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<In Poverty?>

What makes me repeat to ponder after coming to Rwanda is one question: ‘How should we consider poverty?” For instance, fare of the
minibus, major public transportation for people in Kigali, is 100 to 200 Frw (Rwandan Franc) (= 18-36 US cents) and that of a-few-
hour long-distance bus is 1000 Frw (US$1.8). Buffet style lunch costs you around 1500 Frw (US$2.7) and the most luxurious full-
course dinner charges you 10000Frw (US$18) and a bit. Speaking of the income level, monthly salary of guards at my house is 30000
Frw (US$55) when they work for 8 hours, 6 days per week. The salary level is similar for school teachers. As for a job to help
agricultural labor in the countryside, I heard that people can only earn 300 Frw (55¢) for a full-day reward. On the other hand, filling up
a gas tank of a compact size gasoline car costs you 30000Frw(US$55), which is not different from the gas price in the developed country
very much (the price of a car itself is often more expensive than US$10000, even though the car is a second hand. The other day, one
Rwandan gave me a ride by his Toyota Land Cruiser’, whose purchase price was US$50000 (half of the price is the customs duty). It
was extremely expensive when considering that that car’s speedometer was completely broken and that it was hard to figure out the
speed of driving the car). Further, Kigali faces house construction boom right now and many houses with a house rent of US$2000 or
higher are being built. Among them, there seems to be even a house that requests US$5000 for a monthly rent (I was told that the house
had a underground tunnel). The data illustrated at the latter half are not necessarily limited to foreigners and especially private cars are
used by Rwandan people, too. Therefore, based on the information above, it is fairly difficult to understand ‘what the average income
level for people in Rwanda is’. It might be, from the beginning, inappropriate to try to visualize the image of ‘the average Rwandan’.
Further, it is commonly stated by the international society that people who earn one to two dollars per day are in the poverty, but for
example in Rwanda, more than 90% of people are living in the self-sustained or close-to-self-sustained agricultural lifestyle, which
means no cash income does not necessarily indicate that they are poor. The challenge Rwandan are going to face from now is that they
will begin to feel ‘poverty’ from the point of their income level when most of citizens living in countryside are to fully join market
economy. I think the shift of being integrated into market economy is inevitable, but the measures would need to be taken not to let the
people create the excessive feeling of being in the position of income inequality. One UNDP report illustrates that we must increase the
annual income of people in Rwanda to US$140 per capita in order to eradicate the poverty. By the way, I had a chance to visit a
president of the company which produces and sells passion fruit juice, and he introduced me not only his factory but the facts that he
constructed a school for his employees’ children, that he arranged the walk path in the area for people’s safety, and that he responded to
requests from his employees very sincerely. Unchanging and continuous income gap is of course not acceptable. However, after seeing
this scene that the rich company/land owner was contributing to the community in a sincere manner, I could not help but thought that
stereotypic understanding of income gap being always bad was also inappropriate, and that there might exist both acceptable and
inadequate income gaps at least at the stage of transitional period to join the full market economy system. I would like to further report
about the activities by the company president later.
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Surprisingly, although far away, many people in Rwanda recognize Japan and have relatively good images. This is partly due to the fact
that more than 80% of vehicles running in Rwanda are made in Japan. Also, Japan is known as a high-tech country. So, wherever I visit
in Rwanda and have a chance to see local people, they usually ask me to buy Japanese products such as PCs, watches, and digital
cameras when I return to Japan and bring the products back to them. Additionally, many young people in Rwanda have a dream to go
abroad and Japan seems to be one of the popular countries they want to go, study, and work. The very sad fact is, however, that in spite
of the above good reputation about Japan, many Rwandan share at the same time the information that it is very hard to study and work
in Japan not only by the language gap but also by the strict immigration control. This understanding is sometimes discouraging young
people in Rwanda to give up going to Japan from the beginning, which I think is a very unfortunate fact for both Rwandan and
Japanese. We Japanese must understand that many developed countries are economically/politically/socially successful because they
invite future prospective young generation from developing countries to their countries, especially to high educational institutes, and
then let the visitors be successful in their home countries and make them strong supporters of the countries where they learnt. As I said,
Rwanda is located far away from Japan, but they are now in one-sided love with many Japanese things. Even just considering about
future development opportunities of Japan itself, we must graduate from the general conservative mindset that we often share. -

* We were away from Rwanda for the whole September in order to join a training session in New York. Although I am doing very busy
facing a lot of incidents such as loss of our suitcase by Brussels Airlines on the way back from New York (it contained many valuable
things including my digital camera), rapid increase of my workload, and many business/private trips, we are doing fine. I hope I can go
back to the original position to make this report ‘monthly’...



