
Exhilarating Ethiopia
10-Day PDT Offers Incredible Sites, Profound Memories
This autumn, a group of NTA tour operators and journalists visited Ethiopia on a product development trip conducted by NTA 

and the Ethiopian Tourism Organization, with assistance from the Ethiopian embassy in Washington, D.C. The 10-day program 

provided tour operators with a comprehensive overview of the east African country’s tourism product and potential. The group 

visited significant religious and cultural sites, experienced Ethiopia’s natural beauty and met with local experts to develop 

niche-focused tour product, including active/adventure, historical/cultural and faith-based.

Nile River Falls

One of the 11 
medieval rock-
hewn churches 
in Lalibela, a 
UNESCO World 
Heritage site
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Traditional Ethiopian 
coffee preparation
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IT WAS DARK. We sat at Ben Abeba Restaurant, which 

is perched on a cliff. The day of touring the rock-hewn 

churches in Lalibela, a UNESCO World Heritage site, 

had passed quickly. Stars blinked in the sky; a bonfire 

spread heat in the breezy night. As I sipped on fresh 

papaya juice, I listened to Habtamu Baye describe how 

he had hired young Ethiopian college grads to create 

his restaurant with its 360-degree view, how he planted 

50,000 trees to encourage wildlife to return, how his 

effort has helped stimulate the local economy, and my 

tears came down. How could I not be inspired by these 

visionaries and futurists! 

Having identified tourism as a priority, the Ethiopian 

government formed the Ethiopian Tourism Organization 

in 2013. Led by Solomon Tadesse, whose understanding 

of the Western business world is grounded in his hav-

ing lived in the U.S. for decades, the ETO is currently 

developing a 10-year strategic marketing plan. Members 

of the ETO rolled out the red carpet for NTA’s operators 

and shared their determination to work with stakehold-

ers to help transform Ethiopia’s tourism industry and 

contribute to the country’s economic development.

Ethiopia has an excellent national guide-licensing 

system. While foreign groups and FITs cannot enter the 

attractions by themselves, there are plenty of licensed 

guides for hire. The Ministry of Culture and Tourism 

offers training with strict exams to ensure high-quality 

guides. Take Masresha Misganaw, our guide in Lalibela, 

as an example. He started assisting backpackers at 

age 14, pursued professional study with the Tourism 

Training Institute, and spent six years learning French 

and German in Addis Ababa. Today, he is a top guide 

who has provided touring services to UNWTO Secretary-

General Taleb D. Rifai, as well as other foreign dignitar-

ies. His daily rates are reasonably priced between $60 

and $80. Every Ethiopian destination has a guides asso-

ciation to support and monitor guide practices.

Ethiopian Airlines has provided a strong founda-

tion for the tourism industry. With 10 Boeing 787 

Dreamliners having just been added to the 71-plane 

fleet, it is the largest airline on the African continent, 

serving 83 destinations on five continents, and offers 

direct flights from Washington, D.C., and Toronto 

to Addis Ababa. Canadair Regional Jets and other 

Bombardier aircraft are used to serve the major domes-

tic destinations. Owned by the government, Ethiopian 

Airlines is politically stable with a strategic global plan.

Travel product in Ethiopia is very competitively 

priced. Ethiopian hotels usually publish one set of 

rates that does not fluctuate with seasons or events. 

Rooms at Kanta Lodge are priced between $45 and $78 

per night, including taxes. Restaurants have gluten-

free and vegan dishes, and food across the country is 

organic. A buffet meal costs about $8. As the birthplace 

of coffee, Ethiopia offers some of the best in the world.

While Ethiopia faces its challenges, it has signifi-

cant advantages in its tourism development. The most 

impressive assets to me are its human resources. 

There are many individuals like Habtamu Baye in 

both the private and public sectors. Fredy Hess owns 

Kanta Lodge in Konso. The Italian descendant, born in 

Ethiopia, has solutions to every problem: Only a five-

hour supply of power per day? He put in place green 

solar power. Not enough water? He collects rain in 

eight reservoirs. Limited fresh produce and variety? He 

nurtures an organic vegetable garden. 

Heywot Kidane-Mariam returned to Ethiopia wanting 

to do something for her country. While accompany-

ing us on the trip, she amazed us with her incredible 

talents and problem-solving skills. Many profession-

als have returned to Ethiopia in recent years to help 

build the country. In addition, more and more overseas 

Ethiopians are getting involved. Yohannes Zeleke, an 

archaeologist and tour operator based in Washington, 

D.C., has been bringing together Ethiopia diaspora 

travel professionals based around the world with his 

multilingual and multicultural skills. Because of these 

and other extraordinary individuals, the Ethiopian 

tourism industry is thriving. And by partnering with 

them, how can NTA’s tour operators not succeed?

Haybina Hao is NTA’s director of international 

development. Reach her at haybina.hao@ntastaff.com.

Ethiopia’s Tourism Development
A National Priority Fueled by a  
Passionate Private Sector
BY HAYBINA HAO
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In late September and early October I 

had the good fortune of participating in 

the NTA Product Development Trip to 

Ethiopia with a small group of writers 

and NTA tour operators. I’ve long had a 

fascination with Ethiopia, but like most 

of the others on the trip, my knowledge of the country 

was extremely limited. 

Ethiopia is a unique blend of Arab North Africa and 

Sub-Saharan Africa. The people, the culture, the cuisine 

and the music reflect these principal cultural elements 

with many other influences mixed in. The landscape 

that we saw was varied, but was mostly fertile volcanic 

soil and rich vegetation. 

Ethiopia, we were told, is the only African country 

that was never colonized. It was occupied by Mussolini 

for a short time in the run-up to World War II, and the 

Italian culture did leave its mark. But Ethiopia was not 

a colony and never settled for Italian rule. During the 

time North America was colonized, Ethiopia was an 

imperial country. 

Ethiopia is where the oldest human fossils have 

been found. As far as we know now, it’s the place 

where human life originated. It is also an important 

part of the early foundations of both Judaism and 

Christianity. It has an abundance of sites of historical 

and religious importance, and its landscape and wilder-

ness are comparable to the best wildernesses in Africa. 

It is the country of origin of one of the two branches 

of the Nile River, the Blue Nile. (The origin of the White 

Nile is in Uganda.) Blue Nile Falls, which we hiked to, is 

one of those spectacles of massive natural force that is 

stunning to be in the presence of. 

The rock-hewn churches at Lalibela rival Jordan’s 

Petra on the scale of wonder. As at Petra, these giant 

monuments are carved into rock. What looks like a 

church built of stones is actually a structure carved out 

of rocky cliffs and then hollowed out to make rooms.

Gondar Castle, a royal estate with several castles, 

was built in 1636 by King Fasilides. Its architecture 

embodies Portuguese and Indian influences as well 

as references to the ancient Axumite Kingdom, which 

existed in what is now northern Ethiopia.   

Ethiopia is full of such wonders for the uninitiated, 

far too many to list. But these are a few of what could 

be signature attractions to compel travelers to experi-

ence all the country has to offer. Ethiopia decisively 

shattered most of my stereotypes of Africa in the first 

instant of my encounter and continued to smash pre-

conceptions at practically every moment throughout 

our trip. Ethiopians are reaching out with their tremen-

dous assets to connect with the world community and 

the global tourism economy.

David Cogswell is executive editor covering tours and 

packages, Africa and the Middle East for Travel Pulse. 

Reach him at dcogswell@travalliance.com.

A Great Story to Tell the World
BY DAVID COGSWELL

Church interior

Meskel is a major Ethiopian Christian Orthodox festival 
celebrated in late September.
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“The highlight of our trip was Lalibela. It was quite the experience to visit these 

11 rock-hewn churches via an extensive system of drainage ditches, trenches 

and ceremonial passages, some with openings to hermit caves and catacombs. 

Goway firmly believes that there is a genuine interest in travel to Ethiopia. We have 

included it in our new 2015 brochure as one of our featured destinations. With an 

inbound tour operator in place and under contract and access to negotiated fares 

with Ethiopian Airlines, we are good to go for sales to Ethiopia!” 

–David Wong, Goway Travel

“We covered a great deal of territory in 10 days, many times leaving before the 

sunrise and retiring long after the sun had set in an effort to maximize our 

time in the country. We were privileged to visit a number of significant religious 

and cultural sites, view the natural beauty of the southern Nechisar National 

Park and visit the Konso Village with its patchwork of plantings on the terraced 

surroundings. The NTA-ETO PDT was a valuable experience in so many ways, 

personally and professionally, and it will serve as a great background and resource 

for ATA as we look to expand on the successful Omo Valley travel itinerary we 

already offer to our clients.” 

–Tim Ambrose, Academic Travel Abroad

“We’re delighted to begin offering Ethiopia now, following NTA’s incredible PDT. Our 

clients will love the cultural hands-on experiences including meeting villagers, par-

ticipating in coffee ceremonies and cooking classes, etc. From sweeping landscapes 

and exotic wildlife to cultural shows and ancient ruins, this PDT paired sightseeing 

with practicalities such as hotel and restaurant tours, allowing us to make connec-

tions with high-quality establishments throughout the region.” 

–Kristin Peterson, Global Explorers

“Ethiopia was quite known as a political entity on the world map before many of 

the oldest nations, but its beauty, unique prehistoric sites, historical cities, people 

and culture are quite unknown. Ethiopia is an emerging market and the sixth-

fastest growing economy. With the help of my NTA partners, it will be one of the 

best niche markets. I promise to help NTA members with developing itineraries, 

evaluating products and leading both scientific and general tours.” 

–Yohannes Zeleke, Jerusalem DC Tour and Transportation

“Not only did we visit special, unique churches and ceremonies, but we saw 

outstanding natural wonders. I loved the zebras and hippos, and the traditional 

villages are something else! Everywhere we went, people smiled and welcomed us. 

My attitude changed. I felt as though I was on the ground floor of new beginnings. 

There are some things to do to attract mainstream travelers, and the Ethiopian 

Tourism Organization is already making progress and change. I would encourage 

you to consider a trip for savvy travelers to see and do what no else is doing.” 

–Shannon Larsen, Ed-Ventures

“I was particularly struck with how gracious and welcoming the Ethiopians are, 

so passionate about their beautiful country and genuinely curious about us and 

our purpose there. Ethiopia is open for tourism! After just 10 days of travel in the 

country, I’m so enthusiastic to work with the local tour operators to bring groups 

of Canadians to Ethiopia, starting in 2016. I’m so fortunate to have been invited to 

this incredible place and cannot wait to personally return in the near future;  

I know I have just seen the tip of the iceberg.” 

–Fraser Neave, Wells Gray Tours Ltd. 
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