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Introduction

Sand extraction in Ethiopia has historically been overlooked in discussions 
on extractive resources, such as gold, opal, and tantalum, despite being in 
place for decades. The demand for sand surged significantly after 2010 (see 
Figure 1), driven by the rapid growth of the country’s construction industry 
(Mains, 2019; Tiwari, 2016). However, despite this increase, the government 
has paid little attention to the activity. Historically, sand extraction was largely 
informal and controlled by networks of actors closely tied to local authorities. 
In some cases, individuals within local authorities were covertly involved in 
sand extraction activities. It is only in recent years, particularly since 2019 
when the government began reforming the mining sector, that sand mining 
has gained attention. This study aims to bring the issue of sand extraction 
into the broader debate on extractive industries, which has largely sidelined 
this important resource.

Figure 1: Sand production in Ethiopia (1998-2018)

Figure based on data collected on global sand production and trade by Bert Suykens1 

1	 For details on the methodology used, see: Pandey, Katz-Lavigne and Suykens (2022). The 
key element is the use of cement as a proxy for use of sand and the use of a 1:3 cement-
sand ratio in calculating sand volumes. Other instances take a higher 1:6 or 1:10 ratio and 
this affects the absolute volumes. As such, the trends are more important than the 
absolute figures. Unfortunately, we do not yet have data to check the impact of 
formalization on expected sand extraction.
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The sand extraction industry involves a variety of stakeholders, including min-
ers (often organized in unions), local communities, drivers, brokers, consum-
ers, laborers, machine operators, and local and regional authorities, and it has 
notable socio-ecological implications. Despite the involvement of multiple 
stakeholders, sand mining in Ethiopia remains informal. Although authorities 
claim reforms have been underway since 2019, sand mining is not subject to a 
specific legal framework at the national level, but is rather governed through 
more a more general legal framework such as proclamation no. 678/2010 
and no. 816/2013 ratified in 2010 and 2013 respectively (Federal Democratic 
Republic of Ethiopia, 2014; 2019). The Oromia and Central Ethiopia2 National 
Regional States use their own guidlines ratified by the two respective regions 
(Oromia National Regional State 2019; በደቡብ ብሄሮች ብሄረሰቦችና ህዝቦች ክልል መንግስት 
ውሃ፣ ማእድንና ኢነርጂ ልማት ቢሮ 2020). In practices, guidelines established by regional 
and local authorities govern the activity, creating opportunities for corruption 
that link miners with local officials and the police. Additionally, the lack of 
national governance has allowed pre-existing networks to dominate mining 
activities in areas like Sankura district in Central Ethiopian Regional State, 
one of our research sites. 

The governance of sand mining in Ethiopia focuses primarily on two aspects: 
providing employment opportunities for unemployed youth and increasing 
government revenue. While sand extraction is a vital source of income for 
those dependent on it for their livelihood, as well as a source of employment 
and government revenue, it also presents socio-ecological challenges. Poor 
road conditions, exacerbated by heavy trucks carrying sand, cause road 
damage, generate dust during dry seasons, and create mud during the rainy 
season, significantly affecting local residents. The dust pollution also impacts 
communities far from the extraction sites. Furthermore, sand extraction dis-
rupts local ecosystems, affecting farmers whose fields are near the mining 
sites and along the roads used by trucks transporting sand.

2	 Although the Central Ethiopia Region is a self-administrative region, which became 
independent from the now dissolved Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples Region 
(SNNPR) on August 19, 2023, the region still uses the guidelines ratified by the former 
SNNPR. 
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This report applies the Governance of Commodity Chains (GoCC) frame-
work to examine sand mining in the Alage and Sankura districts of Ethiopia. 
It explores the stakeholders involved, governance structures, and socio-
ecological impacts through the lens of the commodity chain framework. 
The report is organized as follows: (2) methodology, (3) stakeholders in the 
sand commodity chain, (4) governance, and (5) socio-ecological implications, 
providing a comprehensive understanding of the governance of sand mining 
in Ethiopia. Beyond shedding light on sand extraction, this study also offers 
insights into the governance of sand commodity chains in the country.
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Methodology

This study employs the Governance of Commodity Chains (GoCC) frame-
work (see Figure 2) as the basis for our case study in Ethiopia. Similar to 
projects conducted in Tanzania (Shitima and Suykens, 2022) and Morocco 
(Lahcen and Suykens, 2023), the GoCC framework draws inspiration from 
Bernstein’s (1996) work on the maize filière and Ribot’s (1998) work on the 
charcoal commodity chain. This framework views commodity chains as “sets 
of social relations” and emphasizes governance—defined as the institutional 
arrangements that enable the chain to function—over the mere economic 
process of resource transformation into marketable commodities (Shitima 
and Suykens, 2022, p.8). Governance here is understood not only in terms of 
formal legal and administrative rules but also in terms of how these rules are 
implemented at different points in the chain. Grounded in political economy, 
the GoCC framework foregrounds the power relations that link resources and 
commodities to both formal and informal authorities, as well as labor and 
capital (for more on this framework, see Suykens 2010; Dutta and Suykens, 
2017; Shitima & Suykens 2022). In this study, we seek to understand how 
actors participate in the sand trade, how value is created and distributed 
along the chain, and the potential socio-ecological impacts.



Figure 2: Governance of Commodity Chains (GoCC) framework
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Given that sand mining is a relatively new topic in the Ethiopian context 
and that systematically collected data are scarce, field research was con-
ducted at sand mining sites in Alage and Sankura, located in the Oromia and 
Central Ethiopia National Regional States, respectively. As a pioneering study, 
we had limited pre-existing material to guide our case selection. However, 
initial discussions with sand traders and observations of the Jimma sand 
markets indicated the importance of these districts for the procurement of 
high-quality sand. Field sites in the districts were chosen based on an initial 
assessment of the diversity of extraction sites within each river system, the 
urban centers they service, extraction methods, the presence of formal actors, 
proximity to urban centers, and the involvement of women miners.

We adopted a qualitative research approach, conducting interviews with a 
wide range of stakeholders, including sand brokers, truck drivers, machine 
operators, laborers, transport workers, sand traders, NGOs, local communities, 
journalists, and local government officials. As said, these interviews focused 
primarily on two rivers in the Alage and Sankura districts. Additionally, pas-
sive participant observation was conducted at both the mining sites and the 
urban markets where sand is sold. Participants were randomly selected at 
both sites, with care taken to ensure representation from different groups 
involved in sand extraction. Additional fieldwork was conducted at a third site 
where families had received government licenses to mine sand on privately 
owned land. However, this sand was of lower quality compared to that from 
the rivers in the other two districts.

Finally, a consultative workshop was held in Jimma. The participation from 
both administrators, policy makers and workers from the fieldwork sites was 
facilitated. This workshop allowed to share and discuss preliminary findings, 
but also to gain further insights through small focus group discussions. This 
methodology allowed to deepen our understanding on a number of con-
tentious issues, like illegal sand transport and corruption.
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Figure 3: Fieldsides: Sankura and Alage Woreda

Based on google maps (n.d.)
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The Sand Commodity  
Chain – Stakeholders

In the observed mining sites along the rivers in the two districts, sand extrac-
tion primarily occurs using excavator machines. Despite this mechanization, 
a diverse group of stakeholders is involved in the extraction, transporta-
tion, and marketing of the sand. These include miners, machine operators, 
drivers, brokers, sand retailers, consumers, daily labourers, excavator and 
truck owners, local communities, and government officials. 

Extraction

MINERS – UNIONS
Miners are organized as associations or unions, typically comprising un
employed youth. As a miner in Sankura explained, “We work here in an 
organized manner. We rent a machine and save from what we earn [...] We 
started organizing when we reached the capacity to bring in machines.” 
These unions are established by local authorities as part of an employment 
initiative for unemployed youth. The unions are recognized by local authori-
ties and licensed by zonal administrations to extract sand for limited periods, 
which vary between regions. In Alage, associations are licensed for two years, 
while in Sankura, the licensing period is a maximum of six months. After 
their term, the unions are expected to transition to other business activities, 
leaving the sand mining operations to new. The rationale behind this is that 
the associations save enough during their licensed period to fund other 
ventures, allowing new unions to take over the sand extraction associations 
(for more discussion see governance below).

The miners rent excavator machines under two systems: (1) renting per truck-
load, where the operator extracts sand and loads a truck for ETB 1,500 (prices 
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as of November 2022), or (2) renting on an hourly basis for ETB 2,000, which 
covers both extraction and truck loading. Sand production also includes 
washing, where the machine operator separates sand from mud during 
extraction, improving the sand’s quality. Miners in Sankura are particularly 
known for producing high-quality white sand.

As mining is done by excavators, union members, while considered sand 
miners, should be considered more as managers or businessmen in con-
trol of extraction sites. Informal discussions with these miners revealed that 
some miners also act as brokers, directly engaging with drivers to secure 
markets. Not all union members stay at the mining sites; some focus on 
marketing the sand in towns and cities, primarily to drivers. A few miners use 
motorbikes to move between the mining sites and urban areas to monitor 
sales. However, the system also includes “ghost miners” and “free riders.” 
Ghost miners are non-existing individuals listed as union members, while 
free riders share in the profits without contributing to the extraction efforts. 
Although machines extract the sand, daily labourers, who are not part of 
the unions, are responsible for tasks such as removing mud and rocks from 
loaded trucks and levelling the sand. These labourers play an active role but 
earn relatively little (see below).

GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS
Government officials are actively involved in the sand extraction process.  
A local official in Sankura explained, 

The Water and Mineral Office is responsible for overseeing raw materials and environmental 

impacts, while the Enterprise and Industry Office is tasked with organizing unemployed youths 

and creating jobs for them in sand extraction.

Government officials are responsible for developing guidelines for sand 
extraction, organizing and licensing miner unions, leasing mining sites, regu-
lating production, overseeing sales (often at extraction sites), and managing 
transportation. They also collect taxes from miners and sell receipts to drivers 
at checkpoints. While regional authorities establish guidelines and provide 
licenses, local authorities handle most other administrative tasks (see also 
governance below).
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EXCAVATOR MACHINE OPERATORS
Excavator machine operators play a vital role in extracting and producing 
sand from the rivers. As one operator in Sankura stated, “We produce sand 
from the river. Sometimes we wash the sand to remove mud during extrac-
tion.” The operators pile the extracted sand at specific points along the river-
banks to prevent it from being washed away by the river. This is a production 
site where drivers bring their trucks to load sand. 

The same machine operator explained, 

In other places sand is not extracted all year round. Here we extract sand throughout the year. 

There is a lot of production in this site. In the summer season (June to September) floods bring 

[new] sand but during the dry season sand is extracted from what is already accumulated 

in the river. When it gets dry, we extract it and then the rainy season will commence [again 

bringing fresh sand]. 

However, the rainy season poses significant challenges for operators, as one 
explained:

During the rainy season, we face problems with mud and floods, which can even sink the 

machines. In the dry season, we create roads to access the river, but when the floods come, 

we have to leave the site immediately.

DAILY LABORERS
Daily labourers, although present at the mining sites, are not directly involved 
in the manual extraction of sand. Their roles include removing stones and 
mud while excavators load sand onto trucks and levelling the sand on the top 
of the trucks. A daily labourer at the Sankura mining site describes his work:

My job is straightforward. When floods deposit sand at this site, the excavator extracts it from 

the flowing river. I come here to remove small pebbles and mud from the sand and level it. 

After completing my tasks, I receive payment.

Daily labourers are primarily young individuals who choose to work at the 
mining sites rather than attend school. They also manage the queue of trucks 
waiting to load sand. They are paid by the truck drivers for their services. 
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Other workers at the site include: machine security guards, who protect 
excavators during the night and when idle during the day, and a vendor 
who sell e.g. water and soft drinks to workers at the mining sites in Sankura. 

TRUCK AND EXCAVATOR MACHINE OWNERS
These stakeholders are individuals who invest in trucks and excavator 
machines used in sand mining activities. They own the equipment necessary 
for both sand production and transportation. Although they typically reside 
in urban areas, they send their trucks and excavators to mining sites and 
derive income from these activities. While various vehicles, such as trucks, 
lorries, and trailers, are occasionally employed for sand transport, Chinese-
made Sinotruks—capable of carrying 16 cubic meters of sand—dominate 
the transportation in both mining sites in Ethiopia. Besides transporting 
sand, Sinotruks also influence the pricing of sand at the mining sites and 
in the markets. Trucks enter the mining sites through gates situated at the 
edge of the rivers, where excavator machines extract and load sand onto 
the trucks. These trucks then transport the sand to various locations where 
demand exists. The majority of trucks head to Hosanna, Addis Ababa, and 
Jimma, with additional destinations including smaller towns such as Alaba, 
Batu, Wolkite, and Durame. Although drivers sometimes have the freedom 
to choose transport destinations, truck owners often dictate where the sand 
should be delivered, thereby controlling their assets.

LOCAL COMMUNITIES
Local communities are directly affected by sand mining activities (see 
socio-ecological impacts, below). While a small number of community mem-
bers are involved in sand extraction, the majority do not participate. The min-
ers engaged in sand extraction are typically from these local communities 
and are direct beneficiaries, with community members expressing satisfac-
tion that their children earn from sand mining activities. In contrast, those 
not involved in the unions feel marginalized and bear the negative impacts 
of sand mining. They argue that the establishment of unions is marred by 
corruption and networks – particularly, in Sankura, preventing their partici-
pation in mining activities (see governance, below).
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Transport

BROKERS
Brokers serve as intermediaries, linking miners, drivers, and end-users. 
However, the roles of drivers and brokers often overlap, with drivers some-
times engaging directly with miners and end-users. Likewise, miners may 
act as brokers, negotiating with drivers to secure sales. Because of the dis-
tance between mining sites and markets, communication between brokers, 
drivers, and miners is essential, and mobile phones are commonly used to 
facilitate transactions. Brokers (but also drivers) have expert knowledge of 
the types and quality of sand needed for specific construction projects and 
the sources of different types of sand. Although brokers do not set the price 
of sand at the mining sites—this is determined by regional authorities—they 
play a key role in negotiating prices with end-users in the market. Market 
prices are typically determined through negotiation between drivers, brokers, 
and end-users.

DRIVERS
Drivers are crucial to the sand commodity chain, transporting sand from the 
mining sites to end users, both private and public. They drive to the mining 
sites, enter through gates specifically opened for this purpose at the river-
banks, and have their trucks loaded by excavators. A driver in Wolkite explains, 

First, we buy the sand from cooperatives in Sankura, then we pay tax when we arrive at the 

checkpoint in town, after which we drive to our destination—whether it’s Wolkite, Addis Ababa, 

or Jimma. The price varies depending on the distance.

Drivers may own their trucks, rent them, or be hired to drive someone else’s 
vehicle. As one Sinotruck driver in Sankura noted, “We mainly buy white sand. 
We sell it to any buyer we find, wherever they are—for example, in Jimma or 
Wolkite”. Without the drivers transporting sand from remote mining sites to 
consumers, the sand extracted has no market value. Thus, drivers are key in 
connecting miners with markets and supplying sand to both private buyers 
(e.g., homeowners, real estate developers) and public users (e.g., government 
projects for infrastructure development).
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Relations between Miners and Drivers
There is a strong relationship between miners and drivers. The drivers not only 
transport sand but also serve as key markets for the miners. They have the 
agency to decide from which mining sites and miners to purchase sand and 
where to deliver it. Additionally, drivers and/or brokers have the authority to 
determine the final market price of sand. Consequently, miners treat drivers 
differently. There are two primary ways that miners support truck drivers: by 
providing extra sand and by offering comfort and assistance when drivers 
face challenges. 

During informal discussions with miners, the research team learned about 
the social dynamics between miners and drivers that extend beyond their 
business relationship concerning sand. In particular, miners prefer to treat 
drivers well in order to ensure the sustainability of their relationship, which in 
turn supports the longevity of their market presence among drivers. While 
miners aim to attract new customers, they also strive to please existing ones. 
When drivers are treated well, they are more likely to remain loyal customers. 
As a result, miners often provide drivers with extra sand. Both miners and 
drivers ensure that trucks are loaded properly, and daily laborers level the 
extra sand on top of the loads.

This ‘extra’ sand is what drivers sell while they are going towards their final 
destination, where they either sell or unload the rest of the sand. Although 
miners regard this additional sand as a bonus, it constitutes extra income for 
drivers. Occasionally, customers wish to purchase a truckload of sand along 
with the extra sand. This can be costly and is often impractical for end-users to 
find in the market, as drivers typically prefer to sell the extra sand separately. 
It is common for drivers and brokers to persuade end-users that the sand is 

“alitekeshebem,” indicating that the truck is full and that the extra sand has 
not been removed, despite the fact that it has been.

Miners also provide support to drivers whose trucks have been involved 
in accidents. Drivers may face jail time or hospitalization following such 
incidents. Miners actively assist those drivers who are incarcerated or hospi
talized after an accident. From informal conversations with miners at Sankura 
mining sites, the research team learned that miners frequently pool their 
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resources to buy food and drinks for these drivers and offer them comfort. 
Additionally, miners provide cash that they have collectively raised to support 
the affected drivers. This assistance is viewed by miners as a means of estab-
lishing long-term relationships with the drivers who constitute their market.

Marketing

CONSUMERS
Consumers of sand can be categorized as either private or public. Private 
consumers purchase sand for personal construction projects, while public 
consumers, such as governments, buy sand for public infrastructure develop-
ment. Public consumers generally buy larger quantities of sand than private 
consumers, leading to potential shortages in the market when public buyers 
make substantial purchases. Miners often prefer selling to public customers 
since they buy in bulk.

SAND RETAILERS
Sand retailers are traders whose livelihoods depend on sand commerce. They 
purchase sand from drivers, store it in urban areas, and sell it to consumers. 
Retailers typically offer various types of sand. A retailer in Jimma notes:

We generally use sand from Worabe, Nada, and Asendabo. Chewaka sand is seasonal. 

Additionally, we have sand from Ziway [the old name of Batu] and Alage, which is also con-

sidered Batu sand. There is also a flour sand [made by crushing stones], but we don’t have it 

here. It is sold on their [Chinese] site. We transport it by car and sell it to different customers.

Consumers who seek to buy large quantities of sand often prefer to purchase 
directly from drivers or miners. Sand retailers usually sell sand in smaller 
quantities using pickup trucks and three-wheeled vehicles (Bajaj). Sand 
trading is lucrative, driven by the growth of the construction industry in 
Ethiopia, making white sand a critical input material. A sand trader in Alem 
Gebeya town stated:

What makes it profitable is that the construction industry is now growing in our country, 

Ethiopia. White sand is one of the most important input materials in the construction industry. 

This makes the business highly profitable. 
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Governance

Sand extraction plays a crucial role in providing livelihoods for those involved. 
It serves as a significant source of income, enabling individuals to support 
their families. The benefits of this industry extend beyond the immediate 
actors, positively impacting various stakeholders. The sector also contributes 
to the local community by creating job opportunities for unemployed youth, 
truck drivers, and those engaged in transporting and handling the extracted 
sand. Additionally, the government benefits from tax revenue generated by 
the industry. Despite these economic advantages, the sand extraction indus-
try faces numerous challenges related to formalization and socio-ecological 
impacts. Achieving a balance between economic benefits and sustainable 
practices is essential for the industry’s long-term viability.

Before going into a more extensive discussion of sand regulation and its 
challenges in our case study areas, it is important to note that Ethiopia lacks 
a national sand policy, let alone clear legislation specifically regulating the 
trade. Sand is mentioned as a construction mineral as part of a more general 
legal framework for Artisanal and Small-scale mining. Although further and 
sand-specific formalization measures are claimed to be underway at the 
national level, sand extraction is at the moment still only governed through 
guidelines prepared by the regional states, despite the extraction occurring 
for over three decades in the study areas. From 2019, in line with mining 
reform at the national level, regional states started to prepare a framework 
and guidelines to govern the trade, in the absence of a clear national policy. 
While there are similar building blocks (price setting by the administration, 
the formation of unions, employment and revenue generation and the issu-
ing of receipts for legal sand transport), this has created regional imbalances, 
certainly as sand is traded across regions. 
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However, these recent frameworks should still be considered a step in the right 
direction, given that prior to the recent attention, the sector was (even more 
than today) characterized by illegality and informal networks, with brokers and 
some local and zonal officials benefiting from the activities. There were no 
formally licensed individuals or organized unions involved in sand production. 
Government oversight was completely absent, and environmental monitoring 
of sand extraction was non-existent. This lack of regulation allowed miners to 
extract sand without regard for the rivers or surrounding environment. 

Legal Framework

Sand extraction in Ethiopia currently lacks a distinct regulatory framework to 
govern its activities nationwide. Proclamation No. 678/2010, which promotes 
the sustainable development of mineral resources, includes sand as one of the 
construction minerals under Article 2, Sub-Article 3, alongside marble, granite, 
limestone, basalt, aggregate, ignimbrite, and clay. The formalization of sand 
extraction stems from the broader category of artisanal mining, which is regu-
lated by Proclamation No. 678/2010 and the Mining Operations (Amendment) 
Proclamation No. 816/2013 of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia.

This Mining Operations (Amendment) Proclamation No. 816/2013 grants 
regional states the authority to determine the amount of royalty and income 
tax applicable to mining activities. Article 23, Sub-Article 3 of the proclama-
tion stipulates that “the amount of royalty payable by holders of artisanal, 
special small-scale, and small-scale mining licenses shall be determined by 
the laws of the Regional States.” Similarly, Article 25, Sub-Article 2 states that 

“income tax to be paid by holders of artisanal, special small-scale, and small-
scale mining licenses shall be determined by the laws of the Regional States.” 

Although neither Proclamation No. 678/2010 nor Proclamation No. 816/2013 
explicitly addresses the issuance of licenses for organized sand miners, in 
practice, regional and zonal authorities grant licenses in both districts. Article 
10, Sub-Article 3 of the Mining Operations (Amendment) Proclamation No. 
816/2013 specifies that “an artisanal mining license shall be valid for the period 
specified in the license; however, such period may not exceed two years.” 
Accordingly, regional governments issue licenses to organized cooperatives or 
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unions for a maximum of two years in Alage District and six months in Sankura 
District. In accordance with Article 10, Sub-Article 4 of the Mining Operations 
(Amendment) Proclamation No. 816/2013, which states that “an artisanal min-
ing license shall not be renewed,” these licenses are non-renewable.

As outlined in Article 11, Sub-Article 2 of Proclamation No. 678/2010, “no person 
is required to possess financial resources, technical, or professional compe-
tence in order to acquire an artisanal mining license.” Consequently, sand 
mining cooperatives or unions are not expected to possess such resources or 
expertise to obtain their licenses. As will be discussed below, local authorities 
in both districts organize the unemployed youth into unions, which are not 
required to demonstrate financial, technical, or professional capacity. 

Although Article 2, Sub-Article 2 of the Mining Operations (Amendment) 
Proclamation No. 816/2013 defines artisanal mining as “a mining operation 
carried out by individuals or small and micro-enterprises, which is mostly of 
a manual nature and does not involve the engagement of employed work-
ers,” the reality on the ground differs significantly. In both districts, as was 
mentioned above, sand extraction is mechanized, involving the use of exca-
vators. Furthermore, despite Article 32, Sub-Article 2(a) of Proclamation No. 
678/2010 requiring holders of artisanal mining licenses to “undertake mining 
operations in accordance with environmental, health, and safety standards,” 
the study found that mining operations in Alage and Sankura Districts fail 
to meet these standards, posing environmental, health, and safety risks (see 
socio-ecological implications, below).

Additionally, regional and local governments have developed their own 
guidelines and directives to regulate natural resource operations, including 
sand extraction, in their respective areas. Both the Central Ethiopia and 
Oromia National Regional States use Mining Extraction Guideline (known as 

“የማእድን ስራዎች መመሪያ ቁጥር 01/2012” and “Qajeelfama Hojiiwwan Albuudaa Lakk. 
03/2011” in Oromia) prepared by the SNNPR in 2020 and Oromia Region in 
2019, to govern the regions natural resources. However, this guideline does 
not specifically address the way sand shall be extracted. 



RIVER SAND COMMODITY CHAINS IN ETHIOPIA� 23

Price Setting, taxation, costs and income

In both field sites, the price of a truckload of sand is decided on by the 
administration on the regional level.  While a Sinotruk of sand costs ETB 
7200 at the mining sites in Alage, it costs ETB 8000 in Sankura. Apart from 
setting the price, the administration, in line with the legal framework dis-
cussed above also collects sales and royalty tax. In Alage, miner unions pay 
3 per cent royality tax and 2 per cent sales tax, deposit ETB 500 savings at 
the bank for their association, deduct ETB 3500 for the rent of the excavator 
and split the rest among themselves. In Sankura , they pay ETB 4000 to the 
government as royalty and sales tax, pay ETB 3500 for the rent of the exca-
vator, deposit ETB 300 savings for their union and split the remainder. As 
can be seen from this breakdown, rent of excavators is an important costs 
and cuts down heavily the miner union’s profit. Taxes also are a key cost in 
Sankura, while relatively limited in Alage. In both case however, miners only 
can derive sufficient income from sand mining when they are able to sell 
large quantities of sand. This is why, as stated above, they prefer to sell sand 
for public projects, as these often buy in large quantities from a single site.

Price in the (urban) market is determined by negotiations among consum-
ers, brokers and drivers. It is usually the brokers and drivers who dominate 
the negotiations. There have been  significant price hikes in the market in 
recent years. A Sinotruck of sand that cost ETB 45,000 in Jimma by the end 
of 2022 was sold for ETB 70 to 90000 in the same marker by the end of 2023. 

Arbitrary price hikes by regional authorities present a major challenge for miners. 
Miners argue that these price increases do not account for the distance driv-
ers have to travel to reach the mining sites. Truck drivers, who are the primary 
buyers, also consider additional costs such as fuel and oil, leading them to 
prefer sand from closer sites rather than traveling to distant mining locations. 
This reduction in truck traffic has significantly impacted miners in Alage, who 
previously sold up to 30 trucks of sand per day but now sell fewer than 10 due 
to the discouraging new prices. Both miners and local authorities agree that 
the new pricing fails to consider the distance from which customers travel, 
leading to dissatisfaction. Notwithstanding this agreement, no price reduction 
(to be decided at the regional level) has become effective at the time of writing.
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Unions, Pads and Permits

Of crucial importance in both field sites was the formation of ‘unions’ of 
unemployed youths who were given permission to manage sand extrac-
tion in designated sites. This change has led to the establishment of legally 
licensed unions and improved job opportunities for unemployed youth. 
However, as we will show below, the implementation of this common starting 
point was far from uniform across the different regional states.

ALAGE
In Alage, the Mineral Development Authority and Water Authority are sepa-
rated, and the Mineral Development Authority is given the responsibility for 
managing sand production. They work with experts from the Environmental 
Protection Authority, Land Authority, and Cooperatives Office to coordinate 
activities. The Environmental Protection Authority focuses on mitigating envi-
ronmental damage from sand extraction.  Once the Mineral Development 
Authority identifies sand deposits, the Cooperatives office facilitates the for-
mation of unions. Local youths form unions with a minimum of 10 members 
and apply for permits from the local Mineral Development Authority Office. 
The local office reviews the application and forwards it with a recommen-
dation to the zonal administrative office, which issues the sand extraction 
licenses. When the union obtain the license from the zonal office, they are 
given receipt books or ‘pads’ as they are known locally, from local administra-
tion. The receipts attest that each of the miners’ sale of the sand is properly 
registered, and the revenue of the government is properly collected. In line 
with the legal framework discussed above, licences are valid for two years, 
ensuring a structured and controlled extraction process. Although licenses 
can be revoked for causing environmental issues such as soil erosion or 
falling trees, the research team has observed instances of large trees falling 
at the river’s edge without corrective measures being taken and the land 
in the two sides of the rivers is breaking down in most areas where sand 
extraction is taking place. 

Once unions receive their permits and begin extraction, the Local Mineral 
Development Authority is responsible for oversight and control. Their duties 
include: (i) monitoring union services and adherence to permitted operational 
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Receipt pad for sand truck in Sankura
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durations; (ii) inspecting extraction sites for illegal activities; (iii) overseeing 
checkpoints to ensure proper receipts are issued; and (iv) auditing union 
receipt pads upon completion. However, the local authority has struggled to 
fulfil the first two mandates due to a lack of coordination among the three 
offices involved (Mining, Revenue and Police) in monitoring sand extraction 
and transportation processes.

Unions in Alage have raised concerns about the permit acquisition process. 
They must travel to the distant zonal administration office in Adama town, 
which is both inconvenient and costly for unemployed youth. A participant 
from the local Mineral Development Authority in Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha 
suggests that decentralizing the licensing process to the district level could 
reduce costs for union members. Unfortunately, the zonal administration has 
not yet implemented this change. This push for more local authority may 
also risk exploitation of the licensing process due to insufficient oversight.

SANKURA
In Sankura, sand extraction is managed by the local Water, Mineral, and 
Energy Office, which oversees raw materials and aims to minimize environ-
mental impact. The Enterprise and Industry Office facilitates cooperative 
formation among unemployed youths, who operate on a rotational basis. 
As in Alage, they receive a receipt book which allows them to provide truck 
drivers with a legal truckload of sand. However, in contrast to Alage, where 
unions can work for a period of two years, each union in Sankura is only 
allowed to work for a shorter period, typically six months, with the goal of 
saving a set amount of money, such as ETB 100,000. While in Alage new 
receipt books are issued to the Unions when they exhaust their first batch, 
in Sankura, they can only work in sand until they have finished their receipts 
(and thus supposedly saved the target amount). . While their pads might 
officially  be valid for period of six months,  the receipts are often sold in less 
than two weeks during peak market conditions.

While in Alaga, the Unions do take up the role to manage the extraction site 
and control the extraction process, in Sankura, cooperatives and their mem-
bers are primarily involved in selling receipts, allowing for legal extraction, 
rather than participating in extraction activities itself . They sell receipts to 
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truck drivers transporting sand at checkpoints A powerful group with con-
nections at local, zonal, and regional levels controls the extraction process 
itself. This group also was in control before formalization and the formation of 
unions, with the administration unable to dislodge them. They however are 
in need of receipts to provide legal sand to truck drivers, and so unions oper-
ate in these sites in a hybrid governance structure. When local authorities 
attempt to implement changes, this group halts all extraction, transportation, 
and sales activities. The local authorities, competing with other districts to 
maximize sand extraction revenue, are reluctant to disrupt the process due 
to their reliance on income from sand extraction.

Despite the presence of this powerful group in control of extraction, mem-
bership to a union is highly coveted. Participants in Sankura face significant 
challenges related to cooperative formation. As a daily labourer in the district 
explains:

It is not easy, even though the river is nearby. Complaints are redirected to various offices, 

which just pass the issue along. Eventually, one becomes exhausted and abandons the case.

High demand for sand extraction opportunities leads to intense competi-
tion, making it difficult for some unemployed youths to secure positions in 
cooperatives. There are also concerns about fairness in the selection process 
conducted by the office responsible for authorizing cooperatives. As one 
participant explains:

When the office forms cooperatives, they seem to favor relatives or those who pay bribes to 

become members. If we try to organize our own cooperative, we are told that there are 20 or 

30 groups ahead in line. But this is likely untrue since existing cooperatives simply move to 

other business ventures after their term.

A local politician in Sankura adds:

Sometimes unknown individuals are admitted to cooperatives simply by using an identity card, 

while deserving individuals are unfairly excluded. This issue is not addressed in kebeles [the 

smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia] or woredas [districts].
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MINERS’ TRANSITION
In both field sites, the sand mining policy is geared towards employment 
generation for unemployed youth. The income from sand mining is supposed 
to provide the necessary capital to move into different types of employment, 
mainly business. Miners are thus expected to transition to other business 
activities after two years in Oromia or after completing the sale of receipts 
in Central Ethiopia (a period between 2 weeks and six months). However, 
most fail to make this transition. Unions cite various challenges as reasons 
for their inability to shift away from sand mining. Constraints include time 
limitations, the already mentioned price hikes imposed by regional author-
ities, and infrastructure issues, particularly related to roads.

Miners in Alage complain that the allotted time for sand production is insuf-
ficient. They are forced to halt mining during the rainy season, which reduces 
their working period. Trucks loaded with sand cannot travel during the rainy 
season due to mud, causing drivers to avoid mining sites during this time 
(see also below). 

Another factor impacting the transition is that some members leave for other 
urban areas or go abroad in search of better opportunities. This undermines 
the goal of providing sustainable employment opportunities through transi-
tioning to other businesses after working in sand mining. The lack of capac-
ity building activities and proper follow ups from the local administration 
can also be taken as one of the factors. The members of the unions require 
more capacity building to start up businesses outside of sand. The local 
authorities could also devise mechanisms to follow up and support union 
members until they start their own business. However, this lack of transition 
might also simply point towards other constraints besides financial capacity 
(which sand extraction is intended to provide) which disable these groups 
of unemployed youth to make an easy transition.
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Sand Extraction as Revenue 

Local authorities have established checkpoints around extraction sites to 
ensure proper taxation of sand-laden trucks. Representatives from various 
authorities, including the police, Mineral Development Authority, Revenue 
Collection Authority, and City Administration Office, are stationed at these 
checkpoints to collect taxes and issue receipts. Truck drivers receive official 
receipts upon payment, which serve as proof of tax compliance at subse-
quent checkpoints. The enhanced collaboration among these offices has 
significantly reduced previous illegal activities.

Sand extraction serves as a significant source of revenue for local authorities 
at both study sites. At the Alage site, unions pay a 5% tax to the revenue office, 
which is divided into a 3% royalty tax and a 2% sales tax. Additionally, an ETB 
200 embarkation fee is collected from all trucks passing through these check-
points. In contrast, at Sankura, large trucks with six tires transporting sand pay 
an ETB 4,000 fee directly to the unions at the extraction sites. Furthermore, 
the revenue office charges these trucks an additional ETB 4,000 and issues 
receipts. The district authority claims to allocate this income to various public 
projects, including infrastructure development (such as road construction), 
building small shelters for unemployed individuals to use as business centers, 
and other similar initiatives. The local authority also claims that the embarka-
tion fee collected from truck drivers helps fund road maintenance (due to dust 
generated by sand-loaded trucks) and other related maintenance activities.

Local government tax revenue from sand extraction has significantly 
increased following these regulations. A participant from the local author-
ity in Alage reports:

Last year, we distributed 280 receipt pads and sold all of them. No vehicle passed without a 

receipt [this is overstated, see below]. If a vehicle was found without a receipt, the sand was 

confiscated. We auctioned confiscated sand multiple times. We controlled illegality in this way. 

This was not possible before. Now we do not tolerate any violations. As a result, we generated 

ETB 2.4 million last year. This year, in the second quarter, we have already collected ETB 2.1 

million. Our plan is ETB 4 million. Indeed, there are still many challenges requiring strong 

commitment, and we are working firmly.



Governance
� 30

However, union members complained that the funds were not properly 
used. A major concern raised by participants was the lack of roads near the 
extraction sites and the absence of long-term solutions to this issue. Because 
of the bad condition of the roads, miners encounter difficulties finding truck 
drivers during the rainy season. While miners in Alage suspend extraction 
activities during this period, those in Sankura struggle with trucks getting 
stuck in the mud. A miner in Alage questioned, 

Since the local administration collects a substantial amount of revenue from the sand sector, 

it is unclear why these funds aren’t being used for road maintenance. 

Miners and drivers often link these challenges to potential corruption and 
inefficiencies within the government structure. Despite the officials collect-
ing money from sand mining, there is reluctance to construct a standard road 
suitable for both rainy and dry seasons, despite persistent requests from the 
miners. The miners argue that they are unaware of how the sand revenue 
is utilized, claiming it ends up in the pockets of officials, though they lack 
concrete evidence to support this claim.

Additionally, during the consultative workshop held in Jimma, the partic-
ipants shared more stories about corruption related to sand commodity 
chains involving local authorities and drivers. Specifically, in Adami Tulu Jido 
Kombolcha town, random local officials stop trucks transporting sand and 
extort money from drivers without justification. Drivers are expected to make 
a one-time payment and receive a tax receipt, but local authorities frequently 
stop trucks and demand additional payments. Drivers often feel compelled 
to pay to avoid being unable to transport sand in the future. This of course 
shows that sand has become a priced commodity in these locations, both 
for public and private benefit, but that question is raised about the proper 
collection and use of funds.
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Continuing illegal sand transport

As shown above, the measures taken following the mining sector reform 
have improved the regulation of illegal sand mining activities, while not 
fully addressing the issue of corruption. However, illegal sand trucks con-
tinue to evade checkpoints, often operating at night without paying taxes. 
Sometimes, drivers and brokers attempt to avoid paying at checkpoints by 
smuggling sand through alternative routes, especially during the dry season 
when travel through farmlands is easier, or by operating during the evening 
when checkpoint personnel are absent. Checkpoints in Alage operate until 
5:30 p.m. and until 6 p.m. in Sankura; trucks traveling after these times do 
not have receipts, indicating they have not paid the required taxes. The 
study revealed that drivers sometimes cooperate with brokers and revenue 
authority employees to smuggle sand. A member of the local administration 
in Sankura commented:

There are employees at the revenue office who benefit financially and shield themselves 

behind investors. We control tax or revenue until 6 p.m., but they illegally pass trucks during 

nighttime. Even when receipts are issued for some trucks, others are sent illegally in exchange 

for bribes. The area is flat and uncontrollable during summer [when it is dry]. Hence, brokers 

lead trucks in different directions; one broker was even jailed.

Although local authorities in Oromia claim to have addressed illegal activi-
ties related to sand mining, illegal activities persist outside official working 
hours. Monitoring of sand mining and checkpoint control occurs only during 
these hours.

Drivers of such trucks engage in bribery of local officials and police officers, 
while brokers assist in smuggling sand by directing trucks through alternate 
routes. A local authority in Adami Tulu Jido Kombolcha notes:

In cases where trucks pass without paying taxes out of working hours (at night), it is the 

security office (police officers) that is mandated to control illegal sand sales according to the 

proclamation. However, they often lack the willingness to enforce the law. Even when they seize 

trucks, they may not take legal action and sometimes engage in illegal dealings themselves. 
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But now it is very rare because officials from different offices share equal power with security 

bodies and share equal responsibility in controlling illegal action. 

These diverse views still point towards inconsistencies within the local admin-
istration where different offices and state bodies are differently integrated 
within the sand regulation, showing different levels of commitment to enforc-
ing the new guidelines on sand extraction.

Excavator filling sand truck in Sankura
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Socio-Ecological 
Implications

Sand mining provides substantial benefits to various community stakeholders. 
For local residents with lower living standards, sand extraction is a crucial 
source of income that supports their families. People work as part of Unions, 
but also as day labourers or sell various items to sand miners and truck drivers 
at and near the mining sites. This income can help them meet basic needs, 
cover school tuition for their children, improve their overall standard of living, 
and acquire assets. It not only benefits the local community but also extends 
to others involved in the process. Brokers and drivers from different areas 
participate in the sand extraction process and earn income from their roles. 
Additionally, the government collects taxes from all stakeholders involved in 
sand extraction. As one contractor in the construction business puts it:

Sand extraction creates significant job opportunities, but the benefits extend even further. 

Cooperatives and business enterprises in this sector are increasing, contributing to a large-

scale construction industry from local to national levels. People can now build modern houses, 

schools, commercial centers, and government offices, replacing older structures made of wood 

and mud. In essence, everyone involved, from individuals to the government, benefits from 

this economic activity. That’s what makes this business so interesting.

Despite these economic benefits, the sector presents socio-ecological chal-
lenges to the local community and beyond.

Impact on Local Communities

Poor road conditions and heavy trucks loaded with sand frequently using roads 
around extraction sites lead to dust generation during the dry season and mud 
during the rainy season. These issues have severely affected residents living close 
to the extraction areas. While the extraction of sand itself sometimes does not 
have a direct negative impact on the community, the constant movement of 
heavy trucks causes significant road infrastructure damage. A participant from 



Socio-Ecological Implications� 34

the local community affected by the dust notes, “We eat sand,” highlighting 
the severity of the dust problem. The road damage makes it difficult for small 
vehicles, such as motorbikes and Bajajs, to access the area, creating challenges 
for residents trying to deliver their agricultural products to markets. 

Agricultural land is negatively affected as sand extractors dig into farming areas 
in search of suitable sand deposits, and truck drivers use farmlands. The already 
mentioned dust covers crops on the field, damaging them and making them 
unfit for consumption. Farmers protest the sand extraction activities, often 
involving broader community and family protests. A local farmer highlights:

The large trucks carrying sand contribute to road damage and dust pollution, harming nearby 

crops. As you can see [pointing to his farmland covered in dust], crops like teff and maize, as well 

as trees, are damaged by trucks and youths. When trucks get stuck in the mud, they indiscrimi

nately use trees, stones, and disrupt fences. Despite our repeated complaints, no one listens. 

Another one added:

The dust from overloaded trucks has severely affected my farmland. I can’t harvest crops like 

teff and maize because the land is covered with dust, and the roads are constantly damaged.

During the dry season, truck drivers also use farmland to reach main roads and 
extraction sites, further impacting farmers. The last quoted farmer continued:

Trucks often stray from designated routes and trespass on my fields. When I object, it leads 

to conflicts with youths. Despite informing local authorities and community elders, the issue 

hasn’t been adequately addressed. The youths seem unwilling to change their behaviour.

The study also revealed negative impacts on communities beyond the imme-
diate sand extraction sites. Dust pollution is a major concern also far beyond 
the extraction sites, as noted by a resident from Adami Tulu Jiddo Kombolcha, 
a village far from the extraction sites. 

Our community is severely affected by the constant flow of sand trucks passing through our 

village. This has resulted in several issues, including dust accumulating on our homes and food, 

environmental degradation, and erosion of our land.
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Sand miners share the concern of the local communities and as was already 
mentioned, note that road problems around extraction sites are compro-
mising their profitability and increasing their costs. The unpaved road con-
necting the main asphalt road to the extraction site becomes muddy during 
the winter months. 

The biggest problem that hinders our profitability is the poor road. When it rains, the soil turns 

to mud. If even ten trucks enter the site, they all get stuck. We waste time getting them out, 

and the rented machinery continues to run, increasing our costs.

A local authority in Sankura has raised concerns about the potential collapse 
of the “Dijo Bridge” in the district, attributing the risk to improper sand extrac-
tion practices. The bridge, which connects different districts and is built over 
a river where sand extraction occurs, was being undermined by extraction 
activities directly beneath it. Local authorities have since prohibited sand 
extraction within a 500-meter radius of the bridge.

Environmental Implications

Apart from socio-economic impacts discussed above, respondents also 
voiced environmental complaints. Although new guidelines require min-
ers and other actors to protect the environment, environmental challenges 
from pre-2019 extraction practices still persist. While we were not able to 
conduct a full environmental impact assessment, community respondents 
argued that the uncontrolled sand extraction harms the environment in 
several ways and that sand extraction has disrupted the local ecosystem by 
e.g. altering river size, or the aforementioned dust pollution.  

In the Alage district mining sites, miners, aiming to work in a specific area 
of the river for an extended period, dug deep and expand their production 
sites, leading to the destruction of riverbanks and the fall of large old trees. 
Repeated extraction disrupts riverbanks and leads to the collapse of these 
old trees along the riverside. A local elder at the Alage mining site, where 
old trees have fallen, complains, “We are losing old trees that were here 
for decades.” This disruption further leads to the breakdown of riverbanks. 
In efforts to increase production, miners also attempt to break through 
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the riverbanks. Although miners are supposed to replant trees, this is not 
being done.

The deep excavation at mining sites has also led to landslides and widened 
abysses, posing further threats to people and animals in the area. To address 
these challenges, the local authority, particularly the Forest Department, 
has implemented various measures. These include diversifying extraction 
sites to prevent repeated excavation in the same area and collaborating 
with environmental agencies on afforestation efforts. These efforts involve 
maintaining existing forests, preserving native trees, planting new ones, and 
ensuring that access roads to excavation sites are closed after extraction to 
prevent flooding.

In Alage, sand extraction was previously haphazard, with deep pits created 
and heavy truck movements causing land cracks and increased soil erosion. 
However, following the 2019 reform measures, the situation was said to have 
improved through collaborative efforts with local environmental authori-
ties. An initiative called the redevelopment process has been introduced to 
address damaged land. This process involves filling land and cracks, raising 
awareness among sand extraction unions about land and tree care, pro
viding training for tree planting, and implementing depth restrictions for 
sand extraction. A local authority in Alage stated:

We strongly encourage unions to avoid harming the surrounding land and trees. This includes 

maintaining a buffer zone on the edges of the extraction sites. For example, large trees border 

the extraction site on one side, and public land lies on the other. The unions understand that 

failing to take precautions could lead to tree collapse. In 2022, one tree was damaged, and we 

took action. However, we could not prevent further incidents; machines are strictly prohibited 

from operating near the edges of the land.

Despite these recent reform measures in 2019 and ongoing initiatives by 
local authorities, sand mining activities in both study areas continue to pose 
environmental risks.
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Conclusion

Sand mining has not received adequate attention. Despite government 
claims of reforming the mining sector starting in 2019, sand mining remains 
national level regulation. Although efforts have been made to reform the 
sector, including formalizing sand mining in 2019, these reforms have 
primarily focused on employment generation and increasing revenue from 
sand extraction. The intention was to organize unemployed youth into unions 
for licensed sand extraction for a limited period. However, in the Sankura 
district, organized youth have not engaged in mining activities but have 
instead been relegated to selling receipts, as the extraction is controlled by 
entrenched groups. 

Unions are expected to save money and transition to other business activities 
once their license period expires. Yet, many fail to transition, citing various 
challenges such as limited extraction time, difficulty in joining unions (espe-
cially in Sankura), infrastructure problems (e.g., poor road conditions), and 
arbitrary price hikes imposed by authorities at mining sites.

Despite some improvements following the 2019 reforms, the sector contin-
ues to face challenges, partly due to the absence of comprehensive regula-
tions or policies governing sand mining activities. The government’s focus 
on creating employment opportunities and increasing revenue must be 
matched by efforts to create a favourable working environment for unions. 
The socio-ecological impacts of sand extraction are often overlooked in favor 
of employment creation and revenue generation. Addressing issues such 
as extraction time, infrastructure problems, illegal practices, arbitrary price 
increases, and ensuring equitable access to unions, along with implementing 
proper monitoring mechanisms and addressing social and environmental 
challenges, is crucial for avoiding governance issues and ensuring the sus-
tainability of sand mining.
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