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The APRODEV Related Project on Security and 

Development (PSD) closely follows policies and 

practices of the European Union related to fragil-

ity, security and development, from a non-gov-

ernmental organisation’s (NGO) perspective. The 

objective is to ensure that donors and partners 

include representatives of local civil society 

in program design in a meaningful way that 

respects and ensures their independent position. 

The rationale behind this is that in situations of 

fragility, local civil society organisations often 

play a key role in delivering basic services, in 

helping to maintain community safety and in 

responding to disasters. They often have a good 

understanding of local power dynamics, have 

well established ties within communities and 

can count on a good level of trust and legitimacy 

from that community. Building upon their expe-

rience may significantly increase the efficiency 

and impact of EU policies. 

In 2009 the PSD focuses on the EU Implementa-

tion Plan on Fragile States, which is prepared by 

the European Commission, and which is to be 

adopted in the second half of the year. This 

Implementation Plan was requested by 

the General Affairs and External Relations 

Council in their Council Conclusions (GAERC) 

on an EU Response to Situations of Fragility 

(19-20 November 2007):

“[The Council] requests the Commission to present 

by 2009 an implementation plan based on the above 

conclusions on an EU response to situations of fragil-

ity and on the CTTs and the pilot cases. This plan 

should be prepared in close cooperation with Member 

States and the General Secretariat of the Council, tak-

ing into account the work being carried out on fragil-

ity by international organisations and in dialogue 

with civil society and other stakeholders”.

The PSD elaborates on three of the pilot coun-

tries - Burundi, Haiti and Sierra Leone - where 

APRODEV affiliates work with an extensive 

network of local partner organisations. This 

paper will address the progress made by the 

European Commission with respect to the 

implementation of the Council Conclusions in 

Burundi. Specifically, it will examine to what 

extent Burundian civil society organisations 

have been involved in the implementation 

process and how the European Commission 

shapes its political dialogue with the Govern-

ment of Burundi. The findings in this paper 

are based on desk study and interviews, in 

Brussels, in EU member states and in Burundi.

The policy framework, which has been used for 

the purpose of this study, will be introduced in 

section II. In section III, the research questions 

derived from this policy framework will be dis-

cussed. These research questions will be applied 

on the case of Burundi in the fourth section. The 

conclusions will be presented in the last section.

I.	 Introduction: 
APRODEV Project on Security and Development

I.	 Introduction:	 2 

APRODEV Project on Security 

	 and Development

II. 	 Policy framework	 3

III. 	Research assumptions:	 4

	 Civil society involvement and 

	 political dialogue

IV. 	 The Case of Burundi: 	 6

	 “We do not want to be a laboratory”

V. 	 Conclusions and Recommendations	 14

2



3

II. Policy framework

The institutional background of this study 

consists of a wide range of policy agendas, 

which are all derived from the Paris Declaration 

on Aid Effectiveness (High Level Forum 2, March 

2005) and its successor the Accra Agenda for 

Action (High Level Forum 3, September 2008). 

The EU built upon the Paris Declaration in 

the EU Code of Conduct on Complementarity and 

Division of Labour in Development Policy (GAERC, 

May 2007).

For the purpose of this study, however, we 

primarily concentrate on OECD/DAC and EU 

policies that in particular complement and 

translate these agendas into concrete policies 

relating to fragile states: 

•	 The OECD/DAC Principles for Good Inter- 

national Engagement in Fragile States 

(April 2007) aim at complementing the 

Paris Declaration by providing guidance 

for international engagement in fragile 

countries.  

•	 The Communication from the Commission to 

the Council, the European Parliament, the 

European Economic and Social Commit-

tee and the Committee of the Regions, 

‘Towards an EU Response to Situations of 

Fragility – Engaging in Difficult Environments 

for Sustainable Development, Stability and 

Peace’ (October 2007, COM 2007 – 643) 

provides the basis for an EU strategy to be 

developed together with the Council and 

EU Member States.

•	 The Council Conclusions on an EU Response to 

Situations of Fragility (November 2007) re-

spond to the Communication by requesting 

an Implementation Plan. 

•	 The Burundi Pilot Fragility – DRAFT Joint Action 

Plan (2008) was drafted by the European 

Commission and The Netherlands in order 

to practically test this EU response to situa-

tions of fragility in the case of Burundi.
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III. 	Research assumptions:
		  Civil society involvement and political dialogue

The EU Council Conclusions on Fragility 

endorse the OECD/DAC Principles for Good 

International Engagement in Fragile States, 

express the ambition to better coordinate and 

more flexibly use EU instruments, and point 

at the need for harmonizing interventions of 

EU member states in fragile states. This rather 

technical approach to EU engagement in 

fragile states is complemented by the political 

ambition to conduct political dialogue with 

the aid receiving government and by recogniz-

ing the importance of civil society in their 

contribution to peace building. The research 

questions are linked to the policy ambitions 

that explicitly relate to these two issues. 

Civil society: ownership and early 
warning
The OECD/DAC Principles for Good Interna-

tional Engagement in Fragile States – endorsed 

by the Council Conclusions – suggest that 

international actors should consult with civil 

society, in cases where alignment behind 

government-led strategies is not possible due 

to particularly weak governance or violent 

conflict. Although it is noteworthy that the 

OESO/DAC considers the critical key role civil 

society can potentially play in society and 

state building in fragile states, it is regrettable 

that they only come into the picture when a 

government is dysfunctional.  This makes it ex-

tremely difficult for civil society to claim their 

place at the international table. Moreover, be-

cause the term ‘particularly weak governance’ 

is not defined, it is unclear when exactly the 

international community is supposed to align 

with civil society. Therefore the OECD/DAC 

Principles are of limited use for civil society 

to claim their position within international 

policy making. We may, however, assume that 

in the case of Burundi it is virtually impossible 

for the international community to align with 

government-led strategies. For example, the 

poverty reduction strategy was written by in-

ternational consultants, because government 

capacity was too weak to lead the process. 

Following the OECD/DAC principles, in the case of 

Burundi, civil society should thus be consulted for 

reasons of ownership.

The Council goes a step further. Contrary 

to the OECD/DAC principles, the Council 

acknowledges the vital position of civil society 

within society by emphasizing their potential 

contribution to developing early warning 

mechanisms. According to the Council, they 

have a good understanding of local power 

dynamics and are therefore best placed to 

provide information related to democratic 

governance issues, rule of law, human rights, 

poverty levels, and the use of conflict sensitive 

approaches. It thus seems reasonable to expect that 

the EU consults civil society when making policies 

related to conflict sensitive situations. 

Involvement of Burundian civil society 
in the implementation of the Council 
Conclusions
The Council indeed acknowledges the particu-

lar and independent role of civil society by 

stating that civil society should be consulted 

in the process of drafting the Implementation 

Plan. It remains unclear what is meant by ‘civil 

society’. There is no differentiation between 

International NGOs, which can be consulted 

on a Brussels’ level, and national NGOs and 
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other civil society organisations, which should 

be involved in the actual implementation of 

the conclusions in the country at stake. The 

rationale behind stressing the role of civil 

society is that civil society organisations are 

adequately positioned within society as to con-

tribute to customizing EU policies. This justi-

fies our assumption that the statement in the 

Conclusions must be directed at Burundian 

civil society as well. The second consideration thus 

is to what extent is Burundian civil society indeed 

involved in implementing the Conclusions?

Budget support and political dialogue 
in fragile states
Providing budget support to fragile states is 

a radical break with the dominant paradigm 

that budget support should only be provided 

to governments with relatively strong public fi-

nance management instruments and a certain 

degree of good governance. Budget support in 

fragile states is a political decision rather than 

a technical one, based on the assumption that 

it is vital to the state building process. Both 

the European Commission and the GAERC 

endorse this assumption by addressing the need 

to identify effective modalities of budget support in 

fragile states. 

It is interesting to note though that both 

the Commission and the GAERC agree on 

the necessity of a political dialogue with 

the aid recipient government. The Council 

explicitly states: “In situations of fragility, 

political dialogue is especially important and 

should be further developed and reinforced 

(…) The Council also believes that a dialogue 

should be pursued with civil society and local 

authorities” (CC, p. 2). Hereby, the Council 

summarizes and generalizes the analysis of 

the European Commission (Communication, 

p. 9, 11) that political dialogue is critical to 

identify and address human rights abuses 

and that budget support can help to influence 

the political dialogue on SSR, DDR, or civil 

service reform. It seems thus feasible that fragile 

states receiving budget support engage in a politi-

cal dialogue with the international communities 

on constraints related to human rights and good 

governance. 
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1.	Context of Burundi

Burundi has been trapped in a vicious circle 

of conflict ever since its independence in 

1962. In 2000, the Arusha Peace Agreement 

formally brought to an end the most recent 

and probably most violent revival of politically 

engineered ethnic resentment between Hutus 

and Tutsis. The peacefully conducted elections 

in 2005 marked the end of the transitional 

period. However, only by the end of 2008 the 

Government of Burundi and the international 

community succeeded in incorporating the 

last active rebel movement FNL-PALIPEHUTU 

into the post-war political constellation. Nine 

years on from the signing ceremony in Arusha, 

Burundi’s socio-economic and political indica-

tors suggest the situation remains fragile. It is 

generally agreed that the run-up to the 2010 

elections may lead to security problems and 

political instability – or, as one of the respond-

ents comments: “Ça va être chaud”.

Socio-economic situation
According to the most recent Human Develop-

ment Index (2007), Burundi is among the 

eight poorest countries in the world. The state 

depends for 54% of its budget on aid. The 

macro-economic instability is derived from 

an inefficient tax system combined with high 

corruption – according to Transparency Inter-

national, Burundi was among the 25 most cor-

rupt countries in 2008. In addition, Burundi 

has a relatively high external debt (1,5 billion 

USD). The country is landlocked, has hardly 

any natural resources, the agricultural produc-

tivity is low, as is private sector development. 

To make things worse, Burundi was among the 

hardest-hit countries by the global food crisis, 

and the recent increase in energy prices. 

People are largely dependent on subsistence 

farming. However, as a consequence of the 

high population density the pressure on land 

and land distribution increases. It has been 

reported that more than 80% of the registered 

local conflicts are land-related. A clear poverty 

reduction strategy and vision aimed at the 

poorest and most vulnerable and which is 

genuinely backed by a committed government 

is missing. Youth unemployment is wide-

spread, making it increasingly difficult for 

young Burundians to define and claim their 

position within society. 

Basic services are lacking. Primary school 

enrolment remains for example limited, as 

a result of the mere absence of educational 

infrastructure. The health sector as well 

faces some serious challenges, such as lack of 

medical staff, lack of medicines and it has no 

outreach to the rural areas. 

Political instability
The most eminent threat to stability has been 

the difficult negotiations with the remaining 

rebel movement FNL-PALIPEHUTU. It was only 

in November last year that the FNL decided to 

join the political process, probably betting on 

the eroding popularity of the ruling CNDD/

FDD, with in the forthcoming elections in 

mind. Reprisals on civilians being accused of 

sympathising with one or the other faction are 

still ongoing. 

IV. 	 The Case of Burundi: 
	 “We do not want to be a laboratory”
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In the run-up to elections in 2010, power 

abuse and political-related violence is 

on the rise and tension rises in Burundi. 

The general tendency is one of centraliza-

tion and authoritarianism: the decision-

making power falls more and more within 

the presidential domain, especially with 

regards to the security services. Members of 

the political opposition as well as critical 

civil society actors are faced with increased 

intimidation and repression by the security 

services. Political assembly – other than 

CNDD/FDD related – is forbidden. In the last 

nine months, over 100 people (i.e. prominent 

journalists, politicians, human rights activ-

ists) have been (illegally) detained on charge 

of political conspiracy. In addition, there are 

lots of reports of youth mobilisation through 

CNDD/FDD supported sports clubs. These 

youngsters train in public, while chanting 

intimidating songs (“anyone who does not 

join us, shall face reprisals”). It has also been 

claimed that these groups illegally detain 

‘opponents’ of the CNDD/FDD. However, 

the formal security services account for the 

biggest part for the political intimidation 

campaign, by torturing and even killing op-

ponents, and by burning down community 

centres that are suspected to host political 

assemblies. 

The increase in external political repression is 

a consequence of the internal instability of the 

ruling CNDD/FDD. In April 2008 the former 

leader of the CNDD/FDD Hussein Radjabu was 

found guilty of undermining state security 

and sentenced to prison for 13 years. His 

dismissal, eight months before, caused a stir 

throughout the party. Various CNDD/FDD 

parliamentarians left the party and continued 

as independent parliamentarians. Together 

with a grouping of opposition parties, they 

succeeded in blocking all parliamentary 

cooperation. This left President Nkurunziza no 

other option than to seek support from oppo-

sition within parliament, but his half-hearted 

efforts appeared to be in vain. Thereafter, 

the President choose a more confrontational 

and repressive strategy. In June last year, for 

example, he declared the chairs of the former 

CNDD/FDD parliamentarians vacant, meaning 

that the independent MPs were replaced by 

MPs loyal to the president. 

Burundian civil society
The above mentioned factors of fragility 

raise a variety of serious concerns relating to 

poverty reduction, security, human rights, 

and good governance. Exactly these issues are 

at the forefront of the work of many highly 

committed Burundian NGOs and civil society 

organisations. However, some blame civil 

society in Burundi for being elitist and it has 

been claimed that they have limited outreach 

to their beneficiaries and grassroots members. 

This observation is partly derived from the 

fact that it is extremely difficult to access the 

political realm. Civil society is the second-best 

option to publicly participate in social and 

political life. As one civil society representative 

states: “Maybe because I am Tutsi, and the gov-

ernment is predominantly Hutu, it is difficult 

for me to join the government. Civil society 

provides an alternative opportunity to contrib-
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ute to peace and development in my country.” 

In addition, it is important to realise that civil 

society in Burundi is fairly young (early 90s) 

and during the war it was extremely difficult 

to reach out to the communities. 

Nevertheless, development practitioners 

notice that civil society has gained a lot of 

strength: their ability to raise issues of con-

cern has been increased, the outreach to their 

target groups has been improved and they 

have put a lot of effort in closer coordination 

amongst themselves. Civil society activists and 

NGO practitioners engage in constructive dia-

logue with their government on issues such as 

challenges to reintegration of returnees and 

ex-combatants or gender equality within the 

security services. Journalists, mediators and 

community leaders try to address collective 

and individual traumas, thereby contributing 

to peace and reconciliation in their country. 

Sometimes at risk of their own lives, they hold 

their government accountable for human 

rights violations and power abuse. 

Nonetheless, civil society organisations are 

still relatively weak in terms of capacity and 

suffer from a narrowing political space, mak-

ing them vulnerable in several ways. First of 

all, they can hardly compete with Internation-

al NGOs for funds, leading projects and skilled 

personnel. In order to be able to capitalize 

on their valuable knowledge and networks, 

civil society needs targeted attention from 

international actors. Secondly, civil society 

activists are extremely vulnerable for political 

reprisals – even more because the govern-

ment sometimes consider them as opposition. 

This vulnerability is reportedly increased by 

the lack of strong NGO networks, making 

it difficult to cope with political reprisals. 

Often, their only protection is national and 

international attention for their cause. It is 

vital that the international community helps 

them to defend their political space through 

a political dialogue between national and 

international actors on governance and hu-

man rights related topics. This is exactly why 

the references to civil society involvement and 

political dialogue in the Council Conclusions 

are indispensible. 

2.	Existing donor coordination 
frameworks in Burundi

Burundi has become the show case within the 

fragile states policy community, containing all 

factors of fragility, whilst being a synoptic case 

in terms of geography and politics. As a conse-

quence, the country has almost been piloted 

to death and an endless amount of coordina-

tion initiatives have mushroomed. Besides the 

poverty reduction strategy, the government 

has at least fifteen major international strate-

gies to work on, and it has to receive dozens 

of visiting delegations each month. This has 

made the government more cautious towards 

the label ‘fragility’. Recently this resulted in a 

refusal to partake in an evaluation project of 

the OECD/DAC Principles for Good Internation-

al Engagement in Fragile States. Moreover, in a 

recent intervention during theUnited Nations 

General Assembly (March 2009), President 

Nkurunziza stated:

“The terminology ‘fragile states’ should only be 

used with caution. (…)I strongly feel that it is not 

a neutral terminology. Apart from the emotional 

implications, it has financial and political implica-

tions. Moreover, it gives us a bad image in the eyes 

of the investors we so badly need”.
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In theory, the government of Burundi is 

in the driver’s seat of all these pilots and 

strategies, through its National Committee 

of the Coordination of Aid (CNCA – Comité 

national de coordination des aides1). This 

is the highest national coordination body, 

and it defines the objectives aid coordina-

tion structures and the commitments 

made by the international community for 

development aid effectiveness. It conducts 

a dialogue with international partners and 

aims at improving harmonisation through 

the Groupe de Coordination des Partenaires2 

(GCP). Basically, the organizational structure 

of the GCP can be divided in two pillars: the 

poverty reduction strategy, which is divided 

into thirteen socio-economic and political 

sectors, and the UN peace building strategy 

(derived from the UN Peace Building Fund), 

which consists of five clusters. Linked to this 

pillar is the Cadres de dialogue project3, 

which was launched by the Burundi Govern-

ment and the Bureau Intégré des Nations 

Unies au Burundi (BINUB) and which aims 

to strengthen dialogue between national 

partners, promote democracy and restore 

trust through continuous and inclusive 

dialogue. The cadre is presently at the stage 

of provincial conclusions that will lead to a 

1	 The CNCA is chaired by the Second Vice President 

and is composed of: the Ministry of External 

Relations, the Ministry of Interior and Communal 

Development, the Vice Ministry of Planning, the 

Ministry of Economic, Finance and Development 

Cooperation

2	 For the terms of reference of the GCP, see: http://

binub.turretdev.com/en/images/articles/GCPE.pdf

3	 For more information, see: http://www.burundi-

dialogue.org

National Forum in September 2009. 

The CNCA president indicated that the 

involvement of information professionals 

is essential to the success of the project. 

However, parallel to this structure, the 

UN works through its Cluster Approach, 

thereby demanding participation from all 

stakeholders.

3.	The European Union in Burundi

It is against this background that the Euro-

pean Commission and the Member States 

have to apply the policy principles of the EU 

response to situations of fragility. Whilst Bu-

rundian civil society regards it an opportunity 

to gain influence in the development policies 

for their country – since civil society was not 

recognized as formal partner in the poverty 

reduction strategy -, the governmental re-

spondents reacted predominantly negative on 

the EU pilot in Burundi. They argue that cur-

rent coordination structures already results in 

a proliferation of meetings. One respondent of 

the CNCA stated diplomatically: “Re-inventing 

the wheel is unhelpful”. 

This paragraph will briefly introduce the EU 

pilot action plan and then it will evaluate to 

what extent civil society organisations have 

been involved in the implementation process 

and how the European Commission shapes 

its political dialogue with the government of 

Burundi4.

4	 For the EC Country Strategy Paper for Burundi 

(2008-2013), see: 2013http://ec.europa.eu/develop-

ment/icenter/repository/scanned_bi_csp10_fr.pdf.
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The Pilot Action Plan of the European 
Commission: all about coordination?
At the time of writing, the European Com-

mission and the Netherlands are still in the 

process of drafting the action plan. However, 

the priorities have already been defined. The 

formal objectives of the action plan are a) 

improving the effectiveness of EU involvement 

in Burundi, b) setting up an inclusive process 

with the government and other donors and 

stakeholders to address the range of fragility 

issues and factors and c) gaining experience 

with the EU response to situations of fragility 

in order to contribute to shaping the Imple-

mentation Plan. 

The action plan distinguishes three interven-

tion levels. At the political level, it aims at 

supporting FNL integration in the political 

institutions and the security sector and at 

increasing political dialogue on good govern-

ance. For this purpose, the proposed action is 

to improve coordination between the EU and 

the UN Peace Building Commission. At the 

development level, it mainly concentrates on 

improving coordination between the European 

Commission, Member States, head quarters 

and field missions and on more efficient and 

flexible use of EU Instruments. To begin with, 

a mapping of aid in Burundi is necessary. At 

the humanitarian and security level, the ac-

tion plan focuses on delivering basic services 

and combating impunity. 

Representatives of the Netherlands (leading 

Member State for this project) state that the 

pilot in Burundi is all about EU coordination, 

which is already believed to be an extremely 

difficult exercise. This suggests that the ac-

tion plan will be narrowed down to the first 

objective on efficacy. To make things worse for 

the Council Conclusions, the relevance of the 

action plan is doubted by the Delegation of 

the European Commission, according to one 

representative: “No one has ever read those 

Council Conclusions and we do not report on 

the progress made in the implementation of 

the Conclusions. As of yet, we have no idea 

what exactly the Commission expects us to do 

in relation to the policy principles of fragile 

states”. The representative vaguely recalls that 

the Dutch aimed at more EU donor coordina-

tion, but he believes this bilateral initiative 

has died a silent death.

Civil society involvement
According to the EU’s own policies and 

principles, we would expect at least a lively 

dialogue amongst Burundian civil society and 

the European Commission on general topics 

related to governance and human rights. The 

EU would eagerly use civil society’s analysis in 

their policies and consult civil society when 

making programs in Burundi. Moreover, our 

assumption was that the EU is consulting 

civil society on the application of the policy 

principles on an EU response to situations of 

fragility in Burundi and involving them in the 

implementation. 

However, the evidence collected from desk 

study and interviews suggests that direct 

contacts between the EC and Burundian civil 

society are rare. At best, the EU - indirectly - 

funds Burundian NGOs, but only when their 

programs fit within EU priorities. Burundian 

NGOs indicate that they can easily access EC 

funds, if they have an international partner. 

In this case, the INGO applies for funding 

through the PADOR system (Potential Ap-

plicant Data On-line Registration) and the 

Burundian NGO act as subcontractor. 
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It thus appears that the EC largely neglects to 

consider Burundian civil society as a valuable 

and useful partner in analysing, planning, pro-

gramming and signalling new developments 

and vice versa. All the civil society respondents 

confirmed that they hardly engage in a critical 

and constructive dialogue with the EU, while 

they all could enumerate issues that urgently  

need attention from EU policy makers and re-

presentatives5. Several civil society respondents 

expressed their frustration about the lack of 

international political pressure on their govern-

ment to open up and leave room for debate 

and opposition. 

An EC representative admits that communica-

tion and coordination with Burundian civil 

society is not at the forefront of the EC’s daily 

work in Burundi. He elucidates: “Local NGOs 

are weak and their quality is below standards. 

They proliferate around funding opportunities 

and should be more proactive. The only NGO 

reports we read are the ones from interna-

tional NGOs that report about programs we 

fund.” This is not to say that the EC does not 

acknowledge the potential impact of a strong 

5	 For example, the civil society respondents shared 

a concern about the lack of preparation for the 

elections. They observed a need for reforming and 

training of the police, which are to guarantee 

security during the elections but are now control-

led by the ruling party. They noticed an increased 

tendency of political parties to infiltrate civil 

society in order to easily mobilise constituency. All 

worried about the mobilisation of youth through 

sports clubs. And it was frequently maintained 

that the EU should urgently develop a framework 

for political dialogue in order to address the grow-

ing tendency of authoritarianism in the run-up to 

the elections.

civil society on stability. However they are of 

the opinion that their capacity needs to be 

increased, before they could be considered an 

equal partner6. By not involving civil society 

organisations at this critical stage in post-

conflict Burundi one could argue that the EC 

at the same time undermines the space for 

civil society to mature and participate in the 

developments in their country.

For the scope of this study it is highly relevant 

to what extent Burundian civil society is 

involved in the implementation of the Council 

Conclusions. Concretely, this means that it 

should be reviewed whether Burundian civil 

society is involved in developing the action 

plan for the EU pilot in their country, and 

to what extent this action plan takes into 

account the critical role of civil society in its 

implementation. The action plan definitely 

makes an elegant contribution to improving 

coordination amongst EU-related instruments 

and actors. It seems, unfortunate that its in-

tervention strategy is exclusively aimed at the 

first objective of better coordination. Where 

the other two objectives still leave some room 

for civil society involvement and political 

dialogue (‘inclusive process with the govern-

ment, donors and other stakeholders’; ‘gaining 

experience with the EU response to fragility’), 

the proposed strategy suffers from a complete 

lack of the notion that civil society should 

be involved in this pilot project. Sadly none 

6	 The EC contributes to strengthening the Burun-

dian civil society through their program ARCANE 

(Appui et de Renforcement des Capacites des 

Acteurs Non-Etatiques), that aims at training train-

ers, improving administrative skills and rebuilding 

NGO infrastructure.
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of the interviewed civil society organisations 

had been informed about this action plan, 

let alone been involved in drafting it. When 

asked about this drawback, the representa-

tive of the Netherlands reiterated that the 

pilot is all about EU coordination. Involving 

Burundian civil society is therefore perceived 

as irrelevant.

In contradiction with OECD/DAC Principles 

for Good International Engagement in Fragile 

States and the Council Conclusions on an EU 

Response to Situations of Fragility, civil society 

in Burundi has no say in EU policies and pro-

grams in their country. Even more, they are 

considered an incompetent and irrelevant ac-

tor in the pilot of implementing the EU policy 

principles on situations of fragility. This may 

not only have serious consequences for the 

efficacy and sustainability of the EU interven-

tion in Burundi, it will also have implications 

for the lessons that the EU aims to draw from 

this pilot exercise, which will feed into the 

Implementation Plan. It is conceivable that 

the final Implementation Plan will overlook 

the role of civil society in fragile states, be-

cause there will not be any learnt lesson from 

Burundi included the plan.

Budget support and political dialogue
In accordance with the Council Conclusions, 

Burundi is one of the first fragile states to 

receive budget support. This is a political 

choice in itself. It bears extreme risks in 

terms of transparency and accountability, 

but it is almost certain that the state  – for 

54% dependent on aid - would collapse if 

it were not for the general budget support. 

However, the factors of fragility indicate that 

it is not only inadequate state capacity that 

may lead to a relapse to conflict. Equally 

important are issues related to social tensions 

and political contestation, which directly 

influence Burundi’s state building process. 

The European Commission ascertained that 

providing budget support facilitates the set-up 

of a framework in which these issues can be 

addressed. Both Burundian civil society rep-

resentatives as independent analysts confirm 

that this would actually have major impact on 

the political constellation in Burundi, which 

critical in the run-up to the elections. Ad hoc 

examples have already shown the impact the 

international can have on political develop-

ments in Burundi. 

The EC assists the Government of Burundi 

with EUR 15 million budget support each 

year during three years. The spending of the 

money is monitored through purely techni-

cal indicators, based on the IMF agreement, 

public finance management criteria and the 

poverty reduction strategy paper. Adding 

political criteria to this monitoring frame-

work is perceived impertinent. The EU says 

it already conducts a dialogue related to the 

Cotonou Agreement (art. 8). However, all par-

ties describe this dialogue largely  as vague 

and non-binding. 

The Netherlands, which has a leading position 

within the Burundi pilot, do not share the 

view expressed by the EC. The Dutch assist the 

government of Burundi with EUR 13 million 

budget support for four years (through the 

trust fund) and believe this offers an excel-

lent opportunity to stimulate a reshape of 

political relations within Burundian society. 

However, the Dutch alone cannot start such 

a political dialogue on its own and as long as 

the EC is rather reluctant to cooperate, the 

Dutch are trying to address political issues 
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in an alternative way. For example, the Dutch 

are the leading donor for the Security Sector 

Development Program for the army and police. 

The Ministers of Foreign Affairs, of Defense 

and for Development Cooperation signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding with the 

government of Burundi, which contained a 

clear framework for the political dialogue on 

the behavior of the security services towards 

the people. Although this testifies to the Dutch 

sense of realism, the Dutch MoU approach is 

open for two criticisms. First, it again does not 

take into account the watchdog role civil soci-

ety plays vis-à-vis the security services, and the 

useful input they therefore may have in this 

political dialogue. In contrary, civil society is 

not explicitly included as a partner in this dia-

logue. Secondly, the impact of such a bilateral 

dialogue is questioned by Committee National 

de Coordination des Aides. The CNCA believes 

a political dialogue can be helpful, but only if 

the criteria are crystal clear and harmonized 

amongst all donors.  

The ongoing discussion about the desirabil-

ity of conducting a political dialogue with a 

recipient government shows that the EC is not 

ready yet to actually implement the Council 

Conclusions in this respect. In spite of the fact 

that a variety of diplomatic and civil actors 

persist that this would be extremely helpful in 

the case of Burundi.
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The implementation of the EU pilot in 

Burundi raises serious concerns over the final 

Implementation Plan on Fragile States. An 

incoherency appears between policy ambitions 

formulated at EU head quarters in Brussels 

and the concrete implementation in Burundi. 

A variety of obstacles explain this gap between 

policy and practice. First of all, it must be noted 

that the government of Burundi is not proud of 

its infamous status as fragile state and does not 

tend to be in explicit favor of being the eternal 

pilot case for related policies. In addition, EC 

delegates complain about the total lack of 

policy directives from Brussels. As a result, it is 

unclear to the delegates that they are expected 

to implement the pilot. There is hardly any 

interaction between local civil society and 

the EC Delegation and, consequently, there 

is a clear mutual misunderstanding on each 

other’s roles, capabilities and potential. That 

is why the local civil society is predominantly 

unaware of the mere existence of the EU policy 

on situations of fragility. Lastly, there is a dis-

crepancy between the interpretation of the EC 

Delegation and the member states of ‘political 

dialogue’. Where the EC Delegation sticks to a 

purely technical interpretation, some member 

states are keen on intensifying dialogue on 

human rights violations and peace dividends. 

There is a growing concern that this may lead 

to fragmented political discussions and in a less 

effective political dialogue.

As a result, it is inconceivable that the Burundi 

pilot will produce relevant and valuable lessons 

learnt relating to civil society involvement and 

political dialogue. The role of civil society in 

this pilot is not only overlooked, but also be-

lieved to be irrelevant. Whilst being a potential 

driver of change in the country – especially in 

the run-up to the elections – civil society activ-

ists hardly profit from international diplomatic 

support. Let alone that the issues they raise are 

systematically echoed within a framework of 

political dialogue. The European Commission, 

its Delegation in Burundi, EU Member States 

and NGOs urgently need to rise to the challenge 

of effectively addressing and strengthening 

local potential for peace and development in 

their policies. 

Therefore the following actions are critical:

To the General Affairs and External Relations Council

•	 Request the European Commission to re-

view the pilot process regarding a European 

Union Response to Situations of Fragility 

along criteria of credibility, accuracy and 

inclusiveness, before translating it into a 

standing Implementation Plan. 

To the European Commission

•	 Urgently organize civil society input on the 

pilot action plans and revise these action 

plans accordingly.

•	 Develop clear and workable directives 

regarding civil society consultation and 

reporting, which help steering the EC Del-

egations in implementing the pilot action 

plans. 

•	 Contribute to the creation and protection of 

a democratic space that allows civil society 

to play its democratic role, by politicizing 

the nature of the dialogue with the Govern-

ment of Burundi. 

V. Conclusions and Recommendations
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To the Government of Burundi

•	 Develop a Memorandum of Understanding 

with all major donors which will guide the 

shaping of basic principles, ensures the 

coherence of approaches to the process of 

democratization in Burundi and adds to 

effectiveness and efficiency of programs. 

•	 Demand transparency in the pilot process 

and avoid duplication of existing coordina-

tion and coherence mechanisms.

•	 Further open a space which will allow all 

stakeholders, including civil society, to 

actively participate in general in the develop-

ment of democratic policies and in particu-

lar in the identification of the Burundian 

specificity in the fragile states process. 

To Burundian civil society

•	 Demand insight and participation in the 

pilot process.

•	 Invest its resources in strengthening 

capacities in order to develop an increased 

ability to participate in the democratic 

process in Burundi and to access the inter-

national donors’ information and political 

processes.
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