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Survivors’ Stories
Young activist shares story of Rwandan Genocide at Wood Oaks
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Emmanuel Habimana, an orphan of the 1994 Tutsi Rwandan Genocide, speaks to eighth-graders at Wood
Oaks Junior High School about his experiences on Wednesday, March 19. PHOTO SUBMITTED
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Twenty-six-year-old Emmanuel Habimana, an orphan of the 1994 Tutsi Rwandan Genocide, took eighth-graders at
Wood Oaks Junior High School on a journey of both despair and hope on Wednesday, March 19.
“Our neighbors turned into our killers,” said Habimana, who survived the assassination of his parents and four of his
eight siblings when he was 9.
He was then left to fend for himself and live as a servant of the Hutu militia before nearly starving in a refugee camp in
Congo.
The eighth-graders at Wood Oaks are studying the Rwandan Genocide as a part of a unit in their social studies class.
Habimana, a human rights activist for the past decade, has been recently visiting high schools in Lake and Cook counties.
His visit at Wood Oaks on Wednesday, March 19, is his only stop at a junior high school.
To the young students, Habimana had a simple but powerful message: “I would tell you to grow up and make a
difference … say to yourselves, ‘How can we change the future? How can we make the world better?”
From 1973 to 1993, Rwanda President Habyarimana, a Hutu, ran a totalitarian regime that excluded all Tutsis from
participating in government. That changed when Habyarimana signed accords that weakened the Hutu hold on the
country and allowed Tutsis to be active in the government.
On April 6, 1994, the plane carrying President Habyarimana was shot down while approaching Kigali International
Airport in Rwanda, It was never determined who was responsible for the assassination, but Hutu extremists profited the
most from Habyarimana’s death. Within 24 hours, they had taken over the government, blamed the Tutsis for the
assassination and begun the slaughter of approximately 800,000 Tutsis.
Hatred of the Tutsi by the Hutu had been building for decades, and the plane crash “was an excuse” for the genocide,
Habimana told the Wood Oaks students. He recalled, for example, how the Hutu would count the number of Tutsi in
every classroom as a means to control how many Tutsi were given an education.
“They wanted to marginalize them,” he said.
Habimana said in 1990, when he was 6 years old, he started to realize the hatred that surrounded him.
“I started to think, ‘What’s wrong with us?’ … We were seen as cockroaches and snakes,” he said. “We could feel the
danger that was coming [after the plane crash].”
Almost immediately, Hutu soldiers walked from door to door in his community, looking for Tutsis who they felt posed
a threat.
“I was lucky because I was a kid. If I was 16, I would probably be dead,” he said.
In 2004, Habimana began working for a student-based group for genocide survivors in the Rwandan capital of Kigali.
As a peer counselor, he found that his personal history as a genocide survivor could be used proactively to help counsel
severely traumatized children.
This led him to become the president of the Nyakabanda Youth Association in 2008, an organization aimed at
promoting unity across ethnic lines between members of Rwandan youth.
In 2009, Habimana became a student ambassador for Interdisciplinary Genocide studies Center in Kigali, which
receives groups of students and educators from the United States annually to do field research on the genocide and its
aftermath.
In 2010, Habimana spent five months at NET Television in Lincoln, Neb., coproducing a documentary about the lives of
orphans in post-genocide Rwanda and speaking at institutions that ranged from middle schools in Nebraska to Human
Rights Watch in Washington, D.C.
The Hutu government that was in power during the genocide was overthrown, and the new government had “a new
direction,” said Habimana, a law student in Kigali Independent University.
“They say, how can we unite the people?” he said. “[There is an ongoing] process of healing. We have hope.”
Habimana has embarked on his own process of healing as well.
“Part of my responsibility is to tell the true story [of the Rwandan Genocide]. … His story has to be told more,” he
said.
He now takes it upon himself to help “prevent evil,” which involved teaching “equal rights and respect.”
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“To give opportunities to people, no matter how different they are, give them an equal chance to compete on the job
market,” he said.
Social studies teacher Chris Beck said he was impressed by Habimana’s ability to connect with the students and
“Really teach the lesson that differences are positive things.”
“He is empowering them to be able to be the next generation that can make positive change in our society,” said
Beck. “We want the kids to be able to be active citizens, and with what they are learning, make a change for positive in
the world.
“When they hear a survivor story, understand that and try to learn from that so that things aren’t repeated, they take
what they are learning and make a difference.”
Typed by Becky Scheckel. Online version did not have the full text story.
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