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1. General context 

 

Burundi is one of the countries of African Great Lakes’region, which is known 

for its internal conflicts. With a 27,834 square km, and a population of about 6,8 

millions inhabitants, - and no large towns except the capital Bujumbura where more 

or less 400,000 people live, the majority of the population - 95 per cent – live in a 

dispersed housing style of the rural areas.  

A civil war is currently going on since October 1993: two rebellions are fighting 

against the national army. Both rebels and soldiers are involved in sexual abuse. The 

conflict pushed the population in camps of displaced persons where at the moment at 

least 500,000 persons are living, in search of protection and security and being too 

scare of massacres. At times, the national army built new camps to facilitate military 

operations against the rebels. Women living both in different camps and in dispersed 

housing of the rural areas risk to become victims of sexual abuse.  

Violence against women in general and of sexual abuse in particular were 

rather common in Burundi. However, the everlasting armed conflict is worsening 

dramatically this gender issue. Domestic workers for example are often involved in 

sexual abuse against small girls when their parents are out to work. 

Paradoxically, it is a subject fairly unknown for a double reason: most of the 

organisations concerned by this issue are very new and most of the victims do not 

know how, where and to whom to report and ask assistance. Moreover, for cultural 

reasons, women are reluctant to report domestic sexual abuse, being compelled to 

save their honour and the one of their family. 

On the other hand, one of the worst consequences of sexual abuse during a 

civil war is the dramatic expansion of AIDS. And sexual abuses are used as a way of 

doing war. 
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2. Organisations committed in this issue 

Four national organisations are involved in alleviating the burden of sexual 

abuse against women. The “National Program of Health and Reproduction” plays a 

major role in monitoring and coordinating a network of professionals, having 

implemented two programs: one dedicated to contraception and another to sexual 

education. 

A human rights NGO, “ITEKA” is offering psychological and legal assistance. 

The NGO, “La Maison des Femmes” is also giving legal assistance and social 

guidance. 

Two other NGOs, “TPO” and “NTURENGAHO” are giving psycho-social 

assistance. 

 

3. The situation 

The current situation of sexual abuse: Figures are not reliable since most of 

the victims do not report, being too scare of retaliation (by husband, neighbour, 

militia, and soldiers). It is important to note that a very small part of the victims lodge 

a complaint against their aggressors. Only 93 cases where received by the courts 

during the year 2000. 

Even so, the following figures indicate how critical the situation is becoming, 

knowing that they only show a very small part of the reality: For example, 20 rapes 

per week were reported to the “National Program of Health and Reproduction” in the 

area of Ruyigi during the month of March 2003, the NGO Nturengaho reports 386 

unmarried-mothers, among which 132 were raped. TPO indicates that among 36 

rapes officially known in 2000 in the area of Bubanza, 21 were committed on the 

border of the forest were rebels were hiding. In Kamenge, a district of the capital, 18 

rapes were reported during the year 2002 where militia named “gardiens de paix” 

were mainly involved. 

 



 

3 

XIth International Symposium on Victimology 13 - 18 July 2003, Stellenbosch, South Africa 

4. Consequencies 

Moreover, AIDS is becoming an obvious issue of concern: the number 

increased threefold in 10 years time of conflict in the rural areas of Burundi where 95 

per cent of the population live. The official data show that the HIV prevalence is 2.4 

per cent in the rural areas for the general population knowing that it was about 0.7 

per cent in 1992.  

The consequences are numerous and tragic. Since the physical and 

psychological trauma (depression, anguish, suicides, obsession ore sleep troubles) 

are increasing and in the case of Ruyigi region, girls and women are not attending 

anymore neither school nor church and do not anymore to work in the fields, being 

too scare to be raped. 

 

5. Some Approaches of solutions. 

 

Some approaches of solution to address this terrific issue are tested, e.g. the 

“National Program of Health and Reproduction” organised a workshop at the end of 

March 2003 with the support of UNICEF and with the purpose  i/ to increase the 

efficiency of the different interventions on the field directed to the victims of rape and 

ii/  to give to the care providers treatment‘ protocols both for medical and psycho-

social assistance and emergency contraception. A national plan of action has been 

outlined at this occasion. 

In addition, the National Assembly ratified the Roma Protocol creating “The 

International Penal Court” and listed sexual abuse in war context as crimes against 

humanity. However, the path is still long and the victims of sexual abuse will continue 

to increase if a solution is not found to end the civil war!    

 

 


