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rwanda
it stands out as a rarity of an African country – politically stable, safe and clean; 
not typical of rapidly growing cities on the continent. these are words architects 
working in rwanda use to describe the country. earthworks explores why there 
is a growing list of international property and construction professionals keen to 
get involved in sustainable projects in rwanda.
words  CHriStY vAn Der merWe iMaGes  SuPPlieD

 O
wing to a shortage of local skills in 
numerous disciplines, the Rwandan 
government has welcomed professionals 
working in ‘occupations in demand’, 

who can play an important role in the country’s 
development eff orts. Rwanda also seems to 
off er professionals the opportunity to work in 
a place where out of the ordinary thinking is 
encouraged, and development focused on social and 
environmental sustainability is prioritised.

“Rwanda is not held up by any past conceptions as 
it is rebuilding from the 1994 genocide against the 
Tutsi. Th is has allowed the country to rebuild from 
a clean slate and thus testing new concepts and new 
ideas are all received with an open mind,” says Eudes 
Kayumba, MD of Landmark, a local architectural 
fi rm based in Kigali.

“Th e euphoria that surrounds new concepts and 
ideas is encouraged by government and locals to help 
transform the country. Th is is where new projects 

have the chance and capacity to have a great impact,” 
he adds.

BriGHt YounG tHinGS
Rwanda’s fi rst School of Architecture was established 
seven years ago, and the fi rst 20 students 
graduated in 2013. Alice Tasca, principal at Active 
Social Architecture (ASA) based in Kigali, which 
has implemented a number of early childhood 
development and family centres (see project feature 
in earthworks Issue 25), medical facilities and schools 
in Rwanda, has been teaching at the school since 
2011. She says a number of expats and professors 
have lectured at the school since inception, 
off ering students a diversity of quality education 
and overcoming the shortage of local architects. 
“Despite the great challenges we face every day 
at the university and the fact that the School of 
Architecture has not been accredited yet by the 
Commonwealth Association of Architects (CAA), the 



education level of the architecture courses is quite 
high and the graduated students are all successfully 
employed in Rwanda, many covering prestigious 
positions at the Kigali Municipality,” says Tasca.

Kelly Doran, the East Africa programme manager 
at MASS Design Group in Kigali, which has worked 
on numerous school and hospital projects (including 
Butaro District Hospital - see feature in earthworks 
issue 20) across Rwanda, says the firm hired top 
graduates from the first three graduating classes 
of the School of Architecture. MASS is currently 
developing the African Design Centre, dubbed the 
‘Bauhaus of Africa’, to provide young graduates with 
field-based impact design fellowships to help grow 
the next generation of local professionals. Located in 
Kigali, it aims to equip African designers to tackle the 
continent’s challenges in a socially and ecologically 
sustainable way.

Kayumba, who is president of the Rwanda 
Association of Architects says as part of the East 
African Community regional intergovernmental 
organisation, Rwanda has signed the Mutual 
Recognition Agreement of the East Africa Common 
Market Protocol, which allows for the free movement 
of architects between member states, including 
Uganda, Rwanda, Tanzania, Burundi and Kenya. This 
helps to bridge any gaps in skills, he explains.

Built environment
As with many African countries, Rwanda is a land of 
contrasts – with sleek glass facade skyscrapers being 
built in Kigali, and mainly schools and hospitals being 
developed in the rural areas. The latter is where many 
truly sustainable designs and practices are being 
implemented, and the focus on low-tech and socially 
inclusive architecture is remarkable.

Rwanda presents professionals with the opportunity 
to imagine a different, more sustainable built 
environment and pursue imaginative projects that 
envision a different future. This is evident in many 
of the projects proposed for the country, such as 
UK-based Foster & Partners’ ‘droneport’, which would 
see drones being used to deliver medical and other 
supplies to remote areas of Rwanda. The dome-shaped 
Kigali convention centre, designed by German firm 
Spacial Solutions and modelled on a traditional hut, is 
also tipped as an interesting project to watch.

While struggling with the common challenges of 
inadequate infrastructure and energy constraints, 
one of the greatest challenges to working in the 
built environment in Rwanda is scarcity of building 
materials. “The domestic materials industry is small, 
requiring a lot of materials to be imported and at a 
great cost,” explains Doran.

“In Rwanda, we had to start at the very beginning 

1. An imaginative proposed project by Foster & Partners. The droneport will accommodate 
delivery of medical and other supplies by drones to remote areas of Rwanda.
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and ask ourselves what a lodge in Rwanda should 
be, as there were no other examples of a similar 
thing. In many ways, it combined the most exciting 
parts of a school project – asking lots of questions, 
taking nothing for granted and doing lots of research 
– with the joy of a built project,” says Mark Treon, 
architectural director at M2K, which designed 
the Nyungwe Forest Lodge (see project feature in 
earthworks Issue 13). 

He says figuring out the finer details requires 
effort. “Where we can easily specify a type of stone 
and finish in South Africa, in Rwanda the same thing 
requires finding a local stone quarry, bringing in a 
stone mason and training locals to make the stone 
by hand. This is also one of the greatest possibilities 
as there are no real limits if you can come up with a 
solution,” he adds.

Considering these challenges, and global resource 
constraints driven by wasteful overconsumption, 
Tasca believes architects and construction 
professionals can help in Rwanda’s development 
so long as they don’t repeat the mistakes of more 
developed nations. “As architects we can play our role, 
but if everyone won’t adopt an environment-centred 
economy and equity based development objectives, 
I feel sceptical about the success of those green 
visions,” she says.

Must-see architectural 
exaMples in rwanda:
•	 the national Bank of rwanda 
•	 the King’s Hut 
•	 the ministry of infrastructure building 
•	nyungwe Forest lodge designed by m2K 

Architects in 2009
•	 the Kigali Genocide memorial Centre 

amphitheatre and classrooms designed by 
John mcAslan & Partners in 2014
•	rwandan Share Houses, designed by Sharon 

Davis Design in 2015
•	Butare monastry, designed by lucien Kroll in 

1961
•	nyanza education Centre, designed by Stark 

Architekten in 2010
•	KiSt library at the College for Science and 

technology
•	 the national museum of rwanda, in Butaro
•	Butaro District Hospital, by mASS Design 

Group, 2008
•	 the mahama refugee Camp (home to about 

45 000 Burundian refugees)
•	 the Kigali Convention Centre by Spacial 

Solutions

proposed sustainable 
projects to watch:
•	nobelia office tower, by Carlos Arroyo
•	Batsinda ii Sustainable integrated 

neighbourhood Development, by light earth 
Designs
•	Droneport by norman Foster & Partners
•	Paediatric Cancer Care Hospital by David 

Adjaye
•	Kigali Arts and Culture Centre by Groosman 

architects

2. Spacial Solutions’ design of the Kigali Convention centre. 3. The Rwandan Share Houses by Sharon Davis Design provides temporary housing for 
medical professionals for up to a year as they perform contract work at Rwinkwavu Hospital.
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environment
Rwanda has achieved the country’s first certified 
green building design, the Nobelia building (see 
Notable p.15), by Spanish firm Carlos Arroyo 
for Habi and Eris Property Group. It achieved a 
6-Star Green Star SA Office Design rating, with the 
assistance of Green Star SA Accredited Professionals 
at WSP Green by Design. The project is currently 
awaiting funding before construction begins.

Kayumba is championing the process to establish 
Rwanda’s own Green Building Council, following in 
the footsteps of established councils in South Africa, 
Namibia, Ghana and Kenya. 

While this will be useful for commercial 
developments in urban areas, rural developments 
in Rwanda boast natural sustainability traits as they 
employ passive design principles and cannot rely 
on extravagant technology to green them. “The lack 
of local construction skills pushes us to find simple 
solutions, which become cost effective but also make 
necessary the training of masons, carpenters and 
welders on-site with a hands-on approach I would 
have never experienced in Europe. The topographic 
and logistic challenges make it necessary to travel 
to very remote areas where primary infrastructure 
of power and running water don’t exist, but the 
integration of energy efficient systems in our 
projects make them much more sustainable, not only 
environmentally but also socially and economically,” 
explains Tasca.

Beyond buildings, government has proclaimed 
the ambition for Kigali to be one of the cleanest 
and greenest cities in the world, and this is indeed 
a possibility considering that Kigali is tipped as the 
cleanest city in Africa. For example, when baggage 
is checked at the border or the airport, it is to make 
sure no single-use plastic bags are brought into the 
country. These are banned, and as a result don’t litter 
the streets, choke waterways or adorn trees. Citizens 
are also required, on compulsory monthly Umuganda 
workdays, to clean up or help with projects that 
benefit the community.

“Cleanliness is embedded in Rwandan culture, but 
today’s environment has been helped more by making 
policies that conserve nature,” says Kayumba.

He says a rapid bus transport system masterplan 
for Kigali has been completed, and the next phase 
is implementation. Government institutions have 
been linked with fibre optic cable to power 4G 
telecoms networks and link these with services. Large 

investments in renewable energy, particularly hydro 
and solar power, are also being made. 

Other infrastructure, such as transport, waste 
management and sanitation, is not yet being 
addressed as vigorously, and requires more focus  
in future.

internAtionAl Attention
Knight Frank’s ‘Property Market Profile of Rwanda’ 
notes that Rwanda’s property markets are still small, 
but Kigali is experiencing a wave of construction 
activity. This is attributed to a number of factors, 
including political stability since 1994 under 
President Paul Kagame, cleanliness, safety and the 
fact that between 2001 and 2014, real GDP growth 
in Rwanda averaged 8% per year. Rwanda has also 
risen up the World Bank’s ease of doing business 
rankings from 139th in 2006 to 46th in 2015, and 
has consistently ranked as one of the most open and 
least corrupt countries in Africa.

The construction boom is being accelerated by 
the Kigali City Master Plan, which provides an 
overarching vision for land use throughout the city. 
It gave rise to the City of Kigali One Stop Centre for 
Construction, which has streamlined the application 
process for construction permits so that they can be 
applied for online and obtained within 20 days.

Delving deeper than stats and ambitions, the 
true show of confidence in Rwanda comes from 
talking to people who have worked there, and the 
impression the land has left on them. “Rwanda is a 
country full of beauty, from the rolling green hills to 
the people who live in them. Also, as a country that 
has been reinventing itself since the genocide, it is 
full of potential. The possibility for architects and 
architecture there is great. Its built environment, in 
terms of larger scale buildings involving architects, is 
still in its infancy. There is room and freedom to do 
great things and have a great impact on the people 
and the country,” concludes Treon. 

did you know?
rwanda was ranked 

as Africa’s most efficient 
government by a 

World economic Forum 
report in 2015.


