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Executive Summary

Rwanda is a constitutional republic dominated by a strong presidency. The ruling 

Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) led a governing coalition that included four smaller 

parties. In 2017 voters elected President Paul Kagame to a third seven-year term with a 

reported 99 percent of the vote and a reported 98 percent turnout. One independent 

candidate and one candidate from an opposition political party participated in the 

presidential election, but authorities disqualified three other candidates. In the 

September 2018 elections for parliament’s lower house, the Chamber of Deputies, 

candidates from the RPF coalition and two other parties supporting RPF policies won all 

except four of the open seats. For the first time, independent parties won seats in the 

chamber, with the Democratic Green Party of Rwanda (DGPR) and the Social Party 

Imberakuri (PS-Imberakuri) winning two seats each. In both the 2017 and 2018 

elections, international monitors reported numerous flaws, including irregularities in 

the vote tabulation process. In September, 12 new senators were elected to the 26-

member Senate via indirect elections. Faculty at public and private universities elected 

two other senators. President Kagame appointed another four senators, and the 

National Consultative Forum for Political Organizations designated two, in accordance 

with the constitution.

The Rwanda National Police (RNP), under the Ministry of Justice, is responsible for 

internal security. The Rwanda Defense Force (RDF), under the Ministry of Defense, is in 

charge of providing external security, although the RDF also works on internal security 

and intelligence matters alongside the RNP. Since April 2018 the Rwanda Investigation 

Bureau (RIB) has carried out many of the investigative functions formerly performed by 

the RNP, including counterterrorism investigations, investigation of economic and 

financial crimes, and judicial police functions. Civilian authorities maintained effective 

control over state security forces.

Significant human rights issues included: unlawful or arbitrary killings by state security 

forces; forced disappearance by state security forces; torture by state security forces; 

arbitrary detention by state security forces; political prisoners; arbitrary or unlawful 

interference with privacy; the worst forms of restrictions on free expression, press, and 

the internet, including threats of violence against journalists, censorship, website 

blocking, and criminal libel and slander laws; substantial interference with the rights of 

peaceful assembly and freedom of association, such as overly restrictive 
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nongovernmental organization (NGO) laws; and restrictions on political participation; 

criminal violence against women and girls, which the government took insufficient 

action to prevent or prosecute.

The government occasionally took steps to prosecute or punish officials who committed 

abuses, including within the security services, but impunity involving civilian officials and 

some members of the state security forces was a problem.

Section 1. Respect for the Integrity of the Person, Including Freedom 
from:

a. Arbitrary Deprivation of Life and Other Unlawful or Politically Motivated 
Killings

There were numerous reports the government committed arbitrary or unlawful killings. 

For example, according to media reports, on March 9, Anselme Mutuyimana, a member 

of the unregistered United Democratic Forces-Inkingi (FDU-Inkingi) opposition party, 

was found dead in a forest in northwestern Rwanda. An FDU-Inkingi press release 

stated that Mutuyimana’s body showed signs of strangulation. The press release added 

that on March 9, witnesses saw uniformed officers detain Mutuyimana and force him to 

enter a red vehicle without license plates. Human Rights Watch (HRW) characterized 

Mutuyimana’s death as the latest in a long line of murders, disappearances, politically 

motivated arrests, and unlawful detentions of suspected government opponents. The 

RIB announced in March that it was investigating Mutuyimana’s death and had arrested 

one suspect, but as of October 1, that investigation had not been completed.

b. Disappearance

There were several reports of disappearances by or on behalf of government 

authorities. For example, on July 15, FDU-Inkingi member Eugene Ndereyimana went 

missing while traveling to a political party meeting in eastern Rwanda. FDU-Inkingi 

leader Victoire Ingabire told press she believed authorities abducted Ndereyimana, and 

an FDU-Inkingi press release recalled that local officials and military had detained 

Ndereyimana in September 2018. Ndereyimana’s wife stated local authorities 

considered her husband an “enemy” and that security forces harassed him because of 

his political activities. Ndereyimana’s wife reported her husband’s disappearance to the 

RIB, but as of October 1, his whereabouts remained unknown.

FDU-Inkingi Vice President Boniface Twagirimana remained missing after disappearing 

from Mpanga prison in October 2018. Officials stated that Twagirimana and another 

prisoner had escaped by climbing over the prison wall, but the FDU-Inkingi party alleged 

that authorities had abducted Twagirimana and concocted the prison escape story as a 

cover-up.

Domestic organizations cited a lack of capacity and independence to investigate security 

sector abuses, including reported enforced disappearances.
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c. Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment

The constitution and law prohibit such practices, but there were numerous reports of 

abuse of detainees by police, military, and National Intelligence and Security Services 

(NISS) officials.

In 2018 the government enacted an updated penal code that prescribes 20 to 25 years’ 

imprisonment for any person convicted of torture. The law mandates that when torture 

is committed by a public official in the course of his or her duties, the penalty for 

conviction is life imprisonment.

Human rights advocates reported numerous instances of illegally detained individuals 

tortured in unofficial detention centers. Advocates asserted that military, police, and 

intelligence personnel employed torture and other cruel, inhuman, or degrading 

treatment or punishment to obtain information and elicit confessions before 

transferring the individuals to formal detention facilities. Some defendants alleged in 

court they had been tortured while in detention, but there were no reports of any 

judges ordering an investigation into such allegations or dismissing evidence obtained 

under torture, and there were no reported prosecutions of state security forces 

personnel for torture.

Prison and Detention Center Conditions

Conditions at prisons and unofficial detention centers ranged from harsh and life-

threatening to approaching international standards. The government took steps to 

make improvements in some prisons, but conditions varied widely among facilities.

Domestic civil society organizations reported impediments for persons with disabilities, 

including lack of sign language interpreters at police stations and detention centers. 

There were reports that prisoners who did not speak Kinyarwanda were punished for 

failure to follow instructions prison guards delivered in that language.

Physical Conditions: Physical conditions in prisons operated by the Rwanda Correctional 

Service (RCS) approached international standards in some respects, although reports of 

overcrowding and food shortages were common. According to the RCS, the prison 

population rose from fewer than 52,000 inmates in 2015 to more than 66,000 during 

the year, which greatly exacerbated overcrowding. Convicted persons and individuals in 

pretrial detention in RCS prisons were fed once per day, and family members were 

allowed to deposit funds so that convicts and detainees could purchase additional food 

at prison canteens, but human rights advocates reported that lack of food continued to 

be a problem. Authorities held men and women separately in similar conditions, and 

authorities generally separated pretrial detainees from convicted prisoners, although 

there were numerous exceptions due to the large number of detainees awaiting trial.

In January as many as six inmates were shot and killed at Huye Prison during an 

apparent escape attempt. An RCS spokesperson told press guards opened fire when 

inmates attempted to climb the prison wall using ropes.
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On July 8, prisoners at Mageragere Prison rioted to protest mistreatment by authorities. 

One inmate interviewed by telephone stated that prison officials beat unlawfully placed 

inmates in isolation. In response an RCS spokesperson told press there had been no 

riot at the prison. The spokesperson said some inmates who were unhappy with prison 

administrators attempted to incite others to commit acts of violence, but RCS guards 

intervened. RCS officials then placed 28 inmates into isolation so that the RCS could 

conduct an investigation, the spokesperson said.

Conditions were generally harsh and life threatening in unofficial detention centers. 

Human rights advocates reported that in addition to experiencing torture, individuals 

detained at such centers suffered from limited access to food, water, and health care.

Conditions were often harsh and life threatening at district transit centers housing 

street children, street vendors, suspected drug abusers, persons engaged in 

prostitution, homeless persons, and suspected petty criminals. Overcrowding was 

common in police stations and district transit centers, and poor ventilation often led to 

high temperatures. Human rights NGOs reported authorities at district transit centers 

frequently failed to adhere to the requirements of a 2018 ministerial order determining 

the “mission, organization, and functioning” of transit centers. For example, NGOs 

found detainees were often held in cramped and unsanitary conditions, and that the 

amount of food provided was insufficient. NGOs also reported transit centers often did 

not provide educational programs or counseling as required by the ministerial order, 

and that state security forces beat detainees at district transit centers. Transit centers 

often lacked separate facilities for children.

Conditions at the Iwawa Rehabilitation and Vocational Training Center operated by the 

National Rehabilitation Service (NRS) were better than those of transit centers. Young 

men detained at the center participated in educational and vocational programs and 

had access to ample space for exercise. A small number of medical professionals and 

social workers provided medical care and counseling to detainees. The NRS took steps 

to improve physical infrastructure and expand programs at the center.

The law does not allow children older than age three to remain with their incarcerated 

mothers.

The government held five prisoners of the Special Court for Sierra Leone in a purpose-

built detention center that the United Nations deemed met international standards for 

incarceration of prisoners convicted by international criminal tribunals.

Administration: The RCS investigated reported abuses by corrections officers, and the 

same hierarchical structure existed in police and security forces; there was no 

independent institution charged with investigating abuses or punishing perpetrators.

There were reports that elements of state security forces at times acted independently 

of civilian control. For example, there were reports RDF J-2 (intelligence staff), NISS, and 

RNP intelligence personnel were responsible for disappearances, illegal detention, and 

torture in unofficial detention centers.
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Independent Monitoring: The government permitted independent monitoring of prison 

conditions on a limited basis by diplomats, the International Committee of the Red 

Cross, and some NGOs. Nevertheless, it restricted access to specific prisoners and 

delayed consular notification of the arrest of some foreign nationals. The government 

permitted monitoring of prison conditions and trials of individuals who the UN 

International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals (IRMCT) had transferred to 

Rwandan national jurisdiction for trials related to the 1994 genocide, per agreement 

with the IRMCT. Journalists could access prisons with a valid press card but required 

permission from the RCS commissioner to take photographs or interview prisoners or 

guards.

Improvements: Following multiple escape attempts, in January, the RCS tightened 

security in prisons by installing cameras, raising the height of prison fences, and 

erecting guard towers.

d. Arbitrary Arrest or Detention

The constitution and law prohibit arbitrary arrest and detention, but state security 

forces regularly arrested and detained persons arbitrarily and without due process. The 

law provides for the right of persons to challenge in court the lawfulness of their arrest 

or detention; however, few tried, and there were no reports of any detainees 

succeeding in obtaining prompt release or compensation for unlawful detention. Police 

at times lacked sufficient basic resources–such as handcuffs, radios, and patrol cars–but 

observers credited the RNP with generally strong discipline and effectiveness. The RNP 

institutionalized community relations training that included appropriate use of force 

and respect for human rights, although arbitrary arrests and beatings remained 

problems.

Human rights NGOs reported that individuals suspected of having ties to the 

Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda, the Rwanda National Congress, or 

other insurgent groups were detained unlawfully and held incommunicado for long 

periods in harsh and inhuman conditions. Human rights advocates described a pattern 

in which state security forces held detainees at unofficial detention centers for months 

or years before transferring them to formal detention facilities. Many advocates 

asserted that such individuals were never registered in the formal law enforcement 

system, advocates asserted.

Human rights advocates also reported that police officers used excessive force and 

killed suspects while making arrests. In March media reported six suspected criminals 

were killed while taken into custody. One, a man suspected of breaking into a house in 

Gasabo District, was shot and killed when he tried to jump from a moving vehicle and 

flee. At a May press conference, a deputy chief of police denied that RNP officers were 

targeting suspected criminals but also warned that police would not tolerate attempts 

to resist arrest.

Domestic observers and local media reported the RNP continued the practice of 

systematically rounding up and arbitrarily detaining street children, street vendors, 

suspected drug abusers, persons in prostitution, homeless persons, and suspected 
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petty criminals. As in previous years, authorities held detainees without charge at 

district transit centers for weeks or months at a time before either transferring them to 

an NRS rehabilitation center without judicial review or forcibly returning them to their 

home areas. Detainees held at district transit centers or NRS rehabilitation centers 

could contest their detentions before the centers’ authorities but did not have the right 

to appear before a judge.

Arrest Procedures and Treatment of Detainees

The law requires authorities to investigate and obtain a warrant before arresting a 

suspect. Police may detain suspects for up to 72 hours without an arrest warrant. 

Prosecutors must submit formal charges within five days of arrest. Police may detain 

minors a maximum of 15 days in pretrial detention but only for crimes that carry a 

penalty for conviction of five years’ or more imprisonment. Police and prosecutors often 

disregarded these provisions and held individuals, sometimes for months and often 

without charge, particularly in security-related cases. State security forces held some 

suspects incommunicado or under house arrest. At times police employed nonjudicial 

punishment when minor criminals confessed and the victims agreed to a police officer’s 

recommended penalty, such as a week of detention or providing restitution.

Prisoners were sometimes subjected to torture. In February during a court hearing, 

members of the FDU-Inkingi party detained since 2017 reported that officials on many 

occasions held them in isolation and physically tortured them.

The law permits investigative detention if authorities believe public safety is threatened 

or the accused might flee, and judges interpreted these provisions broadly. A judge 

must review such a detention every 30 days. By law it may not extend beyond one year; 

however, state security forces held numerous suspects indefinitely after the first 

authorization of investigative detention and did not always seek reauthorization every 

30 days. Police also circumvented arrest procedures by summoning suspects for daily 

interrogation, requiring them to spend up to 16 hours each day at police headquarters 

without formally pressing charges.

After prosecutors formally file a charge, detention may be indefinite unless bail is 

granted. Bail exists only for crimes for which the maximum sentence if convicted is five 

years’ imprisonment or less, but authorities may release a suspect pending trial if 

satisfied the person would not flee or become a threat to public safety and order. 

Authorities generally allowed family members prompt access to detained relatives, 

unless the individuals were held on state security charges, or in unofficial or 

intelligence-related detention facilities. Detainees were generally allowed access to 

attorneys of their choice. The government at times violated the right to habeas corpus.

Convicted persons sometimes remained in prison after completing their sentences 

while waiting for an appeal date or due to problems with prison records. The law 

provides that pretrial detention, illegal detention, and administrative sanctions be fully 

deducted from sentences imposed, but this was not always followed. The law does not 

provide for compensation to persons who are acquitted. The law allows judges to 
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impose detention of equivalent duration and fines on state security forces and other 

government officials who unlawfully detained individuals, but there were no reports 

that judges exercised this authority.

Arbitrary Arrest: Unregistered opposition political parties reported authorities 

frequently detained their supporters and party officials but released most after 

detention of one week or less. Several, including FDU-Inkingi leaders, were detained 

much longer than one week. For example, the 10 members of the FDU-Inkingi party 

who were arrested in 2017 and charged with membership in a terrorist organization 

remained in custody as of October 1. HRW reported these arrests were government 

efforts to crush dissent and silence the opposition. Attorneys for the defense argued 

the arrests were politically motivated and asked the court to dismiss the case because 

prosecutors employed improper and illegal procedures in authorizing a 

communications intercept after the fact.

Although there is no requirement for individuals to carry an identification document 

(ID), police and the District Administration Security Support Organ (DASSO) regularly 

detained street children, vendors, and beggars without IDs and sometimes charged 

them with illegal street vending or vagrancy. Authorities released adults who could 

produce an ID and transported street children to their home districts, to shelters, or for 

processing into vocational and educational programs. To address persistent reports of 

abuse of street vendors by DASSO employees, authorities continued to provide training 

to DASSO personnel. In June, for example, 429 DASSO community security officer 

trainees participated in a three-week course designed to promote professionalism and 

discipline.

Pretrial Detention: Lengthy pretrial detention was a serious problem, and authorities 

often detained prisoners for months without arraignment, in large part due to 

administrative delays caused by case backlogs. Some detainees held in unofficial 

detention facilities before being transferred to official detention facilities were 

sometimes forced to sign documents stating they were arrested on the date of their 

transfer thereby erasing the time already served from their sentences. The law permits 

detention of genocide and terrorism suspects until trial.

e. Denial of Fair Public Trial

The constitution and law provide for an independent judiciary, and the government 

generally respected judicial independence. There were no reports of direct government 

interference in the judiciary, and authorities generally respected court orders. Domestic 

and international observers noted, however, that outcomes in high-profile genocide, 

security, and politically sensitive cases appeared predetermined.

Trial Procedures

The constitution and law provide for the right to a fair and public trial, and an 

independent judiciary generally enforced this right. The law provides for a presumption 

of innocence and requires defendants be informed promptly and in detail of the 

charges in a language they comprehend.
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Defendants have the right to a trial without undue delay. Despite the National Public 

Prosecution Authority’s (NPPA’s) assertion that its prosecutors handled all cases without 

significant undue delay, defense lawyers reported there were an insufficient number of 

prosecutors, judges, and courtrooms to hold trials within a reasonable time.

By law detainees are allowed access to lawyers, but the expense and scarcity of lawyers 

limited access to legal representation. Some lawyers were reluctant to work on 

politically sensitive cases, fearing harassment and threats by government officials, 

including monitoring of their communications.

Defendants have the right to communicate with an attorney of their choice, although 

many defendants could not afford private counsel. The law provides for legal 

representation of minors. The Rwandan Bar Association and 36 other member 

organizations of the Legal Aid Forum provided legal assistance to some indigent 

defendants but lacked the resources to provide defense counsel to all in need. Legal aid 

organizations noted that the requirement that defendants present a certificate of 

indigence signed by their district authorities made it difficult to qualify for pro bono 

representation.

The law requires that defendants have adequate time and facilities to prepare their 

defense, and judges routinely granted requests to extend preparation time. The law 

provides for a right to free interpretation, but domestic human rights organizations 

noted that officials did not always enforce this right, particularly in cases of deaf and 

hard-of-hearing defendants requiring sign language interpreters. Defendants have the 

right to be present at trial, confront witnesses against them, and present witnesses and 

evidence on their own behalf. By law defendants may not be compelled to testify or 

confess guilt. Judges generally respected the law during trial. The law provides for the 

right to appeal, and authorities respected this provision.

State security forces continued to coerce suspects into confessing guilt in security-

related cases. Judges tended to accept confessions obtained through torture despite 

defendants’ protests and failed to order investigations when defendants alleged torture 

during their trial. The judiciary sometimes held security-related, terrorism, and high-

profile political trials in closed chambers. Some defense attorneys in these cases 

reported irregularities and complained judges tended to disregard the rights of the 

accused when hearings were not held publicly.

The RDF routinely tried military offenders, as well as civilians who previously served in 

the RDF, before military tribunals that handed down penalties of fines, imprisonment, 

or both for those convicted. Military courts provided defendants with similar rights as 

civilian courts, including the right of appeal. Defendants often appeared before military 

tribunals without legal counsel due to the cost of hiring private attorneys and the 

unwillingness of most attorneys to defend individuals accused of crimes against state 

security. The law stipulates military courts may try civilian accomplices of soldiers 

accused of crimes.
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In 2012 the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda transferred its remaining 

genocide cases to the IRMCT. It continued to pursue eight genocide fugitives subject to 

tribunal indictments.

Political Prisoners and Detainees

There were numerous reports that local officials and state security forces detained 

some individuals who disagreed publicly with government decisions or policies. Some 

opposition leaders and government critics faced indictment under broadly applied 

charges of genocide incitement, genocide denial, inciting insurrection or rebellion, or 

attempting to overthrow the government. Political detainees were afforded the same 

protections, including visitation rights, access to lawyers and doctors, and access to 

family members, as other detainees. Occasionally authorities held politically sensitive 

detainees in individual cells. Numerous individuals identified by international and 

domestic human rights groups as political prisoners remained in prison, including Deo 

Mushayidi and Theoneste Niyitegeka.

Former presidential aspirant and vocal Kagame critic Diane Rwigara was acquitted and 

released in December 2018. In January the government announced it would not appeal 

her acquittal.

Politically Motivated Reprisal Against Individuals Located Outside the 
Country

There were reports the government attempted to pursue political opponents abroad. In 

September the government of South Africa issued arrest warrants for two Rwandans 

accused of murder for the 1994 killing of Rwandan dissident Patrick Karegeya at a hotel 

in Johannesburg. According to media reports, South Africa’s special investigative unit 

stated in written testimony that both Karegeya’s killing and the attempted homicide in 

Pretoria, South Africa, of Rwanda’s former army chief of staff General Kayumba 

Nyamwasa “were directly linked to the involvement of the Rwandan government.” The 

government has not yet cooperated with the arrest warrants.

Civil Judicial Procedures and Remedies

The judiciary was generally independent and impartial in civil matters. Mechanisms 

exist for citizens to file lawsuits in civil matters, including for violations of human rights. 

The Office of the Ombudsman processed claims of judicial wrongdoing on an 

administrative basis. Individuals may submit cases to the East African Court of Justice 

after exhausting domestic appeals.

Property Restitution

Reports of expropriation of land for the construction of roads, government buildings, 

and other infrastructure projects were common, and complainants frequently cited 

government failure to provide adequate and timely compensation. The National 

Commission for Human Rights (NCHR) investigated some of these cases and advocated 
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on citizens’ behalf with relevant local and national authorities but was unable to effect 

restitution in a majority of the cases. In one instance residents refused to vacate their 

land and took the government to court to contest the expropriation. The case was 

pending as of October 1.

The family of Assinapol Rwigara continued to contest in court authorities’ decision to 

auction off 2.2 billion Rwandan francs ($2.5 million) worth of Rwigara family assets in 

2018 for alleged nonpayment of taxes. The Rwigara family characterized the auctions as 

harassment and reiterated claims that Rwigara’s death in 2015 was a politically 

motivated killing by state security forces who set up a fake automobile accident. As of 

October 1, the case remained pending.

f. Arbitrary or Unlawful Interference with Privacy, Family, Home, or 
Correspondence

Although the constitution and law prohibit such actions, the government continued to 

monitor homes, movements, telephone calls, email, and personal and institutional 

communications. Private text messages were sometimes used as evidence in criminal 

cases. Government informants continued to work within international and local NGOs, 

religious organizations, media, and other social institutions.

The law requires police to obtain authorization from a state prosecutor prior to entering 

and searching citizens’ homes. According to human rights organizations, state security 

forces at times entered homes without obtaining the required authorization.

The penal code provides legal protection against unauthorized use of personal data by 

private entities, although officials did not enforce these provisions during the year.

Section 2. Respect for Civil Liberties, Including:

a. Freedom of Expression, Including for the Press

The constitution provides for freedom of expression, including for the press “in 

conditions prescribed by the law,” but the government severely restricted this right. 

Journalists reported government officials questioned, threatened, and at times arrested 

journalists who expressed views deemed critical of the government on sensitive topics.

The Rwanda Media Commission (RMC), a self-regulatory body, sometimes intervened 

on journalists’ behalf but was generally viewed as biased towards the government. 

Journalists reported most positions on the RMC board were filled in close consultation 

with the government and called into question the board’s independence.

Freedom of Expression: There were no official restrictions on individuals’ right to 

criticize the government publicly or privately on policy implementation and other issues, 

but broad interpretation of provisions in the penal code had a chilling effect on such 

criticism. The government generally did not tolerate criticism of the presidency and 

government policy on security, human rights, and other matters deemed sensitive.
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Joseph Nkusi, a founding member of the Ishema party, remained in prison after being 

convicted of inciting civil disobedience and spreading rumors and sentenced to 10 

years’ imprisonment by the Kigali High Court in 2018. Nkusi moved to Norway in 2009 

where he applied for asylum and started a blog that was blocked by the Rwandan 

government. In 2016 he was deported back to his country of origin where he was 

arrested and charged. On July 17, an appellate court heard his appeal, but the court had 

not issued a ruling as of August 15.

Laws prohibiting divisionism, genocide ideology, and genocide denial were broadly 

applied and discouraged citizens, residents, and visitors to the country from expressing 

viewpoints that could be construed as promoting societal divisions. For example, in 

January journalist Rene Hubert Nsengiyumva was arrested after he hosted a television 

program in which a speaker argued some candidates in the Miss Rwanda competition 

deserved to lose because they looked more like “Ethiopians” than “real Rwandans.” The 

National Commission for the Fight against Genocide condemned the comments, 

recalling that perpetrators of the 1994 genocide had often characterized their Tutsi 

victims as “Ethiopian” intruders. Nsengiyumva was released approximately two months 

after his arrest. The law prohibits making use of speech, writing, or any other act that 

divides the populace or may set them against each other or cause civil unrest because 

of discrimination. Conviction of “instigating divisions” is punishable by five to seven 

years’ imprisonment and fines of 500,000 to one million Rwandan francs ($550 to 

$1,100). Authorities applied the laws broadly, including to silence political dissent and to 

shut down investigative journalism. The law also prohibits spreading “false information 

or harmful propaganda with intent to cause public disaffection against the 

government,” for which conviction is punishable by seven to 10 years’ imprisonment. 

The government investigated and prosecuted individuals accused of threatening or 

harming genocide survivors and witnesses or of espousing genocide ideology.

A revised genocide ideology law enacted in 2018 incorporated international definitions 

for genocide and outlined the scope of what constitutes “genocide ideology” and related 

offenses. Specifically, the law provides that any person convicted of denying, 

minimizing, or justifying the 1994 genocide is liable to a prison term of five to seven 

years and a fine of 500,000 to one million Rwandan francs ($550 to $1,100). Authorities 

applied the statute broadly, and there were numerous reports of its use to silence 

persons critical of government policy.

The RNP reported fewer individuals were arrested in April during the genocide 

commemoration period for spreading genocide ideology than in the preceding year.

Press and Media, Including Online Media: Vendors sold newspapers published in 

English, French, and Kinyarwanda. According to the RMC, there were 36 print media 

outlets registered with the government, although many of these did not publish 

regularly. Sporadically published independent newspapers maintained positions in 

support of, or critical of, the government but a lack of advertisement revenue and funds 

remained serious challenges to continuing operations. Most independent newspapers 

opted not to publish print editions and released their stories online instead. There were 

34 radio stations (six government-owned community radio stations and 28 independent 

radio stations) and more than 13 television stations, according to the RMC. Independent 
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media reported a difficult operating environment and highlighted the reluctance of the 

business community to advertise on radio stations that might be critical of the 

government.

Media professionals reported government officials sought to influence reporting and 

warned journalists against reporting information deemed sensitive or critical of the 

government.

The law provides journalists the freedom to investigate, express opinions, and “seek, 

receive, give, and broadcast information and ideas through any media.” The law 

explicitly prohibits censorship of information, but censorship occurred. The laws restrict 

these freedoms if journalists “jeopardize the general public order and good morals, an 

individual’s right to honor and reputation in the public eye and to the right to 

inviolability of a person’s private life and family.” By law authorities may seize 

journalists’ material and information if a “media offense” occurs but only under a court 

order. Courts may compel journalists to reveal confidential sources in the event of an 

investigation or criminal proceeding. Persons wanting to start a media outlet must 

apply with the “competent public organ.” All media rights and prohibitions apply to 

persons writing for websites.

Violence and Harassment: Media professionals reported the government continued to 

use threats of arrests and physical violence to silence media outlets and journalists. 

Journalist Jean Bosco Kabakura remained outside the country after fleeing in 2018 

because of threats related to his publication of an article examining the roles of police, 

military, and civilian authorities in the shooting of refugees from the Kiziba refugee 

camp earlier in 2018. Several other journalists who fled in prior years remained outside 

the country.

Censorship or Content Restrictions: The law allows the government to restrict access to 

some government documents and information, including information on individual 

privacy and information or statements deemed to constitute defamation. Reporters 

Without Borders reported that while the number of abuses registered against 

journalists had fallen in prior years, censorship remained ubiquitous, and self-

censorship was widely used to avoid running afoul of the regime. Reporters without 

Borders also reported that foreign journalists were often unable to obtain the visas and 

accreditation needed to report in Rwanda.

Radio stations broadcast some criticism of government policies, including on popular 

citizen call-in shows; however, criticism tended to focus on provincial leaders and local 

implementation of policies rather than on the president or ruling party leadership. 

Some radio stations, including Radio 1, Radio Isango Star, and Radio Salus, had regular 

call-in shows that featured discussion of government programs or policies. For example, 

Radio Flash and Radio Isango Star hosted a number of debates in which participants 

criticized government policies on human rights and social issues.

Libel/Slander Laws: On April 24, the Supreme Court ruled unconstitutional provisions of 

the penal code that made it illegal to use words, gestures, writings, or cartoons to 

humiliate members of parliament, members of the cabinet, security officers, or any 
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other public servant. The court upheld a provision stating that conviction of insulting or 

defaming the president is punishable by five to seven years’ imprisonment and a fine of 

five million to seven million Rwandan francs ($5,490 to $7,690). In response the Office of 

the President issued a statement taking issue with the court’s decision to uphold that 

provision and called for continued debate of the issue, explaining that the president 

believed this should be a civil matter, not a criminal matter. Parliament began 

considering revisions to the penal code to reflect the Supreme Court decision and the 

president’s views, but it had not completed those deliberations as of October 1. 

Defamation of foreign and international officials and dignitaries remains illegal under 

the law, with sentences if convicted of three to five years’ imprisonment. The penal code 

does not contain provisions criminalizing public defamation and public insult in general.

National Security: Under media laws, journalists must refrain from reporting items that 

violate “confidentiality in the national security and national integrity” and “confidentiality 

of judicial proceedings, parliamentary sessions, and cabinet deliberations in camera.” 

Authorities used these laws to intimidate critics of the government and journalists 

covering politically sensitive topics and matters under government investigation.

Internet Freedom

The media law includes the right of all citizens to “receive, disseminate, or send 

information through the internet,” including the right to start and maintain a website. 

All provisions of media law apply to web-based publications. The government restricts 

the types of online content that users can access, particularly content that strays from 

the government’s official line, and continued to block websites. The government 

continued to monitor email and internet chat rooms. Individuals and groups could 

engage in the peaceful expression of views online, including by email and social media, 

but were subject to monitoring. There were reports that some individuals were arrested 

based in part on information obtained from email and internet monitoring. In May the 

minister of information and communications technology and innovation announced the 

government planned to impose regulations on social media content so as to combat 

misinformation and protect citizens.

According to a 2010 law relating to electronic messages, signatures, and transactions, 

intermediaries and service providers are not held liable for content transmitted through 

their networks. Nonetheless, service providers are required to remove content when 

handed a takedown notice, and there are no avenues for appeal.

Government-run social media accounts were used to debate and at times intimidate 

individuals who posted online comments considered critical of the government.

The government blocked access within the country to several websites critical of its 

policies, including websites of the Rwandan diaspora.

Academic Freedom and Cultural Events
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The government generally did not restrict academic freedom or cultural events, but 

students and professors practiced self-censorship to avoid accusations of engaging in 

divisionism or genocide ideology. Local think tanks deferred to government officials in 

selecting subjects for research, and authorities often prevented or delayed the 

publication of studies that cast the government in a negative light. The government 

requires visiting academics to receive official permission to conduct research.

b. Freedoms of Peaceful Assembly and Association

The constitution, law, or both provide for the freedoms of peaceful assembly and 

association, but the government limited these rights.

Freedom of Peaceful Assembly

The constitution and law provide for freedom of peaceful assembly, but the 

government did not always respect this right. The penal code states it is illegal to 

demonstrate in a public place without prior authorization. Conviction of violating this 

provision is punishable by a prison sentence of eight days to six months or a fine of 

500,000 to one million Rwandan francs ($550 to $1,100) or both. The penalties are 

increased for illegal demonstrations deemed to have threatened security, public order, 

or health. Even with prior written authorization, public meetings were subject to 

disruption or arbitrary closure.

Freedom of Association

While the constitution provides for freedom of association, the government limited the 

right. The law requires private organizations to register. Although the government 

generally granted licenses, it impeded the formation of political parties, restricted 

political party activities, and delayed or denied registration to local and international 

NGOs seeking to work on human rights, media freedom, or political advocacy (see 

section 3). In addition the government imposed burdensome NGO registration and 

renewal requirements, especially on international NGOs, as well as time-consuming 

requirements for annual financial and activity reports (see section 5). The law requires 

faith-based organizations to obtain legal status from the government before beginning 

operations. It also calls for their legal representatives and preachers with supervisory 

responsibilities to hold academic degrees.

c. Freedom of Religion

See the Department of State’s International Religious Freedom Report at 

https://www.state.gov/religiousfreedomreport/

(https://www.state.gov/religiousfreedomreport/).

d. Freedom of Movement

The constitution and law provide for freedom of internal movement, foreign travel, 

emigration, and repatriation, and the government generally respected these rights.
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The government accepted former Rwandan combatants who returned from the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). The Rwandan Demobilization and 

Reintegration Commission, with international support, placed adult former combatants 

in a three-month re-education program at the Mutobo Demobilization Center in 

Northern Province. After completion, each adult former combatant was enrolled 

automatically in the RDF Reserve Force and received a cash allowance. On May 28, 569 

adults were discharged from the center under this program. The Musanze Child 

Rehabilitation Center treated former child combatants.

Foreign Travel: The law allows a judge to deprive convicted persons of the right to travel 

abroad as a stand-alone punishment or as punishment following imprisonment. 

Government officials must obtain written permission from the Office of the Prime 

Minister or the president before traveling abroad for official or personal reasons. The 

government restricted the travel of existing and former security-sector officials. In 

March the government advised citizens to avoid traveling to Uganda due to safety 

concerns. The minister for foreign affairs and international cooperation told press the 

government did so because some Rwandan citizens had been harassed and arrested 

without cause in Uganda. The government characterized the travel warning as an 

advisory rather than a prohibition, but there were reports authorities prevented some 

Rwandans from traveling to Uganda and Burundi.

e. Internally Displaced Persons

Not applicable.

f. Protection of Refugees

The government cooperated with the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) and other humanitarian organizations in providing protection and assistance 

to internally displaced persons, refugees, returning refugees, asylum seekers, stateless 

persons, and other persons of concern. As of August the government hosted more than 

72,000 Burundian refugees and asylum seekers and more than 76,000 Congolese 

refugees and asylum seekers. The government continued to grant prima facie refugee 

status to Burundian refugees fleeing instability after Burundi’s 2015 presidential 

election. For other nationalities significant delays existed in the application of individual 

refugee status determinations; UNHCR reported working with the government to 

improve the process.

UNHCR supported the Mahama Camp for Burundian refugees and five camps primarily 

for Congolese refugees with international and national NGOs, providing for basic 

health, water, sanitation, housing, food, and educational needs, in coordination with the 

government. Authorities sometimes restricted access to the camps. The government 

continued to implement the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework adopted by 

the UN General Assembly in 2016, and UNHCR reported good cooperation with the 

government and local community. The government continued to work with UNHCR on 

expanding the integration of refugees into the national education system, as well as on 

increasing livelihood opportunities. The government also collaborated with UNHCR on 
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an exercise to verify the refugee status of presumed refugees in urban areas and in the 

six camps, issue refugees identification cards, and enroll refugees in social service 

programs.

UNHCR, under an agreement with the government and 14 host countries, 

recommended in 2015 the invocation of the “ceased circumstances” clause for 

Rwandans who fled the country between 1959 and 1998 with an agreement with African 

states hosting Rwandan refugees that refugees were to be assisted in returning to 

Rwanda or obtaining legal permanent residency in host countries by the end of 2017. 

The cessation clause forms part of the 1951 Refugee Convention and may be applied 

when fundamental and durable changes in a refugee’s country of origin, such that they 

no longer have a well-founded fear of persecution, remove the need for international 

protection. As of September more than three million exiled Rwandans had returned. 

The government worked with UNHCR and other aid organizations to assist the 

returnees, most of whom resettled in their districts of origin.

Authorities generally provided adequate security and physical protection within refugee 

camps. The RNP worked with UNHCR to maintain police posts on the edge of and 

station police officers in refugee camps. Refugees were free to file complaints at both 

camp and area police stations. In March a court acquitted 12 refugees of charges 

related to their involvement in a February 2018 clash with police that resulted in at least 

10 deaths and multiple injuries; the confrontation had erupted after approximately 500 

refugees left Kiziba refugee camp and marched to the UNHCR office in Kibuye to protest 

ration cuts and discrimination in the local labor market and to voice other grievances. 

Three other refugees were convicted. Their appeals of their convictions remained 

pending as of October 1.

Access to Asylum: The law provides for the granting of asylum or refugee status. 

UNHCR, with government and donor support, assisted approximately 149,000 refugees 

and asylum seekers, mostly from Burundi and the DRC. An interagency committee that 

makes individual refugee status determinations in cases where claimants are not 

eligible for prima facie refugee status met infrequently.

Freedom of Movement: The law does not restrict freedom of movement of asylum 

seekers, but refugees continued to experience delays in the issuance of identity cards 

and convention travel documents. As part of the joint verification exercise the 

government conducted with UNHCR, eligible refugees received identity cards allowing 

them to move around the country and open bank accounts.

Employment: No laws restrict refugee employment, and in 2016 the Ministry of Disaster 

Management and Refugee Affairs launched a livelihoods strategy with UNHCR aimed at 

increasing the ability of refugees to work on the local economy. As of August 

implementation continued, but many refugees were unable to find local employment. A 

World Bank study published during the year found that local authorities and businesses 

often were unaware of refugees’ rights with respect to employment.
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Access to Basic Services: Refugees had access to public education through grade nine, 

public health care, housing within the refugee camps, the law enforcement system, 

courts and judicial procedures, and legal assistance. A limited number of refugees 

completed secondary education and were enrolled in universities. Kepler, a nonprofit 

higher education program, collaborated with UNHCR and Southern New Hampshire 

University to operate a campus in the Kiziba camp.

Refugees in the camps received basic health care from humanitarian agencies and had 

access to secondary and tertiary care coordinated by UNHCR. Some refugee children in 

urban areas had access to government health-care services, as did elderly urban 

refugees. On June 25, the government signed a memorandum of understanding with 

UNHCR to extend government health-care services to urban refugees of all ages, as well 

as refugees studying at boarding schools and universities.

Durable Solutions: The government assisted the safe, voluntary return of refugees to 

their countries of origin and sought to improve local integration of refugees in 

protracted stays by permitting them to accept local employment and move freely in the 

country and by establishing markets to facilitate trade between refugees and local 

citizens. On September 10, the government, UNHCR, and the African Union signed a 

memorandum of understanding to set up a transit mechanism for evacuating refugees 

from Libya. UNHCR announced on September 11 that Rwandan authorities planned to 

receive as many as 500 persons at one time, and that these individuals would eventually 

be resettled in third countries, helped to return to countries where asylum had 

previously been granted, helped to return to their home countries, or granted 

permission to remain in Rwanda. On September 26, the first group of 66 refugees and 

other persons of concern arrived in Rwanda under the transit mechanism.

Temporary Protection: The government provided temporary protection to individuals 

who may not qualify as refugees.

g. Stateless Persons

Not applicable.

Section 3. Freedom to Participate in the Political Process

The constitution and law provide citizens the ability to choose their government 

through free and fair elections based on universal and equal suffrage, but government 

restrictions on the formation of opposition parties and harassment of critics and 

political dissidents limited that ability. The law provides for voting by secret ballot in 

presidential and parliamentary–but not local–elections. The RPF and allied parties 

controlled the government and legislature, and RPF candidates dominated elections at 

all levels.

Elections and Political Participation
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Recent Elections: In 2018 the government held parliamentary elections for all 80 seats in 

the Chamber of Deputies, the lower house of parliament. Of those, 53 seats were filled 

through general voting; the remaining 27 seats were reserved for women, youth, and 

persons with disabilities and were allocated by special electoral colleges. The National 

Electoral Commission (NEC) claimed that 6.6 million voters participated in the general 

voting, which equated to a 93 percent turnout. According to the NEC, the RPF coalition 

won 74 percent of the vote and was awarded 40 of the 53 contested seats. The RPF-

allied Social Democratic Party and Liberal Party claimed five and four seats, respectively. 

The DGPR and the PS-Imberakuri were awarded two seats each. Neither the DGPR nor 

PS-Imberakuri was represented in the previous parliament.

As had been the case in 2017 when the NEC announced that voters had re-elected 

President Kagame to a third seven-year term with a reported 99 percent of the vote, 

irregularities and instances of ballot stuffing undermined confidence in the integrity of 

the results. Observers were unable to effectively monitor the process of vote tabulation 

at polling stations and vote consolidation at the sector, district, and national levels due 

to inconsistent levels of access and transparency. Ballots were not numbered or 

adequately controlled and accounted for, either at the individual polling station, or at 

the sector, district, or national level. Observers noted that reported results in some 

polling rooms exceeded the number of voters observed throughout the day. Some 

independent aspirants experienced politically motivated difficulties in obtaining the 

number of signatures required to register their candidacies ahead of the elections. For 

example, some independent candidates reported residents and local authorities 

attempted to prevent them from gathering signatures in certain areas. Four 

independent candidates managed to qualify for the ballot, but the compressed three-

week campaign timeline and the prohibition on fundraising prior to the NEC’s 

certification of candidacies severely hampered their ability to compete against 

registered parties. Of the four independent candidates, none received enough votes to 

obtain a seat in the chamber.

In September, 12 new senators were elected to the 26-member Senate via indirect 

elections. Members of district councils and sector councils elected the 12 via secret 

ballot. Faculty at public and private universities elected an additional two senators. 

President Kagame appointed another four senators, and the National Consultative 

Forum for Political Organizations designated two, in accordance with the constitution.

In 2015 the government held a referendum on a set of constitutional amendments that 

would allow the president to run for up to three additional terms in office. The NEC 

reported 98 percent of registered voters participated, and 98 percent endorsed the 

amendments. The text of the amendments was not generally available to voters for 

review prior to the referendum, and political parties opposed to the amendments were 

not permitted to hold rallies or public meetings to express their opposition to the 

amendments.

Political Parties and Political Participation: The constitution outlines a multiparty system 

but provides few rights for parties and their candidates. There were some reports that 

youth attending mandatory “ingando” civic and military training camps received 

instruction on RPF principles and were encouraged to join the RPF. There were also 
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reports local authorities pressured citizens to join the RPF or donate to the party. For 

example, there were reports applicants for driver’s licenses were asked to donate to the 

RPF, and that those who refused were entered into a “blacklist.” Political parties allied to 

the RPF were largely able to operate freely, but members faced legal sanctions if found 

guilty of engaging in divisive acts, destabilizing national unity, threatening territorial 

integrity, or undermining national security. DGPR officials reported less harassment 

than in the run-up to the September 2018 parliamentary election, when government 

officials harassed many of the DGPR’s nominees and pressured them to quit the party. 

Some members of unregistered opposition parties like the FDU-Inkingi faced arbitrary 

detention and, in some cases, intimidation and physical abuse. Several FDU-Inkingi 

members died under mysterious circumstances.

The government no longer required, but strongly encouraged, all registered political 

parties to join the National Consultative Forum for Political Organizations. The forum 

sought to promote consensus among political parties and required member parties to 

support publicly policy positions developed through dialogue. At year’s end all 11 

registered parties were members of the organization. Government officials praised it 

for promoting political unity, while critics argued it stifled political competition and 

public debate.

In accordance with the constitution, which states a majority party in the Chamber of 

Deputies may not fill more than 50 percent of cabinet positions, independents and 

members of other political parties allied with the RPF held key positions in government, 

including that of prime minister. As of September 14, the PS-Imberakuri and the DGPR 

were not represented in the cabinet.

Participation of Women and Minorities: No laws limit participation of women or 

members of minorities in the political process, and they did participate.

Section 4. Corruption and Lack of Transparency in Government

The law provides criminal penalties for conviction of corruption by officials and private 

persons transacting business with the government that include imprisonment and 

fines. The law also provides for citizens who report requests for bribes by government 

officials to receive financial rewards when officials are prosecuted and convicted. While 

the government implemented anticorruption laws and encouraged citizens to report 

requests for bribes, corruption remained a problem.

Corruption: The government investigated and prosecuted reports of corruption among 

police and government officials. Police frequently conducted internal investigations of 

police corruption, including sting operations, and authorities punished offenders. For 

example, in June the RNP dismissed 20 senior officers for corruption and bribery and 

suspended 101 junior officers for corruption-related offenses. Also in June a court 

sentenced the former chief executive officer of the Development Bank of Rwanda to six 

years in prison for soliciting and receiving illegal benefits in conjunction with a loan 

application.
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Investors reported that contract disputes with the government; late payments for 

services; pressure to renegotiate existing contracts; and arbitrary enforcement of tax, 

immigration, and investment rules hindered their ability to run and expand their 

businesses.

The NPPA prosecuted civil servants, police, and other officials for fraud, petty 

corruption, awarding of public tenders illegally, and mismanagement of public assets. A 

2018 anticorruption law states corruption offenses are not subject to any statute of 

limitations. Specialized chambers at the intermediate court level handled corruption 

cases. Under the Ministry of Justice, the NPPA is also responsible for prosecuting police 

abuse cases. The RNP Inspectorate of Services investigated cases of police misconduct.

The government utilized a “bagging and tagging” system to aid companies with regional 

and international due diligence requirements related to conflict minerals. The law 

prohibits the purchase or sale of undocumented minerals from neighboring countries. 

Observers and government officials reported smugglers trafficked an unknown amount 

of undocumented minerals through the country.

Financial Disclosure: The constitution and law require annual reporting of income and 

assets by public officials as well as reporting them upon entering and leaving office. 

There is no requirement for public disclosure of those assets, except in cases where 

irregularities are discovered. The Office of the Ombudsman, which monitors and 

verifies disclosures, reported 99 percent of officials complied with the requirement. In 

cases of noncompliance, the Office of the Ombudsman has the power to garnish wages 

and impose administrative sanctions that often involved loss of position or prosecution.

Section 5. Governmental Attitude Regarding International and 
Nongovernmental Investigation of Alleged Abuses of Human Rights

Several domestic human rights groups operated in the country, investigating and 

publishing their findings on human rights cases, and international groups also 

published reports on human rights abuses. The government was often intolerant of 

public reports of human rights abuses and suspicious of local and international human 

rights observers, and it often impeded independent investigations and rejected criticism 

as biased and uninformed. Human rights NGOs expressed fear of the government, 

reported state security forces monitored their activities, and self-censored their 

comments. NGOs, such as HRW, working on human rights and deemed to be critical of 

the government experienced difficulties securing or renewing required legal 

registration. As of October 1, the government had not renewed its lapsed 

memorandum of understanding with HRW, and HRW had no representatives operating 

in the country.

The government conducted surveillance on some international and domestic NGOs. 

Some NGOs expressed concern that intelligence agents infiltrated their organizations to 

gather information, influence leadership decisions, or create internal problems.
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Individuals who contributed to international reports on human rights reported 

continued government harassment including short-term detention without charges, 

questioning, and threats of arrest and prosecution for the contents of their work.

Some domestic NGOs nominally focused on human rights abuses, but self-censorship 

limited their effectiveness. Most NGOs that focused on human rights, access to justice, 

and governance issues vetted their research and reports with the government and 

refrained from publishing their findings without government approval. Those NGOs that 

refused to coordinate their activities with progovernment organizations and vet their 

research with the government reported they were excluded from government-led 

initiatives to engage civil society.

A progovernment NGO, the Rwanda Civil Society Platform, managed and directed some 

NGOs through umbrella groups that theoretically aggregated NGOs working in 

particular thematic sectors. Many observers believed the government controlled some 

of the umbrella groups. Regulations required NGOs to participate in joint action and 

development forums at the district and sector levels, and local government had broad 

powers to regulate activities and bar organizations that did not comply.

NGOs reported the registration process remained difficult, in part because it required 

submission of a statement of objectives, plan of action, and detailed financial 

information for each district in which an NGO wished to operate. NGOs reported the 

government used the registration process to delay programming and pressure them 

into supporting government programs and policies.

The United Nations or Other International Bodies: The government sometimes 

cooperated with international organizations, but it criticized reports that portrayed it 

negatively as inaccurate and biased.

In 2012 the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, based in Tanzania, transferred 

its remaining genocide cases to the IRMCT, which maintained an office in Tanzania and 

continued to pursue genocide suspects. From 1994 through July, the tribunal completed 

proceedings against 80 individuals; of these, 61 were convicted, and 14 were acquitted. 

Two cases were dropped, and in the remaining three cases, the accused died before the 

tribunal rendered judgment. As of October 1, eight suspects remained fugitives. The 

government cooperated with the IRMCT, but it also expressed concern regarding the 

IRMCT’s practice of granting early release to convicts, especially when those released 

had not professed remorse for their actions.

Government Human Rights Bodies: The adequately funded Office of the Ombudsman 

operated with the cooperation of executive agencies and took action on cases of 

corruption and other abuses, including human rights cases (see section 4).

The government funded and cooperated with the NCHR. According to many observers, 

the NCHR did not have adequate resources to investigate all reported abuses and 

remained biased in favor of the government. Some victims of human rights abuses did 

not report them to the NCHR because they perceived it as biased and feared retribution 

by state security forces.
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Section 6. Discrimination, Societal Abuses, and Trafficking in Persons

Women

Rape and Domestic Violence: The law criminalizes rape of men and women and spousal 

rape, and the government handled rape cases as a judicial priority. Penalties for 

conviction of rape range from 10 years’ to life imprisonment with fines of one to two 

million Rwandan francs ($1,100 to $2,200). Penalties for conviction of committing 

physical and sexual violence against one’s spouse range from three to five years’ 

imprisonment.

Domestic violence against women and children was common. For example, in August 

authorities arrested the vice mayor of Musanze District for having allegedly assaulted 

and injured his wife.

Authorities encouraged reporting of domestic violence cases, although most incidents 

remained within the extended family and were not reported or prosecuted.

Police headquarters in Kigali had a hotline for domestic violence. Several other 

ministries also had free gender-based violence hotlines. Each of the 78 police stations 

nationwide had its own gender desk, an average of three officers trained in handling 

domestic violence and gender-based violence cases, and a public outreach program. 

The government operated 44 one-stop centers throughout the country, providing free 

medical, psychological, legal, and police assistance to victims of domestic violence.

The government continued its whole-of-government, multistakeholder campaign 

against gender-based violence, child abuse, and other types of domestic violence. 

Gender-based violence was a required training module for police and military at all 

levels and was included for all troops and police preparing for deployment to 

peacekeeping missions abroad.

Sexual Harassment: The law prohibits sexual harassment and provides for penalties for 

conviction of six months’ to one year’s imprisonment and fines from 100,000 to 200,000 

Rwandan francs ($110 to $220). The penalties are increased when the offender is an 

employer or other person of authority and the victim is a subordinate. Nevertheless, 

advocacy organizations reported sexual harassment remained common.

Coercion in Population Control: There were no reports of coerced abortion or 

involuntary sterilization.

Discrimination: Women have the same legal status and are entitled to the same rights 

as men, including under family, labor, nationality, and inheritance laws. The law allows 

women to inherit property from their fathers and husbands, and couples may make 

their own legal property arrangements. Women experienced some difficulties pursuing 

property claims due to lack of knowledge, procedural bias against women in inheritance 

matters, multiple spousal claims due to polygyny, and the threat of gender-based 

violence. The law requires equal pay for equal work and prohibits discrimination in 

hiring decisions. In a February 2018 Transparency Rwanda study of gender-based 

corruption in workplaces, only 1 percent of participants reported gender-based 
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discrimination as a factor in hiring decisions, whereas 75 percent of respondents 

indicated they were unaware of such discrimination or were unwilling to discuss it. The 

study’s authors concluded that gender-based corruption was underreported, in part 

because victims of discrimination fear losing their employment.

After the 1994 genocide that left many women as heads of households, women 

assumed a larger role in the formal sector, and many operated their own businesses. 

Nevertheless, men owned the major assets of most households, particularly those at 

the lower end of the economic spectrum, making bank credit inaccessible to many 

women and rendering it difficult to start or expand a business.

Children

Birth Registration: Children derive citizenship from their parents. Children born to two 

Rwandan parents automatically receive citizenship. Children with one Rwandan parent 

must apply for citizenship before reaching age 18. Children born in the country to 

unknown or stateless parents automatically receive citizenship. Minor children adopted 

by Rwandans, irrespective of nationality or statelessness, automatically receive 

citizenship. Children retain their citizenship in the event of dissolution of the parents’ 

marriage. Births were registered at the sector level upon presentation of a medical birth 

certificate. There were no reports of unregistered births leading to denial of public 

services. For additional information, see Appendix C.

Education: The government’s 12-year basic education program includes tuition-free 

universal public education for six years of primary and six years of secondary 

education. Education through grade nine is compulsory. Parents were not required to 

pay tuition fees, but they often had to pay high fees for teachers’ incentives and meal 

expenses, according to domestic observers.

Child Abuse: While statistics on child abuse were unreliable, such abuse was common 

within the family, in the village, and at school. As in previous years, the government 

conducted a high-profile public awareness campaign against gender-based violence and 

child abuse. The government supported a network of one-stop centers and hospital 

facilities that offered integrated police, legal, medical, and counseling services to victims 

of gender-based violence and child abuse. In partnership with UNICEF, the National 

Commission for Children (NCC) maintained a corps of 29,674 community-based “Friends 

of the Family” volunteers (two for each of the country’s 14,837 villages) to help address 

gender-based violence and child protection concerns at the village level.

Early and Forced Marriage: The minimum age for marriage is 21. Anecdotal evidence 

suggested child marriage was more common in rural areas and refugee camps than in 

urban areas. For additional information, see Appendix C.

Sexual Exploitation of Children: By law sexual relations with a child younger than age 18 

constitutes child defilement for which conviction is punishable by 20 years to life in 

prison depending on the age of the victim.
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The law prohibits sexual exploitation of children and child pornography, for which 

conviction is punishable by life imprisonment and a fine of 10 million to 15 million 

Rwandan francs ($10,990 to $16,480). Conviction statistics were not available. The 2018 

Antitrafficking law prohibits the commercial sexual exploitation of children, conviction 

of which is punishable by life imprisonment and a fine of 15 million to 20 million 

Rwandan francs ($16,480 to $21,980).

Child Soldiers: The government supported the Musanze Child Rehabilitation Center in 

Northern Province that provided care and social reintegration preparation for children 

who previously served in armed groups in the DRC (see section 2.d., Freedom of 

Movement).

Displaced Children: There were numerous street children throughout the country. 

Authorities gathered street children in district transit centers and placed them in 

rehabilitation centers. Conditions and practices varied at 29 privately run rehabilitation 

centers for street children.

UNHCR continued to accommodate in the Mahama refugee camp unaccompanied and 

separated minors who entered the country as part of an influx of more than 87,000 

refugees from Burundi since 2015. Camp staff provided additional protection measures 

for them.

International Child Abductions: The country is not a party to the 1980 Hague Convention 

on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction. See the Department of State’s 

Annual Report on International Parental Child Abduction at 

https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/International-Parental-Child-Abduction/for-

providers/legal-reports-and-data/reported-cases.html

(https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/International-Parental-Child-Abduction/for-

providers/legal-reports-and-data/reported-cases.html).

Anti-Semitism

There was a very small Jewish community, consisting entirely of foreigners; there were 

no reports of anti-Semitic acts.

Trafficking in Persons

See the Department of State’s Trafficking in Persons Report at 

https://www.state.gov/trafficking-in-persons-report/ (https://www.state.gov/trafficking-

in-persons-report/).

Persons with Disabilities

The law prohibits discrimination against persons with physical, sensory, intellectual, and 

mental disabilities, and the government generally enforced these provisions. The law 

mandates access to public facilities, accommodations for taking national examinations, 

provision of medical care by the government, and monitoring of implementation by the 
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NCHR. Despite a continuing campaign to create a barrier-free environment for persons 

with disabilities, accessibility remained a problem throughout the country, including in 

public buildings and public transport. On August 30, the government announced it had 

worked with public transport operators to introduce 11 buses with accommodations for 

persons with disabilities.

There were no legal restrictions or extra registration steps for citizens with disabilities to 

vote, and registration could be completed online. Braille ballots were available for the 

2018 parliamentary elections. Observers noted some polling stations remained 

inaccessible to persons with disabilities and that some election volunteers appeared 

untrained on how to assist voters with disabilities.

Many children with disabilities did not attend primary or secondary school. Those who 

attended generally did so with peers without disabilities. Few students with disabilities 

reached the university level because many primary and secondary schools were unable 

to accommodate their disabilities.

Some citizens viewed disability as a curse or punishment that could result in social 

exclusion and sometimes abandoned or hid children with disabilities from the 

community.

National/Racial/Ethnic Minorities

The constitution provides for the eradication of ethnic, regional, and other divisions in 

society and the promotion of national unity. Longstanding tensions in the country 

culminated in the 1994 state-orchestrated genocide that killed between 750,000 and 

one million citizens, including approximately three-quarters of the Tutsi population. 

Following the killing of the president in 1994, an extremist interim government directed 

the Hutu-dominated national army, militia groups, and ordinary citizens to kill resident 

Tutsis and moderate Hutus. The genocide ended later in 1994 when the predominantly 

Tutsi RPF, operating from Uganda and northern Rwanda, defeated the national army 

and Hutu militias and established an RPF-led government of national unity that included 

members of eight political parties.

Since 1994 the government has called for national reconciliation and abolished the 

policies of the former government that created and deepened ethnic cleavages. The 

government removed all references to ethnicity in official discourse–with the exception 

of references to the genocide that is officially termed “the genocide against the 

Tutsi”–and eliminated ethnic quotas for education, training, and government 

employment.

Some individuals stated the government’s reconciliation policies and programs failed to 

recognize Hutu victims of the genocide or crimes committed by the RPF after the end of 

the genocide, whereas others noted the government focused positive attention on 

Hutus who risked their lives to save Tutsis or members of mixed families during the 

genocide.
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Indigenous People

After the genocide the government banned identity card references to Hutu, Tutsi, or 

Twa ethnicity and prohibited social or political organizations based on ethnic affiliation. 

As a result the Twa, who numbered approximately 34,000, lost their official designation 

as an ethnic group. The government no longer recognizes groups advocating specifically 

for Twa needs, and some Twa believed this government policy denied them their rights 

as an indigenous ethnic group.

Acts of Violence, Discrimination, and Other Abuses Based on Sexual 
Orientation and Gender Identity

No laws criminalize sexual orientation or consensual same-sex sexual conduct between 

adults. The law does not explicitly prohibit discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and intersex (LGBTI) persons in housing, employment, nationality laws, or 

access to government services such as health care. Cabinet-level government officials 

expressed support for the human rights of all persons regardless of sexual orientation, 

but LGBTI persons reported societal discrimination and abuse, including challenges to 

officially registering NGOs. After announcing in August that he was gay, gospel singer 

Albert Nabonibo faced harsh criticism, including isolation in the workplace and harsh 

criticism and abandonment by friends, family, his employer, and community members. 

A senior government official, however, expressed support for Nabonibo and stated that 

he was protected under the law.

HIV and AIDS Social Stigma

The penal code provides for imprisonment of up to six months or a fine of up to 

500,000 Rwandan francs ($550) or both for persons convicted of stigmatizing a sick 

person without the intention to protect the sick person or others. There were no 

reports of prosecutions under this statute. Discrimination against persons with 

HIV/AIDS occurred, although such incidents remained rare. The government actively 

supported relevant public education campaigns, including establishing HIV/AIDS 

awareness clubs in secondary schools and making public pronouncements against 

stigmatization of those with the disease.

The penal code also provides stiffer penalties for conviction of rape and defilement in 

cases of transmission of an incurable illness. In most cases of sexual violence, the victim 

and alleged perpetrator both undergo HIV testing.

According to RDF policy and in keeping with UN guidelines, the military did not permit 

its members with HIV/AIDS to participate in peacekeeping missions abroad but allowed 

them to remain in the RDF.

Section 7. Worker Rights

a. Freedom of Association and the Right to Collective Bargaining
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A 2018 law regulating labor provides for the right to form and join unions and employer 

associations, bargain collectively and strike, but it places severe restrictions on these 

rights. An employer may refuse a recognized union access to the workplace, and the 

union must appeal this to the labor court. A union must include a majority of workers in 

the enterprise. Labor disputes are mediated by local, then national labor inspectors 

before they may be referred to a court, which may refuse to hear the case. The law 

applies to all employees with contracts. The law applies to informal sector employees 

with regard to occupational health and safety (OSH) and the right to form trade unions 

and employers’ associations, but it does not address strikes in the informal sector.

The law provides that ministerial orders define implementation of labor law in many 

respects; as of October 1, many orders had not been issued.

The law provides some workers the right to conduct strikes, subject to numerous 

restrictions. The law states that employees have the right to strike in compliance with 

the provisions of the law and that a strike is legal when the arbitration committee has 

allowed more than 15 working days to pass without issuing a decision, the conciliation 

resolution on collective dispute has not been implemented, or the court award has not 

been enforced. The law further states all strikes must be preceded by a notice of four 

working days. The law states that a strike or lockout must not interrupt the continuity of 

“essential services” as defined by the Ministry of Public Service and Labor. The ministry 

broadly defined essential services to include public transportation, security, education 

(during national exams), water and sanitation, and telecommunications, which severely 

restricted the right to strike in these fields.

There were 36 labor unions organized into three confederations: 17 unions represented 

by the Rwanda Confederation of Trade Unions (CESTRAR), 12 by the Labor and Worker’s 

Brotherhood Congress (COTRAF), and seven by the National Council of Free Trade 

Union Organizations in Rwanda. All three federations ostensibly were independent, but 

CESTRAR had close links to the government and the ruling RPF party.

Freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining generally were not 

respected. The government did not enforce applicable laws effectively and restricted 

these rights.

The government severely limited the right to collective bargaining, and legal 

mechanisms were inadequate to protect this right. Labor union officials commented 

that many private-sector businesses did not allow collective bargaining negotiations. 

The government also controlled collective bargaining with cooperatives and mandatory 

arbitration. No labor union had an established collective bargaining agreement with the 

government.

Collective bargaining occasionally was practiced in the private sector. For example, in 

2015 an international tea exporter renewed its 2012 collective bargaining agreement 

with its employees. CESTRAR, COTRAF, and the Ministry of Labor participated in the 

negotiations.

There were neither registered strikes nor anecdotal reports of unlawful strikes during 
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the year; the most recent recorded strike was by textile workers in 2013.

National elections for trade union representatives were last held in 2015. Trade union 

leaders stated the government interfered in the elections and pressured some 

candidates not to run.

There were no functioning labor courts or other formal mechanisms to resolve 

antiunion discrimination complaints, and COTRAF reported it could take four to five 

years for labor disputes to be resolved through the civil courts. According to one trade 

union, employers in small companies frequently used transfers, demotions, and 

dismissals to intimidate union members.

b. Prohibition of Forced or Compulsory Labor

The law prohibits forced labor and states it is unlawful to permit the imposition of 

forced labor. The government effectively enforced the law. In 2014 the government 

issued a national trafficking in persons action plan that included programs to address 

forced labor; the government continued to update the plan during the year. In 2018 the 

government enacted an updated law to prevent, suppress, and punish trafficking in 

persons. The 2018 Antitrafficking law prescribes penalties for conviction of 

imprisonment or fines. Penalties were sufficiently stringent to deter violations and were 

commensurate with those prescribed for other serious crimes, such as rape, with the 

penalties being higher if the victim is a child or a vulnerable person. Statistics on the 

number of victims removed from forced labor were not available. No reports indicate 

that forced labor by adults is a significant problem in the country.

Also see the Department of State’s annual Trafficking in Persons Report at 

https://www.state.gov/trafficking-in-persons-report/ (https://www.state.gov/trafficking-

in-persons-report/).

c. Prohibition of Child Labor and Minimum Age for Employment

The law prohibits all of the worst forms of child labor. The minimum age for full-time 

employment is 16, but children ages 13 to 15 are allowed to perform light work in the 

context of an apprenticeship. The law prohibits children younger than age 18 from 

participating in physically harmful work, including work underground, under water, at 

dangerous heights, or in confined spaces; work with dangerous machinery, equipment, 

and tools, or which involves the manual handling or transport of heavy loads; work that 

exposes the child to unsafe temperatures or noise levels; and work for long hours or 

during the night. A 2010 Ministry of Labor ministerial order determines the nature of 

other prohibited forms of work for a child.

In addition to national law, some districts enforced local regulations against hazardous 

child labor and sanctioned employers and parents for violations. Police, immigration 

officials, local government officials, and labor inspectors received training on identifying 

victims of trafficking.
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The NCC took the lead role in designating responsible agencies and establishing actions 

to be taken, timelines, and other concrete measures in relation to the integrated child 

rights policy and various national commissions, plans, and policies related to child 

protection subsumed therein. At the local level, 149 child labor committees monitored 

incidents of child labor, and each district was required to establish a steering committee 

to combat child labor. At the village level, 320 child labor focal point volunteers were 

supported by 10 national protection officers appointed by the NCC and 48 social 

workers.

The Ministry of Public Service and Labor conducted labor inspections of sectors of the 

economy known to employ children, focusing on domestic work and the agriculture 

sector. The RNP operated a child protection unit. District government officials, as part of 

their performance contracts, enforced child labor reduction and school attendance 

benchmarks. Observers noted considerable political will to address child labor but also 

that the government remained sensitive to public attention regarding the extent of child 

labor in the country. For example, the government continued to refuse to “validate” a 

2015 NGO report on the prevalence of child labor in the tea sector.

The government worked with NGOs to raise awareness of the problem and to identify 

and send to school or vocational training children involved in child labor. As of August 

23, private-sector businesses had not responded to the Ministry of Labor’s invitation to 

sign a memorandum of understanding committing them to eradicate child labor. The 

government’s 12-year basic education program aided in reducing the incidence of child 

labor, although some children who worked also attended school because classes were 

held in alternating morning or afternoon shifts at some grade levels. The government 

fined those who illegally employed children or parents who sent their children to work 

instead of school.

The government did not enforce the law effectively. The number of inspectors was 

inadequate, and penalties were not sufficient to deter violations. The majority of child 

laborers worked in the agricultural sector and as household domestics. Child labor also 

existed in isolated instances in cross-border transportation and in the mining industry. 

Children received low wages, and abuse was common. In addition forced labor and 

child sex trafficking were problems.

Also, see the Department of Labor’s Findings on the Worst Forms of Child Labor at 

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/findings

(https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/resources/reports/child-labor/findings), and the 

Department of Labor’s List of Goods Produced by Child Labor or Forced Labor at 

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/reports/child-labor/list-of-goods

(https://www.dol.gov/agencies/ilab/reports/child-labor/list-of-goods).

d. Discrimination with Respect to Employment and Occupation

The law prohibits discrimination based on ethnic origin, family or ancestry, clan, race, 

sex, region, religion, culture, language, and physical or mental disability, as well as any 

other form of discrimination. The constitution requires equal pay for equal work.
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The government did not consistently enforce antidiscrimination laws, and there were 

numerous reports of discrimination based on gender, disability, and ethnic origin. 

Migrant workers enjoyed the same legal protections, wages, and working conditions as 

citizens.

e. Acceptable Conditions of Work

The law states the Ministry of Labor may establish a minimum wage by ministerial 

order, but as of October 1, such an order had not been issued.

The law provides a standard workweek of 45 hours and 18 to 21 days’ paid annual 

leave, in addition to official holidays. The law provides employers with the right to 

determine daily rest periods. Most employees received a one-hour lunch break. The law 

states female employees who have given birth are entitled to a maternity leave of at 

least 12 consecutive weeks. The law states collective agreements must address the 

compensation rate for overtime.

The law states employers must provide for the health, safety, and welfare of employees 

and visitors and that enterprises are to establish occupational safety and health 

committees. The law also states employees are not required to pay any cost in 

connection with measures aimed at ensuring OSH. Authorities conducted public 

awareness campaigns to inform workers of their rights and highlight employers’ 

obligation to register employees for social security and occupational health insurance 

and pay into those benefit systems. Ministerial orders from the Ministry of Labor 

determined general OSH conditions and the establishment and functioning of OSH 

committees.

The government did not effectively enforce the law. The number of inspectors was not 

sufficient to enforce labor standards effectively. The many violations reported to labor 

unions compared to the few actions taken by the government and employers to remedy 

substandard working conditions suggested penalties were insufficient to deter 

violations.

Families regularly supplemented their incomes by working in small businesses or 

subsistence agriculture in the informal sector that included more than 75 percent of all 

workers. Most workers in the formal sector worked six days per week. Violations of 

wage, overtime, and OSH standards were common in both the formal and informal 

sectors. Employers frequently failed to register employees for social security or 

occupational health insurance and pay into those benefit systems. Workers in the 

subcontractor and business process outsourcing sectors were especially vulnerable to 

hazardous or exploitative working conditions. Statistics on workplace fatalities and 

accidents were not available, but ministry officials singled out mining as a sector with 

significant problems in implementing occupational safety and health standards. On 

January 21, 14 miners were killed in a landslide at a tin mine in eastern Rwanda and five 

workers at a scrap metal processing facility were severely injured when material they 

were handling unexpectedly exploded. Workers did not have explicit rights to remove 
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themselves from situations that endangered their health or safety without jeopardizing 

their jobs. The Ministry of Labor maintained a list of dangerous professions subject to 

heightened safety scrutiny.
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