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Rebuilding Rwanda... (cont'd) 
"There is already a real shortage of low-cost housing in Kigali that is planned and decent," said Teta 
Isibo, a planner in the Kigali City Planning Department, as she walked me through this 
environmentally progressive haven. "This all fits in to the strategy of the master plan."  

Win-win tourism 
When Gaylord Layton got the call from John Dick in 2004, asking if he might be interested in 
investing in Rwanda somehow, he couldn’t have been more skeptical. "I thought Rwanda was a 
poverty-stricken, dangerous place where genocide had taken place," says Layton, a lifelong world 
traveler and president of Tayside Associates LLC. "I didn’t even think it was safe to go there."  

But after meeting with Kagame in Denver and paying a visit to the so-called Land of a Thousand 
Hills, Layton was smitten: verdant hills, the cool blue waters of Lake Kivu, the towering mystical-
looking volcanoes of the Virunga chain, and — of course — the chance to spend the day in the 
bamboo forest tracking the rare mountain gorillas, which number about 700 worldwide. While many 
envisioned a land of bloodshed, Rwanda, he discovered, was actually a hidden gem of a tourist 
destination.  

"I came out of that whole thing and said to myself, ‘What this place is missing is a great safari lodge,’" 
Layton says.  

Not anymore. In January, the doors opened on the Silverback Sabyinyo Lodge, a plush lodge with 
eight adobe-style bungalows seated on a lush hillside in the shadow of the jagged 3,634-meter 
Sabyinyo volcano. Each bungalow has its own fireplace, rose-colored carved-stone bathtub, and 
private veranda looking out over the mist-covered volcanoes. The three hearty meals served daily in 
the glorious main lodge are a welcome departure from the bland fare so typical of the country.  

It’s not cheap: Rooms range from $371 to $644 per person, plus a $50 per night per-person 
community fee. But it is already being lauded by some expatriates as the best hotel in the country. It 
also represents a unique investment strategy that fuels the local economy and protects the gorillas.  

The lodge was built via a unique three-way partnership between Layton, Governor’s Camp (a Kenyan 
safari company), and the African Wildlife Foundation. The three entities pitched in on materials and 
labor, employing up to 650 locals per day at $1 to $2 per day for many months to build it. Then, it 
handed ownership over to a community trust called SACOLA, which represents roughly 6,000 low-
income Rwandese living in nearby Kinigi.  

SACOLA earns money by leasing the lodge back to its creators and also gets every penny of the $50 
per-person, per-night "bednight fee" — which amounts to roughly $150,000 annually for community 
water projects, health and education. Layton, who intends to get his principal investment back but 
hand over his share and any equity to the community trust in five years, hopes to set an example for 
other investors.  

"I was motivated to do the deal for philanthropic reasons, but I also wanted to make sure that we put 
together a model or template so that entrepreneurs could say, ‘This is a good investment,’ and 
maybe they could repeat the experiment," Layton says. "We have these micro-loans for these very 
small businesses, but there is also a need for some kind of a macro/micro loan — loans to start off 
larger businesses in Rwanda."  

Fogler agrees. "There is a small but very dedicated group of people who are very interested in 
investing in Africa. The problem is the lack of investment vehicles," he says. "If you say, ‘I have 
$30,000 to invest or $1 million or $2 million to invest,’ how do you do it?"  

In 2004, Fogler set out to answer that question and established Thousand Hills Venture Fund. So far, 
the fund — made up of roughly 25 investors — has pumped $600,000 into Rwandan business, 
including housing projects, Internet cafes and other technology-driven chains, and has the capacity to 
invest $2 million. Another investment vehicle he’s involved with has the capacity to invest much more, 
he says. And, it is hoped, reap an ample profit.  

Initially, Fogler too says he was driven to investigate Rwanda by a twinge of "post-genocide guilt." 
The Western world did nothing to help during the genocide, so we must do something now, the 
thinking goes.  

But now, having given up his job as an attorney and made at least 20 trips to this exotic foreign land, 
Fogler is beginning to realize that his efforts, and those of others like him, may be about much more 
than guilt, or money.  
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"Rwanda is not just about Rwanda," Fogler says. "It is a small, poor country with almost everything 
going against it. A lot of people look at Rwanda and say, ‘If Rwanda can become a leading example 
in Africa after all that it has been through, then to some extent, there is hope for every other country.’" 

Lisa Marshall is a Colorado freelance writer who spent two weeks in Rwanda this February. She can 
be reached at mlisamars@aol.comm.  
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