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General Background and 

Introduction 

Pursuant to the National Vision 2020, the 

Government of Rwanda (GoR) has a vision to 

transform the nation and make it become a middle-

income country by the year 2020. In order to 

achieve this ambitious goal, there are a number of 

strategies and initiatives including the second 

Economic Development and Poverty Reduction 

Strategy (EDPRS II) as well as other relevant 

policies including the Small and Medium 

Enterprises (SMEs) Development Policy. The 

Rwandan SMEs Policy was designed to 

complement a set of existing policies/strategies that 

aim to increase non-farm employment, develop 

business and technical skills in the Rwandan 

workforce, support targeted value-added clusters, 

strengthen the financial sector, grow the tax base 

and facilitate investment finance to generate 

industrial growth. Another important element to 

consider is the fact that, one of the pillars of 

efficient private sector spearheaded by 

competitiveness and entrepreneurship. When it 

ection of 

entrepreneurs are engaged in SMEs. This indicates 

that growth in the SMEs sector could be of strategic 

importance in addressing the challenge of 

unemployment in general and youth 

unemployment in particular. It is argued that 

growth of the SMEs sector also has the potential to 

export potential mainly driven by traditional crops 

address this trade imbalance by increasing export 

earnings through value addition. 

The Government of Rwanda (GoR) designed the 

Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) Policy 

framework aimed at guiding the implementation of 

a coherent and coordinated policy to create an 

enabling environment for the growth of the SMEs 

sector. It is envisaged that the growth of the SMEs 

sector will increase non-farm employment, develop 

business and technical skills in the Rwandan 

workforce, support targeted value-added clusters, 

grow the tax base, and spur industrial growth. The 

DECEMBER 2016 ● SMES  

 
Rwanda 

 



2 

 

 

SMEs policy is supported by other policies, laws 

and strategies that include; the Trade Policy, 

Industrial Policy, National Policy on the Promotion 

of Cooperatives, National Microfinance Policy and 

Implementation Strategy, Financial Sector 

Development Plan, Companies Act, National 

Savings Mobilization Strategy and SACCO Strategy 

and the National Export Strategy. The SMEs policy 

therefore, among others, attempts to bridge the gap 

between other relevant policies which are cross-

cutting in nature and targeted to large companies, 

thereby filling the void of policies specifically 

targeted to SMEs with a particular focus on 

facilitating investment finance. It is also important 

s policy in particular 

supports the development of SMEs clusters in a 

particular field especially where backward and 

forward linkages can be exploited for instance via 

improving productivity and efficiency, stimulating 

and enabling innovation, facilitating 

commercialization and new business formation.  

For Rwanda, Small and Medium Enterprises 

(SMEs) are defined or determined by their 

employment capacity, annual turnover and net 

investment capital. In this light, an SME in Rwanda 

is any enterprise with less than 100 employees, an 

annual turnover below 50 Million Rwf (about 

60,000 USD) and a net investment capital below 75 

Million Rwf (about 92,000 USD). To fast track the 

development of SMEs in Rwanda, the Ministry of 

Trade and Industry undertook a process of 

identifying the most competitive SMEs sectors per 

district across the country. The objective for the 

Ministry is to prioritize and provide targeted 

support such that SMEs can undertake business 

activity within the most viable and promising 

sectors in the different districts across the country. 

In this regard, the Ministry identified various 

clusters where a cluster is basically a geographic 

companies and institutions in a particular field. 

According to, the SMEs Product Clusters, the SMEs 

sector, including formal and informal businesses, 

comprises 98% of the businesses in Rwanda and 

41% of all private sector employment. The SMEs 

imbalance.  

Stakeholders’ 

perspectives 

Sectors in which SMEs are mainly 

involved in Rwanda 

number of value-added clusters that are identified. 

The key value clusters, as identified within several 

existing national plans/strategies that have been 

prioritized are: General Clusters; Product specific 

prioritized Clusters for SME Development with 

Value-addition; and Broad Rwanda Development 

Board (RDB) priority Clusters.  

In light of the above, prioritized sectors for SMEs 

development with value-addition are mainly the 

following: 

 Sericulture cluster includes: Silk and 

Bamboo; 

 Essential Oils: pyrethrum, jetropha, 

geranium; 

 Hides and Skin: Finished Leather, Leather 

products (Bags, shoes, etc...)  

 Agro-processing: Bulk tea, tea bags, coffee 

shops, processed juice, horticulture, 

cassava, Irish potatoes, cooking oil, 

tomatoes, maize, wheat, fruits & vegetables; 

 Business Process Outsourcing (BPO): Call 

centers, back office operations, software 

development, Banking, Human Resource 

management, Insurance and Health Care; 
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 Handcraft: Tapestry, Fashion and 

Tailoring, Garment production, Ceramic 

and pottery; 

 ICT, Repairing and Maintenance: Web-

design, software development, 

maintenance, computer security, disaster 

management, Phone repair, computer 

 

 Wood Work: Carpentry and Furniture; 

 Construction: Metal Work (Welding), 

building materials (Bricks), Roofing 

materials, etc; 

 Entertainment: Music production, Event 

management, TV documentaries, Cinema, 

 

 Advertising, publishing, Printing: Outdoor 

marketing (Billboards, flyers, brochures), t-

shirt print, newspaper printing, etc...;  

  

 Livestock: Cow, Pig, Sheep (Meat, wool), 

horn; and  

 Fisheries: Fresh fish, Dry fish, Sardine. 

 

The policies, legislations, 

regulations, and actions that are 

needed to promote the growth of 

SMEs in the identified sectors 

In consideration of all relevant policies and 

strategies, it is clearly evident that the needed policy 

and legal framework is already in place. From the 

Vision 2020 and the second Economic 

Development and Poverty Reduction Strategy 

(EDPRS II), the Private Sector Development 

Strategy (PSDS) to the Small and Medium 

Enterprises (SMEs) Development Policy and the 

SMEs Clustering Strategy all relevant actions have 

been articulated. So, what needs to be done is to 

follow up implementation and ensure that all the 

proposed actions are effectively implemented. 

According to Mr. Jacques HABYARIMANA who is 

a SMEs Specialist at the Ministry of Trade, Industry 

and East African Community Affairs 

(MINEACOM), there are a number of policies, 

strategies and initiatives to promote SMEs in 

Rwanda. He says that;  

we at the Ministry responsible for trade 

have formulated the National SMEs Policy as 

well as other relevant policies and related 

strategies. We are currently ensuring effective 

implementation of related actions while 

working with various stakeholders. We are 

optimistic that the private business people will 

continue to take advantage of all the support 

that the government is providing as articulated 

in the SMEs Policy and other relevant 

policies..  

He then adds on that;  

Community Processing Centers (CPCs) 

which are helping entrepreneurs in the SMEs 

category in terms of addressing issues related 

to technology, information sharing and 

aligning in the supply chains. At the centers, 

the entrepreneurs are able to access training 

and some are able to acquire equipment 

through leasing. These processing centers are 

established based on the clusters provided by 

 

Mr. Jacques HABYARIMANA further says that;  

Processing Centers (CPCs) that target all 

sectors, the government has also established 

Integrated Crafts Production Centers (ICPCs) 

that are specifically focusing on enhancing the 

production of handcrafts in the respective 

districts in Rwanda. These like the general 

CPCs, are helping the entrepreneurs to have 

access to technology, to benefit in related 

training and to engage in meaningful networks 
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that lead to market information and 

 

According to the Managing Director of BN 

Producers Ms. Berthilde NIYIBAHO, the company 

is engaged in Banana Wine processing and 

mushroom growing. She further says that the 

company reflects the potential of SMEs in playing 

an active role in poverty reduction efforts through 

employment creation, enhancing value chains that 

support small businesses, eventually substituting 

imports and ultimately contributing to export 

promotion.  

While elaborating on government related support, 

Ms. NIYIBAHO says that; 

 

through the Ministry of Trade and Industry 

what was just a dream and an ambition 

became a reality. The government supported 

me and provided me an opportunity to 

undertake trainings in China and the 

Netherlands respectively. Government 

officials have also visited me to encourage me 

and I am often invited in some workshops 

 

There are other stakeholders who also think that 

much has been done in the area of policy making 

but much needs to be done in implementation of 

relevant supporting measures that would promote 

SMEs and make them more competitive regionally 

and globally. For example, Mr. Francois 

MUNYENTWARI, the Country Director of 

ACORD Rwanda, thinks that the government 

should do more to provide more financing with an 

aim of improving the capacities of SMEs and 

especially the standards. He says;  

Rwanda are working at only 10 to 50% of their 

installed capacity due to the lack of raw 

materials. It is going to be difficult for some 

SMEs in Rwanda to be able to export to the 

regional markets or international markets 

when the produced products are of low 

standards. It would be hard to envisage a 

regional /international market without quality 

and quantity to meet the standards conditions. 

Standards have to be improved and this will 

require appropriate technology and some 

 

Indeed, there is much that the government has 

done and continues to do in regard to putting in 

place appropriate policies and implementing 

relevant initiatives. So, what needs to be done is 

doing more in terms of implementation while 

sustaining the momentum.  

Challenges being faced by SMEs in 

their efforts to participate in 

regional and international trade 

SMEs in Rwanda face many macro-level challenges 

faced by large companies, including limited 

transport and energy, a missing insurance agency, 

low levels of societal trust, challenges with contract 

enforcement and a weak education system. Unlike 

larger firms that may have the time and resources 

to invest in resource and human capacity building, 

SMEs often have limited abilities to develop the 

skills of their staff or take advantage of local 

economies of scale in terms of energy, transport or 

raw materials.  

In light of the above therefore, the following are 

unique challenges faced by SMEs in Rwanda; 

1. Limited access to finance: This challenge is 

exacerbated by the fact that financial 

institutions find it too high risk to lend to 

SMEs given the cost/benefit ratio in terms 

of time and resources required to process 

SME loans as well as the difficulties most 

SMEs face in consolidating capital and 



5 

 

 

creating business plans to become viable 

lending candidates. This creates a blockage 

to growth where SMEs that have the skills 

to scale-up or move into manufacturing 

and processing are constrained due to 

their limited access to finance, even if they 

are willing to assume the risk.  

2. Lack of appropriate technologies: Most 

SMEs in Rwanda tend to lack appropriate 

technologies to enable them to produce 

qualities products with standards that are 

acceptable and certified for regional and 

international markets.  

3. Insufficient market and market 

information: They also often lack the 

ability to gather and process market 

information outside of what is 

immediately relevant to their current 

business due to lack of technical 

knowledge and training on how to make 

use of this information. 

4. Limited skills: There is an issue of limited 

skills among the entrepreneurs in SMEs in 

Rwanda which affects them to sustain the 

efforts needed to supply not only the 

domestic market but also to export to 

foreign markets.  

5. Lack of proper business structures: They 

also are dependent upon a single 

individual or small group of individuals to 

develop business ideas and assume the risk 

of start-up or expansion and the burden of 

taxation and other regulations. This means 

that even for entrepreneurs that do see 

opportunities in the market, it is difficult 

to bring those ideas to fruition due to the 

potential costs of failure.  

 

Most of the entrepreneurs keep repeating the issue 

of financing. Actually, when engaged in a 

discussion related to what needs to be done in an 

effort to enhance and promote SMEs in Rwanda, 

one senses lack of desire to talk about other issues 

apart from financing. When talking to Ms. Joseline 

UMUTONIWASE, the proprietor of Rwanda 

Clothing Home Ltd, a company that is engaged in 

Textile fashion design, one again learns that the 

most needs rotate around access to finance. With 

some hesitation to engage in a serious discussion, 

Ms. Joseline UMUTONIWASE says that;  

face but the critical one is access to finance. 

The Ministry of Trade has been sending 

experts to visit our business and share with us 

some good business ideas but some of those 

ideas are not necessarily new to us and indeed 

are already known to us. What is important is 

accessing to finance because without financing 

to grow our business and improve the quality 

of our standards, we cannot get to a level of 

 

For Ms. Eugene MUKASHYAKA, the proprietor of 

Best Furniture, a company engaged in the 

production of wood products, the main focus is on 

producing for the domestic market and is not even 

preoccupied with foreign markets. She says that;  

produce wood products, 

especially furniture for the domestic market. 

Even as we continue to grow, our target 

market remains the local market for the 

 

For Mr. Aime Crispin NSENGIYUMVA, a 

proprietor of a Call Center business, the need for 

skills development is critical. He say that, there is a 

need for enhanced capacity building and skills 

development to further boost SMEs in their sector 

in Rwanda. He says that;  

...the government should train a big number 

of young people and then interest companies 

to invest in BPO in Rwanda. This would be a 
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strong signal that the country a strong signal 

of the country to grow the industry and will 

help companies to set up operations faster 

and reduce operating costs as well while 

empowering the local start-ups.   

Policy interventions that would 

address these challenges 

As already highlighted above, there are many 

related policies, strategies and initiative that are 

already in place and they are yet to be fully 

implemented. What is needed at the moment 

would be to work towards implementing what is 

already in place. The Ministry responsible for trade 

should draw up an action plan to implement the 

existing policies and strategies with a clear roadmap 

and timelines. Indeed, by their nature, SMEs 

require a favorable institutional framework which 

is already provided for in Rwanda. This is very 

important to ensure that there are not overlooked 

by policy-makers, legislators and other decision 

makers who tend to focus more on larger 

corporations. Sometimes, SMEs often miss out on 

tax incentives or business subsidies. Again, if there 

is no specific attention, SMEs tend to suffer more 

than big companies from the large burden and cost 

of bureaucracy, as few SMEs possess the necessary 

financial capacity to cover related costs. 

In light of the above therefore, the following 

measures and initiatives should be considered and 

done to further support SMEs in Rwanda; 

1. Capacity building: There is a need for the 

government to provide capacity building 

through the provision of vocational 

training, by creating municipal-level 

agencies for SME start-up development 

and management, and to encourage SMEs 

to engage with large corporations by 

positioning themselves in major supply 

chains.  

2. Providing financial and tax incentives:  

Incentives to encourage SMEs to join the 

formal sector should be provided. The 

government needs to provide tax 

incentives for SMEs and subsidies similar 

to those available to large corporations or 

micro entrepreneurs, and to make 

provisions for start-up funds for SMEs. 

3. Strengthening local distribution networks: 

SMEs have local knowledge, understand 

domestic consumer demands, and have 

access to remote regions. Building on this 

advantage, local SMEs should be 

contracted to sell and distribute their 

products to large corporations which can 

help strengthen the sales capacity and 

income of local SMEs. At the same time, 

they can strengthen their own distribution 

networks and open up new markets for 

their products.  

 

Way forward on the 

participation of SMEs in 

international trade 

Main issues that could be 

addressed through multilateral 

rules at the WTO 

As far as the main issues that could be addressed 

through multilateral rules at the WTO, there is not 

much to ask apart from ensuring that the Trade 

Facilitation Agreement (TFA) is implemented in a 

way that supports SMEs development in LDCs like 

Rwanda. The Agreement should be made to work 

for SMEs. This can be done through targeted 

capacity building programs that target 
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entrepreneurs in LDCs to understand related 

business dynamics and procedures so as to be 

competitive in regional and international markets. 

In order to maximize the benefits of the TFA for 

SMEs, there is a need to ensure that the trade 

facilitation measures featured in the TFA are 

mainstreamed in the broader SMEs development 

and internationalization initiatives and programs 

that are already in place. Special focus should be on 

disseminating information on trade procedures, 

facilitating SMEs consultations on trade facilitation 

matters and providing special services for SMEs to 

participate in Authorized Economic Operator 

(AEO) programs and accessing single window 

facilities.  

Issues which WTO negotiators 

should focus on during 

consultations on SMEs, and with 

which WTO members 

In regard to the WTO negotiations, the WTO 

negotiators should focus on the following issues 

during consultations on SMEs with all WTO 

members (especially the developed countries); 

1. Making the WTO Trade Facilitation 

Agreement (TFA) work for SMEs in LDCs: 

The WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement 

(FTA) should be made to work for SMEs 

in LDCs by building related capacities and 

sharing relevant information. In this light, 

information on trade procedures should 

be disseminated, SMEs should be 

facilitated to participate in relevant 

programs and accessing single window 

facilities.  

2. Advocating for increased multilateral trade 

finance: Trade finance facilitation 

programs are helping to facilitate trade in 

huge measures globally and the 

momentum should be maintained. So, 

there is a need to mobilize multilateral 

development banks and other relevant 

global institutions and partners in 

establishing a global network of trade 

finance facilitation programs. In this light, 

SMEs should be given special attention 

because they face the greatest hurdles in 

accessing financing on affordable terms. 

3. Enhancing online platforms: With the 

current technologies and growth of e-

commerce, SMEs can tap into related 

potential but supportive measures must be 

in place. With the help of International 

Trade Centre (ITC), a number of 

initiatives are being put in place to 

facilitate e-commerce in Rwanda. 

Recently, the ITC announced plans to 

partner with Rwanda in setting up an 

online platform to facilitate in embracing 

e-commerce as a strategy to digitize the 

economy and using e-commerce as a key 

enabler towards boosting SMEs capacity to 

export. Such measures and other similar 

initiatives should be supported and built 

on to further promote the capacities of 

SMEs in Rwanda. 
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catalyses the pro-trade, pro-equity voices of the Global 
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India, Kenya, Zambia, Vietnam, and Ghana have made 

our footprints in the realm of economic governance 

across the developing world. 
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