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ABSTRACT 

This systematic review examines the critical urban environmental challenges and policy 

frameworks in Ethiopia, providing valuable insights for sustainable future development. 

The review consolidates existing literature to identify key environmental issues, their 

implications for human health, and the overarching policy landscape. Urbanization and 

demographic growth have intensified problems such as climate change, water pollution, 

land degradation, and deforestation, which threaten ecological stability and public health. 

Despite the existence of environmental policies since 1995, their effective implementation 

remains a significant challenge, largely hampered by limited financial resources, weak 

institutional capacity, and insufficient political commitment. This review aims to catalog the 

major urban environmental problems in Ethiopia, analyzing their impacts on ecosystems 

and communities. It also evaluates current policy structures to assess their effectiveness and 

identify gaps in implementation. Using a comprehensive methodology, the review drew 

from a wide range of sources, including academic databases like Scopus, ScienceDirect, 

ResearchGate, as well as official government and institutional reports. A total of 75 relevant 

articles and publications, selected through rigorous screening following PRISMA guidelines, 

form the basis of this analysis. The review emphasizes the importance of strengthening 

environmental governance, enhancing policy enforcement, and promoting community-

based natural resource management to address these challenges effectively. Furthermore, it 

highlights the need for improved environmental impact assessments, sustainable land use 

practices, and increased stakeholder participation. Although significant strides have been 

made, persistent implementation gaps reveal the urgency for policy reforms and resource 

mobilization. The findings underscore the importance of coordinated efforts across 

government sectors and civil society to mitigate environmental problems, safeguard 

ecosystems, and protect public health. Ultimately, this review aims to inform policymakers, 

practitioners, and researchers to develop more effective strategies for sustainable urban 

development in Ethiopia, ensuring environmental resilience and improved quality of life for 

its citizens.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Urbanization is rapidly advancing in developing nations and is expected to continue this trend in the 

foreseeable future (Zhang, 2016). Ethiopia, in particular, is experiencing one of the fastest urbanization 

rates in the world, as reported by the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 

(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2018). Urban population growth is not 

confined to Addis Ababa; other large cities and towns, such as Mekele in the north and Arba Minch in 

the south, are also experiencing rapid expansion. However, this growth is poorly regulated (Ayele & 

Tarekegn, 2020). Consequently, cities in the developing world have been significantly impacted by 

increased urbanization and population growth (Wei & Ewing, 2018). 

Environmental issues are often neglected in less developed countries, with minimal attention paid to 

the pressing challenges. Recently, significant urban challenges have arisen, including climate change, 

freshwater scarcity, water contamination, deforestation, and land degradation, primarily driven by 

urban expansion and demographic shifts. These challenges are complex, and understanding their 

interactions is even more difficult (Uttara et al., 2012). The UNCCD defines land degradation as a 

global environmental issue characterized by a decline in the productivity of ecosystem goods and 

services provided by land, along with a decrease in both biological and economic productivity 

compared to baseline levels. This presents significant challenges to both ecological and human well-

being (Nigussie, 2018). The impact of land degradation on the environment is often linked to 

deforestation (Berhanu, 2014). The population explosion, without corresponding economic growth, 

has resulted in serious environmental degradation. Observable issues include soil erosion, land 

degradation, biodiversity loss, and depletion of natural resources, all exacerbated by the global 

challenge of climate change (Mesfin, 2010). 

On the other hand, the rise in urbanization has led to adverse environmental impacts and may 

contribute to health issues globally, particularly in developing nations (Zhao et al., 2022). Thus, 

urbanization is exacerbating urban problems more than anticipated. In countries like Ethiopia, the 

rapid growth of urban areas has resulted in numerous environmental challenges that affect both local 

and global ecosystems (Anukwonke, 2015). Additionally, issues within urban settings are closely tied to 

the intensity of human activities, including the types of activities and population density (Li et al., 

2017). Urban communities impact their surroundings through their consumption of food, energy, and 

water, as well as through land transformation, leading to pollution and a decline in the quality of life 

for the large populations residing there (Javan et al., 2024). Consequently, these urban issues have 

worsened the quality of urban living, posing challenges to human health (Molla, 2015). 

In Ethiopia, environmental issues are primarily driven by underdevelopment, with millions of people 

living below the minimum standard for a decent human existence. They lack sufficient clothing, food, 

education, shelter, sanitation, and healthcare (Yared, 2009). Urban areas face significant 

environmental challenges, including land degradation, climate change, deforestation, water pollution, 

and air pollution (César & Ekbom, 2013). Additional obstacles include toxic household waste, 

biodiversity loss, inadequate ecosystem services, urban outdoor air pollution—especially in cities like 
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Addis Ababa—and the spread of invasive alien species. The impact of these issues is detrimental to 

human health and poses a threat to a clean environment. It is essential for urban areas to have access 

to clean water, improved sanitation, and high-quality air, soil, and water (Bigio & Dahiya, 2024). The 

challenges of maintaining quality urban ecosystems are significant for both developed and developing 

countries, but the situation is particularly dire in less developed areas unless a unified and regulated 

approach to environmental issues is implemented. 

In contrast, developed countries, which are more industrialized, generally provide satisfactory services. 

Cities in developing nations, such as Addis Ababa, struggle with worsening urban environments. The 

proliferation of informal settlements and severe slum conditions are clear indicators of environmental 

decline. Often, living standards in these slums fall below acceptable levels, compromising the quality of 

water, air, and soil (Tsutsumi & Bendewald, 2010). Slums typically lack adequate sanitation and water 

supply, sufficient living space, durable housing, and security of tenure (UN-Habitat, 2018). These 

various environmental challenges highlight a lack of effective policies to address the impacts of urban 

growth. Therefore, effective urban planning is crucial for tackling these issues. 

According to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (UNEP, 2018), solid waste is 

another significant environmental challenge in urban areas, greatly affecting public health and the 

environment. The negative effects of solid waste extend beyond health issues, resulting in 

environmental and social consequences, with particularly severe economic repercussions in developing 

countries compared to developed ones (World Bank, 2018). In Ethiopia, the solid waste issue is 

exacerbated by rapid urbanization and industrial development in major cities (Gelan, 2021). These 

challenges pose serious threats to human health, the environment, and economic activities 

(Hailemariam & Ajeme, 2014), significantly affecting the quality of life in local communities. 

Environmental challenges in Ethiopia have notably impacted socio-economic dynamics, with 

renewable resources such as water, forests, and land deteriorating, leading to reduced productivity 

levels in the country’s highland areas. 

On the other hand, addressing the problems and challenges in the urban environment of the country 

requires effective policies and strategies to manage the growth of these critical issues, which are 

particularly severe in many developing countries. Environmental policies are generally formulated to 

regulate the relationship between humans and the physical environment, aiming to maximize mutual 

benefits for both. These policies primarily focus on challenges posed by human activities that 

negatively impact health and well-being, as well as opportunities for living in a clean and safe 

environment (Benson & Jordan, 2015). Different countries have established distinct environmental 

policy frameworks to address major issues, impacts, and contributors to environmental pollution. 

In Ethiopia, the environmental political landscape emphasizes the adoption and implementation of 

environmental policies. Existing challenges and limitations serve as the foundation for policies aimed 

at solving the country’s environmental issues. The principle driving policy implementation has 

benefited environmental policy initiatives (Kefauver, 2011). Consequently, the environmental problems 
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in Ethiopia are significant and require collaboration and consensus among stakeholders to achieve the 

goals of environmental policy in every project throughout all phases. 

The country’s policy framework has been in place since 1995; however, there have been challenges in 

the governmental implementation process for providing environmental conservation and protection. 

Environmental protection policies and programs have been established by the government at various 

levels, including zonal, federal, regional, and district levels, taking into account the indigenous 

knowledge of the community (Ethiopian Environmental Protection Authority, 2011). Environmental 

challenges continue to create difficulties, leading to policies being hindered by implementation issues 

(Mebrahtu, 2021) due to a lack of effective institutional frameworks addressing environmental 

concerns. On the other hand, Ethiopia has made significant progress in approving and developing an 

environmental policy framework; however, the implementation of conservation strategies has been 

challenged by existing gaps (Dejenie & Kakiso, 2023). 

Thus, while Ethiopia has legal and policy frameworks designed to mitigate serious environmental 

problems and challenges, implementation remains problematic due to weak institutional development, 

ineffective planning, inadequate capacity of sectoral institutions, professional capacity needs, and 

financial constraints (Kenea, 2012). Additionally, many developing countries exhibit weak 

prioritization of environmental challenges and poor political commitment, all of which affect the 

implementation strategies of environmental policy frameworks. 

This systematic review provides vital information related to urban environmental problems, 

challenges, and policy frameworks in Ethiopia. The research systematically reviews existing sources 

related to the country's environmental issues. Based on the findings of this systematic review, it will be 

helpful for the country to identify gaps and develop a better guide and effective strategies for a safer 

future and environment. First, this paper aims to identify and catalog various urban environmental 

problems in Ethiopia, along with their implications for human health and well-being. Second, the 

review seeks to outline the specific challenges confronting the Ethiopian environment and analyze 

their effects on ecological systems and human populations. Additionally, this work will evaluate the 

existing policy frameworks and their structural composition to determine their effectiveness in guiding 

environmental implementation strategies across Ethiopia. 

METHODS AND MATERIALS 

A comprehensive literature review was vital for thoroughly exploring the primary aim of this study, 

which centers on urban environmental problems and their implications for the community. This 

review addresses the challenges posed by environmental issues and their effects while examining the 

regulatory and policy frameworks necessary to mitigate these significant challenges. To gather detailed 

information, the systematic review utilized various sources, including the Scopus search engine, 

Elsevier, ResearchGate, ScienceDirect, the World Academy of Science, Cell Press, IISTE, Google 

Scholar, Web of Science, Springer, and pertinent institutional and academic publications. It also 

referenced numerous articles and governmental documents through its cited works. 
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All cited articles were organized using a citation management platform in accordance with the 

guidelines established by PRISMA and Barbara Kitchenham for standardized systematic reviews 

(PRISMA, 2020). To avoid biased results, the author cross-checked various articles to ensure 

reliability, facilitating the selection of the most relevant papers for an in-depth study of the issue. The 

author systematically registered and screened all articles to analyze their relevance and detail 

concerning environmental problems and practices. 

Within the literature review, a selection of articles was examined in depth. Approximately 114 

redundant articles were excluded for failing to provide significant information related to the 

environment, instead offering generalized content unsuitable for this systematic review. Ultimately, 

the study analyzed a total of 75 papers sourced from Scopus, Google Scholar, and reputable websites 

that regularly publish on environmental issues, providing comprehensive analyses (Refer to Figure 1). 

Various techniques were employed to eliminate biased information, ensuring a standardized quality for 

the review. This systematic review effectively examines environmental issues and their applications, 

leading to a better understanding of major urban environmental problems in the country and the 

implications of failing to address these challenges. 

The review highlights the difficulties encountered and aims to clarify existing environmental policies 

and the gaps in their implementation. Despite the study's thorough nature, it reveals ongoing gaps in 

the execution of environmental policies and practices within the country. While some articles noted 

these implementation gaps, a detailed investigation is necessary to uncover why the environmental 

policies are not effectively addressing these issues, considering all stakeholders. This understanding is 

crucial, as the challenges presented have significant implications for both ecosystems and human 

health, underscoring the importance of addressing them. 
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Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram  

Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram  

RESULTS 

Environmental Degradation in Urban Ethiopia: A Multifaceted Challenge 

Different countries face unique urban environmental challenges, and no nation is free from these 

issues. Urban areas, in particular, encounter a variety of environmental problems. Ethiopia, known for 

its rich natural resources and biodiversity, heavily relies on these resources. However, rapid population 

growth and extensive resource use have led to significant environmental degradation (Kefauver, 2011). 

Ethiopia is grappling with severe urban challenges, including the proliferation of informal settlements 

and the worsening conditions of slums, which serve as clear indicators of a deteriorating urban 

environment. These slum areas often fall below acceptable living standards, with compromised water, 

air, and soil quality (Tsutsumi & Bendewald, 2010). Additional issues such as inadequate sanitation, 

overcrowded solid waste, housing shortages, and air pollution, all exacerbated by population growth 

and urban expansion, are particularly prominent in Addis Ababa. Beyond these urban challenges, 

Ethiopia faces numerous environmental issues, including soil erosion, declining fertility, deforestation, 

loss of biodiversity, and water quality deterioration (Bekele, 2008). Collectively, these factors pose 

significant challenges to the urban environment in the country. Moreover, the European Commission 

(2024) has identified additional environmental challenges, including climate change, outdoor air 

pollution, and household toxic waste. Social, economic, and political factors further complicate the 

situation, often exacerbating existing environmental degradation. The cycle of poverty compels 

individuals to prioritize immediate survival over long-term environmental sustainability, leading to 

further degradation instead of careful consideration (Avis, 2018) 

Ethiopia also faces challenges such as famine, recurrent droughts, infrastructure issues, and political 

instability, all of which complicate environmental management (Ogbaharya & Tecle, 2012). 
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Furthermore, various industries contribute to environmental pollution by discharging waste 

substances, including textile, beverage, and tanning industries, all of which pose significant challenges 

to the environment and food processing sectors. The growth of urbanization in Ethiopia has been 

accompanied by an increase in motorization and economic development in urban areas. This has led to 

a rise in air pollution, which, along with other environmental issues, poses significant health risks and 

threatens the environment. A poor regulatory framework and a lack of clean fuel, particularly 

concerning vehicle emissions, present additional challenges. Various stakeholders, including the 

government and organizations, are striving to reduce air pollution (Tsutsumi & Bendewald, 2010). 

Efforts have been made to lower the sulfur content in fuels and to adopt cleaner vehicle technologies 

(United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP], 2010). Additionally, population growth has led to a 

higher demand for fuelwood and agricultural land, prompting significant encroachment into forested 

areas. This has resulted in deforestation at alarming rates (Biswas, 2022). Estimates indicate that 

approximately 1.24 million hectares of natural forest were cleared for agricultural expansion between 

1990 and 2014 (Woody Biomass Inventory and Strategic Planning Project [WBISPP, 2004], Tajebe, 

2017]. 

In Ethiopia, the average reforestation rate is 1 percent annually, which is higher than the Sub-Saharan 

African average of 0.6% (Kirui & Mirzabaev, 2014). Furthermore, without effective intervention to 

change traditional development patterns, it is estimated that an additional nine million hectares could 

be deforested between 2010 and 2030. During the same period, wood fuel consumption is projected to 

increase by 65 percent, further exacerbating the degradation of forests (Government of Ethiopia, 

2012). 

Deforestation poses serious environmental challenges, leading to degradation and threatening food 

security, community livelihoods, and sustainable development in the country (Winberg, 2011). 

Consequently, the government must pay close attention to these challenges, as urbanization continues 

to expand urban centers and demand more space. Various plans are being implemented in urban areas 

that may convert agricultural land to urban use, potentially leading to significant challenges in food 

security due to extensive land use changes. In Ethiopia, a significant percentage of the population 

relies heavily on traditional energy sources such as charcoal, firewood, and animal dung residue from 

crops. Traditional sources account for 94% of the country's energy demand, while modern sources—

primarily electricity and petroleum—constitute only about 6% (Hilawe, 2010). Furthermore, biomass 

fuels are often burned using inefficient, smoky traditional stoves in poorly ventilated kitchens, leading 

to serious air pollution and health risks (World Health Organization, 2015). This situation presents 

significant challenges in urban environments and has resulted in high mortality rates, particularly 

among vulnerable groups such as children, women, and the elderly. 

Ethiopia also faces major environmental challenges, including climate change and soil degradation. 

Climate change has led to increased temperature variability and altered rainfall patterns, which may 

worsen in the coming years. These changes can result in more frequent floods and droughts, negatively 
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impacting agricultural production and, consequently, the national economy and people's livelihoods 

(Coulibaly et al, 2020).  

Other environmental issues include greenhouse gas emissions, soil degradation, and water pollution, 

all of which can adversely affect agricultural output and human health (Tajebe, 2017).  Methane, a 

potent greenhouse gas, contributes to global warming with a warming potential approximately 20 

times greater than that of carbon dioxide (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007). 

Additionally, nitrous oxide emissions from manure have a global warming potential 300 times that of 

carbon dioxide (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007). Climate change is expected to 

bring about increasingly severe weather impacts, further degrading the country's ecosystems and 

exacerbating issues related to food security and malnutrition (World Bank, 2012). Despite some 

improvements, Ethiopia continues to face numerous challenges in achieving Millennium Development 

Goal 7, which aims for better environmental sustainability (World Bank, 2012). 

Environmental Policy and Challenges in Ethiopia: A Framework for Sustainable 
Development 

Ethiopia is recognized as one of the world's most significant biodiversity hotspots, yet it also faces 

considerable degradation (Forum for Environment, 2011; Conservation International, 2012; McKee, 

2012). The country is grappling with numerous environmental challenges, including soil erosion, 

deforestation, biodiversity loss, declining soil fertility, and poor water quality (Bekele, 2008; Ethiopian 

Environmental Protection Authority, 1997). As highlighted in the 1997 Ethiopian Environmental 

Policy, these issues pose serious threats to citizens and undermine the natural resources that form the 

foundation of the economy. A large portion of the population relies on the environment as their 

primary source of income through various activities (Cheever et al., 2011; McKee, 2012). The Ethiopian 

Environmental Policy, endorsed in 1997, aimed to promote sustainable social and economic 

development to improve the health standards and quality of life for all Ethiopians (Federal Democratic 

Republic of Ethiopia, 1997). The Ethiopian Constitution (FDRE Constitution, 1995) explicitly states 

that "all individuals have the right to a healthy and clean environment." Furthermore, it emphasizes 

that the government must ensure that everyone in Ethiopia can live in such an environment. Several 

articles within Ethiopia's environmental policy address issues concerning urban ecological 

management, either explicitly or implicitly. Specifically, Articles 3(7) and 3(8) address matters related 

to human settlements, ecological health, and urban settings. These articles aim to tackle environmental 

challenges, such as managing industrial waste and pollutants that degrade ecological quality (Federal 

Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, 1997). Consequently, environmental policy plays a vital role in 

addressing and reducing environmental risks, making the effective execution of these policies 

imperative. On the whole, the legal and regulatory structures for safeguarding the environment are 

largely promising. Furthermore, Article 3(9) focuses on air pollution and climate change, emphasizing 

the need to combat elements that lead to air pollution, such as methane emissions from inadequately 

managed sources. However, practical implementation indicates that the Environmental Protection 

Authority and its partners in Ethiopia bear the responsibility for effective policy management (Melese, 

2009). 
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Proclamation No. 299/2002 on Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) mandates that project 

proponents conduct an EIA for projects with significant environmental and social implications. 

Applying EIA is critical for assessing potential environmental damage, making effective 

implementation vital. According to Articles 43(2) and 92(3), full consultation and public participation 

are required when planning and executing projects that significantly impact the environment. 

Additionally, Article 92(4) emphasizes that both the authorities and citizens share the responsibility of 

protecting the environment. Therefore, stakeholders must play a vital role in implementing 

environmental policies. In Ethiopia, the failure to integrate environmental considerations into growth 

objectives has drawn significant criticism regarding the country's past progress, as noted in recent 

environmental studies (Damtie & Kebede, 2022), (Feyisa, 2016), (Getu, 2013), (Aregawi, 2014). 

Integrating environmental considerations into current operations and initiatives is crucial, as is 

formulating policies that encourage sustainable development. 

Ethiopia's plan for a sustainable and environmentally friendly transformation has been hindered by 

the absence of essential policy components. As a result, flaws in the policy framework, legal system, 

and implementation methods have started to weaken the nation's environmental regulations (Hadis, 

Tesfaye, Hailu, et al., 2019). Key obstacles to achieving environmental protection goals include a lack 

of institutional connections, ambiguity regarding authority, insufficient local offices, and inadequate 

institutional capacity. The main obstacle to the effectiveness of Ethiopia's current environmental laws 

is their enforcement (Kefauver, 2011). An Addis Ababa University professor noted, "Making laws in 

Ethiopia is not a problem; however, the issue is that policy is not implemented" (Forum for 

Environment, 2011). Contributing factors to the poor implementation of environmental policies 

include social, economic, and political challenges. Furthermore, inadequate public awareness and 

engagement, limited funding, weak institutions, and low political commitment have also hindered the 

effective execution of environmental initiatives (Molla, Ikporukpo, & Olatubara, 2019). 

In general, the research highlights the significant impact of environmental issues on human life, 

demonstrating that these challenges not only threaten ecological balance but also severely affect the 

well-being and lifestyles of people worldwide. Environmental degradation appears in various forms, 

such as air and water pollution, land degradation, deforestation, and loss of biodiversity. These issues 

pose both direct and indirect risks to human health, economic stability, and social development. For 

instance, contaminated water sources can lead to waterborne diseases, while air pollution is associated 

with respiratory and cardiovascular illnesses. Moreover, environmental challenges can limit access to 

essential natural resources, negatively impacting agriculture, industry, and daily life. The degradation 

of natural environments also reduces the quality of life in both urban and rural areas, contributing to 

increased poverty, migration, and social unrest in many regions. 

Urban environmental problems are particularly pressing for developing nations like Ethiopia. As these 

countries experience rapid urbanization, the strain on existing infrastructure and natural resources 

intensifies. The growing urban populations often exceed the capacity of local governments to provide 

adequate services, leading to numerous environmental concerns. If these issues are not addressed 
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swiftly and effectively, they could escalate into more severe crises. For example, inadequate water 

supply and poor water quality pose serious health risks. In many urban areas, water sources become 

contaminated due to improper waste disposal and industrial pollution, resulting in higher incidences 

of waterborne diseases such as cholera and dysentery. Additionally, the scarcity of clean water can 

impede daily activities and hinder economic development. 

Soil fertility decline is another critical issue linked to urbanization and environmental neglect. 

Unsustainable farming practices, deforestation, and industrial activities deplete the soil's nutrients, 

reducing agricultural productivity. This situation threatens food security, exacerbating poverty and 

hunger among vulnerable populations. Deforestation, often driven by the demand for land, timber, and 

fuel, leads to biodiversity loss, disrupts ecosystems, and accelerates climate change. Forests act as 

significant carbon sinks, and their destruction contributes to global warming. The loss of biodiversity 

further jeopardizes ecosystem stability, affecting species diversity, ecological resilience, and the ability 

of ecosystems to provide essential services such as pollination, water filtration, and climate regulation. 

Air pollution, primarily from vehicle emissions, industrial activities, and biomass burning, is a critical 

issue, particularly in rapidly growing urban areas. High levels of pollutants such as particulate matter 

(PM), nitrogen oxides (NOx), and sulfur dioxide (SO2) adversely affect respiratory health and 

contribute to climate change. Additionally, improperly managed household toxic waste contaminates 

soil and water resources. This waste, which includes plastics, batteries, chemicals, and electronic 

waste, necessitates effective waste management systems to mitigate environmental contamination and 

health risks. 

The study reveals that Ethiopia, like many developing nations, suffers from a significant lack of 

political commitment and effective policy management regarding environmental issues. Although 

there is an acknowledgment of the need for sustainable environmental management, the political will 

to implement comprehensive and enforceable policies remains weak. This inadequacy often leads to 

ineffective legislative frameworks, poor enforcement of existing laws, and insufficient resource 

allocation for environmental protection initiatives. As a result, environmental problems persist and 

often worsen over time. 

In addition to political shortcomings, limited financial resources pose a significant barrier to 

addressing environmental degradation. Developing countries frequently struggle to allocate adequate 

funding for environmental projects, conservation efforts, and infrastructure development. This 

financial constraint hampers the execution of essential programs such as afforestation, pollution 

control, waste management, and water resource management. Weak financial support often results in 

reliance on external aid or incomplete projects, undermining long-term sustainability goals. 

Moreover, weak institutional frameworks and ineffective policy implementation exacerbate the 

environmental crisis. Many government agencies lack the capacity, expertise, and coordination 

necessary to manage environmental issues effectively. When policies are developed without proper 

implementation plans, monitoring mechanisms, or accountability measures, their impact is limited. 
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This disconnect between policy formulation and practical action leads to environmental initiatives that 

are often superficial or short-lived, failing to produce meaningful change. 

The research underscores that addressing these complex environmental challenges requires a 

multifaceted approach involving political will, adequate funding, strong institutions, and community 

participation. It calls for increased awareness among policymakers, stakeholders, and the public 

regarding the importance of sustainable environmental management. Strengthening government 

agencies, fostering inter-sectoral coordination, and establishing effective legal frameworks are vital 

steps toward successful policy implementation. 

Furthermore, engaging local communities and encouraging their participation in environmental 

conservation efforts are crucial for sustainable development. Local populations, often the most directly 

affected by environmental degradation, can play an essential role in conservation, resource 

management, and awareness-raising. Empowering communities through education, alternative 

livelihood programs, and participatory decision-making can lead to more sustainable outcomes. 

DISCUSSION 

A comprehensive literature review was conducted to investigate urban environmental issues, 

challenges, and the policy framework in Ethiopia. This review focused on scholarly articles published 

up to 2024, as well as the operational policy and legislative framework from 1997 to 2024. A total of 76 

papers meeting the selection criteria were included, sourced from Scopus, Web of Science, Google 

Scholar, and official websites. 

The findings indicate that Ethiopia faces significant environmental challenges that affect public health, 

ecosystems, and the economy, thereby impacting the quality of life in various communities 

(Hailemariam & Ajeme, 2014). Key urban environmental issues identified include the rise of informal 

settlements and poor slum conditions, deteriorating water quality, air pollution, housing shortages due 

to population growth, sanitation difficulties, and inadequate water supply (UN-Habitat, 2024). 

Additionally, the country grapples with soil erosion, declining soil fertility, deforestation, loss of 

biodiversity, and water quality degradation (Bekele, 2008). Addressing these issues requires a robust 

policy framework for effective management. 

However, there is a notable lack of policy implementation (Mebrahtu, 2021) and institutional 

challenges regarding environmental issues. Urban areas also confront further environmental 

challenges, such as climate change, outdoor air pollution, and household toxic waste (European 

Commission, 2024). The absence of strong policy measures and effective responses has led to 

environmental degradation, underscoring the need for focused policy attention. Moreover, social, 

economic, and political challenges exacerbate these environmental issues. The lack of guidelines and 

effective policy management perpetuates a cycle of poverty, while inadequate attention to long-term 

environmental strategies leads to further degradation. Consequently, environmental policies are often 

overlooked, as highlighted in a study by Ayalew (2013), which suggests that without strong policy 

considerations, the situation could deteriorate further if not properly addressed. A robust 
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environmental policy framework is essential for effectively prioritizing and managing serious 

environmental issues. Additionally, limited financial resources, weak institutional capacities, and 

insufficient political commitment present significant obstacles to mitigating environmental problems 

(Molla, Ikporukpo, and Olatubara, 2019). 

In comparative analysis, the successful advancement of the industry can accelerate the country’s 

sustainability goals related to industrialization. The overall environmental effects, both positive and 

negative, differ among nations due to variations in their specific contexts and the competitiveness of 

their development. In this regard, numerous prior studies suggest that countries should consider their 

unique circumstances to mitigate the adverse effects of industrial development and operations (Zeng, 

2021). Evidence from nations with successful experiences, such as China, South Korea, Vietnam, and 

Mexico, emphasizes the importance of adopting a strategy framework tailored to each country. This 

framework should be developed through a comprehensive examination of both external and internal 

factors to enhance the positive impacts of industries on the economy, while also considering their 

environmental and social effects (Connelly, 2020). 

Ethiopia faces a range of environmental challenges shaped by its geography, socio-economic 

conditions, and inconsistencies in governance. In the highland areas, intensive farming, reliance on 

fuelwood, and poor enforcement of land use regulations have led to widespread deforestation and soil 

erosion (Abera, 2023). Conversely, the northern regions have suffered from environmental 

degradation and deforestation, compounded by the failure of previously successful restoration 

initiatives (Gashaw et al., 2024). Urban centers like Addis Ababa grapple with industrial pollution and 

inadequate waste management, resulting in heavily contaminated rivers such as the Akaki, which are 

burdened by untreated waste and elevated levels of heavy metals and organic pollutants (Melaku et al., 

2020). Meanwhile, water scarcity is becoming critical in the Rift Valley, where groundwater suffers 

from high salinity and fluoride levels, limiting its use for drinking and irrigation (Alemayehu & 

Ayenew, 2022). Additionally, mining activities present a regional dichotomy: large-scale operations 

raise significant environmental and health concerns due to chemical discharges, while small-scale 

mining in rural areas, despite its harmful effects, has the potential to become sustainable if properly 

formalized and regulated (Zeleke et al., 2024). These diverse scenarios underscore the need for region-

specific and multi-sectoral environmental governance that addresses local contexts, enhances 

institutional capacity, and fosters community engagement. 

This systematic review highlights the urgent need for improved financing procedures to overcome 

budget constraints related to environmental management, facilitating better responses to 

environmental challenges and access to necessary funding. Strong political commitment and effective 

implementation strategies are essential for managing the rising hazards and pollutants, especially in 

urban areas. Urban environmental issues, challenges, and policy frameworks have emerged as 

significant global concerns, with each country formulating its own strategies to monitor key drivers of 

environmental degradation. This review of urban environmental challenges and policy frameworks in 

Ethiopia is vital as it identifies pressing environmental issues and emphasizes their severity. It 

https://journal.mu.edu.et/index.php/ityopis


ITYOPIS: North East African Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities  Vol. 7 No.1 (2025)                           

31 
 

provides stakeholders, policymakers, and interest groups with a concise overview of these challenges, 

encouraging them to reassess existing policies and seek solutions to Ethiopia's current environmental 

dilemmas. This review assists policymakers in balancing economic development with environmental 

priorities, guiding the country toward sustainable progress. The insights from this study may be 

valuable to other nations facing similar challenges, particularly in the developing world. Moving 

forward, it is recommended that Ethiopia adopt sustainable growth strategies that address its 

environmental issues and policy frameworks. Concrete steps must be taken toward sustainable 

development, with careful attention given to the social, political, and economic factors that influence 

environmental sustainability. 

CONCLUSION 

This systematic review examines urban environmental problems, challenges, and the policy framework 

in Ethiopia. It relies on a comprehensive range of sources to draw reliable conclusions. Although 

Ethiopia has established environmental policies and regulations to tackle these issues, challenges 

within the policy framework hinder effective implementation. Scholars in the country note that while 

lawmaking is not an issue, the primary concern lies in executing these policies. This review seeks to 

enhance understanding of the key challenges that must be addressed to operationalize existing 

legislation and policies for environmental protection. In Ethiopia, various obstacles impede 

implementation, including weak institutional connectivity, limited capacity, insufficient funding, and 

inadequate political commitment. These challenges prevent the country from achieving its 

environmental protection objectives. Therefore, a thorough review is necessary to tackle current 

environmental issues and evaluate policy implementation to identify gaps and areas for improvement. 

The review underscores the need for better financing mechanisms to overcome budget constraints 

related to environmental matters, which could help manage these challenges and secure essential 

funding. Additionally, strong political commitment is crucial for the environmental policy framework 

and implementation strategies to effectively control hazards and pollutants, particularly in urban 

areas. The systematic review identifies several environmental issues, such as toxic household waste, 

loss of biodiversity, degradation of ecosystem services, urban air pollution, inadequate water supply, 

poor sanitation, informal settlement growth, slum proliferation, electricity challenges, and 

urbanization-related issues. These problems exacerbate environmental degradation and negatively 

impact health and livelihoods on both local and global scales. The severity of these challenges varies by 

region, with urban centers like Addis Ababa facing particularly acute issues due to their size as the 

largest urban area in the country. The study concludes that pollution, soil degradation, greenhouse gas 

emissions, and climate change are significant challenges affecting agricultural production and food 

security. Climate change continues to influence weather patterns, temperature variability, and rainfall 

levels, further degrading the country's ecosystems. 

In conclusion, the systematic review emphasizes the importance of addressing social, political, and 

economic factors to achieve sustainable environmental development. Neglecting these aspects could 

worsen the ongoing challenges in urban environments and the overall ecosystem of Ethiopia. 
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Furthermore, the researcher recommends that the government enhance land use planning and 

enforcement to more effectively address the challenges of rapid urban expansion, land degradation, 

and deforestation. This includes implementing national and local land use plans that clearly designate 

areas for agriculture, conservation, or industry. It is also crucial to improve policies regarding 

environmental impact assessments for development projects, promote sustainable land management 

practices, and advance community-driven natural resource management. The study advocates for 

adopting environmentally friendly approaches to balance economic development with environmental 

protection. Additionally, it stresses the importance of creating appropriate policy and legal frameworks 

to improve environmental quality, including the adoption of green manufacturing technologies and 

efficient use of renewable energy. By doing so, regulators can ensure compliance with environmental 

policies, laws, and standards. Overall, these policy recommendations aim to strengthen environmental 

policies, address existing challenges, and promote more sustainable development in the near future. 

For these policies to be truly effective, they must be well-executed, widely accepted, and involve active 

participation and practical application. 
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