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A B S T R A C T

This article investigates how the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic
Front’s (EPRDF) attempt to build a developmental state influenced and shaped
its relationships with the Ethiopian private sector. Through a case study of the cham-
bers of commerce system in Ethiopia, the research reveals that the EPRDF’s relation-
ship to the private sector was characterised by the twin objectives of () curbing the
private sector’s power to prevent challenges to the EPRDF rule and () mobilising
the private sector as part of the ruling coalition’s developmental state programme.
However, these twin objectives, were, in several cases, perceived as mutually exclu-
sive by the EPRDF which, at times, led to a focus on control at the expense of devel-
opmental objectives. The ensuing lack of embeddedness posed problems for the
operationalisation of the developmental state policies, reducing the EPRDF’s
ability to institutionalise collaborative relationships with the private sector.

Featuring sustained growth rates of around % between  and ,
Ethiopia used to be among the fastest growing economies worldwide, earning
it the nickname ‘African Lion’ (Seid et al. ). Between the early s
and , the ruling coalition (EPRDF) pursued the self-proclaimed
‘Democratic Developmental State’ model (Meles : ). Emulating devel-
opment policies used by the Asian Tigers, the EPRDF focused on state-led
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development and industrialisation through investment in labour-intensive sectors
such as agroindustry and light manufacturing (Meles ). While Ethiopia is
said to be one of the clearest examples of an aspiring developmental state in
Africa, studies found that, like its Asian role models, it was based on authoritarian,
not liberal democratic politics (Lefort ; Clapham : ).
Similar to the Asian Tigers, instead of procedural legitimacy through

representation and democratic governance, the EPRDF tried to build political
legitimacy on the delivery of developmental outputs (Meles : ).
Formally a coalition of equals, the EPRDF was between  and  de
facto led by the TPLF (Tigray People’s Liberation Front), a party representing
a small ethnic minority from the country’s northernmost region. The EPRDF
adopted the concept of revolutionary, not liberal, democracy (Bach ), in
which the EPRDF as the ‘vanguard party’ monopolised political decision-
making and implemented revolutionary politics necessary to promote social
and economic transformation (Aregawi : f). Despite the achievement
of accelerated and sustained economic growth, the outbreak of countrywide
anti-regime protests in  revealed the EPRDF’s inability to overcome the
image of an ethnic minority government, and the ensuing failure to build legit-
imacy. Moreover, the protesters questioned the EPRDF’s claim that it delivered
inclusive growth and challenged the EPRDF’s model of revolutionary democ-
racy, demanding civic and political rights (Pellerin ).
The political crisis led to rapid political changes over the course of  and

stimulated evaluations of the developmental state model, including its eco-
nomic policies. Confirming previous research (Brautigam et al. ), work-
shops and conferences held in / revealed that one of the reasons why
the developmental state model had come under pressure was the absence of
symbiotic relationships between the state under the EPRDF and the private
sector. The weakness of institutionalised cooperation posed constraints on the
EPRDF’s ability to implement its developmental state programme. Instead of
promoting Ethiopian private sector development, the EPRDF regime had
built its development operations on state-owned enterprises, party endowment
funds and party affiliated businesses, as well as the attraction of foreign direct
investment, leading Clapham (: ) to conclude: ‘Conspicuously lacking,
however, is the alliance between government and the domestic private sector
that has been identified as a key driver of Asian developmental states’.
Although the EPRDF is said to have failed in providing consistent support to

the private sector in the country, so far there exist very few studies focusing on
private sector development under the developmental state paradigm in
Ethiopia (Sutton & Kellow ; Gebreeyesus & Iizuka ). The same is
true for the role of business associations in the EPRDF’s developmental state
project. Contrary to the experience of the Asian Tigers (Park ), business
associations in Ethiopia have often been portrayed as co-opted and unable to
represent the interests of their members (Vaughan & Gebremichael :
). However, little is known about the process of establishing and sustaining
state control, about the EPRDF’s rationale behind this move and about the
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ability and willingness of business membership organisations to represent the
interests of the private sector.
This article documents the relationships between the state under the EPRDF

regime and the chambers of commerce between  and  and investi-
gates how state-business relations have affected the operationalisation of the
EPRDF’s developmental state project. Based on  months of fieldwork, it
offers a more nuanced account than often portrayed in the literature. The
article demonstrates that, rather than simply repressing the chambers of com-
merce, the EPRDF’s approach has been characterised by the twin objectives
of () curbing the power of the chambers of commerce and their members
to prevent challenges to its rule and () mobilising the chambers and their
members as part of its developmental state programme. However, the
EPRDF’s negative stance towards and fear of an independent private sector
negatively affected the EPRDF’s ability to mobilise the chambers of commerce
as part of the state-led development project and resulted in a lack of
embeddedness.
The article is based on semi-structured and unstructured interviews, as well as

many informal conversations. These were conducted in Addis Ababa and
Adama between November  and February  with  informants
selected through snowball sampling. Interviews were between one and three
hours long and several informants were interviewed more than once.
Informants included employees working at chambers of commerce and other
business associations, employees at relevant public offices, private sector
experts and employees at international organisations. Observations at cham-
bers and chamber meetings, private sector events and workshops complemen-
ted the interviews. Archival studies of the chamber newspapers since the
s were used to trace the historical development of the relationship
between chambers and different governments in Ethiopia.
The first part of the article provides a brief introduction to the literature on

the developmental state (DS), before providing a historical overview of the
development of the chamber system in Ethiopia, to contextualise the analysis.
The article goes on to explore the role of the chambers in the EPRDF’s devel-
opmental state project, and the final part maps the interactions between repre-
sentatives from the chambers and those from the state.

T H E C O N C E P T O F T H E D E V E L O P M E N T A L S T A T E I N A S I A A N D

E T H I O P I A

The concept of the DS was initially developed to explain the rapid processes of
economic transformation and industrialisation in Japan (Johnson ) and
the Asian Tiger economies, South Korea (Amsden ), Singapore (Perry
), Taiwan (Wade ) and Hong Kong (Haggard ), between the
s and s. Together, the canon of work questioned liberal economic
readings (Lal ; Krueger ) that held that the ‘rapid growth in each
economy [of the Asian Tigers] was primarily due to the application of a set of
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common, market-friendly economic policies’ (Birdsall et al. ), and instead,
emphasised in each case the state’s role in promoting industrialisation and
development. While there does not exist one unified definition of the DS, scho-
lars have often identified it by the presence of certain political and institutional
characteristics, such as () the type of policies adopted; () state capacity and
state institutions; and () state–business relations.
Research has highlighted the strategic use of industrial policies by the DS in

Northeast Asia. While consisting of different policy mixes, a common feature of
the DS in Asia was that it targeted private sector development, selectively sup-
porting, overseeing and disciplining private entrepreneurs (Johnson ;
Wade ). The EPRDF’s capacity to design sound industrial policies and
development programmes have repeatedly been cited as reasons for optimism
about the operationalisation of a developmental state in Ethiopia (Arkebe
; Weis ). However, growth has primarily been driven by public invest-
ment in construction and infrastructure (Mesfin et al. : ), despite the
EPRDF’s efforts to promote manufacturing and private sector development
more broadly (Geiger & Moller ).
Several scholars have emphasised the role of the professional bureaucracies

in Northeast Asia, that, using merit-based recruitment and operating according
to formal rules and regulations, were able to design and implement industrial
policies (Castells ; Johnson ). In the Ethiopian case, although scholars
have noted the EPRDF’s attempt to professionalise the bureaucracy through
comprehensive civil service reforms (Brautigam et al. : ), valuing
loyalty over merit and the dominance of party over state structures were
found to reduce state capacity and the ability of the EPRDF to operationalise
the DS (Segers et al. ; Planel ). Reliance on personalised relationships
between individual entrepreneurs and bureaucrats has fuelled corruption and
reduced the latter’s ability to discipline private entrepreneurs (Plummer ).
Scholars have revealed that the autonomy of the ruling elites from dominant

classes was key for the Asian DS, in order to implement radical policies against
the resistance from societal pressures (Castells ; Johnson ). However,
according to Evans, contrary to many other authoritarian regimes, the Asian DS
was characterised by embedded autonomy – ‘an autonomy embedded in a con-
crete set of social ties that bind the state to society and provide institutionalized
channels for the continual negotiation and renegotiation of goals and policies’
(Evans : ). This was particularly the case with respect to state–capital rela-
tions. In Ethiopia, the state has benefitted from a high degree of autonomy and
ability to implement policies through coercive means (van Veen ).
However, its ability to establish collaborative relationships with the private
sector to pursue developmental goals has been comparatively weak, partly
because the EPRDF built its political settlement on an integration of rural
elites and exclusion of urban elites, including the existing business class
(Clapham : f).
In the Asian DS, social ties between states and capitalist elites were often

embodied in business associations. Business associations became partners,
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albeit junior, of the regimes in power, coordinating for example strategies and
activities of their members, ensuring the implementation of development plans,
participating in policy elaboration and providing state offices with information
about their members to monitor policy implementation (Kim ; Park :
f). While fulfilling important functions for the DS, business associations
exercised significant pressure on state offices to take concerns of private
entrepreneurs into account (E.M. Kim ; E.-Y. Kim ; Moon ). In
contrast, in Ethiopia, EPRDF seemed to focus on control rather than institutio-
nalised negotiation, which has reduced business associations’ ability to
represent the interests of the private sector and decreased their legitimacy in
the eyes of their members (Altenburg ).

A B R I E F H I S T O R Y O F C H A M B E R S O F C O M M E R C E I N E T H I O P I A F R O M

T H E     S T O    

To investigate the relationships between the EPRDF regime and business asso-
ciations, the chambers of commerce constitute an interesting case study. They
were among the first modern civil society organisations that emerged in the
s and used to be the prime representatives of the Ethiopian private
sector. During the constitutive phase of the EPRDF regime, the chambers
were described as ‘formidable members of the civil society and a strong lobbying
group for the private sector’ (Asrat ), while later on they have been por-
trayed as ‘an instrument to disseminate government policies and mobilise
support for them, rather than a politically neutral representation of business
interests’ (Altenburg : ).
The first chamber, the Chamber of Commerce of Addis Ababa, was founded

in  (General Notice  ). Later, branch offices were opened in other
urban areas (Minutes of the Annual General Meeting  February ) and,
while representing the business community in the capital, the Addis chamber
also functioned as an apex organisation, coordinating the work of other city
chambers. During the reign of Emperor Haile Selassie, cooperation with the
private sector was promoted and the growing business class was closely con-
nected to imperial circles (Taffara : f). Despite being close to the
emperor, chambers represented the interests of the private sector and
lobbied, for example, for improvements of the investment climate (Ethiopian
Trade Journal : ff).
After the toppling of Haile Selassie by the Derg, the chamber system was

restructured in , to align it to the new regime’s socialist central planning
policies (Proclamation No.  ). The relationship between the business
community and the Derg regime was tense, businesses were nationalised and
private entrepreneurs were portrayed as counter-revolutionaries (Vaughan &
Gebremichael : ). The Ethiopian Chamber of Commerce was estab-
lished, and, in cooperation with the Minister of Commerce and Tourism, set
up chambers in other urban centres (Proclamation No.  : Art. , ).
Thanks to the establishment of mandatory membership, the Derg-controlled
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chambers ensured the alignment of the business community to the economic
policy of the regime (Proclamation No.  : Art. ). The politburo
also used the chambers to mobilise resources from the business community
during the civil war against insurgent movements in the late s (Nigdna
Limat No.  : ). The Addis chamber lost its former influence to the
newly established national chamber and became progressively integrated into
state structures. The Nigdna Limat, the Addis chamber’s official newspaper,
helped to disseminate messages on behalf of the Derg regime (Nigdna Limat
No.  ).
Despite the oppression during the Derg era, the business community was

quick to reorganise after the EPRDF’s victory over the Derg in . Many busi-
nessmen felt excluded from the EPRDF regime, that, contrary to prior political
settlements based on urban elites and central rule led by ethnic Amhara, pro-
moted a political settlement based on rural elites and ethnic federalism
(Vaughan : f). Moreover, the business community questioned the
EPRDF’s state-led development agenda, that contradicted its ambition for eco-
nomic liberalisation. Through the chamber system, old economic elites and the
growing business class that benefitted from the relative economic liberalisation
in the post-Derg era expressed their interests in terms of the country’s economic
and political organisation. The majority of the chambers’ members were from
the service sector or from import/export companies, and thanks to their
highly educated leaders and financial capital, chambers became powerful
interest organisations.
The Addis chamber regained its role as the prime representative organ of the

private sector and, during the transition period, the chambers of commerce
tried to influence the reorganisation of the country’s administrative and polit-
ical structure (Nigdna Limat : ). They arranged events to discuss and
provide feedback on the policies proposed by the transitional government
that affected the private sector (Nigdna Limat a: ). Moreover, chambers
also discussed national politics beyond immediate private sector interests, for
example famine relief (Nigdna Limat a: f), media and freedom of expres-
sion (Nigdna Limat Vol. XVII No.  : ) and the Ethio-Eritrean war in
 (Addis Business Vol.  No.  : ).
The s were described by several interviewees as the honeymoon period

of the private sector (Interviewee Nr.  a; Interviewee Nr.  ).
Although few of the chambers’ attempts to influence politics led to actual
changes, they were relatively free in their activism. This changed when the
private sector stood behind the more liberal opposition parties during the
 and  national elections. Then the EPRDF government increasingly
perceived the chambers as a political threat. Around the national elections in
, the Addis chamber organised a campaign called ‘Addis vote’, telling
the business community that their vote ‘can and will make a difference’,
urging people to ‘vote or forget liberty’. Despite the non-partisan character of
the campaign, rumours spread about the then Addis chamber president
running for office (Addis Business Vol.  No.  : f). The chamber
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organised platforms for candidates from different parties and businessmen to
discuss business issues and published numerous articles on the election, but
its staff did not run for office (Addis Business Vol.  No.  : f).
Given the chambers’ increasing activism in the late s and early s,

the EPRDF government tried to intervene in the chambers’ internal affairs.
An attempt that became publicly known was the initiative in / to get
rid of the president of the Addis and the Ethiopian chambers of commerce at
the time (Addis Business Vol.  No.  : ). First, the chamber president in
office was removed from the presidency of the Ethiopian chamber under unsub-
stantiated allegations of corruption (Staff Reporter ). Then the EPRDF
tried to influence the Addis chamber elections through party affiliates in the
chamber council, who proposed alternative candidates for the board and the
presidency. Although the outgoing president did not want to run for office
again, given the conflicts with different public offices during his first term, he
was re-elected by a large majority (Addis Business Vol.  No.  : ;
Interviewee Nr.  ).
The government’s attempt to influence the outcome of the chamber elec-

tions was futile and reflected badly on it, as details of the failed coup became
known publicly (Addis Business Vol.  No.  : ; Yemisrach ).
Instead of leading to the silencing of the chambers, the EPRDF’s actions
increased the chambers’ activism. Given its inability to take control over the
chambers through infiltration, the EPRDF government finally imprisoned and
then exiled the acting chamber president in  (Weis : f), and
passed the proclamation / to restructure the chamber system from
the ground up.
The chambers had lobbied for a new legal framework since  and

although the Ministry of Trade and Industry started an official drafting
process for the new chamber law in , it took  years for the law to materi-
alise (Nigdna Limat b: ). In the meantime, the chambers operated in a
legal vacuum, as the Derg proclamation had been invalidated by the country’s
new constitution. The chambers prepared drafts for a new chamber law, trying
to expedite and influence the process (Nigdna Limat b: ), but they did not
succeed (Addis Business Vol.  No.  : ).
Despite the  years of consultative drafting, the  chamber proclamation

did not take the position of the chambers into account. The chambers worked
closely with the state ministers and technical personnel in the Ministry of Trade
and Industry to influence the drafting process, however the executive decisions
on the  proclamation were taken by the council of ministers before its sub-
mission to the parliament. The Minister of Trade and Industry at that time was
one of the architects of the law, and together with the council of Ministers he
took the decision to align the chambers to the system of ethnic federalism
and to introduce sectoral associations representing the manufacturing sector
to reflect developmental state priorities (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee
Nr.  ).
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The  proclamation testified to the EPRDF’s larger push for the operatio-
nalisation of the DS in Ethiopia in the early s and its drafting ran in parallel
to the re-education of cadres and bureaucrats under the civil service reform
launched in  (Brautigam et al. : ). The official justification pro-
vided by government representatives for passing the proclamation /
was technical: aligning the chambers with the new administrative structures of
ethnic federalism andmaking it reflect the importance given to the manufactur-
ing sector within the developmental state project. Government representatives
explained:

The chambers’ structural administration should follow the new structure. Regions
should have regional chambers and sectoral associations. So we needed a new
Chamber Proclamation’ (Interviewee Nr.  a).

Before it was only the chambers. Why did we insert the sectoral associations? The
chamber only focused on trade. Since the direction in Ethiopia is the developmental
state strategy it is important to improve the role of manufacturing. We therefore
changed the chambers. (Interviewee Nr.  )

However, further interviews revealed that besides the technical concerns,
regime survival concerns also influenced the  proclamation. Given the
chambers’ political activism in the s and early s, the EPRDF govern-
ment wanted to prevent chambers from challenging its rule. A former civil
servant remembered for example:

I heard the corridor talks in the Bureau of Trade. They said that the chamber system
was captured by chauvinists. The government was concerned that the chambers
were anti-government and wanted to clean them. The Ministry of Trade was
assigned the role to keep the house in order. Together with others it came up
with a complex proclamation to undercut the chamber system. (Interviewee Nr.
 b)

R E A L I G N I N G T H E B U S I N E S S C O M M U N I T Y T O E P R D F P O L I T I C S : A N E W

L E G A L F R A M E W O R K

The restructuring of the chamber system led to its disintegration and reduced its
capacity to represent the interests of the private sector. It created conflicts
between different organisations in the chamber system and their leaders,
those representing trade and services and those representing manufacturing.
Moreover, the restructuring along ethnic lines caused ethnic tensions and
increased divides within the business community. While reducing political activ-
ism and preventing challenges to the regime, due to the disintegration of the
chamber system, the EPRDF regime was unable to mobilise the business com-
munity behind the developmental state programme. The ensuing lack of
embeddedness constitutes a striking difference between the DS in Northeast
Asia and the Ethiopian aspiring DS. The failure to institutionalise state-business
relations through the intermediary of strong business associations and the reli-
ance on personalised relationships between individual entrepreneurs and state
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officials fuelled corruption (Plummer ). Moreover, contrary to the experi-
ence of the Asian Tigers (Lucas : ), it prevented collective approaches to
problem solving in the private sector.

Forceful restructuring

The main changes introduced by the Proclamation / were the integra-
tion of sectoral associations into the chamber system and its alignment to federal
structures, setting up new chambers of commerce at regional level and sectoral
associations all the way down to the woreda level (Directive to Proclamation 
: Art. ). Existing municipal chambers were restructured to fit the new law
and had to integrate sectoral associations, becoming chambers of commerce
and sectoral associations (see Figure ). Sectoral associations were business asso-
ciations representing the manufacturing sector, rather than the service sector
and traders that had traditionally made up most of the members of the cham-
bers in Ethiopia. Examples of sectoral associations established through the
 proclamation were the Ethiopian Horticulture Producer & Exporters
Association, the Ethiopian Textile and Garment Manufacturer’s Association,
and the Ethiopian Leather Industries Associations (ECCSA a). The large
majority of sectoral associations were newly established, rather than restruc-
tured organisations and the EPRDF influenced their set-up and staffing, to guar-
antee loyalty to the regime (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr. 
).
Furthermore many of the newly created sectoral associations and regional

chambers, while being tasked to represent the economic interests of an entire
region or sector, lacked the capacity to recruit members and collect member-
ship fees, were understaffed and had ill-equipped offices (ECCSA : ).
There existed a mismatch between their mandates and their organisational cap-
acities, which was partly due to their recent formation and partly due to their
inability to attract strong leaders. Sectoral associations were dominated by
small and micro-businesses and though large in number, they lacked technical
and financial capacity (Bewket ).
Apart from the technical restructuring, the new chamber proclamation was

also used to weaken and eliminate business associations that were critical of
the regime. The Ethiopian Manufacturing Industries Association, whose struc-
ture did not correspond to the sectoral classification stipulated by the new law
and its directive, was forcefully restructured (Altenburg : ). An inter-
viewee disclosed:

The Ethiopian manufacturing association was shut down because it didn’t fit the
proclamation. But other associations were allowed to continue. The government
felt that the manufacturers association didn’t play a positive role. They had their
own agenda and offices and they tried to influence elections. (Interviewee Nr. 
)
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The process of restructuring took considerable time and met high resistance,
but it was implemented eventually between  and  (Addis Business
Vol.  No.  : ff). The most visible outcome of the restructuring was
the disintegration of the once strong chamber system, as it absorbed the low-
capacity, and more politically aligned, sectoral associations and adapted to
the federal structures. New organisations had to be founded and old ones
restructured and instead of serving the business community, chamber and sec-
toral association leaders fought for control over the chamber system itself.

Figure . Structure of the Chamber System in Ethiopia (ECCSA b).
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Subsequently, many reputable businessmen left the system to avoid damage to
their reputations and escape the increasing state control exercised over the
chambers and sectoral associations (Interviewee Nr.  b).

The struggle for the mandate of national representation

Themost visible struggle publicly developed between the Addis Ababa Chamber
of Commerce and Sectoral Associations (ACCSA) and the Ethiopian Chamber
of Commerce and Sectoral Associations (ECCSA), around the question of which
one was the rightful representative of the private sector in Ethiopia. The ACCSA
comprised the original Addis Chamber and the newly formed sectoral associa-
tions, while the ECCSA was a newly created organisation, composed of represen-
tatives from the regional chambers of commerce and sectoral associations, seven
sectoral associations, the ACCSA and the Dire Dawa Chambers of Commerce
and Sectoral Associations (see Figure ). Given that the ECCSA was made up
of business associations and not individual entrepreneurs, it was less directly
accountable to the business community and more removed from its day to
day activities. The conflict between the ACCSA and the ECCSA was reported
on by national media and contributed to the chamber system discrediting
itself (Addis Fortune ; Birhanu ). The two chambers competed for
the representation of the private sector and the ECCSA often presented work
done or services provided by the ACCSA as its own, fuelling the conflict
further (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr.  ).
As the majority of large businesses in Ethiopia were concentrated in and

around the capital, the ACCSA had an advantage over the country’s other cham-
bers, including the ECCSA. However, to curtail its former influence, the 
proclamation formally relegated it to one among many other chambers.
While the ACCSA had the larger capacity, the ECCSA had been bestowed
with the representative mandate through the  proclamation. The govern-
ment partnered with the ECCSA, rather than with the ACCSA, as it had
designed the voting procedures in the  proclamation to guarantee over-
representation of EPRDF affiliated associations at national level (Private
Sector Development Hub ). The ACCSA remained partly affiliated with
the urban business elite that did not support the EPRDF. After the restructuring
of the chamber system, international donors were told by government represen-
tatives to redirect their support of national level private sector development
from the ACCSA to the ECCSA, exacerbating the conflict even further
(Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr.  ).

Ethnic federalism and struggle in the chamber system

The alignment of the chamber system with the administrative structures of
ethnic federalism led to its fractionalisation and the creation of numerous
weak chambers. This was particularly so in regions characterised by high
shares of agrarian rather than industrial production and low levels of trade
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and commerce, like Benishangul-Gumuz, Gambella, Somali and Afar; regional
chambers lacked financial and human capital, due to their low number of
paying members and the absence of qualified chamber leaders. To support
manufacturing, chambers of sectoral associations were established all the way
down to the woreda level. The decentralised structure led to a multiplication
of sectoral associations representing very small numbers of businesses and
lacking the capacity to represent the interests of their members in an effective
manner (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr.  ). Many of the newly
created chambers and sectoral associations remained weaker than the ACCSA,
whose original constituency was still made up of wealthy urban business elites
and whose history and institutional memory dated back to the first half of the
th century (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr.  ).
The establishment of chambers according to the principle of ethnic federal-

ism contradicted the chambers’ original mandate, which was to represent the
interests of the business community, not ethnic interests. Moreover, it led to
campaigning and voting according to ethnic lines in the ECCSA elections
(Teshome ; Mikiyas ). Rather than revolving around the representa-
tion of different business interests, an interviewee reported that ‘People
support where they come from, not capacity’ (Interviewee Nr.  ). In
some cases, interviewees also expressed negative views about representatives
from other ethnicities, leading for example an interviewee to state: ‘They
tried to do all possible stupid things in the Tigray chamber. Because they are
Tigrayans they think you are afraid of them’ (Interviewee Nr.  ).
Ethnicisation of conflicts also played out at regional level, with priority being
given to the ethnicity of chamber leaders, over their credentials as businessmen.
An interviewee shared:

The last elections for the regional chamber [in Oromia], they were wrong. The
ballot was open, you just had to raise the hand. He [an ethnic Amhara] won. We
all saw he had won. But then the elders in the election committee asked him to
be just vice president. They nominated an Oromo as President. (Fieldnotes a)

Struggle among the traders and manufacturers

While the conflicts between chambers were more visible for the public, the
conflicts within the chamber system were at the core of its disintegration.
According to developmental state priorities, the proclamation and its directive
favoured the representation of the sectoral associations, the manufacturers,
over the representation of the traders, who had originally constituted the
core of the chambers. The proclamation created double membership for sec-
toral associations, as they were represented both individually and as associations
in the chambers of commerce. This led to voting disadvantages for the service
sector and traders (Proclamation No.  : Art. (), (), ()).
Moreover, the directive to the proclamation granted direct membership in
the ECCSA to one national and six sectoral associations organised at the
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national level (Directive to Proclamation  : Art. ), to ensure the
representation of prioritised manufacturing sectors in the chamber system.
Sectoral associations complained about the traders’ dominance in the

chambers (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr.  ). However, a
journalist observing elections at the Addis Chamber in , reported:

Unlike the individual members of the metropolitan Chamber, the sectoral associa-
tions are entities created by thousands of micro and small-scale businesses in the
craft and services industries. The difference between the two surfaced at the
meeting. Their numbers far outweigh the individual members of the Chamber,
thus they have the power to be kingmakers. (Bewket )

Rather than taking over the chamber system, the sectoral associations caused its
disintegration, creating conflicts among the representatives of the traders and
businessmen working in services and those of the manufacturers. Moreover, sec-
toral associations had little incentive to use the chamber system, as most ben-
efitted from direct connections to state representatives and did not need the
chambers as intermediaries for negotiation. An interviewee even reported
that – ‘The Minister of Industry, Ato Ahmed, I call him every day. I can meet
him whenever I want to’ (Interviewee Nr.  ). While the statement
seems like an exaggeration, field observations confirmed the close working
relationship.
As a result of the disintegration of the chamber system, it became marred by

corruption scandals. Rather than businessmen, the chamber system attracted
people interested in advancing personal careers (Birhanu ). A typical
problem was chamber presidents disregarding limitation of terms, or moving
back and forth between the presidencies of different chambers (municipal,
regional, national). Given the exacerbating scandals in the chamber system,
its public perception changed. The Ethiopian newspaper Addis Fortune commen-
ted for example that, ‘These days, whenever chambers are in the limelight it
appears that controversy and intense bickering follow’ (Asrat ). In ,
the Ministry of Trade needed to intervene on several occasions, as complaints
from city chambers about irregularities at regional chamber elections multi-
plied (Dawit ; Samson ). An attempt to draft a new chamber proclam-
ation in / to improve its structure and address internal conflicts led to a
split between the Ministry of Industry and sectoral associations on one hand and
the Ministry of Trade and chambers of commerce on the other hand
(Interviewee Nr.  ). This shows that the discord betweenmanufacturers
and businessmen working in services and trade was also present in the state and
casts doubt on the hegemony of the developmental state discourse within the
Ethiopian state apparatus.

F R O M C O N T E S T A T I O N T O C O - O P T A T I O N ?

The above analysis portrays a complex picture of state–chamber relations, char-
acterised both by the wish of the EPRDF to mobilise the chambers for its
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developmental state project, and its attempt to prevent chambers from contest-
ing EPRDF policies. Moreover, it suggests that the restructuring failed to create
a coherent chamber system, leading to discord, not unity. These insights invite a
shift in the level of analysis from an organisational level down to individual inter-
actions, to shed light on how different parts of the state related to different parts
of the chamber system, and to investigate how far chamber of commerce and
sectoral associations operated as representatives for the private sector.

The lasting impact of the chambers’ political activism

The chambers’ political activism in the s and early s led to persisting
mistrust between them and the EPRDF government, despite the chambers’
efforts to improve the relationship (Interviewee Nr.  ). State representa-
tives explained that the relationship with the chambers had improved
(Interviewee Nr.  a; Interviewee Nr.  ), but the interactions
between the chambers and the state confirmed that the latter still feared the
chambers’ potential power and tried to keep them in place.
One example was the naming of the first public private partnership forum.

While the chamber wanted to name the forum ‘dialogue forum’, government
representatives insisted on ‘consultation forum’. A former chamber leader
involved in the negotiation explained:

I wanted the forum to be called dialogue, not consultative forum. Consultation
means you consult but that’s it. The Minister of Trade and the State Minister
were open about this suggestion. But the Ministers’ hands were tied. There was a
legal adviser at that time. He tried to please his political bosses. He said no.
(Interviewee Nr.  )

The former adviser explained the government’s reasoning as follows:

Dialogue means that one party wants to snatch something forcefully. Dialogue
doesn’t correspond to the normal procedure. People talk without permission of
the chairman. (Interviewee Nr.  b)

While not directly confirming the allegations made by the chamber leader, the
wording chosen by the legal adviser indicated the EPRDF’s fear that the cham-
bers could try to dominate the forum and impose their vision of private sector
development on it.
Although interviewees felt that, since the restructuring, the EPRDF govern-

ment reverted to indirect means of control rather than open repression as in
the early s, they did not doubt that government representatives would
intervene if the chambers became too independent (Interviewee Nr. 
a; Interviewee Nr.  b). The mechanisms with which the government
controlled the chamber’s internal affairs were informal and difficult to trace.
According to interviewees, interventions consisted of direct orders from rele-
vant government officials to specific people in the chamber:
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No one wants to talk about the government influence. But it happens usually
through a phone call. Then no one wants to admit to have received such a call
and even less that they acted upon it. (Interviewee Nr.  )

They [the government] just give the chambers a phone call to make sure the
chambers work in the interest of the government. They are regulated through
direct order. (Interviewee Nr.  )

Designing an EPRDF-aligned private sector

To avoid contestation from members of the business community, the EPRDF
not only restructured and weakened their associational system, it established a
system of domination over the private sector, ‘making it dependent on, or at
least supportive of, the incumbent regime’ (Weis : ). The EPRDF gov-
ernment established mechanisms to foster party affiliation among all levels of
private sector actors, and dependence of businesses on public services was
created to guarantee loyalty.
Micro and small enterprises were linked to the EPRDF through the provision

of inputs for their operations. State institutions such as the small and micro-
enterprises agency, the TVET agency and the cooperatives agency, provided
training, material inputs and finance for small-scale entrepreneurs.
Alternative private service providers had been crowded out, leaving the monop-
oly to the state (Spielman ; Berhanu : ). This favoured the emer-
gence of an EPRDF-loyal SME sector and, according to an article in Addis
Business, ‘under the camouflage of the enterprises the government went on util-
izing its members as significant input to build political muscle of the ruling
party’ (Shitahun : ).
To be able to operate, several medium- and large-sized enterprises reported

the need for EPRDF patrons. Without such patrons, they felt it was difficult to
renew licences, acquire permits for operation or receive support for credits
and access foreign currency. Direct personal connections to the ruling elite
were perceived as key, reducing the need for businessmen to use business asso-
ciations as intermediaries and thereby making organisations like the chambers
somewhat redundant. An interviewee explained:

Here in Ethiopia you have to rub shoulders if you work in business. You don’t have to
be a party member but you need a Godfather to bring up your issues and mentor
you. The higher you go in business, the closer you have to be to the political machin-
ery. (Interviewee Nr.  a)

An attempt at the Ethiopian Investment Commission (EIC) to change such pat-
terns and select domestic investors using a merit-based, rather than loyalty-based
procedure revealed the degree to which businessmen had adapted to neo-patri-
monial structures. An interviewee at the EIC reported:

The existing private sector is politically charged. I get applications where people
refer to their connections. They mention names or they make ethnic allusions.
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Most public institutions operate on ethnic and political affiliation and this is a
problem. (Interviewee Nr.  )

As the goodwill and support of public offices and civil servants was perceived to
be of key importance for businessmen, businessmen often prioritised their rela-
tionship to state officials over participation in chamber activities. Given their
previous history of conflict with the EPRDF government, some interviewees
even held that affiliation to the chambers could be detrimental for businessmen
(Interviewee Nr.  b). In the words of a respondent:

People laugh at the chambers. They go directly to the corridors of power and bypass
the chambers. Only those with connections get things done. Going via the chamber
could even be a disadvantage depending on whom you want to meet. (Interviewee
Nr.  )

Co-optation, cooperation, coexistence and contestation

While the above analysis confirms that chambers of commerce have been strictly
controlled by the EPRDF from the early s onwards, chambers also received
pressure from their members to represent business interests. Therefore, cham-
bers’ loyalty to the EPRDF was not infinite and interactions between state and
chamber officials ranged from co-optation to contestation over various forms
of cooperation and coexistence, changed over time and depended on the
respective interlocutors. While the sectoral associations worked closely with
the Ministry of Industry and often complained about the Ministry of Trade
and its favouritism towards the chamber structures representing traders
(Interviewee Nr.  ), the latter worked more closely with the Ministry
of Trade and reported more problems with the Ministry of Industry
(Interviewee Nr.  ).
Many interactions between the chambers and sectoral associations and state

organisations testified to co-optation. Particularly the ECCSA and sectoral asso-
ciations appeared as supporters of the EPRDF government. Public display of
support to the government went as far as the ECCSA appointing Ethiopia’s
president as its patron in  (Interviewee Nr.  ). The close collabor-
ation between the ECCSA and state organisations harmed the chamber system,
as citizens and businessmen felt that the chambers were working for the EPRDF,
rather than their members, and claimed:

Nowadays there is almost a complete merger between the government and the
chambers. (Interviewee Nr.  a)

They made the Ethiopian President the patron of chamber. I mean now they
prove that they are the government. (Fieldnotes a)

Rather than pushing an agenda separate from the EPRDF, chambers gave
primacy to EPRDF-prioritised sectors. This meant primarily serving the interests
of small and micro enterprises and focusing on manufacturing and agroindus-
try, rather than trade and services (Interviewee Nr.  ), leading to a
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neglect of the interests of some of the chambers’ members (Interviewee Nr. 
). The inability of the chambers to clearly push the agenda of the private
sector beyond the areas prioritised by the government, reduced the chambers’
legitimacy in the eyes of some of their members (Fieldnotes b).
Interactions testifying to co-optation were particularly frequent in the case of
the new chamber structures established through the  proclamation, espe-
cially the sectoral associations representing manufacturing and the ECCSA,
rather than the original chambers of commerce structures representing trade
and services.
Despite the sizeable control that the EPRDF government was exercising over

the chamber system, the close link between chamber and state structures
allowed parts of the chamber system to influence state organisations and
actors through formal and informal channels (Interviewee Nr.  ;
Interviewee Nr.  ). Chambers of commerce and sectoral associations
engaged in mutually beneficial interactions with state organisations, pushing
the agenda of their members within EPRDF-sanctioned sectors and policies.
Formal consultation structures between the Ethiopian government and the
private sector were institutionalised in  through the signing of a memoran-
dum of understanding for a public private consultative forum (Ministry of Trade
and Industry (MoT), Girma Birru Minister & Ethiopian Chamber of Commerce
and Sectoral Associations ). Sectoral meetings took place four times a year,
while general public-private consultative forums took place twice a year, testify-
ing to the prioritisation of the manufacturing sectors and sectoral associations
over services and trade and chambers of commerce in the EPRDF developmen-
tal state project. Interviewees reported that many of the forums led to agree-
ments (Interviewee Nr.  b). Although the implementation of agreed
action points often lagged behind, interviewees from the chambers and the gov-
ernment felt that this depended on the relative lack of capacity of state bureaus/
ministries, rather than their willingness: ‘The government agrees with  or
% of the issues we present, but implementation is difficult. Our success
rate is only %’ (Interviewee Nr.  ). Given the relative inefficiency of
formal channels to yield concrete outputs, chambers and sectoral associations
used informal channels to directly influence government representatives.
They reported using their personal connections to government officials to
push the agenda of the private sector. Issues they brought up included, for
example, suggestions for policy change and input into government plans, and
requests for technical and/or material support and reporting of market failures
and misconduct in public offices (Interviewee Nr.  b; Interviewee Nr. 
). The same patterns in terms of actors held true for cooperation as for
co-optation, given that state organisations cooperated less willingly with the
old chamber structures (Interviewee Nr.  ). However, the relative weak-
ness of many of the newly established organisations reduced their ability to
become strong development partners for the EPRDF.
Large parts of the chambers sector that represented the interests of trade and

services and pre-dated the  proclamation were forced into coexistence, to
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prevent them from influencing policymaking and the work of state organisa-
tions, and denying organisations and actors access to state structures, especially
where co-optation was costly and did not come with direct benefits, as in the case
of the ACCSA. This prevented the parts of the chamber system perceived as too
critical by the EPRDF government from influencing state actors and policy-
making. While the ACCSA was the clearest case of an organisation being
forced into coexistence, other city and regional chambers also complained of
a lack of access to state structures (Interviewee Nr.  a; Interviewee Nr.
 ). Interviewees at the ECCSA and sectoral associations often constituted
an exception to the rule (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr.  ).
Chambers were not able to use their forced independence, as coexistence
meant carrying out activities without directly interacting with state structures,
but keeping the state informed. Co-existence often took the form of service pro-
vision to members (Interviewee Nr.  ; Interviewee Nr.  ), includ-
ing, for example, publishing the trade directory; advocacy and lobbying for
private sector development; issuing certificates of origin and authentication of
documents; providing capacity building; and organising trade fairs and bazaars.
Given the repressive political climate, chambers, since their reorganisation in

, have not engaged in public protests. Instead, they have concentrated on
discussing policies and government strategies that influenced private sector
development, rather than engaging in broader political issues. Most intervie-
wees expressed that they contested any state-led development agenda of the
EPRDF where it harmed the private sector, explaining that as long as they
focused on private sector issues, they did not have to fear negative repercussions
from their criticism (Interviewee Nr.  c; Interviewee Nr.  ;
Interviewee Nr.  ). However, field observation indicated reluctance
of the chambers to criticise the EPRDF’s private sector development policies
and revealed defensiveness on the side of government representatives when
such criticism was brought up (Fieldnotes c, d, e). Contestation
primarily took the form of verbal or written criticism. The ACCSA was more
vocal than any other chamber or sectoral association. Awareness raising was
used to put pressure on the government to address the issues brought up by
the chamber. While state control over the media posed limits to this strategy,
the chamber newspaper, available online and distributed in print to the
ACCSA’s members, was an important tool to sustain it. As an interviewee
explained, ‘We have more freedom in our newspaper than on radio or TV.
Some printing houses, especially the big ones that are government controlled,
refuse to print critical things. But we don’t use them’ (Interviewee Nr. 
). Policies described as particularly harmful for private sector development
were the land lease legislation, taxation policies and the registration of busi-
nesses (ECCSA : ff; Mesfin ). The chambers also exposed the
state’s practical shortcomings, naming corruption and the failure to operate
according to the existing legal framework as key issues (Interviewee Nr. 
; Interviewee Nr.  ).
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C O N C L U S I O N

This article argues that the EPRDF’s relationship to the chambers of commerce
was characterised by the twin objectives of () curbing the power of the
chambers of commerce to prevent challenges to its rule and () mobilising
the chambers as part of its developmental state programme. The analysis
revealed that while it achieved the first objective, the focus on controlling the
chambers negatively affected the EPRDF’s ability to mobilise them as part of
the operationalisation of its developmental state project. Compared to its
Asian role models, the state, under the EPRDF regime, lacked embeddedness
and this reduced its ability to push its developmental state programme. While
its autonomy allowed the EPRDF regime to take decisions against the interests
of the private sector, often necessary to implement its ambitious policies, it was
unable to effectively mobilise the private sector behind its developmental state
programme.
The restructuring in  created chamber structures representing the

EPRDF’s focus on manufacturing and agroindustry. However, many of those
new organisations were weak, posing limits to their ability to contribute to the
operationalisation of the EPRDF’s developmental state programme.
Chambers were seldom seen as legitimate representatives of the private
sector, and their relative weakness negatively affected their ability to influence
state policies in favour of their members. The deficiency of institutionalised
mechanisms of negotiation between the EPRDF regime and the private sector
favoured patron–client relationships and opened possibilities for corruption.
Big businesses, particularly, used direct contacts to negotiate with state actors
instead of going through the chambers. Party affiliation, but also ethnicity,
were often perceived as determining factors for being able to operate a business,
rather than performance. Moreover, the high number of corruption scandals and
embezzlement of public funds in party-owned and party-affiliated enterprises
raised questions as to the EPRDF’s capacity to select and discipline businesses
to ensure their contribution to the ruling coalition’s development programme.

N O T E S

. Ethiopia has been undergoing rapid political changes since spring  that have also affected the
EPRDF’s economic development policies. Initiatives for liberalisation and revisions of laws governing the
private sector are two examples. While the alterations to previous policies indicate a rupture with the devel-
opmental state ideology previously embraced by the EPRDF, the direction in which economic policy is
heading remains unclear. This article covers the period –, tracing the EPRDF’s attempt to
build a developmental state, and it does not account for the rapid changes currently underway.
. Following Leninist traditions, the EPRDF adopted the model of a vanguard party, understanding its

mandate as ruling on behalf of the masses to implement revolutionary politics (Aregawi ; Markakis
). Instead of popular participation, the focus of the EPRDF lay in popular mobilisation. In contrast
to genuine participation, mobilisation did not allow the people to influence the EPRDF’s political pro-
gramme and was limited to mobilising resources (human, financial or political) to achieve it.
. The role of the domestic private sector in Ethiopia’s developmental state was, for example, assessed

and discussed at the ‘Democracy and the Future of Ethiopia’s Developmental State’ conference on  June
.
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. To guarantee anonymity and confidentiality, interviewees have been allocated numbers for citation
purposes and their position and institutional affiliation have been omitted. Instead they have been divided
into categories – civil servant, representative of chambers of commerce and sectoral associations, expert
etc. – to render the analysis more transparent.
. The Derg was the military council which ruled Ethiopia from  to .
. During the Ethiopian Empire, Shewa Amhara controlled large parts of the country’s political and

economic resources and even during the Derg regime many elites were of Amhara origin (Abbink ).
. Each Ministry is headed by a Minister who has state ministers working under him, responsible for the

technical management of the ministry (Proclamation No.  : ).
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