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INTRODUCTION: 
 
 The following document will report on my activities as a summer intern with the 

Genocide Archive of Rwanda (GAR), between June and September 2013. It is divided into five 

sections, each covering a different aspect of the internship. The first three sections discuss the 

major projects with which I was involved, while the next two sections discuss the challenges that 

arose during the internship and how my perspective has been changed by the experience. This 

report will only cover my activities as an intern; to learn more about my non-internship activities 

and experiences, please consult the blog I maintained throughout my time in Rwanda.1 I should 

also note that a student from NYU’s MIAP program, Ben Turkus, also interned at the GAR over 

the summer. We collaborated on a number of projects and he is given credit when appropriate.  

 

HISTORY OF THE GENOCIDE ARCHIVE:  

 The Genocide Archive of Rwanda began as an outgrowth of the major memorial to the 

1994 genocide in Rwanda’s capital city, Kigali. It was opened on the tenth anniversary of the 

genocide in April of 2004. The British NGO, Aegis Trust, manages the archive on behalf of the 

Rwandan government’s National Commission for the Fight Against Genocide (CNLG). The 

memorial houses a museum exhibit that details the history of the genocide, as well as a mass 

grave for 250,000 victims. Over time the memorial began to acquire a large collection of 

materials and documentation related to the genocide, which were organized into a formal archive 

when the GAR was opened in 2010. The archive is located in the memorial complex and is open 

to anyone who visits the site.  

 
 

                                                
1 http://muzungu-archivist.tumblr.com 
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NATIONAL GENOCIDE ARCHIVE STRATEGIC PLANNING: 
 
 The largest project with which I was involved was laying the groundwork for a major 

expansion of the archive’s activities. While the GAR is the premier archive for collecting 

materials related to the 1994 genocide, it is by no means the only institution with these types of 

materials. Numerous organizations and government departments in Rwanda also house 

documents related to the genocide. As part of a large grant-funded expansion of the memorial 

site, the archive will be reaching out to these other institutions to create a National Genocide 

Archive (NGA). The NGA would use a digital consortium model to make the collections of 

materials at the various institutions available through a single interface.  

The creation of the NGA is in its earliest stages, and had only been launched a few 

months before my arrival. In conversations with our supervisor, it was deemed important that my 

colleague from NYU and I found a role to play in this project during our internships. To help 

with the project, the GAR had brought in an archivist, Petra Links, from the Institute for War, 

Holocaust and Genocide Studies (NIOD)2, based in the Netherlands, to assist in the planning 

stages. We consulted with Petra to determine the best use of our time and energy and concluded 

that we should conduct basic collections assessments of the institutions that would be a part of 

the NGA. These assessments would cover basic information about the collections in order to 

smooth the prioritizing of planning tasks. We decided upon the information that would be most 

useful, utilizing the General International Standard for Archival Description (ISAD-G)3 as our 

                                                
2 http://www.niod.knaw.nl/en 
3 “ICArchives  : Standards  : ISAD(G): General International Standard Archival Description - 
Second Edition,” accessed February 19, 2014, http://www.ica.org/10207/standards/isadg-
general-international-standard-archival-description-second-edition.html. 
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guide, as per Petra’s instructions. I used ISAD(G) to create a template with a series of questions 

that could be filled in as we spoke with the other institutions and toured their facilities.4 

By the end of my internship at the GAR, I was able to create assessments for seven 

different institutions:  

• The National Archive of Rwanda  

• Rwanda TV, the national television station  

• Radio Rwanda, the national radio station  

• Imvaho Nysha and La Nouvelle Releve, local newspapers 

• The Gacaca Archive, documents related to genocide court proceedings 

• The Institute of Research and Dialogue for Peace (IRDP), a local NGO 

• AVEGA, The Genocide Widows Association, a local NGO 

 

Each institution had different challenges and needs, but some of the most common themes were 

limited or no access to environmental controls, lack of arrangement and description, and limited 

or no knowledge of archival practice.  

 One of the most interesting lessons I learned from this project is the limits of standards, 

especially very general approaches, such as ISAD(G). When conducting the assessments it 

quickly became very clear that the practices currently in place at the institutions did not fit within 

the strictures of the standard. This was especially the case with audiovisual archives, such as the 

national television station. Trying to fit audiovisual materials into a traditional system of archival 

arrangement (i.e. fonds, series, file, etc.) does not work well because these systems have largely 

                                                
4 See appendix for example of template 
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been developed for paper collections. Thus describing these archives often involved 

“shoehorning” information into the available fields. 

 Another of the most noticeable problems with utilizing ISAD(G) to describe the various 

archives was that many of the questions simply could not be answered. While I am not an expert 

with ISAD(G), it seems that its successful implementation requires that an archive has a 

minimum level of control over its collections, such that an archivist can describe their activities 

with a certain degree of knowledge. In the case of the institutions involved in the NGA project, 

most, if not all, are at such an early stage of organization that many questions had to be left 

unanswered. Part of the NGA mission is to train less knowledgeable members of the consortium, 

which should address some of the problems that have arisen around a lack of archival training.  

 
FILEMAKER PRO DATABASE: 
 
 Prior to leaving for Rwanda, I spoke with archivists from one of the GAR’s partner 

organizations, the Human Rights Documentation Initiative at the University of Texas at Austin 

Libraries (HRDI)5, about what I should expect going into my internship. One of the most critical 

issues they mentioned was a problem with intellectual control over the archive’s holdings. The 

GAR has an inventory of its collections stored in an Excel spreadsheet, but there is no other 

management system in place and the inventory contains numerous errors. The authenticity of 

records is an important concern for all archives, but it plays a critical role for records related to 

genocide. If a record’s metadata contains errors, it becomes more difficult to defend the 

authenticity of its content. Thus, in the case of genocide records, it can become easier to dismiss 

                                                
5 “Human Rights Documentation Initiative | University of Texas at Austin Libraries,” January 
26, 2011, http://lib.utexas.edu/hrdi. 
 
One of the archivists, T-Kay Sangwand, is a graduate of UCLA’s MLIS program. 
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a victim’s testimony if the record’s authenticity is in question. My colleague from NYU and I 

were tasked with taking a look at the inventory and making improvements.  

 We first began by going through the physical holdings to ensure that the inventory 

matched what we found in the archive’s vault. Unfortunately, we discovered numerous gaps and 

missing items, and made extensive notes to explain our findings. Another problem that arose was 

description inconsistencies, especially with dates and Yes/No metadata elements. A lack of 

consistency in writing dates meant that months and days were often difficult to determine. For 

example, 08-07-2011 could be interpreted as August 7th or July 8th depending upon who wrote 

the record. Additionally, there were a number of instances where the year had been described 

with only two digits (e.g. 08-07-11), complicating matters further; i.e. this could be interpreted as 

July 11th 2008. Yes/No metadata elements had not been conformed to a single language or 

capitalization scheme. So, for example, “Yes” could be written as yes, oui (French), yego 

(Kinyarwanda) or in one instance “Yes?????” and occasionally both yes and no would be 

written. To rectify the more serious date problem, we decide to conform all dates in the inventory 

to the ISO 8601 date standard (YYYY-MM-DD). We decided that the Yes/No metadata problem 

would need to wait until we could find a better solution than Excel for managing intellectual 

control.  

After examining the inventory, my colleague and I decided that while improving the 

inventory would help intellectual control of the archive’s holdings, introducing database software 

would more likely solve the archive’s problems altogether. As such, we began discussing various 

possibilities with our supervisor and the other archivists at the GAR. To show how the archive 

would benefit from a proper database, I used the data in the inventory and my personal copy of 



7 

Filemaker Pro to create a mock database for the archive.6 Ideally, the database would utilize an 

established metadata standard, but I elected not to do so for a number of reasons. First and 

foremost was that I simply did not have enough time or the technical skills necessary to build a 

crosswalk between the GAR’s inventory and a standard, such as Dublin Core or PBcore, and 

then properly import the inventory data into Filemaker Pro. Instead, I opted to use the metadata 

elements devised by GAR and make these the fields in the database. This allowed for a much 

smoother transfer of the data, so that I could have a working demonstration model before 

finishing my internship. Another important reason for forgoing the use of an established standard 

was the need to include numerous metadata elements not found in any metadata standards. As 

the screenshot in the appendix demonstrates, much of the metadata that has been created for the 

archive’s holdings applies specifically to the needs of the archive.  

Unfortunately, I did not have the time necessary to implement a database solution prior to 

leaving Rwanda. My supervisor approved of the demonstration database and seemed to 

understand how it would benefit the archive, but discussions about implementation did not 

advance beyond the speculative level. I did produce a document outlining the costs that would be 

associated with purchasing software licenses, but as with some of my other tasks there was not 

enough time to make the necessary purchases and install the software on the archive’s server. My 

hope is that the archive is able to make a proper database a priority in the future. Nonetheless, 

building the demonstration model was an excellent exercise that I will be able to draw upon in 

future endeavors. 

 
 
 
 

                                                
6 See appendix for screen shot  
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DIGITAL PRESERVATION PRESENTATION: 
 
 During my time with the GAR one issue stood out as especially frustrating, digital 

preservation. I learned early on that many of my colleagues had conflated digitization with 

preservation. This misunderstanding is not at all uncommon, but it can have harmful effects 

when it is present in an archive. This report is not the place to dive into the minutiae of digital 

preservation, but it should be clearly stated that digitizing analog materials does not preserve 

them; it simply creates a digital copy that will also need to be preserved. While it was not a 

formal task, I felt that I could not finish my internship without attempting to change the mindset 

of my colleagues. When I voiced my concerns to my supervisor, he asked that I put together a 

seminar on digital preservation and digitization. The seminar would also give the archivists time 

to discuss some of the problems they have come across when digitizing videotapes.  

 In addition to organizing the seminar, which lasted for one afternoon, I also assembled a 

primer on the difference between digitization and digital preservation. The primer emphasized 

the complex challenge of digital preservation and the need for the archive to develop a robust 

preservation strategy before proceeding with a large digitization project, such as the National 

Genocide Archive.  

 For the seminar, I decided to be highly flexible in my approach as the presentation would 

need to account for different levels of knowledge among the staff, as well as the language barrier 

when discussing technical concepts. I also wanted the seminar to be guided by the staff’s 

questions and the issues they had encountered when digitizing videotapes. Rather than try to 

cover every aspect of digitization and digital preservation, I focused on the fundamentals of 
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digital video, such as the different parts of a digital file and the difference between lossless and 

lossy compression. I also directed them toward inexpensive, useful tools such as MediaInfo.7  

 As expected, it took time to negotiate the different levels of knowledge and the technical 

language barrier. However, everyone was on the same page by the end of the seminar and as a 

group we were able to diagnose a number of the digitization problems that had arisen in the 

archive over time. I count this presentation and the fact that the archivists came to a new 

understanding of digitization and digital preservation, among my most important contributions as 

an intern.  

 
CHALLENGES: 
 
 I tried to arrive in Rwanda at the GAR with as few assumptions as possible. It is 

impossible not to have any expectations, but overall I think I was able to retain an open mind for 

much of my internship. Nonetheless, challenges and problems did arise and they will be 

discussed below.  

When I spoke with Christian Kelleher and T-Kay Sangwand from HRDI, they were able 

to explain some of the challenges I might encounter and what I could expect from the archive 

staff. Chief among their advice was that the staff would likely be looking to me to come up with 

the parameters of my internship. I found this to be the case, and while it was frustrating at times, 

it was also an opportunity to develop tasks that I saw as most useful to the archive. Choosing my 

own role was also important because I was able to spend time during my first few weeks 

observing how the archive functioned in order to better evaluate where I best fit in. The primary 

frustration in defining my own role came from a lack of oversight by my supervisor. While I had 

vocal support for the activities I engaged in, I did not always have access to my supervisor to ask 

                                                
7 http://mediaarea.net/en/MediaInfo 
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questions or get feedback on my work. At times this limited my ability to proceed with the tasks 

I had set out for myself. Thus, I would occasionally be left with little to do at the archive during 

the day. During these lulls I worked on professional development tasks such as learning basic 

HTML on the website Code Academy and reading multiple narratives of the genocide and its 

impact on the entire Central Africa region over the last twenty years.  

Internships by their very nature are short-term positions. In many scenarios this does not 

present a problem, but it placed a constraint on my ability to complete some of my tasks. The 

crux of the problem was that it took much of the summer to begin to really understand the ins 

and outs of the archive and to build a strong working relationship with my colleagues. Thus I did 

not start to see the implementation of some of my tasks until the last few weeks of my time when 

my colleagues began to trust my knowledge and abilities. In the case of the database, I simply 

ran out of time before the archive could purchase software and move forward with 

implementation.  

While it did not present a real obstacle to my day-to-day work, I was not always in 

agreement with the philosophy of the larger organization, Aegis Trust, and its activities. The 

archive is one part of the larger genocide memorial, which is also one part of Aegis Trust’s 

mission in Rwanda. The most striking philosophical difference between the organization and 

myself is the narrative of the genocide presented to visitors of the memorial. The basic facts of 

the genocide do not present issues, but it is my opinion that the narrative ignores aspects of the 

genocide that place the current government leadership in a harsh light. This could present a 

significant problem if it begins to influence the collecting activities of the archive, such that the 

records accessioned only represent a single perspective of events. However, it is also not my 
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place to tell the archivists at the GAR, most of whom are genocide survivors themselves, how 

events unfolded.  

 
CHANGING PERSPECTIVES: 
 
 Despite some of the challenges discussed above, my experience at the archive was 

overwhelmingly positive. The experience has helped to shape my professional interests and 

personal growth. This is most evident in three areas, which will be discussed below.  

 Writing the pre-assessments for the archive’s expansion piqued my interest in 

professional capacity in audiovisual archives in the developing world. I noticed that at nearly 

every archive I visited, knowledge of how to properly care for audiovisual materials was lacking, 

but that there was also a strong desire to learn. Many of the archivists I met were not tied in to 

the larger global or even local community of archivists. They were often aware that they did not 

have the knowledge or tools necessary to properly care for their collections, but they also did not 

know where to look for resources. Useful papers such as Archive Buildings in a Tropical Climate 

and with Low Resources8 were unknown to them, and while I was able to direct them to some the 

free resources with which I am aware, there was still much to learn and not enough time teach. 

Due to their interactions with trained archivists from the US and Europe, the GAR staff have 

considerably more knowledge than their Rwandan colleagues, but even they still have very 

limited knowledge about audiovisual archiving and preservation. 

 During some of my down time I was able to read articles related to audiovisual materials 

in the ESARBICA9 Journal. Unfortunately, I found many of the articles to be riddled with 

                                                
8 Latin American Archive Association, Archive Buildings in a Tropical Climate and with Low 
Resouces, ICA Study, trans. Margaret Turner (Paris, France: International Council on Archives, 
2005). 
9 Eastern and Southern African Branch of the International Council on Archives.  
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misinformation about audiovisual preservation that could potentially result in the loss of 

collections due to poorly chosen storage media for digitized materials, such as CD-Rs. This issue 

deepened my interest in becoming involved in expanding the global community of audiovisual 

archivists to include those in regions that have not been well represented at gatherings, such as 

the AMIA conference. The journal also illustrates different perspectives on information retrieval 

and knowledge cultures not yet explored in the audiovisual archives community.  

 One of the most difficult, but also rewarding lessons I learned in Rwanda was adjusting 

to a different culture’s sense of time. Work transactions and meetings in Rwanda often occur at a 

slower pace than in the US and feature significantly more time spent introducing oneself and 

discussing topics other than the business at hand before proceeding with the formal agenda. 

Adjusting to this pace of work took some time, but I did eventually become comfortable with it. I 

have traveled internationally as a tourist, so I was familiar with handling cultural differences in 

the pace of daily life, but it was my first time adjusting to different expectations in a professional 

capacity. I would not claim to now have a deep understanding of Rwandan culture, but I do think 

I have developed a greater appreciation for it and was able learn how to conduct myself without 

seeming rude or brash to those around me. 

 I can be quite shy and am generally uncomfortable with public speaking. In fact, 

addressing the potential consequences of my diffidence was an important part of my first year 

review. Thus, I was incredibly nervous prior to the seminar I led on digital video and 

digitization. Not only because I did not feel completely assured in my knowledge of the subject 

and was unsure of what I would do if I did not know the answer to a question, but also because I 

was simply nervous about leading a seminar; something I had never done before. After the 

success of the seminar, I feel much more confident in my knowledge of the audiovisual archives 
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field and actually found myself enjoying the process of seeing my colleagues beginning to 

understand what I was trying to teach them. I think I will always be nervous about public 

speaking, but going forward I feel much more confident about conducting similar seminars in the 

future.   

 
CONCLUSION: 
 
 Since completing my internship I have continued to be involved with the archive. This 

has included a number of activities both large and small.  

 I am involved with the archive primarily by corresponding with my colleagues via email. 

Mostly this has been follow up from projects I was working on as an intern, but also included a 

consultation on oral history questions for genocide perpetrators. The most active post-internship 

interaction I have had has been planning an event at UCLA. Beginning in mid January three of 

the archive’s staff will be visiting Los Angeles for two months to undergo archival training at the 

Shoah Foundation. Working with my colleagues, a contact at the Shoah Foundation and my 

UCLA professors, we brought the GAR staff to UCLA to discuss their work with students and 

faculty. The event was a success and may be the first step in sending future UCLA interns to 

Rwanda.  

I applied for a Fulbright grant to return to Rwanda in 2015 to continue working and 

expanding upon the projects I began as an intern. Unfortunately, the Fulbright Committee did not 

select my application for final consideration. I planned to conduct independent research into the 

impact of the genocide on archival practice in the country and continue the projects I began as an 

intern. This was a setback, but it does open my post-graduation options much more widely, 

though I would welcome the opportunity to return to Rwanda in the future.   
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I would like to avoid the cliché of calling my internship a transformative experience. 

However, putting the ideas I have learned as a student into practice and finding some success 

doing so invigorated an interest in working abroad and expanding my professional focus beyond 

where it was when I started as a MIAS student.   

 I did not make it to Rwanda alone. My internship would not have been a success without 

the endless encouragement of the MIAS Program Manager, Snowden Becker, and my academic 

advisor, Jonathan Furner. I would also like to acknowledge Yves Kamuronsi, the manager of the 

Genocide Archive of Rwanda. Without his openness and interest in hosting international interns, 

spending the summer in Rwanda would not have happened at all.  

 

APPENDICES: 

NGA Assessment Template: 

NIOD Feasibility Study Pre-Assessment Template 
 

Introduction: 
 
As part of the ongoing expansion of the Genocide Archive of Rwanda (GAR), the NIOD 
Institute for War, Holocaust, and Genocide Studies (NIOD) will be conducting a feasibility study 
of the plan by assessing the needs and conditions of GAR’s partner institutions. To assist in the 
feasibility study, GAR will be conducting pre-assessments of the partner institutions’ archives to 
in order to provide an overview of their current conditions.  
 
The pre-assessments will be conducted by using a framework based upon three international 
archival standards: ISAD(G), ISDIAH, and ISAAR. Below is a template for conducting these 
assessments with relevant questions to be asked during visits. 

 
 
Holding Institution 
 

• Authorized Form(s) of Name: What is the institution that holds the collection?  
• Contact Person: Who should be contacted for questions about the collection? 
• Record Management and Collecting Policies: Summarize the current archival practices 

of the collection. 
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Identification 
 

• Title of Collection: What is the name of the collection? 
• Date of Collection: What is the date span of the collection? 
• Level of Description: At what level is the collection described? (Fonds, Sub-Fonds, 

Series, File, Item?) 
• Extent and medium of the unit of description: How large is the collection and what 

materials is it made of? 
 
Context of Creation 
 

• Archival History: What is the background of the collection’s presence i.e. how did they 
acquire it?  

 
Content and Structure 
 

• Scope and Content: What is the focus of the collection? What is it about? What sorts of 
materials are in the collection? 

• Appraisal, Destruction and Scheduling Information: How do they decide what to keep 
and what to destroy? Is there a schedule for keeping/destroying material?  

• Accruals: Do they plan to receive more material in the future? If so, how much?  
• System of Arrangement: How is the collection organized?  

 
Conditions of Access and Use 
 

• Language(s) of Material: In what languages are the materials?  
• Physical Characteristics and Technical Requirements: Summarize the physical 

condition of the materials in the collection. Is decay or damage present or likely present?  
• Finding Aids: Are there finding aids that go with the collection? Alternately, how does 

someone find an item in the collection?  
 
Control 
 

• Archivist’s Note: Who described/arranged the collection? 
 
Creator 
 

• Authorized Form(s) of Name: Are there controlled vocabularies or a metadata standard 
in place?  

• Assessed By: Who wrote the pre-assessment for this collection?  
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Demonstration Database Screenshots:  
 

 

 


