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Burundi: withdrawal by international partners would be disastrous for the peace 
process and for future development. 
  

Brussels-Bujumbura, October 2011 
 
EurAc has supported the peace process in Burundi for a long time, not only through advocacy work in 
collaboration with Burundian civil society but also through the efforts of our members on the ground. 
We have sent election observers to strengthen the teams of |Burundian observers in 2005 and 2010. We 
are concerned about the risk that some donors may withdraw their support at this crucial time.  
 
Our view is that Burundi is a clear example of a fragile country facing extreme poverty after decades 
of ethnic and political conflict. In order to ensure that recent development efforts are sustained,  we 
believe it is vital to consolidate the peace process and help stabilise Burundi by supporting its work 
towards the Millennium Development Goals (MDG). This consolidation is not only important for 
Burundi, but for the whole region with its various cross-border issues. 
 
Early in 2011, the British Department for International Development (DFID) decided to end its 
bilateral programme effective 2012/2013. This will also result in the ending of Swedish aid as this has 
been provided through DFID. Various other bilateral and multilateral partners are in the process of 
reviewing their collaboration with Burundi,  which could lead to the withdrawal or reduction of aid. A 
study of the budget by the Observatoire de l’Action Gouvernementale, a local NGO, shows that out of 
the 51% of foreign aid promised to Burundi,  roughly only 20% had been received (by June of this 
year).Without this essential support, the government relies on  tax increases which penalize the poorest 
even more. 
 
This situation is of the greatest concern to EurAc: Burundi has made impressive steps to move on from 
conflict and needs to tackle its root causes, notably poverty and poor governance. The current violence 
witnessed throughout the country, and especially the dramatic events at Gatumba on 18 September 
suggest that the conflict may continue. 
 
 

I. Burundi: Faltering progress against a backdrop of continued fragility  
 

I. With support from external aid and diplomatic partners, Burundi has made significant progress 
since the end of its civil war. The country held peaceful, free and fair elections in 2005. In 2009 
the last active rebel group, the FNL, disarmed. In spite of pressure put on them by the 
authorities, the press and civil society have managed to execute their democratic role. The 
division between Hutus and Tutsis is no longer seen as the cause all of the country’s problems, 
and the army is no longer used by one ethnic group as a device to protect its privileges.  

 
II. During the 2010 elections, however, this progress began to unravel. The main opposition 

parties decided not to present candidates for the legislative and presidential elections, 
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III. The immediate consequence of the opposition’s withdrawal was an overwhelming victory for 
the party in power, CNDD/FDD, at the subsequent polls. Since then, there has been an increase 
in political tension and violence throughout the country. This is illustrated by the numerous 
political assassinations and extra-judicial executions. The 18 September attack at Gatumba 
where 36 people lost their lives awakens the painful memory of the massacres that took place 
before the 2005 elections. The civil and political freedoms - which were not easily achieved - 
have been undermined by untimely intimidation, arrests, interrogation and even imprisonment 
of members of civil society, journalists, lawyers, human rights and anti-corruption activists etc. 
Early in 2011 UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon voiced concern over "signs of a returning 
climate of impunity, the resurgence of acts of torture, intimidation, extrajudicial executions and 
arrests of opposition members"2. 

 
On a more positive note, the Burundian government recently reaffirmed its commitment to 
progress, promising to set up transitional justice mechanisms and a National Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission by 2012. In May 2011 the government opened an Independent 
National Human Rights Commission, led by civil society activists with an impressive record on 
human rights; however this commission has yet to receive sufficient funding for its operation.  

 
Burundi has passed important milestones on the path to peace, but the page of the conflict has not 
yet been definitively turned. Loyal support from external partners remains necessary.  

 
EurAc encourages the European Union and its member states to: 
 
 Insist on the Burundi government’s responsibility to ensure the security of all Burundians by 

putting an end to impunity and to the current violence through legitimate means while 
respecting human rights. 

 Encourage the government to create a climate favourable to dialogue, encouraging opposition 
members to take part in public matters. It is crucial that the leaders who left the country in 
2010 return and that they be able to carry out their activities on the ground. This requires that 
the judiciary function independently and that independent investigations be conducted where 
accusations have been made of political violence or torture.  

 Insist that the Burundian government respect the right to freedom of expression, of the press 
and of assembly in order to guarantee the participation of civil society and the media in the 
reinforcement of democracy.  

 Develop and publish a national strategy for the effective implementation of the European 
Union Guidelines for the protection of human rights defenders in Burundi. 

 
II.The need to support institutional reforms for good governance 
 
Public mismanagement continues to be a major obstacle in the fight against poverty and for the 
acvhievement of the MDGs. Burundi has no tradition of good governance. Corruption and nepotism 

 
1 The various independent observation missions, among them the EurAc-COSOME civil society observation teams, found no proof of 
fraud on a scale which would confirm the opposition’s analysis and call into question the results of the communal elections, although we 
did find some irregularities during the poll.  See Great Lakes Echoes Editorial ‘No "hit and run" politics please’, EurAc Bulletin No. 67, 
July 2010.   

2 UN downsizes Burundi office’ Agence France Presse, 1 January 2011.  
 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/reliefweb_pdf/node-360981.pdf
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have penetrated all sectors of public life.. The Government of Burundi has been accused of embezzling 
up to half of the national budget (more than 200 billion francs) over the past two years3. 

 
Governance concerns the way in which public functions are carried out and public resources are 
managed. At a local level, it is about the capacity of a region, municipality, or community to manage 
its affairs. This is clearly a development issue, as the extent to which decentralised authorities are 
effective and accountable will have a considerable bearing on development progress at the local level.  
Likewise, the way in which decentralisation is organised and whether it has been appropriated by the 
people will also influence local development progress.Decentralisation is essential for the revitalisation 
of the political landscape at the grassroots level and for bringing about more harmonious and effective 
economic development. We would like to highlight the importance of citizen participation  in the 
national reconstruction process and in the restoration of Burundi’s credibility. Decentralisation is also 
a model of democracy, enabling citizens to exercise political responsibility at a local level. A National 
Strategy for Good Governance and the fight against corruption has been developed through a 
participative process (including civil society, the private sector and international donors), unfortunately 
this important strategy seems to be blocked at the cabinet level. 
 
Future development in Burundi will depend to a great extent on its ability to engage in the struggle 
against corruption, and to speed up the implementation of political and administrative reforms to 
improve good governance, popular participation and state responsibility. Civil society has a major role 
to play in this process, particularly in the present context where the political majority is showing 
authoritarian tendencies while the opposition is not represented in state institutions (following its 
decision to withdraw from the electoral cycle in 2010).  
 
Despite support given to Parliament, it has not yet begun to play its role of keeping the government in 
check; on the contrary it seems happy to go along with the decisions which negatively impact the poor. 
As examples, the increase in the cost of travel documents, water and electricity. 
 
It is therefore recommended to the EU and it member states: 
 

 Recognise and support the key role of Burundian civil society in institutional reform 
programmes, and ensure that development and budgetary support promote this role. 

 Strengthen the Burundian parliament in its role of examining and challenging  
government action and defending the interests of Burundian citizens. 

  Support the setting up of national procedures, agencies and mechanisms for effective 
oversight of the planning, implementation and monitoring of government spending 

 Support the consolidation of a legal and regulatory framework for decentralisation and 
community development;  

 Contribute to the creation and protection of freedoms for civil society, and the press, so 
that they can play their democratic role; 

 Continue with their development programmes and provide support to anti corruption 
initiatives, both through institutional capacity building and transparency projects 
developed alongside courageous |Burundian civil society actors. 

 Encourage the adoption of the National Strategy for Good Governance and the Struggle 
against Corruption as it has been developed by the government in collaboration the 
various partners of the government.  

 
 

 
3Half of the National Budget Embezzled Within Two Years”, 2 février 2008, All Africa, Observatoire de lutte contre la corruption et les 
malversations au Burundi (Olucom).  
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III.The struggle against poverty 
 
The conflict destroyed much of Burundi’s socio-economic infrastructure and productive 
capital.  In spite of efforts to substantially improve access to education and primary health care, 
and improve salaries in certain professions, Burundians continue to face extreme poverty. 
 
Burundi is one of the least urbanised countries in the world. Over 80 % of the population lives 
in rural areas. Agricultural activities account for 95 % of the rural population’s income, with 
more than two thirds of the rural population being poor (69 %), compared to 34 % in towns. 
The pressure on land is intense and the average farm size is just 0.5 hectare. The rural economy 
is poorly monetised, savings mobilization is very low and access to credit is limited by low 
rural penetration of credit institutions. State extension services have been gutted by the conflict 
and by inadequate funding. 

 
Land distribution, loss of soil fertility, the use of rudimentary farming techniques, inadequate 
services to support production and marketing, the high rate of illiteracy and difficulties in 
obtaining credit are further reasons for the agricultural sector’s poor productivity, and the low 
incomes of rural families. 

 
I. The economy’s capacity to generate non-agricultural jobs is extremely limited.. Weak 

household purchasing power and frequent increases in food prices contribute to severe and 
widespread household food insecurity. 

 
EurAc recommends to the EU and its members states: 
 

 Given that the overwhelming majority Burundians are dependent on small-scale 
farming activities, it is important that the European Union and its member states and 
other donors remain engaged and support the agricultural sector if Burundi is to make 
progress towards achieving MDGs, particularly on hunger.   

 Furthermore, by increasing support to the agricultural sector in the short to medium 
term, donors can contribute to developing human capital necessary for effective longer 
term economic growth strategies, including through regional integration.   

 
IV. Multilateral support to Burundi  
 

Compared to its two neighbours, Rwanda and the DRC, Burundi has received relatively modest 
amounts of development support even though 51% of the national budget depends on external 
aid. France and Belgium are the biggest bilateral donors, contributing about 20% of the aid 
received by the country in 2007-2009. The United States has become increasingly important 
and has increased its contribution from 26 to 40 million US$ in the period 2007-2010. The 
European Union is among the countries greatest bilateral donors with a contribution of US$ 
108 million, behind the US$ 375 million received from the World Bank 

 
EurAc has always advocated for a more balanced and coherent approach by all of Burundi’s external 
partners. We consider that such an approach is still important today. 
 

 The European Union and its member states should maintain their support to Burundi as 
an essential element of a coherent development strategy for the whole region.  
 

At the request of the Burundian government, the UN downsized its presence in Burundi in January of 
this year, reducing its size from 450 in-country personnel to less than 60.  
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 The European Union and its member states should help safeguard results achieved so 
far by ensuring adequate funding is provided for appropriate measures. 

 The European Union and its member states should take a strong interest in future 
discussions regarding the UN’s mandate in Burundi and ensure the UN is endowed with 
the necessary resources to help Burundi to consolidate peace.  

 
V. Regional integration as a strategy for economic growth and poverty reduction in 
Burundi?  
 

Burundi’s strategic position in East and Central Africa provide significant development prospects 
for both the country and the region.. Burundi’s membership in both the East African Community 
and the CEPGL (Economic Community for the Countries of the Great Lakes) provide important 
trading opportunities, while at the same time encouraging peaceful relations and cooperation on 
defence and security issues.  

 
The International Conference for the Great Lakes (ICGLR) is an important regional multilateral 
forum, set-up to promote the implementation of the Stability Pact, which came into force in 2008 
after ratification by national legislatures. The pact includes far-reaching commitments, on (inter 
alia) human rights, civilian protection, natural resources, democratic governance and non-
aggression. The ICGLR secretariat is based in Bujumbura and facilitated in December 2010 the 
signing of the Lusaka Agreement, providing concrete steps for its 13 Member-states to address the 
illicit trade in natural resources. Burundi has a great potential for supporting more multilateralism 
in Central Africa. 

 
We consider that long term efforts for regional integration are complementary to the struggle against 
poverty and hunger in Burundi. Consequently: 

 
 Burundi’s bilateral and multilateral partners should intensify their support to the ICGLR 

because there is need for a public forum which brings together the countries of the region 
and provides opportunities for economic, political and socialintegration. The ICGLR’s 
mandate is to address several issues which cannot be reduced to their economic dimension 
alone.  

 
II. Conclusions and recommendations 

 Burundi faces steep challenges in the fight against poverty; these are further exacerbated by 
current  economic, political and governance issues. Burundi is heavily dependent on foreign 
aid, which finances 50% of the national budget.  For the time being foreign assistance 
remains key to Burundi’s capacity to implement its national development strategy and work 
towards achieving its millennium development goals.  Therefore:  
 

 Continued levels of bilateral and multilateral support will be essential to help Burundi 
implement the next phase of the PRSP and make progress towards achieving its millennium 
development goals.  

 
  Each bilateral or multilateral partner should seriously weigh the potential human impact 

of any decision to disengage or reduce its current level of support to Burundi. 
 
 
Brussels, Bujumbura, October 11th 2011, 
 
For Forsc :          For EurAc 
 
Pacifique NININAHAZWE        Kris BERWOUTS 
Secrétaire exécutif         Director 
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