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The Rwanda Crisis

The crisis in Rwanda since April 1994 has involved the deaths of
between 500 000 and one million people, the displacement of much of
Rwanda's population, massive refugee outflows, a continuing severe
humanitarian situation and major ongoing problems of rehabilitation
and reconciliation in Rwanda.
The paper places the current crisis in the context of long term conflicts
of interest between the Tutsi and Hutu communities in both Rwanda
and Burundi, Ethnic and economic animosities, developed since the
15th century, were exacerbated by the period of Belgium's colonial
involvement. Since both countries attained independence in 1962, a
stable accommodation of interests between the two communities has
never been achieved. Both the Hutu and the Tutsi have seen their
interests as being in conflict and have developed a 'psychology of
victimisation' which has fuelled continuing tensions.
The crisis which erupted in April 1994 stemmed from the breakdown
of United Nations supervised efforts to sponsor a peace accord between
the Hutu-dominated government in Rwanda and the Tutsi-dominated
Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) which had launched an invasion from
Uganda in 1990. The peace accord had been resisted by powerful
elements of the Rwanda regime led by President Habyarimana. When
Habyarimana's aircraft was shot down (possibly by members of his own
presidential guard) on 6 April massive organised violence broke out.
Government forces and Hutu militias led attacks against both Tutsis
and moderate Hutus, killing up to one million people. However the
badly organised government army was defeated in the civil war by the
RPF which took power in most of the country in mid July. The
government's defeat sparked an outflow of refugees, who included
many of the former regime's military and also militia elements. The
severe conditions suffered by the over 1 million refugees in Zaire have
produced a major international humanitarian response which is still
continuing.
Conditions within Rwanda remain fragile, with the prospect of famine
affecting 2.5 million people within five months. The RPF-led
government has few resources to try to begin rebuilding. So far few
of the predominantly Hutu refugees have returned; the forces of the
ousted government have been discouraging repatriation, partly because
the refugees provide a screen for these forces against the new
Rwandan government and/or international judicial action. The
situation within Rwanda remains unstable with the government
declaring that the refugees should now return. There have been some
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The violence in 1994 between Hutu and Tutsi people is the latest
phase of a conflict which has erupted on a number of occasions since
both Rwanda and Burundi obtained independence from Belgium in
1962.'
At the heart of this conflict has been competition for land and
resources in countries which are both poor and heavily populated.
While the two countries are scenically beautiful, only 29 per cent of the
land is arable and rugged countryside, great daily changes in
temperature and only limited rainfall make agriculture difficult. The
main cash crops have been coffee and tea and the low international
prices for coffee in recent years have imposed additional hardship.
Rwanda and Burundi have the highest population densities in Mrica.
Population growth rates have been rapid, with little or no organised
efforts at population control; Rwanda's population increased from
about 5 million in 1978 to over 7 million by 1994. As the British
writer Charles Richards has noted: 'This sets Hutu against Tutsi
because tending herds (as Tutsis still do) requires far more land than
growing vegetables. Each side feels its ability to feed itself is being
threatened by the other'.2
The Hutu and Tutsi peoples share many attributes in common in
language, culture and even appearance but they have come into deep
and prolonged conflict. The Hutu agriculturalists moved into the
region of Rwanda and Burundi sometime before the 14th century while
the Tutsi, a Nilotic pastoral people, migrated from the north from the
early 15th century. Over a period of several centuries the relationship
between Tutsi and Hutu became one of clientage between Tutsi
overlords and Hutu 'serfs'. There were numerous petty chieftain, both
Hutu and Tutsi, but generally the Tutsi exercised overall dominance.
'The clientage relationship between a ruling elite, largely Tutsi
concentrated at the court, and the commoners - mainly, but not
exclusively, Hutu - formed the basis of ~ociety'.~
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The first stage of the current crisis was assessed in, Allan Shephard, The Elling
Fields of Rwanda, Current Issues Brief No 10, 2 June 1994, which is now
superseded by the present paper.
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The 'Ruanda-Urundi' region was claimed by Germany from 1896 and
the Germans were in turn replaced during the First World War by
Belgium. Colonial involvement had the effect of heightening and
exacerbating the distinction between Tutsi and Hutu, The Belgians
consolidated the numerous smaller kingdoms under Tutsi chiefs. The
Tutsis claimed 'ownership of the land and the Hutu became landless
peasants'. David Dorward (Africa Research Institute, La Trobe
University) has observed:
Colonial society was organised on an ethnic hierarchy of Belgian-Tutsi-Hutu.
The majestic cattle-breeding "utsi (many over seven feet tall) were Belgium's
'noble savages' in contrast to the robust Hutu farmers who were looked down
upon as indolent and ungrateful - not willing to labour for dirt wages.

The Tutsis in the colonial period gained preferential access to
education and this 'fostered a psychology of "superiority" among the
Tutsi minority, while evoking smouldering Hutu resentment'.*
Tensions and hostilities between Tutsis and Hutu have dominated the
politics of both Rwanda and Burundi since independence in 1962.
While the Hutu asserted a dominant role in Rwanda, the Tutsi
minority were able to retain dominance in Burundi. The regular
outbreaks of conflict in both. countries since the early 1960s have
reinforced the fears and suspicions of communities in each country and
developments in one have often incited trouble and conflict in the
other.
The Tutsi were able to retain a dominant position in Burundi after
1962 initially through the leadership of the King and, after his
overthrow in 1966, by regimes dominated by the Tutsi-controlled army.
Although Burundi regimes made at times some efforts to accommodate
the interests of the Hutu, severe inter-communal violence broke out on
a number of occasions (particularly 1965, 1972, 1988 and 1993). In a
major Hutu-led uprising in 1972 over 100 000 Hutu were massacred;
the killings were led by the Tutsi-dominated army but many were
carried out by civilian bands in a manner broadly similar to the
violence in Rwanda in 1994, Further violent conflict in 1988 led to the
deaths of at least 20 000 Hutu.
These events were followed by efforts at accommodation between Tutsi
and Hutu from 1990 and a new constitution in 1992 sought to protect
the interests of both major communities. Free and fair elections in
June 1993 led to the election of a Hutu president (Melchior Ndadaye)
and a government of national unity in which Hutu and Tutsi based
parties were represented. However, communal tensions rose and the
President was assassinated in a coup in October 1993 led by the Tutsi4
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6 April: Habyarimana was killed along with the President of Burundi,

Cyprien Ntaryamira. It seems likely that Habyarimana was killed by
members of his own Presidential Guard. While the motivation for the
assassination of the Rwandan president (along with the Burundi
president) have not been clarified there was substantial opposition
within the Rwandan military to the Arusha accords. The agreements
would have ended the monopolisation of power by the ruling MRND
and the military, necessitating power sharing with the RPF, cuts in the
army and possible curtailment of opportunities for corruption. The
h s h a agreements were thus widely seen by the military as a threat
to their interests. The new interim Rwandan government blamed the
President's death on Tutsi and Hutu 'traitors' and deployed the
inyarahamwe and impuzamugambi militia with death lists of both
Tutsi and Hutu identified as opposing the regime.8

As is now well known, the four month period of mass killings in
Rwanda has resulted in the deaths of at least 500 000 and possibly one
million people. Most of these were Tutsi but many Hutu have also
been killed and the minority Twa pygmies (traditionally discriminated
against by both Tutsi and Hutu) are also thought to have been
massacred in large number^.^ The killings stand as one of the worst
massacres in modern history and have undoubtedly inflicted great
damage on Rwandan society. While the Hutu militias and military
were effective at mass murder, the Rwandan government was not able
to withstand the assault by the forces of the RPF. The RPF were
numerically smaller than the Rwandan army they opposed but many
members had extensive experience in the resistance struggle led by
President Musaveni in Uganda and their morale and discipline were
regarded as substantially superior to the government forces.lo The
RPF made major gains in April and May; they had closed the RwandaTanzania border by 1May and by the end of May they were estimated
to occupy about two-thirds of the country. By 4 July the RPF rebels
had won control of Kigali and by 17 July had captured Gisenye, a town
on the Zaire border, where the remnants of the Rwandan government
had been based. On 18 July the RPF declared itself the government
and announced a unilateral ceasefire. They now controlled the whole
country with the exception of the 'safe zonef established by French
troops in the southwest (see below).
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