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The formal stages of the political transition 
in Burundi are drawing to a close with the 
elections now completed. The newly elected 
president, Pierre Nkurunziza, was installed on 
26 August 2005 and the final set of elections, 
for the collines, was held on 23 September. 
The whole process was carried out with far 
less intimidation and violence than many 
observers had predicted and turnout was gen-
erally high, indicating a considerable level of 
popular support for a peaceful outcome. Most 
of the disturbances that did occur were laid 
at the door of Party for the Liberation of the 
Hutu People – Forces for National Liberation   
PALIPEHUTU-FNL, the party of Agathon 
Rwasa and the only armed group still outside 
the transitional process, and the Burundian 
National Defence Force (BNDF). 

It is not our intention to analyse the elec-
tion results here, however. What concerns us 
in this short piece is to look at the DDR (dis-
armament, demobilisation and reintegration) 
process as it is being executed in Burundi. It 
is important to begin by looking at the role 
of DDR in an overall peace process. Massimo 
Fusato defines the disarmament, demobilisa-
tion and reintegration of ex-combatants as 
follows:1

Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reinte- 
gration (DDR) of ex-combatants is a first 
step in the transition from war to peace. 

Demilitarisation can be used in time of peace 
as well, to reduce the size of armed forces and 
redistribute public spending. However DDR 
is much more complicated in a post-conflict 
environment, when different fighting groups 
are divided by animosities and face a real secu-
rity dilemma as they give up their weapons, 
when civil society structures have crumbled, 
and when the economy is stagnant. DDR 
supports the transition from war to peace by 
ensuring a safe environment, transferring ex-
combatants back to civilian life, and enabling 
people to earn livelihood through peaceful 
means instead of war.

The three phases of DDR are interconnected, 
and are both short and long term in orienta-
tion. The short-term goals are the restoration 
of security and stability by means of the 
disarmament of the members of previously 
warring parties. The demobilisation of such 
groups is another fundamental step towards 
the improvement of general security at the 
end of a violent conflict. The more long-term 
goals are the sustainable social and economic 
reintegration of ex-combatants into a peaceful 
society.

There are also conditions that must be met 
before a DDR programme for large numbers 
of ex-combatants can be launched. These 
include establishing adequate security, the sep-
aration of previously warring factions, political 
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agreements, a comprehensive approach and 
sufficient funding.   

The DDR process in Burundi was to be 
implemented according to guidelines provided 
in the Arusha Accord of August 2000 and the 
structures put in place subsequently. The most 
important legal framework for DDR is pro-
vided by the Joint Operations Plan (JOP) of 9 
November 2004 and the National Commission 
for the Disarmament of the Population’s 
(NCDRR) Strategy for Reintegration. The 
objective of the JOP “is to indicate an exhaus-
tive set of procedures and mechanisms for the 
disarmament and the demobilisation of the 
ex-soldiers/ex-combatants of the APPM and 
the Burundian Armed Forces (FAB)’. 

The disarmament and disbandment of 
militias was not included in the JOP. The 
Transitional Government of Burundi pub-
lished a national decree in May 2005 that their 
disarmament and disbanding process would 
be managed under stage 1 of the NCDRR’s 
operational plan.

The concept of operations as outlined in 
the JOP allowed for the completion of DDR 
in two stages:

•  Stage 1: One year was allotted for the vol-
untary disarmament, demobilisation and 
reintegration of members from the ranks of 
the Armed Political Parties and Movements 
(APPMS) and of the FAB. The target was to 
create a Burundian National Defence Force 
(BNDF) of not more than 30,000 men and 
a Burundian National Police (BNP) with a 
maximum size of 20,000, always bearing 
in mind the 50–50 ethnic representivity 
principle for Tutsi and Hutu.

•  Stage 2: Two to four years was envisaged as 
the time frame for ongoing DRR of excess 
soldiers from the BNDF, in order to reduce 
its size to an internationally acceptable and 
affordable security sector structure.

The JOP spelled out the detailed planning for 
the demobilisation process. The plan made 
provision for the members of the APPMs 
to gather in pre-disarmament assembly areas 
(PDAAs) in which they will be disarmed and 
moved to the demobilisation centres (DCs).  
Candidates who volunteered for integration 

into the security forces would follow another 
route to either the BNDF or the BNP. During 
the process the government troops were to 
return to their barracks if the security situation 
permitted, while their weapons were to be 
deposited in armouries. Ex-combatants who 
failed to meet the conditions for recruitment 
into the new army would be demobilised and 
handed over to the NCDDR. The JOP identi-
fied six steps for the DDR of combatants: 

• Step 1:        pre-disarmament assembly or 
cantonment;   

• Step 2:       selection for demobilisation;
• Step 3:       disarmament of demobilising 

combatants;
• Step 4:       combatant status verification;
• Step 5:      demobilisation; 
• Step 6:      discharge.

Although the DDR process in Burundi was 
launched only on 2 December 2004, it had 
been preceded by 14-month period during 
which combatants belonging to rebel groups 
were assembled in 12 PDAAs throughout the 
country.  After a long delay, and contrary to 
expectations, the DDR process went ahead 
smoothly, so much so that stage 1 of demo-
bilisation and disarmament has now been 
completed. This is a remarkable achievement 
given that the NCDRR had estimated that it 
would take one year to complete stage 1 of the 
process, and an additional four years to com-
plete stage 2. The probability that the process 
will be completed in a shorter period bolstered 
faith in the transitional process and helped to 
create a stable environment in the run-up to 
the last round of elections. The disarmament, 
demobilisation and integration of ex-combat-
ants into the BNDF ensured that the transi-
tion process continued and that the elections 
could take place.   

However, the process of disarmament has 
not been free of problems. These are related to 
such matters as accommodation, food, health 
and disputes over rank harmonisation. The tran-
sitional government of Burundi, the African 
Union (AU) Mission in Burundi (AMIB), and 
later the United Nations Operation in Burundi 
(ONUB) however, were able to address these 
problems sufficiently to ensure that the DDR 
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process could continue. 
A number of lessons can be drawn from 

the Burundian process to date. The most salient 
is that those negotiating an end to hostilities 
should exercise great care in avoiding separate 
ceasefire agreements with the various parties. 
These lead to unnecessary animosity between 
parties, and cause endless delays in the 
negotiation and design processes because they 
always contain an element of exclusion. In the 
early stages of the transition, such exclusion 
can well undo all the gains achieved. Ceasefire 
agreements also have a tendency to address 
political aspects rather than other important 
considerations. For example, if not enough 
guidance is given to the security sector, the 
subsequent negotiations may break down and 
hostilities may resume. Leaders should look 
beyond political goals to ensure that any 
agreement provides substantive guidance for 
the processes that follow.

A key factor in to the success of the transi-
tion was that the Burundian authorities and 
role-players were allowed to make their own 
decisions, rather than being forced to accept 
externally-imposed judgements that they did 
not understand. It might be time-consuming 
to engage in extensive debate, but the results 
are worth it in the long term. The role of the 
international bodies is to guide, advise and 
assist the government concerned, and not to 
impose decisions whose implementation will 
be short-lived because they do not carry the 
wholehearted consent of the local authorities.

Much time has apparently been wasted 
during the transition process. However, if one 
measures the quality of the process and gives 
due weight to the need for decision-making 
by the Burundians themselves, the time spent 
can be regarded as a sound investment.  The 
same patience should be practised during the 
early days in office of the newly elected gov-
ernment.

When establishing assembly areas such 
as the one opened by the AU at Muyange, 
government authorities should consider all 
the relevant factors, such as logistical and 
financial support requirements and an appro-
priate strategy to end the process. This could 
prevent stalemates from arising, therefore lim-
iting the chance of failure. Another important 

lesson to be learnt from the AU’s experience 
at Muyange is that when a force must fight 
(or defend), it should ensure that it is ready 
for combat and able to win the firefight.  In 
this way hostile parties are made aware that 
the role of the mission in the country is to be 
taken seriously.

Joint operations (such as those between the 
FAB and the Conseil national pour la défense 
de la démocratic Conseil national pour la 
défense de la démocratic (CNDD) – Forses 
pour la defense de la democratie (FDD) in 
Bujumbura Rural) are risky, but provide an 
excellent opportunity for confidence-build-
ing.

Direct integration of ex-combatants into 
the security forces is a technique that can be 
applied to overcome situations that appear to 
have reached a political impasse. The transi-
tional government used this opportunity very 
well. Though there were some difficulties, 
this action served as a driver that propelled 
the process forward. The initial move towards 
integration also made the other parties think 
about their own positions and how they 
should avoid exclusion from the new army 
and police services.

Strategic planning for reintegration can 
never be done too early.  Political pressures on 
a government to find solutions to the enor-
mous range of tasks associated with the disar-
mament and reintegration of combatants tend 
to become all-consuming. In consequence lit-
tle attention is paid to reintegration planning, 
which is extremely technical and requires not 
only careful design but also logistical support 
that takes time to mobilise within the neces-
sary legal frameworks. Time spent on the 
implementation of the reintegration strategy 
is not wasted, and can contribute greatly to 
preventing of a recurrence of instability in a 
country.

The DDR process in Burundi was once 
regarded as one of the most intractable prob-
lems to be addressed during the transition 
period. The Transitional Government was 
faced with the dilemma of starting DDR with 
the two main APPMs (the CNDD-FDD and 
the FNL) still outside the negotiation proc-
ess. The DDR programme became feasible 
only after the CNDD-FDD signed a peace 
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agreement. Contrary to expectations, disarma-
ment has proceeded well, even though the 
PALIPEHUTU-FNL of Agathon Rwasa has 
remained outside the transitional process. 
DDR has become one of the positive drivers 
of the transition since it started in December 
2004. Although its commencement was 
delayed, most of the disarmament and demo-
bilisation was completed within six months. 
The reintegration process has begun. If DDR 
continues at its current pace, it could be fin-
ished in a shorter time frame than the four 
years projected by the NCDRR. The political 
will of the transitional government and the 
CNDD-FFD have ensured that the short-term 
goals of the JOP have been accomplished, and 
that the elections have taken place in a stable 
environment.

One of the biggest challenges for the future 
will be the reintegration of the ex-combatants 
into civilian life. This process is only just 
beginning. Demobilised ex-combatants were 
given payments to support them for 18 
months, calculated on salary scales in the 
FAB, which allowed the former fighters some 
time for socio-economic integration. The long-
term goal, however, is for them to acquire 
a sustainable social and economic role in a 
peaceful society.

Note

1  Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration 
of ex-combatants <http://www.beyondintractabi-
lity> (1 April 2005).
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