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What the land is made of, what sits under it, who lives on it and how they got here. What to 

eat, where to go, what it costs, and how to move around once you land.  
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01  ·  AERIAL VIEW COUNTRY GUIDE 

Rwanda in eighteen numbers 

Rwanda is small, high, crowded and runs well. Those four things explain most of what you will 

notice. 

 

TABLE 1 · THE COUNTRY AT A GLANCE 

 

METRIC FIGURE WHAT IT MEANS, AND THE SOURCE 

Land area 26,338 km² Smaller than Belgium. Water covers 6.3% of it. 
[3][4] 

People 13.6m 2024 estimate. One of the most crowded 
countries in Africa. [3] 

Highest point 4,507 m Mount Karisimbi, in the Virunga volcano chain. 
[4] 

Lowest point 950 m The Rusizi river. No part of Rwanda is low. [4] 

Land borders 930 km Four neighbours. No sea. [4] 

Longest river 351 km The Nyabarongo, which drains the middle of the 
country. [4] 

Biggest lake 2,700 km² Lake Kivu, 485 m deep in places. [20] 

Official languages 4 Kinyarwanda, English, French, Kiswahili. 

Tourism income 2025 $685m Up 6% on 2024, when it was $647m. [1] 

Visitors 2025 1.49m Up 9% in a year. [1] 

Conferences hosted 165 They brought 61,888 delegates, a rise of 17.3%. 
[1][2] 

Conference income $94.7m Up from $84.8m the year before. [1] 

Women in the lower house 63.75% The highest share of any parliament in the 
world. [14] 

Women in cabinet 50% The constitution sets a floor of 30%. [15] 

Mineral exports 2024 about $1.75bn Roughly four times what it was in 2017. [17] 
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METRIC FIGURE WHAT IT MEANS, AND THE SOURCE 

All exports 2025 $3.6bn Mining, farming and flowers lead. [1] 

New investment 2025 $2.62bn Across 799 registered projects. [1] 

Kigali to the gorillas 90 km About 2.5 hours, tarmac the whole way. [8][31] 
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The land 
Rwanda sits on the eastern shoulder of the Albertine Rift, the western arm of the Great Rift 

Valley. The rift is why the country stands on end. 

 

Africa is slowly splitting along the rift. Along the split the crust has pushed upward and 

volcanoes have broken through. Rwanda sits on the raised eastern edge. You get a country 

with no flat horizon, 930 kilometres of land border and no coast at all. [4] 

 

The west: volcanoes and old forest 

Five of the eight Virunga volcanoes stand in Rwanda: Karisimbi, Bisoke, Sabyinyo, Muhabura 

and Gahinga. Karisimbi reaches 4,507 metres and gets the only regular frost in the country. 

[4] Bisoke, at 3,711 metres, holds a crater lake at the top. [10] 

South of the volcanoes the high ground runs into Nyungwe, a mountain rainforest of 1,019 

square kilometres. Its canopy has stood since before the last ice age, which is why so many 

of its birds and plants live nowhere else. [5] 

 

The divide that splits a continent 

One ridge runs north to south down the western highlands: the Congo-Nile divide. Rain 

landing on its western side ends up in the Atlantic by way of the Congo. Rain landing on the 

eastern side ends up in the Mediterranean by way of the Nile. That is roughly 2,000 and 1,070 

kilometres of onward travel. One of the furthest source streams of the Nile starts on the 

eastern flank of Nyungwe. [4][5] 

 

The east: plateau, swamp and grassland 

East of the divide the land steps down. Ridges soften into a central plateau, then into the 

papyrus swamps, grassland and chain of lakes in the Akagera basin on the Tanzanian 

border. The Nyabarongo drains most of it. [4] This is the only part of Rwanda that looks like 

the East Africa people picture before they arrive. 
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Lake Kivu 

Kivu covers 2,700 square kilometres and drops to 485 metres deep along the Congolese 

border. [20] It is one of only three lakes on earth holding huge volumes of dissolved gas at 

depth, and much the largest of the three. That gas now runs power stations, which section 04 

covers. 

 

Every hill is terraced. Not for the view. Thirteen million people farm a country with no 

spare ground. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why the hillsides look like steps 

On slopes this steep, loose soil washes away in the first heavy rain. Terracing stops that. 

Bananas, coffee, tea, beans, cassava, sweet potato and maize grow in bands that follow the 

contour of the hill. 

It was built by hand and it is kept up by hand, one household at a time. When you photograph a 

Rwandan hill from the car window you are photographing national infrastructure. 
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Weather through the year 

Height does the work that distance from the equator normally would. Rwanda sits two 

degrees south of the equator, but Kigali stands at about 1,500 metres and rarely gets 

uncomfortable. There are two dry seasons and two wet ones. [4] Nothing shuts in the rain. The 

trails just get harder and the mud gets deeper. 

 

TABLE 2 · SEASONS, AND WHAT THEY DO TO A TRIP 

 

 

MONTHS SEASON WHAT TO EXPECT 

June to Sept Long dry The main season. Firmest trails, easiest trekking, clearest 
views of the volcanoes. Permits and lodges are hardest to 
get and cost the most. [8] 

Oct to Nov Short rains Green, quiet, fewer people. Rain usually arrives in the 
afternoon. The 30% permit discount applies in this window. 
[8] 

Dec to Feb Short dry Second best for trekking. Busy over Christmas and New Year. 
Warm and bright. 

Mar to May Long rains The wettest stretch. Trails get slippery and a 4x4 stops being 
optional on park roads. Cheapest time to go, and the 
discount still applies. [8][29] 
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A short history 
You do not need all of this to enjoy Rwanda. You do need some of it to understand what you 

are looking at. 

 

TABLE 3 · THE DATES THAT SHAPED THE COUNTRY 

 

WHEN WHAT HAPPENED 

1600s to 1800s A single kingdom takes shape under a king, or mwami. One language, one set of 
customs, one court. Rwanda entered the colonial period already unified, which is 
unusual in the region. [34] 

1890 to 1916 Rwanda becomes part of German East Africa. German control is thin and mostly 
indirect, working through the existing king and chiefs. [34] 

1916 to 1962 Belgian forces take over. Belgium governed under a League of Nations mandate 
from 1923, then a UN trusteeship from 1946. [34] 

1935 The Belgian administration issues identity cards recording ethnicity, turning what 
had been a movable social category into a fixed legal one. [34][35] 

1959 to 1961 Violence, the flight of tens of thousands of Tutsi into neighbouring countries, and 
the end of the monarchy. [34] 

1 July 1962 Independence. Grégoire Kayibanda becomes the first president. Independence 
Day is still a public holiday. [34][36] 

April to July 
1994 

The genocide against the Tutsi. It began on 7 April and ran about 100 days, until 
the Rwandan Patriotic Front took Kigali. Around one million people were killed. 
[35] 

4 July 1994 Kigali falls and the killing stops. Now marked as Liberation Day. [35][36] 

2003 A new constitution. It sets a floor of 30% women in every decision-making body, 
which is where the numbers in Table 1 come from. [15] 

2003 to now Rebuilding around services, conferences, tourism and mineral processing. 
Tourism income has gone from close to nothing to $685m a year. [1] 
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Where to see this on the ground 
Kigali Genocide Memorial, Gisozi. The main national memorial and the resting place of more 

than 250,000 people. Go on your first day. Everything else in the country reads differently 

afterwards. [23] 

Campaign Against Genocide Museum. In the old parliament building, covering the military 

campaign that ended the killing. [35] 

Ethnographic Museum, Huye. The best collection of things people actually made and used 

before 1900. 

King’s Palace Museum, Nyanza. A rebuild of the royal court, with the long-horned inyambo 

cattle kept on site. 
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What is under the hills? 
No oil, no coast. What Rwanda has instead is a set of metals the electronics industry cannot 

work without, a lake full of gas, and coffee that wins competitions. 

 

Tin, tantalum, tungsten and gold 

The ore here is unusually rich. Cassiterite runs at about 76% tin. Wolframite runs from 35% to 

70% tungsten. Columbite-tantalite carries 25% to 55% tantalum. There is also gold at very 

high purity. [16] Rwanda runs what is described as the largest tungsten mine in Africa, and by 

value it sits in the top two worldwide for tin exports. [17] 

Tantalum matters more than the name suggests. It goes into the capacitors inside phones 

and laptops, and there is no easy substitute for it. 

 

Mineral exports reached about $1.75bn in 2024, roughly four times the 2017 figure. Around 80% still comes from small 
mines worked by hand rather than industrial operations. Three processing plants now run inside the country: a gold 
refinery, a tantalum refinery and a tin smelter. Supply chains for these four metals are covered by international 
sourcing checks. [17][18] 

 

A lake that runs power stations 

Lake Kivu holds an estimated 60 billion cubic metres of methane and 300 billion cubic metres 

of carbon dioxide, held under pressure below 350 metres. [20] Left alone the gas builds up. 

Drawn off, it is fuel. Rwanda draws it off. 

 

KivuWatt, off Kibuye, started in 2016 and runs at a nominal 26 MW. Shema Power Lake Kivu holds a 25-year 
agreement for 56 MW net and currently produces about 37.5 MW. Both pull gas from deep water and put the carbon 
dioxide back to keep the lake stable. [19] 

 

Coffee and tea 

Height, volcanic soil, steady rain and cool nights are exactly what good coffee wants. 

Rwandan bourbon arabica from the slopes above Lake Kivu and tea from the edges of 

Nyungwe both sell into premium markets. Coffee, tea, maté and spices together earned 

$202.6m in exports in 2022. Tea on its own made around $90m in 2020 to 2021. [21] 
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The rest of the list 

Rare earth elements, beryl, lithium-bearing minerals, phosphates and gemstones, plus 

building stone, clay, sand and gravel. Peat is dug for power and as a substitute for firewood. 

[16] The stated plan from the regulator is to stop shipping raw ore and do more of the 

processing at home. [18] 

 

Why a traveller should care 

Because it explains the country you will actually see. Power that stays on, tarmac to remote 

parks, mobile money that works everywhere and a government that treats tourism as an export 

are all paid for by this. Rwanda registered $2.62bn of new investment across 799 projects in 

2025 alone. [1] 

You notice the infrastructure long before anyone explains it to you. 
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Culture 
Rwanda is unusual in Africa for how uniform it is. One language almost everyone speaks, one 

set of customs, one shared frame of reference. Learn a little and the country opens faster. 

 

Language 

Kinyarwanda is the national language and close to everyone speaks it. English, French and 

Kiswahili are official alongside it. English is common in Kigali and across the tourism trade. 

French is more common with older people. Outside the towns, Kinyarwanda is what you will 

hear. 

 

TABLE 4 · KINYARWANDA WORTH LEARNING ON THE PLANE 

 

KINYARWANDA MEANING WHEN TO USE IT 

Muraho Hello Works any time of day, with anyone. 

Mwaramutse Good morning Before about midday. 

Mwiriwe Good afternoon From midday onward. 

Amakuru? How are things? The standard follow-up to hello. Expect it 
back. 

Ni meza Things are good The standard answer to amakuru. 

Murakoze Thank you Add cyane for thank you very much. 

Yego / Oya Yes / No Basic and useful. 

Nitwa… My name is… Introductions. 

Ni angahe? How much is it? Markets and motos, before you agree a 
price. 

Mbabarira Sorry, excuse me Getting past someone, or apologising. 

Murabeho Goodbye On leaving. 

 

Spellings vary between phrasebooks. Say it anyway. The effort registers far more than the accent does. 
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Umuganda 

On the last Saturday of every month, shops close, buses stop and the roads empty for the 

morning. The whole country goes out and does community work: clearing, planting, building 

for neighbours who need it. The word means coming together for a shared result. [13] If your 

trip overlaps, plan the morning off, or ask whether you can join in. 

 

Imigongo 

Bold geometric panels in black, white, ochre and earth colours, built up in relief on wood using 

cow dung and natural pigment, then painted. The craft is centred on Nyakarambi in the east, 

near the Tanzanian border, and most of it is made by women’s cooperatives. [13] Nyakarambi 

sits on the road to Akagera, so stopping costs you almost nothing. 

 

Agaseke 

The tall cone-shaped basket with the pointed lid. It is a wedding gift, a symbol of peace and a 

household object all at once, and a good one takes days to weave. Buy from a cooperative 

rather than a souvenir stall and you will see the difference in how tight the weave is. 

 

Intore, ingoma and inanga 

Intore is the dance of the chosen: high jumps, headdresses of flax fibre, movement that reads 

as both drill and celebration. Ingoma drumming carries it. In quieter settings you may hear 

the inanga, a curved zither played under sung poetry. The King’s Palace at Nyanza is the most 

reliable place to see Intore done properly. 

 

Inyambo 

The long-horned royal cattle are not livestock in the usual sense. They are ceremonial, 

praised in poetry and paraded at Nyanza. Cattle carried social meaning here long before 

they carried money, and traces of that are still in the greetings and in how marriages get 

negotiated. 
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Manners: four things visitors get wrong 
Plastic bags are illegal. Single-use plastic bags are banned and luggage is checked on arrival. 

Pack fabric bags instead. 

Let people raise 1994 themselves. Rwandans will talk about it, sometimes very directly, but let 

them start. Visit the memorials. Do not photograph inside them. 

Do not ask which group someone belongs to. Ethnic labels are not conversation here. National 

identity is the frame, deliberately so. 

Keep the camera down around officials. Avoid photographing soldiers, police, government 

buildings and the airport. Ask before photographing people, as you would anywhere. 

 

 

Worth knowing for the Ria’s Colony reader 

Rwanda has the highest share of women in a national parliament anywhere: 63.75% of the 

Chamber of Deputies and 46.2% of the Senate. [14] Half the cabinet are women. [15] 

That did not happen on its own. The 2003 constitution set a floor of 30% women in every 

decision-making body, and every election since has run well above it. [15] The world median is 

near 22%. If you want to see what twenty years of a written rule actually produces, this is the 

place to look. 
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Where to go 
The country is 26,338 square kilometres. You can cross it in a day. That is why Rwanda takes 

less time than most African trips: no internal flights, no wasted transfer days. 

 

Kigali 
Clean, calm, well run, and built across ridges so every neighbourhood looks at another 

neighbourhood. Most itineraries give it half a day. Give it two. 

 

Kigali Genocide Memorial, Gisozi. The first stop, and the resting place of more than 250,000 

people. Free to enter, donations taken, audio guide worth paying for. Allow two hours. [23] 

Rwanda Art Museum. In the old presidential palace, holding the largest collection of art 

made since 1994. The wreckage of the president’s plane is still in the grounds. [23] 

Inema Arts Centre and Niyo Arts Gallery. Working studios rather than shops. You can usually 

watch people paint. Niyo puts its profits into a school. 

Kimironko Market. The biggest market in the city. Produce at the front, kitenge fabric at the 

back, and tailors who will cut and sew to your measurements in two or three days. Agree the 

price first. 

Nyamirambo. The oldest and liveliest quarter. The walking tour run by the Nyamirambo 

Women’s Centre is guided by women who live on those streets and is the best three hours in 

the city. [23] 

Question Coffee. Single-origin lots from women-led cooperatives, with tasting flights if you 

ask. Good place to meet people on your first morning. 

Mount Kigali. One to two hours on foot through eucalyptus and coffee for the best view in the 

city. Go early. 
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Volcanoes National Park, Musanze 

Ninety kilometres and about two and a half hours from Kigali on tarmac. [31] Roughly 350 

mountain gorillas live in the Rwandan part of the Virunga massif, in family groups that have 

grown used to people over decades of daily contact. [10] 

Access is limited on purpose. A fixed number of permits per family per day, one hour with the 

animals once you find them, minimum age 15. [8] Briefing at Kinigi starts at 7am. The walk to 

a family can take anywhere from 30 minutes to five hours depending on where they moved 

overnight, at altitudes between 2,500 and 3,000 metres. 

Beyond the gorillas: golden monkey tracking in the bamboo, the Dian Fossey tomb hike up to 

the old Karisoke research site, Mount Bisoke and its crater lake, and the two-day Karisimbi 

climb. [10] More than 200 bird species. 

Mountain gorillas are the only great ape whose numbers are currently going up. [22] The permit price is the reason. 

 

Nyungwe National Park, southwest 

1,019 square kilometres of mountain rainforest, added to the UNESCO World Heritage list in 

2023. [5] Thirteen primate species live here, including chimpanzees and very large troops of 

Angolan colobus. Birders come for around 275 species, more than 20 of which live only in the 

Albertine Rift. 

The canopy walkway from Uwinka crosses high above a forest ravine and runs on a fixed 

timetable through the day. [11] Chimpanzee tracking starts before dawn because that is when 

they are noisy and easiest to locate. There are waterfall trails from Gisakura and night walks 

for the primates that only come out after dark. 

Most Nyungwe activities need a minimum group of two. A solo traveller pays for two permits. [11] 

 

Akagera National Park, east 

Lake-studded plains on the Tanzanian border, run by African Parks together with the Rwanda 

Development Board. Lion and rhino have both been brought back, so Akagera is a Big Five 

park again. [12] About two and a half hours from Kigali. [30] 

Boat trips on Lake Ihema put you among some of the densest hippo and crocodile numbers 

in the region. Night drives, guided birding and fishing are all booked and paid for separately 

from park entry. [12] 

Sleeping inside the park is charged per night rather than per day, and entry halves on the second and third nights. 
Sleeping outside means paying full entry every time you drive back in. [12] 
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Lake Kivu, west 

The coast Rwanda does not otherwise have. No bilharzia, no crocodiles, no hippos, so you can 

swim. Deep clean water, dark volcanic beaches, and fishing boats whose crews sing to keep 

the paddles in time. 

Rubavu, still widely called Gisenyi, sits in the north under the volcanoes and has the best 

beach strip. Karongi, still called Kibuye, sits in the middle and is quieter and prettier. The 

Congo Nile Trail runs 227 kilometres along the shore and is walked or cycled over three to five 

days. This is where a Rwanda trip slows down. 

 

The south: Huye and Nyanza 

The Ethnographic Museum at Huye holds the fullest collection of pre-colonial material in the 

country. The King’s Palace Museum at Nyanza is a rebuild of the royal court, with inyambo 

cattle on site and Intore performed in the grounds. 

Both sit on the Kigali to Nyungwe road. Building them into a transfer day costs you almost no extra time. [29] 
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The table 
Rwandan cooking is built on beans, bananas, cassava, groundnuts, lake fish and charcoal. It 

is not showy and the portions are large. Prices are typical 2026 ranges. 

 

TABLE 5 · FOURTEEN THINGS TO EAT AND DRINK 

 

DISH WHAT IT IS, AND WHERE TO FIND IT TYPICAL PRICE 

Isombe Cassava leaf pounded and cooked slowly with 
groundnut paste or palm oil, onion, sometimes 
dried fish. Thick, earthy, deeply savoury. The dish 
most Rwandans name when you ask what home 
tastes like. On every buffet in the country. [24] 

RWF 600–1,500  about 
$0.40–$1.05 

Ubugali Cassava or maize flour and boiling water, nothing 
else. You tear a piece, shape it in your right hand 
and use it to lift sauce. Mild on purpose: it carries 
flavour rather than adding any. 

Comes with most 
plates 

Brochettes Skewers of goat, beef or fish over coals, chilli on the 
side, usually with fried plantain or chips. The 
national street food and the right answer to most 
evenings. Order goat, and order more than you 
think. [23][24] 

RWF 1,000–2,500  
about $0.70–$1.70 

Agatogo Green plantain stewed with cassava leaf or spinach 
and a piece of beef or goat until it all collapses 
together. Common wherever bananas grow, which 
is most places. [23] 

RWF 1,500–4,000  
about $1.05–$2.75 

Igisafuria Named after the pot. Chicken, beef or goat stewed 
for hours with plantain, potato, onion and beans 
until the liquid turns to sauce. [23] 

RWF 2,000–5,000  
about $1.35–$3.40 

Akabenzi Pork, dry-fried or grilled, sharp with lime and 
finished with coriander. Eaten with your hands, 
standing up, usually with a beer and usually late. 
Nyamirambo in Kigali does it best. [23] 

RWF 3,000–7,000  
about $2.05–$4.80 

Sambaza Small Lake Kivu sardines netted overnight by the 
singing crews, fried whole and crisp, eaten by the 

RWF 3,000–8,000  
about $2.05–$5.45 
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DISH WHAT IT IS, AND WHERE TO FIND IT TYPICAL PRICE 

handful. On the Kivu shore this is the reason to sit 
down at sunset. [23] 

Grilled tilapia Whole fish, charcoal, chips, chilli. The standard 
order all along Lake Kivu and one of the best meals 
in the country. [24] 

RWF 6,000–14,000  
about $4.10–$9.55 

Ibihaza Pumpkin cooked down with peanuts into something 
creamy and faintly sweet. A side dish that quietly 
turns into the thing you remember. 

RWF 500–1,500  about 
$0.35–$1.05 

Ibirayi Potatoes, usually fried, grown in volcanic soil 
around Musanze. Standard with brochettes 
and better than they have any right to be. 

RWF 1,000–2,500  
about $0.70–$1.70 

Ikivuguto Cultured milk, thinner and sharper than yoghurt, 
served cold. Kigali has dedicated milk bars for it. 
Traditionally poured from carved wooden gourds. 

RWF 500–1,500  about 
$0.35–$1.05 

Urwagwa Banana beer. Ripe banana fermented with 
sorghum flour over about a week and served from 
a calabash. Cloudy, sweet, mildly alcoholic. Belongs 
to weddings and gatherings of elders more than to 
bars. 

Rural and ceremonial 

Rwandan coffee Bourbon arabica, washed, grown between 1,700 
and 2,000 metres. Bright and tea-like, often with 
red-fruit acidity. Question Coffee in Kigali will pour 
two lots side by side so you can taste the 
difference. 

RWF 2,000–4,500  
about $1.35–$3.05 

Rwandan tea Grown along the high western ridges near 
Nyungwe. Sold everywhere as icyayi, usually with 
milk and a lot of sugar unless you ask otherwise. 

RWF 500–1,500  about 
$0.35–$1.05 
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How to eat well and cheaply 

Find an amabaare. The local buffet. One price, one plate, as much beans, isombe, ubugali, 

plantain, greens and rice as you can fit on it. RWF 1,500 to 4,000 with a drink. Best value food in 

the country. [24] 

Eat lunch as the main meal. Buffets run at midday and get picked over by two. Evenings are for 

brochettes. 

Budget for Kigali separately. A mid-range dinner for two in the capital runs RWF 35,000 to 

50,000, roughly $24 to $34. That is ten times a local plate and worth it once or twice. [25] 

Ask for it less sweet. Tea, coffee and juice arrive heavily sugared by default. Say so at the point 

of ordering. 
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The calendar 
Rwanda hosted 165 international and regional events in 2025 and drew 61,888 delegates. 

[1][2] For a country of 13 million that is a policy, not an accident. 

 

TABLE 6 · DATES WORTH PLANNING AROUND 

 

WHEN WHAT HAPPENS 

4 September 2026 Kwita Izina, 21st edition. The gorilla naming ceremony at Kinigi in Musanze, at 
the foot of the volcanoes. Every baby gorilla born in the past year gets a 
name, in a ceremony adapted from the Rwandan custom of naming a 
newborn. Around 30,000 people from the surrounding communities attend 
alongside international guests. By the end of the 20th edition, 435 gorillas 
had been named. [22] Permits and lodges near this date go first. 

Last Saturday, 
monthly 

Umuganda. National community work morning. Shops shut, transport 
pauses, everyone goes outside and works. [13] Plan the morning off and 
travel in the afternoon. 

7 April, then 100 
days 

Kwibuka. National commemoration of the 1994 genocide against the Tutsi, 
beginning on 7 April. The first week is the most solemn and music venues 
restrict what they play. Travel is entirely possible. Read the room. 

First Friday in 
August 

Umuganura. The harvest and thanksgiving festival, one of the oldest dates in 
the Rwandan year and now a public holiday. [36] 

Annual, Kigali Basketball Africa League, Nile Conference. BK Arena hosts one of the three 
conferences of the continental league. [1] Kigali has become a default venue 
for African sport: handball, volleyball, MMA and cycling all run fixtures here. 

Annual, dates 
move 

Move Afrika, Mobile World Congress Kigali and the Giants of Africa Festival. 
These are the events behind the $94.7m conference figure. Most run out of 
the Kigali Convention Centre and BK Arena. [1] Check dates before you build 
a trip around one. 

Annual, 
November 

Rwanda Film Festival, known as Hillywood. Screenings tour towns outside 
Kigali on inflatable outdoor screens. [13] 
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Public holidays 
TABLE 7 · DAYS WHEN OFFICES AND MOST SHOPS CLOSE 

 

DATE HOLIDAY 

1 January New Year’s Day 

1 February National Heroes’ Day 

March or April Good Friday and Easter Monday, dates move 

7 April Genocide Memorial Day, the start of Kwibuka 

1 May Labour Day 

1 July Independence Day, marking independence from Belgium in 1962 

4 July Liberation Day, marking the end of the genocide in 1994 

First Friday in August Umuganura, the harvest festival 

15 August Assumption Day 

25 and 26 December Christmas Day and Boxing Day 

Dates move Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha 

 

Source: published national holiday list. [36] Banks and government offices close. Restaurants and hotels generally do 
not. 
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What it costs 
Rwanda runs two economies at the same time. Daily life is cheap. Access to the gorillas and 

the forests is priced at the top of the world market, deliberately. Understand both and the 

budget stops surprising you. 

 

TABLE 8 · PARK AND PERMIT FEES 

 

ACTIVITY NON-RESIDENT FOREIGN RES. RWANDAN 
/ EAC 

NOTES 

Gorilla permit, 
Volcanoes NP 

$1,500 $500 $200 One hour with one 
family. Minimum 
age 15. No 
refunds. [8][9] 

Gorilla permit, 
low-season deal 

$1,050 — — 30% off if you add 
two nights in 
Nyungwe or 
Akagera, 
November to May. 
[8] 

Volcanoes NP entry $100/day $60/day RWF 5,000 Charged on top of 
the activity 
permit. [10] 

Golden monkey 
tracking 

$100 $80 $65 In the bamboo. 
Shorter and 
easier than the 
gorilla trek. [10] 

Dian Fossey tomb 
hike 

$75 $60 $55 Up to the old 
Karisoke research 
site. [10] 

Mount Bisoke 
summit 

$75 $60 $55 3,711 m, crater lake 
at the top. A full 
day. [10] 

Mount Karisimbi, 
two days 

$400 — $200 4,507 m. 
Overnight camp. 
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ACTIVITY NON-RESIDENT FOREIGN RES. RWANDAN 
/ EAC 

NOTES 

A serious climb. 
[10] 

Chimpanzee 
tracking, Nyungwe 

$150 $75 $25 Pre-dawn start. 
Guide included. 
[11] 

Canopy walkway, 
birding, night walk 

$40 $20 $5 Per activity, guide 
included. 
Minimum two 
people. [11] 

Akagera NP entry, 
adult 

$100 $50 RWF 15,000 Ages 6 to 12 pay 
half. Under 6 free. 
Rest of Africa $50. 
[12] 

Freelance park 
guide, Akagera 

about $40/day — — Optional if you 
self-drive. Worth 
it. [12] 

Porter, Volcanoes 
NP 

$15–20 — — Not in any permit. 
Hire one anyway. 
[8] 

 

Park entry is charged separately from activity permits at both Nyungwe and Volcanoes. The Rwanda Development 
Board sets these rates and changes them from time to time, so confirm when you book. Gorilla permits for June to 
September and December to February are usually gone six to twelve months ahead. [8] 
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TABLE 9 · GROUND COSTS, CHECKED 2026 RANGES 

 

ITEM RWANDAN 
FRANCS 

ABOUT, IN USD SOURCE 

Local plate: rice, beans, greens, 
ubugali 

500 – 1,500 $0.35 – $1.05 [24] 

Full local meal with a drink 1,500 – 4,000 $1.05 – $2.75 [24] 

Dinner at a Musanze lodge, per 
person 

8,000 – 20,000 $5.45 – $13.65 [24] 

Mid-range dinner for two, Kigali 35,000 – 50,000 $24 – $34 [25] 

Moto taxi, under 1 km 500 – 1,000 $0.35 – $0.70 [24] 

Moto taxi, 3 to 6 km 2,000 – 3,500 $1.35 – $2.40 [24] 

Moto taxi, across Kigali 3,500 – 6,000 $2.40 – $4.10 [24] 

Ride-hail car, airport to city 
centre 

5,000 – 9,000 $3.40 – $6.15 [24] 

Street taxi, airport to city centre 10,000 – 15,000 $6.80 – $10.25 [31] 

Bus, Kigali to Musanze 2,500 – 3,000 $1.70 – $2.05 [31] 

Hire car with driver, per day — $150 – $200 [29] 

Self-drive 4x4, per day — $40 – $60 [29] 

Local SIM with data about 7,300 about $5 [25] 

Beer in a bar about 3,650 about $2.50 [25] 

Day budget: hostel, local food, 
buses 

74,500 – 88,000 $51 – $60 [26] 

Day budget: 3-star hotel, 
restaurants 

106,500 – 131,300 $73 – $90 [26] 

 

Converted at 1 USD = about 1,465 RWF, the rate on 28 July 2026. [28] The franc figures are the real record. The dollar 
column moves with the market. 
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TABLE 10 · WHERE TO SLEEP, PUBLISHED NIGHTLY RATES 

TIER PER NIGHT EXAMPLE 

Guesthouse or lodge, Lake Kivu from about $67 Rwiza Village, Karongi [27] 

Comfortable lodge near Nyungwe about $194 – $245 Chimpanzee Lodge, Bushekeri [27] 

Upper-tier lodge, Musanze about $1,220 Virunga Inn Resort & Spa [27] 

Luxury forest lodge about $2,100 One&Only Nyungwe House [27] 

Luxury volcano lodge, per person about $2,500 Wilderness Bisate, Volcanoes NP [9] 

 

Rates near Nyungwe alone run from roughly $75 to $2,540 depending on the property and the month. [27] Beds near 
Volcanoes fill earliest. 
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Three worked budgets 

 
TABLE 11 · SEVEN DAYS, PER PERSON, INTERNATIONAL FLIGHTS NOT INCLUDED 

 

PLAN RANGE WHAT IS IN IT 

A. The grounded 
week 

$900 – $1,400 No gorilla permit. Kigali, Lake Kivu and Nyungwe, moving 
by bus and shared transport with one hired car day. Six 
nights at $60 to $90. Food at $20 to $35 a day. Transport 
$150 to $250. Nyungwe canopy walk and entry, the 
Nyamirambo tour, the memorials. 

B. The gorilla 
week 

$3,300 – $4,100 One gorilla permit at $1,500 and one golden monkey trek 
at $100. Volcanoes and Akagera. Private driver and 4x4 for 
five days at $150 to $200 a day. Six nights at $90 to $150. 
Food at $35 to $60 a day. Porters and tips around $150. 
This is the standard shape of a Rwanda trip. 

C. The high-value 
week 

$12,000 – 
$18,000 

Two gorilla permits at $3,000. Luxury lodges at Volcanoes 
and Nyungwe at $1,500 to $2,500 a night. Private guiding, 
all transfers, one helicopter leg. This is the tier Rwandan 
tourism is built to serve, and where most of the $685m 
comes from. 

 

These are Aerial View estimates, built by adding the checked line items in Tables 8 to 10. They are planning ranges, 
not quotes. Season, group size and lodge availability move every one of them. 
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Getting there and around 
One international airport, no passenger rail, and a road network good enough that 

neither of those is a problem. 

 

Arriving 

Everything arrives at Kigali International Airport, about 30 minutes from the city centre in 

normal traffic. RwandAir is based here and flies across Africa and to Europe and Asia. There 

are no metered taxis at the airport, so either agree the fare before you get in or book through 

an app. [31][32] 

 

Driving times from Kigali 
TABLE 12 · ROAD DISTANCES AND REALISTIC DRIVING TIMES 

 

DESTINATION DISTANCE TIME NOTES 

Musanze, for Volcanoes 
NP 

90 km about 2.5 hrs Tarmac the whole way. The 
standard first transfer. [31] 

Akagera NP, south gate about 150 km 2 to 3 hrs Easy road. Doable as a long day 
trip. [30] 

Rubavu (Gisenyi), Lake 
Kivu 

about 150 km about 3 hrs Winding but paved. [30] 

Karongi (Kibuye), Lake 
Kivu 

about 135 km about 3 hrs Slower than the distance suggests. 
Lots of bends. 

Huye, for the museum about 130 km about 2.5 hrs On the way to Nyungwe. [29] 

Nyungwe NP 218 to 220 km 4 to 6 hrs The longest transfer in the country. 
Break it at Nyanza or Huye. [29] 

Full three-park circuit about 830 km 7 to 10 days Budget $80 to $120 for fuel across 
the loop. [29] 
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Getting around 

Motos. Motorcycle taxis, the fastest way across Kigali. Helmets are required by law for rider 

and passenger, and licensed drivers carry a spare. Agree the fare before you get on, or use 

an app for a fixed price. [29][31] 

Ride-hailing apps. There is no Uber in Rwanda. Yego runs cars and motos and can also be 

booked by calling 9191. Move runs cars only, fewer of them but more comfortable. Both take 

cash or mobile money. [29][31] 

Intercity buses. Everything leaves from Nyabugogo terminal in Kigali. RITCO, Volcano Express, 

Virunga Express and Horizon Express are the main operators. Buy tickets from the company 

counter on the day, not from anyone who approaches you in the terminal. Rwandan buses 

leave on time. [29][31] 

Hired car with driver. Around $150 to $200 a day. Worth it for a multi-park trip, because the 

driver also acts as a fixer, translator and second set of eyes. [29] 

Self-drive. Around $40 to $60 a day. Rwanda drives on the right. Speed limits are 50 km/h in 

towns, 80 on rural roads and 100 on the main highways. Signs are clear and the main routes 

are all tarmac. A 4x4 stops being optional in the rains. [29] 
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Before you fly 
The paperwork is light. Rwanda has made entry easy on purpose. 

 

TABLE 13 · VISAS 

 

WHO YOU ARE COST TERMS 

Citizen of any African Union 
country 

Free Visa on arrival, 30 days. The same applies to 
Commonwealth and Francophonie citizens. [6] 

Citizen of an East African 
Community country 

Free Up to six months. [6] 

Everyone else, single entry $50 30 days. Apply online through Irembo, at an 
embassy, or on arrival. [6] 

Everyone else, multiple entry $70 90 days. [6] 

East Africa Tourist Visa $100 90 days, multiple entry, covering Rwanda, 
Uganda and Kenya. [7] 

 

Your passport must be valid for at least six months. Check current rules with the Directorate General of Immigration 
and Emigration before you fly. [6] 
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Health 

Yellow fever. Only required if you are arriving from a country where yellow fever is present, 

including a stopover long enough to clear immigration. Rwanda itself is not on the WHO risk 

list, so a direct arrival from Europe or North America does not need it. Arriving via Kenya, 

Ethiopia or Uganda usually does. [33] 

Malaria. Present across the country, so tablets are normally advised. Risk is lowest at height, 

which includes Kigali and the volcanoes, and highest in the eastern lowlands around 

Akagera. Talk to a travel clinic four to six weeks before you go. [33] 

Other jabs. Hepatitis A and typhoid are commonly recommended on top of your routine 

vaccinations. [33] 

Water and food. Drink bottled or filtered water. Peel fruit. Hot food from a busy place is a safer 

bet than lukewarm food from a quiet one. 

Medical care. The best hospitals and pharmacies are in Kigali. Outside the capital, facilities 

thin out fast. Travel insurance that covers evacuation is worth having, particularly if you are 

trekking. [33] 

 

 

Altitude 

You are never below 1,000 metres. Kigali sits around 1,500. Trekking happens between 2,500 

and 3,500. Take the first two days slowly, drink more water than feels necessary, and expect 

cold evenings everywhere. Pack a warm layer even though the map says tropical. 

 

Money 

Mobile money runs daily life. More places take MTN MoMo than take cards. 

Cards work in Kigali. Hotels, supermarkets and better restaurants take Visa and Mastercard. 

Assume nowhere else does. 

Carry small franc notes. Motos, markets and rural cafes have no change for large bills. 

Bring clean dollars. If you plan to exchange cash, bring US notes printed after 2009 in good 

condition. Worn or older bills get refused. [25] 
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Power, phones and time 

Electricity. 230 volts, 50 hertz. Sockets vary by building: European two-pin types C, E and F are 

the most common, with British three-pin type G also around. Bring a universal adapter. [37] 

SIM cards. MTN and Airtel both have good coverage. A tourist SIM with data costs around $5. 

You need your passport to register it. Coverage is strong in towns and along main roads, 

patchy deep in the parks. [25] 

Time zone. Central Africa Time, two hours ahead of UTC, with no daylight saving. 

 

Safety 

Rwanda is consistently rated among the safest countries in Africa for travellers, including 

women travelling alone, and street harassment is uncommon. The ordinary rules still apply: 

agree fares first, use a known driver at night, and take a moto with a spare helmet. The 

Nyamirambo Women’s Centre walking tour and the Kigali coffee scene are both easy places 

to meet people on day one. 

 

What to pack for trekking 

The permit covers the guide, the trackers and the hour with the animals. It covers nothing 

else. Bring waterproof boots with ankle support, gaiters, gardening gloves for the stinging 

nettles, a waterproof jacket, and a dry bag for the camera. Rain is possible in every month of 

the year. Hire a porter at the gate for $15 to $20: it is local income and you will want the help 

on the last climb. [8] 

 

AERIAL VIEW  ·  RWANDA  ·  33 



12  ·  AERIAL VIEW COUNTRY GUIDE 

A note from Tori of Ria’s Colony 
Tori dropped a love note for you. 

 

Every country has two versions. 

There is the one you can photograph in a weekend. 

Then there is the one you only begin to see when you understand the stories, the history, the 

food, the people, and the choices that shaped it. 

That second version is the one we care about. 

Thank you for letting us share Rwanda with you. 

Wherever you go next, we hope you keep asking better questions, looking a little closer, and 

leaving every place with more understanding than you arrived with. 

Safe travels. 

PS: if you loved this, consider subscribing to our news letters, so you do not miss new guides, 

posts, conversations and opportunities. 

Click HERE to subscribe. 

 

Tori 

www.riascolony.org/subscribe 

For the life you’re becoming 
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VERIFICATION 

Source register 
Every figure carries a bracketed number. Official bodies are used wherever they exist. Where 

only operator or aggregator data was available, that is said plainly. Compiled 28 July 2026. 

Fees and exchange rates change, so check again before publishing or quoting. 

 

NO. SOURCE DOMAIN 

1 Rwanda Development Board, 2025 annual report summary. 
Tourism income, visitor numbers, conference revenue, events, 
exports, investment. 

rdb.rw 

2 The New Times, 29 April 2026. Delegate numbers and event list. newtimes.co.rw 

3 CIA World Factbook, Rwanda. Area and population. theworldfactbook.org 

4 Geography of Rwanda, compiled reference. Height, rivers, 
borders, land and water split. 

en.wikipedia.org 

5 Nyungwe Forest, UNESCO World Heritage listing 2023, ref. 1697. 
Area and Nile source stream. 

en.wikipedia.org 

6 Directorate General of Immigration and Emigration, Republic of 
Rwanda. Visitor visa terms and waivers. 

migration.gov.rw 

7 Embassy of Rwanda, Washington DC. Visa classes and fees, 
including the East Africa Tourist Visa. 

rwandainusa.gov.rw 

8 SafariBookings, gorilla permit briefing by Philip Briggs, July 2026. 
Permit price, what it includes, minimum age, low-season 
discount. 

safaribookings.com 

9 Visit Rwanda Gorilla, RDB 2026 promotional permit rates. 
Regional and continental pricing tiers. 

visitrwandagorilla.co
m 

10 Volcanoes National Park tariff schedule. Entry, golden monkey, 
Dian Fossey, Bisoke, Karisimbi. 

volcanoesnationalpar
k.org 

11 Nyungwe National Park fee schedule, 2026. Chimpanzee tracking, 
canopy walkway, group minimums. 

nyungweforestnation
alpark.org 

12 Akagera National Park entrance fees, African Parks with the 
Rwanda Development Board. Tiers, child rates, overnight 
discounts, guide fees. 

akagerasafari.com 
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NO. SOURCE DOMAIN 

13 Visit Rwanda, Rwandan Culture and Traditions. Umuganda, 
imigongo and Nyakarambi, festivals. 

visitrwanda.com 

14 Parliament of Rwanda, women’s representation. Chamber of 
Deputies and Senate shares. 

parliament.gov.rw 

15 UN Women Africa, Rwanda: Women’s Leadership and 
Participation. Cabinet share and the 2003 constitutional quota. 

africa.unwomen.org 

16 Rwanda Development Board, export portal, mining sector. Ore 
grades, secondary minerals, peat. 

rdb.rw 

17 US Department of Commerce, Rwanda Country Commercial 
Guide, mining and minerals. 2024 export value, global ranking, 
sourcing checks. 

trade.gov 

18 Chambers and Partners, Mining 2025: Rwanda. Share from 
small-scale mining, processing plants, value-addition strategy. 

practiceguides.cham
bers.com 

19 Rwanda Energy Group, methane gas generation. KivuWatt and 
Shema Power Lake Kivu capacity and status. 

reg.rw 

20 DLA Piper Africa, electricity generation from methane gas in 
Rwanda. Lake volume, dissolved gas estimates, extraction 
method. 

dlapiperafrica.com 

21 Trading Economics, using the UN COMTRADE database. Coffee, 
tea, maté and spice export values. 

tradingeconomics.co
m 

22 Top Africa News, May 2026, reporting the RDB announcement. 
Kwita Izina 21st edition date, venue and running total of named 
gorillas. 

topafricanews.com 

23 Lonely Planet, Rwanda’s food scene. Brochettes, agatogo, 
akabenz, igisafuria, sambaza. 

lonelyplanet.com 

24 Kigali food and transport price guides, 2026 editions. Meal 
ranges, moto and ride-hail fares. 

carrentalinkigali.com 

25 Rwanda currency and money guide, April 2026. Dining costs, 
card and mobile money acceptance, banknote condition rules. 

travelwithhello.com 

26 Trek.zone, Prices in Rwanda, updated 20 May 2026. Daily budget 
bands by travel style. 

trek.zone 

27 Expedia and Travelocity published nightly rates, Rwanda lodges, 
retrieved July 2026. Accommodation tiers in Table 10. 

travelocity.com 
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NO. SOURCE DOMAIN 

28 Xe mid-market rate, RWF to USD, July 2026, cross-checked 
against Forbes Advisor at 1 USD = 1,464.13 RWF on 5 July 2026. 

xe.com 

29 Rwanda self-drive and road guides, 2026 editions. Distances, 
driving times, car hire rates, fuel, speed limits. 

rwandacarrentalservi
ces.com 

30 Rome2Rio route data, Kigali to Akagera and Kigali to Gisenyi. 
Road distances and driving times. 

rome2rio.com 

31 Transport in Rwanda guides, 2025 and 2026. Bus operators, 
Nyabugogo terminal, Yego and Move, airport fares, Kigali to 
Musanze bus fare. 

africatoursadventure.
com 

32 Living in Kigali, transport guide, April 2025. Ride-hailing apps, the 
9191 line, regional buses. 

livinginkigali.com 

33 CDC Yellow Book, yellow fever and malaria information by 
country: Rwanda. Entry requirement, risk level, recommended 
vaccinations. 

wwwnc.cdc.gov 

34 Britannica, history of Rwanda and Rwanda under German and 
Belgian control. Kingdom, colonial administration, independence 
1962. 

britannica.com 

35 African Union Human Rights Memorial, the 1994 genocide against 
the Tutsi. Timeline, colonial background, end of the killing. 

hrm.au.int 

36 Published national holiday list for Rwanda. Dates and names of 
public holidays. 

en.wikipedia.org 

37 WorldStandards, plug, socket and voltage by country: Rwanda. 
230 V, 50 Hz, and the socket types in use. 

worldstandards.eu 
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