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The commitment of the international community in general in combating the illicit trade in light weapons in all its aspects as expressed through the various resolutions of the United Nations, proves how close this issue is to the heart of the States that regularly witness the enormous damage caused by the circulation, utilization and possession of light weapons resulting in the perpetuation of armed violence. The high number of victims frequently recorded both in our country and elsewhere bears witness to this.


In Burundi, according to a study made jointly by the Burundi League for Human Rights (ITEKA) and the Geneva Small Arms Survey, the question of the illegal circulation and possession of light weapons is particularly acute: “approximately 100,000 weapons are held by the civilian population”. This figure, which is enormous for such a small country as Burundi and which arises from the fact that our country has spent over 12 years in a war which has plunged the entire Burundi people into mourning, warrants particular attention.


The brief breakdown which occurred recently in the implementation of the ceasefire agreement signed between the Government of Burundi and PALIPEHUTU-FNL, the last rebel movement, meant that in certain places criminals were still killing and robbing the population. 


However, the resumption of negotiations between the Government of Burundi and that last rebel movement will make a clear contribution to improving the security situation throughout almost the entire national territory; the situation is thus favourable for the implementation of all the national programmes.


Since May 2007, when I made my last annual report, there has been a positive evolution in the implementation of the international commitments made by our country, in particular the United Nations Programme of Action, the International Instrument on the tracing of light weapons, the Bamako Declaration and the Nairobi Declaration and the Nairobi Protocol.


In that context, the action specified below has been taken in the following areas:


Measures have been taken for the marking of all legally held weapons in Burundi. Two Burundian officials (one from the Army and the other from the National Police), together with colleagues from the Great Lakes region and the Horn of Africa, will be trained in the tracing of firearms in Mombasa (Kenya) from 31 March to 4 April 2008. Training will be organized and funded by the Regional Centre on Small Arms and Light Weapons (RECSA), Nairobi.


At the end of the training course, marking equipment comprising machines and computers for computerization of data will be presented and a basic data management system will be set up. After the training has been completed, the trainees will in their turn train people to assist them and will thereafter be able to mark all weapons as specified in the Nairobi Protocol, in particular in article 7 (a), (b) and (c). This is of particular importance now that Burundi holds the chairmanship of RECSA for a period of two years.


The other matter on which action has already been taken is the strengthening of the legal framework and the harmonization of national legislation. The process of revision and harmonization of the national law on small arms and light weapons, which has been in progress since the end of last year with funding by the GTZ/EAC Salw project, is well advanced and a draft text is expected within a month. This law will cover the problems of the manufacture and alteration of weapons, in particular in accordance with the International Instrument.


Furthermore, as soon as the law is promulgated, other implementing texts, in particular covering regulation and administrative procedures, will follow and will be put in place without delay.


Spreading public awareness and the collection of weapons will also continue and the weapons taken in will be traced and destroyed in accordance with the requirements of the Instrument.


With regard to the implementation of the United Nations Programme of Action, Burundi has drawn up a national policy document on light weapons and the disarmament of civilians which it adopted in October 2006 subsequent to an upsurge in armed violence following the death of the first democratically elected President of the Republic in October 1993, and also in compliance with the international commitments assumed by the late President.


That document is designed to bring a return of peace and security and its implementation requires the development and elaboration of a short- or medium-term national plan of action.


In that connection, a seminar to prepare for the development and elaboration of a national plan of action has been organized for State- and non-State actors, particularly those in civil society, in order, on the one hand, to ensure their awareness of the issues and, on the other, to elaborate the major thrust of the programme. The project, which has been finalized and submitted to partners for funding, draws largely on the recommendations that came out of those consultations.


Pending the completion of this process, a programme for the disarmament of civilians and for combating the proliferation of small arms and light weapons is taking place on the basis of an annual action plan. The latter comprises, in particular, promoting awareness among weapons holders so as to persuade them voluntarily to hand in their weapons in exchange for compensation and setting up machinery for recovering weapons while, at the same time, the Government is strengthening the capacities of the defence and security services. Thus, the Government’s awareness campaign and the measures announced to call on weapons holders to hand weapons in voluntarily are promising.


A single structure to coordinate action by organizations and by civil society has been put in place by those entities with the support of the Government and of UNDP, thus facilitating effective collaboration in the implementation of our programme.


Measures have been taken to strengthen the capacities of the various actors in respect of the management and control of weapons.


Action to ensure the security of stocks of State-owned weapons has been taken and other initiatives are being followed, in particular in the construction of shelters for weapons and munitions pending destruction.


Equipment for destruction of weapons has been acquired but still needs to be improved in certain ways.


The establishment of a national central register of weapons is envisaged.


What more need be said of assistance requirements?


Weapons held illegally by the civilian population cannot be either marked or traced before they are collected. The strategy thus adopted by Burundi for substantially reducing the number of weapons in civilian hands is to offer a programme of “weapons for development” in order to provide a means of compensating weapons holders in kind.


Nevertheless, in achieving this objective, the country continues to encounter problems of financial resources given that it is a programme that requires substantial funds.
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