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us over numerous trips made to this tiny landlocked country in eastern Africa. Each time we 

arrived, there was something else to see.” 78  Kigali has become the sign of Rwanda’s 

transformation. It is the place where Rwanda defies its bloody past, and projects an image of 

modernity and progress into the future. It is Rwanda’s urban spectacle, but it is also a 

distraction: it distracts one away into believing the flawless story of Rwanda’s development. 

Before the Rwandan Genocide, Kigali could not really be described as being a 

spectacular city. In fact, for a long time in its history, it was very small. A section of the 

Natural History Museum in Kigali shows old images from the city’s past and juxtaposes them 

with images of modern day Kigali. The contrast is not only striking, but also shows just how 

many more people there are living in Kigali right now. Areas that were completely barren in 

the old photographs now are full of houses, shops and streets. Hills covered with forests now 

have apartment complexes built on them. While census data isn’t available at regular intervals 

until the 1990s, it is clear to see that 

Kigali’s population has grown 

exponentially in the period after the 

genocide, as shown in Figure 2. In 

addition to being the centre of the 

Rwandan economy, Kigali also 

served as a place that was relatively 

safe to live in during most of 

Rwanda’s post colonial history. 

At the turn of the twentieth 

century, Kigali was a small village 

with no more than a few hundred 

people living there; more precisely, 

                                                   
78 Crisafulli and Redmond, Rwanda, Inc. 1. 

Figure 2: The population of Kigali only began to grow after independence, but 
saw drastic increases in the period after the Rwandan Genocide.  

(National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, 2015) 
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there were 357 inhabitants in 1907.79 There was nothing special about Kigali when compared 

to any of the thousands of other villages and towns in Rwanda. An interesting figure by the 

name of Doctor Richard Kandt arrived in the village of Kigali in 1907. He was, at that time, 

the German colonial resident in Rwanda, a position given to the senior most colonial official 

in the colony. His story is central to Kigali’s establishment as a capital city. 

Despite being born into a Polish family, Kandt was an important part of German 

society and practised as a doctor in Bavaria. Fascinated by the writings of other European 

colonists in Africa, he spent some years studying Kiswahili in Berlin, before deciding to leave 

Europe. Like many other European travellers in the continent at that time, Kandt arrived in 

Africa to find the source of the River Nile. His ship reached Dar es Salaam in modern day 

Tanzania in 1897, then a part of German East Africa. He went towards the West from Dar es 

Salaam in his search for the source of the Nile, and eventually reached what is now Rwanda. 

On his way, he also met the King of Rwanda in the monarchy’s capital in Nyanza.80 Kandt 

claims to have found the source of the Nile in the Nyungwe Forest, which now is a large 

conserved area in southern Rwanda.81 He lived for four years near this location, in a small 

village that he called “Bergfrieben”, or “Peaceful Mountain” in German. In 1902, he returned 

to Germany and impressed German government officials by his work. After he published a 

book about his journey in 1904, he was officially appointed as the colonial resident.82 

Kandt was sent back to Rwanda in 1905. This time he went to establish a colonial 

administration office. While it is unclear whether he arrived in 1906 or 1907, Kandt set up a 

                                                   
79  ‘Rwanda Poverty Profile Report: 2013/2014’, Integrated Household Living Conditions 

Survey (Kigali: National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, August 2015). 
80 Gerald Mbanda, ‘The Legacy of Dr. Richard Kant’, The New Times, 9 October 2014, Online 

edition, http://www.newtimes.co.rw/section/article/2014-10-09/181744/. 
81 Richard Kandt, Caput Nili: eine empfindsame Reise zu den Quellen des Nils, trans. Reinhart 

Bindseil, 1. Aufl (Bremen: Europ. Literaturverl, 2011). 
82 Mbanda, ‘The Legacy of Dr. Richard Kant’.  
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small German base in Kigali with minimal staff in that period.83 Since people from Rwanda 

were not dependent on employment at the administration centre, this did not contribute to 

a growth in the population of the city, which was really a village at that time. During this time, 

he also promoted planting coffee in Rwanda, which continues to be the largest export from 

Rwanda today.84 Kandt returned to Germany in 1913, one year before the start of the Great 

War in Europe in which he would eventually die. He served as a doctor in the German 

military, and suffered gas poisoning on the Eastern Front against Russia in 1917. One year 

later, complications from the poisoning developed into tuberculosis to which he would 

succumb. Kandt died in April 1918 in Nuremberg at the age of 50.85 Keeping in mind that 

Russia only minimally used chemical weapons in the war, it is very possible that Kandt died 

because of accidentally being poisoned by German chemical weapons. 

While Kandt was fighting in Europe, the Belgians had invaded Rwanda from Congo 

in 1916, as a part of their East Africa offensive. Having very few German colonial officials, and 

almost no military presence, Belgium had no issues in taking over Rwanda quickly. After the 

end of the Great War, the Treaty of Versailles formally ceded Rwanda to Belgium as a part 

of Ruanda-Urundi, a combined territory that used to be the north-western corner of German 

East Africa. Further, Article 22 of the treaty classifies Ruanda-Urundi it as a Class B Mandate 

territory under the League of Nations, which meant that Belgium would have to develop this 

territory to the point it can become independent.86 This development never took place, and 

Belgium merely used this colony to extract resources, primarily the coffee that Richard Kandt 

introduced to Rwanda. 

                                                   
83 ‘KNOW YOUR HISTORY: The Story of Kandt and How Kigali Came to Be the Capital 

City’, The New Times, 14 January 2015, Online edition, sec. Education, 
http://www.newtimes.co.rw/section/article/2015-01-14/184924/. 

84 Mbanda, ‘The Legacy of Dr. Richard Kant’. 
85 ‘Deutsches Kolonialblatt’ (Berlin: Königliche Hofbuchhandlung, May 1918). 
86  ‘Treaty of Versailles, 1919’, 28 July 1919, 

http://search.ebscohost.com/direct.asp?db=aph&jid=266C&scope=site. 
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For Kigali, the Belgian takeover meant that it would no longer remain a centre of 

administration. The Belgian colonial administration was headquartered in Bujumbura (then 

called Usumbura), which now is the capital of Burundi. However, the administrative centre 

for the Rwanda part of the Belgian Mandate was in Butare in southern Rwanda. The Belgians 

renamed the town to Astrida, in honour of Queen Astrid of Belgium. The name would change 

back to Butare after Rwanda’s independence in 1962. Butare was chosen as a site for the 

administration centre because it was close to Bujumbura, the colonial capital, and Nyanza, 

the capital of the Rwandan monarchy which was the traditional centre of power. The Belgians 

had a much larger presence in the colony than the Germans, partly justified by the League of 

Nations mandate requiring Belgium to build a system of administration that could then be 

handed down to the Rwandans on their subsequent independence. This meant that even a 

regional colonial office, like the one Kigali would have a larger number of employees, both 

Rwandans and Europeans. A 1945 survey shows that the population of Kigali was 6,000.87 

Clearly, the city had grown after Belgian colonial takeover. 

The next time Kigali’s population was counted was more than a decade after Rwanda’s 

independence, when Kigali officially became the capital of independent Rwanda. The 1978 

National Census shows that Kigali’s population was 143,175.88 This is a massive change over a 

period of 33 years. Assuming the census data is mostly correct, this translates to a population 

growth rate of 9.95% per year during this period. Over the next few decades, this rate of 

growth continues to get bigger, as can be seen in the chart in the beginning of this section 

(Figure 2). More recent data shows that 28.9% of Kigali’s population is comprised of people 

who moved in to the city in the last 5 years, firmly establishing Kigali as Rwanda’s largest city 

and economic centre.89 There are not as many push factors that cause this migration as there 

are pull factors.  

                                                   
87 ‘Rwanda Poverty Profile Report: 2013/2014’. 
88 ‘Rwanda Poverty Profile Report: 2013/2014’. 
89 ‘Rwanda Poverty Profile Report: 2013/2014’. 
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The praise that present-day Kigali receives is unequivocal in comparison to any other 

capital city in Sub-Saharan Africa. Kigali is widely known to be a very clean city, as having 

many forests and green spaces, there’s also a massive arts scene in Kigali that has grown since 

the genocide. Plastic bags are not allowed anywhere in Rwanda, though a small black market 

of plastic bags is emerging.90 On the last Saturday of every month, most Rwandans, including 

Kagame, come together in their local communities and collectively take part in community 

improvement activities that are known as umuganda.91 Usually, this involves work like planting 

trees and cleaning up the neighbourhood. All of this contributes towards Kigali’s image of 

modernity. As a city that has very few attractions of importance for tourists, Kigali has 

worked towards changing that image as well. Promoting its arts, culture, excellent museums, 

and great food, the city is certainly getting more interest by tourists. For long, the main tourist 

attraction in the city was the Genocide Memorial, a place for remembrance of the horrific 

past. Now, as times change, Kigali is attracting more tourists and, more importantly, jobs in 

the tourism industry. There are even short tourist guides to Kigali now, which show that 

Rwanda’s fast changing capital has a lot to offer.92 Partly due to a low supply of hotel rooms, 

but also because Kigali is a relatively expensive place for tourists, nightly room prices in a 

standard luxury hotel in Kigali start at around US$230 per night, same as they would for a 

comparable room and hotel in cities like New York or London. 

Modern Kigali is the brainchild of the RPF and Kagame. After the devastation of the 

genocide, the RPF had a chance to rebuild it from scratch. Having being given an almost clean 

slate to work on, every policy decision made about Kigali allows the RPF to project its power 

                                                   
90 Émile Clavel, ‘Think You Can’t Live without Plastic Bags? Consider This: Rwanda Did It’, 

The Guardian, 15 February 2014, Online edition, 
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91 Eugene Kwibuka, ‘Umuganda Is Essential to Our Development, Kagame Says’, The New 
Times, 1 November 2015, Online edition, http://www.newtimes.co.rw/section/article/2015-11-
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92 Kit Buchan, ‘Rwanda Reborn: Kigali’s Culture, Heart and Soul’, The Guardian, 11 April 2014, 
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and ideology over Rwanda. This led to the creation of the urban spectacle: this beautiful and 

clean city that is not only great to live in, but also has many amazing things to see and do. The 

spectacle is enhanced when Kigali is compared to capital cities of Rwanda’s neighbours. An 

often recurring characteristic feature of these other capitals is that they are undisciplined, 

while Kigali has often been described as disciplined. Interestingly, this is a word that was also 

used to explain why the RPF was able to prevail and take over power during the genocide.93 

This discipline is made possible through deliberate control exerted over the city by the party 

in order to completely dictate how the urban spectacle is created and managed. This control 

by the RPF manifests itself in one important form: control over the space and built 

environment. Consequences of controlling space make it easy to indirectly control the place 

as well. Simplifying from geographer Edward Relph’s seminal work Place and Placelessness, space 

in this context means the physical built environment, while place refers to the meaning 

ascribed to that space.94 

This section has many examples of how the space of Kigali is controlled by the RPF. 

The clean roads, the green spaces, the futuristic buildings all serve to show that Rwanda is 

progressing rapidly. Some of these are merely symbols, having very little practical utility for 

most Rwandans. One such example is the previously mentioned Kigali Convention Centre, 

which is estimated to be the most expensive building to be built on the African continent, far 

outstripping the Bibliotheca Alexandrina in Egypt that was built at a cost of US$220 million.95 

Symbolisms aside, there are more direct ways in dictating the built environment. Kigali has a 

very strict zoning plan, and has an online system that is required to be used by anyone who 

                                                   
93 Donatella Lorch, ‘Rwanda Rebels’ Victory Attributed to Discipline’, The New York Times, 

19 July 1994, http://www.nytimes.com/1994/07/19/world/rwanda-rebels-victory-attributed-to-
discipline.html. 

94 David Seamon and Jacob Sowers, ‘Place and Placelessness, Edward Relph’, in Key Texts in 
Human Geography, ed. Phil Hubbard, Rob Kitchin, and Gill Valentine (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2008). 

95 Jeff O’Neal, ‘Bibliotheca Alexandrina: The Great Library of Alexandria Reborn?’, BookRiot, 
27 March 2013, http://bookriot.com/2013/03/27/bibliotheca-alexandrina-the-great-library-of-
alexandria-reborn/. 
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wishes to get a construction permit. The zoning codes are incredibly detailed and have 

restrictions on everything imaginable, including rules on what paint to be used on a perimeter 

wall, and how big the numbering outside a house could be.96  After ensuring that their 

construction plan fits the zoning code, a developer in Kigali has to get a construction permit 

that controls the construction process that sets out what materials to use in the construction 

and what the best practices would be. This long-winded process effectively means that any 

new construction in Kigali follows a plan built according to the RPF’s vision. To make this 

story even more interesting from here, it is important to mention that the largest construction 

companies that are registered in Rwanda are owned by holdings firms that are closely 

connected to the RPF. This will be looked at in more detail in the next section. 

Space is not simply controlled by new construction in an urban area. Controlling space 

also involves destruction. Some, such as geographer David Harvey, go so far as to say that 

modernity is, “always about ‘creative destruction,’ be it of the gentle and democratic, or the 

revolutionary, traumatic, and authoritarian kind.”97  The same Natural History Museum in 

Kigali that has images juxtaposing the old and new Kigali to show the city’s growth, also has 

images that show how populated areas of the city were systematically depopulated during this 

growth that Rwanda has been experiencing. Many central areas of Kigali had a large number 

of people living in informal settlements. Obviously, these settlements would contradict the 

image that the RPF would have wanted its modern city to be associated with. The quick 

solution was to move thousands of people to the periphery of the city and provide them with 

cheap government built housing, while depriving them of the centrality that their previous 

homes had.98 

                                                   
96 Shrijan Joshi et al., ‘Kigali City Master Plan Report’, Master Plan (Singapore: Surbana 

International Consultants, May 2013). 
97 David Harvey, Paris, Capital of Modernity (New York: Routledge, 2003), 1. 
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Yet another way in which space is controlled is through securitisation. This is a very 

broad concept that can take manifest in various ways. When I arrived in Kigali in April 2016, 

it was right on the day that marked the 22nd anniversary of the beginning of the Rwandan 

Genocide. 22 years after the genocide, I was surprised to see a very large number of armed 

military troops deployed all along the streets of Kigali. They were not marching, nor were 

they deployed to stop any rally or event, and neither was there any important VIP movement 

that needed to be protected. They were simply there to intimidate anyone who could 

potentially cause an issue on the day commemorating the genocide. At the same time, the 

Rwandan National Police was carrying out its routine roles: controlling traffic, stopping cars 

that were speeding, and guiding foreigners like me to the correct bus. I never thought 

seriously about this until recently, when I read Tom Goodfellow and Allyson Smith’s excellent 

paper on the securitisation of Kigali, which will be discussed soon.99 On another front, Kigali 

has been deploying CCTV cameras in many locations around the city to help curb crime in a 

city that is already known for its low crime rate. These cameras came into the spotlight when, 

in 2011, a woman was caught stealing US$400 at the Kigali International Airport. She was 

able to get convicted simply because of the cameras that were installed there.100 After this 

news was reported, many wrote to their local newspapers expressing their support for 

installing more cameras and how they can be useful in ensuring that crime levels remain low 

in Kigali. One of the letters even goes as far to hint that CCTV cameras are a prerequisite for 

Kigali to become one of the “developed cities like Moscow and Tokyo…”101 

The link between controlling space and controlling place is a bit complex. The seeming 

modernity of Kigali that is manifested through its built environment builds certain emotions 

in the minds of those who live and work there. The structures that the RPF built in Kigali 

                                                   
99 Goodfellow and Smith, ‘From Urban Catastrophe to “Model” City?’ 
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help in imposing its power and show that the party is indispensable for modernity to be 

achieved in Rwanda. In simpler terms, when someone likes the space and the built 

environment of Kigali, they also validate the RPF being in control because modern Kigali is 

built by the party. In that sense, the control over place is a consequence of the control over 

space. The deployment of armed troops is another way in which the space is controlled. And 

it has its effects over place as well, in that it gives the impression that Kigali is a very safe 

place. The authors of Rwanda Inc., for instance, seem to have absolutely no issues with all the 

military deployment in Kigali. In fact, they welcome it, as they write about how gun toting 

troops on street corners signify safety and security.102 Goodfellow and Smith, more critically, 

write about the many ways in which Kigali is securitised in order to enable the RPF to 

“achieve the secure and orderly development it considers so central to its development 

objectives and political survival.”103 More importantly, they show how place is affected by 

securitisation, when they mention that the processes of securitisation “effectively limit the 

capacity for urban groups to organise in ways that might be politically more threatening to 

the government.”104 

Now that we have established how controlling space effectively also means controlling 

place, we need to rewind a bit to clearly see how this is connected to the creation of the urban 

spectacle. The control that the RPF has over the city’s space and place is key in ensuring 

discipline in the city’s population and urban form. When the RPF is able to take credit for 

ensuring discipline, a quality that the RPF values, it can then claim to be the force behind the 

city’s modernity and the urban spectacle. When compared to cities like Nairobi, Dar es 

Salaam, or Bujumbura, Kigali stands out as being this disciplined city that could be “tamed” 

only by the RPF. When that link is made, it is clear to see how Kigali serves to become an 

urban spectacle made only possible because of the efforts of the RPF. 
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One important factor that helped the RPF in creating the urban spectacle of Kigali is 

the city’s urban primacy. Primacy refers to the ratio by which the largest city in a region is 

larger than the next largest city. In the case of Rwanda, Kigali is around 16 times larger than 

Butare, the second largest city. Kigali’s population falls at around 1.3 million, while the 

population of Butare is around 85 thousand residents.105 This means that compared to any 

other part of Rwanda, Kigali is disproportionately the centre of economic activity. This also 

explains why so many people want to move to Kigali. The primacy makes it easier for the 

RPF to simply focus all investment in and around Kigali while mostly ignoring the rest of 

Rwanda. This helps enhance the status of Kigali as the urban spectacle, while distracting away 

from the many issues that face the rest Rwanda. 

Butare, Rwanda’s second largest city, and the former Belgian colonial capital is far away 

from Kigali when it comes being a modern city. In fact, compared to Kigali, it seems world 

behind. When I visited in April 2016, I saw only one paved road in the city, and other than a 

small market and a few shops, economic activity seemed to be primarily centred around 

agriculture and the University of Rwanda campus. It seems untouched by the story of 

development and modernity that the RPF likes to spread to the world. Considering that the 

second largest city in Rwanda is in this shape, smaller cities will probably be even worse off. 

Kigali’s ability to dominate over the rest of Rwanda means that Rwanda’s development has 

been very uneven. An interesting comparison can be made here. Chen writes about China’s 

urban hierarchy in which he describes that urban development in China has been fairly equal 

within cities of each region in China. This happened despite certain cities being pushed by 

the Chinese government towards liberalisation. While there are differences in between 

regions, there is not one city that is developing faster than the others within a region with the 

exception of Shanghai.106 In Rwanda, that is far from the case. This is, in part, because the 
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governments in power before the genocide did not focus on ensuring equal urban 

development in all parts of Rwanda, causing Kigali to grow disproportionately larger. 

However, even to this day, this focus on Kigali continues under the RPF. 

This can be clearly seen in official statistics published by the National Institute of 

Statistics of Rwanda. While Rwanda’s total poverty rate for 2011 was at 44.9%, Kigali’s 

poverty rate was only 16.8%. 63.8% of houses in Kigali had a cement floor or better, while the 

same figure for Rwanda as a whole is far away at 21.1%. Almost three quarters of Kigali’s 

households of have access to electricity at 73.3%, while only 19.8% of Rwanda as a whole has 

access to electricity.107 Similar discrepancies continue on most quality of living and poverty 

indicators that are available, showing that development in Kigali is merely a spectacle and is 

not representative of Rwanda as a whole. Other figures show that almost half of all banking 

activity in Rwanda takes place in Kigali (80-90%), while the city only has 11% percent of 

Rwanda’s population.108 Another report shows that 63% of all industrial activity in Rwanda is 

located in and around Kigali.109 What do the Kigali Special Economic Zone, the swanky 

Innovation City, Africa’s largest solar power plant, and the only railway station in Rwanda 

that is under construction, have in common? They are all located in Kigali. While Kigali’s 

master plans show spaces being set aside for a new airport and bus rapid transit (BRT) lanes, 

the rest of Rwanda does not have any form of public transit. Interestingly, the consulting 

company that produced the master plans and zoning codes for Kigali is called Surbana Jurong, 

which is owned by Temasek Holdings of the Government of Singapore. Rwanda, an 

authoritarian state that is a multi-party democracy in theory, plans its urban development 

with the help of a company that is owned by Singapore, another authoritarian state that is a 

supposed to be a multi-party democracy in theory. 
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Creating modern cities that are meant to be spectacles is not something unique to 

Rwanda. This is, in fact, something very frequently used by authoritarian regimes. One of 

Harvey’s most important works, Paris, Capital of Modernity, is about the creation of the 

modern city of Paris by the authoritarian regime of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte. Here 

modernity is brought to Paris to further authoritarianism. From creating wide roads for 

facilitating the movement of troops, to building a massive basilica (Basilique du Sacré-Cœur) 

to assert the power of the Catholic Church over the bloody yet hopeful history of the 

Communards of Paris, the city’s modern form is a manifestation of authoritarian repression 

of people.110 Similarly, the massive Nazi Party rally grounds outside Nuremberg created a 

spectacle of Nazi modernity, with its awe inspiring halls and fields, and the manner in which 

the audience was assembled in an extremely orderly fashion. Italy and Spain also have similar 

architecture built in the period of the early 1930s to the middle of 1940s under fascist rule. 

All of these aimed to create an image of modernity, while reinforcing the idea of a nation 

making progress. This took place with the backdrop of atrocities on those who did not 

confirm to this authoritarian modernity. What the RPF is doing in Kigali is not different. 

The RPF’s strategy to promote Kigali seems to be working well for now. Those who 

are strongly in favour of agglomeration economies will probably also be fine with the primacy 

of Kigali. At this point, however, it must be noted that the rest of Rwanda is far behind Kigali 

on most development indicators. Kigali, in itself, cannot develop its services and industries 

after a point if it cannot find a market in the rest of Rwanda. The urban spectacle of Kigali 

may make the RPF’s story of development and modernity seem like a reality, but it hides the 

truth that the rest of Rwanda, with most of the population, is far away from being anything 

close to Kigali. Yes, Kigali was naturally poised to be an economic centre because it was the 

largest city when Kagame and the RPF took over. However, instead of working towards 

addressing the disparities between Kigali and the rest of Rwanda, the RPF moved towards 
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rapidly urbanising and investing in Kigali which simply heightened development in the city at 

the cost of the rest of the nation. Kigali can remain the modern capital, but the RPF will pay 

a heavy price for ignoring the rest of Rwanda. 
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The Corporate Republic of Rwanda 

Since the genocide, Rwanda has been portrayed as the perfect model of embracing 

liberal economics in the global South. In fact, in conversations with journalists, Kagame has 

“demonstrated his passion for private-sector development, free markets, and capitalism.”111 

The government has often been compared to a large private firm, with Kagame being its 

CEO. It is unsurprising that the lines between the government and the private sector get a 

bit blurred when the government is functioning like a large company. But it does get more 

interesting when parts of the government, specifically the RPF, actively intervene in the 

private sector of Rwanda. This happens while the RPF tries to pass off as a non-

interventionist party. This intervention that takes place is not through direct government 

policy, but through RPF owned private companies that operate in Rwanda. This should 

justifiably lead one to question whether Kagame is indeed passionate about the private sector 

and the free market or not. 

The way in which Kagame runs the government is through heavy control over all senior 

bureaucrats and ministers. There is absolutely no tolerance for corruption in Rwanda, and 

Kagame is known to have sent some of his closest allies to jail for being involved in corruption. 

From Kagame’s viewpoint, corruption has a “devastating effect on building trust and 

legitimacy in government.”112 This plays an important part in portraying Rwanda as a business 

friendly place. On being asked why he chose to invest in Rwanda, Chaim Motzen, the co-

founder of an Israeli solar-power firm, said, “Rwanda has an excellent business environment 

– no corruption – and that played a role.” 113  In addition, Kagame oversees a system of 

performance targets for government bodies, known as imihigo. All governmental bodies in 
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Rwanda, from ministries to local rural governments, have to sign a contract with the Office 

of the President to achieve specific goals every year based on performance indicators. These 

performance indicators usually measure social and economic development. The governmental 

bodies are allowed to set their own targets for their contracts, giving them the freedom to 

work based on their circumstances.114 This allows the government to keep track of what it is 

doing well and what it is not. However, not surprisingly, it also gives Kagame direct control 

over smaller governmental bodies that should technically not be directly reporting to the 

Office of the President. Rwanda is indeed run like a large firm, and it does seem appropriate 

to compare Kagame to a CEO. In fact, some people do just that. The chairman of the Private 

Sector Federation of Rwanda, Faustin Mbundu has said, “We call him the CEO of 

Rwanda…He runs the country like a business.”115 What remains to be seen is whether actual 

private firms are really free to do business in Rwanda. 

In addition to having a CEO-like grip over the government, Kagame has a close group 

of advisors that he has personally appointed. This group, known as the Presidential Advisory 

Council (PAC), was formed in 2007 to assist Kagame in policy formation, not unlike a board 

of directors in a company. The PAC meets twice a year, once in Kigali and once in New York. 

The members of this group include both Rwandans and foreigners who have had significant 

experience in working in Rwanda. While Crisafulli and Redmond write that this group 

comprises of experts in all fields that concern Rwanda’s development, most of the foreign 

members of this group they mention are actually only business leaders who head firms that 

are involved in a variety of different sectors ranging from education to pharmaceuticals to 

finance.116 Many of them have investments or financial interests in Rwanda, which could 

certainly affect the advise they provide to President Kagame due to conflicts of interest. 
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There is indeed some level of diversity in the PAC, but a large number of its members are 

simply involved in business and do not have any experience in policy formation. If this group 

does play as big a role as is claimed in helping form Rwanda’s policy, the Rwandan government 

may soon simply become an extension of the private sector and start forming policies that 

only stand to benefit businesses and foreign investors. 

When it comes to benefiting domestic businesses, however, we do not need to look 

into the future. A closer look at some of the largest companies operating in Rwanda today 

reveals an interesting pattern: the RPF controls a majority of shares in various holding 

companies, most prominent of them being Crystal Ventures Limited (CVL). CVL’s diverse 

portfolio ranges from infrastructure to aviation to financial services, in both Rwanda and 

abroad. CVL was originally a part of the RPF’s Production Unit which worked to secure 

donations for reconstruction, and now acts as the party’s investment arm.117 The RPF-led 

government clearly prefers CVL owned companies to work in certain sectors of the economy, 

while choosing to completely liberalise markets in others.118 The basis by which the RPF 

decides whether to get involved in a certain sector of the economy or not is obviously not 

publicly available. However, by simply looking at CVL’s portfolio, I noticed that the 

companies that CVL owns are usually those that can make a large profit without needing 

much reliance on achieving economies of scale, such as infrastructure. The other holding 

company that the RPF owns, called Horizon Group, also similarly invests in the infrastructure 

and construction sector. As expected, the websites for either CVL or the Horizon Group do 

not mention anything about their links to the RPF. Large state-owned holdings companies 

from other parts of the world, like Singapore’s Temasek Holdings, do not seem to have any 
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concerns with openly associating with the government. Could this be indicative of the fact 

that Rwanda’s government has something to hide? 

CVL has been criticised for going against the government’s pro-liberalisation strategy, 

because even though it is technically a private firm, it is practically controlled by the Rwandan 

government. Crisafulli and Redmond argue that, in fact, RPF-owned businesses like CVL 

invested in certain sectors when no one else would, to be able to attract other investments.119 

They demonstrate this through an example of CVL’s temporary partnership with MTN, a 

South African mobile service provider, to set up Rwanda’s first mobile network, called 

Rwandacell. A few years after setting up this company, CVL simply sold their stake and left 

the market. The reason for leaving the market was supposed to be the fact that Rwanda’s 

mobile network market had become robust enough to attract new investments. Behuria 

argues that the CVL’s primary goal is only to generate profit for the RPF. Cases like 

Rwandacell, where the RPF invests to create a market, are exceptions rather than the norm.120  

The role of RPF-linked business groups not only serves to further capitalist 

development in Rwanda, but also strengthens the power that the RPF has in controlling the 

economy. Further, it allows the RPF to operate under the facade of being a government that 

encourages economic liberalisation and privatisation. This greatly helps it in attracting 

foreign donors and positive attention of the liberal presses. The Italian fascist leader, 

Mussolini, has been misquoted as having said, “Fascism should more properly be called 

corporatism, since it is the merger of state and corporate power.”121 There is no written 

evidence of him ever having said that, and there are doubts on whether this is exactly how the 

translation to English would look like, since certain words do not translate very well from 
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Italian. What is important in this context, however, is that Rwanda and CVL do seem to fit 

that misquoted definition of fascism. The state and corporate power go hand in hand in 

Rwanda, and that gives a great deal of leverage to the RPF over the economy of Rwanda. 

As mentioned above, there may be some marginal benefit in the RPF’s control over 

these companies, in the form of encouraging investments. However, the fact is that the profits 

go to RPF, a political party, and not the Government of Rwanda’s treasury. From a certain 

perspective, the RPF makes money at the cost of the Rwandan taxpayer since the profits 

earned by private holding firms like CVL, could have instead gone to a parastatal that would 

have been owned by the Government of Rwanda, and not a political party. In addition to 

diminishing Rwanda’s rhetoric of being friendly to the market, this should also raise questions 

on whether Rwanda’s high rankings on the Corruption Perception Index are justified since 

the government’s decisions probably are in the interest of benefiting the RPF linked 

companies. More recently, Rwanda has once again been ranked second in Africa in the World 

Bank’s Doing Business 2017 report, a close second to Mauritius. In the global rankings, 

Rwanda is ahead of Brazil, India, China, and South Africa, which are four of the five states 

that comprise the BRICS.122 According to the methodology used for generating the rankings 

for the report, states that have a better rank usually have lower regulations and no government 

intervention in the free market. In Rwanda’s case the part about the lack of government 

intervention does not really hold true. One can only assume that there is a bias in favour of 

Rwanda in the World Bank, because of its “open to investments” stance, and the fact that its 

government is known for working very efficiently. Even when claiming to foster capitalist 

development and the free market, Kagame’s Rwanda fails by having indirect economic 

intervention in the Rwanda, allowing the RPF greater control over the economy that what is 

possible through pushing for government policies. 
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Conclusion: Rwanda in the Future 

Rwanda’s growth has amazed everyone. It is indeed a major feat that the RPF was able 

to accomplish. However, there are very clear flaws in which this development has taken place. 

While it is hard to deny that the lives of most Rwandans have improved tremendously for the 

better, this growth cannot be said to be sustainable. The biggest risk that Rwanda faces is the 

high likelihood of a succession conflict after Paul Kagame dies, unless he willingly steps down 

as a president. Kagame needs to gradually start letting go of the power that he has 

concentrated with him to ensure that a proper succession takes place once he is no longer the 

President, whether he steps down willingly or dies. Kagame and Rwanda have all the resources 

to start de-concentrating power and strengthen governmental institutions to work 

independently. The RPF and the state are almost synonymous, because of the RPF’s complete 

domination over the Rwandan political sphere, and Kagame has the ability to change this in 

his capacity as the President of Rwanda. 

 To many Rwandans, Kagame is a liberator who has delivered on his promise of a 

better, stronger nation to them. To many Congolese, he’s a foreign invader who has kept a 

war going on for decades and led to the deaths of millions. As power gets concentrated in the 

hands of the President, the likelihood of Kagame’s successor being able to effectively use it 

becomes less plausible. Worse still, the likelihood that Kagame abuses his powers for personal 

gain grows massively as well, as systems of checks and balances get dismantled. The 

referendum to allow for Kagame to run for more terms as a President has been criticised all 

over the world, and certainly within some circles in Rwanda as well, and for a good reason. 

Kagame’s centrality to Rwanda might also become this developing nation-state’s downfall in 

the near future. 

The instability that Rwanda has created across the border in DR Congo, will 

ultimately strain Rwanda’s resources and deal a lot of damage to its currently spotless 

international reputation. This is already affecting development assistance from abroad, with 

the United States marginally reducing military aid to Rwanda because of its involvement in 
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DR Congo.123  If this continues, it will force Kagame and the RPF to adopt even more 

authoritarian measures within Rwanda to deal with a sustained loss of capital, investments, 

and international support. Related to that is the question of whether the Congolese war 

changes perceptions of Rwanda for foreign investors and aid donors. If that does happen, no 

amount of PR campaigns will help the Rwanda salvage its reputation as a business friendly 

destination for investments, unless Rwanda is able to do what states like Israel have done: 

skilfully manage their international reputation while hide war and oppression at home. 

More important now than ever before, the press in Rwanda has been reduced to a few 

media outlets that completely toe the line of the RPF. Journalists and media houses that dare 

to speak against the RPF or Kagame are swiftly taken down through a variety of methods. 

The most common method for this involves physically and verbally threatening journalists 

and their families. While some level of criticism by the media is allowed, and even encouraged, 

many journalists live in fear for their lives for exposing incongruences in what the government 

says and what actually happens on the ground. This lack of criticism aimed at the government 

allows for many of the other atrocities that the RPF is involved in to go unnoticed and 

unquestioned. In the future, this will have a negative impact on Rwanda’s currently spotless 

global image as investors and aid donors realise that many events that put Rwanda in a 

negative light are not even being reported on at all. 

As development in Rwanda becomes increasingly concentrated in and around Kigali, 

most of Rwanda’s population that lives outside of the capital still survives in high poverty 

levels. Even physical infrastructure outside of Kigali is in poor shape, and this provides for a 

stark contrast to the gleaming modern city that Kigali has become. There are obviously no 

fancy airports and tall buildings outside of the city, but nor is there adequate electrification 

or sanitation infrastructure. Rwanda’s development story is actually only a development story 

for Kigali. The city essentially serves as a large urban spectacle that overshadows the lack of 
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development in the rest of Rwanda. How will this small nation-state continue its remarkable 

progress if it ignores an overwhelming majority of its population? 

Rwanda’s image of embracing capitalism is not clean either. Rwanda is far from having 

anything resembling a free market, despite what the World Bank or the Rwandan government 

strongly assert from time to time. My own concern here is not that there is no free market 

present, as much as it is that the market is used to drastically expand the RPF’s control over 

Rwanda and its economy. Additionally, business groups like CVL, that are backed by the 

government, get preferential contracts to execute projects that play a role in the Rwandan 

development story. Instead of being publicly owned entities, these companies have close ties 

with the RPF and by giving contracts to these companies the leadership of the RPF essentially 

pays itself and their associates. The RPF not only exerts almost complete control over the 

Rwandan economy, its actions also amount to corruption and nepotism. 

Rwanda’s institutions are weak without the President’s support, and the development 

of its people is limited to certain areas only. It will be wrong to assert that sustainable 

development is impossible under an authoritarian government like the one in Rwanda. 

However, the presence of an authoritarian government does allow for certain policies and 

decisions to take place that may not be in the interests of everyone. Especially interesting in 

the future will be Kagame’s next 7-year term as President of Rwanda. He is expected to win 

the 2017 Presidential Elections, and his next term will be a litmus test to determine whether 

Rwanda’s success story is indeed a model to be emulated, or whether Rwanda has been turning 

into a completely authoritarian regime all this while, masquerading to be a multi-party 

democracy. If the current trajectory of events continues, as demonstrated here, Rwanda’s 

embrace of authoritarianism will lead to complete disorder within Rwanda and the larger 

Great Lakes Region of Africa. 
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