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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Pan African Chamber of Commerce and Industry (PACCI) is implementing the
project called “Empowering Marginal Economic Actors through Policy Reform from
the Bottom Up” (EMEA) with a consortium of members that include Initiative Africa
(IA) and the Center for International Private Enterprise (CIPE). Each member of the
consortium is responsible to work mainly on a particular pillar. Facilitating Public
Private Dialogues (PPD) and providing capacity building to promote trade within the
African Continental Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) and the World Trade Organization
(WTO) framework were the responsibilities assigned to PACCI.
The Focus Group Discussions (FGD) are part of the baseline survey for the above
mentioned project. The Focus Group meeting is aimed at assessing the impact of
COVID-19 on the business world, appraising the capabilities of the public and private
sector to better understand and activating interactive policy formulation and
implementation, and also at upgrading the capacity of the Ethiopian Chamber of
Commerce and Sectoral Associations (ECCSA) in advancing policy analysis and policy
development. This report consolidates and presents the results of the FGDs.
The report found that the main business challenges due to COVID-19 are identified to
be cash flow difficulty, keeping staff from lay off, accessing government agencies
designated to help businesses in time of crisis, and lack of competence and resources
of business membership organizations (BMOs) and chambers of commerce to assist
members. Tax payment rescheduling, tax cancellation and reducing interests were
identified as very important policy measures by the business community during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Relaxation of loan schedule and disbursement and putting in place protocols for
businesses on the ways and steps to return back to operation were given greater
attention and were identified as essential aspects of the government’s assistance in
response to COVID-19.
The report also found that BMOs should improve their role in information
dissemination on COVID-19 and its impact on businesses, and work on recommending
and disseminating policy responses to businesses affected by the pandemic.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Worldwide outbreak of COVID-19 has been among the major health issues. Starting
from China it rapidly spread to almost all continents. Its fast expansion based on
human interactions forced governments to take drastic measures that go to the extent
of total lock down. This affected business activities globally and is now expected to
grow into an economic crisis.
It has now been over three months since the expansion of the virus has been officially
categorized as a Pandemic and currently there are close to 5 million confirmed cases
and over three hundred thousand people have lost their lives.
The expansion of the virus has taken time to affect Africa, more specifically Ethiopia.
According to official sources in Ethiopia so far the virus has infected more than 300
individuals and killed 5.
The responses for the pandemic in Ethiopia have resulted in partial lock downs, state
of emergency and several other measures across the country in a bid to curb the
spread of the virus. These measures are feared to cause an increase in unemployment
and also put the brakes on economic activities.
PACCI learned that it is a critical time to conduct an assessment of the business
environment with regard to its current and potential effect caused by the Pandemic
and come up with rational points for lesson and recommendation.
The assessment is mainly to help answer the following questions.
I.

COVID-19 has touched the entire 8 billion (almost) population on this planet and
reminded us of how interconnected our world is. In this context, the major
question that one has to ask is what have been the key national responses to
date and what are the gaps? In particular, what are the respective responses of
major national institutions – the ECCSA, BMOs, MoTI, UN organizations, regional
offices, NGOs and other stakeholders?

II.

How should national institutions respond to the need for efficient resolution of
what appears to be a looming economic crisis? What do you expect the role of
ECCSA to be in this regard? Is there room for public private dialogue (PPD) to
mobilize all available resources to address COVID-19?

III. What should be the role of business community during COVID-19 crisis? Tell us
what companies can, and should, do.
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IV. What are the reforms to be put into place to help chambers of commerce and
BMOs develop more effective services and programs for their members?
V.

How important is to pursue a public-private dialogue (PPD) during this crisis? Is
enough effort being deployed to monitor progress in the implementation of
recommendations and decisions from PPDs? How can stakeholders make the PPD
stronger and deeper in the future?

In order to help answer the above questions PACCI has conducted a qualitative
method of data collection using Focus Group Discussions (FGD). This method is best
used to explore a subject about which one doesn’t know much in advance, or, for the
opposite reason, when one wants to grasp the meanings, motives, reasons, patterns,
etc., which we believe, is the case in this account.

2. METHODOLOGY
The methodology for the focus group study was designed to be a two-step process.
The first step convened key stakeholders in Addis Ababa, Hawasa, and Amhara region
to identify the main issues and identify questions for the Public Private Dialogue. At
this meeting, which was held on April 25th 2020, focus group participants were
identified representing a broad range of community interests. A few days later,
potential participants received an invitation letter explaining the goal of the meeting.
Twelve leaders representing government offices, businesses, BMOs, NGOs and,
farmers, and women business officials volunteered to attend the meetings.

3. FOCUS GROUP MEETING PROCESS
The key selected participants were divided into two groups; people in Group 1 met on
May 5, and people in Group 2 on May 8. Both meetings were led by a trained
facilitator (with support from an assistant) who guided the participants through the
questions (see above). Representation were from:
1.
Government Agencies
•
Ministry of Industry
2.

Business Membership Organizations
•
Ethiopian Chamber of Commerce and Sectoral Association
•
Ethiopian Women Entrepreneurs Association
•
Addis Ababa Women Entrepreneurs Association
•
Ethiopian Women Exporters Association
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3.

Private Business Operators
•
Omicron Engineering
•
INBORN Consultancy
•
Beauty Salon
•
Belay and Sons Construction Plc.

4.

Social Development Organization
•
Women Self Help Organization
•
Youth Cultural Development Foundation

5.

Media
•
Walta Television Share Company
•
One love Broadcasting Plc.

4. SUMMARY OF THE MEETINGS
Many questions were raised and opportunities identified during the course of the
meeting. The main points are presented below.
(i)
COVID-19 has touched the entire 8 billion (almost) population on this planet
and reminded us of how interconnected our world is. In this context, the major
questions that one has to ask are, what have been the key national responses to
date and what are the gaps? In particular, what are the respective responses of
major national institutions – the ECCSA, BMOs, MoT, UN organizations, regional
offices, NGOs and other stakeholders?
Concern and recommendations for immediate actions was a clear theme in all the
focus group discussions. Across focus groups, participants described the positive
response of the government but said that the lack of cash flow was affecting all
businesses, and that many of the measures announced, although positive, may not
help businesses keep their employees or meet with their obligations such as rent and
loan payments. Participants identified increased feelings of fear, stress, anxiety and
even increasing violence as major causes of concern.
Limited information and un-coordinated measures taken by the government and
other non-state entities was another common theme discussed across the focus
group discussions. According to the participants, businesses have an important role to
play in addressing the health and economic impacts of this pandemic. Businesses of
all sizes must act responsibly to do no harm, care for employees, and allow
government to do its job in protecting people.
A participant pointed out that the regional and federal governments must continue to
lead in this crisis in a coordinated and concerted manner. She noted that even though
coordination at the Federal government level is improving the government, the
private sector, and other bodies must come together to tackle the coronavirus
pandemic.
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(ii)
Questions/Issues: How should national institutions respond to the need for
efficient resolution of what appears to be a looming economic crisis? What do you
expect the role of ECCSA to be in this regard? Is there a room for a public private
dialogue (PPD) to mobilize all available resources to address COVID-19?
Focus group participants emphasized their discontent and frustration with the lack of
leadership within the business community. The fact that business leaders and their
institutions failed to mobilize business sector to provide resources in efforts to fight
against COVID-19 was highlighted. Some participants indicated that a mix of
companies are providing money and material, but the general consensus was that the
private sector was far behind the curve and that it needs to step up and help the
government to fight the virus.
Many speakers felt government responses and health interventions were positive.
Few speakers mentioned, what is the fact in virtually all countries, the lack of
equipment and supplies to test for and protect against COVID-19. Others cautioned
not to rush into producing COVID-19 pharmaceuticals, medical supplies, and
equipment domestically to avoid oversupply, misuse and waste of limited resources.
Participants identified that the poor responses on the side of the Business
Membership Organizations mainly come from their structural problems and
organizational strengths. A participant pointed out that the chambers were not only
slow to take leadership but also slow to understand and report what is going on in the
private sector. As for the public private dialogue many stressed the need to go beyond
dialogue and seek partnership between public and private sectors to lead the battle
against COVID-19

(iii)
Questions/Issues: What should be the role of business community during
COVID-19 crisis? Tell us what companies can, and should, do.
Many participants felt that the government is unsure of how best to include the
private sector in planning for the national response effort. Many speakers claimed
that the private health sector, for example, could offer facilities and expertise, but
were not sure if that possible intervention was being considered. By and large many
participants felt engagement with the private sector remains patchy. They
acknowledged that the private sector donated cash, supplies, and equipment and
other material, but the response should now move from largely siloed and ad hoc
operations to a more coordinated and concerted effort.
Many of the participants agreed that many constraints that the private sector faces
can only be resolved by collaborating with the public sector. They argued that PPD is a
prerequisite for arriving at broadly supported institutional reform. Issues related to
PPD as a mechanism for diagnosing the problems and opportunities for private sector
development at the national, sub-national, local or sub-sector levels were discussed.
Many participants, especially from business, expressed the view that PPD has to focus
on problems that include those of small-medium enterprises (SMEs) and have the
prospect of attainable results in the short term.
Image: Prosperity Africa Conference

6

www.pacci.org

((iv) Questions/Issues: What are the reforms to be put into place to help
chambers of commerce and BMOs develop more effective services and programs for
their members?
Participants felt that associations were not offering exciting programs to young
entrepreneurs; and that they remain very confusing, even political and dense for
those wanting to join as member. They lamented that very little is known about
what’s being discussed and by whom. Those from sector-specific associations said
they lacked resources and skills to actively engage with their members.

Some speakers said that business leaders know that SMEs face difficulties accessing
finance and business support services, as well as navigating the continuously
reforming legal and regulatory framework, but that they just fail to offer anything
concrete to address these problems to help their members. As a result, new firms
have been slow to develop, and existing businesses struggle to grow and add jobs,
especially in the regional towns. BMOs and chambers of commerce must show
concrete value addition to potential members and demonstrate the ability to address
their problems.
(v)
Questions and Issues: How important is to pursue a public-private dialogue
(PPD) during this crisis? Is enough effort being deployed to monitor progress in the
implementation of recommendations and decisions from PPDs? How can
stakeholders make the PPD stronger and deeper in the future?
The key issue discussed during this session was the challenges to pursue PPD during
the COVID-19 crisis. Many participants agreed that PPD cannot be claimed to be a tool
for solving all problems, but it is a platform which provides a sound basis for
improving the business environment. Some speakers recommended a virtual/online
PPD may be the way to go in the future and recommended the establishment of
sector council to organize or lead PPDs. A chamber member who participated actively
in PPD meetings praised the initiative, and welcomed the attempt to strengthen
cooperation between the different sectors of society contributing to local economic
development, but also highlighted the absence of follow up on decisions taken at the
PPD meetings as a major issue.
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5. FOCUS GROUP PRIORITIES
(i) What are the business challenges and impacts of COVID-19?
Challenges

Number of times
mentioned
The unknown nature of immunity
14
The expansion of testing
15
Weak public-health system
38
Cash flow difficulty
12
Much remains unknown about COVID-19 and its 28
economic impacts
Keep staff on board
11
Getting people to start spending
3
Access to government agencies designated to assist 22
businesses
Lack of information on business relief opportunities 9
for SMEs
Multitude of business associations with no 11
coordination and resources

Total votes

12
12
12
7
6
7
4
12
12
9

The main business challenges due to COVID 19 are identified to be: (i) cash flow
difficulty; (ii) keeping staff from lay off; (iii) accessing government agencies designated
to help businesses in the time of crisis; and (iv) uncoordinated effort of business
membership organizations for their members. In summary, the major challenges of
businesses in the time of crisis are associated with getting relevant support from
responsible bodies.
(ii) Recommended activities for businesses to remain stable
Participants

ECCSA
MoTI
BMOs
BO
Media
Devt Org
Total

Issues considered by Participants
Banks
Banks
Banks
Reduce
reschedule
wave
interest
loan payment interest
on loans
0
1
0
1
1
0
1
0
0
6
0
0
2
2
0
0
1
0
10
4
0

TAX
reschedule

TAX
cancellation

Direct
monetary
support

1
1
2
6
1
1
12

0
0
2
6
2
1
11

1
0
1
4
1
1
8
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Among the recommendations of the FGD participants for actions by different parties
for businesses to remain viable are: (i) minimizing interest; (ii) rescheduling loan
repayment; (iii) cancellation of interest; (iv) rescheduling tax payment; (v) cancellation
of tax; and (vi) injection of finance to the sector. From these Tax payment
rescheduling, Tax cancellation and minimizing interests are viewed as the top interests
of the business community.
(iii) Government assistance in response to COVID-19
Issues raised

Number of times Total votes
mentioned
Rental moratorium for up to 3 months
11
10
Zero interest loan advance for SMEs experiencing 8
7
temporary loss of revenue
Relaxation of loan rescheduling
15
12
No protocol on when to return business to scale
6
12
Assess and discard excessive regulatory 17
6
environments

For businesses relaxation of loan schedule and disbursement, and putting in place
protocols for businesses on the ways and steps to return back to operation are given
greater attention. Of course rental moratorium and managing the excessive regulatory
environment were given attention by the FGD participants.
(iv) List the major challenges BMOs face
Issues raised

Number of times Total votes
mentioned
Very little technical information to help business 7
8
grow
Lack of innovative ideas to support businesses
9
11
Poor institutional organization
11
10
Lack of resources to accomplish activities
7
7
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Poor institutional arrangement of the BMOs is identified repeatedly by the FGD
participants as a major challenge for them. Lack of innovative ideas to support
businesses was another challenges of BMOs identified.
(v) Challenges of PPD
Issues raised

Number of times Total votes
mentioned
PPD not yet institutionalized
12
12
Government credibility with business not yet 9
8
fortified
Many BMOs lack legitimacy and capacity to 10
10
analyze and foresee policy

The lack of sustained institutionalized existence and effort, incapability and legitimacy
to analyze and foresee policy issues and poor credibility of government with the
business community are identified as the main issues to consider for PPDs.
(vi) Impacts of PPD
Issues raised

Number of time Total vote
mentioned
PPD contributes to all steps of reform process
15
10
PPD enables build responsive government 13
9
system
PPD builds trust between government and 5
12
private sector
PPD helps active role of business community in 7
8
policy

The role of PPDs in improving the engagement of the business community in policy
issues is mentioned by almost all PPD participants. Most participants were of the view
that PPDs’ contribute to the reform processes in all steps and help to build trust
among government and the public community.
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