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Introduction

Burundi, one of Africa’s most densely populated and richly storied countries, is often
associated with its hills, lakes, and rural landscapes. Yet, nestled within its verdant
terrain lie cities and towns that form the beating heart of the nation’s social,
economic, and political life. As a landlocked country in East Africa, Burundi’s urban
evolution has been shaped by geography, colonial legacy, and the enduring resilience
of its people. For both the curious traveler and the dedicated historian, the cities of
Burundi offer a fascinating portal into the country’s dynamic past and promising, if
complex, future.

This book, Cities of Burundi, is designed to guide readers through the major urban
centers that anchor the country’s identity. We explore not only the economic and
administrative capitals of Bujumbura and Gitega but also the diverse array of towns
that contribute to Burundi’s multifaceted urban mosaic. Each city—whether it is a
bustling port on Lake Tanganyika, the historic seat of a royal court, or a commercial
hub surrounded by rolling tea plantations—tells a unique story. Through historical
overview, contemporary analysis, and practical guidance, we aim to provide a holistic
portrait of these important places.

Urbanization is a relatively recent, yet powerful, force in Burundi. For much of its
history, the population was dispersed across rural family compounds, with only a
handful of true cities. In recent decades, population growth, rural land pressures, and
the country’s broader development ambitions have led to significant expansion of
urban centers. This trend brings both opportunities, such as vibrant marketplaces and
innovation, and substantial challenges, including poverty, infrastructure needs, and
environmental concerns. Understanding both dimensions is essential for anyone
hoping to grasp the current and future trajectory of Burundi.

The cities and towns in this volume have been selected for their importance in the
national fabric, their roles as economic engines, administrative nerve centers, and
cultural touchstones. Each chapter examines the history of its city, the key sites
visitors should not miss, and the ways in which these urban centers reflect larger
themes in Burundi’'s development. Whether exploring the colonial past of Bujumbura,
the sacred drum sanctuaries of Gitega, or the agricultural prowess of Ngozi and
Kayanza, readers will gain insight into the diversity and vibrancy of Burundi’'s urban
life.

For visitors, Burundi’s cities present an array of experiences—colorful markets, lively

festivals, unique cuisines, artistic traditions, and stunning natural settings. Yet travel
here can also open a window onto the everyday struggles and triumphs that shape
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Burundian society. Cities are not just commercial or governmental hubs; they are
places where Burundi’s cultures intersect, where history is made, and where the future
is being built.

As you embark on this journey through the cities of Burundi, may this book illuminate
both the well-known landmarks and the hidden corners of each urban center. We hope
to inspire exploration, foster understanding, and deepen appreciation for a nation
whose cities, though few in number, are rich in character, resilience, and promise.
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CHAPTER ONE: Bujumbura: Heartbeat of Burundi’s
Economy

Bujumbura, once known as Usumbura, is more than just Burundi’s largest urban
center; it is the undisputed economic capital and a vibrant hub of activity. Nestled on
the northeastern shores of Lake Tanganyika, this bustling metropolis serves as the
nation's primary port, a critical artery for international trade that connects Burundi to
its East African neighbors—the Democratic Republic of Congo, Tanzania, and Zambia.
From this strategic location, agricultural products like coffee, tea, and cotton, which
form the bedrock of Burundi's exports, embark on their journeys to global markets.

The city's origins trace back to a modest fishing village, a tranquil settlement whose
quiet existence was dramatically altered in 1889 when it became a military outpost in
German East Africa. This transformation marked the beginning of Usumbura’s ascent
as a significant regional center. Following the conclusion of World War I, the city
transitioned into the administrative heart and de facto capital of the Belgian League of
Nations mandate of Ruanda-Urundi. This period further cemented its importance,
laying the groundwork for the modern city it would become. Upon Burundi gaining its
independence in 1962, Usumbura was renamed Bujumbura, a change that symbolized
the nation's newfound sovereignty. While Gitega assumed the role of political capital
in 2019, Bujumbura has retained its dynamic character as the country's economic and
commercial powerhouse.

Bujumbura is experiencing a remarkable demographic surge, positioning it as one of
Africa's fastest-growing cities. Projections indicate a substantial growth rate of
approximately 5.75% between 2020 and 2025. The metropolitan area's population is
estimated to be around 1,350,000 in 2025 and is expected to reach 2.3 million by
2035. This rapid expansion is largely attributed to ongoing urbanization, general
population increase, and the city’s ability to offer a wider array of employment
opportunities compared to rural areas. The diverse tapestry of its population is
predominantly composed of the Hutu and Tutsi ethnic groups, reflecting the broader
demographic composition of Burundi. Beyond these two major groups, smaller
communities of Twa, Asians, Europeans, and other African ethnicities also contribute
to the city's vibrant cultural mix.

The economic engine of Bujumbura runs primarily on its bustling port activities and
extensive trade networks. The city is a hub for specialized industries, including
textiles, leather goods, paper, and chemicals. Furthermore, it plays a crucial role in the
processing of agricultural products such as coffee and tea, vital commodities for the
national economy. At the heart of Bujumbura lies a thriving central business district, a
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labyrinth of banks, government offices, diverse markets, and retail shops. The informal
trading sector is also a significant component of the city's commerce, with lively
markets like the Central Market offering an extensive range of goods, reflecting the
entrepreneurial spirit of its residents.

Connecting Bujumbura to the wider world is the Bujumbura International Airport,
serving as the main aerial gateway for both passengers and cargo. While the city’s
infrastructure continues to evolve, with ongoing improvements in road networks and
internet connectivity, it grapples with considerable challenges. Poverty remains a
pervasive issue, and many residents face inadequate access to essential services such
as sanitation and medical care. Moreover, the absence of robust risk-informed spatial
planning and a comprehensive land mapping system hinders effective urban
expansion management, posing further hurdles to the city's sustainable development.

Bujumbura offers a fascinating blend of architectural styles, where the remnants of its
colonial past stand alongside modern constructions, telling a visual story of its
evolution. Among its notable landmarks is a national stadium, which pulsates with the
energy of sporting events, a prominent mosque, and an impressive cathedral, all
contributing to the city's diverse landscape. Just a short distance from the urban bustle
lies Rusizi National Park, a tranquil escape where visitors can encounter hippos and a
myriad of bird species in their natural habitat. The city is also home to the University
of Burundi, a key institution for higher education and a center of intellectual activity.
For those interested in Burundi’s rich cultural heritage, the Burundi Museum of Life,
also known as Musee Vivant, offers insightful glimpses into the nation's traditions and
natural history. The Livingstone-Stanley Monument, located south of Bujumbura,
commemorates the historic meeting of explorers David Livingstone and Henry Morton
Stanley in 1871. Beyond these sites, the city's lakefront beaches, particularly Saga
Plage, offer serene retreats with beach bars and local eateries, perfect for relaxation
and enjoying the views of Lake Tanganyika.
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