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Abstract: In many cities and urban areas in Africa, land acquisition for urban redevelopment,
land readjustment, and resettlement of affected urban residents are currently framed as innovative
approaches to eradicating informal settlements, improving the living environments, and supporting
the implementation of newly adopted city Master Plans. Nevertheless, it is not yet known how the
responses of institutions and affected people shape these processes. Based on research conducted
in Kigali, Rwanda, this article discusses affected residents’ responses to land expropriation and
resettlement necessary for urban redevelopments. Our findings show that affected informal
settlement dwellers voiced their concerns over the deviations from the Expropriation Law,
compensation decision-making made behind closed doors, lack of transparency in property valuation,
and compensation packages that they perceive to be unfair. Some of the consequences of these
concerns are strong feelings of unfairness, exclusion, and marginalisation; distrust and increased
perceptions of impoverishment risks, all of which fuel contestation and resistance attitudes among
the affected landowners. The affected landowners agitate to assert their rights and stake their
claims through contestations, community mobilisation, and legal recourse. We conclude that such
contestations constitute claimed spaces and interactions in which affected landowners are laying claim
to fair processes against the ‘’exceptionality” and the “decide-defend” decision-making approaches,
while local authorities assert legitimacy of their decisions. Critically, informal households affected by
urban redevelopments see opportunities for participation in their resettlement decision-making as
fundamental to securing their future.

Keywords: urban redevelopment; land acquisition; expropriation; induced-displacement; resettlement;
spaces for participation; compensation; right claiming; contestation; Kigali

1. Introduction

Urban redevelopment of existing inner-city settlements promises macro-level benefits in cities
and towns in the Global South, but also carries the threat of displacement and dispossession of the
local landowners, including many from existing informal settlements. In several cities, redevelopment
projects are increasingly implemented to achieve multiple and varied goals including eradicating
unplanned settlements, improving the quality of urban housing stocks, and more generally improving
the urban living environments [1,2]. The implementation of such urban redevelopment projects often
necessitates the clearance of old neighbourhoods, that are often attractive to investors. That in turns
leads to land acquisition processes and the relocation of poor people living in such urban areas [3–7].
In some countries, the power of eminent domain or land acquisition for the public interest is used as
justification for the acquisition of land for such urban redevelopment projects [7,8].
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Urban redevelopment projects involving land acquisition and resettlement processes are usually
opposed by local landowners [9–12]. However, in many African cities current urban redevelopment
and population displacement are justified as being in the public interest and are framed as necessary,
urgent, and inevitable [13]. In cases of land acquisitions and resettlement processes claimed to
be in the public interest, scholars have argued that affected people struggle to be relocated under
better conditions and to safeguard their rights [4,14]. Previous studies have reported people’s
resistance attitudes in such resettlement processes. First, people facing displacement are more likely to
contest resettlement decisions if they have strong perceptions of impoverishment risks inherent in the
project [15]. Such perceived impoverishment risks, which are an outcome when adequate compensation
and livelihood rehabilitation programs are not offered, stimulates local residents’ resistance. Second,
the lack of participation in decision-making by the people to be displaced or resettled usually causes
local resistance to development projects [16,17].

Governments in several developing countries have established legal frameworks to provide
adequate safeguards, ensure effective participation, and protect people’s rights, including those to
fair compensation to those affected by resettlement in the public interest [18]. However, empirical
studies reveal gaps in practices, with statutory procedures not being properly followed in many land
acquisition and resettlement projects [19–22] leading to the violation of the rights of affected people.
Specifically, many urban redevelopment projects and associated resettlement processes often follow a
top-down approach, such that decision-making processes are made in closed spaces and/or through
pseudo-participation that fails to reflect the interests of affected people [23,24]. The difficulties that
affected people face in challenging or altering such exclusionary decision-making processes have
brought citizenship and participation discussions into focus, highlighting the increase in people
asserting their rights. In such cases, contestation and resistance are often used by affected people
struggling to assert their rights, through collective actions such as petitions and legal actions among
others, exercised outside the state sanctioned spaces for participation, to assert their claims [12,15,16].
Scholars argue that the analysis of how all these spaces for participation are created provides an
opportunity to explore how people engage with the processes that affect their lives and how they
claimed spaces for participation through resistance or acceptance behaviours [25]. Despite the current
increasing expansion of urban redevelopment and displacement of the poor in African cities, empirical
studies into local responses to these urban transformations remain scarce [6]. Therefore, studies that
shed light on the created spaces for participation and illuminate the dynamics of the relationships and
bargaining power between the affected people and powerful actors would be worthwhile [26].

Against this background, the aim of this paper is to examine the affected landowners’ responses
to practices of participation by state actors to achieve implicit motives in urban redevelopment and
resettlement in Kigali. This African city is an ideal case to study. Largely driven by the ambition
of implementing its Master Plan, Kigali has embarked on massive urban redevelopment projects
involving compulsory land acquisitions in long-standing informal settlements [8,27]. Recently, the local
authorities introduced a policy of in-kind compensation (in the form of replacement houses) as a
strategy that will not only benefit the informal settlement households affected by land acquisitions
but also will help to quickly achieve other urban priorities such as increasing the housing stock for
low-income people and eradicating informal settlement proliferation in the context of implementing
Kigali’s Master Plan. Since compulsory housing compensation in urban redevelopment and renewal
projects in Kigali remains new [28], little is yet known about how the responses of institutions and
affected people are shaping these processes, nor about the dynamics of interactions between local
authorities and the affected people.

2. Urban Redevelopment, Land Acquisition, and Spaces for Participation

In the Global South, urban redevelopment projects continue to be a popular strategy for improving
living standards and the environmental conditions in urban areas. Urban redevelopments include
the replacement of existing old housing by new, usually high-density buildings that follow current
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architectural trends. Proponents of this approach, mostly using the theory of “deconcentrating poverty
districts”, believe that redevelopment projects can contribute to economic development and improve
the quality of life of residents living in depressed urban areas. This will benefit people by, for instance,
locating new houses outside of disaster risk locations [29]. However, critical scholars, challenge the
value and impacts of redevelopment projects pointing to their role in causing undesirable relocation
of low-income urban communities, mostly informal settlements dwellers [30,31]. Several studies
have reported that such relocation processes often result in unequal socio-economic consequences,
including the risk of impoverishing affected people [31–33]. Redevelopment projects are often realised
through public-private partnership initiatives [34]. Thus, opponents also see urban redevelopments
as neoliberal projects that facilitate market-driven policies that disproportionately benefit powerful
actors-investors, credit institutions, and local and central governments, all at the expense of virtually
powerless actors such as the affected residents [13,35].

However, in various countries of the Global South governments may use the power of eminent
domain to acquire private land when the public sector requires land for development projects,
but are legally obliged to compensate those whose land and other resources are taken [36]. In such
cases, scholars have argued that the responses of affected people go beyond resistance in its many
manifestations to include various “political reactions from below”. Such reactions include mobilisation
of people struggling to be displaced under better conditions and safeguarding their rights, including
adequate compensation and participation in decision-making [4,14]. However, the meaning of
“adequate compensation” is inevitably subjective [37]. In addition to direct money payment,
other compensation options, such as in-kind or replacement housing or a combination of the two have
emerged [38]. Replacement housing compensation is not only about shelter, but also about where the
new house will be located to allow the displaced people to rebuild their livelihoods. In many urban
resettlements, affected landowners are relocated from the inner city to peripheral locations where
they become unable to maintain access to employment. Several studies have argued that such distant
relocation often creates impoverishment risks such as the loss of employment and loss of income,
etc. [32,33]. Thus, value ambiguity is likely to emerge, affecting all these various perceptions of what
adequate compensation is among stakeholders. This typically often triggers conflicts and resistance by
local residents.

One common recommendation for improving resettlement outcomes is to involve affected
people in decision-making about their resettlement. Community participation in resettlement has
been claimed by scholars as necessary to mitigate fear and misinformation among affected people,
build transparency, trust, and to provide the opportunity for community concerns to be heard.
Such participation is an effective strategy to mitigate conflict that can arise from the varying interests
of stakeholders [2,23,39–41]. It is argued that in the absence of participation, even the best resettlement
plan will fail [42]. Specifically, in projects involving the redevelopment of existing communities, scholars
argue that community participation—also known as public participation—encourages awareness
and improves both community consciousness and a sense of ownership of project outcomes [43].
Of course, these benefits imply a critical requirement for people to participate effectively in decision
making that affects their lives. Therefore, governments in several countries have established legal
frameworks mandating participation in decision-making by those affected by land acquisitions in
the public interest [18,44]. Arnstein’s ladder of participation [45], which has been adapted by several
scholars [46–49] has been used to describe participation levels within an implicit normative assumption
that places the forms of participation on an axis going from a non-participation level to a high level
of control over decision making. However, despite legal requirements for effective participation in
many national legal frameworks, scholars continue to report that such participation remains rare and
passive in many land acquisition and resettlement projects [12,16]. Scholars have highlighted that
administrative adaptation, with respect to the interests of implementers and bureaucratic politics,
plays a major role in such exclusionary practices in the Global South. Governments face the dilemma of
creating environments that secure the rights of affected people and environments that protect interests
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of investors in current urban land acquisition processes [50,51]. Neoliberal ideology is reported to drive
the unwillingness or inability of states to protect the interests of residents [52]. This has implications on
issues for spatial justice, transparency, and accountability [53]. The state authorities often choose to use
“exceptionality” measures [54] that lead to the violation of rights, including the right to participation,
thus leading to social conflict and resistance [21,22,51].

The difficulties faced by affected people in challenging or altering such exclusionary decision-
making have brought citizenship and participation discussions into focus. These discussions have
refocused attention on the formal and informal processes through which rights are asserted, including
alternative spaces for practicing citizenship outside a top-down organizational structure [55,56]. In this
context, Gaventa [25] presented tripartite dynamically related “spaces for participation” (1) closed,
(2) invited, and (3) claimed to represent “all opportunities, moments and channels where people can act
to potentially influence decisions which affect their lives and interests”. In many development projects,
decision-making spaces remain closed as citizens often have no say in decisions taken by powerful
decision-makers behind closed doors [12]. Within efforts to open up closed spaces, invited spaces are
created—channels in which the state offers citizens the opportunity to participate in decision-making
processes [57]. However, spaces for participation are usually constrained by actors’ power and interests,
determining who participates and which discourse is legitimate within such spaces [25,58,59]. Thus,
invited spaces that are usually seen as favours given by the powerful to the powerless are controlled by
those who created them and often serve only the purpose of legitimizing the acts of the powerful [60].
In the absence of genuine participation in such invited spaces, affected people may create other
alternative spaces of participation outside the hegemonic space in order to voice their concerns. Within
such alternative spaces known as claimed spaces, also known as “popular” spaces because they result
from popular initiatives [61], citizens come together as autonomous agents to create opportunities
to directly confront the authorities and the status quo in the hope of bringing about changes and
resistance to the dominant power relations [62]. The notion of claimed spaces involves a multitude
of tactics and strategies deployed by mobilised people claiming rights in diverse ways and seeking
to address the challenges of asserting citizenship. Often such mobilisations, which depend on the
structural opportunities and constraints in a particular political context, trigger actions in various
forms such as contestations, appeals, and legal battles, that have been categorized in several categories
such as everyday forms of resistance; social protest or confrontational mobilisation; and struggles
through the judicial system and other “political reactions from below”, within the aim of overturning
some decisions that are perceived as unjust. These “claimed” spaces are also termed “spaces of
insurgent citizenship” [63]. The three types of participation spaces discussed evoke opportunities
shaped through the exercise of agency, in which various actors’ interests and attitudes interact and in
which room can be made for alternative decisions. Cornwall [57] argued that people who advocate
just, inclusive, and participatory processes need a deep understanding of actors’ interactions, interests,
and micro-politics.

3. Research Context

In 2007, a conceptual Master Plan was developed by US and Singapore consultants to guide the
socio-spatial transformation of Kigali city and published, and later approved by the central government
in 2009. That Master Plan embodied the city’s vision to become a destination for business and
investment, as one priority in its agenda for economic development [64]. To help achieve that vision,
the Master Plan explicitly suggests a radical transformation of Kigali into a slum-free city, so as to create
a modern and “model” city [65]. Given the rapid and largely unplanned growth of the city which took
place well before the Master Plan design, major spatial transformations of already developed areas
would lead to the displacement of many people, the majority being old informal settlement dwellers.
It is relevant to make clear that informal settlements in Kigali mean “unplanned” settlements that lack
basic services and adequate sanitation, but where most landowners have land titles that were offered
during the land formalisation process in 2009 to legally recognise their property ownership.
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However, some of these informal settlements are located in areas delineated as high risk and
undevelopable zones [64]. Thus, the government officials in Kigali often advance environmental health
and disaster risk mitigation as motives to clear informal settlements. Such clearance is intended to
create a safe and clean environment that attract investors as the main goal of the most Master Plans in
many African countries [6]. In Kigali, the better-off landowners and tenants in such high-risk zones
have been persuaded to relocate themselves while the vulnerable and poor receive government support
to relocate. Thus, small-scale, yet frequent resettlement processes of such poor people have been taking
place and sponsored by the government in Kigali districts since 2000. During the implementation of
such preventive resettlements of poor households, resettlement sites are selected and developed by
district officials in Kigali city, who allocate the new houses, once completed, to the selected beneficiaries.
However, those beneficiaries do not normally have any opportunity to participate in the planning and
decision-making processes affecting their relocation.

On the other hand, many other informal settlements in Kigali occupy prime land that is attractive
to investors for real estate development. Such settlements are in other cases targeted by redevelopment
projects and land acquisitions justified as being in the public interest through joint public and private
efforts [8,66]. The Rwandan constitution is the primary legal instrument that governs access to land.
It recognizes the right to private ownership of land and reserves to landowners’ legal right to control
their land property and secure benefits from its use (Article 29–32). However, the state has the power
to acquire any private land and where necessary transfer it to private companies in the public interest.
This mechanism is known as expropriation and is regulated by the Expropriation Law 2015 [67].
The landowners whose land is taken have a legal right to a “fair” compensation. In fact, the Master
Plan design was accompanied by a new Expropriation Law enacted in 2007 and revised in 2015.
That legislation gives the state powers of compulsory land acquisition in the public interest. It provides
a clear definition of public interest projects that also includes “any activities to implement land use and
development master plans”. This clause has been interpreted by the City of Kigali officials, through its
constituent districts, to include current urban renewal projects and redevelopment of land occupied by
informal settlements [33,66]. As Goodfellow [8] has argued, the Expropriation Law gives incentives to
investors to lobby the City of Kigali officials to consider property redevelopment projects as in the
public interest (as far as the Master Plan is concerned), a support they need, given the high cost of land
at market price and other land ownership issues that they may face during land acquisition.

In previous land acquisition processes in Kigali, affected people were given the option to choose
between direct financial compensation and replacement housing. However, the majority of the affected
people preferred cash compensation because they perceived the houses to be expensive with stringent
terms for bank loans that were offered to them and other concerns such as small size of plots and
houses; and they considered the resettlement site to be too far from the Kigali city centre [68].

Recently, local authorities introduced a policy that replacement houses will be the only
compensation that will be provided to displaced informal settlement dwellers in Kigali. They argue
that this policy is a strategy to systematically eradicate informal settlements proliferation, transform
the lives of affected households, increase the housing stock for low-income people, improve the
living environment, and support Master Plan implementation. In an interview with the local media
(See https://mobile.igihe.com/abantu/interviews/article/imishinga-ikomeye-iteganywa-uko-yakiniye-
ikipe-y-igihugu-n-ibindi-ikiganiro), the former mayor of Kigali City said that cash compensation only
allows affected households to create informal settlements elsewhere within the city. This policy of
housing compensation for informal settlement dwellers affected by current urban renewal projects is
being implemented through two resettlement options: On-site resettlement and off-site resettlement.
In the former, an investor acquires land for investment into affordable housing and uses part of
it to construct houses to compensate the affected landowners, a process known as land sharing
(see [69]). Under the latter option, the affected people are relocated to another site. These urban
redevelopment-induced resettlement projects in Kigali are currently being challenged by strong
resistance from affected slum dwellers [70].

https://mobile.igihe.com/abantu/interviews/article/imishinga-ikomeye-iteganywa-uko-yakiniye-ikipe-y-igihugu-n-ibindi-ikiganiro
https://mobile.igihe.com/abantu/interviews/article/imishinga-ikomeye-iteganywa-uko-yakiniye-ikipe-y-igihugu-n-ibindi-ikiganiro
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4. Materials and Methods

In this section, we present the research sites and discuss the methods applied for data collection
and analysing. This research was carried out in two research sites: Kangondo and Mpazi. The data
collection was carried out in two phases: May–September 2017 and March 2019, to better capture
how the resettlement processes unfolded in practice and the dynamics of interactions between local
authorities and the affected people. Primary data, in the phase, were collected mainly through
interviews (of both affected people and government officials) and a focus group discussion with
affected landowners. In the second phase, we collected primary data through in-depth interviews
with affected people and government officials. For secondary data, we used mainly media resources,
including newspapers and videos; and official documents on land acquisition and resettlement
(including the national Expropriation Law and informal settlement upgrading strategy).

4.1. Research Sites

This study was carried out in two informal settlements: Kangondo and Mpazi, in which the
more recent wave of urban redevelopment and informal settlement relocation projects in Kigali City
have taken place. Kigali (Figure 1), the capital of Rwanda, is divided into three administrative
districts—Gasabo, Kicukiro, and Nyarugenge.
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The Kangondo site, located in the Gasabo district (Figure 1), is an area occupied by an
established informal settlement and is planned to be redeveloped into a high-end residential settlement.
The Kangondo redevelopment project was initiated in 2017 and will lead to a land acquisition process
and off-site resettlement of residents to free up land for high-end development (See https://www.ktpress.
rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-tobannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/). The project
is expected to displace approximately 1623 households. In October 2017, a first public meeting took
place at which the mayor of Kigali met with the affected people in their neighbourhood. At that
meeting, the Kangondo residents were informed about the project, its objectives, and the plan to
relocate them to another site, namely Busanza (Figure 2), about 10 km away from Kangondo. Since then,
several other community meetings and exchanges between the affected people and government

https://www.ktpress.rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-tobannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/
https://www.ktpress.rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-tobannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/
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authorities have taken place following the conflicts involved and resistance reactions from the affected
people. However, the project implementation started despite discontent among the majority of affected
landowners. The construction of the first phase of apartments in three-story building blocks to house
the affected households started in March 2018 and approximatively 1040 apartments (Figure 3) are
under construction at the selected resettlement site (See https://www.ktpress.rw/2018/04/has-kigali-
city-failed-to-explain-to-bannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/ ).
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Table 1 is also an informal settlement located very close to the central business district (Figure 2)
and is planned to be redeveloped through land sharing leading to on-site resettlement. This project
is being implemented under the partnership between the Kigali city authority and private investors.
Introduced in 2017, it aims to demolish the Mpazi informal settlement, especially houses located near a
water channel, and transfer the rightful landowners to apartment blocks to be built within the same

https://www.ktpress.rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-to-bannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/
https://www.ktpress.rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-to-bannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/
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neighbourhood. The investors will use part of the demolished area to build houses to compensate
affected households and the rest of the land will be used to build affordable housing. In July 2017,
the plan to construct first model houses started following the approval of housing typologies proposed
to the city of Kigali, Nyarugenge districts, and the Rwanda Housing Authority. The first building
block to compensate landowners who accepted the proposal was completed and opened in September
2018. Currently, only three landowners have agreed to participate in the process of land readjustment
through the consensual contribution of their land and they have been given apartments in the building
shown in Figure 4.
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Table 1. Overview of research sites.

Research Site Mpazi Kangondo

Intervention/project

Demolish old houses and
redevelopment of the area through

construction of apartments
(land sharing-site redevelopment)

Demolish old houses and use the
area for investment in high-end

residential houses
(site redevelopment)

Relocation option of affected
households On-site Off-site

Number of affected households * Unknown 1623

Status as of (actual date) Phase 1 of apartments to house
affected households completed

In construction of all apartments
to house affected households

Lead agency
Kigali City and Nyarugenge

District Kigali City and Gasabo District

Sponsorship Partnership between Kigali City
and private investors

Partnership between Kigali City
and a private company

Notes: * Estimated number of households, tenants, and owners to be displaced (Source: Primary reconnaissance).

We selected the above sites for four reasons. First, although these two projects have differences in
resettlement options—one being on-site but the other off-site, they were both initiated based on the
main motive of supporting the implementation of the Master Plan. Second, these are the first land
acquisition projects for which compulsory housing compensation was envisioned. Third, the Kangondo
project became the first resettlement case in Kigali that has been characterised by overt resistance and
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contestation between the affected landowners and local authorities. Finally, both projects were still at
the early stage of implementation and therefore would allow the gathering of invaluable information
on how land acquisitions for urban redevelopment are executed, the responses of affected landowners,
and the dynamics of their interactions with local authorities. Table 1 lists the characteristics of both
research sites.

4.2. Data Collection

In this study, we used data collected from both primary and secondary sources. We collected data
during two separate fieldwork trips that took place between May and September 2017 (at the early
stage of the projects) and another in March 2019 (advanced stage). In 2017, we collected primary data
through a focus group discussion and semi-structured interviews with the heads of affected households
and semi-structured interviews with government officials. The first author conducted a focus group
discussion on the Mpazi study site and approximately 68 interviews with heads of households in
Kangondo and 31 in Mpazi (see Table 2). The focus group included nine participants, a number that
was easy to handle and allowed for in-depth discussions. We conducted this focus group discussion
and the interviews with the heads of household to gain a general understanding of the level and nature
of their participation in the process, their concerns, and their interactions with the local authorities.
During this same period, we conducted semi-structured interviews with five government officials
in the City of Kigali who have been involved in these types of resettlement processes of informal
settlement dwellers, including two project engineers who were directly involved in the Kangondo
and Mpazi projects. The interviews with these key informants were conducted to understand the
motives, the procedures that were being followed, the participation of affected people, opportunities
and challenges in the processes of resettling informal settlement dwellers.

In 2019, we collected more primary data through in-depth interviews, to investigate how the
processes unfolded, the spaces for participation, key concerns raised, and the implication on the
attitudes of affected households. We interviewed three government officials involved in these two
projects as well as 33 heads of household (11 in Kangondo project and 22 in Mpazi project—Table 2).
Uniform sets of questions were prepared for interviews with affected communities in both projects to
help us identify the similarities and differences between the two cases.

Table 2. Respondents in interviews with head of households.

First Fieldwork No. of HHs (in Sample) Distribution (%)

Kangondo II 68 69
Mpazi 31 31

Total interviewed HHs 99 100

Second fieldwork

Kangondo II 11 33
Mpazi 22 67

Total interviewed HHs 33 100

The study also draws on secondary data collected during our fieldwork. These include national
laws and regulations governing land acquisition, and the resettlement of informal settlements in
Kigali, such as the Expropriation Law and the Informal Settlement Upgrading Strategy Policy (ISUS).
Secondary data also include media resources such as newspaper articles and online videos that reported
on the two cases.

4.3. Data Analysis

For the analysis, first based on the narratives gathered from all data sources, we used conventional
content analysis [71] to synthesize information on the projects’ implementation in practice, including
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the procedures followed and the motivations, participation of affected people, concerns, reasons for
discontent, and resistance among affected people and their strategies.

Second, we analysed the Expropriation Law and the national Informal Settlement Upgrading
Strategy (ISUS) to understand the processes of land acquisition and resettlement, including the
procedures, compensation, and participation of affected people from the statutory perspective.
We finally compared the statutory provisions and the actual practices in the two projects to reveal the
extent of deviations from the law. The presentation of our findings also includes verbatim quotations
to illustrate actors’ perceptions and attitudes. In our opinion, without this in-depth investigation and
analysis of the cases, it would be impossible to identify the interactions of affected people and local
authorities or reasons underlying the resistance behaviour towards the adopted in-kind (housing)
compensation policy among the affected slum residents of Kigali.

5. Findings and Discussion

The implementation of the urban redevelopment-induced resettlement projects in the two localities
has given rise to various forms of state/citizen actions and counter responses. While these actions and
responses vary between the two projects, they centre on concerns related to deviations from the laws,
consultation/participation, property valuation, and concerns over compensation packages.

5.1. Deviations from the Expropriation Law

The Kangondo and Mpazi projects involved several implementation procedures that raised serious
concerns among the affected people. The most contentious matter raised by the affected people was
an apparent lack of compliance with the Expropriation Law, the legal instrument currently guiding
resettlement for urban redevelopment projects. Affected people raised concerns over procedural
flaws that led to non-compliance with its provisions. In the Kangondo project, affected people were
surprised to hear that the first communicated compensation plan failed to suggest a property valuation
as required by the law. That first approved compensation plan was intended to compensate affected
landowners with a new house, with the size determined based only on the land parcel size and
not by whatever was built on it. The residents contested this compensation plan and requested the
expropriators to first conduct property valuation so as to be able to estimate adequate compensation for
losing their existing properties. The affected people refused the compensation estimated based only on
parcel size, while the Expropriation Law suggests that the loss of all the land and all developments on
it need to be compensated. The residents considered excluding property valuations in the resettlement
decision-making as a breach of the law.

Furthermore, while the Expropriation Law stipulates that mutual agreement must be reached
between the expropriated and the expropriator over the option of compensation, whether in kind or in
cash, affected people raised their concern over the lack of such agreements:

“This law to expropriate people for public interest has not been followed in the planning of this project. . . .
in its article 35, where it says that a fair compensation could be cash or any other compensation that is agreed,
there has not been any negotiation and agreement rather a sort of imposition.”

The residents blamed the government for depriving them of their rights and circumventing such
negotiations and this provided a breeding ground for discontent and then contestation.

In response to the claims of the residents, the authorities took into consideration the protest
about incomplete property valuations and determined the claim to be valid. The city officials and the
investors agreed to make property valuations that included all developments on the land.

However, contrary to the claim about property valuation state authorities did not consider
negotiations on the form of compensation to be valid. When affected people questioned state
authorities about why legal provisions were being ignored, one member of the Rwanda senate, in a
meeting with Kangondo residents, acknowledged that some provisions in the Expropriation Law were
not followed, but ensured them that it was for their benefit and well-being. She stated:

“This is what I am telling you, sometimes, the state does not follow those laws for the benefits of the citizens.”
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Previous studies have argued that non-compliance with the Expropriation Law in Rwanda is
driven by a lack of administrative and financial capability [66]. However, this study suggests that
local authorities are intentionally deviating from some legal provisions. Cleary, Kigali City’s officials
deliberately ignored negotiations in the form of compensation options, between cash and in-kind,
because offering only in-kind compensation was applied as a strategy to decrease the proliferation of
informal settlements. However, this motive could not fully explain the lack of compliance with the
requirements for property valuation, for instance in the first communicated compensation proposal in
the Kangondo case nor the lack of participation by the affected people in the design of the new houses
and the selection of resettlement site.

5.2. Participation in Resettlement Decision-Making

The Expropriation Law (Article 35) provides that affected landowners should be consulted and
be allowed to negotiate with the expropriator about the compensation (either cash or in-kind) before
any plans are made. However, in practice this was not done. According to our interviews with key
informants, the investors submitted to Kigali city officials the Kangondo project proposal that included
the application for expropriation and the compensation plan. The management committee at the city of
the Kigali level approved the project as being in the public interest since it supports implementation of
the Master Plan. City officials and investors agreed that, as compensation, the residents of Kangondo
will be resettled to the Busanza low-cost housing site located in the Kicukiro district, 10 km away
from their existing community. Interviews of both City of Kigali officials and the affected households
confirm that neither consultation of nor participation by affected households took place between the
plan preparation stage and its approval. After the approval of this proposal, the project was published
first through the media and introduced later to the Kangondo community in a public meeting. Similarly
to the Kangondo project, residents in Mpazi were not consulted before the approval of all proposals,
including the physical development plan of their area and the proposed houses with which they
would be compensated. According to our interviews and a focus group discussion, the objectives of
the projects and the proposed housing typology were also introduced to the community in a public
meeting. In these first public meetings, landowners affected by both projects contested their exclusion
in the decision-making, doubting the opportunity to benefit from the projects.

A key informant revealed that because the Mpazi project could not start without access to land, it
was necessary to carry out individual negotiations with landowners and convince them to concede
their land before construction starts. Thus, before new homes were constructed, negotiations took
place regarding house quality (especially size) with respect to family size and expenditures for each
landowner with the ambition of implementing the principle of “each according to his needs and
ability”, i.e., meeting family size and other needs. As a way of allowing these landowners to be able
to raise their concerns about the proposed houses, Mpazi project officials organized a field visit to
houses similar to the proposed houses. In this visit, landowners had the opportunity to first see and
ask questions about the quality of the houses.

Both interviewed resettled households on the Mpazi site and key informants involved in this
project confirmed that individual consultation and the visit of the model houses proved to be useful in
supporting interactions between the project officers and the landowners in terms of discussing the
quality of the houses. The interviewed resettled landowners reported that individual consultations
allowed them to negotiate their interests during which they managed to request some changes to the
initially proposed houses plans. According to our interviews, the estimates of the compensation (house
type) followed the principle of “each according to his/her needs and ability”. The new apartments
have at least two to three bedrooms and a living room, an inside kitchen, and a bathroom at a cost
between seven and sixteen million Rwandan francs (7000–16000 Euro). One resettled landowner, given
the range of valuation prices, was able to negotiate more than one house. The resettled landowners
also reported that visiting the model house showroom was a good option for them to have an idea
of what their new houses will look like to be able to negotiate any desired change. Contrary to the
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Mpazi project, in the Kangondo project while the affected people were still negotiating their interests,
the construction of the houses for their compensation started without giving them any opportunity to
suggest any change to the initially proposed plans.

The above evidence shows that in both the Kangondo and Mpazi projects, participation evolved
from closed to invited spaces with public meetings used as invited spaces. Local authorities in
partnership with investors made a series of key decisions regarding compensation in closed spaces
without the participation of the affected households. In both Kangondo II and Mpazi, landowners
were not involved in or consulted about their compensation decision-making, including the design of
the new houses. In Kangondo, in particular, affected landowners were never involved in the selection
of their resettlement site. Only when the decisions on the houses’ typologies had already been made,
were these presented to the affected households in public meetings. This finding reflects other studies
that found that compensation decisions are often made behind closed doors [72] and that invited
spaces often focus solely on informing the affected communities the decisions made behind closed
doors. Some scholars associate such exclusionary practices with perceptions of unfair compensation
and injustice [21,66,73]. Our study shows that exclusionary decision-making, especially during early
stages, not only contributed to the perception of unfairness but also negatively affected the trust of
residents in the local authorities leading to strong contestations and resistance in Kangondo towards
the entire project.

5.3. Property Valuation

In Kangondo, affected households expressed mistrust and suspicion of manipulations in the
process of property valuation. Our interviews revealed that the majority of affected households did
not agree on the estimated value of their property. Respondents reported satisfaction with the work of
enumerators/surveyors because they wrote everything that needed to be considered in the estimation
of the property value. However, the majority contested the outcomes of the property valuation,
questioning inconsistencies, and expressing the feeling that there were manipulations in values which
were communicated to them.

“Example: I received two valuation reports. The first came with 28 million. After two weeks I received
another with 30 million. How can that be?”

Another affected head of household in his words pointed to the case of two neighbours who had
different estimations of the value of one square meter of land.

“One of the problems we faced . . . for me, the unit price of my land is 8000frw per m2, for my neighbour
they estimated 12000Frw per m2. Why this difference since we live in the same neighbourhood?”

These inconsistencies provided a breeding ground for discontent and reinforced the feeling that
there was significant manipulation.

“Here they tell us that there was a process of property valuation. But in my opinion, it did not happen. If
necessary, our president [of the republic] should know it and I recommend a new valuation process. For instance,
I have a house of 3 bedrooms where I live and I have 5 more small houses each of 1-bedroom and a living room.
I offered my property for sale, I refused 15 million that was offered to me. But, my property is now valued at
7 million.”

The majority of affected households in Kangondo refused to sign consent documents that cited
the valuations of their affected property and the corresponding offered replacement house types.
Landowners who did not agree with the valuations of their property were given 10 days to do
counter-expertise. However, a significant number of the affected households were not able to hire a
professional land valuer to carry out this process due to lack of money. Others complained that the
time given was too short for them to find money to pay experts. In the Mpazi case, the already resettled
landowners did not openly express any concern over inconsistencies, manipulations, and a need to do
counter-expertise. However, one respondent who received a new house said that her brother told her
that her property was undervalued, although she has reported her satisfaction with the outcome of the
property valuation.
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The above attitudes shed light on the concern of affected people about the lack of transparency.
German et al. [21] argued that, for instance, no transparency in the property valuation process,
with uneven and undisclosed techniques are among the causes of allegations of unfairness that can lead
to highly contentious land acquisition processes. Our study confirms that argument. Our interviews
with Kangondo residents revealed that affected people were not aware of the standards used in the
valuation process and did not trust local authorities. They believed that local authorities and the
investors did not change from determining compensation based only on the land parcel size (while
ignoring developments on it). The majority believed that the investors made sure that if you, for
example, were entitled to a three-room house according to the initial compensation plan, the value of
your property would also not exceed the price of the proposed three-room house set by the investors.
The affected people accuse property valuers of not being independent and obliged to undervalue
property for the benefits of investors and local authorities. This finding has been confirmed by
Uwayezu and de Vries [66] who argued that such an undervaluation practice in resettlement processes
in Kigali serve only the interests of investors and local authorities who need to minimise the costs of
expropriation in case they themselves lack enough funds.

5.4. In-Kind Compensation: Replacement Houses

Previous studies identified risk perception among key and universal factors that shape local
residents’ attitudes towards all kind of projects that affect their lives [74]. Similarly, our interviews
with key informants and residents suggest that the majority of affected landlords, mainly the owners
of several houses for rent in both Kangondo and Mpazi, were concerned by potential losses of income
and impoverishment risks because of replacement houses compensation. They perceive it to be grossly
unfair to receive one small flat in exchange for more than three rental houses.

Furthermore, many affected landowners expressed their dissatisfaction with the proposed houses,
especially in relation to privacy and overall space compared to the size of their families. The lawyer of
400 elite of resistance explained these concerns in the letter to the minister of local governance:

“ . . . For instance, a landowner whose property value is 18 million will receive a house of 1 bedroom while
he/she might have a large family. In case a large family receives such a small house, it shows that informality you
are trying to eradicate will shift from an informal settlement to overcrowded housing conditions . . . ”

Resistance against the in-kind compensation in the form of housing varied within and across the
two projects. Although affected people in both projects raised concerns about impoverishment risks,
not all of them advanced their complaints through resistance. Some landowners accepted resettlement
in new houses, while others resisted both overtly and covertly. There were mixed responses in Mpazi
among affected landowners, but strong resistance in Kangondo. Local authorities were challenged,
during individual consultations in Mpazi, to find neighbours who had agreed to free enough land
to start the project. Only three neighbouring landowners agreed to contribute their land during
the first phase. In Kangondo, as disclosed by the district of Gasabo officials, only 10% of affected
households accepted the houses while 90% were against the replacement houses compensation. Of the
90% who resist the housing compensation, a group of 400 landowners became the “elites of resistance”.
These 400 landowners in Kangondo strongly resisted the housing compensation scheme. The majority
have several houses for rent and receive a sufficient income from rentals and therefore, their economic
status is better than many in the neighbourhood. These 400 landowners pleaded to the minister of
local governance to dismiss the decision to force them to accept the replacement houses for two main
reasons. First, for them, compensation of houses alone would lead to impoverishment since they
depend on income from renting out their houses and thus, they deserve a fair compensation in order
to maintain their standard of living. Second, they requested compensation in cash because they found
it unfair that the proposed houses and the resettlement site as compensation had been decided without
their involvement.

“ . . . But this project was proposed without their participation in the planning and design of the apartments
to be constructed in Busanza . . . ”
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The elite landowners claimed that the Expropriation Law stipulates that if compensation is in a
form other than money, that must be agreed on and that was not the case in their resettlement. These
landowners said that they do not resist public interest projects, but they believed that the project
executors had deprived them of some of their key rights including the right to participate and to
negotiate compensation.

The answer from the minister included two aspects that justified the reason why the project and
the decisions made could not be set aside. First, the minister said:

“No person shall hinder the implementation of the program of expropriation in the public interest on the
pretext of self-centred interests.”

Second, the minister reminded the affected people that most of their houses are constructed
too close to the wetland and thus their life faces the risk of disaster. Third, their neighbourhood
is unplanned, and the houses were not built in conformance with construction regulations. Thus,
the minister informed the affected households that the decision for relocation made by the district of
Gasabo officials would not be changed and the only compensation package would be replacement
houses. In general, local authorities repeated that position on several occasions (See https://www.ktpress.
rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-to-bannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/), that cash
compensation is no longer an option available to informal settlement dwellers for the reasons of
Fighting unsafe settlements. In his words, the mayor of Gasabo District made it clear that:

“We will not give money to just anybody since they may create another slum while we are Fighting against
unsafe settlements.”

For the elite of resistance group in Kangondo, legal recourse became the final option to claim rights
and engagement in decision-making. The 400 landowners remained dissatisfied with the answers
they received from local authorities, and so brought their case to the Court through their lawyer.
They requested the Court to dismiss their resettlement process because it did not follow the legal
provisions in place. The Court did not accept their case and suggested that they go back and negotiate
with the relevant authorities. The 400 residents continued their struggle in the Court after being
dissatisfied with the responses from the major of Kigali City, whose response was not different to that
of the Minister. For this second time, the Court dismissed their case as a group claim and suggested
these 400 landowners to refile their cases as individuals, a decision that they perceived to be unfair.

On 14 March 2020, the first stage of the demolition of the Kangondo neighbourhood started,
while reports suggest that individuals envisioned to pursue the legal battle. However, this time the
local authorities, in the district of Gasabo, advanced the argument for demolition to be mitigation of
the risk of disasters from the expected heavy rain. Many of the evicted households were then forced to
sign contracts to receive houses as the only option open to them and they received some amount of
money to rent houses for three months while awaiting the completion of their new apartments.

Nikuze et al. [33] found that people in the households to be relocated perceived the use of
disaster-risk label as a strategy to put them in a weak position for negotiations about their resettlement.
This study suggests that the use of the disaster-risk label is probably going to be increasingly used to
legitimise eviction. Although it might be true that some informal households are located in a naturally
hazardous area, this study reveals that negotiations with affected people to allow them to voice their
needs will still be crucial for local authorities to implement sustainable and equitable projects. Marx,
Johnson, and Lwasa, [75] argued that even in the context of relocation realised to reduce exposure to
disaster-risk, equitable resettlement outcomes should be given consideration. In-kind compensation is
supported by many as a better strategy to mitigate post-relocation homelessness risk in comparison
to cash compensation [76]. However, affected communities deserve participation to express their
opinions and needs, and allow them to agree or not with the authorities over important decisions such
as where to be resettled, what types of housing, cost, and other livelihood rehabilitation strategies.

https://www.ktpress.rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-to-bannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/
https://www.ktpress.rw/2018/04/has-kigali-city-failed-to-explain-to-bannyahe-residents-the-relocation-plan/
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6. Conclusions

Urban redevelopment-induced displacement and resettlement processes, especially those
involving informal settlements, continue to pose significant challenges to many governments in
the Global South. The aim of this study was to analyse practices of participation by state actors’ and
the local responses to urban redevelopment-induced resettlements in Kigali, Rwanda. This study
identifies factors including compliance with the national Expropriation Law, the participation of
affected groups in resettlement related decision-making processes, details of the property valuation
processes, compensation packages, community attributes, and how they trigger contestation between
residents and local authorities. Overall, we show that local informal settlement dwellers are concerned
about the deviations from the Expropriation Law, the lack of participation, lack of transparency
in property valuation, and the unfair compensation packages offered in the resettlement processes.
The consequences include increased perceptions of unfairness, livelihood risks, and distrust which fuel
contestation and resistance attitudes among affected people. By producing insights into the interactions
between local authorities and affected people over these raised concerns, the main contribution of this
study lies in furthering our understanding of the various ways people claim spaces for participation in
projects that affect their lives and livelihoods by directly confronting the authorities through contentions,
legal action, and resistance, to change the status quo.

Our research provides evidence that local authorities deliberately delayed consultations and
negotiations that, by law, should be initiated early in projects. In agreement with other studies [60],
our study suggests that the ease with which such statutory safeguards are ignored relates to interests and
pro-investment ideology. Deviations from legal requirements in the Expropriation Law, such as the lack
of early negotiations, contributes to the feeling of marginalisation and exclusion from decision-making
among affected landowners. Although in Mpazi a few landlords have accepted the offered houses,
in Kangondo delaying consultation has increased resistance. Delayed negotiations led to damaged
relations and trust as a result of lack of transparency and early participation. Rebuilding trust,
to a level where negotiations can be successful ultimately requires much effort and time. Thus,
following the formal process of early transparent negotiations can help avoid costly legal struggles and
delays. Adopting early-stage negotiations and cooperation, before decision-making, should increase
trust and ultimately the legitimacy of both the process and its outcomes. Our study suggests that
the local government should adhere to the formal implementation procedures for land acquisition.
Furthermore, clear and transparent guidelines for improved consultations in the implementation of
compulsory in-kind compensation are essential for processes to become less adversarial. We observed
a “decide-first, defend-after” decision-making approach in these redevelopment-induced resettlement
projects. This approach, characterised by lack of participation, stimulates the affected residents
to contest processes and their outcomes. This was especially evident in Kangondo, where the
better-off landowners formed a powerful mobilisation and resistance group who claimed their rights
to negotiate compensation in urban redevelopment-induced displacement. In addition, the perceived
undervaluation and non-transparent property valuation as well as the government’s imposition of
replacement houses without the willingness to recognise the needs, interests, and rights of expropriated
people has led to strong contestation. Thus, our study supports the view that governments should
change their “decide-announce-defend” governance style [73] to a more inclusive and collaborative
decision-making approach that is aligned with the formal procedures and legal instruments. We
also see a clear need for governments to adopt co-design approaches involving affected communities
on matters of houses design, which are fundamental to households’ wellbeing. Furthermore, for
owner-landlords who rely on income such as from housing rental, there is a strong incentive to
mobilise and resist replacement houses because of the associated impoverishment risks. Therefore,
paying attention to the socio-economic heterogeneity of the affected people is crucial to the design
of compensation packages that match specific interests and needs. The loss of income from renting
houses is also a serious concern among many informal households in Kigali and elsewhere. All forms
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of livelihoods, including housing as a source of income, need to be considered during resettlement
processes and compensation regimes.

Although every project is unique, our findings offer more general insights into urban
redevelopment governance and its implications for informal settlement dwellers. Furthermore,
the two cases we presented are quite typical of urban redevelopment induced-displacement and
resettlement processes that occur in other African cities. Our comparison of both forms of resettlement
processes suggests that on-site relocation is likely to face fewer social conflicts than off-site relocation.
Although both forms of resettlement lead to significant socio-economic changes, the location of a
resettlement site is fundamental for livelihoods and general wellbeing. Residential location matters,
especially for informal settlement dwellers, many of whom have strongly location-based incomes and
may therefore experience high deprivation when displaced. Therefore, in addition to co-designing
their houses, their active participation in selecting a resettlement site is crucial. Even so, the potential
impacts of relocation need to be transparently and fully discussed and understood. If such impacts,
such as loss of house rental, are not resolved, few households will be willing to willingly accept such
changes. Therefore, we encourage more in-depth research into how such collaborative decision-making
involving government authorities and affected households can be realised in Kigali and elsewhere.
Future research should identify methodological approaches and tools to support the planning of
resettlement sites and effective decision-making. Such planning instruments will help make the
increasing scale of planned resettlement in Sub-Saharan Africa, whether due to infrastructure projects,
disaster risk reduction, or climate change, both more equitable and more inclusive.
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