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ABSTRACT
This article traces Rwanda’s history under German and Belgian 
colonialism, through independence and genocide to international 
respectability and membership of the Commonwealth. It examines 
Rwanda’s impressive contributions to United Nations and African 
Union peacekeeping forces. There is no single explanation for the 
magnitude of Rwanda’s contribution. It owes something to Rwanda’s 
commitment to ‘African solutions for African problems’. Deployment is 
relatively cheap and allows Rwanda to use its participation for political 
leverage in international affairs, to attract donors and to benefit 
financially. Peacekeeping is a factor in the astute foreign policy of 
Paul Kagame’s government that enhances its authority and stability 
at home and its prestige abroad.

Introduction

The Republic of Rwanda offers a fascinating case study on participating in the United 
Nations peacekeeping operations (UNPKO) as a tool of foreign policy. For more than a 
decade, Rwanda has been ranked in the top 10 troop providers for UNPKO1 while coming 
under harsh criticism from various United Nations (UN) bodies for exporting insecurity in 
its vicinity. Although the country was abandoned by the major powers at the very moment 
that massive slaughters were turning into genocide, Kigali soon became a vibrant advocate 
of a multilateral approach to international security. In November 2009, Rwanda became a 
member of the Commonwealth of Nations, despite having experienced colonial domination 
by Germany and Belgium as well as strong postcolonial ties with France and maintaining 
its membership in the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF). At first glance, 
these weird, unexpected and contradictory moves may appear as obvious symptoms of 
a poor, inconsistent or randomly conducted foreign policy. This article, however, argues 
the exact opposite: during the past two decades, Kigali has consistently conducted an effi-
cient foreign policy in which significant contributions to UNPKO were astutely articulated 
with the goals of internal, regional and international recognition pursued by Rwandese 
diplomacy.
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This article starts by recalling Rwandese history and its international relations. It then 
describes the magnitude of Kigali’s current involvement in peacekeeping and assesses the 
main theories explaining the puzzle of Rwanda’s commitment to peacekeeping operations.

From piece on the colonial chessboard to regional power

After the First World War, the Treaty of Versailles stripped Germany of its colonial pos-
sessions in Africa. However, these territories did not gain independence, as some wished. 
Instead, in 1923, they were entrusted as League of Nations mandates (later on, UN trustees) 
to the victorious powers which already had colonies in Africa. As a result, the then named 
Ruanda-Urundi fell under Belgian authority.2 The Republic of Rwanda only gained inde-
pendence on 1 August 1962 in a context of growing ethnic-based violence. In the previous 
years, the raising turmoil had forced the Belgian authority to reverse its long-standing 
pro-Tutsi alliance in favor of the Hutu majority in a desperate move to appease the claims 
for independence.

Similar to its neighboring state Burundi, Rwanda’s population is 80% Hutu, 15% Tutsi 
and 5% Twa.3 Most of the recent specialized academic literature4 tends to consider the latter 
ethnic divide ‘to be at the core of the conflict and as a classic example of how socially con-
structed identities can become salient and problematic’.5 In Rwanda, the Hutu dominated 
the domestic political scene from 1959 to 1994. Such an ethnic-based dominance would 
not have been possible without the prior construction of political identities through the 
racial ideology initially promoted by the German colonial state and reproduced without 
major change under the Belgian mandate. These beliefs were gradually internalized by the 
Rwandese people and later became instrumental for social control and the exercise of state 
power.6

Rwanda’s postcolonial history perpetuated the exclusion of the Tutsi group from power 
while the military were gradually gaining influence. As a result, the army [Armed Forces of 
Rwanda (FAR)] became a pivotal component of the Rwandese institutional setting. In 1973, 
these trends found their political and institutional translation through the coup of General 
Habyarimana. The following decades of Hutu power resulted in the exile of thousands of 
Tutsi people and caused the political and military build-up of the Tutsi-dominated Rwandese 
Patriotic Front (RPF). The RPF found a convenient sanctuary beyond the Ugandan border, 
where it prepared for a fully fledged war against Habyarimana’s regime. Launched in October 
1990, the RPF attack was stopped only because of the military intervention of Habyarimana’s 
allies, namely Zaïre, France and Belgium.7

Rushing back from the USA, where he was attending a military training course, the RPF 
military commander Paul Kagame quickly turned away from an inefficient frontal strategy to 
adopt a guerrilla-style tactic that soon demonstrated its efficiency. In response to an increas-
ingly powerful insurgency, the Rwandese government began an in-depth restructuring of 
its military organization: they drastically increased enrollment, created local militias and 
engaged in ‘psy ops’. So started a 3-year-long war of attrition that contributed dramatically 
to the radicalization of the stakeholders, the sharpening of ethnic antagonism and, as a 
consequence, a growing tendency for both sides to deliberately target civilians as part of 
their respective military strategy, thus paving the way for the subsequent 1994 catastrophe. 
French—and, to a far smaller extent, Belgian—military cooperation supported the afore-
mentioned mutation of the Rwandese armed forces.8 The new—though artificial—military 
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balance somehow came to a tactical stalemate that was politically translated in the Arusha 
Accords (August 1993) after months of tedious negotiation.

On 4 October 1993, the UN Security Council voted on Resolution 872, which established 
the United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) with a mandate to assist and 
monitor the implementation of the Arusha Accords. On 6 April 1994, the airplane carrying 
both Rwandese and Burundian presidents was shot down while landing at Kigali airport. 
The assassination acted as the spark that ignited the genocide. Planned and conducted by 
Hutu radicals who never accepted the sharing of power implied by the Arusha Accords, it 
consisted of the systematic slaughter of between 500,000 and one million Tutsi and moderate 
Hutu people. The genocide only stopped when the RPF completed its military victory over 
the governmental army.

Once in power, Paul Kagame accused France of being jointly responsible for the geno-
cide. While Paris categorically denied the accusation, an investigation later conducted by 
the French Parliament concluded that France had not adequately assessed the political drift 
of the Rwandese regime and that officials in charge of French foreign policy in Africa had 
severely underestimated the extent of authoritarianism and racism in Rwanda.9 In 2006, 
when the French judge Jean-Louis Bruguière engaged in penal prosecution against Paul 
Kagame and several Rwandese officials for their alleged complicity in the assassination of 
Juvenal Habyarimana and Cyprien Ntaryamira, Kigali broke off diplomatic relations with 
Paris. Before their resumption on 29 November 2009, Rwandese foreign policy experienced 
a dramatic shift away from its previous French- and Belgian-privileged ties, which were 
soon replaced by an Anglo-Saxon-oriented diplomacy. Kigali’s diplomacy also inherited 
the personal address book of Paul Kagame and the RPF support network.

Cutting the colonial umbilical cord was inevitable, not only because of the dispute regard-
ing responsibilities in the onset of the genocide, but also owing to the behavior of France and 
Belgium during the whole post-1994 period. In addition to their aforementioned military 
support to Habyarimana’s regime, France and Belgium were severely criticized for their 
attitude during the genocide. Belgium decided to withdraw its contingent from UNAMIR 
after 10 of its paratroopers who surrendered to FAR soldiers were subsequently assassinated, 
the day after Habyarimana’s plane was shot down. Because the Belgian units formed the 
military backbone of UNAMIR, their withdrawal meant that UNAMIR became powerless 
to oppose the genocide process in any way.10 The Belgian government further decided to 
advocate within the UN in favor of a complete withdrawal of UNAMIR. At the same time, 
an extraction force named ‘Operation Silver Back’ was sent to Kigali to ensure a safe with-
drawal of the Belgian contingent together with Belgian nationals. The French government 
ordered almost concomitantly a similar operation with the codename ‘Operation Amaryllis’. 
Although a combined effort of both Belgian and French operations with UNAMIR’s Blue 
Helmets could at least have had a mitigating effect on the ongoing slaughter, the concept 
of both missions was explicitly limited to the exclusive purpose of a swift evacuation of 
nationals.11 Amaryllis and Silver Back lasted from 8 to 14 April and eventually evacuated 
2600 people, about 600 of whom were Rwandese.12 Last but not least, Kagame’s personal 
background is of key importance in understanding the reorientation of Rwandese foreign 
policy. Paul Kagame received an education in the English language in Ugandan primary 
and secondary schools. In 1990, he enrolled in a course at the Command and General Staff 
College in Fort Leavenworth, USA.
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Strangely enough, the French ‘Fashoda syndrome’,13 which was then haunting inner 
circles around the French President François Mitterrand, eventually developed as a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. The RPF’s ties with the US-supported Uganda instigated the the-
ory of Anglo-Saxon conspiracy14 in the mind of many French diplomats and counselors 
at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Presidency. Kagame’s views on Rwanda were 
therefore regarded as a threat against the Francophonie, the cultural vehicle of French 
influence in Africa.15 This explains the subsequent French support for Habyarimana’s 
regime, regardless of its poor record in terms of good governance, democracy and human 
rights observations. Ironically, supporting Habyarimana at all costs for the sake of French 
influence in Africa subsequently made the loss of Rwanda inevitable once Paul Kagame 
prevailed over his rival.

In the field of military cooperation, however, the shift did not materialize immediately. 
Rwanda was among the first beneficiaries of the African Crisis Response Initiative (ACRI), 
launched in 1997 by the US State Department. This program aimed to train African military 
units for peace support operation (PSO) and was a direct consequence of both Somalian and 
Rwandese episodes. In Somalia, US troops experienced the risk of direct involvement on the 
ground, while in Rwanda, inaction and resistance to any international reaction resulted in 
political and moral responsibility for non-assistance to the victims of the genocide. Finding 
‘African solutions to African problems’ soon became the mantra of the Western powers 
that launched similar PSO training programs in their respective areas of influence.16 In 
May 1997, the USA, France and Great Britain agreed upon a common capacity-building 
program designed to strengthen and coordinate their respective policies and provide a 
forum for other interested countries to participate. Thus, proper coordination between US, 
UK and French programs not only reduced their competing dimension, but also enabled 
some countries to join several of them. Senegal, for instance, took part in both ACRI and 
RECAMP17 at the same time. In the case of Rwanda, however, military cooperation with 
France was unthinkable only 3 years after the war. ACRI, on the other hand, was out of reach 
since a fundamental precondition for selection and participation in ACRI is the supremacy 
of democratic governance and the preparedness of the military to submit to civilian control 
and transparency.18 At the time, if Rwanda’s military records disqualified it from meeting 
these preconditions, additional features of the country’s external policy prevented any fur-
ther US commitment with Kigali before the turn of the century.

In the meantime, another important component of Rwanda’s post-genocide foreign 
policy had developed. In 1996, Kigali joined Kampala in its effort to overthrow Mobutu 
Sese Seko, the president of Zaïre, and to replace him with his long-standing opponent, 
Laurent-Désiré Kabila.19 By supporting Kabila, Rwanda reconfigured the regional system 
of alliances, breaking with Habyarimana’s close relationship with Zaïre and France. The 
Rwandese involvement in the African ‘First World War’20 after Kabila turned his back on 
its former patrons established the country as a key security actor in central Africa. Kigali 
appeared as a player and lost its image of a martyr state. It also triggered growing interna-
tional criticisms regarding Kagame’s personal authority on the one hand and the exactions 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) on the other.

By 2000, the length of the conflict and its particularly dire human toll incited the UN to 
take active measures. The Security Council voted on several resolutions calling upon the 
belligerents to respect Congolese sovereignty.21 Rwanda was identified as a factor in the 
violence in the region and condemned for its actions in DRC. These events put Rwanda in 
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relative isolation on the international scene and delayed the deepening of its cooperation 
with the USA.

It was only in 2006, 2 years after the African Contingency Operations Training and 
Assistance (ACOTA) program was launched to replace ACRI, that Rwanda had the oppor-
tunity to join the US-led PSO training program.22 This happened in a context of rapid 
reconciliation between Kigali and Washington, as evidenced by the 14 July 2014 signing of 
an acquisition and cross-servicing agreement (ACSA) with the US army.23

Within a few years, Rwanda became one of the most quoted examples of ACOTA accom-
plishment. The training provided in Gako military camps, which used advanced techniques 
such as computer simulation, was celebrated as unprecedented in PSO training. A few 
months after its creation, the US Africa Command (AFRICOM)24 was proudly advertising 
ACOTA’s best success:

Rwanda is a prime illustration of ACOTA’s success. Its forces in Darfur are recognized as a capa-
ble and highly affective [sic] military unit, due in large part to ACOTA training. Additionally, 
nearly all new Rwandan peacekeeping forces are indigenously trained by ACOTA-trained 
instructors.25

After one year of tough negotiations,26 Rwanda became a member of the Commonwealth in 
November 2009, thus becoming the second among the 54 members without prior colonial 
links with Great Britain. This was the final step in a long process engaged as early as February 
1996, when Rwanda first applied to the Commonwealth after the organization was opened to 
countries such as Cameroon and Mozambique. The Commonwealth put the request ‘under 
review’ until 2007, when Kagame reaffirmed its interest through back channels.27 Ever since 
1996, many had seen that move as ‘part of a policy of moving towards the Anglophone world 
and away from the influence of France’.28 For its part, Rwanda rather viewed ‘this accession 
as recognition of the tremendous progress […] made in the last 15 years’.29 The Rwandese 
were also eager ‘to seize economic, political, cultural and other opportunities offered by the 
Commonwealth network’.30 Kigali’s desire for membership was thus motivated by various 
factors. Economic benefits were among them, but other ideational motives also played a role, 
such as the will to keep a distance from a ‘French Africa’ following the ‘perception among 
Rwandans that the Anglophone way of doing things was “more progressive”’.31

Remarkably enough, Rwanda still remained a member of the OIF, successor of the Agency 
of Cultural and Technical Cooperation created in 1970. Rwanda was a founding member of 
this organization, even though French is not an official language and only around 600,000 
out of 10 million inhabitants speak French in Rwanda.32 In an amazing synchronicity that 
cannot be entirely coincidental, France and Rwanda agreed to reopen diplomatic relations 
immediately after the announcement of Rwanda’s membership in the Commonwealth. 
Despite this commitment, Rwanda–France relations are still not normalized. In an interview 
for Jeune Afrique, Kagame accused the ‘Turquoise’ operation’s French soldiers of ‘complicity’ 
with Hutu genocidaires and sometime ‘authors of slaughters’.33 He reiterated these accu-
sations during the commemorations of the 20th anniversary of the Rwandese genocide, 
leading to the cancelation of the French official participation at these events. Furthermore, 
Kigali has not appreciated the treatment of the Rwandese priest Wenceslas Munyeshyaka 
in 2015. Exiled in France since 1994, the former priest of the ‘Sainte Famille’ parish was 
accused of having organized the slaughters of Tutsi who sought refuge in his parish. The lack 
of evidence to corroborate his ‘active involvement’ led the French investigating judges not 
to prosecute, while Munyeshyaka was sentenced to life imprisonment in absentia by Kigali’s 
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military court34. In 2015, the unusual delay by the Rwandese authorities in endorsing the 
nomination of Fred Constant as French ambassador in Kigali was another obvious sign of 
the strained and complicated relationship between Rwanda and France.

Peacekeeping: from victim to stakeholder

Nowadays, Rwanda is one of the UN’s top troop contributors in peacekeeping operations. 
Since its first deployment of 31 Blue Helmets in 2005, its involvement has grown dramati-
cally to reach 6141 personnel in 2016.35 The country ranks fifth in the UN’s top contributing 
countries, right behind Bangladesh, Pakistan, India and Ethiopia. Its contingent represents 
5.8% of the 104,279 men and women deployed under the UN’s flag. Although Kigali displays 
impressive figures regarding its contribution to UN peacekeeping, it was when UN took 
over the African Union mission in Sudan (AMIS) in December 2007 that Rwanda moved 
from the 41st top-ranked troop contributor to take over the eighth place in 2008.

Rwanda appears to be a highly specialized peacekeeping actor. Kigali mainly contributes 
military personnel to the missions (84.1%) and police forces to a lesser extent (15.8%). 
Rwanda is committed to taking part in UN operations on the African continent. Apart from 
the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH), to which it contributes 183 policemen, 
Rwandese personnel are deployed in seven countries: Central African Republic, Mali, Sudan, 
South Sudan, Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire. UNAMID36 and UNMISS,37 the UN’s operations 
in Darfur and South Sudan, respectively, regroup 75.5% of the Rwandese contributions to 
UN peacekeeping, demonstrating its strong involvement in the Sudanese security complex. 
Within these two missions, Rwanda has become the backbone of the peacekeeping efforts, 
since it is the second biggest provider of personnel in each mission. Such leverage gives 
Rwanda a legitimate claim to occupying key positions at the head of peace operations.38

Kigali’s commitment to peacekeeping is well demonstrated by the magnitude of its efforts. 
In 2016, the 6141 soldiers who were deployed abroad under the UN flag accounted for 17.5% 
of the country’s military personnel.39 Among the top 10 troop contributors, only Burkina 
Faso (25.3%) and Senegal (20%) had comparable figures. The seven other countries dedi-
cated only an average of 2.1% of their armed forces to UN peacekeeping. The diversion of 
so many troops from protecting the national territory seems to demonstrate the Rwandese 
project of managing African conflicts by increasing regional cooperation.40

The Rwandese authorities usually explain their strong involvement in peace operations 
by calling upon the value of multilateralism. In 2009, Kagame declared to the UN General 
Assembly that ‘Multilateralism has always been the key tenet in forging a fairer international 
community—based on equitable global governance; the United Nations itself is based on 
this very sound and tested principle and practice’.41 He reiterated this statement in 2012, 
when Rwanda was competing for a seat at the UN Security Council: ‘Since security and 
development cannot be achieved without each other, we all have to play our roles—from 
the average citizen, to government leaders, to global institutions like the UN—to find inclu-
sive solutions for lasting peace and prosperity’.42 Rwanda acknowledges the limits of the 
individual actions of states in the international scene and argues in favor of joint actions 
for coping with mutual problems such as conflicts in Africa.

This point of view is in line with the principles of the African Union (AU), where Rwanda 
deployed intense multilateral efforts even before deepening its involvement within the UN. 
From April 2006 to March 2012, the country was a member of the AU’s Peace and Security 
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Council for three consecutive 2-year mandates.43 The participation of Rwanda in several 
AU peace operations gives weight to Kagame when he declared that:

it is increasingly obvious that local or regional initiatives aimed at resolving conflicts yield 
more positive results because those involved have a deeper understanding of the issues at hand. 
Their proximity to the conflict makes them more invested in a comprehensive resolution, and 
enables the necessary support for whatever process is agreed upon.44

The Rwandese involvement in UN peacekeeping should therefore be understood as the 
extension of its endeavor towards conflict resolution in Africa. This also explains Rwanda’s 
African focus within UN peace operations.

AMIS is a prominent example of Rwandese peacekeeping.45 The AU created this mission 
in July 2004 to cope with the conflict in Darfur and to test its conflict-management capacities 
since its transformation from the Organization of African Unity, which was dissolved in 
2002. The mission’s first contingent was composed of 150 Rwandese military observers, who 
were gradually reinforced by more troops as the scope of the mission widened. Throughout 
AMIS’s evolution, Rwanda remained a key player. When the UN became involved in AMIS 
by creating UNAMID,46 Kigali went on as the backbone of the mission. The enlargement of 
the framework from the AU to the UN did not put the Rwandese participation into question, 
suggesting that the reasons for its commitment go farther than a mere African solidarity. 
The 1994 genocide gives Rwanda a ‘moral mandate’ to prevent genocide in Africa,47 espe-
cially in Darfur, where the situation was qualified as genocide by the US Secretary of State.48

The Rwandese effort was rewarded in October 2012, when it was elected after almost 
20 years of absence as a member of the UN Security Council. Ironically, Kigali had only been 
granted this privilege once before: in 1994–95, during the genocide and its direct aftermath. 
In this regard, Rwanda made an impressive recovery, moving in less than two decades from 
a virtually destroyed country to a respectable state that matters in international affairs. This 
successful transition is closely related to the Rwandese ambitions in international arenas. 
Involvement in multilateral endeavors gives Rwanda credibility and respectability vis-à-vis 
its partners. The strength of its military deployment in peace operations and its commit-
ment to the success of the mission also show the modernity, discipline and credibility of 
the country’s security sector.49 The Rwandese determination to fulfill the mission is well 
measured by the number of its fallen peacekeepers since it lost 30 soldiers under UNAMID 
alone. Despite these heavy losses (14% of this mission’s casualties), Kigali did not question 
its involvement in Darfur. The reason is not a disdain for its soldiers’ lives—the fallen peace-
keepers receive public and popular honors—but rather relates to the country’s own history, 
as ‘Rwanda cannot “do a Belgium”—abandon the defenceless [sic] people of Darfur to the 
mercy of marauders called Janjaweeds, who are backed by the full force of government’.50

For Beswick, peace operations are a way for Rwanda to gain the support of international 
partners, support that can eventually translate into development aid and foreign invest-
ments.51 In this regard, the Rwandese efforts are necessary since Kigali’s image suffered badly 
from its involvement in DRC and the accusation of human rights violations committed there 
by its forces and allied armed groups. This situation poses a dilemma for potential foreign 
partners, as the British Peace Support Team explained in 2004:

On the one hand, providing facilities and training in PSO [Peace Support Operations] skills 
might help to guide the RDF [Rwandan Defense Forces] along a productive route towards 
making a positive contribution in the Region. On the other, such facilities could easily be 
misused for training in conventional skills, and the British could easily be accused of assisting 
the RDF in their activities in the eastern DRC.52
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The military forces involved in PSO training programs are usually the same as those mobi-
lized for other military purposes. Training providers thus face a dilemma since they have 
no guarantee that their know-how will not benefit aggressive operations opposed to the 
UN Charter. This possibility was very serious regarding Rwanda. In December 2004, Kigali 
was suspected of massive illegal military incursions across the Congolese border to hunt 
down Hutu armed groups opposed to Rwanda.53 Although the authorities denied Kinshasa’s 
claims,54 the affair was brought to the UN Security Council, which ‘strongly condemned’ 
the alleged incursions and demanded ‘that the government of Rwanda withdraw without 
delay any forces it may have in the territory of the [DRC]’.55

Explaining paradoxes

Rwanda’s involvement in peace operations—and the magnitude of its participation— 
remains a puzzle. The Rwandese leaders who advocate in favor of this engagement have 
had a very personal relationship with peacekeeping during the civil war, as they witnessed 
the tragic failure of UNAMIR in limiting—not to say preventing—the 1994 genocide. If 
modern Rwanda is built on one of peacekeeping’s biggest fiascos, why does Kigali display 
such efforts to become a key player in peace operations?

The first answer to this question may rest in the Rwandese commitment to the AU’s ide-
als of finding ‘African solutions to African problems’.56 The country’s experience is a clear 
example of the danger of relying on external partners to cope with conflicts in Africa. After 
all, the murder of ‘only’ 10 Belgian Blue Helmets was sufficient to provoke the dislocation 
of UNAMIR. As Kagame argues, African states are more likely to have higher stakes in the 
resolution of a conflict in their neighborhood, as well as a better understanding of its roots.57 
This view is clearly at odds with the ‘payback theory’,58 according to which Rwanda would 
be committed to peace operations as a way of showing gratitude for its benefits from past 
operations. Although the UN Observer Mission Rwanda–Uganda and UNAMIR may have 
had some positive effects, it is very unlikely that the current Rwandese authorities feel any 
thankfulness towards these operations.

A realist approach to peacekeeping would argue that participation in peace operations 
allows Rwanda to fulfill its national interests. In Sudan, the Rwandese contingents are 
essential for the conduct of UNAMID and UNMISS as few countries are willing to send 
peacekeepers to these areas, where the conflicts are still hot. By becoming indispensable 
to the organization, Rwanda acquired leverage at the international level that may come in 
handy in meeting some of its foreign policy objectives. In July 2008, under pressure from 
the DRC and Spain,59 the UN tried to persuade Rwanda to replace the then UNAMID 
commander, Major General Karake, accused of war crimes committed in the 1990s. Kigali 
reacted by threatening to withdraw its troops if Karake was discharged. The UN had to 
surrender, and Karake remained mission commander until May 2009.60 On 26 August 
2010, the French newspaper Le Monde published a draft version of a report from the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights. This report pointed to the direct responsibility of 
Rwanda in the conflicts in eastern DRC between 1993 and 2003, and accused Kigali of sup-
porting acts of genocide against Hutu refugees. On 3 August 2010, the Rwandese Minister 
of Foreign Affairs sent a letter to UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon saying that ‘attempts 
to take actions on this report—either through its release or leaks in the media—will force us 
to withdraw from Rwanda’s various commitments to the United Nations, especially in the 
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area of peacekeeping’.61 The leak forced Ban Ki-moon to go to Kigali on 7–9 September. The 
publication date of the report was postponed to 1 October and released simultaneously with 
the comments of the states involved.62 Although the report was published anyway, Kigali’s 
pressures seem to have worked since there was no follow-up regarding the accusations of 
genocide and war crimes.

The way in which Rwanda uses its participation in peace operations as political leverage 
in unrelated international affairs demonstrates that Kigali understands multilateral involve-
ment as a tool to ascertain its particular foreign policy goals. This stands at odds with a 
‘redeem theory’, which explains the Rwandese commitment as a means of making amends 
for its behavior in DRC.63 The threats towards the UN demonstrate that this is not the case. 
They are a clear example of the astuteness of Rwanda, which uses its position as a key player 
in peacekeeping to defend particular aspects of its foreign policy. Although Kigali rarely 
plays the ‘peacekeeping trump’ in such an explicit way, it constitutes a clear precedent for 
the UN that Rwanda is aware of its bargaining power vis-à-vis the organization, and this 
behavior has inspired other providers of peacekeeping contingents.

In November 2012, a UN report accused Uganda of supporting the M23 rebels in DRC. 
Kampala reacted by threatening to withdraw its peacekeepers from the UN-mandated AU 
mission in Somalia, where they accounted for one-third of the contingent, and even evoked 
a complete disengagement from UN peace operations.64 This example highlights the fact 
that even modest contributors can enjoy political leverage from peacekeeping participations. 
Such leverage can also be achieved through deploying key materiel rather than massive con-
tingents. In South Sudan, Rwanda sent eight transport and tactical helicopters.65 Together 
with Ethiopia, it is the mission’s main contributor of rotary-wing aircrafts, which are crucial 
in such a vast and poorly accessible theater. This technical contribution is relatively small 
in terms of personnel, but is indispensable for the functioning of the operation.

Critical theories of security argue that Rwanda’s involvement in peacekeeping is related 
to the broader debate about the ‘mercenaries–peacekeepers’. As mentioned above, states 
can engage in peacekeeping in order to attract foreign donors. This can be viewed as a form 
of transaction, where poor states accept to jumping on the bandwagon behind a stronger 
state or an international organization in exchange for financial support, institutionalizing an 
asymmetric North–South relationship.66 Regarding Rwanda, this is related to the apparent 
switch from one vassal position to another. Before 1994, Kigali was a close ally of France. 
After the RPF took over, relations with Paris quickly deteriorated and Rwanda gradually 
turned to the USA. This relationship proved profitable for the Rwandese government, which 
benefitted from a strong ally and an important provider of development aid.67 In addition to 
the 2004 ACSA treaty granting them the use of Rwandese military facilities,68 the USA can 
count on the Rwandese presence in Sudan to react vis-à-vis Omar al-Bashir, who refused 
the deployment of non-African peacekeepers. Ironically, the French unconditional support 
of Habyarimana’s regime at all costs, fearing that Rwanda might slip away from its sphere 
of influence, may have provoked the large divide between Paris and Kagame, inciting the 
latter to turn to Washington instead.

Another critical argument holds that states participate in UN peace operations in order 
to benefit from the monthly allowances the organization pays for each soldier deployed. 
The amount paid, set at USD 1332, can be attractive in less developed countries, where the 
troops’ salary is inferior.69 In 2013–14, when the allowance was still set at USD 1028, the UN 
disbursed on average USD 1210 per peacekeeper, including the supplements for specialists 
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and weapons maintenance.70 There is no doubt that peacekeeping is financially interesting. 
For the Rwandese 2013–2014 fiscal year, the UN reimbursements amounted to 5.2% of 
the state budget.71 However, this standard allowance remained steady since 2002, while 
the sophistication of military equipment and operations increased greatly; it took 12 years 
to raise the allowance to its current amount.72 In addition, this theory fails to explain why 
Rwanda would have been so committed to peacekeeping even under AU mandates.

One last explanation for the Rwandese peace operations is related to internal politics. 
Sending troops to prevent genocides abroad reinforces RPF’s domestic moral authority, 
recalling that the RPF rebuilt Rwanda from the ashes of the 1994 genocide.73 By taking part 
in multinational endeavors, the authorities demonstrate to the Rwandese that they have 
been able to place their country among the ones that count on the international scene. The 
US Permanent Representative to the UN indeed lauded Kigali’s efforts, stating that:

[t] he Secretary-General […] should draw lessons from the leadership of Rwanda […] And it’s 
not just because the Rwandans volunteer for complex and dangerous missions. It’s because of 
their commitment to protect civilians, the population in countries where the Rwandans serve 
trust them; troops from others countries who serve alongside them draw strength from their 
fortitude; and aggressors who would attack civilians fear them.74

Rwanda is also proud to figure as an example of female inclusion in peace operations, 
especially through its police contingents. With 16.3% of female presence among the 974 
deployed agents, the country ranks fourth in terms of women’s participation on the list of 
the UN Police providers.75 In September 2014, the UN chose Rwanda to organize its first 
12-day, all-female training for police peacekeepers. According to the instructor:

[m] any police contributing countries have valuable lessons to learn from Rwanda’s policing 
traditions in terms of discipline, organization and the continuous search for excellence.76

In addition, owing to the military prestige of the RPF and the authoritarian nature of the 
regime, the army plays a pivotal role in the stability of the latter. Indeed, a 2014 survey 
ordered by the Rwandese Senate stated that the army is the second most trusted institution 
in the country, after the presidency.77 Ensuring that the troops’ salaries are attractive is 
thus a guarantee of discipline and cohesion. For some analysts, the end of the DRC con-
flict in 2003 placed Kigali in a difficult position.78 The withdrawal of its forces meant that 
the soldiers would no longer be able to loot mineral resources abroad. The redeployment 
of Rwandese soldiers under Blue Helmets would be a strategy to compensate for this loss 
of revenue while preventing unrest within the army. According to Jordaan, although the 
Rwandese army demilitarized eastern DRC, it still benefits from illegal mining activities, 
creating an ironic situation where peacekeeping in Darfur and South Sudan would be 
financed by exactions in DRC.79

In sum, there is no such thing as a single explanation for Rwanda’s commitment to peace-
keeping. The participation in peace operations arises from different reasons at both domestic 
and international levels. However, it demonstrates an astute foreign policy that creatively 
uses a great variety of tools to compensate for the waves of criticism against the Rwandese 
activities in DRC and Kagame’s authoritarianism. Acting at different levels, Kagame has been 
able to give Rwanda a pivotal role in the current African security architecture, completing 
the country’s quest for respectability. At the top of a country equipped with a professional 
and disciplined army, Kagame appears as a respectable leader of a stable and strong country, 
in stark contrast to many of its neighbors in the Great Lakes area.80 Finally, Rwanda seems 
committed to the idea that a peaceful environment is better for everyone. Kigali did not 



THE ROUND TABLE   431

hesitate to criticize AMIS’s mandate because it was seen as inadequate to fulfill the mission’s 
goal, namely protecting civilians.81 Even the loss of several peacekeepers did not lead to 
questioning of the Rwandese commitment to AMIS.

Conclusion

Rwanda’s adhesion to the Commonwealth should be understood in the same way as its 
involvement in peace operations: an investment in a foreign policy instrument that may 
prove useful in the future. As with peacekeeping, there is no single reason for this decision, 
and this is exactly the point. For Rwanda, the deployment of peacekeepers is relatively cheap 
and provides many advantages. Its troops benefit from state-of-the-art training programs 
and improve their combat experience, while the government gains prestige at the inter-
national level. Peace operations are thus cheap investments with high returns, especially 
regarding their political multiplying effect.

Nowadays, the Western powers face a dilemma: they are pressured by their more and 
more informed populations to ‘do something’ to solve unacceptable situations regarding 
human rights, yet their public opinion has grown more and more intolerant of the loss of 
soldiers in operations. The sheer volume of forces required for larger and more complex 
peace operations could never be supplied without the contributions from less developed 
countries. For states like Rwanda, the demand for peacekeepers constitutes a great oppor-
tunity to become indispensable in key theaters of operation. The peacekeepers are political 
investments that contribute towards restoring Kigali’s international respectability, attract the 
attention of foreign partners and provide a potential leverage that could be useful should 
Rwanda need to put some pressure on another state or the UN itself.

The multiple reasons for its implication reflect various political benefits that even a small 
power like Rwanda can achieve at low cost. Rwanda’s ability to leverage its peacekeeping 
activities to meet its own political goals introduces nuance into discussions of less developed 
countries’ contributions to peacekeeping being viewed as a cheap power multiplier. Kigali’s 
astute use of peacekeeping indeed seems to inspire other African countries,82 suggesting 
that in the near future, peacekeeping may become a tool of foreign policy used by a growing 
number of countries.
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