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The country that’s run out of fuel



COVER It is easier for a camel to go 
through the eye of a needle than 
for someone, rich or poor, to get a 
full tank of petrol in Burundi. Severe 
fuel shortages started in 2018 and 
have not let up since. The root cause 
likely dates further back: the 2015 
political crisis sparked by yet another 
president seeking yet another third 
term. Because empty tanks mean 
empty stomachs for workers in 
almost all sectors of the economy, 
Burundians are taking extraordinary 
steps to get fuel in — at the risk of 
bullets, crocodiles and imprisonment. 
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CORRECTION: On page 14 of 
Issue 209, in a story titled Foreign 
interests drive local dynamics, 
we stated that 100% of Sudan’s 
declared gold exports in 2024 went 
to Egypt, relying on data from the 
International Trade Center of the 
World Trade Organisation and the 
United Nations. Provisional data 
from the Central Bank of Sudan 
shows otherwise: gold worth over 
$1.52-billion (nearly 97% of all 
exports) went to the UAE. The ITC 
database didn’t record this, nor 
exports to Oman, Türkiye and Qatar. 
We regret our error. 
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As legal fuel imports collapse, citizens risk their lives to keep 
the country running: the black market is booming, with a litre 

of fuel now costing almost $7.

The dangerous business of 
keeping the country moving

désiré nimubona

One night in April, Bujumbura taxi driver 
Jerome Kabwana dodged bullets as he 
tried to cross the Ruzizi River, which 
separates Burundi and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. A friend he was 
with didn’t survive. 

“He was shot in the head and sank 
into the river,” says Kabwana. Despite 
that experience, Kabwana still makes the 
trip, smuggling fuel to Burundi. “We go 
in a group. If two are killed or arrested, 
the rest can reach Burundi with fuel.”

In January, clashes between 
smugglers and security forces in Cibitoke 
province left several people injured, 
according to local outlet Isanganiro. If 
arrested, smugglers face up to two years 
in prison. The smugglers don’t only 
face arrest or bullets – the river itself is 
teeming with crocodiles.

“We don’t understand why the 
government fails to provide fuel and 
then punishes those who bring it,” says 
Bahati Etienne, a 39-year-old from 

BURUNDI

Bubanza who has participated in the 
risky hustle. 

Noah Gakiza, a 25-year-old gas 
station worker, is also baffled. “There is 
no fuel in the country,” he says. “Even 
the officials who shoot and jail the 
smugglers buy from the black market.” 

Across Burundi, petrol stations are 
wrapped in plastic, “No Fuel” signs 
adorn empty pumps, and vehicles 
languish in kilometre-long queues. 
Some wait three weeks to refuel. 

Across the river in the DRC, 
Burundian smugglers buy the fuel from 
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traders like Amina Zitu. Every weekend, 
she hauls 20 to 50 jerrycans of fuel to the 
river, paying bribes to soldiers at DRC 
checkpoints since a July 2024 ban on fuel 
trafficking. “It’s dangerous,” Zitu says. 
“But it’s harder for those waiting for fuel 
on the other side.” 

It started with bad politics 
Burundi imports all its fuel and needs 
foreign currency to do so. Its forex largely 
comes from aid and exports, especially 
tea and coffee. Flows from both sources 
have been erratic over the past decade. 
In contrast, inflation has soared, hitting 
41.6% in June. The Burundian franc 
has also nosedived against the dollar, 
making fuel imports more expensive. 

Burundian analysts trace the 
disruption of foreign-currency flows 
and export revenue back to the 2015 
political crisis, when former president 
Pierre Nkurunziza sought a third term. 
Civil society and opposition supporters 
revolted, accusing Nkurunziza of 
violating the Constitution and the 
2000 Arusha Accords that ended the 

Burundian civil war. The government’s 
harsh response to protests and a coup 
attempt pushed activists, journalists, 
and many other Burundians into exile. 

Amid the political unrest, Burundi’s 
donors pulled back. Foreign aid fell 
sharply in 2015 and has flowed unevenly 
since, according to figures from the 
World Bank. Exports also fell and didn’t 
recover to pre-crisis levels until 2022, 
United Nations Comtrade data shows. 

By early 2023, the central bank’s 
foreign reserves could cover only one 
or two weeks of imports, down from 
three months before the crisis, Faustin 
Ndikumana, a Burundian economist, 
told Agence France-Presse. The forex 
problems were the trigger for the fuel 
shortages.

However, government officials 
continue to blame the fuel deficits 
on “hoarders”. “There are those 
who hide fuel to sell it to the rich in 
lavish Toyota Jeep cars,” President 
Évariste Ndayishimiye told a crowd 
in Bujumbura on 12 August. He said 
combatting fuel hoarders was the top 
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