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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background and Context 
 

This report presents the findings of the opportunities’ mapping for youth 
participation study that was carried out in Karongi district, Western province 
during October- November 2006. The opportunities’ mapping study was part of 
the activities under the sensitization and capacity building activities for youth 
rights to participate in development activities, including socioeconomic activities, 
planned to be implemented in Karongi district by the Youth Association for 
Development and Promotion of Human Rights (AJPRODHO) and Never Again 
Rwanda (NAR) and Tubibe Amahoro. In particular, this study has generated 
information on socioeconomic opportunities that exist in Karongi district, in 
which can engage to improve their socioeconomic wellbeing. The report also 
suggests some strategies and actions for utilizing such opportunities, especially in 
the context of rights based approaches to youth participation and development. 
The study had been commissioned by the Tubibe Amahoro and AJPRODHO in 
association with Never Again, who are implementing the projects. The Project is 
funded and technically supported by the Norwegian People’s Aid (NPA) Rwanda, 
which has also provided funding for this study.   

 

1.2 Rationale and Purpose of the Study  
 

The purpose of the mapping exercise was to generate area specific information on 
existing and potential opportunities for youth, to inform the training and capacity 
building projects on youth rights to participate development that is being 
implemented in the district by NPA partners AJPRODHO and NEVER AGAIN 
and Tubibe Amahoro. This report will act as a guiding instrument to enable 
practical training and sensitisation of the target beneficiaries (i.e. local youth) 
about their rights, obligations and opportunities.  

 

1.3 Study Area and Methodology Used  
 

The methodology used for the study was a combination of literature review, 
interviews and focused group discussions with key informants and local 
stakeholders and interest groups.  Field visits, over a period of 2 days, were 
conducted in 4 sectors i.e. Bwishyura, Rubengera, Murundi and Murambi. 
Bwishyura sector covers the Town formerly referred to as Kibuye Town. 
Murambi and Murundi are rather remote rural sectors in the eastern part of the 
district.  



 
In each of the 4 sectors visited, meetings were held with political and technical 
officials in the Local Government, youth representatives and other interest groups 
(especially those involved in development activities). Direct observations and 
appreciative inquiry, both techniques based on eye view of what is happening/ has 
happened, were used, and some key informants interviewed to clarify observed 
phenomena.  
 



 

2.0 PROFILE OF KARONGI DISTRICT 

2.1 Geographical and Biophysical features 
 
Karongi district is one of the 7 districts comprising the Western province of 
Rwanda, and shares borders with the district of Ruhango to the East, Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC) to the West, the districts of Rutsiro and Ngororero to 
the North, and the districts of Nyamagabe and Nyamasheke to the south. Karongi 
district covers a surface area of 928 sq km (3.5% of the national territory). 
Beautiful tall gentle and sharp hills separated by wet valleys, and overlooking the 
Lake Kivu, constitute the main heritage for the district, as is Nyungwe Forest 
National Park. It’s located on a fairly high altitude in the central-western plateau 
ranging from 1463 metres above mean sea level on the shores of Lake Kivu to 
2700 metres above mean sea level at Karongi hill.  
 
In general, Karongi soils are infertile, and support very few agricultural crops. 
Soils are predominantly short loamy soils mixed with stones. In the wet valleys, 
soils are clayey.  
 
Nyungwe forest boasts of a diversity of wildlife (essentially leopards, monkeys, 
baboons, etc and a variety of birds and snakes). Lake Kivu has small fish species 
and Isambaza, because of the methane gas, which makes the environment 
unfavourable for the survival of fish species.  
 
 
2.2 Political and Administrative  
 
Administratively, Karongi district is divided into 13 Sectors and 90 cells. The 
sectors, most of which were formed from the former districts under Kibuye 
Province are: Bwishyura, Gashari, Gishyita, Gitesi, Mubuga, Murambi, Murundi, 
Mutuntu, Rubengera, Rugabano, Ruganda, Rwankuba and Twumba.  

 



Map showing the administrative demarcations of Karongi district 
 

 
 
 

2.2 Demographic, Socio-political and Administrative Characteristics 
 
According to the District Performance Contract for 2006, the district has an estimated 
population of 302,578 people. With a population density of approx 326 people per sq. 
Km, Karongi district is among the most densely populated districts in the country.  
Like elsewhere in Rwanda, Karongi district is still struggling with the effects of the 
war and genocide and the insurgency that followed in the mid to late 1990s. As a 
result of the genocide and HIV/AIDS, Karongi district has many orphans and widows.  
 

Table 1. Basic social Infrastructures/ facilities in Karongi district  
 

Sector Type of facility Numbers  
Education Primary schools 121 
 Secondary schools 23 
 Tertiary institutions 1 
Health  Health Centres 16 
 Hospitals 3 
Source: District Performance Activity Plan 2006  



  

2.3 Economy and Infrastructure  
 
The main infrastructure consists of a first class tarmac road from Gitarama to Kibuye 
town, and a relatively reliable supply of electricity, which nevertheless, is restricted 
along the highway and within the urban areas. Elsewhere, the communities are served 
by a poor network of murram and earth roads, which become impassable by light 
vehicles during rainy seasons.  
 
Agriculture is the main source of livelihood and employment for the people in 
Karongi including the youth. The main crops grown are coffee, passion fruits 
(Amatunda), Irish potatoes, beans and to some extent bananas. In general, however, 
agriculture is at subsistence level. Part of the reasons is poor soils and partly due to 
poverty where most households have limited land and think commercial farming is 
out of their reach.  
 
Tourism, fishing and commerce are other important economic activities but the 
participation of the local people in especially the tourism industry is low.   Indeed, 
although many live on or in proximity to the lake, they did not mention fishing as one 
of the key economic opportunities.  
  
Few urban areas exist in addition to Kibuye town. Although it shares international 
boundaries with the DRC, cross-border trade was not mentioned. This is probably 
because Karongi is sandwiched between two main cross-border trade points which 
have developed urban centres and high ways i.e. Gisenyi-Goma border post on the 
northern side and Cyangugu (Rusizi) – Bukavu border post on the southern side.  



 

3.0 STATUS OF YOUTH AND YOUTH PARTICIPATION 

3.1 Structure and Characteristics of the Youth  
 

Like many other districts in Rwanda, Karongi population is predominantly young, 
with about 69% of the population under 30 years.  
Most of the youth in Karongi are indigenous, and there have not been serious in-
migrations. Unemployment among the youth is high and cuts across all social 
strata – even those with considerable levels of education (up to higher secondary 
level / A2) lamented that they used to be employed as Teachers but these jobs are 
no more. Vulnerability is high due to the after-effects of the genocide that left 
many orphans but also the biting poverty that is made worse by structural 
limitations like illiteracy and absence of social support networks. Psycho-social 
problems and tensions still undermine the process of unity and reconciliation 
implemented by the Government and partners such as the Swiss funded Peace and 
Decentralisation project.  

 
Karongi youth are at large – some are on their own on streets, some having run 
out of families due to domestic violence; while some are household heads 
struggling to earn some income. Yet some are doing petty businesses and other 
activities.   

 
 
3.2 Activities Youth are currently involved in:  
 

Despite the vast opportunities presented by natural endowment and emerging 
policy framework, there are generally few youth involved in viable economic 
activities. The most frequently pointed out youth economic activities were:   

 
1. Agriculture : most youth reported (and were observed) that they were doing 

farming. The types of farming they are doing are cultivation of coffee, fruits, 
Irish potatoes and beans. Some are involved in livestock production of goats, 
rabbits and chicken (i.e. small animals).  
As to why they chose such small animals, most of them argued that cattle 
production was unaffordable. Another reason for engaging in small animal 
rearing was a strategy for saving. Whenever one earns some money, they 
argued that it was safer to invest it in livestock which grow and multiply and 
can be converted into money whenever need arises at a higher value. That 
investing in livestock other than banks could suggest that their attitude about 
banks and financial institutions generally is negative. Also, the fact that the 
issue of market or occupation was not considered a factor in the decision to do 
farming and to choose the type of farming activity, raise issues about the 



perceptions of the farming youth. Indeed, commercial farming (where they 
principally produce for the market) was not mentioned as an activity in which 
youth are engaged or would like to engage in. The need to do farming as a 
business or a profitable occupation or a source of livelihoods appeared 
unfamiliar and seemed impossible to the youth farmers most of whom produce 
on a subsistence scale. Some of issues that characterise youth farming include: 

�  Farming is done by default not something one conceptualises and invests 
in. Many young farmers just find themselves doing it because it is the 
way of life at home; 

�  Many youth have limited access to land: so farming youth have a burden 
of borrowing or renting land, which reduces their ability to earn.  

�  Karongi youth lack extension services and have no access to information 
on market and techniques of modern productive farming;  

�  Limited access to affordable credit and agro-inputs: agriculture for most 
youth is simple, and given the fact that the soil is generally poor higher 
productivity can only be realised by using modern farming technologies 
such as fertilisers, improved seeds, application of pesticides, etc., which 
they have limited access to.  

�  It was established that because the young farmers produce at subsistence 
level, it is difficult for local authorities to assist them get better markets – 
so they end up being cheated, creating further jeopardy.  

 
2. Small businesses/ petty trade: a number of youth especially around 
commercial centres are involved in petty trade in common consumer goods. 
Business was reported to be largely driven by household responsibilities that the 
youth shoulder from childhood, but these are not many and the main reason cited 
was lack of capital. Underlying factors for this are lack of creativity and long term 
vision coupled with low skills in entrepreneurship and business management. 
Many youth in fact preferred to work for others.  
 
3. Environmental Protection activities: Karongi district is located in a fragile 
ecosystem and the Local Government has included terracing of hills to control soil 
erosion as a key activity. The youth being active and energetic and since it mainly 
involves manual work, are usually the ones contracted to do this. Given the extent 
of the soil erosion threat, it is apparent that the activities are continuous, implying 
that the youth are assured of activity. The main limitation is the budget constraints 
which compel the local authorities to scale down the terracing activity.  
 
4. Casual labours: Many young people earn a living from manual work –they 
work in difficult and often dangerous conditions and are underpaid.. It was noted 
that most of the youth engaged in manual work are men and mostly those who 
never went to school or dropped out before completing primary school. Some 



work as conductors and luggage carriers. The 4 youth (in plate 1 below) were paid 
Frw 450 for carrying huge loads of bananas for a business woman from Kibuye 
Market (about 500 metres away.  When asked why she had underpaid them, she 
replied “I make very little profit margin”. It transpired that such youth, who 
included a young boy less than 13 years, looked like they had no capacity to 
negotiate and had gone without work for some time.  

 
Plate 1. Young men carry luggage for a business woman from Kibuye Market 

 
5. Transport: in both rural and urban areas, a number of youth are the main 
providers of transport services. They mainly use bicycles and since 2005, they are 
organised into associations. In town (including Rubengera and Kibuye town), 
some youth provide taxi and motor cycle transport (Vero Moter). For the 
motorcycles and taxi cars, however, all the youth met or talked to did not own 
them but were renting them from older people. While this represents some 
partnership between youth and adults in business, there appeared to be an element 
of exploitation, as the youth were merely used as drivers and most of the profits 
went to the vehicle or motorcycle owners. There are some bicycle transporters 
who rent the bicycles but a number of them purchased their own. On whether the 
associations can not assist them to obtain their own motorcycles or taxi cars on 
their own, the transporters chorused “the banks simply can’t entertain us – they 
want security which we don’t have and they are not convinced that we can pay 
back”. FINA Bank and Banque Populaire were mentioned as the main Banks 
although there is the Commercial Bank of Rwanda (BCR) in Kibuye.  
 
6. Formal employment: A number of youth are employed either formally in 
small organisations or doing business but employed by others. The youth 
operating the transport boats, fishermen and some of the motor-cycle transport 
operators and those in shops were employed. When asked why they preferred to 
be employed and not own the businesses they were operating, all mentioned that it 
was difficult to raise capital, but others felt secure when employed even if they 



earn less. Ironically, apart from the Motorcycle operators, none of the others had a 
vision to start their own businesses.  
  

3.3 Levels of Participation in decision making and development activities 
 
            In terms of numbers, the youth in Karongi are adequately represented in decision 

making positions – they are councilors and some are members of the Executive 
Committee. They serve on committees of the church and the technical personnel 
in the district are predominantly youth – but most of them do not perceive 
themselves as youth. In many respects, youth represent those who are redundant, 
which is a dangerous perception.  
Because of the role they play in families, the services they provide (transport is 
dominated by youth) they have cultivated recognition and trust among the old 
people and leaders.  
 
The National Youth Council that has structures down to cell level is an exclusive 
framework to articulate and bring to the fore of development, youth-specific 
issues. This structure is working at all levels. In this regard, youth coordinators at 
district and sector cell levels are playing a commendable role. One major 
achievement of this structure is the ease with which youth mobilization can be 
done.  

 
However, a close assessment of the quality of decision made and the activities that 
most youth are involved in suggest that youth participation is mostly statistical 
terms (e.g. youth numbers in district council), and not in terms of what their 
participation in decision making process, has brought for the youth.  

 
How effective are existing participation mechanisms? 
 
The main mechanisms for youth participation would ideally be effective but are 
generally not for a number of reasons: 

�  Many of the youth in leadership responsibilities are not confident, and part of 
the reason is the way they conduct themselves among the population – a case 
in point is a Gacaca Jury in Murambi who almost run away and started 
denying being a genocidaire when he was just asked whether he was a 
member of the Jury.  

�  The youth councils appear to be fused with local government structures so 
getting them to articulate the youth interests within the political decision 
making structures is difficult.  

�  Local leaders do not consult their constituents. The youth said they last saw 
them when they elected them but have done nothing. The aspect of rights does 



not seem to be clear and the democratisation process cannot be effective 
without the youth holding their leaders accountable.   

�  The young people in positions of responsibility do not look at themselves as 
youth, and probably because of this, the youth voice is not adequately 
reflected in the district or sector priorities and budgets. Many councillors are 
all within the age bracket of youth but youth-specific issues did not feature in 
the main development priorities of the district performance contract.   

�  There are no youth funds, and no specific budget for youth activities. This has 
rendered the youth structures and programmes more or less non functioning in 
many respects.  



 

4.0 EXISTING OPPORTUNITIES FOR YOUTH PARTICIPATION 
IN SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

 
There are vast opportunities in the different development domains in which youth can 
actively participate to advance their rights.  

4.1 Opportunities for Political Participation 
 
The national legislative framework for political participation of youth is provided for 
in the National Constitution 2003, which gives anybody aged 18 and above to vote 
and to be voted for. Sectoral or subsidiary legislations such as the Law governing the 
establishment and functioning of National Youth Council (NYC) and the Law 
establishing the National Women’s Council (NWC) all provide special opportunities 
for political participation of youth. These structures are operational, albeit ineffective, 
at all levels in Karongi but not as satisfactorily because they are under-funded, and 
some of the youth leaders are not visionary.   
 
The decentralization and democratization programmes have opened windows for 
participation of youth and other hitherto marginalized groups. Karongi youth are 
involved in leadership positions, and the youth and women structures which exist 
parallel to local government structures.  
 
Enabling policy and legislative environment – the medium term development strategy 
is based on 4 pillars: Good governance including deepening democratisation and 
participation; economic development; social transformation; and justice. These 
principles (or pillars) form the basis of the performance contracts signed between 
leaders at various levels. There are vast opportunities for youth to ensure that they are 
catered for. The main entry point for political action has, under the recent territorial 
reorganization, been lowered from cell to Umudugudu level, and in Karongi, it was 
reported that a considerable number of youth had been elected into leadership 
responsibilities, eventhough some of them are yet to develop sufficient confidence to 
work efficiently.  But this will assist to build confidence and experience for youth to 
take on more complex and challenging leadership positions.  
 
In addition, the national policy on decentralization, pursued since 2000 has been 
reviewed to strengthen local governance. It effectively transfers responsibilities and 
(potentially resources) to district and lower levels close to where most youth stay. 
After the recent territorial reforms, most decisions are made at sector and cell levels, 
which are closer to the population. Bringing decision making centre to lower levels 
where most youth live, has removed some of the communication and other roadblocks 



that undermine youth participation. It implies empowerment of the youth, and it’s up 
to them to watch on or influence decisions in their favour.  
 
There is a shift in development policy and strategy towards rights based approaches 
(RBA): In the national decentralization strategy for 2007-2011, presently being 
developed, the GoR is targeting to mainstream rights-based approaches, which the 
youth, as an interest group, can take advantage of and influence local development 
programmes. Mainstreaming rights issues into the development strategy represents a 
radical departure from hand-out based development which the youth have been used 
to, and under which their participation has been passive.     
 
There is increasing recognition of the strength of the youth: Youth in Karongi 
dominate community positions, not just leadership positions but also in sensitive 
duties like Gacaca (local courts for trying genocide cases based on traditional justice)   
and Abunzi (Community Mediators). The political and civic leaders met during the 
field visits also recognized that youth were a significant force not only in economic 
activation but also in the political leadership. If the youth cultivate a sense of 
belonging and take advantage of the positions already held by youth, they will be in 
position to make considerable achievements.  
 
The power of numbers: In Karongi district, more than two-thirds of populations are 
young people. With the democratization process including elections where the power 
of numbers count, youth can demand to have their voice by influencing who leads 
them through elections. The also have power to mobilize for civil and political action 
but this calls for a shared and steadfast vision, unity and a sense of maturity. 
 
Political will among local leadership: there seems to be political will at all levels 
throughout the district to involve the youth in activities. In this regard, what is needed 
is to strengthen the framework for dialogue and create capacity for information 
sharing and follow-up actions. The regular Umuganda (community work) and other 
local events which bring together most people and at which youth were reported to be 
active, can act as suitable forums for youth to influence political processes locally.  
 

4.2 Opportunities for economic development  
 
Karongi is endowed naturally but the people are not as responsive. The fisheries are 
exploited by people from Cyangugu and most of the major business activities in town 
are owned by investors who come from outside the district. Nonetheless, the youth 
have opportunity to exploit them if they are empowered. Existing economic 
opportunities identified where the youth can participate include: 
 



(a) Tourism – Lake Kivu and its beautiful islands, the serene environment in which 
its situated, the nice hills and the wonders of Nyungwe Forest protected area, are but 
some of the main tourist attractions in Karongi district. In the context of youth 
interests and abilities, tourism provides a diversity of options in terms of what youth 
can do. There is opportunity for all youth categories – those without and without 
education; with and without capital tourism; in town and in rural areas, etc. There are 
also opportunities in various services related to tourism – tour guiding, transport, hotel 
services, among others.  So, there is no excuse for anyone to be excluded.  
 
(b) Crafts making and trade: A number of youth are already venturing in crafts 
making and sale but there are vast opportunities, especially as the district intensifies 
marketing the tourism opportunities. The youth can be assisted to develop Link with 
successful AGOA beneficiaries like Gahaya Links to exploit the export market.  
 
(c) Fisheries: Although the presence of methane gas in Lake Kivu was reported to 
have limited the fish fauna, there are some fish species like Isambaza which are on 
demand. Youth have opportunity to learn and engage in fishing and fisher-mongering 
because of the readily available market. In any case, the Karongi side of the Kivu 
fisheries is currently being exploited by fishermen and investors from Cyangugu, and 
the Karongi youth can partner with them to learn how to catch, process and market 
fish. But for this to happen, the mentality that they are not traditional fisher-
communities must change. Luckily the fishermen met during the field visits appeared 
friendly and willing to cooperate with whoever is interested.   
 
(d) Controlled (Indoor) Livestock production – the new policy of intensive 
livestock production provides remedies to the main barriers facing young farmers – 
shortage of land and lack of inputs. Under the livestock transformation strategy, the 
Government (MINAGRI) is promoting modern livestock breeds with the technology 
of in-door rearing of livestock. All that this technology requires is due diligence and 
commitment, which the youth can adopt if supported. The demand for dairy and meat 
products is also high, so there is ready market within Kibuye town and surrounding 
areas (see plate 2below). While some youth were engaged in training livestock (there 
is one association of goat traders), there livestock farming can be lucrative, because 
the local production does not meet the demand. In addition, the Government policy to 
promote indoor livestock production and improved breeds, presents an excellent 
opportunity for those with project ideas to get both policy and financial support from 
MINAGRI, RARDA and other agencies. Moreover, for youth who do not have access 
to land, indoor livestock production does not require land but effort and commitment 
(to construct shade and to look around for feeds).  
 



 
 Plate 2 Undeveloped livestock market near Kibuye town.  

 
 
(e) Local Government tenders provide excellent opportunity for youth 
employment and income generation: Under the Government policy of privatisation, 
a lot of service delivery work has been divested from public to private sector. 
Decentralisation has brought such opportunities down to local levels. Youth agreed 
that local government tenders for public works such as construction of roads, bridges, 
schools, markets, etc; and provision of services such as supply of materials are being 
contracted out at sector level. In addition, the tendering procedures have clauses that 
encourage or oblige contractors to offer employment opportunities to local people. By 
injecting money into the local economy sector and cell levels, these Local 
Government tenders could provide opportunities that can be used as spring board for 
establishment of youth businesses and enterprises. But the youth, their leaders and 
some local government officials are of the view that such tenders are above them 
because of the stringent requirements. 
 
(f) Environmental protection and development: Given its steep slopes and 
ecologically fragile area, pursing environmentally sustainable development is not an 
option but a must for Karongi district. With support from the UNDP/Netherlands 
funded Decentralisation and Environmental Management project (DEMP), the district 
authorities target to promote improved energy saving stoves in every household to 
reduce deforestation and control soil erosion; intensify terracing in the hill sides, 
protect the lake shores, and conserve biodiversity. Everybody talked agreed these are 
potential opportunities for youth, as they have actively been involved in similar 
activities before.  
 
(g Water and land transport: the youth in Kibuye generally fear water but 
acknowledged that transport across the Lake Kivu in a lucrative opportunity which 
could improve their wellbeing. It was noted that transport of goods, passengers and 
tourists across the Kivu has been successfully exploited by some youth in other areas 
and these successful case studies could motivate the youth in Karongi to engage in 
such ventures.  



 

4.3 Social and Cultural development 
 
There are vast opportunities for youth to participate in social mobilization and 
contribute to development in Karongi district. 
 
(i) Sports and recreation: Karongi district people love sports and the youth have been 
excelling at national level. They have the energy, motivation and zeal to undertake 
sports activities. From their previous performance in local and national competitions, 
The youth can excel in sports if they are mobilized, inspired and facilitated. But apart 
from Kibuye town, and particularly in Murambi and Murundi, the youth lack sports 
and recreational facilities. This has demotivated them and lost sense of direction. 
Many are forced to get involved in criminal activities like alcoholism, drugs and 
prostitution. The other main concern, however, is that although the youth in all sectors 
visited mentioned that they lacked sports facilities and equipment like balls, these 
were not reflected in the District or Sector performance contracts. This raises issues as 
why youth priorities are not development priorities when youth are represented in 
decision making bodies. The performance of youth representatives needs to be 
reviewed and effective strategies for engaging youth identified.   
 
The recent international mountain biking held in Karongi in September 2006 received 
more than 3000 spectators, so the people of Karongi love sports and can boost the 
youth if they are mobilised.   
 
(ii) Despite the disorientation of youth  due to the problems they face, many still have 
identify and pride in their culture – and this is motivation for them to promote cultural 
heritage.  
 
(iii) Karongi youth are talented in creating music and actively participate in theatre.  
They have used (and can) use this opportunity to communicate messages related to 
respect of youth and children’s rights, poverty eradication and development, 
HIV/AIDS, etc. There are opportunities for supporting such initiatives, particularly in 
the following thematic areas: 
 

�  reproductive health/ rights, family planning 
�  conflict transformation and domestic violence against women and children; 
�  Environmental protection.  
�  HIV/AIDS and education, among others.   

 



But such initiatives need support, in order to be realized. They need equipment and 
instruments to be able to operate at the required standards. They also need resources 
to scout and mobilize local talent that are hidden in rural areas.  



 

5.0 FACTORS INFLUENCING YOUTH PARTICIPATION  

5.1 Enabling factors  
  
Being on their own the youth have been internally driven to achieve – most youth in 
Karongi are exposed to hard life and are forced to look for income generating 
activities not out of choice but necessity.  
 
Recognition that youth can make it: there has been a growing recognition at all levels 
of the district (and national level) that youth can actually play a critical role in 
development. In Rubavu district one of the indicators has been their determination to 
be on their own and in many instances having to look after their families. As such, 
there have been attempts to put in place strategies and frameworks at policy and 
program level, to engage youth, with some modest results. 
 
Encouragement by social structures such as the church -  
 

5.2 Constraining factors  
 

Karongi district presents unique problems for the youth – but within the district 
itself, there are marked differences, not just in terms of proximity to natural or 
developed endowments, but also in the structure and cultural beliefs of the youth 
and their leaders. One particular factor that has influenced the youth is the legacy of 
the genocide- and this has affected the way of life and the way they think. Those 
who lost families in the genocide blame those parents or relatives are alleged to 
have committed the genocide. But those whose parents are in prison are not better 
off either – they believe they are suffering because the survivors led their parents to 
be imprisoned. They often cannot see eye to eye and its difficult to build on their 
combined strengths to overcome the barriers to participation and development. 
More specifically, the main constraints to youth participation identified are:    

 
1. Poverty and Vulnerability: – there is too much poverty in Karongi and the 
youth, are even more vulnerable. Poverty and vulnerability, more than illiteracy 
and other problems are influencing the choices young people make in Karongi 
district, including death. At the Youth Centre in Rubengera, a young lady who 
was struggling to get out of prostitution confessed (to the Programme Assistant) 
having had unprotected sex with a soldier because he had paid Frw 3000 and if 
she was to insist on using a condom (protected sex), he was not willing to pay 
more than Frw 1000. So when asked why she was putting her life in such danger 
of HIV/AIDS for mere Frw 2000, she responded “it is better to die of HIV/AIDS 



where death comes slowly than die of misery and poverty”. As evidence shows, 
holistic interventions are needed to make a difference.  
 
2. Illiteracy and low levels of education: a combination of poverty and the after 
effects of the genocide that created huge numbers of orphans, street children and 
vulnerable people, have perpetuated illiteracy. In addition, there are few education 
facilities especially for skills and even the few that exist are comparatively too 
expensive for the majority poor in Karongi district.  
 
3. Lack of skills:  there is general lack of productive skills in a range of aspects – 
project design and preparation; budgeting and financial management, technical 
skills in areas that are on high demand (e.g. carpentry, tailoring, bricklaying, 
plumbing, etc), advocacy, lobbying and communication, which make most youth 
redundant and unemployed, and unable to influence public projects/ programmes 
in the district. Lack of capacity to prepare fundable projects was mentioned as one 
reason why many youth initiatives collapse or were not growing, because they 
could not sustain them, members’ commitment and motivation becomes low and 
many eventually quit.  One reason that youth cooperatives and associations tend to 
collapse is due to lack of commitments and impatience of members. The situation 
is worse in Murambi and Murundi sectors where even youth leaders lack the 
confidence to mobilise the youth.  
 
4. Limited access to Information: the youth in Karongi have limited access to 
information on a range issues – economic opportunities, their rights, avenues for 
participation, etc. Part of their inability to access information is their 
socioeconomic and educational levels, where they are unable to use even the little 
information they would otherwise have access to. This partly explains why many 
youth are at the periphery of the local economy when vast opportunities exist.  
 
Lack of information not only affects youth chances of getting employment or 
business opportunities, but also access to modern technology. Youth in all sectors 
visited, reported that everything they do they use local unproductive technologies. 
Those involved in farming just practice without even advice from an extension 
expert, which makes it difficult for them to earn considerable returns on the 
efforts, time and money they have invested in.   

 
5. Inadequate access to financial services– access to funds is difficult even 
where banks (mainly Banque Populaire and FINA Bank) exist. Most micro 
finance institutions were closed and many people lost their money. Some youth 
claimed that saving is difficult partly because opening and maintaining the 
account is costly (one requires Frw 8,000 to open an account). Where youth fulfil 
the conditions, the repayment schedules were reported to be unfavourable 



compared to the activities they are engaged in (mostly agricultural which require 
medium to long term financing of at least one year).   
 
6. Limited support systems: Karongi district was severely affected by the 
genocide and existing social support structures that traditionally empowered and 
provided security of youth were destroyed. Few formal systems exist as very few 
civil society groups (perhaps except the church) are operating in the area. But 
even then, the response to interventions such as the UNFPA supported youth 
training centres is low. With the psycho-social problems they face and traditional 
social networks destroyed and without any formal support systems, Karongi youth 
on their own, are too constrained to actively pursue their rights even when they 
know they are being violated.  
 
7. Mind sets: Karongi youth generally have a wrong attitude to work – the see 
opportunities but they are held back when it comes to utilising them. As a result, 
youth from other areas have taken advantage of such opportunities to develop 
themselves. Poor mindsets are partly responsible for why most fishermen and the 
entire fishing business are managed by people from outside the area. The same 
applied to water transport. Yet, many appreciate that there is potential for 
profitable business in utilising such natural resources.  
 
Another aspect to poor mentality is the inability of unemployed youth to form or 
belong to associations. While they understand the advantages of belonging to 
associations and cooperatives (organised groups), unemployed youth feel it’s for 
those who have what to do that can belong to associations. Besides, they reported 
that legal restrictions involving payment of some fees (which they didn’t have) 
made it worse. It was established that the only fees they have to pay is Frw 1000.  
 
8. Undeveloped economic infrastructure and social amenities: – the district 
lacks educational and recreational facilities. Skills training centres hardly exist. 
Areas like Murundi and Murambi sector are even too remote with no sports 
grounds at all, forcing the youth to be redundant.  Economic infrastructures like 
markets, roads and agro processing industries are lacking even where electricity 
reaches. As such, skills development is low, and this undermines the ability of the 
youth to exercise their cultural, economic, social and political rights.  Markets are 
undeveloped even in urban areas (see livestock market in plate 3 below).  

  



 
Plate 3. Undeveloped Livestock on the outskirts of Kibuye town 
 

 
9. Lack of creativity and organisational Capacity: it was observed that one of 
the main explanations for youth poverty amidst an abundance of natural resource 
endowments in Karongi is lack of creativity among youth. Throughout the 4 
sectors visited none of the youth mentioned fishing, water transport and recreation 
(including mountain climbing, hotel services and tour guiding, the obvious 
opportunities visible even to first time visitors. What is worse is that some local 
leaders also felt that such opportunities were not possible to exploit with the 
current capacity constraints. They tended to bring limitations before they can they 
think about how to exploit them and what returns can be generated. So how can 
they liberate themselves from poverty and powerlessness unless they use such 
opportunities creatively? The fact that “they have eyes but cannot see” could be 
addressed by appropriate institutional structures in which information can be 
generated and provided, as well as the means to facilitate the youth to take up such 
opportunities, but this is grossly lacking.  

 
10. Policy and legal constraints have impacted negatively on youth: some 
policy measures have impacted negatively on the youth rights to livelihoods and 
shelter. 
- Impact of legal pronouncements: many youth in Karongi sector depended on 
baking tiles and bricks. However, since the use of wood was outlawed, many 
youth have become unemployed as they had no access to alternative energy 
sources. Under DEMP, youth are, however, being assisted to the cabinet 
pronouncement in 2005 outlawed burning of bricks using wood without assisting 
them get alternative energy. It was also reported that the locally made tiles that are 
affordable to youth have been substituted by expensive iron sheets, a situation that 
has affected the youth’s ability to build houses and exercise their freedom, 
including marriage. Ironically, this issue has also been raised in other areas.  
- Youth are apparently excluded from the public tenders even when they can 
deliver. The stringent regulatory and financial requirements are too cumbersome 



and out of reach for youth. But in Karongi, many youth do not even know that 
such tenders exist or that the district and sector authorities have signed 
performance contracts and they ought to participate in monitoring how such 
programs will benefit them. Others argued that the procedures set in the 
procurement laws (requiring fat bank balances, bond security, etc) are simply 
unaffordable by the local youth. Yet no mechanisms have been put in place, or 
considered to facilitate (e.g. by way of capacity building) to ensure employment 
creation and access to such markets by the youth.  
 
11. Inadequate institutional forums for youth to express their voice: there are 
very few mechanisms outside the government structures in which youth can 
express and share views and articulate their interests. Youth serving organisations/ 
programmes like AJPRODHO-JIJUKIRWA and the Centre des Jeunes in 
Rubengera have tried to sensitise the youth and create forum for their 
empowerment but the response is low. Some cited inappropriateness of the 
programmes and timing since many of them are simply too preoccupied with 
survival. Then Centre des Jeunes has constructed sports facilities so that youth can 
be attracted and share with their peers as well as get sensitised on issues such as 
reproductive rights, HIV/AIDS and survival strategies.  
 
12. Sports and culture appeared to be non priority in public investments.   
The program started by the Swiss Funded Peace and Decentralisation project to 
build youth centres could not continue when funds run out, and the district action 
plan and budget did not include them. Similarly, youth are relying on sports 
equipments provided under PED. It is inconceivable how the district and sector 
budget can fail to cater for basic sports equipment as foot or volleyballs, yet sports 
is a priority for the youth and liked by even adults. As a result, almost all cultural 
activities youth are involved in are on their own initiatives, and given their weak 
capacity, they can hardly develop without strong support. 
 
 



  

6.0 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

6.1 Major Observations and Conclusions 
 
Karongi youth have the energy, zeal, inspiration and determination to build their lives 
and the community. They respond to development programmes more positively but 
their efforts are undermined by the severe structural problems of poverty and 
vulnerability, illiteracy and lack of social safety nets that are rooted in the history of 
insurgency and civil strife. Many of them cannot take advantage of opportunities for 
literacy training and formal education that are emerging as they have to work fulltime 
to get income to look after their families, some in the most dangerous trades as 
prostitution and crime. Psych-social problems also hinder any creativity and thinking 
and inspiration for the future.   
 
A number of issues were observed and these merit further discussion and attention, 
within the framework of rights based approaches: 
 
(a) Attitues towards work and livelihoods are perpetuated from generation to 
generation: Karongi youth have an inherited thinking that they cannot build and 
builders in the town came from outside the area. Similarly, fishing in the Lake Kivu is 
an activity for Cyangugu people, who bring their own young men to do the work, as 
Karongi residents look on. Unless this thinking is broken, it will be perpetuated to 
another generation and the Kibuye youth, many of whom are unemployed, will never 
break through. So its less of a question of education or awareness, I has to do with 
deeply routed mentality that spans generations.  
 
(b) Constraints to youth participation exist at individual, community and institutional 
level. In Karongi youth, individual constraints (like poverty, illiteracy, social 
vulnerability attitudinal) and community level (absence of social support networks, 
attitudes towards youth) appear to be the most fundamental and must be addressed 
first if any youth participation intervention is to work. Any intervention to support 
such youth must start with identifying the underlying problems and developing a clear 
road map as to where they want to be, what they require to get there, and appreciate 
that any external support will better build on their own strengths.  
 
(c) Exploiting opportunities for productive employment –access to decent and 
productive work is a human right under the international charter of rights, and the 
Government has obligation to ensure that youth are able to work in productive 
environment, receive proportional pay for the input, and the working environment 
provides opportunity for their spiritual, emotional, intellectual, physical and economic 
advancement. This is not happening and neither are the authorities doing anything 



about it. The fact that in all areas visited, local youth are excluded from the public 
tenders in the pretext that they are not organised and have no capacity to fulfil the 
tender regulations, yet these have potential to transform them economically, is one 
issue that merits immediate redress. Adopting rights-based approaches to policy and 
strategy formulation and implementation could help address such issues.  
 
(d) Low awareness of youth rights and opportunities even among the youth 
themselves is a major bottleneck to advancing their participation in development. It is 
partly lack of such awareness that youth issues fail to make it on to the decision 
making table, yet statistics about youth involvement in decision processes show 
positive results (as reflected in the number of youth in leadership positions).  
 
(e) HIV/AIDS and domestic violence: prostitution and incidences of street children are 
high in Karongi district, not only in urban areas but also in rural areas. A UNFPA 
supported youth centre established near Rubengera (Karongi district headquarters) has 
been sensitising and training youth in reproductive health, HIV/AIDS issues and 
productive skills development but first some youth have not changed. Cases of young 
prostitutes who continue to have unprotected sex and pregnancies have been reported. 
Its thus not just lack of information that explains the behaviours but a whole lot of 
psycho-social problems which have disoriented the youth and put them to waste, but 
most dangerously expose them to HIV/AIDS. A holistic approach to HIV/AIDS threat 
to youth is needed and it should address issues of domestic violence, the fact that 
many youth do not value their own lives as they have lost aspiration and motivation to 
live, in addition to issues of livelihoods and unemployment.   
 
(f) Need to recognise youth as a distinct interest group: there is a tendency to think or 
argue that since the youth are the majority, they automatically benefit from the 
programmes that Local governments and external actors are implementing. This 
creates tendencies to avoid paying the required attention to youth specific issues such 
as the unique problems they face in accessing credit financing; their emotional and 
spiritual needs; and their struggle for identity and adjusting to societal norms, among 
others.   
(g) declining formal employment and the need to put emphasis on productive skills: 
the study has established that unemployment affects all categories of youth including 
those who are educated. But the level of education that they felt was high (higher 
secondary) and therefore could afford one a decent job is no more useful but just a 
step. Yet youth complained that even those with formal jobs have been retrenched en 
masse implying they are not safe. Emphasis should on providing youth with 
productive skills so that they can create their own jobs.  
 



6.2 Recommended Actions to Improve Youth Participation 
 
This study recommends the following interventions:  
 
1 Promote a culture of entrepreneurship. This study has established that, the 
biggest limitation to youth ability to exploit opportunities around them is lack of 
business acumen and spirit of entrepreneurship. Before one thinks of what to do to 
exploit which opportunities, there is need to orient the youth to think and become 
entrepreneurs at least potentially. Then give them the techniques of choosing and 
exploiting opportunities. Opportunities in agriculture, industry, trade or tourism 
cannot be sustainably exploited by youth even if they are provided with the funding 
and technical skills in project elaboration. They must first appreciate to think and do 
things the business way, and this requires orientation and training in entrepreneurship 
including enterprise creation and management. There is, therefore, need to train 
youth, in entrepreneurship, especially since almost all youth in Karongi are 
economically active or at least are struggling to eke a living. This is a priority issue, as 
economic emancipation is central to youth participation in all other aspects.  
 
2.  Strengthen advocacy and lobbying capacity for youth, particularly for 
inclusiveness in the development programmes. There is need for stronger advocacy to 
ensure that decisions relating to development programmes include youth priorities, 
not only under the government programmes but also non governmental ones including 
private investments. The most practical and sustainable way to do it is by adopting 
rights-based approaches to development in all public programmes and external 
interventions.  
 
It should be recognized that local culture has a vital role to play in resuscitating a 
sense of identify and pride, especially for youth in Karongi who are still struggling 
with the after effects of the civil strife and years of disorientation. It could also 
empower them to feel a sense of belonging to thee community and inspire 
commitment to civic and political engagement.  
 
2. Promote access to scientific technologies by youth: Access to improved seeds for 
Irish potatoes and beans, and external inputs (fertilizers, pesticides) is urgent to boost 
production by the farming youth throughout Karongi district.  
 
3. Promote business ventures and Partnerships between youth and adults in 
business and other community development activities. Business partnerships between 
youth and experienced or credible and trusted adults will assist to build the confidence 
of the youth; provide them with learning opportunities, and transfer skills and 
resources, and expand opportunities for youth employment and livelihoods. This will 
enable the youth, for instance, to exploit the potentials in tourism, agro-processing 
and marketing, and trade.  One area where such partnerships could bring immediate 



benefits for youth is in tourism – youth can establish enterprises in tour guiding, 
camping and camp site management, transport, etc, in partnership with other 
investors, who can invest in hotels, communication services, etc.  
 
4. Improve access to information for youth: Youth sharing centres and activities 
where they meet with their peers; public information centres, etc. are needed. There is 
also need to develop a comprehensive database on youth opportunities in the district, 
elaborate strategies on how to exploit them, and a clear dissemination strategy that 
will ensure all youth have access to and are facilitated to exploit them. Access to 
information will enable youth to make better and more productive use of their 
opportunities to participate in decision making.  
 
5. Establish Revolving Funds for Youth: access to funding is pivotal to 
development, and structural constraints faced by the youth to obtain funding from 
formal financial institutions, there is need to establish special funds where youth can 
have access to start-up funds for their projects and other activities.   
 
6. Establish a framework for partnership between Local Government and non 
governmental actors: the National Youth Council structure as it stands does not have 
sufficient independence to engage local government, as it is sometimes perceived to 
be fused with the local Government structures. It is thus important that an institutional 
structure that for youth to organize themselves into a strong lobby group, which can 
articulate the interests of the youth, lobby and negotiate with local government 
authorities and intervening agencies, on behalf of the youth.    
 
7. Design and implement a systematic, holistic and integrated capacity building 
programme for youth and youth organisations: youth issues are interconnected but 
very often interventions to address them are designed and delivered on piecemeal, 
often disjointed, and end up with little or no impact. A holistic programme, embracing 
rights to participate, focusing on empowerment of individuals and organizations, 
should be designed and implemented. This programme needs to integrate ongoing 
initiatives by youth and external actors (such as the programme on cooperatives 
development), and should entail, inter alia: 

�  attitudinal and behavioral change; 
�  awareness of rights and obligations of youth;  
�  highlighting the need for and techniques to build strategic partnerships 

with adults in all spheres of development;  
�  advocacy, lobbying and negotiations; and 
�  information management, among others. 

 
It should be noted that these recommended actions are by no means an exhaustive list 
of all the actions that are required to address the barriers youth in Karongi face, and 



how to improve their participation. But they represent the most critical interventions 
that are practical and can have remarkable improvements. 
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