
Rwanda: National Urban Policies and 
City Profiles for Kigali and Huye 
Written by University of Rwanda 

  

Type 
Executive Summary  

 

Authors 
Prof Deogratius Jaganyi 

Prof Kato Njunwa 
Prof Manasse 

Nzayirambaho 
Dr P. Claver Rutayisire 
Dr Vincent Manirakiza 

Dr Aimable Nsabimana 
 Ms. Josephine Malonza 

 Mr. Mugabe Leon 
Mr. Gilbert Nduwayezu 

 

 

 

Date 

31|10|18 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover photo: Colorful hillside homes in Kigali, Rwanda 



1 

 

Executive Summary 
Rwanda is one of the most densely populated countries in Africa, with 394 persons per km2 
in 2008 (NISR 2012; MININFRA 2013). Rwanda is labelled ‘the land of a thousand hills’ due 
to the hilly topography. This means that although land is a prime resource, much of it is too 
steep or too wet to build on. The Rwandan climate is conditioned by the topography: the 
further west, the lower the altitude, which entails warmer temperatures and lower levels of 
precipitation. The majority of the country is suitable for agriculture. According to a recent 
census, the agricultural population reached up to 84% of the total population (Republic of 
Rwanda, 2010). The great majority of the population lives in the countryside and engage in 
agriculture. Land has been the central issue of the political economy in Rwanda for 
centuries; since at least the 17th century, Rwanda’s traditional kingdom has been based on 
intensified agriculture, and political leaders have continuously intervened in the distribution 
of land (Vansina, 2001). Rwandan land tenure has been mainly conditioned by three factors: 
the natural environment, population, and politics. Twenty-four years after the genocide 
against the Tutsi, the Government of Rwanda (GoR) has clearly embraced urbanisation, seen 
as a vehicle for post war reconstruction in Rwanda. Indeed, the urban development agenda is 
seen as a possible resource to unlock the transformative economic opportunities for growth 
and poverty reduction through which Rwanda could make significant progress in its national 
development. Rwanda’s national overarching goal is to attain a 35% urbanisation rate by 
2020 from 16.5% (Census, 2012). 

The first waves of urbanisation were caused by returning refugees and internal migration 
precipitated by fear of conflict and insecurity in the post genocide Rwanda. In this 
perspective the first focus of the post genocide government became the establishment of 
grouped settlements ‘imidugudu’ as an alternative means of housing the population much 
closer together that would in turn catalyze reconciliation. Besides the grouped settlements, 
the post genocide period also saw a significant rise in unplanned urban settlements; 
uncontrolled urban expansions and inefficient use of land (MININFRA 2013) all of which 
impact heavily on the urbanisation trajectory.   

As a consequence, Rwanda has consistently taken exemplary strides in terms of urban 
governance including land management and administration. 

For instance, the Law No. 24/2012 of 15/06/2012 on land use and land use planning in 
Rwanda recognizes urban areas as entities for urban development activities. Rwanda is 
urbanising rapidly as well as proactively planning for it. Urbanisation in Rwanda is catalyzed 
by demographic growth, migration to urban areas and installation of returnees after the 1994 
genocide against the Tutsi. The urban population was 4.6% in 1978, to 16.5% in 2012 and is 
expected to reach 35% by 2020. The average urban density is 1871 inhabitants per square 
kilometer. The current annual growth rate of the urban population is 4.1%. Almost 80% of 
the city’s residents live in unplanned settlements. The capital city, Kigali, accommodated 
about half of the urban population in 2012. The government of Rwanda believes that 
urbanisation is an opportunity for socio-economic growth (MININFRA 2013). The 
infrastructure (housing, roads, sanitation and energy, among others) is currently unable to 
keep pace with this growth. Rwanda has thus taken a strategic approach to plan and master 
its urbanisation; hence the national urbanisation policy (MININFRA 2015), of which the 
main goal is to promote urban development that enhances local and national economic 
growth and ensures good quality of life for everyone. Six secondary cities have been selected 
to promote urban development outside Kigali. These are Rubavu, Musanze, Huye, Rusizi, 
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Nyagatare, and Muhanga. The main pressing challenges that Kigali is facing currently are: 
lack of affordable housing, inadequate infrastructure, encroachment of environmentally 
sensitive areas and urban sprawl.  

Rwanda has made great strides on almost all development indicators in the last two decades. 
The country’s Vision 2020 has guided national development strategies toward five broad 
targets: rapid economic growth to middle income status, increased poverty reduction, more 
off-farm jobs and urbanisation, reduced external dependency, and private sector as the 
engine of growth. The National Economic Development and Poverty Reduction Strategy, 
EDPRS2, has the overarching goal to accelerate progress toward a middle-income status and 
better quality of life for all Rwandans. It focuses on four thematic areas: Economic 
transformation, rural development, Productivity and Youth Employment, as well as 
Accountable governance. 

The City of Kigali, which is one of the two case studies of this project, is comprised of 3 
districts, namely Gasabo, Nyarugenge and Kicukiro as illustrated in figure 1.1. According to 
the Census of 2012, Kigali had 10.7% of the population of Rwanda, and by 2020, its 
population is projected to almost double.  According to the 2012 census, Gasabo District had 
the highest population (274,342 males and 256,565 females) and Nyarugenge (148,242 
males and 136,578 females) and Kicukiro (162,755 males and 156,906 females). About 27.7% 
of the households in City of Kigali are female headed, 10.3% are headed by people with 
disabilities, while 19.3% are headed by widows. 

Figure 1: Kigali city map showing the three districts and surrounding areas  

Source: REMA 2017 
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Historically, Rwanda was a German protectorate from 1896 to1916 and a Belgian colony 
from 1916 to 1962. Kigali city started afresh after independence in 1962. The shift of 
administrative capital from Kigali to Huye in 1916 by the Belgian administration made Kigali 
not grow as fast as it could have.  

The City of Huye, the second case study, was previously known as Butare, a name that is still 
in use today.  As illustrated in figure 1.2, Huye is located about 135 Km south of Kigali. 
Before 1965, Huye remained the largest and most important city in Rwanda. It is currently 
among the 6 secondary cities under development. It is uniquely positioned to be developed 
into knowledge, culture and agribusiness hub. This is because the tradition of Huye (then 
Butare) as an academic centre dates back to 1900 when it hosted the first Catholic 
missionaries and then later in 1963, it was selected to host Rwanda’s first university- the 
national university of Rwanda. Huye is also seen as a cultural city as it hosts museums that 
showcase a good source of information on the cultural history of the country and the region. 
Thirdly, agriculture is the backbone of Huye district, presenting the city with major 
opportunities for resource-based manufacturing (GoR 2015). 

Figure 2: Huye District administrative map, showing the Huye urban area boundary 

  

Source: REMA 2017 
 
With respect to health, in the last two decades in Rwanda there has been tremendous 
improvement following the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi that also destroyed the health 
system of the country.  Since 2000, steps have been taken towards restructuring and 
decentralizing healthcare. Now the district health offices operate as autonomous entities, 
providing services to well-defined populations in either urban or rural zones. The public 
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sector dominates the service provision at all levels and serves most of the population with 
70% of the country’s health facilities. However, there is a good collaboration between 
Ministry of Health (MOH) and private and non-profit (religious) structures working in 
Health sector. The percentage of the national budget allocated to health has been increasing 
from 9.1% in 1999 to 18.8% in 2007, thus putting Rwanda among very few African countries 
which have reached and exceeded the benchmark set by the Abuja Declaration of allocating 
at least 15% of government budgets to health.  Rwanda has policies and mechanisms to 
ensure minimum standards and guarantees. It is also important to note that in Rwanda 
different policies choices have shaped opportunity at the level of neighbourhood. These 
include, but are not limited to the very successful community health workers, community-
based health insurance and sports development policy (World Health Organization, 2011).  

In Rwanda, there are no health policies devised specifically for the City of Kigali or Huye and 
their neighbourhoods. Health policies are general for the whole country.    The approach to 
planning for health provision is same in both City of Kigali and Huye. It is a mix of top to 
down and bottom up approaches where cities utilise both national orientations and priorities 
suggested by the local population to develop their own plans. 

Despite many achievements recorded in education, there are still challenges that must be 
tackled to halt the threats to the education system. Challenges include insufficiency of school 
infrastructures, namely classrooms, and textbooks in various schools to meet the student’s 
demands.  Lack of equipment for science, technology obstruct the use of ICT among the 
students. There is also the problem of high illiteracy rates among adults who have either not 
attended school or have dropped out of school. Poverty is another challenge to education. 
Huye district is among the districts with a high percentage of extreme poverty. About 53% of 
the population of Huye district is identified as ‘non-poor’, 21.4% and 25.2% as poor and 
extremely poor respectively. The district ranks sixteenth among all districts, with a high 
percentage of extreme poverty (NISR, 2010). It also faces the problem of school dropouts 
which stands at 10.9% in primary, 13.1% in secondary and 2.4% in upper secondary. In 
addition, class repetition rates stand at 12.7% in primary, 5.8% in secondary and 1.6% in 
upper secondary. (Huye District, 2013b). 

The distance to school facilities for students is also a challenge to quality education delivery. 
The mean walking time to primary school stands at 23 minutes in Huye District compared to    
the national average of 28.6 minutes in rural areas, 19.4 minutes in urban areas (NISR, 
2010) 

In response to all the challenges highlighted above, various plans, programs and activities 
were adopted and endorsed in the district development plans. They mainly focus on the 
improvement of school system through mobilisation of district partners (Huye District 
2013a), extending ICT infrastructure up to the cell levels with help from private sector as 
well capacity building and training of education personnel.  
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