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There is some speculation as to the incentive South Korea has in pursuing cooperation with 
its recipient country, Rwanda. This relates to the fact that Rwanda has been consistently 
and repeatedly selected as a priority African aid recipient state, though there is a consensus 
that it is more advantageous for a donor country to support a recipient country with a large 
population or with rich natural resources. This does not fit the profile of Rwanda, which 
is land-locked and relatively small in population. This article chiefly argues that South 
Korea as a latecomer donor needs the recipient of Rwanda which would nicely complete 
a development project to meet the required outcomes. Such recipient’s attitude is being 
interpreted as a good governance among the Korean policy-makers. 
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INTRODUCTION

In the field of International Relations, Development Studies and Regional Studies, it is a 
popular topic to investigate why certain donors are likely to support certain recipients. 
Regarding this question, it is generally assumed that philanthropy between states 
operates on the premise that a recipient country is populous, with ample untapped 
resources, and good prospects which aid will help a donor country (Lancaster, 2007; 
Veen, 2011; Easterly, 2008). However, there is no further empirical research about the 
reason why South Korea is likely to support a certain recipient country, particularly in 
Africa.

Regarding the interactions between the African continent and South Korea, it 
is widely agreed that South Korea’s initial diplomatic efforts in Africa were driven by 
rivalry with North Korea in the Unitied Nations(UN) over the issue of Korea (Koh, 
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1984; Lee, 1999; Lee, 2011; Han, 2013; Kim, 2015; Yang, 2015, Cho, 2019). It was a main 
diplomatic goal for both Koreas to gain support for legitimacy in Korean peninsular, 
as the emergence of the newly independent African countries came about, in the 
international community. In 1991, since both South Korea and North Korea had joined 
the UN, South Korea’s interest in Africa significantly lessened. However, since the 2000s, 
South Korea has been re-interested in Africa. In 2006, South Korea’s President Roh 
visited African nations for the first time in 24 years and announced the Korea Initiative 
Africa Development (KIAD) in Nigeria. Since then, South Korea has been steadily 
increasing its financial commitment to Africa.

According to the article 11, Framework Act on International Development 
Cooperation, South Korea has aimed to allocate more than 70% of the budget on a 
preferential basis towards selected Country Partnership Strategies (CPS) in order to 
effectively operate ODA with respect to ensuring they fulfil the requirements of CPS 
in terms of the ‘selection’ process and ‘focus’ of the initiative. Indeed, Rwanda has been 
selected as CPS in a series since South Korea launched CPS in 2011 as seen Table 1. 

Having said that, there are no further studies regarding the motivation why South 
is interested in supporting Rwanda. In order to do this research, the author investigates 
the origin of historical relations between South Korea and Rwanda based on the 
primary resource from the diplomatic archives. It reflects that an issue of development 
cooperation was always agenda to exchange for a political mission. Regarding today’s 
relationship, the author did mainly interview those who were in charge of this issue 
from the ministerial level in Seoul and to the field level in Rwanda through fieldwork. 
Interviews were conducted in an open-ended manner and took an hour on average. In 
particular, due to the fact that the interviewee accepted the interview on the condition 
of anonymity, the author anonymously cited them.1 As a result, this paper argues that 
South Korea as a latecomer donor needs a good recipient who may follow and complete 
its projects nicely and timely. In this respect, Rwanda is a good partner for South Korea 
to have high-guarantee outcomes. This research would contribute that the donor’s 
domestic-bureaucratic reason would be a factor why the donor country would be 
preferable to certain recipient countries. Furthermore, it highlights that policy-makers 
unintentionally provide room for to a degree complicit in supporting authoritarian rule, 
overlooking or interpreting the nature of the recipient’s attitude as good governance.

1 Primary resources such as archived telegraphs and interviews were re-cited from the author’s PhD 
thesis (Cho, 2019). 

Table 1. Country Partnership Strategies (CPS)

1st CPS (2011-2015) 2nd CPS (2016-2020) 3rd CPS (2021-2025)

Ethiopia, Ghana, Mozambique, 
Uganda, Rwanda, Senega, 
Tanzania

Ghana, Rwanda, Mozambique, 
Senegal, Ethiopia, Uganda, 
Tanzania

Ethiopia, Ghana, Egypt, 
Rwanda, Senega, Tanzania, 
Uganda

Source: Author’s modification.
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ORIGIN OF KOREA-RWANDA RELATIONS: ONE KOREA POLICY

Initial movement: competition with North Korea

South Korea’s well-established diplomatic relations with Rwanda are actually the 
product of many efforts and much negotiation. Indeed, though South Korea initially 
approached the Rwandan government to establish diplomatic ties in 1963, this offer was 
only accepted in 1972. This was principally because of competition from North Korea’s 
own dealings with Rwanda. To reach this stage, both the South Korean and Rwandan 
governments had to negotiate for 7 years or so in terms of what South Korea could offer 
in exchange for their partnership. For instance, while the Korean government annually 
dispatched a delegation, they committed to modernize the postal facilities in Rwanda 
(around 50,000 USD) in 1972 and to construct 10 elementary schools (around 100,000 
USD) in 1973 in exchange for Rwanda’s commitment to supporting South Korea (Eastern 
Africa Bureau, 1973a). However, when Rwanda voted against South Korea in the 
WHO in 1973, diplomatic relations between Rwanda and South Korea became worse. 
Regarding this issue, the Korean foreign ministry telegraphed with a reply, as below:

“Regardless of Rwandan pressure from China...it needed to invite the foreign minister to deal 
with this...if the Rwandan government grants support for the South Korean stance on the 
stationing of UN troops on the Korean peninsula at the next UN General Assembly, above 
projects [10 elementary schools] would be provided for” (African Bureau, 1973). 

In July 1973, during a meeting with foreign minister Nsekarije Aloys of the Juvénal 
Habyarimana administration, the Korean ambassador discussed the issue of North 
Korea at the UN and expressed a desire to continue the economic cooperation 
previously discussed. The ambassador also sent a message to the headquarters indicating 
an interest in a school project by sending 2 doctors and 2 agro-technicians. However, the 
Korean foreign ministry replied that any aid project should be considered in exchange 
for expected support (Eastern Africa Bureau, 1973b). In 1974, the Korean embassy 
stated that their only course of action was to persist in advancing aid initiatives, as 
described in the situation outlined below (Eastern Africa Bureau, 1973b);

“There is nothing mentioned about Korean aid, except donating 4 ambulances in June 1970 
and 50,000 USD for the modernization of the postal facility in August 1972. In particular, 
since the embassy was originally established in Kigali in August 1972, the Rwandan 
government has had great expectations of our country [South Korea]. However, now that 
the issue of the construction of elementary schools has stopped, we seem to have fallen short 
of their expectations because there was no continuation of this aid project. Meanwhile, the 
North Korean regime dispatched a group of gymnasts they have been teaching for six months 
since last year [1974], along with the commitment to the construction of the Young Men’s 
Hall in Kigali.”

In 1975, the Korean embassy reported the upcoming good-will delegation to corroborate 
the situation, attaching an assistance list and explaining the situation as: “If we engage 
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with negotiations, having the guarantee of support in the UN in exchange for providing 
aid, it is assumed that it will always remain at a standstill. Because this has not been 
realised in the form of any commitment for years from the Rwandan view, and they 
would not readily trust us before seeing the concrete proof of launching aid projects. [In 
other words], if there is no interest in investing in ‘aid’, all diplomatic negotiations would 
come to an ‘inconclusive’ [and one-sided] result” (Eastern Africa Bureau,1973b).

In the meeting between the Korean head of mission and the Rwandan foreign 
minister, the head of mission emphasised that “diplomacy is ‘give and take’ and thus 
it respects a mutual understanding [which is] that your country should be assisting 
in fulfilling our [South Korea] political interests,” by expressing that “you have the 
advantage of receiving aid from both North and South Korea by maintaining your 
neutral stance.” The Rwandan foreign minister apologized for the harsh decision towards 
a friendly nation and stated that Rwanda had supported South Korea’s position at the 
UN on several occasions in the past and did not want to cut ties. The Korean ambassador 
to Rwanda reported his interpretation of the Rwandan perspective as follows: 1) Rwanda 
had already fulfilled its obligations in exchange for aid through its support at the UN, 
2) Rwanda was not an untrustworthy country, 3) Rwanda’s actions were not dictated by 
its constitution, and 4) Rwanda was not taking sides in the ideological struggle between 
communism and capitalism (Eastern Africa Bureau,1973b).

However, shortly thereafter, diplomatic relations between South Korea and Rwanda 
were suspended from 1975 to 1987. This was due to the closure of the South Korean 
embassy in Rwanda in response to Rwanda’s decision to vote in favour of North Korea in 
1974. Closing the Korean embassy in Kigali became a hot diplomatic issue at that time. 
From the Korean point of view, the Rwandan government did not seem to appreciate 
South Korea’s efforts through development assistance. Meanwhile, Rwandan government 
was not able to accept the closure of South Korean embassy without any discussion with 
Rwandan government in advance as an ‘unnatural action’.

As a result, the Rwandan foreign minister recognized North Korea as the only 
legitimate government in the Korean Peninsula and made a tour of China and North 
Korea in March 1980. 

As a consequence, Rwanda began to strengthen its ties with North Korea. 
According to South Korea’s telegraphs (Eastern Africa Bureau and Western Africa 
Bureau, 1977), North Korea opened their embassy in Kigali in August 1975 and 
President Habyarimana made visits to North Korea in 1978 and 1983. In addition, 
the North Korean foreign minister, deputy-prime minister, and the Chairman of the 
Supreme People's Assembly visited Rwanda in 1980, 1982, and 1984 respectively. This 
increase in personnel exchanges was accompanied by greater economic cooperation, 
including the dispatch of a gymnastics group in 1974, the construction of the Young 
Men's Meeting Hall (completed in 1980), the dispatch of agricultural workers in 1975, 
and the construction of a 150 km road in 1976. There were also agreements signed, such 
as the economic technology agreement in 1974, the aeronautical agreement in 1979, and 
the establishment of a friendship association in 1978.

In the early 1980s, the Rwandan government overtures to reconciliation to South 
Korea. The Korean ambassador to Sierra Leon reported that “while North Korea gave 
aid to us [Rwanda], the relationship with South Korea drifted apart, however we are 
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not against South Korea” in 1977 (Eastern Africa Bureau and Western Africa Bureau, 
1977). Furthermore, The United State (US) also helped for Rwanda to normalise ties 
with South Korea. Through telegraphs, both South Korean and Rwandan foreign 
ministers discussed economic assistance in exchange for improving relations. The 
Rwandan foreign minister suggested for South Korea to promote economic cooperation 
at the level of private sector first and then relations at the level of government would 
be naturally improved by establishing an embassy (Eastern Africa Bureau and Western 
Africa Bureau, 1977). Responding to this, the Korean minister expressed that they 
cannot accept excessive economic cooperation that the Rwandan government requested 
in exchange for improving relations and opening an embassy (Eastern Africa Bureau 
and Western Africa Bureau, 1977). From South Korea’s perspective, the priority seems to 
enhance diplomatic relations before focusing on economic collaboration. In particular, 
South Korea adopted a cautious approach towards Rwanda, while the Rwandan foreign 
minister repeatedly urged South Korea to take the lead in improving relations.

The formal process of improving relations began in October 1986 when the 
Rwandan foreign minister invited the Korean foreign minister to New York and 
requested the dispatch of an inspection team for the agricultural and medical sectors. 
The primary reason for this change of heart was believed to be the establishment of a 
textile factory by a Korean company in July 1982. This necessitated the resolution of 
diplomatic relations to enable the company to train Rwandans and apply for a loan 
from the Korean government to expand the factory. Additionally, since North Korea’s 
promises of economic collaboration were not being fulfilled, Rwanda accepted this 
economic proposal (Eastern Africa Bureau and Western Africa Bureau, 1977). In 
November 1986, the Korean government sent a negotiation team to Rwanda with the 
primary objectives of understanding the Rwandan government’s needs and assessing the 
potential benefits of providing 200,000 USD in aid. Ultimately, the team determined that 
there was no tangible advantage to improving relations through excessive assistance. 
Having said that, in this report, it is important to note that they also observed that 
Rwanda made efforts to obtain aid in a transparent and legitimate manner and used it 
efficiently (Western Africa Bureau, 1986a; Western Africa Bureau, 1986b), which is still 
recognized by Korean aid policy-makers today. 

Rwanda Genocide

Apart from official historical documents about the Korean embassy, which was reopened 
in September 1987 and closed again in November 1990, there are no archived records of 
diplomatic telegraphs. In response to the Rwandan genocide, South Korea’s actions were 
limited to a donation of 100,000 USD by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) to the 
UN on July 26, 1994 for refugee relief (The Hankyoreh, 1994b). Later, on August 2, 1994, 
the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs (MHSA) announced support for Rwandan 
refugees in the form of medicine and medical supplies worth 100,000 USD to treat 
50,000 cholera patients (The Hankyoreh, 1994a). 

Charitable efforts towards Rwanda were primarily driven by private organizations 
such as Korean UNICEF and Good Neighbors (The Chosun Il-bo, 1995, 1996). 
However, a reader of The Hankyoreh expressed concern that more attention should 
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be given to providing aid to North Korea before helping Rwandans and suggested that 
“it would have been better if there had been 2 collection boxes for both Rwandan and 
North Korean people” (Chang, 1997). These Korean contributions and sentiments were 
not documented in a white paper; instead, the Rwandan genocide was briefly analyzed 
as an ethnic conflict in white papers (MOFA, 1996: 95, 1997: 110, 1998: 101).

CURRENT RELATIONSHIP WITH RWANDA: ICT DIPLOMAY

The resumption of diplomatic relations was evident when Rwanda’s Minister of Foreign 
Affairs planned a trip to Korea in October 2005. The Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
issued a statement indicating that the two ministers discussed various topics of mutual 
interest, including methods to improve cooperation between the two nations and 
collaboration on the global stage. In particular, in response to Rwanda’s desire to emulate 
Korea’s economic growth and request for increased cooperation, including sharing 
Korea’s experiences in economic development, Minister Ban stated that he would work 
to gradually increase Korea’s aid to Rwanda, along with agreements such as investment 
guarantees and cooperation in economic and social development (MOFAT, 2005c). 

The following year, Minister Ban became the first Korean cabinet member to 
pay tribute to genocide victims at the Gisozi Genocide Memorial and paid a visit to 
President Paul Kagame (MOFAT, 2006h). During their meeting, when Ban commented 
on the cleanliness of the road from the airport, Kagame stated that they were following 
Korea’s example and pointed to an English copy of the Saemaul Undong Movement 
on his desk (Y. Park, 2015). In addition to donating 10,000 USD to survivors of the 
Rwandan genocide in 2008 (Kyunghyang Shinmun, 2008), Ban believed that Rwanda 
was enthusiastic about Saemaul Undong (Ban, 2013; J. Nam, 2017b). This was enough 
for Korean high officials to take notice of Rwanda’s positive attitude towards Saemaul 
Undong, despite controversy in Korea. Similarly, UN Secretary-General Ban continued 
to emphasize its applicability as a new model for developing countries, especially during 
the Park administration.

Summit Diplomacy in Korea 

A significant event occurred when Korea and Rwanda held their first-ever summit in 
Seoul on May 31st, 2008. At this summit, the Blue House stated that the two nations 
agreed to strengthen bilateral cooperation for human resources development and 
advancement of Rwanda’s IT industry, as well as international issues (CheongWaDae, 
2008). In particular, Kagame expressed that Rwanda had long been interested in 
Korea’s development experience and saw the Republic as a role model for Rwanda’s 
development. He requested active support from the Korean government and businesses 
in building an IT-based economy, a project that the Rwandan government is vigorously 
pursuing (Knaup, 2010). During his visit, Kagame visited the Ubiquitous Dream Hall 
and met with the president of KT (Korean Telecom) (The New Times, 2008; MOFAT, 
2008d), which had begun business in Rwanda by establishing Wibro networking in 
2007. (Kwon, 2015). 
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In November 2011, President Kagame visited Korea again to attend the 4th High-
Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness (HLF-4) in Busan. In his speech, he stated that it 
was relevant to have this conversation in Korea, which had moved from being an aid-
recipient country to an industrial nation supporting others’ development in the last half-
century (Paul, 2011; Tumwebaze, 2011). During their summit meeting, President Lee 
expressed interest and support for Korean companies’ involvement in Rwanda’s energy 
development and infrastructure construction and hoped to contribute to cultivating 
high-quality human resources by supporting the construction of the Kicukiro 
Technology Training Centre. In response, President Kagame expressed appreciation 
and stated that Rwanda was trying to become an IT and economic hub in East Africa 
following Korea’s example (Lee,2011).

In view of “Korea hosting the equivalent of the Olympic Games in the field of 
development assistance” (Voice of America, 2011) in referring to associated officials, 
Korean media outlets reported on ministerial press releases that announced Korea’s 
intention to proactively establish new norms in development assistance and share its 
development experience with the world during the Busan HLF-4 (MOFAT, 2011b; Lee, 
2011). President Kagame’s praise for Korea’s success story was widely reported, with 
coverage consistently mentioning his admiration for Korea and Rwanda’s efforts to 
model itself after Korea. He was also introduced as a great leader who had worked to 
stabilize politics, achieve a high annual growth rate of over 6%, and combat corruption, 
earning him the nickname ‘African Park Chung Hee’ (Lee, 2011; Nam, 2017a). During 
his visits to Hyundai Heavy Industries and KISA (Korea Internet & Security Agency) 
(KISA, 2011a, 2011b), he expressed his hope that Korea’s economic and business leaders 
would contribute to East Africa’s development through Rwanda and stated that Korea’s 
growth model was a source of hope and challenge for the people of Rwanda (Yun, 2011). 
It was also reported that Rwanda felt encouraged when looking at Korea’s progress (Kim, 
2011).

Since then, the presidents of these two countries have developed a strong 
relationship over time. The Foreign Minister visited Rwanda in January 2013 to mark 
the 50th anniversary of diplomatic relations between the two nations (MOFAT, 2013), 
where they discussed investment: regional, international, and development cooperation 
(MINAFFET, 2013). This led to the establishment of substantial legal frameworks, 
with Rwanda being identified as a priority partner for Korea. Korean companies 
have been investing in various sectors, particularly the ICT sector. With KT (Korea 
Telecom)’s involvement in Rwanda’s ICT sector becoming more established, Kagame 
has stepped up his ICT diplomacy efforts towards South Korea since 2014. While co-
chairing The ITU Plenipotentiary Conference, he gave a speech in which he expressed 
his commitment to the Smart Africa Initiative and the goal of creating a future that 
is sustainable, inclusive, and secure for future generations (Kagame, 2014a). During 
a summit with President Park, they discussed cooperation in various areas, including 
politics and the economy. President Park reportedly remarked on Kagame’s fondness 
for Korea and his strong interest in Korea’s development experience, stating that Korea 
believed in and wanted to support Rwanda’s vision of becoming an IT hub (Kagame, 
2014b; Mugisha, 2014; KOTRA, 2014; Yoon, 2014; S. Park, 2014). This suggested an 
invitation for President Park to visit Rwanda. This led to an invitation for President Park 
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to visit Rwanda. Additionally, President Kagame held meetings with KT CEOs to discuss 
ICT cooperation (Dusabemungu, 2014), and expressed his gratitude for KT’s role in 
supporting the growth of ICT in Rwanda through the provision of 4G network services, 
as well as his determination to provide full support in the implementation of these 
services (Kagame, 2014b).

Diplomatic relations between South Korea and Rwanda have not always been as 
good as they are today. In particular, the issue of economic or development cooperation 
has often been used as a negotiating tool to achieve political goals. Initially, South 
Korea sought to establish relations with Rwanda and open an embassy as a counter to 
North Korea. However, this was not realised due to North Korea's active engagement 
and Rwanda's double approach. Despite efforts to resolve the issue, the relationship 
remained frozen while North Korea expanded diplomatic exchanges. Eventually, the U.S. 
mediated the normalization of the relationship. However, the relationship was not able 
to be sustained due to the Rwandan genocide that occurred soon after. Since the 2000s, 
Rwanda has approached South Korea again, and President Paul Kagame's visit to South 
Korea highlights their interest in the sector of ICT. 

PORTRAIT OF THE IMPORTANCE OF RWANDA FROM 
ASSOCIATIONS

Responses of Policy-makers in Seoul

At Office for Government Policy Coordination, those who were as responsible for the 
second CPS the revealed that they assessed potential countries using a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative measures.2 Although no one would confirm this openly, 
there was collective concern about issues such as the governance of recipient countries, 
the presence of overseas Koreans and Korean businesses, trade relations, and the 
availability of natural resources. Based on these criteria, only a few African countries 
were considered attractive candidates at the time. For instance, the DRC was excluded 
from the 24 countries due to poor governance. However, Rwanda was selected as an 
example of good governance despite its lack of natural resources, and it was noted that 
the international community viewed them favourably. 

Meanwhile, those who were associated with KOICA emphasized their role as policy 
implementers, differentiating themselves from policy-making agencies. Having said that, 
an informant3 confirmed that “to the best of my knowledge, only Rwanda was selected 
for development” because they achieved better results when KOICA implemented 
projects there, even though indicators such as the number of advanced companies, 
overseas Koreans, and economic relations were not higher than in other African 
countries. In particular, Rwanda is a practically good partner in the sense that KOICA 
faces to verify successful examples as shown below4;

2 A Director General at Prime Minister’s Office (October, 20, 2015, Seoul).
3 A Director at KOICA (November, 17, 2015, Seongnam)
4 A Director at KOICA (November, 17, 2015, Seongnam)
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“First of all, our [KOICA] ultimate aim is to improve development in our 
partnership countries. Through this, it is a second aim that we foster friendship between 
our countries. However, at the government-wide level, development aid is used for one 
of diplomatic and economic means…As the aid policy and strategy are already decided 
at a governmental level, the procedure is unnatural and ineffective as we [KOICA] are 
implementing this in the field under unaccounted-for circumstances. KOICA’s outcome 
is evaluated on how well we effectively operate and how much budget we have executed 
[like DFID]”

Likewise, junior official who in charge of Rwanda at the head of KOICA, spoke 
highly of Rwanda, particularly in regards to its approach to receiving aid. Based on her 
work experiences, she found that other Africans did not seem to take ownership of 
projects, Rwandans demonstrated a strong sense of ownership and were highly involved 
in the process.5 In doing so, the informant gave the example that even the Rwandan 
ambassador in Seoul would participate in encouraging luncheons with Rwandan 
trainers. For these reasons, KOICA was able to decide to apply for pilot modalities to 
Rwanda such as budget support. 

Responses from the Rwandan field

At the Korean Embassy to Rwanda, Senior officials in the field shared the view that 
Korea, as a middle-power country, has a moral obligation to support developing nations. 
This was particularly emphasized in relation to Africa, where it was stated that Korea 
should feel a greater sense of responsibility because it serves as a symbol and proof to 
African developing countries that their aspirations and dreams are not illusions but 
can be achieved in reality.6 It was a discourse among Korean diplomats that the Korean 
development program as a latecomer was not fully able to reach what Rwanda demands. 
Likewise, it was also a cunning strategy for the Rwandan government to assign seats 
at donor’s meetings based on their countries’ financial contributions, resulting in 
Korea being placed in the lower seats according to this order. This strategy successfully 
made for a participant to think of the aid budget as the Korean side did. Likewise, but 
slightly differently, At the senior official at the Rwanda KOICA office, replied that it is 
in compliance with Korea’s Country Partnership Strategy (CPS) and Rwanda Vision 
2020 which was focused on the sectors of ICT, Education and Rural Development.7 
In doing so, they hoped that ‘the Rwandan government seemed interested in Korea’s 
experience through policy dialogue because it is the most up-to-date version, compared 
to traditional donors, although its experience is universal in some ways’.8

Meanwhile, for those who were in charge of the development project as a project 
manager and a practitioner in the field, there was a consensus that Rwanda is different 
from any other developing countries regarding organizing and planning skills. With a 
perception of good governance in Rwanda– although they avoided futile conversations 

5 A Program Officer at KOICA (November, 02, 2015, Seongnam)
6 Korean Ambassador to Rwanda (April, 28, 2016, Kigali)
7 A Director of KOICA Rwanda Office (June, 29, 2016, Kigali)
8 A Director of KOICA Rwanda Office (June, 6, 2016, Kigali)
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regarding Paul Kagame – they find the headquarters of KOICA are likely to support 
new modalities of projects such as budget support to Rwanda, as a special example to 
use Rwanda as a testing ground to gauge a new approach’s success.9 Due to this, even 
before announcing the 2013 CPS, they knew that Rwanda was selected as the CPS in 
2013 because there were no difficulties to operate the project in the sense of KOICA’s 
preferences.10 KOICA ODA specialist, said that KOICA appreciates Rwanda’s proven 
decisive implementation, which demonstrates the will of counterparts and cost-
effectiveness regarding implementation.11 From the point of KOICA’s view, this reason 
would play a role in investigating a new project, and implementing a new modalities. 
In fact, in Rwanda KOICA implemented its first case of budget support, which is 
recognised as most Western donors’ preferred approach at the time.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper investigates why South Korea is interested in Rwanda. To answer this 
question, the paper traces the trajectory of diplomatic relations through archived 
diplomatic telegraphs and draws a portrait  of Rwanda among those who are associated, 
from policy-makers to practitioners in the field. 

This paper looks back over historical relations between South Korea and Rwanda. 
It argues that economic cooperation was always on the agenda, for South Korea to 
exchange diplomatic commitment with African countries. Likewise, in the early stages, 
South Korea initially proposed to establish diplomatic relations and engage in economic 
cooperation and grant aid towards Rwanda in return for diplomatic commitments such 
as a supporting voting at the UN (MOFA,1991: 189). As seen archived in telegraphs, 
economic cooperation was discussed in exchange for political commitments. In this 
situation, economic cooperation was always a part of South Korea's diplomatic strategy 
against North Korea in order for Rwanda to support South Korea. Rwanda, on the other 
hand, appeared to leverage this competition to secure a larger amount of economic 
development. Rwanda's commitment to North Korea did not yield the expected results, 
and with the possibility of private sector investment from South Korea, Rwanda began 
shifting their focus towards South Korea. However, this was not long-lasting due to the 
Rwanda Genocide. Based on revealed telegraphs, economic or development cooperation 
was always on the agenda during the diplomatic meetings in exchange for political goals. 

In the early 2000s, Rwanda's diplomatic relations with South Korea were re-built 
with President Paul Kagame's praise for Korea's development and its ICT sector. As well 
as the interest of the prominent political figure, new light was shed on Rwanda due to 
good governance. This paper argues that as a latecomer donor, South Korea needed a 
partner who was reliable and would help  proceed and complete development projects 
according to their plan. For Korean policy-makers, good governance among Korean 
policy-makers meant the attitude of the recipient country seeing the possibility of the 

9 KOICA ODA specialist (May, 6, 2016, Kigali)
10 KOICA ODA Specialist (May, 6, 2016, Kigali)
11 KOICA ODA specialist (May, 6, 2016, Kigali)
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project’s success in terms of implementing a new version of modalities. In this situation, 
Rwanda was seen as being a suitable partner for South Korea to proceed in development 
projects and to launch a new program for projects. This led to Rwanda being selected 
in a row as a recipient for Korean aid under the Country Partnership Strategy (CPS), 
with officials viewing Rwanda as a positive recipient due to its willingness to conduct 
development projects with guaranteed positive results. This paper contributes to 
answering why South Korea is likely to support to Rwanda, compared to other African 
countries. As South Korea has become a new player in Africa, it is important to know 
their motivation in the historical context as well as in perspectives on good governance.
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