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Introduction 

Agriculture in Rwanda is a very important sector for 
the country in terms of economic development, 
employment and food security. The sector accounts 
for a third (3rd) of Rwanda’s GDP, constitutes the 
main economic activity for the rural households 
(especially women) and remains their main source 
of income. Today, 80% of the total population relies 
on agro-business for their livelihood and the sector 
provides almost 90% of the national food needs and 
generates more than 70% of the country’s export 
revenues. In the last decade, Rwandan agriculture 
has made major advances in terms of productivity 
and production of a number of crops, which have 
sharply increased and improved rural incomes. 
According to the Ministry of Agriculture, 

transforming the sector to move it towards 
commercial farming, including through agro-
processing towards import substitution and 
increased exports is an efficient usage of Rwanda’s 
scarce land which is also a means to achieving the 
country’s Vision 2020.  
 

Rwanda’s current policies are oriented towards 
increasing the productivity of agriculture. It is 
believed that the agricultural sector has great 
potential to reduce poverty and ensure that growth is 
inclusive. Since the scope to expand cultivable land 
area is limited, improved productivity of agriculture 
land is critical for income generation. Rwandan 
agriculture seeks to move from being a largely 
subsistence to a commercialized sector, building on 
the sector’s comparative advantage and supporting 
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skills and knowledge for smallholder farmers1. The 
focus is therefore on irrigation and land husbandry, 
proximity advisory services for crops and livestock 
and connecting farmers to agribusiness through 
smallholder aggregation farming models.  

Trends in the Agriculture Sector  

Currently, agriculture in Rwanda is not yet highly 
mechanized nor commercialised and hence farming 
in the country remains largely subsistence in nature. 
This is something the Ministry of Agriculture is 
working hard to address in an effort to increase 
productivity. This is very important because, with a 
rapid increase in population, the pressure on 
ensuring food security is a constant challenge for the 
stakeholders. All in all, significant and steady 
progress has been made in Rwanda in the past 
decade with regard to overall agricultural 
production. Productivity and production for a 
number of crops have sharply increased and 
improved rural incomes.   

In the recent past, there has been significant 
expansion of interventions which drive productivity 
gains, including successful land consolidation, 
increased areas under irrigation, protection against 
soil erosion, and expansion of cultivated terraces. 
Access to important services including agricultural 
finance and proximity extension services has been 
improved, and farmers are now more likely to use 
specific crops according to agro-climatic zones. 
There has also been an increase in the use of inputs, 
including agrochemicals and improved seeds. 
Distribution of livestock through programs such as 
Girinka has expanded the animal resource sector. 
Since the implementation of the Crop Intensification 
Program (CIP), yields have also grown significantly. 

                                                

1 Government Document, “The Second Economic Development 
and Poverty Reduction Strategy (EDPRS II)”, Ministry of Finance 
and Economic Planning, 2013 

As far as the agriculture sector is concerned, 
Rwanda has historically got limited 
commercialization and narrow export base. Most of 
Rwanda's agricultural energies were (and are) 
devoted to food production, with little 
commercialization, except for the few cash crops, 
namely tea and coffee sectors. Rwanda's high rate of 
population growth, in the absence of improved 
agricultural technologies continues to place 
increasing pressure on the availability and fertility of 
arable land. Given the importance of the agriculture 
in terms of GDP contribution and employment 
creation, the current policy orientation is clearly 
driven towards ensuring that the agriculture sector 
produces for both food and trade. Indeed, 
agricultural production for both food and trade 
purposes in Rwanda is further reflected in the fact 
that agro-processing is being encouraged as a way of 
adding value to food products for longer 
preservation, trading and for exports. According to 
the Rwanda Development Board (RDB), there is a 
vision of transforming the agriculture sector towards 
commercial farming; agro-processing; import 
substitution and export which is key to efficient 
usage of Rwanda’s scarce land and critical to 
achieving the Vision 2020. 

The challenges facing the agriculture sector in 
Rwanda are numerous and cross-cutting by nature in 
a way that addressing some would automatically 
have the others addressed. Most of the challenges 
are linked to the lack of access to technology and 
limited resources to deploy to the sector. These 
challenges include; high cost of investment/finance, 
inadequate physical infrastructure to support the 
sector, poor farming techniques, limited access to 
quality farm inputs, over reliance on rain (despite 
weather vaguest), lack of marketing data and 
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information, inadequate production and post-harvest 
technologies, inadequate disease control facilities, 
lack of awareness by farmers on better farming 
methods, low incomes of farmers to purchase the 
necessary farm inputs, limited funding by 
government and private sector to agricultural sector, 
low production and productivity resulting in low 
revenue, low value addition to agricultural produce, 
limited market access due to inadequate marketing 
and agro processing facilities, weak implementation 
of agricultural laws and policies, limited public 
agricultural institutions, inadequate storage and high 
post-harvest losses, land limitation in some areas 
and the country has not yet been zoned on the basis 
of different agricultural crops. 

Stakeholders’ Perspectives  

It is generally mentioned that trade-distorting 
domestic support in agriculture remains a major 
challenge preventing EAC Partner States and other 
similarly situated countries from integrating in 
international markets. It is mentioned that such 
support creates conditions of unfair competition on 
markets, hindering inter alia development and food 
security prospects of countries such as the EAC 
Partner States. However, apart from just theoretical 
discussions and general speculations, there is no 
tangible evidence to prove that to be a reality in 
some countries. This is is the same for Rwanda in 
terms of having any agricultural products of 
particular importance being affected by domestic 
support measures by other countries in international 
or domestic markets. Actually, for the region there 
are no tangible domestic support measures that are 
price distorting in nature that have potential to 
seriously affect agricultural products in Rwanda. So, 
the issue would then remain in regard to imports 
from beyond the region,  and from countries such as 
the European Union (EU) member states or the 
United States of America (US). However, the 
available information shows that there is no any 

impact caused by imports of agricultural products 
from the EU or the US on agricultural products 
generally in the EAC or particularly in Rwanda.  

In light of the above therefore, it is important to 
underscore that, the trade distorting effects of EU 
agricultural support are currently not a major issue 
for the EAC agro-food sector in general and for 
Rwanda in particular, with growth rates in the value 
of imports from the EU far lower than global 
averages. However, future trends are uncertain 
especially when the time comes for the 
commencement of the Economic Partnership 
Agreement between the EU and the EAC (EU-EAC 
EPA) that will restrict the EAC’s use of the range of 
non-tariff trade tools and phase out some of its tariffs 
on imports from the EU. Again, while safeguard 
measures included in the EPA could be used to 
address import surges that may arise, these will still 
be based on WTO principles, with the EU retaining 
the right to resort to the WTO for dispute settlement. 
But this is just about the distant future and not 
relevant at the moment.   

In terms of trade with the US, the EAC partner states 
including, Rwanda are not currently a significant 
destination for US agro-food sector exports. The 
effects of US policies are largely felt through their 
impact on global market prices (where they can 
exacerbate downward price movements). However, 
the only area where this could seriously impact on 
EAC export interests is in the cotton sector, although 
even here other developments could play a more 
fundamental role but again there is no major cotton 
growing in Rwanda. 
 
While talking to various stakeholders, there is no 
information indicating that there is any agricultural 
product being affected. According to Ms. Laurence 
MUKARUGWIZA, an Officer in Charge of 
External Trade at the Ministry of Trade, Industry 
and East African Community Affairs 
(MINEACOM), there are no known formal 
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complaints related to how agricultural products in 
Rwanda have been affected by domestic support 
measures by other countries on international or 
regional markets. She says that: “As far as our 
Ministry that is responsible for trade is concerned, 
there are no complaints related to changes in prices 
or price increase for food products that is linked to 
imports of food in general or importing food 
products that benefited from domestic support from 
the originating countries in particular.” According 
to Ms. Laurence, “the Ministry is not aware of such 
complaints and has not received anyone with such 
or related complaints.”   
 
For Ms. Sylvie NIRERE, an agriculture policy 
expert at the Ministry of Agriculture (MINAGRI), 
there is not much to say on the subject. She says that; 
“I don’t have much to say on those issues. I am not 
aware of effects of agricultural domestic support 
provided by other countries in the region or globally 
on our agricultural sector. However, you can ask 
others in the sector to find out more.” 
 
On the side of non-state actors, it seems that not 
much is observed in terms of effects as well. 
According to Mr. Francois MUNYENTWARI, the 
Country Director of ACORD Rwanda, he has not 
heard much either in the region or in Rwanda. He 
says that; “I am not hearing much around here in the 
region about domestic support for the agriculture 
sector. I am only aware of such practices in the 
European Union (EU) where farmers there are 
highly subsidized by their respective governments 
and where they receive so much domestic support in 
terms of robust infrastructure and direct payments 
which eventually helps them to favourably compete 
on the international market. However, for our 
region, especially the East African Community 
(EAC), I have not heard of such cases.”  
 
The country director of ACORD in Rwanda noted 
that the local production cost of some agricultural 

commodities is lower than the market price of 
imported one.  He added that: “Currently in 
Rwanda, the prices of food commodities have risen 
of about 15.8% in the month of April 2017. This 
includes agricultural products such as rice, maize 
and wheat where by the market is also flooded by 
imported commodities, due to the fact that the local 
production is insufficient and of low quality 
compared to imported food stuffs. The point here is 
that the local production costs higher than the cost 
of imported commodities. There is a need to 
research into whether those products are subsidized 
in the countries of origin” 
 
These views and perspectives from various 
stakeholders are also a confirmation that indeed, 
there is no much in terms of agricultural products in 
Rwanda being affected by domestic support 
measures by other countries in international/regional 
markets.  
 

As mentioned above, there are no agricultural 
products that have been identified that could be 
affected by domestic support measures by other 
countries in international/regional markets. It is also 
important to point out that there are no related 
formal complaints and there is not much 
documentation to show the specific imports that are 
harming or are likely to harm some agriculture 
sectors in Rwanda and even the relevant staff in both 
the Ministries of trade and agriculture cannot make 
formal pronouncements about the matter. It is 
indeed right to state that, there is currently no 
challenge at national level so serious to be looked at 
as harming certain agricultural products. There are 
no reported imports causing that kind of harm that is 
for example causing massive advocacy or lobby 
efforts by any pressure group (civil society or private 
sector) calling for any responsive government 
actions or measures.  

So, like other LDCs, Rwanda’s important interests 
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under the WTO agriculture negotiations are more 
defensive in nature. It is all about ensuring that 
whatever happens, the food security of the citizens 
is not jeopardized and there should be no policy 
restrictions whenever the country wants to secure 
that guarantee. So, what is important for Rwanda is 
to protect the policy space otherwise there are no 
specific agricultural products that are affected.  

There is a need to minimize post-harvest losses. It is 
reported that the rapid increase in food crop 
production in the recent years has highlighted the 
need to minimize losses that occur between 
harvesting and storage, and improved marketing 
capacities in rural areas. Significant gains can be 
made in total production and productivity in real 
terms if losses are prevented through improved 
harvesting, post-harvest handling (cleaning, drying 
and packing) and storage practices. These is more 
important for food crops. Major food crops include 
maize, rice, banana (cooking, beer and fruit), Irish 
potatoes, sweet potatoes, cassava, sorghum and 
beans. Vegetables such as onions, cabbages, dodo, 
gourds, and eggplants are also widely grown. Cash 
crops such as coffee, tea and sugarcane are grown on 
commercial scales for exports and domestic 
consumption in Rwanda. Cultivation of food crops 
on the other hand have long been predominantly by 
smallholder farmers for subsistence living. As a 
result, the on-farm productivity levels have been 
very low in Rwanda. 
 
According to Rwanda’s second Economic 
Development and Poverty Reduction Strategy 
(EDPRS II), more efforts are going to be deployed 
towards transition to commercial farming. To 
emphasize what needs to be done, the EDPRS II 
states as follows; 
 

“To improve incomes of smallholder farmers, it is 
essential to connect them to value chains and 
investment opportunities. Production in bulk is 

required and cooperatives in Rwanda have already 
attempted to aggregate smallholder production. 
Post-harvest management skills are also vital for 
farmers to become market-oriented. Training and 
investment in the areas of drying, processing and 
storage management will be made to transform 
smallholders into commercial agents.”  

Another important element for consideration is 
establishing and strengthening related linkages, for 
example, smallholder farmers need to be sensitized 
on the importance of linkages with processors and 
markets. This should be through awareness 
programs emphasizing the importance of post-
harvest technologies on efficient processing and its 
effect on prices. Appropriate use of mechanization 
options in post-harvest handling such as mechanical 
threshers, winnowing machines, shellers, de-hullers, 
driers (using heat from electrical power or crop 
residues such as rice husks) and motorized 
transportation that can, not only reduce the post-
harvest losses but also, improve the quality of 
agricultural produces should be actively promoted. 

Recommendations to EAC’s 
Delegates to the WTO 

Rwanda, like other EAC Partner States depends 
heavily on agriculture which is a major contributor 
to national income and the largest employer. The 
sector is very important not just for economic 
growth and development but for food security and 
the alleviation of poverty, particularly in rural areas. 
In this light therefore, the following 
rrecommendations are hereby made to the EAC 
WTO delegates in the WTO agriculture negotiations 
to end trade-distorting support; 

Upholding the decision of the 2015 Nairobi 
Ministerial Conference on the elimination of 
agricultural export subsidies: 

In consistence with the 2015 WTO Ministerial 
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decision, developed countries should eliminate 
agricultural export subsidies immediately, except 
for a handful of agriculture products, while 
developing countries should have longer periods to 
do so. This will help to level the playing field for 
farmers around the world, particularly those in poor 
countries like Rwanda which cannot compete with 
rich countries that artificially boost their exports 
through subsidies; 

Ensuring special and differential treatment:  

In regard to special and differential treatment, the 
EAC delegates in the WTO engaged in the 
negotiations should ensure that LDCs as well as 
Developing Countries are given the right and the 
guarantee for the use of public stockholding 
programmes for food security purposes. Again, 
these countries should be given a special safeguard 
mechanism that would allow them to temporarily 
raise tariffs on agriculture products in cases of 
import surges or price falls. 

Taking the issue of rural poverty very seriously: 

Many developing countries continue to struggle 
with widespread rural poverty. At least 1.5 billion 
individuals depend on small-scale farming for their 
livelihoods. This remains a major issue especially 
when the share of the population engaged in 
agriculture continues to be significant and the 
industrial or services sectors cannot provide 

sufficient employment. The negotiations should take 
into account the pro-poor programs for concerned 
countries like Rwanda, for example, governments' 
programmes acquiring foodstuffs at administered 
prices which are an important avenue whereby 
resource poor farmers' incomes can be stabilized and 
even guaranteed. 

Enhancing capacity building: 

The EAC delegates at the WTO should help to 
facilitate the mobilization of needed resources to 
provide capacity building for the experts in the 
relevant institutions. For example, the EAC 
Governments need to strength intra-Ministerial 
coordination of WTO agricultural trade policy and 
also consider increasing the trained staff assigned to 
follow up these issues at home as in most cases the 
current levels are inadequate. Capacity building 
would focus on those responsible to follow up WTO 
related negotiations. Indeed, having specialist 
officers assigned to monitor, analyze and report on 
regulatory, policy and commercial developments 
relevant to the region’s interests in the WTO 
agriculture negotiations would help EAC Partner 
States.  
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CUTS International, Geneva 

CUTS International, Geneva is a non-profit NGO 
that catalyses the pro-trade, pro-equity voices of 

the Global South in international trade and 
development debates in Geneva.  We and our 

sister CUTS organizations in India, Kenya, Zambia, 
Vietnam, and Ghana have made our footprints in 

the realm of economic governance across the 
developing world. 

 © 2017. CUTS International, Geneva. 

This country update note is authored by ACORD, 
Rwanda. CUTS’ country updates aim to inform 
negotiators and policy makers about stakeholders’ 
perspectives on the ground related to a particular 
issue. Readers are encouraged to quote or reproduce 
material from this paper for their own use, provided 
due acknowledgement of the source is made. 

37-39, Rue de Vermont, 1202 Geneva, Switzerland 
geneva@cuts.org ● www.cuts-geneva.org   

Ph: +41 (0) 22 734 60 80 | Fax:+41 (0) 22 734 39 14 |  Skype: cuts.grc 

 

 

 

 

PROMOTING AGRICULTURE, CLIMATE AND TRADE LINKAGES IN THE 
EAST AFRICAN COMMUNITY – PHASE 2 
The PACT EAC2 project builds capacities of East African stakeholders for 
climate-aware, trade-driven and food security-enhancing agro-processing in 
their region. Web: www.cuts-geneva.org/pacteac2 
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