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2020 has been an unusual year with great chal-
lenges for everyone both at a personal and 
professional level. When, on 12 March, the federal 
government decided to close all cultural activ-
ities, the hotel, restaurant and catering sector, 
and museums from 14 March onwards, and when 
the country went into its first lockdown four days 
later, it was not only the museum that shut its 
doors, but also all the other buildings engaged in 
scientific activities. As a result, all operations had 
to undergo root and branch adjustment. How-
ever, even though the museum has been closed 
for the greater part of the year, the institution 
itself has never gone into lockdown; thanks to 
the installation of new software, operations and 
communications have never come to a standstill 
and the institution has continued to keep function-
ing well throughout both lockdowns. Everyone 
has learned how to work differently, from home 
and using digital tools, making it also possible to 
devote more time to family life given that chil-
dren were at home much more too. In view of the 
positive experiences from this, many of these new 
approaches to work will be retained.

During its period of closure, the museum was 
teeming with activity behind the scenes. Activities 
initially intended to be carried on in situ were 
transformed — successfully — into digital ones that 
attracted great interest. At the same time, work 
continued apace on preparations for the first tem-
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4 · INTRODUCTION

During its period of closure, the museum 
was teeming with activity behind the 
scenes. Activities initially intended to be 
carried on in situ were transformed  
—  successfully — into digital ones that 
attracted great interest. 

porary exhibition at the renovated museum and 
further work was completed on the permanent 
exhibition as well, including the redesign of the 
grand rotunda. This makeover was done within 
the framework of the museum’s on-going process 
of decolonization. In part because of the emerg-
ing Black Lives Matter movement, as well as issues 
surrounding colonial era statuary and anti-racism 
campaigns, this theme was more important than 
ever. 

The museum invited the Congolese artist Freddy 
Tsimba to enter into dialogue with the museum 
collections for his first temporary exhibition 
Mabele eleki lola ! The earth, brighter than para-
dise. The curator of the exhibition was the writer 
In Koli Jean Bofane with scientific input from Henri 
Bundjoko, director of the National Museum of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo in Kinshasa. As 
anticipated, the exhibition opened its doors on  
28 October 2020, albeit with an alternative, 
entirely corona-proof preview and press con-
ference. The exhibition met with an enthusiastic 
response from press and public alike. That same 
evening, the museum was compelled to close 
its doors once again owing to the coronavirus 
situation. As a result of the pandemic, it was not 
possible either to organize any group activities 
in the permanent or temporary exhibition. Our 
school activities came to a standstill as well.

The pandemic also necessitated adjustments to 
be made to our scientific activities. Missions, field 

work and congresses were either cancelled or 
replaced by video conferences. Residential study 
programmes for African scholars at our institution 
were postponed, and for those who were already 
in Tervuren before the outbreak the situation 
meant delaying their return owing to the shutting 
down of air traffic. A week-long video conference 
was organized with the Rwanda Cultural Heritage 
Academy in order to discuss the renovation of the 
National Museums of Rwanda and, in particular, 
that of the Ethnographic Museum in Huye. Inter-
national experts also took part in this. Moreover, 
online training programmes were organized for 
Rwandan scholars with reference to collections 
management. 
Despite these challenges, the scientific services 
exercised great flexibility to maintain an extremely 
high level of productivity. In fact, in spite of 
everything, 2020 was a year of exceptional high-
lights. A leading article in the prestigious journal 
Nature by scientists from the University of Leeds 
and our Wood Biology service provided the first 
broad-based evidence that the feared shift in 
tropical forests from carbon sink to carbon source 
has already begun. This research is having a direct 
impact on global climate models and, conse-
quently, met with unprecedented reverberations 
in the international press. Another study, likewise 
in Nature, and in which an RMCA archaeologist 
participated, shed new light on the history of 
human habitation in Africa through the analysis of 
8,000 and 3,000-year-old DNA. An entomologist 
and a geologist were ranked by Stanford Univer-
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sity among the 2% most cited scientists in the world. 
Outstanding results such as these show how the 
RMCA is performing top-level research in a diverse 
range of fields while successfully perpetuating its 
reputation.

On the basis of that expertise, we also see as one of 
our most important tasks the creation of the research-
ers of tomorrow, particularly in our partner countries 
in Africa. In 2020 our scientists supervised as many as 
72 doctoral students, 61% of whom came from twelve 
different countries in Africa. Many of them submit-
ted their research projects on a second PhD Day in 
November.

Great progress was also made in 2020 in terms of 
digitization. Substantial investments made in previous 
years are bearing fruit with regard to accessing the 
collections online. Through the setting up of a digi-
tization steering group I am hoping that our digitiza-
tion programme will enjoy still more efficiency gains.

New external research funding was obtained over 
the past year. The new projects include topical 
and important themes such as human remains and 
restitution. Sustainable development is at the core of 
projects concerning biodiversity, fruit fly pest control, 
natural risks and infectious diseases in Africa. To that 
end it is crucial to work in close collaboration with 

African partner institutions, such as the extended 
partnership with the Rwanda Petroleum and 
Gas Board in terms of strengthening geological 
research in Rwanda. Thanks to the launch of these 
new projects and the start of the first of our FED-
tWIN mandates, out of a total of eight, we see 
promising prospects for the RMCA over the next 
few years as a reference centre for research in 
relation to Central Africa.

First and foremost, I would like to extend my 
heartfelt thanks to the entire personnel. Everyone 
has made an extraordinary effort to take a com-
pletely new approach, and in quick measure, to 
the organization of our whole operation. Above 
all, it is thanks to their great input and inventive-
ness that our institution has been able to continue 
to function well despite everything. 
Furthermore, I should also like to thank our struc-
tural and institutional partners: Federal Science 
Policy, the Directorate General for Development 
Cooperation, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
National Lottery, the Federal Buildings Administra-
tion and our other sponsors.
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2020 started out auspiciously, including in the 
programme of activities the opening of the new 
workshops for schools and the first temporary 
exhibition since the museum’s reopening at the 
end of 2018. Nobody could have foreseen that 
the museum would be closed to the public for 
a great part of the year or that, as a result, an 
entirely new digital platform would be developed.

AfricaSunday

The year began with an appealing range of activ-
ities for the public. On Sundays we organized the 
AfricaSundays: free activities by African artists in 
the museum’s galleries.
On Sunday 19 January the museum was taken 
over by the fifth iteration of Congolisation (Festival 
Afro-Diaspo-Arts Made in Belgium) which took 
‘Links and Roots’ as its theme. Congolisation 
focuses its attention on the Congolese and the 
African diaspora, raising questions about how 
and why the African diaspora occurred and about 
people of African origin. Do they stay connected 
to their country and culture of origin? The festival 
sees itself as a space in which to meet up and 
enter into dialogue. At the AfricaMuseum the hip-
hop dance of The Revolutionary took over the per-
manent exhibition space. It became an impressive 
meeting point between the present and the past 
and between stasis and movement.
The festival was held from 16 to 18 January 2020 
at the Royal Flemish Theatre (KVS) and on  
19 January 2020 at AfricaMuseum. The project’s 

initiator was Pitcho Womba Konga, a Belgian 
actor, Congolese-born rapper, and co-founder  
of Skinfama.

The last AfricaSunday of the year went ahead  
on 1 March with a live performance by the kora 
player Mamadou Dramé. Following this, the  
programme of events was brought to a halt out  
of necessity.

Redesign of the Grand Rotunda

The first press conference of the year was sched-
uled for 27 February when the redesigned Grand 
Rotunda was presented to the press. Opposite 
his monumental work New Breath or Burgeoning 
Congo, the Congolese artist Aimé Mpane installed 
a second sculpture: the skull of the murdered 

On Sunday 19 January the museum was taken over by the fifth 
iteration of Congolisation (Festival Afro-Diaspo-Arts Made in 
Belgium) which took ‘Links and Roots’ as its theme.

Nobody could have foreseen that the museum 
would be closed to the public for a great part of 
the year or that, as a result, an entirely new digital 
platform would be developed.  
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leader Lusinga. Subsequently, he invited the 
Belgian artist Jean Pierre Müller to go even further 
in confronting the rotunda’s sculptural heritage, 
as well as the weight of history that it embodies. 
Their project RE/STORE consists of sixteen translu-
cent fabric veils onto which contemporary images 
have been printed. These were then suspended at 
a short distance from the pre-existing sculptures. 
The overlap of the images creates a visual and 
semantic shock. Consequently, a new interpreta-
tion of a difficult legacy is made possible and its 
historic and ideological content is challenged. 

12 March 2020:  
the first lockdown 

Shortly afterwards, on 12 March, the federal gov-
ernment decided on the mandatory closure from 
14 March of all cultural activities, hotels, restau-
rants, catering and museums within the context of 
the coronavirus pandemic. 
During the period of closure, the museum was 
teeming with activity behind the scenes. Work 

continued apace on preparations for the first 
temporary exhibition at the renovated museum. 
Meanwhile, further work was completed on the 
permanent exhibition space and a start was made 
on bringing about an audio tour for the blind and 
partially sighted. This tour will be offered to the 
public from the beginning of 2021 onwards. In 
order to continue to appeal to the general public 
even during closure we developed a virtual tour 
through the permanent collection on our website. 
Activities initially intended to be carried on in situ 
were transformed – successfully – into digital ones. 

Online programme

The first major online event, the film première  
of Stop Filming Us (Doxy Films in co-production 
with EODOCS) went ahead on 30 April, precisely 
110 years after the official opening of the museum 
building in 1910, followed by a webinar debate. 
1,164 people expressed their interest by partici-
pating in this event. 
This first successful webinar was followed on  

Artists Aimé Mpane and Jean Pierre Müller next to their art works 
in the Grand Rotunda.

A virtual tour through the permanent collection was developed 
during the lockdown. 

MuseumTalks lectures allow a broad cross- 
section of the public to learn about the museum 
behind the scenes and to find out more about 
the work of scientists and collaborative work with 
African artists.
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22 May 2020 by the documentary Last Male on 
Earth (Doxy Films), after which there was a debate 
on matters raised by the film (the militarization of 
conservation, African animal species under threat 
and the causes, and the Western perspective/
presence in African conservation projects) with a 
panel of international/African experts.
The success of the online film showings inspired 
us to offer other aspects of our programming 
online, such as an online tour and the existing 
format of the MuseumTalks in an online version. 
MuseumTalks lectures allow a broad cross-section 
of the public to learn about the museum behind 
the scenes and to find out more about the work 
of scientists and collaborative work with African 
artists. 
Ten MuseumTalks in 2020 gave the floor to 
researchers from both the museum and beyond 
it, screened documentaries and their discussion 
by an international panel of experts, and enabled 
artists and curators to provide explanations con-
cerning the exhibition Mabele Eleki Lola ! or their 
residency at the museum. Lectures responded 
to topical issues in a MuseumTalk organized to 
celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of the independ-
ence of the DRC or on the International Day for 
Biological Diversity. 
Six MuseumTalks were organized in the form of an 
online webinar. These webinars attracted a total 
of 1,591 live (online) viewers. Just as in the case 
of the MuseumTalks at the museum, the webinar 
recordings can be viewed again after they have 
finished. All the recordings taken as a whole were 
viewed a further 3,157 times in 2020.

Sixtieth anniversary of the  
independence of the Congo

On 30 June, we commemorated the sixtieth anni-

versary of the independence of the Congo not 
only with an online seminar by Jean Omasombo 
– on the events during the last 24 months prior to 
the declaration of independence – but also with a 
number of special publications on the independ-
ence and postcolonial period of the Congo. The 
2010 exhibition Indépendance! Congolese Stories 
was also placed online. 

 https://independance.africamuseum.be/en/
home

Successful reopening in May 2020

Although the precise duration of the closure was 
unknown at the time of lockdown, the museum 
quickly seized the initiative in setting up a Corona- 
virus Advisory Board headed by a Coronavirus 
Manager to prepare for the reopening so that the 
museum would be ready when the government 
gave the green light to reopen the doors to the 
public on 19 May, albeit under strict conditions 
and subject to safety measures. In the first two 
weeks after reopening, the museum received 
some 4,000 visitors. They expressed their satisfac-
tion concerning the quality of their welcome and 
the precautionary measures put in place by the 
museum in order to ensure their visit was a safe 
one. Sadly, we were unable to offer workshops for 
schools or events for larger groups of people.
Alongside the museum, the AfricaShop also 
opened its doors to the public once again.  
Bistro Tembo remained closed for the rest of  
the year.

Jean Omasombo Tshonda during his MuseumTalk ‘La Décoloni-
sation du Congo belge’, which was watched live and subsequent-
ly viewed as many as 1,400 times in total.

Visitors finding their way back to the museum after the lockdown. 
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First temporary exhibition

MABELE ELEKI LOLA ! The earth, brighter than 
paradise
29 October 2020–21 February 2021 (extended 
until 15 August 2021)
The exhibition Mabele eleki lola ! The earth, 
brighter than paradise, opened its doors as  
anticipated on 29 October 2020, albeit with an 
alternative, entirely corona-proof preview and 
press conference.

This exhibition has the Congolese artist Freddy 
Tsimba entering into dialogue with the museum 
collections. The exhibition curator is the writer 
In Koli Jean Bofane, with scientific input coming 
from Henri Bundjoko, the director of the National 
Museum of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(Kinshasa). According to the artist, the title of the 
exhibition refers both to the need to live above 
all in the here and now, as well as to the resilience 
demonstrated by the Congolese on a daily basis. 
This exhibition ties in with efforts for greater 
openness and museum collections that are more 
accessible. Congolese artists have been working 
in residence at the AfricaMuseum for some years 

now. Through this exhibition Freddy Tsimba and 
Jean Bofane are unlocking a part of this Central 
African legacy in dialogue with contemporary 
creations. This exhibition was brought about in 
collaboration with Africalia, Wallonie-Bruxelles 
International and the National Lottery.

In Koli Jean Bofane and Freddy Tsimba.

 J
. V

an
 d

e 
Vo

o
rd

e 
©

 R
M

C
A

MUSEUM LIFE · 11



Heads with dreadlocks made 
from chains form part of a 
series of some ten heads. To 
create the series the artist has 
molten down ammunition 
cartridge cases and salvaged 
materials. 

Immediately on entering the 
exhibition, this work can be 
seen beside a dipola mask 
(Salampasu culture) from the 
museum’s collection. This 
mask is clad in copper plates. 
It belongs to the secret associ-
ation Ngongo Munyenge. 

The spectre of religion is a strong presence. After all, it can have a paralyzing effect on personal strength to a signif-
icant degree. According to religion, paradise is the ultimate goal and people must forget the earth. Freddy Tsimba 
puts this hypothesis into question. 
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In 2011 a revival church (Église du Réveil in French) relocated next to Freddy Tsimba’s studio in the Matonge district of Kinshasa. The air was soon 
filled with the sound of sermons, making it impossible to work in peace. Tsimba, irritated by the persistent noise, created a work which he subse-
quently installed on his plot of land. The sculpture of a woman skewered by a cross, visible to all, succeeded in sending a revival church packing, 
along with its accompanying riot of adjurations. Paradise is not elsewhere, but here. Shocked at the sight of the installation, the church moved 
premises at once. This art work was the first in a series of nine women, all of them seated, with crosses piercing their bodies.
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Strength emanates from the women’s backs, made from chains.  
Freddy Tsimba believes unconditionally in the exceptional power vested in women. 

Femme-ciseaux (Scissors 
Woman) (2017) is made from 
scissors once used in hospi-
tals. Since the beginning of 
the 21st century in the DRC, 
women’s bellies have been 
sacrificed in the quest for 
strategic minerals, thus  
paving the way for the mining 
of materials through systemat-
ic violation and mutilation.

The component of war is in-
herent in the artist’s work. This 
‘Machete house’ was made 
in Kinshasa and installed one 
evening at the Marché de la 
Liberté, the second largest 
market in the city. By morning, 
it had already become news 
throughout the city. The aim 
of this work was to draw 
attention to massacres during 
the wars in Central Africa. 
Freddy Tsimba does not shy 
away from paradoxes; the 
machete is first and foremost 
a household implement, 
while a house is symbolic of 
hope and the upbringing of 
children.
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How to represent Kinshasa, the capital of the DRC swirling with life and the centre of power? A failing force, as can be seen in this car being pushed by 
the people. The car has no engine; it is the people who push it forwards. For Freddy Tsimba this vehicle is symbolic of the DRC; the country no longer has 
any engine. 

Encore un effort… (Give it another shot…) (2011) is made from scrap materials, recycled forks, spoons and iron. 

The keys to what paradise?

A participatory project also forms part of this exhibition. The question posed is: ‘what 
form does paradise take when you are holding its keys in your hands?’ Visitors can 
take a scrap key and attach a label bearing a message. In this way each visitor can 
participate in an artistic installation that reflects the work of the artist Freddy Tsimba.

J.
 V

an
 d

e 
Vo

o
rd

e 
©

 R
M

C
A

B
. V

er
b

er
g

t ©
 R

M
C

A

THIS EXHIBITION WAS MADE POSSIBLE IN PART THANKS TO THE SUPPORT OF 
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It quickly becomes apparent that Freddy is an artist with an extremely 
open mind, bursting with creativity, enthusiasm, and an honest, critical 
attitude. His art works are truly the embodiment of his vision of the 
world, the earth, paradise and the people who live there. You need to 
be passionate about making works of art such as these, because anyone 
who spends days, nights and months welding together hundreds of keys 
or spoons … well, need one say more? To do this requires an intense 
degree of craftsmanship and patience. While mounting the exhibition, 
I had the honour to help Freddy make repairs to a sculpture composed 
of keys. An arm had fallen off while it was being transported. It soon 
became clear to me that this was not the sort of repair work that could 
be completed in a day or so. Not at all. This work is by an artist whose 
approach to his craft is utterly meticulous; time diminishes and the focus 
is directed on making and creating. When you are involved with some-
thing like this a morning passes like an hour and there is no room left in 
your mind for other concerns. This is something that Freddy and I also 
chatted about. There was plenty of time for us to philosophize together 
while restoring the arm.

Freddy had a container full of keys that he welded to the sculpture, one 
by one. Precisely why he chose the types of key that he did from his 
stockpile was a mystery to me; however, slowly but surely, the sculpture’s 
arm became ever firmer as he attached more and more keys to it with 
his silver solder. I was just starting to think that the arm surely had to be 
strong enough when he began to turn the object this way and that to 
see whether it really was completely sound and stable. His perfectionism 
and tenacity were astonishing… inspirational! In the end the restoration 
took several days and what I learned from it is that, fortunately, the rules 
for art are not set in stone; in fact, it is a continuous process of change in 
which art is a truly living thing, and as a museum visitor/employee some-
times you have to take a little more time to consider how a work of art 
was brought into being and what lies behind it ... to consider what is the 
soul of the piece. That way you get a better sense of the work. Thanks 
Freddy for an enjoyable and instructive experience!

Stef Keyaerts, staff member, Archives and Collection Management – Conservation Lab
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Summer programme

The concept of the ‘standing guide’ was introduced during the summer holidays. Every 
Sunday afternoon during the summer holiday period a guide would give explanations 
about the sculptures in the grand rotunda in Dutch, French and English. Sadly, owing to 
tightened coronavirus measures, we had to call to a sudden halt the other initiatives that 
were launched at the start of the summer holiday season; these included the guided tour 
for individual visitors, AfricaSundays, MuseumWalks (short, free and themed tours for fam-
ilies and their children) and the Music Workshop Family Edition (short, free Muziki work-
shops for families with children aged 6 and above).

28 October 2020, second lockdown –  
1 December 2020, reopening of the museum

In mid-October, measures to combat coronavirus were tightened again and on 29 Octo-
ber, the day after the preview and press conference for Mabele eleki lola !, we had to close 
our doors once more for a second lockdown lasting until the end of November. Artists 
and all lenders were contacted immediately with a view to extending the exhibition until 
15 August 2021. Yet again we switched over to wholly digital activities until the museum 
was able to open its doors once more on 1 December. For the AfricaMuseum this meant 
a third reopening in the space of barely two years! All previous measures to ensure safety 
when visiting the museum (mandatory face masks, social distancing, hand hygiene, fixed 
one-way walking routes, advance reservations, etc.) remained in force, and visitors could 
also visit the exhibition in person one month after the official opening. Both the press and 
our visitors were enthusiastic about Mabele eleki lola! The earth, brighter than paradise. 
During the Christmas holidays ‘standing guides’ throughout the exhibition were in place to 
provide visitors with more information. During that period in excess of a thousand visitors 
came to the museum each day.

Financial impact

Although healthy visitor figures over the Christmas period meant that the museum was still 
able to end the year with a total of approximately 100,000 visitors (as opposed to 360,000 
in 2019), the museum’s closure did result in a considerable loss of revenue.  
Reduced income from ticket sales, concessions and cancelled events amounted to almost  
€1.5 million. 

Debating forum

Although the museum was closed for a great part of the year, operations did keep going in 
many areas and the museum continued to be an omnipresent feature in the press as well. 
For example, there was unprecedented media interest in 2020 concerning the conse-
quences of the Black Lives Matter movement and the colonial past. The bust of Leopold 
II in the park was doused with red paint – not for the first time. This bust is part of a sculp-
tural group that in 1998 was placed in the park right next to the museum by the Federal 
Buildings Administration on the initiative of Tervuren’s local history society. Once again, 
this incident underscored the necessity for more openness and debate about the colonial 
past. A special parliamentary inquiry committee on the colonial past was founded to bring 
greater clarity on Belgium’s role and responsibility in that regard. The museum was closely 
involved in the functional description and choice of experts for this parliamentary commit-
tee, which also visited the museum to familiarize itself with its activities. The report by these 
experts is expected to be published early in 2021. The parliamentary committee will then 
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organize hearings on a number of topics, after which recommendations will be formulated 
for the federal parliament’s consideration.
Within the same context, there was also a lot of interest concerning the issue of restituting 
cultural heritage. With that in mind, priority was given to investigating provenance, which 
requires thoroughly researching the way in which objects were acquired. We launched a 
‘Controversial Origins’ tour route through the permanent exhibition aimed at providing a 
nuanced view of the complex issues surrounding acquisition, conservation, appropriation, 
accessibility and restitution. This route is in no way either fully comprehensive or definitive 
and it will be supplemented continually with results from the provenance investigations. 
In addition, over the past year the RMCA has developed a restitution policy which was 
published on our website and has initiated a ‘Scientist-in-Residence’ programme in which 
African scientists can conduct research into the provenance of collection items. Unfortu-
nately, owing to the coronavirus pandemic, the residencies for artists, journalists and now 
scientists had to be postponed until 2021.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/about_us/restitution

Partnership with the Institute of  
National Museums of Rwanda (INMR)

The RMCA was asked by the INMR to provide guidance and to work together in part-
nership with regard to the renovation of its museums, the most important of which was 
founded in 1987 in Huye (formerly Butare) with great scientific and logistical support from 
the RMCA and with funding from Belgian Development Cooperation (DGD). April 2020 
saw the setting up of a workshop in which a number of RMCA personnel participated.  
As a result of the coronavirus situation, that conference was unable to go ahead in Huye as 
planned. Instead, it was replaced with a digital conference in November 2020. This digital 
conference lasted a week and a number of foreign experts took part in it, as did personnel 
from several of the departmental services both at the RMCA and at the National Museums.
These positive experiences using digital communications will continue to influence the way 
that the AfricaMuseum and African partner countries work together in the future.

The bust of Leopold II in the park was doused with red paint – not for the first time.
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The Royal Museum for Central Africa is a research institute with internationally- 
recognised expertise. More than 75 scientists and around 120 African PhD students  
and trainees conduct research into past and present societies, biodiversity,  
and geology of Africa. They rely on the museum’s unique collections, fieldwork,  
and collaborative networks with international, and in particular African, institutions.  
The RMCA is active in more than 20 African countries and emphasises the exchange  
of knowledge with its African partners, as well as capacity-building. Contributing to  
the sustainable development of Africa is a priority in the research programmes,  
with a significant environmental, social and economic impact.

The RMCA has three research departments >>

The RMCA as a scientific institute: 
research into the societies,  
biodiversity, and geology of Africa
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  focus   Mineral resources, geodynamics, surface environments  
and natural hazards in Central Africa.

The scientists in the Earth Sciences department study the geology, geodynamic processes, 
and natural (mineral) resources in Central Africa with a view to sustainable management 
and the impact of extraction on human societies. They study volcanoes, seismic events, 
and landslides for the effective management of these natural hazards. By determining 
the evolution of soils in Africa, they evaluate the impact of global changes on the natural 
environment of the continent.

A selection of the most important research activities from 2020 is highlighted.

2. BIOLOGY

1.  CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY  
& HISTORY

3. EARTH SCIENCES

 focus   Societies of the past, the colonial past, political systems, cultural expressions, 
languages and music of peoples in or from Africa.

The Cultural Anthropology and History department covers various disciplines dedicated 
to African societies of today and the past, in particular how they functioned and what they 
achieved. The researchers study languages, deep history and archaeology, the (post)colo-
nial past, political systems, cultural expressions, and music of population groups in or from 
Africa. The fieldwork is done in Africa, but also among the African diaspora. 

  focus   Biodiversity of animal species and sustainable management  
of the tropical rainforests in Africa.

The Biology department enhances the knowledge of the biodiversity of animal groups in 
Africa. The biologists study the taxonomy and phylogeny of different groups of vertebrates 
and invertebrates. The wood biologists unravel the structure and function of wood, as well 
as the role of trees and fauna in African ecosystems, and contribute to the sustainable  
management of the tropical rainforests in Africa. The fieldwork goes hand in hand with  
the study of the vast and unique collection. 
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Carbon fixation by tropical forests has started to undergo an alarming 
downward trend. 
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Have we driven the lungs of the planet to 
their limit?

Intact tropical forests slow down climate change by remov-
ing carbon from the atmosphere and storing it in trees. Most 
globally applied climate models predict that this carbon sink 
will continue to work at full capacity for some decades to come. 
However, carbon fixation by tropical forests has already started 
to undergo an alarming downward trend. The first broad-based 
evidence for this comes from a study into three decades of 
tree growth and mortality in respect of 300,000 trees in 565 
undisturbed tropical forests in Africa and the Amazon. The 
feared transition from carbon sink to carbon source has already 
begun. These ground-breaking insights were published in the 
renowned journal Nature by an international team of scientists 
led by the University of Leeds and the RMCA.
Carbon fixation peaked in the 1990s. By 2010 that capacity had 
been cut on average by a third. This process is largely driven 
by increasing tree mortality. Additional CO2 in the atmosphere 
stimulates the growth of trees, but this effect is being increas-
ingly counteracted by the negative effects of higher tempera-
tures and drought. These factors slow down tree growth and 
lead to death, after which the stored carbon is released back 
into the atmosphere again.
Using statistical models, the researchers predict a protracted 
deterioration of Africa’s carbon sinks in the future. The carbon 
sink of the Amazon is set to become a carbon source by around 
2035. This is decades sooner than that assumed by even the 
most pessimistic climate models.
Tropical forests still remain crucial and vast reservoirs of carbon. 
However, this study by nearly one hundred scientific institutions 
demonstrates that it is only a matter of time before they start 
accelerating climate change as a carbon source rather than 
delaying it: alarming results suggesting that CO2 emissions 
must be reduced to zero even faster than envisaged.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/discover/news/
tropical_forests_carbon_sink

WOOD BIOLOGY
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8,000 and 3,000-year-old DNA 
shedding new light on the history 
of human habitation in Africa

A study published in the scientific journal Nature  
is providing greater insight into the diversity of 
our ancestors in sub-Saharan Africa in terms of 
their distribution and differentiation. For exam-
ple, there are at least four modern human lines 
of descent that diversified around 250,000 to 
200,000 years ago and can be detected in mod-
ern humans. This supports archaeological data 
indicating the importance of this period in the 
evolution of human beings in Africa.
A key element in the study is the archaeological 
site of Shum Laka in north-western Cameroon. It 
is from here that Bantu speakers are thought to 
have begun spreading out across the whole sub-
continent more than 3,000 years ago. However, 
their region of origin had remained a blind spot 
on the archaeological map. Archaeologists from 
the Université libre de Bruxelles, the RMCA and 
the University of Yaoundé carried out a series of 
excavations at this site. Between 1991 and 1994 
excavations revealed the oldest extant human 
remains from two burial phases dating back to 
approximately 8,000 and 3,000 years ago.
However, owing to the passage of time it had 
become difficult to unravel the poorly preserved 
DNA from these skeletons, which would have 
helped us understand the present-day popula-
tion groups that could claim descent from these 
people, as well as the link between the burial 
phases. After various attempts, a team from 
Harvard University succeeded in reconstructing 
the full genome – an organism’s complete genetic 
composition – from four skeletons, having taken 
two from each burial phase.
Despite the 5,000-year time difference, these 
genomes appear to bear very close resemblances 
to one another. This indicates remarkable continu-
ity in terms of habitation in the region. Moreover, 
one of the 8000-year-old skeletons had a particu-
larly rare A00 haplotype on its Y-chromosome, 
which nowadays occurs exclusively in that part of 
Africa. It is the first time that this haplotype has 
been found in ancient DNA. Still more surprisingly, 
when comparing different populations in sub-Sa-
haran Africa it emerged that the four genomes 
were far more closely aligned to those of Central 
African hunter-gatherers than to those of Bantu 
agricultural populations.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/
discover/news/shum_laka

HERITAGE STUDIES

Aerial photograph of excavations at the archaeological site of Shum Laka in 
north-western Cameroon.
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Research on karst as a major contribution to 
sustainable development

Central Africa has carbonate deposits (limestone, dolomites) 
that provide mineral resources needed in construction (gravel, 
cement) and also serve as major water reservoirs (aquifers). 
These formations can be dissolved, leading to the development 
of typical karst phenomena such as caves and sinkholes. Local 
inhabitants and authorities, and even Congolese geologists, 
have a poor understanding of these largely underground phe-
nomena. But in urban areas, karst phenomena can be behind 
geological collapses that affect human lives and infrastructure, 
as seen in the city of Mbujimayi (DRC).
To address this issue, geologists from DRC and the Republic 
of Congo are awarded grants to specialize in the study of karst 
formations, as part of the RMCA framework agreement with 
Belgian Development Cooperation (DGD): ‘Georesources for 
sustainable development’. For their research, conducted with 
RMCA geologists, they investigate karst in the cross-border cal-
careous area between Kongo-Central (DRC) and Niari (Republic 
of Congo).
Scientific understanding of karst is essential for both geo-
logical and societal reasons. In addition to being a mineral 
resource and water reservoir, karst is also a reserve for endemic 
cave-dwelling animals, a favoured location for archaeological 
and ethnographic surveys, and a potential source of tourism 
revenue thanks to spectacular caves. It is also a fragile, risk-
laden environment because of the potential for collapses and 
cave-ins, and the great vulnerability of its waters to pollution. A 
better grasp of this highly particular milieu would allow Con-
golese scientists to be more accurate in identifying risk zones, 
areas of scientific, societal and touristic interest that should be 
preserved, and sites that can be used as sources of raw materi-
als. They can then provide authorities with proper guidance for 
better management of this rich and fragile environment.

GEODYNAMICS AND MINERAL RESOURCES
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Large sunken area in Mbujimayi where karst lies beneath a sand-
stone layer. The path originally lay flat at the top level of the stairs, 
which were built after the ground collapsed. 

Spectacular column and draperies in the Ndimba-Dimba cave, 
Kongo-Central
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30 years of FishBase: a global source of 
information for fish biology, fisheries, and 
conservation

In 2020 FishBase celebrated its thirtieth anniversary. FishBase 
is the largest and most successful online fish database in the 
world, containing a vast amount of digitized information on 
more than 34,400 known fish species (including their taxonomy, 
morphology, ecology, distribution, population dynamics, etc.) 
and various practical tools. Illustrated with more than 60,300 
images, and listing 326,800 vernacular names of fishes in 350 
languages, FishBase is the global working tool of choice for 
ichthyological research and for fisheries, aquaculture, and bio-
diversity management. The statistics speak volumes. More than 
300,000 unique visitors consult the database some 700,000 
times a month, downloading around 1.3 terabytes of data. 
FishBase was cited in more than 2,260 publications, including 
dozens of entries in Science and Nature, the most prestigious 
scientific journals.

VERTEBRATES

The RMCA’s strong contribution makes the continent of Africa one of the best 
covered regions in FishBase.

As a co-founder of the international FishBase 
consortium, the RMCA is responsible for the data 
concerning the approximately 3,500 species of 
African freshwater and brackish water fishes. In 
order to provide scientists and decision-makers 
with the best possible digitized scientific informa-
tion available, a team of RMCA ichthyologists is 
responsible for continually updating the data. The 
RMCA’s strong contribution makes the continent 
of Africa one of the best covered regions in Fish-
Base.
Given that the RMCA is a centre of expertise 
for African ichthyology, education is its second 
important objective. 80 scientists from 21 coun-
tries have now received training since the incep-
tion in 2005 of a three-month comprehensive 
training course on fish taxonomy and the use of 
FishBase that is offered annually to five African sci-
entists. Former trainees can now be found occu-
pying important positions in scientific institutions 
and universities in Africa. Local training sessions 
and FishBase symposiums are also organized at 
the five-yearly conference of the Pan-African Fish 
and Fisheries Association (PAFFA). FishBase for 
Africa activities are financed by Belgian Develop-
ment Cooperation (DGD).

 www.fishbase.org
http://www.fishbaseforafrica.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yi9nJV1RYfE
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New satellite sensors to gain more insight 
into the dynamics of persistent lava lakes

The project VeRSUS aims at exploring and developing the 
capacity of new satellite sensors to provide complementary 
quantitative information on the dynamics of persistent lava 
lakes. Persistent lava lakes are scarce phenomena that can be 
seen as magmatic chambers at ground surface. Studying them 
helps to understand the effect of pressure changes in volcanic 
systems and eventually, detect upcoming hazardous flank 
eruptions. To perform this research, three volcanoes in two 
distinct volcanic regions were selected: Kilauea (Hawaii, USA), 
Nyiragongo and Nyamulagira (Virunga Volcanic Province, DRC) 
volcanoes.
One of the key aspects of VeRSUS is the use of all the oper-
ational European ‘Sentinel’ constellations (ESA Copernicus 
Program), i.e., Sentinel-1 (radar), -2 (optical), -3 (thermal) and -5 
Precursor (gas measurements). By using the sensors of all these 
satellites, it is possible to combine time-series of measurements 
of ground deformation, lava lake level, hotspot and volcanic 
heat, and gas (SO2) emissions. Together with field monitoring 
data, these satellite measurements provide additional insights 
into the on-going eruptive activity and help interpret the mag-
matic processes controlling it.
In VeRSUS, RMCA researchers are active in radar remote sens-
ing for the measurement of lava lake level changes, in photo-

NATURAL HAZARDS AND CARTOGRAPHY

grammetry for the measurement of topographic 
changes (e.g., crater collapses, lava accumulation), 
and in thermal remote sensing for the detection 
of hotspot and the measurement of the volcanic 
radiative power coming from the persistent erup-
tive activity.
VeRSUS is an ‘Exploration Project’ funded by 
BELSPO under the STEREO-III Programme. It is 
coordinated by the RMCA, in collaboration with 
the Royal Belgian Institute for Space Aeronomy 
(BIRA-IASB), the European Center for Geodynam-
ics and Seismology (ECGS, Luxembourg) and the 
U.S. Geological Survey (USGS, USA). The project 
started in July 2019 and will run until July 2022.

 http://resist.africamuseum.be/VeRSUS 

Hotspot detection over Kilauea volcano (Hawaii) during the birth of a new lava lake, on 23rd December 2020. On the left, hotspots detected using a 
Sentinel-3 SLSTR image (spatial resolution: 1 km). On the right, identification of the detected hotspot using a Sentinel-2 image (spatial resolution: 20 m).
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Politics, peace-building and digital  
restitution in north-eastern Congo

In the north-eastern Congo, a region stricken by a succes-
sion of violent conflicts, old political traditions are becoming 
increasingly important. In local government there has been a 
resurgence of customary law. This exercise of power is of a type 
dating back in part to precolonial traditions, and one that has 
continued to exist during the colonial and postcolonial period 
as well. This revival goes hand in hand with a growing interest 
in the past and its material dimension. Examples of this include 
the objects that illustrated the status of traditional leaders, such 
as headdresses, ceremonial knives or musical instruments. 
Owing to the colonial craze for collections and political upheav-
als, these (and other) ritual objects disappeared from the com-
munities. Many of these tangible testimonials ended up in the 
museum in the colonial period.

With regard to the Afrisurge research project, financed by the 
Belgian Federal Science Policy Office (BELSPO), the RMCA is 
working in partnership with the universities of Uele, Ghent and 
Antwerp. The project will be closely examining contemporary 
political culture in north-eastern Congo. Further to this, research 
into ritual objects in the RMCA collection and their provenance 
will shed new light on the current discourse concerning author-
ity and legitimacy in the region. The researchers will also be 
examining the potential of reinstated reminders of and access 
to this lost heritage by means of digital restitution. The specific 
form that this takes has yet to be determined in terms of what 
is desirable and feasible, in collaboration with the interested 
parties. Through in-depth consultation with the partners con-
cerned the researchers hope to be able to develop a model for 
sustainable physical restitutions in the future.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/discover/news/
afrisurge

CULTURE AND SOCIETY

Headdress. Faradje, Haut-Uele, DRC [Mambutu/Azande]. Collection RMCA, 
EO.0.0.10206. 
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Niangara traditional courthouse built under colonial rule, early 
20th century, Haut-Uele, DRC. The interior and exterior mural 
paintings testify to a regional tradition and refer to local sayings 
and fables about jurisprudence.  

Chef Djabir with a painted house in the background. Bas-Uele, 
DRC [Azande]. Photograph taken during the expedition led by  
A. Hutereau, 1910-12. Collection RMCA, AP.0.0.12198.
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The pollinating Diptera of Africa

For almost ten years, the Invertebrates Service of the Depart-
ment of Biology has been conducting expeditions in sub-Saha-
ran Africa to study pollinating insects. The focus is on two-
winged insects of the order Diptera (true flies and mosquitoes) 
whose contribution in pollination is still very much underap-
preciated. Nevertheless, flies are known to pollinate a large 
number of wild flowering plants as well as important agricul-
tural crops. Among the Diptera, hoverflies or flower flies (family 
Syrphidae) are the most important pollinators. However, keys 
to identify Afrotropical hoverflies are outdated and incomplete. 
RMCA entomologists have published two new identification 
keys for the genera Phytomia and Senaspis, both of which are 
richly illustrated with high resolution photographs of all species, 
including three species new to science. Other hoverfly genera 
are now under taxonomic revision and for Benin, Burundi, Togo, 
Uganda and South Africa, hoverfly checklists are prepared. 
These results are a necessary first step to ecological studies on 
the contribution of true flies in pollination networks.
This research is conducted through three projects: The ‘Pollina-
tor Information Network for Two-Winged Insects (Diptera) (PIN-
DIP)’, financed by the JRS Biodiversity Foundation, the ‘Diptera 
Museum Collections as a Source for Taxonomic Research and 
Teaching Activities (DIPTATEACH)’, a network project funded by 
the Belgian Science Policy and the National Research Founda-
tion of South Africa, and the ‘Diversity of Pollinating Diptera in 
South African Biodiversity Hotspots (DIPoDIP)’, funded by the 
Directorate-general Development Cooperation of Belgium.  
The research is a collaboration with partners from Benin, Kenya, 
Tanzania and South Africa. Together with these partners, train-
ing courses are organized (in Tanzania and South Africa) for 
further knowledge transfer to the African research community. 
The Invertebrates Service has created a project website where 
additional information can be found and project results are 
shared, such as 600 high resolution photographs of pollinating 
Diptera from the Afrotropics. 

 https://www.pindip.org/ 

INVERTEBRATES

A potentially new species of the hoverfly genus Eristalinus, feed-
ing on flowers in Bwindi Impenetrable National Park (Uganda). 

Group picture of the second training course on pollinating  
Diptera (Morogoro, Tanzania).
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The growth of the early continental crust

 
The Earth is unique among the rocky planets of the solar system 
in possessing a thick felsic continental crust. A number of recent 
models are converging to indicate that the continental crust 
had 65-70% of its present volume by 3 billion years ago. Sodi-
um-rich granitoids of the tonalite-trondhjemite-granodiorite 
(TTG) group compose the bulk of this early phase of continental 
growth. Establishing how these granitoid rocks were formed, 
and determining how their petrological differences occurred, 
are thus critical for understanding how the continental crust 
grew in this early phase and why it is unique among the rocky 
planets. Considerable controversy surrounding their genesis 
remains; however, it is essentially because felsic magmas can 
be generated by a plentitude of processes, from the differen-
tiation of various basaltic melts or through a large spectrum of 
melting conditions. Faced with this diversity of processes, major 
and trace elements, as well as radiogenic and traditional stable 
isotopes, are poor discriminants for tracing the ultimate mantle 
source of a great majority of granitoids. Silicon is the second 
most abundant element after oxygen in the continental crust.  
As such, it is the major characteristic feature that distinguishes 
the continental crust from the other major Earth reservoirs. 
Defining the source of silicon in the early continents through  
a study of its isotopic composition (∂30Si) and its pseudo 
isotope, germanium, is therefore a potential way to solve this 
on-going debate.

SURFACE ENVIRONMENTS AND  
COLLECTION MANAGEMENT

Field photograph of deformed 3.41 billion years old pillow basalts from the 
Nondweni greenstone belt in South Africa. Pillow basalts are formed by the lava 
flowing under water. Light-grey-pink domains represent deformed pillow cores 
while dark-grey bands represent the deformed pillow rims. The initial rounded 
shapes have been strongly stretched at a temperature above 500 °C. 
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An inventory of Diplopoda and 
other myriapods of Mayotte

Little is known about myriapods, familiarly called 
millipedes and centipedes. Despite this, they are 
excellent bioindicators of the ecological status of 
land-based ecosystems. RMCA scientists surveyed 
these terrestrial arthropods on Mayotte, an island 
that belongs to the Comores archipelago. Follow-
ing a field campaign on the island in November 
2019, they drew up an inventory of myriapods 
which also included the specimens in the Mayotte 
collections of the RMCA and the Muséum national 
d’Histoire naturelle of Paris. Surprisingly and 
counter-intuitively, the largest myriapods were not 
necessarily the best-known. In Mayotte, several 
large species were new to science and endemic 
to the island, as exemplified by Sechelleptus arbo-
rivagus, a new species described for the inventory.

The research led to a new publication released in 
early 2021. The richly-illustrated guide provides 
an overview of the diplopod and other myria-
pod species found in Mayotte, and also explains 
how to collect, inventory, and identify them. In 
addition to completing national and international 
taxonomic knowledge, it was written to satisfy the 
curiosity and interest that the island’s residents 
harbour for their natural heritage. Deliberately 
designed to be accessible and widely available, 
the guide is an example of science communica-
tion in the service of conservation.

The guide is part of the RMCA ‘Zoological Docu-
mentation Online Series’ and is available on the 
museum website. The project was co-funded by 
the Ministère de la Transition écologique et solid-
aire (MTES-France) and the RMCA.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/
discover/publications/open-access/zoology

BIOLOGICAL COLLECTION AND  
DATA MANAGEMENT
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HOME: a research project on human  
remains in Belgian collections

HOME (Human remains Origin(s) Multidisciplinary Evaluation) is 
a federal scientific project on human remains held in Belgian col-
lections. It involves seven partners and is financed by BELSPO. 
The focus at the RMCA is on potential plans for the restitution of 
human remains originating from the DRC.
The initial focus within the RMCA relates to the multidiscipli-
nary evaluation of origin. Research on the collections of human 
remains and restitution plans entails topical legal, scientific and 
anthropological-historical questions concerning the various con-
texts in which the collections were created. Historical documents 
have already provided relevant insights into the collections that 
were amassed within the framework of anthropometric research 
in the Belgian Congo, as a result of archaeological excavations, 
or as the spoils of war during an early phase of colonization.
A second component consists of setting up a multifocal part-
nership of stakeholders and relevant partners. 2020 saw the 
first steps taken in building a cooperation network in the DRC, 
which is where the majority of the human remains originated. 
Capitalizing further on the historic link with the Institut des 
Musées nationaux du Congo (IMNC), the museum entered into 
partnerships with Waza, pioneer of the restitution debate in 
Lubumbashi, and Collectif Faire-Part, an ensemble of filmmak-
ers in Kinshasa. Together, they have entered into dialogue with 
relevant family members, experts at universities and museums, 
political stakeholders and local communities. Finally, in col-
laboration with the museum’s Public-oriented Services, repre-
sentatives were invited from the Congolese Women’s Diaspora 
Association, BAMKO-CRAN, and the Collectif Mémoire coloniale 
et Lutte contre les Discriminations (CMCLD) to enter into talks 
with HOME researchers.
HOME aligns with the AfricaMuseum’s current restitution policy 
and is being steered through the Cultural Anthropology and 
History Department in partnership with Public-oriented Services. 
Provenance research concerning physical anthropology is done 
within the History and Politics service, while archiving of archae-
ological excavations is done at the Heritage Studies service, and 
research into the diaspora and inclusive partnership is done 
within the Culture and Society service. The Collection Manage-
ment and Archives service is providing support for archives and 
collections.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/discover/news/
home1

HISTORY AND POLITICS

The museum’s grand rotunda contains a sculpture by Congolese 
artist Aimé Mpane. It represents the skull of the leader Lusinga 
and was installed in February 2020. In 1964, Lusinga’s skull  
was transferred to the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences 
in Brussels. 
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The Minister for Development Cooperation and Urban Policy, 
Meryame Kitir, bestowing the third 'Digital for Development 
(D4D)' Award. 

The nominees for the D4D Award with Minister Meryame Kitir.
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Third ‘Digital for Development  
(D4D)’ Awards 

On 15 October 2020, the Minister for Development Coopera-
tion and Urban Policy, Meryame Kitir, handed out the third  
‘Digital for Development (D4D)’ Awards following the recom-
mendation of a panel of experts. Every two years since 2016, 
the RMCA has organized the D4D Awards with the support of 
the Directorate General for Development Cooperation and 
Humanitarian Aid (DGD). However, the accompanying innova-
tions fair, an important networking event, could not go ahead 
along with this third outing of the awards owing to the global 
pandemic. The awards ceremony was filmed for the nominated 
projects’ partners who could not be present as a result of  
travel restrictions.
The D4D Awards honour initiatives that employ digitization as a 
stimulus for development. This relates to projects and ideas that 
harness the potential of (new) technology in innovative ways 
in line with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). There 
are three categories: ‘iStandOut’, the success story; ‘iStartUp’, 
the innovative concept, and ‘iChoose’, the public’s award. With 
regard to the awards for 2020, submissions came from 21 
different countries, 75% of which were African partners. The 
three winners were: e-glasses for healthcare in the DRC, digital 
savings programmes in Uganda, and a platform for inclusive 
education in South Africa.
In the jury’s view, the project ‘Smart Glasses 4 Health’ was 
demonstrably the best success story (iStandOut). This project 
introduces telemedicine through e-glasses in Kingandu (Kwilu, 
DRC) in order to improve access to high-quality healthcare. 
Thanks to these glasses, healthcare providers are able to show 
a remote expert (the hospital doctor) precisely what they can 
see, as well as confer and take instructions, while keeping their 
hands free.
The project AKABOXITECH claimed the award for the most 
promising innovative concept (iStartup). Local entrepreneurs 
developed a digital financial inclusion system for small-scale 
farmers in Uganda, principally women and young farmers in 
rural communities. The system allows them to monitor and man-
age their savings in a safe, digital and user-friendly manner.
The public’s award (iChoose) was for ‘Bambanani – Joining 
hands to teach every child’, a project that develops learning 
resources for the inclusive education of children in South Africa. 
In order to inform teachers or educational guidance services 
about how to take an inclusive approach to teaching, the 
platform FundaOER.org contains a wealth of open educational 
resources to inspire them in their everyday teaching.

 https://prized4d.africamuseum.be/en 

DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION
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13 African researchers in (extended)  
residence at the RMCA for training or  
research through DGD

For many years now, and thanks to financial support from 
Belgian Development Cooperation (DGD), the RMCA has been 
organizing study visits and training courses for young African 
researchers. These take place both at the museum and in the 
field within the projects set up in Africa. The objectives of the 
projects and the capacity-building programme have been 
based on the United Nations’ nine Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). 

Activities within this programme are wide-ranging. They involve 
not only scientific or technical training courses – whether for 
individuals or groups – but also scholarships for undergradu-
ates, PhD students, postdoctoral study, and participation in con-
ferences, as well as training for artists or journalists in residence.
Owing to the global pandemic, only a limited number of study 
visits were able to go ahead in 2020. Thirteen African research-
ers completed a scientific research visit within the DGD pro-
gramme at the RMCA, chiefly within the context of the annual 
training course relating to FishBase and the taxonomy of African 
fish, as well as for the HARISSA project concerning natural risks 
in Central Africa.

As a result of closed borders and the shutting down of inter-
national aviation, all residencies were extended for our visiting 
African scientists at the museum. Nevertheless, their research 
activities and training courses were continued as far as possible 
in a safe and appropriate manner, which included the use of 
video conferencing. Ultimately, all of the researchers were able 
to return home safely, following a long period of uncertainty for 
some of them.

DEVELOPMENT COOPERATION

From 6  
African  
countries,
54% of whom are 
from the DRC

23% 
women 

77% 
men 

13 
 people 

Scientific study visits for 
African researchers with 

support from DGD
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PhD students from the HARISSA project during their residency  
at the RMCA.

FishBase trainees during their residency at the RMCA.

Within the context of the ATRAP project, financed by DGD, networks 
of civilian scientists are being launched in Uganda and the DRC to 
monitor freshwater snail populations, which spread diseases such as 
schistosomiasis. In March, a team of 25 civilian scientists was trained 
in Uganda. 

In May, the Journal of Fish Biology published a special edition on 
African freshwater fish. Four Congolese researchers and personnel 
from the Mbisa-Congo project were the first authors of four articles in 
this edition, each of whom described at least one new species in the 
Congo Basin.

On 10 July at the KU Leuven, Bauchet Katemo Manda (UNILU, DRC) 
defended his thesis on the diversity, ecology and sustainable manage-
ment of the fish fauna in the Upemba National Park (DRC). His PhD 
research was conducted within the framework of the DGD-funded 
projects Mbisa-Congo I and II. On 7 December, Manda explained his 
research in an online MuseumTalk.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/dis-
cover/news/atrap  https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/dis-

cover/projects/mbisa/bauchet_katemo_manda_phd

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/dis-
cover/news/mbisa_special_issue_JFB
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centage is growing. Numerous volumes covered 
species in Africa, some of which were described 
by RMCA scientists (see list next page).

Book donations for  
two Kinshasa libraries

The RMCA was contacted by the Centre  
Wallonie-Bruxelles and the Texaf Bilembo  
cultural centre, both based in Kinshasa, for help 
in expanding their library offerings to a wide 
range of users that includes artists, students, 
and researchers. A collaborative effort led to the 
preparation of two batches of books. While the 
shipment from the Fédération Wallonie-Bruxelles 
was unfortunately blocked because of the pan-
demic, Texaf’s support allowed the other batch of 
books to reach Bilembo, which installed a reading 
corner while awaiting the creation of a true library. 
The goal is to provide both libraries with new 
publications every year. 

Publishing in a pandemic

Despite Covid-19, the Publications service did not remain idle 
as volumes continued to appear for the different scientific  
journals and collections, not to mention the texts for the  
Mabele eleki lola ! exhibit and its catalogue. Last but not least, 
for the 60th anniversary of the independence of the DRC, the 
RMCA (co-)published important books that were awaited by  
the expert group of the parliamentary commission on the  
colonial past. 
Lockdowns certainly had an impact on sales as the shop had to 
close its doors for two periods, like many other bookstores in 
Belgium and abroad. Turnover decreased by 31%, akin to the 
results we had when the museum was closed for renovation.

Books for the 30th of June

On the day of the 60th anniversary of Congo’s independence, 
the RMCA organized a MuseumTalk (see page 10) where Jean 
Omasombo Tshonda presented his latest work, published in 

record time since the manuscript 
was submitted only three weeks 
earlier: La Décolonisation du Congo 
belge. La gestion politique des 
vingt-quatre derniers mois avant 
l’indépendance. 
The virtual event served as the occa-
sion to launch the online version of 
the Indépendance ! Récit congolais 
exhibit held in 2010 as well as the 
release of the book L’Indépendance 
du Congo et ses lendemains that 
followed from it.
Finally, the RMCA was an active 

partner in the publication of the book Koloniaal Congo. Een 
geschiedenis in vragen (‘Colonial Congo. A History Through 
Questions’). Several RMCA researchers made contributions 
to the book, and the museum supported Le Congo colonial, a 
French version which was indispensable for dissemination in 
Central Africa.

European Journal of Taxonomy

The Impact Factor announced in June 2020 for the journal’s 
performance in 2019 was 1.393 (compared with 1.188 the 
previous year), a major step that puts the journal in the top spot, 
ahead of its competitors Zootaxa (0.990) and Zookeys (1.137).
Out of a total of 175 articles, only 6 articles by eight African 
authors were published in EJT in 2020. While still low, this per-

PUBLICATIONS

Phase 1 of the Texaf Bilembo library in Kinshasa.
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LIST OF RMCA  
PUBLICATIONS 2020*

Exhibition catalogues and guides
Bofane, In Koli, J. (ed.). 2020. Freddy 
Tsimba. Mabele eleki lola ! La terre, 
plus belle que le paradis. Brussels: 
Kate Arts Editions in partnership with 
Africalia & RMCA, 176 p. (Also 
available in Dutch: Freddy Tsimba. 

Mabele eleki lola ! De aarde, stralender dan het 
paradijs.)

Social Sciences and Humanities
Devos, M. & Maniacky, J. (eds). 2020. Africana 
linguistica 26: 200 p. (PR; IF 0,154)

de Saint Moulin, L. 2019. La Place de la religion à 
Kinshasa et en RDC. Series ‘Cahiers 
africains’ (no. 94). Paris/Tervuren: 
L’Harmattan/RMCA, 248 p. (PR) 

Geenen, S. et al. 2020. Conjonctures de l’Afrique 
centrale 2020. Series ‘Cahiers africains’ (no. 95). 
Paris/Tervuren: L’Harmattan/RMCA/E-CA, 361 p. (PR) 
 
M’Bokolo, E. & Sabakinu Kivilu, J. (eds). 2020. 

L’Indépendance du Congo et ses 
lendemains. Series ‘Studies in Social 
Sciences and Humanities’, vol. 179, 
Tervuren:  
RMCA, 350 p. (PR) 

Leduc-Grimaldi, M. & Newman, J.L. (eds). 2020. 
Finding Dr. Livingstone. A History in 
Documents from the Henry Morton 
Stanley Archives. Athens, Ohio/
Tervuren: Ohio University Press/
RMCA, 542 p. (PR) 

Omasombo, J. (ed.) et al. 2020. Tshopo. 
Laborieuse construction politico-
administrative coloniale muée en 
bastion du nationalisme congolais. 
Series: ‘Monographies des provinces 
de la République démocratique du 
Congo’, vol. 14, Tervuren: RMCA, 664 p.

Omasombo, J. 2020. La Décolonisation du Congo 
belge. La gestion politique des vingt-quatre 
derniers mois avant l’indépendance Juillet 1958-
juin 1960. Tervuren: RMCA, 48 p.

Series ‘Collections of the RMCA’
Mees, F. 2020. Minerals. Series ‘Collections of 

the RMCA’. Tervuren: RMCA 
copublishing Ph. de Moerloose,  
141 p. (Also available in Dutch: 
Mineralen, in French: Minéraux.)

Various
Jaarverslag/Rapport annuel/Annual Report 2019. 
PR-Brochure RMCA, 3 versions.

Partnerships with RMCA
Tombu,  C. 2020. SOS Planète Congo. 
Neuchateau : Weyrich. 

Van Schuylenbergh, P. 2020. Faune sauvage et 
colonisation. Une histoire de 
destruction et de protection de la 
nature congolaise (1885-1960). Series 
‘Outre-Mers’, vol. 8. Brussels: Pie Lang, 
376 p. (PR) 

Zana Etambala, M. 2020. Veroverd. Bezet. 
Gekoloniseerd. Congo 1876-1914. 
Sterck & De Vreese (Amsterdam 
University Press), 463 p. (PR)

Vanthemsche, G. et al. 2020. Koloniaal Congo. 
Een geschiedenis in vragen. 
Kalmthout: Polis-Pelckmans, 463 p. 
Also available in French : Le Congo 
colonial. Une histoire en questions. 
Renaissance du Livre & RMCA. (PR) 

100 X Congo. Een eeuw Congolese kunst in 
Antwerpen, Kontich/Tervuren: Bai 
(MAS Books)/RMCA, 304 p. Also 
available in French: 100 X Congo. 
Un siècle d’art congolais à Anvers.

Online publications 
Nyame Akuma, vol. 91 published by SAfA in 
partnership with RMCA, 36 p.
Nyame Akuma, vol. 92 published by SAfA in 
partnership with RMCA, 36 p.
Nyame Akuma, vol. 93 published by SAfA in 
partnership with RMCA, 45 p. 

* NB. Impact factors are dated June 2020.
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Open access
European Journal of Taxonomy (published by a European 
consortium including the RMCA), vol. 591 to 730 within some 
papers by RMCA’s scientists:
Brecko, J. & Mathys, A. 2020. ‘Handbook of best practice 
and standards for 2D+ and 3D imaging of natural history 
collections’. European Journal of Taxonomy 623: 1-115. https://
doi.org/10.5852/ejt.2019.501 (PR; IF 1.393)
Pett, B.L. & Jocqué, R. 2020. ‘Description of two new species 
of Xevioso (Araneae: Phyxelididae) from Southern Africa, with 
the northernmost localities for the genus’. European Journal of 
Taxonomy 636: 1-18. https://doi.org/10.5852/ejt.2020.636 (PR; 
IF 1.393)
Dierickx, K. & Snoeks, J. 2020. ‘Protomelas krampus, a new 
paedophagous cichlid from Lake Malawi (Teleostei, Cichlidae)’. 
European Journal of Taxonomy 672: 1-18. https://doi.
org/10.5852/ejt.2020.672 (PR; IF 1.393)
Maetens, H., Van Steenberge, M., Snoeks, J. & Decru, E. 2020. 
‘Revalidation of Enteromius alberti and presence of Enteromius 
cf. mimus (Cypriniformes: Cyprinidae) in the Lake Edward 
system, East Africa’. European Journal of Taxonomy 700: 1-28. 
https://doi.org/10.5852/ejt.2020.700 (PR; IF 1.393)

AWARDS 

· Two RMCA researchers, geologist Jean-Paul 
Liégeois and entomologist Marc De Meyer, 
are in the top 2% of the world’s best scien-
tists based on a University of Stanford list of 
the most cited researchers worldwide.

· Geographer Elise Monsieurs’s doctoral 
research on rainfall as a cause of landslides in 
tropical Africa won her a prestigious award 
from the American Geophysical Union, the 
largest international network of researchers in 
geosciences.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/
discover/news/resist 
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COMPLETED DOCTORATES 

In 2020, the following researchers completed their doctoral 
studies with the scientific and/or logistic support of the RMCA:

Earth Sciences

Elise Monsieurs
Modelling regional rainfall controls on landslides in the tropics 
in the context of climate change
ULiège
Advisors: Alain Demoulin (ULiège), Olivier Dewitte (RMCA)
Defended on 11 March 2020

Biology

Armand Richard Nzoko Fiemapong 
Diversité biologique des diplopodes du plateau Sud  
du Cameroun
University of Yaounde I
Advisors: Paul Serge Mbenoun Masse (University of Yaounde I), 
Didier Van den Spiegel (RMCA)
Defended on 23 June 2020

Bauchet Katemo Manda 
The fish fauna of the Upemba National Park (DR Congo): diver-
sity, ecology, conservation and sustainable management
KU Leuven
Advisors: Jos Snoeks (KU Leuven/RMCA), Emmanuel Vreven 
(RMCA), Auguste Chocha Manda (UNILU)
Defended on 10 July 2020

Cultural Anthropology & History

Joane de Lima Santiago
Estudo comparativo do vocabulário dos herbívoros nas  
línguas bantu
Universiteit Leiden
Advisors: Maarten Mous (Universiteit Leiden), Jacky Maniacky 
(RMCA)
Defended on 26 February 2020

NEW PROJECTS 

In 2020, the museum was involved in  
114 scientific projects, including  
11 that began that year:

· Acquisition de connaissance sur les araignées 
de Mayotte

· AFRISURGE: Transformative Heritage:  
politics, peacebuilding and digital restitution 
of cultural heritage in contemporary  
Northeast DR Congo 

· CongoFORCE: Congo Basin forests in a 
changing environment 

· F³- FRUIT FLY FREE: Establishment and 
maintenance of fruit production areas free 
and under low prevalence of fruit fly pests in 
Southern Africa

· GuiDANCE: Geohazards in African Cities: 
patterns, rates and sustainability in urban- 
sprawling contexts

· HOME: Human remains Origin(s) Multidiscipli-
nary Evaluation

· KEAFish: The biodiversity, biogeography and 
evolutionary history of the northern basins of 
the Great African Lakes. The enigmatic fish 
faunas of Lakes Kivu, Edward and Albert revis-
ited

· LAFHAZAV: Landslide and flood hazards and 
vulnerability in NW Rwanda: towards appli-
cable land management and disaster risk 
reduction

· Landaware: The international network on 
Landslide Early Warning Systems

· MicroResist: The influence of snail host micro-
biome in trematode parasite resistance

· What is shaping the brain? A comparative 
study of brain endocasts shape in carnivora
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Doctoral theses

- 4 doctoral degrees completed in 2020*
- 68 ongoing doctoral programmes in 2020 

· including 12 begun in 2020 
- 61% are African researchers from 12 countries
- 25% of doctoral students are Congolese
- 22% are Belgian

With the support of Umicore 

-  Supervision of  35 master’s students 

329 researchers visited the RMCA 

to conduct research and/or consult the collections

THE SCIENTIFIC INSTITUTE IN FIGURES

What? 

In 2020

· 114 ongoing projects 
including 11 begun in 2020 * 

· 74 presentations   
in scientific conferences 

· 163 published articles,  
of which114 peer-reviewed ** 

Africa 
61%

DR Congo
41%

Belgium 
22%

Cameroon 7%

Uganda 14%

Ethiopia 4%

Burundi 11%

Mauritania 2%
Benin 2%

Côte d’Ivoire  2%

 Rep. Congo 5%
Zimbabwe 5%

 Kenya 2%  

 

Europe (excl. Belgium)
7%

Other (not Europe/Africa)
10%

Number of doctoral students by department

Origin of doctoral students

African doctoral students 
by nationality

Côte-d'Ivoire

Benin

Mauritanie

Kenya

Ethiopie

Rép Congo

Zimbabwe

Rwanda

Cameroun

Burundi

Ouganda
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Rwanda 5%
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Cultural 
Anthropology & 
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BiologyEarth Sciences 
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Who?

3
departments

75 
researchers

more than 

15 
disciplines

70 
partner institutions  

and universities

* (See p. 37)
* (See p. 37) 

** (See pp. 72-85)
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Taxonomy

Africa 
61%

DR Congo
41%
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25
new animal species 

described 

7 
fishes

5 
spiders

4 
millepedes

3 
hoverflies

6 
(parasitic) flatworms

Cichlidogyrus bulbophallus is one of the parasitic 
flatworms described for the first time in 2020. In 
many flatworms, the male reproductive organ is the 
most important differentiating structure. The name 
bulbophallus is a combination of the Latin words 
bulbus (bulb) and phallus (penis) and refers to the 
swollen bulb-shaped part of the male reproductive 
organ in this species. 
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The RMCA's international reputation is based on its vast expertise and its unique 
collections from the humanities and natural sciences from the Central African 
region. These collections are both valuable heritage and of great scientific value. 
They form the basis for the large range of research projects. The fact that less than 
1% of the collections can be seen in the new permanent exhibition gives an idea  
of its vast size.

The museum is responsible for the physical management of these diverse and  
extensive collections, to conserve them and digitize them. It makes its collections 
available to the public in various ways. The collection is promoted through research, 
exhibitions, publications, and databases. Collection pieces are loaned out all over the 
world for exhibitions or scientific research. In addition, researchers can also consult 
documents or analyse artefacts and specimens on-site. The collection continues  
to grow. These days, it expands primarily in the context of research projects in  
collaboration with African universities and museums. 

The museum also has a network of libraries, consisting of a central library and more 
than ten specialised sub-libraries in various disciplines within the humanities and 
natural sciences. The complete collection of the museum contains more than 130,000 
books and several thousand journals, as well as valuable historical works.
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122 000 
ethnographic artefacts

75 000 
archaeological artefacts

9000 
musical instruments

4000 
ancient maps

500 000 
 historical photographs

20 000 
historical objects  

and Western artworks

3 km 
historical  
archives

70 
 historical films on the  

Belgian Congo, Rwanda 
and Burundi (1940-1960)

10 000 000
specimens among which:

6 000 000
insects

1 200 000 
fishes

500 000
butterflies

300 000
spiders

195 000
amphibians 

150 000
birds

135 000
mammals 

80 000
wood samples  

62 000
reptiles 

17 000
snakes

264 000 
aerial photographs

160 000 
rock samples

25 000 
geological maps

22 000 
palaeontological  

specimens

19 000
 minerals

1 km
 geological  

archives

COLLECTION FIGURES 

Cultural Anthropology  
& History

Biology Earth Sciences
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several 
dozen   

wood samples  
on research loan  

350 
ethnographic and historical 

objects from the reserves 
consulted for 

research purposes

more than 340 
zoological specimens on 

research loan 

185 
objects on loan 

 

for  9 
exhibits in 

Belgium, 
France, 

Germany, 
Hong Kong and 

the United States

FIGURES FOR THE COLLECTIONS, ARCHIVES AND LIBRARIES
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180 
assessments of ethnographic 
and archaeological artefacts

identification of   47 
wood samples

593 
analyses in 

geoscience laboratories

identification of  280  
Afrotropical hoverflies  

10 
wood samples  

316 
slides

More than 4082 
zoological specimens

including 1720  
insects 

 1820  
other invertebrates

and  542  
vertebrates

24 
archive fonds, photo 

albums, historical objects, 
paintings, etc. 

Expertise  
and services

Acquisitions 
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Using computer tomography (CT) to identify 
the species used for wooden objects

The RMCA hosts a large body of wooden objects: more than 
55,000 sculptures, musical instruments, equipment and furni-
ture are manufactured from wood or contain wooden elements. 
Yet, for only 6% of these objects, the wood species has been 
identified. 
A positive identification is important however, for various rea-
sons. First, it is paramount to enable objects to travel abroad 
for exhibitions, in compliance with the Convention on Interna-
tional Trade and Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(CITES). 
Additionally, it can provide knowledge about the provenance 
of objects, and insight into the creation processes: which wood 
species were selected for which types of objects in which cul-
tures, and does this correspond with the natural abundance of 
these species in those regions?
Knowing the wood species of an object also allows conser-
vators to determine the best treatment course, considering 
the specific characteristics of the wood species and its ageing 
properties. Finally, provenancing the objects through the iden-
tification of its wood species may assist curators in answering 
questions from customs officers and other legal instances on 
confiscated objects. 
In order to determine the wood species of an object, custom-
arily a sample is taken and analyzed under the microscope to 
recognize specific anatomical features. The TOCOWO project 
(Tomography of Congolese Wooden Objects), funded by BEL-
SPO, aims to explore the possibility of computer tomography 
(CT) as a non-destructive alternative for the systematic identifi-
cation of wood species. In collaboration with the University of 
Ghent a detailed 3D rendition of wooden objects can be made, 
using a micron and submicron CT-scanner. The aim is to create 
a reference database of positive identifications of Congolese 
wood species, and to publish a comprehensive protocol for the 
use of CT to identify the species of wooden objects. 
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Wooden masks in the depot of the RMCA. 
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Handbook for the digitization of 
museum collections in 2D+ and 3D

Digitization experts from the RMCA and the Royal 
Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences (RBINS) have 
published a best practice book for the 2D+ and 
3D digitization of natural history collections.
The successful image capture of the diversity of 
natural history specimens, which exist in all sizes, 
colours and types of preservation, requires an 
approach tailored to each individual object. 
High-quality digitization is of great importance 
for several reasons. Thanks to very high resolu-
tion photographs, specimens no longer have to 
leave the optimum environmental conditions of 
the museum storage facility; consequently, they 
are not exposed to the dangers of manipula-
tion and transportation. Moreover, good ‘digital 
copies’ also provide outstanding opportunities for 
research.
By using digital imaging researchers can even 
gather new information about a specimen that 
could not be discerned from the original. For 
example, a 3D model allows for better evalua-
tion of spatial structures and for calculations of 
surface areas and thicknesses. Another example 
is multispectral photography in which photo-
graphs are taken under different wavelengths of 
the spectrum, such as UV and infrared light. This 
also makes it possible to view damage caused by 
mould or damp, as well as to detect earlier resto-
ration work or the composition of materials and 
layers of paint in the case of heritage artefacts.
The Handbook of Best Practice and Standards for 
2D+ and 3D Imaging of Natural History Collec-
tions is available online in open access and was 
published in the European Journal of Taxonomy. 

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/
discover/news/handbook_digitisation 

DIGITIZATION

Pentatomidae specimen, Halyomorpha sp. In white light (left) and 
under UV light (right). The red arrows indicate the areas affected by 
mould and visible only under UV light.

Detail of a specimen in ethanol (Drosophila sp.) Scale = 500 μm.
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Mining archives transferred  
to Rwanda

In 2018, the RMCA initiated a partnership with 
the Rwanda Mines, Petroleum and Gas Board 
(RMB, the national geological service of Rwanda) 
to transfer data on Rwandan geology and mining 
contained in the archives of the Earth Sciences 
Department to that country’s national digital 
archive. To that end, a digitization campaign was 
launched concerning geo-data largely collected 
by the Belgian administration and private com-
panies during the colonial period. These ‘historic’ 
data are still of very great geological importance 
today. They include, for example, geological and 
mineralogical maps and reports for prospect-
ing evaluations. Moreover, with the assistance 
of Rwandan geologists, gaps in the data were 
plugged by means of fieldwork, and geological 
maps were brought up-to-date.
At a ceremony in Kigali on 28 February 2020, 
the archives were officially handed over to the 
Rwanda Mines, Petroleum and Gas Board in the 
presence of the CEO of RMB and the Belgian 
ambassador: two 14-terabyte hard drives con-
taining all of the digital information ready to be 
transferred to the Rwandan national data system. 
This transfer is part of a broader partnership 

DIGITIZATION
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Official handing over of two 14 terabyte digitized archives to the Rwanda Mines, Petroleum and Gas Board. The Rwandan Minister without portfolio and 
RMB CEO Francis Gatare (left), and the Belgian ambassador Benoît Ryelandt (right).

between the RMCA and the Rwanda Mines, Petro-
leum and Gas Board to strengthen geological 
research in Rwanda. For example, training courses 
for young Rwandan geologists are also being 
organized. The partnership with RMB has been 
financed by Enabel (formerly Belgian Technical 
Cooperation) and was extended for two years.

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/research/
discover/news/rwandaminingarchives
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Digital access to archive collections 
and transfer of Rwandan archives 

Three kilometres: this is the length of the histor-
ical archives kept at the RMCA, dating from the 
mid-19th century to the present day. Visitors can 
consult the museum’s archive collection through 
a single portal, the online platform archives.
africamuseum.be, which is constantly updated. 
More than 15,000 entries were added to the 
portal in 2020, bringing the total number to some 
27,000 records. The system also has the capacity 
to store high-resolution digital versions of archival 
documents so that they can be consulted at home. 
A year after the platform’s 2019 launch, user 
numbers have grown significantly. Of the approx-
imately 9,400 visitors who consulted the portal, 
19.5% were from Africa.
Since 2019, the RMCA has also been focusing 
on the digitization of archives, photos and films 
on Rwanda. This endeavour is a joint effort with 
the State Archives of Belgium, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, and the government of Rwanda, 
its national archives, and the Rwanda Cultural 
Heritage Academy. 90% of the RMCA’s archival 
fonds on Rwanda have now been inventoried 
and a quarter have been digitized. The electronic 
versions will be transferred to Rwanda.

 http://archives.africamuseum.be

A portal for Belgian  
natural history collections

DiSSCo (Distributed System of Scientific Collec-
tions), an EU-funded research infrastructure for 
natural science collections, will be converted to a 
virtual database containing all of Europe’s natural 
history collections, with an estimated 1.5 billion 
objects in total. The system is scheduled to be 
operational by 2025.
In anticipation of DiSSCo, Belgium’s two natural 
history institutes (RMCA and RBINS), together 
with Botanic Garden Meise, pooled their efforts 
to develop a database for the federal collections. 
Together, they own one of the largest natural 
sciences collections in Europe (with over 50 mil-
lion specimens), describing both past and present 
biodiversity as well as the geodiversity of our 
natural environment. This project, NaturalHeritage, 
was funded by BELSPO and led to the creation of 
(www.naturalheritage.be), a joint portal that pro-
vides access to digitized data on the collections, 
specimens, and archives found in the Belgian 
institutions involved in natural history. The project 
not only creates links between different databases 
so that information can be presented via a single 
access point, but also seeks to connect currently 
unlinked data (such as the relationship between 
soil/substrate, vegetation, and associated fauna) 
and improve data cross-validation. Ultimately, 
NaturalHeritage could serve as the access portal 
for university collections. 

 www.naturalheritage.be 

DIGITIZATION ARCHIVES

www.naturalheritage.be provides access to collections, speci-
mens, and archives found in Belgian natural history institutions.

The RMCA holds 3 km of archives.
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FINANCIAL REPORT

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Expenditure and revenue (in k€)

Revenue 15 482 15 070 17 518 19 561 16 605

Expenditure 16 249 15 387 20 009 18 127 16 058

Balance —767 (1) —317 (1) —2491 (1) 1434 546 

Sources of revenue

Human resources envelope 6343 6356 - (2) - (2) - (2)

Endowment 3491 3931 10 197 10 197 10 587

Own funds 389 504 952 3382 1237

Projects 4861 4010 5560 4967 4727

Other 398 269 809 1015 52

Total 15 482 15 070 17 518 19 561 16 605

Expenses by source (in k€)

Personnel 11 599 11 476 11 294 11 985 11.294

Human resources envelope 6343 6356 0 0 0

Personnel own funds 5255 5120 0 0 0

Statutory personnel 5230 5841 5337

Contractual personnel 6063 6144 5957

Operations 3818 3242 4962 5328 3927

Equipment and library 833 670 3753 814 836 

Total 16 249 15 387 20 009 18 127 16 058

(1) Deficit and derogation from ESA balance with the approval of the Minister for the Budget
(2) Since 01.01.2018, endowment and human resources envelopes have been merged
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STAFF FIGURES

Distribution of statutory and contractual staff by level

2017 2018 2019 2020

Scientists 108 109 105 104

Statutory 33 36 31 34

Contractual 75 73 74 70

Niveau A 21 23 20 19

Statutory 10 13 12 12

Contractual 11 10 8 7

Niveau B 34 33 33 32

Statutory 24 23 22 23

Contractual 10 10 11 9

Niveau C 30 39 47 36

Statutory 17 18 18 19

Contractual 13 21 29 17

Niveau D 34 40 39 40

Statutory 1 1 1 1

Contractual 40 39 38 39

Total 234 244 246 231
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Distribution according to gender

Adm. and technical 
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Scientists
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Distribution by level
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Age pyramid

Mobility

Cultural diversity 

11,5 %

17,2 %

13,1 %

13,1 %

12,7 %

11,5 %

7,8 %

9,0 %

4,1 %

60-60+

55-59

50-54

45-49

40-44

35-39

30-34

25-29

-25

old

0 10 20 30 40 50

25 - 29

30 - 34

35 - 39

40 - 44

45 - 49

50 - 54

55 - 59

60+

- 25

14%

18%

16%

10%

10%

9%

6%

10%

6%

Pays d’origine 

25 pays d’origine : 
10 pays d’Europe, 9 pays d’Afrique, 

4 pays autres (Asie, Russie et États-Unis)

28 countries of birth:
8 countries in Europe, 10 countries in Africa,

10 other countries (Asia, North America, Central America)

12 nationalités : 
8 européennes, 3 africaines et 1 américaine

11 nationalities:
7 European,

3 African and 1 American

Nationalité 

Belgique
78,7 %

Belgium
79%

belge
90,6 %

Belgium
92%

Europe
(hors Belgique)

9,8 % autres
3,7 %

Afrique
7,8 %

9%

européenne
(non belge)

7,8 %
autres
0,4 %

africaine
1,2 %

Nationality

Europe
(excl. Belgium)

7%
Other
0,4%

Africa
1,3%

old

Afrique

Autres

Europe (hors Belgique)

Belgique

Country of birth

Europe
(excl. Belgium)

7%

Other
5% Africa

Afrique

Autres

Europe (hors Belgique)

Belgique

autres
(en voiture, à pied)

43 %

48%

à vélo
11 %

en transport
public

46 %

40%

27 membres du personnel ont totalisé 
env. 49 100 km de parcours cycliste en 2018.

Other
(Car, on foot)

Cycling
12%

Public transport

old

autres (en voiture, à pied)

en transport public

à vélo

28 staff members cycled a total distance of
approx. 19,302 km in 2020
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Visitors

In 2020 the AfricaMuseum welcomed
- 105,014 visits  
- by 97,791 unique visitors

7,595 people visited the exhibition Mabele Eleki Lola ! The earth, brighter than paradise

There were 773 guided tours and 87 workshops.

PUBLIC SERVICES  

Workshops: verdeling per taal

Rondleidingen: verdeling per taal

Verenigd Koninkrijk

Verenigde Staten

DE

EN

FR

NL

53%

41%

Dutch

English
6%

French

NL

FR

EN

DE

46%

49%

Dutch

English
5%

French

Workshops: verdeling per taal

Rondleidingen: verdeling per taal
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Dutch

English
6%
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FR

EN
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46%

49%
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Guided Tours: breakdown by language Workshops: breakdown by language

THE MUSEUM IN FIGURES · 55



RMCA and the press

Total number of articles published: 1,643
- Belgian press: 1,544 (an increase of 37% compared with 2019)
- international press: 99 (an increase of 98% compared with 2019)
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Overview of the number of articles by country

Foreign press 
In 2020 the museum attracted a great deal of international press coverage (in as many as 26 countries), in part in 
response to an article in the renowned scientific journal Nature about declining carbon-sink capacity in tropical forests 
(see p. 22).

French 42%  

German 0.8%  
other0.2%

Dutch
54%

English 3%

other
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Verdeling van de artikels per taal
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Web 60%  

TV 5%  

Print
27%

Radio 8%
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Verdeling van de artikels per medium
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other0.2%
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Print
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Verdeling van de artikels per medium
Belgian press

Breakdown of articles according to language Breakdown of articles according to medium
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Foreign press

Breakdown of articles according to medium

Nombre d’articles parus dans les différentes régions du monde

Asie
5

Europe
132

Afrique6

Russie5

Amérique9

old

Buitenlandse pers

Web 87%  

TV 2%  
Print10%

tv

web

print

Verdeling van de artikels per medium

Overview of topics covered
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Website 

In 2020 the museum’s webpages were visited a total of 1,561,925 times. This represents a general decline of 40% 
compared with 2019.

- However, the contrast with 2019 chiefly concerns the first five months of 2020. In that same period in 2019, and 
following its recent reopening in December 2018, the museum was still benefiting from an exceptional amount of 
interest, which stabilized after June. Furthermore, the closure of the museum in March 2020 as a result of COVID-
19 caused a considerable fall in website visits. Nevertheless, by the time of reopening at the end of May the 
figures were at the same level as they were in 2019. 

- From June onwards, the number of visits was only 12% lower than in 2019, excluding the second closure in 
November. In view of the extraordinary nature of the year this was still a remarkably good performance. Following 
the reopening in December 2020 there were even 20% more website visits than in the previous year.

Website consultations 

- 251,342 unique visitors (based on IP address) consulted the website a total of 383,403 times, which averages at 
1.5 consultations per visitor. 

- On average, a site visit lasted for 3 minutes and 25 seconds. 
- The average number of pages viewed per visit was 1.07 pages, a slight decline compared with 2019 but still a 

good showing; the general average for websites is at around 3.0 pages per session. 
- 52.7% of visitors used a desktop computer to access the website, while 47.3% accessed it using a mobile device 

(smartphone or tablet). Despite a slight decline in mobile device visits, this statistical breakdown remains in line 
with 2019.

- 79.8% of visitors arrived at the website either directly or via a search engine, which is in line with previous years. 
8.8% of visitors accessed africamuseum.be via advertising, while 5% accessed the website via social media.
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Origin of website visitors 

- 67.5% of visitors viewed the website from Belgium. This is a slight decline compared with 2019 (73%). 
After the USA (5.3%), the most website visits were made from neighbouring countries: France (4.2%), the 
Netherlands (3.2%) and Germany (2.5%).

- 5.1% of all visitors came from Africa, which is an increase on the 3.8% recorded in 2019, even if this per-
centage remains low. However, at 1.3%, the DRC did rank seventh among the countries that generated the 
most website visits.

Origin of website visitors

Device type

Origine des internautes

Afrique du Sud 1 %  
Inde 1 %  
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Social media

2020 saw an increase in the number of followers on our social media accounts.
- The Facebook page AfricaMuseum EN went from 9,603 to10,233 followers, a 7% increase.
- The Facebook page AfricaMuseum België went from 2,188 to 2,286 followers, a 4% increase.
- The Facebook AfricaMuseum Belgique went from 1,950 to 2,193 followers, a 12% increase.
- The Instagram account had 4,149 followers including 643 new ones by the end of 2020, an 18% increase.
- The Twitter account had 6,084 followers including 567 new ones by the end of 2020, a 10% increase.

The most popular posts reached:
- 32,000 persons on the AfricaMuseum EN Facebook page;
- 3,400 persons on the AfricaMuseum België page;
- 78,400 persons on the AfricaMuseum Belgique page;
- 6200 views on Twitter.

Facebook post: 'On June 3rd, the AfricaMuseum 
announced its support for the #BlackLivesMatter 
movement at the museum entrance and on social 
media. In fact, the museum was established in 1898 
as a scientific institution for the dissemination of 
colonial propaganda and support of colonial activ-
ities in Belgium. The museum has long conveyed a 
message of Western supremacy, deeply rooted in 
racism. We acknowledge this and we see the fight 
against racism (...)'

Top posts

Our statement on #BlackLivesMatter sparked off numerous 
reactions, contributing to the societal debate on the role of 
colonial history in the racism that is still present in Belgium 
today. The statement can be read on the museum’s website:  

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/about_us/viewpoints
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Facebook post: 'Did you know there were African 
ambassadors in Europe in the 17th century? Dom 
Miguel de Castro, for example, was ambassador of 
the Kongo kingdom in the Netherlands in the 1640s. 
The Kongo kingdom is one of Africa’s ancient king-
doms whose history is exceptionally well document-
ed. This article highlights some pieces of this rich, 
centuries-old history, and deconstructs some of the 
stereotypes that still persist today about the history 
of Africa. Read the article: https://www.africamuse-
um.be/.../history.../kongo-kingdom'

With 78,400 people reached, this post regarding an informative 
article on the Kongo Kingdom for the general public was the 
most popular publication of 2020. 

The article is part of the series ‘Before turning the page, you 
have to read it’ (by Bénédicte Savoy) on the RMCA website. 
A survey conducted in 2020 by the University of Antwerp and 
the RMCA revealed that Belgians have little factual knowledge 
about their country’s colonial past.
The series of articles is not a history course, but presents  
little-known stories from the history of Belgium and Congo.  
It is inspired by parts of the AfricaMuseum’s permanent  
exhibition and by the work of its historians. 

 https://www.africamuseum.be/en/discover/history_articles/
kongo-kingdom
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Mission statement

The museum must act as a world centre for 
research and knowledge dissemination on the 
past and present societies and the natural envi-
ronments of Africa, in particular of Central Africa, 
to foster – among the general public and the 
scientific community – a better understanding of 
and interest in this field and, through partnerships, 
to make a substantial contribution towards the 
sustainable development of Africa. Thus the core 
tasks of this Africa-oriented institution consist of 
acquiring and managing collections, conducting 
scientific research, implementing the results of this 
research, disseminating knowledge, and present-
ing to the public a selection from its collections.

Governance and advisory bodies

The RMCA is a federal scientific institution under 
the aegis of the State Secretary for Science Policy. 
Administratively speaking, the RMCA is an inde-
pendently-managed public institution with three 
governance bodies and one advisory body.

Management Committee 
 
The management committee is responsible for 
the financial, material and administrative manage-
ment of the RMCA, and serves the same function 
for the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences. 
Chaired by a representative of the Belgian Federal 
Science Policy Office, it is made up of four external 
members (university academics and manage-
ment experts), the managing directors of each 
institution, and two representatives of the Belgian 
Federal Science Policy Office.

Members with a deliberative vote:

· Frank Monteny, Chair, Director General – PPS 
Science Policy

· Guido Gryseels, Deputy Chair, Director Gen-
eral, RMCA

· Patricia Supply, Deputy Chair, Director Gen-
eral ad interim, RBINS

· Ingrid Vanden Berghe, External member
· Olivier Ninane, Advisor – PPS Sciences Policy
· François Mairesse, External member
· Koen Verhoest, External member
· Claude Bragard, External member
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Members of the Director’s advisory committee during an online meeting.
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Members with advisory rights:

· Marie-Solange Mukarwema, Accountant, 
RBINS

· Yves Geens, Accountant, RMCA
· Brigitte Lauwaert, Head, Mathematical Models 

Management Unit, RBINS 
· Didier Van den Spiegel, Head of service, 

RMCA
· Françoise Stassart, Vice-secretary 

Attaché – PPS Science Policy
· Jacques Lust, Secretary, Attaché – PPS Science 

Policy
· Johan Schrobiltgen, Inspector of finance
· Pierre De Maret, Chair, Scientific Council, 

RMCA
· Bruno Danis, Chair, Scientific Council, RBINS

Non-voting experts:

· Patricia Supply, Director of Support Services, 
RBINS

· Tom Aarts, jurist, RBINS 
· Laurent Flamend, Advisor, Belgian Federal 

Science Policy Office 
· Olivier Ninane, Advisor, Belgian Federal  

Science Policy Office 
· F. Stassart, Attaché, Budget and Management 

Control, Belgian Federal Science Policy Office
· A. Verbeeren, HR officer, RBINS

 
Director’s advisory committee 

Members with voting rights:

· Guido Gryseels, Director General RMCA, 
Chairman

· Luc André, Head of Department a.i.  
Earth Sciences

· Els Cornelissen, Head of Department a.i.  
Cultural Anthropology and History 

· Marc De Meyer, Head of Department a.i. Biol-
ogy

· Isabelle Gérard, Head of Publications Service
· Jacky Maniacky, Head of Culture and  

Society Service
· Didier Van den Spiegel, Head of Biological 

Data and Collection Management Service
· Bruno Verbergt, Operational Director for Pub-

lic Services
 

Scientific Council 

The Council provides opinions on the quality and 
relevance of the institution's scientific activities. 
Half of its members are external experts from 
Belgian universities and the other half are from 
the museum's executive scientific staff. The mem-
bers of the Scientific Council are appointed to a 
four-year term by the Secretary of State of Belgian 
Federal Science Policy.

Internal members:

· Guido Gryseels, Director General
· Luc André, Head of Department a.i.  

Earth Sciences
· Els Cornelissen, Head of Department a.i.  

Cultural Anthropology and History
· Marc De Meyer, Head of Department a.i. Biol-

ogy
· Jacky Maniacky, Head of Culture  

and Society Service
· Patricia Van Schuylenbergh, Head of History 

and Politics Service

External members:

· Pierre De Maret, Professor, ULB, Chairman
· Frans Ollevier, Professor, KU Leuven
· Éric Pirard, Professor, ULiège
· Noël Vandenberghe, Professor, KU Leuven
· Koen Vlassenroot, Professor, Ugent

 
Recruitment and promotion board 

The committee is responsible for the selection 
and promotion of statutory scientific staff. It is 
chaired by a Federal Science Policy representative 
and is made up of two external experts from uni-
versities and the RMCA's Director-General. 

Members:

· Robert Van De Walle, President, BELSPO
· Guido Gryseels, General Director, RMCA
· Sara Geenen, Professor, UAntwerpen
· Caroline Nieberding, Professor, UCLouvain

Basic Consultative Committee 

The Basic Consultative Committee is an advi-
sory body that monitors working conditions and 
well-being in the workplace. Its members are 
representatives of personnel and labour unions.
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Management delegation:

· Guido Gryseels, General Director, Chairman
· Bruno Verbergt, Operational Director  

for Public Services
· Els Cornelissen, Head of Department a.i.  

History and Cultural Anthropology
· Marc De Meyer, Head of Department a.i. Biol-

ogy 
· An Spegelaere, Head of Service
· Isabelle Gérard, Head of Service
· François Kervyn de Meerendré,  

Head of Service
· Kristien Opstaele, Head of Service
· Dirk Verbist, Head of Service
· Mario Thoilants, Prevention advisor

Union representatives: 

· Valérie Demeulemeester (ACOD/CGSP)
· Patricia Van Schuylenbergh (ACV/CSC)
· Geert Dewulf (ACV/CSC)
· Jean-Christophe Vancoppenolle (ACV/CSC)
· Martine Renaux (VSOA-Gr II/SLFP-Gr II)
· Dr. Mieke Cogge, occupational physician

V.
 T

ae
ke

ls
 ©

 R
M

C
A

Members of RMCA Scientific Council (Patricia Van Schuylenbergh and Koen Vlassenroot were absent).
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PUBLICATIONS OF RMCA SCIENTISTS

Every year, the researchers of the museum publish articles in scientific journals or books, monographs, etc. with  
international, highly-regarded publishers. In 2020, they published 163 texts, of which 114 were peer-reviewed.

Statistics per discipline and per type in 2020

Earth  
Sciences

Biology Cultural  
Anthropology 

and History

 
TOTAL

Total number of peer-reviewed 
scientific publications 20 73 14 107

Articles in scientific journals 19 65 2 86

Chapters in (edited) book 0 8 8 16

Books and catalogues  
(as author or editor)

1 0 4 5

Total number of  
non-peer-reviewed publications 7 20 15 42

Journal articles 3 2 6 11

Maps 1 0 0 1

(edited) books/catalogues 0 1 2 3

Chapters in (edited) book 0 1 2 3

Chapters in (edited) catalogue 0 0 0 0

TOTAL 27 93 29

Publications scientifiques
peer-reviewed des chercheurs
du MRAC encodées dans
notre dbase

Publications scientifiques
globales des chercheurs
du MRAC encodées dans
notre dbase

Peer-reviewed scientific 
publications by RMCA 
researchers in our repository

Total number of scientific 
publications by RMCA 
researchers in our repository
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