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Several hundred thousand internally displaced people (IDPs) and refugees have 
returned home since 2003, due to the general improvement of security in Burundi, 
following the signing of ceasefire agreements between the government and several 
rebel groups. Hopes that the remaining rebel group, the National Liberation Forces 
(FNL), would make peace with the new government elected in mid-2005 have so far 
been disappointed. The pace of return slowed down at the end of 2005, and more 
people were displaced around the capital. 
 
From the early 1990s, hundreds of thousands of Burundians had fled their homes to 
escape fighting between the government and Hutu rebel groups seeking to put an end 
to the political dominance of the Tutsi minority. Many others, predominantly Hutus, 
were forcibly displaced into camps by the government in the second half of the 1990s. 
The number of IDPs peaked in 1999, with over 800,000 displaced, 12 per cent of the 
population. More than 300,000 people have died as a result of the conflict which has 
been accompanied by widespread human rights violations. According to the United 
Nations’ latest estimate, close to 117,000 people remained in camps as of mid-2005. 
In addition, an unknown number of IDPs were living with host families, mostly in 
urban centres.  
 
Donors have pledged to fund a government programme covering emergency needs for 
2006, including support for the voluntary return or resettlement of IDPs. But in order 
to support durable solutions for the displaced and provide protection against future 
displacement, a comprehensive IDP policy, based on the findings of the latest survey, 
needs to be finalised and implemented.   
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More maps are available on http://www.internal-displacement.org/ 

IDPs in Burundi 



Burundi: still no end to displacement, despite political progress    11 April 2006 
 

3 

Background of displacement and 
political developments 
 
Since the independence of their country 
in 1962, hundreds of thousands of Hutu 
and Tutsi Burundians have been killed in 
massacres and counter-massacres. 
Millions more have at times fled their 
homes for fear of the killing. The 
violence has been fuelled by regional and 
ethnic tensions, as well as economic 
inequalities. In 1993, large-scale 
displacement started after the 
assassination of the first elected president 
– a Hutu – Melchior Ndadaye and 
subsequent massacres. At first, the 
majority of IDPs were ethnic Tutsi 
fearing retaliation from neighbours 
following the president’s assassination, 
particularly in the northern and central 
provinces. Over the following years, as 
conflict escalated, both ethnic Tutsi and 
Hutu found refuge in camps, especially in 
the south starting in 1996. The 
government also ordered the relocation of 
hundreds of thousands of mostly Hutu 
civilians into “regroupment” camps, 
twice in the late 1990s. The number of 
IDPs peaked in 1999, with over 800,000 
displaced, that is 12 per cent of the 
population (UN CAP, November 1999, 
p.6). While regroupment camps were 
dismantled in 2000 under international 
pressure, other IDP camps remained. The 
same year, a peace agreement was signed 
in Arusha by the government, opposition 
parties and opposition armed groups. 
Large-scale displacement continued, 
however, as government troops and two 
rebel forces which had not joined the 
peace process continued to clash. In 
2003, the biggest of the two remaining 
groups, the FDD-CNDD (Forces for the 
Defence of Democracy-National Council 
for the Defence of Democracy), signed a 

ceasefire agreement with the Burundian 
government. The other rebel group, the 
FNL (National Liberation Forces), fought 
on. In May 2005, the FNL agreed to a 
ceasefire with the government, but as of 
early 2006, clashes between the 
Burundian army and the rebels continued. 
Despite these attacks, the peace process 
has largely taken hold in the rest of the 
country. A national unity government 
headed by President Pierre Nkurunziza, a 
Hutu and former head of the rebel 
movement FDD, was voted into power in 
August 2005 in the first democratic 
election since the start of the conflict in 
1993.  
 
About 5,000 UN peacekeepers have been 
in Burundi since June 2004 – replacing 
the former African Union mission – with 
South Africa contributing the majority of 
troops (IRIN, 22 February 2006). Based 
on recommendations by the Burundian 
government in view of what it considered 
to be a significant improvement in the 
overall security situation, the UN 
Security Council decided to reduce the 
peacekeeping force by 40 per cent by the 
end of April 2006 (ONUB, 15 December 
2005).  
 
 
New displacement 
 
People fled in 2005 and 2006 to escape 
fighting between the FNL and 
government troops, as well as attacks by 
the FNL. As of early 2006, sporadic 
fighting continued in Bujumbura Rural, 
Bubanza, Kayanza and Cibitoke 
provinces, causing the displacement of 
thousands of people (HRW, 27 February 
2006; UNGA, 14 September 2005). 
Several thousand families also commuted 
at night in order to find safety near 
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government or military facilities (OCHA, 
11 December 2005). 
 
In addition, several thousand IDPs and 
repatriated refugees from Tanzania – 
mainly of Tutsi and Batwa origin – 
temporarily left northern Burundi for 
Rwanda in 2005 to then return home later 
in the year. According to the United 
Nations, they left due to several factors, 
including rising food insecurity, 
difficulties in the process of social and 
economic reinsertion, and possible inter-
ethnic tensions in the context of the 
elections (OCHA, 2006). Also, in 2005 
and 2006, several thousand people were 
displaced by natural disasters. Many left 
their homes in the north and east of 
Burundi for other provinces and 
neighbouring countries, in order to 
escape severe drought leading to food 
shortages (OCHA, 5 March 2006). 
 
Meanwhile, according to the United 
Nations’ latest estimate, close to 117,000 
people remained in camps as of mid-
2005. This number does not take into 
account short-term displacement, or 
people living with host families, 
particularly in urban centres, Bujumbura 
Rural and Bubanza Provinces. About 58 
per cent of the IDP population in camps 
in Burundi is concentrated in the northern 
and central provinces of Gitega, 
Muyinga, Ngozi, Kayanza and Kirundo 
(OCHA, 23 June 2005). Nearly one-fifth 
of IDPs in southern and eastern provinces 
were returning refugees, who either lived 
on trade with Tanzania or who felt more 
secure in camps (OCHA, 26 May 2005). 
More than one-third of displaced 
households in camps were headed by 
women, many of whom were over 60 
years old. These households were among 
the most vulnerable, and among the most 

likely to remain indefinitely in the camps 
where they currently reside (OCHA, 
August 2004, 26 May 2005).  
Return 
 
Since 2003, tens of thousands of IDPs 
have returned home, due to the general 
improvement of security in the country, 
and some 30 camps have been 
dismantled, bringing the total number of 
camps to 160 (OCHA, 26 May 2005). 
Return movements were especially 
widespread in the southern provinces of 
Makamba and Bururi, which had 
historically hosted the largest IDP camps 
(OCHA, 11 November 2004). According 
to surveys conducted by the UN and the 
government, IDPs in the north were less 
willing to return than IDPs in the south. 
IDPs in northern provinces viewed the 
inter-ethnic clashes that had sparked 
displacement in that region in 1993 as not 
yet resolved, while IDPs in southern 
provinces acknowledged increased 
security following the ceasefire 
agreements between the government and 
the former armed rebel movements which 
had caused displacement in the area. One 
major obstacle to return mentioned by 
many IDPs in northern and eastern 
Burundi was the impunity of those who 
had killed civilians in massacres and who 
were allegedly still living near the IDPs' 
homes of origin (OCHA August 2004, 26 
May 2005). 
 
Since the end of 2004, the pace of IDP 
and refugee return has fluctuated, 
slowing down during heightened 
concerns related to security or political 
considerations, and then increasing when 
there were hopes for improvement, for 
example following the election of a new 
government in mid-2005 which took 
place in a relative calm. According to a 
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report by the UN Secretary-General to 
the UN Security Council, the rate of 
return of IDPs to their areas of origin 
slowed down again at the end of 2005 
(UNSC, 21 March 2006).  
 
 
Physical security 
 
Overall, the physical security of IDPs has 
significantly improved since 2003, but 
IDPs, like other civilians, remain subject 
to murder, sexual violence, armed 
robbery, banditry, road ambushes, 
carjacking, and kidnapping both by 
armed men in uniform and by civilian 
gangs. Some 80 per cent of households in 
the capital and in other large towns 
possess small arms, a significant factor in 
the continuing high level of violence 
(UNDP, November 2004). IDPs also 
often face the theft of their crops, due to 
the distance between the camps and their 
field.  
 
The UN estimates that 19 per cent of 
Burundian adolescent girls and women 
have been victims of sexual violence 
(OCHA, 2006, p13). According to a 
study by CARE International, women in 
communities where food is distributed, 
widows in particular, are often sexually 
abused by the chiefs responsible for 
putting together food distribution lists 
(CARE International, June 2005).  
 
As of early 2006, FNL combatants 
continued to deliberately kill civilians 
and steal property in Bujumbura Rural 
Province. Meanwhile, the government 
intensified its military campaign against 
the FNL (UNSC, 21 March 2006).  
Government soldiers were blamed for the 
destruction of houses, arbitrary arrests, 
and illegal detention of persons suspected 

of collaboration with the FNL. While 
humanitarian access to Bujumbura Rural 
improved compared to previous years, 
Burundian authorities advised against 
missions in areas where the presence of 
rebels was suspected (OCHA, 5 March 
2006; HRW, 27 February 2006).   
 
Both rebel groups and the government 
have recruited child soldiers, many of 
whom were displaced children. Child 
recruitment escalated in 2003, as armed 
groups reportedly sought to inflate their 
numbers to gain bargaining power in the 
peace accords (CSUCS, 16 January 
2004). Some 3,000 child soldiers were 
demobilised in 2004 and 2005, but child 
recruitment by the FNL was continuing 
in Bujumbura Rural and Bubanza 
Provinces as of early 2006 (UNICEF, 
2006).  
 
 
Humanitarian conditions 
 
People temporarily displaced, as well as 
people in camps and those who recently 
returned home have critical humanitarian 
needs. It is also the case of many other 
vulnerable Burundians. According to the 
UN's World Food Programme, 2.2 
million Burundians were in need of food 
aid in 2006, due to a combination of poor 
rains, crop disease and extreme poverty 
(WFP, 3 February 2006). Housing 
conditions throughout the country 
remained poor, and according to the 
National Commission for the 
Reintegration of War-affected People, 
about 1.2 million people – many of them 
IDPs – lacked basic shelter (IRIN, 5 
October 2004). The first cause of 
mortality in Burundi is malaria. 
Respiratory infections and diarrhea claim 
the lives of many children under five as 
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well. Another leading killer, among IDPs 
and others, is HIV/AIDS. According to 
the Joint UN Programme on HIV/AIDS 
(UNAIDS), Burundi is among the 15 
countries most affected by the disease 
(ECOSOC, 27 June 2005). 
IDPs who recently returned home have 
pressing needs as well. About 70 per cent 
of returning IDPs and refugees do not 
have houses or were returning to find 
their houses destroyed, according to the 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) (OCHA, 2006). A study 
conducted by the Norwegian Refugee 
Council (NRC) found that returning IDPs 
in areas of Makamba Province – most of 
whom who had returned home without 
assistance – needed physical protection, 
legal support, housing, water and 
education (NRC, September 2005).  
 
Shortly after being elected, the new 
government abolished primary school 
fees. As a result, the 2005-2006 school 
year saw a 50 per cent increase of 
enrolment for first graders in all 
provinces, compared to the period 2004-
2005 (OCHA, 2006). In order to ensure 
that displaced and other vulnerable 
children benefit from this measure, the 
extremely limited school capacities and 
teachers’ shortages need to be addressed. 
 
 
Land issues 
 
While the vast majority of IDPs in 
Burundi continue to access and cultivate 
their original land plots, unsolved land 
issues still complicate the return process 
of refugees and – to a lesser extent – of 
IDPs. The value of land has gone up 
following the improvement of security, 
and rich individuals have expanded the 
size or number of plots, while the land 

available to returning IDPs and refugees 
is getting smaller (Mbura Kamungi et al., 
June 2005). Conflicts also occur when 
repatriated refugees find IDPs settled on 
their land, as was the case in Nyanza-Lac, 
Makamba Province, in 2005 (OCHA, 25 
September 2005). The Burundian 
government needs to develop effective 
legal mechanisms to address land-related 
disputes arising from occupation, 
restitution and compensation (Prisca 
Mbura Kamungi et al., June 2005). 
 
Female- and child-headed households 
generally do not have the possibility of 
accessing their land either. One urgent 
measure is to allow women to inherit 
land. In March 2006, the Burundian 
Minister of National Solidarity reportedly 
said that a project of law allowing 
women to inherit land had been 
submitted to Parliament (ITEKA, March 
2006).  
 
 
National and international  
responses 
 
In January 2006, the UN Security 
Council passed a resolution underscoring 
the primary responsibility of the 
governments in the Great Lakes region to 
protect their populations. It also called 
for increased international support for the 
reintegration of IDPs (UNSC, 27 January 
2006). 
 
The Burundian Ministry for National 
Solidarity and Human Rights is 
responsible for assisting IDPs and 
supporting durable solutions. PARESI, a 
UNHCR-financed project which replaced 
the National Commission for the 
Reintegration of War-affected People, 
provide basic housing and infrastructure 
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to returning IDPs and refugees. In his 
inauguration address, President 
Nkurunziza underlined the challenge of 
accommodating the return of thousands 
of IDPs and refugees (IRIN, 29 August 
2005).  In February 2006, the Burundian 
government launched an emergency 
programme to cover post-war recovery 
needs for 2006, and international donors 
subsequently pledged the totality of the 
funds requested. The money received 
should aid the drought-stricken 
population, support the rehabilitation of 
social infrastructures, the improvement of 
health care, the repatriation of refugees, 
and the return or resettlement of IDPs. It 
should also help Burundi to ensure good 
governance and to restore the rule of law 
(Government of Burundi, 28 February 
2006; IRIN, 1 March 2006).  
 
The Resident Coordinator/Humanitarian 
Coordinator for Burundi is responsible 
for ensuring a strategic and coordinated 
response to internal displacement in the 
country. OCHA is the focal point on IDP 
issues, while UNHCR is planning to 
expand its role vis-à-vis IDPs, in line 
with the agency’s new responsibilities 
under the cluster approach adopted by the 
UN in late 2005. Under the new 
approach, UNHCR has been assigned 
global lead responsibility for ensuring an 
adequate international response in the 
protection, camp management and 
emergency shelter clusters.  
 
Based on the findings of the IDP survey 
conducted by OCHA in 2005, 
humanitarian actions regarding IDPs will 
focus on improving coordination to 
maximise the existing expertise and 
capacity in monitoring and supporting 
IDP return (for example on basic needs, 
housing, land property issues, other 

protection issues). Also, a framework 
will be developed to identify durable 
solutions for IDPs not wishing to return 
to their zones of origin, adequate 
approaches for IDP return in the broader 
context of refugee return and community 
recovery, and the specific problems of 
female-headed households. These 
initiatives will also pay specific attention 
to the links between humanitarian/relief 
and reconstruction/development activities 
(OCHA, 23 June 2005). As of April 
2006, an IDP plan of action was in the 
process of being finalised. 
 
Humanitarian action regarding IDPs 
focuses on their immediate needs, such as 
food security, health, housing and 
education, as well as on their return and 
reintegration. The UN development 
agency UNDP has, for example, initiated 
a programme to assist war-affected 
people, which comprises the capacity-
building of national institutions in charge 
of reintegration, the construction and 
rehabilitation of social infrastructure and 
housing, as well as support for local 
economic development and land 
management alternatives. The 
programme follows a community-based 
approach in order to ensure equity 
between the returnees and the local 
population (OCHA, 23 June 2005). 
NGOs like Ligue ITEKA, Search for 
Common Ground, Global Rights, Accord 
and NRC provide legal support and 
conflict mediation for IDPs and returning 
refugees to solve land issues in a peaceful 
way. These organisations also 
disseminate legal and procedural codes 
on land issues to community leaders, 
especially in Bururi, Makamba, Ruyigi 
and Muyinga Provinces (OCHA, 26 May 
2005). However, most of the funding 
dedicated to returnees is administered by 
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the UNHCR programme, and only 10 per 
cent of the aid is spent on IDPs and other 
vulnerable households. The peacekeeping 
force provides security and logistical 
support to humanitarian agencies as 
needed, in connection with the return of 
refugees and displaced persons (UNSC, 
21 March 2006). 
 
Since the beginning of the crisis in 1993, 
donors have appeared reluctant to provide 
funding to meet the needs of Burundians. 
With the improvement of the political 
situation, donors have promised 
increased resources. The 2006 UN 
Consolidated Appeal is requesting close 
to $128 million (OCHA, 2006). It 
remains to be seen to what extent donors 
will respond to the appeal and make good 
on their pledges to fund the Burundian 
government’s emergency programme. 
 
Note: This is a summary of the IDMC’s 
country profile of the situation of internal 
displacement in Burundi. The full country 
profile is available online here. 
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About the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, established in 1998 by the Norwegian 
Refugee Council, is the leading international body monitoring conflict-induced internal 
displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Centre contributes to improving national and international 
capacities to protect and assist the millions of people around the globe who have been 
displaced within their own country as a result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Geneva-based Centre runs an online database 
providing comprehensive information and analysis on internal displacement in some 50 
countries.  
 
Based on its monitoring and data collection activities, the Centre advocates for durable 
solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards. 
 
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre also carries out training activities to 
enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced 
people. In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national 
civil society initiatives. 
 
For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the 
database at www.internal-displacement.org. 
 
 
Media contact: 
 
Jens-Hagen Eschenbächer 
Head of Monitoring and Advocacy Department 
Tel.: +41 (0)22 799 07 03 
Email: jens.eschenbaecher@nrc.ch 
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