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Single Mothers in Rwanda: Church Interventions for
Structural Challenges

The rise of single motherhood is a global phenomenon, affecting countries across continents with
varying intensity. According to Statista (2023), approximately 15.2% of children in Europe and
23.9% in the United States live with single mothers. In Asia, although cultural stigmas may suppress
formal reporting, growing numbers of urban single mothers are being recorded in countries like
South Korea and the Philippines.

On the African continent, the numbers are currently the highest: around 32% of children live in
single-mother households, with Rwanda reflecting a similar pattern. Compounded by poverty, early
pregnancies, and gender-based violence, the challenges single mothers face are significant. In
Rwanda alone, teenage pregnancies rose by 23% during the COVID-19 pandemic, underscoring the
urgency for structural support (UNICEF Rwanda 2021).

Understanding the Challenges

Being a single mother in Rwanda often means being economically disadvantaged, socially
marginalized, and emotionally isolated. Many of these women are teenagers between 14 and 22
years old, with no stable income, family support, or safe environment to raise their children.

The root causes are manifold: lack of sexual education, poverty, patriarchal social structures, and
exploitation. In many cases, it is assumed that the responsible men are significantly older — often
in positions of power such as workers, leaders at different levels, or business owners. Very often
the men are also already married or engaged to another woman. These men frequently evade
responsibility, leaving the women they impregnated to bear the consequences alone. The women
and girls often fear societal backlash, shame, or family rejection, which keeps them from seeking
legal help or support. According to Plan International, teenage mothers are less likely to continue
education, more prone to poverty, and frequently face health complications due to early childbirth.

It is important to clarify that many single mothers in these projects are not responsible for their
situation, especially in the case of sexual abuse. The fathers are usually significantly older (mostly
aged 30 and above) and frequently in respected positions. Power imbalances make it difficult for
the young girls and women to seek justice or shared responsibility. Societal stigma, fear of being
blamed, and pressure from families often lead to silence. Rarely are these men held accountable,
which perpetuates cycles of abuse and abandonment.

In response to this challenge, the member churches of the United Evangelical Mission (UEM) in
Rwanda — the Anglican Church of Rwanda (EAR) and the Presbyterian Church in Rwanda (EPR) —
have initiated grassroots programs across the country to support and accompany single mothers.

“The support to single mothers in Rwanda is crucial due to the sad prevalence of single-parent
households, often headed by women, and the associated severe challenges of poverty,
discrimination, and lack of access to the basic needs such as food, healthcare, education, clothing,
housing. Very sadly, it is noticed that many of the young girls are victims of the consequences of
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the 1994 genocide against Tutsi”, says the Rev Dr John Wesley Kabango, the head of the UEM Africa

Division.

Church Support Initiatives: UEM Members in Rwanda, EAR and EPR in Action
as supported by UEM, EKiR and EKvW German partnership groups actively
involved in Rwanda.

The initiatives of the churches do not merely aim to empower — they amplify the voices and lived
realities of young mothers. They center their experiences within local church communities and
acknowledge the strength they already possess. By doing so, the churches contribute significantly
to social healing, dignity restoration, community transformation and the proclamation of the gospel
in applying the UEM holistic work.

EAR Kigeme: Reintegration through Community and Skills

At EAR Kigeme Diocese, 198 single mothers are currently participating in programs offering
vocational training in tailoring, hairdressing, and small business development. Claudine
Nyirabakure, one of the participants, shared:

“We didn’t feel alone anymore, our hope came back. Now | can make my hair, buy my own clothes,
and even support my family.”

The diocese also addresses cultural stigma. Previously, young unmarried mothers could neither
baptize their children nor join choirs. Through dialogue with church congregations, attitudes are
beginning to change.

EAR Cyangugu: Expanding Opportunity and Reconciliation

The Gashonga Parish project trained over 141 young women. Some have returned to school,
supported by NGOs and government partnerships. Others have started their own businesses or
reached university. A participant stated:

“We had in our dreams how we could make it to have such a training. After giving birth, we lost
hope. Now we feel valued and included.”

The church further integrates forgiveness and reconciliation principles, with community groups of
survivors and former perpetrators working side by side — illustrating the holistic ministry approach
of EAR.

EPR Rubengera: Access to Technical Education

At the IPESAR Technical Secondary School Rubengera, single mothers enroll in a one-year fashion
design program. In addition to training, the school supports outreach programs to poor families
and integrates social care.

EPR Kigali: Community-Built Initiatives

The Bibungo Parish’s “{Umwana Nkundi= A child is similar to the other” group began in 2019, started
by four teachers. With only four sewing machines and no dedicated space, 15 members come
together weekly for counselling, prayer, skill development, and mutual support.

“I was forced to sleep with someone who gave me a job,” said Angelique Uwimbabazi. “I am blessed
that through trauma healing, | know now | do not need to isolate myself.”

page 2 |3



CPAJ Kigali: Professional Center for Teenage Mothers

The EPR-run CPAJ center in Kicukiro District works with 30 girls and their babies, offering
counselling, vocational training, and reintegration support. Partnering with KOICA and DM, CPAJ
bridges governmental gaps by fostering personal and professional development.

Sustainability, Visibility, and Legal Advocacy

To enhance the impact of these programs, future focus must include increased support from
governmental bodies, improved access to education, and the creation of sustainable micro-
enterprises. Additionally, advocacy for single mothers and the reform or strengthening of laws for
protection and prevention is essential. These church-initiated programs in Rwanda are a proof that
UEM members are leading transformative social change as they act locally and inclusively,
practicing the UEM General Assembly theme as a way of fighting all forms of discrimination in the
society.

Sarah Nephuth for the UEM Africa Department,
May 30", 2025, Wuppertal
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