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Introduction: 
 
 Perhaps the most visible and most discussed trend in the archives field is the transition to 

the digital world. The introduction of digital records and the digital management of records have 

permeated every aspect of the field and present new challenges and new ways of thinking about 

how archivists manage the collections they are tasked with organizing and preserving. Issues 

such as when and how to digitize and how to properly preserve digital records are far from 

settled matters. Basic frameworks for some of these tasks have emerged, but there are numerous 

competing models and approaches. Simply choosing a path to take has become a highly 

complicated matter.  

This paper will consider the challenge of managing a large-scale collaborative 

digitization and digital preservation project in the developing world, specifically the creation of a 

National Genocide Archive in Rwanda. While some of the challenges faced by such a project are 

not unique to Rwanda or the developing world, they are made more difficult for reasons such as 

limited access to reliable infrastructure and archival education. Using the National Genocide 

Archive as a case study, this paper will first outline the background of the project and what is 

being proposed. Then the challenges faced such a project will be discussed; in particular, 

challenges related to infrastructure, inter-institutional collaboration and highly sensitive records. 

Finally, the paper will undertake a critical discussion of the ethical considerations of the project.  
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It is important to note that the author spent three months in Rwanda as an intern working 

on strategic planning for the National Genocide Archive. Specifics about the project, such as 

statistics and photographs, will be drawn from the author’s field notes. 

 
Background: 
 
 Before delving into the creation of a National Genocide Archive, it is important to 

overview the background of the archive spearheading the project, the Genocide Archive of 

Rwanda (GAR). Additionally, a brief history of the Rwandan Genocide will provide some 

necessary context for the project and the materials that will be digitized.  

 The GAR began as an outgrowth of the Kigali Genocide Memorial and opened in 2010 as 

collaboration between Rwanda’s National Commission for the Fight Against Genocide (CNLG) 

and Aegis Trust, a British NGO that administers the memorial site. The goal of the archive is to 

act as a central institution for researching the 1994 Genocide.1 The archive currently holds 

materials in a variety of media, both paper-based and audiovisual, as well as born-digital 

material, such as GPS data.2 A key part of the archive’s mission has been to create an oral history 

of the genocide through video testimonies of victims, rescuers, witnesses and perpetrators. The 

GAR has also collaborated with a number of international institutions to learn best practices and 

improve the archive’s professional capacity. These have included the USC Shoah Foundation 

and the University of Texas Human Rights Documentation Initiative.  

 Summarizing the entire history of the Rwandan genocide in a single paragraph is an 

impossible task, but a basic timeline of events can provide some context for the creation of the 

                                                
1 “Genocide Archive Rwanda | Right Bar news2,” accessed December 8, 2013, 
http://www.aegistrust.org/index.php/Right-bar-news2/gar.html. 
2 “Welcome to Genocide Archive Rwanda - KMC,” accessed December 8, 2013, 
http://www.genocidearchiverwanda.org.rw/index.php/Welcome_to_Genocide_Archive_Rwanda. 
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National Genocide Archive project. The history below is drawn from the extensive Human 

Rights Watch report on the genocide3 and will place special emphasis on events that produced 

important records. 

 
Pre-Genocide: 
 
! Prior to colonization, Rwanda was considered a major state power with borders not dissimilar 

to those that exist today. Tutsis made up the royal family and the elite. 
 

! Rwanda colonized by Germany during the “Scramble for Africa.”  
 

! Rwanda controlled by Belgium following the end of World War I.  
 

! Belgians institute administrative system that turns amorphous socio-economic categories of 
Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa into strictly defined ethnicities with Tutsis maintaining power and 
privilege.  
 

! 1959-1990, Rwanda gains independence and Hutus take power, subjugating the Tutsi 
minority. Tutsis begin to experience regular persecution and violence, including occasional 
massacres, especially under the rule of Juvénal Habyarimana who led the country until 1994. 
Many Tutsis flee to neighboring countries, Uganda in particular.  

 
Genocide and Immediate Aftermath: 
 
! 1990, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), a Tutsi-led rebel group, invades Rwanda and 

sparks civil war 
 

! In the aftermath of the invasion, Hutu extremists begin a propaganda campaign against the 
RPF and Tutsis in general. The most notable examples are the newspaper, Kangura, and the 
radio station Radio Télévision Libre de Milles Collines (RTLM). Small-scale, localized 
massacres of Tutsis begin to occur with greater frequency in the name of “self-defense.” The 
Interahamwe, Hutu extremist militias, often perpetrate them.  
 

! July 1992, RPF and Habyarimana sign a cease-fire. Attacks against Tutsis continue as the 
government and Hutu extremists slowly create the infrastructure for genocide through 
civilian training and weapons purchases for “civil defense.”  
 

! February 1993, RPF violates cease-fire. Propagandists claim that the RPF and Tutsi 
sympathizers are planning genocide against the Hutu and people should prepare to defend 
themselves.  

                                                
3 Alison Des Forges, Leave None To Tell The Story: Genocide in Rwanda (Human Rights Watch, 
March 1, 1999). 
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! July 1993, Arusha Accords signed, nominally ending civil war. Extremists continue training 

militias and begin importing large numbers of machetes.  
 

! October 1993, UN Peacekeeping Force (UNAMIR) established to monitor implementation of 
Arusha Accords, but given very limited mandate to act. Concurrent Hutu-Tutsi ethnic 
violence in Burundi proves a boon to propagandists and leads to the birth of the Hutu Power 
movement, a consolidated organization of extremists.   
 

! November 1993 - March 1994, reports of increasing killings, assassinations, violent 
demonstrations and distribution of weapons to the Interahamwe and army. Increasingly 
violent rhetoric broadcast by RTLM.  
 

! April 6, 1994, Habyarimana is killed when his plane is shot down as it flies into in Kigali. 
The genocide begins within hours. Over the course of approximately 100 days, the Rwandan 
army and the Interahamwe, referred to as génocidaires, kill nearly 1 million Tutsis and 
moderate Hutus. The killing does not end until the RPF takes power on July 4, 1994. 100s of 
thousands of Hutu refugees and Interahamwe flee to the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
destabilizing the entire country.   

 
Rebuilding and Gacaca:  
 
! Following the end of the genocide, the RPF, led by Paul Kagame, begins rebuilding the 

country and Tutsi refugees begin returning to Rwanda after decades away. 
 

! 100s of thousands are jailed as possible génocidaires, but traditional courts are unable to 
handle the workload.  
 

! 2001-2012, Rwandan government introduces Gacaca, a combination of the traditional court 
system and village justice. Over course of 11 years nearly 2 million people are tried before 
Gacaca with an approximate conviction rate of 65%.4 Sentences vary from 5 years to life 
imprisonment.  

 
The National Genocide Archive: 
 
 While the GAR has managed to become the primary collecting institution for material 

related to the 1994 genocide, it is far from the only institution that holds such material. In order 

to ease access to genocide-related materials, centralize genocide research and share resources; 

the GAR has proposed the creation of a federated descriptive system that connects institutions 

                                                
4 “Rwanda Closes ‘Gacaca’ Genocide Courts,” accessed December 8, 2013, 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/africa/2012/06/201261951733409260.html. 
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throughout Rwanda. As envisioned, the system will connect the various stakeholder archives 

through a single web-based portal that will allow a person to access all of the collections. 

Additionally, the project will require the incorporation of a large-scale archival processing, 

description, digitization and training programs since the GAR is currently the only archive to 

have done this type of work, as well as being the only archive with a web presence beyond a 

simple introductory website.  

 In envisioning the National Genocide Archive, the GAR has taken the European 

Holocaust Research Infrastructure (EHRI) as its model. The EHRI has brought together 19 

European and Israeli institutions to ease the ability of interested parties to research Holocaust-

related collections that are scattered across Europe and Israel. The ultimate goal is to make the 

dispersed collections available on a single interface accessible from anywhere. Whereas the 

GAR will need to take the lead in Rwanda because most institutions do not have trained staff, the 

tasks necessary to bring the EHRI into existence have been divided among the institutions 

involved.5  

 Even though most of the stakeholder archives do not yet have intellectual control over 

their materials, it is helpful to understand the project’s scope by profiling the key archives and 

their collections. The stakeholder archives are a mixture of multiple types of institutions; some 

with a clear mandate to archive and preserve their collections and others that have developed 

important collections as an outgrowth of their larger organization’s activities. It is also important 

to note that a number of the institutions are part of the Rwandan government, while others are 

independent organizations.  

                                                
5 “Project Information | European Holocaust Research Infrastructure,” accessed December 8, 
2013, http://www.ehri-project.eu/project-description. 
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One of the most significant stakeholders in the National Genocide Archive project is the 

Gacaca Archive. As the name suggests, this archive holds all records related to the Gacaca trials 

from 2001-2012. The archive can be described as nothing less than enormous; it contains an 

estimated 27,000 boxes of paper records 

documenting every single one of the nearly 2 

million trials, as well as approximately 8,000 

DVDs of video recordings of the most high 

profile trials. The archive is managed by CNLG 

and has yet to be described or arranged at any 

level beyond a master list of trials and associated box numbers. CNLG intends to digitize all of 

the Gacaca records, but a plan has yet to develop for doing so.  

The National Archives of Rwanda contains a wealth of information about the Rwandan 

government prior to the Genocide. This type of information is invaluable to understanding how 

the government systematically subjugated Tutsis through official policies, such as those that 

specified the number of Tutsis that could attend 

school or hold government jobs.  Unfortunately, the 

archive’s resources are incredibly limited and large 

sections of records were destroyed during the civil 

war. However, a digitization program is in place and 

uses the document management software Laserfiche for storage, arrangement and description; it 

is not known if any metadata standards are in place at this time.  

 The Rwandan Bureau of Information and Broadcasting (ORINFOR) maintains several 

independently managed archives that cover each of its branches of state-owned media outlets; 

Gacaca Archive 

National Archive 
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this includes the state television station, radio stations, and newspaper. The television archive 

contains 1000s of videotapes that cover 

broadcasts dating from the 1970s to the 

present; the radio archive has nearly every 

single broadcast stretching back to the 1950s; 

and the newspaper archive contains 

newspapers and photographs from the 

colonial era to the present. At the present 

time, little has been done to describe or preserve these collections and while not all of the 

materials are of value to the National Genocide Project, many are indeed.  

 The Institute of Research and Dialogue for Peace (IRDP) is an independent organization 

that facilitates dialogues throughout Rwanda on the subjects of peace, conflict and reconciliation. 

As part of its mission, IRDP records all of its dialogues on video and these audiovisual records 

have become a sizable archive documenting the post-genocide reconciliation process. 

Interestingly, IRDP’s audiovisual archive is one of the best kept in the entire country despite a 

lack of outside archival instruction.  

 The Association of the Genocide Widows of Rwanda (AVEGA) is one of many “survivor 

organizations” throughout Rwanda that assist genocide victims with a wide range of services. As 

its name suggests, AVEGA focuses on the needs of women and its archive is a mix of 

institutional records, health records, survey data, publications, photographs and a small 

audiovisual collection. While all of these records are important, only the survey data, 

publications, photographs and audiovisual materials will become part of the National Genocide 

Archive.  

ORINFOR Radio Archive 
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 Having only begun in 2013, the National Genocide Archive project is in its earliest 

stages. At this point in the project most of the activities are centered on strategic planning and 

assessing the feasibility of the project. Much of the work involved thus far has been to develop 

an overarching vision for how the various stakeholder archives can collaborate in order to make 

their diverse collections accessible from a single platform using the EHRI as a model. One of the 

most important early tasks has been to create assessments of each potential stakeholder archive 

to understand more clearly what types of collections they hold, the conditions of those 

collections and the type of training the institution’s staff may need to better care for their 

collections.  

 
Challenges For the Project: 
 
 While any collaborative archive project of this size faces challenges and barriers to 

success, there are a number factors with which comparative projects, such as the EHRI, do not 

need to worry. The following section will outline the infrastructure, cooperative and sensitivity 

challenges faced by the National Genocide Archive project.  

 
Infrastructure Challenges:  
 
 Building and implementing the infrastructure necessary to make the National Genocide 

Archive a reality is a serious challenge. Yes, infrastructure is a challenge for any collaborative 

project, but in Rwanda this can be a huge barrier because essential resources are not as readily 

available. There are three general areas of infrastructure challenges that the project will need to 

consider as it goes forward: Climate, Equipment, and Knowledge. Each will be considered in 

turn.  
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Climate 
 
 Rwanda is situated close to the equator and as such has a typical weather pattern of 

alternating wet and dry seasons throughout the year. However, the high altitude of much of the 

country, including Kigali where the stakeholder archives are located, means that temperatures are 

considerably more temperate than the surrounding region. Though high temperature does not 

pose a problem for stakeholder archives, the tropical weather pattern can produce large 

fluctuations in humidity due to heavy rainstorms followed by very dry periods. Additionally, 

archives in tropical climates must factor in problems such as mold and insects that are associated 

with high humidity environments.6 Constructing dedicated storage spaces that control humidity 

levels can mitigate large fluctuations in humidity. Unfortunately, as is common around the 

world7, most of the stakeholder archives do not have dedicate storage spaces with environmental 

controls. Additionally, consistent access to electricity can pose a problem throughout Rwanda 

meaning that even if climate controls are in place, fluctuations can still occur due to power 

outages. As part of the project, those archives without a dedicated space will need to take some 

basic measures to mitigate high humidity and its associated problems before engaging in 

digitization.  

 
Equipment 
 
 The proper equipment for maintaining an archive, let alone digitization and digital 

preservation, is hard to come by in Rwanda. All archival quality materials and equipment must 

                                                
6 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), 13. 
7 Shubha Chaudhuri, “How Do You Turn a House Into an Archives? Air Conditioning and Tape 
Storage in a Hot and Humid Environment,” in Archives for the Future: Global Perspectives on 
Audiovisual Archives in the 21st Century (Calcutta: Seagull Books, 2004), 143. 
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be imported, which is made more expensive because Rwanda is a landlocked country. To create 

an integrated digital interface that can search all of the stakeholder archives’ collections requires 

information and communications infrastructure that has yet to fully develop in Rwanda. 

Broadband Internet service and the country’s only data center are owned and maintained by 

single company, significantly reducing the ability to seek out multiple vendor options.8 By 

utilizing a consortium model, the National Genocide Archive project can overcome these types 

of equipment challenges. The various archives could create savings by combining purchasing 

power and sharing limited supplies of the most expensive equipment, such as scanners.   

 
Knowledge 
 
 Simply put, archival training is not available in Rwanda. As part of its mission, the 

National Genocide Archive project will need to incorporate a robust training component such 

that stakeholder archives with less knowledge can manage on their own and have equal say about 

the direction of the project. The archivists at the GAR have received archival training from their 

partner institutions9 and are the best placed to assist other Rwandan archivists in enhancing local 

knowledge and skills.  

 
Cooperation Challenges 
 
 Creating a consortium of archives to collaborate in creating a single interface for 

accessing all of their collections comes with its own set of challenges. Namely, trying to balance 

                                                
8 Broadband Systems Corporation, “Company Profile,” Broadband Systems Corporation, 
accessed December 12, 2013, http://www.bsc.rw/about-us/company-profile/. 
9 Ian Lovett, “Shoah Foundation Institute Examines Other Genocides,” The New York Times, 
November 16, 2011, sec. Arts, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/17/arts/shoah-foundation-
institute-examines-other-genocides.html. 
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the ideas and opinions of a diverse group of people and institutions.10 The most important 

challenges to discuss are coordinating goals, rights and funding.  

 
Coordinating Goals 
 
 It may seem self-evident, but for the National Genocide Archive project to succeed, the 

stakeholder archives will need to have a common set of overarching goals to which each 

institution can agree. The archives need not join the project for exactly the same reasons nor 

have the same priorities, but without common goals the project simply cannot move forward. In 

essence, the stakeholder archives will need to collaborate on a set of documents that explicitly 

state what the institutions have pledged to accomplish and what they all will contribute to the 

project as a whole. Creating explicitly stated documents may also help to avoid “mission creep” 

whereby the project begins to tackle issues and complications beyond its stated goals.  

 
Rights 
 
 Rights considerations will play an important role in determining which records will be 

available on the project’s common interface and which will not. To complicate matters, each 

institution will need to handle their rights issues individually because they likely all have 

different agreements with their donators and depositors. The rights of records on the interface are 

further complicated by the fact that some of the stakeholder archives are part of the Rwandan 

government while others are independent organizations. Furthermore, some of the institutions 

may not know or understand the status of the rights for their collections because archival training 

in Rwanda has not yet reached international standards.  

 

                                                
10 J. Brown, Comparing Consortial Repositories: A Model-Driven Analysis, Report (London, 
UK: UCL (University College London), 2009), 12–13, http://www.sherpa-leap.ac.uk. 
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Funding 
 
 Obviously, the National Genocide Archive project will require a large amount of funding 

for both upstart costs and long-term maintenance. Outside grant funding is certainly a possibility, 

but the various archives may also need to contribute to supporting the project. This presents a 

problem because the institutions do not have comparable budgets from which to draw. For 

example, the GAR is very well funded by the standards of Rwanda and can afford to spearhead 

the project, but the ORINFOR newspaper archive has essentially no budget at all. The parent 

organizations of some of the archives may also be reluctant to part with funds to support outside 

projects. Developing a funding scheme that shares the burden of running the project while also 

accounting for funding discrepancies is no easy task and an obvious solution is not clear.  

 
Sensitivity Challenges 
 
 The records that will be a part of the National Genocide Archive are indisputably 

sensitive; any plans for the project will need to account for this factor. The project is largely an 

access project and as such, the stakeholder archives will need to carefully consider implications 

for making sensitive records publicly available online. The records cannot simply be placed 

online with limited information. Rather, the most sensitive materials require extensive context so 

that they are viewed in the proper light and with respect. Due to the massive amount of 

unprocessed records, especially at the Gacaca Archive, it may be tempting to take an MPLP 

approach to processing and digitization.11 However, this could potentially leave records open to 

misinterpretation and misappropriation. The 1994 Genocide is still fresh in many peoples’ minds 

and debates about what happened and how are still very much open.   

                                                
11 Mark Greene and Dennis Meissner, “More Product, Less Process: Revamping Traditional 
Archival Processing,” American Archivist 68, no. Fall/Winter 2005 (2005): 208–263. 
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 Another sensitivity issue is the rights of individuals depicted in records, especially 

audiovisual testimonies of the genocide and government records. The GAR does display some of 

these testimonies on its website, but the person depicted has consented to that use. However, this 

may not be the case for the other archives involved. A number of the archives also contain large 

amounts of government records, which could certainly contain personal data. How should these 

records be handled? Those individuals have not consented to having their information made 

publicly available, but government records are also an important part of understanding the 

genocide, how it was planned and its precursor in government persecution. The project will need 

to institute strict safeguards and protocols for handling personal records so that something that 

should not be publicly available does not end up online.  

  
Ethics of Digitization and Digital Preservation in Rwanda: 
 
 Analyzing the challenges faced by the National Genocide Archive is an important part of 

understanding the project, but it does not address the entire equation. Analysis of the project’s 

ethical dimensions must also be undertaken if one is going to suggest that one understands the 

project. The primary focus of this section will be on the discrepancy between this large-scale 

digitization project and the socio-economic context in which it exists.  

 No one would doubt that the vast majority of Rwanda’s citizens primarily make their 

living through subsistence agriculture and have at best highly limited access to the Internet. With 

this in mind, does it make sense to engage in large-scale digitization when so few Rwandans will 

actually be able to access the digitized materials? Before opening the National Genocide Archive 

to the world online, those spearheading the project must consider the impact of the project in 

Rwanda. The question that seems to linger is who is this project for? No doubt international 

scholars will want access to these materials and placing them online will greatly ease their ability 
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to do so, but how will the average Rwandan benefit from such a large project or the research of 

international scholars? In planning the National Genocide Archive, the stakeholder archives will 

need to strike a balance between the needs of international users and local users.  

 This issue of balance is important because a digital archive project that houses materials 

related to genocide should aim to become an independently certified Trustworthy Digital 

Repository (TDR).12 Such a certification, though difficult to attain, lends credence to the 

authenticity of the records housed in the archive, which is a powerful shield against those that 

question the validity of records. An essential part of becoming a TDR is the use of the Open 

Archival Information System Reference Model (OAIS) that explains how a digital archive 

should ideally function. The users that an OAIS compliant archive serves are referred to as the 

“Designated Community.” This term has limits, e.g. should an archive identify a specific group 

of users and limit unforeseen uses for records under its care, but in this case it is very instructive. 

Who would be the designated community for the National Genocide Archive? There is no easy 

answer for this question, but answering it will heavily influence the project’s design because 

international and local users have different needs and serving both within a single interface will 

prove difficult.  

 In his chapter on digitization in Sub-Saharan Africa13, Leburn Rose lays out several ideas 

that one must consider when undertaking a digitization project in a country like Rwanda. One of 

the most important is that digitization technology must be placed within context of the location 

where it was created; “…the problems which technology attempts to resolve and the outcomes 

                                                
12 Consultative Committee for Space Data Systems, Audit and Certification of Trustworthy 
Digital Repositories, Recommended Practice (Washington DC: Consultative Committee for 
Space Data Systems, September 2011). 
13 Leburn Rose, “Critical Perspectives on Digitising Africa,” in Digitisation Perspectives, ed. 
Ruth Rikowski, Educational Futures Rethinking Theory and Practice 46 (SensePublishers, 2011), 
179–188, http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-94-6091-299-3_11. 



15 

sought are contingent upon the surroundings of which the technology may be a part. One cannot 

simply export a technology into an unfamiliar context and assume that it will yield similar results 

to those achieved in the original setting.”14 What Rose seems to be asserting is that by trying to 

adhere to Western professional standards in practices like scanning, the National Genocide 

Archive may be thinking too much about international users and not enough about local users. 

Creating professional standards are important for inter-institutional and international 

collaboration, but archival practices need to resonate within the context where they are put in 

place. Rose uses the example of the digital preservation practice of systematically migrating to 

new technologies as current technologies become obsolete. He rightly points out that this is an 

incredibly luxurious practice that within the context of the small preservation budgets found in 

Africa becomes entirely unaffordable.15 The questions the stakeholder archives need to answer 

then, are whether or not mass digitization is the most appropriate approach to handling their 

needs and if digitization is the best way to distribute the project’s budget.  

 When the context of a record is discussed in the archival field it is generally meant to 

convey that records do not exist in isolation from other records. A large corpus of records can 

provide a depth of understanding and evidential value that does not exist for individual 

documents. In thinking about the National Genocide Archive and digitization it is may prove 

enlightening to think of archival context existing beyond not only bodies of records, but beyond 

the archive itself. The records of the 1994 Genocide exist within the context of the language, 

culture, infrastructure, climate and geography of the place and people that created them. What 

happens when such records are placed online for international access? It is not unreasonable for 

an international researcher to want to have some idea of what s/he will find if they travel to 

                                                
14 Ibid., 182. 
15 Ibid. 
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Rwanda to do research, but how will their perception change if they utilize Rwandan records 

without visiting Rwanda? Is not the context of genocide-related records wrapped up in the 

firsthand sensory experience of place? Yes, only a disingenuous or ignorant academic researcher 

would make claims about records without ever visiting where they came from, but the scenario is 

not beyond the realm of imagination. Before placing large quantities of records online, the 

stakeholder archives need to carefully consider how the context changes when a record is 

digitized and what this means for understanding the 1994 Genocide. There is no easy answer, but 

a great deal of care and introspection is required.  

 
Conclusion: 
 
 If any conclusion can be drawn about the National Genocide Archive project, it is that 

much planning has yet to be done. A project of this size is difficult under any conditions, but 

trying to bring it into fruition in a developing country is an especially large challenge. Despite 

the commendable vision and efforts made thus far, the project is not beyond serious ethical 

considerations that cannot be ignored.  

 As outsiders to the project, which is managed almost exclusively by Rwandans, it is 

important think about the best way to support it without reverting to paternalistic paradigms that 

view Rwandans as students and Westerners as the teachers. Instead, every effort must be made to 

collaborate with the local archivists to arrive at solutions that are the most appropriate for 

Rwanda, while also working on capacity building activities. Through collaboration it is possible 

to not only bring the National Genocide Archive into existence, but also create a transnational 

model that combines multiple cultural and professional influences to achieve its aims and can be 

used to create other archival consortiums around the world.  
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