SHLC RESEARCH SUMMARY 07

Huye: socio-spatial dynamics
and neighbourhood patterns
in a small city
Vincent Manirakiza, Gilbert Nduwayezu, Josephine Malonza, Leon Mugabe, Aimable
Nsabimana, Pierre Claver Rutayisire, Manasse Nzayirambaho, Jonas Kato Njunwa,
Deogratius Jaganyi
University of Rwanda

October 2020

This study analyses the spatial expansion of Huye city, Rwanda, the resulting
neighbourhoods and key urban characteristics.
It explores evidence on (i) city growth and land-cover change, (ii) demographic, socioeconomic and
environmental attributes, (iii) neighbourhood types and socio-spatial categorisation, and (iv) education and
health services.
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Huye is a small city covering 43.14 km² with 44,209 urban residents. Large areas within its official boundaries
remain rural, yet the city has experienced significant growth over the last 30 years.
Built-up areas of the city have increased from 1 km2 to 9 km² during this same period, driven mainly by internal
migration, natural population growth and the development of new infrastructures.
Huye comprises 15 neighbourhoods that can be categorised into three main groups: planned, mixed and
unplanned neighbourhoods. These reflect the socioeconomic profile of their residents in terms of high-, middle
– and low-income households.
The consumption rate has increased by 40.5% over the last decade, but other key economic indicators
have mostly experienced negative change. The unemployment rate increased by 6.4%. The rapid and
uncoordinated urbanisation of Huye city has also affected the adequacy of housing and basic amenities.
While infrastructural development is noticeable in the education sector, the high poverty level is affecting
school attendance. Although Huye has seen a significant decrease in child mortality, investment is still needed
in the health sector to develop infrastructure at a broad level.
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About the study
This study1 analyses the process of spatial expansion of the Rwandan city of Huye, the
distribution of its neighbourhoods and key characteristics at district level.
Huye City is located on the southern corner of Huye District in Rwanda’s Southern Province. It is strategically
positioned along the national road connecting Kigali city to Rusizi city, which borders the city of Bukavu in the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and the link to Bujumbura City in Burundi.
Remote sensing imagery has been used to quantify urban growth in Huye over time. The objective was to study and
describe the nature and pattern of urban sprawl over the period 1989–2017. Huye’s neighbourhoods have been
analysed using a mixed-methods approach, namely: (1) a participatory approach consisting of field observation
of the neighbourhood fabric and interviews with residents about the history of the city, and (2) a remote sensingbased approach to digitalise neighbourhood boundaries on different google images.2 A deep exploration of the
neighbourhood characteristics and access to services will be conducted during the next stage of this study.

Research results
Changing patterns of land cover, urban sprawl and population density
Huye is expanding, but at a slower pace than the capital of Kigali.
There are residential areas to the north and to the south of the city, while the central part comprises administrative,
commercial and public buildings. Much of the city’s growth has occurred along the western part towards Matyazo
and along the roads to Nyaruguru and Nyamagabe. Further plans are in place in the context of a secondary city
development framework,3 pushing for development towards Mbazi sector in the north of the city.
The land cover trends revealed in this study show that urban expansion has had an impact on the natural
environment in Huye. The city was almost entirely green in 1989, with a built-up area of only 1 km², but by 2017 this
area had increased to 9 km². This expansion occurred gradually from 1989 and 1997; however, from 1997 to 2010,
the trend was one of rapid expansion (see Figure 1).
Almost all urban areas of Rwanda experienced a remarkable rise spatially and demographically in the
postgenocide period due to the return of refugees and also rural–urban migration. The population growth in Huye
resulted in the development of new settlement areas and socio-political and business infrastructures. Currently,
the city is compact around core infrastructures like the university campus and the central business district (CBD) in
the quarters of Ngoma, Butare and Rango B. The city is less compact in residential zones such as Matyazo, Rango,
Cyimana and Gatobotobo.

Key urban characteristics
Huye is a small city with only 44,209 inhabitants, of which 58% are females.
The population profile by age and gender shows a young, rural and urban population with relatively high fertility.
Our analysis reveals that the population density is heterogeneous in distribution, with a high density of households
concentrated around the CBD in Tumba and Ngoma sectors, along the main road corridors in the western part of the
city towards Matyazo, and along the central road to Nyaruguru and Nyamagabe districts. In these more populated
areas of the city, the average density is 900 inhabitants per km2, with a maximum of 1,743 inhabitants per km².
The living conditions in Huye improved considerably over the period 2010–2017. Equivalised consumption steadily
increased by 4% and annual household consumption increased by approximately 40.5%. This could be linked
to the rise in prices of farm produce and non-farm business in which a large number of Huye city residents are
involved. However, despite this, we have observed that the rate of unemployment increased by 6.4%. The main
reason for this increase could be stagnation in the business sector. In fact, many businesses were closed for roughly
six years from 2012 due to the renovation of buildings within the CBD. Local businesses also lost out when the
student population reduced after the University of Rwanda restructured and relocated some students to other
colleges outside the city in 2013.
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Figure 1: Land-cover trends in Huye city (1989–2017)
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Housing densities are still low in Huye and house ownership is more common than tenancies – for example, in 2017, 56% of
Huye’s population lived in properties that they owned compared to 44% in rented houses. Although access to adequate
housing increased from 88% in 2011 to 95% in 2014, the proportion decreased to 89% by 2017 due to rapid and unplanned
urban growth in the city. Consequently, this is has also affected access to safe drinking water and adequate sanitation,
which during the 2011–2017 period declined from 96% to 60% and from 12% to 10%, respectively. Access to adequate
waste disposal increased from 67% in 2011 to 90% in 2017, however. Clean energy is still at a critical stage.

Socio-spatial identification and distribution of neighbourhoods
We analysed the physical structure of neighbourhoods in terms of site occupancy
(planned or unplanned), housing types, topography, road network and residential density.
Apart from the mixed-use quarters, the city comprises three main categories of residential neighbourhoods: 1)
planned neighbourhoods, 2) unplanned neighbourhoods where residents have settled without reference to any
physical plan, and 3) mixed or semi-planned neighbourhoods that have resulted from degrading or upgrading of
the other two categories during urban change.
Unlike Kigali, Huye is quite small and has fewer activities that attract people to the city; therefore, neighbourhood
categories for well-off families like luxurious multi-storey houses and modern private estates are not present in Huye.
Only 15 neighbourhoods were identified in Huye, including four planned, six unplanned, one mixed residential
neighbourhood and four mixed-use quarters.
With regard to spatial distribution, there is a typical demarcation of neighbourhoods based on typology. The
mixed-use quarters are located in the city centre; the planned neighbourhoods are around the CBD, and the
unplanned settlements are in the northern and southern parts of Huye. The current process of urbanisation consists
of densification of the suburbs and other unplanned low-density neighbourhoods by low-income families.
The neighbourhood categories also reflect the three wealth groups of low-, middle – and high-income households.
Most of the low-income households reside in unplanned neighbourhoods, middle-income households are
linked to mixed and a few planned neighbourhoods, and most of the high-income households occupy planned
neighbourhoods. About 43% of the neighbourhoods can be considered low-income, 28.6% middle-income and
only 7.1% high-income. It is worth noting that ‘high-income’ is different in Huye compared to Kigali, however.
Huye does not have well-off families like Kigali – as a university city, the majority of the high-income group
comprises lecturers from the university. In addition, Huye has no wealthy neighbourhood or modern estate, unlike
Nyarutarama and Vision City in Kigali.

Service delivery for education and health
In the latter part of the period under study (2007–2017) the city of Huye, though small,
recorded a noticeable change in education infrastructure ranging from nursery schools
to higher education institutions.
By 2017 the net school attendance rate stood at 92.6% in primary schools and 23.4% in secondary schools.
However, the city faces education challenges mostly associated to poverty. With 25% of the city population
considered extremely poor, this affects education in terms of the need to repeat classes/years (mostly in primary
schools, affecting 12% of pupils) and school dropouts (mostly in secondary schools, affecting 13.1% of pupils).
Looking at health in Huye, childhood mortality reduced considerably between 2010 and 2015, which reflects
the general trend across Rwanda. However, more still needs to be done in this area to reach the targets of the
Sustainable Development Goals. Investment is also needed in health infrastructure at a general level in Huye –
apart from health posts 4 that increased in number from 2 to 10 between 2009 and 2018, other health facilities have
not changed much. This has a negative impact on geographical accessibility of health services in the city.
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Way forward
The City of Huye has experienced rapid
demographic and spatial growth in the last
30 years and it is still growing. The recession
induced by the renovation and restructure
of the University of Rwanda has affected
businesses and the socioeconomic living
conditions of the population. Nevertheless,
promise lies in the urban services and basic
amenities in the city.
The urban plan that will be developed as part of
Rwanda’s secondary cities framework is expected
to address many of the issues induced by Huye’s
recent rapid and uncoordinated urbanisation.
Rwanda’s National Roadmap for Green Secondary
City Development highlights the need to accelerate
growth and improve the living conditions for Huye’s
residents by investing in basic infrastructure (e.g. water
for all, access to sanitation, access to electricity, waste
management); by expanding the industrial park to
attract investment from the agribusiness, research,
pharmaceutical and construction sectors; and by
developing the road network and implementation of
green transport modes, notably targeting students.
In addition, Huye is home to the main campus of the
University of Rwanda and many good secondary
schools. Therefore, Huye is envisioned as Rwanda’s
Knowledge and Culture Hub and host to many
academic and scientific activities.
1
This paper summarises key findings of a report on the city as part of
an international comparative study coordinated by the Centre for
Sustainable, Healthy and Learning Cities and Neighbourhoods (SHLC).
The wider study examines urbanisation and sustainable development
in 14 cities in Africa and Asia and this part explores patterns of
neighbourhood distribution and changing socio-spatial structures
in response to recent urban expansion and migration. Geographic
information system (GIS) data and remote sensing image analysis
have been used to explore land-use changes and urban sprawl at
city level and official statistics such as the population census and other
secondary data have been used to map internal structural changes.
2
The study also draws on secondary data, mainly from the national
census of 2012 (https://www.statistics.gov.rw/datasource/42) and the
Integrated Household Living Conditions Survey, commonly known as
EICVs, conducted in 2010/2011, 2013/2014 and 2016/2017 by the National
Institute of Statistics of Rwanda (NISR) (http://www.statistics.gov.rw/
datasource/integrated-household-living-conditions-survey-eicv).
3
See National Roadmap for Green Secondary City Development
(https://gggi.org/site/assets/uploads/2017/12/National-Roadmap-forGreen-Secondary-City-Development.pdf)

Health posts are a means of reaching out to the community. They
are located far from health centres and provide basic health services
to people, including curative outpatient care, child immunisations,
growth monitoring for children under five years, antenatal care and
family planning counselling, health education and a few laboratory
tests (particularly rapid tests).
4
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https://gggi.org/site/assets/uploads/2017/12/National-Roadmap-forGreen-Secondary-City-Development.pdf
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