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Since the early 1990s, hundreds of thousands of Burundians have 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 internally displaced people (IDPs) peaked in 1999, with over 800,000 
displaced, 12 per cent of the population. More than 300,000 people have died as a re-
sult of the conflict which has been accompanied by widespread human rights viola-
tions by all sides, including killings, rape and forced recruitment of children.  
 
Following the signing of ceasefire agreements between the government and several 
rebel groups in 2003, thousands of refugees and IDPs returned home, due to the gen-
eral improvement of security in the country. From mid-2003 to mid-2005, at least 
165,000 IDPs returned to their areas of origin, most of them without any external as-
sistance. At the same time, however, more people were displaced in Bujumbura Rural 
Province, the area around the capital, as one particular rebel group, the National 
Liberation Forces (FNL), still refused to make peace with the government. The total 
number of IDPs in camps as of mid-2005 was estimated at 117,000; in addition, an 
unknown number of IDPs stay with host families.   
 
The United Nations and the Burundian government have carried out comprehensive 
surveys of the IDPs in camps in Burundi both in 2004 and in 2005, which give pre-
cious information about the location of IDPs, their vulnerabilities and their aspira-
tions. Based on these findings, the UN announced that aid agencies would focus on 
improving coordination to better support IDP return, and develop a framework for 
identifying durable solutions for IDPs not wishing to return to their areas of origin.  
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More maps are available on http://www.idpproject.org/
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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. The 
violence has been fuelled by regional and 
ethnic tensions. Millions more have at 
times fled their homes for fear of the kill-
ing. The violence has reinforced a deep 
sense of vulnerability for both ethnic 
groups. Hutu are demographically domi-
nant but often see themselves as vulner-
able to the political, economical and 
military power of the Tutsi. Many Tutsi 
consider themselves a threatened minor-
ity. The latest round of large-scale dis-
placement started after the assassination 
of the first elected president – a Hutu – 
Melchior Ndadaye and subsequent mas-
sacres in 1993. People fled to avoid fight-
ing, or in anticipation of fighting. But 
very often they were also the direct target 
of violence. At first, most 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 govern-
ment also ordered the relocation of hun-
dreds of thousands of mostly Hutu 
civilians into camps, both in 1996-97 and 
in 1999-2000. The number of IDPs 
peaked in 1999, with over 800,000 dis-
placed, that is 12 per cent of the popula-
tion (UN CAP, November 1999, p.6). 
The camps were dismantled in 2000 un-
der international pressure, but little assis-
tance was given to IDPs to resettle. The 
same year, a peace agreement was signed 
in Arusha by the government, opposition 
parties and opposition armed groups. 

Large-scale displacement, both tempo-
rary and long-term, 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 De-
fence of Democracy), signed a ceasefire 
agreement with the Burundian govern-
ment. The other rebel group, the FNL 
(National Liberation Forces), fought on. 
In August 2004, the FNL claimed re-
sponsibility for the massacre that month 
of 160 Congolese Tutsi refugees at the 
Gatumba transit camp on the Burundi 
side of the border with the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (UNSC, 15 Novem-
ber 2004). The group insisted on negoti-
ating only with the Tutsi leadership of the 
national army, which it viewed as the real 
power in the country. In May 2005, how-
ever, it finally agreed to a ceasefire with 
the government. But the ceasefire did not 
hold, and as of August 2005, clashes be-
tween the Burundian army – which now 
includes former CNDD/FDD combatants 
– and the FNL were continuing. 
 
Despite these attacks, the peace process 
seemed to be taking hold in the rest of the 
country, and local, legislative and presi-
dential elections were due to be held in 
various phases by 19 August 2005. In the 
first half of 2005, the UN peacekeeping 
mission in Burundi announced that it had 
disarmed and demobilised close to 
10,000 former combatants, including 
3,000 child soldiers, from the Burundian 
armed forces and opposition political par-
ties and movements (ECOSOC, 27 June 
2005). Another positive step was the 
adoption by 90 per cent of registered vot-
ers in February 2005 of the new national 
constitution, which includes the power-
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sharing mechanisms agreed upon by Bu-
rundian political parties (OCHA, 23 June 
2005).  
 
 
Thousands return home due to the 
improvement of security 
 
While over the previous 12 years, all of 
Burundi’s 17 provinces had been affected 
by displacement, as of mid-2005, spo-
radic fighting was continuing only in Bu-
jumbura Rural Province, and in the north-
western provinces of Bubanza and Cibi-
toke (AFP, 12 July 2005; UNSC, 8 
March 2005). In Bujumbura Rural, popu-
lation displacement was reduced mark-
edly in the first months of 2005 
compared to the period 2003-2004, and 
IDPs were reported to be gradually re-
turning to their areas of origin (OCHA, 
23 June 2005). In June 2005, however, 
fighting between government and FNL 
forces caused the displacement of thou-
sands of people. Fighting earlier that 
month had forced officials to postpone 
communal elections in the area (IRIN, 14 
June 2005). 
 
From mid-2003 to mid-2005, at least 
165,000 IDPs returned home, due to the 
general improvement of security in the 
country (OCHA, 23 June 2005; 3 June 
2003). Some 30 camps were dismantled 
(OCHA, 26 May 2005). Return move-
ments were especially widespread in the 
southern provinces of Makamba and Bu-
ruri, which had historically hosted the 
largest IDP camps (OCHA, 11 November 
2004). Most of these IDPs returned on 
their own, with no external assistance. 
According to national surveys conducted 
by the UN Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in 2004 
and 2005, 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 dis-
placement in that region in 1993 as not 
yet resolved, while IDPs in southern 
provinces acknowledged increased secu-
rity following the ceasefire agreements 
between the government and the former 
armed rebel movements which had 
caused displacement in the area. One ma-
jor obstacle to return mentioned by many 
IDPs 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). As a result, about 50,000 
people were unable or unwilling to go 
home (IRIN, 23 May 2005).  
 
According to a World Food Programme 
(WFP) survey in September 2004, only 
18 per cent of the households which had 
experienced displacement in the past two 
years and had returned from inside Bu-
rundi, received a three-month aid return 
package, compared to 56 per cent of 
those who had returned from a refugee 
camp abroad (WFP, September 2004). 
 
According to the UN, approximately 
117,000 people remained displaced in 
camps as of mid-2005. This number does 
not take into account people living with 
host families, particularly in 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, Muy-
inga, Ngozi, Kayanza and Kirundo 
(OCHA, 23 June 2005). As of mid-2005, 
18.5 per cent of IDPs in southern and 
eastern provinces were returning refu-
gees, who either lived on trade with Tan-
zania or who felt more secure in camps 
(OCHA, 26 May 2005). More than one-
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third of displaced households in camps 
are headed by women. These households 
are among the most vulnerable, and 
among the most likely to remain defini-
tively in the camps where they currently 
reside (OCHA, August 2004).  
 
While the vast majority of IDPs in Bu-
rundi continue to access and cultivate 
their original land plots, unsolved land 
issues still complicate the return process 
of many refugees and IDPs. The value of 
land has gone up following the improve-
ment of security, and rich individuals 
have expanded the size or number of 
plots, while the land available to return-
ing IDPs and refugees is getting smaller 
(Mbura Kamungi and al., June 2005). 
Female- and child-headed households 
generally do not have the possibility of 
accessing their land either (OCHA, Au-
gust 2004). One urgent measure is to al-
low displaced and other women to inherit 
land. In its strategy for IDP and refugee 
return, the Burundian government prom-
ised the explicit recognition of the right 
of women to land ownership in a new law 
(Government of Burundi, January 2004).  
 
 
Physical security 
 
Overall, the physical security of IDPs 
significantly improved in 2004-2005 but 
IDPs, like other civilians, remained sub-
ject to murder, sexual violence, armed 
robbery, banditry, road ambushes, car-
jacking, and kidnapping by armed men in 
uniform and by civilians. 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. 
 
During 2004, according to Human Rights 
Watch (HRW), both government and 
FNL forces deliberately killed civilians, 
raped women and girls, burned houses, 
and stole property in Bujumbura Rural 
Province. At the end of 2004, humanitar-
ian agencies were forced to suspend the 
delivery of assistance in the province, as 
IDPs and other vulnerable households 
were robbed by government and FNL 
forces immediately after receiving assis-
tance (HRW, 14 January 2005). Killings 
and lootings by the FNL continued to be 
reported in 2005 in the province (OCHA, 
8 May 2005). 
 
Both rebel groups and the government 
have recruited child soldiers, many of 
whom were displaced children. Child re-
cruitment escalated in the period leading 
up to the change of president in May 
2003, as armed groups reportedly sought 
to inflate their numbers to gain bargain-
ing power in the peace accords (CSUCS, 
16 January 2004). Child recruitment con-
tinued despite the political transition in 
2004 and early 2005, particularly by the 
FNL (CSUCS, 17 November 2004; 
UNSC, 9 February 2005). The majority 
of displaced children do not go to school 
as their parents cannot afford the school 
fees, few of them having benefited from 
the exemption to which vulnerable 
groups are eligible in Burundi. As of 
mid-2004, on average, 44 per cent of dis-
placed children were enrolled in school – 
46 per cent of boys and 42 per cent of 
girls (OCHA, August 2004). The school 
enrolment in camps is similar to the na-
tional average. 
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Humanitarian conditions 
 
In November 2004, there was a cholera 
outbreak in a camp hosting 30,000 IDPs 
in Kabezi Commune, Bujumbura Prov-
ince, following heavy rains. Poor drain-
age and sanitation in the camp facilitated 
the spreading of the epidemic. Heavy 
rains also destroyed the IDPs’ homes, 
most of which were wooden structures 
covered with banana leaves, and dis-
rupted school for displaced children. 
Crops planted by the IDPs were damaged 
by the rain or looted by the FNL (IRIN, 
16 November 2004). Almost all of the 
displaced left the camp in late December 
2004, but the voluntary character of their 
return has been questioned by local ob-
servers.   
 
In other provinces, the humanitarian 
situation of the IDPs has generally im-
proved. Close to 70 per cent of IDP 
camps have a health facility in or close to 
the camp, 91 per cent have a water point 
located in or within close proximity of 
the site, and 84 per cent of IDP house-
holds have a latrine in the site (OCHA, 
August 2004). On the other hand, it 
means that 30 per cent of IDPs still have 
no close access to health facilities, which 
causes concern, especially considering 
the high level of malnutrition and health 
problems among children (WFP, Sep-
tember 2004). While food security gener-
ally improved in 2005 compared to 
previous years throughout the country, 
600,000 people faced severe food short-
ages in north-eastern provinces in the 
first half of 2005 (ECOSOC, 27 June 
2005; OCHA, 23 June 2005). Housing 
conditions throughout the country remain 
poor, and according to the National 
Commission for the Reintegration of 
War-affected People (CNRS), about 1.2 

million refugees, IDPs and widows lack 
basic shelter (IRIN, 5 October 2004). 
Many IDPs complain about the wide-
spread corruption in aid distribution 
among local administrators or powerful 
people in the camps, citing examples of 
fabricated lists which benefit the rich and 
disregard the most vulnerable groups, 
particularly female- and child-headed 
households (OCHA, August 2004). 
 
The first cause of mortality in Burundi is 
malaria (MSF, 6 May 2004). Another 
leading killer, among IDPs and others, is 
HIV/AIDS, with 40,000 dying of the dis-
ease in 2000 alone, according to the Di-
rector of Burundi’s national AIDS 
programme (IRIN-CEA, 22 June 2001). 
According to the Joint United Nations 
Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), 
Burundi is among the 15 countries most 
affected by the disease (ECOSOC, 27 
June 2005). 
 
 
National response 
 
In January 2004, the Burundian govern-
ment published a national programme for 
the rehabilitation of IDPs and refugees. 
The Ministry of Resettlement and Rein-
tegration of IDP and Repatriates is re-
sponsible for the implementation of the 
programme together with the CNRS 
(Government of Burundi, January 2004). 
According to the International Crisis 
Group, the CNRS currently lacks the 
means necessary to carry out its tasks. In 
addition, its plan for IDP and refugee re-
turn is not detailed enough and fails to 
involve partners at the national and inter-
national level (ICG, 2 December 2003). 
Short of staff and funds, the CNRS has 
had to focus its action principally on re-
turning refugees, to the detriment of the 
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internally displaced (FMR, September 
2004). It has also mostly provided short-
term humanitarian assistance, rather than 
the structural role envisaged in its man-
date (ISS, 27 May 2005). Many IDPs de-
plore the fact that all decisions regarding 
the IDP community are made by the local 
administration (OCHA, August 2004). 
The UN also noted at the end of 2004 
that the coordination capacities of gov-
ernment structures remained limited at 
both national and provincial levels, espe-
cially that of the CNRS (OCHA, 11 No-
vember 2004).  
 
 
International response focuses on 
IDP and refugee return 
 
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. Protection concerns regarding 
IDPs are channelled through the Techni-
cal Follow-Up Group (Groupe Technique 
de Suivi, GTS), a weekly forum compris-
ing UN agencies, government and NGO 
representatives. The UN Inter-Agency 
Internal Displacement Division, which 
undertook two missions to Burundi in 
2004, noted however that the GTS had 
remained largely inoperative due to the 
limited engagement of UN and govern-
ment actors, and due to the tendency to 
use the forum for humanitarian rather 
than protection issues (IDD, 24 Septem-
ber 2004). A UN-NGO protection forum 
was established in 2004 but it did not be-
come operative either. 
 
Based on the findings of the IDP survey 
conducted by OCHA in 2005, humanitar-
ian actions regarding IDPs will focus on 

improving coordination to maximise the 
existing expertise and capacity in moni-
toring and supporting IDP return (for ex-
ample 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 humanitar-
ian/relief and reconstruction/development 
activities (OCHA, 23 June 2005). 
 
In the first half of 2005, humanitarian 
action focused on household food secu-
rity and emergency agriculture support, 
as well as IDP and refugee return and re-
integration. The UN development agency 
UNDP has, for example, initiated a pro-
gramme to assist war-affected people, 
which comprises the capacity-building of 
national institutions in charge of reinte-
gration, the construction and rehabilita-
tion of social infrastructure and housing, 
as well as support for local economic de-
velopment and land management alterna-
tives. The programme will follow 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, Ac-
cord and the Norwegian Refugee Council 
provide legal support for IDPs and others 
to solve land issues in a peaceful way. 
These organisations also disseminate le-
gal and procedural codes on land issues 
to community leaders, especially in Bu-
ruri, Makamba, Ruyigi and Muyinga 
Provinces (OCHA, 26 May 2005). How-
ever, most of the funding dedicated to 
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returnees is administered by the UNHCR 
programme, and only 10 per cent of the 
aid is spent on IDPs and other vulnerable 
households. 
 
UN agencies and NGOs also continued to 
respond to the needs of people temporar-
ily displaced by fighting, as well as to 
displaced people in camps. During a mis-
sion to Burundi in November 2004, 
members of the UN Security Council 
noted the wide-scale displacements that 
had taken place in Bujumbura Rural, and 
underscored the need to increase the gov-
ernment’s efforts to protect the civilian 
population (UNSC, 30 November 2004). 
Troops of the United Nations mission 
(UN Operation in Burundi, UNOB) cre-
ated in June 2004 have been deployed in 
Bujumbura Rural Province and provide 
protection for IDPs and other civilians. 
ONUB has over 5,000 troops, from Paki-
stan, Ethiopia, Nepal, South Africa, 
Kenya and Mozambique (UNSC, 8 
March 2005). According to the Interna-
tional Crisis Group, these activities have 
reassured the population, but have not 
prevented fighting continuing, as ONUB 
has neither the mandate nor sufficient 
troops to intervene (ICG, 9 December 
2004). 
 
Since the beginning of the crisis in 1993, 
donors have appeared reluctant to provide 
funding to meet the needs of Burundians. 
According to OCHA, donor funding has 
plummeted in Burundi since 1992, and 
with only 45 per cent funded, the 2004 
UN Consolidated Appeal was no excep-
tion to the poor response (OCHA, 19 No-
vember 2002; financial tracking January 
2005). The 2005 Appeal is requesting 
$175 million which includes $40m re-
quested by WFP through a regional ap-
peal. This represents a significant 

increase over 2004, when $72 million 
was asked for. As of mid-2005, sectors 
that had received little or no funding in-
cluded protection/human rights, water 
and sanitation, education, security and 
community recovery (OCHA, 23 June 
2005). With the improvement of the po-
litical situation, donors have promised 
increased resources. Over one billion dol-
lars was pledged at a 2004 donor meeting 
for the reconstruction of Burundi, but by 
mid-2005, little had been disbursed 
(OCHA, 20 February 2004; UN News 
Service, 12 July 2005). 
 
Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile of the 
situation of internal displacement in Bu-
rundi. The full country profile is avail-
able online here. 
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1996, is the 
leading international body monitoring internal displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Geneva-based Project contributes to protecting and assisting the 25 
million 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 Global IDP Project runs an online database pro-
viding comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal dis-
placement in some 50 countries.  
 
It also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to 
the needs of internally displaced people. In addition, the Project actively advocates for 
durable solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international stan-
dards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
 
 
Media contact: 
 
Jens-Hagen Eschenbächer 
Database / Communication Coordinator 
Tel.: +41 (0)22 799 07 03 
Email: jens.eschenbaecher@nrc.ch
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Global IDP Project 
Norwegian Refugee Council 

Chemin de Balexert 7-9 
1219 Geneva, Switzerland 

www.idpproject.org  
Tel:  +41 22 799 0700 
Fax:  +41 22 799 0701 
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