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CONTEXT

A key element of civil society’s role in Burundi is to 
promote good governance and human rights, monitor 
the government, and advocate on behalf of communities. 
Civil society organizations (CSOs) are registered, 
along with other development and interest-based 
groups, as not-for-profit organizations. However, even 
to this day, there is no official government mechanism 
for funding Burundian CSOs and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). Other avenues for local funding, 
such as individual philanthropy and corporate social 
responsibility, are practically non-existent.

During the implementation of the 2000 Arusha 
Accords, which ended a long civil war and prepared 
the country for elections, international NGOs, CSOs, 
and NGOs benefited from funding for transitional 
projects through programs such as USAID’s Office of 
Transition Initiatives (OTI) and the UN Peacebuilding 
Fund. In this period, CSOs, along with the media, 
promoted democratization, transparency, protection 
of human rights, and social cohesion. They also fought 
corruption, which gained them visibility and a degree 
of social support. CSOs and the media uncovered, 
publicized, and at times organized protests against 
government corruption, malfeasance, and impunity. In 
response, the government began cracking down on its 
critics, particularly Burundian actors. The confidence 
of major donors in the Burundian government began 
to fade around 2010, as the political situation began 
to deteriorate. This period coincided with the global 
financial crisis, which also affected international aid. 
In 2015, confidence further diminished as a result 
of President Nkurunziza’s pursuit of a third term 
in office, despite a two-term constitutional limit. 
This triggered a massive, initially peaceful, public 
demonstration organized by a CSO coalition. Severe 
government repression and armed clashes followed, 
claiming hundreds of lives and resulting in hundreds 
of thousands of Burundians fleeing the country.

In 2016 (several years after the 2012 transition 
documented in this case study) bilateral donors froze 
direct aid to the government and began channeling aid 
to the Burundian people through NGOs. In response, 
the government – through its National Security Council 
– announced in September 2018 that all INGOs would 
be suspended unless they could provide proof of being 
fully compliant with the new law, which specified that 

INGOs would have to satisfy ethnic quotas within three 
months. The measure applies, by extension, to local 
NGOs using INGO funding.

STORY OF TRANSITION

In June 2011, CARE in Burundi began reflecting on 
a major transformation, triggered and inspired by 
CARE International’s Vision 2020, which envisages a 
new role for CARE International as “… an innovator 
and catalyst for transformational change.” As part 
of this vision, CARE would devolve economic 
empowerment programs to a new Burundian NGO, 
Great Lakes Inkingi Development (GLID). In February 
2012, a strategic planning workshop initiated and led 
by CARE International staff informed and engaged 
with many of the Burundian staff. This resulted in a 
shared vision, which took the form of a strategic plan 
that combined ongoing office changes with major 
changes in CARE’s role, including the necessity for 
downsizing. The Burundian staff agreed to take part 
in a transition task force, as well as create a CARE 
association consisting of former staff. Thus, although 
it was not a local initiative, Burundian staff members 
participated in important decisions concerning 
the transition. Plans for a gradual changeover were 
disrupted by cuts in international aid following the 
global financial crisis and the Burundian government’s 
turn toward authoritarianism. As a result, in 2012, 
CARE in Burundi  was forced to drastically accelerate 
its transition.

Early on, CARE in Burundi supported GLID in 
creating a strategic plan to help it acquire a separate 
identity and vision, as well as energize staff. Even so, 
GLID’s lack of experience in fundraising and program 
development was apparent, and a staff capacity 
development plan was created to address gaps in 
expertise regarding conceiving programs, writing 
proposals, fundraising, and marketing. A decrease in 
donor funding in Burundi and general uncertainty in 
the Burundian political environment were challenges 
for the transition. GLID and CARE in Burundi 
were transitioning in the context of a worsening 
political and socioeconomic situation, though neither 
organization suffered the pressures faced by NGOs 
engaged in monitoring governance and human rights. 
Despite challenges, the two organizations have 
persevered both independently and as partners.
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During and following the transition, CARE in 
Burundi intended to continue its tested approach to 
community development work, relying on valued staff 
who could carry forward its mission and values and, 
as GLID, work with CARE in Burundi as a privileged 
implementing partner. This study found that CARE 
in Burundi and GLID have an important partnership, 

with GLID currently in the process of becoming an 
independent development actor, carrying forward 
CARE in Burundi’s legacy. As of 2018, GLID has three 
new partnerships with INGOs supporting village 
savings and loan associations, in projects focused on 
youth sexual and reproductive health, and women’s 
and adolescent girl’s empowerment.
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KEY LESSONS
• INGOs should model the principles of integrity, transparency, accountability, and diversity. 

This involves putting into practice robust systems to institutionalize them.

• The political neutrality of NGOs can be important to sustaining locally led organizational 
development. Adopting a neutral stance have be key factor in protecting a new organization from 
government restrictions or repression.

• Tested and adaptable programming is a strong factor in creating sustainability. This 
sustainability is reinforced by programming that both meets government priorities and the long-term 
needs of the population.

• Ongoing non-competitive collaboration between INGOs and newly formed entities can 
benefit both parties.

• A transition/exit plan should be the result of an inclusive, participatory process. It prepares 
a local NGO in dealing with the new context, particularly when capacity development for financial 
sustainability is included.

• A strategic plan serves to define the parameters of INGO accompaniment. This can be a tool 
to help manage expectations and relationships.

• Leadership that models principles and people-centeredness is important. It sets an example 
internally for staff (and future leaders), while creating social capital externally.


