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Abstract. France is now the world’s second largest arms exporter, and the largest supplier of
weapons to the developing world. The record of France’s involvement in Rwanda from 1990
to 1994 has motivated the NGO lobby within France to subject French government policy –
towards the developing world in general, and on arms supplies in particular – to unprecedented
scrutiny. Accordingly, the level and volume of criticism of French involvement in Rwanda
resulted in the first ever parliamentary commission to scrutinise French military activity overseas, although this and other official inquiries stopped short of identifying arms supplies as
instrumental in exacerbating the Rwandan crisis.1 A consideration of French arms supplies to
Rwanda can offer a template by which to measure the nature and degree of France’s support
for the Habyarimana regime which planned, and the Sindikubwabo interim government which
oversaw, the 1994 genocide in that country. Moreover, French arms supplies after France’s
own and the UN’s arms embargo demonstrate how a process of unchecked militarisation may
involve the supplier as well as the supplied in illegality.

Introduction
The Rwandan genocide of 1994 marked a watershed for French civil society,
notably those Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and individuals who
had been to the forefront in advocating humanitarianism as a defining component of their country’s foreign and development policy. France, uniquely in
Europe, prides itself on having a global humanitarian mission, and evidence
that this “homeland of human rights” was implicated in genocide through its
military support until 1994 for the extremist regime in Rwanda shocked many
who had applauded the declared pro-democracy, pro-humanitarian stance of
President Mitterrand since 1981. Indeed, Mitterrand had been the first to
appoint a Minister for Humanitarian Action in the person of Médecins sans
frontières co-founder Bernard Kouchner, France’s most prominent advocate
of the right or duty of humanitarian intervention.2
The unprecedented creation in 1997 of a parliamentary commission to
investigate France’s role in Rwanda, presided by socialist deputy, former defence minister and chairman of the National Assembly’s defence committee
Paul Quilès, was seen as a direct result of the pressure generated by civil
society, notably NGOs, some journalists and a number of academics, who
had raised serious questions about the degree and extent of French support
for the Habyarimana regime which planned and the Sindikubwabo interim
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government which oversaw the 1994 genocide. Yet the overwhelmingly military nature of this support, through training and major arms transfers from
France to Rwanda, was not exceptional in the overall context of French military involvement in Africa over four decades and five presidencies since
decolonisation. Yet many new NGOs, seeking to identify the cause and effect
of French policy in the developing world in general and Africa in particular,
emerged in France as a direct result of these events, notably Agir ici, Survie,
l’Observatoire permanent de la Coopération française and l’Observatoire
des transferts d’armements. The latter’s newsletter noted, when the Quilès
Commission’s report was published in December 1998, that: “The implication of France in this tragedy, already denounced by NGOs, is thus confirmed.
The Parliamentary Commission was forced to yield to this pressure from civil
society, while attempting to diminish France’s responsibility. The details on
arms sales nonetheless speak volumes”.3
The Quilès Commission4 and other reports published to date – by the
Belgian Senate5 and the UN Security Council6 – may represent an attempt
to draw a line under the débâcle of the international response to the Rwandan
genocide. However, all of these officially-sanctioned reports have failed to
address the issue of the source of weapons supplies, although control of such
supplies was identified in the UN report as key to preventing and defusing
conflicts in Africa.
Crucially, it may be seen from the Rwandan case study that illegality in
arms transfers flows from originally “legal” arms supplies, and that states
overwhelmingly are the suppliers of new weaponry to civil conflicts. Boutwell and Klare have identified this “legal export from the major supplier
states” as one of three factors along with domestic manufacture and blackmarket sales which have resulted in the circulation of “literally hundreds of
millions” of small arms and light weapons throughout the world.7

War and genocide in Rwanda
It is now accepted by all except its perpetrators and their supporters that the
Rwandan genocide of 1994, which resulted in the deaths of at least 800,000
people in three months, was one of the largest-scale crimes of the twentieth
century. However, unlike the century’s other genocides or mass politicallymotivated killings – of Armenians, Jews and Cambodians – it is commonly
assumed that the Rwandan genocide was spontaneous and conducted by a
frenzied population armed with machetes, an impression created by much
media coverage which typically fed stereotypes and reinforced Western prejudices that “Africa is a place of darkness, where furious savages clobber
each other on the head to assuage their dark ancestral bloodlusts”.8 Two of
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France’s best known observers of African affairs, Stephen Smith and Antoine
Glaser, wrote in 1994 that: “[T]he hands which cut to pieces men, women and
children were Rwandan. They were not puppets’ hands. They weren’t even
hands equipped with our help. Because, horror upon horror for their victims,
the killers used machetes and not the firearms which we had delivered to them
in abundance”.9
In contrast, Stephen Goose and Frank Smyth of the Human Rights Watch
Arms Project emphasised the significance of firearms to the Rwandan genocide: “The proliferation of weapons in Rwanda expanded the conflict . . .
Much of the killing was carried out with machetes, but automatic rifles and
hand grenades were also commonly used. Their wide availability helped Hutu
extremists carry out their slaughter on a horrendous scale. (. . .) Rwandan
authorities distributed large numbers of firearms to militia members and other
supporters months before the genocide began”.10 Michael T. Klare notes,
in light of the Rwandan war and genocide and its spillover into the former
Zaire, that: “While it is true, of course, that many factors contributed to these
outcomes, it is also evident that, at each stage in this process, the acquisition of relatively small quantities of light weapons – never exceeding a few
million dollars’ worth at a given time – played a decisive role in sustaining
and escalating the violence”.11 And a letter to the Observer a year after the
genocide pointed out that: “Although the vilest images from last year are of
massacre by machete, it is important to remember that Rwanda’s government
was backed in its tyranny by a formidable armoury provided by the West”.12
Kathi Austin, researcher for Human Rights Watch Arms Project’s reports
on arms transfers to Rwanda, points out that: “Between 1992 and 1994, Rwanda was [sub-Saharan Africa’s] third-largest importer of weapons (behind Angola and Nigeria), with cumulative military imports totaling $100 million”;
and she concludes that: “Much of the killing was carried out with traditional
weapons and farming implements, including machetes, knives and hoes; however, the security forces often finished off the survivors seeking refuge in
churches, stadiums, or school buildings with automatic rifles and grenades.
Sadly, a UN arms embargo was not imposed on Rwanda until a month and
a half after the genocide had commenced”.13 It is also important to note that
many of these traditional weapons and farming implements were specially
imported for the purpose of killing; orders for such implements during the
period of preparation for the genocide greatly exceeded Rwanda’s agricultural
needs.
The Rwandan genocide of 1994 was in fact highly organised14 – Rwanda’s
génocidaires killed at five times the rate of the Nazis – and must also be
viewed in context of the transformation of Rwanda in under four years from
a sectarian but stable “hard state” to a “weapons state” and thence to a geno-
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cidal state; it has been argued that this would not have been possible without
externally-sponsored militarisation.15

Motives and mechanics of French arms transfers
The headwaters of the flow of weapons to conflict in the African Great Lakes
are to be found in those Western countries with the world’s largest arms
industries, notably the US, France, UK and Belgium. France’s part of this
one-way flow of weaponry, military equipment and expertise is labelled “cooperation” (which of course implies a two-way process); and this FrancoAfrican military cooperation is given legal personality through bilateral treaties although equally influenced by traditions, personal interests, networks,
covert operations and “bad habits”.16 Guy Martin notes that:
Although camouflaged under the mantle of coopération, France’s African policy is, in fact, primarily motivated by a narrow conception of
its national interests, and blatantly disregards African concerns and interests. As former President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing once bluntly declared, “I am dealing with African affairs, namely with France’s interests
in Africa”.17
French military support for favoured African regimes is based on a pyramid
of militarism, built in the first instance on the defence treaties and military assistance accords which obtain between France and nearly half (23) of Africa’s
51 states. France is the only ex-colonial power which retains this number of
military agreements and such a complex system of military cooperation with
so many states. This baseline of exceptionality, dating from the very inception
of the African states concerned, has provided a firm foundation for the other
aspects of French militarism in Africa. France is the only country to station
its own troops in Africa – constituting what has been called “a permanent
intervention”18 – despite an OAU resolution as early as 1978 condemning
the existence of foreign military bases on the continent.19 France is also the
principal supplier of weaponry and military equipment to Africa and, since
1996, the leading arms merchant to the developing world as a whole and, after
the US, the world’s largest arms exporter.20 It is also the principal creator and
instructor of African armies. This creation of military protégés on the French
model is seen as a key aspect of Franco-African cooperation; Guy Martin also
points out that:
French leaders tend to link the concepts of security and development by
arguing that their help in creating strong national armies has contributed to the stability and hence to the economic benefit of all concerned.

FRENCH ARMS, WAR AND GENOCIDE IN RWANDA

109

In fact, the French government’s objective in creating African national
armies at the time of independence was to build up units that could work
closely with French units and effectively serve as branches of the French
army overseas.21
The Rwandan state and the inherent conflict which led to war in 1990 functioned entirely outside of the Cold War framework which determined the
context and distorted the nature of wars elsewhere on the continent until
that date. Rwanda was of strategic importance to no extra-African power
during or after the Cold War except, for its own unique reasons, for France.
As early as 1975, Franco-Rwandan military cooperation was formalised in a
military technical assistance accord. The Franco-Rwandan accord would be
the twenty-second such document, and entailed an initially modest annual
transfer of arms and military equipment from France to Rwanda worth about
FF4m (£0.5m) per year. With regard to the deployment of French troops in the
country, the accord states: “The government of the French Republic places at
the disposal of the government of the Rwandese republic the French military
personnel whose services are required for the organisation and instruction of
the Rwandese national police”.
Faced in October 1990 with an armed insurgency by his own exiled conationals organised as the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), then Rwandan
President Habyarimana swiftly contacted his principal foreign backers, President Mitterrand and his son Jean-Christophe (then head of the advisory “Africa Unit” attached to the French presidency), and claimed Rwanda had been
attacked by an expansionist Ugandan President Museveni. This appeal struck
the right chord in Paris, where defence of France’s African sphere of influence was (until recently) a key pillar of foreign policy; and it produced the
desired effect, a military intervention, and rapid, exponential militarisation.
Three hundred French troops (Foreign Legionnaire paratroopers of the 1er
and 2e Régiment étranger parachutiste (REP) and Marines of the Régiment
parachtiste d’infanterie de Marine (RPIMa)) arrived in Rwanda on October
4, 1990. They brought with them 60-mm, 81-mm and 120-mm mortars and
105-mm light artillery guns.22 In an interview with a former Foreign Legion
officer who participated in this operation, codenamedNoroît, Stephen Bradshaw asked about the significance of these weapons on the development and
outcome of the war:
Bradshaw: How important was the artillery in preventing the RPF advance?
Officer: Obviously very important because the RPF didn’t have very
much heavy artillery and the Rwandan government had that advantage
over the RPF and there was no way that the RPF could go through the
lines of heavy artillery.
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Bradshaw: If the French hadn’t been there what would have actually
happened?
Officer: Well the Rwandan army would have been totally incapable of
defending the country, and since they scarcely knew how to use the
weapons and they knew very little about military tactics, the war would
have been lost. There would have been a very, very small battle and in a
day it would have been over, if the French hadn’t been there.23
French troops were deployed in Kigali, initially to evacuate French citizens,
but remained for three years. During this time, French personnel were directly responsible, through arming and training, for the exponential growth
of the Rwandan Government Army (Forces Armées Rwandaises – FAR),
which swelled from 5,200-strong in 1990 to 35,000 in 1993. Eventually,
a Frenchman, Lt.-Col. Gilles Chollet, was made special military advisor to
President Habyarimana and given overall command of operations. However,
when it became apparent that France’s first direct military intervention there
necessitated the long-term support of Habyarimana’s weak and disorganised
army, the 1975 Franco-Rwandan military technical assistance accord was
amended on 26 August 1992 to include the “Rwandese armed forces” as
eligible for French assistance. It is noteworthy that French justificatory discourse changed at this time; the intervention, by then approaching its second
anniversary with official troop levels near 700, was no longer intended merely
to protect French nationals, but, according to French ambassador Martres, “to
prevent destabilisation of Rwanda”.24 Uniquely, both sections of the FrancoRwandan accord were classified, and did not appear alongside similar accords
published in the Journal officiel.25 The accord is only now in the public
domain following its publication in the report of the Quilès Commission in
December 1998.26
The extraordinary development of the FAR, comparable in scale, expense
and inefficiency to the eventually fruitless American backing of the South
Vietnamese Army, has been extensively documented. A UN-commissioned
report published by the Danish foreign ministry on the international response
to the Rwandan war concluded that: “The influx of weapons from foreign
sources to the Rwandese government as well as to the RPF contributed significantly to the civil war. . . as well as to the massacres in 1994.”27
Acknowledged French arms transfers to the FAR during the Rwandan civil
war from 1990 to April 1994 included some heavy weaponry: three Gazelle
helicopters with spare parts, as well as spare parts for French-manufactured
Panhard automatic machine guns. Indeed, the use of this French-supplied
matériel as helicopter gun-ships by the FAR and – allegedly – by their French
allies, also radically altered the nature of the war in its early stages, confining
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the numerically-superior RPF to a small arc of territory in the mountainous
north of the country (in Byumba préfecture).28
Former French Captain of Gendarmerie (and later military advisor to the
Rwandan president) Paul Barril gives an enthusiastic description of the role
of France’s special military services in Rwanda, notably the use – redolent
of Apocalypse Now – of French-piloted helicopter gunships to destroy RPF
supply lines early in the campaign:
France’s official special services blocked in ’90 the attack by the RPF
terrorists and Uganda, a DGSE [Direction générale de la Sécurité extérieure, French military intelligence] job. A remarkable job which was
a source of great pride in this first phase of the war. There were heroes
on the French side who will never be known, extraordinary stories of
guys who took crazy initiatives, who went out and blasted all around
them with just a few helicopters and a few guns. There is material for a
book on the heroism of the Secret Services in Rwanda, against Uganda
and the RPF. . . which explains their hatred for France.29
Barril’s account is corroborated by those on the receiving end;30 Tito Rutaramera, a leading RPF tactician, explained that the use by the FAR of French
helicopters forced the RPF to abandon their conventional advance on Kigali
from their northern stronghold around Byumba, and to adopt the tactics of the
guerre mobile.31
Given this evolution of the combat from conventional war to guerre mobile by the time of the second RPF offensive in 1991, French arms transfers
thereafter consisted overwhelmingly of small calibre light weapons and ammunition, including assault rifles, anti-tank rocket launchers and hundreds of
thousands of rounds of ammunition of all calibres; official policy throughout
the war was to ensure that “the Rwandan Armed Forces were kept regularly
supplied with munitions during the different serious offensives launched by
the RPF”.32 This was demonstrated most effectively at the time of the RPF’s
successful capture and subsequent retreat from Ruhengeri in Febuary 1993;
the Quilès Commission quotes the report of Col. Philippe Tracqui, commander of the French troops of Opération Noroît in early 1993, as follows:
“Friday 12 February 1993: landing of a DC8 with 50 12.7mm machine guns
plus 100,000 rounds for the FAR. Wednesday 17 February 1993: landing of a
Boeing 747 with discreet unloading by the FAR of 105mm shells and 68mm
rockets (Alat)”.33 The Commission notes that: “The deliveries of arms and
munitions, along with the operational assistance mission led a few days later
by Lt.-Col. Didier Tauzin, will allow the FAR within a fortnight to recover
spectacularly the situation against the RPF”.34
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The Quilès Commission refuses to draw any conclusions from the record
of French arms shipments to Rwanda; in response to multiple accusations of
French complicity with the perpetrators of genocide through continued military support, the Commission’s report starts with a disclaimer: “The Mission
does not believe that it has uncovered the whole truth on this subject and
particularly it does not claim, in respect of arms transfers, to have elucidated
all the cases evoked in various articles and publications about parallel markets
and deliveries carried out at the time of the massacres, in April 1994, or after
the embargo announced by the United Nations on 17 May 1994”.35
However, the Commission obtained unprecedented declassification of documents which otherwise would have been subject to secret défense for at least
a further 30 years. Usefully, these were attached in annexes, which for the first
time allow us to trace a pattern of French arms transfers to a country at war,
and draw our own conclusions about the effect these transfers may have had
on the evolution of the military and political situation there. Recent reports
have underlined the need for “greater transparency efforts to illuminate just
how small arms and light weapons [made] their way to the killing grounds
of the 1990s”.36 The urgency of such transparency was demonstrated most
dramatically in Rwanda where, as Michael Klare notes: “When societies are
deeply divided along ethnic, religious, or sectarian lines and the existing government is unwilling or unable to protect minorities and maintain domestic
order, the introduction and use of even small quantities of small arms and
light weapons can have profoundly destabilizing effects”.37
Technically, exports of light arms from France must be authorised by
the Prime Minister in consultation with Interministerial Commission for the
Study of Exports of War Materials (Commission interministérielle pour l’étude
des exportations des matériels de guerre – CIEEMG), based on a set of
confidential criteria.38 This Commission includes representatives of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Defence, Econony and Finance. It examines all
applications for arms exports and must give its consent before the deliveries
can take place. The Commission’s deliberations are confidential and subject
to official secrecy.
However, in Rwanda there were also regular direct, complimentary transfers (cessions) from the Military Cooperation Mission (Mission militaire de
coopération) within the Cooperation Ministry (Ministère de la Coopération).39
According to documents declassified for the Quilès Commission, nine out
of nineteen arms transfers by the Military Cooperation Mission were not
subject to War Matériel Export Authorisation (Autorisation d’exportation de
matériels de guerre – AEMG) controls. Moreover, the Quilès Commission
notes that: “31 direct transfers of arms and munitions to Rwanda were carried out in disregard of correct procedure”,40 as well as regular deliveries of
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state-of-the-art communications systems. According to the Observatoire des
transferts des armements: “This indicates clearly that these non-‘authorised’
bequests took place under the sole authority of the army”.41 Quilès suggests,
regarding the French army’s “reconstruction” of the FAR, that: “In this context of reorganisation, it is scarcely surprising that certain French military
decision-makers could have felt that they were building an army, for which
it was necessary moreover to ensure that it would be regularly supplied with
munitions”.42 Acknowledged direct transfers of arms and ammunition during
the 1990 to 1994 period were worth approximately 42 million French francs
(c. £4m).43
Overall, according to official, declassified documents reproduced in annexes to the report of the Quilès Commission, total arms sales by France
to Rwanda during the period 1990 to 1994 were composed of 62 contracts
examined by the CIEEMG, 84 passed by AEMG and 19 free transfers. There
is no indication whether the 146 arms “purchases” were actually paid for by
the Rwandan government, or whether the majority of these transfers were in
fact complimentary and paid for by Defence or Cooperation Ministry budgets.
Other than these declassifed documents, no official account of the total amount
of arms supplied by France to Rwanda between 1990 and 1994 is available, but African Rights concludes that such supplies amounted to “at least
$6m worth in 1991–92 [alone], including mortars, light artillery, armoured
cars and helicopters. . . France also supplied spare parts and technical assistance to maintain the vehicles of the FAR”.44 The authoritative account
of the establishment of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda by
Morris and Scharf cites a further expenditure of $6 million, stating that:
“The Rwandan authorities distributed six million dollars worth of firearms
provided by France to militia members and other supporters of President
Habyarimana from 1992 to early 1994.”45
The Arusha Accords, signed by the warring parties in 1993, included
stipulations that foreign forces should be withdrawn from Rwanda, and that
arms supplies to the belligerents should cease. However, the Rwandan government’s arms suppliers found means of circumventing these restrictions,
as direct shipments were not the only means of rapid militarisation used by
Rwanda and its supporters. South Africa (pre-Mandela), the only major arms
manufacturer on the continent, was well-placed to sell material to Habyarimana, and arms acquisition was greatly facilitated by French financial aid
to support the Rwandan war effort, which grew from a peacetime FF4m to
FF55m per annum in 1993, a nearly fourteen-fold increase, placing wartime
Rwanda sixth of the 26 African states which received such aid from France.46
Human Rights Watch’s 1993 annual report also noted that:
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France has consistently supported President Habyarimana over the years
and continued this policy during 1993 despite evidence of human rights
abuses by his regime. Just after the beginning of the war in 1990, France
sent a contingent of troops “to protect French citizens and other expatriates” in Rwanda. After the RPF violated the cease-fire in February,
France sent an additional 300 soldiers some of whom actively supported
Rwandan troops in the combat zones. Some of the French troops were
withdrawn after the March cease-fire, but others remained in Rwanda, in
violation of accords which called for the departure of all foreign troops.
France supplied Rwanda with arms and with political and propaganda
support within the European Community.47
Light weapons were also supplied by France through third parties (notably
Egypt). Klare notes that, as illustrated in Human Rights Watch Arms Project’s
1994 report, “The multiplicity of suppliers. . . facilitates the acquisition of
arms by potential belligerents, particularly those that might be shunned by the
traditional suppliers for political or human rights reasons. Prior to the massacres of 1994, for instance, the government of Rwanda was able to purchase
large quantities of small arms from producers in Egypt and South Africa”.48
However Goose and Smith, authors of Human Rights Watch’s report on arms
supplies to Rwanda, note that Rwanda’s principal supplier, France, was still
involved in the Egyptian deal:
A $6 million contract between Egypt and Rwanda in March 1992, with
Rwanda’s payment guaranteed by a French bank [the state-owned Crédit
Lyonnais], included 60-mm and 82-mm mortars, 16,000 mortar shells,
122-m D-30 howitzers, 3,000 artillery shells, rocket-propelled grenades,
plastic explosives, antipersonnel land mines, and more than three million
rounds of small arms ammunition.49
Kathi Austin confirms these conclusions. In summary of her findings re nonFrench and third party transfers to the Rwandan ancien régime, she notes that:
“President Juvenal Habyarimana also acquired rifles, machine guns and ammunition from South Africa in contravention of an international ban on South
African arms exports. In addition, the Egyptian government provided Habyarimana with long-range artillery pieces, artillery shells, explosives, grenades,
land mines and Egyptian-made Kalashnikov rifles in exchange for cash and
tea; this $6 million transaction was financed with a loan provided by the
French government bank, the Crédit Lyonnais”.50
Nonetheless, the president of the state-owned bank Jean Peyrelevade has
since denied that there had been any credit guarantee for this transaction, and
the Quilès Commission’s report stated that no definitive conclusion could be
drawn from the supporting document supplied by Human Rights Watch.51
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Mobutu’s Zaire was an essential conduit for arms shipments which could
not be sent directly to Rwanda for reasons of security or political sensitivity throughout this period. At France’s request, the late Marshal-President’s
Presidential Guard had been in the frontline in repelling the first RPF offensive; and Zaire remained an indispensable supply route for weapons up
to, including and subsequent to the Rwandan state’s recourse to genocide.
(Indeed, the significance of Mobutu’s Zaire as a source of regional instability,
comparable to that of apartheid South Africa, partly explains the subsequent
imperative for post-genocide Rwanda and other threatened states to cooperate
in its destruction in 1997.52 )
Arms transfers to Rwanda during the genocide and post-embargo
The UN-commissioned report published by the Danish foreign ministry on
the international response to the Rwandan war concluded that: “The influx
of weapons from foreign sources to the Rwandese government as well as to
the RPF contributed significantly to the civil war. . . as well as to the massacres in 1994.”53 Goose and Smith concur that “Governments that supplied
weapons and otherwise supported those forces [responsible for the genocide]
bear some responsibility for needless civilian deaths.”54
And on 20 August 1995, BBC Panorama’s study of French involvement in
Rwanda, “The Bloody Tricolour” included testimony from Belgian UNAMIR
(United Nations Assistance Mission in Rwanda) Colonel Luc Marchal (Commander of UN Forces Kigali Sector 1993–94) who stated, in an interview
with Stephen Bradshaw, that the French army had delivered munitions to the
FAR when the genocide had already been underway for two days. Colonel
Marchal described the arrival of French military aircraft on 8 April 1994 at
Kigali airport:
Marchal: The first lift was composed of three planes. Two of those three
planes were carrying personnel and one was carrying ammunition.
Bradshaw: Ammunition for the French soldiers?
Marchal: No, for the Rwandese army.
Bradshaw: How do you know this ammunition was for the Rwandese
army?
Marchal: Because they [the cases of munitions] just remained a few
minutes in the airfield. Immediately after they were loaded in vehicles
and they [were] moved to the Kanombe camp [FAR HQ in Kigali].
There is no confirmation of this shipment in the report of the Quilès Commission. However, of the principal accusations of French complicity in the genocide, the following were addressed by the Commission: French diplomatic
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and military personnel in Rwanda were partisans of the “Hutu Power” faction
in the Rwandan government, and considered the RPF as an enemy; French
military support for the FAR in its war against the RPF “bordered on direct
engagement” (est “allée jusqu’au limites de l’engagement direct’); there was
a secret dimension to Franco-Rwandan military cooperation; French support
for the Habyarimana regime was never questioned despite the numerous human rights abuses which preceded the genocide; France had foreseen the
risks of genocide from as early as 1990 and was aware of the implication
of the most senior figures of the Rwandan regime in its preparation; a highlevel meeting took place in May 1994 between the FAR and the head of the
Mission militaire de Coopération at the Ministère de la Coopération in Paris
even while the same FAR was overseeing the genocide in Rwanda; France
maintained diplomatic relations until July 1994 with the interim government
which carried out the genocide; and the “Safe Humanitarian Zone’ created
during Opération Turquoise facilitated the escape of the génocidaires.55
The May 1994 meeting in Paris is detailed in documents recovered by
journalist Colette Braeckman of Brussels daily Le Soir. In a letter and report addressed to the Rwandan Defence Minister and FAR Chief of Staff
(both based in Gitarama, south-central Rwanda, where the interim government had moved after fleeing Kigali in the face of the RPF advance), Lieutenant Colonel Ephrem Rwabalinda, adviser to the Chief of Staff, describes
his visit to the Military Cooperation Mission in Paris from 9 to 13 May.56
Lt. Col. Rwabalinda was received by head of mission General Huchon on
Monday 9 May 1994. They met for two hours, and Rwabalinda spelled out the
FAR’s “urgent needs: munitions for the 105mm artillery battery (at least 2000
rounds); completion of the munitions for individual weapons, if necessary by
passing indirectly via neighbouring countries friendly to Rwanda; clothing;
transmission equipment.”
The report details General Huchon’s opinion that the French army was
“tied hands and feet” by public opinion which would not permit a further
direct French intervention to assist the FAR, and that there was an urgent need
to limit damage to Rwanda’s reputation abroad and turn around international
opinion so that French aid could recommence. In the meantime, the Military
Cooperation Mission would send “a secure telecommunications system to
allow General Huchon and General Bizimungu of the FAR to communicate
without being overheard”; and 17 transmitters and receivers to allow communication between military units in Kigali. This equipment was ready to be
shipped at Ostende. General Huchon also urged the creation of a zone under
secure FAR control, where deliveries could take place safely.57
However, in contrast to Braeckman, much of the francophone press supported official accounts that military supplies had ceased on April 8; Stephen
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Smith of Libération stated in August 1995 that: “All the military sources
whom I have been able to contact in the course of the last few months have
denied categorically that there were French arms deliveries to Rwanda, even
during the whole year of 1994”.58
French arms transfers to Rwanda also continued after the 17 May 1994
UN arms embargo, to which France initially was opposed. The 1995 report
of the Observatoire permanent de la Coopération française (formed as a
response to French policy in Africa in general and Rwanda in particular)
noted that: “At the UN Security Council on May 17, France [in the person
of its permanent representative Jean-Bernard Mérimée] made common cause
with the ambassador of the Rwandese interim government, who was trying
to oppose the voting of an embargo on arms destined for Rwanda – on the
pretext that this embargo would only penalise ‘government’ forces. France
was opposed to it because the flow of arms deliveries was continuing, with
the support of most of the [French] military personnel, who were hostile to
the embargo”.59
The Resolution – S/RES/918 (1994) – was finally adopted on 17 May
1994 by 14 votes to 1, the dissident voice being the Rwandan interim government which opposed the inclusion of the following, Section B of the draft
resolution:
Determining that the situation in Rwanda constitutes a threat to
peace and security in the region,
Acting under Chapter VII of the Charter of the United Nations,
13. Decides that all States shall prevent the sale or supply to Rwanda
by their nationals or from their territories or using their flag vessels or
aircraft or arms and related matériel of all types, including weapons
and ammunition, military vehicles and equipment, paramilitary police
equipment and spare parts (. . .)
15. Calls upon all States, including States not Members of the
United Nations, and international organizations to act strictly in accordance with the provisions of the present resolution, notwithstanding the
existence of any rights or obligations conferred or imposed by any international agreement or any contract entered into or any licence or permit
granted prior to the date of the adoption of the present resolution.
Of accounts of breaches of this embargo by UN member states, Human Rights
Watch’s May 1995 report is the most categorical:
Arms flows to the FAR were not suspended immediately by France after
the imposition of the arms embargo on May 17, 1994. Rather, they were
diverted to Goma airport in Zaire. . . Some of the first arms shipments
to arrive in Goma after May 17 were supplied to the FAR by the French
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government. Human Rights Watch learned from airport personnel and
local businessmen that five shipments arrived in May and June containing artillery, machine guns, assault rifles and ammunition provided by
the French government. These weapons were taken across the border
into Rwanda by members of the Zairian military and delivered to the
FAR in Gisenyi. The French consul in Goma at the time, Jean-Claude
Urbano, has justified the five shipments as a fulfilment of contracts negotiated with the government of Rwanda prior to the arms embargo. In
the view of Human Rights Watch, these shipments constituted a clear
violation of the UN-imposed embargo, and are all the more to be condemned because the recipients were carrying out a campaign of genocide
at the time.60
Kathi Austin also notes that: “In contravention of the UN arms embargo,
weapons poured into eastern Zaire for the ex-FAR from governments or traffickers based in Belgium, China, France, South Africa and the Seychelles.”
But France’s role was again exceptional; the Human Rights Watch Arms Project 1995 report “Rearming with Impunity” noted that: “France used private
contractors to provide light weapons to ex-FAR units based in refugee camps
in eastern Zaire and provided financial assistance to the Mobutu regime in
1996 for third-party arms transfers”.61
Journalists corroborate accounts of arms deliveries to Goma in unmarked
Boeing 707s62 ; Libération noted an official denial, and unofficial admission,
that such a delivery was possible: “All sources on the spot – including wellplaced French ex-pats – have expressed their ‘certainty’ that these arms deliveries were ‘paid for by France’.”63 And the defence attaché at “a French embassy in the region” (most probably in Burundi), while rejecting the
suggestion that there had been an official French delivery of arms, added:
“But an under-the-counter assistance, by parallel circuits, is always possible.
You know, I could tell you a story or two about shady arms traffic deals in
Paris. . .”64
And key among the Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to Rwanda
Committee’s findings, under the heading “ Illegal Arms Trade Fuelled the
Violence”, was the following:
Outside arms suppliers contributed to and exacerbated the conflict in
Rwanda in violation of the spirit if not the text of the Arusha Accords,
preceding cease-fire agreements and the UN arms embargo. After the
genocide, continued rearming of former government military and militia, as reported to have been occurring in Zaire, increased the threat
of repetition of the cycle of massive violence. The recently established
International Commission of Inquiry, charged with investigating these
reports, will hopefully lead to a cessation of such arms shipments.65
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The Quilès Commission report acknowledges the accuations of post-embargo
arms shipments, while questioning their sustainability. There is also an element of whitewash concerning France’s deliveries of arms and military equipment after France’s own ban and the UN embargo:
The press stated that France had violated its own embargo of April 8 and
the UN’s of May 17. The French state-controlled weapons and military
equipment company SOFREMAS was accused of having broken the
embargo by proceeding with deliveries via Goma in Zaire. Similarly,
the Luchaire company, which is 100% owned by Giat Industries, was
also accused of having made similar deliveries.
In its May 1995 report, Human Rights Watch claims to have learned
from airport staff and from a local businessman that five convoys had arrived at Goma in May and June 1994 containing weapons and munitions
from France for the FAR.
On these different points, the Mission has not been able to this day
to gather substantive proof, despite requests it made to obtain, notably
from Human Rights Watch, copies of documents or memos relating to
SOFREMAS and found in Zaire in an abandoned bus near Goma.66
However, the French authorities have also proved slow to respond to requests;
in November 1998, the UN International Commission of Inquiry reported
that: “On 13 August 1998, the Chairman wrote to the French Ministry for
Foreign Affairs to inquire if the Government of France was aware of the findings of the Attorney-General of Switzerland concerning the Banque nationale
de Paris and the South African arms broker, Willem Ehlers, as described in
the Commission’s report (S/1998/63, paras. 16–27). The Commission has not
yet received a response from the Government”.67
Goose and Smith conclude that: “The leakiness of existing and past arms
embargoes on individual nations is ample evidence of the difficulties involved. A major reason those embargoes have been difficult to enforce is
that without any mechanism to control transfers, states can easily buy arms
through second- and third-party transfers, without the knowledge of the original producer. (. . .) Clearly, private arms dealers would seek ways to illegally circumvent any control mechanism. ‘Yet the biggest regular suppliers of
weapons to the covert arms trade are not freelancing private arms dealers,
but governments themselves,’ reports The Economist. ‘The main motive is
cash.’ ”68
There is also evidence that arms transfers from France to the Former Government of Rwanda (FGOR) in exile continued at least until the collapse of
the former Zaire in May 1997. Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to
Rwanda noted in March 1996 that: “Overt rearming and reorganization of the
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former leadership, military and militia in or beside internationally-supported
camps in Zaire have posed a threat of war in the region for well over a year”.69
And William Cyrus Reed concludes his assessment of the FGOR by stating
that:
In short, the French ensured that the FGOR possessed a large, wellequipped military and that it could escape to Zaire, with its command
structure and key troops largely in place. If troops were disarmed at the
border, they quickly rearmed on the other side (. . .) [T]he FGOR gained
access to the resources it needed to sustain itself by using its former
sovereign status to loot the country of human and physical resources.
Utilizing well-established alliances with France and Zaire, the FGOR
then exported these resources across the border to Zaire. Here, the FGOR
built upon the hospitality of its pariah host by activating long-established
international contacts to re-establish its military and to recreate its de
facto authority over its now exiled population (. . .) Within the military,
ranks had been re-established, the former militias had been integrated
into the regular forces, and because of the FGOR’s control over the
refugee camps, young recruits were constantly being added to the ranks.
Now combined, the former military and the militias brought the total
number of soldiers under the FGOR to 50,000.70
However, it is important to note that France was by no means alone in supplying weapons to the FGOR. In November 1996, it emerged that UK company
Mil-Tec brokered the sale of arms from Albania and Israel to the former
Rwandan government both before and during the 1994 genocide. In January
1997 it was reported that that the British government had “failed to implement
all the requirements of a United Nations arms embargo on Rwanda, thus
allowing a British company to supply weapons to extremist Hutu militia”.71
The then British Foreign Secretary Malcolm Rifkind responded by claiming
that the company concerned, Mil-Tec Corporation Ltd., was based in the Isle
of Man and hence not subject to the UN embargo. Eavis and Benson note
that: “Despite the scandal that ensued and an interdepartmental report that
called for brokering to be tackled, the issue remains unaddressed in both the
United Kingdom and the majority of EU states”.72
Conclusion
Sales and particularly transfers, i.e. donations of arms to one party in a conflict, constitute a direct intervention in that conflict’s development, and often
contribute directly to its prolongation; Boutwell and Klare emphasise “the
dynamics by which the increased availability of low-cost small arms and light

FRENCH ARMS, WAR AND GENOCIDE IN RWANDA

121

weapons contributes to the likelihood, intensity and duration of armed conflict
within states”.73
In Rwanda, rapid, externally-sponsored militarisation of an already authoritarian state (built on sectarianism, discrimination and enforced exiling
or elimination of its opponents) acted as a catalyst for the hardening of the
regime, and the state-sponsored emergence of extremist militias and assassination squads. External military support for the regime, in the form of arms
supplies and sales, training, and direct military intervention, was perceived
as open-ended and unconditional. This perception reinforced extremists to
the extent that there was no room for the state to move from a military to
a political counter-insurgency strategy; any form of compromise (such as
that represented by the 1993 Arusha accords) was deemed betrayal by the
state’s military and the unaccountable militias it had created. Accordingly,
assassination of any potential agents of compromise, and the subsequent implementation of a long-planned genocide, were perceived by newly dominant
warlords as appropriate and effective responses to their enemies’ political and
military successes. Such a response was intended to eliminate all the state’s
opponents of any ethnicity who could constitute a support base for opposition,
by applying an extreme counter-insurgency strategy: genocide, by inverting
the Maoist principle, was an attempt to remove the water from the fish.
Initially, the Rwandan case was not unique. Most analysts would agree
that the recurring causes of intrastate conflict on the African continent may
be summarised as one or a combination of a struggle for political power,
a struggle over basic resources, or a struggle for political participation in
a multi-ethnic state. However, when the catalyst of militarisation is added
to this powder-keg, the situation becomes correspondingly explosive, and
locked into a vicious circle. As Wadlow explains: “Militarisation is part of
a cycle which leads to the impoverishment of the state, to aggravated debt
concerns, to an ever narrower political base requiring ever more violence to
stay in power.”74
Externally-sponsored militarisation of Rwanda was a key factor, some
would argue the key factor in the intransigence of that state’s rulers. Swift
militarisation reinforced a chronically hard state, creating a weapons state
in which radical, sectarian, militant extremism could flourish. The failure
to make continued support, especially military, conditional on human rights
or anti-sectarian criteria scuppered the Arusha peace process. The maintenance of French support for the regime despite Habyarimana’s subsequent
dismissal of the Arusha accord convinced the regime’s extremists that such
support would always be forthcoming. Christopher Clapham has identified
this radicalisation of extremist regimes through external backing:
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[A]n apparently inexhaustible supply of arms and aid from an all-powerful external patron encouraged rulers to suppose that their own hegemonic ambitions were ultimately unstoppable, and that they could
therefore proceed with the establishment of a monopoly state which need
take no account of internal opposition or the indigenous characteristics
of the societies which they governed . . . Ultimately, it was not the imported armaments which conferred power on the government, but the
indigenous people who had to use them. When they failed, it failed.75
During 1991 and 1992 the EU Council of Ministers had adopted eight criteria which should be applied to arms sales by EU member states. The third
of these stipulated that the exporting states should consider, with regard to
the recipient state, “the internal situation in the country, according to the
existence of conflict or tensions within its borders”.76 In June 1997, EUwide agreement was obtained during the Netherlands’ EU presidency on the
Programme for Preventing and Combating Illicit Trafficking in Conventional
Arms; and during the UK’s EU presidency in 1998, agreement was reached
on an EU Code of Conduct on arms exports. However, a major weakness of
the code is that it does not provide any mechanisms for public accountability or parliamentary scrutiny of arms exports, the need for which has been
reinforced by the investigations and report of the Quilès Commission.77
The UN International Commission of Inquiry concluded in November
1998 that international embargoes without effective implementation mechanisms are largely ineffective. Controls at the “Demand-Side” – the warring
parties in the developing world – may be deemed ineffective and impracticable in conflict situations; controls are therefore imperative at the “SupplySide”, in countries with active civil societies and existing mechanisms of
democratic scrutiny and public accountability: including the French National
Assembly’s Defence and Foreign Affairs committees. Kathi Austin concludes
that: “Clearly, any effort to reduce the violence in the Great Lakes region must
tackle the degree of internal militarization resulting from unimpeded flows of
weapons and foreign military assistance (. . .) While an international arms
embargo against the entire region would hold the most promise for curbing
arms proliferation, such a measure is opposed by France and the United States
– both of which continue to vie for strategic advantage in the region. Given
the region’s high degree of conflict and lack or respect for the rule of law, it
would appear timely and useful to institute better controls on the supply side
of the arms equation”.78
However, Eavis and Benson note that; “The vast number of light weapons
already in circulation in regions of conflict. . . means that supply-side initiatives to tackle the problem will not be enough on their own”.79 And in January
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2000, a meeting of African observers of arms trafficking passed a resolution
at a meeting in the Ugandan capital Kampala which:
underlined the need for all states, especially those which produce, export
or import arms to take the necessary measures to prevent, curb, combat and eradicate the illicit manufacture of and trafficking in firearms,
their parts and components as well as ammunition. It also encouraged
states to consider measures to enhance and facilitate cooperation and
exchange of data and other information among states with a view to
preventing, curbing, combating and eradicating the illicit manufacturing
of, and trafficking in, firearms.80
Such initiatives from within the continent most devastated in recent years by
unchecked arms flows may act as a foil to Afropessimists’ portrayals of Africa
as a victim only, and counter the received Western wisdom that solutions may
only be found in the capitals of those Western countries which are also the
source of the arms which have so exacerbated Africa’s recent crises.
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