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Chapter Nine: 

Neighborhood open spaces:                                                  

co-production and spatial transformation in Addis Ababa 

 

Segen Yainshet Tesfamariam, Elias Yitbarek Alemayehu, Laura Stark 

 

 

Introduction 

The open spaces of a city are its lungs. They are places for people to exercise and carry out social 

activities, they influence the water cycle, and have considerable impact on air quality. In the 

developed world, companies are attracted to locations that offer well designed, well managed 

public spaces and these in turn attract customers, employees and services (Jason & Neil, 2010). 

The presence of green parks, squares, gardens and other public spaces in urban areas have therefore 

become vital marketing tools. Well-planned areas with green open spaces offer benefits to the local 

economy in terms of raising real estate prices (ibid). Open spaces facilitate social communication, 

relaxation and recreation, and promote trade and tourism (Catharine, 2002). Open spaces are 

among a city’s most valuable assets that are threatened by rapid urban transformation. Protecting 

these open spaces and maintaining sustainable growth in cities is vital for residents’ well-being in 

cities.  

Addis Ababa is Ethiopia’s capital city with an estimated 4.8 million1 residents, growing at 

a yearly rate of nearly 4.4 per cent. In its construction and design, Addis Ababa has focused more 

on dwellings and buildings than on the spaces between them. The spaces between buildings are 

usually left over, sometimes appropriated by adjacent owners and sometimes utilized as trash 

dumps. Many open spaces have been left without proper management, becoming abused or 
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vandalized by residents. These spaces have, at times, been used for livestock grazing (Tesfamariam 

2015). Encroachment by municipalities seeking to convert them to other uses has also been 

common. Yet in Addis Ababa there are good reasons why open spaces are needed: owing to its 

mild climate year round, many residents carry out activities in the open. Such activities include 

day-to-day household chores such as manual coffee grinding and doing laundry, as well as larger 

communal activities such as wedding ceremonies. Thus contrary to Le-Corbusier’s2 famous 

dictum that ‘the house is a machine for living’, in Addis Ababa it is open spaces that are machines 

for living. 

  Neighborhood open spaces in Addis Ababa are located around and within residential areas 

and successfully fulfill their functions if they are designed to encourage informal and formal 

activities and can create a more peaceful and comfortable environment for residents (Ministry of 

Urban Development and Housing 2015). For example, they have become key sites for communal 

events and activities such as those of iddir3 groups as well as public meetings and various 

celebrations (Ministry of Urban Development and Housing 2016). Functionally, they overlap with 

other green networks in the city such as surrounding parks, and often also incorporate playgrounds 

and small formal outdoor sports facilities. Quite commonly, they are also linked to major 

walkways, cycling routes, and bus stops (ibid.). As such, successful neighborhood open spaces 

play an important role in communities in that they facilitate a sense of place and belonging and 

improve quality of life by providing something for everyone. They also minimize the negative 

impacts of high density in urban environments such as isolation, exclusion, and lack of space for 

leisure activities. 

This chapter asks: how was the co-production between community and city for open spaces 

development in the neighborhood case under study initiated and how did it proceed? What were 

the barriers to fully successful implementation? We answer these questions using qualitative data 

collected by the primary author between 2011 and 2014. In addition to the qualitative data, we use 

data from government agencies, community members, official documents and observations 

regarding the physical environment of the housing, all collected by the primary author. All 

interviews were conducted in Amharic and were subsequently translated into English and 

transcribed verbatim. 

 

Setting and data 
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The focus of our study is a neighborhood in Addis Ababis we will call Churchside, a pseudonym. 

Churchside comprises twenty-five housing cooperatives (containing a total of 448 households), 

which together form one housing association. The neighborhood is a residential one with single-

story attached cooperative housing. Housing cooperatives are formed by individuals on a voluntary 

basis and are autonomous self-help organizations controlled by their members. The idea of self-

help housing projects was formally introduced in the Addis Ababa Master Plan drawn up by  C.K. 

Polonyi in 1978 (Tufa 2010). Following the nationalization of all land and rental housing by the 

Marxist Derg regime in 1978, plots of land were distributed for free to those who could afford to 

build houses that were then organized into housing cooperatives. Thereafter, even after the change 

of government in 1991, cooperatives have been one of the mechanisms through which new housing 

is provided. This policy has targeted middle-income households. The main advantage of housing 

cooperatives has been to facilitate the construction of houses through mutual assistance by pooling 

resources, knowledge, and labor – difficult to achieve if done individually (Alemayehu 2018).  

The primary author is an Ethiopian urban development studies researcher who lived in the 

neighborhood under study during her childhood and youth and continued to visit it due to family 

ties until 2016. The second and third authors are, respectively, an Ethiopian urbanism scholar, and 

a Finnish ethnologist who has conducted preliminary fieldwork in urban Ethiopia. Long-term 

collaboration has been carried out between the first and second authors, as well as the second and 

third authors. The present chapter is therefore the outcome of a sustained ethnographic approach 

interweaving ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ perspectives. In addition to the primary author’s qualitative 

data consisting of semi-structured interviews and informal group discussions with 17 local officials 

and neighborhood residents, this chapter draws on her experiences and participant observation as 

a former resident, as an insider who has followed and understood the context of the more subtle 

issues of power that are easily missed by outside researchers.  

Churchside was built in the period 1987–1991. It was a cooperative housing scheme 

launched to house government employees of nationally-owned facilities such as hydro-electric 

plants, shipping lines or sugar factories, which were at the time facing serious rental housing 

shortages. At the time it was built, Churchside was not centrally located. It lacked major road 

access, and the surrounding streets were dark at night. However, as the city expanded to the south 

and east and a main road was built next to Churchside, its location has gradually become more 

central. In the past fifteen years, many homeowners have sold or rented out their homes, and the 
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neighborhood is now dominated by high- and middle-income residents. The household income in 

Churchside typically ranges from 5000 to 15000 ETB (approx. 240–715 USD) per month. In 

addition, businesses have opened within the neighborhood, altering residential dwellings for 

commercial use. Churchside is now bordered to the south by a busy street with restaurants, bars 

and shops, with access to a high school and a small church, to the west by a commercial street, to 

the the east by a residential street facing an enormous Toyota car sales lot, and to the north by a 

large open site containing a new stadium under construction. The four green open spaces discussed 

in this chapter are located inside the perimeter of the neighborhood. 

 

The legislative and policy framework for open spaces in Addis Ababa 

The Ethiopian government has recognized the significant role that neighborhood open spaces can 

play in sustainable development,4 emphasizing their importance in combating climate change, 

addressing issues of social cohesion, contributing to food security, and reducing poverty through 

job creation (Ministry of Urban Development and Housing 2015). According to government 

guidelines,5 green spaces should be in balance with buildings and can incorporate services such as 

playgrounds, formal outdoor sports facilities, public arts, seating and tables, lighting, and fences. 

It is vital that these spaces are protected against pollution, garbage dumping, vandalism, and heavy 

motor traffic. In addition, diverse vegetation should be maintained throughout the spaces so as to 

contribute to biodiversity, ecosystem health, and a beneficial microclimate at the neighborhood 

level. Significant steps taken in Addis Ababa in the past few years have included trees planted 

along streets, private stakeholders investing in the beautification of green areas, and the protection 

of open spaces by building fences around them. Despite municipal plans and policy guidelines, 

however, there exists a significant gap between policy planning and the implementation of 

developing urban open spaces in Addis Ababa.  For example, more than 10,000 hectares of planned 

green areas have been used for purposes other than their original intended use in the development 

plan (Wondimu, 2007, in Tadesse 2010). Religious institutions, especially the Ethiopian Orthodox 

Church, have contributed to conserving indigenous forests, but these have also been 

indiscriminately chopped down for burial spaces or for building (ibid). On the one hand, these 

spaces are under constant threat of land acquisition by the government, who leases the land to 

private developers. On the other, the Ethiopian government recognizes the threat to these spaces 
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from high rates of urbanization and the fact that they often are either not designed properly or 

otherwise fail to serve their intended purpose (ibid.).  

In Addis Ababa, the situation of neighborhood open spaces is particularly visible in the 

city’s neighborhoods administered by woredas, which are the lowest administrative levels in the 

city. To protect the environment and open spaces, the urban administration has introduced several 

new policy and regulatory tools applied through different institutions. The participation of key 

stakeholders, particularly community members, has been a key factor in this quest for better 

management and protection of the environment. This reflects more generally the situation in 

Ethiopia following the adoption of the country’s new constitution in 1995, after which 

participatory development has been a major pillar of development strategy. Devolution of power 

to regions and cities all the way to woredas has been carried out in order to facilitate the active 

role of citizens in their communities.  

 

Mobilization in Churchside to develop open spaces through co-production 

Following the participatory turn in development project planning, co-production in the urban 

context has become a term used to refer to community-city or community-state partnerships in 

service delivery, driven by the limited capacities of government agencies (Banks et. al. 2020). The 

concept of co-production is an outgrowth of the participatory development approach. In the debate 

regarding participatory development, it has been noted that this approach tends to regard the ‘local’ 

as something homogenous, overly harmonious, and static, implying shared common needs 

regardless of people’s age, sex, class, ethnicity, and religion (Cooke and Kothari 2002; Mohan and 

Stokee 2000). All too often, the changing identities of the community and people’s differing 

abilities to choose whether and how to participate have been overlooked (Cleaver 2002). 

Interestingly, most participation-based approaches have regarded participation as a moral 

imperative, while non-participation is seen as a sign of irresponsibility. While the stated goals of 

participation as empowering people and preventing abuses of power appear noble (Rahnema 

1992), in reality participation fails to address the issue of who grants or transfers power to whom, 

and precisely who should be empowered and to what extent (Cleaver 2002). Participatory methods 

can also exclude or otherwise be of no interest to participants, offering few benefits to them (Cooke 

and Kothari 2002). There is still insufficient empirical data on outcomes of co-production for urban 
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citizens. This chapter therefore focuses on the interaction of stakeholders in the co-production of 

neighborhood open spaces in a single case.  

In Addis Ababa, the Beautification, Parks, and Cemetery Agency (BPCA) was established 

in 2010 by the city government (Addis Ababa City Administration 2012) to ensure the city’s 

aesthetic beauty through green development based on the participation of society and various other 

stakeholders (ibid.). Since the task is enormous and the available resources few, in recent years the 

agency’s main strategy regarding green area development has been geared towards popular 

mobilization and partnerships with the private sector (Forum for Social Studies 2013). The agency 

has set itself up locally at woreda levels to accomplish more effective devolution of power and to 

facilitate participation by people in local development programs while ensuring gender equality in 

the empowerment process (Serdar and Varsha 2008; Tegegne 1998). In order to protect and 

develop open spaces, the BPCA typically enters into three-year agreements with communities and 

other actors designated as ‘developers’. 

After the construction of the housing blocks was completed in Churchside in 1991, four 

open spaces inside the neighborhood totaling approximately 9,000 m2 in area were left to be 

developed by the community. A major problem experienced by residents was the lack of safety in 

the Churchside due to burglaries. The open spaces had no streetlights and were therefore 

completely dark in the evenings. Householders began patrolling the areas but soon asked their 

fellow residents to contribute 10 ETB (.5 USD) a month as a security fee to hire guards who 

worked at sentryposts. The number of guards was, however, later reduced by half due to lack of 

funds, and some guards conspired in thefts within the neighborhood. Consequently, the residents 

who were contributing the 10 ETB per month felt they were getting nothing for their money, and 

hired private guards to guard either individual dwellings or whole blocks (four attached row houses 

made blocks of 8, 16, or 24 housesholds). It was in this situation that the process to develop the 

open spaces began, with one aim being to make them safer for residents. 

This occurred in practice through owner-led decision-making. All owner-residents were 

entitled to participate directly in the general assembly meeting of the housing cooperatives, 

although not everyone  actually attended the meetings. In practice, tenants could represent their 

owners in the meetings, since after the general assembly was formed, there were no rules or bylaws 

clarifying who could actually attend. In the year 2000, this general assembly set up a development 

committee with subcommittees for security, road construction and drainage systems.  
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The development committee consisted of seven members drawn from the community, six 

men and one woman. They had been chosen based on their trustworthiness, the respectability of 

their day jobs, and their social networks within Churchside. The decision was then taken by the 

assembly to collect a 15 ETB monthly contribution from each household for all development work 

related to the community. The development committee then proposed a green area development 

project. Having no ownership title on file, the green areas in question were assumed to belong to 

the housing blocks standing adjacent to the open spaces. However, in 2009 the Land Bank 

Administration disputed the community’s ownership of these spaces. The Land Bank 

Administration was part of the city government, and its function was to document and create title 

deeds for unidentified lands. Since in Ethiopia all land belongs to the government, the Land Bank’s 

purpose was to record all apparently untenured and ‘unused’ land that could be leased by the city 

to private commercial developers through open auction. Since urban land prices were rising 

steadily throughout the period of this study (increasing more than ten-fold in some places), such 

land parcels represented an important potential source of income for the city government. By the 

time the Land Bank contested the community’s ownership of the open spaces inside Churchside, 

land prices were already high. The community, therefore, needed to mobilize in order to retain 

their open spaces. According to the sitting chairman of the development committee, a man in his 

seventies who lived in the neighborhood, 

  

 the market demand for inner-city land led the Land Bank office in the sub-city to designate 

these open spaces as underdeveloped and suitable for private development. Members of the 

community were afraid that these spaces would be taken over by wealthy developers and that 

new housing units such as condominiums [=government-built multi-story housing blocks] and 

other mixed-use complexes would be built in them. (Conversation with male chairman in his 

seventies, January 2013). 

 

According to this chairman, several women volunteer members of a local iddir [=voluntary 

burial associations and emergency support groups common in Ethiopia] had raised the issue. They 

had approached the local development committee to discuss the neighborhood open spaces. The 

chairman then suggested that a separate local women’s iddir of roughly a dozen contributing 

members be established to facilitate open spaces development projects. Once that was done, the 
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women’s iddir took the lead, and urged the subcity BPCA to give them the right to develop the 

spaces while also calling for a meeting of the cooperatives’ General Assembly to meet and discuss 

the development of the open spaces.  

The same women’s iddir conducted the first negotiations with the BPCA regarding joint 

development of the spaces. In collaboration with the women’s iddir, the development committee 

then took over the talks with the the Woreda and then the Bole subcity to push for further protection 

and development of these spaces. However, the Land Bank Administration was still eager to 

pursue sale and private development of the spaces, given that they were owned by the government 

in accordance with the FDRE Constitution. The sitting development committee chairman 

explained the situation and how it was resolved: 

 

Well-endowed private developers have been a challenge for the committee, given the limited 

funds of our [cooperatives’ residents’] association, collected as they are from small 

membership contributions. For this reason the [development] committee considered all the 

vital needs of these spaces and discussed [these needs] with the [Bole] subcities’ chairman 

from whom we got a positive response. But the land bank administration has continued to put 

pressure on us to develop these spaces with private developers. Therefore I took the matter 

personally to the mayor of Addis Ababa. He was helpful and sorted out the dispute, even 

putting a personal phone call to our subcity chairman about the matter. After a number of 

meetings between the women’s iddir and the [Bole] subcity, the open spaces were designated 

as a green area for the entire neighborhood, to be developed by the community through a 

three-year contract between the development committee and the woreda, signed by the 

Woreda BPCA on 23 April 2010. (Conversation with male chairman in his seventies, January 

2013). 

 

Once the contract was signed, the development committee went on to compile a joint 

project proposal with volunteers from the community. The resulting green areas development 

project was submitted for approval to the General Assembly of the housing cooperatives in June 

2010. One of the stated rationales for the project was that, due to the lack of day care and safe 

parks in the area, many children had no option other than to remain inside their apartments, which 

hindered social activities and physical exercise. Particularly in summer when school was out and 
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parents were working, children and youth had nowhere to go in terms of nearby recreation areas 

for a period of two months, because the undeveloped areas of the housing cooperatives were near 

heavily trafficked roads and contained other dangers for children. Children thus often spent 

excessive amounts of time watching television or playing video games indoors, given the lack of 

outdoor entertainment options. The proposal also described a need among parents for quality 

outdoor spaces and services such as tea stalls where they could socialize, particularly on the 

weekends.  

The specific objectives of the project were to develop the four spaces by creating: 1) a 

sports and recreation park where residents could play basketball, volleyball, and tennis; 2) a park 

for social and entertainment activities, offering a tea room and an internet café; 3) a park with a 

fountain and chairs for adults to relax in, and 4) a playground with a merry-go-round, a seesaw, 

and other equipment for children. The proposal’s aim was to improve the neighborhood open 

spaces so as to bring them into conformity with the regulations of the municipality of Addis Ababa 

and ensure their maintenance.  
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Figure 1: Proposed Open Spaces Development Design in Original Plans, by Yainshet 

Tesfamariam 2012. 

 

Financing the project and maintaining momentum: challenges and obstacles 

Once the neighborhood open spaces project was underway, the community development 

committee in the area attempted to increase participation by the community. Apart from the 

development committee, grassroots organizations such as iddir groups were vital in mobilizing 

resources for the project.  

The costs of the proposed open spaces development project covering landscaping design, 

construction work, and supervision were estimated at 660,000 ETB (31,430 USD). According to 

the proposal, the needed funds were to be collected from community members through fundraising 

events and from local and international funding agencies. An executive committee was set up 

under the cooperatives’ General Assembly to implement the plan. There was also a technical team 

working under the vice-chairman of the committee, and its task was to closely monitor the 

execution of the project with the assistance of a consultant who would be hired to supervise the 

day-to-day activities. The implementation period was set to cover three years, from 2010 to 2013.  

When the detailed project proposal for developing the green areas was presented to the 

general assembly meeting, a 1,000 ETB (48 USD) one-time contribution per person was proposed 

to meet the costs. The development committee had the support of the General Assembly during 

the meetings held. However, as the sitting chairman of the committee later explained:  

 

the assembly met with almost half of its members absent. Since most households either rent 

from or have been purchased from the founding members of the cooperatives, this created a 

problem for the concept of full participation in the General Assembly. Lack of awareness 

and accountability to community development have been major challenges for the 

development committee both in the past and also in this project. However, the members 

present in the meetings were granted access to the proposed project along with full 

opportunities to communicate with the committee and collectively vote on decisions. In this 

way, the proposed project was then approved by the members in attendance, and sent to the 

development committee for implementation. Subsequently, also the local iddir group of the 

cooperatives contributed financially to the project […] Once the project was underway, 
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however, it turned out to be very difficult to mobilize the households expected to pay and to 

collect the fees from households, because sometimes the founding members were not located 

since they had moved out of the neighborhood. [Also] people, not all but some, were not 

interested in the development (Conversation with male chairman in his seventies, January 

2013). 

 

 The lack of participation, commitment and interest in paying the monthly fees needed to 

develop the spaces was mentioned by all of the men who had served as development committee 

chairmen as well as by a woman tasked with collecting twenty ETB (.95 USD) from female 

members of her iddir group. The chairmen were responsible for collecting the one-time 1000 ETB 

(48 USD) fee and described how they were forced to knock on doors and send reminders and 

warning letters to collect the missing money. The major problem in collecting fees from 

households and individuals was that nobody had any means of enforcing contributions. 

  One government official in his sixties living in Churchside who had served as a development 

committee member expressed his frustration at how difficult it was to create momentum among 

community members to participate. This lack of motivation was explained by the fact that by this 

time, many residents were renters rather than owners, and saw themselves as having less stake 

than owners in the future of the neighborhood. Residents were not enthusiastic about attending 

long meetings on top of otherwise busy days, and the importance of developing the neighborhood 

– in terms of raising the market value of everyone’s properties – was not fully appreciated by many 

residents. This was reflected in the low participation in meetings (sometimes only 1 in 9 residents 

attended), which was in turn exacerbated by a lack of clearly communicated goals from the 

assembly officials. Each household might receive one flyer announcing the meeting, but the 

benefits for attendees were never enumerated in such flyers, although such benefits included social 

networking, an important aspect of Ethiopian society. It was for these reasons difficult to inspire 

especially younger people to join neighborhood committees. 

The development committee’s proposal nevertheless won the approval of the Bole subcity. 

The committee obtained permission to begin construction work once the proposal had been 

modified to incorporate the standards and guidelines of the municipal authorities. These 

modifications resulted from the contractual need to de-prioritize income-generating facilities such 
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as a small tea-serving kiosk and internet cafe due to budget limitations: there was simply not 

enough money in the budget to implement them. 

 

The open spaces and what happened to them 

The proposal encompassed four open spaces in Churchside. Green Area No.1 (the largest of the 

four with  a total area of 4,150 m2) was located in the centre of the neighborhood. According to 

the proposal, it was to have two international-sized tennis courts, one basketball court, one 

children’s play area, and a small tukul, a traditional cone-shaped mud hut with a thatched roof 

where soft drinks and sweets could be enjoyed. The tukul was to be located next to the children’s 

playground so that parents could relax while their children played. Due to the changes introduced 

to the original proposal by the development committee, only one sports court for both tennis and 

basketball was built on this space, and this court was paved with hard concrete (see Figure 3). The 

rest of the space was reserved for planting trees, with outdoor seating provided as well. During 

field visits for this research, children and adults from the community were found to regularly use 

the tennis court, which was available to those paying an additional monthly membership fee. 

Tennis coaching was also available for anyone wishing to learn. The court was also used by local 

youth to play basketball and football. An entrance fee was charged to access these spaces, set at 

five ETB per day.  

 

Figure 2: Final outcome of Green Area No. 1 
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 Green Area No. 2 was the second largest of the open spaces in the neighborhood, 

encompassing 3,750m2. This space had previously contained the football field upon which 

neighborhood and local children and youth had played sports. In the development committee’s 

original proposal to the Woreda, it was to include one small football field, a volleyball court, a 

changing room, and a parking space for cars. Instead, only a children’s playground ended up being 

built (see Figure 4). This could be accessed by children under the supervision of their parents or a 

nanny for a daily fee of ten ETB. A permanent female attendant was hired to collect the fees and 

supervise the children using the space, but in an interview she complained that some parents who 

brought their children promised to pay the fee later and did not, or simply did not want to pay for 

a space they felt belonged to their own neighborhood. The attendant had little means to enforce 

the payment of the fee, since the fee was not posted anywhere. While the area was busy during 

weekends and after working hours, it often remained empty during the day. As became obvious 

from the primary author’s on-site observations, the Green Area No. 2 was neither well maintained 

nor safe for children. The ground was uneven and covered by thick grass and the metal playground 

equipment was unstable and rusty. 

 Prior to the open spaces development, a diversity of tree species, some of them indigenous, 

had already been planted along the outside boundaries of the space which gave it an organic 

appearance. The project proposal had recommended using an even greater diversity of native plant 

species to help promote ecosystem resilience in the city. Inside the boundaries of both Green Area 

No. 1 and Green Area No. 2, however, the additional trees, although indigenous, were all the same 

species and were now planted in a grid pattern by local gardeners. Some of the new trees were 

supplied by the Woreda BPCA, while others were bought from local markets. This mismatch 

between proposal and outcome was the result of a lack of prior planning and knowledge about tree 

species. At the time of this study, not many people used the spaces and sitting areas; those who 

did were either from the nearby high school (Bole High School) or other neighboring facilities. 

One reason was that the grass in Green Area no. 2 had been allowed to grow tall and the space was 

otherwise not maintained, so nobody could sit there. 
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Figure 3: Final outcome of Green Area No. 2 

 

 Green Areas Nos. 3 and 4 were the smallest of the open spaces in the neighborhood and were 

located on its periphery. In the project proposal, both these spaces were to have trees planted in 

them, but by the end of the project, trees had been planted in only one of them (Green Area No. 3; 

see Figure 5). The development of Green Area No. 4 was still incomplete, as someone had built a 

non-permanent dwelling on the site prior to the construction of the neighborhood housing. 

Residents sympathized with the elderly female occupant and allowed her to remain there. When 

she died, her male relative occupied the dwelling and fortified the structure with more permanent 

building materials. This gave him a stronger claim to the property, which has been difficult for 

local authorities to deny merely for the sake of preserving an open space.   

During observations, Green Area No. 3 appeared deserted and had no benches. Community 

members used it only for walking their dogs. Since the development committee had employed only 

one gardener to take care of all of the four green spaces, not much had been done by way of 

maintaining and improving them. The sitting spaces in all the green areas were deserted for most 

of the day and were also untidy. This applied equally to Green Areas Nos. 3 and 4.  

 

Why the project did not succeed as originally planned 

Both the original project proposal to develop the open spaces and the agreement entered into by 

BPCA and the development committee underwent significant changes during implementation. The 

proposed football field was omitted from the final plan. The basketball and volleyball courts in the 

original plan were merged into one in order to save space and costs as well as maintain the agreed-

upon 20:80 ratio of built-up area versus green areas. The changes and modifications to the original 
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proposal altered the overall functions of the spaces by leaving out certain facilities and functions 

meant for parents, children and youth (the tea-drinking area and the Internet café, the football 

field). Additionally, the fees to use the tennis court had not been in the project proposal, and the 

Woreda administration claimed that they were not aware that fees were being charged. The 

diversification of plant life in the green areas still remained to be implemented at the time of 

writing, and landscape design was completely neglected. The seating areas within the green spaces 

had been deserted by the local residents.  

 In the end, Green Area No. 2 was converted from a space that had served children and youth 

into a space that was functionally useless for most residents. It was, in essence, replaced with a 

smaller space in Green Area No. 1 that was not safe for playing sports. Although the residents 

received trees, a playground and a tennis court for which they had to pay entrance fees, they did 

not receive spaces adequate for team sports or those in which adults could socialize and relax. The 

spaces did not enhance an experience of community for all.   

It is unclear what happened during the decision-making process to change the initial plans 

for a larger football field in Green Area No. 2, as none of the local actors in the later decision-

making processes were willing to discuss this. One reason could have been that decision-makers 

wanted raise the value of the neighborhood and deter the youth from loitering inside the area. 

Another reason could have been to prevent the noise caused by football games, which not all 

residents appreciated. 

 The development committee’s decision to serve soft drinks to visitors in the green areas 

to raise funds for the maintenance of the open spaces was said to have been reversed due to the 

illegal activities reported to occur within the spaces, and the sitting areas were then closed off to 

everyone. Both the sitting chairman of the development committee and a male security guard in 

his sixties working in the neighborhood open spaces claimed that the people used the spaces to 

engage in illegal activities such as consuming illicit drugs or alcohol, or playing loud music and 

otherwise disturbing the residents. A man in his twenties employed in the neighbhorhood 

expressed his frustration that the spaces in general were used mostly by outsiders who were not 

interacting socially with the residents but appeared to be hiding out in the spaces. A young male 

business owner described how he often saw the open spaces used for illegal uses such as chewing 

qat, smoking cigarette and doing drugs. Linked to this situation was the disappointment felt by 

residents at the lack of lighting in the neighborhood open spaces, which meant that it was not safe 
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to move around in them or spend time in the sitting areas during evening hours. Fifteen 

neighborhood guards were not sufficient to continually patrol and monitor the whole neighborhood 

and the open spaces as well. There were no guards assigned specifically to open spaces. Since the 

spaces were dark at night, according to one young man, they felt unsafe and no one spent time in 

those areas. Although as mentioned earlier security had been a major issue in the neighborhood 

before the open spaces development process began, for reasons which were never made clear no 

streetlights or night lighting had been included in the original plans.  

None of the changes introduced by the development committee were presented to the 

neighborhood residents for review or discussion at the general assembly meeting. The 

development committee communicated the progress of the project to the general assembly only 

once. In its meeting towards the end of the implementation period, the project was presented by 

the chairman of the development committee to the general assembly in the form of an annual report 

which did not mention the alterations to the planned project implementation. The changes were 

agreed upon between the development committee and the contractor, and it appears that residents 

remained largely uninformed until the changes had already been made. Even if they had been 

informed, many persons had not paid the monthly development fee, and therefore were not 

considered to have the right to express an opinion on the progress of the project. 

Once the modifications had been made to the plan, the development committee hired a 

local contractor through open bidding to implement the plan. This contractor was a resident of the 

neighborhood. According to the signed contract, the work was to be completed within one year. 

The aforementioned 1,000 ETB contribution per person and a monthly fifteen ETB contribution 

per household were collected to fund the project. According to the chairman of the development 

committee, it nevertheless took two and a half years to complete the project, and the estimated 

final cost was more than double the original estimate: 1.4 million rather than 660,000 ETB. 

Reasons for the inflated price and delays in implementation included an inability to collect the 

assigned money from neighborhood residents, delays in payment to the contractor, and the fact 

that the original bid or tender was too low and did not account for the rising cost of materials. The 

sports court, for instance, still had not been properly drained of rainwater after the first two years, 

and its surface was not up to standard. As late as the writing of this chapter in 2020, there were 

still payments outstanding to the contractor and the construction work had not been fully finished. 
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Given the costs of the entire project, the later stages of decision-making and implementation 

regarding especially Green Area 2 appear to have been a failure. How did this happen? 

The development commmittee’s initial proposal was the basis of an agreement made 

between the development committee and the Beautification, Parks and Cemetery Agency (BPCA). 

This meant that the development committee became the ‘developer’ in the eyes of the state, 

working on behalf of the city. Whereas the woreda administration later made little or no effort to 

review this process and its outcomes, the BPCA office, which had joined the project in 2010, was 

mandated to monitor and evaluate the agreed-upon project. According to the agreement, the 

expectation was that the BPCA should have gone to inspect the work on the open spaces every 

three years, or the contract would be revoked. But no formal monitoring or evaluation of the project 

was ever carried out by the BPCA. Had the BPCA conducted evaluations during the project’s 

implementation in the neighborhood, they would have noticed the changes that the development 

committee had undertaken on their own.   

 The BPCA had no answers for why the plans were changed, and admitted that they could 

not monitor the development process because their staff were not architects or urban planners. The 

staff lacked not only funds and skills but also guidelines, checklists, contact information, or any 

way to truly enforce rules even if they had checked. The sitting chairman of the development 

committee, for his part, noted that  

 

the only way the local government and especially the [BPCA] agency have been involved 

is by giving us trees for planting. Other than that, they have not provided any assistance in 

the development of these open spaces, subsequent to the signing of the agreement. The 

[Woreda and Bole subcity] government officials are political appointees and do not have 

the ability to run this kind of development program, which require technical expertise. 

Therefore there is a clear gap in the way we collaborate, and there is mistrust on our side 

as to the role and capability of the agency… (Conversation with male chairman in his 

seventies, January 2013). 

 

 On the one hand, it was clear from interviews that the development committee felt they had 

been left on their own to carry out a set of tasks for which they would have needed assistance from 

the higher-level local government administration. On the other hand, the BPCA had few means of 
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enforcing compliance with original agreements, even if it does monitor them, as has happened 

when some open spaces in Addis Ababa designated for green area development in the city have 

been converted instead into spaces for car washes and vending stalls. This lack of any legally 

enforced structure of rights and responsibilities for all actors affected every phase of the 

development project. People were expected to participate voluntarily and committees were 

expected to inform them of all relevant issues, but these were difficult to enforce due to a lack of 

clearly defined rules, roles or basis in solid arguments (for instance reference to existing 

legislation).  

 

The exclusion of the youth in the open spaces development process  

During the open spaces project, assumptions were made about whose well-being should be 

facilitated, namely that of adult owners and residents. This left out some groups altogether such as 

children, youth, and the disabled. Although the playground for children has provided them with 

an opportunity to play in a nearby place and their parents to be in close proximity, the fees, limited 

opening hours and unsafe equipment in these spaces could hinder visitors from coming often and 

ultimately discourage users.  

The largest group ignored during the implementation was the youth, who expressed their 

disappointment at the lack of a football field. In Ethiopia as in most countries, football is an 

essential activity in how children and youth relate to their peers. Formerly, mini-championships 

during summer breaks had been held in Green Area 2, and had brought not only children and youth 

from the immediate neighborhood but also from other neighborhoods to play. By the end of the 

project, however, what had formerly been the football field on which youth and children played 

was no longer available for this purpose, since it had been planted with trees. Consequently, 

children and youth had moved to a small part of Green Area 1, which was paved with hard concrete 

and therefore was not a safe surface on which to play sports. Green Area No. 1 was busy 

particularly during after-school hours and weekends. In the morning hours on Saturday and 

Sunday, the basketball court became a football field or was used partly for basketball, partly for 

football. One male high school student under the age of 18 reported that he did not like playing on 

the new concrete surface because it was too hard, and another male high school student less than 

eighteen years of age said that while he played on it, he wished for a standard size football field. 

A male college student in his 20s used the concrete space on Saturday mornings to play football 
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with others, but felt that the football games had lost their former atmosphere, their  ‘culture’ when 

compared to previous times, when neighborhood youth had played friendly games with youth from 

other neighborhoods. At some point after the open spaces transformation, however, the 

development committee to forbid anyone to play football on the concrete-paved basketball court 

– the only remaining space for playing sports – due to the greater risk of injury from the hard 

surface. The development committee chairman argued that the children and youth should instead 

go to other neighborhoods to play: 

 

 … no one should play on the football field since it is clearly not built for such a purpose and  

 it could be very dangerous when they fall down. The football field planned [for this space] 

was changed because the space is small, therefore the children can go to nearby areas to play 

football, and otherwise we will take strict measures against those found playing. 

(Conversation with male chairman in his seventies, January 2013). 

 

In reality, youth and children continued to play basketball and football on the hard concrete. 

Although the original proposal allocated spaces for a football field and volleyball court, these were 

never built. According to a security guard who was working in the open spaces,  

 

the football field had been just perfect for the neighborhood kids, since they all came from 

different age groups but they all played the game with passion. Even people from other 

neighborhoods came here, to either play on their own or have a match with the kids from 

this neighborhood. However, now that [Green Area No. 2] has become different with the 

sitting area being put there instead, no one comes around anymore, and if anyone comes, 

it’s either to smoke cigarettes or drink alcohol. No one comes just to have a rest and enjoy 

doing nothing, and if somebody comes, it’s people from other neighborhoods, and even 

they are not that many, really. But because these spaces have been abused and the 

development committee wants to strongly discourage activities like smoking and drinking, 

we have to tell even those people not to come in and do that there. However, we cannot 

really manage handling that task on top of our other tasks like having to patrol the housing 

areas. (Conversation with male security guard in his sixties, April 2013). 
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 A male college student in his 20s reported that he would have loved to be part of the design 

process of the open spaces project and wished that he could have contributed something to make 

the spaces more appealing. A female resident in her fifties said that it was difficult to get the youth 

involved in the community projects because the content of the meetings tended to be boring for 

them. She was worried about the future of the neighborhood if youth were not somehow recruited 

to participate in the decision-making, and would have loved to see young people taking positions 

in committees and executing projects in the future.  

 Partly because of the lack of enthusiasm among the youth, by the end of the development 

process the members of the general assembly and some development committee members felt that 

the largest problem facing them was the transfer of power to future members of the development 

committee. By that time, the development committee members had served for seven years, when 

a normal term should have been 2–3 years. New development committee members were not 

elected until 2017 because of the low turnout and therefore insufficient quora at the general 

assembly meetings. Outgoing committee members needed to nominate new persons to take their 

place, but there was little interest among residents in joining neighborhood committees.  

 

Conclusions 

In Addis Ababa, the development and protection of urban open spaces face several challenges, 

including lack of adequate financing, lack of coordination among different executive agencies 

within the city administration, and lack of awareness among the public and other actors (Forum 

for Social Studies 2013). The current construction boom in and around the city centre also 

threatens the remaining forests and green areas within the city limits.  

The open spaces development in the neighborhood studied here was initiated by female 

residents who were already self-organized into voluntary iddir funeral savings groups. However, 

these women – busy with work, families, and social commitments – did not have the time to take 

on the management of the entire project, and therefore it was turned over to the housing 

cooperative’s development committee for planning and implementation. The high tenant/owner 

ratio in the area, however, complicated the mobilizing of interest and collection of monetary 

contributions from residents to pay for the construction, which was finished behind schedule and 

over budget. 
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 Some residents felt that overall, the development of the open spaces was beneficial in that it 

achieved the primary aim of the homeowners: the neighborhood was able to retain its open spaces 

rather than lose them to private developers. In a congested city such as Addis, having green open 

spaces in a central urban area raised the property value of the whole neighborhood. The open space 

development in this neighborhood was therefore an important achievement. 

 Yet there were also serious problems. The project took more than two years to complete, and 

ended  up costing roughly twice the original estimate, yet without achieving the quality and 

standards originally aimed for. Both of the larger open areas in the neighborhood were transformed 

into areas that were relatively useless to most residents, could not be accessed without paying fee, 

and led to a situation even worse in terms of recreation possibilities than what had been offered by 

the pre-development open spaces. This occurred because the original plans were modified during 

implementation and the actual users of the spaces were overlooked in these modifications.   

 Co-production of neighborhood open spaces in the case studied here meant an alliance 

between the community and the local government agency, BPCA, which prevented other branches 

of the city government from appropriating the land for sale to private developers. However, there 

were blind spots and dysfunctions within both the alliance and the community which meant that 

the developed open spaces were not useful for all members of the community. First, 

institutionalization of the co-production process did not guarantee its success. Although the broad 

terms of community-city cooperation are spelled out in Ethiopian law, adapting these terms to 

realities on the ground proved difficult. There were clear problems of communication among the 

different levels from planning to final implementation. Not all members of the community had full 

awareness of the planning phases or the possibility to voice dissatisfaction.  

 Existing literature on co-production at the community level rarely traces out the complex 

structures necessary for participation, including clear procedural guidelines for all, a concrete 

means of enforcing rules, and the explicit communication of how participants will benefit. 

Community development committees often evolve from need, but they lack the necessary skills, 

professional consultants, and funds to be full co-producers with city or state governments. They 

rely on the work of volunteers from whom not much can be demanded, since they have full-time 

jobs and/or family responsibilities. In order to succeed fully, the project outlined here would have 

needed interaction and integration between many persons. One can speculate that stronger 

leadership might have been needed at the community level, but such leadership would have 
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required strict procedures that all community participants were familiar with. Moreover, there are 

no legal means currently in place to hold decision-makers to account at both community and 

city/state levels so that actual implementation would not deviate from plans already agreed upon. 

 Although the BPCA’s main task was to monitor and evaluate the development of 

neighborhood open spaces following the signing of stakeholder agreements, the BPCA clearly 

needed more skilled labor, funds, and legal recourse to prevent violations. The Woreda BPCA was 

the point of contact between the community and the city government, but it was unable to monitor 

the actual implementation or enforce conformity with approved plans. This raises the question of 

the role of the state in these kinds of co-production processes and how it can maintain its relevance 

in urban environmental development. If procedures have no actual accountancy or consequences, 

then implementation will be flawed and the groups with the least power at the community level 

will be excluded.  

 Another major problem was the lack of clear and well-defined ownership of the 

neighborhood open spaces. The dispute between the land bank administration and community 

representatives was a clear sign of the absence of proper coordination in the management of these 

spaces. Third, the project was initiated primarily to combat the possibility of the land bank’s 

developing the open spaces for commercial purposes. The participation of the community was 

mobilized only narrowly to secure the success of this particular open spaces development project, 

instead of addressing more critical issues related to the interaction between local communities and 

local governance. These included citizens’ lack of awareness about environmental protection and 

community development, which formed a major bottleneck to the participatory process according 

to the community leaders with whom the primary author spoke. There was poor coordination 

between the woreda BPCA and the higher levels of government tasked with dealing with 

environmental issues. Neighborhood open spaces failed to become part of the overall green 

infrastructure development program, but were, rather, left for unprepared community developers 

to manage together with poorly funded woreda and subcity administrations. Decentralized efforts 

to protect the environment could thus not be fully implemented due to a shortage of both financial 

resources and skilled labor. 

 Community volunteers were indispensable assets during the project initiation and 

implementation periods, with female iddir group members in particular being critical to catalyzing 

project negotiations and disseminating information to local residents. However, end users of the 
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neighborhood open spaces such as children and youth did not take part in the planning of their 

own neighborhood’s open-space development. Greater efforts to make participation interesting for 

the youth and involve them in decision-making would be needed in the future. 

 The following recommendations for future open spaces projects are indicated: first, there is 

a need for greater clarity in both ownership of neighborhood open spaces and the roles of various 

government agencies in the protection and development of these spaces. Second, trust in the 

institutions that plan and implement development is vital in encouraging participation in the 

development process. There is a need for organized neighborhood associations to include end users 

such as youth and children in the processes of decision-making, not only for the project at hand, 

but also to facilitate their later participation in such associations as adults. This requires not only 

willingness from parents and committees to share development responsibilities with the youth, but 

for the content of communication to be as clear and interesting for youth as possible. Youth and 

children should have a clear channel of communication to decision-makers in all projects in which 

they are to feature as beneficiaries. Finally, for more sustainable policy and practice, current policy 

processes should learn from ongoing practices and trends regarding open spaces development.  

 At a broader level, when planning and implementing co-production, there is a constant need 

to reflect on the local power structures of daily life, because no matter how important the 

achievement, it is much less of an achievement if the majority of the population is consequently 

marginalized and the transformation is robbed of its usefulness. This makes it important to examine 

the power relationships between various stakeholders to understand how they interact and why, 

and to map and understand the motivations of the various participants, which are themselves 

influenced by less-visible factors that may be contradictory. In the present case, the existence of 

grassroots organizations and local women’s associations was initially helpful in allowing actors to 

navigate through complex relationships with the local government. It is therefore important to 

identify the best ways for community associations to organize, lead, and manage themselves. 

Legalizing their status within co-production processes would promote residents’ sense of 

ownership in and commitment to development projects. 

 In conclusion, while co-production that promotes participatory development is a worthwhile 

goal, it can face obstacles in planning and implementation that need to be openly addressed by all 

stakeholders. In this case study, local governments would have fared better in their project 

undertakings had they tackled questions surrounding the long-term sustainability of the protection 
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and development of neighborhood open spaces. This would have involved ensuring equal and fair 

involvement of all community members, a process in which all voices were heard and everyone’s 

rights and responsibilities were recognized in advance.  

 

Notes

 
1 United Nations World Urbanization Prospects, The 2018 Revision. 

https://population.un.org/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2018-Report.pdf; also 

https://population.un.org/wup/. 

 

2 A well-known Swiss-French architect, one of the pioneers of modern architecture. 

 
3 Iddir groups are voluntary burial associations helping their members during not just bereavement 

but also in other emergency situations. 

 

4 Especially the Climate Resilient Green Economy (CRGE) initiative. 

 

5 Found in the Ethiopian National Urban Green Infrastructure Standard (Ministry of Urban 

Development and Housing 2015) and the government manual Development of Amenity Green 

Space in Residential Areas (Ministry of Urban Development and Housing 2016). 

https://population.un.org/wup/Publications/Files/WUP2018-Report.pdf
https://population.un.org/wup/
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