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Introduction 
The commercial ‘land rush’ has, according to several studies, tended to involved the conscious targeting 
by corporations of some countries which have weak structures of governance (see e.g. Deininger and 
Byerlee et al, 2010).  The governments of such countries are unable or unwilling to adequately regulate 
the use of land and natural resources and related factors such as environmental impacts and labour 
rights. Legal frameworks in such countries may be outdated, undermined by internal contradictions, or 
biased against certain claims to use and ownership (such as customary claims). Where effective 
regulations exist, such countries are unable or unwilling to monitor compliance by corporations or 
enforce the law. Multinational corporations and other actors are therefore easily able to purchase or 
lease land for the production of food, biofuels or other commodities without necessarily creating 
significant sustainable benefits for local communities or the countries as a whole, while potentially 
displacing and dispossessing citizens with claims to land and resources, and negatively affecting 
livelihoods of a broader group of citizens through secondary and tertiary economic, environmental, and 
socio-political impacts (Anseeuw et al, 2011). 

Rwanda is not one of these countries characterised by the classic indicators of ‘weak governance’ 
mentioned above. It has a well-organized state apparatus which extends through an effective chain of 
responsibility down to the local level; it has, over the last decade, put in place an array of laws, 
regulations and policies on land, agriculture, investment, settlement and other relevant questions. It has 
just concluded a nationwide programme of land registration during which every parcel of land in the 
country was registered; a programme which has been generally seen as successful (Ali et al, 2011), 
particularly from the perspective of women’s land rights (Daley et al, 2010). It has a government which is 
seen as much more capable, at least in a technical and administrative sense, than most countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa. As an ‘aid darling’, it has benefitted from the highest per capita levels of aid in Africa, 
which has been used to build infrastructure, improve government technical capacity, and fund 
programmes of post-genocide ‘justice and national reconciliation’.  Even as it remains highly aid-
dependent, it has proved itself adept at reducing the conditionalities attached to aid, and has 
increasingly acquired direct national sectoral budget support (rather than funding for specific 
programmes or projects) (Zorbas, 2011). The ongoing agricultural reform in Rwanda has drastically 
improved agricultural yields  - at the national level, total yields for some crops have reportedly doubled 
or even tripled over the last few years - and has been widely praised in the mainstream media and by 
major international organizations (see e.g. Concern Worldwide, 2011; Majyambere, 2012; Riungu, 2011; 
AGRA, 2010).2 It is an ambitious state, with a clear ‘vision’ for the future, and an explicit ‘modernisation’ 
agenda. While each of these elements have been subject to very convincing and significant critiques, the 
point is that Rwanda does not fit the typical profile of a country vulnerable to negative impacts of ‘land 
grabbing’. 

However, in this paper I will argue that it is precisely because of the formidable capacities of the state 
that the political economy of agricultural commercialization in Rwanda – of which large-scale land 
acquisition is a potentially significant part – involves risks for the typical smallholder farming household, 
particularly those in agro-ecologically marginal areas. This is because of the Government of Rwanda’s 
restrictive working concept of ‘land rights’, and because of the ability of the state – and any corporations 
or ‘donors’ working with the state – to impose conditions on the processes of agricultural production 
and marketing. These conditions are imposed in order to move towards the state’s vision of a 
commercial, export-driven, ‘modern’ and mechanized agricultural sector. This ‘modernisation’ agenda is 
associated not only with access to chemical inputs (particularly fertilizers), irrigation and other 
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technologies, but incorporation into commercial value chains, particularly through contract farming and 
access to credit. The structural constraints that frame the agrarian question in Rwanda are also crucial to 
this analysis: low levels of urbanization, land scarcity, rapid population growth, and rural poverty.3 The 
average landholding in Rwanda is slightly over half a hectare.4 The issue is then not just one of ‘land 
rights’ but of the political economy and structural constraints of the agricultural sector more broadly. 

Importantly, this paper emphasizes that the greatest risk for smallholder livelihoods comes not 
necessarily from ‘land grabbing’ by foreign corporations, but from a rapid process of socio-economic 
differentiation (in the context of government policies which limit smallholder livelihood options); the 
likely expansion of state-imposed contract farming for coalitions of foreign and domestic capital; and 
accumulation of land by wealthy and politically-connected elites (land concentration). Such land 
concentration is likely to take place largely through market processes, but these can only be properly 
understood through an explication of the coercive underpinnings of parts of the rural economy, 
including the unaccountable control that elites are able to operate over many agricultural cooperatives. 
In some areas of Rwanda, state-imposed restrictions on smallholder agriculture act to disadvantage 
many peasant households and artificially subsidize large-scale corporations.  

The impacts of such restrictions vary geographically and temporally according to complex interactions of 
factors related to soil, climate, and socio-economic conditions. The overall result is likely to be that, 
within a macro-level situation of economic growth within the agricultural sector, a rapid process of 
socio-economic differentiation will lead to a rise in levels of rural debt and distress sales of land amongst 
the poorer classes, especially in some areas; and a large, underemployed landless proletariat population. 

This paper examines Rwanda, without making comparison with other countries. However, this analysis 
has broader significance because of the way in which Rwanda is held up as a regional and continental 
leader or role-model for development. Events in Rwanda have a broader resonance due to its reputation 
as an African “success story” (Dagan, 2011; Zakaria, 2009). 

An Overview of the Political Economy of Agricultural Reform in Rwanda 
The Government of Rwanda (GoR) has, over the past six years, embarked upon a process of radically re-
structuring the agricultural sector. This restructuring has been designed by the ruling Rwandan Patriotic 
Front (RPF) political party, which has officially ruled since the end of the political transition period in 
2003; and was unofficially also the major decision-making entity in the government of national unity 
during the post-genocide transition-period as well. 

 

The RPF and its Vision for National Development 
 Though influenced by “left wing ideas” in the 1960s and 1970s (Prunier, 1998), and the so-called ‘no-
party’ (in reality, a single-party) system of late 1980s-late 1990s Uganda, the RPF leadership has always 
been characterised by political pragmatism and a certain measure of insularity (a Rwanda-centricity) 

                                                           
3
 The rate of the movement from the countryside to towns in Rwanda has increased in recent years, but some 80% 

of the population remains rural.  
4
 Statistics on average land holding vary slightly from source to source. In 2009, 19% of a representative sample of 

the national population had less than 0.1 ha, 37% less than 0.2 ha, and 59% less than 0.5 ha. Only 4% of the 
households had access to 1ha or more (Vinck et al, 2009). According to MINAGRI (2012) the average holding is 
0.76ha. 
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which tended to reduce the extent to which it openly espouses clear political views associated with 
broader global debates or movements.  

The RPF, led by President Paul Kagame, has proven particularly adroit at designing development policies 
that mobilise rhetoric and concepts from mainstream liberal and neo-liberal economic and 
‘development’ discourses, that can nonetheless be adapted to the broader political context in Rwanda, 
which is one of centralized authoritarianism (Strauss and Waldorf, 2011). The post-genocide 
Government of Rwanda was faced with a mammoth task of reconstructing state institutions after the 
genocide, in which over 800,000 people were killed and much social and material infrastructure was 
destroyed. In the process of reconstruction, the Government and donors made a symbolic ‘break’ with 
the past, bringing in many economic policies associated with neoliberalism while avoiding many of the 
policy debates that go along with more gradual processes of privatization (this dynamic also occurred in 
post-civil war Uganda and Ethiopia, see Harrison, 2010). The GoR has welcomed foreign investment in 
almost all sectors of the economy, including in the agricultural sector. The investment law “aims at 
facilitating procedures for investors and, crucially, it provides significant incentives for investors, in 
terms of a number of tax breaks” (Veldman and Lankhorst 2011).  The number of bureaucratic 
procedures involved in the foreign investment process has been reduced, and Rwanda has moved 
rapidly up the ranking of the World Bank’s “Doing Business” report. Like many other countries around 
the globe (particularly in E. And S.E. Asia), Rwanda is following a path that might be termed “market-
oriented authoritarianism.” This politico-economic orientation has its own internal contradictions and 
tensions, most notably around the rhetoric of administrative decentralization (for the purposes of 
increased efficiency and responsiveness to demand) which is contradicted by a reality of highly 
centralized decision-making; and the existence of corporations owned by the RPF, which affect the 
nature of economic competition. Rwanda has also implemented various social welfare programmes, 
such as a health insurance scheme which, while based on user contributions, is subsidised. The 
‘neoliberal’ label can therefore only be applied to Rwanda with various caveats attached. 

Rather than address the post-genocide questions of national reconciliation through processes of open 
political negotiation, debate or candid self-appraisal, the GoR has preferred to contain the 
‘reconciliation’ process within fairly narrow conceptual and institutional boundaries, while attempting to 
achieve very rapid rates of economic development. The RPF is essentially attempting to achieve 
legitimacy and ensure its political survival not primarily through client-patronage networks (as was 
largely the case in Rwanda from 1962-1994 and is the case in many multi-party states, such as Kenya) 
nor primarily through political-administrative systems of direct accountability to the electorate, but 
through delivering significant increases in income and improvements in life-chances for the majority of 
the population.5 Rather than participation in decision-making, Rwandan citizens are offered economic 
development, political ‘stability’ and effective controls on bureaucratic corruption. This model is similar, 
of course, to the ‘developmental state’ concept (Johnston, 1982; Mkandawire, 2001). 

 

                                                           
5
 This general statement requires some caveats, only a few of which may be mentioned here. It should be noted 

for example that at the level of elite politics, patron-client relations likely exist, particularly in terms of interlinked 
commercial and political interests (though the largely opaque nature of some high-level political and planning 
decisions makes these interests difficult to track). It should also be noted that while Rwanda is providing important 
services to the general population – notably improved health and education services – these should not necessarily 
be construed as universally ‘pro-poor’.  
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The Internal Drivers of Change in the Agricultural Sector in Rwanda 
The GoR arguably paid relatively little attention to the agricultural sector in the first decade of its (de-
facto, and later dejure) rule. The focus was instead on the shelter and settlement, justice, education and 
health sectors, and the construction of physical and Information technology infrastructure in Kigali. In 
many ways, this prioritization is understandable, particularly in the case of post-genocide justice, which 
was a massive and urgent challenge after 1994. However, the relative lack of attention to farming is also 
explained by the minimal influence that the poor smallholder majority has on the political situation in 
Rwanda.6 As discussed in detail by Ansoms (2009) the inner core of the RPF are highly-educated 
urbanites, most of whom lived in exile before returning to Rwanda after 1994. Many government 
decision-makers therefore lost any direct links to the countryside through tragic family histories of 
forced displacement, exile, and genocide (as extended family members living in rural areas were killed). 
The political system in Rwanda is also delinked from territoriality: elected Members of Parliament are 
not affiliated with any geographical constituency. Policy-makers therefore have few institutional or 
personal connections to rural development issues, and many tend to have a condescending or even 
disdainful attitude to poor smallholders (Ansoms, 2009). Rwandan civil society, which includes many 
rural development and farmers’ organizations, has little capacity to influence policy and have been 
largely reduced (through state practices of cooptation and control) to a role of ‘policy implementation’. 

Rather than responding to particular demands ‘from below’, then, the GoR’s current investment in 
agricultural reform comes ‘from the top’. Nevertheless, the process of developing the land policy and 
the 2005 land law was hailed by the GoR and many donors as the most in-depth and comprehensive 
process of participatory legal consultation ever attempted in Rwanda (Musahara and Huggins, 2005). 
While there was general recognition that participation in the consultation process was largely restricted 
to urban, literate elites, several civil society organizations claimed, with some legitimacy, to be 
representing the opinions of grassroots smallholder farmers. There was considerable attention paid to 
the process by major national and international organizations, as land issues were widely acknowledged 
as having central importance to the socio-political stability as well as the economic development of the 
country. 

I would argue that the land law and policy only represent a part of the regulatory regime affecting ‘land 

rights’ in Rwanda. The agricultural policy and various programmes designed by the Ministry in charge of 

Agriculture (Minagri) has placed multiple conditions on rural land use. It is therefore of concern that 

much less international attention was focussed on the design of the agricultural reform.  n contrast to 

the long process of elaboration of the land policy and OLL, the agricultural policy was formulated rapidly 

after a consultation process that can best be described as perfunctory (Minagri, 2004).7 There was a 

striking lack of field testing regarding the agricultural policy.  The Strategic Plan for Agricultural 

 Transformation in Rwanda (SPAT) had a one year ‘pilot phase’ in 2005, but this appears to have 

involved only institutional and regulatory activities, without any field trial elements (Minagri, 2004). The 

selection of crops for the regional crop specialization programme was done following a rather short pilot 

programme (Ansoms, 2009). The Crop Improvement Programme (CIP) took on eight different districts 

                                                           
6
 Rwanda has regular multi-party elections but these are rigged, and take place within a context of a highly 

constrained political system (see various discussions of electoral politics, in Strauss and Waldorf, 2011) 
7
 The consultation process consisted of seminars with government, donors and private sector actors; there was 

little if any effort to involve smallholder farmers in this exercise, and civil society was barely included.  
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for its ‘pilot’ phase, in Season A of 2007-8 (OECD/WTO, 2011), raising questions as to whether it should 

best be described as a pilot, or rather an opening phase of the programme.8 

The impetus for reform seems to be largely driven by two dynamics. Firstly, the highly ambitious targets 
for national development outlined in the countries ‘Vision 2020’ document necessitate that the 
economic impacts of agriculture increase quickly. This ‘Vision 2020’ strategy, which is constantly 
referred to by policy-makers, has the aim of increasing economic growth sufficiently rapidly (an average 
of 13% per year) to ensure that Rwanda is a middle-income country by 2020 (MINECOFIN, 2000). 
Agricultural growth and commercialisation of the agricultural sector are identified as key elements of 
economic expansion; more so, for example, than industrialisation, which has been somewhat de-
prioritised. Secondly, the very real land scarcity experienced in the country also necessitates urgent 
intervention. The GoR is particularly concerned about the negative effects of land fragmentation 
(MINITERE, 2004). Average population density is now more than 400 people per square km by some 
estimates (MINAGRI, 2012), the highest in Africa; most households farm just over a half hectare of land 
which is not particularly fertile; per hectare yields are low, even by the standards of the wider East and 
Central African Regions; and the population growth rate remains very high. One does not have to be a 
Malthusian to be pessimistic about a business-as-usual scenario in Rwanda. For many years now, 
observers have been arguing that, “Rwandan agriculture is at an abyss” (Robins, 1990). The GoR seems 
to agree: while the GoR is generally unwilling to publically mention risks of conflict or crisis, senior 
administrative personnel have described land scarcity as Rwanda’s “time bomb” (Sommers, 2006).9 
Obviously, increasing the productivity of land is one way to minimise these risks. The image of 
smalholder farming that appears in Rwandan state discourse is almost entirely negative: the average 
farming household is associated, in official documents, speeches and pro-government media articles, 
with: environmental degradation; a ‘conservative’ outlook, resistant to change; low productivity 
(MINECOFIN, 2000) and ignorance in matters of nutrition, for example (Musoni, 2011). The National 
Land Policy perhaps summarises this perception most succinctly when it states that ‘‘the peasants are 
practicing a mediocre agriculture that has no future’’ (MINITERE, 2004). This particularly negative view 
of customary modes of production reflect a rigid distinction in Rwandan policy-making circles between 
‘expert’ or scientific knowledge, which is privileged; and folk or oral knowledge, which is not taken 
seriously. The GoR’s vision of development largely fits with James C. Scott’s concept of “high 
modernism” (Scott, 1998). 

 

The Goals of the Agricultural Reform 
The Government has therefore embarked on an ambitious project which is explicitly intended to 
catalyse an agrarian transition in Rwanda. The Vision 2020 document has as a key target the reduction in 
the numbers of people relying on agriculture, from 90% of the total population in 2000, to 50% in 2020 
(MINECOFIN, 2000). This is of course an ambitious target and may prove impossible to achieve, but it 
aligns with government plans for mechanization, land use consolidation, and economies of scale which 
reduce the labour-intensity of production. According to some sources, the proportion primarily engaged 

                                                           
8
 There are 30 districts in Rwanda, therefore the pilot programme affected more than a quarter of the country. In 

contrast, the land registration programme focussed on just four cellules for the pilot phase, of a national total of 
more than 9,000 cellules. 
9
 The GoR has created a discourse in which the country has emerged from conflict and crisis into a present and 

future characterised by stability, unity and economic growth. 
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in agriculture has already declined to 72.6% (NISR, 2012), though others assume a current figure of 80-
85%.10  

In considering the Government’s ability to influence rural livelihoods, Goren Hyden’s observation on the 
‘capture of the peasantry’ within state regimes of taxation and production is also of relevance: “as long 
as labor rather than land is the real scarce resource, officials will have difficulty in exercising power over 
the peasants.”(1980: 25). In Rwanda today, land is scarce and rural labour is surplus. The Rwandan state 
enjoys considerable capacity to impose change at the level of the household field: though not total 
power.11  

Socio-economic differentiation is an explicit part of this transformation: some smallholders will become 
“professional farmers”, while others who fail to adapt to the new agro-economic structures will drop out 
of the agricultural sector altogether. The Environmental Management Agency, for example, argues that, 
“Enormous efforts must be made in order to ensure that agriculture changes its nature and that 
Rwandan professional farmers change their vision, mode of work and mode of life” (Rema, 2009).12 
Ideas of “professional” or “modern farming” are often bound up with economic, as well as technical, 
assessments of activities and performance. For example, access to credit is often mentioned as a benefit 
of ‘professionalization’, and modern farmers are primarily associated in state documents and pro-
government media with commercial activities (not production for consumption) and high incomes 
(Tindiwensi, 2008; Anonymous, 2011). In interviews, some state employees also associate professional 
farming with large-landholdings.13 Mechanization, with the explicit goal of reducing human labour 
requirements, is also being aggressively promoted. Therefore, the main strategy of the GoR appears to 
be to increase the rate at which petty commodity producers (who produce both for the market as well 
as for household consumption) are either a) enabled to access credit, accumulate sufficient land, market 
resources, farm equipment and techno-institutional knowledge to further integrate into markets and 
become agrarian (proto-) capitalists; or b) pulled or pushed into spirals of debt and forced sales of land, 
resulting in their proletarianization. 

It is far from clear, however, what alternative livelihood options this emerging landless class are meant 
to take up. According to most sources, relatively few new sources of employment have been created in 
recent years (USAID, 2011), though the government’s own statistics suggest that waged off-farm 
employment has increased by almost 7% since 2005 (NISR, 2012). The question is whether job creation 
can keep up with the rate of increase in the numbers of the landless and land-poor. The GoR has 
focused on an information technology and service-based ‘knowledge economy’ model which seems 
likely to benefit a relatively small proportion of the population, while industrialization appears to be less 
of a priority and is proceeding slowly. Many informal livelihoods in urban areas are banned in order to 
protect formal businesses and those informal activities in rural areas which were deemed to be 
environmentally unfriendly have also been outlawed, such as traditional forms of brick-making 
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 The NISR figures are complicated by the fact that most Rwandans have at least two sources of income; and by 
difficulties in interpretation of the data. For example, while an increase in paid on-farm employment might 
represent an increasing commercialisation of agriculture associated with economic growth in this sector, it might 
also represent an increase in the number of landless or land-poor people depending on poorly-paid casual labour 
as they have too few assets to produce sufficient food for their subsistence and for financial needs.  
11

 There is little space in this paper to discuss the ways in which the policy is opposed or ‘resisted’ by local people; 
this is a feature of my ongoing PhD work.  
12

 This idea of transforming the farmer herself – altering mentalities and producing new kinds of subjects – invites 
a Foucauldian analytical perspective. This is not pursued in this paper but is examined in my ongoing PhD work. 
13

 Interviews, Musanze District, Rwanda, May 2011 
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(Sommers, 2012). The impending reality of a very large rural ‘surplus population’ have been 
acknowledged in some government documents but realistic plans for addressing this challenge have 
arguably not been put forward (particularly given the focus on capital-intensity in the agricultural and 
other sectors, rather than labour-intensity). Based on the Vision 2020 goal of the proportion of the 
population relying primarily on agriculture being reduced from 90% to 50% of the total population, this 
would mean a surplus population of several million people.14 Based on current trends, these individuals 
would be largely unskilled and would fit the Marxist definition of the proletariat, as they would lack any 
land assets or other means of production and would be completely dependent on wage-labour. 

While some elements of a smallholder-based and purportedly ‘pro-poor’ model of agricultural 
development can be identified (such as agricultural inputs which are subsidized –for now -and support 
for producer and marketing cooperatives) the general model for agricultural growth is one of 
smallholder integration into very unequal national commodity chains and global markets. While there 
are no comprehensive studies of the political economy of domestic agri-business in Rwanda, it appears 
that the sector is dominated by a small number of  companies, some of which that have benefitted from 
political connections and (related) access to credit in the post-genocide period. At the level of informal 
and small-scale value-addition, such as the micro-milling facilities available in many small market-
centres in Rwanda, there is more competition; but the GoR is primarily attempting to achieve economies 
of scale in conjunction with big companies. Rather than diversity, consolidation of commodity chains 
seems to dominate plans for economic growth. For instance, according to the Ministry of Trade and 
Industry, “65 cooperatives of maize and beans country wide were linked to 5 selected businessmen to 
buy products for season A 2010” (Ministry of Trade and Industry, 2012). When a particular corporation 
dominates the transport or agricultural processing sector in a certain area, there are few opportunities 
for smallholders to negotiate good terms for their produce.  Some actors are occupying multiple roles in 
the agricultural reform, potentially leading to conflicts of interest.  For example, a private company, 
Entreprise Nkubili Alfred & Sons (ENAS) became involved in the crop intensification programme in 
Kirehe District, Eastern Province, in 2009. Its double role as distributor of fertilisers and provider of 
extension services has meant that its extension staff have largely turned into fertilizer salesmen.15 In 
addition, lack of competition increases risks of collusion and price-fixing, as has occurred in the fertilizer 
sector in Rwanda (IFDC/CATALIST, 2010). While the central government is not intentionally creating an 
environment where collusion, monopoly or conflict of interest can thrive, its desire for a rapid 
transformation of the agricultural sector, and its bias towards formal, well-established companies rather 
than smaller informal ones, mean that the sector has in some areas become dominated by a small 
number of big firms, with potentially problematic results. 

In addition, this process of market integration is driven by state-imposed crop choices and cultivation 
regimes which are enforced through the use of fines and imprisonment, where necessary (see examples 
below).  This coercive model of agricultural development has introduced major distortions into 
agricultural markets (at least for many key commodities), and it is arguably smallholder farmers in 
drought-affected areas or those growing risky ‘niche crops’ (for which markets are not yet developed) 
who are suffering the most negative effects of these distortions. These issues have not been adequately 
acknowledged by most donors and other key international development actors. 

                                                           
14

 Population projections for 2020, according to the Government of Rwanda, are between 13 and 14 million. The 
exact number of the surplus population at any one moment would depend on the rates at which people left the 
agricultural sector. 
15

 Various interviews with agronomists and local farmers, Kirehe District, May and October 2011. 
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Broadly speaking, the GoR’s vision for agricultural development is strikingly similar to that of the World 
Bank, as encapsulated in the 2003 World Development Report, for example. The main elements of this 
approach include, according to an excellent critical review by Akram-Lodhi (2008), “Better soil, water 
and environmental management ... accelerated adoption of new agricultural technologies... in part 
through increased investments in research and extension services, can also contribute to improved 
competitiveness. Improved access to financial systems, including microfinance schemes... Even 
‘marketsmart’ subsidies... deepening and broadening the export orientation of agricultural production. 
For agriculture-based countries a renewed focus on the promotion of non-traditional agricultural 
exports will enhance integration into agricultural globalization.”  

This demonstrates how the Rwandan agricultural reform follows mainstream liberal global models, and 
raises questions about the roles of different actors in the agricultural reform. In the discourse of the 
GoR, and in Rwandan and international media coverage of the agricultural reform, this agricultural 
reform is framed as part of the ‘African Green Revolution’. In March 2007, the Government of Rwanda 
was the first country to sign the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture Development Programme (CAADP). 
Some critics consider the main impetus for the African Green Revolution’ to come from multinational 
companies, many of which, such as MONSANTO and SYNGENTA, dominate the trade in a variety of 
inputs including improved seeds, pesticides, and inorganic fertilisers. According to these critics, such 
corporations play an important role, largely behind the scenes, while “allowing” multilateral research 
organizations, African regional and non-governmental institutions, and African political figures to 
‘appear’ to take the lead: 

Corporations have notably downplayed their role in the push for a new green 
revolution by appearing to remain on the sidelines... these corporations have 
allowed public research institutions to be at the forefront in Africa, along with 
their philanthropic backers. Corporations have also managed to subtly plant their 
most sophisticated operators in philanthropy as well as in the international 
research centres in an effective way so as to directly influence decision-making 
and research priorities.” (Dano, 2007: 56). 

There is much to agree with in this statement. Based on the view that the African Green Revolution 
concept is largely driven by multinational corporations, countries such as Rwanda have been described 
as “capitulating” to corporate interests (Milz, 2011). In the case of Rwanda, this analysis is based on the 
fact that multinationals supply many of the inputs purchased by government and farmers; for example 
massive amounts of fertilizers used in Rwanda are being supplied by the Norwegian company Yara 
International ASA.16 More generally, most scholarly analysis have focused on international drivers of the 
contemporary ‘land grab’ phenomenon, with less attention being paid to “how these international 
processes interact with domestic political economy, what role the state plays in agricultural investment 
and its role in influencing changing agrarian relations” (Lavers, 2012) 

However, the agency of multinational corporations is often over-emphasized, while that of African 
governments and African entrepreneurs is under-estimated. This idea of a western or multinational 
‘colonisation’ of African policy-making processes has merit but is overly simplistic. While multinationals 
and other international actors invest heavily in advocating for the African Green Revolution model, 
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 In 2012 Yara awarded the Rwandan Minister for Agriculture an international award recognizing the 
achievements of the Rwandan agricultural reform. A previous winner of the Yara award was the Ethiopian 
government, which has also used coercion to achieve agricultural goals, including getting farmers to purchase large 
amounts of Yara fertilizer. 
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African governments have their own reasons for designing and implementing particular variations on 
this model. It is true that African efforts to design such policies must by necessity do this within a 
broader discourse dominated by western capitalist values, vocabulary, and actors. Policies emerge from, 
and reflect, knowledge systems enmeshed in unequal power relations (Foucault, 1980; Escobar, 1994). 
That being said, several studies have described the sophisticated and determined way in which the 
Government of Rwanda has dealt with international donors in order to retain a high degree of control 
over its policy-making processes (Zorbas, 2011; Hayman, 2009). The Rwandan government, rather than 
foreign corporations or bilateral donors, have played a dominant role in the broad design of the policy. 
The GoR has put its own stamp on the generic model of the ‘African Green Revolution’, especially in 
terms of regional crop specialisation and land consolidation. This is possible in part because of 
Government control over the financing of the reform. For example, the GoR has told some donors to 
cease supporting the agricultural sector in favour of other donors which were asked to channel greater 
resources to this sector. While some donor funding is directed towards specific projects (such as USAID’s 
support for the SPREAD project in the coffee and pyrethrum sectors, see below) the majority of donor 
funding goes directly to the government budget where it can be used without much oversight or 
direction from donors. Around 45 percent of the identified agricultural budget from 2009-12 was funded 
by foreign donors, according to the Ministry of Agriculture (MINAGRI, 2010b). In line with the 
commitments it made as part of the CAADP, the Government has increased the annual budgetary 
allocation to agriculture, from 4.2 percent of the national budget in 2008, to nearly ten percent in 
2010/11 (Concern, 2010).17 

Rather than seeing all influence coming from external sources, it is more realistic to visualize an 
interplay of interests and ideas between African states and external actors (both corporate and 
government). A confluence of interests results in particular policy and programme outcomes.  

Foreign Investment in the Agricultural Sector 
According to the Rwanda Development Board, agriculture was for the first time in 2011 the most 
significant sector in terms of investment (domestic and foreign). Some US$116.3m was invested in 
agriculture in 2011, of a total of US$ 598 million for all sectors of the economy combined. Of this 
US$598, approximately US$371 million was foreign direct investment (Anonymous, 2012). While few 
details are available about these recent investments, older projects have been the subject of research. 

One of the earliest cases of foreign investment in the agricultural sector is the Kabuye sugar factory, 
purchased by investors from Uganda (with roots in South Asia) in 1996. The same investors (the 
Madhvani Group) also lease 3,100 hectares of marshland in the Nyabarongo valley for sugarcane 
production. Marshland, which is legally the property of the state, has been one of the main categories of 
land leased to investors (whether foreign or domestic). The benefits to a small number of local people, 
some of whom are employed as farm labourers by Madhvani or outgrowers, are probably outweighed 
by the negative impacts on a larger proportion of the community, which “feels impoverished” as a result 
of losing access to marshes (Veldman and Lankhorst  2010) and is forced to use hillside plots more 
intensively to make up for lost production in the marshes. This means that fallow periods have reduced 
and soil fertility has declined. Many other marshlands have been leased by cooperatives or corporations 
(see e.g. Ansoms, 2012). 
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 However, not all of the allocated funding has been spent, and the Government has therefore been described as 
somewhat inconsistent in its actions, though spending has increased in recent years (Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, 
2012) 
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Outside the marshes, there do not at the moment appear to be concrete plans for very large-scale land 
acquisition (the draft biofuel policy notwithstanding; see below). The GoR has prioritised flower and fruit 
production as high-value sectors where Rwanda has some competitive advantage. The government is 
currently inviting investment in a 200ha plot in Eastern Province for the development of a high-tech 
flower farm.18 It has also ‘given’ 600ha of land to a maize and soya farm.19 

In addition to horticulture, the GoR has also enthusiastically embraced the notion of ‘Green 
Development’, especially the potential of bio-fuel technologies. It is for this reason that one of the 
largest foreign land acquisitions to date involves the production of jatropha, for the production of bio-
diesel. This example of large-scale land acquisition illustrates some of the changes which are being 
effected by the Rwandan Government in the agricultural sector.  

 

Case Study: Jatropha Production in Rwanda 
 In  2009, the Government of Rwanda granted  an Anglo-American consortium (US firm Eco-Fuels Global 
and British firm Eco-Fuel Positive) a  30-year lease to 10,000 hectares of land near Akagera National Park 
in Eastern Province, for the production of jatropha for biodiesel  (Kagire 2009b). This represents a 
massive landholding in a country where the average household landholding, as mentioned above, is 
about 0.65 hectares according to many estimates. According to the Daily Telegraph newspaper, the 
consortium has leased the land “for a rent of a few thousand dollars a year” (Mendick, 2012). 

According to the head of Eco-Fuels Global, the land in question is located in Rwinkwavu administrative 
Sector, Kayonza district, near the Akagera National Park, is government-owned, and is  “unused, 
uninhabited and consists of 37 noncontiguous parcels mostly hill tops”.20 Hilltops are generally reserved 
for woodland in Rwanda, and are the property of the state: cultivation by individuals is not permitted.  

According to media reports, the deal was in danger of collapsing until it was personally facilitated by 
former UK premier Tony Blair. Mr Blair is a personal advisor to President Paul Kagame, and one of Blair’s 
non-profit organizations, Africa Governance Initiative (AGI), employs about 10 people inside the 
Rwandan government. The UK government, through its Department for International Development 
(DFID), is one of Rwanda’s most important donors, both in terms of the amounts of financial assistance 
and the diplomatic support they provide. DFID was the main donor providing support for the national 
land registration exercise. Although there may be no direct link between Tony Blair’s activities on the 
jatropha deal and DFID’s agenda on commercial development of newly-registered land in Rwanda, the 
deal would potentially benefit DFID by showing that the registration process has resulted in concrete, 
material benefits for both the UK and Rwandan economies.  

The deal appears to contradict the GoR’s own energy policy, which states that because biofuel 
production tends to require subsidies, and due to general land scarcity, “careful research [is] to be 
conducted into the potential of largescale biofuel production” before large-scale production commences 
(Ministry of Infrastructure, 2009) 

The jatropha plantation has not been established as quickly as was planned. According to the Rwandan 
media, the consortium was not able to raise adequate funding for the project, so that only 42,000 trees 
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had been planted by May 2012, rather than the planned 120 million trees (Karinganire, 2012). This was 
confirmed by personnel in the consortium. However, they added that the GoR’s insistence on an 
Environmental Impact Assessment for the project has also slowed down implementation, and that it had 
proven difficult to meet seasonal planting schedules (based on rainfall availability) due to the various 
bureaucratic steps involved in getting the project operational.21 The plantation has yet to produce any 
oil, according to the consortium personnel, because in order to establish high yields, it is wise to let the 
plant mature for 3-4 years before the first harvest.22 It seems therefore too soon to make definitive 
statements regarding the plantation.  

However, other events in the jatropha sector are also of interest to the theme of smallholder 
production. The GoR is considering the development of additional plantations. Currently, the Scientific 
and Technological Research Institute (IRST) bio-diesel facility relies upon palm oil imported from 
neighbouring DR Congo. According to the Director General of the IRST, Rwanda could be self-sufficient in 
bio-diesel if it could harvest oil from jatropha across about 225,000 ha. This would represent more than 
14% of the total arable land in the country, which is 1,565,050 ha in total; (author’s calculations based 
on REMA, 2009, and MINAGRI, 2012). The bio-diesel policy, which included this 225,000 ha target, has 
yet to be approved by cabinet (Karinganire, 2012a). It is unclear at this time whether the delay in 
approving the policy is simply due to normal delays, a wait-and-see attitude of policy-makers regarding 
the potential success of jatropha and other oil-producing crops, or internal disagreements over the 
wisdom of encouraging such large-scale conversion of land for biofuel production. 

Nevertheless, institutional changes have been made to facilitate public-private partnerships so that 
jatropha production can be increased. IRST will be restructured, becoming the National Industrial 
Research and Development Agency (NIRDA) in order to link its research more directly with processes of 
commercialisation, and social sciences students at IRST have been transferred to the National University 
of Rwanda (while biologists and chemists will remain at IRST), signalling that a more strictly ‘technical’ 
direction will be taken. NIRDA has formed a joint public-private company called Rwanda Biodiesel 
Company Ltd (Karinganire, 2012b). Already, the IRST has entered into agreements with 122 cooperatives 
(with more than 12,000 members in total) for the production of oil for biodiesel. By May 2012 these 
cooperatives had planted almost a million oil-producing trees, according to IRST (Karinganire, 2012a).23 
ISRT has also entered into an agreement with Horizon Inc (Anonymous, 2012), a company associated 
with the ruling RPF party which is discussed in the case study below on pyrethrum. 

In addition, IRST was reported to have “mobilised” families to grow jatropha in Ngororero district, where 
it has a research station. The Mayor of the District reportedly ordered that “Every family should grow at 
least 100 trees on his plots, mixed with other crops" (Karangwa, 2010). Residents were reportedly 
sceptical, having already been told to grow moringa in earlier years – without any positive results (ibid). 
Some 4000 plants were planted on public land using the system of ‘umuganda’ (Mutuyeyezu, 2008): a 
half-day of unpaid obligatory community labour, usually organized monthly, or sometimes weekly in 
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rural areas (pers. obs, Musanze District, 2008). In addition to the labour of the local people harnessed to 
plant the trees during umuganda, prisoners were also used to clear the plot prior to the planting.24 

There were a flurry of local media reports in 2010, but since then there have been no follow-up reports 
on jatropha production in Ngororero district. According to a local NGO, this is because the 4,000 
jatropha plants that were cultivated on public land in Gaseke cellule in 2008 dried up and died before 
they could produce any oil. This plantation was intended to be a pilot, to demonstrate the viability of the 
crop to local people. Given the failure of the plantation, local authorities did not try to force 
smallholders to cultivate the trees. Local people say that the authorities are too embarrassed by the 
failure of the demonstration plot of 4,000 trees to continue the project.25  

 

Risks associated with Jatropha production 

It is worth bearing in mind that a number of studies have warned that jatropha production is an 
economically risky prospect for smallholders. A study on smallholder production in Tanzania found that, 
“jatropha cultivation on a plot, especially on scarce arable land needs to be considered as a long-term 
investment with very insecure prospects and high opportunity costs” (Wahl et al, 2009).26 

A study by GTZ on the potentials for jatropha production in Rwanda found that there is only limited 
potential for planting of biofuels in integrated systems (e.g. intercropped or otherwise combined with 
food crops). The potential for biofuel production on marginal lands (about 3% of the total area of 
Rwanda) was also found to be low. The researchers also found that the production of jatropha, 
sugarcane, or palm oil for biodiesel or ethanol would require significant government subsidies (Zeller et 
al 2009), and that large-scale production of biofuels would have negative impacts on food security. GTZ 
presented the findings of its in-depth research in October 2009. On the same day, the Government of 
Rwanda signed the contract with US firm Eco-Fuels Global and British firm Eco-Fuel Positive. It seems 
surprising that the Government of Rwanda would not wait to consider the findings, and perhaps require 
the two firms to provide their own response to the pessimistic outlook presented by GTZ. 

A small-scale pilot project, involving ten field sites across Rwanda and several different varieties of 
jatropha, found that productivity was extremely low (Mito, 2011).27 The conclusion of the study was that 
jatropha could only be productive with the addition of significant amounts of chemical fertilizers. This is 
likely to make jatropha uneconomical for smallholders and of course, if chemical fertilizers are used, 
undermines the whole ‘renewable’ logic of biofuel production. 
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 Under a ‘public works’ programme (“Travail d’Intérêt Général”, in French), prisoners convicted of genocide 
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Emerging Patterns within the Agricultural Sector in Rwanda 

This brief case study is not the main focus of this paper, but it does suggest several patterns which are 
crucial to a comprehensive understanding of the ways in which the agricultural sector in Rwanda is 
being radically restructured. These will be further elaborated in the remainder of this paper.  

Firstly, the slow progress of the Eco-Fuels Global /Eco-Fuel Positive jatropha plantation project, and the 
lessons from moringa and patchouli production in Rwanda, represent examples of the difference 
between the rhetoric and realities regarding emerging agricultural commodities more broadly in 
Rwanda. The GoR and investors often use extremely optimistic estimates of the potential economic 
gains to be made from ‘new’ crop choices, which have rarely been achieved in practice. In the cases of 
moringa and patchouli, for example, aggressive promotion of these crops by the government in the early 
2000’s led to initial optimism on the part of smallholders, many of whom invested labour and money in 
moringa or patchouli production cooperatives. This optimism has since turned to pessimism, and many 
plants have been uprooted by Rwandan farmers who have found the crops to be uneconomical 
(Niyonagize, 2011). Cooperatives which originally included hundreds of members are now barely 
functional. Part of the reason for the phenomenon were over-optimistic estimations of market demand, 
and sometimes the failure of actors to address technical issues such as storage, which led to poor quality 
goods being offered on the market. One Moringa cooperative in Bugarama, for example, was reportedly 
promised a market price of US$100 per kg for dried leaves, but the buyer delayed in making purchases. 
Members were forced to store moringa leaves in their homes, reducing the quality of the leaves. When 
the buyer finally agreed to buy, they received only US$ 0.60/kg (Niyonagize, 2011). 

Smallholder farmers in Rwanda have also complained about being encouraged – or in many cases, 
forced – to grow flowers or fruit, rather than the staples that customarily make up the Rwandan diet 
(such as bananas, sorghum, cassava, and beans).28 For example, in and around Gitarama town in 2006, 
smallholders saw their banana crops uprooted, and were told to grow flowers or citrus fruits instead, to 
which a typical farmer’s reply was, “can we eat flowers?”.29 This rhetorical statement is best understood 
not as an argument for subsistence production, but rather a recognition that, when markets are 
uncertain, it makes sense to grow crops which can be used both for commercial sale and for home 
consumption.30  A common complaint is that markets for fruit and flowers do not yet exist. A study on 
the involvement of the state in ‘venture capital’ enterprises, which is generally very supportive of GoR 
strategies, acknowledges that, in terms of the horticultural sector, “the uptake of opportunities is 
beginning to be viewed as disappointing. Limitations of the current approach are being recognised. 
There are increasing references to unresolved ‘chicken-and-egg problems’; that is to say problems of 
market coordination” (Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, 2011). Investors are unwilling to commit to 
purchases until output potentials have been demonstrated, while farmers do not want to cultivate crops 
for which the market is doubtful. Frequently, the state has intervened to ‘promote’ cultivation of 
particular crops. From the perspective of local farmers, they have often been misled regarding the 
availability of a market, or the market values, for goods that they are being advised (or forced), to 
cultivate. In another example, chili pepper cooperatives that were promised buyers for their produce 
(through a USAID-funded project) were able to sell only a part of their harvest, meaning that the 
project’s objective of raising incomes was not achieved (Office of the Inspector General, 2011). The 
point here is not only that the project was unsuccessful, but that it is the farmers (not the investors or 
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 Rwandan smallholders are not averse to market production: they are already semi-integrated into local markets, 
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the state) who bear the risks in such circumstances and lose out in terms of opportunity costs as well as 
investments of labour, inputs, etc.  

Secondly, the planned outsourcing of jatropha production to individual households (in addition to 
cooperatives) resonates with other available information that suggests an emerging model of state-
imposed contract farming, not only at the level of cooperatives, but potentially at the household level.  
The expansion of contract farming is also being seen elsewhere in the region, such as Kenya (Mbogo, 
2010). Some commentators recommend contract farming as an alternative to outright leasing of land 
and complete, direct control of production by corporations (von Braun and Meinzen-Dick 2009), as it is 
seen as a way to link rural producers to global economy without having rapid effects on land markets 
(e.g. preferable to large-scale land acquisition). The Government of Mexico, for example, took this route 
in the 1980s (Little and Watts, 1994: 4). According to Goodman et al, “selected rural activities have 
become sectors of accumulation for different fractions of industrial capital”, when the state and 
corporate interests have become “unable to subsume the rural process in toto” (Goodman et al, 1987: 
6). Even in liberal regimes, the imbalance in power between the farmer and the contracting parties may 
lead to an exploitative situation where the farmer bears the risk and becomes dependent upon inputs 
supplied by the contracting firm, which is able to dictate prices (Weatherspoon et al 2001: 724). Clapp 
argues that the ways in which contracts are ‘read’ and enforced may prove to be problematic, arguing 
that, “the contract is a representation of a relationship rather than the relationship itself”, and  draws 
attention to the power relations that determine how the contract may be interpreted or enforced 
(1994, 79).  While advocates for contract farming systems emphasise farmers’ capacities to choose 
whether to enter into contracts,  Clapp considers  this that this assessment utilises an extremely 
minimalist conception of ‘freedom of choice’, which  neglects an examination of the relationship 
between the firm and the producer “at the level of daily practice” (Ibid.). The imbalances in power are 
significant throughout the lifetime of the relationship, not just at the time of signing.  

 The peculiarity of the Rwandan experience is the coercive role of the state, which will, based on past 
experience and the prioritization of ‘national’ goals (as defined by the RPF) rather than smallholder 
interests, result in a more imbalanced form of contract farming than most. Local authorities will likely be 
tempted to pressure smallholders to accept unfavourable arrangements in order to fulfil targets 
imposed from above. The statement by the Mayor of Ngorero that, “every family should grow at least 
100 trees on his plots” accords with the quantitative, target-oriented approach that the performance 
contracts (imihigo) represent. Imihigo make local authorities directly responsible for achieving certain 
targets. Rather than being accountable ‘downwards’ to the population, the administrators are 
accountable ‘upwards’ to their superiors (Ingelaere, 2011). While the process of choosing quantitative 
targets for imihigo is presented by the government as a negotiation between different levels of 
government, in conjunction with the population who are ‘consulted’, it is clear that imihigo targets are 
largely imposed from above  (Huggins, 2009). In the case of land consolidation targets, for example, “the 
CIP has recently begun specifying the possible target figure of land areas that needs to be consolidated 
in each district” (MINAGRI, 2012). 

The Government information service has announced for example that investors, in conjunction with 
IRST, are interested in buying jatropha from Kirehe District (Eastern Province), on the basis that it is 
added to the District Imihigo and hence produced across the “whole District” (Kanyumba, 2011).31 This is 
one example of collaborative efforts of the Rwandan state and corporate investors (domestic and 
foreign) to harness the imihigo structure for corporate interests. In 2012, the GoR started to oblige 
households to sign imihigo (Bucyensenge & Musoni, 2012). There will likely be an imposed convergence 
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between imihigo targets at different administrative levels (district, sector, cellule and household) in 
order to increase government control over agricultural production from the household field, through to 
the moment of sale. 

More broadly, as will be demonstrated in the case study on pyrethrum production in Musanze District 
further below, the coercive use of cooperative structures (which in some cases do not fit the criteria of 
cooperatives, but are rather state-initiated and controlled, based more on obligation than voluntarism) 
in tandem with obligatory crop specialization represents a coercive form of contract farming. In many 
cases however such arrangements are made without any contract being finalized, leading to extreme 
financial insecurity for farmers. Smallholders across an entire sector (an administrative unit) are forced 
to produce certain crops, which distorts the prices offered by the state-approved buyers.32 This system 
tends to have the effect of artificially reducing the prices paid to producers, who bear the impacts of lost 
production, while the operations of the agri-business firms that purchase the commodities are indirectly 
subsidized. 

Third, the restructuring of a state institution (in this case, IRST) to allow for public-private partnership 
(PPP) projects is an example of the increasingly intertwined nature of state and private activities. Some 
influential analysts have called for more involvement of PPPs and ‘party-statals’ in the agricultural 
sector.33 Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, (2012), for example, argue that: 

“A sound business climate is not going to be enough on its own to induce more foreign investors into 
contract farming. In fact, it seems not only feasible but desirable that Rwanda adopts in horticulture 
more of the active public-private-partnership and ‘early stage venture capitalism’ approach with which it 
has achieved success in other areas of the economy.” 

The “venture capitalism” they mention is the role of party-statals, such as Horizon Inc. As will be 
described in the pyrethrum example further below, many PPP projects have an element of philanthropy 
(though it may be asked whether this is largely a rhetorical claim, rather than a reality) and also involve 
bilateral donors. The involvement of Tony Blair, who operates in Rwanda on a voluntary basis, illustrates 
this trend. The private-public partnership model is increasingly common around the world, though often 
accompanied by intense debates over the balance of benefits accruing to the different parties involved. 
In authoritarian countries such as Rwanda, the possibility that citizen involvement in PPPs has been 
coerced (for example, the coerced production of particular agricultural commodities for purchase 
through PPPs) adds an extra dimension to the debates over the legitimacy of particular deals. The 
theoretical advantage of private corporate involvement, after all, is based on liberal and neo-liberal 
assumptions around the supremacy of ‘free market’ processes (in terms of both legitimacy and 
efficiency). When it can be shown that markets are not in fact free, this argument becomes a lot less 
compelling. 

The involvement in the jatropha sector of Horizon Inc, an organization described as ‘party-statal’, also 
introduces the issue of direct RPF involvement (rather than a broader state involvement). Within the 
context of an authoritarian political environment, the subsidization and legitimation of this RPF-owned 
company raises serious ethical as well as political questions. Horizon Inc is discussed in more detail in 
the section on pyrethrum below. 
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These problematic dimensions of the jatropha case study (use of coercion or dubious market 
information by the state to achieve production goals, emergence of coercive forms of contract farming, 
and blurring of ‘development’ goals and private profit motives in often opaque and problematic ways) 
can also be seen in other parts of the agricultural sector, which is being restructured by radical legal and 
policy reforms. The reform is discussed in further detail below. 

The National Agricultural Policy and the Crop Improvement Programme 

(CIP) in Rwanda 
Since 2004, the Government of Rwanda (GoR) has put in place the legal and institutional elements of a 
national agricultural reform, as part of a broader vision for radical change in the country (MINECOFIN, 
2000).  The following section describes the broad outlines of this ongoing agricultural reform in Rwanda. 
Before embarking on this description, some qualifying statements are required. Although Rwanda is a 
small country, it is quite diverse in terms of agro-ecological conditions and the socio-political 
characteristics of local communities.  Despite the arguably highly-organized nature of policy 
implementation, the agricultural reform (a highly complex undertaking inherently bound to factors 
beyond the control of the state, such as weather conditions and global market forces) is being 
implemented at different speeds and in slightly different ways around the country. Pritchard (2012) 
argues that, “the aggressive implementation of land registration and consolidation has divided rural 
communities into a series of distinct polities according to what stage specific recipients are at in the 
overall transformation process”.  The GoR has acknowledged regional differences in the acceptance of 
new agricultural policies, particularly the CIP, reporting that “acceptance” of land use consolidation is 
generally more widespread in Eastern and Northern provinces than in the Southern and Western 
provinces (MINAGRI, 2012). The causes for this pattern have not been adequately researched, but are 
presumably rooted in the complex local socio-political contexts, and in particular the historical legacies 
of state-community relations, that can only be fully understood through reference to historical 
developments since pre-colonial times. The extent to which household “acceptance” of consolidation 
represents local support for the policy, or rather the inability of households to resist the policy, will 
differ from case to case. 34 

While the GoR projects a single unity of purpose and a sole trajectory of agricultural ‘development’, it is 
possible to discern some pragmatism in the nature of policy implementation, which may be a result of 
reinterpretation and renegotiation of policy directives by local-level administrators, and may in some 
cases reflect some uncertainties amongst senior policy-makers.35 Therefore, while the description below 
and the case studies in this paper reflect wider patterns across Rwanda, there are undoubtedly great 
variations in levels of state coercion, and the extent to which local administrators tolerate certain 
practices which contravene the policy. 

Government documents describe the ‘vision’ of the reform as: 
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 “A sustainable agricultural sector that can protect Rwanda from food and nutrition 
insecurity, by increasing productivity per hectare, and generating additional income 
through export crop production and well‐developed national markets and value‐chains... 
This will see the sector transformed into one where farming is seen as a business, rather 
than subsistence, activity. This will create a sector that uses its comparative advantage, 
for example in labour‐intensive, high‐value crops, to compete in open regional and 
international markets.” (MINAGRI, 2010a: 8) 

This fits with the vision of the National Export Strategy, which is to:  “Transform Rwanda into a globally 

competitive export economy” (Government of Rwanda, 2011).  

One of the central elements of the agricultural reform is the Crop Intensification Programme (CIP) which 
is the main instrument for the achievement of the strategic programme entitled “Intensification and 
Development of Sustainable Production System”. This latter programme receives about half of all state 
funding to the agricultural sector (MINAGRI, 2010a: 9). The aim of the CIP is to increase agricultural 
productivity on a per-hectare basis, largely through water management (including marshland 
reclamation), soil and conservation measures, ‘regional crop specialization’, and increasing the use of 
fertilisers. The seven crops selected by the government since 2006 for regional crop specialization were 
maize, rice, wheat, beans, soybean, Irish potato, and cassava (MINAGRI, 2012). Each individual 
administrative sector (an administrative unit smaller than the district, larger than the cellule) typically 
specializes in only three of these. Households have to dedicate a proportion of their land – often all of it 
– to these crops.36 

The government has given the agricultural policy a gloss of a ‘participatory approach.’ According to the 
Secretary General of the Ministry of Agriculture and Animal Resources (MINAGRI):  

“The crop intensification policy seeks to change crop cultivation processes based on 
potential for increased value, ecosystem characteristics, and the preferences of 
farmers.” (Republic of Rwanda/United Nations, 2007 – italics added)  

However, the government’s own documents demonstrate that the crop intensification program was 
developed by state agencies, not farmer’s associations or any other organization directly representing 
the interests of farmers. The “Progress Report on [sic] Integrated Development Program”, dated 
September 2007, clearly describes a process of “consultations between rural development actors” 
(Anonymous, 2007)   yet all of the agencies listed are state entities or para-statal organizations. The 
document goes on to detail the crops to be grown in particular sectors, and the minimum targets for 
each. For example, a minimum of 20,000 ha of maize is to be grown in Eastern Province. No procedures 
for consultation with farmers are listed in the report; instead, the program is simply to be “explained” to 
other “stakeholders”. 

 Food security is to be achieved largely through market mechanisms: most of the government-selected 
crops have been selected for their significance in national and regional markets (rather than, for 
example, nutritional characteristics), while authorities have attempted to suppress customary drought-
resistant staples (such as sorghum and sweet potatoes) in some parts of the country. The choice of 
crops, along with an absence of any references in key policy documents to in-depth research on the 
causes and nature of food insecurity in Rwanda, makes the agricultural policy appear primarily 
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orientated towards increasing agricultural exports and improving the macro-economic situation.37 
Attempts to ‘ban’ some staple crops in some areas appear to be aimed at restricting the ability of 
households to maintain practices of economic reproduction (i.e. production for consumption) and 
encouraging commodification of production. There is an implicit assumption in government documents 
that improving per-hectare and national-level aggregate productivity of the selected varieties will result 
in improved food security, though the mechanisms through which these improvements would occur are 
not fully explicated in agricultural sector documents. Likewise, policy and strategy documents do not 
include the kind of systematic, detailed cross-references to the data on rural poverty in Rwanda that 
would suggest that the policy is truly “pro-poor” (for an examination of whether the policy is pro-poor, 
see Ansoms, 2009). 

The government appears to have designed the regional crop specialization programme in part to 
increase the harvests of crops such as maize, in an attempt to make processing facilities viable.  Many of 
Rwanda’s agro-processing facilities are operating at less than full capacity. There are often logical 
reasons for this phenomena: for example, locally-grown maize costs significantly more to produce than 
maize produced elsewhere in the East African region (such as Uganda). It is therefore not surprising that 
one of the very few large-scale maize processors in Rwanda, MINIMEX, has operated at about 14% of its 
total capacity (van der Laan, 2011), as consumers can cheaply purchase maize flour from Uganda rather 
than from MINIMEX.  

The government (through its network of agronomists and local administrators) specifies the seed 
varieties which must be purchased and sown by local farmers; access to seed is often managed by state 
and para-statal institutions such as Rwanda Agricultural Development Authority (RADA) and Rwanda 
Horticulture Development Authority (RHODA). Rwandan research institutions have successfully 
developed new varieties of several crops (AGRA, 2010.) However, government and para-statal 
institutions have not always been able to supply adequate amounts of selected seeds, and farmers often 
buy the seeds from commercial suppliers. In addition to the use of selected seed varieties, the increased 
use of inorganic fertilizers is also a key element of intensification. The government aims to increase 
national annual fertilizer use from less than 5,000 metric tonnes (MT) in 2005 to 56,000 MT by 2012 
(Morris et al, 2009). Fertilizer is supplied by the local administration in collaboration with commercial 
suppliers, who win tenders to supply fertilizer through auction. At present, the GoR subsidizes inorganic 
fertilizer so that the cost to farmers is about 50% of market value; however, donors have expressed 
concern about the economic viability of fertiliser subsidies. The GoR has declared that it will phase out 
subsidies from 2012 onwards (MINAGRI 2010a: 14) with subsidies to be reduced to 20% in 2013 
(MINAGRI, 2011). In at least some parts of Rwanda such as Kirehe and Musanze Districts, local officials 
oblige farmers to purchase fertiliser, whether they want to or not.  Farmers are offered fertiliser on 
credit, and have to reimburse the cost at the time of harvest. Farmers are forbidden to sell fertilizer or 
apply to crops other than those approved by government, and have been arrested for selling it. Studies 
of the agricultural sector which are generally optimistic have tended to overlook this coercive element 
(such as Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, 2012). 

The CIP ‘package’ is delivered by a single private sector entity in each District, after a competitive 
bidding process.38 As mentioned above, this potentially introduces conflicts of interest on the part of the 
private sector entity and its employees: as the same company is responsible for the sale of fertilizers to 
farmers, purchase of maize from sector-wide cooperatives, and some agricultural extension services, 
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private extension workers have contracts which emphasize the crops selected under the CIP and 
concentrate almost exclusively on these crops, and on the distribution of fertilizer.39 This was confirmed 
by local farmers in Kirehe District who reported that the private sector agronomist visits them only to 
tell them to grow maize using fertilizer. The work of the agronomist has shifted, in such cases, from 
assuring household food security and productivity according to the household’s own preferences, to 
meeting targets for commercial crops as specified in Imihigo at the level of the administrative sector, 
and selling fertilizer. These private actors are also involved in recouping fertilizer costs from farmers 
(who are given fertilizers on credit). In some cases, private sector actors appear to be more hardline 
than the local authorities regarding repayment during years where harvests have failed and 
smallholders have little or no surplus. In Kirehe District in 2011, for example, where the maize harvest 
had largely failed, some administrators were willing to be flexible regarding repayment of fertilizer costs, 
while the commercial actor insisted that costs must be recouped.40 On their part, local authority staff 
benefit from a royalty on the total fertilizer sales that are made in their administrative area (4 RWF/kg). 
There have also been various illegal and covert schemes run by local authorities in Kirehe without official 
permission, such as a scheme to use money intended for the purchase of local maize for the importation 
of cheaper Ugandan maize, in order to pocket the difference (Rwembeho, 2012).41 There was also, 
according to local sources a scheme to illegally buy-back fertiliser from farmers, in which some local 
authorities received payments.42 

The various forms of revenue that local authorities in Kirehe have earned from the forced sale of maize 
fertilizer arguably represents a form of primitive accumulation (Marx, 1967), or accumulation by 
dispossession, to use David Harvey’s phrase (Harvey, 2003).43 This is because of the coercive nature of 
fertilizer distribution, in a context in which maize cultivation (which is, after all, the purpose of the 
distribution) often results in losses, rather than profits, for farmers. These payments are forms of 
illegitimate rent-capture. Therefore, even as the Rwandan government is pushing smallholders to 
further commercialize their agricultural operations in order to increase their incomes, the coercive 
mechanisms often used to enable this shift seem to be generating new forms of exploitative profit-
making by local elites. Some of these – like the royalties paid to local authorities on fertilizer sales – are 
authorized by government; others are not. Even though the central government is undoubtedly serious 
in its commitment against smuggling and other forms of corruption, the highly decentralized nature of 
the agricultural reform means that the state will be unable to detect and quash all such activities. 

The formation of agricultural cooperatives is central to the agricultural reform. The government’s 
willingness to encourage and in many cases force farmers to form new cooperatives or join existing ones 
appears to be largely based upon a logic of the economies of scale: cooperatives are cost-effective ways 
(from the state’s perspective) to bring farmers together in order to receive state-sanctioned ‘goods’ 
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 The Executive Sector of Mahama Sector, Alphonse Karambizi, was arrested in January 2012 on suspicion of 
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such as training, seeds, credit and fertilizer. They are also essential for land use consolidation and state 
control over crop production. According to the National Policy on Promotion of Cooperatives (Rwanda 
Cooperatives Agency, undated), the government is involved in the “promotion” of cooperatives, and 
state “guidance and monitoring of their activities for better performance” is also necessary. However, in 
reality there has been considerable pressure on local farmers to join cooperatives, which must follow 
the agricultural policy. The government encourages the formation of cooperatives, rather than 
associations. Cooperatives have a legal status that allows them to access bank loans, and the state has 
set criteria for the establishment of a cooperative (regarding, for example, the amount of capital owned 
by the cooperative). Cooperatives are generally more ‘legible’ to the state than associations, as they 
have to produce regular reports on membership, activities, availability of capital, and other matters. This 
makes them preferable to associations for the purposes of state monitoring and statistical analysis.  

According to the government, there were 1,105 agricultural cooperatives in Rwanda in 2007. The 
government aims to more than double this figure to 2,242 by 2012 (MINECOFIN, 2008). Some 
cooperatives are farmer-initiated, whilst others have been imposed by the local administration in order 
to fulfill imihigo targets, as will be discussed further below.  

In addition to the CIP, a widespread programme of terracing of hillsides has been implemented, using 
prison labour. In many cases, the terracing (which usually involves the demolition of houses as well as 
the uprooting of existing crops) is done without any consultation with local communities.44 Many 
thousands of households have therefore lost standing crops in the field, and have had to endure long 
periods without agricultural income as they waited for the next opportunity to plant in the newly-
terraced soil (Pritchard, 2010). Not surprisingly, these losses as well as other aspects of the agricultural 
policy have led to “significant anger amongst rural households” (Pritchard, 2010). 

 

Land Tenure, Land Consolidation and Agricultural Intensification 
In the mid-2000s, the government was prepared to use the land law (then being drafted) as one of the 
drivers of agricultural reform, notably through provisions on land consolidation and minimum land 
holdings (which would have made it impossible to register plots of less than 1 hectare).45 The GoR has 
since come to rely largely on the Agricultural policy and the various Minagri programmes associated 
with it.  

For example, the GoR has moved away from its initial intention to promote consolidation of land 
ownership (Musahara and Huggins, 2005) which would have been highly problematic, towards one of 
land use consolidation. Households, particularly those in producer cooperatives, are told to consolidate 
agricultural production by planting the same government approved crops on adjacent fields, ‘‘in order to 
manage the land and use it in an efficient uniform manner” (Republic of Rwanda, 2005, article 2).The 
minimum size of a consolidated plot should be 5 ha (MINAGRI, 2012). Land use consolidation has been 
‘encouraged’ in many parts of the country. The owners of the consolidated plots generally have to agree 
on a common crop, planting regime, weeding, and harvesting schedule, and on the agricultural inputs to 
be applied, such as fertilizer and pesticides. The overall logic is one of economies of scale, particularly in 
terms of supply of inputs, extension services, and monitoring. In some cases, the total impact of land 
consolidation can be highly significant: “in some cases, the land consolidation also requires resettlement 
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of family housing units from the agriculturally productive lands to administrative village areas 
(Imidugudu).The farmers and local government authorities collaborate in rearranging land parcels, 
growing priority crops, selling and processing of agricultural produces and distribution and marketing of 
agricultural products” (MINAGRI, 2012).  

 Only farmers who agree to consolidate land use benefit from the CIP package (MINAGRI, 2012). This 
means that in practice, land consolidation is forced upon farmers by local administrators keen to achieve 
imihigo targets. Consolidation can also be imposed by cooperative leaders, as will be discussed further 
below.  According to official government figures, 502,917 ha had been consolidated in 2011: this 
represents about 36% of the total arable land area (calculated from MINAGRI, 2012)46. The government 
wants to ensure that 70% of arable land is consolidated by 2020. 

Importantly, although smallholders have benefitted from a recent nationwide land registration 
programme, their rights of use to agricultural land have been curtailed by policies, laws, and a coercive 
institutional culture within the agricultural extension services and local authority structures. This 
institutional culture of paternalism and ‘enforcement’ within the agricultural extension system pre-dates 
the current reform: during the 1980s, for example, agricultural extension officers were seen by the local 
people not as advisors or enablers, but rather as “policemen” (Newbury, 1992: 207). The roots of this 
coercive approach lie in colonial practices of forced commodification of agricultural labour (notably the 
coffee sector) and, arguably, in pre-colonial practices.47 

The Agricultural Policy and the Land Law (Republic of Rwanda, 2005) provide that land can be 
confiscated by the government if farmers do not follow agricultural policies, land-use masterplans or 
other government programmes and regulations. For example, article 74 of the Land Law allows for the 
state to ‘requisition’ land for three years, renewable for a further three years. The intention appears to 
be to requisition land which has been left ‘unproductive’ or ‘degraded’; however, article 63 states that, 
“Productive use, appropriate protection and sustainable land productivity shall  be based on the area’s 
master plan and the general structure on land allocation, organization and use  and specific plants 
certified by relevant authorities.” This clearly makes those who refuse to follow the CIP and other 
government policies vulnerable to confiscation of their land. In 2012, a new draft Organic Land Law was 
debated by the cabinet, which would facilitate the temporary or permanent confiscation of land, and 
made more explicit the responsibilities of land-users to follow government land use regulations.48 

While there is little evidence that such land confiscation has taken place on a large scale to date, the 
threat of confiscation (for non-compliance with agricultural policies) by local administrators has been 
well-documented (Pritchard, 2010; Huggins, 2009; Ansoms, 2008). A coercive paradigm is built-into the 
Rwandan legal and institutional framework. The contemporary Rwandan model of land rights therefore 
diverges significantly from the idea of private property rights (absolute land ownership, comprising the 
rights of use, enjoyment of profits, and transfer) that is a fundamental aspect of liberal and neo-liberal 
development paradigms. Differences between liberal models and the GoR’s conception of land rights 
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are also evident from the activities of the Presidential Land Commission in Eastern Province, which was 
created to address the issue of ‘land grabbing’ by government officials and military leaders. Instead of 
following the 2005 Land Law and the 2007 law on expropriation, the Land Commission used ad hoc 
procedures which resulted in those who had allegedly ‘grabbed land’ retaining large parcels, while some 
land-owners who had obtained land through purchase saw parts of their holdings re-distributed 
(Huggins, 2011). Therefore, while Rwanda is rightly seen as a country in which the ‘rule of law’ is fairly 
well-established (particularly in comparison with some neighbouring countries), the activities of the 
commission appear to signal the GoR’s willingness to restrict private property rights and implement laws 
selectively when necessary in order to fulfil economic and/or political goals. 

Some Results of the Agricultural Reform 
The massive input of fertiliser, germplasm and other inputs into the Rwandan agricultural system has 
resulted in increased yields for many crop types. For example, total cereal production increased from 
approximately 320,000 MT in 2004/5 to more than 600,000 MT in 2009/10 (GIEWS/FAO, 2010). 
According to government data, cassava production has almost tripled; total Irish potato, soybean and 
beans yields have approximately doubled (MINAGRI, 2012). Per hectare yields for other commodities 
have increased, in the aggregate, as well. The total land area cultivated has increased by 13% in recent 
years (MINAGRI, 2012). These gains have translated into a reduction in the incidences of malnutrition 
(Kalibata, 2010) and an improvement in food security more generally. These are important gains, and 
the GoR should be commended for its willingness to invest so significantly in the agricultural sector. 
There is also evidence that the Gini coefficient (the measurement of income inequality) has declined 
over the past few years. While it is impossible to tie this change directly to agricultural investment, it is 
possible that the increase in per hectare yields on rural farms has contributed to this pattern, because 
inequality in Rwanda demonstrates a strong urban:rural divide. 

Despite these successes, there were some notable early technical failures which showed the inability of 
the state structures to manage complex systems such as commodity chains.  For example failures to 
line-up buyers for maize and other crops led to large post-harvest losses in Eastern Province in 2008 
(Huggins, 2009; Hahirwa, 2012).49 In Musanze District, he government-approved maize seeds were late 
in arriving in the District, and many farmers had planted other crops because they could not access the 
maize seeds. In some areas, these crops were uprooted and replaced with maize on the orders of the 
authorities once the maize seed had arrived.50 Some of these technical and logistical problems will no 
doubt be resolved as state institutions improve their capacity to manage issues of scale, in particular.  

However, rather than focussing only on such technical supply-chain issues and aggregate production 
figures, this paper is concerned with some of the structural changes associated with the agricultural 
reform, and the potential longer-term impacts of these changes. These generally involve increasing 
commodification of agricultural livelihoods (and hence increasing market-dependency and exposure to 
price shocks), increasing dependence on purchased inputs such as imported chemical fertilizers and 
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hybrid seeds,51 and the loss of autonomy over agricultural production and marketing which results from 
intense government regulation of the sector.  

Because of official emphasis on the government-approved crops, the area under cultivation of other 
crops has declined, from 52.6% in 2004 to 42.4% in 2011 (MINAGRI, 2012). As acknowledged by the GoR 
(MINAGRI, 2012), this represents a potential threat to household food security, as these crops, which 
are seen by the government as ‘supplemental’ to the main commercial crops, provide nutritional 
balance at the household level and also represent a risk-management strategy in terms of market 
fluctuation and climatic changes. This also suggests strongly that the CIP has resulted in smallholder 
farmers becoming more deeply incorporated into market dynamics, and hence more exposed to price 
shocks. Because the regional crop specialization system is incorporated in imihigo targets, there are few 
incentives for agronomists or local authorities to encourage the production of food staples. 

The massive increase in state and donor funding to the agricultural sector has increased the material 
resources available to some civil society actors in the rural development and farming sectors but has 
further entangled them within state bureaucratic networks. For example, agronomists working for one 
of the largest farmers’ organizations sometimes describe themselves as working “for” government 
programmes such as the CIP. Their methods of working (from the planning stages to the day-to-day 
work in people’s fields) are completely intertwined with state designs and activities, and interviews with 
them suggest little sense of independence from government in thought or deed. Agronomists working 
for NGOs essentially support state agronomists and are thoroughly incorporated into the state 
agricultural reform machinery. They have largely lost the ability to act as an effective advocacy 
organization for smallholder farmers, in cases where smallholder farmer viewpoints seriously diverge 
from those of the GoR.  

 

Agricultural Cooperatives: ‘capitalism from below’ or ‘accumulation from 

above’? 
Agricultural cooperatives in Rwanda, as elsewhere, are characterized by diversity: there are producer 
cooperatives, marketing cooperatives, cooperatives which include just a few members of a single village, 
and those which attempt to take control over the marketing of their selected crop over an entire 
administrative sector. Some cooperatives are founded voluntarily by farmers, without any state 
coercion, and have secured their members good prices for their produce. For example, fieldwork in 2011 
suggested that a potato marketing cooperative in Northern Province had grown larger and more 
successful over a period of several years, partly through the activities of a number of experienced and 
wealthy farmers with access to agribusiness networks, trucks, and government credit.52 Poorer farmers 
within the cooperative have seen their farm-gate prices improve. 

Cooperatives, in terms of the Marxist political economy framework, are a potential drivers of ‘capitalism 
from below’ (Oya, 2011). In theory, producer cooperatives, particularly those involving marshland 
production (where land is leased by the cooperative from the state), also potentially represent a means 
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for land-poor or landless families to maintain a livelihood even in the absence of significant land 
holdings. The cooperative model is therefore a potential safety-net in the event of significant increases 
in the rate of landlessness.  

 

However, my PhD research, as well as the work of Ansoms (2012) suggests that cooperatives in many 
cases represent instruments of extraction of smallholder surpluses, and are often directly or indirectly 
controlled by local authorities. In Kirehe District, for example, farmers feel that, “you cannot 
differentiate between the cooperatives and the state institutions. The leaders [of the coops] are often 
the local authorities”.53 In Musanze District, respondents said that lists of members had to be approved 
by local officials before the cooperative could be registered; this has also been reported by other 
scholars conducting research in Musanze.54 

A study on 20 cooperatives in both Northern and Southern Province found that only 68 per cent of the 
interviewees agreed with the statement that the establishment of the cooperatives were “mostly driven 
by farmers” (Bizoza, 2011:  30). The pressure to form cooperatives, rather than less formal associations, 
has in some cases forced people to cooperate and share financial resources  with people that they do 
not know well or necessarily trust (Bizoza, 2011: 31). 

 In a critical political economy framework, elite control of cooperatives in order to extract peasant 
surplus represents ”accumulation from above”, through essentially coercive means. Ansoms comments 
that under cooperative systems, “the potential profits [for members] are higher than before; but the 
potential risks are also much greater” (Ansoms, 2012). Ansoms provides an example of ‘elite capture’ of 
cooperative structures and profits by politically-connected individuals controlling  a marshland 
cooperative (Ansoms, 2012). My own research also suggests that many cooperatives are controlled, 
without adequate internal checks and balances, by the cooperative leadership, who extract profits at 
the expense of the membership. In one case I documented during fieldwork in Musanze District, 
Northern Province, an agricultural producer’s cooperative purchased land formerly belonging to 
members, showing the potential for cooperatives to act as vehicles for elite accumulation.55 The land 
was purchased at below market rates from residents who were unwilling to follow the cooperatives 
strict regulations on crop choice, marketing, and other issues, but were too afraid of the powerful 
president of the cooperative to remain as independent farmers in the neighbourhood controlled by the 
cooperative. The cooperative has since collapsed amidst allegations of corruption by the leadership, and 
the land in question remains fallow. The purchase of land at below market prices represents another 
example of accumulation by dispossession.  

More common perhaps is a phenomenon of extraction of peasant surplus by alliances of cooperatives 
and large private corporations, within a framework of coercive state regulation of the agricultural 
sector. This is the case in Kirehe District, as discussed below. The GoR emphasis on building agro-
processing capacity amongst cooperatives and entrepreneurs also results in mixed results for 
cooperatives. Ansoms (2012) recounts an example where members of a cooperative were ‘encouraged’ 
to sell their maize harvest to the cooperative’s mill for processing, at which point they could buy it back 
as maize flour for 300 RWF/kg. However, the terms offered to members by the cooperative leaders 
were not favourable: by Ansom’s calculations, someone who had harvested 100kg of maize cobs would 
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be able to buy back only 27kg of maize flour; whereas someone selling their maize cobs on the open 
market would be able to buy 60 kg of maize flour with the profits. 

Over time, such phenomena will lead to increasing levels of poverty in some areas, particularly where 
the crops imposed by the government are unsuitable for the local agro-climatic conditions. In such areas 
– e.g. drought-vulnerable areas – a spiral of debt is likely to trigger distress sales of land and the 
accumulation of farmland in the hands of the wealthier and those with off-farm sources of income. 

 

Farmer Perceptions of the Reforms 
According to the Ministry of Agriculture, there is “a growing concern on how the land use consolidation 
policy is implemented and perceived by the farmers” (MINAGRI, 2012). In fact, concerns around farmer 
fears and grievances in the context of a ‘forced’ implementation of the policy have been consistently 
raised by some observers over a period of several years (see e.g. Des Forges, 2006; Musahara and 
Huggins, 2005; Ansoms, 2009; Huggins 2009) and were privately raised with the government by donors 
in 2008 during donor-government coordination meetings. 

As mentioned above, farmers are particularly angry when crops are uprooted or the opportunity to 
cultivate during an entire season is lost due to state-imposed hill terracing activities. Wasted 
opportunities due to late arrival of government-approved seeds are also a source of frustration. 
However, such events could be minimised through more consultation with farmers and improved 
institutional capacities. More significant is widespread dissatisfaction, in some areas of the country, at 
the overall architecture of the agricultural reform. 

Smallholders planting maize in Kirehe on the orders of local administrators have also expressed 
significant frustration and a cynical point-of-view towards the agricultural reform.  This is not due to 
inherent ‘conservatism’ or an attachment to the ‘economy of affection’ (contra Hyden, 1980). Rather, 
this is based on an unwillingness to risk incurring debts for fertilizer and seeds, based on a realistic 
assessment of the climatic and other risks of production.  

As mentioned previously, maize is one of the crops officially selected for production in Kirehe District, in 
the southern part of Eastern Province. Those who tried to continue their traditional practices of growing 
‘‘banned’’ crops, while also cultivating ‘‘approved’’ crops, were punished by authorities. Fines were 
imposed and crops uprooted, with the affected farmers being forced to pay for the work of those who 
uprooted the crops. Punishments are occasionally more severe: in one part of Kirehe District, residents 
have experienced beatings at the hands of a captain in the Rwandan Defense Forces (Huggins, 2009) and 
at least one farmer was been beaten by sector authorities in 2011 for planting non-approved crops.56  

Smallholders have been forced to accept fertilizer and seeds on credit, and have been told to grow 
maize during the main agricultural season. Even landless households were forced to accept fertilizer: 
typically, five or six households were arbitrarily grouped together by authorities and told to use a sack of 
fertilizer and seeds, which they would pay back together. The households involved resent this, seeing it 
primarily as a means of selling fertilizer, rather than increasing agricultural production. The initial 
implementation of the CIP in 2008 was a disaster as far as the maize crop was concerned. Households 
were prevented from selling their commodities until instructed to do so by local authorities, who 
negotiated their price with businessmen. Residents reported that authorities had searched people’s 
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bags for maize and warned them that they would be imprisoned if they tried to sell before the 
authorized time. While local officials promised tarpaulin sheets to help farmers dry their maize harvest, 
the sheets did not arrive, and storage facilities were not available: people were told to store maize in 
their houses until buyers were found for the crop. 

In March 2008, the district of Kirehe harvested only a quarter of the 50,000 tons that had been 
projected, and respondents indicated that when the cost of hired labour and fertilizer was compared to 
the money received for their maize, they operated at a loss for that season. While some sources (USAID, 
2012) indicate that Kirehe experienced good rains in 2009 and 2010, and authorities met their imihigo 
targets for maize production, experiences were varied across the District. PhD fieldwork was carried out 
in 2011 in one particular sector of the District, in several different cellules. The research found that 
many smallholders had very poor harvests in 2009 and 2010, leading to financial losses. In 2011, drought 
led to losses once more.  Few farmers would continue to grow maize, given the significant losses they 
have experienced year after year. It is the coercive power of the state in Kirehe that ensures that maize 
is grown: this means that farmers are forced to produce at a loss during bad years, while corporate 
buyers benefit when maize harvests are good and prices fall. State coercion subsidises corporations. 

Farmers are particularly bitter about being forced to grow maize because of the large investments in 
fertilizer that are associated with it. When the maize harvest is low, these costs cannot be recouped and 
the household is put into a situation of debt. Sorghum, in contrast, seems to perform well in the District, 
even without the application of fertilizer. Those who refuse to pay fertilizer debts, or do not have money 
to pay fertiliser and seed debts, are detained in local police stations for several days, or have household 
items – such as bicycles – seized by the Local Defence Forces, acting on behalf of the authorities. Many 
households who have found themselves in debt have left the District, most using clandestine means to 
cross the border into Tanzania. Local authorities reportedly seize the property (such as land and 
housing) of those who have fled.57 Others have chosen to move out of the agricultural sector, preferring 
to lease land to others rather than cultivating it themselves. Some farmers revealed that while they 
planted maize in the most visible parts of their fields, they planted other crops in any parts of their land 
that could not be easily seen by passers-by.58  

The more than 100 farmers who were interviewed in Kirehe in 2011 as part of PhD research therefore 
had a uniformly negative perspective towards the pro-maize policy, asking why they were being forced 
to cultivate ‘for the state’ rather than ‘for themselves’. Their analysis is based on their assessment of the 
land tenure situation – citizens are lease-holders, rather than outright owners of land – as well as 
financial considerations. They see themselves as representing a labour pool, while profits are made 
higher-up in the commodity chain through collusion between state and private actors. Some made 
comparisons to the colonial period, known for particularly ruthless exploitation of peasants by a 
coalition of local authorities and the central state (Newbury, 1988).  

Even among those Rwandans who are generally supportive of state efforts to modernise the agricultural 
sector, some are wary of the potential consequences of the restructuring of commodity-chains and the 
likely concentration of economic power and land in the hands of a small number of people. According to 
the pro-government media, the executive sector of Rweru sector stated that the local population “fear 
to relinquish their small plots for a community cause, arguing that they will eventually lose it.” 
(Mukombozi, 2007).  One former administrator in Northern Province raised concerns around the 
potential concentration of lands in a few hands:  
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“In the long term, I think the land consolidation will be used by the rich to buy big areas of land from the 
people. They will control all the agricultural production, so they will be able to set whatever prices they 
want. This is where it is heading.”59 

An increased rate of accumulation of land in both individual and collective (cooperative) hands seems 
likely under current conditions.  The question then is how key players such as the RPF and key donors 
view a situation in which smallholders are operating under a restrictive contract farming model which 
may become more prevalent in the future? The following case study sheds some light on this.  

Case Study: Pyrethrum production in Northern Province 
This paper does not go into much detail regarding relationships between foreign donors and the GoR, 
focussing instead largely on field-level effects of the agricultural reform. However, the following case 
shows how donors can be directly implicated in supporting coercive practices and legitimizing unequal 
structural conditions. This case study summarises research in Musanze District, part of Northern 
Province, in 2011. The crop in question, pyrethrum, is a variety of chrysanthemum flower from which an 
insecticide is derived (after drying and processing). The insecticide is used in common household 
products such as Raid and Baygon. The political economy of pyrethrum in Rwanda differs from other 
crops in significant ways; however, the ways in which a variety of powerful actors have become involved 
in the production and marketing of this crop, and their acceptance of the underlying injustices of the 
sector, provide broader lessons which can assist us to understand the way in which the agricultural 
sector is developing. 

Pyrethrum can only be grown at high altitudes on volcanic soil, and is therefore only produced by very 
few countries (including Kenya, Tanzania, and Equador). It was introduced to Rwanda by Belgian 
commercial farmers in the 1930s. In 1963, the government of Rwanda excised part of the Volcanoes 
National Park, in the far North of the country (bordering the DRC), in order to put land under pyrethrum 
production. Influenced by the Belgian colonial model of ‘paysanat’ production, the government offered 
plots of 2 hectares to households for use in perpetuity, on the basis that they committed to grow 
pyrethrum on 40% of that land area. Households could grow other crops on the remaining 60%. If did 
not put the required area of land under cultivation, the land could be confiscated. According to 
SOPYRWA, there are about 7000 households currently producing pyrethrum over four Districts.  

 At first, the Government exported dried unprocessed flowers to countries such as Kenya that had 
processing capacity, but in 1970 a processing factory was built in Ruhengeri town. In 1978, a parastatal 
Office of Pyrethrum in Rwanda, OPYRWA, was established to manage the factory and the pyrethrum 
industry more broadly.   

After the genocide, OPYRWA slowly became operational again, but it was poorly managed. In 2000, the 
government privatized the parastatal, which became Societe du Pyrethe au Rwanda (SOPYRWA). 
Between 1999 and 2009, the European Union provided support with the intention of increasing the area 
under pyrethrum cultivation by 150ha (the programme finally succeeded  in increasing production on 49 
ha in 4 districts (OECD/WTO, 2011)  Again, the factory and commodity chain were poorly managed, and 
total exports fell from 30 tonnes in 2006 to just 4.6 tonnes in 2008.60 Local people believe that the 
former Director of SOPYRWA, who is rumoured to own several large properties in the region, embezzled 
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 Interview with former administrator, Ruhengeri town, Musanze District, 1
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 It is likely that there are a number of reasons for this, such as poor quality seedstock, and diminished monitoring 
activities by the SOPYRWA ‘delegates’ who police the pyrethrum growing zone. 
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money from the company. In 2008, SOPYRWA was acquired by Horizon Inc. This company is described 
by one specialist as a ‘party-statal’, completely associated with the ruling RPF, and staffed mainly by 
former military personnel (Gogkur, 2012). Although the nature of the SOPYRWA institution itself was 
altered, the land tenure regime in the pyrethrum zone did not change. SOPYRWA considered itself to be 
the owner of the land, and the pyrethrum farmers mere lease-holders. 

Since around 2009, SOPYRWA directed pyrethrum farmers to organize themselves into producer 
cooperatives.61 These cooperatives, like many of those surveyed during fieldwork in Rwanda in 2011, 
appear to fall short of the definitions of cooperatives generally used in the liberal literature on 
cooperatives and international development, particularly in terms of the levels of voluntarism and the 
extent to which they are democratically governed (International Co-operative Alliance, 2012). SOPYRWA 
now refuses to accept pyrethrum from individual farmers and will purchase only from the cooperatives, 
at a blanket price of 1035RWF/kg.  Of which 35 RWF are retained by the cooperatives for transport and 
organizational costs, meaning that farmers receive 1000 RWF/kg. This price is substantially better than 
the price paid before the 2008 buy-out by Horizon Inc (the price was then around 800 RWF/kg, 
according to farmers) but Horizon has shifted the responsibility for drying the flowers to the individual 
farmers (who can sometimes use drying hangars owned by the cooperatives, without charge). Drying 
the flowers can be tricky, and if SOPYRWA’s tests determine that the humidity of the dried flowers is 
above what they deem to be an acceptable standard, the farmer receives less than 1000 RWF/kg. 

 

Donor and Private Sector Intervention 
In 2009, a new project was launched, involving SOPYRWA, the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the multinational pharmaceutical corporation S.C. Johnston, and the Norman 
Borlaug Institute for International Agriculture. This project, which is an extension of the existing SPREAD 
project which has worked in the coffee sector in Rwanda, aims to “help increase incomes and the quality 
of life for thousands of Rwanda pyrethrum farmers, while boosting the sustainable supply of pyrethrum 
in East Africa” (Schattenberg, 2009). USAID invested $6 million over 5 years for the project between 
2006 and 2011 (including other components such as chilli pepper production), with the 2009 addition of 
more money from SC Johnston (the amount of money has not been made public)62. The project aims to 
provide farmers with information on health issues as well as better production techniques, and to 
intervene in the value chain, particularly in the areas of drying, transportation and storage. The 
delegates paid by SOPYRWA have been trained in cultivation techniques. It planned to re-organize 
cooperatives, fragmenting large cooperatives into more numerous cooperatives with fewer members 
(Mukombozi, 2009).It is claimed that this reorganization will “empower farmers”, because smaller 
cooperatives are more easily monitored by their membership (Kayisinga, undated). It also aims to 
increase the tonnage of flowers produced through the development of a “geographic information 
system-based production decision support system for SOPYRWA so they can better plan and control 
pyrethrum plant production and quality” (Schattenberg, 2009). A 2011 US Government audit of the 
project found, unsurprisingly, that “Although the project had enhanced drying facilities, conducted 
business training, and exceeded its annual target for production of pyrethrum, few farmers interviewed 
stated that their incomes had improved because of those activities” (Office of the Inspector General, 
2011). 
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 SC Johnston staff responded to my request for this figure with a statement that, “we do not release that kind of 
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Personnel on the USAID-funded SPREAD project state that the average household size in the pyrethrum-
zone is eight, which is substantially higher than the 5.8 or so national average. This suggests that the 
total number of people affected by these policies is as many as 56,000. 

SOPYRWA claims on its website that, “Most of [sic] laborers were initially poor rural people who would 
otherwise be starving or relying on meager incomes from their subsistence farms. Apparently, farmers 
employed on pyrethrum farms and farm owners are wealthier than those who are exclusively growing 
traditional crops...”. However, this is untrue, as will be shown below. The technical head of the project, 
Dr. Tim Schilling, has stated that, “They [the government of Rwanda]  have leased these lands to small 
farmers for free on one condition – that the farmers grow pyrethrum plants on at least 40 percent of the 
land... It’s not a bad deal for the farmers.” (Schattenberg, 2009) 

However, a closer look at the pyrethrum sector reveals that it is a very “bad deal” for farmers – as every 
farmer interviewed during my research told me.  

 

The Mechanics of Coerced Production 
The pyrethrum sector works through the enforcement of the original lease agreements, which date from 
the 1960s, and the daily policing of the fields of the population by employees of SOPYRWA who are 
locally known as ‘delegates’. The delegates are local people, who are reportedly elected by cooperative 
members, though it is not clear to what extent these elections are ‘free and fair’. As they are required to 
regularly note down the amount of land under pyrethrum cultivation by each household in their ‘zone’, 
they have to be at least partially literate and numerate. Of the three delegates interviewed during 
fieldwork, one was a former soldier, one a former local authority at the cellule level, and one a former 
farmer. This suggests that some delegates are selected because of their prior experiences with 
organizations that work through mechanisms of discipline and control.  

Their role is to circulate amongst the fields of the local population, ensuring that the land areas 
stipulated in the original lease agreements are being planted with pyrethrum, and that farmers are 
cultivating in the ways approved by SOPYRWA (e.g. planting seedlings a particular distance from each 
other, weeding frequently, using newer rather than old seed stock, etc). If the delegates find that 
farmers are not following the directives of SOPYRWA, they report them to higher-level SOPYRWA staff 
who may direct that the fields in question are requisitioned and cultivated by others; or that the farmers 
in question are fined (the money going to SOPYRWA). When fields are requisitioned, the agricultural 
labour is either supplied by SOPYRWA (in which case it retains the entire harvest) or is paid for by the 
household in cash (in which case the household is allowed to retain the harvest).63 Temporary 
confiscation of land does not seem to be very unusual – several of those farmers interviewed knew of 
neighbours in their umudugudu who had seen their land confiscated at some point in the last few years, 
and specific examples were provided of confiscation occurring as recently as April 2011.64 Delegates are 
intensely disliked by many local farmers, and according to interviews, occasionally have their food crops 
uprooted by unknown persons, or are physically attacked (usually at night so that attackers cannot be 
easily identified). 

Geographic information systems (GIS) technology has been introduced to further tighten SOPYRWA 
control over the pyrethrum zone. The Pyramid Project has collected and digitized various data on the 
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pyrethrum zone, and has created maps detailing the locations of cooperative member’s fields, the size 
of their landholdings, and similar information (Pyramid Project, 2011). This effort potentially represents 
a greater degree of accuracy in monitoring, and the creation of a visual record of ongoing production to 
supplement the figures supplied by the delegates. As such, it is best understood as a more effective 
extension of existing disciplinary technologies, adding to SOPYRWA’s potential to limit the capacity of 
farmers to minimize their investments of land and labour in pyrethrum. 

As mentioned previously, most respondents saw the cooperatives as inherently undemocratic and 
removed from the interests of the members. Anyone wanting to sell a pyrethrum harvest has to join a 
cooperative, which involves payment of an annual membership fee (usually 5000 RWF, about US $8.50, 
which is a significant amount of money for a smallholder family).65 Cooperatives sometimes force 
members to purchase artificial fertilizers, which must be applied only to pyrethrum plants. While 
cooperative leaders publically ask for increases in the farm-gate price, there is apparently little that they 
can do to apply pressure on SOPYRWA to increase prices. The structural conditions under which they 
operate (monopoly over processing by SOPYRWA; confiscation of land in the cases of non-cultivation of 
pyrethrum) mean that the usual means through which organized labour can increase its bargaining 
power are not available (e.g. negotiation with multiple potential buyers; the threat of a strike). 

The economics of pyrethrum cultivation are extremely unfavourable to producers. It has a long 
gestation period, meaning that it spends some eight or nine months in the field from planting to the end 
of the harvest.66 This compares unfavourably with other crops, such as potatoes, which can be planted 
and harvested at least twice (sometimes three times) in a single year. It is also a highly labour intensive 
crop.67 In interviews, pyrethrum farmers indicated that on a per-hectare basis, pyrethrum provided only 
10%-30% of the value of potato production, which is generally the most economically viable crop in the 
area. These figures are supported by the literature on pyrethrum and potato production in Rwanda. 
Using various sources (see Annex 1 for calculations and sources) it can be shown that pyrethrum 
provides only between 5% and 28% of the value of potatoes.  

The lack of economic benefit from pyrethrum is reflected in the fact that no land rental market exists for 
land under pyrethrum cultivation.68 Local households are extremely bitter about their obligation, under 
SOPYRWA’s rules, to grow pyrethrum. According to respondents, pyrethrum is for “those with no other 
means to live” (e.g. no other source of livelihood).  One respondent stated bluntly that, “no-one wants 
to grow pyrethrum”. The younger generation, in particular, does not want to grow pyrethrum. Three 
young men were summoned to the sector offices to explain themselves after they called pyrethrum 
cultivation “slavery”. They fled the region, fearing punishment. 

In addition to the opportunity costs that pyrethrum represents – with households losing significant 
amounts of potential earnings every year -the social impacts of forced pyrethrum cultivation are also 
severe. Research indicates that many household members and extended families fall into disputes over 
whose responsibility it is to grow pyrethrum in any given year (as most of the original 2 hectare plots are 
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 Once seedlings have been transplanted in March or early April, the plants spend about four months in the 
ground before the flowers can be harvested. Harvesting continues for several months.  
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 Multiple interviews with local ‘conciliators’ (abunzi) and members of cell land committees, Musanze District, 
October 2011. Rental contracts stipulate what crops will be grown by the person leasing the land. Active rental 
markets exist in the pyrethrum zone for the cultivation of potatoes and other crops.  
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now shared by several households, the responsibility for cultivating pyrethrum over 0.8 hectares is 
either divided or rotated each year). In some cases, these disagreements have ended in extreme 
violence. The local ‘conciliators’ (abunzi) who are legally empowered to mediate disputes, have been 
forbidden by local authorities from mediating disputes relating to pyrethrum. This demonstrates the 
levels of power enjoyed by SOPYRWA, which calls upon local authorities to assist with disputes and 
issues such as fines imposed on farmers who break SOPYRWA’s rules. 

The GoR implicitly acknowledges that the crop is primarily of value not to the smallholders, but to 
SOPYRWA. However such admissions are rarely made in public, and not in languages easily understood 
by the foreign partners in their industry. During an annual ceremony organized by SOPYRWA in October 
2012 to celebrate pyrethrum production, the Governor of Northern Province made a speech in 
Kinyarwanda, during which he recognised that; 

“there are some [people] who don’t value the cultivation of pyrethrum, saying that its for the 
government, but I tell you that one must have the passion of the state and look to the future of the 
country....”69  

The Governor went on to ask all institutions involved in pyrethrum production to increase their efforts 
so that pyrethrum increases its share of export earnings from 20% to 40% by 2015. The Musanze District 
Imihigo for 2010-11 planned an increase in the total area under pyrethrum cultivation from 1,512 ha 
(July 2010 total) to 1542Ha (District of Musanze, 2011). In fact, according to the District, this target was 
surpassed: a total of 1,564ha was cultivated by July 2011, meaning that an additional 52 ha came under 
pyrethrum cultivation in 2011.  

 

Coercion as Philanthropy 
The owner of SOPYRWA, as mentioned earlier, is Horizon Inc. This firm was created as an “investment 
arm” of the military (Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, 2011). Like Crystal Ventures (formerly Tri-star) this 
corporation is associated directly with the RPF and its finances are extremely opaque.  Rather than a 
‘para-statal’, then, Horizon is best described as a ‘party-statal’ which mingles its finances and objectives 
with those of the ruling party, rather than the state as a whole. It has been noted that the resources of 
such companies “may well be used to fund the RPF’s extensive intelligence network and other more 
hidden enterprises” (USAID, 2011). According to experts on processes of privatization, “no publicly 
available data exist on their legal status, exact shareholding structure, assets, accumulation of economic 
rent or profits, allocation of operating surplus to investment and social obligations; and their borrowings 
from the financial sector and payback rate” (Gogkur, 2012). 

Booth and Golooba-Mutebi (2011) argue that Horizon Inc and other similar corporations play an 
important role, along the lines of those played by ‘venture capital’ enterprises in expanding some 
sectors of the economy. While they do implicitly acknowledge some lack of transparency, they argue 
that the general commitment of the GoR – and particularly President Kagame – to the public good, and 
particularly the official stance against corruption, means that Horizon Inc’s profits are likely to be 
ploughed back into the development of the country. More than this, they put forward the view that 
Horizon Inc was formed in order to pursue certain “strategic social objectives”. In this vein, they 
subscribe to a narrative which suggests that SOPYRWA has a positive impact not only on incomes but, 
implicitly, on the socio-political situation in Musanze and neighbouring Districts: 

                                                           
69

 Field observation during SOPYRWA’s ‘farmers’ day’ event, Musanze District, Oct 7th, 2011 



35 
 

“The intervention in pyrethrum was necessary to avert the collapse of a privatised parastatal which 
would have had harmful employment and smallholder income effects in the still politically fragile 
mountain region of the North-West.” (Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, 2011) 

My research suggests that nothing could have been further from the truth: freeing the smallholder 
farmers in the pyrethrum zone to grow other crops instead of pyrethrum would have had positive 
impacts on incomes; and would have reduced the farmer’s sense of being oppressed by elites connected 
to the ruling party. Rather than improving smallholder incomes, Horizon’s main aim is likely to be to 
make a profit. While a kg of dried flowers costs SOPYRWA less than two dollars, a kg of the refined 
pyrethrum product which leaves SOPYRWA’s factory has a market value of up to $300, making for a 
substantial profit margin. Due to the re-organization of cooperatives, the associated improved efficiency 
of coercive mechanisms of production, and technical improvements (such as better seed-stock), 
SOPYRWA has achieved a 380% increase in export revenues from US$1,125,000 in 2009 to $4,315,000 in 
2011.  

The structural conditions under which pyrethrum is produced in northern Rwanda are anachronistic, 
based as they are on a colonial model and extremely economically exploitative. The coercive conditions 
of production are a particularly stark example of a broader pattern of state-controlled production 
experienced throughout Rwanda under the CIP. The involvement of donors such as USAID in a PPP along 
with a completely opaque ‘party-statal’ such as Horizon Inc, in the name of “improving smallholder 
livelihoods”, says much about the often perverse political economy of agricultural development in 
Rwanda. The tax dollars of US citizens are invested in interventions to improve the profitability of a 
corporation that generates revenue for an authoritarian regime. The legitimacy that the pyrethrum 
model enjoys (given USAID’s involvement; see also Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, 2011) suggests that 
other forms of problematic state-imposed contract farming are likely in the future. While the production 
of pyrethrum is always going to be slightly different from that of other commodities, due to the very 
particular agro-climatic conditions under which it must be produced, ways should be found to reform 
the pyrethrum sector in order to ensure that farmers produce pyrethrum voluntarily, based on fair farm-
gate prices for the crop. The production of pyrethrum should be de-linked from the current land tenure 
system in the pyrethrum producing zone, such as through voluntary compensation and out-migration, 
land-exchange, and other programmes that would liberate those living in the SOPYRWA –controlled 
zone from the anachronistic contracts signed, in most cases, by their parents or grandparents. According 
to the analysis presented in this paper, this situation, rather than being consigned to a distant past, 
instead holds warnings for the future. Many smallholders are likely, over the medium-long term, to lose 
control over land and their choice of crop and marketing options. 

 

Conclusion: Seeing like a (Developmental?) State 
 

The Government of Rwanda has, arguably in response to structural constraints (notably land scarcity) 
which made a business as usual scenario untenable, launched an ambitious and well-financed 
agricultural reform, with the backing of major bilateral and multilateral donors and some multinational 
corporations. Despite some initial technical problems in many areas, the reform has already led to 
massive increases in agricultural yields.  
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One of the key questions that must be asked regarding this reform is whether the state has the capacity 
and the political will to regulate the various rent-seeking and exploitative activities that are taking place 
or will take place in future. For example, while cooperatives provide a potential means for smallholders 
to reap the benefits of cooperation and economies of scale, they are not necessarily democratic or 
accountable and provide opportunities for accumulation of land and wealth by elites at the expense of 
the general membership. Similarly, the state’s efforts to intervene in commodity chains by ‘linking’ 
producers and agribusiness interests could under some circumstances provide mutual benefits to 
producers and those higher up the value chain; but they could (particularly as power relations are 
consolidated and processes of economic differentiation accelerate) also come to represent quasi-
monopolies in which smallholders lose the capacity to negotiate. There are also questions regarding 
agricultural inputs, notably fertilizer: what will happens after subsidies for fertilizer are removed? Will 
local authorities, faced with demanding imihigo targets, continue to oblige people to take them, perhaps 
benefitting from under-the-table profit-sharing arrangements from agricultural dealers? In certain areas, 
it is possible that local authorities and agro-dealers (including those operating through cooperative 
structures) will coordinate and enter into informal financial arrangements such as those already seen in 
Kirehe District, so that the coercive power of the state will be used to drive distribution of fertilizer and 
seeds.  

Those who believe in the government’s ability to effectively regulate rent-seeking point to its record in 
keeping corruption under control and channeling the profits from party-statal monopolies to the RPF as 
an organization, rather than to individuals for their personal enrichment. They argue that rent seeking 
allows favoured corporations to open markets for other, less politically-connected actors. For example, 
Booth and Golooba-Mutebi (2011) assert that the rents enjoyed by Tri-Star and other ‘party-statals’ in 
the telecommunications, construction, and other sectors allowed for more rapid development of these 
sectors than would have been the case if purely commercial actors, unable to leverage rents, had led the 
way. Specifically, they contend that: 

 “the experience conforms closely to the argument of Mustaq Khan about the critical role that can be 
played by centrally controlled rents and other ‘primitive accumulation’ in financing the learning costs 
that otherwise block the development of capitalism.” (Booth and Golooba-Mutebi, 2011) 

The difference between sectors such as telecommunications, construction on the one hand and the 
agricultural sector on the other, is that the livelihoods of the vast majority of Rwandan citizens are not 
intimately bound up with the former sectors. In the agricultural sector, as this paper has tried to show, 
‘primitive accumulation’ is achieved not just  through rents accruing from the use of public sector funds, 
but the siphoning off of the private surplus of farming households, through coercive regulation. The 
“learning costs” (to use Booth and Golooba-Mutebi`s phrase) in the agricultural sector are shouldered 
not just by corporations or party-statals, but by cooperatives and individual producers. As has been 
shown, Rwandan smallholders are very cognitive of the ways in which the fruits of their agricultural 
labour become profitable for other actors higher up the agricultural chain. The symbolic and socio-
political impacts of extraction of surplus value from agriculture are far greater than they are from, for 
example, rent-seeking by party-statals using public funds to construct roads or telecommunications 
networks. The links between the production level and the value-addition level are much more direct. 

For those who subscribe to the thesis that Rwanda is a ‘developmental state’, comparisons between 
Asian and African experiences should provide some cause for concern. Studies comparing the 
experiences of South East Asian and Sub-Saharan African countries have found that South East Asian 
countries, in contrast to African ones, have experienced economic growth and reductions on the levels 
of poverty when they have guaranteed: “economic freedom for peasants and small entrepreneurs. In 
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most cases, there has been little or no growth in the countries with development strategies based on 
accumulation by the state or economies that are state-dominated. Smallholders need to be able to select 
their own crops and reap the profits.” (Italics added. Henley and Van Donge, 2012).  

In Rwanda, the policy of regional crop specialization, in tandem with a policy of ‘encouraging’ 
smallholders to join producer cooperatives that is often implemented coercively, restricts the ability of 
farmers to make their own decisions regarding crop choice, investment in inputs, and marketing. It is 
doubtful that state bureaucracy can be responsive enough to changing market, agro-ecological, and 
institutional conditions to manage commodity chains for government-approved crops. 

This conclusion leads us to the other reference point for Rwanda’s ongoing reconfiguration of the 
agricultural sector: James C. Scott’s Seeing Like a State (1998).  This overview of the ambitious visions of 
‘modernity’ pursued by many regimes throughout recent history is extremely useful in showing how the 
‘optics’ of a bureaucratic machinery are dependent upon processes of abstraction, simplification, and 
standardisation. These processes edit-out complexity, and hence fail to  see the ‘whole picture’; and are 
often combined with an elevated sense of the infallibility of institutionalized forms of ‘science’, and a 
willingness to impose blue-print solutions on populations which are seen as less knowledgeable. The 
most problematic form of this myopia occurs in authoritarian contexts, when the state is willing to use 
coercion to overcome dissent from civil society and to force the population to play its pre-arranged part 
in the state’s grand schemes. As illustrated by numerous case studies, this dynamic frequently results in 
projects which ‘fail’, according to the standards of the state as well as the local population. In some 
cases the people involved as ‘objects’ of development act as conscious or unconscious agents of 
resistance, undermining the monolithic projects of the state; in others, projects are overwhelmed by the 
unintended consequences of well-meaning policies.  

The contemporary Rwandan state, as has been argued elsewhere (Strauss and Waldorf, 2011; Newbury, 
2011; Jackson, undated; Sommers, 2012), generally fits the model of the “authoritarian high modernist” 
state developed by Scott. The post-genocide state has embarked on a number of very large-scale, 
ambitious programmes which involve re-ordering the natural and social landscape, based almost 
exclusively on a centralized, top-down model of design and implementation which essentially ignores 
local knowledge and perceptions.70  

The agricultural reform fits the definition of an ambitious, centrally-planned, top-down project of socio-
economic engineering. To enable such planning within a complex reality, decision-makers develop 
simplifications and abstraction; various of which can be identified in the Rwanda case. The GoR has 
concentrated on a small number of quantitative indicators of policy ‘success’ at the expense of all 
others. In particular, three indicators dominate official policies and practices: total yield, yield/hectare, 
and total area under cultivation. Other important indicators, related to labour inputs and practices, 
gender dynamics of production and consumption, and even market data, are missing from most of the 
official monitoring and documentation processes. While aggregate yields have increased dramatically, 
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1996-2000 (Human Rights Watch, 2001; Newbury, 2011), the establishment of new systems of ‘civil re-education’ 
(ingando and itorero) and the ‘re-education’ of hundreds of thousands of people (including students, returned 
refugees, confessed genocidaires, ex-combatants, and members of the RPF and/or local administration) since 1999 
(Mgbako, 2005), and  the villagization of hundreds of thousands of people across the country since  2007, with the 
aim of ensuring that 70% of the national population lives in planned villages by 2020, from a level of 20% in 2007 
(Havugimana, 2009: 49) 
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the medium-long term effects of a nationwide process of reconfiguration of livelihoods have not been 
sufficiently discussed, debated, or mitigated against. 

The GoR’s belief in the abilities of technical, scientific improvements to overcome agro-climatic and 
other obstacles is so great that it arguably verges on ‘faith’ rather than objective assessment. For 
example, the selection of crops for the regional crop specialization programme was done following a 
rather short pilot programme (Ansoms, 2009). The government did not engage in the kind of longer-
term, multi-disciplinary field studies that one would expect prior to the commencement of a radical, 
nationwide policy with huge implications for food security and, potentially, socio-political stability. One 
can only draw the conclusion that the government had faith that any agro-climatic constraints that 
might be encountered could be overcome through technical improvements such as seed stocks; 
provision of fertilizers, pesticides and other inputs; and agricultural techniques communicated through 
extension services.71 However, even the development of more drought-resistant varieties of crops such 
as maize cannot completely counteract the effects of drought. Accordingly, in areas vulnerable to 
drought, yields of government-approved crops such as maize have been regularly below projected 
figures, resulting in losses and significant opportunity costs for households. 

As noted above, the GoR has avoided processes of political bargaining and open-ended ‘reconciliation’ 
strategies that could result in a ‘social contract’. Instead, it seeks to base its legitimacy largely on its 
ability to deliver relatively broad-based economic development. It has a well-earned reputation for 
rooting out corruption. However, while the ‘Seeing Like a State’ model generally suggests a monolithic 
state, the experience in Rwanda – and especially in the maize sector in Kirehe District, as described 
above – reminds us that local dynamics are often out of the control of the central state. The local 
authorities in Kirehe have developed their own mechanisms to implement the agricultural reform, many 
of which represent forms of accumulation by dispossession; some of which are illegal.  

The levels of coercion evident in the agricultural reform are worrying from several dimensions. If, for the 
sake of argument, we leave aside for the moment important ethical considerations, and adopt a 
somewhat hardline realpolitik perspective, the key questions for political stability in a post-genocide 
context, are as follows: can this strategy a) be sufficiently broad-based to succeed (e.g. the number of 
‘winners’ significantly outnumbers the ‘losers’) and b) avoid significantly increasing senses of grievance 
during the process of policy implementation and reconstruction of socio-economic relationships, and c) 
be sufficiently pragmatic to include alternative options, should the state be unable to manage the 
complex processes that it has kickstarted? These are open questions. The fate of millions of Rwandans 
depend upon them. 
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 It is already abundantly clear that the government has faith in its own administrative and coercive capacities to 
overcome any socio-cultural obstacles that might be encountered. 
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Annex 1: Comparative Value of Pyrethrum and Potato Crops 
 

On a hectare, anything between 350kg and 750kg of fresh pyrethrum flowers can be grown (UNIDO, 
1995; Hove, 2012), though SOPYRWA staff indicate that for 2010, typical yields were only about 250kg (  
2010).  This figure is supported by fieldwork, with many respondents reporting yields of 300kg/ha. This 
means that per hectare, at a price of 1000 RWF/kg of dried flowers, a farmer will earn some 250,000 
RWF – 300,000 RWF (from which must be deducted the costs of fertilisers and operating costs).  

On a hectare, about 10 tonnes of Irish potatoes can be grown in one season (this can rise to more than 
19.5 tonnes with the application of fertilizers, or 34.5 tonnes with a combination of techniques and 
inputs (IDFC, 2012; Tindiwensi, 2011).72 In Musanze District, there are two potato seasons, meaning 
that, according to the literature, at least 20 tonnes can be grown per year. However, fieldwork suggests 
that farmers achieve lower yields than this (at around 5 tonnes/ha), possibly because of the rocky 
nature of some of the plots, or the wet and cold weather conditions. Market prices for potatoes vary 
according to the quality of the variety and national and regional availability. Values vary between 110 
RWF/kg and 230 RWF/kg.73 This means that the earnings from a hectare of land used for potatoes is 
between 2.2 million and 4.6 million RWF (using the average potato yield figures in the literature) or 1.1 
million RWF and 2.3 million RWF (using farmer data).  

According to these calculations, then, pyrethrum represents between 5% and 28% of the value of 
potatoes.  

In reality, most farmers rotate potato production with other crops (e.g. growing potatoes during the 
main growing season and growing beans or maize during the shorter season). The value of these crops is 
generally lower than for potatoes. However, the general findings of these calculations remain valid. 
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 This is a somewhat conservative figure; Rwandan agronomists in neighbouring Gisenyi claim that Irish potato 
yields of 19-35 tonnes/ha are possible (Tindiwensi, 2011) 
73

 Nyesiga provides a price of 250 RWF/kg in Kigali. This has been adjusted to 230 RWF to reflect the costs of 
transport from Musanze to Kigali.  
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