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Tera Askebari, Informal
Leaders or Formal Servants?:
Minibus Conductors
under the Formalizing

Policy in Addis Ababa

Choi Eunji
Kyoto University

People lining at the Megenagna terminal which is conducted by tera askebari.

One of the days in April 2019, when the pink and white cherry blossoms in Kyoto have bloomed
splendidly, | could have a first chance to present my research at JANES annual conference. It was a great pleasure
to share my research interest with JANES members, just two weeks after | started my Ph.D program at Kyoto.
At the conference, | introduced Tera askebari, the terminal conductors and queue keepers in Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia. In the first half-year of 2014, | got a chance to study at Addis Ababa University as an exchange student.
It was my first time to visit Ethiopia. | studied Amharic and Ethiopian history at that time. Like most of the
exchanging students who study abroad, | had a lack of money in my pocket. | should use one of the cheapest
modes of transportation, a minibus locally called Taxi. One day, in the very midst of the journey, the people who
were wearing florescence jacket quarreling with the minibus operators caught my eyes in a moment. | asked
my Hebesha (refers to Ethiopians locally) friend who they are. She simply replied, “they are tera askebari”. After
that, | started looking deep into their activities whenever | got a chance to pass by the Aratkilo terminals near
my school. | found out that they are not only queuing the passengers but also controlling the minibuses by their
own rules. When | asked them a question, they told me that they registered in government just a few months
ago. As | was interested in the informal sector business and its formalizing policies, | decided to research this
issue when | joined the Master’s course in the previous university.

The presentation at JANES was based on my Master’s thesis. | introduced tera askebari and tried to
explain the government policy’s effect on their business. Formalizing the Micro and Small-sized Enterprises
(MSEs or SMEs) has been taking its spotlight for alleviating the poverty level of the informal workers in many
African countries (1). Addis Ababa city administration was not an exception, as they inaugurated Addis Ababa
Micro and Small Enterprises Bureau (AAMSEDB) in 2011 ward-level to carry out various formalizing policies. Tera
askebari who were mostly gulbetennya (refers to a person who is physically strong in Amharic slang), collected
the money from minibus operators without any permission from the government. In this context, they were also
a target for the AAMSEDB due to their informality as they did not pay taxes. As a result, they needed to register
and get a legal license to operate the business whether the transferring process was voluntary or not.

However, the government’s ambition to keep a tight reign on them seems not very successful.

According to my research, | found out various informal actions of tera askebari even though they have been
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signed into the representative MSEs organization of the city. Most of them were sticking into their own way of
behavior as there was a lack of institutionalized regulations on managing the business. First, it is found out that
the sadi (the fare which tera askebari collect by each minibus in Amharic slang), shows the varieties. Some tera
askebari collect one birr (Ethiopian currency) by each minibus (at Kotebe terminal) while some collect five birr
per minibus (at Kazanchis terminal). In 2019, the sadi has increased enormously as most of the terminal collects
five to ten birr. Also, the fifty-birr sadi was existing at Megenagna terminal. | also found out that the tera askebari
are accepting illegal activities as the law was not existing to control them. They allowed minibus operators to
accept more passengers than the regulation mentioned. Also, hiring substitutes were often found.

These informal activities are attributed to various
reasons. First, there was the absence of unified policy on
controlling the thousands of tera askebari in the city. Tera
askebari have been formalized by MSEs institution but the
intervention by the transport authority was comparatively
weak. Second, they did not get any training on basic skills
such as controlling the vehicles, queuing the passengers,
and acting professionally. This brought them to adhere
to their own standards on managing the transport. Lastly,
the government did not impose the compulsory amount
that they need to save on their MSEs program, which
caused them to abuse the system since they could prolong
their power on the terminal in the name of “registered
organization” and freely hire youngsters as substitutes.

Therefore, the question of the formalizing the tera askebari

lost direction and remained ambiguous. In my presentation,

Congestion between people in Megenagna terminal. | reached the conclusion that the process of formalizing
Tera askebari need to resolve the congestion well when

. informal sectors needs a careful approach in the case of tera
passengers gathered with rush.

askebari.
Since | mainly focused on policy assessment to tera askebari in my previous research, for the coming
Ph.D theme, | am more focusing on their activities in the terminal to understand their role under the urban
traffic system. As most of the tera askebari are controlling the paratransit vehicles by their own rule, | want to
deeply observe which criteria they use on controlling the vehicles. | just brought the new data from the field a

few months ago and | cannot wait to discuss with the members in an upcoming conference!

Reference
(1) Aga, G., Francis, D. C,, & Meza, J. R. (2015). SMEs, Age, and Jobs: A Review of the Literature, Metrics, and
Evidence. Policy Research Working Paper 7493, World Bank Group.
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