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Introduction 
Since 27 April 2015, Burundi has experienced a form of political conflict new to the region. Following 

the announcement of the candidature of President Pierre Nkurunziza for the 2015 presidential election, 

civil society organisations and political opposition parties called for demonstrations against what they 

saw as a violation of the Burundian Constitution and the Peace and Reconciliation Agreement for 

Burundi, signed in Arusha in 2000. These demonstrations, initially peaceful, met with strong police 

repression. The situation has since deteriorated inexorably, leading to fears of an escalation of violence 

and possible armed confrontation. 

But unlike other conflicts that have shaken the Great Lakes Region in recent years, here we see 

a new form of opposition crystallising around the principle of defence of democratic rights. The ethnic 

question is relegated to the margins and the dispute seems much more political.  

In this crisis, youth have played a major role. The youth of the capital’s neighbourhoods are 

the principal protagonists in the crisis: they are the ones mobilising, and also those quelling the 

protests.  

The new form of this crisis forces us to think outside of the usual box for conflict resolution. In 

particular, it pushes us into new areas of research. Understanding the links between the current crisis 

and the country’s deep rooted and structural conflict seems crucial to understanding the new 

tendencies that could emerge from such a mobilisation. Confronting the young people in their role as 

participants in the conflict, but also as actors for change, may give us a new basis on which to think 

about ways out of the crisis.  

It is in this context that Impunity Watch (IW) undertook research in Burundi and neighbouring 

countries in June 2015, to understand the perceptions of young Burundians, Congolese and Rwandans 

on this crisis. This paper outlines the perceptions of young Burundians on the unfolding crisis, while 

another publication will present the views of young people in the region concerning Burundi.  

This research has been possible thanks to the collaboration of national and international 

non-governmental organisations working for peace and development in Burundi, Rwanda and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo. These organisations have come together as a consortium of ten partner 

organisations under the Peace Beyond Borders Programme. This programme focuses on the 

transformation of conflict with a view to analysing and addressing the key driving factors leading to 

it in the Great Lakes Region. The programme, which aims for a long-term approach to these issues, 

must also be reactive when conflict situations emerge.  

Methodology 

Thanks to the efforts of various partners, IW was able to meet young Burundians from the provinces 

of Bujumbura, Bujumbura-Mairie (Kamenge, Buterere, Musaga, Kanyosha, Nyakabiga), Cibitoke and 

Bubanza. The aim of these meetings was to understand the views of these key participants in the crisis 

occurring in Burundi. Obviously, as events were rapidly unfolding, flexibility was required.  

The research was undertaken through individual, semi-structured, in-depth qualitative 

interviews. We spoke to 12 youths from Bujumbura Mairie Province, 5 from Bujumbura Rural, 5 from 

Bubanza and 5 from Cibitoke. During the focus groups we spoke to 12 youths in Rwanda and 18 in the 
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DRC. The participants were chosen by our partners using a non-probability sampling method 

according to criteria established by our researchers.  

Beyond the security risk for those interviewed and the research team, the methodology has 

some weaknesses. Obviously the sample size is not sufficient to allow absolute generalisations to be 

made from the results. Further, there was a risk that responses would be shaped by the polarisation of 

public opinion at the time of the interviews. We tried to minimise these risks during the interviews by 

asking for clarification and took these risks into account during the analysis. 
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1. Context 

1.1. Contested polls 

Controversial legislative and communal elections were held in Burundi on 29 June 2015. They marked 

the first step in an electoral process which plunged the country into political crisis as a result of the 

determination of sitting President Pierre Nkurunziza to seek a third term in office. His candidature 

crystallised conflict around the interpretation of the Constitution and the Arusha Peace and 

Reconciliation Agreement from which it was derived, and which brought an end to the Burundian civil 

war. As a reminder, from the time the crisis broke out, the United States and the United Kingdom 

declared that, “the nomination of Pierre Nkurunziza represents a violation of the terms limits set out in the 

Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agreement of 2000. Significantly, the South African President Jacob Zuma, 

under whose facilitation the Arusha Agreement was signed, has bluntly stated that “it should be the country that 

is put first. I don’t think the constitutional technicality should actually sacrifice the country to go back to war. 

On 7th May 2015, the African Union Commission Chair, Nkosazana Dlamini Zuma, declared in an interview 

that, ‘other than the Burundi court, all interpretation we get is that […] there shouldn’t be a third term’.1  

The United Nations Electoral Observation Mission in Burundi (MENUB) assessed the 29 June 

elections, which took place in “a climate of general fear and intimidation in certain parts of the country” as 

“neither credible nor free”.2 Although there were no major incidents on election day, explosions and 

shootings had become daily occurrences in the capital in the preceding days.  

In Bujumbura, young people without training were recruited on the spot in the absence of 

electoral officials, and individuals without identification or voter’s cards were allowed to cast their 

vote.3 The political opposition and civil society denounced the results as fantasies and prefabricated,4 

while Belgium and the Netherlands had already declared that they would not recognise the results. 

Although the National Independent Electoral Commission (CENI) acknowledged that participation 

was much lower in Bujumbura – the heart of the protest movement – the final participation rate 

reached 74.32% for the legislative elections.5 In the context of a boycott of the elections by all opposition 

parties, joined by civil society during the “Stop the Third Term” campaign, the government 

congratulated itself on the massive turnout of the population. While victory for the President’s party 

was inevitable, the participation rate, and the CENI’s decision to count those votes cast for the 

opposition parties not participating in the ballot, attempted to give credibility to the results.  

  

                                                        
1 Impunity Watch, Briefing Note, Escalation of violence in Burundi as protests continue, Utrecht, the Netherlands, 12 May 2015. 
2 MENUB, MENUB Preliminary Statement of 29 June 2015 Legislative and Communal Elections, Bujumbura, Burundi. 
3 See IWACU, Elections Communales et législatives, 29 June 2015. 
4 As an example, see the interview with Agathon Rwasa on the YouTube channel of Télé Renaissance. 
5 CENI, Résultats provisoires de l’élection des députés au niveau national, 8 July 2015. 



  

 

Page | 7 

Ignoring the avalanche of calls from the East African Community (EAC),6 the African Union 

(AU),7 the Secretary General of the United Nations,8 as well as the United States and the European 

Union9 and other donors for postponement of the poll and a consensus agreement on new dates, the 

government argued that the opposition had refused to present itself at the elections because it had 

planned its electoral campaign poorly and could not win. It alleged the opposition sought to destroy 

the institutions of democracy and establish a government in transition, while the government sought 

to avoid at all costs an institutional vacuum, or even a constitutional coup d’état. The CENI itself had 

however already been seriously compromised, and was even more so following the flight of two of its 

five members,10 the adoption of a presidential decree reducing the required majority for decisions, and 

the unusual nomination by the National Assembly of its new members. In this environment of 

insecurity in which opposition parties were unable to campaign and with the notable absence of 

independent media coverage, the European Union definitively withdrew its electoral observation 

mission11 and the African Union chose not to send observers due to the absence of the necessary 

conditions for the holding of free, transparent and credible elections. The Catholic Church had already 

withdrawn its members from the CENI and its local sub-divisions.12 Few political representatives were 

present as observers throughout the country. The donors funding the elections, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, Switzerland, the European Union and the United States, had already withdrawn their 

financial support. In its determination to organise elections regardless, the government had, as a 

consequence, launched an appeal for contributions from the public13 and had undertaken a reallocation 

of the State budget in violation of the Constitution to assure its financing. The budget cuts targeted the 

programmes of the ministries of Agriculture, Education, Health and Energy. Internal debt was also 

increased.14 The Presidency argued that a budget deficit was preferable to an institutional vacuum.15 

The celebration of the 53rd anniversary of Burundi’s independence, during which the President 

called on the international community to respect the country’s independence and referred to a possible 

review of the participation of Burundian troops in peace operations on the continent, was accompanied 

by violence. The violence was particularly virulent in the Cibitoke neighbourhood of Bujumbura, 

where it resulted in seven deaths.16 

The presidential elections took place in this context on 21 July 2015 and were characterised as 

electoral strong-arming by civil society. The official results, yet to appear at the time of writing,17 leave 

no doubt that Pierre Nkurunziza will be returned as Head of State. Civil society groups involved in 

the Stop the Third Term campaign have declared that they will not recognise the authority of President 

                                                        
6 See RFI, Burundi: l'EAC demande le report des élections, 31 May 2015 and Le Monde, Les dirigeants est-africains demandent un report des 

élections au Burundi, 6 July 2015. 
7 See Peace and Security Council of the African Union, Communiqué PSC/PR/COMM.(DXXIII) of 9 July 2015. 
8 See IWACU, Abbas Mbazumutima, ONU : Ban Ki-moon appelle au report des élections au Burundi, 26 June 2015. 
9 See Jeune Afrique, Burundi : l’Union européenne et les États-Unis demandent un report des élections, 11 May 2015. 
10 After a weekend of rumours, on Monday 1st June 2015, two of the five members formalised their resignations. See in reference AFP, 

Burundi : un second commissaire de la Céni en fuite, 1 June 2015. 
11 See RFI, Elections au Burundi: l'Union européenne jette l'éponge, 29 May 2015. 
12 See RFI, Au Burundi, l'Eglise catholique se retire du processus électoral, 28 May 2015. 
13 See Deutsche Welle, Le Burundi lance un appel à contribution, 26 May 2015. 
14 See RFI, Burundi : le président signe un décret sur le financement des élections, 26 May 2015. 
15 See IWACU, Elise Ngabire, La Cour constitutionnelle a été caractérisée par la « lâcheté », 5 June 2015.  
16 See France 24, Burundi : combats sanglants dans un quartier de Bujumbura entre un groupe armé et la police, 27 June 2015. 
17 See partial results available on the site of Radio Isanganiro, www.isanganiro.org. 

http://www.isanganiro.org/
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Nkurunziza after 26 August 2015,18 “the end date of his second constitutional term.”19 On the evening of 21 

July 2015 on France 24, Gervais Rufyikiri, 2nd Vice-President of Burundi, expressed essentially the same 

sentiment.  

1.2. Acceleration of events  

The causes of this political crisis transcend the question of the third term. Their origins can be seen as 

far back as the controversial 2010 elections, which were marked by extrajudicial executions20 and low 

level violence that went unchecked.  

From an economic perspective, the country is ranked 180 out of 187 on the Human 

Development Index.21 Socio-economic challenges, land disputes and a high level of corruption 

compound the lack of opportunity and the frustrations of significant fringes of the population, in 

particular the youth and urban populations. These frustrations crystallised around the nomination by 

the CNDD-FDD Congress on 25 April 2015 of President Pierre Nkurunziza as its presidential 

candidate. This nomination, considered by many national and international actors as a violation of the 

Constitution and the Arusha Agreement was made despite the rejection by Parliament in 2014 of a revision 

to the Constitution seeking to remove the limit of the number of presidential terms.22 The 

Constitutional Court, whose fleeing Vice-President denounced political pressures, endorsed the 

candidature, arguing that the 1st mandate of the President did not count as he had been elected by 

indirect suffrage.23 

As a reminder, the Arusha Agreement stipulates in article 7.3 that “[the President] of the Republic] 

is elected for a mandate of five years renewable one time only. No-one can serve for more than two presidential 

terms.” The Constitution is less clear, as it states in article 302 that “as an exceptional case, the first 

President of the Republic in the post-transition period is elected by the elected members of the National Assembly 

and the Senate, in joint congress, by a majority of two thirds of the members” while stipulating in its article 

96 that “the President of the Republic is elected by direct universal suffrage for a five year term, renewable once.” 

The ruling party seized upon this inconsistency: as the first term had been through indirect suffrage, 

he could stand as the first term had not been a “real” mandate.  

Under the banner of the Stop the Third Term campaign, from 27 April onwards, protests calling 

for respect of the Constitution and the Arusha Agreement shook the capital Bujumbura and to a lesser 

                                                        
18 See Pacifique Nininahazwe, https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1464110007240774&id=100009253659534.  
19 Ibidem, Elise Ngabire, Op. Cit. 
20 In October 2012, the UN denounced close to 80 summary executions in 2011 and 2012, mainly members of the National Liberation 

Forces (FNL). On this subject, see Jeune Afrique, Burundi : l’ONU dénonce des exécutions extrajudiciaires, le déni du pouvoir irrite la 

communauté internationale, 2 October 2012.  
21 HDI index 2014, UNDP. In its information sheet on the country, the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs presents the economic 

situation of the country thus: Burundi is one of the poorest countries in the world (180th position out of 187 countries in the Human Development 

Index ranking of the UNDP for 2013; GDP/capita of USD 255; more than two thirds of the population living below the poverty line. Landlocked, 

the country saw average growth of 2.8% over the past decade, below the population growth rate (3% per year, for 8 million inhabitants), and weaker 

than that of other East African Community countries. See French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Burundi Presentation, 

http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-pays/burundi/presentation-du-burundi/.  
22 See IWACU, La nouvelle Constitution cale à Kigobe, le Cndd-Fdd appelle à un référendum, 22 March 2014. 
23 On 5 May 2015, Sylvère Nimpagaritse, Vice-President of the Constitutional Court, fled Burundi for Rwanda. He claimed to have 

been the victim of pressure and threats while the aforementioned Court was considering the constitutional legality of the candidacy 

of Pierre Nkurunziza. His flight took place several days before the members of the Court handed down their decision which was not 

signed by Sylvère Nimpagaritse. On this subject, see RFI, Burundi : le vice-président de la Cour constitutionnelle en fuite, 5 May 2015.  

https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1464110007240774&id=100009253659534
http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-pays/burundi/presentation-du-burundi/


  

 

Page | 9 

extent the communes and villages of the interior of the country. The security forces, in particular the 

police, used excessive force to quell the protests and fired live bullets on youths protesting peacefully.24 

Current assessments put the number of deaths near to 100, including some police and military. One 

thousand people were imprisoned, either accused of having participated in the protests or incited the 

election boycott, or kidnapped in the interior of the country and detained in an inhumane fashion, 

possibly tortured, by the National Intelligence Service.  

The foiled coup d’état of 13 May 2015 revealed divisions in the National Defence Forces (FDN) 

– bedrock of the Arusha Agreement as a result of the seemingly successful integration of the rebel 

forces with ex-Burundian Armed Forces (the former Tutsi army) – and only heightened the repression. 

The government brandished the threat of al Shabaab and labelled the protesters insurgents and 

putschists. Some acts of violence were also seen on the side of the protesters, such as the burning of 

vehicles, the destruction of CNDD-FDD campaign offices, and the assassination of members of the 

Imbonerakure youth movement. Under the weight of the repression, the demonstrations gradually 

ceased, and were replaced by alternative forms of protest such as whistleblowing and calls for 

economic boycott.  

After the banning of internal radio transmission and the closure of Radio Publique Africaine – 

the country’s most popular station - all radio stations, with the exception of the state radio station and 

religious stations, were burnt down or destroyed during the attempted coup d’état. Although the 

Maison de la Presse was allowed to re-open, access to its recording studio remains banned to all 

journalists, other than those of Rema FM – close to the party in power – on the grounds that judicial 

investigations are underway on their possible involvement in the coup d’état. The population, 

particularly in the interior of the country, is therefore denied access to independent and unbiased 

information. Rumours are thus rife. While more than fifty journalists have had to flee the country, 

those who go on attempting to exercise their profession in the face of an impossible context are 

assaulted and subject to harassment and threats. Foreign journalists are equally subject to direct threats 

and some have had their accreditation withdrawn.  

The CNDD-FDD party itself is fractured. Senior figures close to the leadership, such as the 

President of the National Assembly, the 2nd Vice-President of the Republic, the President’s 

spokesperson, the CNDD-FDD spokesperson, the former President of the party and the Ombudsman 

have made clear their opposition to the President’s candidature25 speaking of undue electoral pressure 

and a slide towards a dictatorship. They claim to have been threatened and forced into secrecy and 

exile.26 

Nevertheless, President Nkurunziza still enjoys popularity in the interior of the country. 

Measures such as free primary education and childbirth have been well received. While civil society 

was the spearhead of the protests, the political opposition is mostly weak and divided, largely as a 

                                                        
24 See Impunity Watch, Press release, Impunity Watch est extrêmement inquiète des violences actuellement commises contre les manifestants, 

journalistes et défenseurs des droits de l’Homme au Burundi, Utrecht, the Netherlands, 28 April 2015 and Op.cit. 12 May 2015. 
25 This opposition was publicly expressed as early as March 2015 with the appearance of a document from the “rebel” group, calling 

on President Nkurunziza not to seek a third term. See IWACU, Edouard Madirisha, De grosses pointures du Cndd-Fdd disent non à un 

3ème mandat de Pierre Nkurunziza, 23 March 2015. 
26 France 24, Un des vice-présidents burundais fuit le pays et appelle Nkurunziza à jeter l'éponge, 26 June 2015. 
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result of efforts at fragmentation by the Ministry of the Interior and internal struggles.27 Repression of 

the opposition is severe and most of its leaders have had to go into hiding or in exile. Zedi Feruzi, 

leader of the opposition party UPD-Zigamibanga, was assassinated on 23 May 2015,28 and there was 

an attempted assassination of the wife of presidential candidate Agathon Rwasa.29 Arrests, 

assassinations and attacks on local leaders are increasing. Its lack of unity and genuine political 

strategy meant the opposition was not considered likely to win the elections, but it could have formed 

a blocking minority, which would have encouraged democratic dialogue.  

The political and security situation led to a massive exodus of the population from April 2015. 

Predominantly Tanzania and Rwanda, but also the DRC, Uganda and Zambia, received a total of 

175,562 refugees.30 While the government argues that they left because of rumours spread by the media 

and considers the number that have returned to be satisfactory, the refugees confirm that they fled 

because of fear of a return to war and intimidation by the Imbonerakure.  

On 15 July 2015, Pacifique Nininahazwe announced on his Facebook page31 the creation of a 

“Council for the Respect of the Arusha Agreement and the Rule of Law in Burundi”, supported by a majority 

of the opposition (with the notable exception of Agathon Rwasa). Alexis Sinduhije, President of the 

Movement for Solidarity and Democracy (MSD) explained the plan of action of the Council on France 

24 on 16 July 2015.32 The initiative is also supported by General Niyombare, leader of the 13 May 2015 

coup attempt. The Council met on 30 July in Addis Ababa to formalise the initiative. Should we see in 

this move the first steps towards political representation for an eventual armed movement? Only 

events in time will be able to show the impact of this Council.  

Furthermore, on 10 July 2015, a group of armed men carried out an attack in the province of 

Kayanza in the north of the country, in the communes of Kabarore and Rwegura.33 The group came 

up against the national army and the skirmishes, which moved into the Kibira forest, continued for 

several days, into Cibitoke province. Finally, on 13 July 2015, Colonel Gaspard Baratuza, spokesman 

for the National Defence Forces, held a press conference in the commune of Ndora in Cibitoke 

province. He explained the details of the attack and provided a summary to the press: “31 rebels killed, 

180 captured and an important military arsenal seized from the rebels”.34 The assailants were alleged to have 

come from Rwanda and to have been trained on Rwandan soil. A majority of them were said to have 

undergone abridged training, which would explain the rapid dispersal of the group. This attempted 

incursion is demonstrative of the prevailing tense situation, even if the exact details of the operation, 

the chain of command and whether this is the only group prepared to take military action against the 

Burundian State, are not yet known.  

                                                        
27 In recent years, the phenomenon of Nyakurisation of political parties has been denounced time and time again by the political 

opposition. Coming from the term nyakuri which means real, this phenomenon is a process of internal fracturing of parties, often 

controlled remotely by the ruling powers. 
28 IWACU, Zedi Feruzi, le président du parti UPD Zigamibanga et son garde tués ce soir à Ngagara, 23 May 2015. 
29 Igihe, Rwasa Agathon : "Les assassins de mon épouse étaient protégés", 16 March 2015. 
30 See UNHCR, http://data.unhcr.org/burundi/regional.php. 
31 https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1461521600832948&id=100009253659534  
32 France 24, Burundi : un Conseil national de transition pour "faire partir Nkurunziza", 16 July 2015. 
33 See Isanganiro, Attaque armée à Kayanza, 10 July 2015 and IWACU, Abbas Mbazumutima, Kayanza : des tirs à l’arme lourde se font 

entendre à la lisière de la Kibira, 10 July 2015. 
34 Burundian Press releases, Le Rwanda abriterait trois camps d’entrainement, 15 July 2015.  

https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1461521600832948&id=100009253659534
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The days before and after the legislative, communal and then presidential elections, were 

particularly tense. Violence intensified, shots from light and heavy arms were heard each night and 

grenades exploded in the centre of town in broad daylight. The authorities point the finger at 

“insurgents” and claim they seek to disrupt the democratic process, while the demonstrators accuse 

the authorities of having orchestrated the violence in order to justify the arrests. 

1.3. International procrastination  

The international community, through the EAC, the AU, the UN and the ICGLR attempted to offer 

mediation out of the Burundian crisis. But the positions on the candidature of Pierre Nkurunziza 

remained non-negotiable for the government and the opposition so the possible content for dialogue 

was unclear. It was seen as focusing on the consequences of the repression rather than on the root 

problem. Of the countries in the region, Rwanda and Tanzania in particular spoke out against the third 

term, as did the President of the African Union Commission, the United States, Belgium, the 

Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the Catholic Church. Eventually, the AU asked indirectly that 

this question be raised in the dialogue, but this was not taken up. While the opposition and civil society 

accuse the government of insincerity, the government accuses the opposition of wanting to establish a 

transitional government because of its inability to win an open election.  

There was some confusion between the positions of the EAC and the AU, the former seeming 

to want to give priority to the holding of elections, while the latter suggested conditions within the 

country needed to improve first. A clear public position against the candidature of Pierre Nkurunziza 

did not emerge. An EAC summit held on 6 July did not deal with the question, giving the impression 

of de facto acceptance of the candidature. Eventually the summit nominated President Yoweri 

Museveni as mediator for the political crisis. He arrived in Bujumbura on 14 July and began a process 

of discussion with the opposition, civil society and government. Museveni then handed over to his 

Defence Minister, Crispus Kiyonga. The mediation was interrupted on 19 July without making any 

real progress. 

Burundi’s technical and financial donor partners are also reconsidering their support for the 

government. Germany has withdrawn direct development cooperation from the government35 and 

suspended new negotiations planned for 2015. Belgium36 and the Netherlands37 have suspended their 

support to the police and will do likewise with all bilateral development assistance if President 

Nkurunziza is sworn in. The government also risks a cessation of aid from the European Union in 

accordance with the procedures which could be triggered by Article 96 of the Cotonou Agreement.38 

In terms of sanctions, the United States imposed visa restrictions on people accused of human rights 

violations or of obstructing a political solution.39 The European Union began preparatory work to this 

effect, and the AU made known its intention to do the same.  

                                                        
35 Anadolu Agency, L’Allemagne suspend sa coopération avec le Burundi, 11 June 2015. 
36 L’Echo, La Belgique suspend son aide au Burundi, 11 May 2015. 
37 Embassy of the Netherlands in Bujumbura, Les Pays-Bas ont partiellement suspendu l’aide au Burundi, 18 May 2015. 
38 See European Union, Déclaration de la Haute Représentante Federica Mogherini au nom de l'Union européenne suite à l'élection présidentielle 

au Burundi, 23 July 2015. 
39 See BBC, Burundi : entre inquiétudes et espoir, 21 July 2015. 
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The Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court has confirmed jurisdiction over Burundi 

and alluded to the possibility of launching a Preliminary Investigation if violence persists.40 Certain 

European Parliament members, among others, have already called for the opening of such an 

investigation. Burundian opposition parties and civil society, through the Stop the Third Term 

campaign, have also called for military intervention by the international community to dismantle the 

Imbonerakure movement.41 The Peace and Security Council of the AU similarly asked for a 

contingency plan to be developed in consultation with the African rapid intervention force, although 

that is not yet operational.  

  

                                                        
40 International Criminal Court, Statement of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court, Fatou Bensouda, regarding the recent 

pre-election violence in Burundi, ICC statement, 8 May 2015. 
41 This call was made repeatedly including in the last statement of position by civil society, addressed to the United Nations Security 

Council on 21 July 2015. 
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2. Youth perceptions on the events in Burundi 
The specific context of this evolving crisis deserves some reflection. While events follow one another 

and the story accelerates, it is difficult to summarise such a complex situation. Nevertheless, the aim 

of this paper is to understand the perception of young people, whether voluntary or involuntary 

participants, regarding the current situation.  

Despite the climate of tension, we were able to engage with young people from different social 

spheres, different political persuasions and different origins, whether ethnic or geographic. These 

youth participated sincerely in our exchanges, regardless of their opinion of the situation, and even 

showed a certain enthusiasm. 

While IW has analysed the data collected, we have presented what came directly from these 

youth in italics. In acknowledgement of the security risks presented by the climate of tension, we have 

guaranteed the anonymity of the participants, and have actively ensured that identification of 

participants through their words will be impossible. To reiterate, the opinions reported in this paper 

are not necessarily those of IW nor of the organisations that helped us to collect the data.  

2.1. A citizen crisis 

Looking at the elements offered by those interviewed to explain the current crisis in Burundi, it is 

striking that the texts that give structure to Burundi’s young democracy are often mentioned: the 

National Constitution of 2005 and the Peace and Reconciliation Agreement for Burundi, signed at 

Arusha in 2000. The arguments to legitimise or contest the candidature of President Pierre Nkurunziza 

are all based in readings of these documents. Conflicting articles in the Burundian Constitution are 

often quoted by heart by these youths. Some even described how, after having argued between friends, 

they went to find the articles themselves in order to read and understand them, and finally to form their 

own precise view on the question.  

Listening to these youths who came before us, it seemed those opposed to the third term 

referred most often (almost exclusively) to the Arusha Agreement arguing that if there is ‘peace’ and if 

President Nkurunziza’s CNDD-FDD is in power, it is thanks to this agreement. Those in favour of the third 

term on the other hand referred more often (almost exclusively) to the Constitution, saying that it is the 

document that governs the country as its supreme law. Through this observation we can see a sort of 

opposition between legitimacy and legality on the question of the third term.  

Without settling on the basis for disagreement, it is surprising to find young people, not 

necessarily students, with the curiosity to consult the documents governing their country to obtain 

precise views on them at the outbreak of a conflict. With a literacy rate of 67.2% in 2010 for Burundians 

over 15 years of age, we could expect accessing these texts to be difficult and certainly not a top priority. 

Even in peaceful democracies, familiarity by young people with their constitutions is not evident. This 

demonstrates, therefore, the strong politicisation and awareness of youth, supported by various radio 

debates on the question in recent months.  

To understand the significance of this observation, it is important to consider briefly the recent 

history of Burundi. Until recently, political mobilisation in Burundi occurred along ethnic lines. For 



  

 

Page | 14 

example, the main opposition party became the FNL only when it emerged from the resistance in 2008; 

until then it was known as the National Liberation Force – Hutu People’s Liberation Party 

(FNL-PALIPEHUTU). The conflicts and crimes committed in 1965, 1972, 1988, or during the events 

following the overthrow and assassination of President Melchior Ndadaye in 1993, were all based on 

ethnic polarisation. The military regimes of UPRONA had “institutionalised” ethnic discrimination. 

Several researchers writing on past conflicts have indeed pointed to the failure to construct citizenship 

in Burundi, so that ethnic identity remained stronger than national identity and the sense of belonging 

to a common political entity.42 On this subject, Elias Sentemba noted in 2012 that “as long as someone 

can die simply because of belonging to a particular ethnic group, citizenship is quickly emptied of its sense. Seen 

in this way, even while the Bagaza and Buyoya regimes maintained their unitarian discourse, the worm was 

already in the fruit because at the end of the day the Hutu and the Tutsi retained, at least deep down, their 

ethno-political view of the world. Otherwise, the Palipehutu, for example, would not have been able to mobilise 

the Hutu contingent from the 1980s until now using this lever.”43  

The Arusha Agreement had in fact identified this problem. The establishment of ethnic quotas 

at all levels of the State, from the defence and security corps of the elected institutions to the 

composition of government, allowed power to be shared and avoided the trap of dominion by one 

group over another. The rule by CNDD-FDD, which absorbed Tutsi elites into its organisation and 

chains of State responsibility, and the fact of its Hutu leadership, allowed political struggle to be fought 

on policy rather than ethnic grounds. Thus, the fundamental principles of the Arusha Agreement, 

ratified by the National Constitution of 2005, enabled an evolution of the concept of citizenship, 

especially amongst young people who had grown up with the spirit of this Agreement. The inclusion 

of these gains in the Agreement is notable, especially because at its signature it was far from 

unanimous.44 15 years later it has been enshrined.  

Thus, we can conclude that on both sides, respondents insisted upon the principle of patriotism 

or defence of democratic institutions to explain their position on the current crisis.  

Those in favour of the third term seem to want to defend the principle of power to the people. They 

explain the genesis of the crisis by the manipulation of youth in the capital by those opposed to CNDD-FDD, 

who only sought to establish a transitional government because they were not able to get their members elected 

through a ballot. For them, these demonstrations are only a means to subvert the exercise of democracy on false 

pretences. The constitutional tools, such as the Constitutional Court which validated the candidacy of Pierre 

Nkurunziza, are also put forward to justify the need for opponents to cease their opposition. They consider 

that if they are sure of their strength, they should present themselves to the people and let the people speak. If 

they do not do this, it is because they have nothing to look forward to but defeat. In their minds, it is 

therefore the very principle of a decision by the people that is being challenged by the opposition. To defend 

the holding of elections is to defend democracy, and to defend a candidacy legitimised by the organs of State is 

                                                        
42 See the work of Nicodème Bugwabari on this subject « Enfermement et génocide en Afrique des Grands Lacs : Pistes pour un paradigme », 

in PAARI, Vol. 4, 2003-2004, pp.123-144. See also Julien Nimubona, Analyse des représentations du pouvoir politique au Burundi, Doctoral 

thesis, UPPA/CREPAO, 1998. 
43 Elias Sentemba, Burundi : Un Processus de Négociation Entre le Gouvernement et le Palipehutu-Fnl dans l'Impasse., Journal of African 

Conflicts and Peace Studies, Volume 1, Issue 1, Peace and Conflict Trends in Africa: The Great Lakes Region, Article 5, 11-28-2012. 
44 On this matter, read (in particular), IWACU, Jean-François Bastin, Arusha mon amour !, IWACU, Special edition, Des voix pour nous 

aider à rester debout, June 2015. 
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therefore to defend a democratic regime. These points of view are based on the discourse of the ruling party 

which has clearly been absorbed by these youths.  

On the other side, those opposed to the 3rd term also advance democratic and foundational 

principles of Burundi today to explain their mobilisation. Having read and analysed the available texts, 

they are convinced of the illegality of the candidacy of President Pierre Nkurunziza. The months leading up 

to this crisis were marked by an acceleration and radicalisation through national privately-owned 

media of positions held on the question by civil society and the opposition parties.45 This radicalisation 

reinforced the conviction of opponents of the third term. During this period, Bujumbura experienced 

tensions exacerbated by both political and economic frustrations. This was reinforced by a widening 

of the gulf between the young urban population, often educated but with diminished horizons, and a 

government that was not meeting their expectations, favouring the needy rural areas where political, 

not to mention economic, expectations were often discordant with those of their city cousins.  

Since their emergence, civil society, media and opposition have made Bujumbura their hunting 

ground, receiving particular attention in this developing city and focal point for public opinion. The 

2010 elections reinforced this phenomenon, notably through the fact that the opposition, now external 

to parliament,46 had limited its own capacity for action to reaction rather than pro-activity, and was 

supported by civil society in the role of de facto opposition, through the media which had been 

considered the safeguards of democracy since their establishment.  

The incessant attacks on individual and collective freedoms by a government which had shown 

authoritarian tendencies since it had come to power in 2005 – and whose 2010 victory only reinforced 

this attitude – radicalised positions, offering grain to the mill in an already rebellious capital. The 

unfortunate events of recent months, from the fire at the central market in Bujumbura,47 to the 

assassination of the Italian sisters in Kamenge,48 to accusations of military training given to youths 

affiliated with the CNDD-FDD,49 only accentuated the crisis of confidence between the urban youth 

and the Burundian government and its sovereign institutions (Justice, Police). These mounting 

frustrations laid the ground for the final straw, which was the question of a third term for President 

Pierre Nkurunziza. Above all, a lack of economic prospect accentuated the frustrations of youth 

concerned about the future.  

In this context, civil society did not fully play its watchdog role, systematically positioning 

itself against the ruling party and aligning with opposition positions, but without necessarily showing 

the same extent of intransigence towards the latter. The same criticism could be made of the opposition, 

                                                        
45 On 26 January 2015 civil society organisations launched the campaign « Stop the third term ». For an idea of the context a little less 

than a month before the demonstrations began, read the article by Edouard Madirisha IWACU, Edouard Madirisha, Le combat des 

manifs, 10 March 2015. 
46 The results of the communal elections of May 2010 which saw a large victory for the CNDD-FDD (62.17%) were denounced and 

condemned by the opposition as a whole. The majority of parties therefore resolved to boycott the rest of the electoral process, 

including the legislative elections, meaning they were not represented in the National Assembly. 
47 The Bujumbura central market was ravaged by flames on 27 January 2013.  
48 On Sunday 7 September 2014, 3 Italian Xaverian sisters staying in Kamenge parish were savagely assassinated. Although a deranged 

person was rapidly arrested and presented as the principal suspect in this triple murder, this story did not convince elements of the 

public in the capital. In January 2015, Radio Publique Africaine aired the testimony of a person claiming to have been part of a team 

of assassins under orders from General Adolphe Nshimirimana. These revelations sparked a political and judicial crisis during which 

Bob Rugurika, Director of RPA, was imprisoned before being freed and welcomed as a hero by Bujumbura. 
49 In April 2014, information began to persist about young Burundians, belonging to the CNDD-FDD, undergoing military training in 

Kiliba Ondes, in South Kivu in the Democratic Republic of Congo.  
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which failed to question itself over certain failures in its strategy of confrontation.50 Obviously, the 

responsibilities of those in power and those who are subject to it are not the same, and we must 

recognise that it is the context of exercise of power which has led to this situation. But, faced with this 

power, alternative reflection would have been wise, to avoid being in systematic opposition but instead 

being proactive and able to offer concrete and credible alternatives to governance issues in the political, 

social and economic spheres. Just as it is important to highlight the responsibilities of those in power, 

it is important to examine the actions of the opposing camp and avoid absolving them of all 

responsibility.  

Despite these facts, the principal reason for the opposition expressed by these youths of the 

capital is still the lack of respect for the documents arising from the past conflicts. Thus, their defiance of the 

ruling party drowns out the arguments advanced by the presidential camp. Although the 

Constitutional Court validated the candidature, the opponents in the streets had already decided they 

would reject the decision, which they thought could only be in favour of the ruling party. The flight of the 

Vice-President of the Constitutional Court51 only reinforced this perception. As many stated, the 

important factor is that, if we cannot maintain respect for the texts which are the foundation of the Burundian 

State, everything is possible. For example, one young person took as example the functioning of an 

organisation and explained that if there are no texts setting out the statutes of the organisation and outlining 

its work, the organisation will collapse. They are mobilising to defend their citizenship, which they consider 

to be the democracy in which they believe. If they have put up with much abuse in recent years, in their 

eyes the question of a third term is a step too far. But this romantic notion is a concern given recent 

developments in the crisis. The presence of arms in the mobilised neighbourhoods now seems a reality. 

It is incredibly meaningful that these young people are rising to defend their citizenship as an 

ideological position of principle. But if they are prepared to defend it at any price, the principle 

becomes dogmatic, and the recourse to arms for such defence becomes easily justifiable. The different 

steps in a person’s decision to take up arms have already been observed. In this context, information 

about the distribution of arms becomes even more dangerous, as it rests on belief in a non-negotiable 

dogma.  

2.2. Extreme polarisation 

One reason we can be sure we are witnessing a crisis of citizenship is the apparent success of a form 

of reconciliation led not by the State but by non-State actors. Since the beginning of this crisis, all the 

necessary ingredients for a descent into mass violence have been present. The ethnic factor is considered 

by the majority of young people we met as no longer important, even if, as we shall see, this could be 

questioned.  

                                                        
50 One example is advocacy around the establishment of mechanisms for Transitional Justice in Burundi where, in the absence of 

dialogue with the government on these questions, civil society was unable to take a strategic change of direction which should have 

included an evaluation of its actions and a re-assessment of its intervention strategies..  
51 On 5 May 2015, Sylvère Nimpagaritse, Vice-President of the Constitutional Court, fled Burundi for Rwanda. He claimed to have 

been the victim of pressure and threats while the aforementioned Court was considering the constitutional legality of the candidacy 

of Pierre Nkurunziza. His flight took place several days before the members of the Court handed down their decision which was not 

signed by Sylvère Nimpagaritse. On this subject, see RFI, Burundi : le vice-président de la Cour constitutionnelle en fuite, 5 May 2015.  
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Once again, this is also a legacy of the Arusha Agreement in which the ethnic factor was 

considered a salient point in the battles for the control of political power. On this basis, the thorough 

work of different national and international NGOs, supported by independent radio stations, had a 

palpable “de-ethnicising” effect on the public mind-set.  

Through its messages and actions the State allowed this work to be completed, work that 

should/must lead to the establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Hearts and minds 

are ready for this work in search of the truth, and the page could soon be turned towards a shared 

national history. This could reinforce not only the sentiment of belonging to the same national 

community, but to a community of citizens. Latent impunity in Burundi is still, however, the point of 

crystallisation and the element preventing the conclusion of the process of transitional justice, 

encapsulated in the postponement of a special tribunal and the exclusion of any judicial process.  

Nonetheless, societies evolve, and Burundian society has evolved considerably where the 

factors that led to ethnic conflict are concerned. In the eyes of the young people interviewed, it is 

because the Arusha Agreement is the guarantor of this evolution that it so important to defend at all 

costs. This Agreement, finally ratified, must be protected. Beyond this position of principle, we must 

recognise the effects of the Agreement on Burundian society and show that any attempts by the 

government to reverse the changes, either in spirit or in the letter of the law, as with the attempted 

change to the Constitution in 2014, must be avoided.  

And yet, what is directly evident in listening to the divergent views on the current crisis is the 

polarisation of points of view on the situation. This polarisation may be unsurprising in situations of 

conflict, but the depth of the polarisation is worrying, particularly as it occurs around a question on 

which win-win compromise is difficult to imagine. There is little to negotiate when a dispute occurs 

around a single demand, in this case the withdrawal of the candidacy for a 3rd term of President Pierre 

Nkurunziza. What is the compromise position?  

While civil society has always wanted to avoid the pitfall for which it is reproached, that is to 

mask its real intent under the question of a third term, it finds itself blocked to a certain extent by 

opponents who do not seem ready to retreat on that question. With the situation degrading day by 

day, then week by week (soon month by month), positions are only radicalising. Police repression, lack 

of perspective and lack of exit routes lead to a hardening of respective positions. The work done in the 

past around ethnic polarisation will have to be redone tomorrow in a different way to tackle political 

polarisation or polarisation of citizens. We must remember, however, that certain actors have 

attempted to polarise the question along ethnic lines, which signifies, to a certain extent, that the 

“ethnic question” is still there beneath the surface. In the end, past work on reconciliation could be 

endangered by the ambitions of the political players to remain in power and protect their interests, 

although at present, this lever for mobilisation has been rejected by young people opposing the third 

term.  

This is also the consequence of an unfinished process of dealing with the past: if action is taken 

on one problem, even a central one, without acting on other more structural and deep rooted problems 

(governance, economy, latent violence in communities and families), an apparently peaceful society 

can plummet towards violence and war. Structural violence has only increased in recent years, 

especially since 2010. The instrumentalisation of State organs and the security forces by the 
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CNDD-FDD, whether during the waves of extrajudicial executions seen after 2010 or during the recent 

swell of violence in past months, and the politicisation of the judicial system are as much symptoms 

that favour the propagation of violence. These factors favour polarisation between those who are in 

full support of government action and those who radically reject it.  

So how is this polarisation expressed? First of all, as we have said, through perceptions of the 

reasons for the protests. But it is expressed also in all the subjects that have some bearing on the causes 

and effects of the crisis which Burundi is currently experiencing.  

2.2.1. The question of the demonstrations  

Aside from the reasons for the demonstrations, we questioned the youths on the peaceful nature of the 

demonstrations, as they were characterised by the opposition and civil society. 

Those opposed to the third term - the majority of whom came from those neighbourhoods that 

mobilised – had a clear view on these demonstrations: they began peacefully but were rapidly prevented by 

police from moving into the centre of Bujumbura through the use of force (tear gas, live bullets). Following this 

repression, the demonstrators “protected themselves in the face of bullets”, reacting in “legitimate defence” 

and were “obliged to defend themselves so as not to be killed”. For them, the question of responsibility is 

clear, all of them seeing the police as having been the trigger for the violence which continued for several 

weeks. They consider that if the rule of law existed in Burundi, this situation should never have occurred. 

Furthermore, in the logic of these youths mobilising to defend their citizenship, considering themselves 

within their rights to protest but also as having legitimate reasons for their mobilisation, there is no doubt 

that the police and those in command caused the degeneration of the situation. As such, the ruling party and 

the President himself, are also held responsible. Finally, according to them, the responsibility of the police 

must be to protect its population and not to fire upon it and kill its citizens. These individuals assessed the role 

of the army more positively but felt its position as observer could have made it complicit in the situation. 

Some justify the fact that at times the demonstrators may have crossed the threshold of violence, going as far 

as kidnapping and holding members of the security forces captive as restoring a sort of balance of terror. If 

someone is arrested, it is the duty of his comrades to try to engage a police officer in retaliation so as to try to 

negotiate his release. Such actions were reported by those interviewed in Kanyosha and Musaga.52 In 

this way, ideologically convinced they are in the right, these positions are not only used to justify 

violence, but also a move towards radicalisation, if not militarisation. 

On the other side are radically opposing points of view. Those in favour of the third term are 

convinced that these demonstrations were never peaceful and were never meant to be. For them, this is in line 

with the theory of orchestrated protest with the objective of leading not to an electoral process but to a 

transitional government. The failed coup d’état of 13 May was furthermore nothing but an illustration of 

this longstanding and hollow strategy and only served to reinforce the perception of mobilisation with 

the sole objective of bringing into question the power of the people. This coup permitted a generalisation 

of opponents not as insurgents, but as putschists.  

  

                                                        
52 As an example, this fact was reported by IWACU in July 2015 in Musaga. See IWACU, Abbas Mbazumutima, Musaga : un jeune 

prénommé Pacy arrêté, 8 July 2015. 
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For them, therefore, the violence was visible from the start, committed by youths who they often saw 

as young unemployed, regulars of the Ligala,53 under the influence of drugs and taking the opportunity to be 

paid to commit violence. The majority of those who hold this view are convinced that the demonstrators 

were paid to do what they did. Two of them even quoted figures between 20,000 and 30,000 BIF54 per day 

of protest. This violence is more than just stone throwing. Some alluded to barricades and 

demonstrators ‘preventing’ people from ‘circulating freely’ or to ‘going about their business’ as a form of 

violence or violation of individual rights. They also insist that possessions (cars, houses) were burnt, and on 

the fact that according to them “the police were hit by stones, bullets or grenades”. They had therefore only 

done their duty of re-establishing order and they had done this work well. The police had in the end only shot 

into the air and in those circumstances stray bullets are a possibility, which explains the death of some people. 

Some went so far as to say that the demonstrators burnt people,55 massacred police officers and lynched youths 

on the sole pretext that they were members of the youth wing of the ruling party.  

They therefore consider that the responsibilities are clear and that the demonstrations were 

controlled at a distance by the political leaders or civil society who were using violence to force the police to err 

and to profit from the deaths during the events for their work of destabilisation and demonisation of the 

CNDD-FDD. In their eyes, this project is the result of a plot between certain big Western powers, under 

the cover of private independent radio, civil society organisations and political opposition parties which began 

with the stigmatisation of the Imbonerakure by accusing them of being a militia armed and trained in the 

neighbouring DRC.  

From the outset of this campaign, which they consider slanderous, the aim of the 

demonstrations is to push into wrong-doing not only these youths but also the State security apparatus, so 

as to show the world that there is a widespread and imminent risk of mass violence. This could justify violence 

against the CNDD-FDD youth, but also legitimise forced action against the Burundian government.56  

Following this reasoning, we can understand that there is a strong sentiment of victimisation 

amongst the youths interviewed. They consider that, in the end, supporters of the President are being 

targeted. Today, some neighbourhoods, that is those which mobilised, are off-limits to them at risk of death. 

These arguments, from the mouths of people supporting the candidacy of President Nkurunziza, show 

the strength of the CNDD-FDD propaganda. From each of these youths, whether from Bujumbura 

Mairie, Bujumbura rural or the provinces of Cibitoke and Bubanza, we can find a common thread of 

argument. It is interesting to note that even in areas where there were no demonstrations, the same 

perceptions arise. Information seems to circulate, either through social media, which is being taken up 

outside of the capital thanks to smartphones, through RTNB Radio Bujumbura, or through meetings 

                                                        
53 Ligala is the popular term for the gathering of young people around bars in the neighbourhooss to drink and/or to smoke cannabis.  
54 Equivalent to € 12 or 18 per day. This is a particularly large sum when we know Burundi’s Gross National Product per capita at the 

present exchange rate is $ 270 per year. See the World Bank:  

http://donnees.banquemondiale.org/indicateur/NY.GNP.PCAP.CD/countries/BI-ZF-XM?display=graph.  
55 To date, one case only is known and not multiple as these youths suggested.  
56 In truth, this is not as radical as it appears, especially considering the allegations of the presence of the FDLR in Burundi, which 

brought for example a reaction from the Rwandan Minister of Foreign Affairs, Louise Mushikiwabo, on 4 May 2015, “While we respect 

the sovereignty of Burundi over its internal affairs, Rwanda considers the security of the innocent population to be a regional and 

international responsibility.” (Government of Rwanda, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Kigali, Communiqué of the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, Le Rwanda gravement préoccupé par la détérioration de la situation au Burundi, 4 May 2015). Despite this type of declaration, Rwanda 

kept itself at a distance from public diplomatic action.  

http://donnees.banquemondiale.org/indicateur/NY.GNP.PCAP.CD/countries/BI-ZF-XM?display=graph
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arranged by administrators. Similar positions were put publicly by the CNDD-FDD party,57 the 

government58 and certain spokespeople59 in the context of a form of monopolisation of public 

statements, particularly in the countryside. This was accentuated after the closure of the independent 

media outlets, which enabled this propaganda to gain a firm stronghold in the population and amongst 

militants of the party.  

From this brief presentation of the issues, we can see that the perceptions of the demonstrations 

and on responsibility for the violence are diametrically opposed from within the pro- and anti-third 

term camp. There are some more moderate positions, but these are marginal.  

Some people for example were able to declare themselves opposed to the possibility of a third term 

for Pierre Nkurunziza, without supporting the idea of protesting and using violence in reaction to the ban on 

protests. Some youths felt that burning someone’s possessions or damaging public goods was not a good way 

to express political opinions, regardless of the seriousness of the issues. Others had supported the idea of 

demonstrations in the beginning but had then disassociated themselves from them. Similarly, one person 

interviewed had admitted to being involved in trying to dissuade demonstrators in their 

neighbourhood, while at the same time affirming no particular support for the candidature of the 

President.  

Finally, some young people in Kamenge, in explaining why no demonstrations had occurred 

there, suggested that the commune had suffered too much during the war in the 1990s. There was a common 

consciousness of the need to protect the interests of the neighbourhood, without this meaning that the 

neighbourhood was entirely devoted to the ruling party. However, others felt it was because General 

                                                        
57 As early as 27 April 2015, through Communiqué # 012/2015 of the CNDD-FDD party, the party declared that (among others things): 

“It is with great surprise that the CNDD-FDD party heard the news of a call to popular revolt made by a group of politicians opposing the regime 

in place in Bujumbura through certain private radio stations, with the sinister objective of opposing the power installed by the Burundian people, 

sole keeper of its sovereignty. It dates from 26 April 2015. It is curious to note that these politicians hide behind a false pretext in evoking the election 

of His Excellency Pierre Nkurunziza by the Extraordinary Congress of the CNDD-FDD party, held on Saturday 25 April 2015. This simply shows 

that this clique of politicians only sought to infantalise and trample on the rights of the Bagumyabanga: to elect a candidate of their choice in a 

democratic country. Through different communiqués made public and through the debates broadcast by local and international media, the 

CNDD-FDD party has been able to prove that the question of a third term is a fallacious pretext and that, in reality, it is an open secret that the 

radical opposition seeks only a return to transitional government.” 
58 As early as April and in the context of the three-day visit by the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, the 

government, through its spokesperson Philipe Nzobonariba, was declaring in point 5 of its communiqué, “The forces that are mobilising 

at this time have long spoken in favour of a new period of transition in Burundi, which the international community should denounce and condemn.” 

(Government communiqué). Later, on 8 May 2015, in its Government Communique on the violent demonstrations of 8 May, in its point 6, 

the same spokesperson declared, in the name of the Burundian government, in relation to the assassination of a young Imbonerakure 

in Nyakabiga, that, “this slide towards selective criminality should force those organising the insurrection to reflect on the consequences of actions 

which awake in Burundians the memory of what they lived through in the years around 1994, almost in the same neighbourhoods, with the same 

actors and curiously the same methods, the only difference being that they no longer hesitate to attack the security forces which oppose their 

barbarism.”  
59 Willy Nyamitwe, Principal Counsellor, Information, Press and Communications to the Presidency of the Republic, the true mouth 

piece of the leadership, has multiplied his declarations since the start of the crisis. On 28 April 2015, for example, he declared to AFP 

that the demonstrators were “people who simply don’t want to go to elections because they are scared of elections” (…) “The ruling party, in a 

democratic process, had the right to present its presidential candidate in the 2015 presidential elections like every other party. We must go to 

elections. It is the people who must decide.” (AFP, Burundi : après trois jours de rixe, gouvernement et opposants restent inflexibles, 28 April 

2015). The same day he declared to Jeune Afrique “When demonstrators burn tyres, kiosks and vehicles and throw stones at police, we are not 

talking about a peaceful demonstration but an insurrection.” (…) As early as Sunday [26 April], on the first day of the insurrection, protestors had 

killed a police officer and taken his weapon”, he accused, underling that “38 [other] police officers had been injured, of whom 8 were in a critical 

state.” (Jeune Afrique, Burundi : au 3e jour de manifestations, le pouvoir de Nkurunziza parle d’ «insurrection », 28 April 2015). 
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Adolphe Nshimirimana60 ring-fenced the neighbourhood and implanted a certain number of 

Imbonerakure there so that it would not mobilise. After all, these northern neighbourhoods, symbols of 

resistance against the coup d’état against Ndadaye and launch pads for the CNDD-FDD rebellion, have 

their own experience of violence. The CNDD-FDD and the FNL are highly present here and informal 

non-aggression pacts seem to have been established. Kinama, neighbouring district to Kamenge, 

barely protested except in reaction to acts of intimidation or violence.61 The same goes for the 

neighbourhood of Buterere62 which did not protest in a routine manner, unlike other parts of the city. 

Legacies of the past, ethnic proximity, strong presence of the ruling party and informal agreements all 

seem to have protected these areas from the ongoing events. We met there, however, youths who had 

tried to protest the President’s candidature but by going elsewhere. This says a lot about the way 

political identity and past allegiances continue to influence the present – along with the risk of 

manipulation and armed uprising.  

The argument of lessons learned and the preservation of calm in the name of protecting the 

interests of their places of residence was also put forth by the youths we met in Cibitoke and Bubanza 

to explain where there had been no particular uprising, nor exodus of inhabitants. They consider that 

as the province had been the battlefield and operations base for the rebellions during the war in the 1990s, the 

inhabitants would not flee because of fear of a new conflict, only if arms returned. The youths of Cibitoke 

province gave as an example the inhabitants of the commune of Murwi, which borders on the native 

forest of Kibira, often used as a base for rebellions in Burundi, who had fled only because of the fighting 

that took place at the beginning of 2015.  

2.2.2. The risk/benefit analysis of mobilisation against the third term  

Hearing their argument, it is not surprising that those supporting the ruling party’s position say the 

demonstrations are not worth it. They may concede that the opponents were allowed to try, but now 

considering the conclusions of the Constitutional Court, order must be restored and everyone must play the 

democratic game and dance the electoral dance.  

They consider that the demonstrations obviously had negative consequences because they 

slowed down economic activity in the country given the extent of influence of the capital Bujumbura. In 

Cibitoke, for example, we were told of many consequences. For example, the fall in production and flow 

of the traditional beer, Urwarwa, the cost of which has fallen from 600 BIF before the crisis began, to 200 BIF per 

litre. As part of the production was destined for the capital, the combination of a reduction in road traffic 

between the provincial capital and Bujumbura and a fall in consumption in the capital, left the 

manufacturers with overproduction and therefore pushed down the prices. The same has occurred for 

some agricultural products.  

                                                        
60 General Adolphe Nshimirimana is a powerful senior officer of the National Police. Former Head of the National Intelligence Agency, 

he is now very close to President Nkurunziza. He is considered by many to be the keystone of the State system of repression and his 

name is regularly cited in matters of blood and money. In recent years, Kamenge, where he owns several trendy bars and has even 

built a health centre, has been his fiefdom.  
61 For example on 25 May 2015, when youths in Kinama attempted to demonstrate, they were repressed by Imbonerakure (see RFI, 

Burundi: à Kinama, les Imbonerakure empêchent les manifestations, 26 May 2015). 
62 On 12 May 2015, the day after the declaration by the administrator of Buterere affirming that the commune was calm, the 

neighbourhood erupted more than ever (see IWACU, 14ème journée des manifestations, 12 May 2015).  
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In the same way, in Bubanza province, the consequences have been numerous, particularly in 

terms of flow of agricultural products. And in reverse, supply to local markets of other goods has been strongly 

affected. Thus a blockage or economic slowdown in the capital has consequences for these provinces.  
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Obviously these consequences are felt equally in Bujumbura Rural province. Much of the 

capital’s agricultural product comes from these districts. More than any other province, a large part of 

the activity in Bujumbura Rural is directly dependent on activity in the capital. Instability in the areas 

around the edge of the capital slows down exchange between the two provinces.  

Finally, in Bujumbura city itself, the consequences are numerous. In the neighbourhoods active 

in the protests, local markets, but also exchanges and other commercial activity slowed or was sometimes frozen 

for long days, if not weeks. The consequences of this slowdown can affect all sorts of activity, as we 

were shown in the example of a young girl from Buterere who explained that her mother, who had a shop 

in the local market, had to rent a field to compensate for the loss of revenue. Her father works on a truck which 

collects broken glass and takes it to a business where it is re-used. This work became precarious and was 

suspended. The slowdown resulted in a considerable reduction in revenue for this household.  

More broadly, Burundi’s already fragile economy is collapsing gradually. The Burundi 

Revenue Office recorded a loss in May of one third of its usual revenue. Prices are rising, shops are 

closing or have few clients, unemployment is rising and the currency is depreciating strongly, which 

augurs poorly for the socioeconomic situation of the population.63 Children’s education also suffers as 

a result of the impasse. Students fear for their security.  

Other young people, secondary or tertiary students, were blocked for long weeks, the educational 

institutions closed, leading to stress and uncertainty for those who have end-of-year examinations. 

Others, relying on occasional work, were blocked in, in neighbourhoods where protests occurred.  

Despite this, the important consequences on the life of an economically fragile country are all 

considered by those opposed to the third term as the sacrifices necessary to safeguard democracy in Burundi: 

“you get nothing for nothing”; “a revolution is not possible without sacrifice”.  

In addition, while we have already mentioned the belief of those for the third mandate that 

protestors were paid to participate in the demonstrations, the responses of those in favour of the uprising 

refute this theory. Witness one youth, particularly active during the demonstrations and proud to have 

been seen on international news channels, who told us he had not eaten since the day before because he had 

been part of night rounds throughout the night. He said he had spent several days without anything to eat. He 

categorically denied being paid for what he did. He and others explained that a sense of solidarity had been 

created in the neighbourhoods that rose up without there being any real organisation from outside the area. Far 

from the idea of an organised mobilisation with a strong and coordinated hierarchy, the impression 

given in these interviews is more of an evolution of organisation amongst apprentice “revolutionaries” 

as the conflict evolved.  

It is clear that young people took the lead, participating in coordination meetings between 

neighbourhoods, but this organisation was not built around militants trained in the techniques of mobilisation. 

In the neighbourhoods, underground solidarity groups, voluntary (but sometimes pressured) were organised 

to supply rations to the youths participating in the protests and to do night rounds. Improvised canteens were 

also set up. These youths reported also that households always cooked a bit extra so as to share a meal in 

solidarity. But not all “activists” benefited systematically because there wasn’t always enough to go around. 

As the crisis became bogged down, meals became rare even within households sometimes going from 

                                                        
63 PARCEM, Déclaration de PARCEM sur la situation au Burundi, Bujumbura, 10 June 2015. 
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2 to 1 per day. It seems clear that external support allowed the movement to be sustained, but not to the 

extent that the “pro” third term camp believe.  

Thus, the views of those defending the third term of the President and the “antis” on the 

“value” of the demonstrations are radically opposed. When the “pros” consider the outcomes of the 

demonstrations to be negative, the “antis” consider it a sort of democratic investment, which will only 

strengthen the country. But, for that to occur, they view the necessary end point of the mobilisation only 

as a withdrawal by the President of the Republic of his candidature, not necessarily his downfall or that of his 

party.  

Nonetheless, we can identify here a sort of shared vision of the consequences of the current 

crisis amongst the pro- and anti-third term camps. Although this is not found in the evaluation of the 

effects of the violence, it still may be a basis from which to expand discussion.  

2.2.3. Divisive media 

Finally, the last striking example of the polarisation of the points of view and positions on the current 

situation is the attitude towards the silencing64 of privately-owned radio stations Isanganiro, RPA, 

Bonesha, Rema FM and Radio/TV Renaissance65. It is important to highlight that generally speaking, 

most individuals regretted the manner of their closure at gunpoint, regardless of their position on the third 

term. This majority conceded that it was an abnormal situation. Nevertheless, the most fervent 

supporters of the ruling party did not regret the closure of these media outlets, considering not only that 

they had contributed to the aggravation of the situation, to the proliferation of rumours and thus to the 

emergence of a climate of suspicion and fear which led to the flight of many Burundians, but also because they 

think these radios stations lie and contribute to conspiracy against the CNDD-FDD. Also, in their eyes, their 

coverage of events at their height encouraged the violence in the demonstrations. Their grievances towards 

these media outlets pre-date the current crisis, but only reinforce their negative view of their work. 

Thus they consider that since these stations have been closed, the situation has calmed.66  

In the opposing camp, condemnation is universal. Firstly because these individuals have little 

confidence in the other radio stations, especially Burundi National Radio and Television (RTNB), the State 

radio station. But also because, beyond investigative work, residents of the town or the nearby 

countryside miss not knowing the situation in the capital and not knowing if they can go to this or that 

neighbourhood. This very practical aspect is often forgotten but has a direct impact on the lives of these 

young people. Of course, they condemn equally the attack on freedom of expression which the attacks on 

the radio stations represent. The situation encapsulates in their view the abuse the Government of Burundi 

has committed for some time. On their side, the “pros” consider the fact that the putschists announced the 

coup on these radios as simple confirmation of the connivance between opposition and privately-owned radio.  

                                                        
64 In the night of 13/14 May, and then on the morning of 14 May 2015, these media outlets were the target of uniformed attackers. They 

have been closed since “due to legal investigations” into the responsibility for this violence but also into their alleged role and 

responsibility on the day of the coup d’Etat. With the exception of Rema FM, these are stations which broadcast messages by the 

putschists announcing the overthrow of Pierre Nkurunziza.  
65 All these media outlets, with the exception of radio station Rema FM which is close to the leadership, are independent and can be 

considered aligned with the opposition. 
66 This vision is often supported by official declarations. Willy Nyamitwe does not hesitate to characterise the media outlets which 

suffered arson as “worm-ridden” in a debate on RFI on 22 July 2015. 
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The “pros”, who nevertheless condemn the attacks on the media, still consider that these radio 

stations have something to answer for, that even before the crisis they were manipulating information, and 

that the sector should be reviewed once the situation has returned to normal. 

This comment is worth reflecting upon and no doubt carries some truth. The independent 

media was born at the same time as the democratisation of Burundi. It went through the worst excesses 

of division at the time of strongest ethnic conflict before being established, thanks to the courageous 

work of men and women convinced of their action, as a safeguard of the young Burundian democracy. 

And yet, while its work is to be saluted, these media have always acted as an opposition to those in 

power, including when they gave the microphone to the CNDD-FDD rebels in the early 2000s. The 

independent media played a crucial role in investigating the regime’s abuses in recent years. As a 

result, the media takes on a great responsibility in the Burundian context. As Christian Thibon says in 

a recent article:  

These punctual news reports, idealist, sometimes clumsy, are necessary as long as society and 

political life in Burundi suffer from “statolatry” the fruit of an authoritarian monarchist culture 

amplified by an accumulation of disciplinary colonial and post-colonial regimes. These media snippets 

help democracy breathe, and animate a public opinion that finds little room for debate in the institutions 

and parties.  

On those occasions, the journalists were and are traffickers of information, but they are not only 

that, in the image of court jesters or of an outlet for the Court to which some would confine them. They 

have inherited an advocacy role and function which was traced for them, following the Arusha 

Agreement, by the regime, the political system and the Burundian tradition of socio-political 

compromise, without explicit and consensual recognition of this. This objective of positive pressure, this 

destiny as a safeguard but also of contributing to political debate, ambiguous and fraught with difficulty 

given the porous boundaries between journalism and politics, are surely too heavy for their shoulders. 

With expectations of professionalism, strong ethics and an internal challenge, they are participating in 

the management and regulation of a consociational regime, which we know is broadly compromised and 

bogged down.67 

These are certainly Burundi’s challenges for the future. But these questions can only be posed 

in the context of peace, removed from emotion and the exercise of violence, and with no suggestion of 

threats or repression. Media pluralism having been accepted by Burundian society, these media outlets 

must now re-open so that they are able to participate in this exercise of self-criticism, and not be either 

the victims or the spectators in a debate that is taking place today without them, and especially to take 

up again their role of information providers.  

                                                        
67 Christian Thibon, Les médias dans l’Histoire contemporaine Burundaise, in, IWACU, Special Edition, Des voix pour nous aider à rester 

debout, June 2015. 
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2.3. The underlying ethnic question, consequence of an unaddressed 

past  

Most of the youths we met had not known the moments of mass violence of the 1990s. Most of them 

were born during the crisis and were more familiar with armed conflict than with the years of 

massacres.  

Despite this, and although there is no official history of the past, they all knew the main 

elements of this painful history. They know what has been passed on to them. This telling of history 

through informal channels, without appropriate treatment, is necessarily incomplete and biased, and 

contributes to inherited prejudices. In a previous study on the transmission of memories, Impunity 

Watch showed that “memories are primarily passed on within families provoked by triggers in everyday life 

(questions asked by children; the celebration of a birth that brings back memories of the disappearance of certain 

family members; a chance encounter in the street; an innocent question; etc.). But these memories are always 

partial. Oral transmission within private spheres has facilitated a reinterpretation of the facts and favoured a 

simplified and subjective reading of the conflict.”68 It is therefore through inherited memories that these 

youths form their perceptions and understand the main elements of this painful past.  

However, listening to them, the current crisis has nothing to do with what occurred in the past. 

This opinion is shared by all those interviewed. All of them, whether “pro” or “anti”, consider that the 

ethnic issue which polarised past years is behind them now and that the reasons for the current crisis are 

clearly more political than ethnic. This opinion is categorical amongst the “antis”. One youth we met, a 

priori Hutu by origin from a commune in Bujumbura Rural bordering on the capital, explained for 

example that he had lost his grandfather in 1972 and lost an uncle in the crisis of the 1990s. He knew that 

during the years of what was called the “balkanisation” of neighbourhoods in the capital, people from 

his commune could not go to Musaga without risking death at the hands of the militants defending it. Today, 

however, he lives in this neighbourhood and participated actively in the mobilisation against the third 

term.  

Furthermore, everyone explains that amongst the opposition leaders calling for mobilisation, 

many are Hutu. Some went into majority Tutsi neighbourhoods like Nyakabiga or Musaga. These are signs 

for them that this is not one ethnic group fighting against another. In their eyes, in fact, their mobilisation is 

to protect this situation, made possible by the Arusha Agreement.  

Amongst the “pros”, this reading is shared on the surface. But some in this group did 

eventually suggest that this aspect was still present and underlying. First of all because the first 

neighbourhoods to mobilise and those which became the epicentres of protest, were majority Tutsi 

neighbourhoods. It is worth remembering that in the most difficult hours of the crisis that followed 

the assassination of President Ndadaye, the capital was balkanised. The relative multi-ethnicity of 

certain neighbourhoods was swept away. Ethnic violence followed and a phenomenon of self-defence 

organised along ethnic lines. In the neighbourhoods, this self-defence took the form of ethnic cleansing, 

to the extent that the capital became divided into Hutu and Tutsi neighbourhoods and surveillance 

groups turned into militias. Kamenge, Kinama, Buterere, Kanyosha became Hutu areas; and 

                                                        
68 Deus Ndihokubwayo, ”If the past is correctly written, it will serve many generations to come”. Intergenerational transmission of truths and 

memories in Burundi, Impunity Watch, Bujumbura, November 2014, p. 21.  
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Nyakabiga, Ngagara, Cibitoke, Mutakura, Musaga Tutsi areas. During these dark years, to be from a 

different ethnic group and enter one of these neighbourhoods often meant death. This lived violence 

influenced the geopolitics of the city of Bujumbura. The events and the memory of them transmitted 

to younger generations have created the phenomenon of fear anchored in the collective imagination. 

Despite the evolution of attitudes and a return to relative ethnic diversity across the capital’s 

neighbourhoods, these mental hurdles are persistent and a Hutu is always cautious about going into 

a Tutsi neighbourhood, and vice versa.  

Thus, when the radio stations announced the first demonstrations taking place in Cibitoke, 

Musaga, Mutakura, Ngagara and Nyakabiga, the first reflex for some was to think Tutsis were mobilising 

against a Hutu leadership. We have shown that in reality this perception is biased, but the image persists, 

especially amongst Hutu, still traumatised by a violent past that has not been dealt with.69 This 

phenomenon is accentuated by a perception of unequal suffering held by some. Some Hutu perceive 

that their victimhood is less recognised than that of the Tutsi. This acquired victimisation, the lack of 

dealing with the past and the focus on neighbourhoods with a violent past therefore contributes to a 

particular set of feelings.  

As an example, for the “pros”, the fact that an Imbonerakure was burnt to death in Nyakabiga70 

is not an accident. It was not by chance this incident took place there, because that neighbourhood has 

already seen such barbaric scenes in the past. More so, they are convinced that this youth was certainly 

targeted because he was a young supporter of the ruling party, but also because he was Hutu. So they say that, 

while the target was an Imbonerakure, he was also a Hutu. The story circulating is that this youth was burnt 

to death while he was just returning with one of his colleagues from work at a nearby mobile telephone company 

with connections to the ruling party. His colleague, also Imbonerakure but Tutsi was captured, while the Hutu 

was executed in a barbaric manner. Other stories like these circulate amongst these “pro” third term 

youths, like that of a youth executed in Cibitoke under pretext that he was from outside of the neighbourhood, 

but especially because he was a Hutu from outside of the neighbourhood. In a general sense, they are 

convinced that a Tutsi Imbonerakure is not targeted like a Hutu Imbonerakure, and in the end Hutus are 

certainly targets. 

Thus, there is an evident contradiction between the views expressed at the surface and the 

reality that we unearth beneath the surface. Although the “pros” recognise that the current crisis is not 

ethnic, we can see the legacies and traumas of the past resurface to explain what they do not consider 

to be visible, to explain the underside of the uprising. The same can be said of the perceptions of the 

coup d’état of 13 May. While it is for them the incarnation of the insurrectional logic of the opposition and 

its undeclared goals – the famous “hidden agenda” – they also see it as an attempted retaking of power by 

the old Tutsi military elites, using General Niyombare71 as a shield. Indeed it is certain that the coup d’état 

had the effect of tightening the ties between officers who had come out of the CNDD-FDD and the 

resistance hierarchy against the risk of a tipping of power into the hands of the former Burundi Armed 

Forces, therefore the Tutsi. This tightening of ties is difficult to document, but several consistent 

                                                        
69 Cf. also the work of Impunity Watch on the intergenerational transmission of truths, cited in note 68. 
70 On 7 May 2015, a young Imbonerakure was a victim of “necklacing” (see IWACU, 10ème journée des manifestations, 7 May 2015). 
71 Godefroid Niyombare is a Hutu former resistance fighter of the CNDD-FDD. 



  

 

Page | 28 

accounts lean towards this reading and Roland Rugero was the first to touch on the affair on 20 July 

2015 on his blog in an article analysing the impacts of the attempted coup d’état of 13 May 2015.72 

This “ethnicised” point of view is also upheld by the ambiguous role of neighbouring Rwanda, 

which is systematically viewed as a Tutsi power and which reinforces the idea of an invisible hand 

directing the present situation towards re-establishment of a power which is either Tutsi or acceptable 

to the former power brokers.  

The disastrous history of the region around the ethnic question means this element returns 

systematically in analyses. In the early days of the mobilisation, most international press articles73 

stressed this element, often through intellectual simplification. And yet the uprising overturned these 

analytical guides, being more political than ethnic. So the fear or the warning of “a risk of spilling over 

into ethnic tension” was often touted, initially amongst Rwandan Tutsi intellectuals,74 some of whom 

grew up in the mobilising neighbourhoods and who are permanently haunted by the 1994 Genocide, 

and also by the Burundian diaspora,75 whose mind-set is often fixed in the years they fled the country. 

And yet we see that reality as perceived by those Burundians who are mobilising is different, so much 

so that scenes of fraternisation between Hutu and Tutsi, unimaginable even a few years ago, were 

recounted and witnessed by the demonstrators. Furthermore, despite weeks lived on a sort of invisible 

wire swept by incessant storms, the situation never degenerated into generalised, massive or 

systematic violence. On each side, there was a certain limit that nobody seemed willing to go beyond.76 

Thus, although all the ingredients were there for the Burundian to confront one another on an ethnic 

basis, Burundi showed that it had moved beyond that state of mind and, to this point, has avoided 

falling off the precipice.  

But the fact remains that all is not resolved, and the ethnic question remains under the surface. 

The more the crisis deteriorates, the more this element may resurface. We can see that, in a way, the 

ruling party is pedalling lines which allude more or less directly to ethnic sentiment.77 This aspect, 

while not crucial for an understanding of the present crisis, should not be underestimated and should 

be kept in mind by those seeking a way out of the crisis. It must be addressed by all the actors. 

Although it remains hypothetical, and although a significant factor in the current crisis is the pluralism 

of the Burundian opposition today, the risk of tipping over into armed conflict could bring with it 

ethnic violence. We must recall the importance of the Arusha Agreement and the National Constitution 

in preventing this kind of derailing. This is also why these texts must be respected. And it is also 

                                                        
72 IWACU, Roland Rugero, L’échec du putsch du 13 mai a complexifié et régionalisé la crise burundaise, 20 July 2015. 
73 See, for example,, La Libre Belgique, La situation au Burundi pourrait-elle dégénérer en conflit ethnique ?, 28 April 2015. 
74 As an example, Albert Rudatsimburwa is particularly active on Twitter and since the beginning has spoken of this threat (see 

https://twitter.com/albcontact). 
75 Difficult to document, it is well known that the most virulent comment on the ethnic question is often written from abroad.  
76 See, on this subject, the interview with Christian Thibon in Le Monde (Burundi : « Plus la crise dure, plus le risque de conflit ethnique se 

renforce », 22 May 2015). He declares in particular on 22 May 2015: “We have the impression that all the actors are conscious that they cannot 

cross a certain red line, that there are things they cannot do.”  
77 See for example, even before violence broke out, the declaration of Victor Burikukiye, Vice-President of the CNDD-FDD, saying in 

public on 28 March in Muyinga that, “the current President is authorised to have himself elected if his party puts him forward as a 

candidate. Whoever prevents this will be considered in the same way as the person who assassinated Prince Louis Rwagasore after he 

formed his first government, or likewise who killed Melchior Ndadaye after three months in office, and I think these are the same 

individuals.” This sort of statement conflating the authors with the murder of Ndadaye refers indirectly to the Tutsi.  
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necessary to insist on the need to treat the painful past in a calm manner through inclusive mechanisms 

of transitional justice.  

2.4. Solutions to the crisis? 

Discussion of a solution to the crisis Burundi is experiencing is like a sound box for the current 

polarisation. In simplistic terms, the “antis” consider that if the CNDD-FDD withdraws the candidacy of 

Pierre Nkurunziza and choses another candidate, the situation will be resolved. They all insist on the fact that 

mobilisation is not against the CNDD-FDD, but against the issue of the President’s third mandate. The “pros” 

consider that the opposition must accept the legality of the candidacy, move forward to elections and respect the 

outcome.  

To do this, each side considers that a dialogue to reach a common understanding of the articles and 

texts which are in conflict could allow the positions of each side to come together. This view illustrates 

the present blockage. As we have already noted, there is no margin for negotiation on this question. A 

win-win outcome is almost impossible and the youth we met did not have any innovative solutions. 

The extent of the blockage is illustrated by the fact that several people suggested an act of God was 

necessary to lead the President or opposition members on the right path.  

Even those with more well-considered opinions on the situation offered recommendations 

oriented towards one camp giving in to the other. The question of a third term is thus a sort of axis of 

symmetry against which each party places itself and from which we can situate points of polarisation.  

For example, we can cite a young girl interviewed in Cibitoke province who, after having 

stated that the candidature of Pierre Nkurunziza was legal, suggested he should withdraw his candidature. 

She explained that though the President has the right to stand, he also has the right to decide not to stand. 

If this decision can permit a resolution of the crisis, it would be better for him to withdraw his name in the greater 

interest of peace and the preservation of security. This youth from a rural area, generally supportive of the 

actions of the ruling party, seemed shocked that protests against a president or a government could take place. 

She had trouble understanding how you could challenge the President in a country where hierarchy and 

respect for authority are deeply rooted. In her eyes, the government should have prevented such a situation 

from occurring and prior action should have been taken either through dialogue or through force. She felt the 

government had shown weakness and that today the risks of a new war were too strong. Therefore, despite 

the fact that the President had the right to stand, he should renounce this to avoid the destruction of the peace 

which he had in large part helped to build.  

In the end, the fear shared by “pros” and “antis” alike is a return to armed conflict. All are 

conscious of the risks of deterioration, little by little as the crisis drags on unresolved. Once again in their 

eyes, only God would be able to save Burundi from a new armed conflict. The most active “antis” recognise 

in a roundabout way that sooner or later stones will not suffice to defend ourselves and that the next step 

will be a recourse to arms, even if all insist that the demonstrators were not armed in the past. The strategy 

of balance of fear, already evoked in Kanyosha and in Musaga, tends towards use of the same weapons 

as the “enemy”. This warrior rhetoric is reflected by them. They are fighting in the end against a system 

which includes the police, the ruling party and the Imbonerakure. This rhetoric also explains the identifiable 

slippage from dogmatisation of citizens towards the militarisation of the youth.  
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And in a country where words are precious, it is striking to see that the young man we met 

who was most active in the demonstrations, never spoke the name of Pierre Nkurunziza, nor used the 

term “President of the Republic”. In contrast, he used terms such as “this guy”, “the man”, “the old man”. 

We can legitimately wonder how this youth could consider and accept Pierre Nkurunziza as his 

President if he were re-elected. The strategy adopted by the opposition and the fact that the results of 

the elections which have taken place since have not been recognised will only reinforce this 

non-recognition of the Head of State.  

In the end, this might be the question that arises from the crisis. At no moment did either side 

advance the hypothesis of accepting “defeat”, that is submitting to the other side. Each side saw the 

outcome of the crisis in terms of alignment with their position. Political developments have confirmed 

this assessment, as on one side we have seen a government moving forward, head down, towards the 

organisation of a ballot in the name of avoiding a constitutional vacuum78, ignoring national and 

international recommendations or pressures, as well as the minimal conditions for a credible poll in 

the eyes of international partners (United Nations79, USA80, France81, Belgium82, United Kingdom83). 

On the other side, the opposition and civil society have never entertained the hypothesis that the crisis 

could be resolved by the abandonment of their struggle in the name of preservation of peace and in 

light of the number of lives lost. 

At this time, this is an impossible position to hold, since so many points of no return seem to 

have been crossed, and it is particularly difficult to defend when action has been justified in the name 

of fundamental principles and the defence of the texts which have established the young Burundian 

democracy. Is democracy negotiable? Would acceptance of defeat on this question be synonymous 

with abandoning the struggle for democracy? Can one negotiate on constitutional principles?  

Asking such questions, in a situation so fraught and with so many lives already lost, may seem 

misguided. While it is understandable that action was concentrated around a single claim in the 

interests of the credibility of the movement, the reasons for the anger of Burundian citizens are deeper 

                                                        
78 The argument of avoidance of a constitutional vacuum is systematically used by the Government of Burundi to justify the 

organisation of a ballot despite the context. For example, in an interview with Jeune Afrique (Alain Nyamitwe : « Le Burundi doit éviter 

de tomber dans un vide constitutionnel », 13 June 2015), Alain Nyamitwe, Burundian Minister of Foreign Affairs justified the organisation 

of legislative and communal elections for 29 June (after several reports): Jeune Afrique : Les élections législatives et présidentielle se tiendront-

elles bien aux dates annoncées, c’est-à-dire les 29 juin et 15 juillet ?  

Alain Nyamitwe: It is in any case the hope and will of the government, to maintain the elected institutions of the country within the timeframes set 

out in the Constitution. The important thing is to avoid creating a constitutional vacuum for the organs of State.  
79 The United Nations Electoral Observation Mission in Burundi (MENUB) noted on 2 July, regarding the 29 June elections, that: 

“MENUB concludes that the environment was not favourable for the holding of free, credible and inclusive elections. MENUB notes that identical 

concerns have been expressed by the African Union (AU), East African Community (EAC) and the International Conference on the Great Lakes 

Region (ICGLR).” (MENUB, Preliminary Statement of 29 June 2015 on Legislative and Communal Elections, Bujumbura, Burundi).  
80 Following the presidential elections of 21 July 2015, the United States warned, through State Department spokesperson John Kirby, 

in a communiqué, “that elections held in the conditions currently prevalent in Burundi will not be credible and will further discredit the 

government” (Government of the United States, State Department, Statement by John Kirby, State Department Spokesperson, US Department 

of State: Elections in Burundi will lack credibility, 21 July 2015).  
81 On France Inter, Laurent Fabius, French Minister of Foreign Affairs declared on 21 July in relation to the presidential elections that 

the elections took place in conditions which were far from objective” (…) The AU and the international community have legitimately distanced 

themselves from these elections”.  
82 Federal Public Service Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation, Press release, Didier Reynders regrette 

l’organisation des élections présidentielles au Burundi ce 21 juillet, 21 July 2015.  
83 Government of the United Kingdom, Minister for Africa warns that progress in Burundi is at risk as discredited presidential elections go 

ahead, 21 July 2015. 
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than this single issue. Economy, governance, security, identity are also drivers of conflict. Nourished 

by the crisis, the reasons for protest are added one upon another. The negotiations which have started 

under the Ugandan mediation84 will provide part of the answer and permit a clearer vision of the 

capacity for concession of each camp.  

But we can also ask ourselves: what of the post-crisis period? In the case of victory for the 

presidential camp, how will these youths, who have suffered terrible repression, live with a system that 

they hate, with a police force that has shown its disorganisation and its violence, which used weapons 

of war against a civilian population, with a justice system they do not believe in, in a society where 

corruption is still a given, where impunity, not only for crimes of the past but also those of the present, 

is the rule? 

These questions have never been put on the table in the dialogues currently taking place. 

Broadening the list of claims may allow the process of questioning to be deeper and to lead to a turning 

point in governance, or to structural change based on shared concerns, whether in relation to lived 

economic consequences, fear of violence, or the quest for social well-being. It is unrealistic to think that 

organising elections no matter what allows democracy to be strengthened or conflict to be resolved. It 

is unrealistic also to think that it is sufficient to put your head in the sand and wait for the storm to 

pass to set off again for another five years as if nothing had happened. But it is also naïve to think that 

the withdrawal of the candidature of President Nkurunziza alone will resolve the political and 

economic problems.  

In the end, these questions that go beyond the 3rd term must be addressed. The question is 

whether for this to occur the opposition must give up their demands regarding the 3rd term in order to 

save/obtain some other things, or if all must be considered as a whole, knowing that a back down by 

the opposition leaders and civil society would be seen as a betrayal by part of the youth who mobilised.  

It is also clear that the polarised youth have shared concerns, in relation to both economic and 

security consequences. They also have a common attachment to democratic culture, even if they are 

far from having the same view on what that means. These are aspects that could constitute a basis for 

bringing points of view closer together, and perhaps a common ground for an exit from the crisis. But 

these elements are tenuous and for the time being, the fears of a slide into a new level of violence 

remain, and are given priority by these young people in our meetings.  

2.5. Waging war for a peace agreement?  

2.5.1. The slide into militarisation of the conflict  

The perspectives of the youths we met are at the moment belligerent or heading into darkness. The 

“pros” like to repeat a phrase that the President regularly says: “he who starts a war will find it in his 

garden”. The ruling party knows war and the resistance too well. They are ready to respond to it and 

current gathering around the “Generals” in the circle of power is not designed to give the impression 

that the risk of armed conflict could make the President of the Republic back off. The increase in 

                                                        
84 In response to the recommendation of the 6 July summit held in Dar es Salaam, President Yoweri Museveni was named mediator 

for the political crisis in Burundi. Arriving in Bujumbura on 14 July 2015, he commenced discussions with the opposition, civil society 

and government. He then handed over to his Minister of Defence, Crispus Kiyonga. The mediation was interrupted on 19 July without 

any significant progress being made. 
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incidents in the days leading up to the ballots of 29 June and 21 July, but also other elements since 

suggest the period of peaceful opponents is largely over.  

The “legitimate defence” argument put forth by some youths, or even today by some political 

leaders85, seems to justify in their eyes the taking up of arms by civilians. We need to move on from the 

image of an unarmed populace acting peacefully against an oppressive government: arms are already 

in play and the youth are more and more militarised, pushed by their ideological convictions, even if 

it is still in a marginal and sporadic way.86  

In this climate, the spectre of an escalation of violence and a possible regional destabilisation 

becomes more and more real. The explosive cocktail of frustrations, repression and the absence of 

future prospects means a take up of arms cannot be excluded. The longer the crisis lasts, the more we 

can expect hardening of positions which will heighten this risk. General Ngendakumana, under orders 

from General Niyombare who led the coup, sent a message to the President telling him to prepare for 

war. If this is easy talk, it must also be taken seriously. Some ex-FAB officers have continued to desert 

and go into Rwanda, though their number cannot be determined with accuracy. Within the FDN, the 

ranks appear to be grouping around the military hierarchy of the resistance. While Agathon Rwasa, 

the main opponent, seems to be playing the democratic role, some of his supporters are becoming 

impatient and would like to opt for radicalisation. Rwasa himself had affirmed that if the government 

did not stop, the taking up of arms would be justified. Engagements continue to occur at the moment 

around the forest of Rukoko, on the border between Burundi and the east of the DRC. Similarly, it is 

notable that the FNL-Nzabampema is still present in South Kivu, but its capacity for creating 

disturbance is difficult to judge. While the large majority of Burundians do not want a return to war, 

youth in the protest neighbourhoods who were the targets of the security forces are calling for arms to 

defend themselves.  

The armed attacks on some polling booths in Kamenge, Cibitoke, Jabe and Kanyosha on the 

eve of the elections, as well as skirmishes in Cibitoke and Mutakura on Burundian independence day, 

confirm that some arms are currently in the possession of those opposed to the 3rd mandate. It is not, 

however, the general situation, and they are not heavy weapons. In terms of a possible regionalisation 

of the crisis, Rwanda has already affirmed that it considers the security of the innocent population a 

regional and international responsibility.87 Allegations and reports of military training in Rwanda are 

becoming more and more persistent. Different indicators and factors are therefore present, but it 

remains difficult to know how they might interact or manifest themselves - especially if we consider 

the balance of power that currently exists in Burundi. First of all, nothing guarantees that armed action 

would be supported from nearby or from afar by a country in the region. Then, the logistics necessary 

for an armed confrontation against a regularly trained army, with the means of the State at its disposal 

and hardened by past conflicts, would necessarily be very significant. Finally, such a strategy would 

                                                        
85 The Second Vice-President in exile, Gervais Rufyikiri, told Jeune Afrique on 6 July 2015: “The regime is deaf to arguments of detractors 

of the third term, whether they come from the CNDD-FDD, the opposition, the churches, civil society or the international community. And the 

peaceful demonstrators are ferociously repressed, with means that include grenades and heavy arms.The authorities push the protest movement into 

legitimate defence.” (Jeune Afrique, Burundi – Gervais Rufyikiri : « Nkurunziza pousse les contestataires à la légitime défense », 6 July 2015). 
86 Bujumbura crackled a good part of the night in the lead-up to the legislative and presidential elections. Though it is impossible to 

confirm if it was exchanges of fire between two defined camps, it seems clear today according to several sources in the activist 

neighbourhoods that some of these shots came from the population in these neighbourhoods.  
87 Op. Cit. 
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have to count on certain divisions within the regular armed forces, the extent of which are not known 

at present. These are many unknowns for a military action of significant scope. But these 

considerations are better left to the analysts. On the ground, the reality differs and arms are certainly 

present, although we don’t know the scale of the phenomenon nor whether those armed are waiting 

for external support before taking more widespread action. However, all the elements are present for 

a gradual deterioration of the situation.  

Little by little, Burundi risks falling into the scourge of war. The many scenarios imagined 

before this crisis was unleashed anticipated such a risk. It was difficult to envisage for example so 

strong a determination of each camp, leading to such a long period of latent conflict as the period of 

demonstrations proved to be. Above all, the current situation shows a certain powerlessness of the 

“International Community” in the broad sense of its capacity to predict this kind of crisis, face up to it 

and resolve it. A State is sovereign and if that State decides to ignore pressure from partners hesitant 

to act, it becomes difficult to derail the machine. In this tilt towards armed conflict that we seem to be 

observing, the responsibilities are not one-sided. This situation could have been avoided and too little 

was done after 2010 to avoid this eminently predictable state of affairs. The international actors 

wagered the last few years on stability and security in the name of the fragile economy of Burundi, at 

the expense of dealing with more difficult concerns regarding the deeper structures of violence. During 

a meeting of different international organisations working in the human rights field, one of the most 

senior representatives of a large international organisation present in Burundi even said “off mic”: 

better a bad democracy than a new war, the biggest risk in his eyes being Burundi falling into a state of 

“non-payment”. This statement, that we will never hear said publicly in that form, reveals the 

underestimation of the consequence of bad governance, particularly on the group of politicised urban 

youth. The international community has systematically failed to use its influence on the government 

at the time when it still had levers to use and has therefore certainly acted too late to have a real impact 

on the events or play a role in the maintenance of peace or the protection of civilians.  

2.5.2. What lessons can be learned?  

This crisis tends to show that democracies/States need safety valves to ease societal pressure. Civil 

society, which played a significant role in the mobilisation against the third mandate of the President, 

should also ask itself some questions. It contributed through its words to rising pressure in the 

Burundian pressure cooker. Of course, the CNDD-FDD clearly waited until the last moment to 

announce the candidature of Pierre Nkurunziza. Internal manoeuvres in the party certainly tried to 

head off the candidature and could have succeeded. But it was clear that the candidature was a 

possibility, civil society itself having forewarned numerous times that it would take to the streets if it 

occurred. Perhaps it would have been better to anticipate this occurrence and organise demonstrations 

to prevent it, rather than submitting to the government’s rhythm. This would have allowed 

discussions, with the luxury of time, and avoided the explosion of pressure that had built up for too 

long. Must we let conflicts break out in order to resolve them or can we avoid their emergence? In the 

first case, we are looking for an institutionalisation of conflicts, that is the establishment of norms, 

organs charged with managing and resolving them. Representative democracy, press freedom, and 

the right to protest and to petition institutionalise political conflict. The other perspective seeks to deny 

and forbid conflict, and to prevent it from emerging by imposing a moral, religious or political order 

that becomes more and more totalitarian. 
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Does institutionalisation of these conflicts allow them to be resolved and allow societies to 

evolve peacefully (through adaptation and reform)? Does preventing conflict (by masking the reality) 

create “blocked societies” where much more serious conflicts eventually explode? The examples of the 

former Yugoslavia (among others) where conflicts were buried in the name of ideology, and held back 

by repression, shows the weight of latent conflict, such as ethnic conflict. Burundi itself experienced 

this sad fact after the tragic events of 1972 and the denial of the memory of those who disappeared, 

which eventually led to deeply rooted ethnic hostilities. 

This kind of reasoning must also be made for international action. Until recently, the majority 

of western bilateral donors almost always maintained that the question of the third term was an 

internal one, while the United States has always been clear on the question. This shows that the 

international community is not a united bloc. This division allowed the CNDD-FDD to exploit the 

existing diplomatic room for manoeuvre. Add to this the ambiguity of China and Russia that, as 

elsewhere in the world, use their influence to call for respect for national sovereignty but pay little 

regard to the democratic character of the nations in question. A strong and more united position from 

the international community from the beginning might have had a preventive effect.  

Despite the various statements from the region and beyond, the absence of concrete action is 

striking. The positions taken by the international community are weak, lack clarity and coordination, 

and are even contradictory. Decisions taken have not been implemented. It remains to be seen if the 

results of the elections will be recognised. A deterioration of the situation in the country will highlight 

the abject failure of the preventive diplomacy of the international community. The endorsement of the 

2010 election results, the absence of justice as a mechanism for preventing massive violations and the 

lack of reaction in response to the attempts to amend the Constitution in 2014 allowed the regime to 

consolidate, while claiming in its rhetoric to adhere to basic democratic principles. It can be noted that 

positions became articulated only once it was too late, when the doors to a solution were gradually 

closing and the regime had clearly become a consolidated force to reckon with. The call for financing 

by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees to respond to the humanitarian situation in the 

coming 6 months corresponds to 40% of Burundi’s national budget for the same period. This 

investment could have better served the economic development of the country. While the political and 

security situation is very volatile, the government remains deaf to the various calls and moves more 

and more towards autocracy. Beyond the elections, there will be a need to focus on the running of the 

country, in light of its dependence on external aid which makes up half of the State budget. It is crucial 

that not only the 3rd mandate, but also the underlying causes of conflict, are resolved.  

 Obviously, making such statements is not very useful because they come too late. However, 

they are a valuable reflection for anyone wishing to engage in this kind of strong arm behaviour when 

dealing with those in power in the continent.  

This notion of “safety valve” must also be considered by those in power. Maintaining a society 

under pressure without the possibility to ease that pressure only works in the short term. The 

Burundian is a perfect example of this. The action of authorities that do not want to cede their power 

and want total control only contributes to an accumulation of frustrations, especially when there is no 

plan for that society, with palpable and concrete outcomes, to offer to the youth. A protest can be 

managed and even repressed by a State when that State shows moderation and discernment in its 
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repression. But to force its way through and remain deaf to the advice and recommendations of 

friendly countries, or of its population, is a strategy for maintaining power in the very short term and 

lay the groundwork for a new war. While President Nkurunziza has long represented peace in the 

eyes of the Burundian population, we can question if this is still the case today. The rural population 

reasons politically in terms of peace and security.88 These are the two principal preoccupations of the 

Burundian masses. While the CNDD-FDD party has incarnated this guarantee of peace, we can see 

that today it is not necessarily the case, as the arms are so close to being dug up.  

Nkurunziza, the ‘man of peace’, seems ready to take up his uniform of warrior to protect his 

position and “his” peace. The same applies to the “Generals” of the system who seem ready to make 

a bloc, noting that they have too much to lose in the case of a change at the top. Opposite them, and in 

the name of the defence of a peace accord, others seem ready to engage in war. This is the greatest 

paradox of the current crisis in Burundi. It is difficult to understand how a country, fragile of course 

but which had evolved so much in some respects, can topple so quickly.  

Conflicts are inherent in the life of a society. Sociological studies confirm this and show that 

conflict is a social fact in the sense of Emile Durkheim. If conflicts are healthy mechanisms which allow 

the necessary evolution of society, it is unfortunate that we fail to regulate and control their strength 

in a desirable way. Pierre Bourdieu,89 on modern societies, insisted on the importance of struggle and 

conflict for the functioning of society. But for him, these conflicts take place above all in the different 

social fields. They find their origin in respective hierarchies, and are based on the opposition between 

dominant and dominated agents. Conflict is the essence of the aspirations of individuals to claim what 

they do not have, to improve their social status. Conflict as aspiration can therefore be positive for a 

society. But for this to occur, it must not be destructive, it must marginalise violence in all its forms 

(physical, psychological or sexual).  

2.5.3. A cry of alarm in the face of deterioration  

The recourse to arms is never the best solution to attain political objectives or social progress. Today 

in Burundi, all the elements seem in place for a new war to break out. Young people and women will 

be the first victims of this war, as well as being the actors in the future armed conflict. The youths we 

met to produce this paper are aware of this, some even hoping for war. Others, like this 20 year old 

who has not known, or has barely known war, speaks of it with tears in her eyes as she only sees “death 

in a near future”. At 20 years old, you should see the world before you, have many life projects and 

positive ambitions and not macabre visions. Even though it is hard to predict the end point of this 

evolving crisis, it is sure that the Burundi of tomorrow will not be the Burundi of today, and even less 

that of yesterday, and that the conflict originally based in the citizenry can only benefit Burundian 

society as a whole if the leaders who shape it are worthy of the expectations of Burundians. As we 

have already noted, Burundian society has certainly evolved more quickly than its political leaders.  

This cry of alarm must be heard by all Burundi’s partners, whether they be Europeans, 

Americans, Asians and especially Africans. They must judge the situation such as it is today, that is to 

say extremely worrisome. We must move beyond principled positions and simple condemnations of 

                                                        
88 See on this question Impunity Watch, Citizens' Perceptions of Conflict Transformation in the Great Lakes Region (Burundi, Rwanda, 

Democratic Republic of Congo), November 2014. 
89 Pierre Bourdieu, French sociologist (1930-2002). 
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violence. Burundi, as a sovereign State, has responsibilities and it must assume them. It is not with 

statements of intent that its partners will help it to do so. Some sanctions have already been taken; they 

must be strengthened. At the same time, each actor in this conflict, the “anti” and the “pro” third term 

camps, must be made to face their responsibilities. War is not a game, but it seems that the near future 

of a country that has already suffered too much is dangerously hanging in the balance today. Will the 

actors find the necessary conditions to come out of the crisis? It is possible as the Burundian political 

class has shown its cynicism in the past. The facts may also catch up with the ideological positions, on 

either side. This is the message that we must not tire of repeating to Burundian actors.  

In terms of conflict transformation, we must ask how to offer the youth of the societies of the 

region the chance to express their political, economic and social claims peacefully. This is a challenge 

for the Burundi of tomorrow (65% of the population is under 25) but also for the countries of the region 

which face the risk of “electoral explosion”. In Burundi, even more importantly, we must ask how to 

capitalise on the energies of its citizens and channel this into something positive, not destructive. But 

the transformation of conflict is a global challenge. John Paul Lederach, who developed the theory, 

explains that he wanted to develop a “constructive change” to describe the constructive response to 

violent conflict, and that the terms “resolution” and “management” were not as suitable as 

“transformation”90. The transformation of conflicts is a process of managing the key factors of 

destructive conflict by action that seeks to transform the institutions and discourse which justify and 

reproduce direct, structural and cultural violence.  

This is why, beyond the simple (but central) question of the third term for the President, a 

lasting solution for peace in Burundi will only be found once the issues shaping society, truth, justice, 

identity, governance, democracy, the police, and especially the economy, are tackled. The urgency of 

the situation tends to make us forget these aspects, yet these questions are crucial and eventually 

inevitable.  

  

                                                        
90 Lederach, J.P. 2003. The Little Book of Conflict Transformation: Clear articulation of the guiding principles by a pioneer in the field. Intercourse: 

Good books. 
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3. Avenues towards resolution  
For Burundi to find a peaceful solution to the current crisis and so that the errors of the past are not 

repeated; for the good of the youth of the country and the political leaders of tomorrow, the following 

avenues towards resolution of the crisis must be examined:  

The current political crisis  

 Negotiations must recommence. All active parties in the crisis must come to the negotiating table 

putting all the points of disagreement on the table, and concentrating of questions of mutual 

interest, to avoid a return to generalised violence or civil war.  
 

 Politicians and other public figures in exile should be allowed to return to Burundi with their 

security guaranteed. The increasing number of high profile people in exile raises the spectre of 

armed violence. The individual protection of these people should be guaranteed in order to 

facilitate their return to Burundi to participate in negotiations, whether they occur in Burundi or on 

“neutral ground”. 
 

 Impunity must be tackled. This must begin with independent and impartial investigations into all 

allegations of human rights abuses and international crimes committed since the start of the 

political crisis. The first responsibility lies with the national authorities, but the process must be 

supervised by the regional and international community.  
 

 All young militia, paramilitary and other groups must be immediately disarmed. Members of the 

Imbonerakure must particularly be disarmed, if necessary by force. Members of the youth wings of 

the opposition parties as well as armed civilians must also be disarmed. AU military observers and 

human rights experts must supervise the process. To do this, their numbers must be increased 

compared to what the AU had initially requested.  

Democratisation and citizenship  

 Independent media must be re-opened immediately and without conditions. Independent media 

outlets are crucial for freedom of expression and all true democracy, and should be authorised to 

function without intimidation, threats or harassment.  
 

 Both the spirit and the letter of the Arusha Agreement must be respected. Other than to reinforce 

democracy and citizenship, the Burundian Constitution should not be modified in a way that 

challenges the spirit and the letter of Arusha. 
 

 Political parties must outline their political, economic and social vision for the country. The lack 

of political vision or sound policy is a considerable weakness of democracy in Burundi, whether it 

is on the part of the party in power for the past ten years, or on the part of the opposition which 

offers no concrete alternative to the populist politics of the CNDD-FDD. All parties should publicly 

condemn and reject all militarisation in the political arena and move away from resistance mind-

sets which are rotting Burundian politics.  
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 An open national dialogue must be put in place, targeting youth in particular, to discuss questions 

of national interest amongst citizens. The media, once functioning again, could relay local debate 

at the national level. At the national level, political actors could share their vision for the country 

with its citizens. In this way, the double level of dialogue would favour healthy debate between 

citizens on questions of common interest, enabling reflection on what is needed to bring about 

sustainable solutions.  
 

 Civic education must be taught from primary school. Children and young people should receive 

a civic education from an early age so that political and democratic values are promoted. 
 

 Renewal of political leaders must be encouraged. Training on the principles of democracy and 

respect for human rights should be offered to the leaders of tomorrow.  
 

 Economic opportunities must be created for the young. Whatever the immediate political future 

holds, priority must be given to creating economic opportunities for young people. 

The legacy of violence  

 Burundi must face its past and the legacy of impunity. Peace and stability cannot be built on the 

foundation of impunity. Transitional justice measures are necessary to favour a quest for truth at 

the local and national level. Also: criminal proceedings against those responsible for serious crimes; 

inclusive reparations for victims; and institutional reforms such a “vetting” and reconstruction of 

institutions that will support non-recurrence of violence.  
 

 Giving priority to stability, to the detriment of justice and the transformation of structures of 

power, is a short-term calculation and fosters a return to deeper conflict. Instead of cosmetic reform 

which is only a screen for the exercise of power, reform on a grander scale is necessary to tackle the 

real spheres of influence and power. 

 

 Political transformation means the “old guard” must cede the place to a new generation of 

political leaders. The absence of transformation of the political elite has undermined the new 

institutions established pursuant to the construction of the State and of democratisation. These 

institutional reforms and the development of the country have been taken hostage by the 

established interests of a political elite born of past conflicts.   
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Resources 
This resource list clearly shows that without the daily work of the national and international media, the day-to-day 

documentation of this crisis would not be possible. This work is to be praised and proves the necessity of re-opening 

the Burundian media which have been silenced.  

National Independent Electoral Commission (CENI)  
 CENI, Résultats provisoires de l’élection des députés au niveau national, 8 July 2015, www.ceni.org.  

 

International community 
 Embassy of the Netherlands in Bujumbura, Les Pays-Bas ont partiellement suspendu l’aide au Burundi, 18 May 2015. Available at: 

http://larepubliqueduburundi.nlambassade.org/actualites/2015/05/les-pays-bas-ont-partiellement-suspendu-l%E2%80%99aide-

au-burundi.html. 

 Peace and Security Council of the African Union, Communiqué PSC/PR/COMM.(DXXIII) of 9 July 2015. Available at: 

http://www.peaceau.org/uploads/cps-523-com-burundi-9-7-2015.pdf. 

 International Criminal Court, Statement of the Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court, Fatou Bensouda, regarding the recent pre-

election violence in Burundi, ICC statement, 8 May 2015. Available at: https://www.icc-

cpi.int/EN_Menus/icc/press%20and%20media/press%20releases/pages/otp-stat-150508.aspx  

 Belgian Government, Didier Reynders regrette l’organisation des élections présidentielles au Burundi ce 21 juillet, Press release. 

Available at: http://us7.campaign-archive1.com/?u=bb5815b475de861b33d34f6fe&id=1db18bc474.  

 Government of the United States, State Department, Statement by John Kirby, State Department Spokesperson: Elections in Burundi 

will lack credibility, 21 July 2015. Available at: http://photos.state.gov/libraries/burundi/323250/french/elections-in-burundi-will-

lack-credibility-en.pdf.  

 Government of the United Kingdom, Minister for Africa warns that progress in Burundi is at risk as discredited presidential elections 

go ahead, 21 July 2015. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/minister-for-africa-burundian-presidential-

elections-not-credible.  

 Government of Rwanda, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Kigali, Communiqué of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Le Rwanda 

gravement préoccupé par la détérioration de la situation au Burundi, 4 May 2015. Available at: http://www.gov.rw/press-room/press-

releases/.  

 MENUB, MENUB Preliminary Statement of 29 June 2015 Legislative and Communal Elections, Bujumbura, Burundi. Available at: 

https://menub.unmissions.org/en/menub-preliminary-statement-29-june-2015-legislative-and-communal-elections.  

 French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Burundi Presentation, http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/dossiers-

pays/burundi/presentation-du-burundi/.  

 Federal Public Service Foreign Affairs, Foreign Trade and Development Cooperation, Press release, Didier Reynders regrette 

l’organisation des élections présidentielles au Burundi ce 21 juillet, 21 July 2015. Available at: http://us7.campaign-

archive1.com/?u=bb5815b475de861b33d34f6fe&id=1db18bc474.  

 European Union, Déclaration de la Haute Représentante Federica Mogherini au nom de l'Union européenne suite à l'élection 

présidentielle au Burundi, 23 July 2015. Available at: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/fr/press/press-releases/2015/07/23-eeas-

mogherini-burundi/?utm_source=dsms-

auto&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=D%C3%A9claration+de+la+Haute+Repr%C3%A9sentante+Federica+Mogherini+a

u+nom+de+l%27Union+europ%C3%A9enne+suite+%C3%A0.  

 

Government of Burundi 
 www.burundi.gov.bi  

 

Non-Governmental Organisations 
 Impunity Watch, Briefing Note, Escalation of violence in Burundi as protests continue, Utrecht, the Netherlands, 12 May 2015. 

Available at: http://www.impunitywatch.org/docs/IW_Briefing_Note_Burundi_%2812-05-2015%29_EN.pdf.  

 Impunity Watch, Press release, Impunity Watch est extrêmement inquiète des violences actuellement commises contre les manifestants, 

journalistes et défenseurs des droits de l’Homme au Burundi, Utrecht, the Netherlands, 28 April 2015. Available at: 

http://www.impunitywatch.org/docs/IW_Communique_de_presse_%2828-04-2015%29.pdf.  

 Impunity Watch, Citizens' Perceptions of Conflict Transformation in the Great Lakes Region (Burundi, Rwanda, Democratic Republic of 

Congo), November 2014. Available at: http://www.impunitywatch.org/docs/IW_Rapport_Grands_Lacs_%28Nov_2014%29.pdf.  

 Ndihokubwayo, D., ”If the past is correctly written, it will serve many generations to come”. Intergenerational transmission of truths 

and memories in Burundi. Impunity Watch, Bujumbura, November 2014. 

 PARCEM, Déclaration de PARCEM sur la situation au Burundi, Bujumbura, 10 June 2015. Available at: 

https://bujanews.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/dc3a9claration-du-parcem-sur-la-situation-au-burundi.pdf.  
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