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Prelude

There is great expectation from different sectors on the fundamental role that Professional
Associations have to play in the economic and social development of this country. This has been
the case in all advanced countries. Many people ask if this is the situation in other countries and
why the Professional Associations have not been a fundamental component in the development
of Ethiopia. Subjective evidence shows that currently many of the Professional Associations in

Ethiopia are not living up to the wishes and desires of the stakeholders.

This has been the concern of many well- meaning Citizens. Those of us who were at the leadership
position at SHRME (Society of Human Resources Management in Ethiopia) had even taken the
initiative and the responsibility to design and produce a Project proposal entitled “Strengthening
Professional Associations in Ethiopia”. Unfortunately, the Project was not realized due to many

challenges that it faced, including lack of funding.

Closely following up the interest and concerns that the issue repeatedly raised in many circles,
and at many discussion forums, and again having a great personal interest on the issue, | on my
own continued working on the preliminary activities of the project in spite of the barriers and
setbacks. Through my personal initiative and through the assistance of a few dedicated volunteer
intellectuals, we have just completed an exploratory study on the current status of Ethiopian
professional associations. |t focuses on identifying the gaps that should and could be filled to
enable professional associations (PAs) to carry out their roles and responsibilities as per the

expectations. This study will serve as a stepping ladder for the next strengthening projects.

We had the opportunity to present the preliminary findings of the survey to ACSO professional
staff and got recommendations which we have incorporated in the current final draft.

| thank all those who volunteered to give their time and attention to fill in survey questionnaires,
responded to our many telephone calls and online conferences, read our draft documents and
gave us their constructive comments. My special thanks goes to Ato Amare Bedada who helped

me in co-authoring the document.
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Executive Summary

Background

This paper explores the current status of Ethiopian Professional Associations (EPAs). It focuses on
identifying the gaps that should and could be filled to enable PAs to carry out their roles and
responsibilities as per the expectations. There has been for some time now, a feeling of
dissatisfaction and complaints from within the association membership and from outside
observers that many of the professional associations in Ethiopia are not living up to the wishes
and desires of the stakeholders. As result of that, the membership roster remains low in many of

them. It is against this setting that the quest to know their major challenges emerged.

Historically, the first group of Professional associations began to appear in Ethiopia in the late
1940s. Currently, there are 230 registered professional associations with wide-ranging
organizational profiles. Provisionally, these are classified into 13 sectors. With 56 associations on
its list, the health sector holds 24% of the total number of professional associations. The next two
big clusters are Science and Technology, Architecture and Engineering cluster, and, Culture,
Media, and Tourism cluster covering (33)14% and (31) 13% of the total number of Ethiopian

professional associations respectively.

If we were to scan the environment of Ethiopian professional associations (EPAs) in time period
from the early 1950s through to today, PAs in Ethiopia remain underdeveloped and quite
misunderstood. During the last decade and half of the reign of Emperor Haile Selassie (1937-
1974), professional associations were credible and had relative autonomy. In the next two
successive regimes in Ethiopia, the governments had aggressively upheld their authority and

resisted the empowerment of professional associations.

Understandably, we cannot ignore internal weaknesses that the professional associations had in
those times and still have now. As some sources believe, due to the problems of leadership and
other weaknesses in the PAs, professionals either do not hold associations in high regard to

want to join, or lacked the awareness of the possible benefits of membership or even some did
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not know the existence of these organizations. All these put together had affected the

contributions of the PAs. Hence, Transformative potential of professional associations was not realized

The period after 2018 presented professional associations with opportunities to renew
themselves. There are voices from within the professional circles seeking radical change in the

service provision of PAs. That comes out from the conviction that Professional associations have

fundamental role to play in the economic and social development of this country. This has been the case
in all advanced countries. Many of us ask if this is the situation in other countries and why there has not
been a fundamental component in the development of Ethiopia, at |least in the face of positive political

environment.

In an article in Fortune Newspaper of May 18, 2019, an observer remarked “Most associations
are too insignificant to play a leading role in the evolution of the profession. Thus, when demands
come, it is often when the professionals are on their knees, and their lack of productivity has

already affected the provision of services and the quality of goods.”

On the Government side, there are indications that Ethiopia should move into a period where
developing professionalism! is being recognized as critical issue for national development. One
evidence of this move is the recent Government proclamation No. 1113/2019, Organizations of

Civil Society’s Proclamation. The Proclamation encourages professional associations to:

e protect interests of its members,
e promote professional conduct,
e build the capacities of its members,

e Mobilize professional contribution of its membership to the community and the country.

Thus, the new proclamation amongst other things gives much more space, freedom and
attention to civil societies, including PAs. It presents our professional associations with

unparalleled opportunities to become catalysts of change with clear positions and roles for their

professions.
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On top of this, the Government has established the Agency for Civil Society Organizations (ACSQ),
as a coordinating body. One of the objectives of ACSO is building the capacity of organizations to

enable them to accomplish their objectives effectively (ACSO, 2011).

Many of the issues raised in the proclamation can be maximized through well organized and
strengthened professional associations. Therefore, supporting the professional associations
through evidence-based capacity building and membership services will enable the professional
associations to play a redefined role. This exploratory study aims to contribute to/encourage this

undertaking.

Both quantitative and qualitative research methods are used to conduct the study. Unstructured
interviews and observations are utilized to collect data/information. Pertinent literature is
reviewed; sample data collected on the main issues on which the views and opinions of PA are

sought

Findings

The exploratory study examined the current status of Governance and Leadership, Management
practices, Financial Resource Management, Functions, Collaboration, Partnerships and Networks,

Visibility including media relations of the PAs.

The following are the findings, summarized under the identified challenges, of the professional

associations:

1. GAPSIN GOVERNANCE AND LEADERSHIP

Although their full legal registration with ACSO ensures that the Associations are recognized by
the government and gives legitimacy to the PA to represent, defend, and act on behalf of its
members, 54.2 % of the respondents say that their professional associations had no
representative in key government committees and policy making bodies, and again the same
number of respondents (54.2%) say that the association was not in attendance where members
practice was being questioned. 50% of the respondents say that the associations do not have

mechanisms in place to make recommendations on the salaries and working conditions of
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members. These are indications of the need for hard work on PA Governance and Leadership to

maintain professional significance both by members and the public.

Program and Resource planning:

» 66.7% of the respondent acknowledge the existence of clearly written strategic planning
process and plan, while 33.3% confirm that their PA do not have a strategic plan to
determine the overall purpose and direction for their associations. Among those that
have one, 41.7% have no mechanisms to review and update association goals with inputs
from members and also did not share with all new members.

» 58.3 % of the respondents admit that the professional associations do not have realistic
operational work plans aligned with their strategic plans. In many cases, the strategic

plan and the resources available do not match.

2. Resource Mobilization

Professional Associations operate their major activities without having adequate resources.
Shortage of finance for program activities is the recurrent challenge of the PAs.
» 75% of the respondents say that the Board members of their associations do not carry
out fund raising activities.
» 45.7 % of the respondents confirm that their associations work without adequate office
space to facilitate and support the organizations work. Among those that have office
space, the majority (66.7% affirm) do not have the necessary equipment and

communication systems.

» In spite of these problems, many associations (41% of respondents confirm) are not

seeking expertise on proposals for fund raising or even to generate ideas on fundraising

4. Understanding the thoughts and ideas of their members

» 29% of the participants testify that no system exists to show the interests of their

members. 50% confirm that their associations have no mechanism to retain their
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current membership, and a third of them say that they do not have mechanism to
bring in new members.

» The effort being made for the education and continuous professional development
(CPD) of members is rated poor.

» Fragmentation of the professions into smaller sectors, specialty groups and
geographic regions is an emerging issue to be discussed and handled by national

associations for having stronger collective voice and impact.

Recommendations

The exploratory study has revealed the noticeable strengths and weaknesses. The
upcoming PA strengthening project may have to consider a number of these issues. These
should be considered in light of the unfolding opportunities. A number of themes have
become clear and the Associations have to consider all or some of the following if they

want to be sustainable and productive. These include:

Work on Leadership Development-

» There should be leadership development schemes supporting Professional Associations which
should focus on training (new) Board members on roles and responsibilities of a governing
Board, Concept of Strategic planning, fundraising etc. The refresher training can be done every

other year.

Develop and implement Resource Mobilization Schemes

» PAs should be assisted in developing systems of collecting membership fees

» Assist PAs develop and implement a fundraising scheme: funding mix (individuals,
corporations, Foundations, Government), which donors to approach and how

» PAs should develop schemes for fee-for service (where appropriate) to ensure financial

sustainability

Pay Attention to Members Motivation

» The PAs could and should focus on what motivates their members. Their needs and

aspirations should be understood and addressed as much as possible
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» PAs should work closely with the Government, private sector and other institutions in
the attempt to improve the skills of their members and a better understanding mutual
support

» Thereisanurgent national call for skilled individuals and graduates with knowledge, who
are trained to international standards in higher institutions of learning. This raises the
issue of formal education for the professions and continued learning. The PAs are
expected to build their expertise and skill to the level of accrediting the contents of the

courses of study being provided by the Government and private institutions of learning

Redefine the Role of Umbrella Associations

» Eliminate the barriers between well established and emerging specialty groups

» Embracing the small regional and subject specialist groups under the national
association confederacy: i.e. Consider restructuring PAs as Basic Association, Sector
Council and Federation of all professional associations to serve as strong voice of
Ethiopian professionals

» Consider the role of umbrella associations in lieu of emerging fields (see suggested

structure)
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPER

Section one of the paper includes the background information to the current situation in the PAs.
It describes the depressing times that the Ethiopian PAs have gone through. It also highlights the
currently helpful opportunities that the PAs could and should seize. Section two deals with data
collection methods used and procedures adopted during the research. In section three we
examine the PA governance, and leadership and management practices. In section four we
analyze mechanisms of member recruitment and retention, member benefits, contributions of
the PAs to their respective professions, PA works on visibility and public relations. In section five
the critical issues and concerns are identified when considering strengthening the PAs and in

section six we offer our recommendations for future actions.

The information gained through this effort can facilitate evidence - based intervention. The
findings will contribute to an understanding of where the PAs stand in terms of capacities, what

needs to be done and where the PAs and their supporters can steer their efforts.

However, this paper does not pretend to be a complete assessment of the situation of the
professional associations. If it initiates discussions on further detailed research and action on
capacity building, its objectives will be fulfilled. We hope these discussions will help the PA

leaders to redefine their leadership styles and how they sustain and lead their associations.
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BACKGROUND

Origin and Development of Professional Associations

Professional associations began to appear in Ethiopia in the late 1940s. A few are just nearing their
diamond jubilee. Most of them had a humble beginning. Among the first batch of these
associations was Teachers Union /later Ethiopian Teachers Association (ETA) established in 1949

(Wikipedia, June 4, 2021). ETA was first established by a few school teachers as a self-help association.

After some years of its establishment many teachers joined it and ETA became one of the strongest CSOs.

(Sisay Gebre Egziabher,2002)

The other earliest professional association is the Commercial Graduates Association, established
around 1950 (1942 EC). As the records show

“...the 70 years old Commercial Graduates Association came into being out of clear vision of the
first 15 graduates who in the first instance were Aiming to establish periodic gatherings to keep
the bondage of friendship they treasured as class and in-mates “.

This gradually was transformed into an important professional body —the Commercial School

graduates Association (Commercial Graduates Association, 2019).

Ethiopian Lawyers Association is also one of the earliest associations in Ethiopia.

“The Association before getting its professional association status was first established as an
advocates welfare association in 1957. Then was changed into a professional association in 1958
through registration at the then ministry of Inland affairs Yehager Gezat Minister by the name of

Ethiopian Bar Association.” (Ethiopian Lawyers Association).

The Ethiopian Nurses Association established in 1952 (voice of Nurses, 2012}, and Ethiopian
Medical Association in 1961 (EMA, 2018),) Ethiopian Architects and Engineers society, are also
among the first batches. Many others followed them.

At present, there are 230 registered professional associations in Ethiopia (ACSO records, 2021).

Provisionally, these are classified into 13 sectors. With 56 associations on its list, the health sector
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holds 24% of the total number of professional associations. The next two big clusters, Science,
Technology, Architecture and Engineering cluster, and, Culture, Media, and Tourism cluster seize
33(14%) and 31(13%) of the total number of Ethiopian professional associations respectively.

Professional Association by Sectors

Ser# | Description #of PAs | % of PAs Sample # of PAs
1 Health 56 24% 4
2 Education 18 8% 2
3 Agriculture, Natural 23 10% 3
Resource and Environment
4 Culture, Media and Tourism 31 13% 3
5 Business and Economic 21 9% 3
6 Transport and Logistic 19 8% 2
E Science, Technology, 33 14% 2
Architect and Engineering
8 Legal and Justice 5 2% 1
9 Water, Mineral and Energy 5 2% 1
10 Sports 12 5% 1
i | Social and Political Science 7 3% 1
Total 230 100% 23

Ethiopian Professional Associations: underdeveloped and somewhat

misunderstood.
If we were to scan the environment of Ethiopian Professional Associations (PAs) in time period

from the early 50s through to today, PAs in Ethiopia remain underdeveloped and somewhat
misunderstood.

During the last decade and half of the reign of Emperor Haile Selassie (1937-1974), professional
groups were credible and had relative autonomy (World Bank, 2000). In some cases, they had

government support (CGA, 2019.) However, academic and various Ministries, Commissions and
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other government organizations assumed, in many cases, the responsibility of setting norms and

standards of work in certain professional areas.

In the next two successive regimes in Ethiopia, the governments have aggressively upheld their
authority and resisted the empowerment of professional associations (Ethiopian Association of
Civil Engineers, 2020). During the time of the Military Rule (1974-1991), the elite or professionals
were considered as threats to the regime and any autonomy was severely restricted.

“Professional associations, trade unions, the media, academia, the private business sector, and
the like were ruthlessly suppressed” (World Bank, 2000). These either became the tools of the
state or ceased to exist. Many of the professional associations that survived lost reliability,

professionalism and much claim to legality. (Ibid)

The EPRDF Era (1991- 2018) was no better for professional associations. There were ongoing
difficulties and harassments by the government. There were cases where security forces, closed
their offices taking vital documents and equipment. Sometimes leaders were jailed and
sentenced to long term imprisonments. The typical case is that of the former Ethiopian Teachers
Association whose then president was sentenced to 15 years imprisonment in 1996, allegedly for

supporting opposition political parties (Wikipedia, 2021).

Another typical example is Ethiopian Women Lawyers Association (EWLA). In September 2001,
the Ministry of Justice charged EWLA going into activities beyond their legal limit when they
criticized the Ministry in public for not taking measures against persons charged on violation of
women’s rights. Furthermore, they accused the Ministry for absence of an independent court

system. The Ministry closed EWLA’s office and banned its work, (ibid)

Some associations were associated with opposition parties and were closely monitored. Others

had to fight with Government for registration. The typical evidence is that of the Ethiopian Free

Press Association. They managed to get registered after eight years of establishment (Sisay, 2002)

Generally, throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, the civil society sector, including PAs, as a
whole remained vulnerable to state check- up. Some sources say that this period was

characterized by the following features: Harsh restrictions on foreign funding for civil society
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organizations working on a wide range of politically related issues, violent repression of civic
mobilization in the name of counterterrorism and anti-extremism (Carnegie Endowment for

International Peace, 2017).

Having said this, we cannot forget internal challenges that the professional associations had, such
as shortage of finance to employ full time professionals to run their daily routines and expand
their reach, weak governance and management systems, fragmentation of professions into
sectors and regional entities. Small groups are formed independently of the national or umbrella
associations and are operating independently or in isolation of the national agenda. This dilutes

the impact of the national or umbrella associations having stronger common voice.

According to one writer, Professionals either do not hold the associations in high enough regard
to want to join or lack the awareness of the possible benefits of membership or even some do

not know the existence of these organizations. (Fortune, 2019).
The Quest for Change

Since long time, there are voices from within the professional circles in quest of radical change
in the PA leadership and activities. The Office of the Federal Auditor General (OFAG) laments the
absence of strong national professional association to prepare detailed ethical principles and
rules for professional accountants.

“In Ethiopia, due to the absence of an organized strong national professional association there
is no comprehensive set of ethical standards to govern the behaviors of professional accountants
” The absence of such strong national associations...” forced OFAG to take the initiative and
developed tailored made ethical standards to be followed by all authorized auditors, authorized

accountants and employed professional accountants in both in private and public sector. (OFAG,

2009)

In one interview a veteran engineer disclosed the desire for change by saying:

“In many developed countries the linkage between professional associations, the business sector

and universities are exploited to the fullest extent and the benefits are tremendous. This is partly
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due to the active participation of their professionals and the good will afforded by their
respective governments. We have to learn from their experience “(Ethiopian Association of Civil

Engineers, 2020).

In a report Higher Education Relevance and Quality Agency (HERQA) recommended that certain
departments to seek and develop formal links with various institutions among which are
professional associations (HERQA, 2017). These voices are seeking professional service from

professional associations.

In the last three years, the political environment is fast changing in the positive direction for PAs.

On the Government side there are indications that Ethiopia is entering into a period where
developing professionalism? is being recognized as critical issue for national development. One
evidence is the recent Government proclamation No. 1113/2019, Organizations of Civil Society’s
Proclamation. This replaced the earlier restrictive policy on the civil society. Many of the issues
raised in the proclamation can be maximized through well organized and strengthened

professional associations. The Proclamation encourages professional associations to:

e protect interests of its members,
e promote professional conduct,
e build the capacities of its members,

e Mobilize professional contribution of its membership to the community and the country.

Thus, the new proclamation amongst other things gives much more space, freedom and
attention to civil societies, including PAs. It presents our professional associations with
unparalleled opportunities to become catalysts of change, with a clear identity and role for their
professions. On top of this, the Government has established the Agency for Civil Society
Organizations (ACSO), as a coordinating body. One of the objectives of ACSO is building the

capacity of organizations to enable them to accomplish their objectives effectively (ACSO, 2011).

But are our professional associations changing as fast as we want them to? There are angry

voices which say that the residue of earlier period experiences still lingers around the

2
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professional associations to date. In an article published on Fortune Newspaper of May 18, 2019,

|H‘

an observer wrote that “Professional Associations should be Professional”. The author observes
“Most associations are too insignificant to play a leading role in the evolution of the profession.
Thus, when demands come, it is often when the professionals are on their knees, and, their lack
of productivity has already affected the provision of services and the quality of goods.” (Fortune,

2019)

What Needs To Be Changed and How?

If we have to optimize the opportunities unfolding, then the professions must occupy their
positions, consolidate as well as educate, support and lead their members. So, the professional
associations need to reposition themselves and strengthen their roles as the associations with
the requisite skills, expertise and knowledge in the changed environment. Admittedly, this

requires reinforcing their capacities to provide leadership.

But EPAs vary noticeably in many aspects. They vary in terms of their origins, size, scope and
resources. This gets particularly wider when it comes to resources. Some PAs are well established,
others are middle aged, and the rest are still young. In some PAs, professionals are able to
mobilize resources. A few have a large plot of land in Addis Ababa with well equipped offices and
personnel. Some do not have their own offices or equipment and are very young. Some have
professionals that manage the association’s affairs full time. In others, executive committee
members work during their spare time without personnel and financial support. So, capacity
building efforts should be conducted according to the specific needs of the PAs. Building their
capacity may demand some serious understanding, commitments, deeper reflections, and
serious planning and efforts. Yet, any suggestion that aims to strengthen and capacitate them to
fulfill their responsibilities, as strategically as possible can benefit their members, the community

and the profession.
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The Objectives of the Exploratory Research

The research discussed in this paper was made with these reflections.

1. To identify the critical gaps in the professional associations

2. Recommend possible change directions for the PAs

The major thrust of this exploratory research is to serve as a clarion call for action to the
associations’ leadership, members and the Ethiopian Government to strengthen professional
associations. In all aspects, the professional associations should be encouraged to be engaged in
continuous efforts to build their own capacities in developing professionalism, human and
financial resources and membership benefits and provide community services. This initial effort

will help gain a general understanding where the PAs stand in terms of:

. Providing a structure and Governance to the profession
. Management practice and leadership

1. Financial Resource Management

\2 Membership services and advancing professional practice
V. Cultivating relationship with donors and private sector

Vi. Working towards Visibility including media relations

Vii. Striving for organizational Sustainability
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2. Methodology

2.1 The Approach

» A comprehensive questionnaire prepared by the American Professional Association (APA)
has been adopted (Annex 1) to follow an internationally accepted and reputed research
instrument. It was selected mainly because it facilitates organizing the task in the PA and
shows how these are generally integrated with each other in an orderly sequence

» Pertinent literature is reviewed: |leaflets, magazines, internet sources

» Sample PAs interviewed, and data collected by questionnaire on the main issues on
which the views and opinions of PA are sought. In view of the corona epidemic, online
interviews or discussions were used where appropriate as much possible instead of
physically meeting with the respondents. We have also conducted face to face
interviews with some of the sampled associations.

» Official files of sampled PAs at ACSO archives were scrutinized and noted

2.2 Sampling:
The probability sampling technique was used to select the professional associations. After
identifying the sampled PA, simple random sampling method used to select PA members to
be interviewed. Out of the 230 registered professional associations, 10% or 23 PA were

approached based on stratified sampling. Both PA leaders and members were interviewed.
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