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The state, political trigger events and path creation  
in tourism destination in Ethiopia
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aCultural Geography, Environmental Sciences Group, Wageningen University and Research, Wageningen, 
The Netherlands; bSchool of Tourism and Hospitality Management, College of Business and Economics, 
University of Johannesburg, Johannesburg, South Africa

ABSTRACT
This study addresses the gap opened up by the increasing atten-
tion in evolutionary economic geography (EEG) studies on the role 
of the state in economic path creation. The study links the path 
creation notion of trigger events with political economy perspec-
tives to investigate the role of the state in destination emergence. 
We offer insights into understanding how the state utilises trigger 
events for new path development through the case study of Unity 
Park in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. A qualitative research approach is 
adopted that involves key informant interviews, analysis of policy 
documents and observations. The findings reveal that the idea 
formation for this destination developed along incremental changes 
in public policies until a state official seized a political transition 
event as an opportunity to cause a decisive shift in its trajectory. 
This incident triggered more real-time opportunities for the state 
to influence the development of this tourism destination through 
the application of power and agentic processes. Thus conceptually, 
we found that while public policies shape destination development 
visions, it often takes trigger events and strong state involvement 
to broker new destination pathways. The study contributes to 
broadening the current understanding of the state’s role in path 
creation and the significance of trigger events as well as offering 
empirical evidence on the political-economic mechanisms involved 
in destination development processes.

Introduction

At the heart of much of tourism geography research is the question of how regional 
tourism economies emerge and grow over time (Brouder & Eriksson, 2013; Brouder, 
2014). Destinations do not emerge in a vacuum but are the result of complex pro-
cesses leading to attractive economic novelty over time (Brouder & Ioannides, 2014). 
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Evolutionary Economic Geography (EEG) has offered a framework for exploring the 
drivers of change in this process. Notwithstanding the progress made in understanding 
change agents in a new path development, there are significant research gaps such 
as the role of political events in transforming state intervention for destination emer-
gence. Existing tourism path creation concepts have so far largely drawn upon insights 
from the Global North such as British Columbia, Canada (Gill & Williams, 2011, 2014), 
Niagara Region, Canada (Brouder & Fullerton, 2015), Fryslân Province, Netherlands 
(Meekes et  al., 2017) and Denmark (Halkier & James, 2017) where the occurrence of 
certain events are treated as path shaping moments that effect a stable and subtle 
incremental change to an already established destination (Halkier & Therkelsen, 2013; 
Anton Clavé & Wilson, 2017). Thus, the question of how specific political transition 
moments trigger actors, particularly the state, to bring radical changes to the devel-
opment of an entirely new destination path remains unanswered. It is this lacuna 
that serves as the objective of this paper.

More and more EEG studies recently have begun to focus on the state as vital 
agent of change in destination path development (Halkier et  al., 2019; Deng et  al., 
2021). However, studies that have explicitly investigated how the state seizes a political 
transition event to drive the emergence of a tourist destination are almost non-existent. 
The issue is a lack of empirical studies especially on regions where the state is still 
a significant actor in economic restructuring processes amidst recurring turbulent 
political events (Breul & Pruß, 2022; Adu-Ampong, 2017). On the theoretical level, the 
role of political transitions as triggers in path creation is less understood in current 
EEG theorization. In addressing this gap, this study complements earlier calls on 
unpacking the ‘role of power and politics in structuring economic adaption’ (MacKinnon 
et  al., 2009: 139) which can be fully captured through combining EEG with a political 
economy perspective (Brouder & Ioannides, 2014; Hassink et  al., 2014).

This paper aims to contribute to ongoing debates of expanding EEG theorization by 
focusing on the role and significance of political transition events in triggering radical 
change in state intervention for a new destination path. Drawing on a path creation lens 
focused on trigger events, together with insights from political economy perspective we 
follow the processes leading to the emergence of a new regional tourism economy on 
Unity Park in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, as a case study. Our study makes three main contri-
butions to the extant literature. First, the conceptual finding shows how trigger events are 
decisive in reinforcing state intervention mechanisms for the emergence of a tourism 
destination. Second, we make a contribution to the conceptual enrichment of EEG by 
offering empirical evidence on destination development process through a case in an 
understudied region of the Global South. Third, by focusing specifically on a political tran-
sition moment, we offer a better account of everyday state politics and power for new 
path creation processes in tourism (Ioannides et  al., 2014).

The rest of the manuscript is structured as follows: after this introduction, we 
review the literature on path creation in EEG with a particular focus on triggering 
events as an analytical framework followed by a political economy perspective on 
state power. Next, we present our case study and methods before the sections on 
our findings and discussion. We then conclude the paper by highlighting the contri-
bution of our study to tourism EEG studies.
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Path creation and EEG in tourism

Path creation is a central paradigm in EEG that has been widely applied to understand 
evolutionary changes of regions and industries (Garud & Karnøe, 2001). The framework 
is developed as a critique to EEG’s path dependence model which has a constraining 
view on trigger events as forces of economic change (Martin, 2010; Garud et  al., 2010). 
Social actors are seen as passive observers in path dependence with little or no power 
to influence events as they actually unfold (Taylor et  al., 2019). But, path creation 
pays a concerted effort to the role of human agency and the ability of actors taking 
advantage of events that potentially lead to the formation of a new path. From this 
perspective, the occurrence of unexpected events is seen as real-time opportunity 
for entrepreneurs to unleash a new economic initiative (Garud & Karnøe, 2001). This 
way of theorizing a path development is increasingly gaining traction in tourism 
geography research as it offers among others, the explanatory power to understand 
the forces of transformation and change in the emergence of a destination economy 
(Gill & Williams, 2014; Taylor et  al., 2019).

Following Binz et  al. (2016), path creation is operationalized as containing a set of 
functionally related firms and institutions that are established and experiences an 
early stages of growth. Even though tourism EEG studies (e.g. Gill & Williams, 2014; 
Anton Clavé & Wilson, 2017) have argued that new destination paths can spring out 
either from the adoption of long-term incremental and adaptation processes or trigger 
events, research on how the specific occurrence of events catalyze a radically new 
path is relatively rare in the field. This is confirmed by Butler (2014: 218) who claimed 
that triggers represent ‘a major area that has not been dealt with to any extent’ in 
tourism research. An exception is the recent work by Sanz-Ibáñez et  al. (2017) who 
in the context of the Costa Daurada region in Catalonia, Spain introduced the concept 
of moments to investigate path-shaping inflection points that forced destination paths 
to shift direction over time. They however focus on a more mature destination and 
hence there is great value in the possibility of identifying and anticipating events 
which might act as triggers to orchestrate change in growth paths in different context 
of emerging destinations (Butler, 2014).

Trigger events can be seen as unexpected shocks, such as a political change, nat-
ural or humanmade disasters and economic downturns, that induce a new course of 
action for the development of new path through the strategic actions of actors. Such 
events are different from longer-term processes of path creation mechanisms in that 
they disrupt existing systems from their steady-state condition which finally create 
windows of opportunities for actors to engage in entrepreneurial activities (Russell 
& Faulkner, 2004; Battilana et  al., 2009). As events occur, actors may intervene to 
shape unfolding processes of an economic path through the exercise of their con-
scious agency in real-time (MacKinnon et  al., 2019). Hence, agency is a key element 
of trigger events which has temporal dimensions. As Steen (2016) notes, agency is a 
temporally embedded process where the past, the present and the future are con-
stituted together to stimulate actions in real-time. To capture this dimension, Garud 
et  al. (2010) underlined the significance of understanding actors’ aspirations of the 
future, sensemaking of the past, and conceptualizations of what is transpiring in the 
present.
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Nevertheless, not all agents and social groups have the same capabilities and 
power to act and effect change on a destination path (MacKinnon et  al., 2009). 
Consequently, taking advantage of trigger events to stimulate a change will partly 
depend on the socio-political position and interests of certain influential groups who 
are better placed to mobilize path creation resources (Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020). 
As such, this paper suggests that, besides unequal opportunities for agency, 
event-centered path creation processes can be influenced by power relations and 
(political) authority. The impact of power and political authority directs attention to 
the role of the state since these are typically considered as its legitimate resources 
(MacKinnon et  al., 2009). A deeper understanding of power relations in event provoked 
path creation therefore needs to ‘examine the strategic decisions made by policy-makers, 
including the nation-state’ (Martin & Sunley, 2006: 426). The following section turns 
to this issue in more detail.

The political economy of state power in path creation

A political economy approach is adopted to disentangle the power and influence of 
the state as it seeks to engage or enrol other actors in destination development 
process (Ioannides & Brouder, 2017). The term political economy broadly refers to 
how politics affects the economy and how the economy affects politics. In this research 
it has been narrowly defined as a concept with an explicit concern of the state and 
its power structures in shaping the process and direction of economic changes (Martin 
& Sunley, 2015). While this concept have been integrated into recent EEG studies to 
deal with the state’s role, much of the debate is centred on long-term policy and 
investment interventions (Dawley, 2014; Dawley et  al., 2015; Isaksen & Trippl, 2017; 
MacKinnon et  al., 2019;   Hassink et al., 2019). Yet the instruments of the state in path 
development are not confined to policy interventions and financial instruments. The 
state can also exert power directly although this has not been given much attention 
in the current literature with the exception of few prescriptive works (Hassink et  al., 
2014). We argue this is mainly due to the geographical focus of extant studies on 
industrialized countries of Europe (Sanz-Ibáñez et  al., 2017; Meekes et  al., 2017) and 
North America (Gill & Williams, 2011, 2014; Brouder & Fullerton, 2015) where the overt 
role of the state is limited.

The state is used here in reference to mainly the national government, particularly 
in the context of Ethiopia, which is in control of and orchestrate the mechanisms for 
overall national development including the emergence of tourism destination paths. 
One of the core ideas of political economy is the strategic allocation and coupling 
of resources, thereby creating winners and losers as existing arrangements are moulded 
to adapt a certain economic path (Bianchi, 2018; Britton, 1982). This raises questions 
of power relations in terms of the ability of such actors who have more influence 
over others to mobilize resources to establish a path and construct rational for its 
promotion (MacKinnon et  al., 2019). In this respect, for example, Bramwell (2011) 
contends that political structures and authority provide governments with a leverage 
to exercise much power than any non-state actors. This is specifically true in some 
regions of the Global South where the state is powerful and a primary influence in 
restructuring the evolution of the economic landscape (Routley, 2014). Often discussed 
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under the notion of developmental state (Wade, 2018), state power in this geographic 
context has brought the successful development of new economic pathways (Breul 
& Pruß, 2022). The state itself does not exercise power; it is rather politicians and 
state officials who activate the state’s powers (Jessop, 2010). This exercise of power 
can be manifested through different modes of application such as authority, coercion, 
charisma, leadership and persuasion (Hassink et  al., 2014). Jessop (2010) argues that 
state actors exercise these powers at a particular time and conjuncture to achieve 
their goals. The timing of when state personnel select a specific circumstance or event 
as an opportunity to apply state powers has a significant implication for trigger events 
(Bramwell, 2011). Thus, a key question for research on destination path development 
would be to analyze the decisions and motivations of powerful state personnel in 
response to certain critical events (Brouder et  al., 2017).

Overall, we claim that a broad engagement with politics in EEG can provide the 
potential to closely understand the identity of key individuals and the power relations 
that underpin event-led path creation processes.

Case study and method

The tourism sector in Ethiopia has long been positioned as a marginal sector despite 
its recognition as a significant economic activity going back to early 1960s. Over the 
years, due attention had been invariably given to other economic activities, such as 
agriculture, as the key engine of development (Ethiopian Economic Association, 
2004/5). In the last couple of years, however, as new paths to support the national 
economy were sought, tourism emerged as an important area that can be integrated 
into the country’s development priorities (National Planning Commission, 2016). 
Tourism holds a significant position in current socio-economic reforms with ambitious 
targets set to build a sustainable and competitive tourism market (Gebeyaw & Lovelock, 
2019). This is further supplemented by extensive destination development projects 
with the direct involvement of the national government that came to power in 2018. 
After years of lock-in situations, the current government has been able to open three 
destinations for the public since 2019, namely: Unity Park, Entoto Park and Sheger 
Park (Figure 1). These destinations are part of a megaproject called Beautifying Sheger 
that intends to bolster urban tourism in the capital Addis Ababa (Biruk, 2020).

Unity Park attracts the attention of this study for three reasons: first, the destina-
tion’s locational context has a conceptual relevance for path creation. In the past, the 
exact location of this site was a highly guarded Imperial Palace and a strictly prohib-
ited ‘no photography zone’ with no access to the public. Thus, path creation concepts 
of agency and power offer a lens to interrogate the intentional transformation of this 
place from ‘a no photography zone’ to a tourism space for the public. Second, the 
case exemplifies the phenomenon of state intervention (Deng et  al., 2021). Previous 
studies show that breaking lock-in situations to include tourism into the economy of 
an area can never be a linear process as it usually requires new capabilities and 
adjustments (Brouder & Eriksson, 2013). As economies in some regions continue (re)
structuring processes to include tourism, the question of how and why this happens 
is important (Halkier & James, 2017). As mentioned earlier, it is the national govern-
ment who took the lead in instigating and realizing this destination. The government 
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was involved in developing project plan, mobilizing funds, providing land for investors, 
offering tax relief and exemption, and creating networks between firms and convincing 
the private sector to invest. The third reason relates to case reputation. Three years 
on from its opening, this destination is now seen as a success especially in motivating 
the country’s domestic tourism by the state.

In order to achieve the aim of the study, a qualitative case study design is applied 
involving document analysis, interviews and observations. Steen (2016) argues that 
qualitative methods in EEG studies has potential in providing new insights given the 
complex processes involved in path creation. The case study analysis allows a deeper 
understanding of how the destination emerged and the mechanisms that drive the 
creation of this tourism product (Binz et  al., 2016) at a time of political transition in 
the country. In terms of data collection, a number of national level policies and plans 
from the immediate previous government were collected based on their relevance 
for the research question (Table 1). These documents were mainly used to get a 
detailed account of the policy process and the degree of state involvement in the 
pre-trigger event period. This clearly laid the background context for state intervention 
before its eventual transformation following a change in the political landscape.

In addition, a total of thirteen in-depth semi-structured interviews that sought to 
capture the changing role of the government following the 2018 political transition 
were conducted with informants between February-April 2021 (Table 2). Emphasis 
was given to identify reasons why this specific moment dislodged the state from its 
previous steady-state form in pursuit of a more active role. The informants were 
selected purposefully from both public and private sectors based on their direct 

Figure 1.  Location of newly developed destination sites in Addis Ababa.
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involvement in the process. The limited involvement from non-Ethiopian actors in the 
project led the interview to focus more on domestic actors that had a dominant role. 
Two separate interview guides, one for government representatives and the other for 
the private sector, were prepared in English and later translated into Amharic which 
is the local language used in the interview session. On one hand, the interview guide 
for government representatives focused on the actions taken by state officials (spe-
cifically by the Prime Minister), how these actions differ from those undertaken in 
the previous regime, how the state approached other involved actors and the impact 
of the political change in triggering a strong state involvement. On the other hand, 
the interview questions for private institutions mainly explored the process of how 
and why actors joined the project (particularly following the political change), their 
relation with state personnel at the time of construction and contribution in the 
project. All the interviews were carried out by the first author at the place of work 
of interviewees with duration of 35–55 min. Twelve of the interviews were face-to-face 
with one being a telephone interview. It is worth noting the possibility that inter-
viewees (mainly from nonstate actors) may have felt restricted in what they are able 
to share during the interviews given the nature of the topic.

Content analysis was used for the policy documents in order to extract relevant 
data and examine in-depth how the changing contexts in policies paved the way to 
the current destination path. Thematic analysis following the six-step outlined by 
Braun and Clarke (2006) was used for the interviews through: becoming familiar with 
the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining 
and naming themes and finally producing the report. First, the eleven interviews for 
which consent was given to be recorded was transcribed in Amharic before translation 
into English by the first author who is a native speaker. During transcription and 

Table 1. A nalyzed national level policy documents and their source organization.
Year National economic development plans Source organization

1984 Ten-Year Perspective Plan (1984/85–1993/94) Ethiopian Economic Association
1993 The Agricultural Development-Led Industrialization (ADLI) 

Strategy
Ministry of Agriculture

2002 The �Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction Program 
(SDPRP) (2002/03–2004/05)

Ministry of Finance and Economic 
Cooperation (MoFEC)

2006 The �Plan for Accelerated and Sustained Development to End 
Poverty (PASDEP) (2005/06–2009/20)

MoFEC

2009 The Ethiopian Tourism Development Policy Ministry of Culture and Tourism 
(MoCT)

2010 The Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP I) (2010/11–2014/15) MoFEC
2015 The Growth and Transformation Plan (GTP II) (2015/16–2019/20) MoFEC

Table 2.  Composition of interviewees.
Interviewee’s institution Number of interviewee

Unity Park Administration 2
Ministry of Culture and Tourism 1
Tourism Ethiopia 1
Tour operators 2
Education institutions 2
Zoma Museum 1
Public construction enterprises 2
Private construction enterprises 2
TOTAL 13
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translation, an overview of the range and diversity of the data was examined. The 
data from both the policy documents and interviews was coded, and while some of 
the codes were developed based on concept exploration (a priori), others were in-vivo 
codes that emerged out from the actual data. The analysis from policy documents is 
used to trace the background context of destination development plans while inter-
view data helped to explain the real-time scenario and fresh developments following 
the trigger event.

Research findings

This section presents the findings of the study structured around two main themes. 
In so doing, it shows where the conception of this particular destination originally 
comes from and the subsequent political event that sparked massive changes in the 
path creation process.

From lock-in to path creation in destination development

The emergence of Unity Park has a strong relation with policy visions and claims 
made by the previous regime as an effort to create new economic opportunities 
in the country. Although the 1993 long-term Agricultural Development-Led 
Industrialization (ADLI) strategy had less emphasis on the development of tourism, 
towards the early 2000s the pressure to diversify the economic base began to build 
on the government by donor organizations, policy advisors and academics (Cramer 
et  al., 2004;   Mitchell & Font, 2017). This led to a gradual shift in policy discourses 
recognizing the need for broadening the economy towards tourism. Hence, the 
Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction Program (2002/03–2004/05) which 
was formulated thereafter as a medium-term plan underlined that ‘it is not possible 
to ensure accelerated growth and sustainable development’ unless the service sector, 
where tourism is a part, grows in conjunction with other areas of the economy 
(MoFED, 2002: iii). Later, the Plan for Accelerated and Sustained Development to 
End Poverty (2005/06–2009/10) made clearer the government’s intention to achieve 
a ‘step-change’ in the tourism industry by assuming a key gap-filling role due to 
the private sector’s formative stage of development (MoFED, 2006). Moreover, the 
development of new destinations had been explicitly included as a priority area of 
the tourism sector. As a result, the plan noted that ‘the state will both initiate and 
encourage selected imaginative projects that accelerate growth in the [tourism] 
sector’ (MoFED, 2006: 144). This plan identified Addis Ababa as an area where new 
destination development projects need to be carried out.

In November 2010, the government adopted the Growth and Transformation Plan 
(GTP I) (2010/11–2014/15) to carry forward the important strategic directions pursued 
in the previous years. By emphasizing on the socio-economic and political significance 
of tourism, the GTP I aimed to develop new products and services in terms of both 
quality and quantity. Above all, this plan created a relative sense of urgency for the 
government to be involved in tourism development programs. As a matter of sectoral 
priority, the government was urged to go beyond policy rhetoric and to practically 
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engage in the development of new destinations. This offered an opportunity to break 
from the lock-in situation of old paths of governmental ambivalence in destination 
development. In the second year of the plan period, an initiative arose from the 
government to open a portion of the Imperial Palace for tourism. A former govern-
ment official explained that:

A project aimed at renovating our national palaces for tourism had already been launched 
when I came to office in 2012. The project had phases where the National Palace, the 
Grand Palace [where Unity Park is located] and the Palace of Emperor Yohanes at Mekele 
constituted its first phase. It then took us seven years to restore the cultural heritages 
that are found in today’s Unity Park. (Interview with Unity Park administration 2, April, 
2021)

When the subsequent Growth and Transformation Plan II (GTP II) (2015/16–2019/20) 
was developed, it reinforced the development of this new destination by making 
provisions for the continuation of tourism projects that were already initiated. From 
this analysis, it is clear that public policies have laid the ground work for the devel-
opment of this destination as a new path of the tourism economy. The shift in policy 
discourses and provision of resources through development plans made it possible 
for the previous government to initiate the development of today’s Unity Park. 
However, although much restoration works were completed by the end of 2017, 
progress were sluggish to actually open the place without any clear decision on the 
product offer (Interview with Unity Park administration 2, April, 2021). What might 
then transform this slow progress? This requires an analysis of the catalysing incident 
in the wider political economy context, which we elaborate in the next section.

Political transition as a defining trigger moment

After three years of political crisis in the country that resulted in inertia in many 
development projects, a new government came to power in April 2018 (Amare, 2020) 
with renewed intervention strategies. This transfer of political power from one set of 
state officials to another represents the defining trigger event for the following rea-
sons. First, for the first time in national economic history, tourism is identified as a 
development priority area in the new government’s Homegrown Economic Reform 
Agenda (Plan & Development Commission, 2021). Second, the political transition 
brought a particular individual into the prime minister position whose role was 
instrumental in the development, expansion and eventual opening of the destination 
in its current form. In the old plan by the previous regime, the destination product 
was limited to the mere restoration of existing heritage resources. But, a new plan 
introduced in early 2019 were in accordance with the personal and political prefer-
ences of the Prime Minister and included the modification and expansion of the 
recreational destination products. The Prime Minister using his political position created 
a much needed momentum in mobilizing financial and material support from a coa-
lition of actors. He primarily secured the required finance of about US$170 million 
from the United Arab Emirates to realize this project. Subsequently, the government 
made an open call to the private sector as an invitation to participate in the con-
struction of the park. Although a number of private organizations accepted this call, 
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only few of them were selected by the Prime Minister based on their record of 
excellence in their areas of specialization and their proven capacity for project delivery. 
Public institutions were also recruited mainly to help the state overcome higher 
financial expenditure that would be incurred if the entire project was given to a 
private enterprise (Interview with Unity Park administration 1, April, 2021). This direct 
engagement of the Prime Minister eventually gave the project publicity and due 
government attention priority than previously (Interview with Unity Park administration 
2, April, 2021).

Besides economic diversification, the Prime Minister’s motives in the development 
of this destination area was driven by political considerations. In the past, 
government-led projects were often considered as dead at birth because of the 
number of uncompleted projects. Having just assumed office after a political turmoil, 
there was a political imperative for him to complete projects on time to show the 
new government as a break from past legacies of inefficiencies (Interview with Unity 
Park administration 1, April, 2021). Thus, although a project leader with direct reporting 
line to the Prime Minister was assigned to oversee day-to-day operations, the Prime 
Minister himself was active in project supervision. An interviewee from public con-
struction enterprises revealed that ‘…besides the project leader, the Prime Minister often 
came to see our progress. Even our immediate bosses who had no any previous experience 
of visiting a project supervised this work closely’ (Interview with Public Construction 
Enterprise 1, February, 2021). Aside from his supervisory role, the Prime Minister was 
a significant player in creating a network of actors most of whom he personally 
contacted either at their place of work or at his own office to persuade them to join 
the project. For instance, a respondent from Zoma Museum shared that:

One day the Prime Minister suddenly came to our Museum. We were not informed in 
advance about the visit. Then he came in and visited the museum facilities. Because he 
was so satisfied with the works here, he asked us to participate at Unity Park project. 
(Interview with Zoma Museum, February, 2021)

The Prime Minister was able to succeed in mobilizing a collective action through 
the use of different forms power such as consensus building and soft power coercion. 
This was evident from preparation to construction and until the successful completion 
of the project. A representative at Zoma Museum and an academic recruited to the 
project recounted respectively that ‘the Prime Minster met us in-person and took us to 
a site in Unity Park. Then he ordered us to think what we can do for the garden there 
within a month’ (Interview with Zoma Museum, February, 2021) and ‘the Prime Minister 
called me to his office and instructed me to join the project without any financial reward’ 
(Interview with Academic Institution 1, April, 2021). These illustrative quotes help to 
capture the depth of the sense of power that emanates directly from the Prime 
Minister and the soft coercion involved in how some individuals became part of the 
project. Given the nature of political power system in place, it is well possible that 
the charisma from the Prime Minister as the holder of the highest authority in the 
country might have played a role on individuals accepting to be part of the initiative. 
Sensemaking from those involved non-state actors also appeared as a factor in push-
ing some of them to join the project. When these actors explain their reason why 
they decided to support the state in this project, economic expectations from the 
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sector came across strongly from the interviews. This is manifested through their 
juxtaposition of passive state involvement in the past with the on-going robust gov-
ernment intervention that might potentially paves the way to maximize the future 
contribution of the sector (Interview with Tourism Ethiopia 1, March, 2021).

The political transition of 2018 that brought in a new Prime Minister therefore 
represent a key triggering moment in the rapid turn of evolution in the path creation 
process. In the political economy context of Ethiopia, the opening of Unity Park in 
October 2019 carries important political implications in that it represents the shift in 
path for the area that had been traditionally known as an exclusive seat of the gov-
ernment. Set on a 13-hectare land on the premise of the Grand Palace of Emperor 
Menelik II (Figure 2) which was built in the late 1880s (Seble & Biruk, 2021), this place 
has since been the seat of the central government and, hence a high security zone 
not accessible to the general public.

The Park accommodates the history of Ethiopian Emperors along with a number 
of buildings such as the Throne House and Banquet Hall which have enormous his-
torical significances. In addition, it also features a state-of-the-art gallery with several 
installations, a zoo and children playground which are all recent additions to this 
historic site. Opening up this particular site to the public is therefore of significant 
symbolic and material importance as it speaks to the making of the state accessible 
to all citizens and in the process creating a new sense of shared national unity. 
Currently, Unity Park is considered as one of the high-profile tourist destinations in 
the city. In the time immediately before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
site had been attracting over 3000 visitors per day, mostly domestic tourists. Due to 
the growing economic significance from the destination, it only took a six months 
respite for the government to re-open the park even during the period of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 2. A erial view of Unity Park. (Source: Authors’ collection)
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Discussion: policy, power and the politics of the state in destination 
emergence and development

The analysis provides a relevant context within which to explore the changing role 
of the state in destination pathway triggered by a political incident. Public policies 
are one mechanism that can help orchestrate the emergence of a new path by iden-
tifying emerging opportunities (Dawley et  al., 2015). Similarly, public policies in the 
current case allow the state to gradually make a break from established structures 
and practices by taking deliberate and conscious actions in favour of a new path (Gill 
& Williams, 2014). This is evident when the country’s policies has long stressed the 
importance of developing new destinations, thereby highlighting the typical feature 
of (policy) entrepreneurs who strive to create new paths (Garud & Karnøe, 2001). 
Step-by-step, these policies were operationalizing the visions and expectations of the 
tourism sector to be acted on by the state as a means to break lock-in situations 
(Steen, 2016). Specifically in the Growth and Transformation Plan (2010/11–2014/15) 
period a decisive shift was made when the Grand Palace was identified as a tourism 
resource to be developed. The state through this plan made a break with the past 
in recognizing the site as a tourism asset for creating new economic pathways in the 
city (Taylor et  al., 2019). This is in line with earlier research findings on how policy 
actions can support destination path reorientation processes (Sanz-Ibáñez & Anton 
Clavé, 2014; Anton Clavé & Wilson, 2017). However, in the present case the policies 
go a step further to furnish the introduction of an entirely new destination. But, this 
finding also clearly show that the progress of policy-driven path creation was slow 
and lacked the capacity to deliver intended outcomes.

The April 2018 political transition therefore appeared as a significant event that 
created more opportunities for the state to actively intervene. This moment certainly 
served as a triggering event that radically shifted the state’s course of action in making 
Unity Park a reality. It further demonstrates the role of state power in shaping emerg-
ing situations in real-time. From a political economy perspective, the evolution of 
tourism policies in general and the completion of the Unity Park project in particular 
were strongly affected by the change in the political field (Bramwell, 2011). The new 
Prime Minister, Abiy Ahmed, effectively used his political power to liberate the dor-
mant path creation process of the past. As a politician, his motives were not only 
economic objectives as opposed to regular entrepreneurs, but also a political one 
that aimed to gain public acceptance through his achievement of government proj-
ects. Again politically, the opening of the park symbolizes a clear break from a closed 
militarised no-go zone during past political regimes. Moreover, government efforts 
went even further to utilize the area as a showcase to its ‘openness’ and ‘closeness’ 
to the general public. This reaffirms recent claims that political transitions are key 
explanatory variable for changes of a destination. Particularly in the Global South 
context, political transitions are moments of flux and possibilities open to the shaping 
role of the most powerful actor-usually the state- in destination development (see 
Seyfi & Hall, 2020).

In path creation, time is a resource that offers actors options to strike at the right 
time and right place (Garud & Karnøe, 2001). As head of government, the Prime 
Minister took advantage of this time to act and alter how this destination should be 
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developed and opened to visitors. The new project plan was highly impacted by him 
in a way that could diversify the product offer, which would otherwise have been 
different without this interference. Moreover, new path development relies upon the 
resources generated from different distributed actors and the process needs the 
strategic ability of agents to mobilize a collective (Binz et  al., 2016). Thus, the forma-
tion of key resources such as financial capital and competence is always challenging 
for actors driving a change (Karnøe & Garud, 2012). In Unity Park’s case, the state 
widely utilized various forms of power such as charisma, soft coercion, persuasion 
and leadership to mobilize actors in contributing resources for the development of 
the destination. By using the Prime Minister’s persuasive interpersonal skills and 
political authority, the state was able to draw finance from a foreign country, and 
skills mainly from a network of domestic actors—some of whom may have had 
unvoiced reservations in participating. This indicates that besides agency, path creation 
in time of trigger events is influenced by power relations, a finding also confirmed 
by Kulusjärvi (2017).

Furthermore, state power as exercised by the Prime Minister helped to generate 
a momentum among involved actors who were committed to satisfy his interests. 
This commitment in turn made these actors to rally their resources in support of 
current state actions, taking into account their future aspirations in terms of exploit-
ing the tourism potential of the country. This action of the actors is consistent 
with previous findings on construction of temporal agency in path creation 
(Grillitsch & Sotarauta, 2020; Steen, 2016). While these collective agency supports 
Garud and Karnøe (2001) observation that the emergence of a path cannot be 
attributed to any one individual actor, the intervention especially from the Prime 
Minister also highlights the influential role of an individual in leadership capacity 
that generated an irreversible impetus for the emergence of this destination (Taylor 
et  al., 2019).

Conclusion

The article combined the path creation concept of trigger events with political econ-
omy to better understand the role of the state in destination development. Through 
the case of Unity Park in Ethiopia, we contribute theoretical and empirical insights 
to understand in depth trigger events in EEG. Although the occurrence of events are 
often associated with their negative impacts (Hall, 2010), this study focuses on the 
less-researched positive sides of events in EEG as an opportunity for a new destination 
development. The study offers three significant insights:

Firstly, regarding early path creation processes, it depicted that policy actions can 
be vital in allowing the state to strategically drive changes in destination development. 
The state makes use of policies to self-reflect on escaping its tourism lock-in path 
which is an analogue to Garud and Karnøe (2001) boundary spanning concept. The 
boundary spanning ideas for Unity Park developed incrementally through economic 
policies until a political transition in 2018 brought transformative change in its tra-
jectory. In addition, our study reveals that political transition as a significant trigger 
event that effectively set the state towards rapid destination path creation. The findings 
show how the state successfully seized the 2018 political change to scale up its 
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intervention strategies. The final insight we provide is that state power is a crucial 
instrument in constructing networks of actors that can generate the momentum 
needed to develop a break from lock-in situation onto destination path creation 
trajectory. The key player in this case was the Prime Minister who acted as a path 
creation entrepreneur and advocate (MacKinnon et  al., 2019). Although his individual 
agency was central to create path creation momentum, the involvement of other 
non-state actors was also necessary to support and realize the development of the 
new path (Gill & Williams, 2017). What remains unclear is the extent of coercive force 
vis-a-vis free choice felt by those who make up the collective human agency through 
which new paths are realised.

In addition to the case-specific insights, our study adds to knowledge on EEG-inspired 
tourism geographies research in several ways. First, it responds to calls to unravel how 
power and politics underpin economic adaptation (MacKinnon et  al., 2009). Secondly, 
the study explores the emergence of a tourist destination in the context of a trigger 
event. We specifically find that the state and key political actors can emerge as pow-
erful during a political transition event to orchestrate a new economic pathway (Dawley 
et  al., 2015; MacKinnon et  al., 2019). In addition, the study made modest contributions 
to the inter-temporal nature of agentic processes despite this not being its primary 
objective (Steen, 2016). The actions of engaged actors in real-time was fairly stimulated 
by their future aspirations of the tourism sector as a potential economic activity that 
had not been fully utilized previously. Finally, we offer an empirical case of the emer-
gence, evolution and changing paths of tourism destination development in less 
matured destinations of the Global South. The extant literature tends to overly focus 
on Global North destinations where policies have strong path-creation abilities. In 
contrast, as our case shows, Global South destinations experience slow, and often 
ineffective, policy-led path-creation processes. It takes the strong actions of political 
actors to directly liberate and establish new paths and it is this insight that highlights 
the geographical dimension of our contribution to EEG studies.
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