
One of the 18 reintroduced black rhinos, in a specially made enclosure called a boma, 
before being released into Akagera. © Gaël Vande weghe
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BIODIVERSITY CONSERVATION
After six years of working to secure Akagera National Park, 
and in fulfilment of a promise Howard G. Buffett made to 
His Excellency President Paul Kagame over a decade ago, a 
founder group of 18 Eastern black rhinos was successfully 
translocated to Akagera in May 2017. This saw the return of 
the species after nearly a 10-year absence, a fact that made 
global headlines and was a milestone for the range-wide 
conservation of this endangered species. School children 
lined the streets to celebrate their arrival and a special audience 
was granted with His Excellency President Paul Kagame, 
during which African Parks was able to thank him for 
restoring the species to his country and for expanding the 
black rhino’s range. While this event solidified Akagera as 
Rwanda’s only Big Five park, bringing hope and optimism, 
tragedy struck soon after when our rhino expert, Krisztián 
Gyöngyi, was killed by a rhino while out on foot tracking 

wildlife in the park on 7 June 2017. Kris was an expert in 
rhino ecology, having conducted his Master’s and Doctoral 
research over the past five years in both Majete and 
Liwonde in Malawi. He was in Akagera to train the rangers 
in tracking and protecting the newly reintroduced species. 
His death was a devastating loss for his family and all who 
knew him, and a giant blow to rhino conservation in Africa.

Along with the 18 rhinos, an additional two male lions were 
translocated from South Africa to enhance the genetic 
diversity of the existing lions, increasing the number to 19; 
almost tripling the population in just three years. Four lion 
tracking collars were replaced on the original founder 
group of seven who were reintroduced in 2015, to continue 
long-term monitoring and aid in their protection. Forty-
five confiscated endangered grey crowned cranes were released 
by the Rwanda Wildlife Conservation Association into an 
enclosure in Akagera, from where over 100 rehabilitated 

N A T I O N A L  P A R K
R W A N D A

RWANDA – Akagera is almost unrecognisable today compared to just 20 years ago when it was 
on the verge of being lost forever. While peace was finally restored in the 1990’s after one of the 
bloodiest human events in the 20th century, Akagera’s demise was just beginning. Refugees 
returning to Rwanda after the genocide were still battling for their own survival and turned to 

the forests for timber, wildlife for protein and wild savannahs for their livestock. Lions were hunted to local 
extinction, rhinos disappeared, and the park’s wildlife was displaced by tens of thousands of long-horned 
cattle. Biodiversity was lost, and with it so was employment and tourism. The park’s value was diminished 
to the point of not existing at all. Which makes where Akagera is today with its story of revival even more 
remarkable. 

In 2010, African Parks assumed management of Akagera in partnership with the Rwanda Development 
Board (RDB), shifting the park’s trajectory from one of oblivion, to prosperity and hope. After years of 
preparation, 2017 saw the historic return of 18 Eastern black rhinos, not just to Akagera but to all of Rwanda 
after a 10-year absence, thanks to support from the Howard G. Buffett Foundation. Two new male lions were 
also translocated to the park to enhance the growing pride, which has now tripled since their reintroduction 
in 2015. Key wildlife populations continued to rise, with poaching essentially halted. And more than 37,000 
tourists visited the park, half of whom were Rwandan nationals, bringing in a record US$1.6 million in 
revenue and making the park 75 percent self-sustaining in just seven years.

Akagera’s K9 anti-poaching dog unit has helped reduce poaching to an all-time low since 2010. © Tom Parker
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cranes have previously been released, for re-entry into the 
wild. Wildlife populations across the park continued to steadily 
increase. The fourth comprehensive park-wide aerial census 
of large key species and the first systematic aerial surveillance 
of the wetlands was completed. Results indicated steady 
growth of elephant, lion, hippopotamus, buffalo, giraffe, 
zebra, topi and crocodile. 

LAW ENFORCEMENT
Poaching levels continued to remain at an all time low over 
the seven years of managing the park, with only two people 
arrested and six snares collected over the course of the 
entire year. Akagera gained a full-time helicopter, thanks to 
the Howard G. Buffett Foundation, providing for improved 
park-wide surveillance and aiding in rhino monitoring. 
Sixty-eight rangers were employed, and conducted 4,881 
total patrols (an increase of 372 compared to 2016) including 
729 boat patrols and 363 canine patrols. 

Technology is a vital component of our effective law 
enforcement strategy and Akagera has served as an important 
piloting ground for new technological advancements to help 
in protected area management. The park hosted the Domain 
Awareness System (DAS) user meeting for numerous 
conservation groups from across Africa. This was after a year 

of having successfully rolled out the data integration 
system to aid in monitoring and anti-poaching measures, 
which we have been developing with Paul Allen’s Vulcan 
Ltd. In collaboration with Smart Parks, a LoRa Network was 
also installed throughout Akagera. It is a private, low cost, 
solar-run network that has the potential to enable park 
management to monitor all activities and wildlife within 
the park. 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
Building local support is key to ensuring the long-term 
sustainability of Akagera; well-run protected areas deliver 
many needed benefits, not only for wildlife, but for 
surrounding communities. Over US$519,000 was spent on 
salaries, purchasing building materials, paying for technical 
support, community activities and food, all contributing to 
the local economy. 

During the year, 1,624 local students visited the park as part 
of the annual environmental education programme and 
more than 2,400 students from 37 Rwandan schools were 
granted free or discounted entry. Over 8,000 trees were 
planted on the park’s periphery to provide alternative sources 
of timber and reduce the pressure on Akagera’s wild resources. 
Ninety-two beehives were donated to communities and 

more than 2,940 kg of honey was harvested by four cooperatives 
on Akagera boundary. The park held numerous film and 
sporting events, attracting more than 16,000 spectators 
thus increasing the local visibility of the park and 
building a constituency for conservation. 

Mitigating and preventing human-wildlife 
conflict is a critical measure to build ongoing 
support from local communities for the 
park and its wildlife. Nine hyaenas were 
caught outside of Akagera in community 
traps and were successfully released back 
into the park. Two four-week old hyaenas 
were also brought to the park headquarters 
by a local community member and are being 
raised by park management for future release into 
the park. 

PARK MANAGEMENT AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT
Employment was on the rise in 2017, with 220 full-time and 
107 part-time employees. The Rwanda Red Cross certified 
100 Akagera staff members in First Aid, increasing our 
capacity of skilled individuals that are able to deliver basic 
but often life-saving support in rural areas. Approximately 
28 km of new road networks were created to provide 
improved access to certain areas in the park and to assist 
with rhino monitoring patrols. Construction began on the 
community centre, which will be a multi-use space, 
completed in phases, beginning with an environmental 
education and community training area, office, retail area 
and demonstration garden. A dormitory will also be added 
to allow children to travel from other parts of Rwanda to 
visit the park.

TOURISM
New records were set for the number of visitors and tourism-
generated revenue for Akagera in 2017. A total of 37,284 

visitors made their way into the park; 50 percent of 
those were Rwandan nationals, and together 

they contributed US$1.6 million in net park 
revenue, an increase of 20 percent since 2016. 

This revenue contributed to 75 percent of 
Akagera’s annual expenditures, making 
this park almost completely self-sustaining. 

Ruzizi Tented Lodge maintained a five-star 
rating on TripAdvisor and received a 

Certificate of Excellence for the third year in 
a row. Park guides, along with Ruzizi and 

Karenge Tented Camp staff, received training to help 
improve the visitor experience. We were honoured with a 
park visit by His Excellency President Paul Kagame, who 
came to Akagera for a day trip in September. He dined at 
Karenge Bush Camp and was guided by a Community 
Freelance Guide – one of the 18 freelance guides who were 
recruited from the local community and trained to work as 
guides in the park since 2014.

OBJECTIVES FOR 2018

 ° Ensure the security of the black rhinos and see 
positive growth

 ° Achieve park visitation of 1,800 local children and local 
society leaders

 ° Complete the five-star eco-lodge and have it open 
for tourism

 ° Generate a net revenue of US$1.7 million and receive 
36,000 visitors to the park

 ° Complete phase two of the community centre including an 
education and training space

US$1.6M  
in tourism  

revenue from  
37,284 visitors  

in 2017School children line the streets to celebrate the historic return of the black rhinos to Rwanda. © Gaël Vande weghe

Beekeeping is a sustainable livelihood supported by the park.  
© John Dickens

One of the lionesses that was reintroduced.  
© Vysakh Nambiar
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