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WTO WORK PROGRAM ON ELECTRONIC 

COMMERCE: WHAT ISSUES FOR THE EAST 

AFRICAN COMMUNITY (EAC) MEMBER’S? STAKEHOLDERS’ PERSPECTIVE IN 

RWANDA 

 

 

1. General Background and Introduction 

 

In Rwanda, electronic commerce (e-commerce) is increasing becoming an important phenomenon, 

thanks to the government policies and practical efforts to enhance ICT and digital penetration and 

usage countrywide. Indeed, Rwanda continues to be one of the fastest growing African countries 

in ICT and there are several avenues for growth for the ICT sector – from e-commerce and e-

services, mobile technologies, applications development and automation to becoming a regional 

center for the training of top quality ICT professionals and research. The government of Rwanda 

is committed to these efforts while being driven by the realization that a robust ICT industry can 

create wealth, jobs and entrepreneurs. Consequently different sectors especially Financial 

Institutions and Utilities are increasingly digitizing and mobilizing their products and services, 

reducing costs and providing compelling new experiences for business owners and consumers. All 

these developments are creating enabling platforms for creativity and new innovations in terms of 

how businesses are conducted and have indeed created a supportive environment for e-commerce 

to be possible and thrive in Rwanda.  

 

In light of the above, e-commerce is picking momentum in Rwanda. Although e-commerce is 

relatively new in Rwanda, the sector is growing as local tech start-ups and international players 

enter the marketplace, attracted by adoption of new technologies in the country. Increasing mobile 

payment, internet use, convenience, lack of scaled retailers and also reduced cost, which makes it 

easy to start an e-commerce company, as well as a growing middle class are factors that analysts 

attribute to the online commerce growth in Rwanda. This is also in line with the country’s National 

Development Agenda as one of Vision 2020's pillars, to build a knowledge-based economy which 

is anchored in the development of e-commerce, among others. In Rwanda, e-commerce is seen by 

many as an opportunity that will not only enhance the efficiency of existing businesses but also 

with potential to encourage the opening of more other businesses.  

 

The sector has tremendously opened avenues for many especially the youth in Rwanda. Many of 

the youth are engaged in startups every other day in bid to create jobs as opposed to looking for 

jobs. In regard to well established e-commerce businesses, a number of companies are being set 

up. In the previous years, Rwanda has seen the evolution of many online platforms engaged in 

various businesses. These include; Jumia.rw which is a platform for retail shopping especially in 

the area of fashion and personal gargets, Lamudi that is in real estate business, Jovago, 

Gemeya.com, Gurisha.com, Shop4rwanda.com, ComfortRwanda.com, BeautyofRwanda.com and 

Hellofood.rw. Hellofood is a food ordering online platform and it delivers food across Kigali from 

over 80 different restaurants. This food online platform has been a good example in bridging the 

gap between traditional way of eating and combining it with modern technology.  
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It is also important to note that enhancing the use of technology to carry out business transactions 

in Rwanda has encouraged mobile commerce (M-commerce). This is a mode of conducting 

business transactions while using mobile phones and it is increasingly becoming a common 

practice among the Rwandese population. For example, m-commerce, where cell phones are used 

to pay for goods and services, has advanced beyond mobile banking to debit and credit 

transactions.  M-commerce is particularly attractive in Rwanda due to the rapid increase in the 

number of cell phones, limited access to the Internet, and poor fixed-line infrastructure.  Mobile 

banking platforms via cellular telephony is growing and close to becoming a fully viable manner 

of conducting electronic commerce throughout Rwanda.  Rwandans commonly pay for electricity, 

water and other services through mobile platforms, and routinely transfer money to family, friends, 

and relatives using these services. 

 

The government is yet to develop a clear e-commerce policy as well as relevant laws and 

regulations. All in all, the government is committed to developing e-Commerce and has put in 

place measures to protect users of online services by adopting global standards like the proprietary 

information security standard, which is the payment card industry data security standard. 

Furthermore, the government legally allows conducting electronic transactions and encourages the 

practice and now consumers can easily conduct business transactions and even pay for services 

online as made available by various merchants. Again, it is important to highlight that the 

regulations enacted by the regulatory body, that is, the National Bank of Rwanda (Central Bank) 

have further helped to encourage e-payment in the country especially in areas of customer 

protection from undue levies in the process of paying for goods electronically. These developments 

are further accelerated by the increasing rate of internet population among the Rwandan society. 

Of the 12,337,138 estimated population of Rwanda, only about 1,110,043 are internet savvy. These 

numbers are growing slowly but steadily and the population can be leveraged to further boost e-

business activities which have grown rapidly over the years adding value to the economy. 

 

 

2. Opportunities and challenges presently manifested with regard to e-commerce 

 

Opportunities  

 

To begin with, one of the greatest opportunities for e-commerce in Rwanda is the countries 

deliberate efforts in the advancement of technology. For e-commerce, to thrive in any 

environment, there is a need for well-developed and functioning supportive ICT infrastructures. 

Indeed, most stakeholders argue that for e-commerce to grow there is a need for proper 

connectivity and security because those involved are in need of reliable network on the internet 

and mobile phone to access platforms and that the platforms must have secure payment options. 

For Rwanda, these prerequisites are getting into play as the country continues to witness increasing 

mobile payment, internet use as well as a growing middle class. These factors are expected to 

contribute tremendously to the growth of online commerce in Rwanda. Rwanda continues to be 

one of the fastest growing African countries in ICT and there are several opportunities for growth 

for the ICT sector including e-commerce and e-services, mobile technologies, applications 

development and automation and ICT training. ICT penetration rate in the country is 30% and the 

internet is also growing with 7% penetration rate in the country. These developments are 

encouraging a number of innovations, including e-commerce. This is further proved by the fact 
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that, though e-commerce is relatively new in Rwanda, the sector is already growing at a fast rate 

as local tech start-ups and international payers enter the marketplace, attracted by adoption of new 

technologies in the country. 

 

Again, a number of initiatives are being put in place to facilitate e-commerce in Rwanda. For 

example, on May 11th, 2016, a partnership agreement between International Trade Centre (ITC) 

and DHL in Rwanda was signed in Kigali to facilitate trade and improve access to e-commerce 

transportation and logistics in Africa. During the signing ceremony, the then Minister of Trade and 

Industry, Francois Kanimba said that the government of Rwanda was embracing e-commerce as 

part of its strategy to digitize the economy. He stated at the time that; “We are taking e-commerce 

as a key enabler towards boosting SMEs capacity to export; it is also an ingredient that we must 

leverage on to strengthen private sector’s contribution to the national growth.” Then for Ms. 

Arancha González, the Executive Director at International Trade Center, said that; “embracing e- 

commerce will increase SME’s contribution to the export industry and ultimately reduce the 

country’s trade deficit.”  

 

Furthermore, a portal for Rwandan products is being established to promote locally made products 

in line with the “Made in Rwanda” Policy. The made in Rwanda portal will have two platforms: 

made in Rwanda for local markets and made in Rwanda for export. The portal will also serve as 

an online Multi- vender market place for Rwandan goods and services, all managed from one 

place. The portal will also advertise selected “export- ready” products for which international 

market solutions and international logistics options will be available to foreign buyers serving 

markets such as the European Union (EU) and the United States (US). International Trade Center 

(ITC) proposes to provide technical assistance in building and adapting solutions for international 

payment and logistics and activating the platform.  

 

Another opportunity is that the private sector players (sellers and buyers) are embracing e-

commerce in Rwanda and there are allowing it to happen and supporting it to thrive. For the private 

sector players involved in e-commerce, they find a number of opportunities and advantages that 

people need to know and take advantage of as they consider embracing the trend. Being quoted by 

the local newspaper (The New Times), Mr. Alain Murenzi, the sales manager at Gemeya.com, one 

of the local online shops, e-commerce gives customers a rewarding shopping experience free from 

stress. Mr. Murenzi states that; “With the physical marketplace, a customer can spend the whole 

day moving from shop to shop looking for a particular item, online shopping offers a customer 

a full list of companies making or selling different items from which a client can buy a Lumia 

820 phone online at Rwf200,000, which was quoted at Rwf300,000 in electronic shops in 

Kigali.” 

 

Challenges  

 

In regard to challenges, there are issues related to appropriate regulatory framework, enough 

capacities and coping up with new innovations in this highly technologically intense business. It 

is important to note that Rwanda, like other LDCs shares general challenges with such countries 

when it comes to addressing digital divide in developing countries. These common challenges can 

be categorized as follows: Infrastructure barriers (access to technology and equipment, availability 

of ICT skills, qualified personnel); Cost factors (costs of ICT equipment, networks, and services); 
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Security and trust factor (uncertainty of payment methods and legal frameworks); Logistics 

barriers (complicated delivery procedures, problems in returning of the products); and Digital 

knowledge barrier (lack of ICT knowledge).  

 

According to Mr Francois Munyentwari, the current country director of ACORD, beyond the issue 

of accessibility for ordinary citizens, there is above all an issue of trust and risk taking . He stated 

that “There is another challenge on the part of consumers to fully embrace e-commerce. Most of 

the potential buyers  have not yet fully trusted the e-commerce business to securely delivered their 

purchased products. This is being a new practice, it is taking time to be fully trusted and 

embraced” This and other related issues are further complicated by same few instances of fraud 

and theft. There are some reported theft challenges where most of the related crimes are in the 

category of cyber-crimes which are still complicated in terms of follow up. So, when some 

potential buyers or others who plan to embrace e-commerce start to hear of such unpleasant 

incidences, they tend to re-consider their willingness to embrace e-commerce.    

 

Another downside of e-commerce is related to consumer satisfaction in regard to the products 

purchased online without physical inspection. Some online shoppers claim that, sometimes, in 

online trading, what you see is not always what you get. Pictures can make something look better 

than they actually are. Customer persuasion always causes problems when a commodity is 

delivered and does not meet the client’s expectations. Other challenges include intertwined 

challenges related to underdeveloped e-payment platforms as well as weak logistics and 

distribution networks and related infrastructure. All these are very important to support e-

commerce to operate smoothly and thrive yet they are not well developed given the general level 

of development in the country.    

 

For Mr. Christophe Nkurunziza, one of the serious challenges is the mindset and lack of 

appropriate knowledge. He is the owner of behind Yubeyi, an e-Commerce business focusing 

mainly on electronic equipment like mobile phones, laptops, blenders, fridges, just to name a few 

and operates differently from known brands like Amazon, e-bay or Alibaba. According to 

Nkurunzia, “People’s mindset is the biggest challenge, but on the other hand, suppliers equally 

don’t understand these new technologies. For instance, we have to do all the work of facilitating 

suppliers to list their products on the platform and managing inventory,” he discloses, adding 

that investing in education could change the situation. 

 

3. The regulatory and institutional framework in place to facilitate e-commerce 

 

At the moment, there is no national policy related to issues of concern for players in the e-

commerce business. Also, apart from the institutions responsible for ICT in general, there is no 

institution in Rwanda that is specifically dedicated to e-commerce. 

 

If not, what specific measures are required? 

 

First and foremost, there is a need to have a National Policy on E-commerce. If this specific 

measure is considered and done, then other necessary initiatives can be built on that foundation for 

further improvements. A national policy on e-commerce with clear actions to take, involving key 

stakeholders and players would provide a firm foundation and also provide a strategic direction 
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for the future and business potential of e-commerce in Rwanda. In this light, the Ministry of Trade 

and Industry should take the lead and coordinate other relevant Ministries and institutions as well 

as all relevant stakeholders in the formulation and implementation of the national policy on e-

commerce.  

 

Once the policy on e-commerce is in place, then other relevant measures and initiatives can be put 

in place based on the policy. In this case, based on the e-commerce policy, appropriate laws and 

regulations can be put in place and then an institution dedicated to the promotion and protection 

of e-commerce can be established to regulate related activities and also play the facilitation role. 

 

4. Can regulating e-commerce at multilateral level facilitate its coherent development in 

Rwanda?  

 

In attempting to answer this question, one needs to first of all look at the dynamics of e-commerce 

in Rwanda and to what extent these dynamics are linked to the global rules. From the onset one 

needs to appreciate the fact that among the current challenges encountered by e-commerce in 

Rwanda, regulatory issues are not mentioned among the top issues (of let say capacity and 

appropriate infrastructure). Indeed, regulatory issues are not mentioned as serious issues whether 

at the domestic level or at the global level. According to Ms. Clarisse Iribagiza the CEO of DMM 

HEHE as quoted by the New Times News Paper of January 28th, 2018, the relevancy of e-

commerce in Rwanda’s context is the most important element to focus on at the moment. She was 

quoted as saying; “The challenge that lies before us is how to make this technology relevant for 

Rwanda and Africa in general.” For Iribagiza, e-Commerce is a new concept that people need to 

be educated on its importance and what they are losing by not embracing it first. “With low internet 

penetration and ICT literacy levels, businesses need to invest more in teaching the people how 

to operate these sites and technologies rather than marketing something that people do not find 

relevant or even know how to use,” she says. 

 

It is also generally mentioned that education is not the only challenge. Lack of adequate supportive 

infrastructure is another big issue, and that there is also a need to develop better systems that work 

for Rwandans. At the moment focusing on regulation is not a priority because there is not much to 

regulate in the first place. At the moment, Rwanda like other LDCs (including other EAC 

countries) does not have the same infrastructure as other markets in the developed world. Rwanda 

is still building the necessary infrastructure and also has to design new systems and be innovative. 

These are and should be the most important issues to focus on rather than focusing on regulating 

e-commerce at a multilateral level. This is very important because according to Mr. Nkurunziza; 

“………currently there is no trusted infrastructure that enables online payment processing 

system.” He notes that they only rely on global systems like PayPal which are expensive. 

 

In light of the above mentioned realities therefore, multilateral regulation on e-commerce is not a 

priority for Rwanda at the moment. So, instead of putting efforts on multilateral regulation in 

regard to e-commerce, Rwanda should focus on capacity building and then developing a national 

policy on e-commerce. Capacity building in related areas should be provided and enhanced to 

increase potential players involved in e-commerce and related transactions. At the moment, most 

SMEs owners and various entrepreneurs  are trained in a number of soft business skills but not 

much in the area of online transactions. So, with the development of e-commerce, it is now time 



6 

 

to also build capacities and to provide training in skills related to online businesses. Then, from a 

policy perspective, there is a need to start on considering the formulation of relevant policies and 

eventually a legal framework to support and promote e-commerce in Rwanda taking into account 

future realities and aspirations.  

 

 

4. Recommendations to the EAC WTO delegates for consideration in regard to the working 

programme on e-commerce 

 

It is important to note that generally, Rwanda shares most of the aspirations as well as challenges 

that are common to the other EAC countries as well as other LDCs. As far as recommendations 

are concerned, there is a need to first and foremost appreciate the potential and the current status 

of e-commerce in Rwanda so as to build on what is there to make further improvements. In this 

light, the following recommendations are considered important for policy makers and the Geneva 

based ambassadors;  

 

1. Enhancing capacity building on WTO issues: It is generally clear that WTO issues are not 

known and well understood by key national stakeholders. Based on the interviews that were 

conducted with various stakeholders especially those from the private sector, there is 

general lack of information related to WTO issues. In this regard, efforts should be 

mobilized with support from the Geneva based delegates to mobilize financial resources 

and expertise to facilitate in building capacities to the government officials and 

disseminating relevant information to the public. This is very important to ensure Rwanda’s 

effective and meaningful participation and contribution to the negotiations in the WTO in 

regard to relevant issues including e-commerce.    

 

2. Considering e-commerce among the new issues while supporting LDCs: In regard to the 

debate on the consideration of new issues in WTO, e-commerce should be considered 

among among others because it is already making an impact in transacting businesses 

within the EAC and thus making tangible impact on the regional economies. While making 

this consideration, the negotiations should take into account the need to support EAC 

countries (along with other LDCs) with a view to facilitate them to catch up with the 

developed nations. For example, negotiations should focus on how best to support LDCs 

in developing appropriate regulatory frameworks and relevant infrastructure that is 

required and necessary for meaningful e-commerce.  

 

3. Harmonising an EAC regional position: As much as there is a common view that EAC 

countries are not all at the same level of digital economy development, and hence may not 

have the same interests, it is still possible to develop and have in place an agreed common 

regional framework in preparation to engage into negotiating global rules on e-commerce. 

In this light therefore, many recommend that having a harmonized EAC regional 

framework on e-commerce would help EAC countries to meaningfully negotiate e-

commerce within the WTO. 

 

4. Supporting the “Internet for all Project”: For purposes of development considerations, 

there is a need to ensure that internet is accessed to all globally. In this regard, the initiative 
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of “Internet for all project” should be supported and enhanced. This is very important 

because, e-commerce can only thrive in an environment where the population has access 

to internet so that they are able to participate in selling and buying online hance causing e-

commerce to grow.  

 

Annex 1: List of interviewed Stakeholders 

 

No. Name of Contact Institution/ Position Contact Details  

1 Mr. Alain Murenzi,  the sales manager at Gemeya.com, 0788484408 

2 Mr. Christophe Nkurunziza,  

 

owner of behind Yubeyi, an e-Commerce business 

focusing mainly on electronic equipment 

0788259975 

3 Ms. Clarisse Iribagiza  the CEO of DMM HEHE 0788544386 

4 Francois Kanimba,  Former Minister of Trade and Industry, 0788300572 

5 Ms. Peace BASEMERA Ministry of Trade and Industry (MINICOM)/ Officer 

in Charge of Trade Negotiations 

0788574322 

6 Mr. Didier NKURIKIYIMFURA SmartAfrica – Kigali, Rwanda 0788303310 

7 Mr. Alvin KATTO JUMIA (Private Company involved in e-commerce) 0784444433 

8 Mr. Happy MUKAMA Private Lawyer/ Trade Consultant 

Expert on EAC Regional Integration   

0788899602 

9 Mr. Geoffrey KAMANZI  Head of Trade Negotiations and Facilitation  

Private Sector Federation (PSF) 

0788307165 

10 Mr. Francois MUNYENTWARI Country Direct ACORD Rwanda  0788502420 

11 Ms. Laurence MUKARUGWIZA Ministry of Trade and Industry (MINICOM)/ Officer 

in Charge of External Trade 

0788762846 

 

Note compiled bya ACORD Rwanda, February 2018 

 

 

 

 
 


