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United States of America 
criticizes EU for its close 
cooperation with Paul 
Kagame’s authoritarian 
regime in Rwanda
lDuring her time in Brussels last Friday (November 19), Samantha Power, Administrator of the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), left criticism of the European 
Union for its close cooperation with the regime of Paul Kagame, who has ruled Rwanda with 
an iron fist since 20001.

Charles Michel, President of the Council of Europe, and Paul Kagame, President of Rwanda, Rome, October 2021
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Paul Kagame with a Member (Louis Michel) of the European Parliament, June 2019

“I don’t think there is an environment 
on the ground that allows for criticism, 
or that there is a pluralistic party devel-
opment, or even criteria that you would 
have in any textbook for a liberal de-
mocracy,” said Samantha Power2, after a 
meeting with European Union Foreign 
Affairs Chief Josep Borrell and European 
Union Development Ministers.

Senior European Union officials have 
been traveling regularly to Rwanda as 
part of Europe’s efforts to build a new 
partnership with Africa, thereby reduc-
ing the threat of Chinese influence on 
the continent. In fact, the European 
Union is working closely with Rwanda, 
through the African Union, to set up a 
COVID-19 vaccine factory in that Central 
African country.

The implementation of an an-
ti-COVID-19 immunizer factory in Rwan-
da is part of the “Team Europe” initiative 
announced in May by European Com-
mission President Ursula von der Leyen, 
which aims at manufacturing and access 
to vaccines, medicines, and health tech-
nologies in Africa. With the initiative, the 
European bloc aims to help create an 
enabling environment for vaccine man-
ufacturing in Africa and address barriers 
on both the supply and demand side. 
The initiative is budgeted at 1 billion 
euros to be disbursed by the European 
Union and European development fi-
nance institutions such as the European 
Investment Bank3  .

Recently this May, Emmanuel Macron 
stated during a visit to Kigali that France 
had decided to take its development 
aid in Rwanda to unprecedented levels. 
Following this, the French Statesman 
announced an additional 370 million 
euros to finance various development 
projects in Rwanda. The amount will be 
managed by the French Development 
Agency4.

The USAID Administrator’s critical 
comments followed US Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken’s speech in Nigeria 
last Friday, in which he highlighted de-
mocracy as one of five areas of common 
interest between the United States and 
Africa. Antony Blinken’s visit to African 
countries comes before the “Democracy 
Summit” called by the US President for 
December, which aims to combat “dem-
ocratic backsliding” around the world.

The US Secretary of State did not men-
tion Rwanda during his speech, but said 
that across Africa there are “leaders who 

are ignoring term limits, defrauding or 
postponing elections, exploiting social 
grievances to gain and stay in power, 
arresting opposition figures, repressing 
the media, and allowing security ser-
vices to enforce pandemic (COVID-19) 
restrictions with brutality”5.

Paul Kagame won a third term in 2017 
with nearly 99% of the vote, after chang-
ing the previous presidential term lim-
it. Several international organizations, 
such as Human Rights Watch, have de-
nounced the wave of repression of free-
dom of expression in Rwanda, as well as 
the arbitrary arrests, mistreatment and 
torture against opponents of the Kigali 
regime. The persecution of opponents 
crosses Rwanda’s borders and is felt in 

some African states that host Rwandan 
refugees. 

For example, the Rwandan community 
in Mozambique denounced in Septem-
ber the existence of a list of 20 Rwan-
dan refugees identified as targets to 
be “slaughtered” by Kagame’s regime6. 
The denunciation was made days after 
the shooting murder of Revocant Kare-
mangingo, vice-president of the Asso-
ciation of Rwandan Refugees in Mo-
zambique (ARRM), which occurred in 
Matola. Karemangingo’s killers have not 
been identified by the authorities and 
the case will never be clarified, as it hap-
pened with other murders and forced 
disappearances of Rwandan refugees in 
Mozambique. 

2 https://www.devex.com/news/samantha-power-says-rwanda-lacks-environment-that-allows-criticism-102147 
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Paul Rusesabagina arriving at the Court of Justice in Kigali on 2 October 2020
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European Parliament condemned human rights 
violations in Rwanda

In October, the European Parliament 
denounced the “illegal arrest” and con-
demnation of Rwandan politician Paul 
Rusesabagina and urged the European 
Union to step up its efforts to secure 
his release. Rusesabagina, a prominent 
critic of Paul Kagame, was sentenced by 
Rwanda’s High Court to 25 years in pris-
on for allegedly supporting terrorism. 

The victim has rejected the terrorism 
charges, and several human rights orga-
nizations as well as the U.S. State Depart-
ment have expressed concern about the 
decision. Belgium’s Foreign Minister Sophie 
Wilmès openly criticized that “Rusesabagi-
na did not get a fair and impartial trial”7.

The case has caught the attention of 
the international community not only 
because Rusesabagina is a Belgian citi-
zen and U.S. resident, but also because 
he has received international praise 
for saving hundreds of lives during the 
Rwandan genocide in 1994. His actions 
inspired the film “Hotel Rwanda,” re-
leased in 2004.

In a non-binding resolution, the Euro-
pean Parliament strongly condemned 
the Rwandan justice’s decision, describ-
ing it as “exemplary of human rights 
violations” in Rwanda. It called for Rus-
esabagina’s immediate release on hu-
manitarian grounds and urged the Eu-
ropean Union Delegation to Rwanda, 

as well as the embassies of European 
Union countries, to “strongly convey the 
request” to the Rwandan authorities8.

Rusesabagina said he was kidnapped 
in August 2020 in the United Arab Emir-
ates, having been forced to board an 

egg connecting Dubai to Burundi, with 
a stopover in Kigali. Upon landing in 
the Rwandan capital, Rusesabagina was 
immediately arrested and charged with 
terrorism for his links to the National Lib-
eration Front, his opposition party9.
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