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M I S S I O N S T A T E M E N T

The Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children seeks to improve the lives of refugee women,
children and adolescents through a vigorous program of public education and advocacy, and by acting as a
technical resource. The Commission, founded in 1989 under the auspices of the International Rescue
Committee, is the only organization in the United States dedicated solely to speaking out on behalf of women
and children uprooted by armed conflict or persecution.
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B U R U N D I  -  K e y  F a c t s

Total Population 6.65 million
Population Density 239 per sq. km.
IDPs in sites 393,776
Number of sites 217
Refugees outside Burundi 571,525 (348,117 “new caseload” and 200,000 “old caseload,”i.e., since 1970 in  

Tanzania, DRC - 20,000, Rwanda - 1207, others - 2,201)
Refugees inside Burundi 25,048 (20,000 and 3,719 old- and new caseload Congolese, respectively, 1,290 

Rwandans, 22 Somalians, 17 others)
Returnees + Expelled 220,286 (Tan - 100,346, DRC - 116,174, Rwanda - 11,705, Other - 61)
Feeding Center beneficiaries 50,000 in SFC and 2,500 in TFC (daily average)
No. of feeding centers 214 (186 SFC and 28 TFC)
Food aid beneficiaries 250,000/month (average)
IDPs without access to 

requirement of potable water 28%
School attendance Decline from 52% in ’92 to 30% in ’97, increase to 37% in ’99
Illiteracy rate 62.5%
Infant mortality rate Increase from 110 ‘‘92) to 136 (’96) to 123/1,000 live births (6/99)
Immunization coverage Decline from 83% in 1993 to 54% in 1996 to 48% in 1998
HIV infection 15.9% in urban, 13.1% in semi-urban and 7.4% in rural areas
Human development index Decline from 0.341 in 1992 to 0.300 in 1996 to 0.288 in 1999
No. of prisoners Nearly 8,803 (of whom 70% are awaiting trial, of whom 6,003 are men and 109 

women, including 121 children plus 39 infants)

Source: OCHA, Burundi





I .  I n t r o d u c t i o n

M I S S I O N  O B J E C T I V E S

A delegation from the Women’s Commission for
Refugee Women and Children (the Women’s
Commission) carried out a fact finding mission to
Tanzania and Burundi in early October 2000 to
identify particular concerns and needs of the many
Burundian women and children displaced inside
and outside the country as a result of nearly a
decade of violent unrest in Burundi. Women and
children experience specific security, health and
economic hardships under these conditions. The
delegation also aimed to highlight local capacities
and initiatives by women’s and children’s groups
to address protection, humanitarian assistance and
related issues, including reproductive health, edu-
cation, reconciliation and peace-building.
Although women were not initially included in the
peace negotiations leading to the signing of the
Arusha Peace Agreement in August 2000, they
fought for inclusion and had an increasingly sig-
nificant impact. As fighting intensified rather than
decreased following the signing of the Peace
Agreement, the delegation sought to identify how
the role of women in reconciliation and peace-
building should be supported.

Within Burundi, the delegation met with a wide
range of representatives from local and interna-
tional non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
UN agencies, the international community in
Burundi, local authorities and government offi-
cials, as well as individual and groups of
Burundian women from various backgrounds. The
delegation was based in Bujumbura. Efforts were
made to speak with individuals and organizations
outside the capital; these included an overnight
visit to Bubanza (Bubanza province) and day trips
to Gatumba (Bujumbura Rural province) close to
the Congolese border and to Karinzi (Mutambu
commune, Bujumbura Rural province). In
Tanzania, a delegation member met with
Tanzanian government officials, representatives of
the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) and scholars conducting
research on refugees in Tanzania. No visits were
feasible to the refugee camps in Tanzania within
the delegation’s timeframe. In addition to research
carried out in the region, delegation members met
with relevant individuals and organizations in
Washington, New York and Brussels.

This report was written in November 2000, and
reflects the situation in Burundi as of that time.
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I I .  E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y

KEY F INDINGS

° Women fought hard to be involved in the peace
process, with too little appreciation by the nego-
tiators; their participation should be increased and
welcomed in the implementation phase.

° The peace process remains fragile. The interna-
tional community must continue to support the
peace process, including supporting women’s
involvement in the process and women’s contribu-
tions to peace and reconciliation.

° The United Nations (UN) system in Burundi is in
urgent need of strengthening. In particular, strong,
competent leadership of the Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is
a priority. 

° Consideration should be given to the appoint-
ment of a UN lead agency focal point for coordi-
nating assistance and protection for internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs).

° While attention has been focused on the needs of
refugees and consideration of possible repatriation,
there has been great neglect of IDPs, the majority of
whom are women, adolescents and children. In par-
ticular, the UN must complete the comprehensive
survey, now underway, of their situation and needs,
including a detailed demographic breakdown by age
and sex of the IDP population. Assistance and pro-
tection to all IDPs should be provided as required.

° The Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement
are not well known by relevant actors; wide dis-
semination of the Guiding Principles, coupled with
training, should be carried out on a regular basis. 

° While donors remain hesitant about investing in
development, all actors should interpret humani-
tarian assistance in the broadest sense to include
reproductive health services, micro-credit and
other programs to enable women-headed house-
holds to be self-supporting, programs to help
women victims of violence and psycho-social pro-
grams for children.

° Equal access to education is an imperative for
peace, and the international community should
encourage and support initiatives to improve the
current poor access to education. Specifically, pri-
mary education should be free to all Burundian
children.

° There is a critical need to promote gender equali-
ty generally and specifically in fields such as edu-
cation and government. The extent of bargaining
sex for food and resulting high levels of HIV/AIDS
are evidence of gender inequality.

° The HIV/AIDS levels are disturbingly high and
need to be addressed by the government and the
international community more vigorously.

The conflict in Burundi has lasted more than 30
years, the most recent crisis developing in 1993.
During this period, over 200,000 Burundians have
lost their lives, many have fled abroad and many
more been displaced, some temporarily and some
more long term. At present there are approximate-
ly 340,000 Burundians in Tanzanian refugee
camps, an estimated 170,000-200,000 living in
Tanzanian settlements, most since 1972, and an
estimated 300,000 who spontaneously settled in
Tanzanian villages along the border with Burundi.3

There are approximately 330,000 IDPs living in
IDP camps. Approximately 170,000 men, women,
adolescents and children are otherwise dispersed in
Burundi.4 Damage to the infrastructure inside the
country due to the conflict has been devastating
and the conditions and quality of life have deterio-
rated because of the crisis.5

P E A C E  P R O C E S S

In 1998, negotiations for peace were initiated.
Most, but significantly not all, of the parties to the
conflict signed a Peace Agreement in August
2000.6 The parties to the conflict did not agree to
a cease-fire. The agreement remains fragile and
could collapse at any time. As plans are being
made for a transitional government, the continued
support of the international community to the
peace process is essential. 

Fighting has intensified following the signing of
the Peace Agreement, as a result of which refugee
flows to Tanzania, which had been decreasing
steadily between January and July 2000, have
increased. Civilians continue to be caught in the
middle and the number of deaths continues to rise.
Regional instability and conflict also complicate
prospects for peace in Burundi. 

Women fought for inclusion in the peace process
and although they were successful in raising
awareness of gender issues and ensuring that the
Peace Agreement is not entirely insensitive to gen-
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der issues, the Peace Agreement did not incorpo-
rate all of their recommendations and they felt
insufficiently represented at the negotiating table.
Two important recommendations that were not
incorporated in the Peace Agreement were a guar-
anteed minimum quota of representation for
women in the new government and specific equal
inheritance rights to land for women. 

There are many impressive grassroots initiatives
promoting peace and reconciliation in Burundi,
among them many initiated by women. These
include involving women in the peace process,
conflict resolution training programs, ethnically
mixed women’s cooperatives and income genera-
tion schemes, and programs for youth from differ-
ent ethnic backgrounds.

H U M A N I T A R I A N  A I D  A N D  S E C U R I T Y

The deterioration in the security situation inside
Burundi and the inability to forecast when peace
will be established and what will happen in the
meantime have made operating conditions for aid
agencies particularly difficult. Inevitably, therefore,
the quality and level of planning and humanitarian
assistance that can be provided is adversely affect-
ed, to the extent that plans may not be made at
all. The Women’s Commission applauds the
courage, dedication and commitment of all those
working under extremely difficult conditions in
Burundi for peace and for the security and well-
being of all Burundians. 

Until there is evidence of a measure of peace and
security, refugees and IDPs will be unwilling to
return home. And as long as there are displaced
Burundians inside and/or outside Burundi, any
apparent peace will remain at risk and large num-
bers of people will continue to be dependent on
humanitarian aid.

U N  C O O R D I N A T I O N

The UN’s presence in Burundi is in urgent need of
strengthening. In the light of the peace negotia-
tions and the urgent needs of the Burundian popu-
lation, the Women’s Commission urges the UN to
strengthen its capacities in Burundi. In particular,
OCHA requires the early appointment of strong,
competent leadership, which it has lacked for sev-
eral months now. Further, the UN should desig-
nate a lead agency to serve as the focal point for

coordinating assistance and protection of IDPs.

I N T E R N A L L Y  D I S P L A C E D  P E R S O N S

A large and highly vulnerable population of IDPs
(approximately 500,000) is the most in need of
protection and assistance in Burundi today. Some
are in camps by choice, others by force, and an
estimated 170,000-200,000 are otherwise dis-
persed in the hills, staying with friends or relatives
or wherever they can find some form of shelter.7

The UN is currently conducting a survey of IDPs,
both those in camps and those otherwise dis-
persed, but it is a matter of serious concern that
the results may not be available until some time
into 2001. Full-time staff should be assigned to
complete the survey as quickly as possible.

What has become of the populations of the forced
regroupment camps (by far the majority of which
were located in the province of Bujumbura Rural)
closed in the summer of 2000 is unclear. They
lacked assistance and protection when the camps
were closed. Those who have been unable to return
to their homes, and other IDPs not in camps for
security reasons or because their homes have been
destroyed, continue to lack protection and assis-
tance. Some lodge with friends and family, others
seek shelter wherever they can find it. Some may
have to repeatedly flee their homes and have had
their homes looted and attacked on a regular basis. 

As the precise number, situation and condition of
these variously displaced people are unknown, any
particular needs they may have remain hidden and
thus are not being met. How many are women
and how many are children is likewise unknown,
although vulnerable populations that have already
been identified indicate that the majority of adults
are women. Security and protection are their most
pressing needs. They also need emergency humani-
tarian assistance in the areas of shelter, food, med-
ical care, reproductive health, micro-credit and
income generation (particularly for women heads
of households), and education for children.
Programs for women who have been victims of
violence should also be supported.

R E P A T R I A T I O N

As long as the security situation is precarious in
Burundi, an organized repatriation is premature. A
cease-fire and the transitional government under
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the Arusha Peace Agreement should be
in place before repatriation is consid-
ered. Even then, repatriation should
not go ahead unless the protection of
the returnees can be guaranteed.
UNHCR and the government of
Tanzania should maintain their appar-
ent “go-slow” approach and should
reassure refugees that there are no
plans for a forced repatriation.
Refugees suffered significant cuts in
their food rations in the fall of 2000
owing to a blockage in the supply
pipeline. This situation should be
reversed and refugees reassured that
this was not connected to an imminent
forced repatriation and none is being
considered.

Despite the unlikelihood that repatria-
tion will take place in the near future, contingency
planning and preparation for a possible repatria-
tion should continue. Detailed surveys of the
potential returning population should be carried
out now, broken down by demographic character-
istics. Women as decision-makers should be used
to determine what conditions are necessary for the
return and what information they have and/or
require before returning. Where, or when, fighting
has subsided, damaged infrastructure should be
repaired. Programs which prepare the returning
population and those who did not leave, including
those that facilitate dialogue between these two
groups, should be supported. Burundian women
inside and outside the country have already begun
such initiatives and more are expected to follow.
Cross-border planning, communication and coor-
dination between humanitarian organizations and
agencies is essential for a smooth repatriation.

R E I N T E G R A T I O N  A N D  S E C U R I N G
T H E  P E A C E

In order to secure and sustain peace in Burundi,
ongoing, long-term political and material support
will be required in Burundi. Special attention
should be given to: 

° issues of protection and security, including the
demobilization of soldiers;

° resolving land use issues for refugees and IDPs,
particularly women heads of households;

° addressing widespread poverty and rehabilitation
of damaged infrastructure;

° preventing and limiting the spread of HIV/AIDS;

° education; and

° justice and reconciliation efforts.

The Women’s Commission found ample evidence
of Burundian women and women’s organizations
willing to address these issues and many initiatives
to do so, some informal, some well established,
some supported from external sources, and others
not. As one woman in Bubanza told the delega-
tion: “This war has caused so much poverty.
Women did not create the war. We have been
dragged into it. … So women need to get together
to look at our differences. We can work out how
to resolve them.”8 Peace will not come overnight
and will require sustained effort and support to
make it hold, but the will already exists among a
significant part of the Burundian population and
every effort to support them should be made.
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I I I .  B a c k g r o u n d  t o  t h e
C u r r e n t  S i t u a t i o n

“When there’s a conflict it’s the women and the
children who suffer most,” claimed the Governor
of Bubanza, a province that had seen some of the
worst fighting and resultant damage to infrastruc-
ture in Burundi since the most recent crisis began
in 1993.9

Almost all the Burundian women and local
women’s and children’s organizations interviewed
by the Women’s Commission in Burundi raised the
same main concerns and needs: 

° concern about the daily violence and potential
violence they all live with and the desire for an
immediate cessation of killings by all parties (gov-
ernment troops and rebel forces);

° concern over the extreme levels of poverty in the
country and the need to address that issue now,
first, simply to keep people alive and, second, to
avoid people turning to, for example, violence or
prostitution for a living; and 

° concern that so few children and adolescents are
able to go to school and the need to raise levels of
school attendance and literacy, again to offer chil-
dren and adolescents alternatives to violence and
prostitution, for example, and the ability to be
self-supporting as they grow up. 

Their concerns were often inter-linked. As one
woman in Bubanza told the Women’s Commis-
sion: “Peace is a priority. If peace comes, we can
reduce poverty.”1 0 The Governor of Bubanza
province told the Women’s Commission: “You
can’t reconcile hungry people — it wouldn’t last a
day. We hide behind demography, ethnicity, etc.,
but the main problem is poverty.”1 1

H I S T O R I C A L  B A C K G R O U N D

Burundi has been plagued by inter-ethnic conflict
and political power struggles since its indepen-
dence in 1962. The most recent crisis began after
the assassination of the first democratically elected
president in 1993. 

The conflict in Burundi has the appearance of
being between two ethnic groups — the Hutu,
comprising about 85 percent of the population,1 2

and the Tutsi, comprising approximately 14 per-
cent of the population. Ethnicity as a dividing fac-

tor is significant, but it has not always been so and
not all divisions in Burundian society today are
rooted in ethnic differences. Regional, political,
economic and personal differences are also divid-
ing factors. In some areas, to some people, ethnici-
ty is not the most important factor. One woman
told the Women’s Commission that regional back-
ground may, in some cases, be more relevant. “A
Hutu from the north may feel closer to a Tutsi
from the north than a Hutu from the south.”1 3

Neither Hutu nor Tutsi are monolithic groups.
Both Hutu and Tutsi have extremists and moder-
ates in their number, those who resort to war and
those who do not.

All ethnic groups share a single language, Kirundi.
In the past, inter-marriage was not uncommon,
individuals could move from one ethnic group to
another depending on wealth and power, and
political conflicts tended to cut across lines of
identity rather than enforce them. The conflict is,
many argue, basically a battle over political and
economic power.1 4 Indeed, the Arusha Peace
Agreement notes that Burundi’s conflict is “funda-
mentally political, with extremely important ethnic
dimensions” and that it “stems from a struggle by
the political class to accede to and/or remain in
power.”1 5

Power imbalances were emphasized by colonial
strategies. Tutsi were consistently favored by the
colonialists and remained in power after indepen-
dence in 1962. Hutu had been excluded from edu-
cation, the military and high administrative posts
by the colonialists and this discrimination contin-
ued after independence. This imbalance formed
the basis for the increasing division and tension
between the groups. 

In 1972, an attack by Hutu insurgents on Tutsi
communities in the south caused the death of
thousands of Tutsi and led to reprisals that caused
the death of over 100,000 Hutu, with intellectuals
being particularly targeted. Some 31,000 Hutu
refugees fled to Zaire, 4,000 to Rwanda and
23,000 to Tanzania in fear of further retaliations.1 6

Many remain in Tanzania to this day. Rebel move-
ments began to form amongst this exiled popula-
tion. Over the next 20 years, attacks by both
groups took place, followed by counter attacks
and further reprisals. Hundreds of thousands of
Burundians, mainly Hutu, were killed. Fear and
distrust between the groups intensified.
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In what was seen by some as a model transition to
democracy, Burundi held its first democratic presi-
dential and parliamentary elections in 1993. The
presidency was won overwhelmingly by Melchior
Ndadaye, a candidate of the mainly Hutu party
Frodebu.1 7 He was assassinated later the same year
by a small group of Tutsi soldiers, resulting in vio-
lent retaliation by the majority Hutu population
targeted against the minority Tutsi population.
Brutal Tutsi military repression of Hutu civilians
followed. Approximately 30-50,000 people died
from both ethnic groups and 700,000 Burundians,
mostly Hutu, fled to neighboring countries, mainly
Tanzania, as a result.1 8 Meanwhile, many Tutsi
families fled or were driven out of their homes and
sought protection in displaced persons’ camps
built around military posts, many of which also
remain to this day. 

The next president, Cyprien Ntaryamira, also a
Frodebu member, was killed along with President
Habyarimana of Rwanda when their plane was
shot down in April 1994.

In July 1996, the current President, Major Pierre
Buyoya, of the mainly Tutsi party Uprona, seized
power in a military coup.1 9 Comprehensive eco-
nomic sanctions were applied in response by neigh-
boring countries that had a devastating effect on
the economy. The sanctions were partially relaxed
in 1997 to allow food and medicines to be deliv-
ered, and suspended in January 1999, in recogni-
tion of progress in the Arusha peace process and
the government’s engagement in negotiations with
other parties to the conflict. Between 1993 and
1999, according to World Bank estimates, the
country’s mainly subsistence economy contracted
by 25 percent. A 1999 report noted that: “Over
the five years of conflict [since 1993] and economic
sanctions [1996-9], headcount of the poor has
increased by 80 percent in rural areas, and more
than doubled in urban areas, child malnutrition is
estimated to be 38 percent, and reported cases of
endemic diseases have increased by over 200 per-
cent since 1993. Access to basic social and health
services has been severely diminished.”2 0

Attacks by Hutu rebels and counterinsurgency
attacks by the Tutsi army and militia continued
after the coup and led to yet more deaths, internal
displacement and refugee outflows. Displaced peo-
ple in camps for IDPs were regular targets. 

During 1996-98, the predominantly Tutsi govern-

ment forced approximately 300,000 people, main-
ly Hutu, into “regroupment” camps, arguing that
by doing so they were depriving rebel forces of
support in rural areas. Most of these camps were
closed following international pressure by the end
of 1998.2 1 The policy of regroupment was again
implemented in 1999-2000, primarily in the area
around Bujumbura.

The UN Special Rapporteur on human rights in
Burundi has written: “The destruction of the
social fabric appears to be the most serious conse-
quence of the crisis. For some, the situation has
reached the point where the government has no
other means of asserting itself than systematic
open warfare. Traditional values are crumbling.
The distrust which characterized relations between
ethnic groups has in many cases turned to hatred.
Each community fears exclusion if the other is in
power.”2 2

P E A C E  P R O C E S S

Despite the rancor and violence, some of the par-
ties to the conflict have tried to find peace. In June
1998, the Burundian government and the National
Assembly signed an accord to promote internal
dialogue mediated by the former Tanzanian presi-
dent, Julius Nyerere, but they made little progress.
After Nyerere’s death in late 1999, former South
African president, Nelson Mandela, was appointed
as chief mediator to the talks and the process ben-
efited from a renewed impetus. 

The Arusha Peace Agreement was signed on
August 28, 2000 by most parties to the Burundi
conflict across the political spectrum, including
most, but significantly not all, of the armed rebel
movements.2 3 They agreed on issues such as the
nature of the conflict, reforms in the nation’s gov-
erning institutions, security, and economic restruc-
turing and development. Leaders of several
African countries, as well as President Bill Clinton
of the United States, attended the signing ceremo-
ny, trying to give the peace process a needed
boost. Key issues, including the leadership of the
transition period and agreement for a cease-fire,
were, however, not agreed upon and questions
remained about implementation of the Peace
Agreement.

At the time of writing, some observers have
expressed optimism that further progress towards
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a cease-fire will be made, but many others are less
optimistic.2 4 Nelson Mandela inaugurated the
Implementation Monitoring Committee (IMC) in
terms of the Peace Agreement on November 27,
2000 under the chairmanship of Berhanu Dinka,
the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative
for the Great Lakes.2 5 The IMC is to assist in
establishing the interim government that will take
over before democratic elections are held. 

Since the signing of the Peace Agreement, violence
has increased in the country.2 6 There are rumors
that the FDD (Forces pour la défense de la démoc-
ratie) and PALIPEHUTU-FNL (Forces nationales
pour la libération) are receiving external support
and may be forming a coalition that has been
interpreted by some as a positive move and by
others as a negative development for peace.2 7

There are other signs that may be interpreted as
indicating that parties which signed the Peace
Agreement are beginning to split apart. As one
international head of agency told the Women’s
Commission: “If you had come to meet me yester-
day you would have found me quite optimistic.
Today I am pessimistic. Next week could be differ-
ent again.”2 8

Nelson Mandela has expressed the intention to
move the office facilitating the peace negotiations
from Arusha to Burundi now the Peace Agreement
has been signed. “We will be discussing now
amongst (the people of Burundi) and they will
have access to us on a daily basis,” he said. “That
is how we are going to mobilize the country to
support our decisions [regarding the peace
process].”2 9 The early establishment of this office
would be a demonstration of the international

community’s commitment to the peace process as
well as maintaining the momentum that has gath-
ered to date. In addition, it could contribute to
increased access, as Mandela suggested, to the
peace process for the Burundian population.

The insecurity within Burundi has an international
as well as a national component and peace, both
in the short and the long term, is dependent not
only on national politics and events but also on
regional politics and events. 

While efforts to bring about peace in Burundi pro-
ceed, the conflict in the Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC) continues. Despite the signing of the
Lusaka Peace Accords in June 1999 by all parties
involved in the conflict in the DRC, a cease-fire
there remains elusive. At the time of writing, fight-
ing has again intensified. Both Burundian rebel
groups and the Burundian army are involved in
fighting on opposite sides on Congolese soil.
Alliances between the government of DRC and
Burundian rebel groups are becoming more appar-
ent. The Burundian army has been involved in
fighting along with Congolese rebels and other
foreign intervenants against the government of
DRC. As Burundian rebel forces and the
Burundian army continue to be involved in fight-
ing on opposite sides in DRC, the chances of them
being able to overcome differences inside Burundi
lessen and the fragile peace process within Burundi
will be at risk. In addition to focusing efforts on
the Burundian peace process, the international
community should continue and increase its efforts
to bring about peace in DRC and support initia-
tives to achieve that end.
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I V .  W o m e n  a n d  t h e  
P e a c e  P r o c e s s

“All the population asks is peace,” one woman
peace activist told the Women’s Commission.3 0

Securing the peace was one of the paramount con-
cerns expressed by Burundian women, rural and
urban, settled and displaced. In many interviews,
women told the Women’s Commission that they
wished the fighting and the killing would stop. 

In one area where fighting has decreased, the
province of Bubanza, the Governor pointed out
how people who had returned to what was left of
their homes were gradually daring to invest in
putting their lives back together and plant crops
which took longer to grow than the fast growing
ones they had been relying on previously. “It’s a
good sign when people cultivate with a long-term
view,” he said. “For instance they are now planti-
ng manioc which takes three to four months to
grow rather than potatoes [which take less time].
They have confidence in their future. They them-
selves took the initiative. You can observe and see
where there is peace.”3 1

It is essential that the international community
fully support the peace process, recognizing its
fragility and the potential that it may fall apart
with disastrous results. There is no guarantee that
peace will be established and will hold. Difficult as
it is, plans should be made for a variety of possible
scenarios, while remaining flexible and well
informed as the situation develops. Effective coor-
dination and cooperation among the UN, interna-
tional and local NGOs and institutions is vital. 

W O M E N ’ S  I N V O L V E M E N T  I N  T H E
P E A C E  P R O C E S S

Nelson Mandela has been quoted as saying:
“Women’s contributions to peace negotiations and
rebuilding of Burundian society are essential to
sustaining peace, economic and social growth and
reconstruction.”3 2 Yet women’s contributions are
often overlooked or dismissed in favor of “policy
elites” and “high-policy” matters.3 3

Burundian women told the Women’s Commission
that they often felt that the negotiations were only
being held at high level and involved only politi-
cians, rather than ordinary people, people from
civil society, over half of whom are women. They

felt they had a right to be represented and partici-
pate fully in the process and they had not had the
place they merited. 

Initially, no women were directly involved in the
negotiations for peace in Arusha. Women have
generally been marginalized in Burundian politics
and society and lack power and status. Women
have not traditionally played an equal role in gov-
ernment. At present the Minister of Social Action
and the Advancement of Women, the General
Secretary of the Government and 17 members of
parliament are women compared with 21 male
ministers, a male deputy General Secretary and
104 male members of parliament.3 4

Various Burundians told the Women’s Commission
that they did not have confidence in the almost
exclusively male politician negotiators—either in
their role of negotiating for peace or in their role
of representing them. There were accusations that
they had been motivated by personal interest. “We
are the little people here. We’re in peace. It’s the
big politicians — they don’t want peace. We’re the
victims. We the widows, the women, we suffer all
the problems of the war,” one woman in a camp
for displaced people told the Women’s
Commission.3 5 They reportedly expressed a similar
disdain for politicians in a meeting with the
President when they accused the political parties
of prolonging the crisis.3 6

Women’s groups such as CAFOB (a collective of
39 Burundian women’s organizations) and
Dushirehamwe (an expanding network of women
involved in community development and trained
in conflict resolution operative in 10 provinces)
lobbied for the participation of women in the
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Members of the women’s organization MUCO



peace process. “If women are excluded from the
peace process, women will not feel there is a full
peace. Women want to be involved in the
process,” Schola Harushiyakira of Dushirehamwe
explained.3 7 In response, some of the 19 political
parties involved in the negotiations included three
women politicians in their negotiating teams.

“But we wanted women [there] as women [not as
politicians aligned to a particular party],” said
Catherine Mabobori, one of the lobbyists. The
groups continued to lobby until six women from
civil society were admitted to the process with
official observer status. “We only got observer sta-
tus, but each time we went to Arusha we made a
written statement. To what extent they [the nego-
tiators] took it into account is a big question,” she
said.3 8 The women’s pressure over the two years of
the process leading to the signing of the Peace
Agreement and their presence as observers did
raise awareness of gender issues. Accordingly, the
final Peace Agreement is not entirely insensitive to
gender issues. But women remain very conscious
of the fact that they did not have the right to
explain their viewpoints in the plenary sessions
nor participate in the commissions.3 9

T H E  A L L  P A R T Y  B U R U N D I
W O M E N ’ S P E A C E  C O N F E R E N C E

The All Party Burundi Women’s Peace Conference,
held in Arusha in July 2000, parallel to the official
negotiations, was another initiative aimed at
focusing the attention of the negotiators on gen-
der-specific issues and incorporating gender issues
into the Peace Agreement.4 0 In total, around 50
representatives from each of the 19 political par-
ties taking part in the peace process (some of
whom had been hardly involved in the peace
process to that point, however) attended. In addi-
tion, women representatives from the Burundian
diaspora in Tanzanian refugee camps and else-
where, and women representatives from civil soci-
ety inside Burundi, including women IDPs, attend-
ed the conference. 

A set of proposals was issued to the negotiators
for inclusion in the final Arusha Agreement which
was due to be signed just one month later, at the
end of August 2000. It was recognized that this
initiative was coming late in the negotiations.4 1

The delegates noted in their final declaration that
they deplored the fact that women had been insuf-
ficiently involved in the peace negotiations.4 2

Reiterating much of what the women lobbyists
and observers had been pushing for in the previ-
ous year and a half, the delegates recommended,
inter alia, that:

° a charter of women’s rights be included in the
new constitution and that all discriminatory laws
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Let’s Reconcile!

Take 50 women from 10 provinces, bring
them to Bujumbura and train them in con-
flict resolution techniques. Send them home
to their communities to inform their female
friends and neighbors about peace and rec-
onciliation. Then ask those women in turn
to spread the word to more distant com-
munes. …

In a country where accurate information
may be hard to come by, networks like
Dushirehamwe provide a simple formula for
communication and hope. This home-grown
support group, whose name means “Let’s
Reconcile!”, reaches an estimated 7,500
women of all ethnicities across Burundi. 

Dushirehamwe’s discussion groups debate
women’s concerns such as family planning
and health education, as well as confront
difficult ethnic issues and the ongoing
peace process. 

But the network also encourages women to
work together to overcome their differ-
ences. One group in Gatumba, to the west
of Bujumbura, is made up of women who
have all been displaced by the ongoing civil
war — but for different reasons.

“The Tutsi didn’t want to understand the
Hutu, the Hutu didn’t want to understand
the Tutsi,” said Victoire Ciza, a
Dushirehamwe member. “We decided to
find some work together. We got some land
and now we work in the field in our group,
talking and discussing as we do so.”

Once a month Victoire travels to
Bujumbura to gather the latest news on the
Arusha peace process. 

“To see if there is any message of peace,”
she explained. “Then I bring what they say
back. And if necessary I go back with what
the women say.”



be eliminated;

° women occupy a 30 percent quota in all organs
and institutions arising out of the Peace
Agreement;

° women’s rights to land and to inherit land be
explicitly included in the agreement;

° special measures be put in place to guarantee dis-
placed and refugee Burundian women and children
a safe return and reintegration into Burundian
society;

° measures to punish and prevent war crimes and
other gender-related crimes, such as rape, sexual
violence, forced prostitution and domestic vio-
lence, be foreseen; and

° equal rights be granted for male and female chil-
dren at all levels of education.4 3

The last three recommendations were generally
incorporated into the final agreement and women,
as men, are guaranteed property rights, but no spe-
cific mention is made of their rights to succession.
The charter and the quota recommendations were
not adopted. Some of the recommendations for
specific changes to the wording of the draft agree-
ment were taken into account, although by no
means all. To what extent the conference itself led
to the changes is unclear, but it is generally agreed
that much of the influence for change came from
the constant pressure from women in the corridors
in Arusha and in Burundi and from the observers
over the two years of the whole process. When
asked about the influence they had, many more
women who had been involved at different times of
the process in various roles, some of whom had
attended the All Party conference, said it was the
constant pressure that had the most impact. One
said that “[t]he UN only became interested when
we were already doing something.”4 4 Nevertheless,
they all supported the initiative and hoped there
would be more such initiatives. 

In follow-up meetings in Burundi to the All Party
Burundi Women’s Peace Conference, at which
members of the diaspora could not be present,
participants expressed the intention to make
efforts to arrange further meetings and continue
the dialogue with women from the diaspora. Such
cross-community meetings were said to be hard,
particularly in relation to discussions on political
topics but “… when we are talking about women’s

issues, we are talking about the same thing. …
With the peace process, it is inconceivable to talk
of repatriation without bringing the women
together,” said Catherine Mabobori.4 5

The Association of Women for Peace, in which
Catherine Mabobori is an active member, has been
working to establish dialogue with women in the
refugee camps and in the diaspora. The associa-
tion has made contact and met with some women
already and is planning more contact in the future.
The meetings were not easy and the process can-
not be rushed, but the association sees the need to
try and dispel some of the misconceptions women
in the camps may hold about the current situation
in Burundi and the misconceptions women inside
Burundi may have about the refugees. 

Some of the refugees have not lived in Burundi for
many years and most left in times of extreme vio-
lence and fear. Until they are better known and
trust is established, the women’s organizations that
appear willing to assist when repatriation occurs
are less likely to be accepted or trusted by returnees
to help them. Asked how women from the camps
were likely to view women’s organizations willing
to assist them on their return, one member of a
Bujumbura-based women’s organization said,
“They see us all as darlings of the government.”4 6

The current government is perceived by the pre-
dominantly Hutu refugees as being pro-Tutsi. If
mutual trust is established, however, women’s orga-
nizations could play a significant role in welcoming
the returnees and assisting in their homecoming
and reintegration generally. If it is not, there will
always be the possibility of fear, suspicion and jeal-
ousy on the part of both communities.

In most interviews the Women’s Commission had
with women from Burundi who had met with
women from the camps or the diaspora, the
women said that it had not been easy. One Tutsi
woman described to the Women’s Commission
how she had gone with some Hutu colleagues to a
conflict resolution workshop in Uganda that
included, among others from elsewhere in Africa,
a few women from the refugee camps. She was
genuinely astounded at their view of the situation
in Burundi. She said she realized that when they
had left the country the situation had been partic-
ularly bad. The refugee women asked how she and
her Hutu colleagues could be talking together. “It
was very interesting. I can say this because I was
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there. The women in the camps didn’t know how
Hutu and Tutsi can talk together now. We
explained we have evolved.” With regard to the
refugees, she said: “We need to try to understand
each other. We need to understand that there is
individual responsibility for crimes. If the army
made mistakes, not all Tutsi are responsible.”4 7

Likewise, the whole Hutu population is not
responsible for actions carried out by individual or
groups of Hutu. 

The fact that this woman referred to military
excesses as mistakes may or may not be significant
in this particular case, but it highlights the fact
that some people do not, or dare not, fully or
openly admit to atrocities committed by others of
the same ethnicity as them. Another woman com-
mented, “We have to recognize that in both
groups we have good and bad [people].”4 8 While
recognizing how hard it is, these issues must be
discussed more openly. The process cannot be
forced, but greater contact, the best way to
increase debate, can and should be facilitated and
encouraged.

Catherine Mabobori, told the Women’s
Commission: “There is a big difference [between]
1993 and now on politics, ethnicity, etc. The fact
that we can hold meetings, for example, with dis-
placed women is because we are women together.
We use any means to bring women together. We
encourage them to think first about themselves as
women, not in terms of their ethnicity. Prostitution
is a women’s issue. Education for children con-
cerns all women from different political parties
and ethnic groups.”4 9

In interviews with displaced women, Hutu and
Tutsi, the Women’s Commission was told: “Some
people are more open now — it depends on their
situation and their circumstances. Some find it hard
and don’t want to speak. People are tired. But gen-
erally they are more open now.” Some displaced
women said they felt it would be better if the dis-
placed were repatriated first, and then they could
welcome the refugees back “with open arms.”5 0

It remains to be seen to what extent women will be
permitted to fully participate in the implementation
of the Peace Agreement now it is signed, but judg-
ing by their increasing activism, it is sure they will
press hard to do so. At the time of writing, just one
woman has been nominated to the IMC as a party
representative out of the 19 parties to the Peace

Agreement. The IMC will include representatives
of the OAU, the regional Peace Initiative on
Burundi, the donor community and six appointed
members of Burundi civil society, designated for
their “moral integrity” in addition to the 19 signa-
tories of the Agreement.5 1 Women were working
for inclusion in the IMC. In any case, once the
IMC is in place, an Executive Council will be
established in Bujumbura with oversight for day-
to-day implementation activities and this will be
another avenue for women’s participation.5 2

W O M E N ’ S  I N I T I A T I V E S  I N  T H E
R E G I O N A L  P E A C E  P R O C E S S

Recognizing that national peace may be contingent
on regional peace, Burundian women have also
been involved in regional peace negotiations. One
example is the Consultative Group of Great Lakes
Women’s Group Collectives involving women’s
organizations in Burundi, Rwanda and DRC.5 3

Representatives of the Great Lakes Consultative
Group from Burundi, eastern DRC and Rwanda
came to the United States in October 2000 to take
part in the Women’s March for Peace held on
October 18, 2000 in New York.5 4 The Women’s
Commission assisted them to attend, along with
women from other countries, the Security Council
Open Session on Women, Peace and Security in
New York on October 23 and 24, 2000 and facili-
tated introductions to other relevant organizations
and potential partners. As a result of the Open
Session, the Security Council unanimously adopted
a resolution calling for all actors involved in nego-
tiating and implementing peace agreements to
adopt a gender perspective that includes the spe-
cial needs of women and girls during repatriation
and resettlement, rehabilitation, reintegration and
post-conflict reconstruction. In addition, measures
that support local women’s peace initiatives for
conflict resolution and measures that involve
women in all the implementation mechanisms of
peace agreements are to be included. The Council
also urged member States to increase the participa-
tion of women at decision-making levels.5 5

S U P P O R T I N G  W O M E N  I N  T H E
P E A C E  P R O C E S S

At this critical juncture in the peace process, inter-
national donors should provide political and mate-
rial encouragement to the Burundians who are

11O u t  o f  S i g h t ,  O u t  o f  M i n d :  C o n f l i c t  a n d  D i s p l a c e m e n t  i n B u r u n d i



working towards peace, a cease-fire and eventual
repatriation. The international community should
continue to provide financial and moral support
for projects aimed at peace, national reconciliation
and conflict resolution, with particular emphasis
on the growing number of women’s initiatives.

The Women’s Commission found evidence of
many small but effective programs aimed at peace,
national reconciliation and conflict resolution.
More are needed. Whilst it is recognized that it is
the most localized, grass-roots initiatives that are
often the most effective and appropriate in pro-
moting peace in any given locality, too much frag-
mentation should be avoided. Projects should be
encouraged to work together to the extent possi-
ble, or appropriate, to maximize their effect. 

Examples of the type of projects promoting peace,
national reconciliation and conflict resolution that
should receive particular encouragement include: 

° programs to increase the involvement and partic-
ipation of women in the peace process, inside and
outside Burundi, and not just in the capital city,
such as the initiatives by Dushirehamwe, CAFOB
and the Women’s Center for Peace. More effort
must also be made to include displaced and
refugee women. 

° programs aimed at women’s groups, as well as
individual women leaders, to strengthen their
capacity to participate at all levels of decision
making, including the peace process and future
government of Burundi.

° programs that promote dialogue between ethnic
and political adversaries at all levels of society,
within and outside Burundi, such as the efforts by
the Women’s Association for Peace which has
made contact with women in the diaspora and
plans further discussions and efforts by groups
such as Dushirehamwe which have taken displaced
women back to their original homes to meet with
former neighbors. 

° conflict resolution training programs, including
those targeting women, and especially those that
extend their network of trainers and their target
population outside the capital city, and which aim
also to reach all groups of displaced people. One
example is Dushirehamwe, described above. 

° peace and reconciliation broadcasting programs,
including ones that target women and children

and youth, such as those produced by Studio
Ijambo and the Women’s Center for Peace, both
supported by Search for Common Ground.

° programs that raise awareness and focus political
attention and policy-making on women’s issues
and women’s rights, such as radio programs
informing the population about women’s rights,
legislation affecting women, reproductive health
issues, etc.
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Women, Be Brave!

“Women can help a lot with reconciliation.
During the war women lost their children,
they became widows. They are ready to go
to others and start a dialogue with them,”
says Christine Ntahe, host of Mukenyezi
Nturambirwe (Women, Be Brave!), a radio
program supported by the Women’s Center
for Peace. 

“Women express this in my program. We
have a lot of testimonies from women
explaining what they’ve done. That helps
other women who may not be in favor of
peace or who don’t dare speak out for
peace. When they listen to my program
they say, ‘Oh, women in that province have
done that,’ or ‘Women in that commune
have gone through the same as me.’ And
then the listener is ready to do the same.”

Recording “Mukenyezi Nturambirwe” (Women,
Be Brave!), a show targeted at women’s  peace
associations that encourages peace and reconcili-
ation. The program is produced by the Women’s
Peace Center at Studio Ijambo, Bujumbura



° programs that seek to transcend ethnic and other
divisive differences by promoting discussion and
dialogue. The Women’s Center for Peace has orga-
nized workshops on ethnicity. “We started timid-
ly,” said their director, Spès Manirakiza. “Our aim
was to reach more groups but we started small
with mixed groups — rural and intellectual
women — to get a good balance. … Complex
things are raised which we don’t expect when we
begin the workshop.”5 6

° programs to alleviate poverty-induced tensions,
particularly those focused on rural and displaced
women. Peace-building can be linked to poverty
reduction and economic empowerment of women
and the converse is also true. Examples include
ethnically mixed women’s cooperatives that help
women heads of households to become economi-
cally self-supporting. 

° programs to bring youth from different back-
grounds, geographical areas and ethnicities togeth-
er, such as the soccer program organized by
Association JAMAA that targets adolescents who
were involved in inter-ethnic violence and others
with influence over youth who have been or could
be attracted to take part in inter-ethnic violence.
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Uko Bukeye Uko Bwije 
(From Dawn to Dusk)

A program looking at family law as it affects
women, Uko Bukeye Uko Bwije takes sub-
jects like marriage, divorce and inheritance
rights and offers professional interpretation
and advice. The program forms part of a
campaign by the Women’s Center for Peace
to educate Burundians about the family
legal code. “Often women are not aware of
their rights under the law,” said Francine
Nzibarega, the program presenter. “Many
laws do not favor women.”

In a recent program on divorce, Francine
asked women magistrates to explain in lay
terms the intricacies of the divorce courts.
A human rights expert outlined areas
where the law could be improved to sup-
port women, particularly in child custody
cases. And Francine interviewed a woman
whose husband started divorce proceedings
claiming she was an unfit wife. The woman
was not aware she had any rights in the
court, even though her husband had beaten
her so badly she had to go to hospital. 

“Like many women, she did not know that
the law is there to protect her, too,” said
Francine.

Doing it for the Kids: Goats, Crops
and Inter-Ethnic Cooperation

Children never forget what their mothers
teach them, believes Perpétue Kankindi. Her
own mother, a prominent Hutu, intervened
to save the lives of Tutsi women.

“I learnt from my mother that we are all
the same,” she says. 

Now, amongst other activities, she coordi-
nates an inter-ethnic cooperative promoting
peace and understanding between women
of different backgrounds through the
National Council of Churches (CNEB).
Hutu and Tutsi women share fields, seeds,
harvests — and life experiences. 

“The women had to share their seeds, say
hello to each other, manage the project
together,” explains Perpétue, “The Hutu
women who were doing the harvest came
to visit the Tutsi women in the village. Little
by little the fear began to diminish.”

CNEB also distributes goats to vulnerable
women, on condition that when the goat
breeds, the “mother” must hand over the
kid to another woman of a different ethnic-
ity. CNEB organizes handover ceremonies
where the original “mother” becomes a
“godmother” to the young goat. She
remains in contact with the new “mother,”
promoting closer relations between differ-
ent ethnic groups. 

The project brings together not just women
but also their younger family members who
may otherwise have found themselves on
opposite sides of the conflict. 

“Now their children can’t destroy it
because it is the work of their mothers,”
says Perpétue.



More programs are urgently required that will
help adolescents all over the country gain access to
education, build vocational skills and obtain
employment, so reducing the likelihood that they
will engage in violence generally, and, in the case
of girls, bartering sex. JAMAA and CNEB are

examples. As youth who missed out on school
owing to the conflict are now too old to re-enter
the school system, consideration should be given
to providing them with literacy skills and voca-
tional training.
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JAMAA — Unity

Adrien Tuyaga calls himself a “mixed guy.” His father, a Hutu, was killed in the massacres of the
early 70s; his mother is a Rwandan Tutsi. When civil war broke out in Burundi, Adrien found it dif -
ficult to take sides.

“Everyone had to choose a camp, but I couldn’t follow either movement,” he recalled. “I could
revenge my father, but that would be like killing my Mum. If I joined Tutsi groups, that would be
like killing my Dad. So I just stayed at home, did some weights and meditated.”

In a small country like Burundi news travels fast. Everyone knows who remained neutral, who
went to war. 

Adrien was known for his passion for fitness, and for his neutrality. So when he approached youth
leaders on both sides of the ethnic divide to talk about peace, even the toughest street kids lis -
tened to him. And when talking was no longer enough, Adrien set up a soccer league. Each team
was made up of youth leaders from the same geographical area, but from different ethnic groups.
Half the players were Tutsi, half Hutu. 

“We targeted the leaders, because they could start or stop the violence. It didn’t matter how well
they could play soccer,” said Adrien. 

One team took young men from a wealthy suburb of Bujumbura and paired them with team-mates
from a poorer area in the hills above the city. 

“The rich think the poor guys are all robbers, the poor guys think the rich make all the decisions
to make them suffer. This is also about fear and social differences.”

The league is very popular among the locals, who turn out regularly to cheer for their home team
at matches on village soccer pitches, even though the “home team” is made up of players from dif -
ferent ethnic groups.

“At first people were confused,” said Adrien. “But they soon got used to it and they liked it. A
Hutu defends a Tutsi or a Hutu falls over and a Tutsi team-mate rushes to help. People came to
support their area rather than support Tutsi or Hutu.”

Adrien’s organization, JAMAA, means “Unity” in Swahili. Alongside the soccer matches, JAMAA set
up weekend retreats for youth leaders, where youngsters previously involved in ethnic clashes
could talk, exchange views and get to know each other. JAMAA is also hoping to start vocational
training to give these young soccer stars a real alternative to gang life, but Adrien is clear that all
these efforts cannot ultimately succeed without real economic development in Burundi.

“There is no work here,” he said, “and if there is no employment for these young men, all this will
fall apart.”



V .  I n t e r n a l l y  D i s p l a c e d
P e r s o n s

“We just want to be able to go home, build a com-
fortable house, grow some food and dress our
children in nice clothes,” one displaced woman
told the Women’s Commission.5 7

Protection and assistance to the various groups of
internally displaced, including specifically women
and children who form the majority of IDPs, are
among the most urgent needs in Burundi.
Protection requires access and security, as noted
above, neither of which can be guaranteed every-
where or all of the time. It also requires basic
knowledge about the IDP population and this is
severely lacking in Burundi. 

There are approximately 500,000 internally dis-
placed people (IDPs) living in camps or otherwise
dispersed in the countryside or towns.
Approximately 330,000 live in camps for internal-
ly displaced persons created as a result of the
seven-year conflict in the country and approxi-
mately 170,000 are otherwise dispersed in
Burundi.5 8

In Burundi today, broadly three categories of IDPs,
with some movement between the categories, are
referred to: the displaced in IDP camps, the

regrouped in regroupment or former regroupment
camps and the dispersed who do not live in
camps, but rather live in the forests and marshes
or have sought refuge with relatives or friends.
The terminology employed can lead to confusion.

I D P  C A M P S  A N D  S I T E S

Referring to the displaced in Burundi generally
implies IDPs living in displaced persons camps or
sites. They are the most visibly displaced and often
references to IDPs might refer only to this group
of the displaced population. 

IDP camps generally came into being in response
to reprisals against Tutsi following the murder of
President Ndadaye in 1993. Tutsi civilians assem-

bled around military bases where they
could be afforded greater protection.
The homes of many were subsequently
destroyed, so even if their security
could be guaranteed, many have no
house to return to. Some of the IDP
camp inhabitants are now well estab-
lished and might be unlikely to move to
their place of origin, even if security
could be guaranteed and their homes
recovered or rebuilt. The majority are
assumed to be keen to return home if
they could be guaranteed protection,
were able to reconstruct their homes
and had access to land and a livelihood.
“You can see it from the infrastructure
[in the camps]. They use plastic sheet-
ing and locally made roofing. There is
less investment and involvement. They
hope they can go home when condi-
tions allow,” the UNDP Resident
Representative told the Women’s
Commission.5 9 That assumption needs

to be investigated further, however, to ascertain
just what it would take for them to return home.

Figures for the number of men and number of
women in the camps are currently not available,
although the Women’s Commission was told that
there are more women than men in the camps.6 0

Forty percent of households in the camps are
headed by women.6 1

IDP camps generally were established sponta-
neously. Inhabitants of IDP camps are free to come
and go as they please. Regroupment camps, in
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IDP children at Nabubu 1 Displacement Site, Bubanza Province.
Nearly 2,000 people live in this crowded camp. 70 percent are
women and children.



contrast, were established by force. Movement in
and out of the regroupment camps may be con-
trolled and/or restricted. There are also qualitative
differences in the way the camp populations have
been treated and in the conditions inside the
camps. Treatment and conditions inside the IDP
camps were generally better than the regroupment
camps, although poor conditions and suffering
have been features of both.

R E G R O U P M E N T  C A M P S

Regroupment has been a tool of the Burundian
government since 1996 when about 300,000 per-
sons, mainly Hutu, were forced into camps, osten-
sibly for their protection. Most of these camps
closed in 1998, but the last quarter of 1999 saw
the creation again of regroupment camps, official-
ly termed “protection sites.”6 2 Approximately
350,000 people, mostly rural Hutu, were forced
into about 50 designated camps mostly in or near
the capital on security grounds. Approximately
three-quarters of all residents of Bujumbura Rural
province were living in such camps at the end of
1999.6 3 Conditions inside the camps were for the
most part appalling and some of the camps were
inaccessible to humanitarian agencies.6 4 Women
and children were especially vulnerable when food
was short. At food distributions they were often
sidelined, sometimes despite efforts of distribution
agencies.6 5 There were also reports of the rape and
sexual abuse of women and young girls in the
camps.6 6

There was almost universal condemnation of the
camps and extensive calls for their closure. Most
were dismantled in the third quarter of 2000 fol-
lowing pressure from Nelson Mandela, the inter-
national community and local organizations. The
final pressure came from the rebel groups, which
made closure of the camps a precondition for join-
ing the peace negotiations.6 7

The camp closures occurred within a very short
period and with no preparation for the safe return
of the regrouped. Some camps were closed very
quickly either because the authorities wanted them
emptied as fast as possible, but more often because
as soon as the camp population was allowed to
leave they did, despite the risks and conditions
they then faced.6 8 Asked why people would return
home despite known security risks and with no
guarantee of protection, one young man simply

replied with a smile, “Home Sweet Home. ...”6 9

Asked the same question, another woman replied,
“Liberty has no price.”7 0

When the regrouped population left the camps,
many faced serious risk without assistance or pro-
tection from either the government or the humani-
tarian and protection agencies. Fighting continued
or even intensified in many areas to which the
regrouped returned. While the international com-
munity rightly demanded the closure of the camps,
neither they nor the government made adequate
preparations for this contingency. Communication,
coordination and cooperation among them were
gravely lacking. 

Where most of the formerly regrouped population
is remains vague. Many appear to have gone
home, but others are believed to still be living in
or near regroupment camps. Still others are likely
to have moved to Bujumbura or other parts of the
country. No statistics are available on the relative
size of each group. 

The Women’s Commission received credible
reports that some regroupment camps remain
either because some of the inhabitants (often
women and children) were unwilling or unable to
return home (for security reasons or because their
homes had been destroyed) or because the authori-
ties would not allow them to return.7 1 Most
observers agree that most of the camps have now
been closed, but the number of remaining camps
and the number and condition of their populations
are unknown. For the most part they are inaccessi-
ble to international agencies for security reasons. 

For those who were able to return home, life has
been far from secure. The homes and livestock of
many have been looted or destroyed in whole or
in part. Many fields were not cultivated during the
period of regroupment, adding to current food
shortages and exacerbated by recent droughts. In
some areas the water system has been destroyed.7 2

Insecurity due to rebel and/or military activity
remains a real threat both for those previously
regrouped and those wishing to assist them.
Reports are common of formerly regrouped who
returned home only to be forced to flee from their
homes to escape attacks from one or the other side
of the conflict. But without a more accurate
impression of the situation of these people, their
needs cannot be assessed and met and they cannot
be adequately protected.

16 W o m e n ’ s  C o m m i s s i o n  f o r  R e f u g e e  W o m e n  a n d  C h i l d r e n



D I S P E R S E D  P E R S O N S

The Women’s Commission found that the least vis-
ibly displaced, and the group about which the
least is known, are those persons who are dis-
persed in the countryside or urban areas with no
permanent home. Some are former camp residents
and remain in or near IDP or regroupment camps
that have been dismantled, unable or unwilling to
return home. Others have been forced out of their
homes or repeatedly have to flee their homes
owing to military and/or rebel threats. Some may
be able to stay in their homes on and off and some
are constantly on the move, finding shelter wher-
ever they can for however long is necessary. Some
may be sheltering with friends or family on a
short- or long-term basis. Again, largely because of
insecurity, the size, demographic breakdown, con-
dition and particular needs of this group are
unknown. This group is likely to be the most vul-
nerable group of displaced persons and is the least
likely to receive assistance. While they are not liv-
ing at home, they may have no access to their
fields to cultivate and may not be registered to
receive food assistance. The children of this group
are clearly the least likely to go to school. 

S T R E E T  C H I L D R E N  A N D
U N A C C O M P A N I E D  M I N O R S

Street children and unaccompanied minors could
be considered a possible fourth category of IDPs .
UNICEF estimates that there are 30,500 orphans
as a result of the war, including 5,000 child-head-
ed households, 7,000 separated children, 160,000
orphans as a result of HIV/AIDS, and 2,000 street
children.7 3 The numbers of street children and
unaccompanied minors have increased since the
crisis in Burundi began in 1993, but the numbers
appeared to rise even more after regroupment
began.7 4 The Women’s Commission had insuffi-
cient time to examine this category in detail, but it
was clear that this is an area of concern. 

Some agencies, local and international, are
addressing the particular needs of these children.
For children who have become separated from
their families because of the war, there are various
agencies involved in tracing efforts. If the child’s
direct family cannot be found, sometimes a mem-
ber of their extended family will take them in.
Children are also fostered informally, sometimes
by people who knew the child before and some-

times by people who did not. Fostering is not
without problems, as a member of an NGO who
works with such children explained:
“Unfortunately orphans (placed in homes) are
often exploited. We have follow-up visits after
they are placed with relatives, foster parents, and
if they are being exploited we tell the authorities
and try to educate the family. There’s not much
more we can do.”7 5

Pascasie Sinzinkayo, a member of Bavyeyi Turerere
Uburundi (Parents, Let’s Educate for Burundi), an
organization in Bubanza, a small town about 40
km from Bujumbura, which supports a center for
street children, said: “We look after children who
have been victims of war. Our aim is to educate
them so they understand the value of human life,
to tell them not to kill, not to behave like animals
like these people with machetes. In our society
women are the pillars of the family. We know the
value of a child. If we see a child in the street we
imagine our own children in that situation and we
ask ourselves, what would I do. A child is always
a child, a child has no color.”7 6
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Child No. 10

Pascasie Sinzinkayo is a founding member of Bavyeyi
Turerere Uburundi (Parents, Let’s Educate for
Burundi). The group is setting up a center for street
children in Bubanza.

We found children on the street, children begging
for a few francs. It’s awful finding children like
that, sleeping outside under the stars. 

I found one child in Mpanda (a displacement site)
who was seven years old but who looked younger.
He had no brothers or sisters and yet he was
called “Bucumi” which traditionally means “Child
Number 10.” It was so sad. We are trying to do
some investigations to see if there are any surviv-
ing relatives who could take him in. 

We have rented a house in Bubanza with three
large rooms and also quarters for the children and
the personnel who will work here. We still need
money for equipment — beds, chairs, even food!
We have 40 children who are currently living with
host families, but when the center is ready they will
come to live here. The children will receive an edu-
cation at the local public school. 

We just want to be an example to other women
in the province, to show them that they could do
something similar if they got together.



S E C U R I T Y  C O N S T R A I N T S

As the peace process progresses, rather than
decreasing, the fighting has increased and contin-
ues to this day. During the Women’s Commission’s
visit, preplanned visits to project sites outside
Bujumbura had to be delayed, some rescheduled
and some cancelled, sometimes at very short
notice, while security clearance was obtained or
denied. It is virtually impossible for agencies oper-
ating out of Bujumbura to leave the city before
9.00 or 9.30 a.m., and most agencies require that
their staff be back inside the town boundaries as
early as 2:00 or 3:00 p.m.7 7

During the delegation’s visit, an Italian lay brother
was killed by soldiers.7 8 Shortly after, an Italian
nun was killed by armed men. Some observers
have suggested that these killings were intended to
create panic and instability and others that inter-
national staff may be targeted.7 9 International staff
are also vulnerable to death threats which are
taken very seriously. During the Women’s
Commission’s visit, two international aid workers,
one the country representative of an international
aid agency, had to be leave the country at very
short notice as a result of a death threats. 

During the delegation’s visit, fighting broke out in
Bujumbura’s Kamenge zone, killing about 20 civil-
ians and causing many others to flee. Fighting also
intensified in the northern outskirts of Bujumbura
at Tenga-Kivoga.8 0 The sound of heavy artillery
involved in that fighting could be heard from time
to time in the city. The sound of gunfire is not
unusual in Bujumbura, especially at night.
Following the delegation’s departure in mid-
October, fighting between government troops and
rebel forces intensified in the east of the country,
leading to an increase in the numbers of refugees,
both Hutu and Tutsi, fleeing to Tanzania and an
increase in the numbers of displaced inside the
country. Reports have attributed some of this dis-
placement to attacks by armed groups from
Tanzania.8 1

These are some of the daily realities for all agen-
cies working in Burundi. The Women’s
Commission applauds the courage, dedication and
commitment of staff in local, national and interna-
tional organizations and individuals working
under these conditions for peace and for the secu-
rity and well-being of all individuals in Burundi.
However, this situation inevitably impacts on the

quality and amount of humanitarian assistance
that can be provided. Humanitarian workers can
easily become demoralized in these circumstances.
Many humanitarian organizations and agencies
are stretched to, or beyond, their capacity. Many,
like the UN, may have to employ inexperienced
albeit well-meaning staff. 

In addition, the inability to predict whether peace
will be established in the short term, or when it
will come about, and what will happen in the
meantime, makes forward planning and program-
ming extremely difficult. A number of different
possible scenarios must be planned for. The result
is that plans may not be taken very seriously, or
may not be made at all.

T H E  U N I T E D  N A T I O N S  A N D  I D P S

A further impediment to effective humanitarian
assistance to IDPs and other war-affected popula-
tions is the current weakness of the UN in
Burundi. This is due to a number of factors,
including the security problems described above,
demoralization and staffing difficulties.

The UN significantly pulled back its presence,
withdrawing all non-essential international staff
following the murder of two UN officials and
seven Burundians who were carrying out a
humanitarian mission in the south-eastern
province of Rutana in October 1999. The killings
shocked the humanitarian community, especially
the UN, and their impact can still be felt today.
Following this attack, coordination among UN
agencies and between the UN and national and
international organizations deteriorated. The need
to improve the situation and to restore stronger
collaboration and coordination has been recog-
nized and greater efforts should be made to put
this into reality.8 2

The UN in Burundi has experienced high turnover
in key positions and it can be difficult for both the
UN and international organizations to find staff,
let alone experienced staff, willing to work in the
country under the prevailing conditions. Burundi
is one of the most difficult places in which to
undertake humanitarian and protection work.
While the unfulfilled needs are immense, the secu-
rity limitations are enormously restrictive. The dis-
parity between what can be done in safety and
with security and what urgently needs to be done
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is highly frustrating for all involved.8 3

All these factors have contributed to the weakness
of the UN in Burundi. However, in the light of
current progress in the peace negotiations, the del-
icate ongoing situation and the urgent material
needs of the Burundian population, especially
IDPs, the Women’s Commission urges the UN to
strengthen its capacities in Burundi. 

In particular, OCHA requires the early appoint-
ment of strong, competent leadership that has
been lacking for many months now. There had
been some suggestion that the appointment of a
new head would be announced around the end of
October 2000, but at the time of writing no such
appointment has been confirmed, despite the
recognition that this appointment is a priority
issue.8 4

The current weakness of the UN presence in
Burundi is particularly pertinent in relation to
IDPs.8 5 As one international donor told the
Women’s Commission, “The UN is still flounder-
ing” in relation to IDPs. He said that he had
money available for the reintegration of IDPs and
refugees, but could not release it without concrete
information. Speaking of refugees, although the
same points apply to IDPs, he said: “A plan is
okay but insufficient. We need more. We need to
know where the people are going to go. We have
asked for socio-economic details of these people. It
is all very well picking someone up at the border
and taking him home, but then what? He may be
a farmer and need land. He may be a teacher and
not want to be a farmer. And we have none of that
information. They blithely say they can set up
training centers; sure, they can, but they should be
doing that now.”8 6 In relation to IDPs, this detailed
information is lacking and no plan yet exists.

Theoretically, there should be a multi-sectoral, col-
laborative approach to IDP issues. What appears
to be the case in Burundi is that most agencies rec-
ognize that insufficient assistance and protection is
being provided to IDPs but that no agency is will-
ing to step forward to insist that more be done.
The collaborative approach can work, and has
worked in the past in Burundi, when there is a
strong, competent humanitarian coordinator and
when there is a strong, competent leader in
OCHA. But given the recent history of the UN
presence (the killings of the UN personnel in
Rutana, the staff demoralization and high staff

turnover, including that of the humanitarian coor-
dinator) in Burundi and the lack of a strong leader
in OCHA in the recent past and for the foresee-
able future, another approach must be tried
urgently. 

To enhance protection and assistance of IDPs, par-
ticularly given the current fragility of the peace
process, the UN should consider designating one
UN agency as having primary responsibility for
coordination of IDP assistance and protection. The
lead agency should urgently address the need for
improved access to and security of internally dis-
placed persons, including through strong represen-
tations to the Burundian government and rebel
forces to protect civilian populations, displaced
and otherwise, affected by the conflict. It should
encourage and facilitate better coordination and
cooperation between UN agencies and local and
international organizations with regard to IDPs.

While OCHA would be the obvious agency to ful-
fill such a role, their current weak capacity and
absence of a leader makes this a less obvious
choice. At present the most appropriate agency
may be UNHCR. 

The reintegration of refugees and IDPs is inextrica-
bly linked and both groups will face many of the
same needs and risks. Differentiation between the
two, as UNHCR has already recognized, could
cause additional tensions. UNHCR has the institu-
tional understanding and experience of such issues
to competently fulfill this role. 

UNHCR already appreciates that it will deal with
IDP needs in the areas where it will be operational
in the event of a repatriation. It also understands
that it would make sense to implement some of its
plans, such as peace-building and reconstruction of
infrastructure, ahead of a return. UNHCR will not
get involved with IDPs in areas where the agency
will not be operational, namely those regions
where there will be few returnees. IDPs in these
areas may lack assistance and protection if the cur-
rent state of the UN in Burundi does not improve.
All IDPs and refugees should receive the same qual-
ity of assistance and protection. If UNHCR were
responsible for all IDPs and refugees in all areas of
the country, the agency could assure this equality
of assistance and protection.

UNHCR has considered the issue and has stated
that it will only become engaged with IDPs if cer-
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tain conditions are met. These are that:

1. it receives a specific request or authorization
from the UN Secretary-General or other compe-
tent principal organ of the UN;

2. it obtains the consent of the concerned state;

3. it has access to the affected population and ade-
quate security for UNHCR and its partners;

4. it has clear lines of responsibility and account-
ability; and

5. most importantly, adequate resources and
capacity to conduct the activities are made avail-
able.8 7

Whatever approach is taken, it is important that
steps are taken now and the necessary resources
made available in order to better protect and assist
IDPs urgently. 

NEED FOR  URGENT SURVEY  OF  IDPS

The Women’s Commission applauds the decision
of the UN to undertake a comprehensive, inter-
agency survey of IDPs but is very concerned about
the length of time it will take to complete the sur-
vey. Many agencies expressed concern about IDPs,
but until comprehensive information is gathered
on their situation, no concrete plans for assistance
or protection can be drawn up or implemented.8 8

Yet the importance of assessing the situation of
IDPs has been recognized by a number of agencies
and individuals the Women’s Commission spoke
with. The UNDP resident representative told the
Women’s Commission: “You are right in saying
that the real challenge now is to analyze in more
detail the situation of IDPs. … It is being done
now and it is very important that the IDP plan is
ready quite soon.”8 9

The survey of IDPs should meet two principal
aims:

° to identify the immediate situation and needs of
the various categories of IDPs, in camps and oth-
erwise dispersed, including specifically women and
children, in order to develop and implement plans
for improving their current protection and assis-
tance. It should be comprehensive and the data be
broken down by age and sex; and

° to help the UN and other agencies plan and pro-
vide for the return, integration in place or resettle-

ment of IDPs in the event of peace in advance of
any significant movements of people, from inside
or outside the country, and take the necessary pre-
liminary steps towards that end. Information
should be sought on their future intentions or
wishes, and what IDPs say it would take for them
to return home. 

The Women’s Commission was told that the sur-
vey is to be carried out all over the country begin-
ning first with the camp populations and only then
addressing the situation and needs of the dispersed
population. Although the Women’s Commission
was told that the results of this survey would be
available around the end of October, it is likely
that the results of the first phase will not be avail-
able until the end of November, and more likely
later, largely due to insufficient resources, primari-
ly human resources.9 0 It would appear unlikely,
therefore, that the second phase focusing on the
dispersed IDPs will be completed in 2000, and
thus that any complete plan can be drawn up and
implemented until some time in 2001 when the
results of the third phase are available and all the
data analyzed. 

The target population of the second phase of the
survey, the dispersed, is the group probably most
at risk and the group about which the least is
known. The survey of their situation should be
made a priority and undertaken as soon as possi-
ble. If further resources, material or manpower are
required in order to complete the survey sooner,
these should be made available. 

In order to achieve this, all agencies that initially
supported the idea of such a survey should con-
tribute the necessary staff and/or resources to sup-
port it. In addition, the appointment or dedication
of a full-time staff member, probably most effec-
tively within OCHA or UNHCR, to coordinate
the survey and lead the analysis of the results
should be made. This staff member should be fully
supported with the necessary resources to com-
plete the survey urgently.

To some extent a network of international NGOs,
the RESO (Rassemblement, Echange, et Solution
entre ONG), has been able to compile data gath-
ered from its individual member NGOs’ activities
on the ground on the numbers and situations of
displaced persons. The UN should make full use of
such information and share information they gath-
er from their own survey fully with the NGO com-
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munity. The relevant government ministry, the
Ministry of Reintegration and Resettlement of
Displaced and Repatriated Persons, should also be
involved and kept fully informed.

Where security restrictions prevent the gathering
of first-hand data, efforts should be made to
obtain best estimates from secondary sources, such
as local and international NGOs, local authorities,
church representatives, local health centers,
schools, etc. Often, local authorities have very
detailed and accurate data on their local
population. Although it is recognized
that there may be a tendency in some
cases to deliberately distort the data,
efforts should be made to access that
information.

D I S S E M I N A T I O N  O F  A N D
T R A I N I N G  O N  G U I D I N G
P R I N C I P L E S  O N  I N T E R N A L
D I S P L A C E M E N T

The Guiding Principles on Internal
Displacement (a copy of which is
annexed) should be applied and in
order to do so, individuals within agen-
cies should have access to them and be
aware of their content.9 1 The Women’s
Commission found that few staff of
international NGOs and UN agencies
knew about the Guiding Principles, and
none had received specific training on
them.

The UN should disseminate widely the
Guiding Principles on Internal
Displacement in both French and
English and should translate them into
Kirundi, the national language of
Burundi. It should also disseminate the
Brookings Institution/OCHA Handbook
on Applying the Guiding Principles and
the OCHA Field Practice Manual that
describes specific projects that support
protection, also in French and English.
On an urgent basis, the UN should
institute training programs on their
application for UN agency staff, inter-
national NGOs, the national govern
ment, local NGOs and others. The dis-
semination of these documents and the
training sessions should be repeated at

regular intervals to reach the maximum number of
relevant staff and given staff turnover in relevant
agencies. Follow-up training should also given reg-
ularly. The Guiding Principles should be used in
advocating increased access and security for IDPs.

In anticipation of the return of refugees at some
point, the UN should also disseminate widely the
Guidelines on Protection of Refugee Women,
Guidelines on Sexual Violence, and Guidelines on
the Protection and Care of Refugee Children, and
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Diary of the Displaced
Générose Manirakiza, 33, from Mutambu 

When the fighting started, Générose’s family home was
destroyed and she and her family were forced to move to a
regroupment camp.

“My husband died when I was four months pregnant with my
baby daughter. We were both sick, but we had no medicine
when we were living in the regroupment camp. I was so sick
I didn’t even realize my husband had died. When I recovered
they told me he had died from typhus.”

The aptly-named Générose has seven children of her own and
also cares for Cesarie, a 13-year-old girl whose brothers and
sisters all died from dysentery and malnutrition. Cesarie’s
mother is dead and her father has mental health problems.
She wandered from place to place, begging for clothes and
food until she met Générose in the regroupment camp.

“Cesarie had nowhere to go, so I offered to help her. If I
can find food for my seven children, surely I can find food
for eight. She helps me with the other children and some -
times gets work in the fields to earn some income for
food.”

Générose and her eight children are now living rent-free in
a house in the commune.

“When the regroupment camp was dismantled, a man from
the site said I could stay here for a while without paying
rent. Without his kindness, I wouldn’t have anywhere to live
with all my children. My old home was destroyed in the con-
flict.”

“My main problem is providing food for my family. My land is
very far away. My old neighbors helped me to cultivate my
last crop of cassava and I sold it at the market, but now I
have nothing at all. My only relatives have been displaced,
too, but they are in Mayuyi, which is too far for me to reach
them.”

A widow with many children, Générose is one of the more
vulnerable women in the commune. She was given food,
blankets and a kitchen set in a distribution by the World
Food Program and the NGO Concern Worldwide.



provide training for staff in ways to adapt these
guidelines to the situation of internally displaced
women and children. These guidelines should be
distributed in French and English and should be
translated into Kirundi. The dissemination of the
guidelines and training sessions should be offered
at regular intervals due to staff turnover.

H U M A N I T A R I A N  A S S I S T A N C E

The UN, donors and NGOs, local and internation-
al, should take all initiatives necessary to reach the
largest number of displaced persons with assis-
tance programs. Protection concerns can often be
addressed most effectively through assistance pro-
grams. The particular needs of displaced women
should be taken into account in the planning and
implementation of assistance programs and, in
order to assess these effectively, women should be
involved in the planning and delivery of assistance
activities.9 2 The participation of women in itself is
an important part of protection.

One example of the protection the participation of
women can achieve is displayed in the method of
distribution of food assistance. Vulnerable groups,
including women, reported having been forced to
make payments to camp administrators to be put
onto food distribution lists.9 3 Women in Karinzi in
Mutambu commune (in Bujumbura Rural
province) were consulted about food distributions
and committees including women were chosen by
the community to oversee food aid distribution to
ensure its fairness. The committees were also
asked by the World Food Program (WFP) to draw
up a list of vulnerable families and individuals to
receive food assistance as it was felt that the com-
munity knew best who the vulnerable were. In a
meeting held with the newly appointed committee
members, at which a Women’s Commission dele-
gate was present, representatives from WFP
stressed that women should be targeted for the
distribution of rations for vulnerable families as
they were the most responsible for good manage-
ment in a family. One woman expressed the worry
that “Most of the time women suffer because they
don’t have the money to bribe someone to be put
on the [distribution] list.” That is why women
must be members of the committee, a WFP repre-
sentative replied. She said the committee members
were to ensure the distribution actually reached
the vulnerable families. If a vulnerable person did
not pick up her distribution, the representative

urged the committee members to go and give it to
her, which might also be a way of finding out if
she is sick, for instance.9 4

While insecurity is undeniably a major impediment
to assistance and protection, and organizations
will continue to be unable to reach everyone in
need of aid all of the time, there are nevertheless
secure pockets where aid can be provided. The UN
and international NGOs must be more flexible in
their assistance programs to adapt not only to
increasing security threats but also to periods or
areas where the threat is decreasing. International
agencies and NGOs should be pressing the govern-
ment to provide them with secure access and secu-
rity to the IDP population. 

One country representative of an international
NGO said that because major needs in the country
are insufficiently funded, less major needs get
pushed back. They know they are there and are
not ignoring the issue, but inevitably they cannot
address all problems. In this specific case he was
talking of the problem of street children.

On the other hand, the European Union (EU) dele-
gate told the Women’s Commission that the EU
has 48 million Euros (almost US$48 million) allo-
cated for reconstruction projects for the interior of
the country. Once infrastructure has been renovat-
ed the economy of the people living in the interior
of the country can be addressed in preparation for
the return of the refugees and internally displaced.
“There is a lot of money available to Burundi,” he
said. “But it is hard to mobilize it. We need access,
consistent access, to the countryside to do so. At
the moment we are waiting for the next stage of
the peace process to start. If the Implementation
Monitoring Committee is successful, I imagine
that things will stabilize and we will expand our
activities.”9 5

While donors may be reluctant to support devel-
opment projects until there is more convincing evi-
dence of an end to the hostilities, there is still
much more that can be done now in terms of
humanitarian assistance and donors should define
emergency aid in the widest possible sense. It is
essential that programs in reproductive health and
for victims of sexual violence be recognized as
fully consistent with emergency standards, NGOs
(local and international) implement more pro-
grams in those fields and donors support them as
necessary. 
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Emergency humanitarian assistance should
include, in addition to the programs now offered:

° Reproductive health services, urgently needed
because of the very high urban and rural maternal
mortality rate (1,300 per 100,000 live births) and
infant mortality rate (116 per 1,000 live births)
and prevalence of sexually transmitted diseases
(STDs) and HIV/AIDS (around 20 percent of the
population; see below).9 6 Reproductive health ser-
vices are now included in the Sphere minimal stan-
dards for disaster relief, adding to the justification
that they should be intensified and multiplied at
this stage.

° Increased and better coordinated education on
the prevention of STDs and HIV/AIDS is required.
Projects targeting youth, males and females,
should be encouraged.

° Programs to help women victims of violence to
address the traumas of rape and other violence
against them and programs dealing with preven-
tion of sexual violence.

° Psycho-social programs for children. The
Women’s Commission applauds the development
of new programs in this area by some internation-
al NGOs.

° Education programs, particularly rehabilitating
schools, supplying books, training teachers and,
very important for IDPs, helping particularly vul-
nerable families pay school fees for their children
or abolishing fees altogether at primary school
level (as well as help to obtain uniforms and
books). Such programs will help reduce poverty in
the longer term and increase access to education
for all children, the poor and girls in particular. It
will also contribute to breaking the cycle of vio-
lence by providing pupils with realistic alterna-
tives. Education is discussed in greater detail
below.

° Micro-credit and other income generating pro-
grams to help women-headed households and oth-
ers to be self-supporting through productive work.
Normal requirements for loans may have to be
waived or adapted to meet the particular circum-
stances of women heads of households and dis-
placed women. As one displaced woman told the
Women’s Commission: “If you get aid it is just for
a day. But if you get credit you can improve your
situation. But with women [credit agencies] no
guarantee, no property, can be given, so they get

no credit. They have no salary, no land they can
give as a guarantee. The interest is also too high.
Lots of women can’t carry out their projects as a
result.” The women said they needed interest-free
credit or low interest with generous repayment
schedules.9 7

Existing programs dealing with the above issues
should be expanded.

The displaced population — in camps or other-
wise dispersed — are often forgotten when it
comes to such programs. In 1999, the US
Committee for Refugees asserts “International
donors, dismayed by continued bloodshed in
Burundi, provided virtually no new funding for
‘children in distress’ programs or for ‘peace train-
ing’ in displacement camps.”9 8 Given that these
groups are the most vulnerable and some of the
most in need, arguably, of reconciliation, steps
must be taken to reverse this trend.

L O C A L  P A R T N E R S

The UN and international NGOs should develop
stronger working relationships, to the extent possi-
ble, with local NGOs, including women’s and chil-
dren’s associations, and national institutions that
may have a greater ability to reach internally dis-
placed persons in secure and less secure areas, as
well as better knowledge and understanding of
their needs. Various actors involved in Burundi
expressed their impression that the government’s
plan for IDPs is not yet sufficiently developed and
needs to be considered in greater detail, recogniz-
ing the fact that this is a difficult moment for the
government. The government is apparently work-
ing on a plan for IDPs, but greater collaboration
between international and governmental actors
will result in a better plan.9 9 Greater contact with
local authorities and local NGOs could lead to
more accurate and faster information on IDP
movements, their condition and general security.
The more and earlier such contact is established,
the earlier it can be established as reliable or not
and further strengthened. Some such local organi-
zations are well established and known, and some
international NGOs and UN agencies have already
established partnerships with some local NGOs.
Examples are literacy programs, HIV/AIDS educa-
tion, peace-building and conflict resolution pro-
grams, etc. Others are less well known and/or
developed, and may lack experience, sophistica-
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tion, strength and funding. It will require a con-
scious effort on the part of international partners
to identify and reach these less formal groups. 

The greater involvement of Burundian organiza-
tions and individuals may also contribute to rein-
tegration and reconciliation as Burundians see fel-
low Burundians coming to their assistance. By
working with local NGOs, international organiza-
tions can also encourage them to have a gender
focus where they may not have otherwise consid-
ered gender issues. Identifying such organizations
now and forging such alliances sooner rather than

later will also result in needed and beneficial
capacity building for Burundian civil society insti-
tutions and individuals. 

This will benefit not only the development of
Burundi, but will also enable international NGOs
to establish working relationships now which can
be built on in the time of any greater need or cri-
sis, such as repatriation. Such capacity will be par-
ticularly needed if peace comes, repatriation
occurs and international humanitarian organiza-
tions reduce their programs. In due course, should
peace be established and hold, international orga-
nizations will be able to withdraw earlier in the
knowledge that local institutions have the capacity
to continue their work as appropriate. The impact
of closer collaboration may be difficult to monitor,
but strengthening the capacity of civil society will
provide a better basis for a more durable peace. 

Support should be provided in whatever form is
most appropriate. This may not always mean
financial support and financial input could harm
the original aims or effectiveness of the initiative.
Any injection of financial support should be care-
ful to avoid taking ownership of the program
away from those who initiated it. Some local ini-
tiatives may not require any financial input, others
may require substantial amounts. But all parties
would most likely benefit from more and better
partnerships, contact and collaboration. In any
event, it may be that the international require-
ments for financial accountability might have to be
flexible and be reassessed so international organi-
zations can work with more and less formal
groups. Support and collaboration should go
beyond the well-known, well-established organiza-
tions In some cases, requiring local NGOs to
establish accounting mechanisms that meet inter-
national stereotypical expectations and/or require-
ments will so delay their ability to provide aid as
to be counter-productive.
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“Equality”
The Burundian organization IGGAteaches illiterate
women to read and write. This drawing is taken from a
teaching booklet produced by IGGA in conjunction with
UNESCO. The lessons deal with real issues and are an
opportunity for women to discuss important topics.

© IGGA, UNESCO



V I .  R e p a t r i a t i o n

At present there are approximately 340,000
Burundians in refugee camps in Tanzania.1 0 0 An
estimated 24 percent are women, and 54 percent
are children.1 0 1 Most are Hutu who fled between
1993 and 1996 after violence eruption following
the murder of President Ndadaye, although there
has been a continuous, albeit less dramatic, flight
in each of the intervening years, mainly to
Tanzania. More than half of all Burundian
refugees in recent years have originated from four
provinces and by far the majority from provinces
bordering Tanzania.1 0 2

In addition to those refugees living in camps, there
are an estimated 170,000-200,000 Burundians
(mostly Hutu) living in Tanzanian settlements,
some since 1972.1 0 3 Some of these were born in
Tanzania, have lived there all their lives and may
speak little or no Kirundi. It is unlikely that sub-
stantial numbers of this group will return in the
initial stages of repatriation.1 0 4 A further 300,000
Burundians are estimated by the Tanzanian gov-
ernment to be spontaneously settled in Tanzanian
villages along the border with Burundi. There is
no available information on their exact location,
nor on their profile.1 0 5

More than 200,000 have returned since 1996, but
many of those fled again when they found the sit-
uation in Burundi not conducive enough to retain
them.1 0 6 In 1999, there were 64,200 spontaneous
new refugees from Burundi, mostly to Tanzania,
and 12,200 repatriations.1 0 7 Arrivals from Burundi
had been steadily decreasing, UNHCR reported,
since the beginning of 2000 until July 2000, when
increased insecurity led to an influx of 7,800
arrivals in Tanzania in August alone.1 0 8

The Women’s Commission urges all actors
involved in refugee repatriation to maintain their
“go-slow” approach and encourages the
Tanzanian government to keep its borders open.
Representatives of UNHCR and the Tanzanian
government each assured the Women’s
Commission that they are refraining from encour-
aging or assisting repatriation for the time being.1 0 9

They should continue to refrain from doing so
until there is a cease-fire in Burundi, a transitional
government is in place in accordance with the
Arusha Peace Agreement and there is clear evi-
dence that the security of the returnees will be
guaranteed. The security of returnees must be the

top priority of any repatriation program, and such
security is not presently in place in Burundi. 

F O O D  R A T I O N  C U T S  I N  R E F U G E E
C A M P S

On July 19, 2000, WFP cut its bi-weekly food
rations for refugees in the Tanzanian camps of
Kigoma and Kagera by 40 percent due to a severe
shortage following a pipeline supply problem. The
reason appears to have been due to a dispute
between the EU and WFP, but the exact reason
remains unclear. WFP and the Tanzanian govern-
ment made a plea for an immediate response from
donors (the funding shortfall for Tanzania stands
at US$7.7 million for the rest of the year).
UNHCR told the Women’s Commission that it
was likely that the shortfall would be reduced to
20 percent.110

The timing of the food ration cuts was damaging
in humanitarian terms. Already the impact on the
health of the refugees can be seen.1 1 1 The timing
was also unfortunate in light of the recent signing
of the Peace Agreement. Some refugees gained the
false impression that the cuts were related to an
imminent forced or encouraged repatriation.
Burundian refugees in Tanzania have apparently
expressed fear of forced repatriation following the
signing of the Peace Agreement. Many reportedly
do not have faith in the agreement, claiming it is
unrealistic and was signed in haste, at least in part
because of external pressure.1 1 2 The cut in food
rations could easily be perceived as a first step in
“encouraging” the refugees to return home. 

Problems in the pipeline should be corrected as
quickly as possible and full food rations
restored.113 In the meantime, UNHCR and the
Tanzanian government should continue to assure
refugees that there is no expectation of, or pres-
sure on their parts, for imminent repatriation. 

P L A N N I N G  F O R  R E P A T R I A T I O N

In July 2000, UNHCR completed a comprehensive
operations plan for the repatriation and reintegra-
tion of refugees, the Strategic Framework for the
Repatriation and Reintegration Burundi, in
response to the renewed impetus in the peace
process. 

Planning should continue for repatriation,
although few anticipate repatriation taking place
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soon. Such planning should, however, be done
carefully to avoid any misimpression of a forced
repatriation. It should also specifically involve
consultations with refugee women and include
them as decision-makers. Donors should support
the planning process to ensure there are sufficient
resources to carry out the necessary assessments
and take the preliminary steps needed to prepare
for an eventual return. 

In Burundi, planning should include a more sys-
tematic in-depth assessment of the needs of loca-
tions to which returnees will go, as well as some
preparatory rehabilitation of infrastructure. In
Tanzania, UNHCR should obtain complete demo-
graphic, socio-economic and other information
about the refugees in camps, as well as those in
settlements in advance of any movements to help
prepare for return. Until that information is avail-
able, as noted above, donors may be unwilling to
support repatriation or reintegration programs
and valuable time could be lost in the pre-repatria-
tion phase. UNHCR is planning such a survey of
the Tanzanian camp population. A survey of the
1972 caseload had been completed at the time of
the site visits; although the full results were not yet
available, it appeared that refugees would return
home only if issues pertaining to land ownership
were resolved (see below).1 1 4

In addition, UNHCR should identify capacities
within the refugee population in Tanzania which
are particularly needed in Burundi (e.g., reproduc-
tive health workers, teachers, etc.) and work
towards ensuring that their credentials will be rec-
ognized on return.1 1 5 This will also go some way to
providing work and an income for qualified
returnees, as well as encourage them to feel an
integral part of the Burundi they fled from.
Reintegration and reconciliation in the longer, as
well as the shorter term will be encouraged as a
result. This will also ensure that these essential
skills, which are in short supply in Burundi, are
not lost or wasted. 

D I F F E R E N C E S  I N  T H E  R E F U G E E
C A M P S  A N D  H O M E  A R E A S  I N
B U R U N D I

If conditions or resources are better in the camps
than they are in Burundi, refugees may not choose
to return home. Some areas where attention
should be paid to improving the situation for the

whole population in Burundi to match provision
in the camps are:

° Education. Ninety percent of school age children
are reported to be in school in the Tanzanian
camps — well above the numbers in Burundi —
with, again, a lower proportion of girls. All follow
the Burundi curriculum. To date, the Ministry of
Education in Burundi has been uncooperative in
integrating children from the camps into the
Burundian system. Not only will this discourage
refugees from returning, but it reinforces the divi-
sions between those inside the country and in
power, and those outside the country and not in
power, thus endangering prospects for peace.
Cooperation between the Education Ministry and
refugee camp schools should begin at the earliest
opportunity. In addition, education in the
Tanzanian camps is free while payment of the
required school fees in Burundi is beyond the
capacity of many families.116 Education is discussed
in greater detail below.

° Health care and reproductive health services are
apparently better in the camps and are poor inside
Burundi, where much of the infrastructure has
been damaged and trained health workers are in
short supply.1 1 7

C R O S S - B O R D E R  C O M M U N I C A T I O N

On all levels, cross-border consultation, coordina-
tion and cooperation are essential and key to a
smooth repatriation and a durable peace in
Burundi in due course. The UN and international
NGOs should encourage cross-border discussions
and coordination among agencies providing
humanitarian aid in Burundi and those providing
assistance to refugees in Tanzania to help them
plan for a smooth repatriation. Within some agen-
cies and international NGOs, the Women’s
Commission found there is a need for greater com-
munication, skill sharing and planning with their
corresponding agency or program across the bor-
der. Lessons learned from previous repatriation
experiences, such as in Thailand and Cambodia
and the massive repatriation to Rwanda in
1996/7, should be considered and applied as
appropriate.
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C O N S U L T A T I O N S  W I T H  W O M E N
A N D  B E T W E E N  W O M E N

Any repatriation should be responsive to refugee
concerns. And any repatriation should be respon-

sive to the concerns of women refugees. Both prior
to and during repatriation, UNHCR and the
Tanzanian and Burundian authorities must have
open consultation with refugee women. It is
imperative that UNHCR begin consultations with
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Edited excerpt from radio soap produced by
Studio Ijambo, episode broadcast July 2000.

Cassilda is preparing a banana beer party for the
neighbors who looked after her when she returned
from the refugee camps. Bitwi had his own reasons
for wishing Cassilda had not returned …

CASSILDA: (to herself). I could never have come
back without their encouragement — they told
me to be brave, to come back to my old farm,
and now today they are coming here for a party.
… Everything’s ready, we’re just waiting for the
neighbors to arrive and start drinking!

BITWI: (to himself) Everyone is saying that
Cassilda is handing out banana beer for free. If
she hadn’t come back, I would have harvested
her bananas and sold them. ….

MUKAMUNWA: (on the way to the party): I
must hurry up and get a glass of that banana
beer! What a good idea of Cassilda’s to thank
the neighbors for the warm welcome they gave
her. It’ll help the next refugees who decide to
come back home. 

Mukamunwa meets Bitwi and they chat for a while.
Bitwi has not been invited to the party and is peeved.

BITWI: It doesn’t bother me.

MUK: I don’t believe you! How can you not want
to be invited to drink the best banana beer in
town, when I know you enjoy a drop!

BITWI: I only drink what is drinkable. If it’s made
from the back of a crocodile, then I’m off!

MUK: (confused) What are you saying? What’s a
crocodile got to do with banana beer?

BITWI: I am telling you that you’re going to
drink poisoned beer.

MUK: Where?

BITWI: At Cassilda’s house, that former refugee
you welcomed and considered a friend.

MUK: We’re going to be poisoned at Cassilda’s
house?

BITWI: Why not? These people never change!

MUK: Get out of here, and take your scandalous
tales with you!

BITWI: Do you think she came back to live here
peacefully with you? No way, she was sent to
seek vengeance on you and your children.

MUK: Cassilda!

BITWI: I understand she bought a large quantity
of acid.

MUK: (angry) Is Cassilda planning to kill us, after
all that we did to welcome her?

BITWI: That kind of behavior never changes. Bye,
I warned you — if you commit suicide, it won’t
be my fault.

MUK: Cassilda!

Mukamunwa runs off to warn two friends about the
“poison.” The three are running to the party to save
their neighbors, when they meet Rugo who has just
enjoyed a glass of beer with Cassilda.

RUGO: Where did she get this poison from?

BABFUBUSA: Other people gave her the poison!

RUGO: Who exactly? 

BABFUGUSA: The people who asked her to
come and kill us!

RUGO: Who do you mean? I think you’re listen-
ing to rumors too much.

MUKAMUNWA: So it’s not true? That silly Bitwi
boy!

RUGO: Did all this come from Bitwi? 

MUKAMUNWA: Actually, I wondered how he got
the information because he never talks to
Cassilda.

RUGO: You should have thought about all this
before you started running off like that. What if
you hadn’t met me? Some schemer like Bitwi
snaps his fingers and you jump!

Umubanyi Niwe Muryango, Our Neighbors, Ourselves



refugee women at the earliest opportunity so their
concerns are taken into account in planning for
repatriation and reintegration. Women must have
access to the information necessary to make an
informed choice regarding voluntary repatriation
and if UNHCR arranges for community leaders to
visit Burundi to assess prospects for return,
women must be included in these visits. 

In preparation for a possible later return , the
Committee of Women for Peace is, on a modest
scale, facilitating visits of internally displaced
women to their place of origin to meet up with
former neighbors who are still there to dispel mis-
impressions and reduce fear.1 1 8 The benefits of
bringing women together and dispelling miscon-
ceptions have been discussed above. In due course,
it could be that women’s organizations in Burundi
facilitate these kinds of visits by women in the
Tanzanian refugee camps in advance of a future
return. Already there has been such contact, as
discussed above. Some of these initiatives may be
very low key and may not wish external recogni-
tion, but all such initiatives and programs that
promote cross-border dialogue between ethnic and
political adversaries should be supported and
encouraged. The Tanzanian and other govern-
ments should help make available a neutral site in
which to bring together Burundian women from
inside Burundi and the refugee camps,.

The Women’s Center for Peace has already begun
working on a contingency plan to bring together
its network of women and women’s associations in
the northern provinces to help them prepare to
receive former neighbors who have been exiled in
Tanzania. It is hoped that the network can assist
in the distribution of aid and to balance assistance
to local and returning groups.

It is essential that Burundian refugees have access
to as much accurate, unbiased news and informa-
tion from Burundi as possible. Likewise they
should be fully informed about the peace process,

as should Burundians inside the country. Their
reported distrust of the process mentioned earlier
is evidence of why this is necessary. The peace
and reconciliation broadcasting that Studio
Ijambo is doing in Burundi should be available to
Burundians in the Tanzanian camps as well. Jesuit
Refugee Service’s Radio Kwizera, based in
Tanzania, broadcasts to all the refugee camps
along the entire Burundi-Tanzania border. Because
of political sensitivities, there have been concerns
on the part of Tanzanian officials about
Tanzanian stations collaborating with Bujumbura-
based media. Efforts to resolve this issue should
be supported.

R E P A T R I A T I O N  A N D
R E H A B I L I T A T I O N  A S S I S T A N C E

UNHCR, donors and NGOs should support the
type of peace and reconciliation projects discussed
above that will help refugees reintegrate with pop-
ulations who stayed within Burundi. The various
efforts to involve women in the peace process in
Burundi and in Arusha and the training programs
in conflict resolution skills, which involve women
from all ethnic groups, backgrounds and regions
are potential models. This must be done in
advance of possible repatriation and funding must
be made available now, rather than waiting for
movements to begin.

While it may be premature for donors to pledge
specific funds for repatriation and rehabilitation,
they should be prepared to make funds available in
advance of population movements if these become
more likely. In any event, they should provide polit-
ical and material encouragement to the Burundians
who are working towards peace, a cease-fire and
eventual repatriation. If peace is not secured in the
near or foreseeable future, Burundi will still need
the same, if not more, funding for emergency
responses. In either scenario, refugee assistance
should be maintained at least at current levels.
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V I I .  R e i n t e g r a t i o n  a n d
S e c u r i n g  t h e  P e a c e

When peace is established in Burundi, which may
or may not be in the near future, it will likely
remain fragile for some time to come, particularly
while regional conflict continues. It can be expect-
ed that most of the refugees and displaced persons
will return home, with the exception possibly of
those who were especially damaged during the cri-
sis and those who have been displaced or exiled
for very many years. Burundi will require ongoing
political and material help from the international
community to reintegrate refugees and displaced
persons and to build a durable peace. The damage
to the social fabric and infrastructure of the coun-
try cannot be underestimated. 

Refugees International argues that “The relation-
ship between peace and reconstruction is such that
the two processes must occur simultaneously so
that neither process is unraveled by the lack of the
other. ... A meaningful investment in public works
programs will not only contribute to the necessary
reconstruction of infrastructure, but will also
reduce violence by promoting reconciliation,
boosting morale and stimulating economic activi-
ty.”1 1 9 Rehabilitation of infrastructure, shelter,
health clinics and hospitals, schools, etc., is an
imperative. Much of the country has been
destroyed and massive rehabilitation and recon-
struction will be needed. The international com-
munity must stand ready to provide this essential
support without lengthy delays.

Even with considerable support it will take many
years to reconstruct the infrastructure and social
fabric necessary for a durable peace. The interna-
tional community must be prepared to commit the
necessary, significant resources to do so over an
extended period of time. 

I N T E R N A T I O N A L  A S S I S T A N C E

The international community should assist the
government of Burundi and local organizations in:

° Protection and security. If peace is to be durable,
the Burundi people must feel secure from both
rebel and governmental abuses. The Office of the
High Commissioner for Human Rights-Burundi
should be strengthened, with support from the
international community, and a staff member des-

ignated to monitor and promote women’s rights.

° Peacekeeping. Once a cease-fire is agreed, an
international peacekeeping force should be mobi-
lized to monitor the cease-fire. This will provide
evidence of the international community’s support
and commitment to the cease-fire and complement
the momentum towards a lasting peace. The
peace-keeping force may also have a role to play
in disarmament and military training.

° Demobilization of soldiers, with particular atten-
tion to child soldiers and youth. The Women’s
Commission had insufficient time to study the
question of child soldiers in depth, but it is an
issue to be taken seriously. Accordingly, no conclu-
sions are drawn on the extent of or the reason for
the problem, but it is not unrelated to poverty and
the lack of alternatives for earning a living.
“Children follow the soldiers because they want to
get something to eat,” one international worker
commented.1 2 0 While the political process deter-
mines the nature of the demobilization, the gov-
ernment of Burundi and the international commu-
nity should begin planning for reintegration of
demobilized soldiers and combatants. In particu-
lar, soldiers will need skills training and access to
legitimate income generation activities to avoid a
return to violence, as will youth if they are to
avoid entering a life of violence. Attention should
also be given to the families of former combatants. 

° Addressing poverty. Underlying much of the con-
flict is income disparity and extreme poverty. As
the UNHCR representative explained to the
Women’s Commission: “All of our focus is on eth-
nic issues. There comes a time when the economic
situation affects reintegration. It is the whole point
of a durable solution.”121 If Burundi is to achieve
peace and stability, attention must be given to
building up its economy and providing equal eco-
nomic opportunities for all Burundians. Micro-
credit and other income-generating programs to
enable women to be self-sufficient should be sup-
ported, recognizing that women may find it impos-
sible to put up commercially required guarantees
or meet standard repayment terms.

° Justice. The justice system must continue to be
strengthened to provide equal access for and pro-
tection of Burundian men and women from all
ethnic groups, regions and backgrounds. Issues of
justice and impunity must be discussed more and
debated more openly if the final proposals are to
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reflect what Burundian men and women want and
if they are to be accepted not only by political
leaders and politicians, but also by the mass of the
population. The various alternatives are compli-
cated and some highly politicized. Most
Burundians have suffered in one way or another as
a result of the violence. There is no easy solution
to the issue, but shying away from discussing the
problems will not contribute to the best solution
nor enable the population to come to terms with
the outcome. It is inevitable at this stage, especial-
ly without more open discussion and debate at all
levels of society, that whatever solution or solu-
tions are opted for, they will be seen by one group
or another as an unacceptable compromise. The
Burundian government should encourage debate
on these issues and the international community
support initiatives to do so in whatever form —
radio, small group meetings, during rest breaks
while women are working in the fields, in schools,
in other fora. 

Finally, the international community should sup-
port the government of Burundi and Burundian
NGOs and individuals in all reconciliation efforts.
Even after a cease-fire is signed, projects to pro-
mote peace and reconciliation will continue to be
needed. There is no instant, easy solution to the
various, complex problems Burundi faces and all
those involved must appreciate that sustained,
ongoing intervention and support will be neces-
sary. The international community must be pre-
pared to invest in long-term support to
Burundians in their quest for peace.

Three areas that particularly affect women and
merit specific attention are land, HIV/AIDS and
prostitution, and education.

L A N D  I S S U E S

Two inter-linked problems are at issue in relation
to land — the need to provide land to returnees
and women’s rights to land.

Many displaced persons, inside Burundi or as
refugees in exile, have lost land and homes. These
will need to be restored to them and their homes
reconstructed if they are to be able to return. In
some cases, the availability of land will be a pre-
condition for return. Many of those who left in
1972, sometimes referred to as the “sans address-
es” or “sans terre” — those without addresses or

without land — and those who have been internal-
ly displaced for a lengthy period may genuinely
have nowhere to return to because their land has
been taken over or their property destroyed.
Specific attention should be given to addressing
their needs for land. Access to land has been iden-
tified as possibly the main factor in the decision of
the 1972 refugees to return or not.1 2 2

As UNHCR noted, “[i]f the availability and distri-
bution of land is not resolved satisfactorily it
could very easily become a source of renewed con-
flict.” UNHCR has expressed the intention of con-
ducting a study together with the government,
Committee IV of the Arusha Peace Agreement on
Reconstruction and Development and develop-
ment partners in Burundi on land availability and
usage, including legal and environmental aspects.
Land that has been occupied by others since being
left by refugees also needs to be identified. The
Women’s Commission stresses the importance of
such a survey and encourages its completion at the
earliest opportunity.123

The Arusha Peace Agreement provides for “fair
compensation and/or indemnification” if land can-
not be recovered, but as one government official,
talking of the political versus the practical aspects
of the Peace Agreement, told the Women’s
Commission: “A just compensation — what’s
that?”1 2 4

Women, especially women heads of households,
are particularly vulnerable if they do not have
access to land, as is the case with many IDPs now
and will be the case with returnees if this issue is
not addressed beforehand. At present, women
have no right in law to own or inherit land. In
practice there are complicated circumstances when
women may be allowed to occupy and work land
after the death of a husband or father, but they
have no right to do so in law.

The Association of Women Lawyers has been
examining the current laws relating to land and
the right of succession and a group network of
local and international NGOs, spearheaded by
OCHA, is just beginning to study the area togeth-
er.125 Initiatives to inform women of their rights
and raise awareness of the issues has already been
carried out by, among others, the Women’s Center
for Peace, Studio Ijambo and UNIFEM.1 2 6

Access to land, including reclamation of lost land

30 W o m e n ’ s  C o m m i s s i o n  f o r  R e f u g e e  W o m e n  a n d  C h i l d r e n



or compensation, will be a major issue on the road
to peace. The international community should
encourage initiatives to ensure equal access to land
ownership and inheritance for men and women
both at the legal and at the practical level. Even if
there is a change in law, there will be a great need
for awareness raising to ensure its application. The
specific needs of women-headed households in
relation to access to land and shelter will need to
be addressed.

B A R T E R I N G  S E X  F O R  S U R V I V A L
A N D  H I V / A I D S

Without any form of income and occupation, the
Women’s Commission was told that women and
young girls were increasingly turning to prostitution
as a result of the ongoing conflict. Those in IDP
camps, or otherwise displaced in urban or rural
areas, are especially vulnerable. One organization
explained: “When people were living in the [IDP
and regroupment] sites we saw many problems,
promiscuity, prostitution, AIDS. But now these are
lower when people return to the collines [hills]. Any
family situation, stability, helps.”127 Nevertheless,
even once the conflict is over, HIV/AIDS spikes dur-
ing the conflict mean heightened post-conflict risk. 

The Women’s Commission was repeatedly told
that “prostitution” had increased in recent years
along with poverty, although this is obviously hard
to measure. “In the crisis we lost many good val-
ues,” Spès Manirakiza, director of the Women’s
Center for Peace, told the Women’s Commission.1 2 8

“Women’s problems came to the surface. Women

tell me, ‘We live here without anything. We need
salt, vegetables, lenga lenga,1 2 9 aubergines (egg-
plant). We are obliged to sell ourselves because we
know we would die tomorrow because of hunger
otherwise.’ “ About one woman, Ms. Manirakiza
said: “She would prefer to feed her baby and die
herself of AIDS. She earned 100 francs [about 10
cents].” The immediate need to feed starving chil-
dren overrides the humiliation and known risks
involved.1 3 0 “Women say they can’t abstain when
their children are dying of hunger. They see it as
inescapable,” said the president of an organization
working with orphans whose parents died from
AIDS, La Famille pour Vaincre le SIDA (FVS — A
Family for Defeating AIDS). “It’s not really prosti-
tution. It might just be occasional. If a man gives
her 20 francs (about 2 cents) for salt she accepts.
It’s not as though she is doing it as a job.”131 The
reasons for “prostitution” are complex, but the
decision to enter into barter sex is most frequently
the absence of adequate income. Until alternative
income-generating possibilities are available to
women, bartering sex for survival will likely
remain. 

Inevitably the risk and prevalence of HIV/AIDS
has increased as a result. Generally, it is said that
20 percent of the urban population is HIV-posi-
tive. The percentage in rural areas is said to be 6-8
percent, although some think that the figure in
rural areas is closer to 20 percent also.1 3 2 In 1998,
20 percent of women tested in the provincial town
of Gitega were found to be HIV-positive and
among them 24 percent of the women under 20
were HIV-positive. Forty-two percent of sex work-
ers tested in the capital city, Bujumbura, in 1993
were found to be HIV-positive.1 3 3

Condom use is disliked by men and is thus rare
(1.5 percent now and 4 percent before the cri-
sis).1 3 4 ABUBEF, a women’s organization that
works in reproductive health in Bujumbura and
outside the capital city, told the Women’s
Commission that a survey had been carried out
showing that women did not use contraception
because men would not agree to it. They therefore
made a point of targeting men, including youth, in
their AIDS prevention and family planning educa-
tion and in supplying free condoms.135 The
Women’s Commission was told on more than one
occasion that a belief existed that sexual inter-
course with very young girls does not carry the
risk of HIV/AIDS.1 3 6 Another reason given for
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A reproductive health clinic in Buyenzi-Ruvumera,
Bujumbura, run by the women’s organization
ABUBEF. This NGO also runs a barber’s shop that
gives away free condoms and a restaurant that screens
health education videos.



knowingly risking unprotected sexual intercourse
was summed up for the Women’s Commission: “If
you can die tomorrow by a bullet, why worry
about AIDS?”1 3 7

Both international and local organizations, as well
as the government, have, albeit only relatively
recently, begun awareness raising and education
campaigns in different parts of the country and in
schools, but programs are fragmented and too few
in number. “Their impact has been marginal. The
crisis gives the justification to politicians, local
authorities, even us to an extent, to say ‘Let’s
think about AIDS another time, we have a war’.
More needs to be done,” the resident representa-
tive of UNDP told the Women’s Commission.
Better coordination of the various programs is
required. And yet, he said, AIDS is the main cause
of death in Burundi after malaria. Although there
is a national plan, there has been little action in
the field and that is where more concrete action is
required, he noted.1 3 8

The level of HIV/AIDS awareness is difficult to
assess. Other individuals and organizations told
the Women’s Commission that awareness and pre-
vention campaigns were slow to get off the
ground, sometimes for political or religious rea-
sons, although that is now changing. The subject
needs to be opened up for discussion. The
Women’s Commission heard of some initiatives to
do so, including raising the issue in youth meet-
ings, literacy classes for youth and for adults, and
in peace and reconciliation initiatives. 

E D U C A T I O N  

There are an estimated 1.1 million children of pri-
mary school age (7-12) in Burundi and only 37
percent of these children were in school in 1999;
approximately two-thirds of Burundi’s primary
aged children (about 600,000) did not attend
school in 1999.1 3 9 Less than 9 percent of the 13-
19 age group attend school.1 4 0 At university level,
differential access is even more pronounced.
There are very few Hutu students and only one
Twa, and regional imbalances are particularly
marked. Burundi has fewer university students
than any other African country.1 4 1 Although the
government allocates a high percentage of its bud-
get to education, the amount spent on each pri-
mary school child is significantly less than on
each secondary child and again significantly less

than on each university student.142

The literacy rate for men in Burundi is 49 percent
and a mere 22 percent for women (compared with
66 percent and 46 percent, respectively, in Africa
generally).143 School attendance rates for girls are
well below those for boys (44 percent in primary
school, 30 percent in secondary school and 25 per-
cent at university level).1 4 4 There has been an
increase in non-formal education by untrained
teachers, and girls have especially benefited from
this. However, the quality of teaching is markedly
lower than that given in schools and this cannot
be a substitute for formal primary education for
either boys or girls.145

Female literacy has a bearing on the provision of
health and nutrition to their children, as well as
psycho-social development. The mothers’ educa-
tional level has been significantly linked with
decreasing infant and maternal mortality, falling
fertility rates, improved levels of infant and child
development and enhanced social outcomes for
children.

“In our culture, many families prefer to send their
boys to school, while the girls remain at home. We
need to make women aware of the importance of
sending girls to school,” one mother told the
Women’s Commission.1 4 6 Another reason for non-
attendance at school is simple poverty. 

Primary school fees are 1,000 Burundi francs ($1)
a year; in addition, school uniform and basic
materials must be purchased. This is simply too
much for most families. Although there is appar-
ently a government scheme to pay fees for children
who cannot otherwise afford to go to school, none
of the women the Women’s Commission spoke
with had benefited from such a scheme.147 Some
displaced women told the Women’s Commission
they had not even applied as they did not believe
there was any chance of succeeding.148 On the con-
trary, some women told the delegation that they
had asked and had been refused assistance, and
others said they had not even asked for assistance
as they knew it would be hopeless.1 4 9 A UN official
told the Women’s Commission that in one IDP
camp, a child had been expelled for not paying the
fees.1 5 0 If there is insufficient money in a family to
send all children to school, boys tend to be
favored over girls.1 5 1

As mentioned above, Tutsi have predominated in
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the civil service, judiciary and army and there has
been differential access to education for decades.
Tutsi children have been favored over Hutu chil-
dren and Tutsi children from certain regions
favored more than others. If a more even ethnic
balance is to be achieved in the civil service, judi-
ciary and army, as is required in the Arusha Peace
Agreement, those who have been excluded to date
must be educated sufficiently to carry out their
responsibilities.1 5 2 The same applies to girls. Unless
access to education becomes equal for all, the
exclusion or favoritism that is at the heart of
Burundi’s violence will remain and the Peace
Agreement will be unsustainable. All groups from
all regions, girls and boys, must benefit from equal
access to education at all levels.

At this fragile stage of the peace process, improve-
ments in equal access for all children from whatev-
er region and of whatever ethnicity must be visible
and implemented soon. Rather than redistribute
current resources to achieve a better balance,
which could be perceived as threatening by the
more favored group, more investment needs to be
made to provide the less favored with the same
opportunities. This is money that can only come
from international donors. The government allo-
cates a very high percentage of its budget, approx-
imately 21 percent, to education, and there would
appear to be no room for expansion.1 5 3 Inter-
national donors cut aid to education by over 70
percent after the 1996 coup, having a disastrous
impact on the education budget.1 5 4 Education
should now be a priority for donor funding. Some
donors, such as the European Union, are now

planning to reinvest in education, and some inter-
national NGOs are already involved, but a signifi-
cant injection of funding and support will be need-
ed if it is to have the necessary and quick impact
at this stage of the peace process. 

It is not only a question of improved access to
schools. Displacement has impaired effective study.
Many children’s attendance at school has been
interrupted. In addition, the psychological effect of
the conflict on their ability to learn also has to be
taken into consideration. Many schools have been
destroyed in the course of the conflict and need to
be restored. Likewise there is a chronic shortage of
qualified teachers, heightened by the violence and
population movements. Teachers have fled, been
killed or have chosen not to work in rural areas.
Significant support must be given to teacher train-
ing, and emphasis should be both on quality and
quantity.1 5 5

Today the government aims to achieve universal
primary education and to get more children into
secondary school.1 5 6 The international community
should support universal free primary education
for all ethnic groups and in all geographic areas. If
fees continue to be charged, the poor and girls will
continue to be adversely affected. The level of sup-
port required to cover fees for all primary school
aged children is minimal although other support
will also be required. Rebuilding schools, teacher
training and access to educational materials are
also education priorities. Action now on this issue
will result in fewer problems following repatria-
tion and during the reintegration phase, so con-
tributing to a greater likelihood of securing peace.
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V I I I .  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

To the government of Burundi

° Respect international humanitarian law and
human rights law, with particular reference to
the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement

° Provide protection to the civilian population

° Provide protection to humanitarian aid agencies
so they can carry out humanitarian assistance
programs wherever they are required, in partic-
ular to the displaced population

° Continue to negotiate for a cease-fire

° Involve women more fully in the peace process

° Implement conditions of the Peace Agreement in
a timely manner and in good faith

° Allow inhabitants of any remaining regroupment
camps to leave if they so wish and provide pro-
tection for them if they do; allow any to stay
who may not wish to return home

° Promote gender equality, including at govern-
mental level

° Focus more on the issue of prevention of
HIV/AIDS

° Improve communication and coordination with
the UN

° Make efforts to ensure free education and access
to all primary school aged children

° Intensify efforts to address land issues

° Encourage more debate on the issue of justice

To the rebel forces continuing to fight in Burundi

° Respect international humanitarian law and
human rights law, with particular reference to
the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement

° Refrain from targeting and attacking civilians

° Allow humanitarian aid agencies to carry out
humanitarian assistance programs in security
wherever they are required, in particular to the
displaced population

° Continue to negotiate for a cease-fire

To the United Nations

° Strengthen the UN presence in Burundi

° Provide strong, competent leadership for OCHA
as a matter of the utmost priority

° Consider the appointment of a focal point for
IDPs

° Disseminate the Guiding Principles on Internal
Displacement widely and provide regular and
repeated training sessions to UN, national and
international workers

° Complete the inter-agency IDP survey currently
underway as a matter of urgency; designate full-
time staff to speed up its completion, coordinate
its execution and the analysis of the data; seek
greater coordination and involvement of inter-
national NGOs and governmental players

° Demand that IDPs receive protection from the
government 

° Continue to work with NGOs and the govern-
ment to enhance security for aid workers

° Maintain a “go-slow” approach to repatriation
of refugees from Tanzania 

° Ensure inclusion of women in the repatriation
plans and begin discussions with them at the
earliest opportunity

° Develop more and stronger links and partner-
ships with local NGOs and national institutions

° Interpret humanitarian assistance in the broadest
sense and put in place plans for the resumption
of development aid, particularly in areas where
fighting has ceased

° Provide more resources and pay greater attention
to prevent and limit the spread of HIV/AIDS

To international donors

° Continue to provide support to the peace
process, in particular supporting women-led ini-
tiatives that promote peace and reconciliation

° Continue to provide support for humanitarian
assistance, permitting flexibility in its manage-
ment to enable aid agencies to reach now inac-
cessible populations

° Interpret humanitarian assistance in the widest
sense

° Put in place plans for the resumption of develop-
ment aid

° Encourage the Burundi government and the
rebels to provide greater protection to the civil-
ian population and to those providing humani-
tarian assistance

° Encourage respect for international human rights
and humanitarian law, with particular reference
to the Guiding Principles on Internal
Displacement

° Encourage the UN to assert greater leadership
regarding IDPs, particularly in naming a strong
director of the OCHA office and/or designating
another lead agency for IDPs

° Reinforce that a “go-slow” approach to repatria-
tion is in the interest of Burundi, host countries
such as Tanzania and UNHCR
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° Support free universal primary education now,
with additional assistance for repair to damaged
infrastructure, teacher training and educational
materials

To international NGOs

° Interpret humanitarian assistance in the widest
sense

° Continue to work with the UN and others to
enhance security for civilians and aid workers

° Develop more and stronger links with local
NGOs and national institutions

° Improve cross-border contact and collaboration
with appropriate programs elsewhere

To the government of Tanzania

° Maintain open borders for Burundian refugees

° Continue to refrain from the forced return of
refugees

A c r o n y m s  a n d  A b b r e v i a t i o n s

AIDS Acquired immuno-deficiency syndrome
CAFOB Collective of Burundian Women’s 

Associations and NGOs (Collectif des 
Associations et ONGs Feminines du 
Burundi)

CNEB Conseil National des Eglises du Burundi 
(Burundi National Council of Churches)

DRC Democratic Republic of Congo
EU European Union
FDD Forces for the Defense of Democracy 

(Forces pour la défense de la démocratie)
FNL PALIPEHUTU-FNL — National Force 

for Liberation (Forces nationales pour la 
liberation)

FRODEBU Front of Burundi Democrats (Front 
des Démocrates du Burundi)

GNP Gross National Product
HIV Human immuno-deficiency virus
IDPs Internally displaced persons
IMC Implementing Monitoring Committee
NGO Non-governmental organization
OAU Organization of African Unity
OHCHROffice of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights
OCHA Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Assistance
STD Sexually transmitted disease
UN United Nations
UNDP United Nations Development Program
UNFPA United Nations Population Fund
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees
UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund
UNIFEM United Nations Development Fund for 

Women
UPRONA National Unity and Progress Party 

(Parti de l’Union et du Progrès National)
WFP World Food Program
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O r g a n i z a t i o n s  a n d
I n d i v i d u a l s  M e t  D u r i n g
M i s s i o n  ( B u r u n d i ,  u n l e s s
o t h e r w i s e  s p e c i f i e d )

Administrator of Gatumba zone
ADRA / Adventist Development and Relief Agency
ABUBEF / Association Burundaise pour le Bien-

être Familial (Burundian Association for the 
Family Well-being)

American Embassy, the Ambassador and the 
Second Secretary

AOVG / Assistance aux Orphelins et Veuves  
Victimes du Génocide (Assistance to Orphan and  
Widow Victims of Genocide)

Association des Femmes Juristes (Association of  
Women Lawyers)

Association des Veuves Pour Secourir les  
Orphelins (Association of Widows to Save  
Orphans)

Association JAMAA
Association Ronderamahoro
Bavyeyi Turerere Uburundi (Parents, let’s educate  

for Burundi)
Governor of Bubanza province 
Bureau for Population, Refugees and Migration,  

US Department of State, Washington
CAFOB / Conseil des Associations et ONG  

Feminin du Burundi (The Collective of  
Burundian Women’s Associations and Groups)

Catholic Relief Services
Center for the Study of Forced Migration,  

University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania
Children’s Aid Direct
Comité Provincial Chargé de la Protection des  

Droits de l’Enfant à Bubanza (Provincial  
Committee for the Protection of Children’s  
Rights in Bubanza)

Concern Worldwide
Concertation des Collectifs d’Associations  

Féminines de la Région des Grands-Lacs  
(Consultative Group of Great Lakes Women’s  
Group Collectives)

Conseil National des Eglises du Burundi (National  
Council of Churches of Burundi)

Dushigikirane (Let’s support each other)
Dushirehamwe (Let’s reconcile)
Dutezimbere ubworozi (Let’s advance husbandry)
European Community Humanitarian Office,  

Bujumbura and Brussels
European Union, Delegate
FVS / La Famille Pour Vaincre le SIDA (A Family  

for Defeating AIDS)
Human Rights Watch
IGGA / Ishirahamwe ryo Guteza imbere
Abakenyezi n’Abana (Association for the Progress  

of Women and Children)
International Medical Corps
International Alert
International Human Rights Law Group
International Rescue Committee
Jesuit Refugee Services
Karinzi in Mutambu commune, Bujumbura Rural  

province, Local Administrator
Ligue Iteka
Libejeune
Ministry of Home Affairs, Dar es Salaam,  

Tanzania
Ministry of Social Action and the Advancement of  

Women, Chef du Cabinet and Economic Advisor 
Ministry of Reintegration and Resettlement of  
Displaced and Repatriated Persons, Chef du  
Cabinet

MUCO (light)
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian  

Affairs
Office of Foreign Development Assistance,  

Washington and Bujumbura
Refugees International
Reseau Femmes Pour La Paix (Network Women  

for Peace)
Reso / Rassemblement, Echange, et Solution entre  

ONG (network of international NGOs)
Rumuri (torch)
Search for Common Ground
SASB / Solidarité Pour Aider les Sinistrés  

Burundais (Solidarity to Help Burundian Disaster  
Victims) 

Shirukubute (Be active!)
UNDP, Resident Representative
UNFPA, Representative and Assistant  

Representative
UNHCR, Bujumbura (Representative and other  

staff) and Dar es Salaam (Senior Protection  
Officer)

UNICEF, Assistant Project Officer Children in  
Need of Special Protection

UNIFEM
Women’s Center for Peace
WFP
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INTRODUCTION: SCOPE AND PURPOSE

1. These Guiding Principles address the specific needs of
internally displaced persons worldwide. They identify rights
and guarantees relevant to the protection of persons from
forced displacement and to their protection and assistance
during displacement as well as during return or resettlement
and reintegration. 

2. For the purposes of these Principles, internally displaced
persons are persons or groups of persons who have been
forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of
habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to
avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized
violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-
made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally
recognized State border. 

3. These Principles reflect and are consistent with international 
human rights law and international humanitarian law. They
provide guidance to: 

(a) The Representative of the Secretary-General on internally 
displaced persons in carrying out his mandate; 

(b) States when faced with the phenomenon of internal 
displacement; 

(c) All other authorities, groups and persons in their relations
with internally displaced persons; and 

(d) Intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations
when addressing internal displacement. 

4. These Guiding Principles should be disseminated and
applied as widely as possible. 

SECTION I—GENERAL PRINCIPLES 

Principle 1 

1. Internally displaced persons shall enjoy, in full equality, the
same rights and freedoms under international and domestic
law as do other persons in their country. They shall not be 
discriminated against in the enjoyment of any rights and 
freedoms on the ground that they are internally displaced. 

2. These Principles are without prejudice to individual criminal
responsibility under international law, in particular relating to
genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes. 

Principle 2 

1. These Principles shall be observed by all authorities, groups
and persons irrespective of their legal status and applied with-
out any adverse distinction. The observance of these Principles
shall not affect the legal status of any authorities, groups or
persons involved. 

2. These Principles shall not be interpreted as restricting, mod-
ifying or impairing the provisions of any international human
rights or international humanitarian law instrument or rights
granted to persons under domestic law. In particular, these
Principles are without prejudice to the right to seek and enjoy
asylum in other countries. 

Principle 3 

1. National authorities have the primary duty and responsibili-
ty to provide protection and humanitarian assistance to inter-
nally displaced persons within their jurisdiction. 

2. Internally displaced persons have the right to request and to

receive protection and humanitarian assistance from these
authorities. They shall not be persecuted or punished for mak-
ing such a request. 

Principle 4 

1. These Principles shall be applied without discrimination of
any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion or belief,
political or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin,
legal or social status, age, disability, property, birth, or on any
other similar criteria. 

2. Certain internally displaced persons, such as children, espe-
cially unaccompanied minors, expectant mothers, mothers
with young children, female heads of household, persons with
disabilities and elderly persons, shall be entitled to protection
and assistance required by their condition and to treatment
which takes into account their special needs. 

SECTION II–PRINCIPLES RELATING TO 
PROTECTION FROM DISPLACEMENT 

Principle 5 

All authorities and international actors shall respect and
ensure respect for their obligations under international law,
including human rights and humanitarian law, in all circum-
stances, so as to prevent and avoid conditions that might lead
to displacement of persons. 

Principle 6 

1. Every human being shall have the right to be protected
against being arbitrarily displaced from his or her home or
place of habitual residence. 

2. The prohibition of arbitrary displacement includes dis-
placement: 

(a) When it is based on policies of apartheid, “ethnic cleansing”
or similar practices aimed at/or resulting in altering the ethnic,
religious or racial composition of the affected population; 

(b) In situations of armed conflict, unless the security of the
civilians involved or imperative military reasons so demand; 

(c) In cases of large-scale development projects, which are not
justified by compelling and overriding public interests; 

(d) In cases of disasters, unless the safety and health of those
affected requires their evacuation; and 

(e) When it is used as a collective punishment. 

3. Displacement shall last no longer than required by the cir-
cumstances. 

Principle 7 

1. Prior to any decision requiring the displacement of persons,
the authorities concerned shall ensure that all feasible alterna-
tives are explored in order to avoid displacement altogether.
Where no alternatives exist, all measures shall be taken to
minimize displacement and its adverse effects. 

2. The authorities undertaking such displacement shall ensure,
to the greatest practicable extent, that proper accommodation
is provided to the displaced persons, that such displacements
are effected in satisfactory conditions of safety, nutrition,
health and hygiene, and that members of the same family are
not separated. 

3. If displacement occurs in situations other than during the 

42 W o m e n ’ s  C o m m i s s i o n  f o r  R e f u g e e  W o m e n  a n d  C h i l d r e n

G U I D I N G  P R I N C I P L E S  O N  I N T E R N A L  D I S P L A C E M E N T



emergency stages of armed conflicts and disasters, the follow-
ing guarantees shall be complied with: 

(a) A specific decision shall be taken by a State authority
empowered by law to order such measures; 

(b) Adequate measures shall be taken to guarantee to those to 
be displaced full information on the reasons and procedures
for their displacement and, where applicable, on compensation
and relocation; 

(c) The free and informed consent of those to be displaced
shall be sought; 

(d) The authorities concerned shall endeavour to involve those
affected, particularly women, in the planning and management
of their relocation; 

(e) Law enforcement measures, where required, shall be car-
ried out by competent legal authorities; and 

(f) The right to an effective remedy, including the review of
such decisions by appropriate judicial authorities, shall be
respected. 

Principle 8 

Displacement shall not be carried out in a manner that violates
the rights to life, dignity, liberty and security of those affected. 

Principle 9 

States are under a particular obligation to protect against the
displacement of indigenous peoples, minorities, peasants, pas-
toralists and other groups with a special dependency on and
attachment to their lands. 

SECTION III–PRINCIPLES RELATING TO 
PROTECTION DURING DISPLACEMENT 

Principle 10 

1. Every human being has the inherent right to life which shall
be protected by law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his
or her life. Internally displaced persons shall be protected in
particular against: 

(a) Genocide; 

(b) Murder; 

(c) Summary or arbitrary executions; and 

(d) Enforced disappearances, including abduction or unac-
knowledged detention, threatening or resulting in death. 

Threats and incitement to commit any of the foregoing acts
shall be prohibited. 

2. Attacks or other acts of violence against internally displaced 
persons who do not or no longer participate in hostilities are 
prohibited in all circumstances. Internally displaced persons
shall be protected, in particular, against: 

(a) Direct or indiscriminate attacks or other acts of violence,
including the creation of areas wherein attacks on civilians are
permitted; 

(b) Starvation as a method of combat; 

(c) Their use to shield military objectives from attack or to
shield, favour or impede military operations; 

(d) Attacks against their camps or settlements; and 

(e) The use of anti-personnel landmines. 

Principle 11 

1. Every human being has the right to dignity and physical,
mental and moral integrity. 

2. Internally displaced persons, whether or not their liberty
has been restricted, shall be protected in particular against: 

(a) Rape, mutilation, torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment, and other outrages upon personal
dignity, such as acts of gender-specific violence, forced prosti-
tution and any form of indecent assault; 

(b) Slavery or any contemporary form of slavery, such as sale
into marriage, sexual exploitation, or forced labour of chil-
dren; and 

(c) Acts of violence intended to spread terror among internally
displaced persons. 

Threats and incitement to commit any of the foregoing acts
shall be prohibited. 

Principle 12 

1. Every human being has the right to liberty and security of
person. No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest or
detention.

2. To give effect to this right for internally displaced persons,
they shall not be interned in or confined to a camp. If in
exceptional circumstances such internment or confinement is
absolutely necessary, it shall not last longer than required by
the circumstances. 

3. Internally displaced persons shall be protected from discrim-
inatory arrest and detention as a result of their displacement. 

4. In no case shall internally displaced persons be taken
hostage. 

Principle 13 

1. In no circumstances shall displaced children be recruited
nor be required or permitted to take part in hostilities. 

2. Internally displaced persons shall be protected against 
discriminatory practices of recruitment into any armed forces
or groups as a result of their displacement. In particular any
cruel, inhuman or degrading practices that compel compliance
or punish non-compliance with recruitment are prohibited in
all circumstances. 

Principle 14 

1. Every internally displaced person has the right to liberty of 
movement and freedom to choose his or her residence. 

2. In particular, internally displaced persons have the right to
move freely in and out of camps or other settlements. 

Principle 15 

Internally displaced persons have: 

(a) The right to seek safety in another part of the country; 

(b) The right to leave their country; 

(c) The right to seek asylum in another country; and 

(d) The right to be protected against forcible return to or 
resettlement in any place where their life, safety, liberty and/or 
health would be at risk. 

Principle 16 

1. All internally displaced persons have the right to know the
fate and whereabouts of missing relatives. 

2. The authorities concerned shall endeavour to establish the
fate and whereabouts of internally displaced persons reported
missing, and cooperate with relevant international organiza-
tions engaged in this task. They shall inform the next of kin on
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the progress of the investigation and notify them of any result.

3. The authorities concerned shall endeavour to collect and
identify the mortal remains of those deceased, prevent their
despoliation or mutilation, and facilitate the return of those
remains to the next of kin or dispose of them respectfully. 

4. Grave sites of internally displaced persons should be pro-
tected and respected in all circumstances. Internally displaced
persons should have the right of access to the grave sites of
their deceased relatives. 

Principle 17 

1. Every human being has the right to respect of his or her
family life. 

2. To give effect to this right for internally displaced persons,
family members who wish to remain together shall be allowed
to do so. 

3. Families which are separated by displacement should be
reunited as quickly as possible. All appropriate steps shall be
taken to expedite the reunion of such families, particularly
when children are involved. The responsible authorities shall
facilitate inquiries made by family members and encourage
and cooperate with the work of humanitarian organizations
engaged in the task of family reunification. 

4. Members of internally displaced families whose personal
liberty has been restricted by internment or confinement in
camps shall have the right to remain together. 

Principle 18

1. All internally displaced persons have the right to an ade-
quate standard of living. 

2. At the minimum, regardless of the circumstances, and with-
out discrimination, competent authorities shall provide inter-
nally displaced persons with and ensure safe access to: 

(a) Essential food and potable water; 

(b) Basic shelter and housing; 

(c) Appropriate clothing; and 

(d) Essential medical services and sanitation. 

3. Special efforts should be made to ensure the full participa-
tion of women in the planning and distribution of these basic
supplies. 

Principle 19 

1. All wounded and sick internally displaced persons as well as
those with disabilities shall receive to the fullest extent practi-
cable and with the least possible delay, the medical care and
attention they require, without distinction on any grounds
other than medical ones. When necessary, internally displaced
persons shall have access to psychological and social services. 

2. Special attention should be paid to the health needs of
women, including access to female health care providers and
services, such as reproductive health care, as well as appropri-
ate counselling for victims of sexual and other abuses. 

3. Special attention should also be given to the prevention of 
contagious and infectious diseases, including AIDS, among
internally displaced persons. 

Principle 20 

1. Every human being has the right to recognition everywhere
as a person before the law. 

2. To give effect to this right for internally displaced persons,
the authorities concerned shall issue to them all documents
necessary for the enjoyment and exercise of their legal rights,
such as passports, personal identification documents, birth cer-
tificates and marriage certificates. In particular, the authorities
shall facilitate the issuance of new documents or the replace-
ment of documents lost in the course of displacement, without
imposing unreasonable conditions, such as requiring the return
to one’s area of habitual residence in order to obtain these or
other required documents. 

3. Women and men shall have equal rights to obtain such nec-
essary documents and shall have the right to have such docu-
mentation issued in their own names. 

Principle 21

1. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of property and pos-
sessions.

2. The property and possessions of internally displaced per-
sons shall in all circumstances be protected, in particular,
against the following acts: 

(a) Pillage; 

(b) Direct or indiscriminate attacks or other acts of violence; 

(c) Being used to shield military operations or objectives; 

(d) Being made the object of reprisal; and 

(e) Being destroyed or appropriated as a form of collective 
punishment. 

3. Property and possessions left behind by internally displaced
persons should be protected against destruction and arbitrary
and illegal appropriation, occupation or use. 

Principle 22 

1. Internally displaced persons, whether or not they are living
in camps, shall not be discriminated against as a result of their 
displacement in the enjoyment of the following rights: 

(a) The rights to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or
belief, opinion and expression; 

(b) The right to seek freely opportunities for employment and
to participate in economic activities; 

(c) The right to associate freely and participate equally in com-
munity affairs; 

(d) The right to vote and to participate in governmental and
public affairs, including the right to have access to the means
necessary to exercise this right; and 

(e) The right to communicate in a language they understand. 

Principle 23 

1. Every human being has the right to education. 

2. To give effect to this right for internally displaced persons,
the authorities concerned shall ensure that such persons, in
particular displaced children, receive education which shall be
free and compulsory at the primary level. Education should
respect their cultural identity, language and religion. 

3. Special efforts should be made to ensure the full and equal 
participation of women and girls in educational programmes. 

4. Education and training facilities shall be made available to 
internally displaced persons, in particular adolescents and
women, whether or not living in camps, as soon as conditions
permit. 
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SECTION IV—PRINCIPLES RELATING TO 
HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE 

Principle 24 
1. All humanitarian assistance shall be carried out in accor-
dance with the principles of humanity and impartiality and
without discrimination. 

2. Humanitarian assistance to internally displaced persons shall
not be diverted, in particular for political or military reasons. 

Principle 25 
1. The primary duty and responsibility for providing humani-
tarian assistance to internally displaced persons lies with
national authorities. 

2. International humanitarian organizations and other appro-
priate actors have the right to offer their services in support of
the internally displaced. Such an offer shall not be regarded as
an unfriendly act or an interference in a State’s internal affairs
and shall be considered in good faith. Consent thereto shall
not be arbitrarily withheld, particularly when authorities con-
cerned are unable or unwilling to provide the required human-
itarian assistance. 

3. All authorities concerned shall grant and facilitate the free
passage of humanitarian assistance and grant persons engaged
in the provision of such assistance rapid and unimpeded access
to the internally displaced. 

Principle 26 
Persons engaged in humanitarian assistance, their transport
and supplies shall be respected and protected. They shall not
be the object of attack or other acts of violence. 

Principle 27 
1. International humanitarian organizations and other appro-
priate actors when providing assistance should give due regard
to the protection needs and human rights of internally dis-
placed persons and take appropriate measures in this regard.
In so doing, these organizations and actors should respect rele-
vant international standards and codes of conduct. 

2. The preceding paragraph is without prejudice to the protec-
tion responsibilities of international organizations mandated
for this purpose, whose services may be offered or requested
by States. 

SECTION V–PRINCIPLES RELATING TO
RETURN, RESETTLEMENT AND REINTEGRA-
TION 

Principle 28 
1. Competent authorities have the primary duty and responsi-
bility to establish conditions, as well as provide the means,
which allow internally displaced persons to return voluntarily,
in safety and with dignity, to their homes or places of habitual
residence, or to resettle voluntarily in another part of the
country. Such authorities shall endeavour to facilitate the rein-
tegration of returned or resettled internally displaced persons. 

2. Special efforts should be made to ensure the full participa-
tion of internally displaced persons in the planning and man-
agement of their return or resettlement and reintegration. 

Principle 29 
1. Internally displaced persons who have returned to their
homes or places of habitual residence or who have resettled in

another part of the country shall not be discriminated against
as a result of their having been displaced. They shall have the
right to participate fully and equally in public affairs at all lev-
els and have equal access to public services. 

2. Competent authorities have the duty and responsibility to
assist returned and/or resettled internally displaced persons to
recover, to the extent possible, their property and possessions
which they left behind or were dispossessed of upon their dis-
placement. When recovery of such property and possessions is
not possible, competent authorities shall provide or assist these
persons in obtaining appropriate compensation or another
form of just reparation. 

Principle 30 
All authorities concerned shall grant and facilitate for interna-
tional humanitarian organizations and other appropriate
actors, in the exercise of their respective mandates, rapid and
unimpeded access to internally displaced persons to assist in
their return or resettlement and reintegration.
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W O M E N ’ S
C O M M I S S I O N
for refugee women & childrenw

Women’s Commission for
Refugee Women and Children

122 East 42nd Street
New York, NY 10168-1289

tel. 212.551.3111 or 3088
fax. 212.551.3180

e-mail.wcrwc@theIRC.org
www.womenscommission.org


