General Assembly - First Committee

Republic of Burundi

The issues before the First Committee are:
1. The impact of the uncontrolled spread of illegal small arms/light weapons on realization of the MDG

2. Observance of environmental norms in the drafting and implementation of agreements on disarmament and arms control


Burundi is one of the poorest countries in the world. It is a landlocked nation (albeit with lake and river access) that is densely populated and mostly dependent on agriculture. The country has been torn by civil strife since the democratic elections of 1993. Slowly the situation is improving, although the possibility of relapse into violence is never far away. With the help of the UN mission in Burundi, this country is trying to keep the peace and develop economically. Cooperation in East African schemes should stimulate trade and development. Burundi is dependent on regional stability for its own wellbeing. It has much to gain from bilateral and multilateral assistance in fighting poverty and preventing violence to resurface. As late as March 2009, the General Assembly has recognized the need for assistance to poor landlocked countries like Burundi.
 And as Burundi is also a very small country, it can only have a wider impact if it acts in unison. The African Union is a perfect vehicle for Burundi to offer its opinion and exert influence on the work of the General Assembly. Burundi will therefore work closely with the other African nations to develop a coherent policy in the First Committee of the General Assembly. 

Topic 1: The impact of the uncontrolled spread of illegal small arms/light weapons on realization of the MDG

The spread of small arms is one of the most important impediments to achieving the MDG in Burundi and other poor countries.
 There have been good initiatives, such as the 2001 UN Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons. This Programme contains many elements of the African position as stipulated in the 2000 Bamako Declaration. Nevertheless, there remains much to be done. SALW undermine economical development and stimulate human rights abuses through the overabundant availability of these dangerous weapons. In total, there are 640 million small arms in the world, the majority of which is in the hands of civilians.
 An estimated 100 million are found in Africa alone.


The situation in Burundi is dire. As Amnesty International has put it, “The prevalence of small arms, large numbers of newly demobilized fighters and a high crime rate all contributed to a prevailing sense of insecurity.”
 Peace remains fragile, and according to a statement of Burundi’s Second Vice-President Mr. Ntisezerana to the General Assembly, “The Government had begun disarming the civilian population, and unless those weapons were taken out of circulation and destroyed, peace would be threatened.”
 Disarmament is therefore vital to the peace and stability in Burundi and to put a hold to the “culture of violence”. Disarmament and development are mutually reinforcing processes.
 An important initiative is then the civilian disarmament campaign which aims to persuade civilians to trade weapons in exhange for compensation.
 Substantial progress has also been made to address grave violations of children’s rights;
 illicit spread of SALW to children is after all linked to the safety and integrity of the child. Furthermore, it is worth quoting from a 2008 report of the Secretary-General on Burundi:
58. The destruction of obsolete weapons and mines under Government control has resumed and is making progress. With the assistance of BINUB, the national defence forces successfully disposed of 1,697 rifles and 29 mortars in January. A total of 130 small arms were also destroyed during the celebration on 15 March of the eighth anniversary of the Nairobi Declaration and Protocol.
60. By March 2008, 92 per cent of Burundian terrain suspected of having explosive residues had been cleared as a result of the operations of the Burundian Mine Action Coordination Centre. In addition, 664 anti-personnel mines, comprising the entire stock of the national defence forces, were destroyed on 17 March. This brought Burundi into compliance with articles 4 and 5 of the Ottawa Convention against the use, storage, production and transfer of anti-personnel mines.


Burundi has thus achieved serious progress, but it needs the technical and financial assistance by other nations to further curb the illicit trade in SALW. Burundi’s government tries its utmost to prevent the spread of these dangerous items, but is in real need of resources to make the necessary improvements.
 Being able to offer compensation for weapons that are handed in requires significant sums of funding. Furthermore, Burundi will work together with its African partners to build on the 2000 Bamako Declaration which underlines the African common position. Burundi will strive to include into a new resolution some key elements of this declaration that was not inserted in the UN Programme of Action. According to the African Union, these key areas include 

notably the development of national action plans and programmes for, inter alia, the responsible management of legally held weapons; the negotiation, on a voluntary basis, of arrangements among neighbouring countries for effective systems of small arms control; the codification and harmonization, at region al level, of legislation governing the manufacture, trade, brokering, possession and use of small arms and light weapons and ammunition; the restriction of the trade in small arms and light weapons to governments and authorized registered licensed traders only.
 

Other areas of concern relate to the management of stockpiles and assistance to poorer countries in general. Burundi will therefore try to build on the content of General Assembly resolution 63/72 to achieve its goals as mentioned above.


Topic 2: Observance of environmental norms in the drafting and implementation of agreements on disarmament and arms control

Burundi is pleased that every year the General Assembly adopts a resolution highlighting the linkage between environmental norms and disarmament.
 This shows that disarmament is vital to the protection of the environment. For instance, chemical and nuclear weapons pose serious threats to life on earth. Furthermore, dangerous depleted uranium sometimes finds its way into certain types of artillery. And, most importantly, the use of land and water, which is invaluable for the economic development of the poorest countries like Burundi, can be severely impeded by the spread of weapons (and conflict). It is therefore important that disarmament takes place in order to support the environment. Naturally, agreements on disarmament should take into complete consideration the manner in which environmental norms play a role in the disarmament process. Devising and implementing disarmament frameworks should be done in an environmentally-friendly way. 

Every year the General Assembly thus passes praiseworthy resolutions on the relationship between the environment and disarmament, but mere words will no longer suffice. It is necessary to translate words into actions. The First Committee is not the best place to do this, but it could serve as a forum to show how seriously this matter should be treated. Burundi will try to insert tougher and more useful clauses into the new resolution. As a country whose environment is under strain, it is important to focus on this linkage between disarmament and observance of environmental norms. 
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