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Rwanda: Human rights situation
More than 20 years after the genocide that befell it in 1994, Rwanda has largely succeeded in
overcoming ethnic divisions, and improved the human rights of its citizens in many respects.
However, a lack of political space for dissent, and serious restrictions on the freedom of expression,
remain major areas of concern.

Ratification of international instruments
The country has ratified all core human rights treaties except for the Convention for the Protection of All
Persons from Enforced Disappearance. Rwanda has accepted almost all the recommendations in its 2011
Universal Periodic Review (UPR) and has – according to its Justice Minister – implemented them. Its second
UPR was considered by the UN Human Rights Council in November 2015. Rwanda has ratified all binding
African human rights instruments; its Constitution grants ratified treaties precedence over domestic laws. In
2013, Rwanda made a special declaration to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, allowing
individuals and NGOs to refer human rights violations to the African Court on Human and People’s Rights.

European Union support for human rights
The EU's 2014-2020 National indicative programme for Rwanda, drawn up under the 11th European
Development Fund (EDF), has set aside €10 million for civil society organisations working in areas related to
governance improvement, human rights and access to justice.

In a resolution from May 2013, Parliament condemned the political nature of the trial of an opposition leader,
Victoire Ingabire, including the political use of laws prohibiting genocide denial in his trial. Parliament also
deplored the lack of a political opposition in a country in which political life is structured around a one-party
system. It also condemned all forms of repression, intimidation and detention of political activists, and called for
greater priority to be given to human rights and the rule of law.

Political context
The legacy of the 1994 genocide, which claimed the lives of up to 1 million people, still affects the political
atmosphere in the country. Although Rwanda has largely succeeded in eliminating ethnic divisionism and
hatred, genocide-denial laws and other legal provisions against sectarianism have contributed to restraining
media and political freedom. In the past two decades, the country has undergone impressive economic
development, reforming state institutions, modernising the business environment, improving the life of its
citizens and reducing corruption to one of the lowest levels in Africa. However, this positive evolution has
been made possible by a type of governance that critics consider authoritarian. The latest political
developments have paved the way to a change of constitution that would allow the incumbent president to
run for a third mandate. Although apparently supported by a popular petition, this change raises concerns
that the democratic climate will not improve.

Human rights in practice
Human dignity
Rwanda has been accused by Human Rights Watch (HRW), Amnesty International and other human rights
organisations of committing severe human rights violations, including arbitrary detention, use of torture and
enforced disappearances. According to domestic observers, hundreds of people disappeared in connection
with security operations in 2014. In August 2014, dozens of dead bodies, apparently tortured and bound,
were discovered on Lake Rweru, on the border with Burundi, but Rwandan authorities denied they were the
bodies of its citizens.

http://indicators.ohchr.org/
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CoreInstruments.aspx
http://www.upr-info.org/database/index.php?limit=0&f_SUR=145&f_SMR=All&order=&orderDir=ASC&orderP=true&f_Issue=All&searchReco=&resultMax=300&response=&action_type=&session=&SuRRgrp=&SuROrg=&SMRRgrp=&SMROrg=&pledges=RecoOnly
http://www.minijust.gov.rw/fileadmin/Documents/Speeches/Minister_s_UPR_Statement-Final.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/UPR/Pages/RWSession23.aspx
http://www.achpr.org/instruments/
http://www.parliament.gov.rw/fileadmin/Images2013/Rwandan_Constitution.pdf
http://www.au.int/en/sites/default/files/treaties/7778-sl-achpr_1.pdf
http://www.achpr.org/instruments/achpr/
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/pin-rwanda-fed11-2014_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2013-233
http://www.un.org/fr/preventgenocide/rwanda/discussion_guide.shtml
http://www.ushmm.org/confront-genocide/cases/rwanda
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/06/rwanda-genocide-beacon-hope-healing-nation
http://www.cjfe.org/resources/features/whither-free-expression-post-genocide-rwanda
http://www.academia.edu/2209647/Kagame_s_Rwanda_Can_an_Authoritarian_Development_Model_be_squared_with_Democracy_and_Human_Rights
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/oct/10/paul-kagame-rwanda-success-authoritarian
http://www.rfi.fr/afrique/20151117-rwanda-senat-adopte-reforme-constitution-parlement-troisieme-mandat-paul-kagame
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/08/magazine/paul-kagame-rwanda.html?_r=0
http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/rwanda-third-term-bid-term-limits-nothing-do-democracy-says-president-kagame-1507373
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2015/country-chapters/rwanda
https://www.amnesty.org/en/countries/africa/rwanda/report-rwanda/
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=236394
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Over the past five years, there have been several cases of successful or attempted assassinations of political
dissidents abroad, including a former spy chief and leaders of the opposition. The Rwandan Government
denied any involvement, despite allegations to the contrary, including from South Africa's authorities.
Freedoms and citizens’ rights
Legal provisions seeking to prevent genocide denial and ethnic divisionism have played a major role in
limiting freedom of expression. The 2003 Law for Repressing the Crime of Genocide made it a criminal
offence to minimise, negate, or justify the genocide, while a 2008 law sought to repress the genocide
ideology. Both have been criticised for being too vague and general, and for leading to abusive charges. In
2013, the latter law was revised, adopting the international definition of genocide and defining more
specifically genocide ideology-related offences. After this revision, the number of prosecutions for genocide
ideology-related crimes declined significantly, although according to a different point of view, it may have
made the basis for such prosecutions even wider. In 2013, progressive amendments were adopted to the
2009 Law on Media, which had been criticised as being too restrictive. While these appear to have increased
the scope for independent journalism, it remains illegal to insult security forces, government officials and the
president; such offences have entailed heavy jail sentences in the past. According to Freedom House,
conditions for freedom of the press and expression in Rwanda deteriorated in 2014, with multiple cases of
arrest, intimidation, and harassment of media workers. Rwanda ranks 161th out of 181 countries in the 2015
World Press Freedom Index. Tight media control has been justified as necessary to retain national unity, and
prevent renewed ethnically motivated violence. Many journalists report that self-censorship is a widespread
practice. A 2013 law relating to the interception of communications authorises security officials to monitor
the communications of private citizens considered a threat to public security.
Political life is largely dominated by the ruling Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). According to a 2014 report by
the UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association, there are
serious legal restrictions on the right to associate with the aim of peacefully expressing dissent. The report
makes similar allegations with regard to NGOs and political parties, and notes that 'the fear of a new
genocide cannot be invoked to impede fundamental freedoms in any society'. Several political prisoners,
among them Victoire Ingabire, have been sentenced to long jail terms.
A strong legal framework has been put in place in order to secure the rights to land. Given the high
demographic pressure and the predominance of agriculture, land in Rwanda is a vital asset.
Equality
The 2003 Constitution requires women to occupy at least 30% of seats in both chambers of Parliament. At
present, more than half of Parliament members are women, making Rwanda the country with the highest
proportion of women in a national parliament in the world. The country continues to promote high
representation of women in public institutions, and has taken steps to prevent violence against women.
Substantial progress has also been booked in improving gender equality in land rights.
Important steps have been taken to promote national unity and build a post-ethnic society, for instance by
eliminating the use of ethnic markers; national ID cards, often used during the genocide to identify Tutsis, no
longer indicate ethnicity. However, according to the Freedom House 2014 report, Hutus often face
discrimination when applying for public employment. The Twa (Pigmy) minority, representing 0.2–0.4% of
the population, also suffers from social marginalisation.
Solidarity
Rwandan law provides some workers the right to conduct strikes, subject to numerous restrictions; freedom
of association and the right to collective bargaining are generally not respected. A universal right to
healthcare provided in the Constitution has been effectively put in place.
Justice
HRW says that, in 2014, dozens of people were held unlawfully, incommunicado, and were sometimes
tortured to extract confessions. Some of them were detained in relation to security charges, including
support for a rebel group in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Freedom House states that the judiciary is
yet to gain full independence from the executive. Police officers sometimes use excessive force, and local
officials ignore due process. The community-based 'gacaca' courts, which had taken over the task of trying
persons accused of genocide, completed their work in 2012. They have been criticised for violating the right
to a fair trial, and limiting accused persons' ability to defend themselves effectively, as well as for
miscarriages of justice.

http://afjn.org/documents/2015/07/kagame-death-squad-trail.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jan/02/rwanda-former-spy-chief-karegeya-murdered-kagame
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/secret-recording-says-former-rwandan-army-major-proves-government-hires-assassins-to-kill-critics-abroad/article18396349/
http://www.voanews.com/content/murder-leads-to-tension-between-south-africa-rwanda/1875360.html
http://www.refworld.org/docid/46c4597c2.html
http://www.refworld.org/docid/4acc9a4e2.html
http://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1172&context=njihr
https://www.enca.com/africa/rwanda-adopts-anti-genocide-law
http://www.un.org/ar/preventgenocide/adviser/pdf/osapg_analysis_framework.pdf
http://greatlakesvoice.com/rwanda-on-the-spot-over-poor-human-rights-record/
http://scholarlycommons.law.northwestern.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1172&context=njihr
http://aceproject.org/ero-en/regions/africa/RW/rwanda-law-nb022-2009-of-12-08-2009-regulating-the
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2013/rwanda
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2014/country-chapters/rwanda
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2015/rwanda
http://index.rsf.org/
http://www.dw.com/en/rwanda-censorship-or-self-censorship/a-18118956
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http://www.cipesa.org/?wpfb_dl=179
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session26/Documents/A-HRC-26-29-Add2_en.doc
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