
K
igali, Rwanda: As the world 
pauses to commemorate the 
20th anniversary of the genocide 

of the Tutsis, ActionAid Rwanda points 
out that while it is important not to for-
get the appalling atrocities committed 
20 years ago, it is equally important 
for the Rwandan government to look 
to the future by investing in its children 
and young people.

Rwanda has a very young population. 
The average age is 19 and two-thirds 
of Rwandans are under 25.

ActionAid country director, Josephine 
Uwamariya said: 

“While Rwanda’s young people rec-
ognise the unbearable effects of the 
genocide, they also believe that they 
are part of a united Rwanda. They do 
not distinguish between previous so-
cietal differences based on Tutsi, Hutu 
and Twa groupings.

“This is Rwanda’s greatest success 
story.  But to make this belief of a unit-
ed Rwanda a reality, post-genocide 
generations must get the support they 
need to protect their rights and contin-
ue to work their way out of poverty and 
other forms of injustice. 

“This includes ensuring the means 
to earn a decent living with access to 
food and shelter, the provision of good 
quality public education and health 
care, and most importantly freedom 
from any form of violence.

“Rwanda’s future depends on its 
young people.”

Ms Uwamariya commended the huge 
strides Rwanda has made in the last 
two decades. In 1994, Rwanda was 
totally shattered. The country’s entire 
socio-economic and political fabric 
had been destroyed. 

Today, annual growth regularly ex-
ceeds five percent and the number of 
people living in poverty has drastically 
fallen. Aid as a percentage of govern-
ment spending has dropped from 85 
percent in 2000 to 40 percent in 2013.

 “While much has been achieved, it is 
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now important to reinvigorate a com-
mitment to those young people and 
their families who live in the direst 
poverty. 

“In particular, it is important to uphold 
the rights of girls and women who are 
worst affected by poverty, including 
the genocide survivors who were left 
to bear the burden of a devastated 
society. 

 “That can only be done by harnessing 
the power in women and girls to de-
mand that their basic rights and needs 
are met,” said Ms Uwamariya.

In Rwanda, ActionAid works with com-

munities that find it difficult to claim 
the basic services to which they are 
entitled. ActionAid concentrates on 
grassroots development, building alli-
ances to promote women’s rights and 
to hold local authorities to account for 
their actions.

ActionAid is a global movement of 
people working together to achieve 
greater human rights for all and defeat 
poverty. We believe people in poverty 
have the power within them to create 
change for themselves, their families 
and communities. ActionAid is a cata-
lyst for that change. 

Remember the past,  invest 
in Young People and Children 
for a better Rwanda

For more information or interviews with 
Josephine Uwamariya, 

contact: 
Sulah Nuwamanya, 
Tel: +250 730 176 519 or 
E-mail: sulah.nuwamanya@actionaid.org

Putting a smile on every mother and child’s face is ActionAid Rwanda’s utmost goal



In 1994 up to a million people in Rwanda 
were killed over 100 days, approximately 
20 per cent of Rwanda’s population, in the 
genocide against the Tutsis. Twenty years 
on and Rwanda has made remarkable 
progress in coming to terms with its past, 
but the scars of the past remain.

Esperance Nyirahabiyambere, a 37-year-
old widow and mother of three recalls:

The killers chose who they would kill ac-
cording to whether we were registered as 
Hutus or Tutsis. The system of registration 
was a big challenge for me and my sib-
lings.

"I had not turned 18 yet and I did not have 
an ID card as proof to show if I was a Hutu 
or a Tutsi. I faced so many difficulties to 
prove who I was and where I was coming 
from. Eventually I got hold of an ID stating I 
was Hutu." But Esperance’s mother was in 
critical danger:

My father had to hide my mother in the for-
est, in the bushes, - all the time he shifted 
her. He was the one who brought her food 
and the only one who knew where she 
was.

"Even at night she could not sleep at 
home. Because the Hutu Interahamwe 
were passing by all the time to check if my 
mother was there. We couldn’t hide any of 
her family members either. Of a family of 
30 only my mother survived."

Esperance survived and in 2007 she start-
ed Tuzamuragaseke Cooperative for a 
mixed group of 62 single mothers. Action-
Aid supports the Cooperative to promote 
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reconciliation, co-existence and women 
empowerment as a driver for sustainable 
development and positive change. Apart 
from sharing and learning from each other 
experiences as single mothers, they en-
gage in farming, which provide them with 
an income.

Esperance says: "I wanted to bring this 

special group of women together be-
cause we have common problems. We all 
have to provide for our families, we need 
security and we need others in a similar 
situation to share and speak with about all 
kind of matters from the children, unity to 
land rights issues."

By providing secure livelihoods for a 

group of women, the co-operative also 
helps its members come to terms with the 
Genocide. Esperance says:

 It is important to talk about the Genocide 
against the Tutsis so that others under-
stand it. We who experienced it have to 
share our experiences in order to prevent 
that it ever happens again.

It's as if Elisabeth Nyiragafaranga carries a 
large shadow of sorrow. When she begins 
to tell what happened two decades ago, it 
becomes clear why.

"First we thought we could stay at home 
when the genocide against the Tutsis 
started, but when the roof got torn off the 
house and the killings and lootings only 
increased we realized we had to flee. My 
husband told me to bring the children 
home to my family who were Hutus and 
where he thought they would be safe. He 
took refuge in a nearby stadium.

"My sister had fled to our family home as 
well. She had four children and we were 
there with six small children when the kill-
ers came and demanded to get a cow. We 
thought our children would be safe at our 
own families home. We had never imag-
ined that it would be a close relative of 
ours who would cause their death.

But it was my cousin who alerted the oth-
ers and told them were we were hiding 
with the small children. When they came 

we did not have any cows to give them. 
They raped us instead.

"The second time they came it was worse. 
Again they raped us. There were many 
men; one man after another raped us. I 
was so scared about what they would do 
to the children.

 I plead, but they had no mercy. They 
smashed the children’s heads. It was so 
brutal. My children were 9 month and 2 ½ 
years old.

"Since 2000 I have been a member of 
Buhozanye Cooperative, which ActionAid 
support. It’s the common work and friend-
ship in the Cooperative that has helped 
me persevere. It can be hard to accept 
and forgive what happened and move 
on, but by listening to the others and hear 
their stories and how they have coped 
makes it easier.

"My husband did not survive the Genocide 
against the Tutsis and I got denied access 
to our land after both he and the children 
were dead. ActionAid has also helped my 

through a legal process to regain my 
land."I am now married to my husband’s 
brother. We have six children together."

ActionAid has supported Buhozanye 
Cooperative since 2007 to advance 
social justice, reconciliation, women 
empowerment and the promotion of 
sustainable agriculture including train-
ing in farming techniques and an animal 
raring program with a pig for each fam-
ily. As genocide widows many of the 12 
members of Buhozanye Cooperative had 
lost their home and land, which tradition-
ally belonged to the husband’s family. 
ActionAid has also assisted the 
cooperative’s members 
to claim their consti-
tutionally rights to 
land and live-
lihood.

I never imagined it would be a close relative 
who would cause my children's death

Esperance Nyirahabiyambere, a 37-year-old widow and mother of three, at her cooperative’s milling plant.

Elisabeth Nyiragafaranga, Genocide widow from Gitesi, Karongi District, 
Western Rwanda



Akimana Euphrasia’s house is 
bigger and better furnished than 
the other houses in the village. A 
small lamp powered by a solar 
panel provides a dim light in the 
dusk. Photographs of her family 
members and friends decorate 
the walls in the living room.

But AkimanaEuphrasia is lonely. 
In a quite corner outside her 
house, she explains how her 
husband left her two decades 
ago.

"When the Genocide sgainst 
the Tutsis started, my husband 
and I hid together with our chil-
dren. We returned home when 
the liberating soldiers arrived at 
our place. We were here in this 
house when we saw a large 
number of Habyarimana soldiers 
(Ex-FAR) came to announce a 
meeting. They said that we were 
no longer at war; there was se-
curity.

"My children were still young, so 
they accompanied others in their 
same age to that meeting.

None of them came back. Ev-

eryone who had attended that 
meeting never came back. Later 
we heard they had been be-
headed with knifes. I lost four 
children.

"That day my husband left our 
home and never returned. He 
loved his children very much; 
he could not bear being here 
any longer without them. He has 
another wife now and lives in 
Tumba, a neighbouring village. 
The couple of years I have lived 
together with my brothers child, 
who is HIV/AIDS positive like my-
self, but he moved out when she 
started at a secondary boarding 
school.

AkmanaEuphrasia’s voice is fad-
ing while she tells the story; it is 
not easy for her to recall the ex-
periences two decades ago that 
changed her life forever. Of her 
fourteen children she lost four on 
that fatal day after the Genocide 
against the Tutsis.

How does one move on? I had 
no choice than to take care of 
myself. Through the health cen-

tre I got in touch with Abishy-
izehamweCoabikigiCooopera-
tive, whose members are HIV/
AIDS positive. The cooperation 
system of paying the fee for the 
national health insurance Mutuel 
de Sante for four family mem-
bers has helped me so much.

ActionAid supports Abishyize-
hamweCoabikigiCoooperative 
and has helped the coopera-
tive with three cows and to in-
troduce commercial mushroom 
growing, which supplements the 
women’s diets and provides an 
income. The cooperative also 
grow, beans, onions, green pep-
pers, potatoes, soya beans and 
maize and ActionAid has also 
supported them with seeds and 
a grain bank. Abishyizeham-
weCoabikigiCoooperative has 
15 members who are all HIV/
AIDS positive. It is a main prior-
ity of AbishyizehamweCoabikigi-
Coooperative to ensure the 
members and three of their fam-
ily members coverage by Rwan-
da’s national health insurance 
Mutuel de Sante.

Everyone at that meeting never came 
back - I lost four children

Niyonteze Domina, 62 years old Genocide 
widow and mother of 6, lives alone in a small 
neatly decorated house of bricks with tailed 
roof. She sits in the doorway facing the main 
road of her village Agatongati while she tells 
her story.

"We left home and fled to the mountain 
when the killings started. We thought we 
would come back the following day, that it 
was not a big deal."

"Then the killers captured me. They hit me 
hard on my backside as we walked. At the 
first roadblock they also beat me in my head. 
I started bleeding. Someone recognised me 
and said I could go. But I was so badly beat-
en up that I had to get medical treatment. 
Someone else helped me. While receiving 
treatment I was injected. I think that’s when I 
contracted HIV/AIDS."

While her husband was Tutsi, Niyonteze-
Dominawas Hutu. Not knowing where her 
husband and children where, she went to 
her parent’s home in Kibilizi to seek refuge. 
But soon she started to get fragmented bits 
of news.

"First I heard that my husband and one of 
our sons had been killed and thrown into a 

I don't know how I would afford my medicine 
without the cooperative and ActionAid

pit latrine, which the killers used as a mass 
grave. Later I was told that they had cap-
tured our other son as well and twisted his 
head 180 degrees and thrown him in the 
same latrine.

 They thought he (my son) was dead. But af-
ter three days he managed to escape and 
come to my parents' home severely wound-
ed. He recovered after we took him to the 
hospital.   

"After the Genocide I returned home with 

my remaining children. Over the coming 10 
years I kept on falling sick. Finally in 2004 
the doctors told me that I was HIV/AIDS 
positive."

NiyontezeDomina joined Abishyizeham-
weCoabikigiCoooperative. It is a coopera-
tive for mainly women living with HIV/AIDS, 
which ActionAid supports.

We lease land and cultivate it together. We 
grow mushrooms, maize, beans, onions, 
green peppers and potatoes. As HIV/AIDs 

victims it helps us getting a nutritious diet.

We also sell some of the crops in order to 
pay for the national health insurance Mu-
tuel de Sante for all members and three of 
their family members. It cost 3000 Rwandan 
Francs per month per person and to pay the 
fees is a main priority of the cooperative.

"I don’t know how I would have been able 
to afford my medicine without the support 
of AbishyizehamweCoabikigiCoooperative 
and ActionAid."

ActionAid supports Abishyizehamwe-
CoabikigiCoooperative and has helped 
the cooperative with three cows and to in-
troduce commercial mushroom growing, 
which supplements the women’s diets and 
provides an income. The cooperative also 
grow, beans, onions, green peppers, pota-
toes, soya beans and maize and ActionAid 
has also supported them with seeds and 
a grain bank. AbishyizehamweCoabikigi-
Coooperative has 15 members who are 
all HIV/AIDS positive. It is a main priority of 
AbishyizehamweCoabikigiCoooperative to 
ensure the members and three of their fami-
ly members’ coverage by Rwanda’s national 
health insurance Mutuel de Sante.

Akimana Euphrasia, 71 years old Genocide Survivor, Kagarama 
village, Kibirizi in Gisagara district

Niyonteze Domina, 
genocide widow 
and HIV/AIDS vic-
tim, Kibirizi, Gisaga-
ra District, Southern 
Rwanda



Having fled from the Hybyarimana soldiers 
to avoid being raped and killed Nyiraneza 
Jaqueline was totally unprepared when her 
husband in 2007 was convicted with a 15 
years sentence for manslaughter during the 
Genocide against the Tutsis.

"I was 20 years old when the Genocide be-
gan. The soldiers wanted to rape and kill 
me. I survived by hiding in my Grandmothers 
house in Gitarama. Later on I took rescue in 
a refugee camp."

Just finished pruning the bananas in a small 
plantation behind her house, Nyiraneza 
Jaqueline tell her story.

"I meet my husband after the Genocide. We 
got three children. We lived like any other 
family cultivating our land and making a liv-
ing.  I was so distressed when my husband 
was sent to prison. I had to take care of the 
children all by myself, secure an income for 
the entire family and protect all of us.

"As a result of the atrocities during the Geno-
cide against the Tutsis there are very many 
widowers in Gitesi, where I live. I began to 
talk with them. Their situation resembled 
mine. We are all single mothers and we have 

to protect our children and fend for our-
selves."

"We formed Tuzamuragaseke Cooperative, 
mainly for single mothers. Together we are 
strong. We work together to make an income 
and we share our worries and get under-
standing from each other. Sometimes I even 
feel lucky that my husband is still alive.

 "It is from ActionAid’s support that I have 
learned to stand up for my rights and protect 
my children. I have even become one of the 
village leaders."

ActionAid’s support to Tuzamuragaseke 
Cooperative includes Giseti Early Child-
hood Development Centre, which provides 
pre-primary education to over 70 vulnerable 
children and advancing sustainable agricul-
ture e.g. commercial maize production and 
milling. ActionAid also assists the coopera-
tive with training programs in business man-
agement, cooperation management, human 
rights, women empowerment and leadership 
skills. The members of Tuzamuragaseke Co-
operative are a mixed group of 62 Genocide 
survivors, widowers and women whose hus-
bands have been jailed for Genocide crimes.

We are all single mothers; 
together we are strong

Nyiraneza Jaqueline, Gitesi, Karongi District, Western Rwanda: Wife of prisoner committed for crimes during the Genocide against the Tutsis


