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Governance of public investment projects

u The need for new public investment projects is 
increasing, and also the size and complexity of projects.

u On the flip side, the effects of some of the projects have 
been a disappointment.

u Getting the best possible value from public money 
spending is challenging.

u Projects misfired and became white elephants. 
– alleged to be a potential waste of citizens’ money.

Background
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Ethiopia

u Small economy, fast population 
growth, high public service 
demand…

u Large investment projects have 
become the preferred delivery 
model for goods and services.

u Benefit shortfalls, high cost 
overrun, delay, corruption….
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≠ Respondents No

1 Project  managers 14
2 Project evaluators 10
3 Project planners 9
4 Decision makers 5
5 Others 7

A research on the governance of public 
investment projects in Ethiopia

Case study – Housing development projects 

§ Survey questionnaires   #41                                                          
(Project managers, consultants 
and senior professionals)

§ 32 returned: 78% response rate 
§ 15 professionals interviewed. 
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Findings from these 
two studies indicate 

shortcomings:  

u Limited or no use of a formal project 
governance system. 

u A lack of distinction between the actual 
decision and decision analysis. 

u Tendency to jump to premature conclusion.
u A culture of overlooking project-related risks.
u Exaggeration of project benefits at the outset.
u Optimism bias. 
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Key governance instruments 

u Gateways with requirements for doc. 
and comprehensive reviews.

u Placing key decisions at a high 
political level.

u Early involvement of stakeholders.
u Focus on alignment with public 

policies.
u Embedding good governance 

principles.
u Systematic project evaluation.
u Professionalization of public project 

organizations. 
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Five suggestions would seem to merit serious attention: 
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How can these key project governance instruments integrate into the 
country’s ‘project governance system’ and improve its effectiveness?



§ Establish a committee to identify the ‘governance lines’ of a selection of 
large investment projects and let the committee evaluate how those 
projects were initiated, developed and implemented.
(GERD, Sugar projects, Railway projects ….?)

§ The goal of such an investigation is to scrutinize the technical and 
political processes of the projects and their results, in order to know 
what works, what does not, and why, and, furthermore, to learn 
lessons and develop a new project governance model. 

1.   Developing a new project governance model:

ü Such an investigation should be done sooner rather than later.
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Need & 
usefulness
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usefulness
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10



§ Should be established as a strong mandatory control regime.
§ Should include a team of independent external experts. 
§ QA of the choice of project concept, the management base, 

cost estimates and cost–benefit analysis.
§ The political gatekeeping should involve the very top of 

government (government/parliament).
§ The technical gatekeeping must have strong political support 

and full operational autonomy. 

2.  Setting up a political and technical gateway 
review process: 

11



Council of 
Ministers

Ministries

Agencies

Political appraisal or decision

Technical assessment or quality assurance

QA 
consultants

Parliament

Ministry of 
Finance

Regional 
authority

Regions

Agencies

Ministries

Government

Parliament

Research 
program

12



QA2  – Quality  assurance of choice 
of project concept
QA3  – Quality assurance of  
budget proposal

Phase Business development Feasibility study Develoment of Concepts Pre-Engineering Detailed Engineering Construction Operation

Define                                                                      Execute program                                  Close

Need 
Assessment Explorative study Project study Project realization

Operation & 
managmentPr

oje
ct

Pr
og

ra
m

QA1 QA3QA2 QA4

Implementing a mandatory external QA of this kind 
for any large infrastructure initiative:

§ Improves the quality of decision bases 
§ Enables better control of public spending & 
§ Ensures the right projects are chosen and 

executed well. 

Suggestion for state project model (QA)
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§ Develop knowledge and expertise on the front-end 
phase of projects. 

§ Monitor trends and suggest improvements to the state 
project model. 

§ Monitor & analyze projects under the QA scheme & 
contribute to the continuous improvement of the scheme. 

§ Learn lessons by publishing reports periodically about 
the work of quality assurers & project evaluation results. 

3.   Establishing a research center under the supervision of the 
Ministry of Finance/planning commission: 
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§ The board, under the supervision of the MoF, would give an 
overview of the work of QA consultants and review reports 
from the research center. 

§ The board of directors would also give directions to the 
research center regarding future work. 

4.   Establishing a board that overviews the governance 
of projects in the country: 
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• The presence of appropriate models and structures or 
systems are not enough to develop good projects.

• Commitment and interest from the decision makers is key.

• Proper training and consultation are necessary to change the 
culture of politicians towards projects. 

5.  Ensuring commitment and interest from the decision makers: 
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19.12.2019

§ Selecting the ‘Right’ 
projects & programs to 
do. 
§ Prepare and analyze 

the information
§ Choose the right 

project concept
§ Make optimal decision

Doing the selected 
projects & programs 

‘Right’

Implementing the 
right systems to 
monitor & adjust the 
framework as 
needed.

§ Evaluation
§ Lesson learned
§ Improving the 

system
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§ No matter how eager we are to transform the country, we 
should not rush to implement large and complex projects that 
involve several unclear risks and consequences.

§ Priority should be given to setting up political and technical 
gatekeeping mechanisms.

Message of the speaker for Ethiopia 2050



Thank you!
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