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INTRODUCTION 

 

Conflict Analysis: Burundi  

Burundi, which has seen extended periods of ethnic and political violence 

since its independence in 1962, has a population that is very young – over half 

the population is under 18 – and is overwhelmingly rural, with nearly 90% 

living off the land. Burundi’s dominant ethnic groups are Hutus and Tutsis, 

representing 85% and 14% of the population respectively1. Conflicts in 1972-

73 drove certain groups of Hutus and Tutsis out of the country and divided 

communities across ethnic lines. One of the most densely populated countries 

in Africa, Burundi’s already severe land shortage was put under additional 

strain as these former Burundian refugees began returning to the country with 

the Arusha agreement in 1998. In many cases, they returned to find their land 

occupied; meanwhile, residents who had bought or inherited the land found 

themselves facing expulsion, whether by the courts or threat of violence. 

Ceding land has been a common solution, yet it often meant compounding an 

existing situation of poverty. 

The Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC) estimates that as of 

August 2015, there were “at least 79,200” internally displaced people (IDPs) 

in Burundi2. IDP sites have not emerged, as people are largely living with 

friends and family in other communities. The Internal Displacement 

Monitoring Centre (IDMC) speculates that this figure is higher in reality, 

owing to Burundian IDPs’ reluctance to express themselves as such for fear of 

further persecution for political links. This figure is nonetheless lower than 

Burundi has seen in recent decades, with the number of IDPs reaching 800,000 

during the 1993-2005 civil war. The majority of IDPs today derive from this 

original group, and are predominantly Tutsis (over 77,600) living in the 

northern and central provinces. 

                                                
1 Center for Security Policy, ‘Ethnic Divisions Are Central to Crisis in Burundi’, (2015), 
https://www.centerforsecuritypolicy.org/2015/04/28/ethnic-divisions-are-central-to-crisis-in-
burundi/  
2 ‘Burundi IDP Figures Analysis’, Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, http://www.internal-
displacement.org/sub-saharan-africa/burundi/figures-analysis  
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UNICEF Burundi: C4D & Peacebuilding 

Like UNICEF Burundi’s 2014 participatory development of an adolescent 

strategy, C4D for peacebuilding in Burundi has particularly targeted children 

and adolescents. This has involved activities such as: the production and 

diffusion of a national series of radio drama, the promotion of life skills and 

caring practices; inclusive sports and play for peacebuilding; capacity-building 

of 50 child journalists to support production of multimedia content 

(disseminated through the national radio-TV network, social media and U-

report 3  and showcased internationally by, for example, BBC) 4  and 

strengthening the use of participatory theatre. Each of these activities is aimed 

at promoting core peacebuilding competencies, such as civic participation, 

social entrepreneurialism and resilience. The overarching aim of the C4D 

programme is to strengthen the capacities of implementing partners of the 

various interventions to integrate conflict sensitivity and social cohesion into 

their ongoing programmes. 

UNICEF Partner: Centre Ubuntu 

Centre Ubuntu is a key UNICEF partner for peacebuilding in Burundi. Created 

in 2002, following the Arusha Peace and Reconciliation Agreement, the faith-

based organisation now works in more than 250 communities and focuses on 

value-based reconciliation between groups that have traditionally been 

opposed.  

C4D Peacebuilding Intervention: Participatory Theatre 

The peacebuilding work of Centre Ubuntu and UNICEF is set within 

Burundi’s complex conflict of communities – made up of residents and 

returning neighbours - trying to come to terms with reconciliation. Responses 

to this work continue to be challenged by violent intolerance, but it is 

collaborative tolerance which drives Centre Ubuntu’s C4D interventions.  

                                                
3 U-Report is a UNICEF-innovated mobile platform, also being used in countries including Uganda and 
DRC, through which young people can share their stories and information for free. 
4 UNICEF Burundi Annual Report 2014, 
http://www.unicef.org/about/annualreport/files/Burundi_Annual_Report_2014.pdf   
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Of these activities, the intervention focused on in this case study is the use of 

Participatory Theatre to promote peacebuilding dialogues, in collaboration 

with Centre Ubuntu. Participatory Theatre is defined by Search for Common 

Ground – leaders in the practice - as “an approach in which the actors interact 

with the public, based on a real problem. Throughout the participatory event, 

the public participates to adapt, change or correct a situation, an attitude or a 

behaviour that is developed during the show.”5  

The project has been highlighted6 for its remarkable results not just in the area 

of communities’ peaceful cohabitation, but in their active participation. 

Achieving this by bringing violently conflicting ethnic groups to participate in 

the same session for stimulating dialogue to analyse/address sensitive issues of 

conflict – and not just focusing on one ‘side’ or group involved in the conflict 

– is furthermore unique among interventions in Burundi.  

 

THEORY OF CHANGE 

 

Participatory Theatre (PT) helps to increase conflict-affected communities’ 

capacity to cope with their problems, by generating dialogue and promoting 

tolerance. Participants express their problems, and find answers through the 

theatrical process. It has been observed that social problems are being 

overcome through this process, as young people take a leading role in 

peacebuilding efforts and come together to confront long-standing social 

divisions. 

Interpersonal 

• Objective: Promote open dialogue and productive collaboration 

between participants during the PT session. 

                                                
5 Search for Common Ground, Participatory Theatre for Conflict Transformation: Training Manual, 
2012, http://dmeforpeace.org/sites/default/files/Participatory-Theatre-Manual-EN.pdf  
6 Published in books and articles from the War Trauma Foundation (such as Collective Healing: A Social 
Action Approach, Supplement to support sustainable use of Narrative Theatre (2011)  
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• Intended results: Dialogue and collaboration extend into individuals’ 

interactions in everyday life. Supportive and enjoyable friendships are 

formed and maintained. Adolescents (for example) develop greater 

peace competencies7, such as: Communication; Critical Thinking; 

Respect and Cooperation; Tolerance and Empathy; Negotiation; 

Managing Stress and Emotions; Leadership and agency 

Wider Community 

• Objective: Facilitate a memorable event which requires whole 

community participation, and crystallises ties between residents and 

IDPs.  

• Intended results: Tensions between residents/IDPs are eased beyond 

the event (longer term) and participation (broader community) of the 

PT even. Intolerance is less accepted in the community, as the 

discriminatory social situations modelled in the theatre are not 

repeated.  

Institutional   

• Objective: Capacity-building of animators to integrate conflict 

sensitivity and mediation into the theatre process. 

• Intended results: Capacity is developed for longer-term community 

support, from animators, traditional/government community leaders, 

and from other NGO facilitators. 

 

C4D APPROACHES, STRATEGIES AND 

METHODOLOGIES 

 

Centre Ubuntu bridges behaviour change and social change approaches 

through a participatory communication strategy. The overlap of approaching 

                                                
7 As developed in the 'Peacebuilding Knowledge, Attitudes And Skills: Desk Review And 
Recommendations’, written by Elena Reilly (for the Adolescent Development and Participation Section, 
UNICEF), http://learningforpeace.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Peacebuilding-Knowledge-
Attitudes-and-Skills-Desk-Review-and-Recommendations.pdf  
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personal behaviour change with community social change is necessary in the 

context of aggression between ethnicities – of residents and IDPs – at both the 

individual and the group levels of influence. A participatory communication 

strategy was appropriate here as it requires both individual creativity and 

group collaboration. The method chosen to implement this strategy was 

Participatory Theatre (the specific process is described in the box below). 

Participatory Theatre Methodology 

Centre Ubuntu and UNICEF launched this participatory theatre project in the 

Ruhero colline of the Ngozi province (at the northerly border with Rwanda).  

Centre Ubuntu targeted this area as one which had been particularly affected 

by inter-ethnic and returnee-resident conflict, and set about bringing each 

warring faction into conversation. This was a challenge, given that almost no 

other organizations had attempted such bridging before, but were helping one 

side or the other. Such emphasis of division fostered an environment of 

sensitivity and resistance, with those in poor areas particularly nervous to 

collaborate with either those in different ethnic groups, or with Centre Ubuntu.  

Centre Ubuntu’s C4D project was therefore based upon the message: “You 

have the same problem, so now you need to sit down to find solutions 

together”. 
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CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY: CREATION 

AND TRAINING OF AN INTER-ETHNIC LOCAL COMMITTEE 

A committee is formed (facilitated by Centre Ubuntu animators) of 15 

respected role models – at least seven Tutsis and seven Hutus, with at least 

three girls in each group. These leaders are elected to help mobilize and 

On the day: how a participatory theatre session unfolds 

• An authoritative community figure (contacted by Centre Ubuntu) calls 
100 local residents and 100 IDPs to attend the event – these are men, 
women and children at all stages of the life cycle. This balance 
between conflicting parties is crucial to the success of the programme.  

• Facilitated by Centre Ubuntu animators, the theatre process is 
launched by introducing the aim of the exercise: to find a solution to 
local problems.  Through an open interaction, participants are invited 
to call out answers to the questions:  

o “What are the problems you face?” Recurring answers 
included hatred, racism, discrimination, land disputes, and 
prostitution. 

o “What is the principal problem, and what is its root cause?” 
Discrimination was most often highlighted, as people 
described being rejected both professionally and socially. 

o “Can you give a real-life story of when this happened?” 
Prompting participatory responses such as “I went to the office 
and….”, or “I was walking home from the market, and these 
boys kicked and beat me”. 

• Five stories are selected by the group as being the most moving.  
• As a group, participants verbally contribute to analysis of the story – 

its roots, its decision points, its implications. 
• A few participants are asked to act out the chosen story, replaying 

what happened. At this point, Centre Ubuntu animators must observe 
participants, noting who appears particularly shocked or upset. 

• The enactment ends with a problem, which animators turn to the 
participants (actors and audience) as questions: tell us what you have 
found out from what was played? What would have been a better 
scenario? Such questions often spark suggestions of changes in 
authority, or of greater tolerance. 

• With these solutions enacted, the scenario is re-played. At the end, 
questions are then posed to participants: what did you learn about how 
these characters can solve their issues? 
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influence others in the community. A week after the participatory theatre 

event, the leaders are trained in five pillars of peacebuilding: 1. Values of 

being a human; 2. Coping with trauma; 3. Conflict management (how to 

dialogue); 4. Leadership based on listenership; 5. Development into a 

conducive environment for peace. This committee is then accountable for 

training smaller groups within their community, for making and fulfilling 

agendas, and for building solidarity in order to make their initiatives 

sustainable. 

MONITORING AND EVALUATION 

Community follow up by both this committee, and by Centre Ubuntu 

animators, is key to see how participants are coping, and developing. This 

follow-up and evaluation involves Centre Ubuntu staff establishing baselines 

through interviews, in which they ask individuals what their community’s 

problems are, and what is being done about it. These interviews are targeted at 

key, influential people, and often those in traditional leadership roles who 

have an overview of the community. Staff then record their observations 

against these baselines on every visit (initially, they spend 3-4 days in the 

community to investigate results) noting what is changing politically, 

economically and psycho-socially, and why. Individual participants are asked 

about personal change, and asked to give examples: a method which is 

complemented by UNICEF’s monitoring of activity through conversations 

with beneficiaries to gather human interest stories. These testimonies are then 

triangulated with others to qualify their veracity.  

OTHER INITIATIVES COMPLEMENTING C4D PROJECTS  

Centre Ubuntu’s approach goes beyond these participatory theatre sessions, 

complementing this C4D project with other peacebuilding methodologies. An 

example is a mixed group project to generate income, which serves to combat 

poverty, and promote social inclusion and cooperation between project 

participants (thus addressing key conflict triggers). Techniques for this 

cooperation speak well to those skills learnt through participatory theatre: 

young participants must identify a project to work on together (a palm 
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plantation project, for example, as chosen by young residents and returnees 

from Nyabigina colline) requiring precisely those skills of discussion, 

analysis, and addressing issues as modelled in participatory theatre sessions. 

Though we cannot assume the participation of young people in every activity, 

those who do benefit from both approaches and demonstrate how C4D can 

enhance projects beyond its own, for strengthening youth resilience to 

violence and building bridges between Burundian groups. 

ADVOCACY, AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY 

Within the context of Burundi’s hierarchical mode of operating, Centre 

Ubuntu and UNICEF have acted upon the need to engage with local 

governments, and the channels through which they work.  

At a link level, are working within communities to connect the population (as 

described above).  

At the bridge level, they are giving feedback to local administration by 

reporting on the changes observed. The local government is thus aware of the 

problems youth are facing, and driven to also take action themselves. This has 

also resulted in Centre Ubuntu’s work being requested elsewhere in the 

country, by other local administrators.  

For decision-makers, Centre Ubuntu are currently (as of November 2015) 

planning a conference to advocate for this peacebuilding programme. The 

high-level representatives invited will watch a film of Centre Ubuntu’s work 

and results, as well as being presented with printed research on the 

programmes, and with a high-school module curriculum (complementing the 

peacebuilding programmes) which Centre Ubuntu hopes will be more widely 

rolled-out. 
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SPECIFIC RESULTS, IMPACT AND METHODS FOR 

EVALUATION   

 

“People are changing - we have seen a lot of transformation” reports a staff 

member from Centre Ubuntu. 

Tolerance has grown: It has been witnessed that individuals of different 

ethnic groups can sit together and work together at community sessions, in 

previously unprecedented collaboration. Members of targeted communities are 

seeing the value of the contributions from their neighbours of different 

ethnicities. Some have begun paying one another visits, and exchanging 

letters. Some lend farming equipment and land to each other, eat dinner 

together, and their children play ball games together. People can pass through 

villages where they had previously been to unsafe to enter. The prevalence of 

discussions and mutual help between different ethnic groups has notably risen, 

and leaders are becoming more sensitive and pro-mediation. 

Recognition for associations: Out of the committees facilitated by Centre 

Ubuntu, recognised associations have become concretised. In some cases, 

these associations are requesting recognition at the level of district authority. 

 

KEY FACILITATING FACTORS 

 

Independent of politics: Centre Ubuntu is politically neutral: a quality which 

helps to build trust, as it is appreciated at the community, administration and 

political levels, and particularly in politically volatile districts. Working with 

non-partisan NGOs is a critical part of Burundi’s overarching national 

Peacebuilding strategy. 

Motivation and drive: Community members – and particularly the youth – 

truly want to sit together, to work together and to live together. This personal 

drive is mirrored in the project and community leaders, who want to develop 

the youth and lay foundations for a more peaceful future for the community. 
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Multi-ethnic, intergenerational: People across ethnic groups and lifecycle 

stages are all included – by design – in the Participatory Theatre process. From 

this diverse range of angles, participants can see and diagnose the problems 

rising within their own communities, and so share the multi-faceted solution to 

these problems. 

Use of multiple channels: UNCIEF colleagues have noticed that a key factor 

of Centre Ubuntu’s success is its use of a mixed strategies. Participatory 

Theatre doesn’t stand alone as a local intervention, but is at the heart of a 

range of activities for the community. These strategies range from mass-media 

sensitisation, to individual training. 

Disseminating the ‘Ubuntu’ value: ‘Ubuntu’ is a southern African term for a 

quality describing the essential human virtues of compassion and humanity. 

This is the keystone to Centre Ubuntu’s practice. Its success as a 

peacebuilding message (as suggested by staff who have worked in and with 

Centre Ubuntu) might in part be owing to its rhetorical relevance to the over 

70% of Burundi’s population who are Catholic. 

Follow up: The Centre Ubuntu Participatory Theatre process does not end 

when the final performance has been applauded and discussed. Work with the 

young people involved continues, through local leaders who do more than 

merely disseminate messages. [See more under the section above, ‘Monitoring 

and Evaluation’.] 

Qualified staff: When necessary, in Centre Ubuntu interventions such as 

Participatory Theatre, psychologists are employed to help participants with 

challenging psychosocial elements of the exercises. This ensures that the 

mental health of traumatised victims of violence is most fully supported. 

 

KEY CHALLENGES 

 

Resentment between residents and returnees. Having been forcefully 

expelled from the country, Burundian refugees had to build up lives outside of 
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the country. On their return, numerous NGOs have been helping this group – 

but only this group. Resentment of this began to grow among residents who 

felt equally disadvantaged by poverty and hardship. Government attempts to 

reclaim residents’ land to give to returnees, fuelled this hatred further; conflict 

over these limited resources is now rife between Hutus and Tutsis.  

Ø This almost prevented Centre Ubuntu’s peacebuilding programme from 
happening whatsoever. Before the first session was begun, Centre Ubuntu 
animators were stopped and threatened on the road into a village. They had 
to retreat, and try again another day. 

Ø Getting a balance within each participatory theatre group is also difficult, 
and animators can struggle to gather ethnically balanced groups. In some 
cases where participants were threatened by neighbouring groups, they had 
to travel significant distances and over hilly terrain to reach the community 
theatre sessions at all. 

Low levels of education: The high prevalence of illiteracy makes 

communication with participants challenging. Influencing communities 

through dialogue stimulated by theatre, images and games have therefore 

become key knowledge-building channels. 

Political manipulation: Youth in Burundi have been particularly exploited by 

political parties which exploit them for their own aggressive and even violent 

rallying campaigns. This force counters the peacebuilding process which 

Centre Ubuntu is pursuing. It is therefore tackled through Centre Ubuntu’s 

work with key partners, helping to develop youth’s peace competencies and 

mediation skills. 

Political action: With violent protests and strikes in May 2015, Centre Ubuntu 

activities were temporarily suspended owing to the danger faced by young 

participants. 

Poverty: In a financially desperate situation, some participants in Centre 

Ubuntu’s other programmes have stolen or exploited group resources – for 

example, young people have sold the goats which were given to the group in a 

solidarity exercise. Helping youth to find their own solutions, and to take care 

of what they are given, has proved crucial for helping this exercise to work. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

 

Ø A lack of social contact between the residents of Burundi and the returning 
refugees created tension and conflict, which has largely manifested itself 
in claims to land, which were exacerbated by poverty and a heavy reliance 
on agriculture as an income generator. 

Ø Centre Ubuntu’s C4D approach of initiating behaviour change through 
targeting resident and refugee youths, and by implementing dialogue and 
participation as a strategy through methods of participatory theatre, has 
seen impressive results. A radical shift in behaviour has been seen in the 
communities Centre Ubuntu works in, as measured through individual 
interviews. 

Ø Centre Ubuntu’s C4D approach of initiating behaviour change through 
targeting resident and refugee youths. Young residents and returnees used 
to have limited social contact, leading to social isolation and thereby to 
conflict and aggressive behaviour – in particular from the returnees. Centre 
Ubuntu has used C4D peacebuilding methods to build bridges between the 
youths and those at other lifecycle stages, which have extended throughout 
the communities to break down social barriers and encourage cooperation 
and peacebuilding. Before the dialogue and mixed group projects, the 
residents and returnees did not want any contact with each other. Now, 
they lend farming equipment and land to each other, eat dinner together, 
and their children play ball games together. These results have shown the 
participatory theatre programmes at Centre Ubuntu to be highly successful 
in the context of C4D peacebuilding in Burundi. 

Ø Maintaining the awareness of local government and higher level decision-
makers as to Centre Ubuntu’s work has led to the peacebuilding 
programme being requested elsewhere. This demonstrates the possibilities 
for impactful advocacy which can grow from those successful behaviour 
and social-change strategies that maintain local government engagement 
and collaboration. This high-level support and endorsement also 
demonstrates the relevance and scalability of this peacebuilding model for 
districts elsewhere in Burundi, and perhaps for other countries dealing 
with the millions of IDPs in East and Central Africa, and even elsewhere 
in the world.  In January 2015, there were an estimated 38 million 
internally displaced persons (IDPs)8: given the urgency of this figure, 
Centre Ubuntu’s intervention has stark relevance for integration 
programmes worldwide. 

                                                
8 From Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), http://www.internal-displacement.org/, 
accessed 30.11.15 


