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CONTEXT

Part 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 today, 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-running civil war and 
prepared the country for elections, international 
NGOs, CSOs, and Burundian 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 and 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 major 
donors had in the Burundian government began to 
fade around 2010 as the political situation began to 
deteriorate. This period coincided with the global 
economic crisis, which also affected international 
aid. Confidence further diminished as a result of 
President Nkurunziza’s pursuit in 2015 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 mid-2000s 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 September 
2018, the government responded – through its National 
Security Council – by announcing that all INGOs would 
be suspended unless they could provide proof of being 

fully compliant with its new law. This implied that INGOs 
would have to satisfy the specified ethnic quotas within 
three months. The measure applies, by extension, to 
Burundian NGOs using INGO funding.

STORY OF TRANSITION  

Starting in 2004, PADCO was the lead implementer 
of the Community-based Peace and Reconciliation 
Initiative (CPRI), a three-year USAID/OTI-supported 
program focused on the reintegration of refugees, 
internally displaced persons, and ex-combatants. 
Programming was designed to increase social capital 
and, in some communities, create conflict resolution 
networks. Based on the expertise gained through that 
program, PADCO then received a grant to implement 
a smaller, two-year World Bank reintegration of ex-
combatants program, and maintained some of the 
original Burundian staff. The Ikibiri Coalition was 
created by staff from both projects after PADCO’s exit 
from the country.

PADCO did not have an explicit strategy to create a 
Burundian organization upon exit. Rather, it was the 
Burundian staff ’s decision, which they made toward 
the end of 2008 when the World Bank program was 
almost completed. According to Ikibiri members, what 
was more important than an exit strategy was “… the 
accompaniment that PADCO gave us when there was 
no obligation or ‘deliverable’ required of them.” Upon 
Ikibiri’s creation, former PADCO staff continued to 
rigorously apply the core values of integrity, diversity, 
transparency, and accountability. This was done through 
people-centered leadership and tight management 
systems, in what was a delicate post-war context. 
The programmatic and operational organization of 
PADCO provided a strong base for an initiative driven 
by Burundian staff, while the personal commitment of 
international staff to post-exit accompaniment helped 
Ikibiri sustain its locally led development.

PADCO and Ikibiri did not have a financial sustainability 
plan – rather, it was the continued accompaniment 
from former international PADCO staff who had 
integrated themselves into local communities that 
supported new Ikibiri staff in maintaining credibility, 
legitimacy, and sustained impact. The organization 
also recognizes that non-monetary support upon and 
following an exit is important, such as help preparing 
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project proposals, periodic technical advice, and – 
importantly – advocacy and references from former 
international collaborators. The moral support of 
ongoing relationships is greatly appreciated: Ikibiri staff 
pay this forward in the communities they work with. 
Additionally, Ikibiri is not dependent on any one donor 
or on former international colleagues, and is confident 
in the relationships it has built with funders in Burundi. 
However, like other local NGOs, it is concerned about 
the current context of closing political space and 
increased government repression.

Since its creation, the Ikibiri Coalition has developed 
experience and expertise in the following areas: 
community reintegration; microenterprise development 
through training and assistance; rehabilitation of 
community infrastructure; leadership training; and 
advocacy aimed at bridging the relationship gap between 
communities and the state. Currently, Ikibiri is the sub-
partner on a USAID-funded youth empowerment 
project called the Burundi Leadership Training Program 
(BLTP), which has one of the few awards in Burundi for 
which a local organization is the prime contractor.
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KEY LESSONS
• Coupling robust and carefully managed systems with the values of integrity, transparency, 

diversity, and inclusivity, helps build team cohesion. Applying these values consistently across Ikibiri 
and how it works with communities has helped build trust and social capital, which has been key to 
achieving sustainability.

• Principled, people-centered, and courageous leadership and can leave a lasting impact. 
Leaders such as the PADCO COP, who – with a carefully nurtured esprit de corps – provide for the 
transfer of technical knowledge and the delegation of responsibility, can help prepare local actors to take 
ownership in leading development.

• Programming that is community-driven is more likely to be sustainable in difficult political 
environments. In Ikibiri’s case, this involved including government officials as well as community leaders, 
and using dialogue rather than denunciation. Furthermore, project officers from different regions live 
among the communities, attempting to build trust between people from different ethnic or geographical 
backgrounds.

• Meaningful post-transition support is still possible even in the absence of a specific plan to 
create an independent local entity to continue development intervention. This can include 
assistance with putting systems in place, as well as measures more directly related to financial sustainability, 
such as help with proposal writing and donor contacts. In Ikibiri’s case, maintaining long-term relationships 
and alliances has provided important moral as well as practical support, which has helped sustain local efforts.


