
The 2015 electoral season in Burundi saw protests, violence and open political conflict at the local level, with a particular 
concentration in Bujumbura. In 2016, the country settled into a new “normal” characterized by low-level insecuri-
ty with regular disappearances, arrests and imprisonment, as well as severely restricted freedom of expression. This 
context has evolved against the backdrop of fragile, yet resilient ethnic relations, as well as a failing economy, 
creating high risk for future conflict and violence. This situation is made more precarious still by a lack of progress 
in high-level political negotiations, elevating the risk of armed mobilization.  
With these shifts in the context come new priorities for peacebuilding intervention in Burundi. Search for Common 
Ground (SFCG) regularly conducts research that is shared both internally and externally to ensure programming re-
sponds to this changing context. This document presents highlights from recent research conducted.

BURUNDI 2016: 
FROM ELECTORAL CRISIS 
TO THE NEW “NORMAL”

NAVIGATING THE NEW NORMAL

While the national political crisis in Burundi endures, the 
relevance of political conflicts at the local level has de-
creased. During the height of the protests in May 2015, 
one source reported that up to 65% of armed violence 
was due to political conflict.1 Since then, according to SFCG 
data, political conflicts have reduced as a primary source 
of violence from 12% in November 2015 to 5% in Febru-
ary 2016. However, despite the decrease in open political 
conflict, arrests, disappearances and imprisonment 
continue. 
These incidents have also been frequently cited as a de-
terrent to speaking out on national politics. While attacks 
on journalists and the destruction of media infrastructure 
made international news in 2015, an equally worrying 
development has quietly taken root in 2016: widespread 
self-censorship by Burundian citizens. 51% of people sur-
veyed in August 2016 said they were “not comfortable at 
all” discussing national politics in public. Burundians are 
choosing to remain silent on issues of national politics, 
rather than suffer the possible consequences.
However, while the space for free expression on politics 
is shrinking, progress on engagement of marginalized 

groups in local politics has marched on. From 2010 to 
2015, following a SFCG project, there was an increase of 
nearly 20% in the number of women elected at the colline 
level in intervention areas. And 75% of youth polled from 
February to April 2016 said they are now engaged in their 
communities.
In the current context, free expression can be seen by po-
litical leaders as a threat, and citizens see it as a risk. This 
perception must change—on both sides—for dialogue 
space to be created. This endeavor will take time. To ad-
dress these issues SFCG is: 

•	 Conducting non-violent communication trainings 
to help community members express their diverse 
political opinions in a constructive and safe way. 

•	 Creating opportunities for exchange and dialogue 
between diverse political groups both in person 
and through media channels, especially radio, 
which has proven to be particularly effective given 
the anonymity and entertainment it provides. 
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1  Commission national permanante de lute contre la proliferation des 
armes légères et de petit caliber (CNAP); cnapburundi.bi

To access further information on 
Search’s work in Burundi, please visit 
our website at 
https://www.sfcg.org/burundi/

C O N T A C T :   

FLORIDE AHITUNGIYE
Country Director - Burundi
N˚32 Avenue Kunkiko - Bujumbura
+257 72 148 553
fahitungiye@sfcg.org



5%

12%

12%

ETHNIC RELATIONSHIPS: FRAGILE, YET RESILIENT

Historically, ethnicity has played a central role in conflict in 
Burundi. And, while the 2015 crisis was essentially politi-
cal, ethnic manipulation remained a risk factor due to this 
grave history. But, despite this underlying risk, ethnic rela-
tionships were incredibly resilient during the 2015 political 
crisis and until today. The number of people reporting that 
ethnic relationships were worsening dropped from 31% in 
November 2015 to 14% in February 2016. 
In August 2016, when asked what types of conflicts exist in 
their communities, not a single person interviewed across 
five provinces historically plagued with ethnic conflict 
raised it as a relevant issue today. On the contrary, the vast 
majority spontaneously mentioned the strong nature of 
ethnic ties. While ethnic relationships have made consid-
erable progress, however, they are still subject to fear at 
times of extreme tension. But, many seem to attribute this 
fear to reports and political speeches on the radio, sug-
gesting a mismatch between personal experiences re-
lated to ethnicity and perceptions of ethnic relations 
nationally. To address these issues SFCG is:

•	 Elevating stories of inter-ethnic cooperation and 
harmony through diverse media channels to count-
er negative ethnic narratives and violent speech.

•	 Training journalists and politicians on non-violent 
and conflict-sensitive communication.
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WORSENING ECONOMY EXACERBATING THE ISSUES 

The 2015 crisis had a pronounced impact on the 
already weak Burundian economy In recent surveys 
the following were cited as changes in the last year by 
men and women of all ages: increased poverty, increased 
prices, devaluation of the currency, increased unemploy-
ment, and increased hunger. Fears of future drought and 
poor harvests add to a dismal outlook. The economic 
deterioration is particularly worrying as it renders people, 
especially youth, extremely vulnerable to political manip-
ulation to commit violence. Recent research with youth 
leaders in seven provinces emphasized their interest in 
access to credit and capital, rather than handouts, and 
training in entrepreneurship, rather than a focus on job 
creation. To address these issues SFCG is: 

•	 Working with partners to create youth saving and 
lending groups and provide entrepreneurship 
training and access to capital.

 

This information is based on evaluations and trend analysis conducted regularly 
throughout 2015 and 2016 across the most volatile 11 provinces in Burundi. The most 
recent data comes from an evaluation of the current context undertaken in August 
2016 as part of a final project evaluation (to be published on the website soon). All 
evaluations and research can be found at: www.sfcg.org/tag/burundi-evaluations/ 
and https://www.sfcg.org/tag/burundi-reports/

51% OF PEOPLE SURVEYED IN AUGUST 
2016 SAID THEY WERE “NOT COMFORT-
ABLE AT ALL” DISCUSSING NATIONAL 
POLITICS IN PUBLIC

THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE REPORTING THAT 
ETHNIC RELATIONSHIPS WERE WORSEN-
ING DROPPED FROM 31% IN NOVEMBER 
2015 TO 14% IN FEBRUARY 2016

POLITICAL CONFLICTS HAVE REDUCED 
AS A PRIMARY SOURCE OF VIOLENCE 
FROM 12% IN NOVEMBER 2015 TO 5% 
IN FEBRUARY 2016
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Recent research with youth leaders in seven provinc-
es emphasized their interest in access to credit and 
capital, rather than handouts, and training in entre-
preneurship, rather than a focus on job creation
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