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This Current Issues Brief provides the reader with a basic outline of
Rwanda's location, geography, economy, people and history, and aims
to provide a context in which to understand the human catastrophe
that has engulfed this central African nation.
The paper outlines United Nations (UN) efforts to establish a
mediatory presence in Rwanda and notes other international reactions
to the civil war. Particular note is taken of the UN-US disagreement
over the nature of the proposed UN mission. The final sections
examine international responses to the crisis, particularly the reaction
of the Australian Government to UN requests for military assistance
in Rwanda.

Background'
The Republic of Rwanda gained its independence from Belgium in
1962. It is a land-locked nation in Central Africa, sandwiched between
Zaire in the west, Tanzania in the east, Burundi in the south and
Uganda in the north. The nation has a land area of 26 338 square
kilometres and has an estimated population of 7.53 million.2 The
population is divided into two major groups: the Hutu (85-40 percent
of the population) and the Tutsi (9-14 percent). There is also a small
community of Twa (a pygmoid people).
Rwanda is a unitary republic, with political power concentrated in the
riational capital, Kigali. The current Rwandan constitution was
enacted in June 1991 and is derived from both Belgian law and the
earlier Rwandan constitution of 1978. Economically, the World Bank
estimates that Rwanda's GDP grew at an annual average of 4.7 percent
in real terms between 1970-1980 and 0.6 percent between 1980-1991.
Per capita GNP was estimated t o be $US270 in 1991, placing Rwanda
on the list of the fifteen poorest nations in the world. Neighbouring
Burundi shares a similar level of poverty. Rwanda's principal exports
in 1992 were coffee and tea.

1, The principal source for this section is the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU),
Country Profile: Rwanda, Burundi, 1993-94,London, 1993.
2.

This population figure is based upon a mid-1992 estimate. The latest census
figure of 7.16 million was recorded in August 1991, Economist Intelligence Unit
(EIU),Country Profile:Rwanda, Burundi, 1993-94,London, 1993: 2.
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were within 8 lometres of the ~apita1.l~ Two or three days
subsequent to this announcement, RPF forces were engaged in heavy
fighting in areas to the southwest and northwest of Kigali. By 14 May
media reports from Rwanda were claiming that the
occupied all of northern Rwanda with the exception of a 1
of the road leading into Kigali? As at the end of May the RPF has
occupied more than two-thirds of the country, including most of Kigali,
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Six weeks after the present war began, the death toll has been put at

anywhere between 250 000 and 500 000 - the majority of them Tutsi
according to the United Nations. In all likelihood, however, the true
death toll may never be known.

Responses to the
The United Nations
The United Nations deployed an observer force to Rwanda in June
1993 t o 'monitor the Ugandamwanda border [and] verify non-transit
of military* assistance t o Rwanda'.20 This involvement in what
became known as the UN Observer Mission Ugandamwanda
(UNOMUR) was located on the Rwandamgandan border. A second
operation was subsequently established in Kigali in October 1993 to
monitor the August 1993 peace agreement: it became known as the UN
Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR). The UN intended to
merge UNOMUR with UNAPVIIR but on 20 April 1994 the UN
announced that it had decided to reduce its 2500-strong UNAMIR
contingent by 500, removing all non-essential forces from the
country.21 Two days later (22 April) the UN voted to withdraw all
but 270 UNAMIR personnel, leaving an infantry company of 150
troops as well as some military observers and civilians.22 This action
was prompted by several instances where rebel and government troops

17. 'No peace deals, vows rebel chief, Sunday Herald Sun, 8 May 1994: 27.
18. 'Thousands flee rebel advance', Canberra ?times, 14 May 1994: 9,
19. 'Rwanda: the art of death', The Economist, 28 May 1994: 39-40,

20. Gareth Evans, CooperatingforPeace, Allen & Unwin, 1993: 102.
21. Anthony Goodman, 'Rwanda death toll may be 100 000, UN told', The Age, 21
Apr. 1994: 1.
22. 'UN to pull troops out of Rwanda',

kend Australian, 23 Apr. 1994: 18.
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ustralian government has decided to keep its Rwanda options
open until the U agrees upon a set of mission objective
has, however, indicated that it would be prepared to assist with the
protection of refugees that have fled into surrounding countries.35
30. Ian McPhedran, 'Aid sought for Rwanda', Canberra Times, 10 May 1994: 7. Also
see CARE Australia, 'Rwanda - CARE flies in more aid to Tanzania', Press
Release, 10 May 1994. CARE announced that it was flying in $A 600 000 in aid
to Rwandan refugees in Tanzania.

31. Testimony of Senator Robert Ray, Estimates Committee B, E s t i m a t ~
C o ~ ~ i t~ t e ~ a24 May ~1994: 28,~
~
,
32. Cameron Stewart, 'Rwanda: UNI asks for troops', The Australian, 16 May 1994:
1.

33* D.D. McNicoll, 'Send aid not troops: Fraser', The Australian, 17 May 1994: 6.

34.
5.

testimony to Estimates Committee B, 24
o troops to Rwanda if at

gara in Tanzania, is the
The 300 000-strong Camp
largest refugee camp in the world, though it is only one of a number
of camps now catering to displaced Rwandans. Care Australia is
providing much-needed food and medical supplies to one third of the
camp.36 The work done in these camps is essential to the survival of
thousands of refugees but their creation adds to the disturbing number
of camps that already exist throughout Africa.

The war in Rwanda is not the consequence of a set of short-term
factors but has its origins in decades of inter-tribal tension. Nor is the
Tutsi-Hutu tribal cleavage peculiar to Rwanda but also complicates the
security of Burundi and the south-western part of Uganda. Given the
long-term nature of the problem, it would seem that a peace
enforcement mission would be little more than a stop-gap measure.
Furthermore, it could well be a n expensive venture given that both
warring factions in Rwanda have warned that UN troops will be
regarded as hostile forces.
Western states are cognisant 'of the fact that once the United Nations
has Committed troops to Rwanda it may be difficult to withdraw. This
is reflected in Washington's insistence that any UN operation should
focus on the provision of safe areas on Rwanda's borders rather than
a more ambitious peace enforcement effort, or a relief program located
at Kigali airport. Canberra, too, is aware that there must be a political
solution t o the Rwanda conflict before troops are committed, or else
the operation could degenerate into a problem without end such as
would appear to be the case in Somalia.
There appears to be increasing international support for the supply of
aid simultaneously with diplomatic efforts to negotiate a feasible peace,
rather than deploying troops in to what might well become a quagmire
for the UN.

36. Ian McPhedran, '50,000 more Rwandan refugees found', Canberra Timeq 24
May, 1994, p.2.
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