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Rwanda: Civil Society Open Letter to Commonwealth Heads of Government 

 

Dear Commonwealth Heads of Government, 

We, the undersigned civil society organisations, express our grave concerns about the 

human rights situation in Rwanda as it prepares to host the Commonwealth Heads of 

Government Meeting (CHOGM) in June 2022. The silence of the Commonwealth on 

Rwanda’s human rights record risks undermining the organisation’s human rights mandate, 

as well as its integrity and credibility. 

We urge the Commonwealth and its members to consider CHOGM, scheduled to take place 

in Kigali in the week of 20 June 2022, as a moment to reiterate its core values of human 

rights, rule of law and good governance – as enshrined in the Commonwealth Charter and 

the Harare Declaration –, to urge the Rwandan government to take concrete measures to 

respect and promote these values, and to express grave concern to the government on its 

human rights record.   

Rwanda became a member of the Commonwealth in 2009. At the time,  the Commonwealth 

Human Rights Initiative voiced concern that the state of governance and human rights in 

Rwanda did not meet the Commonwealth’s standards. Many of these concerns remain 

today. Commentators, journalists, opposition activists, and others speaking out on current 

affairs and criticising public policies continue to face abusive prosecutions, enforced 

disappearances, or have at times died under suspicious circumstances. 

As documented by Human Rights Watch in the lead up to the June 2021 CHOGM (later 

postponed), security forces increased efforts to “clear up” the streets of Kigali and take 

people deemed “undesirable”, such as street children, street vendors, sex workers, 

homeless people, and beggars, to an unofficial detention facility – Gikondo transit center – 

under the aegis of the National Rehabilitation Service. This practice was condemned during 

the review of Rwanda by the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child in 

February 2020.  

Of further and particular concern are the relentless harassment, attacks and threats that 

independent civil society and the media in Rwanda consistently face, which contravene 

international human rights obligations – particularly those relating to the rights to freedom of 

expression, association and peaceful assembly. Not only does this call into question the 

integrity and credibility of the discussions on human rights and rule of law issues scheduled 

to take place during CHOGM, it also threatens civil society’s participation in CHOGM-related 

activities. The Commonwealth Charter recognises the key role that civil society plays in 

supporting the Commonwealth. Limiting the engagement of civil society undermines the 

values and effectiveness of the institution.  

Unlawful detention and torture are rampant, particularly in unofficial detention facilities 

known as ‘safe houses.’ In 2017, the United Nations Sub-Committee on the Prevention of 

Torture (SPT) was forced to suspend and later cancel its visit to Rwanda – the first time it 

has ever done so – citing obstruction by the authorities and fear of reprisals against 

interviewees. This visit should rapidly resume under the required guarantees.  



The Rwandan government consistently fails to conduct effective investigations into 

allegations of extrajudicial executions, enforced disappearances, deaths in custody, arbitrary 

detention, torture and other ill-treatment, and ensure accountability. In many of these cases, 

the evidence points to the involvement of state security forces. This has created a climate of 

fear among the population and impunity.  

Notably, authorities have failed to conduct a credible investigation and ensure accountability 

for the suspicious death in police custody of well-known activist and singer Kizito Mihigo. In 

March 2021, 42 civil society organisations from across the Commonwealth wrote to ask that 

the Commonwealth press Rwandan authorities to allow an independent, impartial, and 

effective investigation into the death in custody. Since then, no progress has been made to 

shed light on and ensure accountability for Mihigo’s death. 

We therefore urge Commonwealth governments to press Rwandan authorities, ahead of and 

during CHOGM, to agree to the following:  

1) Immediately drop the charges against and release all of those currently detained solely 

for peacefully exercising their right to freedom of expression, reform laws and create an 

enabling environment for activists, bloggers and journalists to freely express their views, 

online or offline, without fear of consequences;  

2) Publicly commit and guarantee that civil society and media – including those from 

Rwanda – will be allowed to work freely and raise human rights issues without fear of 

reprisals during and after their participation in CHOGM;  

3) Take concrete steps to address the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights and 

the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child’s concerns about the treatment 

of people deemed ‘vagrants’ or ‘beggars’ as criminals. Specifically, to publicly commit to 

closing down unofficial detention facilities and reforming Rwanda’s National 

Rehabilitation Service; 

4) Close Gikondo transit centre and commit to ensuring that no detentions of poor or 

marginalised people will take place ahead of this or other such meetings; 

5) Publicly commit to facilitating the resumption of the visit of the Sub-Committee on the 

Prevention of Torture when the subcommittee seeks to do so, with guarantees that it will 

be free to carry out its work without interference, in accordance with Rwanda’s treaty 

obligations; 

6) Publicly commit to allowing an international investigation into high profile cases of 

violations against dissidents, such as the death in custody of Kizito Mihigo, by issuing an 

invitation to United Nations and African Union mandate-holders on extra-judicial 

executions, enforced disappearances, torture, and arbitrary detention;  

7) Ensure meaningful domestic implementation of the international human rights treaties to 

which the government of Rwanda is a state party, and bring all legislation into line with 

their international human rights obligations; and 

8) Publicly commit and guarantee that all people in Rwanda will be treated with dignity and 

respect, and be allowed to live in an environment in which they can freely enjoy all 

human rights guaranteed by the Constitution of Rwanda, including by instituting effective 

mechanisms to protect journalists, civil society groups, and human rights defenders who 

work for the promotion and protection of human rights. 



In addition, we urge you and the Commonwealth Secretariat to put in place criteria which 

include compliance with human rights standards and norms, for countries that are 

considered for Commonwealth membership and are hosting major events like CHOGM.  

We thank you for considering this important issue. We would welcome an opportunity to 

discuss this further.  

Sincerely,  

1. Action des chrétiens pour l'abolition de la torture (ACAT-France) 
2. Afghan Canadian Civil Society Forum (ACSF) 
3. African Centre for Democracy and Human Rights Studies (ACDHRS) 
4. Amnesty International 
5. Article 20 Network 
6. Botswana Watch Organization  
7. Center for Civil Liberties (Ukraine) 
8. Centro de Alternativas al Desarrollo (CEALDES - Colombia) 
9. Committee to Protect Journalists 
10. Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative 
11. Commonwealth Journalists Association in the UK    
12. Freedom Now 
13. Human Rights Concern - Eritrea (HRCE) 
14. Human Rights Foundation 
15. Human Rights Watch 
16. Institute of Commonwealth Studies 
17. International Service for Human Rights (ISHR) 
18. One Future Collective  
19. Protection International Africa 
20. Réseau des Organisations de la Société Civile pour l'Observation et le Suivi des 

Élections en Guinée (ROSE)  
21. Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights 
22. The Daphne Caruana Galizia Foundation 
23. The International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) 
24. Commonwealth Journalists Association (International) 

 


