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Abstract 
This paper tends to define violence and the victims of genocide and massacres that took place 
in Rwanda in 1994. It will thus concentrate on the needs of the most vulnerable and weakest 
groups, and focus on the assistance by different operators in the medical, psychological, 
spiritual, social and judicial areas. 
 
Rwanda is mainly a  small rural country with few towns. People are mainly cultivators. At the 
time of the genocide, in 1994, they were living in dispersed habitat on hillsides, working in 
their own small plantation and fields. 
 
It is in such an environment that a genocide of more than 1 milllion people of the Tutsi ethnic 
group took place in Rwanda between April and July 1994. 
 

I. Violence:  Display of genocide, ethnic, hatred and  
institutional violence. 

 
Since the early sixties, Rwanda  has been the territory of huge ethnic violence against 
the Tutsi ethnic group. Since the late eighties, the regime also organized hatred 
violence.  

 
Ethnic violence 
In 1994, ethnic violence committed by the extremist wing of the Habyarimana regime with 
militia groups spread all kinds of violence against one ethnic group, the Tutsi ethnic group. 
“Ethnic violence includes criminal acts toward people based on their age, gender, race, 

ethnicity, religion, or political beliefs.”2 
 
Genocide: some definitions: 
Genocide is a further step of ethnic violence in the sense that the killers embarked on “the 
final solution”.  
 
It is “a crime that is wanting to make people extinct. To do so, you must accept the principle 

of the extermination and see not ‘people’ but ‘a’ people.3 
 
Genocide  means physical killing of the members of this ethnic group but also destruction of 
everything that connects them to their ancestors and to their future generation: destruction of 
the eldest as well as the babies, and the unborn in the womb of women. 

                                                           
1 Martine Beckers, Representative of KANYARWANDA ASBL Place de l’Europe 4 B-1342 Limelette – 
Belgium  Tel/fax +32-10-416956 e-mail martinebeckers@hotmail.com 
Kanyarwanda asbl  POB 2138 Kigali – Rwanda Tel +250-514970 
2 Counseling Victims of Ethnic Violence,1999, p. 1 
3 Gourevitch Ph., We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families, 1999. P. 202. 
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As Gourevitch says: “The concerned, planned, systematic and mythological acts of mass 
extermination perpetrated by  Hutu elements against Tutsi group in Rwanda constitute 

genocide”.4 
 
Genocide totalised all other types of crimes at  the level of a nation: killing, torture, sexual 
abuse etc. 
 
Hatred Violence 
Hatred violence was also committed against the non-extremist political wing leaders, human 
rights activists, journalists, businessmen of Hutu and Tutsi ethnic groups.  
 
Here hate is directed toward certain groups like left wing political parties, and to counter a 
growing political opposition within Rwanda.  
 

Although “ethnic violence is hate violence and often the two are blended”5, in case of 
Rwanda, two main resulting differences have here to be noted: the ethnic violence and 
genocide acts are committed against the whole community of the Tutsi ethnic group. It means 
families, babies, and the eldest. Its goal is total destruction. Hatred violence is limited to the 
intellectual and   political Hutu leaders who had not joined the totalitarism movement.  
 
Institutional violence 
Such violences as described here above can be possible only in an institutional environment 
of dictatorship, discrimination, totalitarianism, harassment against a minority group. A state 
where the judicial system is corrupted.  
 
In Rwanda, Tutsi were increasingly discriminated in schools, at work, etc., and this was 
facilitated for example by the ethnic indication in the identity cards.  
 

II.  VICTIMS 
 
Different types of victims of abuse of power and of subsequent victimizations are cohabiting 
in Rwanda. This paper will focus on survivors of genocide, though it will first present other 
main types of crimes that victimized huge groups of  people. 

A. Survivors of the 1994 genocide of Tutsi 
Since the independence of the country in 1962, discrimination against the Tutsi ethnic group 
and dictatorship was linked to impunity and to nazi ideology expressed by mass imprisonment 
and massacres of  Tutsi and Hutu politically in the opposition  called “moderated hutus”.  
Eventually, genocide of Tutsi started and lives were spared only thanks to the RPF (Rwandan 
Patriotic Front)  as well as scattered actions of Hutus. 
 
Tutsi had  no other choice but hiding, escaping or accepting their fate awaiting execution by 
their hangmen. 

 
One can say genocide almost succeeded since all the survivors are bearing deep aftermath of 
the genocide and too many cannot accept to survive, they are dying of famine, AIDS, of 
malaria, and are committing suicide.  

                                                           
4 Gourevitch Ph., We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families, 1999. P. 203 
5 Counseling Victims of Ethnic Violence,1999, p. 1 
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1. Number 
A question is often asked: "How many people were killed?, what percentage of the 
population?" The law 02 of 20 January 1998 that creates the “National Survivor Fund” 
indicates that 1.100.000 people were killed during the period of 1990-1994 in the frame of the 
the genocide. 
 
This can be answered in another way:. while a normal extended Tutsi familiy was of about 
100 members, after the genocide, in almost all these families, only a few people survived if 
any.  And six years later, genocide is still in progress due to illness, poverty, starvation 
resulting of the genocide.  
 
2. Causes of the victimization 
The survivors suffered from the extremes of human degradation.  
The largest number of killings were carried out in huge massacres across the country. As the 
killings began, frightened people -mainly Tutsi- fled to hospitals, churches, schools, stadiums, 
and these traditional places of gathering of the communities became places of huge 
massacres. Tutsi were hunted down in their houses, chased from hill to hill, or stopped and 
slaughtered at roadblocks.  
 
The killings were carried out with extraordinary cruelty. Some examples: 
• The killers burned people alive. 
• Victims were thrown dead or alive into pit latrines.  
• They were compelled to kill their relatives. Mothers to throw their babies against walls to 

kill them. 
• Those who wanted to escape the painful death by machetes offered to pay the killers for 

the privilege of being shot instead of killed by machetes. 

3. Sufferings and way of living 
One of the consequences of the hunt for Tutsi is that families were split : people were running 
away to hide from the killers in all directions and thus survivors do not know what has 
happened to their relatives.  

Rape is a weapon of war and genocide and in Rwanda it became a basic weapon to achieve 
genocide purposes. Almost all the Tutsi women were raped or had to suffer sexual. 

harassments and for some women or girls to an unbelievable extent.  
 
The extreme of the cruelty of the killers is the violence against children. Rwanda is full of 

orphans and handicapped  children. The psychological traumas are greater.”6 In the case of 
children. 
 
Survivors are all yearning for “justice”. Justice is a way to achieve a major goal: to recover 
dignity. However, justice, in regard to human rights violations, is something completely 
unknown to them. They have to learn  its meaning, how to handle it and first of all they have 
to trust it.  
 
Nine years later, for many vulnerable survivors, justice is not anymore a priority, since their 
daily struggle is to survive against starvation, AIDS, malaria, poverty.  
 

                                                           
6 African Rights, Rwanda Death, despair and defiance, 1995, p.XIX 
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B. Other types of victimizations: Victims of hatred violence, displaced 
population and refugees 

 
Intellectuals were victims of hatred violence: one can consider intellectual people often called 
“moderated Hutu” who were not pro-extremist and  civil  victims of war violence. 
 
Displaced populations: between 1991 and 1994, in districts where fightings were takingg 
place in the Northern part of the country, people were displaced in camps and suffered various 
kinds of violence displayed by both the FAR (Rwandan Army Forces) and FPR armies. 

Refugees in camps in Congo and in Tanzania: Hundred of thousands of Hutu families fled 
away in neighbouring countries.  They first suffered from many diseases like cholera. They 
spent years in camps. The camps were in the hands of the so-called interahamwe who 
organised the genocide. After two years, in 1996, the government considered they were 
endangering the country and decided to dismantle the camps and press the refugees to return 
to Rwanda. Many groups of previous “interahamwe” militia refused,  turned in so-called 
“Abacengezi”7 and joined militia groups hiding in forests in Congo, and in Burundi from 
where they organized killings, destruction, rape etc. One can say that majority of these 
refugees - illiterate country people -were influenced by the ideology and had perpetrated 
crimes.   
 
Bad conditions of life were victimising their families who often also supported them during 
this period.   

Child soldiers: In 1994, the Rwandese Patriotic Front (RPF) demobilized  all child soldiers, 
the elderly and the disabled. Some 5.000 kadogo or “little ones” returned to school, worked as 

cleaners or servants for officers or returned later to the army8. To guarantee security, RPF 
kept troops at the border and in the North where conflicts arise regularly with the militia 
extremist groups. RPF had also sent troops to Congo.  
 
Children were also forcibly recruited by militia rebel groups that try to invade the country 
from Congo border. It is hard to determine how many children are participating in hostilities 
on their side. 
 
Collateral damages: Citizens were killed, enjured during fights between the two armies that 
took place at times from 1990 to 1993 and in 1994.  

Ex exiled Tutsi: After the colonization period, two dictatorship regimes have pursued 
degradation steps against the so-called ethnic group “Tutsi”. They tried to convince the Hutu 
population that “Tutsis” were dangerous enemies of the nation and of the Hutu group,  less 
than human beings, called “inyenzi” or cockroach. 
 
 Since the sixties, all Tutsi families counted members killed at one or another period, people 
who fled away in other countries like Uganda, Burundi, Congo, often living in extreme 
poverty and insecurity, and suffering from all the traumas of being in exile. In some countries 
like Congo, Uganda, Burundi their civil rights were often denied and they all suffered of 
discrimination.  
 

                                                           
7 Abacengezi means  
8 Estimates taken from  “Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers”,1999. 
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Eventually, at the end of the war and genocide, most of them, after a long period of suffering, 
torture, discrimination and aftermath of ethnic violence victimization in exile, had to return to 
live in Rwanda, a ruined country.  
 
 
Eventually, we might assume that almost all the Rwandese society is in a process of 
“structural victimization”. 

III.  Assistance TO GENOCIDE SURVIVORS 
 
In terms of victimology, what can be said about victims policy and assistance to victims?  
 
This paper focus on genocide survivors.  
The assistance is given in 5 areas by the following main operators: the State; local NGOs and 
the civil society; international NGOs and Agencies.  
 
Assistance given by the State 
When the bloodshed abated. The coutnry's industrial infrastructure had been destroyed and 
much of its population had been dislocated. Commerce was paralyzed and tourism ceased 
altogether. In a country where 95% of the population depended upon cash-crop or 
subsistence farming, the agricultural sector was ruined. The real gross domestic product of 
Rwanda for 1994 was reduced by half9 
 
The first goal of the government was aimed to the reconstruction of the national 
infrastructure. Consequently, assistance to victims is only one concern among many others. 
  
The following steps have been slowly taken: 
! The Survivor issue is run by the Ministry of Gender and Family;  
! A “Memorial Commission” organizes and promotes commemorations;  
! A national programme for survivors of genocide and massacres is taking care of the 

education, housing, justice, and medical assistance;  
! A national fund of assistance to survivors of genocide and massacres was created in 1998. 

It is fueled by by the Government and by donors; priority is given to education to orphans, 
medical assistance, housing,  micro-projects and justice. 

! New laws concerning legal proceedings against “genocidors” were signed as well as laws 
concerning heritage.  

! New laws more appropriate to the  treatment of numerous offenders of crime of genocide. 
They were often the result of controversial questions at the Parliament and in the political 
arena.  

 
Two national commissions the “National Commission of Reconciliation” and the “National 
Commission of Human Rights” considering survivors issues² were created in 1999. The 
former was designed to improve relationshis between communities, promoting peace, and the 
latter as a human rights observatory. 
 
In fact, to observers - who are considering the plight of survivors and victims – to human 
rights organizations and to survivors associations, much greater efforts were expected from 
the government. 

                                                           
9 World Vision,, Children of Rwanda's genocide, 1999. 
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Assistance given by the civil society 
One can expect that solidarity among families will be one of the best way to help survivors to 
face the tragedy, to recover and to gain self-confidence. The problem is that most of the 
members of the Tutsi families are sharing the same plight.  
  
Numerous local organizations were created after the genocide by survivors. In spite of their 
good will, they suffer from lack of  means, efficient human resources, coordination and 
communication.   
 

Assistance given by international NGO and international Agencies 

For most of  the NGO workers, the memory of the genocide was a nuisance”10. 
International relief NGOs arrived in Rwanda in the months following the end of the genocide. 
Conflicts with the government and with the population quickly arose on the following 
contradictions: 
! Some NGOs and charities had been working for decades in Rwanda and some of them 

were considered very close to the previous regime and even might have been influenced 
by a negativist ideology and controversial behavior; 

! Relief organizations started to work in Rwanda on the same bases they had been working 
in other disasters regions like Mozambique, Somalia, Liberia, where no reliable 
government structures existed; it led to a conflict with the new government that was trying 
to create structures, to plan strategies;  

! Survivors deeply felt being abandoned by the international community at the beginning of 
the genocide and are hurt by the neo-colonialist and paternalist behavior of too many 
western NGOs;. 

 
Fortunately, experience, insightful understanding of the sorrow, and international evolution 
have helped NGOs members to admit their errors and to consider different forms of 
cooperation and development in new ways. 
 
As written above, NGOs general policy favor rehabilitation of the country and its population. 
NGOs are based in the capital, Kigali and they seldom implement their activities in rural or 
remote areas. Since most victims are peasants living on hillsides, one can say that only a few 
living in cities and in major villages are benefiting of their assistance. 
 
Generally speaking, NGOs are specializing either in relief and emergency or in development. 
In spite of the fact  that Rwanda cannot be considered a developing country but is still in a 
rehabilitation period. In 1998, many relief organizations were ending their emergency 
operations. They have not been replaced by other development NGOs. Before the genocide, 
some development NGOs used to massively assist Rwanda like christian messions and 
convents charities and NGOs. Some are considered to have been too close to the previous 
regime and they are reluctant to return to Rwanda. 
 
Some NGOs have preferred to fund local associations which are creating networks or 
partnerships with them, at cheaper rate and possibly to avoid problems with the government 
structures and with the population.  
 

                                                           
10 Gourevitch, We wish to inform you that tomorrow we will be killed with our families, 1999, p. 206 
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IV. Areas of priority in the assistance 
 
Medical assistance 
 
Type of torture 
The massacre of Tutsi was a policy. Personal luck or providence is  the reason why some 
people survived. “Once the shooting started, dying and surviving were separated by a thin 

line called luck.”11 The people who were only wounded were chased to the banks of rivers or 
the summit of hills. “Those who survived the massacres either found a niche to hide in, were 
fortunate in becoming buried under corpses  and being taken for dead, or fled at the 

beginning.”12 Most of the survivors were deeply wounded by various means, mainly inflicted 
by machetes on the head and neck, severe wounds to their hands and arms as they tried to 
defend their faces from machetes, clubs, hammers and other weapons, the severing of 
Achilles’ tendon. Women were raped. Victims were attacked by grenades, mines, shooting. 
 
Assistance problems 
After a disaster, emergency care consists of medical care, sheltering and providing food. In 
the case of the genocide of Tutsi in Rwanda, emergency intervention was cautious. 
Consequently, many wounds could not be healed since they were treated too late. For 
instance, in some remote regions, nine years after this tragedy, people are still living with 
wounds that had never been seriously looked after, due to lack of means and poverty. Some 
people were too weak to travel on foot to a hospital.  
 
Tutsi doctors and nurses were killed, consequently survivors have to be nursed by Hutu 
doctors or foreigners. Concerning the former, since some Hutu nurses and doctors have also 
participated - some very actively - in the killings, survivors mistrust Hutu doctors and nurses, 
fearing to be poisoned or killed during surgery. For the latter most expatriate medical staff 
were based in Kigali or in major Health Centres in the countryside, they were reluctant to 
travel through the country for many years due to insecurity problems. Consequently, who 
would be able to take care of survivors? 
 
Since 1998 the whole country is more or less in security. Medical professionals should be able 
to travel through the country to take care of the victims. However is it not too late to repair for 
instance a broken leg nine years later,?   
 
The most frequent aftermath of these wounds are handicaps like blindness, deafness, 
untreated fractures disability of legs and arms, or illness like Aids, epilepsy, chronic 
headaches, ulcers and psycho-functional problems. For some people, the presence of bullets 
in their  body is a cause of intolerable suffering and their removal might be very delicate. 
 
Medical assistance is not free of charge. Up to the end of 1998, survivors were supposed to 
pay for medicine as well as hospitalization, surgery, etc. like anybody else in the country. As 
no effective medical insurance existed, survivors had to turn to their relatives and friends,  to 
charities, survivors’ associations, and NGOs. Consequently, most of them could not be totally 
or partially nursed. In 1998 the National Survivor Fund was created by the government for the 
survivors. It reimburses local associations and hospitals for medical assistance and medicine. 
However it requires needy victims to register with associations and hospitals: this involves 
paperwork, queuing at various administration offices etc. 
 

                                                           
11 African Rights, Rwanda Death, despair and defiance, 1995, p 258. 
12 African Rights, Rwanda Death, despair and defiance, 1995, p 259. 
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Other types of medical assistance 
The Clinic of Hope in Kigali for example is taking care of women who have been raped and 
who suffer from gynaecological illness.  
 
Widows associations, survivors’ associations are giving social assistance, and they are 
involving these women in micro-enterprise to enable them to recover their dignity and be 
financially independent. It can also mean – when financial funds are available – medical 
assistance.  
 
One can expect that special attention is given by some international NGOs and charities to the 
survivors however their medical rehabilitation is not a specific project of any NGOs even if 
they are assisting survivors on an individual basis and they may find donors to nurse them in 
Rwanda or to dispatch them in Western countries for special medical treatments and surgery. 
 
At  family level, Tutsi families who are living abroad in Western countries and in Africa, the 
so-called Tutsi Diaspora, are also taking care of survivors 
 
Nine years later, victims and survivors are suffering diseases like obesity, allergy, visual 
impairment, impotence that can only be explained as post traumatic stressdisorder. 
 
For example, since 1995, Kanyarwanda, a local human rights organization,  has provided 
medical assistance to thousands of victims thanks to funds received  i.e. from the United 
Nations Voluntary Fund for Victims of Torture. Medical treatments are given in hospitals,  
medical centers, private medical centres of Kigali and throughout the whole country where 
the social workers and medical staff of Kanyarwanda are organizing visits of a doctor and 
transfer of the victims for hospitalization when necessary. 
 
All medical charges are paid by the organization, as the victims are seldom able to pay any 
medical expenses.  
 
Moreover, as in most developing countries, hospitals do not provide food nor  care other than 
medical. Families are supposed to cook meals, to provide medicine and to assist the patients. 
For the survivors of the genocide, who takes care of them? It is another burden:  the few 
surviving members of the family are often  in a difficult situation and are seldom enable to 
take care of each other. 
 
Psychological assistance 
 
Type of mental torture 
The killers intended to destroy the Tutsi ethnic group. They denied their existence as human 
being.  
 
For survivors it is not understandable that killers who used to be their friends, school teachers, 
doctors, peasants, housewives, neighbours tend to kill them and their families. 
 
How could they kill their babies,  leaving alone starving naked old mamas surrounded by their 
killed family? This  question is continuously in their mind, unanswered. 
 
The killers worked slowly, breaking one leg, coming back the next day to cut the Achilles’ 
tendon the next day, cutting a breast another day… 
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Time is worsening the psychological wounds of survivors. Since they were abandoned 
without assistance after the genocide, many people became mute and prostrated, remembering 
continuously the nightmare of the genocide; orphans are talking to their parents, widows are 
talking to their husband. People are in delirium, some are becoming aggressive and violent. 
Suicides are committed. Life seems worthless. Their past has been destroyed by the killers, 
the militia. Their houses were demolished. Their belongings stolen or destroyed. They do not 
have anymore  pictures of their beloved. They were often forced to live in other areas where 
they know nobody. They fear to meet the killers of their family.  
 
The survivors have the deep feeling of being left behind.  
 
In normal times, families are extremely supportive and people are supposed to show their 
sorrow only to their closest relatives. Self control is a highly praised value in the culture.. 
However,. the genocide has withdrawn their relatives and thus any sort of support system. 
Moreover, why should they have to live in a surrounding that reminds them continuously the 
genocide period? 
 
Assistance 
One of the worst issue is certainly the psychological burden.  
 
In 1994, the number of Rwandese psychiatrists or clinical psychologists working in Rwanda 
was probably not more than a 1 figure number even if psycho-pedagogy was a department at 
the university. The majority of the population in Rwanda know only one language, 
Kinyarwanda. (Only intellectuals know other languages like French or English.) 
 
Consequently, who can treat them?  
 
! Eventually, in 1996 the government and UNICEF settled a program of psycho-social 

rehabilitation  for traumatized persons who are suffering post-traumatic aftermath of war 
called “The National Trauma Centre” based in Remera, a suburb of the capital Kigali. 

! Besides the treatment of the most severe cases of trauma, the main purpose of the Centre 
is research, education  and development of a psycho-social rehabilitation method for the 
victims. Decentralization of the activities will be obtained by coaching social workers, 
education workers, civil servants, medical staff, about specific issue of post-genocide and 
post-war trauma in order to sensitize them and to spread the method throughout the 
country. 

! The only psychiatric hospital of Rwanda, the Psychiatric Hospital of Ndera used to be an 
asylum. In 1995, thanks to a Rwandese psychiatrist and a nurse, and with the assistance of  
the Ministry of Health and international agencies, the hospital improved its methods, 
management, and education of the medical professionals. 

! The “Community Mental Health Project of Butare” was devoted  to emphasize human 
dignity. Verbal communication is a first step to human rehabilitation.  

! International NGOs like World Vision or TROCAIRE  have also  carried out their own 
method mainly for their own staff..  

! Example of psychological support:  
Kanyarwanda, a local organization has not included psychological assistance in its 
medical rehabilitation programme, however, knowing that all the victims are suffering of 
psychological aftermath. The medical staff and the social workers have to learn how to 
react without being themselves mentally affected.  Common sense, sensible behaviour 
and ability to identify with someone’s sorrow have probably been the main methods 
among the survivors and their families as well as by the persons who are in contact with 
the survivors. The patients who are in delirium or too aggressive are dispatched to the 
Psychiatric Hospital of Ndera or to the Trauma Centre.  
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• More attention is given by the government, by charities, by international agencies and 
NGOs to social problems concerning the whole population. They are implementing 
programmzs in conflict analysis and solutions, reconciliation programmes etc. They 
intend to improve the relationship between communities and eventually to enable them to 
forgive or ask for forgiveness. All these latter programmes are unfortunately not focusing 
on the weak community of survivors even if they will benefit indirectly to them.  
 

Spiritual assistance 
 
Religion is a very important aspect of life in Rwanda. For this reason, spiritual assistance  is 
mentioned here.  
 
People are very religious. They are mainly Christian - Catholic or Protestant. If many priests 
and nuns have participated – sometimes very actively - in genocide, Tutsi priests were killed. 
Many churches were places of huge massacres, consequently survivors have lost  faith, faith 
in their priests, and eventually in themselves and in life.  
 
As quoted by Ref. John E. Jamieson, in a recent article “No one should underestimate the 
spiritual needs of individuals who are exposed to traumatic events.”13 This assertion is clearly 
confirmed in Rwanda. People who mistrust Catholic and Protestant churches, are turning to 
sects.  
 
The clergy and the Vatican have been mute for a very long period about the genocide and the 
sorrow of survivors. 
 
A new unknown situation has appeared: the uprising of sects.  
 
It is mentioned here for two reasons : 
• It seems that the spiritual needs of victims of violence and survivors are as important as 

psychological needs.  
• People are now seeking the spiritual and psychological assistance of their spiritual 

community. 
 
It is important that the counsel offered reinforces those spiritual values that will best enable 
survivors to regain a state of wholeness and humanity. Such values can include forgiveness, 
reconciliation, hope, love, compassion. It is of a tremendous importance for the whole 
community.  
 
However, some sects are abusing people: They convince the converts to forgive their 
tormentors, the hangmen of their families without claiming justice.  
 
Social assistance 
 
The war and the genocide of Tutsi have deeply disrupted the society. People have lost 
confidence in their national institutions. They also have lost their moral and social references. 
New landmarks, new institutions have to be created, to be rebuilt.  
 

                                                           
13 Ref. J. Jamieson, Applying Spiritual Values and Resources in the Management of Traumatic Stress. 
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Victimizations: 
• Housing: In terms of social problems, one of the major concern used to be  housing. 

Houses were either destroyed  or built in areas where militias were spreading violence 
especially towards the survivors.  

• Social fabric: Another problem is the destruction of the social fabric. As said previously, 
enlarged families usually counted more than one hundred members and solidarity is a very 
important link connecting each member to all the others. Solidarity was not fiction: 
whenever somebody had any kind of problem, they could rely  on the assistance of the 
other members of the family. The survivors are now having to face loneliness as well as to 
find new links of solidarity. The horrors of the genocide lead them to mistrust anybody;  

• Impaired survivors, too weak to work, to weak to go to hospitals, too poor to look for 
work in other regions, they are staying at home, abandoned or looked after by their 
partners, often small children, old mamas.  

• Orphan children and teenagers:  headed households, who is taking care of the 
youngsters without any grown-up around? Orphan children and teenagers became  headed 
households.  In 1996 the number of such families was estimated at about 65.00014. “These 
children, are in need of love and attention more than any other group. When they talk 
about their problems, almost immediately they express the desire to feel loved, for 
someone to care for them”, said in tears a development worker who is a veteran of crises 
in Ethiopia, Somalia and Sudan.” 

• Before 1994, a certain number of students and children had secretly left Rwanda and 
joined the Rwandese Patriotic Front (RPF). When they returned home in 1994, nobody 
was at home to welcome them, almost all the members of the extended family had been 
killed. The genocidal power executed the “final solution” even more on families in which 
they suspected some children had joined the enemies, the PPF.  
Consequently reintegration of these child soldiers in the civil society is particularly 
difficult. In a report “Impact of armed conflict on children”, Garça Machel, expresses 
“The process of reintegration must help children establish new foundations in life. Re-
establishing contact with the family and the community is important for former child 
soldiers who have grown up away from their families and who have been deprived of 
many of the normal opportunities for physical, emotional and intellectual development.”15 
These adolescents should be involved in community-based relief, recovery and 
reconstruction programme by  vocational and skills training for example to develop their 
sense of identity and  self-esteem. 

• Raped women and girls are not only suffering from  the memories of horrible days but 
most of them are infected  by AIDS. Many children were born. They are rejected by their 
community. Girls were taken as hostage in refugee camps in Tanzania or Congo by the 
men who raped them. When they returned to Rwanda in 1996 with all the refugees, many 
were pregnant, they sometimes came back with one, two babies born during their stay.  

• Rwandans used to be very proud of their country, traditions, culture, language, way of 
living and arts. For many survivors, Rwanda  represents only a country of the corpses of 
their beloved. They do not understand why these horrors happened in their country.  They 
have lost confidence in whatsoever kind of community or national leaders. They also 
mistrust the international community. After having watched United Nations forces 
rescuing expatriates,  they deeply resent having been sent without protection to their 
torturers and killers.  

 

                                                           
14 Source: World Vision, Journal of Humanitarian Assistance, 1998. 
15 Graça Machel, Expert of the Secretary-General of the United Nations, “Impact of armed conflict on children”, 1997. 
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Assistance by the State 
A huge programme of building new villages called “Umudugudu” was implemented by the 
government in rural areas to suppress all dispersed housing and thus to offer more security 
and more land to cultivate. In 2002, it was almost finished in two provinces.  
People often resent these villages because they were generally not at all involved in the 
construction or community organization. Houses also were often built too fast without 
basements and in poor quality material.  
 
The government has also implemented another huge programme called “solidarity camps” 
aimed at the whole population of the country. The goal is double: human rights education and 
civic education.  
 
Assistance by civil society, local and international NGOs 
None of the social problems that have been arising since the war and the genocide of Tutsi 
will find solutions without the participation of the people themselves and without the means 
that can be provided by them and from abroad, by the international community. 
Numerous projects of micro-enterprises, educational, agricultural projects, craftwork etc. have 
been implemented by local NGOs as well as grassroots organizations  
 
Local gender organizations have implemented programmes of micro-projects for women.  
All these projects are aimed to assist women to recover their dignity, to enable them to create 
new links, to become citizens, knowing their rights and their duties. 
 
Justice 
 

“Sincere forgiveness is possible only after right anger against injustice”16 
“Denied by the aggressor as a human being, it is only after the victim has been acknowledged  
as a victim that the victim can be released of this status and taken back a place in the 

community”17 

in Rwanda 
Before the war and the genocide, the situation of the judicial system was disastrous:  
corruption, lack of means, very poor judicial education of the staff and judges, insufficient 
number of judges, staff, lawyers, counsellors.  
 
After the genocide, most of them had run away, had been killed or were in prison.  
The situation was not better with the police who had been replaced by soldiers…  
 
Courts, buildings, documents had been destroyed.  
 
Nine years later, the situation has substantially improved: for example thanks to tremendous 
efforts on the judicial system, judges and judicial staff are operational.  
 
However, in spite of all efforts : liberation of certain categories of the eldest, the very sick 
prisoners, children, prisoners without a serious file; building of new prisons, imprisonment 
has substantially been improved. 
 
However justice is a major problem area : over 100.000 prisoners are still awaiting a 
judgment. 
 

                                                           
16 Damiani C., Les victimes, p.202 
17 Damiani C., Les victimes, p.203 



XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa  

Step by step, original improvements are showing a new vision of the judicial system,  for 
example: 
• Categories of responsibilities have been created to focus on main authors and to handle 

lower categories in different ways.  
• Itinerant court; 
• “Gacaca” : Because trying offenders in the Rwandan courts would take hundreds of 

years, the government has decided instead to resurrect a traditional conflict resolution 
process called “gacaca”. These are local open-air hearings overseen by “People of 
Iintegrity” who have been elected by their neighbors. Although ringleaders of the genocde 
are not eligible, a large majority of prisoners could be tried in these informal processes. 
Those who are found responsible may be sentences to prison or to community service, or 
to a combination of both. Beginning of 2003, by a government decision around 40,000 
prisoners were released on licence. Before returning to their local communities, they have 
first  to stay in “Solidary Camps”.  

 
Victims of genocide situation in the present judicial system. 
As said before, new laws, new funds and new commissions have been created. The number 
and the level of education of the staff and judges have been increased. Court buildings have 
been rebuilt, documents as well as the material, furniture, etc. are furnishing the offices.   
 
In spite of all that, justice is still one of the most complicated subjects and a major 
disappointment on the behalf of the survivors. 
 
Gacaca is controversial: survivors association mainly fear that no fair justice is coming out of 
it for different reasons. Survivors’ association wonder: Who will be considered “People of 
integrity” wise enough to judge? Will survivors accept to participate in gacaca court when 
they fear to return to their homes on the hillsides where some of their tormentors might be 
around? Apart from survivors, who will participate in these courts? 
 
It will be a very important task to educate the population to trust a  new fair judicial system..  
They fear the hangmen and tormentors, even if they show interest in the sentences, 
punishment and imprisonment of the leaders of the genocide. The emotional pressures on the 
survivors will be enormous.“Victims now live in terror of coming face to face on the street 
with the very people who attacked or raped them. The Gacaca systems means that they may 
be asked to testif against someone in their own community so they fear for their lives”.18 
 
Judicial assistance to survivors 
Local survivors’ association and international NGOs are assisting the survivors by helping 
them in the judicial procedure, to find a lawyer, to assist them in court etc. However, this 
assistance is far too low. Some examples of  problems poor peasants can hardly face: 
• They are seldom  informed of the date of the judgment of the author of crimes committed 

against them or their families.  
• They do not have the means to assist in the judgment  since they have to give official 

administrative documents to be represented at a judgment and these documents are 
expensive and difficult to obtain due to destruction of many official buildings during the 
genocide.  

• Plaintiffs do not know that they have the right to ask for indemnification.  
• Since in court, a survivor cannot be altogether a witness and a plaintiff however they are 

often  the only survivor who can testify 
• Another problem is the issue of evaluating the loss:  

                                                           
18 Luc Nicolas, MSF Operations Coordinator for the region. 
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• In most of the judgments, the Rwandese State is condemned to compensate the victims, 
the State being considered as responsible for the security of the citizens. However it has 
never compensated anybody and no indemnification has been yet given to any survivor.  

 

By The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) 
The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) held in Arusha, Tanzania. 
 
is somehow similar to the ex-Yugoslav one. It is not a forum like “The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission” of South Africa. It does not serve as a path for restoration of 
relationships and the peace. ICTR focus on the past.  
 
The  victims  are not represented and no indemnification of any kind is foreseen. The victims 
can only exist as witnesses. 
 
The witness issue is settled by a “Division of assistance to witnesses”. It is supposed to 
smooth the whole procedure for the witness against or for the defendant. A special sub-
division for witnesses who have suffered from rape or sexual harassment was also created. 
Beginning of 2003, only 7 people were judged, what deceive survivors -knowing the 
resources allocated  to the Court  by the United Nations.  
 
The architects and perpetrators of the 1994 Rwandan genocide are still roaming the world’s 
capitals unhindered and in certain instances seemingly protected by state institutions. 
 
The identity of witnesses is concealed. However, as a journalist wrote after having attended 
sessions of the ICTR “There is very little the witness, and quite possibly a victim of the 
genocide, can identify with: it is a trial in a foreign world. This is not kind of world where the 
witness/victim can lament, weep and hope to embark on a journey of recovery. (…) I would 
imagine the real details are never told to the court for the victim can only tell the court what 
he can find words for and it is not for him to decide what chunk of this story is relevant. The 
space is not the witness/victim to own the story. The victims are turned into spectators.” 

V. Conclusion and Next steps  
 
On a short term basis, justice is an important step. People will need more basic medical 
assistance.  Psychological and spiritual assistance will probably be needed on a long term 
basis as well as social assistance. 
 
A comprehensive understanding of the needs as well as an appropriate collaboration with 
victims assistance organizations within Rwanda and abroad with experienced organizations of 
other regions like ex-Yugoslav, Cambodia should improve the assistance.  
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