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Introduction:
Often called the “forgotten refugee crisis,” the Burundi refugee crisis, although

having displaced more than half a million people since 2015, is the lowest funded global

situation today. Often disregarded and overshadowed by other major humanitarian crisis

such as the Rohingya and Yemen, the cause only received 40% of the necessary funds

to provide protection of these refugees. Caused by political unrest leading to the

violation of human rights, this crisis has killed more than 1,800 people since 2015.

With socio-economic problems, diseases and the deprivation of basic resources

persisting because of the instability in the home nation, Burundi, a landlocked country in

Eastern Africa, this crisis requires more coverage and more attention. The UNHCR has

stated that they would focus on the Burundi refugee situation, encouraging international

as well as local authorities to help protect these refugees.

Definition of Key Terms:

1. Refugee: Defined by the UNHCR as ““someone who is unable or unwilling to return to

their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of

race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.”

2. Asylum-seeker: Defined by the UNHCR as “ someone whose request for

sanctuary/protection has yet to be processed.” The Burundian usually seek asylum in

neighboring countries such as Rwanda

3. Socio-economic: the social and economic factors that determine an individual’s quality

of life such as income, education, safety, employment, social services, etc.

4. State fragility: Defined by the UNDP as a state being “  incapable of fulfilling its

responsibility as a provider of basic services and public goods, which in turn
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undermines its legitimacy.” This is often due to violent conflict and political tensions

inside the nation.

5. Internal displacement: Defined by the UNHCR as “the displacement of people from

their homes” or simply defined as people who have fled but who have not crossed the

country’s border to find safety. For the Burundi refugee crisis, there are both refugees

and internally displaced people.

6. Genocide: Defined by the United Nations as “harm (murder, body mutilation, etc.)

committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or

religious group.

Background Information

Burundian civil war: conflict between the Hutu and Tutsi

The political instability of Burundi stems from the Burundian CIvil War: a conflict between

the ethnic groups Tutsi and Hutu. In bordering countries such as Rwanda, the conflict between

these two groups had killed around 800,000 Tutsis in the infamous 1994 Rwanda Genocide. In

Burundi, unlike Rwanda, the Tutsis were in power and oppressed the Hutus. This led to internal

tensions and a long civil war, many calling it an “ethnic genocide.” A very heated conflict that

persisted for many years, it ended with the adoption of the Arusha Agreement which guaranteed

peace and security as well as democracy to be put into place in the country.

However, tensions still remain due to conflict between these two groups. The root of the

state fragility of Burundi stems from the numerous coups d’etats allowing illegitimate

governments to control the country. This is one of the push factors contributing to the refugee

crisis in Burundi.

President Nkurunziz

In Burundi, a president can only serve a mandate of two five-year terms according to its

constitution. In 2015, President Nkurunziz stated he would apply for a third term, violating the

constitution. This announcement was met with many protests in the capital Bujumbura, these

protests getting repressed with violence and killings by the military. These protests stem not only

from the President’s “illegal” action but as well as the fact that in 2010, Nkurunziz had tried to

undermine democracy by limiting press freedom and prohibiting public assembly. Tensions grew
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over the months, resulting in the death of more than 90 political opponents as the military and

police force went on a “spree of violence.”

The state fragility exacerbated by President Nkurunziz’s decisions led to the refugee

crisis and the growing displacement problem in the country. Furthermore, the Imbonerakure, the

ruling party of the government, had terrorized the civilian population: extorting money from

individuals as well as businesses, murdering the innocent and the suspicious which pushed

many in the population to flee from such violence.

Current Situation

As stated in the introduction, this situation is often referred to as the “forgotten refugee

crisis.” The chronic underfunding for the humanitarian projects led to insufficient resources, food

ration cuts, lack of medical supplies as well as clean water supplies, infrastructure like schools

and hospitals and inadequate shelters to host the refugees.

Since 2015, the refugees have faced natural disasters such as droughts and disease

outbreaks such as malaria and cholera which exacerbate the already critical situation they are

currently in.

However, more people have been moving back to the country as the new government

has settled in after the transition in May 2020 and the death of President Nkurunziz. The main

problem as of right now is the provision of essential services, protection and the empowerment

of these individuals and to get this humanitarian help across the strict administrative borders of

Burundi.

Chronic underfunding: a problem that has yet to be solved

As previously mentioned, the Burundi refugee crisis is heavily underfunded and receives

little media coverage, thus gaining the name of the “forgotten refugee crisis.” The main reason

for it being underfunded is due to the lack of media coverage and awareness. In recent years,

the refugee crisis has been overshadowed by other humanitarian crisis such as the Yemen

situation and/or the Syrian Refugee Crisis. Thus, due to little press attention, not many have

been informed about the situation. The international community also seems to think that the
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since the Burundi refugees are spread out in multiple neighboring countries, the burden is much

lighter compared to crises in which one nation has to take the entire toll.

The crisis needs funds, and with the amount that has been collected at the moment, it is

far from enough to help the refugees get proper shelter and resources.

Internal and/or forced displacement

The problem of internal/forced displacement is the major concern of this refugee crisis.

The conflict has killed more than 1,500 people since 2015 and has resulted in more than

350,000 refugees seeking security and shelter in neighboring countries such as Rwanda and

Tanzania. Currently, the majority of the Burundian refugees reside in three large refugee camps

stretched across North-Western Burundi and in other countries bordering Burundi. These camps

are overcrowded and lack necessary infrastructure and resources to provide an adequate

quality of life for these individuals. Some camps like the ones in Tanzania refuse to accept these

refugees due to insufficient supplies and space.

Most of the refugees flee to Central Africa. Kenya currently hosts 16,000 refugees and

asylum seekers, Mozambique has 8,700 and 8,100 are in Zambia.

Some important developments have taken place over the years, with some camps

providing free medical services for displaced pregnant women and children.
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A diagram illustrating the displacement of the refugees and the location of the camps.

Current political situation

In May 2020, there was a peaceful transition from the old government to the new one:

this offered relative state stability, especially after the death of President Nkunrunziz. Because of

this new-founded stability, many refugees have decided to return home. 39,411 Burundian

refugees have gone back to Burundi in 2020 through assisted return operation and more

preparations are on the way to accommodate the increasing number of refugees wishing to

return back to their home country. Moreover, some neighboring countries such as Rwanda have
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been accused of backing up the opposing forces which led to the buildup of mistrust and thus

many chose to leave the location for security reasons.

However, many still do fear the possibility of violence and terror as the Imbonekarube

are still present and killings still do happen even though prosecution of the members of this

group is put into place. Furthermore, the new President Évariste Ndayishimiye has yet to

improve the protection of human rights as well as fulfill his promises about security and justice.

Political tensions remain even after this transition but it is to note that the government is

more open to international help than before.

Socio-economic problems faced by the refugees

The socio-economic problems faced by the refugees are complex and embroiled with

political violence, epidemics and food insecurity.

Since 2015, the impact of internal conflict and its consequences have severely impacted

on the population’s access to basic infrastructure and civilian services, and the support for the

administrative systems as they weakened due to the conflict as well as the pressure from the

mass of refugees. According to the Humanitarian Needs Overview, around 2.5 million

Burundians require immediate humanitarian assistance in 2022. The socio-economic situation

has been exacerbated by the pandemic and numerous droughts and floods in the past years.

Poverty

Extreme poverty exacerbates the already existing problems created by the ongoing

refugee crisis. Burundi is ranked one of the poorest countries in the world, having a low HDI and

more than two thirds of its youth living in poverty. Refugees also experience poverty as they

move to overcrowded camps and have a hard time finding jobs as the lack of programs

surrounding their integration in society especially in countries like Tanzania which host a lot of

Burundian refugees limit their opportunities. The COVID-19 has worsened the situation as well.

Children

More than half of the refugee population are children with 3,500 children separated and

unaccompanied due to the situation. There is insufficient infrastructure such as schools to

6



MUN@UWCSEA | October 7th - 9th 2022

provide the children with proper education and as the young boys engage in child labor, some

getting trafficked as young girls go into child mariage.

In Tanzania, one of the countries that host the most Burundian refugees, there was a

40% reduction in food supplies which placed major pressure on family resources. Furthermore,

due to the lack of funds, this problem persists and many children suffer from the lack of

resources and services.

Weak Health Systems

Burundi’s health system is already quite weak and this weakness was further

exacerbated by the refugee situation and the conflict in the country. In 2020, its health system

faced emergencies such as the outbreak of cholera, measles and malaria, and COVID-19.

There is also the looming threat of an Ebola epidemic from DRC. To add, malnutrition and

disease are rampant among the Burundian population: more than half of the children under 5

years old suffer from chronic malnutrition and there are not enough health and medical supplies

to treat these individuals.

Strict borders and control

The strict borders of Burundi are the biggest concern when it comes to mitigating the

Burundi refugee crisis. The controls of these borders are so tight, thousands of vulnerable

people have hidden themselves from the “terror” groups that are present at the borders of the

country. Many deaths have occured at the border as these groups shoot dead those who try to

cross and leave the nation. As the terror groups such as the Imbonekarube still exist, a network

of people inside the capital use smartphones to disclose important information about murders

and disappearances which puts them at great risks.

In addition, Burundi’s rural areas are badly connected thus humanitarian aid is hard to

send to those locations. There are many administrative borders to cross to be able to send help.

These border controls were tightened with the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Major Parties Involved and Their Views

UNHCR

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is at the forefront of coordinating

local and international help. They currently have drafted up a Burundi Response Plan

which they plan to follow through with the strengthening of essential services and by

creating programs focusing on the integration of these refugees into the community.

Their target goal for their project is of $220 million and they collaborate with other

humanitarian partners such as Global Citizen, Medecins Sans Frontieres and Save the

Children, to name a few, to help better support these individuals and empower them.

UNICEF

Children make up a large part of the refugee population of Burundi. UNICEF specifically

helps support children and families by pooling resources, linking humanitarian measures

and strengthening the resilience of systems through their programs and local help. They

also have actively helped prevent, prepare and control the COVID-19 situation in the

refugee camps to limit the spread of the virus, reducing its impact on the already

vulnerable population.

Burundi

Burundi’s political stability and economic decline as well as weak systems need to be

improved. With the new government promising to better protect its people, they have

urged refugees to return home as they try to improve the situation. Although the

government had claimed to implement useful measures, many have yet to be put into

place. Burundi needs to become a more secure nation in all aspects to better

accommodate its people. Furthemore, terror groups still loom around Burundi and its

problem concerning its stringent borders still remains which disupts the provision and

access of humanitarian aid for the vulnerable individuals.

Tanzania

Tanzania is one of the countries that hosts the most Burundian refugees with more than

150,000 residing in the nation. The Tanzania Refugee Law restricts the rights and
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liberties of the refugees: they have to stay in the camps, they cannot work outside the

camps which limits their opportunities and the potential integration in the Tanzanian

community. Since 2019, the authorities have also abused the refugees with sexual

violence rampant in the refugee camps. Some smaller camps have also started to refuse

people to avoid overcrowding and the depletion of supplies.

Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda and Uganda

Uganda, DRC and Rwanda have developed refugee responses in line with the Global

Compact on Refugees, allowing freedom to refugees to move around and seek

opportunities in the host nation while providing them access to essential services,

permitting them to be self-reliant, and to empower them. However, all of these efforts are

severely hampered due to many inadequate resources, security-related challenges and

poor infrastructure. Rwanda has been particularly active in pursuing the goal of

self-reliant refugees as it is working with the UNHCR on a program to repatriate the

refugees, this program having already 1,500 registrations proving its success. Many of

the refugee camps in these countries need improvement and most notably, funding from

the local and international community.

UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

The UNHCR and UNICEF as well as the HRC and GA have been heavily involved in

refugee crises around the world. They have drafted up response plans such as the Burundi

Regional Response Plan and the Burundi Crisis Plan, and actively update their data about the

crisis with biannual reports.

They often collaborate with NGOs, local or international organizations and advise the

Burundi government on new methods to better provide and protect the population.

● Arusha Agreements

● Burundi Resolution, February 1995, (CM/Res.1560 (LXI))
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o This has been the only resolution directly addressing the problem in Burundi.

Although very old, it focuses more on the mitigation of political tensions in the

nation but makes requests for humanitarian aid for the displaced.

● International migration and development, 21 December 2016 (A/RES/71/237)

● Modalities for the Intergovernmental Conference to Adopt the Global Compact for Safe,

Orderly and Regular Migration, 24 December 2017, (A/RES/72/244)

● Addis Ababa Action Agenda of the Third International Conference on Financing for

Development (Addis Ababa Action Agenda), 27 July 2015, (A/RES/69/313)

● Declaration of the High-level Dialogue on International Migration and Development, 3

October 2013, (A/RES/68/4)

Although all these resolutions discuss ways to better help refugees and asylum seekers,

focusing on providing the necessary resources and protection, they prove to be quite ineffective

regarding the Burundi Refugee Crisis as the situation lacks funds to put these measures into

action.

Possible Solutions

The crisis is a complex one and the committee’s goal is to mitigate meaning to improve

the situation of the Burundi refugees.

There needs to be dialogue between the political parties and the reinforcement of human

rights protection as promised by the new government. There needs to be more campaigns and

awareness of the topic so that it doesn’t remain “forgotten.” The main problem is the lack of

funds so there needs to be solutions to solving this financial problem and this could be solved

by better media coverage and awareness of the problem at hand.

There also needs to be perhaps more programs focused on the integration of refugees

in host communities with emphasis on education, economic opportunities and community-based

work to help them transition and build resilience.

There is also the problem of the strict borders so there needs to be solutions on how to

provide them humanitarian aid easily and effectively like for example, through the declaration of
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a known safety zone/tunnel that is protected by the Human Rights Declaration so that the

refugees have access to basic resources to fulfill their basic needs.

To combat the underfunding of the crisis, civil organizations can work alongside NGOs to

suggest to governments hosting Burundi refugees new programs for them and new ways to help

the refugees to provide for their needs through for example, a food service program/campaign.

To spread more awareness, especially to the public, social media campaigns (Instagram,

TikTok, etc.) are very effective. As seen in other situations such as the Ukraine Refugee Crisis,

the youth helped raised awareness and millions of dollars for the cause in just a few weeks. The

UN needs to focus more on his crisis, with the UNHCR having it listed as a “priority” as the

number of refugees are still increasing. Sub committees specifically tasked to take care of

different aspects of the problem (food, medical supplies, water supplies, etc.) can be created to

fully aid these refugees.
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