country remain a problem.42

Sahle-Work Zewde was unanimously elected by 
the House of People’s Representatives as Ethiopia’s 
president after her predecessor Melatu Teshome’s 
shock resignation in 2018. Although largely a 
ceremonial role, Sahle-Work’s appointment as the 
first modern-day female head of state in Ethiopia, 
and as the only serving African head of state, is 
symbolically important.42

After graduating with a Natural Sciences degree 
from the University of Montpelier in France, Sahle-
Work’s diplomatic career began in the 1980s, and 
she held a number of ambassadorial roles before 
and after the collapse of Derg, indeed she was 
the second woman in Ethiopian history to hold an 
ambassadorial role.43 
Most recently she was the Special Representative 
of the United Nations and Head of the United 
Nations Office of the African Union at the level of 
Under-Secretary-General, and was thought to be 
close to retirement. Her candidacy and subsequent 
appointment as president were unexpected 
and came as part of a number of apparently 
progressive reforms under the leadership of Prime 
Minister Abiy. Due to her long absence from 
domestic politics, Sahle-Work could be seen as 
relatively politically neutral.44

At her swearing-in ceremony Sahle-Work raised 
the issue of female empowerment, vowing to fight 
for it throughout her 6-year term as president. 
Her appointment has largely been welcomed 
by gender equality groups, though some are 
wary of a history of empty rhetoric in regards to 
womens’ rights in the country.45 As a fluent speaker 
of French, her appointment as President could 
herald an increased closeness in Ethiopian-French 
relations.44 

Gender Politics

One of the main social issues that Ethiopia is 
struggling with right now is discrimination and 
abuse of woman. A third of women in Ethiopia 
have experienced emotional, sexual or physical 
violence, and two thirds of women in the country 
have experienced female genital mutilation 
(FGM).37

Despite FGM being outlawed since 2004, it is 
still prevalent in many communities: in the Somali 
region nearly all women have experienced 
mutilation, and even in the capital the figure is 
over 50%.38 Local NGOs have tried to address 
the issues around genital mutilation in local 
communities, by raising awareness and attempting 
to change attitudes (e.x. the annual ceremony in 
the Kembatta community called Wimetta (“I am 
whole”)).39

Contraceptive use is around 20% in the country, 
and only 10% of births are attended by a qualified 
health professional. Furthermore, whilst primary 
education levels appear to be balanced between 
boys and girls, there are still gaps in rural areas. 
However, in secondary and tertiary education 
there are significant enrolment disparities between 
males and females.40 Local initiatives in rural areas, 
such as the Barre Women’s Handicraft Association, 
promote the work of women in conjunction with 
responsible industry.41

In November 2018 Prime Minister Abiy re- shuffled 
his cabinet and appointed women to 50% of the 
cabinet positions, making Ethiopia the second 
African nation (after Rwanda) to achieve gender 
equality in its government. Equally historic was 
his appointment of Aisha Mohammed to the role 
of Minister of Defense, the first time a woman had 
been appointed to that role in Ethiopian history.
Ethiopia’s first female president, Sahle-Work 
promised to address gender issues throughout 
her presidency. However, despite her election 
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2.19 Barre Women’s Handicraft Association 2.20 Sahle-Work Zewde is Ethiopia’s First Female President
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Foreign affairs
In general Ethiopia’s relationship with its African 
neighbours and beyond is friendly. Because 
the seat of the African Union is located in Addis 
Ababa, there is political pressure for Ethiopia to 
remain largely neutral. Under Abiy’s leadership 
the country has undertaken a new role as mediator 
in conflicts between nations both in Africa and 
the Middle East.46 Both within Ethiopia and in 
its relationship with the Horn of Africa, Abiy 
has promoted the idea of “Medemer”, roughly 
translated as “synergy and togetherness”.47 He 
promotes peaceful co-existence and collaboration 
between African nations.46 Following the 
deposition of Sudan’s president Omar al-Bashir 
in early 2019, Ethiopia has attempted to act as 
a mediator between military and opposition 
civilian groups in the formation of a transitional 
government. Nonetheless, despite support from 
opposition parties in Sudan, the Sudanese military 
rejected Ethiopia’s proposal, asking instead for a 
joint Ethiopia-African Union proposal. 

The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 

Since 2010, Ethiopian-Egyptian relationships have 
been tense due the decision to build the Grand 
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam in the Benishangul-
Gumuz Region, close to the Sudanese border. 
This dam, which will be the largest hydro-electric 
power station in Africa on its completion, is located 
on the Blue Nile River, which is a major source of 
water in the White Nile that flows through Egypt. 
Colonial treaties of 1929 and 1959 apportioned 
the water in the river Nile, with a large share given 
to Egypt. However, Ethiopia was not consulted, 
and as such has no official right to the water 
running in the Blue Nile. Nonetheless, the Ethiopian 
government pushed ahead with the $5bn project. 
Disagreement over timespans of dam filling are 
the major source of tension between Ethiopia and 
Egypt.48 Regardless of how strained relationships 
between the two countries are, Ethiopia’s 
increased presence in the Middle East, based on 

strategic relationships without alignment with any 
particular power, is a possible reason that conflict 
has not gone beyond a heated discussion.46

Relationship with Eritrea

Eritrea, a former British protectorate, was federated 
to Ethiopia in 1951 following the end of colonial 
rule. Eritrea had autonomy within Ethiopia until 
Emperor Haile Selassie annexed the country in 
1960, starting the Eritrean War of Independence. 
This conflict continued through the fall of the 
Imperial Regime in 1974 and throughout the Derg 
Regime. The Eritrean People’s Liberation Front was 
an ally of the EPRDF in the conflicts of the late 1980s 
and early 1990s that resulted in the collapse of 
Derg in 1991. As a result of this, the Eritrean people 
were given independence after a referendum in 
which they overwhelmingly supported the motion. 
However, in 1998 the Eritrean forces entered the 
border town of Badme, part of the Tigray region of 
Ethiopia. The Ethiopian response was considered 
an act of “total war”, and thus began the Eritrean-
Ethiopian War, which lasted until June 2000, with 
tens of thousands of deaths on both sides.49

A peace agreement, the Algiers Agreement, was 
signed in 2000, and two years later the Eritrea-
Ethiopia Boundary Commission ruled that Badme, 
the original source of conflict, should be awarded 
to Eritrea. Despite initially accepting the agreement, 
the Ethiopian government quickly withdrew its 
support and the countries were engaged in a state 
of “no war, no peace”.46

In 2018, newly elected Prime Minister Abiy 
unexpectedly announced that Ethiopia accepted 
all conditions of the Algiers Agreement and the 
boundary commission’s ruling. Thus, 20 years 
after the conflict began, a state of peace finally 
existed between the two independent nations. The 
borders between the countries were re-opened, 
and Ethiopian Airlines resumed flights to Eritrea. 
Abiy has met with Eritrean president Isaias Afwerki. 
Abiy’s role in ending the decades-long war with 
Eritrea earned him the Nobel Peace Prize in 2019.
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2.21 Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam under Construction
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African Union

The African Union is the successor of the 
Organisation of African Unity (1963-1999), and it 
is comprised of 55 African member states. 
In 1963, representatives of 32 African countries 
met in Addis Ababa to sign a charter to form an 
organisation promoting “an African vision for an 
Africa that was united, free and in control of its own 
destiny”.29 Initially the aims were to free African 
nations from the destructive forces of colonisation 
and apartheid. The re-launch of the organisation as 
the African Union in 2002 accepted that these twin 
evils had largely been eradicated, and the focus 
was now to shift towards “increased cooperation 
and integration of African states to drive Africa’s 
growth and economic development”.29 
The aims of the AU are listed in the Constitutive Act 
of the African Union. Agenda 2063 is a document 
drawn up by the AU which looks towards improving 
pan-African collaboration and socio-economic 
growth by 2063.29

All nations of the African continent are represented 
in the African Union, with the latest country 
admitted being South Sudan in 2011. The AU is led 
by an Assembly, consisting of the Heads of State of 
each member country. The Assembly is led by an 
elected chairperson, currently Abdul Fattah Al-Sisi 
of Egypt.
The African Union has operated a Peace and 
Security Council since 2004, and African Union 
peacekeepers have been involved in various 
conflicts across the African continent, including 
in Somalia since 2007. Nonetheless, the African 
Union has come under criticism for not stepping in 
during the civil war in Libya, and for not requiring 
Libyan dictator Muammar Gaddafi to step down.50

The AU is headquartered in Addis Ababa, and 
the formation of the OAU was presided over by 
Haile Selassie. Ethiopia, therefore, can be seen to 
be highly influential within the AU, and indeed due 
to the AU’s presence there, Addis Ababa has been 
described as the “capital of Africa”.51

2.22 African Union in Addis Ababa
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2.22 African Union in Addis Ababa
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One of the three main cultural forces that 
have shaped and defined the development of 
Ethiopian history and culture is religion. Because 
of its location at the intersection of trade routes, 
Ethiopian society has been exposed to multiple 
religious practices. Although the most notable 
historical and cultural connections can be traced 
back to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (which are 
further elaborated in the chapter), the beginnings 
of Ethiopian religion were not monotheistic.52 

The Stelea

The most characteristic relics marking that period 
were the Stelea, stone monuments embellished with 
texts and reliefs, marking graves and important 
events (battles) scattered around the country. Their 
size and appearance were directly related to the 
deity as well as the status of the patrons.53 
The most famous are The Monumental Stelea 
of Aksum, erected during the 3rd-4th centuries, 
including “the largest monolithic stele that ancient 
human beings ever attempted to erect.”53 They 
were made to resemble tall buildings - as tall as 
a13-storey high building - and were carved with 
multiple architectural details such as doors and 
windows. They were the last of such size to have 
been erected before the adoption of Christianity 

by the Kingdom of Aksum.2 
Freedom of religion was established in the 
constitution of 1995, confirming the freedom of 
worship already guaranteed by the 1930 and 
1955 Constitutions of Ethiopia. There is no state 
religion, and it is forbidden to form any political 
parties based upon religion; all religious groups 
are required to register with the government and 
renew their registration once every three years. It 
is a crime in Ethiopia to incite one religion against 
another.54 

Ethiopia is currently undergoing a religious 
transformation. Christianity represents the major 
religion in the country, followed by Islam and 
traditional beliefs.55 Among these, the indigenous 
Oromo faith is often described as more monotheistic 
than animistic, focusing on the worship of the 
single God, Waaqa. Although this religion still 
has adherents, most Oromo have converted to 
either Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity or Sunni 
Islam.56 By large, indigenous faiths are decreasing 
in numbers, in most cases yielding to Sunni Islam, 
Orthodox Christianity, or Protestant Christianity, 
which in turn is said to be growing at a fast pace. 
On the other hand, Ethiopia’s Jewish community 
has been diminishing rapidly over the past several 
decades.56

Religion
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2.23 Ethiopia’s main Religious Affiliations
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Beta Israel – as the Jews of Ethiopia refer to 
themselves – have lived in Ethiopia for many 
centuries. Their origins are uncertain, although 
most hold to the tradition that they descended from 
the lost tribe of Dan.57  
Beta Israel lived in northern and north-western 
Ethiopia, in some 500 small villages spread over 
this territory, alongside other religious faiths. 
From the 17th century onwards, the Ethiopian Jews 
were subject to religious persecution and forced 
conversion to Christianity58; those converted 
became known as the Falash Mura.59 
Due to their centuries-long isolation from the 
mainstream Jewish community, Beta Israel 
traditionally observed Haymanot religious 
practices, an Israelite religion that differs from 
Rabbinic Judaism.60

Indeed, the Jewish community in Ethiopia 
remained unknown to the western world until the 
late 18th century61, and their isolation finally came 
to an end in the late 20th century when most of the 
community emigrated to Israel.62 

Origins 
The Aksumite Empire was originally a Semitic 
Jewish kingdom59, even though a Jewish community 
existed in the area before its foundation. 
During the IV century AD, when Christianity was 
established as the state religion, the Ethiopian 
Jews founded the kingdom of Beta Israel - literally 
“House of Israel” in Ge’ez - in what today we can 
identify as north-western Ethiopia and the eastern 
region of Northern Sudan. The Kingdom of Beta 
Israel remained independent until the 1620s AD.62

In the 10th century, an armed conflict between 
the Beta Israel Kingdom and the Aksumite Empire 
started, as the latter began to expand. Although 
the Beta Israel forces managed to defeat the 
Aksum army, they lost their king, Gideon IV, 
on the battlefield. Consequently, the reign was 
inherited by Queen Gudit63, who, around 960 

AD, led the Beta Israel invasion of Aksum, where 
many churches and monasteries were burned and 
destroyed, and the Jewish rule was re-established. 
Indeed, the Aksumite throne was snatched and 
the Debre Damo monastery, where the emperor’s 
male relatives were housed, was sacked and 
burned, killing all the potential heirs of the emperor. 
Nonetheless, in the 13th century, the Menelik 
Dynasty regained its power over Aksum, and 
persecution on the Jewish communities started.64 
Later, during the reign of Susenyos I, who publicly 
converted to Christianity in 1622, the Ethiopian 
empire waged war against the Jewish kingdom 
and managed to conquer and annex it to the 
Ethiopian Empire by 1627. The vanquished Jews 
were sold as slaves, forced to baptize, and denied 
the right to own land.62 Moreover, Jewish writings 
and religious books were burned and the practice 
of any form of the Jewish religion was forbidden. 
As a result of this period of oppression, much 
traditional Jewish culture and traditions were lost 
or changed.
Nonetheless, from the 16th century on, the 
Ethiopian Jews settled in the surroundings of 
Gondar, the capital of the Ethiopian Kingdom, 
where they worked as craftsmen, carpenters, 
and masons for the Emperors. According to 
contemporary accounts by European visitors, Beta 
Israel was followed by about 100.000 people in 
the late 17th century.62

This peaceful period came to an end in the late 
18th and early 19th centuries, during the Zemene 
Mesafint, an era characterised by an 86-year-long 
civil war65, which resulted in the decentralisation of 
governance and dominance by regional capitals, 
which in turn caused the decline and exploitation 
of Beta Israel by local rulers. Ethiopian Judaism 
almost disappeared during this unstable period 
and was only later restored in the 1840s.  

Judaism: Beta Israel
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Modern Era
Beta Israel became known to the West only during 
the 18th century and were later recognised as 
Jews by the Israeli government in 1975 when they 
were finally granted “The Right of Return”.66 Prime 
Minister Menachem Begin, who came to power 
in 1977, was the first to open the country to the 
Ethiopian Jewish community.63

Not much later, in the 1980s, the Derg regime 
banned the practice of Judaism, and the possibility 
for the Beta Israel community to emigrate to 
Israel.67 Jews communities were subject to violence 
and even imprisonment, while also suffering 
from recurring threats of war, famine, and poor 
health conditions. In response to this, the Israeli 
government organised several secret operations to 
bring the Ethiopian Jews back to Israel. Operations 
Moses and Solomon, conducted in 1984 and 1991 
respectively, airlifted most of the Ethiopian Jewish 
population to Israel. The United States also played 
a significant role when, in 1985, they evacuated 
500 Jews in what is known as Operation Joshua.
Despite the ban on emigration, according to more 
recent research, it appears that General Mengistu 
played a controversial role during the evacuation 
of Beta Israel, allowing the safe passage of the 
Jewish community in exchange for money and 
weapons from Israel.68 

Current situation 
Nowadays, The Ethiopian Jewish community in 
Israel is mostly composed of Beta Israel- both 
Haymanot and Rabbinic Judaism practising - and 
to a smaller extent of Falash Mura, who converted 
again to Rabbinic Judaism upon their arrival in 
Israel.63 
Indeed, Ethiopia’s Jewish community has been 
diminishing rapidly over the past several decades 
and is predicted to disappear this year as the last 
members of the Beta Israel community depart for 
Israel.55

2.26 Operation Moses, 1984
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2.26 Operation Moses, 1984
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2.27 The Abbot and a Senior Monk with One of the Ancient 
Manuscripts Kept in Abba Garima Monastery

Christianity has a long history in Ethiopia, dating 
back to the 1st century AD, and is now the most 
practised religion in the country, counting for about 
60% of the population. For the most part, Ethiopian 
Christians are followers of the Orthodox Church, 
while a smaller portion adheres to Protestantism.69 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church – known as 
Tewahdo in Ethiopia - is the second-largest 
Orthodox population worldwide and is also one 
of the oldest organised Christian bodies in the 
world.70  
Indeed, Christianity was adopted as the state 
religion in the 4th century, making the Aksum 
Empire one of the oldest Christian countries in the 
world, and was the only region of Africa to survive 
the expansion of Islam as a Christian state. Thus, 
Christianity played a significant role in shaping 
Ethiopia, by being the official religion of the country 
rulers for over fifteen centuries, until 1974.71

The Tewahdo Orthodox Church has adopted 
Ge’ez over Greek, as the official language of the 
divine service. However, nowadays parts of the 
liturgy are also translated in Amharic.72

Coptic Calendar

The influence of Orthodox Christianity in Ethiopia 
can also be noted in the adoption of the Coptic 
Calendar. According to this, one year consists of 
13 months, 12 of 30 days each followed by one 
month of 5 or 6 days. This means that the Ethiopian 
new year starts around the11th September in the 
Gregorian Calendar.73

Moreover, even when it comes to tell the time 
Ethiopians use a different system: the sunrise 
determines the new day, when it is 7am western 
time in Ethiopia, locally is said to be 1am; then 6pm 
corresponds to 12am, and from 7pm is 1 again.74 

Christianity
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as a resting place for the Ark of the Covenant, 
containing the Ten Commandments. It is said that 
it was brought back to Ethiopia by Menelik, the 
son of Queen Sheba (who according to legends 
lived in Aksum) and King Solomon. According 
to tradition, the location of this sacred tabot - a 
consecrated wooden altar slab - in St. Mary 
confirms the alleged role of Ethiopians as “the 
chosen people of God”.77 
The basilica had a central political role as it was 
the place where the Ethiopian Emperors came 
to be crowned. The title of “Atse” was reserved 
only for the emperors whose coronation has been 
ratified by the service at St. Mary of Zion.78 
Since its founding, the Church of Mary of Zion 
has been destroyed and rebuilt at least twice. Its 
first putative destruction occurred at the hands of 
Queen Judith during the 10th century. The second 
occurred in the 16th century at the hands of Ahmad 
ibn Ibrahim al-Ghazi, after which it was rebuilt 
by the Emperor Gelawdewos, then enlarged by 
Fasilides during the 17th century.53 
A new modern Cathedral was commissioned by 
Emperor Haile Selassie during the 20th century. 
The new St. Mary of Zion is located next to the old 
one and is accessible to both men and women, 
unlike the first, where only men were allowed, as 
Mary was the only woman spiritually authorised in 
the sacred space.79   
Today, St. Mary of Zion represents the spiritual 
heart of Ethiopian Christian Orthodoxy.3

Origins
There are various accounts of the origin of 
Christianity in Ethiopia, but most of them have no 
sufficient historical basis. According to tradition, 
Frumentius – also referred to as “Our Father of 
Peace the Revealer of Light” -, the first bishop 
in Ethiopia, had a significant contribution to 
the development of Christianity in the Empire.75 
Frumentius was appointed bishop in 347AD in 
Alexandria, Egypt76, initiating what was going to 
be a long-lasting relation between Ethiopia and 
the Coptic church of Egypt. He later returned to 
Ethiopia, where he was allowed by the ruling king 
to evangelise.73 Ten years on, Christianity was 
declared the official state religion by King Ezana.1 
From this moment on, the history of the kingdom 
became more and more intertwined with its 
religious affiliation: the conversion to Christianity 
provided and solidified its trading relationship 
with the Roman Empire. However, during the 7th 
century, the rise of Islam marked the beginning of 
the decline of the Aksumite Kingdom, by taking 
over the Red Sea trading routes and economically 
isolating the Aksumite Empire.3

St. Mary of Zion

One of the most sacred buildings for the Ethiopian 
Christian Orthodoxy is the basilica of St. Mary 
of Zion in Aksum, built in 340AD. Many people 
believe that it was commissioned by King Ezana 
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2.28 Original Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion in Aksum

2.29 New Church of Our Lady Mary of Zion in Aksum
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of 150 self-sufficient monks. The monastery is the 
location of the country’s oldest intact church – 
Abuna Aregawi - built in the Aksumite style around 
the 10th century.78 

The Abba Garima monastery was founded 
by Abba Garima and is home to the oldest 
illustrated Gospels in the world - illuminated 500 
paged manuscripts written by Abba Garima. The 
monastery consists of three churches, a circular 
treasury with a stone portal and monk cells.82 

Abuna Yemata Guh is a monolithic church founded 
by Abuna Yemata. It is hewn into the side of a rock 
face at a height of 2,580 metres. It is notable for 
its dome and well-preserved wall paintings dating 
back to the 5th century.83 The high summit was 
picked to draw attention towards the heavens.78 

Some of the churches and monasteries established 
by the Nine Saints were built upon former centres 
of pagan worships. For instance, the famous 
Monastery of Debre Damo was set up by Abba 
Zemika in the place where a Cult of Serpent has 
been present. Another example includes Abba 
Aftse converting the ancient Sabaean temple in the 
city of Yeha into a church.84

Later, in the late 5th century, a group of missionaries 
contributed remarkably to the initial growth of 
Christianity all over what is now Ethiopia. They 
came from various parts of the East Roman Empire, 
having fled the persecutions of the Orthodox after 
the Council of Chalcedon.80 These missionaries 
were later named “Nine Saints”. Thanks to their 
work, the Apostolic Faith was firmly planted in 
Ethiopia. They built monasteries and churches all 
over the kingdom, they began to use the Ge’ez 
language in divine services instead of Greek, and 
they were responsible for translating the Holy Bible 
and a number of the writings of the Fathers into 
Ge’ez.81

The Nine Saints’ Churches

Debre Damo monastery dates back to the 6th 
century and is perceived as the “most important 
centres of Christianity in Ethiopia”. It was founded 
by Abuna Za-Mikael and only men are allowed to 
enter. Because of its unique location at the top of a 
steep, one-kilometre long mountain, it is extremely 
hard to reach.  For that reason, in the past, the 
monastery served as an asylum for male members 
of the royal family and was used as a refuge from 
various invaders. Nowadays it is home to a group 
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2.30 Pointing like a finger towards heaven, Abuna Yemata Guh is removed from the noise of life. The entrance to the church is located 
about a third of the way up the pinnacle
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During the 12th century, Jerusalem passed into 
Muslim hands, halting Christian pilgrimages to the 
Holy Land. In response to this, King Lalibela set 
out the construction of a “New Jerusalem” in the 
capital city, Roha – also known as Lalibela -.85 

Religious Architecture: Lalibela’s Churches

According to tradition, Lalibela claimed to have 
received divine instructions to build eleven 
churches. These churches, most likely based on 
Aksumite precedents, were hewn out of living 
rock in the Lasta mountains. The craftsmen would 
start with carving out the mass of the church and 
later chisel down the architectural elements like 
windows, doorways, stairs, altars and arches.86 
The interiors of these magnificent structures were 
covered with paintings and murals.3 Each church 
is unique, but they follow the design of Aksumite 
churches.86 
The churches are clumped into three distinct 
groupings. 
The first group, comprising six churches, is located 
north of the river. One of the most notable is Biete 
Medhani Alem, the largest monolithic church in the 
world, consisting of five aisles and comprising the 
symbolic empty graves of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob.87 
The second group of four churches is located 
east of the river. Some speculate that some of 
these churches may predate King Lalibela by 
as much as 500 years. Others argue that this 
group represented Heavenly Jerusalem, even 
though none of them are a replica of buildings in 
Jerusalem.87

Finally, in the west of the river is Bet Giorgis (the 
House of St. George) the most iconic church of 
the Lalibela complex. The church has a cruciform 
plan and is the tallest of the eleven churches of 
the complex standing at around twelve metres. It 
is the most spectacular and the best preserved as 

well – some historians suggest that this is related 
to its isolated location, which allowed it to avoid 
vandalism and damage.88 

Monastic and Secular Patronage

Churches built during this period, including 
famous rock-hewn churches of Tigray and Lasta, 
were extravagantly decorated with golden 
ornamentation, wall paintings and precious 
fabrics. By means of artistic patronage, the rulers 
affiliated with religious leaders. Very often, 
to establish more authority and prestige, they 
commissioned and collaborated with European 
artisans. These European influences can be traced 
back by examining the art of wall paintings. 
Not only do they show the new technologies, 
aesthetics and mediums, but also new techniques 
not formerly known to the Ethiopian artists. Some of 
them, containing elements of Italian and Byzantine 
prototypes, include widespread use of geometric 
patterning, use of modelling in three-dimensional 
figures, fluidity of lines, rigid frontality and three-
quarter poses.3  

Some monasteries, including the Dabra Hayq 
Estifanos complex in Amhara, were established 
as academic centres. Because the act of writing 
manuscripts was perceived as an essential part 
of a monk’s spiritual training, very often they 
included separate rooms – scriptoria – which were 
designed exclusively for that purpose.

The Fre Seyon monastery, in the region of Lake 
Tana, was named after its founder, Fre Seyon, who 
is credited with the development of the style and 
images of the devotional Marian Icon. Emperor 
Zar’ a Ya’eqob (1434-68) utilised the power of 
Marian icons to showcase her central role in the 
salvation of Jesus Christ.3 
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2.31 Bet Giorgis in Lalibela

2.32 Diptych with Mary and Her Son Flanked by Archangels, Apostles and a Saint
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In 1441, some Ethiopian monks attended a 
council in Florence, where the union between the 
Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox churches 
was discussed. The event was unique and long-
awaited by Rome. The Catholic Church had tried 
to bring the Ethiopians into their fold for nearly two 
centuries.88 Nonetheless, the attempt to unify the 
two was vain. 
However, a second attempt was brought about in 
1554, when Jesuits were sent to Ethiopia, followed 
by Pedro Páez, a Spanish missionary, in 1603. 
Páez is traditionally referred to as the second 
apostle of Ethiopia, due to his great contribution 
to the spread of Christianity in this region. He 
prepared a catechism in the Amharic language 
and persuaded King Susenyos to abandon his 
Monophysite heresy and to acknowledge the two 
natures of Christ. After the death of Páez in 1622, 
under strong local pressure, the king reverted to the 
Ethiopian traditional version of Christianity, and the 
Jesuits left Ethiopia.89

Gondar’s Churches

In the 17th century, Gondar was established 
as the new capital of the empire and until its 
assault by Tigray in 1769, it was a central place 

for architectural innovations, workshops and 
scriptoria.
The Aksumite churches from this time were designed 
in an attempt to imitate King Salomon’s temple as 
described in the Old Testament. The churches built 
in Gondar had a square sanctuary (as opposed 
to the circular ones from earlier periods) and two 
peripheral aisles. The interiors were adorned with 
lavish paintings and rich murals. Because of the 
generous patronage from the wealthy elite, who 
hoped to ascend to the heavens, the period was 
fruitful in artistic production. The most notable were 
icons devoted to the Virgin Mary.1 

According to tradition, there are 44 Orthodox 
Tewahedo churches in the Gondar region.1 One 
of the most prominent and beautiful is the Debre 
Berhan Selassie Church. The modest, stone exterior 
of the church is home to some astonishing examples 
of Ethiopian Christian Church art, in particular of 
what is known as “the second Gondarine style”. 
Originally made for those who cannot read, the 
rich and intricate paintings adorning the walls and 
ceiling tell the story of biblical scenes and subjects. 
These paintings, made in red, blue and gold hues, 
cover every centimetre of the walls and ceilings.89  
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2.33 The Painted Interiors of Debre Berhan Selassie Church
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Modern Era
Starting at the beginning of the 20th century, 
several attempts were made to put an end to 
Egyptian control over the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church. These resulted in the establishment of 
an autonomous Ethiopian Patriarchate in 1959, 
which granted a great new deal of autonomy to 
the Tewahdo Church, even though the honorary 
primacy of the Egyptian Coptic patriarch was still 
recognised among the country..
The role of Christianity as State religion came to 
an end in 1974, when the Derg Regime came to 
power, dismissing the ruling monarchy.71 

Current Days
Up to the current days, Christianity still represents 
the most practised religion in the country.55 

Religious Festivals 

Religious festivities are of essential significance 
among the Ethiopian Christian communities. 

St. Mary Festival 
It is one of Ethiopia’s largest festivals and is 
celebrated once a year in honour of St. Mary, 
the most venerated of all Ethiopian saints. It also 
honours the Ark of the Covenant housed in the St. 
Mary of Zion. People from all over the world come 
to Ethiopia to attend this festival, which has become 
one of the most important annual pilgrimages in 
the country.78

Timkat
Timkat celebrates Christ’s baptism (Epiphany) 
in the River Jordan. It is the most important 

Ethiopian Christian feasts, especially in Addis 
Ababa, Lalibela and Gondar. The day before 
this celebration, “tabots are taken from various 
churches – wrapped in rich cloth and carried high 
on the heads of priests – to a place of blessing 
near a large pool or river”78, representing River 
Jordan. This is the only occasion in which the tabots 
are ever removed from the churches. 
Overnight they are left in a tent, attended to by 
the clergy that, together with the debtaras, church 
singers, sing and chant until sunrise. At daybreak, 
the procession continues to the water where the 
official baptism ceremony takes place. People then 
collect the water to take home, and some bathe 
in it. Finally, the tabots are brought back to the 
churches in solemn procession.78

Easter
Easter is a widely celebrated occasion throughout 
the country. In liturgical terms, Easter is referred to 
as Tinsae - to rise -. 
Members of the Catholic and Protestant Churches 
attend sombre church services, where they carry 
candles to symbolise the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
While for members of the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Churches, Easter, also known as Fasika in Amharic, 
marks the end of the 56-day lent period. At 3 in the 
morning, after a church vigil, followers can break 
their fasting from meat and dairy. 
The Resurrection of Jesus is considered even 
more significant than his birth, making Easter a 
prominent festival for the Ethiopians. Moreover, 
Easter is also a time when family and friends get 
together, coming even from the most remote areas 
of the country.78
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2.34 The procession, Mihila or Supplication, Starts at 5am on the 
Feast of St. Mary 

2.35 Crowds Gathering around a Cross-Shaped Baptismal Pool 
Representing the River Jordan, during Timkat 

2.36 Pilgrims Celebrate Fasika inside the Rock-hewn Churches of 
Lalibela 
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Origins
It was around 615 AD when the first group of 
Muslims arrived in Ethiopia with the First Migration 
to Abyssinia, under the rule of the Aksum King 
Negus – or Al-Najashi King Armah. This was 
recorded in history as the first Hijra.90 Once in 
Ethiopia, Muslims were required by the prophet 
to respect and protect Aksum and to live in peace 
with the native Christians.91 
Ethiopia is considered “the heaven of the first 
migration or Hijra”.92 During the 7th century, some 
of the Prophet Muhammad’s followers migrated 
to Ethiopia, where there was a King - King Nugus 
- who “did not wrong anyone”, to escape the 
persecution to which they were subjected in the 
city of Mecca. Indeed, Ethiopia was regarded as a 
land of religious freedom and fair justice.93 
Several are the strings linking Islam and Ethiopia. 
Bilal ibn Rabah, the first Muezzin, chosen to call 
the faithful to prayer, and one of the foremost 
companions of Muhammad, was from Abyssinia. 
Moreover, the Ethiopians were the largest 
single ethnic group of non-Arab Companions of 
Muhammad.93 
Islam developed rapidly in the eastern part of the 
reign, mostly in Somali and Harar, challenged by 
the mostly-Christian northern people of Abyssinia. 

The north and north-eastern Oromo, whose people 
have mainstream traditional belief, have also 
contributed to the growth of Islam.93

Harar

The city of Harar was founded in the early 11th 
century94 on a plateau surrounded by savannah 
and desert. A fortified wall with five entrance 
gates was built during the 13th and 16th centuries 
to protect the city. The layout follows that of 
Islamic cities with a central core, where religious 
and commercial buildings are located, which is 
surrounded by a maze of narrow alleyways.95

Harar became the capital of the Harari Kingdom 
during the 16th century, it became an independent 
emirate in the 17th century. The city developed as 
an important commercial centre, due to its strategic 
location which positions it between the coastal 
lowlands and central highlands. Only in the late 
19th century was it conquered by Menelik II, King 
of Sheba, and annexed by Ethiopia. 
In 2006, Harar was listed as a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site for its outstanding universal value in 
depicting the Islamic traditions and architecture in 
relation to the local Ethiopian culture.96 

Islam
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2.37 The Colourful City of Harar
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Modern era
During the 20th century, Muslims have been 
oppressed and marginalised in the Ethiopian state. 
This unfair treatment ceased with the establishment 
of the EPRDF in 1991, which resulted in a new 
climate of religious freedom and tolerance 
throughout the country.96 

Current days
Currently, Islam is the second most widely practised 
religion in Ethiopia, counting more than 25 million 
followers, almost 34% of the entire population. 
The city of Harar, located in the eastern part of the 
country, is considered the fourth Muslim Holy city, 
hosting 82 mosques and 102 shrines.96 

2.38 A Colourful Street in Dire Dewa
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2.38 A Colourful Street in Dire Dewa
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In contemporary Ethiopia, 98% of Ethiopians 
claim a religious affiliation, which highlights the 
relevance of religion as a predominant cultural 
factor in the country.97 Religious tension is a reality 
in several areas of the country: Oromia, Somalia, 
Tigray, etc. Recent attacks show that there are 
different types of conflicts happening in Ethiopia, 
mainly ethnic motifs resulting in religious frictions. 
Moreover, some of the reforms introduced by the 
current Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, who comes 
from a mixed Christian-Muslim background, have 
helped increase the ambitions of some groups who 
wish to secede from the federation.98

Indeed, increasing frictions stemming from identity 
politics could well be playing a part in several 
church attacks, as the EOTC is commonly identified 
as an Amharic institution. About 30 churches have 
been attacked since July 2018, mainly in eastern 
and southern Ethiopia, with more than half of them 
burned to the ground, according to the Amhara 
Professionals Union (APU). Most of the violent 

assaults recently occurred in the Somali Region and 
resulted in many deaths. Many attacks have been 
under-investigated, which led to negative attitudes 
of church members towards the government.99

Throughout Ethiopia’s history, some non-Amhara 
Ethiopians that the EOTC have been suspicious that 
has been used as a proxy to promote the Amhara 
political agenda. The Amharic people “are 
perceived to be the descendants of beneficiaries 
of an imperial system that, for example, strongly 
promoted the Amharic language, suppressed local 
identities, had Orthodox Christianity as the state 
religion, and where tenant farmers were largely at 
the mercy of landlords, which may be the origin 
for the conflicts”.99 Thus, proving that religious 
and ethnic tensions are highly intertwined in the 
country. 
Moreover, Protestantism is also making headway 
in some areas of Orthodox Christianity, generating 
tension between the two communities. Some 
Protestant leaders claim that members of their 

2.39 A member of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church sits in front of the destroyed Doya St. Michael Church, Southern region, June 2019

Current days: Religious Conflicts
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churches are being attacked by both Muslims and 
Ethiopian Orthodox Christians in several parts of 
the country, also claiming that such assaults are 
often ignored by the Ethiopian government. Other 
accounts, however, state that religious tensions 
have declined in most parts of Ethiopia since the 
start of the new millennium, noting however that 
they tend to persist in Muslim-dominated rural 
areas.56

Religious tensions are also pronounced in parts of 
Oromia.99 

The Mosque Ban

Several conflicts in the city of Aksum have resulted 
in the so-called “mosque ban”. The ancient city 
of Aksum is considered to be a sacred place by 
the Ethiopian Orthodox Christians. It is indeed 
believed to be home of the Ark of the Covenant 
and the Biblical Queen of Sheba. However, some 
Muslim groups are campaigning to build a mosque 
in the city - a suggestion strongly rejected by 
Christian leaders: “Aksum is our Mecca,” declared 
Godefa Merha, the deputy head of Aksum’s Our 
Lady Mary of Zion Church, just as churches are 
banned in Islam’s holiest site, mosques cannot exist 
in Aksum. This is now at the centre of controversy as 
some Muslims are demanding the right to build a 
mosque in the city and to give their call to prayer. 
The absence of a Mosque in Aksum has resulted 
on one hand in the creation of several temporary 
ones and, on the other, it has forced Muslims to 
pray outside. If the Orthodox Christians seem to 
be irremovable on the mosque construction, the 
Muslim community is, on the contrary, less firm, 
indeed accepting their decision in order to keep 
the peace between the two communities.Many 
see the controversy as unfortunate because the 
Kingdom of Aksum was once famed for its religious 
tolerance, the reason which led the Muslim there in 
the first place.99 Thus, although freedom of religion 
was established in the constitution of 1995, this 
principle is not always respected in practice, 
resulting in often-violent tensions among different 
religions and ethnicities. 

2.40 Chants for Peace Interrupt Meskel Celebration in Addis 
Ababa
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As previously mentioned, Ethiopia is a federal 
republic based on the concept of ethnic federalism, 
where “every nation, nationality and people 
in Ethiopia has an unconditional right to self-
determination”100 (article 39 of the Ethiopian 
Constitution). 

Ethiopian culture is diverse and is structured 
along ethnolinguistic lines.101 Each ethnic group 
has its own culture, customs, and traditions, but 
nonetheless, they all share some common values.
For instance, respect for elders is deeply rooted 
in the culture and is expected of every individual 
throughout the country. Simple things such as not 
getting up and offering one’s seat to elders (or 
even someone slightly older) is highly frowned 
upon. Parents are regarded as nurturers of the 
younger generation – people might even discipline 
a neighbour’s child if the parents are not around to 
do so – and there is great pride in childbearing. 
Furthermore, Ethiopians are widely known for 
being hospitable, friendly, and respectful of 

others.102 It is customary to use titles such as “Ato” 
(Mr.), “Weyzero” (Mrs.), and “Woyzerit” (Ms) to 
show respect.
Ethiopian culture tends to be more driven by an 
idealised ethos rather than by artefacts, privileging 
the ideal over the physical. In general, religion 
provides guidelines for morality.102 

About 100 different languages are spoken 
throughout the country, Amharic being the official 
working language. All these languages can be 
classified into four categories: Semitic, Cushitic, or 
Omotic (belonging to the Afro-Asiatic language 
family), and Nilotic (part of the Nilo-Saharan 
language family).102 
In all, Ethiopia counts about 85 different ethnic 
groups102, most of which represent small minorities 
within the country. The most represented ethnicities 
are Oromo, Amhara, Somali, Tigray, Sidamo, 
Gurage, Afar, and Anuak.
 

Ethnicity
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2.4 1Wollayta Girls Ethiopia
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Natural Landscapes

The geographic condition in which these groups 
have settled has also played a significant role 
in their development, influencing plenty of their 
lifestyles: from their economy to their clothing. 
Ethiopia is a land full of extremes and to fully 
understand why it is like this, it is essential to look 
at it from a tectonic perspective. Ethiopia is located 
in the middle of three tectonic plates: African, 
Arabian and Somali. The Somali plate splits the 
country into two highlands: the Eastern and the 
Western Ethiopian highlands. These are the largest 
continuous mountain range in Africa stretching 
North to South.103

The northeast part of the country is part of the 
Danakil Depression, one of the lowest places 
on earth, characterised by average annual 
temperatures of around 41 °C  and no rain for most 
of the year.104 Most of the area is uninhabitable with 
some areas fuming with toxic gasses coming from 
the boiling geothermal salt ponds. Here Dallol, the 
hottest human settlement on Earth, is located. 
Moving south into the country, the landscape 
suddenly becomes dramatically lusher and 
greener with a higher concentration of vegetation. 
The West and South are home to the largest 
portions of agricultural plots where various grains, 
vegetables, spices and herbs are grown including 
Teff, the national grain of Ethiopia, used to make 
the popular injera bread.

2.42 Simien Mountains of the Northern Highlands
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2.43 The Danakil Depression 2.44 Agricultural Landscape in Southern Ethiopia 
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Cooking, Eating, Sharing

Traditionally, eating is regarded as a highly 
communal activity in Ethiopia. The meal is shared 
by all the diners gathered around a large circular 
metal tray – typically posed over a woven table-
like basket called mesob – containing the injera 
and a great variety of toppings, generally known 
as wot. The meal is consumed by hands: “hands go 
back and forth scooping up from the various piles 
of dishes with strips of injera torn from the edges.”

Injera 
Injera - a spongy sourdough flatbread of about 50 
centimetres in diameter made out of fermented teff 
flour – can be regarded as the basic element of the 
Ethiopian cuisine, since it represents the foundation 
of the vast majority of local dishes. Injera is 
typically baked in a special clay pan – mitad – 
with a diameter of about 45-60 centimetres.105

Spices
Spices are also an essential element in Ethiopian 
cuisine. Indeed, mixes of spices, such as berbere, a 
combination of powdered chilli pepper, coriander, 
garlic and others, and mitmita, are commonly used 
in many traditional dishes. 
Women typically prepare spices at home, with 
the help of cardamom seeds, cloves and salt. Raw 
ingredients are first dried outside, usually in the 
proximity of the house, then grounded and mixed, 
and finally either used or sold.106

Doro Wot 
Cooking is mainly a female activity, thus women 
traditionally push girls to learn how to cook with 
encouraging comments such as “You will never find 
a husband if you cannot cook doro wot!”.107  Doro 
wot is the main dish served to guests and during 
holidays, as a sign of respect, and the preparation 
is very laborious. 

In general, cooking can be done outside or inside, 
depending on the specific cultural context and on 
the availability of space and income. 

2.45 Ethiopian traditional injera served on a traditional mesob

2.46 Woman Baking injera
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Coffee Ceremony

As one of the largest coffee producers in the world, 
Ethiopia is a country proud of its coffee heritage. 
“According to legend, an Ethiopian goat herder 
discovered the wonders of coffee when his flock 
grew restless and wouldn’t go to sleep at night. 
Curious, he discovered that his flock had been 
eating the cherries of coffee trees.”108 Coffee, 
locally known as buna, is a common beverage 
throughout the country. After every meal, a coffee 
ceremony is enacted and coffee is usually served 

2.47 Woman Brewing Coffee during the Buna Ceremony

by the youngest female of the house.
The coffee ceremony ritual consists of several 
elaborate steps and can take up to two hours. 
Firstly, fresh grass is laid on the floor and the 
raw coffee beans are washed with warm water 
to remove the thin skin. Then the pealed beans 
are roasted on a charcoal stove. Once they are 
roasted, the beans are grounded in a wooden 
mortar with a pestle.  Finally, the coffee is brewed 
in the traditional black clay kettle called jebena, 
and once ready, it is served in small ceramic cups 
– sini – to family and friends.

Genius Loci / Ethnicity
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The Arts of Crafts

Ethiopian crafts are part of a very old and rich 
tradition, handed down from generation to 
generation. As the country is still rural for the most 
part, craftsmanship still defines the core of the local 
culture in its broader sense: from everyday utensils, 
jewellery, clothing and so on, to the very practice 
of housing,. reusing, recycling and reconfiguring 
materials is the base of the Ethiopian Crafts, 
making it extremely sustainable in its inner nature. 
Local realities have a high influence over crafts as 
well: depending on regional resources and local 
knowledge, every ethnic group has developed its 
particular style.109

Mesob
The mesob is a handwoven round wicker basket, 
woven from several types of dried grass or straw, 
with a lid on top, traditionally used as a dinner 
table for family meals. Once the lid is removed, 
the mesob is used as a support for the food tray. 
Smaller mesobs are also used for ornamentation. 
In general, mesobs are part of a larger tradition of 
hand-weaving, particularly prominent in the Harar 
area, where basket-weaving is considered one of 
the skills required for a woman to demonstrate her 
good breeding.110 

Netela
Netela is a cotton white scarf commonly used by 
Ethiopian women.  Based on how women wear 
it, the netela can be a way of expressing one’s 
feelings. Textile  tradition is extremely important for 
Ethiopians, and indeed the country is the second 
largest cotton producer on the African Continent.111 
Traditional textile hand-loom weaving is a gender-
based craft. The process is divided in two separate 
steps, each corresponding to either women or 
men. Traditionally, women handle the cultivation, 
purchase, and preparation of cotton threads, 
which are then taken over by the male weaver.112 

2.48 Dorze Woman spinning cotton 
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Music and Dance

Music has always been a big part of the Ethiopian 
culture, history, and daily life. Traditional songs 
and performances are still common in Ethiopia, 
even in the highly urbanised city of Addis Ababa. 

Music plays a social and entertaining role in 
communal life. Among traditional instruments we 
can find the single-stringed masenko, used by 
minstrels who sing of life experiences improvising 
verses on the spot, and the krar, a lyre-like plucked 
instrument with five or six strings, and the begenna 
a portable harp.113

Each ethnic group has its distinct singing and 
dancing style which is seen as a means of self-
expression and used as a way to display the 
rich variety of cultures.115 Orchestra Ethiopia was 
the first popular music band formed in 1963 with 
the aim of preserving folk music from the different 
ethnic groups. “It was the first ensemble of its type, 
as these diverse instruments and ethnic groups 
previously had never played together.” The band 
was dissolved after the Derg Revolution.114

Music also plays a significant role in religious 
rituals, for instance, in any church it is likely to find 
decorated drums and a traditional sistra, used to 
accompany the priests’ chantings.115

2.49  An Ethiopian feast in the occasion of a school opening 
ceremony
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Oromo is the most represented ethnicity in 
Ethiopia, accounting for about 35% of the country 
population. 
Although they are native to the western, 
southwestern, southern, and eastern areas of the 
country, the Oromo people are currently mostly 
concentrated in the Oromia region.102 
They speak Oromo, a Cushitic Afro-Asiatic 
language. Traditionally, they practised a local faith 
centred on the figure of Waqa, however, since the 
19th century, Islam is the predominant religion.102

The Oromo people traditionally adopted a 
governance system known as the Gada system, an 
age-based system used to classify the male groups 
and their roles in society. Its core values concern 
moral conduct, unity, and equality. Indeed, one 
of the founding principles of Oromo culture is the 
tokuma – identification with the group -, every 
aspect of the Oromo’s life revolves around it. 
Indeed, cooperation is at the base of their social, 
economic, religious, and political system.115 
The male leaders are chosen democratically 
with a general assembly; in the absence of a 
built structure, the meetings take place under a 
sycamore tree, which has since become a strong 
symbol of the Gada community.116

Oromo are historically a pastoral society, but, 
following a series of predatory expansions and 
raids of neighbouring pastures, known as the 

Great Oromo migration, which occurred in the 
16th century, they were brought into contact with 
the neighbouring kingdoms, and most of them 
adopted sedentary agriculture as their primary 
activity.92 
Traditional Oromo clothing widely varies based 
on the area as well. Normally, clothes are mainly 
made of white cotton cloth and leather. Due to their 
pastoral tradition, leather represents an integral 
part of their wardrobe.117 Even though most of their 
traditional clothing is not widely used in the more 
urbanised areas of the region, more and more 
young Oromo have started wearing traditional 
clothing as it is seen as pride in one’s identity and  
a way of self- expression.118

The Chicka House 
[See also Habitation - Traditional and Tribal - 
Oromo].
Due to the diverse climatic conditions in the 
territories in which Oromo have settled, traditional 
housing construction methods vary upon local 
necessities. In general, the typical Oromo house, 
also known as ‘chicka house’, consists of a circular 
space defined by chicka walls and covered by a 
conical roof made of herbs and ropes arranged 
over a wooden structure.119 Low partitions organise 
the interior space, where a fireplace is located in the 
centre, representing the core of the household.120

2.50 Oromo Women

Oromo
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2.51 Oromo Family Standing in front of their Chicka House
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2.52 Amhara Girl with a White Head Covering

Amhara people are the second largest 
ethnolinguistic group in Ethiopia. They 
predominantly live in the highlands of the Amhara 
region in the north-central part of the country.121 
They are believed to be the descendants of the 
Aksumite empire, and the registrars of Ethiopian 
ancient history, including the story of Queen Sheba 
and King Solomon.122 
Amhara people speak Amharic, a Semitic 
language, which has been adopted as the official 
working language by the Ethiopian government.123 
Almost 50% of the Amhara adheres to Orthodox 
Christianity, which highly influences the daily life 
of this community. For instance, birth rituals and 
baptism follow the instruction presented in the Old 
Testament.123 
Along with religion, land tenure of kinfolk, and 
traditional feudalism constitute the foundational 
social structure of the Amharic community.123 
Agriculture represents the main productive activity 
for this group, in particular corn, wheat, barley and 
teff.123

Due to the harsh climate – sunny days and cold 
nights of the highlands – clothes are mainly made 
of cotton cloth strips called shemma, which can 
be used for thin, two-ply shawls called netela, or 
heavy, four-ply blanket-like shawls called gabi, 
which is worn during the night. The traditional 

menswear consists of “white knee-length shirts, 
white trousers, a sweater, knee-high socks and the 
wrap-around gabi”.124 Women in the countryside 
still braid their hair daily and wear traditional, 
thin, white cotton dresses with intricate designs – 
although women in the cities only wear them during 
holidays and special events. Colourful designs are 
placed on the habesha kemis usually around the 
cuffs, the bottom, or down the middle. Hand, neck 
and at times face tattooing and markings also 
have a long tradition in these regions, as they are 
considered a rite of passage for women entering 
adulthood.125

The Stone Masonry House

Stone is the main construction material in the area, 
due to its abundance in this mountainous region. 
Indeed, stone masonry houses are predominant in 
the Amharic tradition. These are usually covered 
by a conical thatched roof. The dwellings can be 
either rectangular or circular, and they can be one 
or two-storey-high, in this case using the ground 
floor for the livestock, which serves as a heating 
system for the household living on the upper floor. 
The house revolves around a central space, which 
serves both as a living and sleeping area.121 

Amhara
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2.53 Typical Amharic Village
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“The Somali share a common language, adhere 
to a single faith, and share a cultural heritage that 
is an integral part of their nomadic lifestyle. Their 
name is derived from the words, “so maal,” which 
literally means, “Go milk a beast for yourself!” To 
the Somali, this is actually a rough expression of 
hospitality.”126 They are concentrated in Somali, 
one of the largest regions in Ethiopia.127

They traditionally speak Somali, a caustic language 
part of the Afro-Asiatic language family. Islam is the 
predominant religion in this region as most people 
converted to it in the 14th century during the Arab 
expansion. Their practice of Islam is mostly loose 
since they traditionally worship ancestral saints.128 
The rer clan is believed to be the basis of Somalis, it 
consists of a closely-knit group of families claiming 
to have the same male ancestor. It is a strongly 
patriarchal society with each male member living 
up to his obligation in his rer. The social structure 
is therefore extremely influenced by the division in 
clans, resulting in an individualistic approach to life 
and frequent fights between clans.128 
Although some groups in more urbanised areas 
have adopted agriculture as a livelihood and 

acted as middlemen between the Arabs and the 
nomadic people in the region for centuries128, most 
Somalis still follow the traditional nomadic way of 
life. 

The Aqal
[See also Habitation - Traditional and Tribal - 
Somali].
Somalis are mainly nomadic herdsmen who travel 
frequently in the desert in search of resources. They 
live in portable wooden-branch huts – aqal - which 
can be easily disassembled when moving from one 
place to another.128 The aqal is built, dismantled 
and carried on camels’ backs by the clan’s women. 
These are also in charge of gathering building 
materials, which depend on local conditions of 
the temporary settlement: branches, grass, woven 
mats, plastics and animal skin are mainly used. The 
interior of the hut is organised into two sectors, the 
one up-front holds the living area, while the one on 
the back serves as a sleeping area.121

2.54 Somali Girl looking over the Family’s Livestock in the Desert

Somali



177

2.55 Typical Somali Aqal
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Tigray people, also referred to as Tegray, Tigrai, 
or Tigre, are an ethnic group concentrated in the 
Tigray region in northern Ethiopia. The Tigray 
region is extremely relevant in Ethiopian history: 
it was home to Aksum, the core of the ancient 
Aksumite kingdom, and to Adwa, where the 
Ethiopian Army managed to defeat the Italian 
enemy in 1896.128

The Tigray people (referred to as Tigre) speak 
Tigrigna – a Semitic language similar to Arabic 
and Hebrew.129 It is mostly related to Ge’ez – a 
3-4th century AD language – which is currently 
only used in the Ethiopian Orthodox church. 
Orthodox Christianity is the most practised religion. 
Although vegetation is sparse, agriculture is widely 
practised by Tigray people, in particular cereals, 
legumes, coffee, and cotton along with stock-
raising.130

Tigray traditional clothing is similar to the Amhara’s, 
with white cotton dresses for women, with colourful 
designs, usually thin, placed on the edge around 
the neck and continuing down the front centre; and 
the traditional white cotton gabi for men. Although 
they are slightly different, both regions use hair 
braids daily and gold jewellery during holidays.126

The Hidimo
[See also Habitation - Traditional and Tribal - 
Tigray].
The mountainous landscape of the Tigray region 
offers massive stone resources, which have been 
historically exploited by local inhabitants to use 
as building materials. Indeed, the typical Tigray 
house is a stone masonry construction, with solid 
basalt foundations, which can be either circular 
or rectangular, one or more storeys-high, usually 
with a courtyard surrounded by a high stone wall, 
where the livestock is kept safe. Due to the seismic 
hazard to the area, a particular technique – known 
as monkey heads - is used to construct walls. Roofs 
are usually flat and made with wide overhangs 
to protect the walls from heavy rains, and they 
can be used for many different purposes, such as 
grain storage or as a sleeping area for sheep and 
goat.130 The interior space consists of one single 
room arranged around a central fireplace dug in 
the earthen floor.121

In the Tigray culture, house ownership defines 
ones’ reputation in community. “Guests often bring 
stones with them as gifts of respect, to be added to 
the walls. One may view the walls as a concrete 
demonstration of one’s friends’ esteem.”131

2.56 Tigray Girl in the Northern Highlands

Tigray
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2.57 Typical Tigray Hidimo
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Sidamo or Sidama is an Ethiopian ethnic group 
of almost five million people, concentrated in the 
Omo River and Rift Valley regions in the South of 
the country (current SNNPR). 
Any of the Cushitic-speaking peoples of the 
southwestern part of the country who are not 
Oromo are considered Sidamo. Traditionally, 
Sidamo people worshipped the sky god, but 
were later converted to Christianity during the 
20th century.132 Traditional beliefs also played 
an important role in shaping the monarchical 
organisation of the group: the king is believed to 
have a divine link to the sky god.133   
During the 14th century AD, the Sidamo started 
their reign, known as the Kefa kingdom, but were 
later conquered and controlled by the Abyssinians 
and the Oromo. 
Their economy is mainly based on farming and 
agriculture, the ensete, also known as Abyssinian 
banana, and coffee are among the most relevant 
productions in the region.135

Nowadays, due to the sharp demographical 
growth which started in the last decade of the 20th 

century, limited local services are pushing Sidamo 
to move in search for better education and jobs, 
generating a pattern of urban migration both 
towards local cities, particularly to Awasa, and 
abroad.135 

The Tukul
[See also Habitation - Traditional and Tribal - 
Sidamo].
Being often under attack pushed the communities  
to surround themselves with walls and garrisons.135 
Housing compounds are indeed usually circled 
by a bamboo fence, where on the inside several 
housing units and possibly a vegetable garden are 
located. The typical Sidamo house consists of a 
beehive-shaped round tukul built out of bamboo 
and covered with grass and ensete leaves. 
Additionally, to protect the house during the rainy 
season, two bamboo panels are placed on each 
side of the waterproof layer made of leaves. The 
house is usually accessible through a wooden 
porch, and the interior is divided into two sections: 
the right side of the tukul is used by people, while 
the left side houses the calves.121

2.58 People walking in the street in a Sidama Village

Sidamo
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2.59 A Sidama Tukul with the Ensete Plantation
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Gurage is an ethnolinguistic group, consisting of 
several different sub-groups that originated in the 
Tigray region, and later moved South to conquer 
new territories during the Aksumite Empire. They 
now live in the fertile and semi-mountainous area 
defined north by the Awash River, south-west by 
the Gilgel Gibe River, and east by Lake Ziway, in 
the current SNNPR.134 
Due to the diversity of the sub-groups, the Gurage 
speak several languages: most are part of the 
Semitic branch, while some were influenced also 
by neighbouring Cushitic languages.136 
Most Gurage are either Orthodox Christian or  
Muslim. The religious system is highly centralised, 
and it has great power over the political 
organisation of the group. This, on the contrary, is 
defined on the local level and does not respond 
to any centralised institutional power. A relevant 
figure in the social structure of the Gurage is 
the Fuga, a local representative who plays an 
important role both in the political and religious life 
of the community.136

The Gurage are settled people and their economy 

2.60 Inside the Goye, the Central Fireplace

is prevalently based on agriculture, mainly on the 
production of the Ethiopian “false banana”, the 
ensete.135 

The Goye House
[See also Habitation - Traditional and Tribal - 
Gurage].
Typically the Gurage people live in compounds 
consisting of a house – the Goye house, a circular 
construction with a radius of about six to ten 
meters, defined by wood walls with chicka filling 
and a steep thatched roof - and several other 
buildings – the Zeger for the children and the 
Harar for the guests - surrounded by cultivation 
gardens in the back and side of the plot. The 
interior space is divided into two main sections by 
wooden partitions, one part being the living and 
sleeping area with a central fire for warming up the 
space, the other serving as a cattle tie area and as 
storage space.136 House construction is regarded 
as a collective effort: the roof framework and the 
walls are built in parallel, then connected by ropes. 
For instance, when it comes to placing the central 
post, up to thirty men take part in the job.121 

Gurage
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2.61 The Goye, Cultivation Gardens, and the Ensete Plantation
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Afar is a cross-border community living in the 
north-eastern part of Ethiopia, and the adjacent 
areas of Eritrea and Djibouti. This area is extremely 
remote and presents very harsh climatic conditions. 
The area is indeed known for the hot conditions of 
the Danakil Depression. Due to its geographical 
isolation, the region has been marginalised by the 
government and has only minimal access even to 
the most basic services.137  
Afar people speak Afar, a Cushitic language, and 
practice Sunni Islam.138 
They are predominantly a nomadic pastoral society 
raising cattle, goats, sheep, and camels. The 
social organisation of this group is based on clan 
families and is structured into two main classes: the 
asaimara - the reds -, the political class, and the 
adoimara - the whites - the working class.139

The Afar region is mainly covered with deserts 
and salty lakes, including the largest salt mines 
of Ethiopia. Here, the salt trade dates back to 
the 6th century. Nowadays, there are about 750 
registered Afar miners who work in the salt mines at 
the depression and they produce about 1.3 million 
tonnes of salt annually which they transport by 
donkeys and camels on a daily basis.140 

Afar people usually wear brightly-coloured, 
light clothing made of cotton and use wraps to 
protect their head and face from the desert dust. 
Traditionally, men sport the jile, a famous curved 
knife.142 Moreover, face markings and teeth 
sharpening for beautification are traditions still 
practised in the region.

The Ari

Due to their nomadic lifestyle, afar typically live in 
huts. These are owned by the women, who erect, 
dismantle, and load them on camels when it is time 
to move. The ari consists of an oval-shaped domed 
armature structure made of branches bound with 
palm fibres121 and covered with mats woven from 
reed, straw or grass.141 An afar camp usually 
consists of about twenty huts and a meeting place. 
It is surrounded by vegetal barricades to protect 
the clan and livestock from wild animals and theft.121 
More sedentary groups have adopted different 
housing typologies: stone masonry houses – 
dabou – at the foot of the highlands, and wooden 
houses with chika filling.121

2.62 Afar Women Assembling the Ari

Afar
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2.63 Camel Carrying a Disassembled Ari on the Back: Ready to Move
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The Anuak live in the Gambella forest region in 
south-western Ethiopia (current SNNPR) where 
very little infrastructure exists and accessibility by 
outsiders is close to impossible. This ethnic group is 
said to have existed from the first millennium BC.142 
Indeed, “The Anuak live a tight-knit community life 
in villages that are self-contained and do not have 
much communication with the outside world.”143

Anuak - a Nilotic language – is the official 
language. Although some people have been 
converted to Christianity by evangelists travelling 
to this area, they traditionally worshipped a god 
called Gwok. Animal sacrifices and magic rituals 
are part of the local faith.144 
The social structure is articulated in clans living in 
sparse, thinly-populated, autonomous villages. 
This has produced a highly decentralised political 
system and very strong separate identities within 
this ethnic group.146 
The Anuak sustain themselves mainly on hunting, 
fishing, and agriculture. 

Since the end of the 1970s, the relationship 
between the Anuak and the Ethiopian government 
has been quite tense, due to the intrusion of the 
central government in local affairs, leasing land 
and resources to international companies. As a 
result, in 2003, the Gambella region was subject 
to a violent military campaign. 
Moreover, the Anuak also have a tense relationship 
with another neighbouring ethnic group, the Nuer, 
which has escalated in multiple outbreaks of 
violence.145

The Anuak House

Anuak people typically live in round thatched 
houses with many tiered roofs which protect the 
construction from tropical rains and the blazing 
sun. Houses are organised in small villages; 
interiors are used mainly for sleeping as most of the 
activities take place in the outdoor yards.145

2.64 Anuak Children in the Outdoor Yard

Anuak
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2.65 Typical Anuak House
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Almost 3 million people are internally displaced 
in Ethiopia. Notable among these are the almost 
900,000 Gedeo people forced to flee their homes 
as a result of the ongoing Gedeo-Guji conflict in 
the state of Oromia. These people are housed in 
refugee camps around the country.34

Furthermore, the Oromo Liberation Front (OLF), who 
agreed to give up their arms in 2018, still maintain 
a presence in the state of Oromia. Politicians in 
Oromia have been pushing for increased rights 
for the Oromo people, including issuing residence 
cards to Oromo people displaced from the Somali 
region, in an apparent ploy to influence the 
demographics in the state.34

The Ethiopian Orthodox Church has also been 
brought into the fold, with some Oromo priests, 
including Reverend Qesis Belay, threatening to 
form a separate Oromo Orthodox Church, with 
services held in the Oromo language. Once 
again, religious conflicts and political conflicts are 
intertwined, and cannot be separated.146 Indeed, 
tensions in Oromia could be linked to Abiy’s 
Oromo heritage, with his position as Prime Minister 
emboldening Oromo nationalist groups. 
Abiy’s heritage is a particular source of tension 
in the Tigray state, as previous leaders of EPRDF 
have been primarily of Tigrayan descent. Abiy’s 
reorganisation of the government and military has 
targeted Tigrayan officials, and his popularity in 
the state is now low.147

Further tensions exist in the state of Southern 
Nations, Nationalities and Peoples Region 
(SNNPR), where Sidama people are calling for full 
statehood. SNNPR is a state consisting of over 40 
ethnic groups, which have co-existed peacefully 
since the adoption of the constitution in 1995. Prior 
to this, Sidama was a separate province but joined 
with 4 others to create the SNNPR. The major 
concern is that the secession of Sidama would lead 
to the full break up of SNNPR, which would likely 
lead to thousands of people being displaced.148 

2.66 A Sidama Youth Leader Carrying a Flag

Current days: Ethnic Conflicts
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2.67 Oromo Demonstration during Irreccha, the Oromo Thanksgiving 

2.68 Ethiopian Woman with her Child in a Refugee Camp
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Addis Ababa is the place where all these three 
“forces” - Geopolitics, Religion, and Ethnicity - 
come together and interact, generating a unique 
and diverse urban structure, a multifaceted city. 
Even though Addis Ababa was founded only in 
1886, its history and culture are extremely rich as 
a result of this mix of religious beliefs and ethnic 
backgrounds coexisting in the city.  

In a way we can look at this particular urban 
environment as the result of two main tendencies: 
the first is that generated by the people themselves. 
It is  a spontaneous way of making the urban. The 
second is the formal planning of the city carried out 

by governmental institutions. 
Indeed, most of the city development has 
emerged as ad-hoc results of socio-economical 
events that have been happening in the country. 
Although planners and experts have come up with 
multiple masterplans, there has been very little 
implementation of the poor urban living conditions 
in real life. 

Because of the organic nature of its growth and a 
clear distinction between its parts, Addis Ababa 
has been dubbed “A Collage of Cities”.149

The next section is a compilation of several 
distinctive features of the city and its challenges. 

Addis Ababa
A Multifaceted 

City
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2.69 People of Addis Ababa
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2.70 Typical Inner-City Informal Settlements 

The most characteristic typology forming Addis 
Ababa’s image are the non-planned,  informal 
settlements scattered around the inner city. 

These settlements have been addressed in several 
masterplans. However, those made pre-Derg 
lacked a socio-economic evaluation of the city 
and omitted problems of the poorest, while C.K 
Polonyi’s plan of 1978 exacerbated the problem 
by discouraging their upgrade.151 [See also 
Thematic Mapping - Overview - Abercrombie].
Because of this lack of top-down management, 
dwellers display multiple self-actualisation efforts, 
traditional frugality practices, uses  of social 
networks and form a variety of community-based 
support organisations. 

The Idir

One of such self-help associations is Idir, which 
was formed around Italian occupation  to 
financially support and to “fulfill   community 
commitments” of its members. Idir performs as 
a non profit organisation - it has a leadership 
branch,  a  set  of  rules, regulations,  and  monthly  
payments  that  finances  the  support  it provides  
to  its  membership.150  
The formal, aspects of those settlements are being 
handled by Kebele - an organisation established 
during the Derg regime to manage  the houses that 
rented below 100 ETB (~2.3 €) .
Kebele is in practice the smallest administrative 
division of Ethiopian city.151  

Places of Informality
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2.71 Merkato, Addis Ababa

Addis Ababa offers a great diversity in terms of 
public spaces. This operates at different scales in 
urban tissue, the street being the basic element of 
the urban public space, a place of encounter and 
exchange.

The Italian Merkato

When Addis Ababa was founded it was based on 
prior Ethiopian cities which formed the seats from 
previous governments. These cities always had 
three main institutions; the palace, the market and 
the church. Arada was the former marketplace of 
Addis Ababa at the time of its foundation.152 During 
the Italian occupation they changed the name of 
Arada into Piassa, which became the new centre 
of business and entertainment for the Italians. 
[See also Thematic Mapping - Overview - Guidi 
and Valle]. Therefore, the city’s commercial hub 
changed its location to the Merkato, which is now 
still an important space in the city and is even said 
to be Africa’s largest open market. Many physical 
structures of the Italian occupation are still present 
in the city.153 

Meskel Square

In 1974, there was a change in the political system 
from a Monarchy to the military dictatorship 
headed by the Derg regime. A Hungarian planning 
professor designed the Revolution Square, now 
known as Meskel Square, with a political purpose. 
It was used as a public gathering space and as 
a forum where the communist leaders addressed 
the public and had their military parades. Today, 
the square is used by the inhabitants of the city 
throughout the year for different purposes.154

Places of Exchange Genius Loci / Addis Ababa
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2.72 St. George Cathedral, Addis Ababa

As mentioned in the previous chapters, religion 
plays a significant role in the everyday life of 
Ethiopians. In Addis Ababa different religious faiths 
come together and interact. Indeed, the Ethiopian 
capital today represents a great example of 
peaceful coexistence.  
Religious architecture has been defining the city 
since its very foundation. If this is true for what 
concerns Christianity, a different story applies 
to numerous mosques now present in the city. 
These, indeed, represent quite a new addition to 
the religious life of Addis Ababa: only in 1991 
Muslims were finally allowed to pray in public 
spaces, and therefore to build mosques in the 
city.155  Nowadays, worship places of different 
faiths can be found all over the place, as oases in 
the chaotic city. 
Moreover, religious festivals and rituals are 
strongly felt among people in the capital. Every 
year a big celebration, Meskel, takes place to 
honor the finding of the cross Jesus was crucified 
on.156

St. George Cathedral 

The Cathedral was built in the late 19th century in 
honor of Saint George, whose relic was carried 
into the battle of Adwa, to celebrate the victory 
over the Italian invaders.157

Holy Trinity Cathedral

Built under the rule of Menelik II, as soon as the 
capital was established in Addis Ababa, it is now 
the second most important Orthodox Cathedral in 
Ethiopia, right after St. Mary of Zion in Aksum.
Since the return of Haile Selassie in 1941, the  
Trinity Cathedral was made the burial ground for 
those who died during the Italian occupation.158

Anwar Mosque

The Grand Anwar Mosque, located in the Merkato 
area, is the main religious center for Muslims in and 
around Addis Ababa.159  

Places of  Worship



Addis Ababa’s efforts in uniting a free, post-
colonial Africa has been formally validated in 
1963, over the formation of the Organisation 
of African Unity (currently African Union) and 
the foundation of their headquarters in the city.  
The city is also home to the seat of the European 
Commission for Africa. Therefore, Addis Ababa 
has become a meeting ground for discussions 
between Africa, the Middle East and the 
West. In consequence, many headquarters 
of international organisations have emerged 
in the city. To keep up with the new role, the 
previously neglected southern part of the 
city had to be expanded and developed.154  
 
In order to create an international diplomatic 
culture of events and leisure, multiple buildings 
(such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Addis 
Ababa City Hall) have been built, followed 
by squares, hotels, banks and other venues. 
After a short period of stagnation between 1974 
and 1991,  the newly established part restarted 
its development and became home for even more 
embassies, consulates and representative offices.  
 
Recent developments, including the African Union 
headquarter, established a new international 
identity of the city and became a catalyst 
in the southward urbanisation of the city.108  
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2.73 African Union Headqarters, Addis Ababa

Places for Diplomacy Genius Loci / Addis Ababa
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In general, Addis Ababa is undergoing a process 
of modernisation initiated, in the beginning of the 
new millennium, with the new City Masterplan of 
2003.161 [See also Thematic Mapping - Overview 
- CDP]. The central government is trying to 
redefine the image of the city both on a national 
and international level, by replacing the existing 
urban tissue, seen as a sign of backwardness 
and poverty, with new modern architecture. The 
approach can be equated to a tabula rasa.
This has been the case in many areas in the 
inner city, where informal settlements and their 
communities have been wiped out in order to 
create a new modern central district, with high-rise 
buildings defining a new skyline.160   

The African Union Headquarters

One significant example of this urban tendency  
is identifiable in the African Union Headquarters. 
A 117 m high building, with glass facades, stands 
in the middle of the city; no trace of the former 
informal settlement is left.  
What is notable, is that the African Union 
headquarter has been donated and built by 
the Chinese government. Since 2000, Ethiopia 
has received at least $12.1 billion from Chinese 
creditors. The government used the money to fund 
various investments including the new metro system 
and advanced road infrastructure.161

IHDP

Furthermore, the IHDP, established in the beginning 
of this century, to cope with the housing crisis, can 
also be regarded as a way to promote a new idea 
of the city, based on modernist standards at the 
expense of the existing local communities. 

2.74 Two construction workers in Koye, the largest condominium 
site under construction outside Addis Ababa

A Push for Modernity
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Addis Ababa is a chartered city within territory 
of the Oromia Region.162 Due to the sharp 
population growth, the city has been expanding 
more and more, until the point where the legal 
boundary established between Addis Ababa 
and Oromia is reached. Indeed, in 2014 the 
Ethiopian government proposed the ‘Addis Ababa 
Integrated Development Masterplan’ according 
to which Addis Ababa would expand into the 
surrounding farmland in the Oromia State. It 
ignited protests from the Oromo people, who 
started expressing their concerns about the fate 
of people and communities living currently on the 
land that the government wanted to incorporate 
into Addis. Many students have been taking part 
in the protests against this new Masterplan.163 
After months of deadly protests, the Ethiopian 
Government announced the withdrawal for  the 
plans of the expansion of boundaries.164

Nevertheless, in March 2019, the Addis Ababa 
City administration announced the winners of 
the lottery for new condominium houses under 
the 20/80 and 40/60 housing schemes. The 
houses were mostly built in Addis Ababa, but 
some were built in Koy Fitche located inside the 
Oromia Region.165 After the announcement many 
people from Oromia protested and claimed that 
the construction of condominium blocks is causing 
the eviction of many Oromo farmers from their land 
without providing proper compensation.166 

2.75 Months of protest in the Oromia Region because of the Addis 
Ababa Integrated Development Master Plan

Running out of Space Genius Loci / Addis Ababa
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Today, Addis Ababa is characterised by a 
significant ethnic and socio-economic diversity 
among its inhabitants. Almost half of the population 
belongs to the Amhara group, while the remaining  
people belong to Oromo, Gurage, Tigrinya and 
others. While most of the population is Ethiopian 
Orthodox,  other religions including Muslim, 
Protestant and Catholic are present as well.167

 
In terms of socio-economic  background and 
income, there is no strict division  between people 
in the city. The rich and the poor live in a symbiosis 
in which the lower-income residents provide 
services and products to the wealthier neighbors. 
Although gated communities and inaccessible 
‘ghettos’ are not yet very present in the city, the 
recent development strategies are starting to 
disrupt this integrity.

One of the factors contributing to the problem 
is the newly built network of roads. In certain 
places, some of the roads pass through residential 
neighbourhoods, disconnecting them and eroding 
the physical coherence of the social mix. On 
top of that, the  recent ring-road development 
has divided the city into eight quarters leaving 
the neighbourhoods fragmented and lacking 
accessibility.168 
Moreover, the revised plan of 2008 encourages 
a mix of buildings within a given neighbourhood, 
which further exacerbates the tendency for the 
wealthy to close themselves off behind the gated 
communities in search of prestige and security.169 

2.76 Fenced-off Residential Complex in Addis Ababa

Inclusivity vs Exclusivity
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‘Spatial Metamorphosis’ deals with the impact 
of time on the city, showing sequences of maps 
that highlight how a specific aspect of the context 
transformed over time. 

‘Environment’ is concerned with mapping how 
human settlements are effected by the natural 
environment and its processes. Here, topics such 
as topography, agriculture and materiality is 
explored.

‘Flow of People’ goes further in detail by analysing 
the effect of the city’s built fabric on the movement 
of people and how it facilitates different levels of 
activity.

Finally, ‘Borders and Territories’ takes the opposite 
approach, by investigating how the city’s built 
fabric inhibits the movement of people through the 
presence of borders, permeable and impermeable, 
and the territories they create. 

This third section investigates the context of Addis 
Ababa and Ethiopia through mapping and 
collecting visual data. It is not only an exercise in 
plotting data, but a synthesis of information that 
reveals previously invisible patters, correlations 
and systems. 

While previous booklets have focused solely on 
the effect of Addis Ababa’s chronological history  
on the city’s mapping, this booklet takes a different 
approach, by viewing the visual data through 4 
different thematic lenses: ‘Spatial Chronology’, 
‘Environment’, ‘Flow of People’ and ‘Borders & 
Territories’.

The section begins with an overview which 
summaries the time-line and urban patterns, 
helping the reader to orientate themselves in time 
and place.
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which they were created and the map on the left 
shows their locations. This diagram also supports 
the main text by helping readers locate themselves 
physically within the city.

The main text will use the 4 different lenses to 
see the city, with each beginning at a country 
scale and gradually zooming into the city, the 
neighbourhood, the cluster and finally the building 
scale, while remaining concerned with each of their 
respective themes. A small map on the bottom left 
of each spread will indicate the scale in question 
and the location of being investigated.

The role of the overview is to provide the overall 
summary of urban history and urban fabric.

The first diagram, Time-line Mapping, shows the 
general transformation of Addis Ababa over 8 
time periods. The year is given in each of these 
phases and should be used as a reference when 
the main text is read. The diagram is followed by a 
brief description of each of these key masterplans.

Tissue Mapping, the second diagram, shows 16 
different urban tissues present in Addis Ababa at 
the current time. They are ordered by the year in 

Overview
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3.01 Scales of Investigation
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3.02 Urban Developments 

De Marien - 1965

Zoning I Guidi, G. Valli - 1938

Mudh and Aamppo plan - 1983

Taitu Plan - 1890s

Time-line Mapping



M

Phase II

 The plan furthermore proposed a 
long monumental axis from the City Hall in 
the northern part all the way to the railway 
station. The difference between this plan 
and that proposed by the Italians is that 
the De Marien’s one concentrated on a 
single monumental axis while the Italians 
had planned double monumental axes. The 
monumental axis proposed by De Marien 
reminds of the Champs Elysées in Paris. 
He also proposed parallel boulevards on 
both sides of the axis to accentuate the 
single seminar straight avenue of Addis 
Ababa. 
 Moreover, this plan provides the re-

-

uration of the political-administrative area, 
as proposed by the Italians. This zone was 
also designated for high development, and 
estimated to be part of the city centre. 

M
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 Masterplan Hennesy - 1959

Masterplan - 2003 Masterplan - 2017

Masterplan Abercrombie - 1954

Thematic Mapping / Overview
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The towns’ structural characteristics were based 
on a cluster of residences to house the authorities. 
These enclaves of villages became known as 
‘säfär’, which literally translates to ‘camp.’ The 
heads of each of the four säfär’ erected their 
homes on deliberately placed elevated sites away 
from the palace.1

During the reign of Menelik II, the Menelik II edit 
(1907) on land assignment, sale and registration 
and cadastral services (1914) was created. The first 
municipality was established in 1909.2

Taitu Plan 1890 - 1935

Addis Ababa’s founding and history are essentially 
linked to the country’s political administration 
and was formed in 1877, following the country’s 
independence. In 1886, Emperor Menelik II and 
Queen Taitu created Addis Ababa as their capital. 
According to Queen Taitu, the military leaders with 
their soldiers should reside in strategic areas for 
the defense of the palace. Taitu’s ‘Plan’ is claimed 
to be the queen’s concept for the location of the 
officials’ settlement places. 

In the “master plan of Taitu”, Menelik’s officials 
were given a plot of land from the surrounding 
districts. This original community plan was based 
on a traditional land use method drawn from 
Ethiopian settlement structures in the north.
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Thematic Mapping 

3.03 Addis Ababa in the period 1890-1935
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Guidi and Valle 1938

3.04 C. Valle’s modified Master Plan 1938 (aerial view)

supervision, and to make whites as obvious as 
possible to blacks.

Being seen and being visible was associated 
with an act of power, with a direct exercise of 
cognitive dominance of the Italian government: the 
‘idea’ was invoked through architecture and city 
design, of working upon the indigenous mentality, 
impressing it with the isolated majesty of powers. 

In terms of actual mobility, it was critical that whites 
had physical access to all regions of the city while 
avoiding as much direct interaction with “natives” 
as possible. Whites were given their own bus lines. 
‘Natives,’ on the other hand, were supposed to 
be able to move around, go to the market, and 
work without having to interact with Europeans. As 
a result of all the plans, indigenous quarters and 
marketplaces, as well as industry, were always on 
the outskirts of town, while European commercial 
and residential zones were close to the government 
offices in the centre. Segregation even extended 
to terminology: ‘natives’ were always referred 
to as ‘living in quarters’, whereas Italians were 
considered to ‘dwell’ in the city or in the center.4

This master plan of Guidi and Valle has left 
imprints on the current cityscape of Addis Ababa. 
These can be observed in places such as Piazza, 
Cazancis, Popolare and Merkato. The plan 
focused on land assignment for modern plots 
and building codes and reactivated the land/
housing register (cadastre, rist mesgebna bota). 
The design of the plan consisted of a dual city and 
strict ethnic-led zoning, administrative compounds 
and a central axis. Architectural styles consisted 
of colonial styles vs. Africanism (Modern African 
Architecture). It proposed a new centre below 
the railway, with a risk of marginalising the 
historical axis. Basic infrastructures and services 
(sewer, road, water, hospitals, schools…) were 
implemented. The relationship between native and 
colonial quarters upgraded indigenous quarters, 
such as case Popolari and the INCIS housing 
areas. Resettlement areas were designed in “tukul” 
patterns.3

The designs also included a large amount of 
exposure and visibility. The governing philosophy 
was to make blacks as invisible to whites as 
possible, except where their ‘quarters’ required 
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Thematic Mapping 

3.05 Valle’s modified Master Plan 1938



210

The globally recognised British town planner, 
Patrick Abercrombie was invited to plan “a 
beautiful capital city that would serve as a 
model not only for Ethiopia, but also for 
the rest of Africa”. Abercrombie’s plan was 
organised around the basic element of 
neighbourhood units and can be summarised 
by three major interventions: 

(1) the introduction of political, residential, 
commercial and industrial land use zones

(2) the introduction of six satellite cities for 
a population of 300,000 people to absorb 
future urban growth and relieve the existing 
urban fabric from severe congestion

(3) the introduction of a series of ring roads.5 

Abercrombie’s plans, however, were 
never implemented because he failed to 
appropriately incorporate the characteristics 
of the local context into his plans.6 The 
biggest pitfall of Abercrombie’s plans was 
wrongly estimating urban growth rates. 
Abercrombie estimated a very low annual 
urban growth rate of 1.5% for a thirty-year 
period; in reality, however, urban growth 
rates were much higher and the urban 
population quickly outpaced his projections. 
In addition, Abercrombie had incorporated 

elements of the Greater London Planning 
proposal, which he worked on previously, 
into his proposal for Addis Ababa, such as 
ring-roads and a green belt to control the 
city’s growth.7 Urban growth, however, was 
taking place in a different context and under 
very different conditions in Addis Ababa 
as compared to London, and therefore, 
the application of similar concepts was 
unsuccessful. 

Despite several efforts to later revise 
Abercrombie’s master plan, the plan was 
never implemented and, therefore, it has 
not left any significant changes to the urban 
fabric. Without a master plan to guide the 
city’s expansion, the city continued to grow 
spontaneously alongside the principles of 
Taitu’s settlement plan, according to the 
logic of sefers. The city, therefore, remained 
during the 1960s visibly ‘rural’ with relatively 
few urban characteristics due to the 
physical organisation of sefers as dispersed 
residential clusters, despite its growing urban 
population.8

However, Abercrombie’s idea introduced 
a new environmental consideration in the 
planning of the city through his plan for 
green areas.9

Abercrombie 1954 -1956
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3.06 Addis Ababa Master Plan by P. Abercrombie, 1954-56
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In 1956, a British consulting group under 
the name ‘Bolton Hennessy and Partners’ 
made another master plan which was, more 
or less, a slightly changed version of the 
master plan made by Abercrombie in 1954. 
Abercrombie’s plan was taken as a guideline 
and as a source of inspiration, however, the 
masterplan of Bolton and Hennessy adapted 
the previous plans for a much larger 
population size and in that sense also took 
into account the enormous urban growth 
Addis Ababa was facing. 

The concept of this master plan relied, just 
as in Abercrombie’s master plan, on satellite 

towns, special zones (such as industrial 
zones) and neighbourhood units. However, 
the idea behind each of these concepts 
implied major transformations which were 
not financially, nor practically feasible, for 
the city of Addis Ababa. Also, they did not 
relate enough to the spontaneous way Addis 
Ababa emerged. So the new proposed 
master plan neglected the way the city had 
evolved and also neglected the Italian’s 
imposed grid lay-out that was very present 
in the city at that moment. Therefore, this 
master plan of Bolton and Hennessy has only 
partially been implemented.10 

Bolton and Hennessy 1959
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3.07 Hennessy Partners’ Master Plan, 1959 (a refinement of the Abercrombie master plan)
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Since the previous two British town planning 
approaches did not succeed, the city 
administration decided to invite a French 
Town Planning team led by Luis de Marien. 
They reviewed all the previous masterplans 
and drew, again, a new masterplan. The key-
concept of this masterplan was the concept 
of a ‘monumental city’ in which strong 
emphasis was placed on axis development. 
He introduced axes, based on for instance 
the Champs Elyséés in Paris on which he 
had participated in the design. Further, 
this masterplan tried to address problems 

relating to service and infrastructure, by 
implementing improved water and sewerage 
networks along the ring roads. 

However, like its predecessors, this master 
plan of de Marien lacked a systematic 
evaluation of the socio-economic condition 
of the city. Also, it totally neglected the 
city’s peripheral areas. Despite those 
shortcomings, a substantial part of the 
master plan of de Marien was realised until 
the implementation was interrupted by the 
Ethiopian Civil War.11 

Luis De Marien 1965



215

Thematic Mapping 

3.08 Master Plan by Luis De Marien 1965
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The socialist Derg regime (1974 -1991) 
seized urban land and set a maximum 
threshold for private capital accumulation. 
Investment, economic growth, and urban 
expansion had all been hampered as a result 
of this. Spatial and physical changes were 
only reactions to political pressures. Meskel 
Square, formerly known as Revolution 
Square, is a distinctive feature constructed 
at the time to demonstrate the strength of 
the “revolutionary” socialist army. To tighten 
political control, new and decentralised 
administrative units such as the ‘Kebele’ were 
developed. Homogenisation began with 

standardised public and cooperative homes 
made of bricks and hollow blocks. Most of 
the city’s neighborhoods, on the other hand, 
had quickly deteriorated throughout this 
period, with the government owning more 
than 60% of the residences.12 

The plan of Mudh and Aamppo proposed 
densification and upgrading models, mobility 
and transport models, sites and services 
schemes, Nefas Silk mixed neighbourhoods, 
revival of housing cooperatives and airport 
relocation options.13

Mudh and Aamppo 1983 - 1985



3.09 The Mudh and Aamppo plan by the Addis Ababa Master Plan Project Office, 1983-1985
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The 2003 City Development Plan (CDP) was 
the first to be fully controlled and led by the 
city government, including local personnel 
and institutions. An unprecedented local staff 
capacity-building served as a springboard 
for managing national urban development 
programs.

The plan was centered on the administrative 
jurisdiction of the city, as specified by the 
new constitution of 1995. To conform to the 
new federal government structure, it kept 
the principal land uses and city structure 
but removed the regional and metropolitan 
structure.

The plan established a structural framework 
for significant infrastructural and 
environmental development challenges. It 
used a strategic approach, paying special 
emphasis to involvement and execution. A 
supervisory board with a technical advisory 
committee and public discussion forums 
were established to support participatory 
procedures.

The development plan had a significant 
impact on the city’s growth and development; 
substantial municipal transformations during 
the last two decades may be linked to ratified 
municipal development plans and the legal 
and institutional tools and instruments that 
accompanied them. Condominium housing, 
private real estate development, new key 
arterial routes and transportation networks, 
and constructing a transportation network 
were the most crucial. 

On its basis ten sub-cities and 100 lower-
level woredas were created (Proclamation 
No. 13/2004) to decentralise service 
delivery. A number of laws and regulations 
such as the Construction Permit Regulation 
No. 17/2004, Condominium Regulation No. 
12/2004 and the Amended Addis Ababa City 
Charter Proclamation NO.311/2002 were 
enacted. It is also worth mentioning that the 
east–west and north–south BRT lines (which 
later turned into LRT) can be considered, to a 
large extent, as outcomes of the CDP.14

CDP 2003
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3.10 The revision of the Addis Ababa Masterplan Project, 2003
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The 2017-2018 enacted plan included new 
concepts in consideration of the capital’s 
and nation’s economic and demographic 
expansion. The most essential are those 
including regeneration of central slum 
neighbourhoods, a polycentric city structure, 
multi-modal public transportation, land use 
integration and supporting pedestrianisation, 
densification and mixed-use development. 
A 30/30/40 ratio for transportation 
infrastructure, green open space, and built-
up regions is one of the primary problems 
covered, as is service as a significant city 
role and function, leveraging private-public 
partnerships, integrating socio-economic 
and spatial planning, and capacity building. 

The Growth and Transformation Plans, GTP 
I (2010–2014) and GTP II (2014–2019), 
are also framed in the 2017 city plan, 
with the goal of achieving middle-income 
status through economic and structural 
transformation. To assist comprehensive 
execution of major centres and corridors, 
nine local development plans concentrating 
on centres and corridors have been created. 
These plans recognised the need for regional 
planning in forging strong ties between rural 
communities and other urban centers. The 
most significant distinction between the 
previous two plans is that the latter promoted 
and implemented a participatory and 
strategic planning approach.15

City Plan 2017 - 2018
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3.11 Masterplan by the Addis Ababa City Planning Project Office, 2017/2018
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3.12 Locations of Tissue Typologies.

Tissue Mapping
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3.13 Urban Tissue Typologies
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Spatial metamorphosis, the first theme of 
this chapter, addresses the most impactful 
metamorphosis over time in Ethiopia. It is shown in 
a sequence from macro to micro scale.

Since Ethiopia can be characterised as having one 
of the richest histories in Africa, the various periods 
of developments are incredibly interesting. For that 
reason, this section gives you an overview of the 
important metamorphoses over time. 

The topics that are chosen mainly address historical 
elements and events that truly influenced Ethiopia 
and the way it is currently arranged. Even now, 
you can still recognise the traces and patterns of 
historical influences in Addis Ababa. 

Every page is built up as a time-line in which you 
can find a sequence of mapping that shows you 
the moments of historical, emotional, typological, 
economical and demographical value.

Spatial 
Metamorphosis
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3.14 and 3.15 Addis Ababa from Kebele to Condominium
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3.16 The Wandering Capitals

The history of influential cities in Ethiopia can be 
characterised as highly mobile. There is a sequence 
of cities where every city had an important and 
valuable period. For instance,  Lalibela can be 
characterised as the outstanding period that had 
a lot of influence because of its strong religious 
significance. Addis Ababa, the current capital, can 
be seen as the final destination. The city started to 
become enormously important from 1890.

The location of Addis Ababa was chosen because 
of its potential future opportunities and its optimal 
conditions for expansion. Moreover, it was also 
chosen out of military considerations and for its 
proximity to important resources, such as wood 
and food.16 

The Wandering Capitals of Ethiopia
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Phase II

Kebena and Kebeta have complemented 
the organic nature of the neighbourhood 
units. Abercromby carefully planned each 
neighbourhood unit not be crossed by a 
PRWRU�WUDI¿F�URXWH��
 This plan, like the Italian one, 
entailed ordering the city by zoning. 
Although this time, not race but functions 
were leading: as there was planned to be an 
industrial zone, residential zone, government 
RI¿FH� ]RQH� DQG� D� FXOWXUDO� DFWLYLWLHV� ]RQH��
Abercrombie’s master plan has changed the 
monumental feature and grid iron system 
developed during the Italian occupation 
period. Consequently, the neighbourhood 
units seemed to contradict the plans laid out 

during the Italian period, particularly in the 
native areas (Addis Ketema and Mercato 
areas) of the city. The realisation of the plan 
needed complete transformation of the iron 
grid urban pattern.

+HQQHV\�PDVWHU�SODQ������
Abercrombie’s plan was revised three 
years later by a British consultant team 
called Bolton Hennesy and Partners. 
7KH� VLJQL¿FDQW� FKDQJH� LV� LQ� WKH� SURSRVDO�
regarding satellite towns. Two settlements 
of the satellite type location (Mekenissa and 
West of the old Airport areas) proposed by 
Abercrombie were not included as part of the 
city. On the other hand, four more satellite 

M
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1936

1954

3.17 Order of Developments

The phase of 1936 to 1974 can be subdivided into 
two distinct sub-periods, following the political 
events that took place.

In 1936, Ethiopia was successfully invaded by 
Italian troops. After the defeat in Adwa in 1896, 
that dramatically put an end to the 19th century 
dream to create an empire, the conquest of 
Ethiopia had become a personal business for Italy 
and was considered to be a point of priority for 
all the following governments. Addis Ababa was 
planned to be the colonial capital of the empire. 

The second sub-period starts in 1941. With the 
help of the British, the Italian occupation was 
overthrown. Slowly, Ethiopia entered the capitalist 
world. Foreign investors and the richer tribes 
invested in developments, mainly in the agricultural 
sector. Policies were changed, often in favor of 
the dominant tribes and elites, while the Emperor 
retained his absolute power. However, because of 
growing inequality between tribes and decreasing 
state income, the Emperor was eventually unable 
to maintain control, while revolts took over Ethiopia 
and the militant Derg Regime was installed.

In a relatively short time, Ethiopia had changed 
from an empire to a colony, then from a colony 
to a modern - although conservative - monarchy, 
and eventually to a communist regime. The Italian 
period, despite its short-lived colonial influence, 
left an indelible mark on the physical layout of 
Addis Ababa.17 

Crucial Historical Periods of Addis Ababa
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Phase II

 The plan furthermore proposed a 
long monumental axis from the City Hall in 
the northern part all the way to the railway 
station. The difference between this plan 
and that proposed by the Italians is that 
the De Marien’s one concentrated on a 
single monumental axis while the Italians 
had planned double monumental axes. The 
monumental axis proposed by De Marien 
reminds of the Champs Elysées in Paris. 
He also proposed parallel boulevards on 
both sides of the axis to accentuate the 
single seminar straight avenue of Addis 
Ababa. 
 Moreover, this plan provides the re-

-

uration of the political-administrative area, 
as proposed by the Italians. This zone was 
also designated for high development, and 
estimated to be part of the city centre. 

M
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Phase II

7KH�WKLUG�DQG�IRXUWK�,WDOLDQ�PDVWHU�SODQ

The third plan, approved in March 1938, 
shifted the intended centre altogether, 
southwards (and downhill), leaving the 
densest native area around the church of 
St George, uphill, more or less in place. 
Moreover, the plan moved important areas 
southward and downhill such that the centre 
was now actually the periphery. Italian 
residential quarters were placed to the 
southeast; the railway station to the south; 
and industrial areas to the southwest. 
 At this point, the work began on the 
native quarter - now settled to the north-
west, beyond the market - and commercial 

and industrial areas. The natives were not 
only set apart from the centre of the city, 
but they were sorted out into regular sub-
quarters according to their ethnicities and 
religions. 
� 7KH� ¿QDO� UHYLVLRQV��PDNLQJ� XS� WKH�
IRXUWK�SODQ�ZKLFK�ZDV� ¿QDOLVHG� LQ�2FWREHU�
������ IRFXVHG�RQ� WKH� ,WDOLDQ� ³FHQWUH´� LWVHOI��
making it more grand and imperial. The 
newly proposed plan comprised two parallel 
D[HV��WKH�¿UVW�D[LV�ZDV�WR�FRQQHFW�WKH�$UDGD�
(commercial centre) with the railway station, 
while the second axis was a political axis to 
the east of the commercial axis.
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The urban Population Growth 

In 2004, urban population resulted to be larger than the total population of the world in 
1960. According to Mike Davis, cities will have to “house” all future population, which 
is expected to peak at ten billions in 2050. Consequently, cities are put under the most 

severe stress.

People’s migration to the cities 
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This means that they have no income when arriving and this forces them to live in 
slums or informal settlements.

The Striking Housing Demand

Thus, Third World Countries cities have to face a problem that Alejandro Aravena 
called the “3S” menace: scale, speed and scarcity.

This means that urban population is growing faster than actual cities can absorb, 
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3.18 The Moment of Migration

Since Addis Ababa became the capital city of 
Ethiopia, the city became extremely important. 
Ethiopia faced with an enormous challenge to 
deliver accommodation for the urban poor. In 
this context, Addis Ababa became an important 
capital that needed to deal with this problem.

The inhabitants of Ethiopia started to choose to 
migrate to the capital. Whole families fled into the 
city, not only to search for better living conditions, 
but also to seek better opportunities and finding a 
new source of income. 

Addis Ababa suddenly had to deal with the 
growth of its urban population, causing its housing 
demand to be put under severe stress. The people 
that fled into the capital arrived with no income 
forcing them to live in informal settlements. 

In order to tackle this problematic situation, a 
high-density building, the condominium, was 
created. The unit block can be characterised as 
highly dense and fast in construction. However, it 
also became a highly standardised and repetitive 
system of housing.18 

            2. Condominium blocks

1. Informal settlements

Migration to Addis Ababa
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3.19 The Sequence of Migration
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Img 2.03: Urbanization Addis Ababa 1941 
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Img 4.04: Urbanization Addis Ababa 1991
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The Dergue Era  (1974-1991)
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Img 5.03: Urbanization Addis Ababa  1999
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Img 3.05: Urbanization Addis Ababa 1974
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The period of urbanisation started from when 
Addis Ababa became the capital of Ethiopia. The 
sequence of interesting developments in Addis 
Ababa is shown for urbanisation, infrastructure 
and greenery.

In the last 130 years, Addis Ababa has gone 
through quite a change. Beginning as a little city 
that consisted only of a historic center, it developed 
into an African megacity.

The growth was mainly focused to the east, south 
and southwest. The reason was to achieve a great 
connection to the nearby towns of Sendafa, Dukem 
and Alem Gena. The western and northern direction 
are blocked by Mount Entoto and Wachacha. 
Isolated spots which appeared on the outskirts of 
the city during the last era are connected to the city 
center by the newly urbanised area.19 

3.20 Urbanisation Addis Ababa

1880             1900             1910             1920              1930              1940              1950              1960             1970            1980             1990             2000          2010               2020

Urbanisation in Addis Ababa



1880           1900            1910            1920            1930             1940            1950            1960            1970           1980           1990           2000           2010           2020

233

Foundation   
The Italian Occupation  
The Imperial Regime  
The Dergue Era  
The Post Der ue Period
Urbanization
Globalization

Thematic Mapping / Spatial Metamorphosis



71

Spatial Mapping

Img 5.04: Transportation Addis Ababa  1999
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Img 6.04: Transportation Addis Ababa 2010
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Img 2.04: Transportation Addis Ababa 1936
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3.21 Infrastructure Addis Ababa

The most valuable transformations in infrastructure 
mainly occur parallel to urbanisation. 

In 1936, during the Italian occupation, a political 
axis from the palace to Meskel square was 
introduced. Furthermore, the train station provides 
a better connection to the city.

Thereafter, just as in the former Ethio-Italian 
masterplans, the revised infrastructure plan contains 
the ring road. Together with the north-south and 
east-west axes, they form the main access routes of 
the city. Most of the roads have been constructed, 
however, the Northern part of the ring road was 
not finished during the urbanisation phase.20 [See 
also Thematic Mapping - Overview - Guidi and 
Valle].

During all the developments in urbanisation, the 
trend was to create more transportation roads. For 
instance, in 1999 the creation of the south-east axis 
caused the roads to divide the new urbanisation 
areas, but also provided a good connection with 
the city center.21

 
 

 
 

1936 
 

 
 

        1999   
 

 
               2010

Infrastructure in Addis Ababa



Img 7.05: Transportation Addis Ababa 2019
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Img 5.05: Greenery Addis Ababa 1999
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Img 2.05: Greenery Addis Ababa 1941
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The urbanisation of Addis Ababa has a striking 
impact on its pattern of greenery.

Starting with the period Italian Occupation, 
Mussolini’s plan for colonisation was based 
on agriculture. Because of this emphasis on 
agriculture, the Italians introduced mechanised 
agricultural methods in Ethiopia, despite their brief 
occupation.22

Later on, as the drought of 1984 caused famine 
in the whole of Ethiopia, the new government in 
the first decade was almost exclusively invested in 
agriculture and rural infrastructural development. 
The plots of rural land scattered around Addis 
Ababa, provided big plots for the growth of food.23

During the globalisation era, the urbanisation 
of Addis Ababa accelerated. Complementing 
the expansion of the urban area is a continuous 
destruction of greenery. On the outskirts of the 
city, agricultural land was used for new housing 
projects, such as condominiums or high-end 
residential schemes. Unfortunately, this led to severe 
deforestation, aggravating the environmental 
degradation as well as the flood threat.

To continue more into detail, on the next page 
you can find, on a micro scale, an overview of 
developments in a neighbourhood in Addis Ababa. 
The sequence shown reflects the urbanisation of 
Addis Ababa.24 
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3.23 Sequence of Development in Building Typologies

Change in Basha Wolde Chilot
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The following sequence of images shows the 
transformation over time of a typcical cluster 
inside Basha Wolde. In just 130 years, as shown 
in the time-line, the current situation of the plot is 
transformed into a collage of several building 
typologies from previous periods.

It began as a collection of Tukul huts that were 
used by the Oromo people in Western Ethiopia. 
The dwellings were made of woven bamboo and 
covered with dry grass and banana leaves.

Basha Wolde Chilot and the Serategna Sefer 
are located in the center of the city, a prominent 
historical part, still amid important structures. 
This means it is a premium site for development. 
Therefore, in 2011, the government started the 
redevelopment of the eastern Sefer. 

The southeast of the Sefer is dominated by new 
commercial buildings. The area west of the 
commercial area is currently empty, without any 
informal housing or other structures. 

The Serategna Sefer still remains as it was, with 
some small new housing projects from around the 
1970s and 2000s.25 
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3.24 The Transformation of the Cluster

A Cluster Basha Wolde Chilot
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The Environment topic covers the natural conditions 
as well as the harvested; from topography and 
greenery to agriculture and building materials. In 
order to understand the conditions, surroundings 
and resources of the existing factors linked to 
the environment in Ethiopia, these are mapped 
through various scales. The analysis is carried out 
by  looking at the over-all image of the environment 
in Ethiopia and further, in greater detail, in Addis 
Ababa, following a smaller scale of various 
neighborhoods and clusters.

The grander scale of the country Ethiopia, 
contributes to an understanding of the current 
natural environment and resources, and 

furthermore, the qualities and challenges linked to 
these. Ultimately, these are also connected to the 
building industry, in the sense of material resources 
and surrounding natural conditions. Zooming 
into the city scale of Addis Ababa, a concluding 
outline of natures’ impact and its relationship to 
the built environment is mapped. Nevertheless, 
the presence of natural elements amongst the 
urbanisation of Addis Ababa is an important 
architectural consideration. Afterwards, the 
mapping shows the dynamics between building 
traditions and the surrounding landscape, seen 
through a neighborhood scale. Lastly, at a cluster 
scale, it is shown how materials are being used in 
constructions of buildings.

Environment
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3.25 Mekame Selam Kolala Meskel Church’s Forest in South Gondar
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3.26 Map of Greenery and Agriculture

Looking at the overall image of Ethiopia from the 
point of view of agriculture and greenery, the 
main resources are located in the central and 
northern part of the country. As the country’s 
population rapidly grows, so has the agriculture 
which provides the food. However, whilst the 
agriculture expanded, the nation’s forest land has 
decreased. In the early 1920th century, 45% of 
the country was covered in forest, compared to the 
current diminishing 5%. The deforestation was in 
particularly impacted during 1974-91, when land 
was nationalised and distributed to people, who 
in turn converted a substantial amount of the land 
to farmland. Today 80% of the lands’ population 
live in rural areas and rely on farming as their main 
livelihood. Furthermore, to grow food in Ethiopia 
is a necessity in order to provide for the country’s 
needs and to halt the serious cases of famine26. 
Mapping of famine and agriculture can also be 
compared and  shows that there are more cases of 
famine in the South part of the country, where there 
is less provision and availability of agriculture.

Agriculture and Greenery in Ethiopia
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3.27 Maps of Materials

The typical Ethiopian house is made of mud with a 
thatched roof. However corrugated iron roofs are 
becoming more and more common, especially in 
the cities. In Addis Ababa 98% of the houses have 
iron roofs. 92% of the Ethiopians live in a house 
with a mud floor, while in Addis Ababa slightly 
more houses are built with cement floors than mud. 
In about three quarters of the houses built in Addis 
Ababa as well as the whole of Ethiopia, walls are 
still made with mud.

The palaces in Ethiopia were traditionally 
constructed with a heavy stone core and outer 
wooden layer of verandas and thin walls. In the 
image to the right a section of the Giorghis Palace 
is created in 3D. In this image the construction of 
the inner floors and surrounding veranda can be 
seen.

Building Materials and Resources in Ethiopia
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3.28 Giorghis Palace Section, Material & Construction

Thematic Mapping / Environment
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3.29 Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam and The Blue Nile 
Waterfalls

The Blue Nile, along with the White Nile are the two 
main tributaries of the Nile. It supplies about 80% 
of the water in the Nile during the rainy season, 
with a total length of 145 km, (800 km of which are 
inside Ethiopia), which makes it the biggest river of 
the country. The river originates from  Lake Tana in 
the northwest part of Ethiopia, and soon reaches 
the Blue Nile Falls, which is between 37 to 45 m 
high and over 400 m wide in the rainy season. 
Due to its enormous splash of water, it is called Tis 
Abay in Amharic, which means “great smoke”. The 
river runs west across Ethiopia and northwest into 
Sudan, then joins into the Nile, flowing through 
Egypt to the Mediterranean Sea. 

In November 2012, Ethiopia began a six-year 
project for the construction of the Grand Ethiopian 
Renaissance Dam, a 6000 MW hydroelectric dam 
on the river. The dam is expected to be a boost 
for the Ethiopian economy. Sudan and Egypt, 
meanwhile, voiced their concern over a potential 
reduction in water availability27.28 

Blue Nile River
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3.30 The Nile River

Thematic Mapping / Environment
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3.31 The Major Rivers of Ethiopia

Ethiopia has immense water resources totaling 9 
major rivers and 12 big lakes. It is often referred 
to as the “water tower” of eastern Africa as many 
rivers pour off its high tableland. The Blue Nile, 
Awash, and Shebelle are the three biggest rivers 
in the country. The Awash River is a major river 
in Ethiopia. Its course is entirely contained within 
the boundaries of Ethiopia and empties into a 
chain of interconnected lakes that begin with Lake 
Gargori and end with Lake Abbe on the border 
with Djibouti, some 100 km (60 or 70 miles) from 
the head of the Gulf of Tadjoura. It is the principal 
stream of an endorheic drainage basin covering 
parts of the Amhara, Oromia, and Somali Regions, 
as well as the southern half of the Afar Region. The 
Shebelle River, also known as Webi Shabeelle 
river, begins in the highlands of Ethiopia, and then 
flows southeast into Somalia towards Mogadishu. 
Near Mogadishu, it turns sharply southwest, where 
it follows the coast. Below Mogadishu, the river 
becomes seasonal. During most years, the river 
dries up near the mouth of the Jubba River, while in 
seasons of heavy rainfall, the river actually reaches 
the Jubba and thus the Indian Ocean29.

Major Rivers of Ethiopia
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3.32 The Awash River Basin

Floods are common in most areas of Ethiopia. 
However, the large scale of flooding is limited to 
the lowland areas and settlements close to water. 
Among the rivers of the country, Awash valley, 
which has a total drainage area of 110,000 km2, 
causes the most severe flood problems. Addis 
Ababa, unfortunately, is located in the upper part 
of the Awash River Basin. The city suffers from 
annually flooding30.

Flooding has become an increasingly severe issue 
in Addis Ababa, due to its rapid urbanisation, the 
relative deforestation, inadequate urban planning, 
and poor road and urban drainage infrastructure. 
The topography of Addis Ababa makes it easy 
to flood, as the Entoto mountain is high on the 
north and the city locates on the low-lying plain, 
which is most of the time within the basin of Big 
and Small Akaki rivers. The heavy rainfall from 
the Kiremt rainy season, from June to September 
lasting for three months, makes the situation worse. 
The flooding annually causes property damage 
to the settlements along the streams. The sanitary 
condition of the rivers within Addis Ababa is not 
good either, as they have been used as a place 
to throw away rubbish, therefore leave health 
impacts on the residents31.

Flood Risk in Addis Ababa
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3.33 Map of Flood Risk in Addis Ababa

Thematic Mapping / Environment
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3.34 Palace Location

The formation of Addis Ababa nowadays is the 
consequence of diverse political regimes and 
planning initiatives, including the infrastructure 
development, topographical terrain, man-
made, informal and government planned built 
environment. The original settlement planning 
proved that the creation of Addis Ababa gaining 
political power over Ethiopia was one of the 
most important aims to settle the city in the valley 
of Entoto mountain. The existing structure and 
typo-morphology of the capital is the reflection 
of both the planning initiatives and the informal 
developments. Even if many planning initiatives 
were organised, the city was mainly shaped by 
the spontaneous informal developments and 
expansions.

Historically, following the tradition of the land 
being owned by the king. After the foundation 
of the city Menelik allocated vast parts of the 
land to nobility. The nobles built their Residences 
on the highest part of their land to keep an eye 
on it and on their followers. The compounds are 
located quite far from each other, and acted 
like independent villages where the income was 
generated by cultivating the land surrounding it.

Topography in Addis Ababa



11

Spatial Mapping

Img 0.04: Addis Ababa height map 
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3.35 Addis Ababa Height Map

Thematic Mapping / Environment
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Addis Ababa is famous for its fertile lands, dense 
forests, streams and sloping terrain, as well as hot 
springs. The intention to build the capital in Finfinni 
started from the grandfather of Menelik II, who 
was attracted by the climate and beauty of the 
area after a visit to the famous hot spring. When 
there was a major population growth by the mid-
1890s, which results in a shortage of wood as 

major construction materials. Therefore, an attempt 
to move the capital to Addis Alem, 40 km to the 
west of Addis Ababa with more wood resources 
was considered (Tufa, 2008). However, the wood 
shortage was ultimately eased by the import of 
eucalyptus trees from Australia and the measure 
of afforestation, so that Addis Ababa could 
consolidate its position as the capital32.33

Greenery in Addis Ababa
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3.36 Greenery Addis Ababa, 2019
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3.37 Greenery and Topography

Zooming into a smaller scale and analysing three 
central neighborhoods in Addis Ababa, there are 
a few common conditions within these. Through 
the lens of environment, there is a pervading 
relationship seen between the city and its 
surrounding nature. The three neighborhoods all 
have a central river. Furthermore, the cities have 
a strongly rooted history in its hierarchy, in which 
much of it is based on its connection to nature. 
Even though the years have brought a much denser 
urban fabric, there is still accessible green spaces 
in all of these three neighborhoods. 

However, some qualities have changed towards 
the worse throughout time, such as the cities’ 
relationship to its water access. The rivers were from 
the establishment of the cities seen as a resource 
and pleasant asset. Regrettably, due to modern 
urbanisation and waste management in the city, 
many of the urban rivers are rather unpleasant and 
is a source of odor and trash.34 

Basha Wolde Chilot

Greenery, Water and Topography in 3 Neighborhoods
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3.38 Greenery and Topography 3.39 Greenery and Topography

GejaDejach Wube

Thematic Mapping / Environment
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The Chika, a pattern of the building 
techniques of a typical building 
technique of Ethiopia. The Chika is a tech-
nique for making walls. The materials are 
mud and straw. The straw functions as an 
important sticking technique for keeping the 
mud 
together. That it is falling apart. 
Most of the time they protect the wall with 
metal sheets to recover the wall when it is 
raining. This technique is the most common 
for the houses in the Serategna sefer. The 
Chika is part of a layering system that the 
whole wall is made off. 
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3.40 Materiality and Patterns

The Chika constitutes a typical building technique 
of Ethiopia. The Chika is a technique for making 
walls, using mud and straw. The straw functions as 
an important reinforcement for keeping the mud 
together, which would otherwise bear the risk of 
falling apart. Most commonly, the wall is clad 
with metal sheets to protect the mud wall from 
weathering. This technique is the most common for 
the houses in the Serategna sefer.

The method of crack prevention plaster carving is a 
building technique employed by the condominium 
blocks. The product used is plaster, which is not a 
typical material used in Ethiopia. However, carving 
is a technique that is very apparent in Addis Ababa 
and especially on this site. The carving is needed 
due to the impact of the topography of the site. This 
is because there is a danger for the plaster to crack 
because of the strength of the shifting of the soil. 
The carving lines are aligned with the directions 
of the columns and the beams of the concrete 
construction.

The Armenian wooden balcony is a building 
technique which is influenced by the Armenian 
building style. This type of balcony only exists in 
buildings with the Armenian style. The cross shape 
is typical for this pattern and is completely made of 
wood. The crosses are connected to the structural 
columns and built with a technique that is special 
and significant in this sefer. 35 

Materiality in Basha Wolde Chilot
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The Armenian wooden balcony pattern, is 
a building technique which is influenced by 
Armenian building style. The balcony is a 
real pattern in the sefer since 1938. This type 
of balcony you only will find on buildings 
with the Armenian style. The cross shape is 
typical for this pattern.The balcony is totally 
made of wood. The crosses are connected 
to the structural columns. Most of the time 
the building is two stories high it can also 
can be three stories high. This pattern is a 
detail of a building 
technique that is special and significant in 
this sefer.
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The pattern of crack prevention plaster 
carving is a building technique just in the 
condominium blocks. The product itself is 
the plaster this is not a typical Ethiopian 
technique but the carving is a technique 
used that is very apparent in Addis Ababa 
and especially on this site. The carving is 
needed due to the impact of the topog-
raphy of the site. This is because there is a 
danger for the plaster to crack because of 
the strength of the shifting of the soil.  This 
crack prevention plaster carving is a detail 
of the building technique. The carving lines 
are in the directions of the columns and the 
beams of the concrete construction. The 
carving is on every level. This pattern pro-

vides a decoration 
on the condomin-
ium blocks and is 
seen on every con-
dominium block.
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People make the city. But the city can shape 
the flow of people in multiple different ways. 
By travelling through the city from one place to 
the other, meeting each other in open spaces, 
transforming an open space into one that can 
generate income, using the streets for recreational 
purposes, or simply stay at home. In this section, 
the flow of people in Addis Ababa will be mapped 
and analysed, all the way from the perspective of 
the country, to the city, the neighbourhood and to 
the smallest scale: the street interaction. Different 

aspects of ‘people flow’ will be dealt with: while 
on a larger scale, ‘people flow’ will be analysed 
mainly through their flows in traffic: cars, airports, 
but also bicycle and foot traffic; on a smaller scale, 
there is room for a more detailed analysis, mapping 
the different street types, different courtyards and 
their relation with the dwelling types. It is shown not 
only how people flow from one place to another, 
but also how they interact with the activities that 
happen at a specific point in space.

Flow of People
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3.41 Traffic in Addis Ababa
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Ethiopia, as a landlocked country with largely 
non-navigable rivers, has transportation that 
mainly depends on roads and airports36. As shown 
in the map, the main arteries radiate out from Addis 
Ababa, connecting the major cities. 

There are currently only two railways in Ethiopia, 
the Addis Ababa - Djibouti railway, which provides 
the country with access to the Aden Gulf, and the 
Hara-Gebeya Awash - Mke’ele railway serving 
as a northward extension of the new Ethiopian 
National Railway Network, which is still under 
construction. 

Aeroplanes are an important mode of 
transportation. There are over 50 airports in the 
country, most of these have flights within the 
continent only, except for Bole International 
Airport, which has intercontinental connections.37 

3.42 Infrastructure of Ethiopia

Infrastructure of Ethiopia
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Two important projects have changed the activity 
on a city scale: the light rail network and an 
upgraded international airport. The light rail is 
constructed in 2015, being the first light rail and 
rapid transit in eastern and sub-Saharan Africa. It is 
a 34 km two-line network serving 39 stations, built 
by China Railway Engineering Corp. The project 
has been 85% funded by loans from the Export-
Import Bank of China. In the eye of Transport 
Minister Workneh Gebeyehu, the light rail is a 
“sign of modernity, which will serve the capital city 
of Africa”.38

The newly upgraded Addis Ababa Bole 
International Airport, formerly known as Haile 
Selassie I International airport, is also a China-

funded project, which began its construction in 
2015. The airport can now accommodate up to 22 
million passengers a year.39

From blue to red, the amount of activity in the 
city is shown, as collected by Strava.40 The main 
boulevards that run through the city become 
clearly visible, with a focus on the center and the 
area close to the airport. Also, the recreational 
area to the North-East of the city center is a much 
visited place. One remark must be made: Strava 
mainly collects activities of cycling and running/
walking, which explains the high activity in these 
recreational areas. The ring road and the light-rail 
network, as well as the airport, are portrayed in 
black.41 

Infrastructure and Activity Map of Addis Ababa
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The axis leading from Meskel Square to Menelik’s 
Palace took shape in the 1960s and appeared 
for the first time in Luis De Marien’s masterplan 
commissioned by Emperor Haile Selassie in 
1965. [See Thematic Mapping - Overview - Luis 
De Marien]. Churchill Road was established as a 
second North-South oriented axis and had been 
proposed by Italian urbanists from the time of the 
occupation. This commercial boulevard is lined by 
many representative buildings such as the National 
Bank of Ethiopia and the theatre leading from the 
monumental city hall to the main train station, 
Lagare.
 
The Africa Hall, as well as the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs or the Jubilee Palace, came to be during the 
Imperial era, representing the diplomatic capital.

The axis from the old to the new palace existed 
since the times of Taitu’s plan, however, it was 
formally drafted during the Italian occupation. 
After the attempt to overthrow the emperor 
Haile Sellassie residing in the new palace, the 
compound was dedicated to the newly established 
Addis Ababa University. Therefore, many faculties 
and other institutions are located along this road.42 

3.44 Overview of Important Buildings in the Center of Addis Ababa

Important Buildings in Addis Ababa
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Addis Ababa currently has over 50 high-rise 
buildings, including 2 skyscrapers. Many more are 
still under construction. Planned to be completed 
in 2021, the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia 
Headquarters will be the tallest building in the 
country, reaching 198 m.43

Gifted by Beijing in 2012, the futuristic African 
Union Headquarters was constructed from 2008 
to 2011 and is the city’s most symbolic skyscraper. 
It is a $200 million structure,117 m in height,44 
designed by Tongji Architectural Design Group 
from China. Nani tower, designed by architect, 
Hailegebriel Gebre Sellasie, is 103 m high. The 
construction started in 1998 and ended in 2004. 
It is mainly used as a commercial office with 
restaurants and conference space. Wegagen Bank 
Headquarters, approximately 86 m high, is in third 
place. It’s a commercial office built from 2013 to 
2017, with 23 floors.45 

3.45 Overview of Highrise Buildings in the Centre of Addis Ababa

Highrise Buildings in Addis Ababa
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The activity in the neighbourhood of Dejach 
Wube is only slightly dependent on the presence 
of important buildings. The city hall and Menelik 
square, at the bottom of the image, provide an 
important hub for the traffic that uses the major 
road which confines the sefer to the west. Other 
than that, there are streets that do not have any 
important buildings near them, but still have a 
relatively high amount of activity. 

3.46 Dejach Wube Street Activity

Street Activity & Important Buildings in Dejach Wube
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3.47 Intensity of Activity and Important Buildings in the Dejach Wube Sefer
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To take a closer look at other urban elements, 
some different building types are mapped out in 
the sequence of diagrams to the right. The different 
building types are: gated functions, shops, villas, 
the Ras Palace, informal housing and condominium 
blocks. The intensity of activity is still shown on a 
scale from dark red, high intensity, to light red, 
low intensity. The specific building type is shown 
in black. 

An analysis of the diagrams shows that the gated 
communities are mainly located next to the major 
road. Those that are not located next to this road 
do not show any clear correlation with activity 
intensity. This is different for the shops, as the roads 
where the shops are located have a higher intensity 
of activity.46 

Intensity of activity (red) and gated functions (black)

Intensity of activity (red) and the Ras Palace (black)

3.48 Sequence of Neighborhood Activity, Correlating with 
Building Typology & Function

Building Functions in Dejach Wube
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Intensity of activity (red) and shops (black) Intensity of activity (red) and villa’s (black)

Intensity of activity (red) and informal housing (black) Intensity of activity (red) and condominium blocks (black)

Thematic Mapping / Flow of People
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Courtyard areas in neighbourhoods will be 
analysed and elaborated on. Different types and 
sizes are shown, including their relation to the 
roads and dwelling units. 

There are 4 different types of courtyards. The first 
(A) is the courtyard directly attached to a main 
road, the second (B) is connected to a minor road. 
The third (C) is separated by a thin border, and the 
fourth (D) is separated by a building block. These 
courtyards are localised and categorised in the 
Basha Wolde Chilot sefer, as is shown on the right. 
All the different shapes are shown according to 
their respective category. 

On the next spread, the same has been done for 
the Geja sefer, but this time, instead of putting the 
different courtyards in different categories, the 
area of courtyard per dwelling is specified for 
each case.

3.49 Overview of Social Places in Basha Wolde Chilo

Courtyard Patterns
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3.51 Overview of Social Places in Geja Sefer

Courtyard Area
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3.52 Overview of Social Places in Geja Sefer
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The activity in on a neighbourhood scale is an 
interplay between major roads, small streets and 
alleys, courtyards and different dwelling types. The 
next few pages will show different relationships 
between dwellings, street activity, and how 
different sizes of streets allow for different activities. 

Streets can be categorised into 3 groups: primary 
roads, secondary roads and sefer streets. Primary 
roads form the border of the neighbourhood, in this 
particular case the Dejach Wube sefer. These are 
the streets where the most traffic flows, and these 
are also the widest. The secondary roads turn into 
the sefer itself and are largely accessible for cars. 

The smallest streets, alleys and pathways are not 
vehicular and thus give more space for activities.

The activities that can happen on the street range 
from social to economic. In many cases, activities 
also extend indoors, marking the interaction 
between public and private. The indoor area can 
also extend outdoors, when a certain area of the 
street is taken over by market stalls or building 
extensions. All these examples show a high 
flexibility of street use, which is possible when it is 
not regulated or taken up by fast traffic like cars 
and buses.

Street Activity Overview
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3.53 Overview of Cluster Activity
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SHADED AREA

| SPOTS FOR SHELTER |

These spots are scattered around the perimeter and on 
the main streets that cross-lengthwise and transversely the 
sefer. There are two main types of shade which help people 
to find shelter from atmospheric conditions: natural, taking 
advantage from the existing vegetation, and man-made, 
provided by built structures.

In both cases these “protected” spaces are used by people 
in different ways: both for leisure as well as for informal 
businesses or as a temporary refuge for homeless.
The shaded areas provide for many commercial activities and 
social spaces.

As shown in the “BORDER” patterns section, handmade 
structures usually take advantages of existing elements in the 
urban fabric that can be a physical support (retaining wall, 
existing fence, perimeter walls etc..).

FORMAL SHOP

-1-

Located at the outer edge main streets, these 
formal shops are clustered by what they sell. 
Around the Basha Wolde Chilot Sefer, the 
formal shops sell clothing, shoes, luxurious 
jewelry, opticals and printing services. The 
majority of these stores on the West are often 
NQECVGF�QP�VJG�ITQWPF�ƃQQT�QH�QHVGP���NGXGN�
apartment blocks or store blocks that exist of 
QPN[�VJG�ITQWPF�ƃQQT��1P�VJG�'CUV�UKFG�QH�VJG�
sefer, the scale of the commercial functions 
are larger than on the West side of the sefer. 
These bigger scaled commercial functions 
are often compiled together into a kind of 
shopping mall.
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| HUBS FOR SOCIAL INTERACTIONS |

Informal settlements generally are dynamic and lively 
organisms: partly because of nodes recognizable in the 
different districts. “Hubs” usually concentrates in a nucleus 
where different functions and activities are held.

Especially during daytime, these spaces are occupied by local 
people: in front, behind or next to the informal businesses 
generally people gather under a temporary shelter or under 
natural shades provided by existing vegetation (see pattern 
SHADED AREAS).

People which hang out in such spots are varied and generally 
grouped by ages: in front of shelters which sell food or coffee, 
it’s common to see teenagers or people from 20 to 30 playing 
cards, listen to the music or playing tennis table. In front of 
selling or grinding spices, it’s common to meet groups of old 
men and women probably retired speaking or drinking a cup 
of coffee together.
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The major roads are where all traffic coincides. 
While a walkway is reserved for pedestrians, the 
majority of space is reserved for cars. These are the 
roads that form the border of the neighbourhood, 
and create the important axes of the city. 
Depending on the specific neighbourhood, the 
layout of such a street, as well as the buildings 
that define its border, differ. Many variations 
are possible. Firstly, in the way the building is 
shaped: rigid or fragmented; with an overhang 
or straight;.Secondly, in the openness of these 
buildings and the inclusion of the interior space 
into the public realm. Thirdly, in the elements that 
are present: greenery, trash bins, benches etc. All 
these elements define how the activity of people is 
shaped on the street: whether or not people stop, 
interact, walk in and out of buildings or go to a 
place to meet up with other people.

3.54 Primary Road Street Social Places in Dejach Wube

Amount of greenery

Building shape

Openness of building

Primary Roads in Dejach Wube
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3.55 Primary Road Street Sections in Dejach Wube

Thematic Mapping / Flow of People



| IDENTITY IN TIME |

Rush-hour spaces are not necessarily well defined or physically 
bounded areas, they are spaces which are “activated” in 
specific time lapses during the daytime. Even for a few minutes 
or hours, they become hotspots in where people gather for 
daily habits or specific necessities. Significant examples in the 
Dejach Wube are the Tej Houses and the outer spaces in front 
of schools.

These spaces become active when certain activities take 
place. A typical example for this sefer is the moment when the 
parents pick up their children from school during lunchtime or 
in the afternoon. 

One important feature shared by these spaces is their 
belonging to a specific target group: in the case of the Tej 
house, the majority of the users are retired elderly man who 
visit between late afternoon and late night. Whereas the gate 
in front of the school activates during the daytime.

RUSH-HOUR SPACE

Inner Streets

Time of Use Demographics Activities Public / Private

The inner streets of the Geja sefer are full of action, 
primarily in the grid like structure east of the river. Here, 
most of the daily exchanges of the community occur 
and many of the activities present in the courtyards exist 
here as well, along with income generating activities of 
different scales. Similar to the courtyards, activities spill 
out from the homes and in this case also the shops, onto 
the busy street. These streets are mainly for foot traffic 
but they are car accessible, especially around areas of 
service garages. The width of these streets is around five 
meters in the gridded area but ranges from one to ten 
meters where the streets flow more organically.

Time of Use: most of the activities in the inner streets take 
place in the day and before it gets dark, between 9am to 
6pm. 

Demographics: everyone takes part in the activities in the 
streets.

Activities: most of the activities present in the compound 
courtyard also take place in the inner streets. Other 
than that it is also a space full of shops and income and 
different income generating activities

Public / Private: The street can be easily accessed by the 
public.

| A COMMUNITY WITHIN THE COMMUNITY |

The residential compound layout derives from an organization 
of a group of informal houses around the same common 
space. Such community spaces are accessible from gates 
generally roughly built with corrugated metal sheets.

The courtyard is shared by an average of 15 households: it 
is the place where both the everyday life activities (as drying 
spices, washing clothes, drinking coffee and cooking meals) 
as well as the social interaction among the members of the 
different families take place, strengthening their sense of 
community belonging.

In the case of Dejach Wube sefer, the peculiarity is that 
inhabitants tend to remain closer to their specific compound, 
creating a community within the bigger community of the 
Sefer, rather than share the same interests with closer ones.

COMPOUND COURTYARD
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Secondary roads connect the major roads 
with the neighbourhood itself, while still being 
accessible for cars. It provides for a greater flow 
of pedestrians, but at the same time is not suited for 
activities that take over the full width of the street.

3.56 Secondary Road Street Social Places in Dejach Wube

Street activities

People flow

Courtyard connection

Secondary Roads in Dejach Wube
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3.57 Secondary Road Street Sections in Dejach Wube

Thematic Mapping / Flow of People



Shop Windows

Time Demographics Nature of Business Spatial Condition

Shop windows are one of the most prevalent occurrences 
in the Geja sefer. Many of the daily household products 
and consumables can be purchased here. It seems that 
people of all ages work in these shops and everyone 
makes use of them as well. They face the inner streets 
and are usually connected to a home. The shop person 
is usually living behind the shop or nearby. They use 
corrugated metal sheeting and thus can be securely 
closed up at night.

Time: shop windows often run in normal working hours, 
usually in the day and before it gets dark, between 9am-
5pm.

Demographics: both female and male or sometimes 
children run shop windows

Nature of Business: shop windows are usually family 
businesses where the owner lives either behind the shop 
or nearby.

Spatial Condition: indoor with the shop window facing 
the streets

Recycling

Time Demographics Nature of Business Spatial Condition

One of the most special occurrences in the Geja sefer is 
the recycling process on the inner streets. In this process, 
local young males turn used oil containers into round 
sieves. The metal of the containers is cut into sheets 
and rolled into a ring using a special sieving machine.  
Sometimes new materials are used as well. This activity 
occurs on a daily basis in the sefer. The finished products 
are sold externally, usually in the Merkato. There is no 
waste in the process.

Time: normal working hours, usually in the day and before 
it gets dark, between 9am-5pm.

Demographics: the recycling works are done by men, 
usually young adults

Nature of Business: instead of direct transactions, 
recycling is a way to generate income through production 
which requires certain skills and techniques.

Spatial Condition: recycling often take place outdoor, 
usually by the walls

Street Stalls

Time Demographics Nature of Business Spatial Condition

Street stalls are present all over the Geja sefer. These stalls 
range in use from sewers to fruits and vegetables. The 
structures of these stalls are temporary and often include 
a temporary shading device made with eucalyptus wood 
and reused plastic. The owners of these stalls are usually 
living in the neighbourhood and set up the stalls directly 
outside of their homes so that they can still attend to 
their children. The positioning of these stalls is necessary 
due to the lack of central market for the neighbourhood. 
These economic exchanges could be considered informal 
in nature as they are unregistered.

Time: normal working hours, usually in the day and before 
it gets dark, between 9am-5pm.

Demographics: both female and male run street stalls

Nature of Business: street stalls generate income through 
direct transactions, usually through selling products such 
as fruits and vegetables.

Spatial Condition: street stalls are located outdoor and 
usually built with temporary structures as a shading 
device.

Drying Spices 

Drying spices can also be a source of income when made on a bigger scale. 
);91:�0>E�-:0�>1ŋ:1�@41�<>;0A/@	�C;>75:3�1B1>E�0-E�C5@4�C501�-9;A:@?�

of spices.  Then, they sell them to restaurants. 

�;A?1��D@1:?5;:�%4;<

Shop owners can occupy part of the public space to build their own shop. 
Generally, this space is an extension of the dwelling. The new structure 
are commonly made with a light structure and corrugated metal sheets.

Women Street Market

Vegetable gardens can be found in many compounds. Women keep part 
of it for the family and sell the remaining pieces. They generally use 

permanent stalls on the street to sell fruits and vegetables. 
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Sefer streets are pathways and alleys that go 
directly inside the sefer. On these streets, small-
scale activities are possible such as street vendors 
and window shops. These places are ideal for such 
diverse economic activities since there is no fast 
traffic going through.

Pop-up vendor

Working area

Vegetable stall on the side

Market stall on the side

Shop extending on the street

Window shop

3.58 Alleys and Pathways Street Social Places in Dejach Wube

Sefer Streets in Dejach Wube
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3.59 Alleys and Pathways Street Sections in Dejach Wube

Thematic Mapping / Flow of People
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are permeable; people can see what is happening 
beyond the edge, but may be dissuaded to breach 
the threshold. 

An understanding of the borders on all levels of 
Addis Ababa and the territories they create  is 
important as it allows us to partly understand the 
urban psychology of Addis’s inhabitants. As will 
be explored, these borders often go beyond a 
physical, visible separation. Instead, they are a 
result of a long duration of inhabitation and an 
endless evolution of spatial memory. 

Corrugated metal sheets, glass fragments lining the 
top of the wall, the stench of garbage in a river. 
These are all borders that exist in Addis Ababa 
on a human scale. Yet there are more borders that 
create divides on a larger scale: the ring road 
separating the inner and outer cities and tall fences 
marking the border between formal and informal 
settlements.

Borders are defined as either physical or 
psychological limits. Physical borders are natural 
or man-made structures that completely define two 
territories. Psychological borders are spaces that 

Borders and 
Territories
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3.60 Borders in Addis Ababa
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In his paper, Addis Ababa: A Collage of Cities, 
Elias Alemayehu states “A city is ideally viewed 
as one coherent entity having various functional 
elements networked through an infrastructure. In 
reality, however, cities are often fragmented and 
to varying degrees even chaotic”47.

It is worth noting the maps represent a snapshot of 
these permeable borders which are susceptible to 
endless cross-pollination over time. 

The next spread investigates the ring road, a 
physical boundary on the city scale, overlaid 
with a mapping of housing typology and number. 
Whilst the division between the inner and outer city 
has a minimal effect on the typology of housing, 
perhaps excluding the villa, it does create a 
contrast between the number of buildings in each 
development.

3.61 Collage of Ethnic Groups and Religion on the scale of 
Ethiopia

The Collage of Addis Ababa
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3.62 Collage of Cities in Addis Ababa

0 4 km

Thematic Mapping / Borders and Territories
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3.63 Effect of Ring Road on Housing Typology

The Ring Road as a Boundary in Addis Ababa
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3.64 Effect of Ring Road on Housing Number

0 4 km

Thematic Mapping / Borders and Territories
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3.65 Sites of Condominiums (black) Overlaid with Areas of 
Informal Settlement (red)

Formal housing in Addis is defined as top-down, 
government initiated housing programs. This is 
largely represented by the Integrated Housing 
Development Programme (or grand housing 
programme), an ambitious government-initiated 
programme for low and middle-income housing 
in Ethiopia with a main focus on Addis Ababa. 
The aim was to construct 400,000 dwellings for 
private ownership within a time-frame of 5 years.48

Informal housing in Addis is defined as the dwellings 
of its urban poor. Historically lacking a plan for 
growth, and generally not having a stable plan 
of administration, the fast growing city could not 
compete with its population growth, and generally 
not having a stable plan of administration, the city 
did not answer to the housing necessities of the 
new inhabitants. The situation forced people to 
find their own means of shelter, which caused the 
expansion of informal housing.

Today, 80% of housing in Addis Ababa is 
considered informal.49 Unlike the other developing 
cities around the world, in Addis Ababa, the 
informal settlements are spread all around the city, 
blurring the distinction between formal and informal 
settlements and preventing the development of a 
distinctive urban character.

The map clearly demonstrates the sporadic, 
fragmented growth of Addis Ababa while also 
revealing that larger scale formal housing mostly 
takes place on the periphery of the city although 
still in close proximity with informal settlements.

The Formal and Informal Addis Ababa
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3.66 Collages Representing the River, Stench, Fence and 
Watchtower

4 different features act as a wall that defines the 
boundary between two neighbouring sefers, 
Basha Wolde and Serategna: river, stench, fence 
and watchtower. 

The river is a natural physical border which effects 
the neighbourhoods seasonally. In the rainy 
season, the water reaches a much higher level, 
making it impossible to cross to the other side. 
When the rainy season is over there is a possibility 
to cross the river using stepping stones.

The stench from animal excrement, human 
excrement, the river and street waste acts as a 
mental border. Socially, it is a neglected space 
as the border has been designated as a dumping 
ground. As a result, the two neighbourhoods turn 
their backs on each other.

The Chor Chora fence is a corrugated metal fence 
that serves as a physical, man-made border. 
They are used to enclose gated communities and 
building sites, which specifically use the green and 
yellow fences.

The watchtower is a mental border and can be 
found at the entrance of gated communities. The 
presence of a guard dissuades passers-by from 
lingering near the area of surveillance, creating an 
oppressive atmosphere.

A Border Between two Neighborhoods
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3.67 Division between Basha Wolde Chilot and Serategna Sefer

0 200 m

Thematic Mapping / Borders and Territories



298

3.68 Building Functions

The fragmentation of the formal and informal is 
as visible on the neighbourhood scale as on the 
city scale. Irregular land ownership gives rise to 
chaotic street patterns and sharp, angular zones 
of accessibility. In gray, the map highlights not only 
the roads but areas where it permeates into public 
space, such as the area around the Ras Palaces. 

Overlaying the gated zones, in hatch, has 
revealed the organic way the informal compounds 
have responded to the areas of inaccessibility, 
created by buildings such as the police station and 
condominium blocks.

The next spread will tell stories from 4 different 
clusters of households from all over Dejach 
Wube Sefer. Each ethnographic story is based on 
interviews of inhabitants of these households and 
documents their family members and how they use 
their dwelling spaces.50 

Borders and Permeability within Dejach Wube Sefer
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3.69 Overlay of Accessible Areas, Inaccessible Areas and Building Functions

0 200 m
Gated Areas

Permeable Areas

Thematic Mapping / Borders and Territories
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poorest of the poor”, but invest a big part of their 
money in order to pay for the education of their 
children. Despite their poor living conditions, they 
believe their sacrifice is worth it in order to ensure 
a better future her children.

3.
The house of this family is situated opposite of 
the leather factory and very close to the former 
Ras Palace, which now hosts the Addis Ababa 
restaurant. They live together with four generations 
of the family, among which the grandmother 
is the oldest. Her daughter, the mother of the 
third generation, was a chef in the Addis Ababa 
restaurant ten years ago. The house and its 
corrugated metal sheet facade is over 50 years 
old. This household uses the space in front of their 
house for many activities. The space is shared with 
some other dwellings and the leather factory; this 
building was part of the historical Ras Palace. The 
space is an open public space while, at the same 
time, having residential qualities. 

4.
The compound is situated in the southern part of 
the sefer and hosts around 36 units with most of 
the families living in this compound for over 30 
years. The courtyard is an important space for the 
compound as it provides the required space for 
drying herbs, doing the laundry, cooking, drinking 
coffee, playing children and for events like 
weddings and funerals. Furthermore, it provides a 
common space where different families can share 
and exchange household items or babysit each 
other’s children.51 

1.
The households present in this compound vary 
between 3 and 8 people. Because of the high rate 
of diseases, this compound was previously called 
“Colera”; after an improvement of the sanitary 
condition, the compound changed its name into 
“Korea”. The interviewed person stated that his 
compound will be replaced with an extension 
of the existing park on the other side of the 
road. According to the survey, there are several 
problems in the compound: first of all, the lack of 
toilet facilities and tap water (they were forced, in 
fact, to move to the sefer on the opposite side of 
the road to buy the water). Another issue relates 
to the floods deriving both from the natural steep 
topography of the ground, both due to the lack of 
ditches and drainage systems.
The person interviewed has been living here 
since he was 36 years old. Initially the soil of this 
compound was private, then it was nationalised 
under the Derg regime and eventually granted to 
the inhabitants.

2.
The house of this half-Italian woman is situated 
in the north east part of the sefer. Entering the 
compound one has to pass a gate which is formed 
by a large vegetation wall. The women lives here 
with 6 people in one unit of more or less 20 m2. 
The compound is again shared with several other 
families. In her living room a strong focal point 
are the portraits of her children on the wall. Her 
eldest son is a doctor, one daughter is a nurse and 
the other daughter is married and now lives in the 
United States. Within this living space it becomes 
clear that these families are not necessarily “the 

A Story of 4 Clusters in Dejach Wube Sefer
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3.70 Household Clusters in Dejach Wube Sefer
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Thematic Mapping / Borders and Territories



302

The ground map analysis aims to study the urban 
texture in Menen in relation to the social life and 
behaviours of the inhabitants and understand how 
people make use of them. Site visits were crucial 
in order to create categories of different types 
of spaces. Five categories of spaces point out 
interesting life patterns in the Sefer: 

Isolated villas are owned by middle-class 
inhabitants. Normally, a high wall with glass 
fragments or barbed wire, added on top, separate 
the garden from the public street. Servants usually 
live in smaller buildings on the back of the lot.

Gated compounds can assume different shapes 
depending on how they evolved. They often 
constitute a narrow alley leading to a larger 
communal space. Inhabitants tend to gather in the 
larger space in the compound if there is an alley 
that protects it from the street. Nevertheless, a gate 
is required, since nobody is able to control the 
entrance.

The open compound is directly accessible from 
the street. Users prefer to gather on the threshold. 
It allows them both to control the safety of the 
compound, and to have a relation with neighbours 
and passers-by.

The Redd Barna is an NGO funded housing 
scheme. The Eder is a larger common space for 
200 people.52 

Isolated Villa Gated Compound

Large Communal Space

3.71 Collection of Cluster Typologies

Categorising Clusters in Menen Sefer
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Gated Compound Open Compound Redd Barna The Eder

Inhabited Alleys

A common space for hosting 
ceremonies, celebrations and 
assemblies. It is funded by a 
collective such as an Iddir.  

Thematic Mapping / Borders and Territories
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3.72 Different Widths of Street Enclosure

0 15 m

The sporadic and irregular neighbourhood 
arrangement creates a variety of conditions for the 
street. One aspect of this is the range of different 
widths of enclosure. From the photos we can see 
the different conditions being appropriated for 
different functions and levels of activity. 

Borders of the Street in Basha Wolde Sefer
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By the turn of this century, more than half of the 
world population is expected to live in urban 
areas, with the cities of the Global South sheltering 
more than half of the world’s absolute poor. The 
rapid pace of urbanisation forces us to rethink 
housing development strategies. To make an 
attempt at designing in a foreign context like 
Addis Ababa, it is worth considering the contents 
of its fabric. The aim of this chapter is to discover 
which layers can be recognised and which spatial 
organisations until now have facilitated the people 
of Addis Ababa.1

The term habitation, a noun, is defined as a place 
of residence, or dwelling. Moreover, it is an act of 
inhabitating; occupancy by inhabitants, a colony 
or settlement for a community.2 The purpose of 
this section is to trace the various housing styles 
in Ethiopia and explain their changes throughout 
the diverse periods in time. The narrative takes you 
through housing types developed in Ethiopia and 

Addis Ababa, from the end of the 19th century 
until the beginning of the 21st century, from the 
earliest rural settlements  until the Grand Housing 
Programme. 

This chapter is divided into 6 sub-sections, 
describing 6 housing appearances and 
influences that have characterised the historic and 
contemporary built landscape of Addis Ababa: the 
(early) vernacular houses or huts, followed by the 
Palace Compounds (19th century), the influence 
of the Italian colonisers from 1939 until 1945, 
modernist experiments from 1950s until the 1970s, 
the (in)formal housing (kebele) and Mass Housing 
Scheme development (condominiums). Each sub-
section consistently starts with an introduction to 
that period, followed by explanatory diagrams, 
pictures, floorplans, 3D illustrations and an 
overview of the applied building materials. 
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Ethiopia has a long history of vernacular housing. 
The country has many types of landscapes, from 
cool mountains to tropical rainforests and deserts. 
High mountains and deep valleys separate the 
entire country and isolate it from other regions. This 
is one of the reasons Ethiopia has been difficult to 
conquer by invaders throughout history. Almost 
everywhere in Ethiopia, the people of origin 
have adapted their lifestyles to the surrounding 
environment, resulting in a large number of 
vernacular housing types and village layouts.

In order to provide an overview of the existing 
housing types, a scheme is proposed on the 
following spread. The scheme shows some 
representative structures, from the most basic 
structure and relatively short time to build to more 
complex types of houses, which require more time 
(and money) to build. The simplest structures usually 
appear in immigrant groups, such as the Somalis, 
who must be able to carry their houses with them. 

On the other hand, the Tigray tribe uses stone 
and soil to build houses, their houses can last for 
hundreds of years. Despite the fact that there are 
big differences between the types of houses and 
villages of different groups of people, there are 
some general aspects to keep in mind when trying 
to understand the Ethiopian vernacular housing.3

Family life mainly develops around the house, 
where there are one or more buildings belonging 
to the family or extended family. Instead of houses 
with different rooms, each building serves a 
specific function. However, people often only have 
one building because they cannot afford to build 
more. The external space is important because it 
is also used for cooking and communal activities. 
Nevertheless, most villages are egalitarian. All 
type of houses look more or less the same. Usually 
only the chief’s house is larger or more centrally 
situated. The settlement patterns are based on the 
residents’ lifestyles.3

Traditional 
and Tribal
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4.01 Vernacular Housing in Ethiopia
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Vernacular Housing
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4.02 Scheme Vernacular Housing Typologies

Dimension

Location
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of the country. Wheat, teff, barley, maize, 
sorghum, and chickpeas are mostly grown.
     Daga: highlands 2300-3200 m. where it is 
relatively cool with an average temperature 
PG����$��5IF�NPTU�HSPXO�DSPQT�BSF�CBSMFZ
�
wheat, oilseeds, and pulses.
     Wurch: highlands 3200-3700 m. Mostly 
barley is grown.
     Kur: highlands > 3700 m. Grazing 
animals.

Typologies geographical location
     Berha: hot lowlands <500 m. above 
sealevel. In the east crops can hardly be 
grown. In the west, where it is more humid, 
corn and root crops are grown.
     Qolla: hot and dry lowlands 500-1500 m. 
4PSHIVN
�mOHFS�NJMMFU
�TFTBNF
�DPXQFBT
�
and groundnuts are main crops in this 
region.
     Wayna daga: intermediate zone 1500-
2300 m. This is the most populated part 
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4.03 Typologies Geographical Location

Berha: hot lowlands <500 m. above sealevel. 
In the east, crops can hardly be grown. In the 
west, where it is more humid, corn and root 
crops are grown.

Qolla: hot and dry lowlands 500-1500 m. 
Sorghum, finger millet, sesame, cowpeas, and 
groundnuts are main crops in this region.

Wayna daga: intermediate zone 1500- 
2300 m. This is the most populated part of the 
country. Wheat, teff, barley, maize, sorghum, 
and chickpeas are mostly grown.

Daga: highlands 2300-320 where it is 
relatively cool with an average temperature 
of 16˚C. The most grown crops are barley, 
wheat, oilseeds, and pulses.

Wurch: highlands 3200-3700 m. Mostly 
barley is grown.

Kur: highlands > 3700 m. Grazing animals.

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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There are currently more than 80 ethnic groups in 
Ethiopia. The Oromo, Amhara, Somali, Tigre and 
Afar have the largest populations. The regions are 
divided according to these groups. Other large 
ethnic groups are the Welaita, Silt’e, Sidamo, 
Kembata, Kefficho, Hadiya, Gurage, Gedo and 
Gamo. [See also Genius Loci - Ethnicity]. In Addis 
Ababa, all ethnic groups are represented, but the 
most populous are Amhara, Oromo, Gurage, 

Tigray, Celti (Silt’e) and Gamo. A person’s ethnic 
background does not necessarily play a decisive 
role in their religion. Although people in certain 
groups have the same religious beliefs, Tigris and 
Amharas are usually Orthodox, while Somalis are 
mainly Muslims. But people in an ethnic group can 
usually practice different religions.3

Ethnic Groups
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4.04 Diagrams of Major Ethnic Groups, Religion, Roof and Wall Materials in Ethiopia

Amhara 26.9%
Oromo 34.4%
Somali 6.2%
Tigray 6.1%
Affar 1.7%

Thatch 51% of houses
Corrugated metal 38%
Wood and mud 5%
Reed or bamboo 3.5%
Plastic of shera 1%

Major ethnic groups Roof materials

Religion Wall materials

Orthodox 43.5%
Muslim 33.9%
Protesant 18.6%
Traditionalist 2.6%
Catholic 0.7%

Wood and mud 73.5%
Wood and thatch 13%
Stone and mud 7%
Reed or bamboo 2.5%

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Vernacular Housing

Somali people live in the desert or 
semi-desert areas. Nomadic herders 
spend nearly all of their time outdoors. 
the movements of nomadic people 
are determined by the availability of 
food for cattle and other livestock. 
The camel is very well suited to 
such areas and is extensively used 
for transporting building materials. 
Seasonal migration has therefore 
JOnVFODFE�UIF�UZQF�PG�CVJMEJOH�
structure in this area, and the material 
used in consturction.

The traditional shelter of the 
herders is the aqal, a dome-shaped, 
collapsible hut made from poles 
DPWFSFE�CZ�IJEFT
�XPWFO�mCFS�

mats, or sometimes cloth or tin. Easy 
to break down and reassemble, the 
aqal is carried on a camel’s back and 
set up by the women of the family 
once a new camp is made. Nomads 
have few possessions, and each 
item has practical uses. Cooking 
utensils, storage boxes, stools, woven 
mats, and water bags are among the 
family’s only household goods. 

A nomad camp may be 
surrounded by a fence made from 
thorn bushes to keep out predators. 
Animals are also kept in corrals made 
from thorn bushes. A prayer area may 
be set apart within the camp by a 
circle of stones.

Somali

Somali village organization 
Most commonly, a settlement has 30 to 50 houses. Each married woman or widow owns a house 
which was built for her on the day of her marriage. All houses are placed with their doors facing a 
point to the west just outside the circle fence. The houses are positioned clockwise in order of lineage 
seniority. The house is of female construction and execution. Each female has the responsibility of 
mounting and dismounting her house for each move, maintaining and repairing its component parts, 

and eventually providing additional houses for her own daughters or women folk.

314

Somalis live in desert or semi-desert environments. 
Nomads spend almost all their time outdoors. The 
activities of nomads depend on the food supply of 
cattle and other livestock. Camels are very suitable 
for these areas and are greatly used for the 
transportation of construction materials. Therefore, 
seasonal migration affects the types of building 
structures in the area  and the materials used in 
construction.
 
The traditional shelter of herders is the Aqal, a 
dome-shaped, foldable hut made of electric 
poles covered with leather, woven fiber mats or 
sometimes cloth or tin. The Aqal, which is easy 
to disassemble and reassemble, is carried on the 
back of a camel. Once a new camp is established, 
it is set up by the women in the family. Nomads 
have very little possessions, and every item has 
a practical purpose. Cooking utensils, storage 

boxes, stools, woven mats and water bags are 
often the only household items in the family. A 
nomadic camp may be surrounded by a fence 
of thorn bushes to avoid predators. Animals are 
also kept in corrals made of thorn bushes. The 
prayer area in the camp is separated by a circle 
of stones.2 Most commonly, there are 30 to 50 
houses in a settlement. Every married woman or 
widow owns a house built for her on the day of her 
wedding. All houses are placed so that their doors 
face the west point outside the circular fence. The 
houses are placed clockwise in order of descent. 

The Aqal house is built by women. Every woman 
is responsible for moving and dismantling the 
house at every step, maintaining and repairing its 
components, and ultimately providing additional 
houses for their daughters or female residents.3

4.05 Somali Village Organisation

Somali
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After the rear section 
is in place, the 
process is repeated 
with the other parts. 
In addition to the  
bent poles, tall 
vertical poles are 
used to support the 
framework of the 
house.

Women start with the 
rear poles. Dig holes 
about 45cm, and put 
salt  in  the holes to 
keep away the 
termites. Then lots of 
pebbles are packed in 
around the pole to 
give it added strength, 
and sand is returned 
to !ll the hole.

To complete the 
house skeleton, the 
thinner poles are 
used to !ll out the 
hemispherical 
shape and keep the 
covering mats taut.

These thinner 
members do not go 
into the ground; their 
whole purpose is to 
close the gaps 
between the poles so 
that the woven mats 
do not cave into the 
dome. Each 
component is tied 
!rmly to the other.

When the frame of 
the house is thus 
completed it is ready 
to be covered. The 
woven mats are made 
of speci!c grass. The 
converings have a 
double function: 
utilitarian and 
decorative.

Somali

After the rear section 
is in place, the 
process is repeated 
with the other parts. 
In addition to the  
bent poles, tall 
vertical poles are 
used to support the 
framework of the 
house.

Women start with the 
rear poles. Dig holes 
about 45cm, and put 
salt  in  the holes to 
keep away the 
termites. Then lots of 
pebbles are packed in 
around the pole to 
give it added strength, 
and sand is returned 
to !ll the hole.

To complete the 
house skeleton, the 
thinner poles are 
used to !ll out the 
hemispherical 
shape and keep the 
covering mats taut.

These thinner 
members do not go 
into the ground; their 
whole purpose is to 
close the gaps 
between the poles so 
that the woven mats 
do not cave into the 
dome. Each 
component is tied 
!rmly to the other.

When the frame of 
the house is thus 
completed it is ready 
to be covered. The 
woven mats are made 
of speci!c grass. The 
converings have a 
double function: 
utilitarian and 
decorative.

Somali

Set vertical 
poles (kwami) 
into the ground.

Tie the 
horizontal 
braces (mager) 
to the vertical 
poles.

Plastered on 
both sides 
with chika, but 
leave 20cm 
unplastered 
for ventilation 
purpose.

Install kebaas 
to carry the 
roof (kebaas: 
a special 
structure for 
Oromo huts).

Tie the grass 
together as 
bundle at the 
apex of the 
roof. At last, put 
a clay pot on 
the top.
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4.06 Somali Typology

Set vertical poles 
(kwami) into the 

ground.
 

Tie the horizontal 
braces (mager) to 
the  vertical poles.

Plaster both 
sides with chika, 
but leave 20cm 
unplastered for 

ventilation.

Install kebaas 
to carry the 

roof (kebaas: a 
special structure 
for Oromo huts). 

Tie the grass 
together as a 
bundle at the 

apex of the roof. 
At last, put a clay 

pot on the top.

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Vernacular Housing

Economy: Dorze people engage in 
small-scale farming or subsistence 
agriculture and keep livestock such 
as goat, cows and chicken for 
domestic consumption. 

Division of labour: Women of 
the Dorze tribe have most of the 
responsibility in the family. They 
take care of children as well as the 
house choirs. The women are also 
responsible for cooking, spinning 
DPUUPO�BOE�DPMMFDUJOH�mSFXPPE��5IF�
Dorze men spend most of their time 
on the farm or building huts.

Socio-Political organization: The 
%PS[F�1FPQMF�XFSF�TPDJBMMZ�TUSBUJmFE��
5IJT�TPDJBM�TUSBUJmDBUJPO�XBT�CFUXFFO�

those called bairal and gedhos 
(senior and junior). This distinction 
was used not only in the kinship but 
also within clans, districts and even 
animals.

Landownership: With regard to 
PUIFS�TPDJBM�TUSBUJmDBUJPO�JO�%PS[F�
community, the society was grouped 
in to two social groups. These were 
the Mala which literally meant citizens 
and the Soma literally meaning 
non-citizen. This social grouping 
was based on land ownership. 
Free access to the land and crop 
cultivation was the right to use the 
Mala. 

Dorze
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The Dorze people are engaged in small-scale 
or self-sufficient farming and raise livestock 
such as goats, cattle and chickens for family 
consumption. Women of the Dorze tribe have the 
most responsibility in the family. They take care of 
the children and the family choir. These women are 
also responsible for cooking, spinning cotton and 
collecting firewood. Dorze men spend most of their 
time on farms or building huts.

The people of Dorze are stratified in society. This 
social stratification lies between the so-called bairal 
and gedhos (senior and junior). This distinction 
applies not only to blood relations, but also to 
clans, regions and even animals. Regarding the 
other social stratification of the Dorze community, 
the society is divided into two social groups. These 
are the Mala, which literally means a citizen, and 
Soma, which means a non-citizen. This social 
group is based on land ownership.3

4.07 Dorze Organization

Dorze
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Draw split 
bamboo pieces 
into ground 
(each 10 cm 
apart).

A series of 
horizontial 
bamboo rings 
is interlocked 
between the 
vertical pieces 
(from bottom to 
top).

After building 
a scaffolding 
to reach the 
top part, a 
portion is 
added around 
the house 
(serves as 
entrance hall).

Layers of false 
banana leaves 
are placed 
outside the 
framework of 
the hut.
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4.08 Dorze Typology

Split bamboo 
pieces are drawn 
into ground (each 

10 cm apart).
 

A series of 
horizontal 

bamboo rings 
are interlocked 

between the 
vertical pieces.

After building a 
scaffolding, a 

portion is added 
around the 

house (serves as 
entrance hall). 

Layers of false 
banana leaves 

are placed 
outside the 

framework  of 
the hut. 

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Vernacular Housing

The mid-size hut is used 
as honeymoon building. 
After 3 months, the 
couple will leave to build 
another hut for them 
and the next generation.

The Dorze people 
are famous for 
cotton cloths.
So around their 
houses there are 
also cotton plants.  

Around the house 
false banana plant 
are grown. Different 
parts of the plants 
are used for food and 
building material.

Around their 
huts the Dorze 
people  have 
their own little 
garden with 
tobacco.

The Dorze men 
spend most 
of their time 
on  farming or 
building huts.
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4.09 Program Dorze Typology

The Dorze men 
spend most of 
their time on 
farming or

building huts.
 

The mid-size hut is used 
as honeymoon building. 

After 3 months, the couple 
will leave to build another 
hut for them and the next 

generation.
 

Around the house, 
false banana plants
are grown. Different
parts of the plants
are used for food 

and building  
material.

 

The Dorze people 
are famous for 
cotton cloths. 

Around their houses 
there are cotton 

plants.
 

Around their
huts the Dorze
people have
their own little
garden with

tobacco.
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Bamboo is grown privately 
as a building material.

The Sidama are well 
known for growing coffee.

Modern houses often have 
a concrete base, sometimes 
decorated with stones, and 

(large) windows.

Around the houses false 
banana plant are grown. 

Different parts of the plants 
are used for food and building 

material.

319

4.10 Use of Land 

Bamboo is grown 
privately as a building 

material.
 

Around the houses 
false banana plants 
are grown. Different 

parts of the plants are 
used for food and 
building material.

 

The Sidamo are well
known for growing 

coffee.
 

Modern houses often have
a concrete basesometimes
decorated with stones, and

(large) windows.
 

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Vernacular Housing

The Sidama live in small settlements, 
kaca, along the edges of plateaux. 
Their main crop is ensete. They also 
grow maize and some vegetables in 
their gardens and have cattle.

Their area is divided in 
neighbourhoods, olau, in which 
people work together when it comes 
to building houses, maintenance 
of infrastructure and rituals like 
redistribution feasts.

Women do the work around the 
house and men work the land. They 
work together when harvesting. They 
are helped by their children, who 
especially contribute to gathering 
mSFXPPE�BOE�XBUFS�BOE�IFSEJOH�

The Sidama have a gerontocratic 
social structure, based on a 
complicated system of classes 
divided by generation. The elders 
are believed to be the ones closest 
to the dead elders and ancestors, 
forming a bridge between the living 
and the dead. They take important 
decisions, make production rules, 
settle disputes, mediate between 
government and people for example 
in tax collecting, and interpret and 
adjust the moral code when times 
change. The Halaale (moral code) 
means ‘truth’ or ‘a true way of life’. 
This Halaale is a main link between 
household and community, man and 
woman, and between generations.

Sidama
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The Sidamo people live in small residential 
settlements called Kaca. These settlements are on 
the edge of the plateau. Their main crop is ensete. 
They also grow corn and some vegetables in their 
gardens and raise cattle. The area where they are 
located is divided into neighbourhoods, or Olau, 
in which residents work together in ceremonies 
such as house construction, infrastructure 
maintenance and rituals. Women work at home, 
men work on the land. They work together at 
harvest. The parents are usually helped by their 
children. Their children are particularly helpful 
in collecting firewood, water and grazing. The 

Sidamo people have a hereditary social structure, 
which is based on a complex class system divided 
by generations. The elders are considered to be the 
elders and ancestors closest to the dead, building 
a bridge between life and death. The elderly make 
important decisions, formulate production rules, 
resolve disputes, conduct taxation mediation and 
other mediation between the government and the 
people and explain and adjust ethical codes as 
times change. Halaale (the Code of Ethics) means 
“real” or “a real way of life”. This Halaale is the 
main link between family and community, between 
men and women and between generations.3

4.11 Sidamo Organisation

Sidamo
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The ground is 
compacted and a 
circle is drawn where 
the house will be 
built.
Bamboo is the main 
building material 
but often whatever 
is found is used. A 
eucalyptus center 
pole is placed.

Vertical strips of split 
bamboo are placed 
in the ground and 
woven into place with 
horizontal rings of 
bamboo until the top 
is reached. 

"�MBZFS�PG�mOFS�XPWFO�
bamboo is added 
on the outside of the 
structure, on top of that 
a layer of honchies, 
special leaves that are 
meant to waterproof 
the house, and again 
B�MBZFS�PG�mOFMZ�XPWFO�
bamboo.

Sometimes the 
outside is varnished 
for protection and 
aesthetics.
0O�UIF�NVE�nPPS�
sometimes bamboo 
matting is placed and 
rooms are divided by 
bamboo screens.
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4.12 Sidamo Typology

The ground is
compacted and a 

circle is drawn where 
the house will be built. 
Bamboo is the main 
building material, but 

often whatever is found 
is used. An eucalyptus 
center pole is placed.

Vertical strips of split 
bamboo are placed 

in the ground and 
woven into place 

with horizontal rings 
of bamboo until the 

top is reached.

A layer of finer woven 
bamboo is added on the 
outside of the structure. 
On top of that, a layer 

of honchies, special 
leaves that are meant to 
waterproof the house, is 
placed and finally, it is 
finished with a layer of 
finely woven bamboo.

Sometimes the
outside is varnished
for protection and
aesthetics. On the 

mud floor sometimes 
bamboo matting is 
placed and rooms 

are divided by
bamboo screens.

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Vernacular Housing

The Macha (also Mecha, Matcha, or 
Macca) are a subgroup of the Oromo 
people in western Ethiopia. They 
live south of the Blue Nile (Abbai) in 
the northwestern part of the region 
of Oromia and in parts of the former 
provinces of Wollega, Illubabor, Kaffa 
and Shewa. A small group of them 
lives in the area north of the Blue 

Nile Wambara in the former southern 
Gojjam.

The area of Macha is a high 
plateau with undulating hills and 
some of the higher mountain ranges. 
Traditionally Macha hardly move 
below 1500 meters above sea level, 
since there is a risk of sleeping 
sickness and malaria would exist.

Oromo
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Macha (also Mecha, Matcha or Macca) is 
a subgroup of the Oromo people in western 
Ethiopia. They live south of the Blue Nile (Abubai) 
in the northwestern part of Oromia State, as well 
as parts of the former Wollega, Ilubabor, Kaffa 
and Shewa provinces. A small group of them lives 

in the northern area of Blue Nile Wambara, in the 
former southern area Gorjem. The Macha area is a 
high plateau with undulating hills and some higher 
mountains. Traditionally, Macha would hardly 
move below 1,500 m above sea level, as this may 
cause sleeping sickness and malaria.3

4.13 Oromo Organisation

Oromo
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A series of 
horizontial 
bamboo rings 
is interlocked 
between the 
vertical pieces 
(from bottom to 
top).

Layers of false 
banana leaves are 
placed outside the 
framework of the 
hut.

Set vertical 
poles (kwami) 
into the ground.

Plastered on 
both sides 
with chika, but 
leave 20cm 
unplastered 
for ventilation 
purpose.

Install kebaas 
to carry the 
roof (kebaas: a 
special structure 
for Oromo huts).
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4.14 Oromo Typology

Set vertical
poles (kwami)
into the ground

 

A series of
horizontal

bamboo rings
are interlocked

between the
vertical pieces
(from bottom to

top).

Plastered on
both sides

with chika, but
leave 20 cm
unplastered

for ventilation.

Install kebaas 
to carry the 

roof (kebaas: 
a special 

structurefor 
Oromo huts).

Layers of false 
banana leaves 

are placed 
outside the 

framework of the 
hut.

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Vernacular Housing

A clay pot is placed on 
top. The pot comes in 

various shapes and can 
be extremely decorative.

The area is rich in 
eucalyptus which 

is used as the 
building material.

A section of about 
20cm of the wall is left 
unplastered so that 
TNPLF�DBO�mOE�JUT�XBZ�
out through the cracks 
and crevices as the 
vertical members.
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4.15 Program Oromo Typology

A section of about
20 cm of the wall is left 

unplastered so that
smoke can find its way
out, through the cracks

and crevices as the
vertical members.

 

The area is rich in
eucalyptus which

is used as the
building material.

 

A clay pot is placed 
on top. The pot comes 
in various shapes and 

can be decorated.
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Although a housestead can consist of up to three types of structures, 
the gwea for livestock, the zagar for brewing drinks and the xarar for sleeping, 

most families have just one building for everything.
The houses of the Gurage people all are very familiar, and this is especially remarkable 

because among the Guragi there are different religions practised 
and several languages spoken. Construction details in houses are very much alike, 

which is very uncommon in Ethiopian traditional houses.
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4.16 Program Oromo Typology

Although a farmhouse can consist of up to three 
structures: the gwea for livestock, Zagar for 
brewing beverages, and the xarar for sleeping, 
most families have only one building that can 
hold everything. The houses of the Gurage 

people are very familiar, which is particularly 
noticeable because the Gurage practice different 
religious beliefs and speak several languages. The 
architectural details of the houses are very similar, 
which is rare in traditional houses in Ethiopia.3

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal



29
Vernacular Housing

The Guragi are sedentary 
agriculturists. They work with a 
complex system of crop rotation and 
transplanting. The most important 
crop is ensete (false banana plant) 
which is not only their main food 
source, but also used in rituals, as 
medicine and as a building material. 
Around every housestead ensete is 
grown. Ensete growing is a communal 
task, as is building houses.

Traditionally the Gurage believe 
in Waq – god and creator – to whom 
they do offerings. Outside of villages 
there are often shrines for Waq. 
&GmHJFT�SFQSFTFOUJOH�UIF�BODFTUSBM�
gods are hung in their houses to 
guard them from evil spirits. 

Councils of elders set and 
enforce rules and norms for the local 
and regional community as well 
as for individual socio-economic 
relations. A council is set up for the 
neighbourhood or village and also on 
the level of the tribe or clan. They also 
TFSWF�BT�KVEHFT�JO�DPOnJDUT�

The oldest man is the head of the 
family and makes important decisions. 
Men generate income and control 
money issues.

Women do domestic work and 
take care of the children. The father 
is authority. Children will take care of 
their parents when they get older, so 
a household often consists of 3 or 4 
generations. Children are raised by 
the family and the community. 

Gurage
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The Gurage people are sedentary agriculturists. 
They use complex crop rotation and transplanting 
systems. The most important crop is ensete (fake 
banana plant), which is not only the main food 
source, but also used in rituals, as medicine and 
as a building material. Every homestead grows 
around the ensete. The growth of ensete and the 
construction of the house are a communal task 
within the community.

Traditionally, Gurage people believed in Waq 
(God and Creator) and often make offerings 
to him. Outside the village, there are often 
temples dedicated for Waq. Statues representing 
ancestral gods are hung in their houses to protect 
them from evil spirits. The Council for the Elderly 

establishes and enforces rules and norms for the 
socio-economic relations between local and 
regional communities and individuals. A council is 
established at the level of the neighbourhood or 
village and the tribe or clan. They also serve as 
conflict judges.  
 
The oldest person is the head of the family and 
makes important decisions. Men generate 
income and control money problems. Women do 
housework and take care of the  children. Besides 
the direct education from the mother, children 
are also raised by families and communities. The 
father is the authority. Children will take care of 
their parents when they grow up. Therefore, a 
household usually consists of 3 or 4 generations.3

4.17 Gurage Organisation

Gurage
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After gathering the 
building materials, 
which can sometimes 
take three years, the 
PXOFS�nBUUFOT�UIF�
land and a circle 
is drawn where the 
house will be built.

Volunteering villagers 
make a trench in 
which split wood is 
placed.  The timbers 
BSF�mYFE�UPHFUIFS�
on the outside with 
strips of bamboo or 
red eucalyptus. A 
hole is dug for the 
acba, the central 
pole. Stones on the 
bottom of the hole 
will prevent sinking.

The acba is pulled 
through the door 
opening and while 
some men are pulling 
it up standing on a 
scaffolding, others 
push the acba into 
place with beams 
and wedges. 
After this the roof 
is constructed of 
vertically placed 
TBQMJOHT�mYFE�
together with 
horizontal bamboo 
strips.

The fuga, craftsmen,  
make the umbrella 
shaped support for 
the roof of beams 
that are placed in a 
hewn out hole at 3/8 
of the central pole. 
On the topa cross-
piece is attached to 
the beams, creating 
T-shaped supports.
Now the thatching 
can be done with 
grasses, in a spiral 
from bottom to top.
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4.18 Gurage Typology

After gathering 
the building 

materials, which 
can sometimes take 

three years, the 
owner flattens the 

land and a circle is 
drawn where the

house will be built.

Volunteering villagers 
make a trench in which 
split wood is placed. 
The timbers are fixed 

together on the outside 
with strips of bamboo or

red eucalyptus. A
hole is dug for the
acba, the central

pole. Stones on the
bottom of the hole
will prevent sinking.

The acba is pulled
through the door
opening. Others

push the acba into
place with beams

and wedges.
After this the roof
is constructed of
vertically placed

saplings fixed
together with

horizontal bamboo
strips.

The craftsmen,
make the umbrella
shaped support for
the roof of beams

that are placed in a
hewn out hole at 3/8 
of the central pole. On 
the top a crosspiece is 
attached to the beams, 

creating
T-shaped supports.

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Tigrayans are the dominant ethnic 
group in Tigray and speakers of 
Tigrinya. Village life is strongly tied to 
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and 
farm household economy is based 
in ox-plough cultivation of cereals 
including wheat, barley, sorghum, 
maize, tef and the herding of cattle, 
goats, and sheep. The region is prone 
to drought and famine.

Hidmo are mud-mortared stone-
XBMMFE�IPVTFT�XJUI�nBU�FBSUIFO�SPPGT�
that characterize vernacular 

architecture in the northern highlands. 
Hidmo are constructed with 
SFDUJMJOFBS
�SPVOE
�BOE�TVCSPVOE�nPPS�
plans although rectilinear forms are 
considered the most prestigious.

Hidmo compounds are comprised 
of buildings arranged around a 
rectilinear courtyard enclosed by 
a high stone wall. The courtyard is 
QBSUMZ�DPWFSFE�CZ�B�nBU�FBSUIFO�SPPG�
supported by robust posts of bark-
stripped tree trunks.

Tigray
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The Tigrayans are the main group of Tigray and the 
speakers of Tigrinya. Rural life is closely related to 
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and the basis of 
the family economy of farmers is the cattle plowing 
of cereal crops, including wheat, barley, sorghum, 
corn, tef, and cattle, goat and sheep grazing. The 
area is prone to drought and famine. Hidmo is a 
mud-built stone-walled house with a flat earthen 
roof, a characteristic of vernacular architecture 

in the northern highlands. Although straight lines 
are considered the most prestigious, Hidmo’s 
construction uses straight, circular and sub circular 
plans. The Hidmo compound consists of buildings 
arranged around a linear courtyard surrounded 
by high stone walls. Part of the yard is covered by 
a flat earthen roof, which is supported by strong 
bark trunks.3

4.19 Tigray Organisation

Tigray
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The foundation 
trenches are dug 
with 1m in width. 
Black stone (basalt) 
is used for the 
foundation since it 
supposedly does 
not absorb water.

For the main wall, 
a softer, greyish 
rock-trachyte or 
sandstone is used. 
The mortar used 
is chika. Chika is 
basically any kind of 
earth—though clay 
is preferred—that 
is thoroughly mixed 
with water.

Earthen roofs 
are composed 
of compacted 
earth resting on a 
system of round 
timber beams. The 
large wood beams 
laid parallel to the 
longest side of the 
house.

Men build the house 
while women make 
the interior who 
paint and furnish 
walls and furniture. 
Men were proud of 
their houses and 
their ability to build 
a hidmo without 
other people’s help.
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4.20 Tigray Typology

The foundation
trenches are dug

1m wide.
Black stone (basalt) 

is used for the 
foundation since it 
supposedly does 
not absorb water.

For the main wall,
a softer, greyish
rock-trachyte or

sandstone is used.
The mortar used
is chika. Chika is

basically any kind of
earth (though clay
is preferred) that

is thoroughly mixed
with water.

Earthen roofs
are composed
of compacted

earth resting on a
system of round

timber beams. The
large wood beams
laid parallel to the
longest side of the

house.

Men build the house
while women make

the interior who
paint and furnish

walls and furniture.
Men were proud of

their houses and
their ability to build

a hidmo without
other people’s help.

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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The typical vernacular houses in Ethiopia are made 
of mud with thatched roofs. However nowadays, 
corrugated iron roofs are becoming more and 
more common, especially in cities. In Addis 
Ababa, 98% of houses have iron roofs. 92% of 

Ethiopians live in houses with mud floors, while in 
Addis Ababa, there are slightly more houses built 
with cement floors than mud. About three-quarters 
of the houses built in Addis Ababa and Ethiopia 
walls are still made of mud.3

4.21 Roof and Wall Materials in Ethiopia

Roof materials

Thatch 51% of houses
Corrugated metal 38%
Wood and mud 5%
Reed or bamboo 3.5%
Plastic of shera 1%

Wood and mud 73.5%
Wood and thatch 13%
Stone and mud 7%
Reed or bamboo 2.5%

Wall materials

Building Materials
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4.22 Building Materials for Vernacular Housing

Habitation / Traditional & Tribal
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Addis Ababa, today the capital of Ethiopia, is a 
relatively young city founded by Emperor Menelik 
II in 1886. During this period, the Ethiopian 
population consisted mainly of nomadic tribes 
ruled by Ras or governors, who in turn served the 
king of the region. Each king usually chooses a 
higher strategic location as the basis for the camp. 
He divided the environment into Rases, generals 
and other nobles, and the latter settled with 
servants. These Rases and generals receive income 
from the cultivated land around the compound, 
which allows them to expand the small villages 
around them. As a result, this brings together many 
residents in Addis Ababa’s villages, though they 
are scattered over a big area. 

Initially, King Menelik established his own city on 
Entoto Mountain, but during his military expedition 
against the Italians, his wife Taitu moved the village 
towards ‘pied-à-terre’, which was about 100 m 
lower and nearby Filwoha hot springs. This place 
had other advantages such as greater timber 

resources and a better climate.
Menelik returned to his hometown after defeating 
the Italians. It was a feat that consolidated his title. 
He settled in Addis Ababa (New Flower) with his 
wife Taitu. This established peace and prosperity 
for some decades. Menelik was a progressive 
king. He liked modern tools such as telegrams, 
photos and electric chairs. He also started building 
a railway from Addis Ababa to the port city of 
Djibouti.

This continuous expansion required a large amount 
of wood and consumed a lot of energy, resulting 
in the clear felling of mountains. A French planner 
brought an exotic eucalyptus tree, which was 
planted according to a decree. This made the 
location of the city permanent and allowed it to 
develop. Slowly,  house construction also changed 
from the traditional Tukul Chika (a mud-based 
building material) to masonry, which  was also 
influenced by foreign builders.4

City of Palaces
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4.23 Daalatii/Tullu Diimtuu during the Beginning of Occupation
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Entoto Mountain and then expanded southwards. 
In addition, between 1973 and 1986, the city 
experienced massive expansion.4 

The early settlements and palace compounds of the 
nobility are marked out in white. The main direction 
of expansion is a result of topographical conditions. 
The city was built on the southern mountainside of 

Addis Ababa’s Growth Through Time



1912 1973

1986 2014

1887

 Addis Ababa’s growth through time
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4.24 Growth of Addis Ababa in Time 

1887

1912 1973

1986 2020

Habitation / City of Palaces
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Negus (King) Menelik II Rasses (Governours) Dejazmaches ( Commander or General)

Negus (King) Menelik II Rasses (Governours) Dejazmaches ( Commander or General)

Negus (King) Menelik II Rasses (Governours) Dejazmaches ( Commander or General)

Spatial political relation
1. Central on the highest hilltop is the kings palace

2. Surrounding the king the Rasses (Governours) are located
3. Dejazmaches (Commanderes or Generals) have compounds distributed on 

spaces around them

1.

2.

3.
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organisation of housing that is strongly connected 
to political relations and matters of status. This 
order and spatial political relation is shown in the 
image bellow.4

The kings’ palace is placed in the centre of the 
highest hilltop. The palace is surrounded by 
the Rasses (Gouvernors). Around these places 
Dejazmaches (Commanderes or Generals) have 
their compounds distributed. There is a very clear 

4.25 Spatial Political Relation

1.

2.

3.

Spatial Political Relation
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its followers. These compounds are far away from 
each other and act just like independent villages. 
The surrounding arable land is farmed for income.4 

According to tradition, the land belonged to the 
king. After the founding of the country, Menelik 
allocated most of the land to the nobles. The 
nobles built their own residences on the highest 
part of their land to pay close attention to it and 

4.26 Location of the Palaces

Habitation / City of Palaces
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last one is built according to the imperial palace.2 
The abstract reductions of these compound 
typologies are shown below.4 

There are 4 compound typologies. The first variant 
is defined by a circular expansion. The second 
one is characterised by fenced areas. The third 
typology is characterised by a scattered order. The 

4.27 Diagram of 4 Compound Typologies 

1. 2.

3. 4.

Compound Typologies
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Morphological reductions of palace compounds
Different patterns are deduced from typological analysis. Most of the compounds are based and 
also oriented on the imperial compound, which was clearly visible from the surroundings since it was 

located on the highest spot in the surroundings.

Palaces of Rasses and Dejazmachs

Imperial Palace of Menelik II
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located in the highest position, meaning that it 
could be clearly seen from the surrounding areas.4

Different patterns are derived from typological 
analysis. Most of the compounds are oriented 
around the imperial compound, because it was 

4.28 Morphological Reductions of Palace Compounds 

Habitation / City of Palaces
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compound consisting of 
residences and prayerhouse
surrounded by Tukuls of
followers

extensions added with servants
quarter, banquet hall, kitchen
and stables. Articulation of
prominance gained more followers

further expansion with armory, 
stores and markets and public
spaces makes the compound 
function  self sufficient.

compound consisting of 
residences and prayerhouse
surrounded by Tukuls of
followers

extensions added with servants
quarter, banquet hall, kitchen
and stables. Articulation of
prominance gained more followers

further expansion with armory, 
stores and markets and public
spaces makes the compound 
function  self sufficient.

compound consisting of 
residences and prayerhouse
surrounded by Tukuls of
followers

extensions added with servants
quarter, banquet hall, kitchen
and stables. Articulation of
prominance gained more followers

further expansion with armory, 
stores and markets and public
spaces makes the compound 
function  self sufficient.

Expansion of a typical Ras Compound 
1. Compound consisting of residences and prayer house, surrounded by Tukuls of followers.

2. Extensions added with, a.o. servants quarter, banquet hall, kitchen and stables. 
The articulation of prominence results in more followers.

3. Further expansion of compound with armory, stores and markets, 
BOE�QVCMJD�TQBDFT�NBLF�UIF�DPNQPVOE�GVODUJPO�BT�B�TFMG�TVGmDJFOU�WJMMBHF�

1.

2.

3.
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The third expansion is a further expansion of the 
compound with an armory, stores and markets, 
and public spaces, which makes the compound 
function as a self-sufficient village.4

There are 3 possible ways of expansion of a typical 
Ras Palace compound. The first one is a compound 
consisting of residences and a prayer house, 
surrounded by Tukuls for followers. The second 
one consists of extensions added with servants 
quarters, a banquet hall, kitchen and stables. 

4.29 Diagram of 3 Ways of Expansion

1.

2.

3.

Expansion of a Typical Ras Palace Compound 
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4.30 The Ras Palace

1912

2020

Ras Chapel

Habitation / City of Palaces
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Seikh Palace

Empress Taitu Palace

Wube Residence

Tilahun Palace

Birru Palace
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4.31 Ras Palaces

Seikh Palace

Empress Taitu Palace

Wube Residence

Taihun Palace

Biru Palace

Expansion of a Typical Ras Palace Compound 



PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y 

A
N

 A
U

TO
D

ES
K

 E
D

U
C

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

PR
O

D
U

C
T

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK EDUCATIONAL PRODUCT

PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y A

N
 A

U
TO

D
ESK

 ED
U

C
A

TIO
N

A
L PR

O
D

U
C

T

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK EDUCATIONAL PRODUCT

Prayer House and Sleeping chamber

Negus Menelik

Negadras Palace

Ras Abate Palace
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4.32 Ras Palaces

Prayer House and Sleeping Chamber

Ras Abate Palace

Negus Menelik

Negadras Palace

Habitation / City of Palaces
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Construction of walls, roof, and veranda
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Menelik’s Prayer House and 
sleeping chamber connecting veranda

The veranda connects two separate buildings with a bridge. Both buildings 
already have their own outdoor infrastructure which makes the connection easy.
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Transitional spaces (mainly verandas) are also 
used as connecting elements to connect two or 
more loose buildings. For example, the prayer 
room is connected to a bridge that follows the 
architecture of the verandas. Since the bedroom 
is upstairs, Menelik can now visit the prayer room 
without leaving the first floor. On the image bellow 
it is shown that the veranda connects the two 
buildings with a bridge. Both buildings already 
have their own outdoor infrastructure which makes 
the connection easy.4

Certain rules apply to the construction of the 
Ras Palace. First, the transitional space always 
surrounds the “core of the building” or a cluster of 
rooms. Secondly, this transitional space can take 
many shapes and forms. The veranda within the 
palaces is greatly used. Finally, the transition space 
can connect several “core” clusters, or when it 
comes to compounds, fences can surround several 
buildings.2  The image below shows the concept of 
the veranda as a transitional space.

4.33 The Veranda as a Transitional Space 4.34 Menelik’s Prayer House and Sleeping Chamber Connecting 
the Veranda

Transitional Spaces and Building Materials
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Certain rules apply to the architecture 
of the Ras palace. First of all, 
the transitional space is always 
surrounding the ‘core of the building’, 
or a cluster of chambers. Secondly, 
this transitional space can take many 
shapes and forms, but the veranda 
is used extensively. Also, the core is 
made with stone walls, which support 
UIF�nPPST�BOE�SPPG
�BOE
�UPHFUIFS�
with the wooden columns, the 
veranda or transitional space. Lastly, 
the transitional space can connect 
several clusters of ‘cores’, or, when 
speaking of compounds, a palisade 
can enclose several building.

Architectural Patterns

Construction of Ras Palaces
The Ras Palace is normally 
constructed with a heavy stone core 
and outer wooden layer of verandas 
and thin walls.

5IF�mSTU�QIPUPHSBQI�QPSUSBZT�
the construction of such walls. The 
second photograph shows the 
construction of the roof. The last 
photograph shows the construction of 
a wooden veranda, typical for the Ras 
Palace.

In the image to the right a section 
of the Giorghis palace is extruded 
in 3D. In this image the construction 
PG�UIF�JOOFS�nPPST�BOE�TVSSPVOEJOH�
veranda can be seen.

The Giorghis Palace has three 
façades where it needed a veranda: 
To attend the ceremonies at the 
cathedral of st. George in the West, to 
communicate with the emperor in the 
South, and to oversee the compound 
and chapel in the East. The verandas 
were also used to keep an eye on 
the compound terrain and to adress 
servants.

55
Ras Palaces

Giorghis Palace Section, material & construction
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surrounding verandas. The Giorghis Palace has 
three functions that require these verandas: to 
attend the ceremonies of St. Peter’s Basilica; to 
communicate with the emperor in the South; and 
to supervise the compound and church in the East. 
Furthermore, the verandas are also used to monitor 
the complex terrain and to speak to servants.4

The Ras Palace is usually built with a heavy stone 
core and an external wooden layer of verandas 
and thin walls. The first image depicts the structure 
of this typical wall. The second image shows the 
structure of the roof. In the image shown on the 
right, part of the Giorghis palace is cut in 3D to 
expose the structure of the internal floor and 

4.35 Construction of the Wall 4.37 Giorghis Palace Section, Material & Construction

4.36 Construction of the Roof

Habitation / City of Palaces
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When walking along the ‘big roads’ in Addis 
Ababa, one finds remaining traces of the period 
when Italians occupied Ethiopia. Shown in the 
image on the right, the traces are visible in the road 
hierarchy and the main street connections of Addis 
on a city scale.

Taking the fascist ideology as a starting point, 
planners (Guidi and Valle, but also Le Corbusier 
and Gio Ponti) used segregation as the “rationale” 
of the urban plan. The Italians took over the city 
center, where they would build their colonial 
housing. The Ethiopian people were pushed to the 
periphery.  

The Italians planned for the formation of Merkato, 
an area for commercial and residential purposes, 
designed for the locals. 

Addis Ababa was originally a polycentric city 
in a landscape full of vegetation and eucalyptus 
trees: these were used by Italians as new barriers 
within the city to separate “tukul” areas from Italian 
residential zones.5

Remains of colonial housing can be found too. 
These typologies were family worker houses within 
urban blocks, or Casa Popolare. For the local 
people, so-called tukuls were built.  

Italian Influences
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4.38 Merkato Area in Addis Ababa
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While the city seems to have forgotten the brief 
period of Italian occupation, it is interesting to see 
how it has reacted through time to the few fascist 
realisations of the 30’s.

The presence of the fascist model in the city is 
still recognisable if we consider two fundamental 
aspects: urban planning and single buildings. The 
former is still clearly recognisable in the current 
state of Addis Ababa, especially in the area around 
the old administrative centre. Urban perspectives 
and white axes are the resilience forms from 
fascist dreams of the Ethiopian capital. Many of 
the streets in this zone still follow the traces of that 
period. The other interesting  morphological aspect 
is how the urban block and a few built structures 
have survived through the decades, during which 
the city has undergone different socio-economical 
trajectories.

We can notice that almost all colonial buildings 
have survived, even though they were clearly 
manipulated by following generations, by 
changing parts or adding new rooms to suit 
different lifestyles. On the other hand, we have 
to acknowledge how the idea of the urban block, 
whose geometry is still understandable today, has 
been traumatically used to accommodate new 
ways of dwelling. The voids between the buildings, 
once the main aspect of the colonial scheme, 

have been filled with small buildings or informal 
settlements. The plots have been fragmented and 
occupied. In some cases, the regular geometry 
of the urban block has been disrupted by adding 
diagonal roads in between the houses.

The urban block becomes the “medium” between 
the urban scale and the architectural typology. It 
works as a tool for imagining the outlines of an 
ideal settlement for colonisers. The urban block 
links the individuality of houses to the planned 
urban morphology of the city of Addis Ababa. 
At the same time its formal definition manages to 
embrace the more domestic and private feature of 
single dwelling architecture.

An interesting feature is the variety of spaces and 
building typologies present within a single urban 
block: variations within the urban block typology 
are defined by the number of dwellers and their 
social level. In their different formal definitions, 
they are linked together within the planned block 
through the logic of open spaces. The blocks are 
“colonised” with single or double floor houses that 
work independently. The spaces not occupied by 
buildings are used in two ways: private gardens 
and public communal areas. The gardens occupy 
the non-built part of the allotments, while in the 
core of the urban block the public area creates an 
introverted space for communal leisure.5

Colonial Dwellings
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4.39 Veranda Housing Typology from 1938

4.40 Veranda Housing Typology; How it Looks in 2016

Habitation / Italian influences
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INCIS was the Italian National Institute for  housing 
of State Employees. At first, the institute provided 
dwellings only within the Italian territory, but as 
a result of the colonisation, it started to move into 
Africa, to Lybia, Eritrea as well as Ethiopia.

After a period of study and investigation on site, the 
project started constructing houses for the Italian 
settlers in 1936.7 The houses designed must meet 
the following type standards: a one-storey house 
with two apartments of two or three rooms plus 
services,; a two-storey house of four apartments 
with the same characteristics; and a two-storey 
house of six dwellings with the same characteristics 
again.7

The economic state employee housing usually 
included a construction with one or two floors with 
three rooms (for parents, sons and daughters) a 
kitchen and a service yard. The perimeter walls 
were made of local stone and lime mortar and 

subsequently plastered, while the floors were 
finished with cement tiles. The extensive, semi-
rural typology with single houses was preferred 
wherever possible. The fact that this typology was 
most suitable for the working-class population 
contributed to the dilution of the centres, and the 
popularisation of periphery, outdoor life.8 As a 
matter of fact, an outdoor area equal to five times 
the covered area was provided for each detached 
house. This typology was designed for long-term 
settlement and therefore created a situation that 
favored the development and cultivation of the 
garden.

The INCIS institute built a considerable number 
of homes in Addis Ababa divided mainly into 5 
blocks. Even in this case, however, the difficulties 
in finding good quality materials and the lack of 
appropriate technologies caused delays in the 
realisation of the general plan.9

4.41 Isometric View of INCIS Housing Scheme



61

351

4.42 INCIS Housing on Dwelling-, Block- and Neighbourhood-Scales

Habitation / Italian influences
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4.43 Overview of typologies within the coloniser block. Left: T-shaped building; high official house. Middle: “L” shaped building : four 
families corner house. Right: Four family house with flexible room
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The purpose of the institute behind the construction 
of Casa Popolare was to create healthy, decent 
and economic houses for the Italian population. The 
characteristics of economic houses corresponded 
as much as possible to the standards defined by 
the then current laws for Houses of the Empire. As a 
matter of fact, it is possible to find many examples 
of these types in Italy, but also in countries that 
were previously colonised. The main need was 
therefore to choose areas that could be built in a 
climatically favorable location which was easily 
accessible to work centres. 

In the design of the buildings, there were no rigid 
patterns, but buildings of various types, suited 
to the individual categories of tenants, such as 
employees, and lower officers. In the choice of 
building materials, the autocratic programs were 
kept in mind and materials from local production 
were adopted. The use of reinforced concrete 
was reduced to the minimum because it was too 

expensive and difficult to transport. The slope of the 
roof, designed to better respond to the abundant 
rainfall and the stone surface in the elevations, 
showed an image of a building more suitable for a 
mountain resort than a tropical zone. The units were 
of two types, consisting of two or three bedrooms 
plus the entrance, the kitchen, the living room and 
the toilet. The finishes were cheap and essential, 
made mainly with local materials. 

Despite great planning and an initial goal to 
construct  2,000 housing units, only 6 lots were 
built, each of 4 buildings with a total of 100 
apartments. The reason for the failure of this plan 
was down to the difficulty in finding suitable 
building materials and labor. The excessive costs 
in the management and the problems in starting a 
local industry for the production of raw materials 
lengthened the construction time, slowly erasing 
the ambitions of the Italian Empire.9

4.44 Isometric View of Casa Popolare

Casa Popolare
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*plan realized comparing pictures, perspective views  and examples of similar projects in Tripoli. 
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4.45 Casa Popolare on Dwelling-, Block- and Neighbourhood-Scales

Habitation / Italian influences
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During the Italian occupation, the different groups 
were clearly separated from one another. The 
indigenous population for instance, was divided 
by their tribe and religion. Neighbourhoods were 
divided by natural barriers such as riverbeds and 
green belts. Not only the indigenous were separated, 
the occupiers, the Italians, were also divided.
High-ranking officials were placed in the east, 
where the INCIS (Istituto Nazionale per Case
degli Impiegati dello Stato) built luxurious 
housing in Kazanchis. The working class
Italians, which were needed for planned large-scale 
infrastructure and economy improvement, were 
accommodated in the south-east of Addis Ababa. 
This project, with numerous flats, was called the Casa
Popolare, as shown on the previous pages. 
Throughout Ethiopia, the Italians also developed 
housing for the locals. These so-called stone 
or concrete tukuls were a improved version 

of the traditional tukul. This traditional housing 
typology normally had a strengthened mud 
floor, which could spawn a large variety of 
diseases. The materials which were used were 
also more durable. In Addis Ababa, the stone 
tukuls were built in the west of the city, to what the
Italians called the ‘native city’. From the 
three aforementioned projects carried out 
by the Italians, the tukul was most successful.
The other two projects required a larger number 
of Ethiopians to be displaced and replaced 
in the new assigned areas for the indigenous 
people. The stone tukul didn’t require this as 
they were built for the indigenous themselves. A 
second problem was that, although the Italians 
restricted unplanned building, the trend of 
unplanned housing continued. Both Ethiopians and
Europeans lived in improvised or unplanned
dwellings.10 

4.46 Tukul Typology

Housing for the People
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4.47 Tukul Plans.

Habitation / Italian influences
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The manner of construction was quite new to the 
Ethiopians. Multiple storeys were very rare in Addis 
Ababa, with most buildings only being single-
storey. Many photographs taken in this era show 
a fragile wooden scaffolding for the construction 
of taller stone and concrete buildings. The image 
shows such a building process. The concrete 
beams and columns are cast and the in-between 
space is filled with rubble. Donkeys were used 
to transport materials. In this picture two children 
also appear to be working. The use of stone and 
concrete is however a interesting alternative to 
wood. Whereas the capital was often relocated 

due to the shortage of wood, shifting to these 
materials offered a more reliable building method.8

The tukuls designed by the Italians, which differed 
from their traditional form, were built with stones 
and mortar or chikka finishing, and were mainly 
divided into two rooms. The roof, following the 
traditional form, was made of straw to improve air 
ventilation and to let out smoke. However, this was 
not the only typology developed by the Italians 
in the Merkato area. Simple huts and rectangular 
houses made of corrugated metal sheets were also 
common.9

Building Materials
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the Italians, the latter was most successful. 
The other two projects required a larger 
number of Ethiopians to be evacuated and 
replaced in the new assigned areas for the 
indigenous people. The stone tukul didn’t 
require this as the tukuls were built for the 
indigenous themselves. A second problem 
was that, although the Italians restricted 
unplanned building, the trend of unplanned 
housing continued. Both Ethiopians and 
Europeans lived in improvised or unplanned 
dwellings.
 The manner of construction was 
quite new to the Ethiopians. Multiple 
storeys were very rare in Addis Ababa, 
with most building counting only one 

ÀRRU�� 0DQ\� SKRWRJUDSKV� WDNHQ� LQ� WKLV� HUD�
show a fragile wooden scaffolding for the 
construction of larger stone and concrete 
buildings. The building below shows such a 
building process. The concrete beams and 
columns are cast, and the in-between area 
LV�¿OOHG�ZLWK�UXEEOH��'RQNH\V�ZHUH�XVHG�IRU�
transportation of materials. In this picture 
also two children appear to be working. 
The use of stone and concrete is however 
a interesting alternative to wood. Whereas 
the capital was often relocated due to the 
shortage of wood, shifting to these materials 
offered perhaps a more reliable building 
material.
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4.48 Typical Construction Site. 
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After the brief colonial period, Haile Selassie 
returned to an Addis Ababa with greater 
international acceptance on May 5, 1941. With the 
help of Americans, the emperor undertook a series 
of measures to modernise the country through the 
use of diplomacy and politics. However, these 
initiatives were more visibly seen in the upgrading 
of the country’s institutions. In the 1950s, Ethiopia 
gained high international status by virtue of its 
diplomatic efforts and its representative status as a 
symbol of African independence. Many embassies 
and public buildings were built, designed by local 
and foreign architects. 

Within this context, Addis became a prestigious city 
and experienced a population boom. However, 
the problems of the national housing sector have 
always been ignored by the regime. The housing 
shortages and the huge inequalities in urban land 
continued to intensify during the entire imperial 
period. In 1962, 58% of the land in Addis Ababa 
was owned by only 1,768 people, equivalent to 
more than 10,000 m2 per person, resulting in 55% 
of the houses being rented. Modernist buildings 
from the 1960’s that were built in Addis were 

strategically positioned in the centre of the city. 
The projects where focused along four main axes, 
each having their own function.9

The luxurious modern buildings described in this 
section were however of a somewhat superficial 
nature. Many of them were as alien to the Addis 
Ababa urban landscape as the Casa Popolare. 
Around 94% of the built environment in Addis 
Ababa still consisted of eucalyptus huts and mud 
floors. On the scale of Ethiopia and the international 
community, the very same was actually happening. 
Ethiopia was rapidly introduced to the capital 
system, but the social-economic relationships 
inside the empire deteriorated rapidly as well. 
The Tigre and the Amharic tribe, together with 
the ruling elites and foreign investors, enjoyed a 
new economic structure which enabled them to 
invest in Ethiopia. However, at the same time, the 
dominated tribes were deprived of several rights, 
through which they became increasingly poor. The 
following buildings were for the richer inhabitants 
of Addis Ababa.10

Modernisation
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The image to the right depicts the L-shape 
ÀRRU� SODQ� RI� WKH� %HGLOX� %XLOGLQJ�� ZLWK� IRXU�
apartments. Two apartments are mirrored 
which creates four different apartments. The 
apartments are accessible with the staircase 
DQG� WKH� FRUULGRU��$JDLQ�� WKH� ÀRRU� SODQV� RI�
each apartment are still conventional. One 
enters the apartment through the front door 
which leads to a hall. The hall is connected 
with every other room in the dwelling, such 
as the bathroom, the living room, and the 
bedrooms.
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4.49 Facade Belidu Building
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The Bedilu Building is located at the corner of 
the main road from Mexico Square towards the 
National Theatre. It consists of two volumes, the two-
floor plinth with a curved façade accommodating 
commercial functions and the L-shaped upper 
part housing apartments. The façade of the plinth 
is mostly constituted by glass creating a light and 
transparent image that indicates its commercial 
function. The façade of the residential volume was 
one of the most eyecatching facades of the modern 
period in Addis due to its load-bearing grid of 
smoothly sculpted concrete which forms a subtle 
octagonal outline for the large glass window infill. 
A further highlight are the glass corners, which 
give the whole building an elegant touch, a feature 
hardly found in the city elsewhere.

Contrastingly, the surrounding buildings were 
constructed from wood and mud, while the alien 

modern building towered high above the urban 
landscape. The Bedilu Building follows the corner 
of the urban block, which indicates that the urban 
lay-out and its streets were already present. As 
with the Saint George Apartment building, new 
surrounding buildings started to tower over the 
Bedilu building from the 60s, taking away some of 
its impressive character.

The image to the right depicts the L-shape floor 
plan, with four apartments. Two apartments are 
mirrored which creates four different apartments. 
They are accessible with a staircase and corridor. 
One enters the apartment through the front door 
which leads to a hall. The hall is connected with 
every other room in the dwelling, such as the 
bathroom, the living room, and the bedrooms.10

Bedilu Building
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Isometric section of the Bedilu Building
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Street perspective from the Bedilu Building
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4.50 Belidu Building Typical Floor Plan

4.51 Belidu Building Perspective View

Habitation / Modernisation
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Tamama Apartments, 1960s

Located in the same district as the previous-
ly mentioned Casa Popolare is a modern 
experiment, named Tamama Apartments. 
This apartment buildign was built during the 
reign of Emperor Haile Selassie after the 
short colonial period. The urban grid layed 
out by the Italians remained throughout the 
years. While the Casa Popolare were de-
VLJQHG�LQ�D�VHOI�PDGH�³7DEXOD�5DVD´��¿WWLQJ�
perfectly in the urban plan, later buildings 
never followed the exact outline of the ur-
ban plan.

 The lower levels were to be used for 
commercial activities, while the higher-up 
OHYHOV�DUH� UHVLGHQWLDO��2Q� WKH�JURXQG�ÀRRU��
the stairs and the levels follow the geogra-
phy seamlessly, while providing access to 
WKH�FRPPHUFLDO�EXVLQHVV�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�IHZ�ÀRRU�
of the building. Although the curved façade 
is supported by the structure of the building, 
WKH�ÀRRU�SODQV�DUH�LGHQWLFDO�IRU�DOO�UHVLGHQWLDO�
layers. The curved beam façades on both 
side fo the building cover a rectangular vol-
ume which is seated on a podium of com-
mercial activities.
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Located in the same district as the previously 
mentioned Casa Popolare is a modern experiment, 
named Tamama Apartments. This apartment 
building was built during the reign of Emperor 
Haile Selassie after the short colonial period. 
The urban grid laid out by the Italians remained 
throughout the years. 

While the Casa Popolare were designed following 
a self-made “Tabula Rasa”, fitting perfectly in the 
urban plan, later buildings never followed the its 
exact outline. The lower levels were to be used 

for commercial activities, while the higher levels 
are residential. On the ground floor, the stairs and 
the levels follow the geography seamlessly, while 
providing access to the commercial businesses 
on the first few floors of the building. Although 
the curved façade is supported by the structure 
of the building, the floor plans are identical for 
all residential levels. The curved beam façades 
on both sides of the building cover a rectangular 
volume which is seated on a podium hosting 
commercial activities.10

4.52 Isometric View of Tamama Apartment Building

Tamama Building
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The floor plans however are experimental and 
don’t resemble the rectangular volume in which 
they are designed. Two staircases connect the 
complex network of bedrooms, bathrooms, 
kitchens, and other rooms on each floor. The 
most striking aspect of the building is perhaps the 
curved façade, made by prefabricated concrete 
beams which can be connected at both ends. 
Also, the windows are another interesting feature 
of the building. While they follow the rhythm of the 
lamellae they are adjustable as well by moving the 
light-brown sunscreen in front of the window pane. 
Therefore, the façade is ever-changing.10

When looking at the floor plans of the residential 
part of the Tamama Apartment building, no 
clear individual apartments can be recognised 
easily. Bathrooms, living quarters, toilets, and 
bedrooms are configured in such a way that the 
user is ought to cross the communal corridor which 
provides access to each floor together with the two 
staircases. Also, at first, this access seems to be a 
typical corridor type, but on closer inspection it 
becomes clear that it’s actually closer to the porch 
type. These houses were probably meant for larger 
families to be lived in, given their configuration.10

4.53 Floor Plan Tamama Building: Apartment Division

Habitation / Modernisation
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Street perspective from the George Tasew Building
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Modernist Experiments

Isometric section of the George Tasew Building

366

4.55 George Tasew Typical Floor Plan (isometric).

4.54 George Tasew Perspective View

The George Tasew building is situated close to 
Meskel Square, one of the main squares of Addis 
Ababa. The building is surrounded by a lively 
neighbourhood with many different functions 
ranging from museums to offices. In the plinth of 
the building are commercial functions. On top of 
the plinth, a distinct volume is placed containing 
the dwellings. The dwellings are entered via the 
courtyard at the back of the building.5

More Modern Buildings
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Street perspective from the Arat Kilo Building
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Isometric section of the Arat Kilo Building
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The Arat Kilo building is composed of two volumes: 
a commercial plinth and an  apartment block on 
top, which is elevated above the public space by 
means of columns. The plinth is very open to attract 
clients, while on the apartments’ façade displays 
a tension between open and closed. It consists of 
horizontal window stripes and concrete surfaces 
that alternate at different heights, according to a 
geometrical composition.5

4.57 Apartment Division Arat Kilo Building (isometric)

4.56 Perspective View of Arat Kilo Building

Habitation / Modernisation
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In the past 40 years the city of Addis Ababa grew 
to more than double its size. Much of this growth 
has been the result of Ethiopia’s staggering rural 
poverty and the increasing number of immigrants 
arriving in Addis Ababa from other cities, as well 
as its rapid urbanisation.

Historically lacking a plan for growth, and generally 
not having a stable plan of administration, the 
fast growing city did not answer to the housing 
necessities of the new inhabitants. This situation 
forced people to find their own ways of housing, 
which caused the expansion of informal housing. 
From 1974 onwards, the Derg socialist regime 

ruled Ethiopia. In July 1975, the state started 
to nationalise all urban land and houses. As a 
result, the government created an agency for 
the management of state-owned rental houses. 
The most important administration was known as 
Kebele housing. The Kebele is the smallest unit for 
management consisting of mostly small houses and 
sheds that rent for under 100 birr per month. 

From 1976 the national Housing and Saving Bank 
also supported cooperative housing. However, 
these housing policies were not enough to address 
the housing shortage. As a consequence, informal 
settlements started to boom.9

(In)formal 
Settlements
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4.58 Formal or Informal Housing?
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moment represent the traditional Ethiopian lifestyle. 
Informal housing can include any form of housing 
or settlement (or lack thereof) that is illegal, does 
not fall under government control or supervision, 
or is not protected by the state or government. This 
also means that the informal housing industry in the 
city is a part of the informal sector. 

People all over the world are facing homelessness 
and insecure land tenure. However, particularly 
dangerous situations may be encountered in 
developing countries, leading a large part of the 
population to resort to informal housing. Informal 
housing is usually built incrementally, because 
residents have access to resources, time and 
security for additions and modifications.  In the 
current situation, cities are experiencing a rapid 
increase in informal housing. It is mainly due to 
large-scale migration of people in search for work 
or fleeing due to war or environmental disasters. 
According to Robert Neuwirth, there are more than 
1 billion people (1 in 7) living in shanty towns in the 
world. If current trends continue, it will increase to 
2 billion (1 in 4) by 2030, and to 3 billion (1 in 3) 
by 2050. In African cities, half to three-quarters of 
new housing is developed on informally acquired 
land. Informal houses and the informal livelihoods 
that usually accompany them will become the 
characteristics of future cities.12

The informal settlements in Addis Ababa can be 
roughly divided into two types. The first is informal 
settlements in the city center. These are unplanned 
settlements in the old town, often called kebele 
housing. Kebele houses are rental houses usually 
owned by the government by the low-income 
residents. In the next pages the Kebele typology 
will be discussed and explained more.11

To understand what informal or formal settlements 
are in a city like Addis Ababa, one has to define the 
difference between the two typologies. According 
to the Glossary of Environment Statistics, informal 
settlements can be defined in two ways:

1. Areas where groups of housing units have been 
constructed on land that the occupants have no 
legal claim to, or occupy illegally.

2. Unplanned settlements and areas where 
housing is not in compliance with current planning 
and building regulations (unauthorised housing).11

When talking about informal settlements in Addis 
Ababa the idiom of ‘slum’ often comes up. The 
word slum is thought to have originated as a 
British slang word used to describe a dilapidated 
backstreet and was later used to refer to the cheap 
rental housing of the working class. Since then, it 
has been associated with different connotations 
that have made the term “slum” an imprecise 
notion. According to UN-HABITAT, slums are 
characterised by inadequate access to safe water, 
sanitation and other infrastructure, poor structural 
quality of housing, overcrowding and illegal 
appropriation of land. One can recognise these 
conditions in almost every housing area in Addis 
Ababa, which makes the slums the standard layout 
of the urban tissue instead of an exception that 
causes the eradication of the urban fabric.14 

Even though informal settlements are often 
associated with unsafe, unsanitary, badly serviced 
living environments without security of tenure, 
in Addis Ababa, these conditions represent the 
housing environment of the urban poor. The 
inhabitants of these areas therefore have developed 
their own ways of living, working and other ways 
of practicing social activities, which at the same 

What are (In)formal Settlements?
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4.59 Example of an (in)Formal Settlement

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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From 1976 until 1984, the R.H.A (Rental Housing 

Authority) has constructed a total of 2800 housing 

units, of which 32.4% are considered low-cost 

housing units. In the late 1980s Redd Barna Ethiopia 

(RBE) developed a new strategy to accommodate 

the urban poor, designing new types of cooperative  

housing mainly in suburban area. Each member 

entitled to have a plot of land ranging between 

Early “Low-cost” Housing Program

70m2 and 94m2 in size. The type of housing is back-

to-back row housing with a building height ranging 

between two and three storeys. Residents targeted 

by the policy are middle income households 

but not the poor. The process usually starts with 

the construction of dwelling units followed by 

infrastructure, utilities, commercial areas, social and 

service facilities.

N E W  T Y P E S  O F  C O O P E R A T I V E  H O U S I N G

I N R E M E N T A L  H O U S E S

Img 5.04
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From 1976 until 1984, the R.H.A (Rental Housing 
Authority) has constructed a total of 2800 housing 
units, of which 32.4% are considered low-cost 
housing units. In the late 1980s, Redd Barna 
Ethiopia (RBE), a charity, developed a new strategy 
to accommodate the urban poor, designing new 
types of cooperative housing mainly in suburban 
areas. 

Each member was entitled to have a plot of land 
ranging between 70 m2 and 94 m2 in size. The 
type of housing is back-to-back row housing with 
a building height ranging between two and three 
storeys.7 The policy targeted the middle income 
households but not the poor. The process usually 
started with the construction of dwelling units 
followed by infrastructure, utilities, commercial 
areas, and finally social and service facilities.14

4.60 The Suburban Area for the Urban Poor

Early ‘Low-cost’ Housing Program
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From 1976 until 1984, the R.H.A (Rental Housing 

Authority) has constructed a total of 2800 housing 
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necessary documents regarding housing programs 
and financial agreements, each member should 
receive lots ranging from 200 to 500 m2. 7,500 
Birr deposit is a prerequisite to be able to apply for 
cooperative housing. This type is located mainly in 
the Bole residential area.

The second program is the resettlement and 
upgrading of existing settlements, which aims to 
minimise the population density in a residential 
complex and ameliorate the housing conditions 
of the residents mainly by moving households to a 
better serviced site where governmental facilities 
and loans were arranged.

The third type of housing program is low-cost 
housing. This program is financed partly by the 
government funds budgeted for housing and partly 
by revenue collected from the nationalised housing 
stock. The main goal for this program is to provide 
shelter for those whose income cannot allow 
them to afford decent housing for themselves. The 
construction is run by the RHA (Rental Housing 
Authority), who constructed 2800 housing units 
in Addis Ababa between 1976-1984. However, 
this program did not fully satisfy the dwellers, as 
they had complaints about housing conditions and 
the fact that they were obliged to go through very 
time-consuming procedures. In short, there is a 
high level of mismanagement of resources in the 
case of RHA.

On the other hand, the self-help housing program 
is yet another concept of the MUDH’s urban 
development plan. Basically, it appears as the 
basic form to develop all the housing types. The 
introduction of the program began in 1977 when 
1,222 houses were constructed in Addis Ababa 
using self-help housing between 1977 and 1983.

Besides this, there was the “aided” self-help 
housing initiated by the government. Most self-help 
housing has a unit plan provided by the MUDH. 

Although the kebele system had eliminated most of 
the land speculation and has helped the poor, the 
housing is still of poor quality. Moreover, despite 
the achievements and the scope of change, the 
real incomes in Addis appear to have fallen since 
the revolution, and the situation of the urban 
poor has deteriorated. As a result, in the early 
1980s, the Derg declared other proclamations 
and legal notices dealing with housing and urban 
development, focusing largely on issues such as 
consolidating and expanding the administrative 
role of the new municipal government.

The main actors of the housing development were 
the Housing and Saving Bank (H.S.B.), which 
cooperates with the Ministry of Urban Development 
and Housing (M.U.D.H), both created by the 
government. The powers of HSB involve acquiring, 
owning, selling and exchanging properties, while 
MUDH is responsible for organising the housing 
construction and ameliorating the problems 
regarding the urban development. Furthermore, 
the government introduced several programs in 
order to reduce the housing problems in Addis 
Ababa. 

These programs can be divided into 5 types: 
cooperative housing, resettlement and existing 
settlement upgrading, low-cost housing, self-
help and kebele sponsored housing. These plans 
could be applied both separately and collectively. 
Reports show that the housing need from 1975 to 
1984 amounted to 260,000 units, even though the 
supply could not match the demand. This resulted 
in increasing densities, overcrowding in the existing 
units, and a deterioration of life-styles and living 
standards.

The first type, cooperative housing, consists 
of a group of people that undertake housing 
cooperatively. There were several social 
associations that influenced the urban dwellers’ 
settlements. Once the MUDH and HSB confirm the 

Housing Programs
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4.61 Densification (up) VS Expansion (bottom)

The units have two rooms including a kitchen and 
toilet facilities located at the back of the unit. In 
order to obtain this plan, the individuals are asked 
to deposit 25% of the basic material cost. After that, 
the housing process begins, with each member 
acting as skilled or unskilled labor. In short, the 
major role of the MUDH in self-help programs is 
to provide technical assistance, housing plans and 
to help the organisation get easy access to needed 
services. There are two types of self-help housing: 
“pure” self-help housing and “aided self -help 
housing. The difference between the two lies in 
the fact that the former takes total responsibility for 
financial matters while the latter receives financial 
assistance.

The last program to mention is kebele-sponsored 
housing which concerns maintenance and new 
construction in the existing kebeles. They are, also, 
given responsibility of establishing cooperatively 
owned, income-generating economic facilities, 
intended to give service to neighbourhood 
residents. For initiating such a program, the 
proclamation grants each Kebele neighbourhood 
access to revenues collected from nationalised 
housing. However, this program did not meet 
expectations, due to the lack of control over its 
resources.

All these housing programs contributed to the 
territorial development of the Derg Regime, and 
they will be explored further with several examples. 
Moreover, due to all these transformations, 
the territory changed in two different ways: by 
densification, and by expansion towards rural 
areas.15

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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4.62 Characteristics of the Sites and Services

Sites and Services
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4.63 Plans, Spatial Structure and Configuration of a Dwelling at the Sites and Services
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4.64 The Standard-Kebele Typology

During the Derg regime, two master plans 
were developed. They ambitiously envisioned 
the renewal of all inner-city settlements and 
consequently discouraged their upgrading. [See 
Thematic Mapping - Overview - Mudh and 
Aamppo]. In the late 1980s Redd Barna Ethiopia 
(RBE) developed a new strategy to accommodate 
the urban poor, designing new types of cooperative 
housing mainly in the suburban area.

After the nationalisation of land and housing, 
in July 1975, all dwellings that used to collect 
less than 100birr per month were given over to 
the Kebele - the smallest administrative body in 
Addis Ababa. The Kebele settlement is described 
as informal settlements not because they exist 
outside the legal framework, but because they are 
unplanned dwellings.12

The kebele rent out 148,645 housing units, which 
accounts to about 70% of all small houses and 
sheds in Addis Ababa. Old and new squatter 
settlements became pervasive in Addis Ababa’s 
built landscape. The average small house or shed 
was 24 m2 and houses an average 5.7 people. 
Only 7% of small houses and sheds have a private 
toilet and access to water. The rest shares a toilet 
within a compound or use the common ones for 
the district. The government tried to invest more in 
the suburban area. There, they built new kebele 
compounds as well as several resettlement housing 
schemes. This means that the kebele housing can 
be formally built or, in most cases, the dwellings 
start as informal settlements and, over time, they 
are legalised and classified as formal.9

The Kebele Settlement
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After the nationalization of the land and housing 
in July 1975, all dwellings that used to collect 
lessthan 100birr per month were given to the 
Kebele- the smallest administrative in Addis Ababa. 
The kebele rent out 148,645 housing units, which 
accounts ti about 70% of all small houses and sheds 
in Addis Ababa. Old and new squatter settlements 
became pervasive in Addis Ababa’s built landscape. 

Kebele Housing

The average small house or shed is 24m2 and 
houses an average 5.7 persons. Only 7% of small 
houses and sheds have a private toilet and accedd 
to water. The rest shares one within a compound or 
use the common ones for the district. The govern-
ment tried to invest more in suburban area. There 
they built some new kebele compounds as well as 
several resettlement housing. However, this did not 
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4.65 From Informal Settlement to a Formal Dwelling

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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4.66  Kebele Public Typologies

This section will explore 3 typologies of dwelling 
that can be considered as kebele houses. 

The main difference is that in the third case study 
(a multi-story building), the crucial relationship 
with the ground floor is lost. The importance of 
this connection lays in the fact that the dwelling 
unit is also a space for the production of goods 
and this activity happens mainly outside. In the 
block typology, the gallery space is not enough to 
perpetuate these social practices.11

Besides dwellings, there are also different public 
buildings that can be found in a kebele (image 
4.66). Latrines and laundry spaces are scattered 
throughout the kebele and are shared by the 
community. The displacement of these fundamental 
functions is proof of the fact that the dwelling unit 
goes beyond the walls of the housing unit and it is 
deeply related to the scale of the neighbourhood.13

Public typology #1: Laundry space

Public typology #2: Latrines

Public typology #3: Bar

Kebele Typologies
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4.67 Informal Kebele House: Section and Plan of Typology #1

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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Typology #2: Informal kebele house
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4.68 Informal Kebele House: Section and Plan of Typology #2
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4.69 Formal Kebele House: Section and Plan of Typology #3

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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4.70 Unit Division and Functions

4.72 Evolution of the Typology Becoming Denser

Unit #4
no inner connection 
between the two rooms

Shared facilities

Unit #5
no inner connection 
between the two rooms

Lr: Living room 
Br: Bedroom T: 
Toilette 
K: Kitchen
L: Latrine
     Private
     Semi-private
     Public

Spatial Configuration Typology #1: Informal
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4.71 Axonometry of the Social Practices

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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4.73 Unit Division and Functions

no inner connection 
between the house
and the services

4.75 Evolution of the typology becoming more dense

Spatial Configuration Typology #2: Informal
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4.74 Axonometry of the Social Practices

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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4.76 Unit Division and Functions

4.78  Evolution of the Typology Becoming Denser

Spatial Configuration Typology #3: Formal



87
Informal Housing

PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y 

A
N

 A
U

TO
D

ES
K

 E
D

U
C

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

PR
O

D
U

C
T

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK EDUCATIONAL PRODUCT

PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y A

N
 A

U
TO

D
ESK

 ED
U

C
A

TIO
N

A
L PR

O
D

U
C

T

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK EDUCATIONAL PRODUCT

1.

2.

3.

Evolution of the typology
389

4.77 Axonometry of the Social Practices

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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This section shows two case studies of domestic 
areas that are characterised by indigenous, 
microeconomic relations and social associations; 
the sefers. The sefers originate from the time  
Emperor Menelik built military camps on small 
hills in Addis Ababa. Through the centuries, the 
sefers were also called ‘neighbourhoods’, which 
is not always the right comparison. It has many 
more characteristic layers, such as the community 
and the nobility. People living in sefers have their 
own funeral associations (Iddir) or credit saving 
associations (Equib).
4.79 Inside the Streets of Basha Wolde Chilot

The sefer communities have been challenged by 
the fast pace at which Addis Ababa grew.  The 
spontaneous growth and rapid urbanisation of 
the city had resulted in a mix of income groups, 
another feature of the sefers. As the city expanded, 
it became embedded in the urban structure. The 
borders are now fluid, marked by roads or rivers. 
Unfortunatly, the sefers are now endangered due 
to the redevelopment plans of the government.

Two case studies will be shown on the next pages; 
Basha Wolde Chilot and Geja Sefer.

Sefers



4

Site information

Periphery:    3648,8 m
Acreage:    620543 m² / 62 ,05 Hectare
River size:    7m - 13m rain period 13 m and more.
Lowest point:   2388,5 m 
Highest point:   2441,8 m: 
Height di"erences  53,3 m

391

Basha Wolde Chilot is a sefer in a historical part 
of the city center of Addis Ababa. It it located 
between two large centres of the city, the political 
centre to the southeast and the commercial center, 
Arada, to the northwest.6

4.80 Location of Basha Wolde Chilot in Addis Ababa

On the east side, cut by the river, is Serategna 
sefer. This sefer has been under development in the 
last 10 years. It is now a condominium site.6

Habitation / (In)formal settlementsBasha Wolde Chilot
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4.81 Housing and Street Proportions

Profiles



STONE PLATEAUS

-1-

The pattern stone plateaus is one of the  
patterns within the chapter building tech-
niques. This building technique of making 
plateaus is in especially needed at these 
two sefers because of the topography. The 
topography of this sefer is very steep. If 
the rainy season is starting the soil is very 
unstable. The plateau also serves as a 
foundation. The stone plateaus are made 
of stones brought down by the river. The 
stones have different sizes filled with sand or 
cement. The stone plateaus are an Ethopian 
technique to build up houses. Every house 
in the sefer has a stone plateau. On top of 
that they will build their house. The plateau 
has a double function. It has the function 
of a foundation but also for the rain season 

that the water is 
not coming into the 
house itself. The 
stone plateau pat-
tern is to recognize 
in every house of 
the sefer. This pat-
tern is part of the 
construction of the 
house. The Condo-
miniums also imple-
ment this plateau 
technique on very 
sloped landscapes.
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CHIKA

-1-

The Chika, a pattern of the building 
techniques of a typical building 
technique of Ethiopia. The Chika is a tech-
nique for making walls. The materials are 
mud and straw. The straw functions as an 
important sticking technique for keeping the 
mud 
together. That it is falling apart. 
Most of the time they protect the wall with 
metal sheets to recover the wall when it is 
raining. This technique is the most common 
for the houses in the Serategna sefer. The 
Chika is part of a layering system that the 
whole wall is made off. 
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ARMENIAN  WOODEN BALCONY

-1-

The Armenian wooden balcony pattern, is 
a building technique which is influenced by 
Armenian building style. The balcony is a 
real pattern in the sefer since 1938. This type 
of balcony you only will find on buildings 
with the Armenian style. The cross shape is 
typical for this pattern.The balcony is totally 
made of wood. The crosses are connected 
to the structural columns. Most of the time 
the building is two stories high it can also 
can be three stories high. This pattern is a 
detail of a building 
technique that is special and significant in 
this sefer.
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4.82 Typical Building Methods

Chika facade material

Stone plateau foundation

Armenian wooden balcony

Habitation / (In)formal settlementsBuilding Materials
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The  typical sefer dwellings started to expand their spaces and adding spaces with corro-
gated roof. Outdoor spaces were used for cattle as wel as cooking.
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During this period, foreign influences were visible in the development of the huts. Building 
materials developed to plastered walls as well as a change of shape from round to oval 
occurred. 
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This type depicts the Armernian influenced dwellings. Outdoor spaces are introduced by 
veranda’s and the ground floor walls are often built from stones giving it a heavier appear-
ance. 
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The Armanian influenced buildings started to expand as well with temporary light struc-
tures above. There was more space for more families to live in.
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With the increased population growth from 1975 
onwards, people started to expand their homes. 
Two examples are shown on the right; the typical 
sefer dwellings started to expand their spaces 
with added rooms topped with corrugated roofs. 

4.83 Expansion of Existing Typologies

Outdoor spaces were used for cattle as well 
as cooking or informal shops. The Armenian 
influenced buildings started to expand as well, 
with temporary, light structures added on top. This 
created more space for more families to live in.6

Additions Over Time
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4.84 & 4.85 Photos of Altered Dwellings. Italian Verandah House (top) and Sefere House (bottom) in 2016

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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Unlike many of Addis Ababa’s sefers, the Geja 
Sefer was not formed around a royal family. The 
people who settled here come from Geja, in the 
Southern Nations, Nationalities, and People’s 
Region (SNNPR), approximately 171km from 
Addis Ababa. The first settlements appeared 
in the area at the end of the 19th century. The 
area became more populated during the Italian 
occupation in the 1930’s. By the fall of the Soviet 
system and the Derg Regime in 1991, Geja Sefer 
was fully populated with many infill developments. 
Around 2010, a large area was cleared and 

developed with condominium blocks. The Geja 
Sefer is located in Addis’ sub region of Lideta. 
West of the Ghebi, it sits within a triangle formed 
by Mexico Square, Tekle Haymanot Church, and 
the Ethiopian Institute of Architecture, Building 
Construction and City Development. To the north is 
the Merkato urban blocks and a large commercial 
area containing what is known as the ‘largest 
open air market in Africa’. To the east of the sefer 
is a large area of government amenities including 
hospitals, embassies and university buildings.17

4.86 Location of Geja Sefer in Addis Ababa

Geja Sefer



1912

By 1912 the site is considered part of the city and is documented with more traditional settlements 
and some fenced in territories. Here we also see the documentation of roads, some forming the 
beginning of the major roads around our site and the river already dividing our site into four sections.

1938

By this time the area densifies under the Italian occupation. In the upper right section of the site 
a grid pattern of housing plots is laid out between the road and the river. The rest of the site is 
divided into more organic plots. Some traditional huts still remain but most dwellings are wood 
construction of small sticks covered in a chika plaster and sometimes painted. Corrugated metal 
sheets are also used for roofing and to create borders between plots.

1970

By 1970 the whole site is populated and the extent of the Italian blocks fill that portion of the 
site. In addition to previous housing types it is also built of brick and stone. Some larger buildings 
also appear. The major roads surrounding the site are formed and the rivers are now at their most 
extensive stage.

1990

By 1990 the ground reaches its most populated stage as people build out their properties with small 
additions, forming narrower streets and filling in the interior of the Italian blocks. This created a 
typology of mixed construction types and very tight streets enclosed into sections by the corrugated 
metal sheets. This is an example of quite a complex typology using concrete, brick and a wood 
construction also with intricate woven slats and covered in plaster.

2005

From the period of 2000 and up to the present, areas of informal sefer housing are demolished to 
make way for new developments. Most of this occurs to the west of our site. This is a result of the 
grand housing program in 2004 with the aim of 50,000 new housing units built each year. Larger 
multi-family housing types are built with concrete frame structures and concrete blocks. 
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4.87 Development of Housing Typologies Occurring in Geja Sefer
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4.88 An inventory of Dwellers and their Dwellings

A Look Inside
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bet’s survival. A chereka bet settlement is usually 
occupied by new immigrants from rural areas. 

The second type of settlement includes informally 
constructed houses on formally acquired land 
which can be identified as mixed formal-informal 
housing. These houses are usually built for rental 
purposes and are an extension of the formally built 
main houses or small outbuildings. 

The third category is the extra-judicial and 
unplanned, downtown city housing estate, usually 
called “plastic bet”, which literally translates to 
‘plastic housing’. They can be recognised because 
these are small in size and occupy parts of public 
parks or vacant open spaces. Mostly inhabited by 
street children, the destitute elderly, beggars and 
sometimes households whose previous homes have 
been demolished, they can be found throughout 
the city.13

Besides the kebele, there are three other categories 
of informal settlements which can be found in 
Addis Ababa. Unlike the kebele housing which can 
be found in the old inner-city, the mixed formal-
informal housing and the lateral settlements are 
found in the peripheral areas.

The first type of settlements are extra-judicial 
and unplanned peripheral informal settlements 
established on idle land or farmland. These are 
usually called “Chereka Bet”- literally meaning 
“moon houses”. They got this name because these 
settlements were often built overnight by the light of 
the moon, thus escaping government control. 

The dwellings are constructed quickly and out of 
sight, and because of the low capacity of local 
enforcement personnel in terms of numbers and 
logistics, the chances that the buildings will not be 
demolished is high. Next to this and according to 
reports, corruption is another reason for chereka 

4.89 The Way of Living

Peripheral (In)formal Settlements
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Life Story 3: Mixed Formal-Informal housing 

Mrs. Ayelu lives with her five children in a compound built on a 400 m2 

plot of land. All but one of her children lives in extended structures on her 

plot. The first extension continued from the existing detached traditional 
kitchen in the backyard of the main house and was completed in 1997. The 

extension was built in order to add four rooms for the eldest child who was 

newly married. After five years, another child was married and built a one-
room freestanding secondary house to the left of the main house. This 

secondary house was informally built without a permit. Later on, a shop 

was added to one side of the main house. Further informal extensions were 
also made by adding a kitchen and a maid’s room because the existing 

main house’s kitchen and storeroom had been converted to a bedroom for 
the youngest child (for the layout of the housing and photo see Figs. 7 & 

9).  

Figure 7. Floor plan of a mixed formal-informal compound housing  

(Source of Life Story 3 & Figs.7–9; Hailemariam 2014) 
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Figure 6. Typical peripheral informal settlement on previous farm land 

Life Story 2: Peripheral informal settlements 

Teka is a 58-year-old male resident of Bole sub-city, Woreda 12. The area 
is commonly known as Weregenu, Bole-Bulbula. The name of the specific 
locality within Weregenu where Teka lives, Wafido, is located on the 
eastern outskirts of Addis Ababa. Teka was born and raised in Wafido by 
farming parents. He attended school in nearby areas up to the seventh 
grade. He then quit school and joined the military at the age of 22. He 
served in the military for three years from 1981 to 1984. His grandparents 
were the first generation of farmer settlers in Wafido. The Weregenu 
farmlands were established during the time of Emperor Haile Selassie. In 
addition to crop cultivation, the area was used for keeping cattle. Teka 
recalls that in 1976, all of Weregenu and its vicinity were farm land and 
forest. Gerji area, which is a bustling settlement close to the city centre, 
was also covered by forest according to Teka. He nostalgically recalls that 
some forty years back they could drink the water from the Buchi river 
which crosses Weregenu. Now it is a canal for dumping waste and is 
polluted. 

Teka was discharged from the military following a bullet wound to his 
hand. He then returned to his locality and resumed farming. He married a 
woman from the same locality and has five children. He owns a plot of 
land for farming and a house made of chika. In 2015, he constructed a 
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Figure 9. View of typical mixed formal-informal housing 

Life Story 4: Regularized peripheral informal settlements 

Marshet lives in Yeka sub-city in Woreda 13. The local name of the area 
is Sefere-Selam or Legejila. She was born and raised in Assela, which is 
160 km to the south of Addis Ababa. She moved to Addis Ababa when her 
ex-husband got a job in the city. They first lived in Addis in a rental house. 
As their expenses grew beyond their means, in order to avoid having to 
pay rent they decided to buy land informally in Legejila, which was then 
located on the outskirts of Addis Ababa and administered by a Farmer’s 
Association. In 1998, they informally bought a 600 m2 plot of land that 
cost 1200 Birr from a farmer. The land had originally been used for 
farming. They paid land tax to the Farmers’ Association for two years. 
One year after buying the land, they constructed a chika house and began 
living there. During this time there was no running water or electricity. 
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4.90 Plan of a Mixed Formal-Informal Compound Housing

4.91 Left: View of Typical Mixed Formal-Informal Housing                        Right: Typical Peripheral Informal Settlement on Previous Farmland

Formal
Formalised 
through time
Informal

Habitation / (In)formal settlements
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At the beginning of the 21st century, Ethiopia was 
facing an extensive housing shortage, which was 
affecting all income groups, in Addis Ababa 
especially. According to UN-Habitat’s definition 
of ‘slum’, in 2005 about 80% of Addis Ababa’s 
residential areas were considered as slums. This 
had to be changed, but how?

In 2004, the Urban Sector Millennium Development 
Goals Needs Assessment (2004) predicted that to 
meet the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
in 2015, it required a total of 2,250,831 units, 
which equates to a considerable 225,000 houses 
per annum. To cope with the housing backlog, 
Ethiopia signed a bilateral agreement for technical 
assistance with the German government in 1999. 

As a result, together with Germany’s official 
development agency GTZ (German Technical 
Cooperation), they developed a program divided 
into three stages:

 1) LCH technology (1999-2002); 
 2) Addis Ababa Grand Housing   
 Program (2002-2006)
 3) Integrated Housing Development  
 Program (2005-2010).

All the three programs have the same goal: to 
construct an ambitious government initiated 
programme for low- and middle- income housing.9

Mass-Housing 
for Affordable 

Dwellings
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The Integrated Housing Development Program 
(also known as the grand housing program 
or the condominium program) is an ambitious 
government initiated program for low- and middle- 
income housing in Ethiopia with a main focus on 
Addis Ababa. The aim was to construct 300,000 
dwellings within a time-frame of 5 years. The IHDP 
can be seen as the first large-scale government-
led intervention in the housing market. This section 
provides a brief examination of the IHDP in many 
of its forms and features.18

The IHDP developed six goals they wanted to 
achieve16:

    1. Build 300,000 housing units for low-      
        and middle-income households
    2. Create 200,000 jobs in the
        construction sector
    3. Provide space for 10,000 new
        enterprises
    4. Stimulate the construction sector
    5. Regenerate inner city slums
    6. Promote home ownership

4.93 Ensemble of Condominiums

Integrated Housing Development Program



405

4.93 Ensemble of Condominiums

Habitation / Mass-housing



406

ineffective. First, the system forced people to 
become homeowners or leave the place where 
they were living. Indeed, in order to enter the 
condominium and receive loans from the bank, 
each dweller had to put together a down-payment 
which was not affordable for all. Hence, the lower 
income dwellers were forced to move directly or 
rent their condominium to wealthier groups. Also, 
many dwellers who agreed to move were given 
a 45-day deadline to leave their apartment while 
according to the law they should have been given 
90 days.

Furthermore, Addis Ababa’s residents have been 
complaining about the amount of compensation 
since it only takes into account the cost of the house 
at the time of construction, thus not considering 
further investments made by the residents. In 
response to issues of affordability, a policy which 
made smaller apartments more affordable was 
introduced.9

With the new housing policy introduced by the 
IHDP,  came the question of financing the new 
housing. While most policies were historically 
characterised by rental occupation, the concept 
of the housing policy was to transform this into 
one based on private homeownership. With 
financial aid from public resources and a system of 
mortgages in collaboration with the Central Bank 
of Ethiopia (CBE), this was possible.

Although the plan was ambitious and, in the long 
run, managed to realise an impressive number 
of units, the housing demand was so great that 
a computer-based lottery system was created 
to allocate the available apartments. When 
registering, applicants choose which condominium 
site, sub-city and unit type they prefer. In the 
case of relocation, people do not enter into the 
lottery system and are instead supposed to be 
compensated or moved to another place in the 
inner city. Also, the first 30% of the vacant places 
are available only for women and their children.
The planned policies proved sometimes to be 

The Lottery System and Policies
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4.94 Example of the Outcome of a Lottery
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Locations of the condominium projects throughout Addis Abeba
Condominium development sites in Addis Abeba
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USD 68/m². After the successful pilot project, GTZ 
ceased the actual collaboration with the Ethiopian 
Government, taking instead an advisory role. 
Thus, under their recommendation, the Housing 
Development Project Office (HDPO) was created 
as a specialised office for housing development. 

The success of the pilot project differs from 
the actual situation of condominium housing. 
Among the factors are the location, services and 
affordability, which are all bound to economic 
issues. As a matter of fact, the first projects had a 
lower cost since they were built on brown-fields or 
open fields on the periphery of the city, in order to 
avoid the cost and time of evictions. Unfortunately, 
as time went by, the necessity to build in the inner 
city grew and thus so did the costs of construction.9

To achieve the 6 goals of the Grand Housing 
Scheme, the IHPD came up with the concept of 
using a standard mid-rise housing block type, a 
typology that could be cost-effective and drive 
densification. Thus the condominium, a new 
structure made of reinforced concrete, was born. 
As a matter of fact, until the mid-2000s, 97% of 
residential units in Addis Ababa were still single 
story and 75% of units’ walls were made of mud 
and wood. 

The pilot project started in 2005 and took place 
on a brown-field site in the area of Bole Gerji. The 
first masterplan for the design of the project was 
drawn by Fasil Giorgis (750 housing units: studios, 
1 and 2-bedroom typologies, an office building, 
several commercial units). Government agencies 
were in charge of the water supply and electricity 
but ultimately were not effective. Regarding the 
cost of construction, considering that the target was 
USD 61/m², they managed to achieve a cost of 

4.95 Locations of the Condominium Projects throughout Addis Ababa

The 20/80 Condominium
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4.96 Condominium Development
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1 bedroom apartment
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Built : 2005

1 room apartment
25m² - monthly income : $25 

Built : 2011

1 bedroom apartment
35m² - monthly income : $45 

Built : 2011

Appartment typologies
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4.97 Axonometry and Spatial Configuration of the Different Condominium Apartment Typologies 
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70m² - monthly income : $140 

Built : 2011
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Standard block
25-30 apartments

Stretched block
20-40 Apartments

Standard cornered  block
25-30 apartments

Triple cornered  block
30-50 Apartments

Condominium typologies
Staircase and gallery

Switched block
40-60 Apartments

Courtyard  block
30-50 Apartments

Large corner block
200-300 Apartments

Large courtyard block
200-300 Apartments
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4.98 Condominium Typologies (staircase and gallery)

Standard block
25-30 apartments

Standard block
20-40 apartments

Standard connered block
25-30 apartments

Triple connered block
30-50 apartments

Switched block
40-60 apartments

Courtyard block
30-50 apartments

Large corner block
200-300 apartments

Large courtyard block
200-300 apartments

Spatial Configuration
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Corrugated iron sheet 0.2mm,  
€4.00 / ea ~ 2,5 days work / ea

glass m²,  3mm thick,  
€4.00 / m² ~ 2,5 days work / m²

Gutter per meter,  
€1.75 / m² ~ 1,2 days work / m

Wall paint per kg,  
€1.10/ kg ~ 0.75 days work / kg

Hollow concrete block ( 15 x 20 x 40 cm cube ),  
€0.30/ ea ~ 0.2 days work / ea

Concrete reinforced column ( 20 x 40 x 260 cm, 50 kg rebar ),  
€35 / ea ~ 23 days work / ea

Concrete floor m³ ,  
€75 / m³ ~ 50 days work / m³

Sand m³ ,  
€11 / m³ ~ 7.5 days work / m³

Rebar kg ,  
€0.50/ kg ~ 0.3 days work / kg

Material costs and construction time
Material prices based on the average market prices in Addis Abeba as of July 2010 - June 2011. 

Steel price based on world steel price in september 2014. Average wage based on 2011 Ehtiopian 
average wage.

413

Material prices based on the average market prices in Addis 
Ababa as of July 2010 - June 2011.

Steel price based on world steel price in september 2014. 

Average wage based on 2011 Ehtiopian average wage.

4.99 Material Costs and Construction Time

Habitation / Mass-housingBuilding Materials
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The following text describes a hypothetical 
evolution of life inside a condominium, from after 
it is first constructed to the future of life in the block.

After a new block of condominiums is erected 
somewhere in the city, new inhabitants arrive; they 
have finally found a house with drinking water, 
solid walls, electricity and enough space for the 
family to live.

The large courtyard is perceived as the block’s 
own communal space. When a family buys the 
house they also buy a part of the block where their 
house stands on, making them all responsible for 
this space. Each stairwell starts from this communal 
space, and the apartment blocks are placed in 
such a way that they give multiple entrances to 
the surrounding infrastructure. The municipality has 
planted some young trees for the inhabitants and 
has provided for a small kindergarten. A communal 
laundry room and a large kitchen provides the 
utilities that do not fit in the appartments.18

After a couple of years the obvious shortcomings 
have been improved by the community. People 
have tried to alter their apartments and the 
courtyard to improve their quality of living. 

The courtyard is not only used as an extension of 
the living room, but also as a place to keep cattle, 
to garden, to work and to make large amounts of 
food. New paths have been formed by people 
walking in ways that where not foreseen by the 
designer. The communal laundry room has stopped 
working; the sewer is filled up and no one carries 
the responsibility to solve this problem. The façades 
have been coloured in different patterns by the 

inhabitants to establish their individuality among 
the monotony of the blocks. Satellite dishes cramp 
up on the façade so that now everybody can 
watch their favorite program every day. Laundry 
hangs from the staircases and between the blocks. 
Windows on the ground floor and first floor have 
been armed with bars to fend of burglars. People 
have extended their kitchens to the balcony, thus 
creating a new bedroom inside their house for their 
children. More space is of course always deemed 
to be better.

In the probable future, the courtyard is slowly 
turned into a gated community: a high perimeter 
wall sits around the border of the land that is 
shared by it’s occupants. This allows for only the 
occupants to enter, sometimes even a guard is 
hired to enforce this.

People living on the ground floor start expanding 
their houses, adding new bedrooms or opening 
up small stores along the road. More galleries 
are being appropriated as an extended room of 
the main house. The trees in the courtyard have 
grown making a shaded roof and a large exterior 
living room for the whole community to sit in. Some 
people have added small shacks for extra storage 
and some of the land in the perimeter is being 
cultivated. The community building that used to 
host the laundry and a large kitchen is transformed 
into a small classroom which also serves as a 
community room for social gatherings. The people 
have taken matters into their own hands and added 
all that they deem necessary to improve their lives 
through their own surroundings.18

Condominium Ensemble



PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y 

A
N

 A
U

TO
D

ES
K

 E
D

U
C

A
TI

O
N

A
L 

PR
O

D
U

C
T

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK EDUCATIONAL PRODUCT

PR
O

D
U

C
ED

 B
Y A

N
 A

U
TO

D
ESK

 ED
U

C
A

TIO
N

A
L PR

O
D

U
C

T

PRODUCED BY AN AUTODESK EDUCATIONAL PRODUCT

A condominium ensemble when it´s just constructed
A new block of condominiums is erected somewhere in the city. New inhabitants 
BSSJWF
�UIFZ�IBWF�mOBMMZ�GPVOE�B�IPVTF�XJUI�ESJOLJOH�XBUFS
�TPMJE�XBMMT
�FMFDUSJDJUZ�

and enough space for the family to live.
The large courtyard is perceived as the blocks own communual space. When a 

family buys the house they also buy a part of the block where their house sits on, 
therefore making them all responsible for this space. Each stairwell starts from 

this communual space, and the appartment blocks are placed in such a way that 
they give multiple entrances to the surrounding infrastructure. The municipalty 
has planted some young trees for the inhabitants and has provided for a small 

kindergarten. A communual laundry room and a large kitchen provides the 
VUJMJUJFT�UIBU�EP�OPU�mU�JO�UIF�BQQBSUNFOUT�
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4.100 Condomnium Ensemble Directly after Construction

Habitation / Mass-housing
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A condominium ensemble after a few years
After a couple of years the obvious shortcomings have been improved by the community 

that inhabits the block. People have tried to alter their appartments and the courtyard in such 
a way that it improves their quality of living.

The courtyard is not only used as an extention to the living room, but also as a place to 
hold cattle, to garden, to work and to make large amounts of food. New paths have been 

formed by people walking in ways that where not foreseen by the designer. The comunual 
MBVOESZ�SPPN�IBT�TUPQQFE�XPSLJOH��UIF�TFXFS�JT�mMMFE�VQ�BOE�UIFJS�JT�OPCPEZ�UIBU�DBSSJFT�UIF�

responsibility to solve this problem.
The facades have been coloured in different patterns by their inhabitants to establish their 

induviduality in the monotomy of the blocks. Satellite dishes cramp up on the facade so 
that now eveybody can wach their favorite program every day. Laundry hangs from the 

TUBJSDBTFT�BOE�CFUXFFO�UIF�CMPDLT��8JOEPXT�PO�HSPVOE�BOE�mSTU�nPPS�IBWF�CFFO�BSNFE�XJUI�
bars to fend of burglars.

People have extended their kitchens to the balcony, thus creating a new bedroom inside of 
their house to bed their children. More space is of course always deemed to be better.

Changes made to te exsisting plan
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4.101 Condominium Ensemble after a Few Years
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A condominium in a probable future
The courtyard is by it's inhabitants slowly turned into a gated community: a high perimeter 
wall sits around the borders of the land that is shared by it's occupants. This allows for only 

the occupants to enter, sometimes even a guard is hired to ensure this.
1FPQMF�BU�UIF�HSPVOE�nPPS�TUBSU�FYQBOEJOH�UIFJS�IPVTFT�BEEJOH�OFX�CFESPPNT�PS�PQFOJOH�
up small stores along the road. More galleries are being taken as an extended room to the 

house, and multiple homes added together into one. 
The trees in the courtyard have grown making a shaded roof and a large exterior living room 
for the whole community to sit in. Some people have added small shacks for extra storage 

and some of the land in the perimiter is being cultivated.
The community building that used to host laundy and a large kitchen is transformed into a 
small classroom which also serves as a community room for gatherings. The people have 
taken matters in their own hands and added to the block all that they deem necessary to 

improve their lives through their own surroundings.

Changes made to te exsisting plan
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4.102 Condominium Ensemble in the Probable Future
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In 2014, despite the considerable number of units 
built during the first decade of the century, the 
IHDP estimated a housing shortage of 1,200,000 
units. This number include the actual housing 
deficit, but also the units which were overcrowded 
or in need of renovation. Furthermore, rural 
migration is increasing at a fast pace. Throughout 
the years, the housing program has developed 
different typologies of condominiums bound 
to different economical strategies. Nowadays, 
condominiums can be divided into three groups 
considering the ratio between down payment and 
loan: 10/90, 20/80, 40/60 condominiums. The 
housing program, which the Ethiopian government 
hoped have would help the Ethiopia turn from 
a low-income to a middle-income country, is 
now focusing its efforts on the construction of the 
40/60 condominiums, the taller housing typology 
at about fifteen storeys. It is recognisable by its 
characteristic “H” shape plan.9

4.103 Render Image of the 40/60 Condominiums

Globalisation
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Img 8.04

Img 8.05

Img 8.06420

beneficiaries manage to save that amount, the 
remaining 60% of costs would be paid through 
a bank loan. Thus, the priority will be given to 
the aspiring residents that succeed in saving the 
required amount first. 

The outcome is a condominium which includes 
apartments of two or three bedrooms: an additional 
one for domestic workers. Usually, while the 
residential units are developed on twelve levels, 
the first two floors are allocated for commercial 
purposes, hence cross-subsidising the cost of the 
infrastructure. 

These high-rise structures have been widely spread 
throughout Ethiopia and especially in Addis 
Ababa. The condominiums are giving the city a 
new face.9

The 40/60 condominium is the typology with 
larger apartments. Different from the other two, 
these apartments can have up to four bedrooms. 
They are built for the middle-high income groups 
(income of more than ETB 1,200 a month), and 
are financed by a 40% down payment and 60% 
CBE mortgage. The future dwellers will also have 
to pay the full cost of the infrastructure. This housing 
development program is strongly bound to the 
urban redevelopment program which is designed 
to increase the competitiveness of Ethiopian cities 
and improve their image.

In order to implement this housing scheme, a 
savings policy has been set: participants have to 
save at least 40% of the value of the unit during 
a period of 5 years by signing an agreement 
with the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia. Once the 

4.104 The 40/60 Condominium after Construction

40/60 Condominium Development
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Img 8.01: A group of condominiums being built 
on the outskirts of Addis Ababa
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4.105 The 40/60 Condominium under Construction
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4.106 Plans and Spatial Configuration of a 40/60 Condominium Building

40/60 Plans and Spatial Configuration
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4.107 Axonometry Condominium Ensemble of the 40/60
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