
In a bold and progressive move, the Minister of Sports, Mukazayire Nelly, recently
expressed her vision to turn sports into a key economic driver for the nation. She
emphasized that “turning sports into a source of income or economic growth is
possible; well, it has been achieved in many other places.” Mukazayire’s statement
holds immense significance, as it highlights the potential that sports have to
contribute not only to the nation’s pride but also to its economic prosperity.

Rwanda, with its rich history of unity, peace, and resilience, has already made
remarkable strides in various sectors. Now, the focus is on sports—an avenue that
has long been underutilized in terms of its commercial potential. By
commercializing sports, the country could unlock new opportunities, not just for
athletes and tourism but for various stakeholders, including local businesses, and
the entertainment industry.

Sports are more than just a pastime. Around the world, nations have transformed
sports into lucrative industries. Countries like the United States, Spain, and Kenya
have demonstrated that sports can generate significant revenue through
sponsorships, broadcasting rights, ticket sales, merchandise, and international
events. For Rwanda, commercializing sports could create jobs, boost tourism, and
enhance its global visibility.

The tourism sector, which is already a pillar of Rwanda’s economy, can greatly
benefit even more from international sports events beyond what the sector already
enjoys. By hosting regional and global competitions like the upcoming 2025 World
Cycling Championship, Rwanda could attract visitors from across the world,
cementing its status as a premier destination for leisure, business, and now, sports.
With Kigali’s modern infrastructure, Rwanda has the capacity to host international
sporting events, bringing significant exposure and investment into the country.

One way Rwanda could capitalize on this is to develop a model that includes
investing more in state-of-the-art sports infrastructure, transportation, as well as
marketing campaigns to raise its global profile. Similarly, the country could identify
key sporting events that align with its strengths, such as cycling or other endurance
sports given the country’s mountainous terrain. This could then lead to strategic
investments to upgrade existing facilities or construct new ones designed to host
these events, including world-class velodromes and training centers.

In parallel, the country could launch targeted marketing and tourism campaigns to
promote Rwanda as an emerging sports tourism hub. This can involve partnering



with international sports federations, travel agencies, and media outlets to
showcase the country’s unique offerings for athletes, fans, and families. This can
drive increased visitor traffic and bolster Rwanda’s standing on the global stage.
Similarly, working closely with federations like the FERWAFA National Premier
League to develop training programs, improve stadiums, and promote the league
regionally could serve as a driver of tourism and investment, just as in neighboring
Tanzania.

Challenges on the Horizon

However, the road to commercializing sports is not without its challenges. While the
economic benefits are clear, the challenge of securing the necessary financial
resources should not be underestimated, as the limited funding available for sports
programs presents a major obstacle to realizing the full commercial potential.

To overcome this, the government will need to explore innovative public-private
partnerships and incentives like tax breaks to encourage private businesses to
invest in sports development.

The other challenge Minister Mukazayire will face, just like her predecessors, is that
of changing the mindset of communities to view sports as a visible economic sector.
For many, sports are viewed as a leisure activity rather than a legitimate business.

One way to address this could be an initiative such as the “Sports for Growth
Initiative” – a collaborative effort between the government, local influencers, and
media outlets aimed at promoting the economic benefits of sports. Such an
initiative can be accompanied by a nationwide campaign showcasing the success
stories of local athletes who have built careers, businesses, or educational
opportunities through sports. These stories could inspire young people to see sports
as a viable path to financial success and national recognition.

The government, in collaboration with media outlets and local influencers, must
spearhead campaigns to promote sports as a sector that can lead to financial
prosperity, job creation, and national pride.

The government’s role in driving the commercialization of sports cannot be
overstated. A clear, supportive policy framework is essential for the long-term
success of this initiative. This includes laws that ensure transparency, protect



athletes, and regulate the commercialization process. Moreover, policymakers must
focus on grassroots programs to identify and nurture talent from an early age,
building a sustainable sports ecosystem that supports both amateur and
professional athletes.

A government initiative, such as the ‘Sports Development Fund’, must be expanded
to provide scholarships, coaching programs, and partnerships with international
sports bodies. Additionally, fostering collaborations with organizations like FIFA and
FIA will provide the expertise necessary to build Rwanda’s sports infrastructure and
business acumen.

While the economic benefits of commercializing sports are undeniable, there is also
a significant social impact to consider. By promoting sports, the Ministry can offer
young people alternatives to risky behaviors and foster a sense of unity. Just as
sports have the power to bring countries together on the global stage, they can
strengthen social cohesion within Rwanda’s diverse communities.

Moreover, commercialized sports will provide a platform for Rwandan athletes to
showcase their talents to the world. The success stories of homegrown athletes
could inspire the next generation, offering them hope and motivation to pursue
their dreams, whether on the football pitch, track, or in another discipline.

Sports commercialization is not a far-fetched dream but a realistic, achievable goal
that could transform the nation economically and socially. While challenges remain,
the government’s focus on this sector is timely, especially as Rwanda seeks to
position itself as a global player in the 21st century.

If done right, sports can become a major driver of economic growth, national unity,
and global recognition. Minister Mukazayire Nelly’s vision for sports could serve as
the catalyst for an exciting new chapter in Rwanda’s development, one where every
Rwandan, from the cyclists, athletes, and swimmers to the fans, benefits from the
commercial opportunities that sports offer. It’s time for Rwanda to embrace the
business of sports—not just as an industry, but as a force for change.


