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Preface

The people of Burkina Faso started 2011 watching and commenting with 
interest on the tempestuous events across the African continent. There were 
popular revolts for democracy in Tunisia and Egypt, with protests against 
the rotten regimes of Ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak. There was a post-electoral 
crisis and the fight for control of power in the Ivory Coast between Gbagbo 
and Ouattara and their followers after a contested second round of the presi-
dential election.

In Burkina Faso itself certain naive people still gloated over the peace 
and calm that prevailed, in contrast with what was happening elsewhere. 
Blaise Compaoré was re-elected on 21 November 2010 as the President of 
Burkina Faso, for a final mandate of 5 years. The election did not see mass 
mobilizations and with a potential electorate of around 7 million, only 1.7 
million bothered to vote. This demonstrates the unpopularity of the regime 
and that the majority of the people of Burkina Faso did not expect much 
from the election. More was expected from the authorities in terms of 
resolving key social questions (raising prices, poverty, additional taxes), the 
fight against corruption and ending privileges and favouritism.

As usual, concerned for his external public image, Blaise Compaoré was 
more focused on his mediation role and his participation in international 
meetings. He left his Prime Minister, then Tertius Zongo, to deal with domes-
tic issues.

And then on 20 February 2011, the death of Justin Zongo happened. 
This resulted from an unbelievable situation with violence by the police in 
Koudougou initiated by a simple fight between two students at the Guesta 
Kaboré secondary school.

The death of Justin Zongo, like that of Nobert Zongo—an investigative 
journalist—in 1998, caused a social explosion that destabilized the Compaoré 
regime for many months. This showed how fragile the regime was and how 
Burkina Faso faced an uncertain situation. Demonstrations were organised 
by young people, workers and the mass democratic organisations demanding 
truth and justice over the death of Justin Zongo. These showed the dynamic 
internal forces available and the readiness of the popular organisations to 
oppose, or react to, excesses or abuses by the authorities. Following this initial 
“revolt”, violent military demonstrations, including those by the Presidential 
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Introduction

Burkina Faso1 was a French colony until it gained independence in August 
1960. It is a landlocked country in West Africa with a turbulent political 
history. Throughout the colonial period the military had a central role in the 
direction of the country. Later there were seven political coups leading eventu-
ally to the Fourth Republic in 1991. But the country has also had a rich history 
of social protests and popular uprisings. Throughout the post-colonial period 
largely successful resistance took place against attempts to establish one party 
regimes and attempts at forming state-controlled trade unions.

The “founding moment” of this tradition of protest was the overthrow of 
the First Republic by the popular movement in January 1966. This uprising 
was linked to the trade unions and was a reaction to the chaos and ruthless 
enrichment of the former regime that wanted to introduce draconian auster-
ity plans.

In 1975, the regime of Renouveau National (National Renewal, 1974-1977) 
abandoned its project to create a one party state under pressure from the 
trade unions and the opposition who called a general strike. Under the Third 
Republic (1977-1980) in spite of repression the trade union struggle blossomed 
following the teachers’ strike of more than 50 days in 1980. This weakened the 
regime and contributed to its overthrow by a military coup in November 1980. 
The Comité militaire pour le redressement et le progrès national (Military 
Committee for Reform and National Progress) established a fascist order, 
according to some observers,2 but this only lasted for two years before it was in 
turn overthrown in 1982.

The next government of the Conseil du Salut du people (Peoples’ Salvation 
Council, CSP) had deep internal differences between its right and its left 
wings. In January 1983, Captain Thomas Sankara, who belonged to the left 
wing of the CSP, was appointed Prime Minister, but the French Government 
could not tolerate this promotion of radicals. They feared the government 
would be vulnerable to popular demands for real social change and a rupture 
with neo-colonialism. Four months later, in May 1983, with the blessing of the 

1 Previously called Upper Volta, in 1984 it was renamed Burkina Faso. This means “Land of 
Upright Men” in the local languages. The people of Burkina Faso are called the Burkinabé. 

2 Taha et Wowobé, 1982, “Vers un fascisme sanglant en Haute-Volta: le spectre du PCRV et la 
guerre contre ses soi-disant militants”, Peuples Noirs, Peuples Africains, 30, pp17-38.

Guard, showed the depth of anger against the regime. Up until then the 
regime had mainly been challenged only by demonstrations of workers and 
students, not by mutinies with this level of violence. But the mass demonstra-
tions by workers and others continued. They involved wider and wider social 
groups, many of whom had stood on the margins until then.

Whether or not this is the beginning of the end for a weakened regime, the 
sequence of political and social events during the first half of 2011 were historic 
for Burkina Faso. They shook the regime itself and strengthened the mass 
organisations that fight continuously for their democratic rights. But also, the 
lull in the protests in the recent months is only an interval and any spark will 
again set the county ablaze.

It is because of the historic importance of these events that this pamphlet is 
so useful, enabling a wider audience to learn the lessons of these protests. The 
author of this pamphlet provides an external, but informed, view of the popu-
lar revolts in Burkina Faso and sets the events within their proper context.

Burkina Faso is a small underdeveloped neo-colonial country. Although, 
strategically placed for the imperialists’ plans across West Africa, it has not 
always hit the headlines despite the intensity of its social conflicts.

It should not take much effort to read this key pamphlet. But it will allow 
you to plunge back into the rich popular protests of early 2011 and discover, 
especially if you are not already familiar with the country, the potential that 
the popular social forces of Burkina Faso have to radically change society in 
favour of the mass of poor people in the country.

Souleymane Kologo
Member of the French Section of the Burkinabé Movement for Human and 

People’s Rights (MBDHP/SF)
Former President of the General Union of Students (UGEB), Burkina Faso
27 March 2012, Paris
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However, the CNR and Sankara’s “revolutionary” programme for African 
self-reliance was seen as a defiant alternative to the neo-liberal development 
strategies imposed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Found, 
which made Sankara an icon for many of Africa’s poor.

The CNR found itself in a situation where there was an absence of dialogue 
over both its objectives and the means to achieve them. In the name of want-
ing to make a revolution for the mass of poor people, they did it without them. 
Sankara recognised this in his self-critical speech of 2 October 1987. But he and 
his allies did not have time to restore the severed lines between the authorities 
and the mass independent organisations of the poor and the working class.

Against the background of “Françafrique” (indicating French imperialism 
in Africa since independence), Sankara was assassinated with twelve of his 
comrades in a coup d’état considered to have been led by Blaise Compaoré on 
15 October 1987.

Blaise Compaoré became the new head of the state (where he remains) and 
proclaimed the goal of his government was a “rectification” of the revolution. 
A Popular Front was created, open to diverse political tendencies, trade unions 
and popular organisations.

The trade unions and other social forces gained from this “democratic 
opening” and were able to rebuild. In 1988, the Confédération Générale du 
Travail du Burkina (General Workers Confederation of Burkina, CGT-B) was 
established from the trade union front of 1985. The CGT-B claims to follow 
revolutionary trade unionism and, in 1989, the Mouvement Burkinabé des 
Droits de l’Homme et des Peuples (Burkinabé Movement for Human and 
Peoples’ Rights, MBDHP) was born. Since then, an alliance between the 
CGT-B, the MBDHP and the Union Générale des Etudiants Burkinabé 
(General Union of Burkinabé Students, UGEB) has generally been the 
vanguard of popular struggles. In April 1989, the Popular Front was partially 
transformed. Blaise Compaoré and his allies created the Organisation pour 
la démocratie populaire—Mouvement du travail (Organisation for Popular 
Democracy—Workers Movement, ODP-MT). Since then—and even after the 
ODP-MT was transformed into the Congrès pour la Démocratie et le Progrès 
(Congress for Democracy and Progress, CDP) in 1996—it appears as a kind of 
“state-party” which is identified with the President Blaise Compoaré.

At the beginning of the 1990s international geopolitics pushed the country 
to start the transition to democracy; “democratisation” meant a multi-party 
system and a free market economy. In 1991, the year of the birth of the Fourth 
Republic, the authorities officially abandoned “Marxism-Leninism” and opted 

French Government, Sankara and all the other ministers suspected of com-
munism were dismissed and arrested. But Thomas Sankara had real support 
across the country. The news of his arrest kicked off popular protests around 
the country for his release. The army was divided and after ten days the right 
wing of the CSP backed down and Sankara was released.

Three months later on 4 August 1983 another coup took place called the 
Democratic and Popular Revolution by its leaders. This was followed by the 
installation of the Conseil National de la Revolution (National Council 
of the Revolution, CNR), presided over by Captain Thomas Sankara, with 
Blaise Compaoré as his second in command. He instituted a “revolutionary” 
programme, which was both anti-neocolonialist and anti-imperialist. The 
arrival of Sankara as the head of the country awakened a real spirit, not just 
in Burkina Faso, but across Africa which lacked other pan-African and anti-
imperialist leaders.

The goals of the CNR was to eliminate corruption, promote reforestation, 
avert famine, make education and health real priorities and end the dominance 
of the former French colonial power.

But despite its achievements, these were social reforms from above, not the 
self-emancipation of the working and popular masses. This approach was to 
lead to the regime coming into conflict with sections of the working class and 
its organisations.

A trade union front was set up in January 1985 against the decline in 
democratic and trade union freedoms. This was to stay active throughout 
the “revolutionary” Sankara period even though the trade unions and 
independent organisations would be considerably weakened as a result 
of repression of trade union activity (including dismissal of civil serv-
ants, arrests and torture, etc). By 1986 the CNR’s rapid, and sometimes 
authoritarian, approach had begun to alienate sections of the Burkinabé 
population, leaving Sankara and his allies isolated, even from elements 
within their own ruling circle.

As a result, the government banned trade unions and the free press as these 
were seen as obstacles to the CNR’s reforms. Additionally, as an admirer of 
Fidel Castro’s Cuban Revolution, Sankara set up Cuban-style Comités de 
Défense de la Révolution (Committees for the Defence of the Revolution, 
CDRs). In principle, all Burkinabe were members of the CDRs and critics 
and opponents were branded “enemies of the people”. The actions of the trade 
unions were considered subversive and could be punished with “military sanc-
tions” (Décret 85-078, 1/2/1985).
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Background to the popular protests

From February to June 2011, Burkina Faso experienced a turbulent period, 
initiated by the death of the schoolboy, Justin Zongo, on 20 February, fol-
lowing several violent arrests by the police. His fellow students mobilized 
the next day, enraged by the lies from the authorities that meningitis was 
the cause of his death rather than the reality of police violence. At that time 
nobody could foresee the extent of the protests that would erupt over the 
following months. From Koudougou (region Central West), where Justin 
Zongo came from, the demonstrations quickly spread across the country and 
combined with other discontent among different social groups. In the con-
text of Africa in the first half of 2011, this large popular mobilization could 
be considered—wrongly—as a mere imitation of what was happening in the 
north of the continent.

Admittedly, the situation in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya (before the 
imperialist military intervention) could have encouraged a certain level of 
mobilization, as throughout the crisis there was the slogan of “President 
Get Out!” References to the “revolutions” of Tunisia and Egypt were also 
explicit with slogans like “Tunisia is in Koudougou” and “Burkina will have 
its Egypt”. Certain young people in Koudougou also compared Justin Zongo 
to Mohamed Bouazizi (whose death sparked off the Tunisian revolution). 
And again in Burkina Faso Facebook was used at least by some of the key 
organisers of the protests. Although, unlike the case of Ben Ali’s Tunisia or 
Egypt under Mubarak, in Burkina Faso there was a certain level of freedom 
of information and expression, and the right and freedom to organize (civil 
society, political parties, etc). Thus it was easier for young people, especially 
the poor—who spearheaded the mobilisations—to physically meet to plan 
activities rather than using the Internet. But the authorities could also paralyse 
these new means of communication as they did with text messaging, whose 
service was interrupted by the telephone companies. This happened on the eve 
of the march organised by the National Association of Burkinabé Students—
ANEB (11 March) and during an opposition rally (30 April). According to the 
then new Minister of Security (Jérôme Bougouma) texts were “used to spread 
alarming news and sow panic across the population”.

The events were also based on certain structural similarities, particularly 
with Tunisia. First, Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and Blaise Compaoré came to 

instead for a neoliberal market economy. The government signed its first 
structural adjustment programme (SAP) with the World Bank and the IMF. 
Burkina Faso is now presented as one of their best pupils, but is still one of 
the poorest countries in the world (181st out of 187 countries in the 2011 UN 
Human Development Index) with 46 percent of the population struggling to 
exist beneath the poverty line.

However, this situation is not just the product of neoliberal structural 
adjustment, but also the pillage of national resources by the presidential clique 
(senior political executives, some economic ministers and senior military 
figures). One in ten Burkinabé own half of the countries riches.3 During its 25 
years in power, the Blaise Compoaré regime has become infamous for its social 
inequality, as a neoliberal “democrature”. Those who have confronted the 
regime have had considerable mobilisations for effective democracy, against 
political crimes, impunity, structural adjustment, poverty, etc.

However, neither the Blaise Compaoré regime, nor more widely, post- 
colonial Burkina Faso, have experienced such a powerful popular movement 
as the one which erupted in the first half of 2011. This series of mass move-
ments, demonstrations and strikes (but also military mutinies) is described 
and analysed below.

3 Etude nationale prospective, “Burkina 2025”, rapport général, 2005.
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movement. This would no doubt have enflamed the events and would have 
been especially risky when foreign film crews were in the capital city for the 
annual cultural event of the Pan African Film Festival of Ouagadougou 
(FESPACO), held from 26 February to 5 March.

However, the extent of mobilization in the context of revolts in North 
Africa should not obscure specific local dynamics.

Since the end of the “revolutionary period” with the coup of 15 October 
1987 and the death of Thomas Sankara and his allies, there have been several 
great confrontations with the Compaoré regime. Some of these were responses 
to crimes that had political implications or acts of agents of repression, ulti-
mately protected by the authorities, for example:

19 May 1990: Dabo Boukary, a medical student and ANEB activist, died 
under torture at the premises of the presidential guard;

9 May 1995: murder by police at Garango of two students, Emile Zigani 
and Blaise Sidiani, who attended a march in solidarity with teachers demand-
ing a better standard of living and improved working conditions;

13 December 1998: Norbert Zongo, editor of L’Indépendant newspaper, and 
three companions were found dead in their burnt out car. Norbert Zongo had 
been investigating the death of David Ouédraogo, the chauffeur of François 
Compaoré, brother of the president of Burkina Faso, on 18 January 1998, in the 
hospital of the presidential palace, after being in the hands of the presidential 
guard falsely accused of theft;

6 December 2000: Flavien Nébié, a 12 year old student, was killed at 
Boussé, by a bullet in the head, during a demonstration organized by the 
school and college students against the cancellation of the academic year at the 
University of Ouagadougou.

These deaths, added to that of Thomas Sankara and his comrades, and 
Clément Oumarou Ouédraogo (9 December 1991),6 showed the subservience 
of the judiciary and its leniency towards agents of repression, especially when 
faced with campaigns against impunity.

The most important mobilisation, so far, was the one after the assassina-
tion of Norbert Zongo and his unfortunate companions in 1998. On the 
announcement of their deaths in a “car accident” thousands of people took 
to the streets of Ouagadougou and other cities, spontaneously expressing 

6 He was a key political figure and was present from the start of the Popular and Democratic 
Revolution alongside Thomas Sankara and Blaise Compaoré. After the coup of 15 October 1987, 
he backed the new head of state. He was killed in a bomb attack in a high security zone in the city 
centre on 9 December 1991. 

power the same year (1987). The two countries do not have a large population 
(11 million inhabitants in Tunisia, about 17 million for Burkina Faso) and both 
have a majority of young people. Almost 70 percent of the Burkinabé popula-
tion is under 25 and therefore have only ever known the Compaoré regime. 
In Tunisia, more than 40 percent of the population is under 25 and were 
born under the Ben Ali regime. There are also other structural similarities, 
including very unequal societies, high unemployment, lack of opportunities, 
police brutality, a culture of impunity for the elite, a frozen political system, 
companies linked to political and administrative mismanagement,4 longevity 
in power, etc.

At some points the influence of the events in North Africa could also be 
perceived with the prudent tone of official statements, especially after the first 
three days of protests, when repression was extremely important, resulting in 
the deaths of six people (including a policeman lynched by the crowd) and more 
than two hundred injured. It appears that after those days 22-24 February, the 
authorities did everything within their powers to appease the anger of the 
demonstrators. On 28 February the government announced that the Governor 
and the Regional Director of the National Police of the Central West Region 
had been sacked.

The announcement of the arrest and detention of police officers for 
alleged misconduct led the Association Nationale des Etudiants Burkinabé/
Koudougou (the national section of UGEB) to question the continued claim 
of meningitis as the cause of Justin’s death and so set off a spark. They asked 
the Governor: “Who was arrested—meningitis or the police who committed 
this crime?” Always trying to appease the popular uprising, the authorities then 
decided to restrict the security forces to their barracks5 and to initiated inves-
tigations by the Prosecutor (Procureur) of the High Court of Koudougou into 
the events of Koudougou, as well as those which followed at Kindi and Poa.

Moreover, jealous of the international image of his supposedly stable 
regime, Blaise Compaoré could not just use repression against the popular 

4 According to Bassolma Bazié, Deputy General Secretary of the General Confederation of 
Burkina Workers (CGT-B), “there are great similarities, for example, the role of the Presidents 
family in all areas of the state. The younger brother of Blaise Compaoré, François, is an economic 
councillor in the Office of the President. The first lady, Chantal Compaoré, is involved in many 
things, as well as the mother in law of François Compaoré. […] The relatives of the President have 
a firm hand on the country, it is really like Ben Ali !” (Marianne web, 2/5/2011).

5 In Koudougou, they would only return in September 2011. In February 2012, they were still not 
present close to the market in Koudougou or on the main roads of the city, etc. Cf. Sidwaya, 
19/2/2012.
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go further in challenging the regime. Violent protest had emerged as the lan-
guage most clearly understood by the authorities, as suggested in particular by:

2003: the revolt, including demonstrations, clashes with police, etc, by 
merchants after the fire of the grand market of Rood Woko (Ouagadougou), 
furious that the mayor wanted to move them to other markets;

2006: popular anger against the decision to make helmets mandatory for 
motorcyclists, the press referred to it as the “Helmet riot of Ouagadougou”;7

2007: the destruction of Maquis (popular restaurants) belonging to the 
Kundé chain of restaurant-bars, in response to murders attributed to an owner 
of this chain;

2008: the popular uprising “against high prices”. In February, Bobo-
Dioulasso (the economic capital of Burkina), Ouahigouya and Banfora 
witnessed violent riots. A week later, violent outbreaks reached several poor 
neighbourhoods of Ouagadougou;

July 2010: in Gaoua riots took place after the death of Arnaud Somé (aged 
21), a young victim of police violence who the police claimed to be a thug. The 
police station was burned down during a popular demonstration to demand 
justice and punishment for the use of live ammunition which resulted in two 
more deaths among the protesters.

The latter events might have acted as a warning, the national union 
of teachers and researchers (SYNADEC) claimed: “It was not usual for 
protesters to attack state symbols so radically. The burning of the police 
station in Gaoua marked a dangerous turn for social peace in Burkina Faso. 
Individual acts were ‘blamed on’ the state, as the police were invested with 
official authority”.

Yet Augustin Loada, head of the Centre for Democratic Governance 
(CGD), explained it was hidden by different events, such as the re-election, not 
surprisingly, of Blaise Compaoré in November 2010, by over 80 percent of the 
vote after a quarter century in power. Also the fiftieth anniversary of the inde-
pendence of Burkina Faso (11 December 2010) was held with great ceremony 
in an apparent national celebration, and, with hope from the short-term boom 
in the economy, Blaise Compaoré over-optimistically hoped that Burkina Faso 
would be an emerging economy following in the foot-steps of the BRICs.

Less than three months later burning of police stations reached an 
unprecedented scale. Other primary targets at this time were town halls 
and regional government offices. These were all symbols of the state and the 

7 Headline for de L’Observateur Paalga, 4/9/2006.

their disgust—“Enough is enough!”—against the government’s crimes, made 
worse by their lies. They attacked symbols of authority, including the HQ of 
the presidential party (Congress for Democracy and Progress—CDP). At 
first, taken aback by the level of mobilisation and its scale, the authorities were 
helpless, later they combined concessions (notably the establishment of an 
independent commission of inquiry) and repression (arbitrary arrests, forming 
paramilitary groups, taking administrative measures against strikers, closures 
of schools, etc). Remaining strong for over two years, the campaign against 
impunity for political crimes included demonstrations, strikes, riots, etc. It was 
coordinated by a “collective against impunity”, a coalition of mass democratic 
organizations and political parties—CODMPP—which also took on other 
social injustices. Yet eight years later, in 2006, the Judiciary dismissed the case 
relating to the death of Norbert Zongo and his companions, thus confirming 
the principle of impunity and popular defiance.

The situation from February to June 2011 was a spontaneous and wide-
spread movement of popular groups including children, students, the informal 
sector, the public sector, traders, unemployed, etc. Thus it could be compared 
with the “Enough is enough!” movement of the 1998 crisis. The perspective 
had nevertheless expanded with the possibility that the demonstrators would 

Burkina Faso
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repression and lies behind the explosion at Koudougou. The police as agents 
of repression, mayors as local dictators in their localities and governors as 
direct representatives of the president. Protesters also facilitated the escape or 
release of detainees from prisons in some cities (Ouahigouya Korsimoro, Yako, 
Koupéla), as if to demand that in a system where the rulers demand impunity, 
it should apply to everyone.

Anger and punishment

The wave of popular anger did not spread evenly; it occurred in several phases:
l	 On 22 and 23 February 2011 in Koudougou repression transformed a peace-

ful event into a violent mob;
l	 From 24 February the protests extended to the province of Boulkiemdé—

and some other cities—in solidarity with the victims of repression in 
Koudougou and the popular legitimacy of the demand for truth and justice 
for Justin Zongo;

l	 On the same day “solidarity” spreads to some high schools in the capital 
without, at first, being in the form of “outbreaks of violence”;

l	 The third phase began later that month, peaking in early March, with the 
growing phenomenon of riots in all regions.
The spread of the revolt was due to the murderous repression in Koudougou 

and in the province of Boulkiemdé, linked to the claim of meningitis, rather 
than police brutality, as the official cause of death of Justin Zongo. Indeed, the 
repression produced the opposite effect to that expected by the government. 
There was a reversal of situation where the forces of repression lost the initia-
tive. In many cities they disappeared for varying lengths of time. Fear changed 
sides. Thus, the runaway situation owed much to a form of political blindness, 
an inability to understand the particular context of early 2011. The tradition 
of denying deaths with political implications, or those due to police violence, 
had reached a threshold. An impact that, in their arrogance, the authorities at 
different levels could not understand.8 They found themselves helpless against 
the counter attack.

The efforts to calm the situation after the first three days of extraordinary 
repression may suggest that the spread of the protests frightened the authori-
ties. Indeed, the crisis took place within the context of widespread national 
discontent aroused by Blaise Compaoré’s wish to change Article 37 of the 
Constitution to allow him to have an indefinite number of presidential terms 
and remain in power.9	Negotiations between the authorities and the Council 
8 Sure of their impunity, they completely lacked any political insight. Bendré (4/6/2011) reported 

that while the hospital (hôpital de l’Amitié) in Koudougou was filling with injured protesters, on 
23 February 2011, a senior national police official was warned, “that Burkina Faso would burn if 
the violence were not stopped. […] He simply replied: “It’ll be fine.”

9 This constitutional restriction to two consecutive terms was first modified 27 January 1997, it was 
restored in 2000 after the popular protests over the Zongo affair. In 2005, the Constitutional 
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Democracy and Development, UNDD) by a foreign hand, ie Laurent Gbagbo 
of the Côte d’Ivoire—before he was captured with the help of the French 
army in early April 2011. It is however very unlikely that the UNDD leader, 
Hermann Yaméogo, would have been able to influence many young people. 
This “opponent”, who had been Blaise Compaoré’s Minister of State, is a 
caricature of the opportunism of some of the supposed opponents of the gov-
ernment who oscillate between the opposition and the presidential supporters 
organised in the CDP. In Mach 2011 in Koudougou, the president of the local 
student association, ANEB, said, “He has misled our people for a long time 
and continues to mislead us. He has been identified as such and we will fight 
him as such”.10

10 Le Pays, 9/3/2011.

of the National Coalition of the Campaign Against Inflation (CVCC) that 
finished in February 2011 were a failure and prices were still rising; this caused 
fear that the situation was similar to 2008.

As in 1998, for the protesters, the question of truth and justice over the 
death of Justin Zongo were mixed, from the early days of the riots, with other 
very concrete demands over daily local problems (police violence, abuses 
against the population, lack of jobs, water cuts, requests for building land, etc).

Fearing that the spread of protests across the whole country would lead to 
their overthrow, as was the case for Ben Ali in Tunisia and Mubarak in Egypt, 
the authorities took advantage of the end of the Pan African Film Festival 
of Ouagadougou (FESPACO), to reactivate its military and authoritarian 
approach, for example, on 11 March, the day of the march organized by ANEB. 
That day, the city was flooded by the various forces of repression (military, 
paramilitary and police) who performed their task: the intimidation of the 
demonstrators. It was in the evening after this demonstration of state violence 
against the people that Blaise Compaoré—on TV from Ethiopia where he was 
at a meeting of the African Union—spoke for the first time since the start of 
the events. His statement focused on the damage to public buildings and pri-
vate property, rather than addressing the various causes of this popular revolt.

At this stage in managing the “crisis”, the authorities had not demonstrated 
any originality, having followed its quasi-classical scheme repeated since 1997. 
Simultaneously, the carrot and the stick were used and it was considered as 
a personal affront when his supposed concessions failed to resolve the situa-
tion. Thus, with the student protests, the following sequence was followed: 
protest, repression and arrest of several protesters, trial, expulsion of students, 
negotiations and a call for mediation. With every great university crisis such a 
mediator was sought by the authorities: in 1990 it was the MBDHP, in 1997 
and 2000, the Ombudsman of Faso, in 2008, the National Assembly itself, 
often combined with the intervention of spiritual (religious or traditional) 
leaders. During the 2011 crisis a “committee of responses” of six members 
(traditional and religious leaders—Christian and Muslim) and chaired by 
the Bishop of Ouagadougou was quickly established. As for undermining the 
movement, it came in the form of accusations of manipulation of the Union 
nationale pour la Démocratie et le Développement (National Union for 

Council ruled that the law was not retrospective, and so Compaoré has since had two more 
terms. Despite the insurrectional atmosphere in early 2011 and the unequivocal position of the 
demonstrators against any article 37 amendment, it is not clear that the idea has been completely 
abandoned by Blaise Compaoré and his supporters, as suggested by certain manoeuvres.
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The return of repression against students

Since the ANEB march, the Compaoré regime used “the traditional accusa-
tion” of the involvement of the Revolutionary Voltaic Communist Party 
(PCRV), which is the epitome of the “enemy within” in Burkina Faso. Since 
its creation, in 1978, the various regimes were quick to attribute protests to 
its influence, thus constructing a useful enemy, which gave legitimacy to 
state control and repression. Thus organisations leading mass action against 
impunity were accused of being PCRV front organizations, for example, the 
MBDHP, CGT-B and UGEB.

On 11 March, some students were arrested without ANEB being provided 
any details. The arrest of activists or sympathizers of ANEB was common 
when the regime faced a serious crisis: as was the case, on the Ouagadougou 
university campus, in 1997, 2000, 2002 and 2008. They were then released in 
the context of mutinies (see below). On 14 March, the government announced 
the start of holidays for primary and secondary schools, having brought 
these forward from the 26 March. It also announced the closure of all public 
universities across the country, with the suspension of all their social services 
(dormitories, restaurants, grants, loans, etc). As the campus students experi-
enced in Ouagadougou in 1990, 2000 and 2008, residents of dormitories had 
to leave in extremely difficult conditions. The government’s strategy was on the 
one hand to shift the focus of the crisis: in this case limiting it to university 
students, and, secondly, to stop the movement. This was a clear failure: the 
mobilizations continued.

At this time, private militias reappeared and were active during demonstra-
tions about the Norbert Zongo case, in different parts of the country. They 
were mainly poor young people, who in the context of heightened insecurity, 
found opportunities to get a little money from the militant fanatics of the 
CDP. In some areas, these militias hunted for scapegoats are caused numerous 
injuries, etc.

The confusion of mutinies

It was in this tense context that the first mutiny of soldiers occurred which 
was followed by several others. This was not the first in what is called the 
post-revolutionary period—mutinies took place in 1999, 2006 and in 2007— 
but never before had they spread so far (affecting almost all garrisons) nor so 
quickly (at least eight waves, some of them lasting several days in different 
garrisons and police revolts, in less than two and a half months).

The first mutiny on 22 March was part of the disgust by some soldiers with 
a court decision over a sex scandal in Ouagadougou. The military—knowing 
themselves to be the mainstay of authority—considered the judges to have 
been too severe on their colleagues. The mutineers took part in looting, van-
dalizing, etc. To calm them, the authorities ordered the release of military 
prisoners and, to mitigate its violation of judicial independence, advised them 
to appeal to the High Court. In response, the judges went on strike. Then the 
traders, primary victims of the mutineers’ vandalism, also revolted. Therefore 
the regime faced a variety of challenges: the movement against impunity, 
traders, the judiciary and the military. The government tried to get out of the 
crisis by promising compensation to the traders while the military hierarchy 
provided a public apology.

But then another mutiny broke out on 28 March in Fada N’Gourma where 
the mutineers released one of their brothers who was in custody for the alleged 
rape of a minor. The Government’s decision concerning their colleagues in 
Ouagadougou indicated their impunity. The rebels attacked the courts (a 
rocket was fired at the court, causing a stampede of workers). However, these 
new mutineers also had general demands relating to monetary issues and their 
dislike of some of their superiors who they demanded should be dismissed. The 
next evening, the soldiers of Gaoua came out and then those of Ouagadougou 
again. The mutineers attacked the mayor of the capital and the Chief of 
Defence Staff, Dominique Djindéré.

The situation led to a curfew on 30 March. The head of state was very 
concerned about the wave of mutinies.11 So he also chose this day to provide 
a message to the Nation in which he stated his intention to meet all social 

11 Compaoré was in Abuja (capital of Nigeria) during the first mutiny, he immediately returned 
home. In comparison, it had taken eighteen days and six dead for the President to take any action 
after the start of the popular uprising demanding justice for Justin Zongo.
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the obvious exception of those that particularly benefited from the Compaoré 
regime—regardless of gender or political party. Some aspects were new, such as 
the presence of traders (the traditional electoral base of the CDP) and that of 
Revolutionary Voltaic Communist Party (PCRV). This was the first time the 
underground party displayed its banners publicly. Usually they only circulated 
leaflets at rallies. The idea of “Get Out!” was also widespread. Faced with the 
decision of the Criminal Chamber of the Court of Appeal of Ouagadougou 
to grant bail to the five condemned soldiers, issued on 6 April—when the 
judges were supposed to be on strike—the justice unions undertook a form of 
action which was exceptional, both in Burkina Faso and beyond. They called 
on the judges, “to observe the principle of equality of citizens before the law by 
applying the leniency of the Court of Appeal”. In other words they called on 
their members not to sentence anyone to prison and to grant bail to any person 
on request based on Article 1 of the Constitution, which enshrines equality 
between citizens.

On 14 April another mutiny broke out. This was unusual because it 
involved the Presidential Guard (RSP). It was officially over their claim for 
social benefits of food and housing. However, it raised fears of an imminent 
coup, because never before had this elite unit revolted. In Burkina Faso, it is 
considered to be an army within the army and many people did not under-
stand that a whole battalion was dedicated solely to security of the president. 
The “council of elders” established after the Zongo case had recommended 
that it should be dismantled.

During this mutiny of his own guard, President Compaoré left the capital 
at night, to take refuge officially in his village, Ziniaré. However, he may have 
been “taking refuge in the French Embassy according to some sources”.12 
Other barracks in the city followed the Presidential Guard, illustrated by 
looting, light and heavy gunfire, etc. Several regime officials and military com-
manders also took cover. The residence of the Chief of the Presidential Guard, 
Gilbert Diendéré, was set ablaze. That same evening, for the first time during 
the Fourth Republic, the government was dissolved and major changes were 
made to the military hierarchy. However, at night, other camps in the capital 
mutinied. The next day the mutiny spread to the garrison town of Po—a sym-
bol for Blaise Compaoré who had led the commandos of the centre national 
d’entraînement et de commandement (National Training and Command 
Centre, CNEC) with whom he deposed Jean-Baptiste Ouédraogo to install 

12 L’Evènement, 208, 25/4/2011

groups to discuss their claims. Ironically this date was also the National Day of 
Forgiveness, a day established in 2001 calling for reconciliation over the socio-
political crisis of the Norbert Zongo case. At the end of his speech, President 
Compaoré decreed that “the crisis is over”. Thus began a series of meetings on 
all fronts with traders, the legal professions, junior soldiers, representatives of 
pupils and students, etc. But the first were with the traditional and religious 
authorities. Throughout this period, they were approached before any other 
groups by the head of state and members of the government. However, there 
was a total refusal of the role of mediation entrusted to traditional and religious 
leaders, sometimes extremely aggressively by young people, particularly in the 
struggle for truth and justice in the death of Justin Zongo. It must be said that 
the Fourth Republic had completely worn out their credit as a mediator.

At the same time, the protests did not subside. The day the schools reopened 
(28 March) the pupils declared a strike in Koudougou and other cities to 
demand truth and justice over the death of Justin Zongo. The movement against 
impunity continued until the general strike called by the Coalition Contre la 
Vie Chère (Coalition Against High Prices, CCVC) for the 8 April.

That day, the general strike and marches at the national level were sup-
ported massively. They included all ages and almost all social groups—with 

Mutinies in Burkina Faso in early 2011
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A small popular victory?

The day after the Presidential Guard and other garrisons mutinied, hundreds 
of traders, who had been victims of the vandalism of the mutineers, erupted in 
anger, attacking symbols of power (offices of governors and local councils, the 
National Assembly, offices of the CDP, etc).

On 18 April, a new prime minister, Luc-Adolphe Tiao, was appointed, 
previously the Ambassador for Burkina Faso in France. The new government 
produced much criticism especially from those who expected, as has become 
common in Africa, a government of national unity. In contrast it was tightly 
based around the party faithful and presidential supporters. In addition, Blaise 
Compaoré appointed himself Minister of Defense and Veterans (he held this 
position until 23 February 2012). The government was trying to reduce the 
crisis to one of lack of communication and ignored the real reasons. But the 
target of the demonstrators and rioters was beyond doubt their disgust with 
the system itself. Even if the security minister claimed later, on 30 April, that 
the crisis was not about the “highest echelons of the State”.

On 27 April, the barracks of the Republican Security Force (CRS) in 
the capital mutinied, followed by those of other cities (Bobo-Dioulasso, 
Dédougou, Banfora, N’Gourma, Fada, Gaoua, etc).13 Their reasons were the 
same as the army mutineers, benefits, status, etc. Negotiations were initiated 
on 1 May with other paramilitary forces to deal with any eventuality.

On 28 April, the Prime Minister announced a number of measures to 
address raising prices, among others these included the abolition of the 
Taxe de développement communal (District Development Tax—TDC—a 
tax on vehicles with two or four wheels which is supposed to finance local 
development); reduction of IUTS (a flat tax on salaries and wages) by 10 
percent; promotions for officials; suspension of land allocations14 pending a 
13 There were victims as a result of the police mutiny: in Manga, an 11 year-old girl was injured by a 

“stray bullet” from the police mutiny. Military mutinies also had several victims. In late April, the 
Security Minister admitted that at least six people had died in the capital since the beginning of 
the mutiny (press conference, 30/4/2011).

14 These are operations to divide vacant land plots to make them available for housing and related 
activities. Subdivisions should allow people access to decent housing and support services (roads, 
electricity, water, etc). But, “since decentralisation, almost all the mayors of Burkina have been 
involved cases of corruption regarding land allocations”, Réunion du groupe d’orientation des 
politiques, Club du Sahel et de l’Afrique de l’Ouest (CSAO/OCDE), “Pression sur les terres 
ouest-africaines: concilier développement et politiques d’investissement”, 9/12/2009.

Thomas Sankara as head of country on 4 August 1983—and Tenkodogo, Kaya, 
where the homes of military officials were sacked. On 18 April, the Presidential 
Guard (RSP) reaffirmed its “loyalty” to President Compaoré and called on 
their brothers in arms to stay in the barracks.

However, the rapid spread of the mutinies, the involvement of the 
Presidential Guard and the targets (politicians as well as traders close to the 
president’s clan) made understanding the mutinies more difficult. Various 
causes were cited: general impoverishment, theft of salaries by the officers, con-
tempt for this action, privileges for senior people and finally the new French 
military base which was claimed to be needed for the fight against Al Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).
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Opportunistic politicians and 
prudent trade unions

Opportunistic opposition parties tried to recover the leadership of the popular 
protests in Burkina Faso, as happens elsewhere. The Union Nationale pour la 
Renaissance/Parti Sankariste (National Union for the Renaissance/Sankarist 
Party, UNIR/PS) led by Bénéwendé Sankara, who was also the leader of 
the official opposition (CFOP), did not resist this temptation. The meeting 
called on the part of the opposition around the CFOP on April 30 demanded 
the departure of Blaise Compaoré. They saw the riots and insurrectionary 
outburst against impunity as an opportunity to capitalise on the widespread 
discontent. As with UNDD, the UNIR/PS, although it adopted the slogan 
“Blaise get out!” it was more a follower than a leader of the popular movement.

Besides, the CFOP failed to raise clear slogans. Sometimes it called for 
the resignation of the head of state; sometimes it demanded guarantees that 
this would be his last term. Anyway, Bénéwendé Sankara appeared to have 
totally lacked political vision and overestimated the credibility of the official 
political opposition in the eyes of the masses. In the sociopolitical landscape 
of Burkina Faso it was the worst kind of opportunism to organise the meeting 
without prior discussions with the trade unions, civil society organisations, 
the informal sector, etc. The CFOP invited the trade unions to take part in 
the meeting, but only after it had been called. The result was a failure, despite 
the satisfaction expressed by the CFOP, since it brought together only 300 to 
400 people despite being called by 34 parties. So it was counter-productive and 
provided the Government with an opportunity to claim, by reference to the 
low turnout, that the popular protest was not a threat to the “highest echelons 
of the State”.

Furthermore, the mutinies did seem to have a negative impact on the 
protests, especially with the trade unions. This is demonstrated by the Mayday 
celebrations that in 2011, for the first time, were restricted to a meeting in 
Ouagadougou, rather than the traditional workers’ march organised by 
the trade unions. While this day was widely anticipated, especially after the 
success of the general strike of 8 April 2011. The union leaders justified the 
change for security reasons: there were reports of possible infiltration in the 
march by troublemakers. In the climate of insurrection, with mutinies by 

national study and the suspension of the price increase for electricity.
One could say that this was a social victory. However, in themselves, these 

measures were not sufficient to have a real impact on the lives of the majority of 
the population. If some of the changes also benefited peasants, it was clear that 
they were primarily aimed at the urban population, the Civil Service, other 
paid employees. However, the majority of Burkinabé live in rural areas and 
face extreme difficulties in terms of poverty, overexploitation (cotton farmers, 
miners, etc). Especially as the land issue was becoming more important with 
the phenomenon of predatory land grabbing, given the agribusiness market, 
mining, etc, by the ruling class as well as multi-national companies.

Increasing wages by lowering taxes, although helpful, only benefits a small 
part of the population. However, these measures revealed the balance of 
power in favour of demonstrators. Previously such claims, when they were not 
simply ignored, were turned down due to “budgetary constraints” under the 
neoliberal doctrine of limited state resources. The Prime Minister also gave 
pledges on the independence of the judiciary; announced the retirement of 
directors general who had been in office for more than ten years (several were 
effectively replaced); revised the criteria for appointment to high office and 
changes to positions of responsibility. On impunity for economic crimes, he 
warned that all those responsible for mismanagement or corruption would 
face trial (which would be demonstrated by the dismissal and trial of mayors, 
the arrest of the Director General of Customs, etc).
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26 Restoring the government’s 
monopoly of violence

May was characterised, on one hand, by a lull on the social front. The new 
government again began consultations with all and sundry. They met with 
representatives of all social classes with an automatic reverence for tradi-
tional and religious authorities. L’Indépendant15 claimed, “never, during the 
Fourth Republic, had a government behaved in such a manner. To find such 
performance, it is necessary to go back to the commando operations of the 
revolutionary period.” The agitation of the government was such that it seemed 
grotesque, the people were asking rather for concrete action.

Back to the continuing mutinies. After the Para-Commando battalion of 
Po on 14 May 2011, on 23 May, the National Guard (who provide guards of 
honour for visiting dignitaries) provided an unusual spectacle—proof that the 
army was still not under control, despite the personality of the new defense 
minister (the President). During the night of 29-30 May, five other provincial 
garrisons made themselves heard. They behaved in the same way as previous 
mutinies (gunshots, vandalism). The readiness of the authorities to accept the 
demands of the military up to this point led people to think that this would 
happen again. Yet this time the tone was different. A few days after the visit of 
the Chief of General Staff, the garrison of Bobo-Dioulasso, until then on the 
margin of mutinies, erupted, terrorizing the population, with scenes of loot-
ing, rapes, shootings, injuries, etc. During 31 May-2 June the economic capital 
was transformed into a real Hollywood style “Wild West”.

The regime decided to repress this latest mutiny. On the morning of 3 June, 
elements of the Parachute-Commando Regiment (RPC) of Dédougou, the 
mobile police and the Presidential Guard—some of whom had participated in 
previous mutinies—were sent to subdue the mutineers. The terror of the muti-
neers during the three days had been such that these elements were welcomed 
by some of the people, who greeted them as saviours. In contrast, previously 
merely mentioning the name of the Presidential Guard (RSP) was enough 
to give people a cold sweat. The operation officially resulted in the death of 
six soldiers and a young girl, with a “stray bullet”. A hunt for mutineers was 

15 No 922, 17/5/2011.

several garrisons, the labour leaders feared a military coup. If the march was 
very large or if it had degenerated into violence, perhaps they feared that “the 
army would step in”. In postcolonial Burkina Faso, the trade unions had often 
been among the first victims of coups and unconstitutional regimes. They had 
paid a heavy price, especially during the so-called revolutionary period—led 
by Thomas Sankara. However the attitude of the labour leaders was also 
interpreted as a positive response to the new prime minister who had asked the 
social movement for a “grace period”.

From now on the atmosphere in the capital would be less hectic, although 
spontaneous popular uprisings continued to occur in some provinces. 
Mobilisations were more organised, although there were important struggles 
in many sectors, including bakeries, mining (with several sites on strike), 
government (teachers, officials of the Ministry Finance, hospital staff), 
banks, telecommunications, sugar industry, fishermen, hotels, judiciary, 
artisans, etc. There was a flowering of social demands, many of which had 
been outstanding for several years. Even the cotton producers (the main 
source of national wealth until it was superseded by gold in 2009) entered 
the movement calling for a production boycott if the purchase price was not 
increased. This “peasant revolt” was extremely violent in some areas where 
the police were sent in and where battles between farmers, boycotters and 
non-boycotters caused several deaths.



29

 
    

  “
En

ou
gh

 is
 E

no
ug

h!
”—

Bu
rk

in
a F

as
o 

20
11

28

    Popular Protests, M
ilitary M

utinies and W
orkers Struggles

On the side of the other 
“Wretched of the Earth”

If the mutinies received an unusual level of international coverage, this was 
not the case for other conflicts that took place in the popular insurrectionary 
phase (February-June), and which continued afterwards in all sectors. We only 
describe some of them here, including the struggles of the sugar workers, the 
miners and the small cotton growers. These show that when the masses want to 
say “Enough is enough”, they can. Some of them were violent and revealed the 
various forms of exploitation suffered by working people, especially in rural 
areas. But at the same time, they also showed solidarity among the “Wretched 
of the Earth” against their exploiters and oppressors.

organised. After a promise of “extreme sanctions”, hundreds of soldiers were 
removed from the army, some as a result of on-going legal charges. Later, 171 
police officers “suspected of having participated in burglaries and receiving 
stolen goods looted during the police riots of April-May 2011” were punished 
as well.

The operation in Bobo-Dioulasso was a milestone after more than three 
months of instability. The neutralisation of the military rebellion came after 
major concessions—including a new government, major changes to the mili-
tary leadership, satisfaction of material demands of the mutineers—had not 
been enough to break the rhythm of mutinies. Since 22 March, on average, 
a garrison erupted every ten days. The regime had been shaken to its founda-
tions but beyond the recovery of military control, the authorities seem by this 
operation to have revived its authoritarian reflexes. Thus, for example, the 
largest strike after the intervention in Bobo-Dioulasso, by the officers of the 
Department of Finance, which began on 13 June for a wage increase and the 
allocation of certain benefits (long-standing claims) was simply repressed.



31

 
    

  “
En

ou
gh

 is
 E

no
ug

h!
”—

Bu
rk

in
a F

as
o 

20
11

30

    Popular Protests, M
ilitary M

utinies and W
orkers Struggles

The demand for the departure of the Chief Executive was rejected, but the 
government delegation proposed a revival of the Conciliation Committee set 
up the previous year to make recommendations. Work resumed on 9 February 
2011, but on the 6 June the workers again held a spontaneous work stoppage 
against delays with the mediation process. Seasonal workers who exposed the 
subsequent implications of subcontracting led this action: temporary workers 
could no longer expect a job and the company was exempt from responsibility 
for occupational accidents, etc.

The strikers blocked the N7 (an important highway), on 7 June and 
stopped all traffic between Banfora and Bobo-Dioulasso for nearly two hours. 
La gouverneure (The Governor) of the region of Cascades received a delegation 
of workers (others continued the sit-in at the factory), the local authorities, the 
employers’ organisation, heads of the security forces and the labor inspector-
ate. Conspicuously absent was the company management. This action ensured 
the continuation of mediation by the workers. Two days later the same thing 
happened. From 6.00 am barricades were erected on the N7. The tension 
between the strikers and the stranded passengers was intense. A driver, trying 
to force their way through, was sent to hospital after being injured.21 It seems 
that some strikers were “equipped with machetes and clubs”.22 Some of them 
tried to convince the most determined to lift the blockade, but in vain. When, 
to put pressure on the strikers, the police claimed that the injured driver had 
died, the strikers’ “mediators” lifted the blockage, while the crowd cried, “We 
do not move!”23 Finally, the strike continued at the plant with a sit-in.

Feeling threatened, the factory management “disappeared” from 6 June. 
The Chief Executive explained this flight was due to “the kidnapping of 
company personnel for several hours. Witnessing motorcycles being set on fire. 
People being beaten while handcuffed… The N7 was also blocked twice and 
there were threats against the company executives and in particularly myself, 
the Chief Executive… We do not consider that the plant site is now secure 
despite the presence of the police”.24 This explains why he took refuge at his 
house in Bobo-Dioulasso—about 85 km from Banfora—with a dozen senior 
managers of the company.

Despite ongoing discussions, on 10 June, the management announced 
that to allow a peaceful resumption of work after three strikes in four months 

21 L’Observateur Paalga, 13/6/2011
22 Idem
23 Idem
24 Sidwaya, 21/6/2011

The bitter taste of the sugar company

The Nouvelle Société Sucrière de la Comoé (New Sugar Company of Comoé; 
SN/SOSUCO), located near Banfora, is the second largest company in terms 
of jobs and the country’s largest private employer (3,000 employees including 
800 permanent, 400 seasonal workers and more 1,800 day labourers).16 From 
its privatisation in 1998, as part of the neoliberal structural adjustment pro-
gramme (SAP), social conflicts had erupted to the point where the safety of 
the Chief Executive had to be guaranteed by the police.17 In 1999 there was a 
14-day strike which led to the dismissal of eight union representatives.18

The conflict simmered from 2010, when management sought to abolish the 
personnel rules dating from the time when the company was in public hands. 
This was to adopt the principle of labour flexibility. The workers were also 
concerned about the use of subcontracting, which was more profitable, and 
resulted in unnecessary retrenchments. In 2010 there was a standoff between 
management and the workers and so a mediation committee was established. 
But management still made unilateral decisions outside this framework.

So a spontaneous strike started, from 26 January 2011, against the “the blatant 
violation of freedoms”, such as various acts of intimidation, barriers to freedom 
of association and retaliation by management throughout the conflict. This 
included the prohibition of general meetings, union posters, etc. “Not to mention 
the phone calls and other messages of anonymous threats, various manoeuvres 
to intimidate and destabilise the union officials”.19 The workers demanded the 
resignation of the whole of the Board and the ending of unfair dismissals. In 
return, the management filed a legal complaint against six union representatives 
and three employee representatives for organising an “illegal work stoppage”.

After further government mediation, the workers developed a seven-point 
platform of demands, which included: the resignation of the Chief Executive; 
the complete withdrawal of the legal complaint against the workers’ repre-
sentatives; freedom for the trade unions to organise; ending the planned staff 
reductions, etc.20

16 www.sn-sosuco.com/fr/qui-sommes-nous/vue-densemble.html [29/6/2011]
17 L’Observateur Paalga, 20/1/2011
18 Le Pays, 1/9/2010
19 Statement of the autonomous unions, CGT-B, CNT-B, CSB, FO/UNSL, ONSL, USTB 14/2/2011.
20 L’Observateur Paalga, 1/2/2011
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32 of the workers who were sacked; solve problems related to redeployment due 
to subcontracting and use its influence to encourage subcontractors to comply 
with the regulations, etc.31

Work resumed the following day, pending the trial of 22 workers. The 
majority were shop stewards and union officials, accused of, “assault and battery, 
malicious damage to personal property and theft of tyres and sugar”, resulting 
from a management legal complaint. The trial took place on 10 January 2012 at 
the High Court of Banfora. The leading judge refused the defendants’ request 
to postpone the case in order to prepare their defence. Riot police were there to 
“secure” the event. Seven defendants were acquitted for lack of evidence; two 
were sentenced to 36 months in prison, and all the others received 16 months. 
Deliberation was then scheduled for 31 January 2012.32 Two lawyers who then 
took on the case revealed, among other things, the methods of the company 
management: some defendants it appeared had been offered promotions in 
return for denouncing their comrades. It was their rejection of corruption and 
betrayal that explained their presence in the court. They denounced the lack of 
evidence saying the accused were supposed to be innocent until proved guilty. 
They also pointed out that in reality it was a “human tide” that was mobilised 
and not only the 22 defendants.

Finally, the verdict was declared on 13 March 2012.33 Eight defendants were 
sentenced to 16 months in prison and to pay 40 million CFA francs (about 
€61,000) in damages to the NS-SOSUCO and 3.5 million CFA francs (about 
€5,300) and 2.5 million CFA francs (about €3,800) compensation to two 
executives whose homes were set on fire. Oumar Soma, of CGT-B/Cascades 
declared: “We regret that the court made this decision because although 
found guilty, the guilt of our comrades has not been established… Everything 
that the different workers were criticised for were not established facts, they 
were only allegations”. The workers have decided to appeal.

31 Sidwaya, 23/6/2011
32 On the postponement of the deliberations, all information is taken from L’Observateur Paalga, 

2/2/2012.
33 On the verdict, all information is taken from L’Observateur Paalga, 14/3/2012.

the workers would be laid off for a minimum of two months. This was not 
achieved; the person who put it up was beaten25 and two company executives 
had their house burned the same night. The police were deployed. Trade 
unions in the province of Comoé considered the lay-off was illegal. Union rep-
resentatives believed that this was only a pretext used by the Chief Executive 
to implement his plan of mass layoffs. On the illegality of the layoffs, the Chief 
Executive claimed that “there are no layoffs… I actually made a note in which 
I said that I would send the workers on leave and then lay them off for a period 
of two months to ease the social tensions. But this note has not been applied, 
since we were not able to access the factory”.26

In response to this action by the Chief Executive, all the unions of Comoé, 
the MBDHP and the CCVC/Cascades organized a march on 17 June 
demanding the retraction of the layoffs, suspension of subcontracting and 
restoration of a genuine social dialogue.

The Burkinabé authorities having taken the side of the company man-
agement, riot police were positioned ready to intervene against protesters. 
Approximately 1,000 people participated,27 including “women (both workers 
and wives of workers), children, youth, local public and private sector work-
ers and retirees; as one person against the actions of the management of 
SN-SOSUCO and the alleged complicity of government”.28 Indeed, the work-
ers denounced the attitude of the government, “which was to illegally protect 
investors at the expense of the vital interests of workers and to support the 
management in repeated violations of freedoms”.29 The placards and slogans 
revealed the concerns of the whole region: “We, children of workers, say no to 
the planned closure of SN-SOSUCO”; “No and no to subcontracting”; “Chief 
Executive not wanted, victory to the people”; “Down with the bosses who gag 
their workers”; “The government sleeps, weak companies die, the people keep 
them alert”; “Capitalism is made of corruption”; “Saving SN-SOSUCO is sav-
ing the whole region and all of Burkina”, etc.30

Finally, on 22 June, a Memorandum of Understanding was signed between 
the management and the workers. The management undertook to: return to 
the Staff Regulations of 1997, pending the adoption of revisions; discontinue 
the staff reduction plan dressed up as “voluntary” redundancies and rehiring 
25 Le Pays, 13/6/2011
26 Sidwaya, 21/6/2011
27 Le Pays, 22/6/2011
28 L’Observateur Paalga, 20/6/2011
29 Idem
30 Idem
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34 Boucle du Mouhoun there was some shooting. In the province of Balé where, 
according to the mayor, thousands of fields were devastated, four peasants 
were killed by farmers who “wanted to protect their fields”.38

The state reacted by attacking the peasants’ “rebellion”. The “security 
forces” were sent to several places, especially where the farmers showed their 
determination. On 8 June, the Chief Executive of Sofitex was dismissed after 
16 years as head of the company. The Government no doubt hoped to stop this 
“peasant revolt” by giving in to this demand.

If relations between producers were strained in some places, they have 
also shown great solidarity in others. In Kenedougou at Zanfara (4 July), 52 
hectares of cotton were destroyed by peasants of Morolaba. A squad of over 
a hundred from the security forces were sent which detained some “leaders”. 
Peasants demanded their release, but without success. Then they went to Deina 
where over 100 hectares of cotton and equipment were vandalized. Clashes 
between peasants and the security forces took place. A resident of Syn, accused 
of having ripped-up cotton plants, was arrested on 12 July by the security forces 
of Dédougou. Seven hundred people from neighboring villages (Safané, Kona, 
Bagassi and Pompoï), equipped with dabas (a type of hoe commonly used in 
West Africa), catapults, machetes, etc, went to Bakuy to demand his immedi-
ate release.39 After the destruction of fields in Pompoï, several other peasants 
were arrested. On 20 July 2011, about 1,000 peasants from several localities 
in the province, armed with machetes and sticks, marched to the provincial 
capital, Boromo, to demand the release of their comrades. The demonstration 
created panic, forcing the closure of all public and private institutions. In 
Boucle du Mouhoun, where the fight was particularly important, protesters 
were arrested and detained. In the North Kendedougou, after the destruction 
of fields, whole populations fled across the border to Mali for fear of reprisals 
and arrests. The local authorities were asked to cope with the influx of peas-
ants from Burkina Faso.40

At Yaho,41 a list of alleged ringleaders of the revolt was established, this was 
followed by the intervention of the police with several arrests. If the suspect 
was absent, they picked up a neighbour or a brother. However, in this village, 
where the boycott was widely supported, the people were said to have stayed on 
the sidelines during the destruction of the fields. But after the arrests, people 

38 Burkina 24, 25/7/2011.
39 Le Pays, 14/7/2011
40 Sidwaya, 25/7/2011
41 Information about Yaho, from L’Evènement, 215, 10/8/2011

The revolt of the cotton growers

The main concern for the cotton growers is the price they receive for their 
produce. This is usually miserable, but became even more unbearable with 
the 65 percent (about 2,000  CFA francs per kg) increase in global market 
prices. While the price they receive has usually been about a quarter of the 
world price, in March 2011 a new price (245 FCFA/kg) was announced. At the 
same time the price of inputs (fertilizers and pesticides) increased. “Enough is 
enough!”— they threatened a “peasants revolt” if they did not win a price of at 
least 500 FCFA/kg for their cotton, lower input prices, and the sacking of the 
Chief Executive of Sofitex34 (Society of Burkina Fibres and Textiles).

Various other activities took place (petitions by the coalition of producers— 
Boucle du Mouhoun—marches, etc). But the peasants were frustrated with 
the actions of the National Union of Cotton Producers of Burkina Faso 
(UNPC-B).35 In theory this organisation was supposed to defend them, but 
it said, “the peasant association is apolitical” and so would not recognize 
the “political” demands of the protesters.36 The UNPC-B also said that the 
demand for 500 FCFA/kg was “utopian”. The question of prices was raised 
on a demonstration on 12 May 2011 in Dédougou where all the cotton grow-
ing areas were meeting. The next day, the president of UNPC/B ordered the 
protesters to “abandon the street for [their] fields”.37 The slogan of a boycott of 
production was launched in a toxic atmosphere. The lack of unity was accom-
panied by numerous altercations between boycotters and non-boycotters. This 
sometimes took a tragic turn, with the first group ransacking the fields of the 
latter. In North Kenedougou 2,000 hectares of cotton were destroyed. In 
34 Three cotton companies share the country: Sofitex—the most important—(closely related to 

Monsanto), Socoma (East) and Faso Cotton—created to market the cotton during the crisis 
in Côte d’Ivoire (L’Indépendant, 933, 2/8/2011). Until 2008, the French state-owned company 
Dagris held one third of the Sofitex shares and 90 percent of SOCOMA. Dagris become 
Géocoton, when it was privatized in 2008 (a French consortium 51 percent owned by Advens of 
the Franco-Lebanese-Senegalese, Abbas Jabber and 49 percent by the French company, CMA-
GLC of Jacques Saade). The French Development Agency (AFD) held 14 percent until February 
2010—“Compaoré Delivers West African farmers to Monsanto” (“Compaoré livre les paysans 
ouest-africains à Monsanto”, Billets d’Afrique, 204, July-August 2011).

35 UNPC/B owns a third of Sofitex, it was created by the company in 1998. Although it is as a union 
to defend the producers, they denounce it as, “thing from Sofitex” and explain that its committee 
has not even been elected.

36 Fasozine, 30/4/2011
37 Statement of UNPC/B, 13/5/2011
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Gold mining—against the 
people and the miners

Gold has been mined in the country since the 1980s, mainly on a small-scale 
traditional basis. But “the mining boom”—whose beneficiaries are the interna-
tional companies and is based on legal plunder and exploitation of workers—is 
very recent. Gold mining is presented as an asset that could help rural people 
and facilitate their development. In practice they suffer pollution, health 
problems, population displacement, loss of arable land, desecration of places 
of worship, the failure to apply the Mining Code and working conditions 
comparable to slavery. The share of Government income from the seven largest 
gold mines is around 10 percent. Therefore, the mining sector was not spared 
from the wind of demands that blew through Burkina Faso in 2011—although 
many protests had taken place previously. There had been a series of social 
conflicts denouncing working conditions, but also the degradation of living 
conditions around the mines. Thus, almost none of the major mining compa-
nies escaped the protests and demands of the workers and local populations, 
obviously adapted to local conditions.

At Tarpako, the mine is operated by the Canadian company High River 
Gold and the situation was tense. Life in the village had changed profoundly: 
peasant land had been expropriated with minimal compensation; traditional 
gold mining—the main activity of the villagers—had been prohibited; water 
had become scarce; the cost of living had increased; security guards monitor 
the facilities and prevent the traditional miners from working, and “since the 
first ingot was cast at the factory,” a brigade of police was installed.45

In 2010, young people demonstrated for jobs, especially since they had 
worked on the construction of the mine, hoping to be among the first to 
be employed: “When the work was hard, it is us they used to call. Now it has 
become less challenging and better paid, their big brothers who are the managers 
have cleared us out to put them in our places”.46 They explain that when the mine 
started, the Chief Executive asked them to train for careers in the mine. Many of 
them sold their livestock and followed that advice but in the end found nothing.

As for the 600 workers, since December 2009 there has been a dispute with 
45 L’Evènement, 182, 25/2/2010
46 Idem

decided to destroy the crops, especially of those suspected of having given the 
local authorities the list of people to be arrested. “Everyone played an active 
role in this cotton demonstration”, the elders gave their moral support, the 
strongest destroyed the fields, women and children faced the police in the vil-
lage, the first armed with their kitchen utensils, rocks and tree trunks which 
they used to make the progress of the police difficult.

During the peasant revolt, some media have demonstrated a misun-
derstanding, if not contempt for the participants by using harsh words to 
denounce the “saboteurs” of the national economy. Le Pays,42 for example, 
warned about the “danger to white gold” because it believed that cotton 
production, one of the foundations of the national economy, was being “held 
hostage” by peasants who have a “bargaining tool.” L’Express du Faso,43 
meanwhile, compared the peasants to the mutineers of Bobo-Dioulasso, and 
believed that the army should be sent to crush the peasants. However, by 
boycotting the company, these peasants who are completely dependent on the 
sale of their product, are the first to suffer. They chose to sacrifice, because after 
decades of exploitation by Sofitex, cotton prices were at their highest point. 
“We feel that everything is designed to rob the peasants for the benefit of 
Sofitex. Today, our eyes are open”, said one of them.44 Thus they express their 
precise awareness of being one of the foundations of the national economy.

This revolt will probably have lasting consequences on social relations 
between cotton producers. Despite this, the condition of peasants is probably 
one of the worst in terms of exploitation and the effective defence of their 
common interests will require the solidarity of all peasants depending on cot-
ton production.

42 12/7/2011. 
43 7/6/2011.
44 Sidwaya, 9/5/2011.
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38 In addition, trade unionists calling for restraint were marginalized.50 
For nearly a week, workers were off work demanding higher wages, the 
departure of Director of Human Resources and improvements to living 
conditions on the site. Nevertheless, on 22 April, they made a big conces-
sion: they returned to work in exchange for a serious examination of their 
grievances by the management.

At another mine, Inata, run by the British company Avocet Mining, work-
ers declared a strike on 8 May 2011, to demand in particular: a pay increase; 
fair treatment of all workers; fewer expatriates; and transferring skills from 
expatriates to nationals.51

The people of the locality were also dissatisfied: the promise to hire young 
people was not kept.52 On 26 April together with people from the surrounding 
villages, a sit-in was organised outside the company, during which the Chair 
of the Village Development Council on behalf of the protesters said, “The 
company is no longer welcome here. It’s destroyed our homes, our fields, our 
pastures and sentenced us to wander”.53

At Banouassi (in the east) the protests were much more energetic. During 
the same month of April, the mine site was vandalized three times. It seems 
this was done by traditional gold miners of the nearby villages, deprived 
of their work without any social compensation. The mine management 
responded to these acts by sacking 90 workers, claiming damage to the site and 
theft (including company documents). After a complaint, 19 people from dif-
ferent villages were imprisoned and indicted in August for “aggravated theft, 
malicious damage to moveable and immoveable property, assault and battery 
and death threats”.54

At Kalsaka Mining (run by the British company Cluff Gold), 350 workers 
called an unlimited strike from 14 May. When the mine was established, the 
mining company had imposed its monopoly by banning artisanal mining. In 
response, the traditional gold miners, now deprived of this activity, organised 
themselves in Nabons-Wende, an association to defend their interests. Thus, 
according to a prospector, nearly 3,000 people in the area of Kalsaka suddenly 
found themselves with no income. Another summed up the problem: “When 
they chased us from the hill and we were robbed of our wells, they forced us 
50 Idem 
51 Le Pays, 9/5/2011
52 Le Pays, 19/4/2011
53 Idem
54 Le Pays, 4-7/11/2011. Eight people were subsequently released (Le Pays, 11/14/2011). Despite 

research we could not find any information on the outcome of the other cases.

the management of the Canadian company about overtime pay. Besides, they 
think they are, “treated like modern slaves” and denounce “their loss of free-
dom”. This is symbolized by the surveillance cameras in their camp.47 On 8 April 
2011 company workers joined the national strike called by the CCVC, discussed 
above. But management demanded that the strikers vacate their accommoda-
tion. The Geology and Mine Workers’ Union (SYNTRAGMI) claimed, 
“management has treated workers like dogs”.48 After the strike, some camp 
residents demanded a public apology from the Director of Human Resources 
and the Chief Executive. The latter claimed to have been expelled from the site 
on 13 April. The gold workers were astonished that the Chief Executive and 
Director of Human Resources—“the only problem in the company” in their 
words—were smuggled in by the police. On learning of the departure of all the 
expatriates, the union provided assurances that the “workers did not attack the 
expatriates of Somita [Taparko Mining Company]. The proof is that they spent 
the night there (13 April) when the Chief Executive and the Director of Human 
Resources had left the camp, but they were not assaulted”.49

47 San Finna, 614, 2-22/5/2011
48 Le Pays, 20/4/2011
49 Le Pays, 19/4/2011
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4140 Moreover, the price of gold had tripled since the forecasts made when the mine 
was opened.62 On 15 May the workers gave a few minutes notice to manage-
ment about their strike, which then started immediately.63 On 7 June work 
resumed, the next day Cluff Gold announced “that it has amicably settled the 
labour dispute at its Kalsaka Mine in Burkina Faso”.64

The establishment of the Russian company Pinsapo Gold, at Pelegtanga,65 
in the province of Passoré, was not undertaken smoothly. Before it was set up 
in 2010, the economic life of the area revolved around artisanal gold mining. 
Since then, this and industrial mining have both been undertaken. According 
to local officials, the company had made several unwritten promises: construc-
tion of buildings with local materials (air-conditioned containers were used 
and so no permanent buildings will be left at the site); recruitment of 50 local 
youth to work on the site (only nine local people were recruited); and compen-
sation for landowners.

In addition, people were worried about the risk of the use of cyanide. All 
attempts at dialogue with management failed. Thus, on 6 September, over 300 
protesters provided the site supervisor with the following ultimatum: “We do 
not want hear the roar of a single machine on your site” until an agreement 
is made. A week later, a meeting, in which the local people refused to partici-
pate, was held under the auspices of the High Commissioner of Passoré. The 
company, which had been forced to stop work, restarted in the night under 
the protection of 50 riot police. The next day, all commercial establishments 
remained closed in the village. A thousand people—young, old, women 
and children—confronted the police.66 Finally, “a few leaders announced 
‘the victory of the righteous’ and the protesters took over and the riot police 
disappeared”.67 There were some wounded. But once the police left, protesters 
set fire to everything on the site. For the demonstrators, “the police presence 
cannot be explained and if the use of force is necessary to maintain Pinsapo 
Gold in their area, there will be further martyrs”.68

A meeting was held on 15 September between a delegation from the 
regional authority and local people. Following the logic of postcolonial 

62 San Finna, 615, 6-12/6/2011
63 Press conference, 26/5/2011
64 “Cluff Gold: Kalsaka Resumption Update”, Marketwire, June 8, 2011
65 Information about this village, unless otherwise stated, comes from three issues of Le Pays: 

17/11/2010 and 9/11/2011—recovered from the site AllAfrica.com—and 15/9/2011
66 L’Observateur Paalga, 21/9/2011, Le Pays, 15/9/2011
67 Le Pays, 15/9/2011
68 Idem.

into suffering and despair”.55 The prohibition of artisanal gold mining should 
have been offset by hiring local youth in the mine. This promise had not been 
kept. Officials from the mine tried to divide people from different villages who 
faced serious health problems (dust, polluted water, etc),56 not counting other 
problems that accompany all new plants.

As for the workers, their situation was far from paradise: they were con-
stantly under threat of dismissal if they did not submit to the hellish working 
conditions and miserable pay. High turnover was established as an attempt to 
avoid any hint of demands. The management seemed to think that trade unions 
were undesirable. In December 2009, the workers were not paid, they went on 
strike for immediate payment of their wages and the payment of a thirteenth 
month. Management refused and, faced with the continuing strike, sacked 
all the workers for serious misconduct. They then asked the workers, “to sign 
a new contract in exchange for dropping their claims”.57 The previous month, 
L’Indépendant58 noted that during a conflict all the union representatives had 
been dismissed, “this breaks the dynamics of accountability and subsequent new 
workers may be naive”.59 The conflict that occurred in 2011 was rooted in the 
dissatisfaction with management’s response to demands made in October 2010.

The workers’ unlimited strike was a reaction to the unilateral decision of 
management, who believed everything was possible, to break off negotiations. 
The workers, in turn decided to be militant, by demanding, as a precondition 
to any further negotiation, wage increases of 80 percent for all workers and 
the unconditional resignation of the Chief Executive, the Ghanaian, Yeboah-
Anim Reynolds.

Reynolds was accused of behaving like a dictator, favoring his compa-
triots, etc. However, the strikers defend themselves from all accusations of 
xenophobia: “We also have Burkinabé brothers in other countries but… give 
to Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what belongs to him”.60 And, in fact, 
differences in treatment were abysmal. The payroll for nationals was 80 mil-
lion CFA francs per month for 345 workers and 68 million for 21 expatriates.61 

55 L’Opinion, 16-22/7/2008
56 L’Indépendant, 846, 24/11/2009.
57 M Thune, “L’Industrialisation de l’exploitation de l’or à Kalsaka, Burkina Faso—une chance 

pour une population rurale pauvre ?”, [The Industrialization of Gold Mining at Kalsaka—a 
chance for the rural poor?] EchoGéo, 17, June/August 2011.

58 Indépendant, 846, 24/11/2009
59 Idem
60 Sidwaya, 24/5/2011
61 Press conference, 26/5/2011 
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42 sit-in, “the comrades who remained at the mine site were denied support by the 
company”, so the strikers clubbed together to send them money.75

During this time, Stephen Letwin, Chair and Chief Executive of 
IAMGOLD Corporation, was made a Knight of the National Order of 
Burkina Faso. He would have liked, “to sack the approximately 120 employ-
ees who had been on [strike… but] was deterred by the Government… 
[The ministers of Mines and Labour] explained that the ‘situation was still 
difficult’ in the country, and that this, ‘does not allow putting dozens of 
employees out of work’, especially during the period leading up to Christmas 
and the New Year”.76

The banning of traditional gold mining for thousands of people—deprived 
thus of their income—and the environmental damage, mean that the social 
and economic consequences of the industrial exploitation of gold are usually 
negative for the local villages. This is certainly the view taken by the com-
munities of Pelegtanga, Banouassi, Kalsaka, Inata and Tarpako. Furthermore, 
“not content with drawing huge profits from mining to the detriment of 
the country, these companies are established as powerful states within the 
state”.77 All this with the complicity of the national political authorities who 
are not afraid to praise “the social responsibility of multinational corpora-
tions”. Multinational companies see themselves able to make it rain or shine 
where they operate, at the expense of the local people. Thus, for example, the 
management of the Essakane mine obtained the departure of the local Police 
Commissioner of Drabo and a dozen other police which they considered too 
sympathetic to the people and therefore less likely to be repressive, or at least 
not clearly subordinate to the will of the mining company which considers 
itself to be sovereign.

Still at Essakane, the mining company wanted to pump water from a dam 
to its operations during the dry season. The mayor, the prefect and the High 
Commissioner would not give permission as the water was already insufficient 
for the local population. So the company turned to Ouagadougou and agree-
ment was given. It is this favoritism of the central government for the mining 
companies and their contempt for the common people which makes them so 
angry. On 17 October, the inhabitants of 82 villages got ready to storm the 
Essakane mine site two days later to protest against “the pigheadedness of the 

75 Idem.
76 La Lettre du Continent, 626, 5/1/2012
77 This quotation and the following information was taken from the press conference of the 

Organization for Capacity Development (ORCADE), 11/5/2011. 

neoliberalism, the authorities condemned, “the bellicose attitude of the resi-
dents”. They failed to mention the arrest of some villagers. From 14 September, 
people were forced to stay at home, while riot police covered the entire village 
looking for “troublemakers”. Only later, during the press conference on 20 
September was it made public that eighteen people, four considered to be the 
ringleaders of the demonstration, had been arrested. Others were still on the 
run, according to the police. The National Police Head said that in addition 
to damage to property, sixteen riot officers were injured by protesters. The use 
of cyanide—one of the reasons that prompted the villagers to protest—was 
not a real excuse for him, “the real reason is they want to return to anarchy”,69 
he claimed.

According to the mining company, the acts of vandalism were “the work 
of a group of traditional gold miners who had conducted a campaign of poi-
soning of the local population”.70 An investigation will confirm this thesis, 
they claimed.71

At the country’s largest mine, Essakane, operated by the Canadian com-
pany, IAMGOLD Corporation, the workers demonstrated on 13 May demand 
the satisfaction of two main demands: the payment of overtime and member-
ship of an insurance scheme for their medical care.

Before the company took over, their promises were attractive, including “the 
creation of 1,300 direct jobs and 300 indirect jobs” and “the construction of 
schools, 165 shops and 1,666 homes for the resettlement of displaced people”72

Eventually even overtime was not paid. This triggered a three day strike, 
from 6-8 December in response to inaction on this issue and against arbitrary 
dismissals.73 Then the workers began an indefinite strike from 13 December 
and a hundred of them organised a sit-in the next day to publicise their action.74 
Management tried to explain the financial impossibility of the company pay-
ing for those hours. But for the workers, either the company pays “or we will 
not do the overtime.” At the time, a union representative said: “This strike 
affects all the workers except some of our supervisors, but they are preparing 
to join us”, which shows the unity of interests between the different categories 
of workers when they are exploited by transnational companies. Also, with the 

69 Le Pays, 21/9/2011
70 Idem.
71 L’Observateur Paalga, 13/10/2011
72 Afrique Expansion, 31/3/2011, “A qui profitent les ressources minières en Afrique ?” [Who benefits 

from mining in Africa?]
73 Le Pays, 7/12/2011.
74 Le Pays, 15/12/2011
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44 Conclusion

The popular protests in Burkina Faso in the first half of 2011, against impunity 
and other social injustices, including those faced by workers, peasants and 
other victims of neoliberalism, were one of the largest popular rebellions that 
Africa experienced that year. Despite the confusion introduced by the military 
mutinies, whose claims of impunity, and their vandalism against other poor 
people, prevented the consolidation of the protests. If the popular mobilisa-
tions did not quite manage to topple the regime, in contrast to the popular 
movements in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya, they did at least shake the power of 
Blaise Compaoré and his ruling party, the CDP.

Thus, even if eventually the regime managed to put an end to the popular 
uprising, the regime became aware of its fragility and the change in the balance 
of power, including that across the region of West Africa. French diplomats 
under Sarkozy spoke several times during the crisis of the need for change. 
Change—after 25 years in power—that would actually prolong neoliberalism 
and neocolonialism in Burkina Faso.

It seems that the crises in Guinea Bissau and Mali have permitted 
Blaise Compaoré, in the role of a mediator, to refurbish his image. At one 
time it looked as if the regional pillar of Françafrique (French Imperialism 
in Africa) had moved from Ouagadougou to Abidjan (the capital of the 
Ivory Coast). Ivory Coast had reduced in importance after the death of the 
President Félix Houphouët-Boigny. However, it appears that the two coun-
tries are now equally important to France.

The Burkinabé regime therefore seems to have opted out (for a while) from 
the usual hogra (contempt) from the authorities of any sort (central, local, police, 
etc). In contrast, it has increased gestures of conciliation towards the popular 
masses. Thus, three policemen were found guilty of the death of Justin Zongo 
and sentenced to prison in August 2011, just before the start of the new school 
year and so stopping the protests from re-igniting. Similarly, on 23 February 
2012, the Minister of Justice, Jerome Traoré, was fired after, “on 19 February 
he bludgeoned and locked up a young mechanic who allegedly made offensive 
remarks about him”.78 One year, to the day, after the death of Justin Zongo the 
authorities thus expressed their awareness of being watched by the poor masses.

78 Le Pays, 24-26/2/2012

company in pumping water from the dam”. The attack did not take place, this 
time after the intervention of the Organization for Capacity Development 
(ORCADE). But the people turned to the police present saying:

“There is no authority any more, so we will solve our problems with 
violence… What we ask you to do is to call Ouagadougou and tell them to 
bring all the riot police. Because we have realised that the policy of the mining 
bosses is to use the riot police to suppress the local people. While the min-
isters in charge of the mines are happy to dine with the mining bosses, they 
never have as much as 30 minutes to talk to the local people. So let the riot 
police come. Some of us will fall. We want to see the police shoot at us. But 
we also have confidence in ourselves. We are sure we will eventually overcome 
Essakane mine.”
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In terms of the workers, despite the failed demonstration of 1 May and 
the suppression of certain trade union demonstrations in November 2011, the 
authorities met some of the demands of the trade union front79 (23 out of 44), 
who until then had not benefited due to contemptuous or sham bargaining. 
The agreement included a 5 percent pay increase for civil servants and the like 
(a tiny minority of workers) and a 5 percent increase in pensions, etc. Trade 
unions have welcomed, “the efforts made”,80 while not hiding their dissatisfac-
tion. However, others have criticized the emptiness of these achievements.

Meanwhile the prices of basic necessities continue to rise and multination-
als treat local workers as their serfs. In other words, it is a social truce, not 
a demobilisation. The proof of this is that spontaneous popular protests con-
tinue in relation to specific local problems and major social conflicts continue 
both in cities and rural areas.

Whatever the result of these historic events, it is necessary to remember the 
full potential of the social movements of 2011. Different arenas of rebellion—
claims for justice, workers, peasants, etc—were all fighting radically for dignity 
and against exploitation. That so many people are forced to question existing 
arrangements is a permanent warning for the regime. But also for political 
organisations, unions and other self-proclaimed representatives of the masses, 
which are the first to tell them they must use democratic mechanisms of action 
that are very often barriers to their own radicalism. The acceptance of this state 
of affairs by the popular masses has reached saturation point. So the question 
is how will political and union organisations move beyond routine “events”, 
for the achievement of the common aspirations of the urban and rural popular 
movements of Burkina Faso that burst so spectacularly onto the scene in 2011?

79 The six trade unions and independent unions in Burkina Faso are in a common front for joint 
union action.

80 Le Pays, 1/12/2011


