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7 April marked the 30th commemoration of the Genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda.1 

Between April and July 1994, 75 % of the Tutsi minority in Rwanda was exterminated 

by extremists of the Hutu majority.2 After three decades of investigations, most facts 

are well established, but dissidents and some academics still dispute the cause of the 

Genocide. 

 

Attack against the Presidential aircraft 

The most fiercely debated issue is the assassination of Juvénal Habyarimana, the late 

president who died on 6 April 1994 when his private jet was shot down over Kigali.3 The 

Genocide began shortly afterwards, indicating a link between these events. Some scholars 

suspect the assassins were Hutu extremists while others believe the Rwandan Patriotic 

Front (RPF) of current president Kagame was responsible.4 However, because the 

shooters were never identified, the question of culpability remains to some extent a 

matter of conjecture. 

 

Over the years, several investigations were carried out, by magistrates from Belgium and 

France,5 parliamentary inquiries in those countries,6 and the Rwandan government.7 

These efforts accumulated many witness statements that contradicted each other on 

essential points. A major obstacle in assessing the value of those investigations was the 

absence of proper forensic research. 

 

Technical report 

In 2010, the French judiciary decided to change this situation. Two investigating judges, 

Marc Trévidic and Nathalie Poux, brought together a group of specialised scientists 

attached to several French courts. In September 2010, they travelled to Kigali on a fact-

finding mission.8 The elaboration of the data they collected was presented in January 2012 

in a 338-page technical report,9 plus supplements containing sub-studies, pictures of 

visited locations and the plane wreckage, and technical drawings. In May 2013, 

additional research was published that determined whether the pilots had tried to avoid 

the missile.10 This proved not to be the case. Evasive manoeuvres would have caused the 

plane to crash at a different location.11 
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The main result of the exhaustive investigations was the exclusion of "La Ferme", an 

abandoned farm at the foot of Masaka Hill, mentioned as the shooters’ location in most 

witness statements.12 La Ferme and the crash site were too far apart.13 When the plane 

was targeted, it had already passed Masaka, and the angle of a missile trajectory from 

that direction did not match the part of the plane that was hit: the underside of the left 

wing.14 A missile from that area, guided by its infrared sensor,15 would have hit one of 

the jet engines attached to the tail.16 The inspection of the wreckage showed no missile 

damage to the engines.17 

 

 
This situation map by the author is based on data from Oosterlinck et al. (2012 and 2013), and Serre (2012). 
According to the experts, the shooters' most likely position was inside the yellow area. The circles represent the 
sound wave (m/s) produced by a hypothetical missile shot at La Ferme near Masaka Hill. 

 
 
Because the engines on this type of aircraft are higher than the wings, a missile from the 

vicinity of Masaka could not have hit the wing from below.18 That was possible only if it 

was fired from Kanombe Hill, diagonally in front of the plane.19 The most likely position 

of the shooters, according to the experts, was a clearing inside the Kanombe military 

domain between a woodlot on the edge of the hill and a residential area where French 
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officers and employees of the military hospital resided.20 The designated area was a ten 

minute walk from the barracks where the Presidential Guard was stationed,21 but 

according to the scholarly consensus, not a realistic option for the RPF.22 Based on these 

findings, the rational conclusion would be to seek the assassins among Habyarimana's 

elite troops.  

 

Sound velocity 

This observation led to fierce criticism from a group of academics and journalists who 

firmly believed the witnesses who claimed to have been present at La Ferme when the 

rockets were fired.23 The discrepancy leaves two possibilities: The French judges and 

scientists did a poor job, or the "Masaka" witnesses were unreliable. 

 

To answer this question, I asked a specialist in plane crashes, Joris Melkert of Delft 

Technical University, to review the expert reports. He agreed and drew the following 

conclusion:  

 
What I take from it is that a solid investigation was carried out, both in the initial report and 

the supplementary report. I think the conclusions drawn by the authors also established 

the most likely cause. As with any research, assumptions have been made. As far as I 

can tell, these are reasonable assumptions.24 

 

The critics thought otherwise. Four days after the forensic report was presented in Paris, 

historian Bernard Lugan published an article on his website denouncing the work of Jean-

Pascal Serre, the acoustics expert of the French scientists.25 Serre had measured the sound 

intensity of missile shots to determine what the various witnesses could have heard at 

their positions. The tests were conducted at a special test site in France.26 Lugan, not an 

expert in this field, called Serre’s approach "amateurish" because the terrain in France 

was different from Kigali and no SA-16s, the type of missile that downed the plane, were 

used.27 

 

I contacted Serre who told me that in 2011, when he conducted the test, SA-16s were no 

longer available.28 It made little difference because the theoretical sound levels were 

established for both the SA-16 and the tested missiles.29 Serre’s objective was to measure 

the difference between theoretical and realistic values. This could only be done under 

controlled conditions and not along a public road in Kigali as Lugan suggested. The test 

determined a calculation factor, useful to estimate the realistic value of an SA-16.30 The 

terrain conditions were only a marginal influence, according to Serre, not significantly 
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affecting the result.31 Moreover, four other experts were present to observe the test 

procedure. Their names and functions are listed in the acoustics supplement.32 

 

Ironically, the test result did not lead to the exclusion of La Ferme.33 Under normal 

circumstances, all relevant witnesses could have heard the shots. Lugan had aimed his 

arrows at the wrong part of the acoustic research. The decibels were not the problem, but 

the speed of the sound. The most reliable witnesses, a group of Belgian military doctors 

and a French officer in Kanombe,34 heard the missile shots before the plane was hit. If the 

missiles had been fired from La Ferme or another location in the Masaka area, that would 

have been impossible. 

 

Anyone with a high school education will remember that the propagation of a sound 

wave depends on the weather conditions, temperature and air pressure. The 

meteorological data from Kigali on 6 April 1994 were on record, making the speed of the 

wave easy to calculate (343 m/s).35 The distance between La Ferme and the witnesses was 

over 2.7 km.36 Simple arithmetic shows that the sound of a shot from La Ferme would 

travel almost eight seconds before reaching the witnesses' ears.37 This is a second and a 

half longer than a missile would take to hit the plane (6.46 s.).38 In that scenario, the 

witnesses could not hear the shots before seeing the explosion. Combining the witness 

statements with the acoustic data, the shooters’ position was inside the Kanombe military 

domain, a few hundred metres from the witnesses.39 

 

From hypothesis to conspiracy theory 

Despite Lugan's error, his suggestion of sloppy science appealed to the imagination. A 

few weeks later, Belgian scholar Filip Reyntjens repeated it in Le Monde.40 Barrie Collins 

followed,41 then Pierre Péan, Paul Rusesabagina, Judi Rever,42 and many others.43 In 2020, 

eight years after the initial report was presented, Reyntjens still repeated Lugan’s mistake 

in a working paper dedicated to the Habyarimana assassination which included dozens 

of similar errors.44 However, while the scientific reports were available only in French, 

most critics published their opinions in English. Their misinformation got the upper 

hand, inspiring conspiracy theories about ‘a diplomatic deal between France and 

Rwanda’ to cover up what ‘really’ happened.45 

 

Fascinated by these developments, I wondered about the origins of the "Masaka" hoax. 

Like much of the other misinformation about Rwanda and the Genocide against the Tutsi, 

it could be traced back to a broadcast of the notorious hate radio station Radio Télévision 

Libre des Mille Collines (RTLM). On 13 April 1994, a day after Belgian peacekeepers in 
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Kigali told the media that the missiles had come from Kanombe,46 RTLM propagandist 

Georges Ruggiu countered with the claim that "after close examination, it appears that 

this plane was shot down from an unofficial position: the Masaka position of Belgian 

UNAMIR soldiers".47 

 

Masaka, like Kanombe, was controlled by the FAR, the government army at the time, but 

Ruggiu’s suggestion of a Belgian military position created the impression that the area 

was easily accessible to the RPF. Rumours of a conspiracy between Belgium and the RPF 

were repeatedly broadcast during the Genocide. Afterwards, the story took on a life of its 

own, stripped of the "Belgian soldiers" and fuelled by other diversions such as the 

"accidental" discovery of SA-16 launch tubes at La Ferme.48 49 Unsurprisingly, those tubes 

disappeared without a trace before an independent authority could investigate them.50 

 

The Masaka hoax sticks 

In the Netherlands, meanwhile, journalists and academics do their best to keep the 

Masaka hoax afloat. In 2018, for example, the Amsterdam University Press (AUP) 

published a translation of Judi Rever’s book “In Praise of Blood”, titled “The Truth About 

Rwanda”.51 In her chapter about the plane shooting, the author devotes just 239 words to 

the French investigation (3.2%), repeating Lugan's mistake and the erroneous assumption 

that the experts had not excluded Masaka. In 2021, Dutch professor Uğur Ümit Üngör 

published a book by René Lemarchand,52 a veteran of genocide research, that completely 

glosses over the French reports. The website of the Africa Study Centre at Leiden 

University still promotes the controversial BBC documentary “Rwanda’s Untold Story” 

that, like Lemarchand, discusses outdated studies but forgets to mention the forensic 

research of 2010-2013.53 

 

Things are no better in the media. Years after the French investigation, journalist Anneke 

Verbraeken, who likes to present herself as a Rwanda expert, still claimed there are 

‘strong indications that it was precisely Kagame who ordered the presidential plane to be 

shot from the sky’.54 Other journalists write that the circumstances have never been 

clarified or they interview a well-known personality such as former Belgian ambassador 

Johan Swinnen who believes that an international investigation has not taken place.55 In 

recent years, British author Michela Wrong appeared in our media because of her book 

Do Not Disturb, which enjoys great popularity among journalists of the former quality 

media in the Netherlands. Wrong reserves one sentence for the scientific investigation in 

her chapter about the attack. The remaining 99.6% is for the Masaka witnesses and the 

suggestion that the French research was a diplomatic endeavor. 
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