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Country Profile: Rwanda—A Country Still Recovering From Genocide 
 

The Rwandan genocide in 1994 killed 800,000 Rwandans in 100 days - Africa’s fastest, intentionally 
planned genocide. It was a glaring example of the failure of international institutions like the UN and of 
leading nation-states like the US, Belgium, France, and the UK to prevent or stop genocide.  It was a 
shocking reminder that genocide has happened again and again since 1945. The “Never Again” in UN 
resolutions after the Holocaust proved to be an empty promise.  Rwanda shocked the world.  
 
The Rwandan genocide was followed by innumerable reports, by the creation of the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda in 1995, by the International Criminal Court in 2002, and by a new emphasis on 
prevention at the United Nations symbolized in 2004 by creation of the Special Adviser to the UN 
Secretary General for the Prevention of Genocide.  Genocide Watch played a major role in all of these 
initiatives. 
 
The 1994 genocide followed generations of ethnic tensions between the Hutu majority and the Tutsi 
minority. Belgian colonialism played a significant role in establishing the divide between the two groups, 
by issuing identification cards in 1933.  They included each individual’s group identity, Tutsi, Hutu or Twa. 
They thus reified group identity for each person and made changes from one group to another quite 
difficult.  One’s group identity was patrilineal.  If one’s father was Tutsi, one was Tutsi, even if the Tutsi 
father had married a Hutu and one’s mother was Hutu. 
 
Prior to independence, Belgian colonialists ruled indirectly through the Tutsi aristocracy, and Tutsis 
received preference for placement in secondary schools, government, and the priesthood.  This order 
was turned on its head from 1959 to 1962, as Rwanda became independent.  There were many anti-Tutsi 
massacres, and hundreds of thousands of Tutsis fled into neighboring Uganda and into Tutsi ruled 
Burundi.  From independence in 1962 until 1994, the single political party associated with the Hutu 
majority ruled the country and discriminated against the Tutsi minority. The dehumanization of Tutsis was 
a prominent feature of genocidal massacres in 1959, 1962, and 1972. 
 
In 1990, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a rebel group led by Tutsi refugees in Uganda, invaded 
Rwanda.  Its leaders had risen to prominent positions in the Ugandan army.  Full civil war broke out, and 
the RPF moved swiftly.  They were repulsed by the Rwandan Armed Forces before they conquered Kigali 
only with considerable assistance from France.  A ceasefire was declared, and the RPF began 
negotiations with the Rwanda government.  The Arusha Peace Accords  were signed in 1993 by 
Rwandan President Habyarimana and by the RPF.  The Arusha Accords would have opened the 
Rwandan political system to multi-party elections, abolished ethnic ID cards, and established a 
government of national unity that included RPF representatives. 
 
Hutu Power advocates believed the Arusha Accords gave up far too much power, and they formed 
extremist political parties to oppose implementation of the agreement.  They also planned the Rwandan 
genocide, organized, trained and armed militias (the interahamwe) to do most of the killing, established 
hate radio stations (Radio Television Libre des Milles Collines) that relentlessly called Tutsis 
“cockroaches” and aggravated ethnic tensions, and assassinated moderate Hutu leaders who opposed 
genocide. 
 
The US, Belgium, France, and the UN ignored the danger signs and instead sent an observer mission 
UNOMUR, to Rwanda, under the leadership of Canadian General Romeo Dallaire.  The UN converted 
UNOMUR’s mandate into a “peacekeeping mission” and renamed it UNAMIR.  But General Dallaire’s 
request for 5000 troops was cut in half by the UN Security Council because the US and UK considered it 
too expensive.  Warning signs from General Dallaire of 500,000 machetes shipped from China in January 
1994, three months before the genocide, in violation of an arms embargo, were ignored by the US, 
Belgian, French and other Ambassadors. The UN Office of Peacekeeping Operations, led by Kofi Annan, 
refused Dallaire’s request to confiscate the weapons, as “outside UNAMIR’s mandate.”  The machetes 
were distributed to Hutu militias who later used them to murder Tutsis.  
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The planned genocide was triggered by the shooting down of President Habyarimana’s French plane on 
April 6, 1994. His plane was shot down – probably by Hutu extremists- after he had conferred with 
regional leaders about implementation of the Arusha Accords, which he had signed in August 1993. The 
Arusha Accords were seen by Hutu Power as a direct threat to Hutu control, because they called for 
sharing power with the Rwandan Patriotic Front.  
 
Hutu Power organizers were well prepared for the genocide that immediately followed.  The Presidential 
Guard murdered the Hutu moderate Prime Minister and President of the Constitutional Court and ten 
Belgian UN Peacekeepers on April 7, 1994. Interahamwe Hutu militias set up roadblocks and began to 
slaughter Tutsis and moderate Hutus.  Possession of a Tutsi ID card was a death sentence.  By dusk on 
April 7, 8000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were dead. Between April and July 1994, at least 800,000 
Rwandans, mostly Tutsis, were killed, while the world withdrew, watched, and did nothing.  The only 
foreign troops who intervened were French and Belgian paratroopers who flew in within days to rescue all 
white people, even their dogs, while leaving all Rwandans to their terrible fates.  The American 
community formed a motorcade into Burundi, considered a great diplomatic triumph by the State 
Department.  For the next three months, State Department lawyers blocked any reference to the 
massacres in Rwanda as “genocide”, both in State Department press guidance, and in UN Security 
Council Resolutions.   
 
On April 21, 1994, the UN Security Council, in one of the most shameful moments in its history, voted to 
withdraw all but several hundred of the 5000 UNAMIR troops in Rwanda. The RPF launched a 
counteroffensive to the Hutu Power genocide and took control of the country in July 1994, when Paul 
Kagame formed a government headed by Hutu president Pasteur Bizimungu. The country was de facto 
led by Kagame himself, who was Minister of Defense and Vice-President.  
 
Millions of Hutu refugees fled to other African countries, especially Zaire (the current DRCongo.)  
Operation “Support Hope” was launched by the US and other western countries to assist Hutu refugees, 
at a cost of over a billion dollars.  The Zaire camps were controlled by the Ex- Rwandan Armed Forces 
and militias who had committed the Rwandan genocide. 
 
Offers by Canada to send its own troops to break the grip of the genocidists on the refugees were 
rejected by the U.S.  Raids into Rwanda were made from the camps.  Finally, Paul Kagame had enough 
and supported an invasion of Zaire by the Congolese Laurent Kabila and the Rwandan Army.  Mass 
murder of Hutu civilians followed, along with a civil war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo that has 
cost at least three million lives, and the worst mass rape epidemic in world history, much of it committed 
by the same criminals who perpetrated the Rwandan genocide. 

Top leaders of the 1994 genocide are being tried in The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda 
(ICTR) established by UN Security Council Resolutions 955 and 978, drafted by the President of 
Genocide Watch, based in Arusha, Tanzania.  Other participants in the genocide are being tried by 
Rwandan courts and by community-based gacaca courts.  To date, the ICTR has convicted more than 50 
people for their involvement in the 1994 genocide, and has played a major role in defining the terms of 
the Genocide Convention. The community-based gacaca courts have been criticized as well.   They are, 
however, adaptations of traditional Rwandan conflict resolution practices that are far better suited 
culturally than the Belgian neo-colonial courts that are the only alternative.  

Many genocide suspects are currently in exile in other countries. The Rwandan government has sent 
several extradition requests to various countries. After Rwanda abolished the death penalty, these 
extradition requests have been increasingly successful. On 24 January 2012, Leon Mugesera, who made 
a notorious speech advocating murder of all Tutsis, was extradited to Rwanda from Canada, and Jean 
Bosco Uwinkindi was turned over by the ICTR to the national courts of Rwanda. Concern remains 
whether Rwanda has the capacity to provide fair trials, which will begin in mid-2012  

Today, Rwanda’s is one of the fastest growing African economies, but the “country’s bright future is 
tainted by it’s tragic past” Paul Kagame, who became president in 2000, was re-elected, effectively 
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unopposed, in August 2010 by an overwhelming majority of 93 percent. Nevertheless, several human 
rights organizations have expressed concern about violence and repression against opposition figures. In 
a 2012 report, Human Right Watch states that the government’s intolerance of criticism and hostility 
toward human rights organizations makes it difficult to report on current human rights violations by the 
state. 

Genocide Watch considers Rwanda still to be at Stage 5: Polarization. The Rwandan government and 
civil society are making concerted efforts in schools and churches to overcome this polarization and has 

one of the most systematic genocide education programs in the world. 

 


