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Eunji Choi

(Lecturer, Department of African Studies, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies)

In the bustling urban environment
of  Addis  Ababa, Ethiopia, the
transportation sector serves as a lifeline,
connecting millions of city dwellers to
their daily destinations. At the heart of
this intricate network lies a group known
as the tera askebari, informal transport
workers who have historically played
a pivotal role in managing minibuses
and passengers across the city. My
original research, titled “Rethinking
In/formality in  Public = Transport
Management: Dynamics between State
Intervention and the Current Practices
of Tera Askebari in Addis Ababa,” which
was published in the Nilo-Ethiopian
Studies 26th edition, shed light on their
contributions, challenges, and strategies
within the realm of formal and informal
economies. After my last fieldwork
in 2019, my visits to Addis Ababa in
2022 and 2023 revealed a fascinating
development: despite government efforts
to modernize and regulate the city’s
transport system, the tera askebari have
not only persisted but their numbers
have increased, underscoring their
growing indispensability. This essay
explores this phenomenon, examining
their resilience and adaptability in the
face of urban modernization efforts (for
the details, please see thesis in NES).

The tera askebari appeared in the
late 1980s in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia,
as street youths began to claim tolls
from minibus workers under the low
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involvement of the Ethiopian socialist
regime. Their role expanded over the years,
managing the chaotic urban transport
scene, despite their operations being
rooted in violence and territorial control.
By addressing the lack of government
regulation and providing order in
minibus terminals, tera askebari became
an indispensable part of Addis Ababa’s
public transport system, highlighting
the complex interplay between informal
governance and urban development.

The Addis Ababa city government has
initiated various transport modernization
projects collaborating with international
organizations since the early 2000s.
However, contrary to expectations that
formalization would diminish their role,

Photo 1. Minibus station with crowd in Markato market




during my last visit to Addis in 2022 and
2023, 1 observed that tera askebari have
become more crucialthanever. The number
of minibus wusers has increased than
ever, under the malfunctioning system of
government-operating autobus service.

This paradox can be attributed
to several factors, chief among them
the flexibility and significance of
the tera askebari to urban transport
management. Faced with the challenges
of formalization, they have found ways
to integrate into the evolving urban
fabric without losing their identity or
compromising the efficiency of their
operations. They have improved their
organizational structures and developed
informal networks of mutual support,
which often assist them when they face
challenges. The knowledge that they
have accumulated over decades flows
the city’'s rhythms and their ability
to navigate its complexities allows
them to provide services that rigid,
formal systems cannot easily replicate.

The tera askebaris activities
revealed  significant socio-economic
implications for urban life in Addis
Ababa. Firstly, their services provide vital
employment opportunities, especially for

1.

Photo 2. Tera Askebariand number of passengers waiting for the vacant minibus

rural migrants and the urban poor, serving
as a critical entry point into the urban
economy. Secondly, by maintaining a
flexible and responsive transport system,
they contribute to the overall mobility
and dynamism of the city, facilitating
access to education, healthcare, and
employment for millions of residents.
The enduring presence and growth of the
tera askebarialso offer profound insights
into the nature of urban development
and the dynamics of formality and
informality. Contrary to diminishing
under the weight of modernization, they
have adapted to changes and expanded
their role in the busiest transport sector
in Addis Ababa. They revealed how
informal practices can coexist with, and
even enhance, formal urban systems,
providing essential services that are
responsive to the needs of the city's
inhabitants. This case can be a key to
understanding how African informal
workers situate themselves within the
modernization scheme and how they
expand their survivability and resilience
in the everchanging environment.

Despite their success, the fera
askebari face ongoing challenges.
Regulatory pressures, competition
with formal transport services, and the
uncertainties of urban development pose
significant risks to their operations.
Moreover, their informal status often
leaves themvulnerable tothe social welfare
system. Addressing these challenges
requires a nuanced understanding of the
value they add to the urban transport
system and a willingness to engage with
them as legitimate stakeholders in the
city’s development. I would like to argue
that future policies should aim to harness
their strengths and integrate them into

" a more inclusive and flexible urban

transport strategy, since their practices
can offer a blueprint for integrating
informality into wurban planning and
policy, challenging traditional notions
of development and modernization.
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The 29th Takashima Award Screening Report

The Screening Committee is pleased to
report that it found Choi Eunji's article deser-
ving of the 29th Takashima Award. This de-
cision was based on the following reasons.

1) The article presents the results of a field
survey conducted by the author in the minibus
(shared taxi) boarding and alighting areas of Ad-
dis Ababa, the capital city of Ethiopia, targeting
young people who play the role of tera askebari, or
order keepers, ensuring orderly boarding of pass-
engers. The author reveals the history of this infor-
mal sectorial job and found out how it works now.

2) While tera askebari emerged as an informal
actor claiming to contribute to traffic order during
the process of establishing the minibus as a means
of transportation for the people of Addis Ababa, ope-
rated by civilians as a paratransit system, their po-
sition underwent some changes due to government
intervention. In particular, the organization was ini-
tiated under the leadership of the Micro and Small
Enterprises Development Agency (MSEs) in 2011, and
they obtained legal status, which was a significant tur-
ning point for them. The city authorities regulating
the increasing minibus network that had become “di-
sorderly” with the expansion of the Addis Ababa me-
tropolitan area began to actively utilize tera askebari.

3) The most interesting and promising part of
this article is the discussion about informality within
the organization. The author notes that informality
and formality in the Third World, especially sub-Saha-
ran Africa, are not binary opposites, but rather dyna-
mically formed and mutually interfering. The role of
tera askebari, which was historically ad hoc-formed
with the development of paratransit in Addis Ababa,
maintains its non-regular order while also creating
“formal” situations as needed, despite government
regulations. The article attempts to answer the fun-
damental question of “what is the informal sector

in Africa?” and makes an important contribution
to the study of urban economies in the third world.

4) Furthermore, the attractiveness of this ar-
ticle is that the above claims are supported by the
results of accurate field research. Tera askebari acts
as an enforcer of the traffic order requested by the
municipal authorities, but informality is built into
the order they create. The article accurately descri-
bes this fact by observing their employment rela-
tionships and ones with minibus drivers. According
to the author, the organization consists of registered
‘wanna” (managers) and non-regular workers em-
ployed by the wanna, many of whom maintain or-
der on the scene. Additionally, while tera askebari
may impose informal sanctions on minibus drivers
who do not maintain order at the stops, they some-
times tolerate minibuses that operate on non-re-
gular routes according to the needs of passengers.

Through these descriptions, the article
not only demonstrates her excellent investigati-
ve abilities but also contributes to the theoreti-
cal issues on in/formality in sub-Saharan Africa.

On the other hand, this article leaves some
theoretical gaps that arise from the author’s at-
tempt to demonstrate arguments that would requi-
re an entire book in a single article. Specifically, the
author’s idea concerning the dynamics of formality
and informality demonstrated in Figure 5 requires
further development. The “hypothesis” described
here is intriguing, but not sufficiently substantia-
ted. However, this rough theoretical nature may
provide direction for the author’s future work.

The Screening Committee:

Dr. Makoto Nishi (Chair: Hiroshima University)
Dr. Yasuo Matsunami (Meijigakuin University)
Mr. Gaku Moriguchi (Toyo University)
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Yitagesu Habtu

(PhD candidate in Public Health, Addis Ababa University)

[ am Yitagesu Habtu, PhD candidate in Public
Health at Addis Ababa University. When [ was in high
school, I read about Japan from the works of esteemed
Ethiopian writer, Honorable Doctor Kebede Michael,
specifically in his work ‘%77 n729°7 aamri (Japan
Endemin Seletenech) ”, which may have the equivalent
English translation as “How Japan get civilized".
Similarly, T listened about Japan from legendary
Ethiopian musician, Honorable Doctor Tilahun Gesese
in his song “%r6.7 wey (Japanuane Wedeje)". So, I
was excited to have the opportunity to be an auditing
exchange student at Kyoto University, Graduate
School of Asian and African Area Studies (KU ASAFAS)
from September 29, 2023, to March 22, 2024.

[ am grateful to KU ASAFAS and my
university for arranging this program. I
would also like to express my gratitude to
Prof. Morie Kaneko, Prof. Hidenori Harada,
Prof. Masayoshi Shigeta, and Dr. Susumu
Aihara, and the dedicated staff of KU ASAFAS
for their support. Although my time at Kyoto
University was short, it was an extraordinary
experience for me. In this article, I will share
highlights from my stay in few themes below.

Research  seminars, ‘Innovative
Africa and SDGs” classes at my glance:
During my flashlight stay, I learned a lot
from important work cultures KU-ASAFAS
such as time management at every seminar
and meeting, work communication and
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programming, infrastructure and supply arrangement
required for an ideal academic environment.

[ observed the university's dedication to
academic excellence and research innovation
throughout the African-Japan-engaged research
seminars and conferences held during my stay.
Research seminars, innovative Africa and SDGs
sessions, and weekly academic advice gave me an
exciting opportunity to learn different perspectives.
The presentation at the 4th international conference
held on 18 December 2023 was the best opportunity
to know African and Japanese researchers.

Photo 1. At closing ceremony of the 4th International Conference of IAFPs,
18 Dec.2023.



My unforgettable Japanese Language Class:
Throughout my Japanese Language classes, a delightful
mosaic Japanese writing system blending kanji,
hiragana,andkatakanatoldmehow Japanesefathersand
mothers were very dedicated to sharing deep concepts,
and native identities, respecting others’ identities and
adding flavors to indigenous and diverse expression.
Every moment of the class was enjoyable with my
African friends from Madagascar, Senegal, Tanzania,
the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Ethiopia.

My visiting experiences: 1 gained very
important experiences from visiting the historical
Japanese National Museum of Ethnology, Kyoto
International Manga Museum, Chado Research
Centre, and Terra Renaissance organized by IAFPs.
The overall efforts of establishing the National
Museum of Ethnology also gave me insights into how
Japan is contributing to the world’s anthropological
and Ethnological research. Kyoto International Manga
Museum also taught me a lot about how Art universities
can make a difference in archiving the community’s
art and saving values for future generations. The Terra
Renaissance also taught me how humanity makes a
difference in supporting humanity itself and making

w a sense of life to the ultimate vision and destiny.

Photo 2. During my final examination of the Japanese Language,
08 Dec 2023.

RN

Photo3. With staffs of National Museum of Ethnology and my
African friends, 08 December 2023.
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Photo 4: At my office with my workmates, 15 January 2024.

Socialization at work and outside: The staff at Kyoto
University-ASAFAS demonstrated exceptional
sociability and warmth, creating a comfortable and
inclusive environment for international students. The
faculty members were approachable and provided
valuable guidance and support, enhancing the
academic journey. The professors were also friendly
and engaged in meaningful discussions. The Japanese
people encountered, whether at supermarkets,
restaurants, or in daily life, were kind, polite, respectful,
and cooperative. [ enjoyed a variety of Japanese
cuisines, such as Okonomiyaki, Ramen, Sushi, and Soba.

Photo 5. Enjoying my Professor’s invitation to dinner with my Zambian and
Japanese friends after the weekly meeting, 14 December 2023.
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