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About CCID  

Community Centre for Integrated Development (CCID) is a non-governmental humanitarian 

organisation created in 2016. The CCID is committed to advancing the rights of communities, women, girls, 

and young people in Cameroon while strengthening community leaders and community-based 

organisations to respond to indigenous people's needs. 

CCID aims to empower individuals and communities to uplift women, young people - especially 

girls - and the wider community to be leaders for positive change. It is made up of community 

development experts who recognize that in order to create a sustainable world, one must harness the 

potential of communities. CCID strongly believes that women and young people in Cameroonian 

communities are major assets whose full potential remains untapped. The organisation is also cognizant 

that the majority of indigenous people in communities across Cameroon live under the poverty line and 

work with community-based organisations to meet their needs.  

Hence, CCID works with communities to bring diverse groups together and leverage their abilities, 

interests, and resources in order to engender shared values and benefits. It ensures local ownership of 

initiatives by working with communities to drive program design and implementation. The organisation 

highly values the importance of developing a comprehensive understanding of the social, cultural, 

political, and economic dynamics in the communities where we implement our programs and 

interventions.  

For more information about the ongoing initiatives, you can browse CCID official website: 

https://comuceid.org/ 
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ABSTRACT 

 

This research presents an overview of the impact of the Anglophone crisis on the 

realisation of gender equality and equity in Cameroon. The Cameroonian Government has 

opposed armed group separatists who seek the independence of the Anglophone regions 

(Northwest and Southwest regions of Cameroon) since 2016. Indeed, the current conflict is an 

extension of historical colonial circumstances that led to the perception and resistance of 

exclusion for the Anglophone population. The crisis escalated to become a full-scale conflict 

between Cameroon’s central government and Anglophone separatist groups that declared the 

independence of the Republic of Ambazonia on 1 October 2017. In this context, this study 

underlines the effect of the crisis on the women interviewed, more explicitly regarding GBV. 

Generally, the insecurities due to the conflict and the outbreak of COVID-19 in the country, has 

led to an increase of GBV and a rise of impediments faced by women in political, economic and 

social situations.  

Before the beginning of the Anglophone crisis, Cameroon already had a long way to go 

until achieving full gender equality. Hence, this report explains the background to this situation, 

leading up to the current gender inequalities (in the economic, political, social, sexual, 

educational, and marital domain). Despite legal provisions to ensure equality between men and 

women, gender-based discrepancies remain unresolved. Indeed, Cameroon lacks efficient laws’ 

implementation when it comes to gender equality and equity. Our interviews highlighted the 

difficulties for women to have access to the same rights as men and feel legally equal to men. At 

the same time, GBV was also a widespread issue and a matter of concern in Cameroon before 

the outbreak of the Anglophone crisis. Several of our participants explained the perpetuation of 

SGBV in their community as well as their personal experience of SGBV. 

With the new settings of the Anglophone crisis, gender inequalities are in motion. Hence, 

this report tries to explain the predominant factors contributing to gender inequality and 

inequity within society and the homes of the women interviewed since the beginning of the 

conflict. For some of our interviewees, the Anglophone crisis started a movement towards 

gender equality. Indeed, we can see a certain shift in gender roles: women become head of the 



  5 

household (after the death of their husband), take up new economic activities (to increase the 

household income that has dropped), participate in the peace process and replace men when 

necessary (because the latter died or fled the conflict). However, the shift in gender roles seems 

heterogeneous and irregular. Even when the conflict gave women opportunities to be in charge, 

they had to face SGBV associated with those new roles.  

The crisis is associated with an increase of SGBV with women being raped, kidnapped, 

killed, impregnated, forced into marriage, and psychological and physical abuse. Certain 

participants pointed out the vulnerability of women due to the high level of insecurity in the 

country. Indeed, women are victims of sexual abuse because, in many cases, the only other 

option is death in the perpetrator’s hands. At the same time, young people will lack information 

about gender equality and equity that could have been provided by schools (as 80% of schools 

are closed in the Northwest and Southwest regions). Consequently, it might impede the 

realisation of gender equality and equity in Cameroon. 

Finally, the insecurities brought by the conflict (such as sexual violence, killings, 

displacements, kidnappings, or threats) placed the realisation of gender equality in the 

background. The realisation of gender equality and equity might not be the first priority of NGOs, 

political and social actors or women anymore. The attempts to increase gender equity and 

achieve gender equality have perhaps become less important in comparison to other issues as 

the crisis turned into a full-scale conflict. Instead, efforts focused on women’s survival and the 

protection of people from GBV due to the Anglophone crisis. 

To bring an end to the disastrous humanitarian situation, especially the gender-based 

inequalities, we presented detailed recommendations to the Government of the Republic of 

Cameroon, the armed separatist groups, and social and political stakeholders (e.g. NGOs and 

international agencies). Apart from engaging in a comprehensive peace process, we encourage 

each party to present preventive intervention and awareness programs to the conflict’s actors 

about gender inequality and gender-based issues. We also urge all stakeholders to provide 

adequate medical, psychological, legal and economic assistance and remedies to victims of 

gender-based inequalities and survivors of SGBV. 
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OBJECTIVE  

 

Since 2016, and the beginning of the conflict between the Cameroonian government and 

armed separatist groups of the Anglophone regions, the country’s progress towards gender 

equality and equity has deteriorated. As the affected population could observe an increase in 

GBV, the realisation of gender equality and equity in Cameroon needs to be reviewed and 

reassessed. Like many conflicts, the Anglophone crisis profoundly impacts the Cameroonian 

civilians’ lives, especially those of women and girls. Hence, this research sheds light on the lives 

of the women who live in or have fled Cameroon’s Northwest and Southwest regions. This report 

analyses many gender inequalities that Cameroonian women face as a result of the ongoing 

crisis. Consequently, the report aims to identify how the Anglophone crisis affects the realisation 

of gender equality and equity in the region. Additionally, this study is designed to examine if and 

how the conflict has led to increased gender-based violence and discrimination in the 

Anglophone regions. 
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List of acronyms and abbreviations  

 

  Acronym/ 

Abbreviation 
Meaning 

CCID Community Center for Integrated Development 

DHS Demographic and Health Survey 

FGM Female Genital Mutilation 

GBV Gender-Based Violence 

IDP Internally Displaced People 

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation 

OCHA 
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 

Affairs 

SGBV Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 

UNICEF United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund 

UNESCO 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization 
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METHODOLOGY 

 

During this study, we conducted 12 in-person interviews, while seven questionnaires were 

completed online. The in-person interviews were semi-structured in-depth interviews lasting 

between 30 minutes and 2 hours. The data collection took place over a duration of 5 weeks between 

February and March 2021. This study’s target population was young women above 18 years old who 

have lived in the Northwest or Southwest regions during the Anglophone crisis. 

The interviews and questionnaire were composed of eight parts: general information (age, 

family, etc.), migration (displacement, causes of house move, place of origin), financial situation 

(employment status, property, informal source of income, etc.), education (level, opinion on girl’s 

education, etc.), gender roles (chores and decision-making in the household), sexual and gender-

based violence (rape in the community, personal experience with rape or marital violence, etc.), 

political activities and gender equality (definition and opinion about gender equality in Cameroon). 

We had an additional set of questions for members of NGOs about the work they conducted for their 

NGO and the impact of the Anglophone crisis on their missions. Five women answered the NGO 

interview/questionnaire, and 17 completed the general interview/questionnaire (three participants 

did both). 

We informed all interviewees of the voluntary nature of the interview, its purpose, and the 

methodology applied to collect and use data. The names, as well as other personal information of 

our participants, have been replaced with pseudonyms and some sensitive information withheld. 

We conducted the interviews remotely and the questionnaires were completed online. As we 

were only able to contact the participants remotely online, our interviewees were predominantly 

literate women who had access to the internet and were IT literate. Hence, most of our participants 

were educated (high school and higher education), single and employed or had a source of income. 

Consequently, any statistics about our interviews/questionnaires are not representative of the 

general situation in Cameroon but merely a sample for a certain point in time. The statistics only 

provide a better understanding of what the women interviewed experienced during the Anglophone 

crisis and do not reflect the general situation of all Cameroonian women. The general background 

information of the participants is presented in the table below (confidential information has been 

withheld). 

We used thematic analysis to analyse interviews and questionnaires. During this study, we 

used a deductive approach as we already had a clear idea of what we were looking for. The literature 
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review had predetermined the key themes and focus of the questions and analysis. These main 

themes were applied and sub-themes were identified through various iterations of reading the 

interviews. 

Participants Age 

Marital 

Status 

(number of 

children) 

Location 

Education Occupation 

Owner 

(themselves 

or their 

family) of the 

property 

they are 

living in 

Region of 

residence 
Migration 

Place 

of 

origin 

Audrey 26 Single Northwest 

Moved house 1 

time within the 

Northwest region 

City 20 years Unemployed No 

Daniella 34 
Married 

(3 children) 
Southwest N.A. City 15 years NGO Yes 

Sandra 29 Single Southwest N.A. City 21 years 
Education and 

NGO 
Yes 

Yanelle 23 Single Southwest 

Moved house 5 

times within the 

Southwest region 

City 20 years Law N.A. 

Tracy 25 Single Southwest 

Moved house 2 

times from the 

Northwest region 

Country

side 
18 years Unemployed No 

Armelle 32 Single Southwest 

Moved house 4 

times from the 

Northwest region 

Country

side 
15 years Unemployed No 

Ketzia 32 
Single 

(1 child) 
Northwest N.A. City 19 years 

Communication 

industry (Blogs, 

websites) 

Yes 

Joaddan 24 Single Southwest 

Moved house 3 

times from the 

Northwest region 

Country

side 
16 years Radio journalist Yes 

Tatiana 25 Single Northwest 

Moved house 3 

times within the 

northwest region 

Country

side 
16 years Student No 

Maria 24 Single Southwest 

Moved house 1 

time from the 

Northwest region 

City 17 years 

Self-employed 

(sell second-

handed 

clothes) 

No 

Sadia 42 
Married 

(3 children) 
Northwest 

Spent 1 year in 

Yaoundé 
City 12 years Teacher Yes 
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Maeva 24 Single Northwest 

Moved house 1 

time from the 

Southwest region 

Country

side 
21 years Student Yes 

Rosy 27 Single Southwest 

Moved house 1 

time within the 

Southwest region 

City 18 years Education No 

Jasmine 32 
Single 

(1 child) 
Southwest N.A. City 19 years NGO No 

Raissa 27 Single N.A. 

Moved house 5 

times from the 

Northwest region 

City 20 years Unemployed No 

Flore 25 Single N.A. 

Moved house 2 

times from the 

Northwest region 

Country

side 
N.A. Unemployed No 

Rhoda 32 Single Yaoundé 

Moved house 5 

times from the 

Northwest region 

Country

side 
15 years Unemployed No 

Hena 38 

Separated 

(6 children) 

 

Northwest 

Moved 3 times - 

away from the 

conflict then back 

to the Northwest 

region 

Country

side 
20 years NGO No 

Paula 41 Single Northwest 
Moved several 

times 

Country

side 
N.A. NGO No 
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1.1. Cameroon: geographic, 

demographic and economic 

context  

Cameroon is situated in Central Africa 

and serves as a junction between Central and 

Western African countries. Neighbouring 

countries include; the Federal Republic of 

Nigeria, the Republic of Chad, the Central African 

Republic, the Republic of the Congo, the Republic 

of Equatorial Guinea and the Gabonese Republic. 

It comprises a total surface area of 475,650 km2. 

The political capital of the country is Yaoundé, 

the second-largest city in Cameroon after 

Douala.  

 Cameroon has a population of 26.5 

million people (2020).1 It comprises a diversity of 

ethnicities, including: Bamileke-Bamu about 

24.3%; Beti/Bassa Mbam about 21.6%; Biu-

Mandara about 14.6%; Arab-Choa/Hausa/Kanuri 

about 11%, and Adamawa-Ubangi about 9.8%.2 

Approximately 17% of the population live in the 

two Anglophone regions (Northwest and 

Southwest).  

According to the Heritage Foundation, 

the Republic of Cameroon is the 145th freest 

economy in 2020 (with an economic freedom of 

53.6).3 Cameroon is rich in natural resources and 

is a substantial producer of goods such as 

bananas, cocoa, palm products, coffee, cotton, 

tobacco, rubber, cassava and maise. The 

agricultural sector employs 46% of the labour 

force and represents 14% of Cameroon’s GDP 

(Gross Domestic Product).4 The primary sector 

was the first economic output until the discovery 

of oil. Now, approximately 40% of the country’s 

income depends on oil exports.  

Cameroon has a strategic location and 

serves as an entrance for landlocked countries 

such as Chad, the Central African Republic and 

Northern Congo. In October 2020, the GDP 

growth was 3.4%. The International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) predicted that economic growth 

would increase to 4.1% post-pandemic in 2021.5 

Overall, Cameroon’s diverse economy makes it 

remarkably resilient in Central Africa. Even 

though Cameroon’s economy is performing 

remarkably well, it is estimated that 40% of the 

population is affected by poverty, around 8 

million people.6 The economy of the English-

speaking regions has particularly suffered due to 

the political instability in the region. 

 

1.2. The Anglophone crisis 

The colonial roots of the crisis  

After World War One, Cameroon - under 

German domination since 1884 – became a 

protectorate on account of the League of 

Nations. Cameroon was formally divided into 

two distinct parts. The centre east of the territory 

was under France’s influence, while a second 

smaller portion bordering Nigeria was granted to 

Great Britain.7  

With the advent of the United Nations, 

the two Cameroonian domains were turned into 

trust territories under French and British powers 

in 1946. Hence, for more than 15 years, the two 

territories developed different social and political 

structures.8 Their respective trustees profoundly 

influenced their legal and administrative 

framework as well as their educational and 

cultural system. The clearest example of this 

development is the language; former British 

Cameroon is predominantly anglophone 

(English-speaking), whereas ex-French 

Cameroon is francophone (French-speaking).  

Proceeding along with the anti-colonial 

movement that burst in Africa, Cameroon 

acquired its independence from France in   1960 

and   established   the   Republic    of    Cameroon
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 (République du Cameroun). 

Simultaneously, the UN doctrine of self-

determination led to a referendum in 

the two regions comprising British 

Cameroon.9 The referendum of 1961 

let the two regions decide if they 

wanted a political union with Nigeria or 

the Republic of Cameroon. Part of the 

Northern region voted for a merger 

with the Federation of Nigeria and thus 

integrated Nigeria in June 1961.10 

However, the Southern region chose to 

join Cameroon; therefore, the Federal 

Republic of Cameroon was created as a 

two-state bilingual system in October 

1961.11  

From the rising of Anglophone 

consciousness to a full-scale 

conflict  

The country’s political structure changed 

when then President, Ahmadou Ahidjo, 

abandoned the federal system. A unitary 

government was created in 1972. The United 

Republic of Cameroon was the new centralised 

political system. Later, President Paul Biya 

renamed the country La République du 

Cameroun (the Republic of Cameroon), 

Cameroon’s name during the French trust 

mandate. The initial spirit of a federation was 

ruled out in the eyes of some opposing 

Anglophone elites.12 The Anglophone minorities 

began expressing dissatisfaction about their 

alleged marginalisation.13 Since the 1990s, the 

grievances include:  

• Non respect of the federal union promise,  

• Failure to conform to bilingualism in the 

public and education sectors, 

• Neglect of the legal and administrative 

structures as well as the culture and 

traditions inherited from British 

domination. 

“The current conflict is an extension 

of historical colonial circumstances 

that led to the perception of 

exclusion for Anglophone minorities 

and its resistance.” 

Human Rights Watch, Maps of Cameroon, 16 July 2018, 

https://www.hrw.org/video-photos/map/2018/07/16/maps-cameroon 



 

15 

 

In September and October 2016, 

Anglophone lawyers and teachers took to the 

street in peaceful marches to protest the 

perceived discrimination against the educational 

and legal Anglophone systems.14 Security forces 

cracked down on the demonstrations: arrests, 

beatings and violent repressions were reported 

on different social media.15 The government 

responded to the protests by cutting the internet 

and banning several Anglophone groups. Failing 

to address the grievances, demonstrations 

extended in 2017. Human Rights Watch reported 

the arrest of 500 civilians and the killing of more 

than 20 between September and October 2017.16 

Following the numerous government 

repressions, groups of armed separatists 

emerged throughout the Anglophone regions. 

They started to operate more visibly and 

violently, using bombings attacks on 

infrastructures, assault on schools or 

kidnappings.17 The current conflict is an 

extension of historical colonial circumstances 

that led to the perception of exclusion for 

Anglophone minorities and its resistance. Sisiku 

Julius Ayuktabe declared the independence of 

the Anglophone regions as the Republic of 

Ambazonia on 1 October 2017. The crisis 

escalated to become a full-scale conflict between 

Cameroon’s central government and 

Anglophone separatist groups. 

The contemporary manifestations of the 

conflict 

The Southern Cameroons Ambazonia 

Consortium United Front (SCACUF) became an 

“umbrella organisation” for the many groups 

fighting for independence (e.g. the Vipers, the 

Ambaland Forces, the Tigers).18 The government 

responded with the creation of the National 

Commission on the Promotion of Bilingualism 

and Multiculturalism and the deployment of the 

Rapid Intervention Battalion (BIR). Civilians faced 

serious human rights violations at the hands of 

both the security agencies and the armed 

groups. United Nations Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)) 

mentions: “the massive displacement of the 

population, attacks on property, arbitrary arrest 

and detention, prohibitions on educational 

services, lack of access to basic services and 

serious human rights violations.”19 The 

confrontations have killed more than 3,000 

people and displaced around 700,000.20 In the 

Northwest and Southwest regions, OCHA has 

recorded around 711,000 IDPs (internally 

displaced persons) as of December 2020.21 More 

than 58,000 people have also sought refuge in 

Nigeria as of March 2020.22 

As separatist groups sought 

independence from the Republic of Cameroon, 

they advocated for and forced people to boycott 

schools in the Northwest and Southwest 

Anglophone regions. For Anglophone groups, 

the educational system of the two English 

speaking regions is one of the pillars of their 

specificity inherited from the British mandate; 

but gradually, it has been “assimilated” by the 

French system of education. Consequently, they 

enforce school lockdown to protest Francophone 

interference and Anglophone marginalisation.  

Further, teachers and students are 

kidnapped or assaulted, while schools are 

burned down in the Anglophone regions. Sadia, 

one of our interviewees, explained the difficulties 

they faced in the region regarding schools: 

 

 

“[While] the children were in there, [there] was a lot of insecurity from one not going to school, from the 

non-state actors, [and] from anyone. Because some of them [children in school] are under attack, 

there’s a lot of gunshots in the area and some of the schools are burned with the children in the schools.”  
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She reported that schools are targeted as well as 

teachers and children trying to go back to school. 

The armed groups advised not to send children 

to school, if they choose to do so, it would be at 

their own risk.23 Sadia witnessed physical and 

psychological abuses against children and 

teachers in school; for instance: “[Children] are 

asked to be stripped naked by non-state actors 

to dance in front of their teachers naked.” 

Consequently, more than 90% of the schools in 

Sthe two Anglophone regions were closed in 

2020. According to UNESCO (United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) 

and SNWOT (Southwest/Northwest Women’s 

Task Force), gathered the following data on 

opened and closed schools and secondary 

institutions in January 2020.24  

 

The escalation of violence during 2019 had 

disastrous humanitarian consequences. Civilian 

populations continued facing severe violations of 

human rights at the belligerents’ hands, such as 

child recruitment and abduction, gender-based 

violence (GBV) incidents, destruction of houses 

and villages, relatives’ separation, and loss of civil 

status documents.25 Our interviews also 

highlighted the spread of violence and 

precariousness. For instance, in her interview, 

Joaddan expressed her fear of being killed or 

kidnapped in the villages. Therefore, she, and 

her entire family, have not returned k to the land 

they were renting for farming since 2016. Sadia 

confirmed why the population livesin fear. While 

people were in the bushes (trying to hide, escape 

violence, or because they had nowhere else to 

go), children and adults were being killed in the 

bushes. She was also personally the victim of the 

crisis. Her husband was kidnapped and taken to

 Southwest Northwest 

Opened elementary schools 25% (360) 1.72% (55) 

Closed elementary schools 75% (1427) 98% (3137) 

Opened secondary institutions (middle schools and high schools) 20% 10% 

more than 90% 

of the schools in the two 

Anglophone regions were 

closed in 2020 
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 the bushes for ransom by the non-state actors. 

He was severely abused and mistreated. Thus, 

when he finally came back home, her husband 

became sick and went into a coma for two 

months. He is now paralysed as a result of the 

kidnapping and torture. She mentioned that her 

family is facing more hardships due to the health 

of her husband deteriorating: 

“I was in between taking care of my kids, 

taking care of a sick husband and taking 

care of my job and doing the work that I 

have to. (...) it has been very, very much 

stress.”  

Furthermore, Sadia encountered 

problems with the military too. An army’s car 

collided with her car and damaged it, although 

her kids were in the back. Sadia explained, 

dismayed, that the military did not stop to check 

on them; they simply left them on the side of the 

road. She went to ask a senior divisional officer if 

it was normal to attack women and children 

during this crisis because it keeps the population 

in a particularly insecure position. The senior 

officer only answered that it was usual collateral 

damage (“Ce sont les dégats !”). Sadia used this 

example to highlight what civilians go through 

every day in conflict-affected areas. People wake 

up and hear gunshots, they can be caught up any 

time and have their fingers chopped.  

“You have to be able to create your own 

safe mechanisms. (...) Sometimes, I ask 

myself every day, how long will I go 

through this and my kids to grow through 

this? It’s somehow very, very frustrating.”  

The interviews clearly described that the current 

conflict prevents the local population from 

carrying out daily activities. 53% of the women 

interviewed relocated because of the rise of 

insecurities due to the Anglophone crisis. Many 

women cited gun fire as a reason for moving 

house.26 For example, Audrey - a young woman 

from the Northwest region that relocated in 2020 

- specified: “the area where I was living in wasn’t 

safe for me and my family… because of the 

constant gunshots.” Maeva was attacked and 

beaten in 2020; thus, she explained that she had 

to relocate because of the crisis. Hence, the 

Anglophone conflict led to the displacement of 

civilians in Cameroon’s Northwest and 

Southwest regions. In her interview, Sadia 

summarised the situation: “A lot of those 

communities have been burnt, families 

separated, lots of men killed (...) we now 

can see lots of people leaving the towns 

and communities to other regions.” Most of 

them had to run away from the villages, and 

they now live as IDPs.  

While Cameroonian refugees are 

desperate for humanitarian and international 

aid, the Anglophone crisis was the most 

neglected displacement crisis in 2018 and 2019. 

The Norwegian Refugee council raises the alarm: 

“mounting violence, political paralysis and an aid 

funding vacuum contributed to Cameroon 

topping the list of the world’s most neglected 

crises for a second year running.”27 Due to a lack 

of geopolitical and economic interest, a lack of 

media coverage and the complexity and distance 

of the crisis, Cameroon undergoes aid shortages 

and inefficient peacemaking.  

In October 2019, talks occurred between 

leaders of some armed groups and 

representatives of the Cameroon government. 

Those meetings reflected the weariness of the 

population after four years of conflict. However, 

this “national dialogue” was limited as many 

separatist groups refused to join the discussion 

because their leaders remained imprisoned28 In 

March 2020, the UN called for a ceasefire in order 

to focus on the COVID-19 pandemic, but the 

military operations have intensified.29 
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1.3. COVID-19 Impact 

The COVID-19 virus broke out in China in 

December 2019 and, over the course of a year, 

spread to the rest of the world. It was declared a 

pandemic by the World Health Organization 

(WHO) on 11 March 2020. The coronavirus 

disease or COVID-19 is an infectious disease 

caused by the strain of the coronavirus SARS-CoV-

2. The most common symptoms are fever, cough, 

fatigue, and difficulty breathing. In its most severe 

forms, COVID-19 can lead to acute respiratory 

distress syndrome and death, particularly among 

chronically ill people – due to advanced age or in 

the event of comorbidities.30 Around one in six 

people contracting the disease have more severe 

symptoms, and 2% of ill people have died.31  

In Cameroon, the first case of COVID-19 

was identified on 5 March 2020. The WHO reports 

38,988 confirmed cases (cumulative total) of 

COVID-19 and 588 deaths as of 23 March 2021.32 

In addition, the Cameroonian Ministry of Public 

Health mentions 28,065 remissions and 1,110 

active cases.33 Cameroon is 12th on the list of 

countries with the highest number of COVID-19 

cases in Africa.34 

Facing the outburst of COVID-19 cases, 

governments worldwide had to take restraining 

measures (such as quarantine, isolation, and 

lockdowns) to stop the contamination.35 Physical 

contacts, the gathering of people, and 

movements have been limited and controlled 

since March 2020 in most countries. On 17 March 

2020, the Cameroonian government announced 

COVID-19 response measures, including: closure 

of all borders, restriction of interurban travel, a 

ban of gatherings exceeding 50 people, and 

compulsory use of a mask in public spaces.  

 The pandemic has a profound impact on 

the economy of Cameroon. Indeed, its primary  

38,988 confirmed cases 

(cumulative total) of COVID-19 

and 588 deaths as of 23 March 

2021, WHO reported 

The Anglophone “crisis has 

actually crippled the 

economy,” the “pandemic 

too have just worsened the 

situation” 
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business partners (the European countries and 

China) are also profoundly affected by the 

coronavirus disease, leading to a decrease in 

export and falling prices. At the same time, oil 

and raw materials exports and prices drop as 

factories are closing worldwide.36 From March to 

November 2020, OCHA reported that 14,000 

persons lost their jobs following the onset of the 

coronavirus pandemic in Cameroon.37 Measures 

are taken to fight the pandemic that has induced 

loss of livelihoods and a severe increase in 

unemployment. The interview conducted 

confirmed the impact of COVID-19 on the 

generation of income and household economic 

situations. Thereby, Joaddan noted that while 

the Anglophone “crisis has actually crippled the 

economy,” the “pandemic too have just 

worsened the situation, people have been 

unemployed for a couple of times.” She 

observed that due to the coronavirus disease 

and the Anglophone crisis, a lot of men had been 

fired from their jobs; thus, women became the 

ones supporting their family. 

Sadia corroborated this analysis by 

making clear that the Anglophone crisis paired 

with COVID-19 led to economic problems on 

local, domestic, and personal levels. During her 

interview, she reported that people lost their 

livelihood, most of them were small merchants 

selling in the markets, and they now stay at home 

because “they have lost customers.” Sadia 

highlighted the desperate situation for IDPs who 

cannot find a job and are particularly hit by the 

conflict and the pandemic. Her NGO had to 

donate food to help the IDPs’ families that could 

not support themselves. In conflict areas, the 

effort to fight COVID-19 will also be limited 

because of the difficulties accessing health care 

and the lack of adapted infrastructures (e.g. 

overcrowded shelters, lack of access to water, 

shortage of health professionals, financial 

shortfall).38 Hence, the risks of COVID-19 

transmission increase along with mortality rates, 

especially for the most vulnerable groups (IDPs, 

refugees, returnees, etc.). 

The estimated number of people that 

cannot reach a minimum living standard in 

Cameroon increased from 3.8 million to 5.7 

million. Thus, since the beginning of COVID-19, 

an additional 1.9 million people need assistance 

for attaining an adequate standard of living.39 

OCHA stated that “the COVID-19 pandemic is far 

more than a health crisis: it is affecting societies 

and economies at their core, destroying lives and 

livelihoods and eroding the basis for ending 

poverty and achieving the Sustainable 

Development Goals.”40  

Financial distress and quarantine policies 

exacerbate gender inequalities. Since the COVID-

19 outbreak, women reported spending more 

time taking care of children (27.3% versus 18% 

for men) and doing household chores. The 

increase in time and hardship of domestic work 

for women can be explained by the permanent 

presence at home of the spouse and children.41 

In return, it can also lead to a reduction of the 

time allowed to income generating activities.  

Furthermore, the restriction of mobility, 

the reduction in financial resources and the 

populations’ anxiety is also part of the increase in 

domestic violence. Four people out of ten 

mentioned a rise in violence in the household 

they are living in.42 Because abusers are at home 

permanently, it has become more difficult to 

report sexual violence, GBV and other types of 

abuse.  
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2.1. Definitions 

What do equality and equity mean in 

relation to gender?  

Gender equality can be defined as the 

access to the same treatments, conditions and 

opportunities for women and men (as well as 

girls and boys). Further, it guarantees women 

and men the right to attain their full potential, 

ensure their human rights, and access equivalent 

resources regardless of whether they are born 

female or male.43 The concept does not imply 

that women and men need to become identical. 

UNESCO explains that gender equality considers 

their “interests, needs and priorities (…), 

recognising the diversity of different groups of 

women and men.”44 Indeed, it ensures that 

stereotypes of gender roles and characteristics 

do not limit individuals’ abilities to achieve 

personal goals. In order to have a better 

understanding of how gender equality is 

understood by the women interviewed, they 

were asked, “how will you define gender 

equality?” The main idea that could be extracted 

from their answers is that gender equality 

ensures equal rights and opportunities for men 

and women. Some answers given by the 

interviewees are as follows: 

“Gender equality is the act of ensuring 

that both men and women are equally 

represented in decision-making 

processes, have equal rights to human 

rights like education, health, access to 

healthcare, financial access ensuring 

that both men and women have equal 

representation in all processes.”  

In her statement, Jasmine highlighted three main 

elements necessary to achieve gender equality: 

equal representation, equal rights and equal 

access to services. Tracy also addressed the 

concept of gender roles:  

“Gender equality is assigning the same 

roles to males and females in the 

society without stereotypes in gender 

roles.”  

Here, Tracy establishes the connection between 

gender equality and the elimination of gender 

roles. According to her, gender equality means 

ensuring men and women are not assigned a role 

or stereotyped based solely on their gender. 

Finally, Ketzia brought up the concept of 

“superiority”: 

“(...) It is a win-win thing. It is a two-way 

thing. It’s not about a superiority or an 

inferiority person. It should be 

something that has to do with both 

people. That’s a male and a female 

looking at the capability and the 

possibility of them doing 

something, to get an understanding 

that this person has a contribution 

to.”  

She addressed the fact that gender 

equality aims to provide men and women with 

the same status and not put women in a superior 

position. Indeed, she underlined a crucial point as 

gender equality can be mistaken with female 

superiority by certain people. This is an essential 

point she mentioned as, on many occasions, 

gender equality is mistaken with female 

superiority. Similarly, Joaddan’s definition 

highlighted that gender equality happens when 

men and women “are given the opportunity to be 

put on the same platform without one person 

trying to surpass each other.” As Ketzia 

mentioned, gender equality is a “win-win thing.” 

We can distinguish two types of gender 

equality: de jure equality and de facto equality. De 

jure gender equality refers to the realisation of 

gender equality in the law, national constitutions  
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and legal systems, providing procedural 

equality.45 De facto gender equality designates the 

experiences and needs of women and men in day 

to day life; in other words, the implementation of 

legal gender equality.46 There is often a 

discrepancy between these definitions. Gender 

equality can be found in many national legal 

systems; nevertheless, women experience 

unequal power relations daily (or gender 

inequalities).47 Indeed, this discrepancy between 

de facto and de jure gender equality has been 

confirmed by participants in this study - 75% of 

respondents disagreed with the statement, 

“Cameroon has achieved gender equality, 

meaning that men and women are equal.” The 

remaining participants (25%) chose to be 

“neutral.” Maria - one of the interviewees who was 

neutral - justified her answer by stating that, even 

though Cameroon has not achieved gender 

equality yet, some progress has been made, for 

instance, “equal pay for same work done.” 

However, most participants (94%) still believe that 

“women suffer discrimination because of their 

gender in Cameroon” - 56% agree and 38% agree. 

Gender equity refers to the process of 

providing fair treatments and opportunities for 

women and men. Hence, fair treatments are 

adapted to the different (or similar) interests, 

needs and priorities of women and men. Those 

measures should be temporary to positively 

compensate for the systematic and historical 

gender discrimination s.48 Therefore, gender 

equity is the process to achieve gender equality. 

As UNESCO describes it: “Equity is a means. 

Equality is the result.”49  

Finally, for the purpose of this report, we 

will consider the concept of gender inequality as 

a central concept to have an understanding of 

reality. The European Institute for Gender 

Equality defines gender inequality as the “unequal 

access to and control over the various material 

and   non-material  resources   and   assets  of   the 

Gender inequality: “unequal 

access to and control over 

the various material and 

non-material resources and 

assets of the society.” 
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society.”50 In patriarchal societies, such as 

Cameroon, women have less access and control 

over resources and their roles are considered 

inferior. Thus, they are less paid and struggle to 

reach decision-making positions.51 Gender 

inequality includes the denial of equal 

opportunities and rights between women and 

men. This denial accentuates vulnerability for 

women and girls as they are the victim of 

discrimination in terms of health care, 

education, or employment.52  

When interviewees were asked what 

prevents Cameroon from achieving gender 

equality, they mostly provided the same answer: 

patriarchy, stereotypes, male dominance, 

culture and social norms. They stressed the 

importance that communities have in achieving 

- or preventing - gender equality: 

“I think the whole thing starts from 

our communities because we have a 

lot of cultural norms that make the 

woman lesser of a person than the 

man. So if it is, these cultural norms 

desensitise, desensitise our local 

communities, (...).”  

As Maeva explained, culture establishes that 

women play a secondary role in life, and they 

occupy less important positions compared to 

men. As a result, communities replicate these 

cultural norms and, in many cases, they resist any 

form of change as it might go against tradition. 

This resistance from communities was also 

corroborated by Jasmine: 

“[I] think one of the major things 

[preventing gender equality] is 

culture. Certainly, when I say culture, 

I’m not looking at just the national 

level or just at the level of policies. I’m 

looking at getting from the 

grassroots, because the people that 

are supposed to support and being 

ahead has been very resistant. So 

culture is a major part of their 

resistance to do that. Because as I’ve 

known, Cameroon has a lot of good 

policies to promote gender equality. 

But at the community level, at the 

grassroots level, it’s really difficult (...) 

Because ‘this is Africa, this is 

Cameroon and in Cameroon (...), the 

woman does not make decisions, the 

woman is not the man to make 

decisions’ So, its….That’s kind of 

situation at the grassroots level.”  

Jasmine’s analysis of the situation reflects the 

value of working at the grassroots level to ensure 

men and women are considered equal in society. 

As she noted, Cameroon has developed gender 

policies over the years, but it has been difficult to 

properly implement them as communities have 

not entirely accepted these policies. In fact, she 

specifically explained that resistance to gender 

equality mostly comes from those “that are 

supposed to support and being ahead”, meaning 

people at decision-making positions in the local 

communities. Therefore, proper implementation 

is not possible if the mindset of community 

leaders does not align with the goals these 

policies want to achieve. 

It must be noted that equality, equity, 

and inequality between women and men do not 

concern only women; it should also engage men. 

Gender equality is a human rights concern as 

well as an indicator and precondition of 

“sustainable people-centred development.”53 

Indeed, Joaddan addressed the value of including 

men in the process of achieving gender equality: 
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“Because we are talking about equality here, men should not be on the side line, 

because if we are educating the women without educating the men, the ideology will 

never be at a balance platform. So globally, I think that everything that concerns 

gender, it should be both men and women, not only, because often times when we 

are talking about gender inequalities here, the focus is more on women, they will 

say they are the most vulnerable actors in the society. But the men too, they should 

be involved, because, educated one person and not educating the other, that will 

increase the conflict because they will not be on the same platform of reasoning.” 

 

Thus, the realisation of gender equality is only 

possible when all actors of society are involved in 

the process. To bring about more change, men and 

women need to understand that gender equality is 

relevant to both of them. 

  

2.2. Indicators of gender inequality 

and inequity: an integrated 

view of Cameroon in Africa 

Africa as a continent can still grow in many 

ways and currently is home to some of the world’s 

fastest-growing economies. Africa offers the 

opportunity for growth and expansion into new 

markets. However, persistent gender inequality 

limits African countries’ potential to grow fully. One 

can often hear success stories of accomplished 

women in business or politics, but this is not the 

case for the majority of ordinary women in Africa 

where progress towards gender equality is slow. 

“Many African Governments have adopted gender 

equality as a means to promote their self-image in 

order to secure future development assistance, 

but without necessarily being committed to the 

political project.”54 If African countries focus on 

bridging the gap in gender inequality, it will result 

in substantial growth and higher GDP for the 

continent. Indeed, if they move towards women’s 

equality, it could result in an increase of $316 

billion or will add 10% to the annual GDP of Africa 

as a whole.55  
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To better grasp the lack of gender 

equality, the McKinsey Global Institute 

provided the Gender Parity Score (GPS). 

It indicates progress towards gender 

parity in African countries.56 The GPS 

includes 15 indicators of advancement 

towards gender equality divided into two 

categories: gender parity at work and gender 

parity in society (including physical security and 

autonomy, legal protection and political voice, 

and essential services and enablers of economic 

opportunity).57 The Gender Parity Score 

calculates how close a country is close to gender 

parity. “A GPS of 1.00 indicates parity; a GPS of 

0.95, for example, indicates that a country has 5 

percent to go before attaining parity.”58 As the 

chart below highlights, progress towards gender 

parity varies greatly between African countries. 

 

 

McKinsey Global Institute analysis, across gender parity in work and at society, African 

countries fall into four distinct groups. In op. cit. see n.55, Moodley, “The Power of Parity,” 7.  
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The overall GPS of 

Cameroon is 0.53 , it is 

considered by the McKinsey 

Global Institute to be high 

inequality as it falls 

between 25%  and 55%  

The GPS scores differ considerably in Africa; only 

Rwanda and South Africa indicate higher scores in 

the area of legal representation and protection, but 

overall the other African countries have shown slight 

improvement and, in some cases, deterioration. 

Cameroon has a long way to go to reach 

Gender Parity, especially when it comes to Legal 

Protection and Political Voice which scores 0.36. 

Cameroon gender inequality in the workplace is 0.53 

when essential services and enablers of economic 

opportunity peak at 0.71. Physical security and 

autonomy for women have a slightly higher score of 

0.78.59 The overall GPS of Cameroon is 0.53, it is 

considered by the McKinsey Global Institute to be 

high inequality as it falls between 25% and 55%.60 

Cameroon has a slightly higher score as compared 

to its neighbours but is still in the lower ranges.  

 To complete this analysis, we will take the 

Gender Inequality Index (GII) that rather measures 

gender inequality. It refers to three major human 

development aspects that reflect gender-based 

discrepancy:  

• Reproductive health, through teenage birth 

rates and maternal mortality ratio 

• Labour market, measured by comparison of 

female and male over 15 years old 

participation rate in the labour force 

• Empowerment, expressed as the 

“proportion of parliamentary seats occupied 

by females and proportion of adult females 

and males aged 25 years and older with at 

least some secondary education.”61  

The image below illustrates the dimensions and 

indicators which are used to determine GII.  

 

 

Z 

 

Op. cit. see n.61, UNDP, “Gender Inequality Index: country.” 
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The closer a country GII gets to 0, the 

more women and men are treated equally. On 

the contrary, the higher the Gender Inequality 

Index is close to 1, the more disparities between 

women and men.62 This index analyses 

gender inequality as a considerable 

impediment to human development. 

Indeed, the disadvantages faced by women 

and girls have “negative consequences for 

development of their capabilities and their 

freedom of choice.”63 

As presented below, Cameroon is ranked 

141 on the GII index and has a value of 0.56. It is 

the fourth highest GII in Central Africa after 

Gabon (0.525), Angola (0.536) and Sao Tome and 

Principe (0.537).64 However, Rwanda and South 

Africa also score a lot higher than Cameroon with 

the Gender Inequality Index. Cameroon has the 

highest share in parliament seats in Central 

Africa but one of the lowest scores in education 

with 32.7%.65 The table below gives a better 

understanding of Cameroon’s GII compared to 

some of the surrounding countries.  

 

 

 

Country 

Gender 

Inequality 

Index 

Maternal 

Mortality 

ratio 

Adolescent 

birth rate 

Share of 

seats in 

parliament 

Population with at 

least some 

secondary 

education 

(% ages 25 and 

older) 

Labour force 

participation 

rate 

(% ages 15 and 

older) 

 Value Rank 

(deaths 

per 

100,000 

live births) 

(births per 

1,000 

women 

ages 15-19) 

(% held by 

women) 
Female Male Female Male 

Rwanda 0.402 92 248 39.1 55.7 10.9 15.8 83.9 83.4 

South Africa 0.406 93 119 67.9 45.3 75.0 78.2 49.6 62.7 

Gabon 0.525 128 252 96.2 17.9 66.2 50.6 43.5 61.8 

Cameroon 0.560 141 529 105.8 29.3 32.7 41.3 71.1 81.1 

RDC (Congo) 0.617 150 473 124.2 12.0 36.7 65.8 60.7 66.3 

Nigeria ... ... 917 107.3 4.1 ... ... 47.9 57.9 
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2.3. Cameroon’s policies on gender 

issues 

Cameroon has ratified international and 

regional legal instruments in order to demonstrate its 

commitment towards gender equality and women’s 

empowerment. These legal instruments precede 

customary law and traditions.66 Some of the most 

important ones to date are as follows:67 

• The Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women or 

CEDAW (Signature: 1983, Ratification: 1994), 

and its Optional Protocol (Ratification 2005) 

• The African Charter on Human and People’s 

Rights, and its Protocol on the Rights of 

Women in Africa (the Maputo Protocol) 

(Signature: 2006, Ratification: 2012) 

• The Beijing Platform for Action (Signature 

and ratification: 1995) 

• The Addis Ababa Declaration on Equality 

between Men and Women in Africa 

(Signature and ratification: 2004) 

Cameroon has also adopted national policies 

to ensure the promotion, protection and respect of 

women’s rights and gender equality. The Constitution 

of the Republic of Cameroon, amended in 2008, 

provides the same legal status and rights for women 

and men, stating in its Preamble that any person 

“without distinction as to race, religion, sex or belief, 

possesses inalienable and sacred rights.”68 Hence, the 

Government is responsible for guaranteeing “all 

citizens of either sex” the enjoyment of “their rights 

and freedoms.”69 In practice, however, women do not 

enjoy the same rights and privileges as men.70 In fact, 

despite legislation guaranteeing women’s equal rights 

in Cameroon, the interviewees felt that they did not 

have the same rights as men. Thus, only 12% strongly 

agreed, and 29% agreed that women have the same 

rights as men in Cameroon. On the contrary, a total of 

59% of the women disagreed and strongly disagreed 

- 24% disagreed and 35% strongly disagreed - with 

that same statement. 

The Constitution of the 

Republic of Cameroon, 

amended in 2008, provides the 

same legal status and rights for 

women and men, stating in its 

Preamble that any person 

“without distinction as to race, 

religion, sex or belief, possesses 

inalienable and sacred rights.” 
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In 1997, the Government established the 

Ministry of Women’s Affairs, which is responsible 

for “drafting and implementing measures 

relating to the respect of women’s rights and 

strengthening guarantees of gender equality in 

the political, economic, social and cultural 

spheres.”71 Two years later, Cameroon adopted 

the policy declaration on the Integration of 

Women in Development, which was later 

renamed the National Gender Policy of 

Cameroon (NGPC). The NGPC is considered a 

benchmark regarding the promotion of gender 

equality and equity, whose aim is to create an 

equitable and equal society for all persons in 

order to guarantee sustainable development in 

the country.72 It has six strategic areas of work:  

1) to ensure equal access to education, training and information;  

2) to improve women’s access to health services, especially reproductive health; 

3) to promote equal opportunity in economy and employment;  

4) to respect women’s rights and improve the social and cultural environment;  

5) to promote women’s participation in the public spheres and decision-making;  

6) to strengthen the institutional framework for the promotion of gender policies.73 

 

 

Finally, another important development 

Cameroon has made in the pursuit of gender 

equality was the update of its Penal Code. In 

2016, Cameroon adopted the Law No. 2016/007 

of 12 July 2016, which included new offences 

related to violence against women, forced 

marriage and genital mutilation. Rape by “force 

or moral ascendancy” and sexual harassment 

are now prohibited, and offenders are punished 

with imprisonment and fines.74 In the case of 

sexual harassment, penalties increase if the 

victim is a minor or the perpetrator is in charge 

of the victim’s education.75 This is an 

improvement for the protection of girls in 

schools. Moreover, forced marriage is also 

punishable: whoever marries or “gives in 

marriage a boy or a girl under 18” faces 

imprisonment sentences of no less than two 

years.76 Nonetheless, this section does not 

explicitly include the term “child marriage.” There 

is also a new provision addressing genital 

mutilation regardless of the victim’s sex. 

Offenders are sentenced to life if the victim is 

under 15 years old or dies as a result of this act, 

or if the perpetrator has conducted this practice 

on several occasions, or for commercial 

purposes.77 Genital mutilation is not criminalised 

if it is carried out by a qualified person and in 

order to save a life.78 Yet, the provision does not 

offer a definition of “qualified person” or an 

explanation under which conditions it would 

need to be used to “save life.” Moreover, the 

practice of breast ironing is not mentioned in this 

amendment of the Penal Code. 

Despite the new provisions included in 

the Penal Code to ensure women’s protection 

and rights, some issues remain unresolved, such 

as the lack of interdiction of domestic violence 

and marital rape. The criminalisation of abortion 

(except when the pregnancy has resulted from 

rape) is also a major obstacle to the realisation of 

women’s sexual and reproductive rights.  
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2.4. Gender equality and equity 

situation in Cameroon 

Cameroon is a patriarchal society where 

religion, culture, and customs establish and 

justify the roles typically assigned to women and 

men within households and society. These 

gender roles are commonly accepted and, 

consequently, most Cameroonian women have 

less decision-making power as they depend on 

resources controlled by men.79 Gendered 

hierarchies between men and women are 

perpetrated through the following means: 

unequal and harmful social practices, little access 

and control over resources, low female 

representation in decision-making processes, 

low level of education of women, and lack of 

knowledge of women’s rights.80 Such gender-

based practices and discrimination not only 

constitute a violation of women’s rights, but also 

have a harmful impact on their physical and 

psychological health, and psychosocial 

development.81 It can also prevent victims’ 

participation in economic and public activities 

within the country.82  

Gender-based economic discrepancies  

Generally, women are still struggling to 

access higher-paid jobs and leadership positions 

in companies; they continue to “carry the double-

burden” of working simultaneously in the labour 

force and the home.83 Gender disparities are 

shown in the amount of money men and women 

earn, whether employed in the formal or 

informal economy. Women tend to be trained to 

perform low-paying jobs, while men are 

educated to work in high-profile and high-paying 

jobs.84 Women also face underemployment and 

unemployment (along with young graduates) 

more often than men in Cameroon. Women 

comprise less than 40% of the workforce.85 

Among our interviewees, 53% were currently 

employed at the time of the interview, while 47%  

“Women tend to be trained 

to perform low-paying jobs, 

while men are educated to 

work in high-profile and 

high-paying jobs.” 
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were unemployed. Two work for NGOs, four work 

in the education sector, two in communications 

(radio, blog, websites, etc.) and one in the law 

sector. When asked if it was normal for them to 

be employed, all of them answered “yes.” Sadia 

explained that: “Yes, it’s normal because women 

must work, everyone must work. (laughs).” 

However, when the women without a job were 

asked if it was normal for them to be 

unemployed, only 50% said “yes” while 38% 

answered “no.”  

The Cameroonian labour market is 

mainly based on informal economy activities 

(90% are employed in the informal economy - i.e. 

economy not monitored by the institutions nor 

based on money), especially agriculture work.86 

Again, this demonstrates gender discrepancies. 

13% of men had a job in the formal private and 

public sector, compared to 5% of women.87 As a 

result of lack of access to paid employment in the 

formal economy, around 60% of Cameroonian 

women do farm work, and 87% of them are in 

vulnerable employment.88 Women stay - or are 

forced to stay - in the informal economy for 

several reasons: lack of knowledge regarding  

administrative procedures to undergo business 

registration, fear of the public administration, 

difficulty accessing ownership of property and 

land, limitation to meet bank requirements. 

Indeed, women are often restricted by marriage 

regarding ownership as the husband can pledge 

property more easily. “Since women 

entrepreneurs have little access to land and 

property ownership, they have huge difficulties 

in meeting the security requirements of the 

traditional banks.”89 This lack of access to 

ownership combined with the limited control of 

resources causes women to be more affected by 

poverty. In fact, 51% of women live below the 

poverty line, compared to 39% of the population 

are under the poverty line in Cameroon.90  

Nevertheless, there is a high percentage 

of self-employed women, as it may be the only 

option available to them in order to generate 

income and provide for themselves and their 

family.91 They own more than 50% of informal 

production enterprises in trade, service sectors, 

agriculture, retail, clothing, and food services. 

These enterprises, however, are mostly small 

because of a lack of access to financing and 

customary laws preventing access to property 

ownership, as demonstrated above.92  

Therefore, although most women are 

economically active and contribute toward 

household expenses, they mostly depend on 

their husband for ownership and finances. They 

also encounter multiple impediments to reach 

the same job types and positions as men. 

Political participation 

Cameroonian women face economic, 

cultural, educational, and political barriers that 

hinder them from fully participating in politics. 

Consequently, women are underrepresented in 

the political sphere and their enrolment rates in 

political parties remain very low.93  

Economic dependence and barriers to 

education are obstacles to women’s participation 

in politics. Many women do not have enough 

economic resources and are financially 

dependent on their husband or male relatives, 

preventing them from pursuing a political 

career.94 Moreover, as boys’ education is usually 

a priority for families, and many girls often stop 

attending school at the primary level in order to 

get married or work in the fields.95 This results in 

low literacy rates, which prevents girls from 

running for office in the future.96 

Political parties also resist increasing the 

number of female candidates, even as they 

advocate  for  gender  equality.   Only  a  few  high  
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offices are held by women in major political parties 

in Cameroon. Target quotas for women have not 

been reached yet, especially due to men’s 

expectations and prejudices.97 Reported 

challenges to increased participation also include 

“bullying and intimidation by the media, reported 

to cultivate negative and sexist attitudes; fear of 

social stigma and sexual harassment; and 

resistance by male family members.”98 

Cultural barriers can be considered the 

greatest challenges to women’s political 

participation. Many men still believe that a 

woman’s role is to be at home, a prejudice that can 

result in husbands restricting their wives from 

pursuing a political career or participating in 

politics.99 Women lack decision-making power 

within their community and, even when they 

participate in its process, those positions are 

usually in areas that are considered traditionally 

acceptable, such as in food security programs.100  

Women’s political representation in the 

National Assembly of Cameroon has increased to 

31.1%, which shows a considerable improvement 

compared to 8.9% in 2007.101 However, women’s 

participation in the political sphere remains very 

low, with significant differences between national 

and local levels; only 8% of local councillors, and 

less than 2% of political party leaders are 

women.102 Cameroon also reformed its Electoral 

Code to introduce a 30% quota for women’s 

representation on candidate lists. However, 

according to the concluding observations on the 

fifth periodic report of Cameroon by the Human 

Rights Committee (2017), some issues needed to 

be addressed, such as the low representation of 

women in decision-making positions and political 

and public life; and the over-representation of 

women among informal-sector workers without 

access to social protection.103 

Women’s participation in the 

political sphere remains very low, 

with significant differences 

between national and local levels; 

only 8% of local councillors, and 

less than 2% of political party 

leaders are women. 
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Among the women interviewed, the view 

on political participation was quite 

heterogeneous. To the question “do you think 

that women have equal chances to be political 

leaders in Cameroon?”, 33% of interviewees 

answered “yes,” while 56% said “no” (the 

remaining 11% did not know or wish to answer). 

Among the reasons why the participants 

responded “yes,” women used the example of 

Edith Kha Walla, who ran for the presidency in 

2017.104 Joaddan, for example, who justified her 

positive response by talking about the campaign 

of Edith Kha Walla and listing other successful 

women in politics:  

“Because if I want to look at the 

cabinet of Cameroon. You find so 

many women in ministerial 

positions, let’s see the ministry of 

women affairs is headed by a 

woman, the ministry of social 

affairs is headed by a woman, the 

ministry of post and 

telecommunications is headed by a 

woman…” 

As per the interview extracts above, it is clear that 

the interviewees believe that women can excel 

and become political leaders. Hence, they look 

up to other women who have recently risen to 

the political forefront in Cameroon. By using 

examples of female politicians, interviewees 

tried to show how women could be political 

leaders because other women achieved such 

positions. They highlighted that women had the 

intellectual and mental capacities to achieve their 

goals, even in politics. One interviewee, Yanelle, 

explained that “women can put do anything so 

long as they put their mind at it, and they are 

peacemakers in general.” Therefore, those 

interviews display that, regardless of the 

percentage of female political participation in 

Cameroon, some women’s impression can still 

be positive. They instead focused on the bright 

side - some women can have a political career - 

and remembered the significant progress 

towards equal political participation between 

women and men.  

Yet, the majority of participants thought 

that women did not have equal chances to be 

political leaders (56%). All of the interviewees 

agreed that women had the capacity to be 

political leaders, but the societal, cultural, and 

patriarchal environment prevented them from 

doing so. Sandra asserted: “Women are 

considered to have no knowledge about such 

issues and cannot handle them. Women are seen 

to be second class to men and should be 

followers, not leaders.” This hierarchy between 

women and men, where women are seen as 

inferior and incapable of doing certain tasks in 

the public sphere, is representative of a 

patriarchal society. Gender inequality is also 

rooted in Cameroonian politics, according to 

several interviewees. Daniella and Tatiana 

further explained that women face barriers from 

the government and institutions at large because 

of gender inequality, “because they [women] 

have a lot of things that bring them back from 

arriving such level. Children, house chores, jobs 

to cater for their children; people who go into 

politics need to be financially stable to motivate 

the crowd so many women have that setback.” 

Hence, even if there was an improvement in 

women’s political participation over the last 

years, 56% of our participants considered that it 

was not enough to have equal chances to 

participate in politics for women. 

Sexual and gender-based violence 

Violence against women - including 

sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), 

domestic violence, female genital mutilation and 

breast ironing - has been a widespread issue and 

a matter of concern in Cameroon even before 

the conflict. This violence is perpetrated by all 



 

 

G
E

N
D

E
R

 E
Q

U
A

L
IT

Y
 A

N
D

 E
Q

U
IT

Y
 

34 

society members, such as parents, relatives, 

partners, public authorities and community 

members.105 About 40% of women have faced 

emotional and/or physical violence at some point 

in their life.106 It is estimated that 16% of women 

have experienced sexual violence by age 18.107 

Intimate partner violence is one of the most 

common types of violence against women in the 

country: 43.2% of married women suffer domestic 

violence, whether emotional, physical, or sexual, 

by their current or most recent spouse.108 Indeed, 

Yanelle admitted that her previous intimate 

partner raped her. Moreover, Sadia stated that her 

husband had used physical violence against her on 

several occasions. He has also repeatedly forced 

her to have sex with him even when she did not 

want to. In fact, she explained that the use of 

sexual violence - namely rape - against women is 

pretty common as a way for men to ascertain that 

they are in a relationship:  

“So they [men] think that sex is the only way for them to accept the fact that you are 

into a relationship with them or not. And… most of the men in our communities think 

that to have a woman is, first of all, putting her in bed, and (...) that is what pushes 

most of the men to (...) push themselves on the women. So I’ve experienced [rape] (...), 

in my early years before marriage and even in the home. So you can see the gap 

between myself and my husband. So sometimes he feels like he has to [have sex], it’s a 

place. So (...) you don’t have to say on it. And sometimes he also feels that he does not 

have enough to do it. So he will deprive you from it. (...) because he is (...) who decides.”  

 

Her statement also exemplifies the complete 

control that some men have over any decision 

related to sexual intercourse - whether they want 

to or do not want to engage in sexual acts 

ultimately depends on the man. Consequently, 

some women do not have a saying in this matter, 

and their consent or lack thereof is not taken into 

consideration. 
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Women are three times as likely as men 

to experience physical violence by their partner, 

but both are similarly likely to experience 

emotional violence.109 Unfortunately, domestic 

violence is mostly underreported by the victims. 

The 2018 DHS (Demographic and Health Survey) 

stated that more than half of women who have 

experienced domestic violence by their husband 

reported the incident or told someone about 

it.110 There are also instances where women 

decide to break the silence and disclose the 

abuse they are suffering to their relatives or the 

authorities. This has been the case of Sadia, who 

finally decided to seek help and report her 

husband after years of enduring physical 

violence. As she explained during the interview, 

her case was dismissed as it was not deemed to 

be relevant:  

“They told me (…) it wasn’t an issue 

as much because I could be able 

to go over it and stay with my kids 

rather than move into a divorce 

and leave my kids in the fix 

situation. And so I just lifted off my 

mind, and I’ve lived with it, but 

others cannot. It’s very difficult.” 

This statement addresses the obstacles women 

who suffer domestic violence might face when 

they denounce their husband. Officers do not 

consider this type of violence to be important, 

and women might even be encouraged to 

remain with their abuser as divorce could be 

more problematic. Children are another factor 

that is used to discourage women from 

proceeding with their complaint. As Sadia stated 

above, it is better to maintain the family’s unity 

than sue for divorce - regardless of how harmful 

that might be for the woman’s well-being. Thus, 

women are left with only one option: try to 

endure this terrible situation the best they can. 

These types of abuse towards women are 

perpetuated in a culture in which violence 

against women is still considered acceptable, 

especially if the perpetrator is their intimate 

partner. According to the 2018 DHS, under 30% 

of women and men (aged between 15 - 49) 

believe a husband is allowed to be violent against 

his wife if he believes she has been neglecting 

their children.111 Another clear example of the 

normalisation of this violence was reported by 

Reuters, which informed of the existence of a 

television show called Grab her by the neck. It 

demonstrates how to physically abuse wives in 

order to “calm” them.112 The fact that domestic 

violence is not yet recognised as a crime under 

Cameroonian Penal Code contributes to this 

acceptance by society and the underreporting by 

the victims. As a result, women are most 

vulnerable at home, where abuses are hidden 

behind closed doors. 

Marital rape is one of the most prevalent 

forms of domestic violence in Cameroon, which 

is still not prohibited and punishable under the 

Penal Code.113 Domestic violence is not 

criminalised either, and victims have to rely on 

general assault provisions, which is not enough 

to protect them from their abuser.114  

Rape and sexual harassment are also 

widely widespread across the country, affecting 

women of all ages and backgrounds. In our 

study, 35% of the participants have been forced 

(physically or psychologically) to have sex with 

someone at some point in their life. This data 

includes all of our interviewees without 

distinction of age or background; it can suggest 

that our participants have experience rape and 

sexual harassment regardless of their socio-

economic and educational situations.  

Despite their criminalisation, the law is 

not effectively enforced in cases of rape, nor it 

provides full protection, compensation 

rehabilitation for the victims.115 Authorities often 
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do not investigate and prosecute cases of rape 

and, consequently, perpetrators are never brought 

to justice, enjoying full impunity.116 Indeed, half of 

the respondents who were forced to have sex with 

someone reported the incident to the authorities. 

However, none of the perpetrators has been 

brought to justice yet. It is important to highlight 

Tracy’s answer to the question, “have you reported 

these incidents?” Her answer was as follows: “Even 

if done [reporting the incident], what will they [the 

authorities] do in such a corrupt nation?” This can 

exemplify how little faith some women have in the 

Cameroonian system when it comes to 

investigating and prosecuting perpetrators of 

sexual violence. As a result, they feel helpless 

because they believe they are probably never 

going to be repaid or their abuser punished. 

Underreporting is another factor 

contributing to this lack of effective investigations, 

as many victims stay silent about the abuse they 

suffered. As shown in our interviews, half of the 

participants who were raped stated that they did 

not report the abuse. The main reason that 

prevented them from doing so and seeking help 

was a lack of knowledge about the procedure, that 

is, where they needed to go to report or whom they 

had to report to. It is important to note that the 

participants (who stated they had reported the 

abuse) might not have reported every instance as 

all of them were raped more than once. This is the 

case of Jasmine, who was raped twice but only 

reported the last incident, which was perpetrated 

by an unknown individual. The first time was a 

neighbour, someone she knew and was part of the 

community. This further reinforces the idea that 

many women would not seek help when the 

offender is someone from the same community or 

someone close to them. 

Stigmatisation and prejudice prevent many 

women and girls from seeking help since their 

family and community might even accuse them of  

Stigmatisation and prejudice 

prevent many women and 

girls from seeking help since 

their family and community 

might even accuse them of 

“provoking” the abuse. 
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“provoking” the abuse.117 Sometimes women do 

not   have   any   other  choice   but   to  marry  

their rapist.118 Nonetheless, marrying the victim 

no longer exonerates the offender of prosecution 

and conviction.119 Sometimes the perpetrator 

wields such power over the victim that they 

choose to remain silent.120 For instance, Joaddan 

shared a story that clearly exemplifies how men 

who are close to young and vulnerable girls might 

take advantage of them and overuse their power 

in an attempt to abuse them sexually:  

“She [the participant’s young niece] was 

subjected by one of my cousin’s 

husbands to engage in sexual 

intercourse with her, before she could 

be in high school. (...) the man will try to 

tell her that ‘if you don’t get into maybe 

sexual intercourse with me, I wouldn’t 

provide you with your necessities’. (...) 

[participant quoting her niece] ‘uncle 

always tell me that if I don’t engage in 

sexual activities with him, or maybe 

bring alongside my friends, your schools 

fees will not be paid.’” 

Even though sexual violence occurs regardless of 

age and socio-economic background, less-

privileged girls are at heightened risks of being 

forced to engage in sexual relationships. In fact, 

Joaddan’s words show how precariousness and 

little access to basic and fundamental services 

(healthcare, education, etc.) are risk factors that 

make these young more vulnerable to sexual 

violence. As Joaddan further mentioned, “when 

you come from a background where you interact 

so much with people from the less privileged of 

the society you get to see a lot [of sexual 

violence].” 

Female Genital Mutilation 

One of the most brutal manifestations of 

gender inequality is the practice of FGM (female 

genital mutilation), which still remains in some 

isolated areas of the Far North, East, and 

Southwest Regions and among the Choa and 

Ejagham ethnic groups.121 The prevalence rates 

in the Extreme North and the Southwest part of 

the country are respectively 5.4% and 2.4%.122 

Even though the FGM prevalence rate in Douala 

and Yaoundé is below 1%, this practise is still 

carried out in the rural areas.123 Yet, there are 

some positive figures on this matter as 85% of 

men and 84% of women (15 - 49 years old) have 

heard about FGM and think the practice should 

stop.124 The most prevalent types of FGM 

performed in Cameroon are types I and II.125 

Type I is the “partial or total removal of the 

clitoral glans” and type II is the “partial or total 

removal of the clitoral glans and the labia 

minora.”126 The age at which FGM is practised 

varies from a few days after the baby is born up 

to age 15 or even older.127 Generally, it happens 

before puberty: “one-half of the girls five to nine 

years old, and one fifth 10 to 14 years old.”128 

FGM is commonly carried out by untrained 

practitioners such as traditional midwives, 

without anaesthesia and using rudimentary 

instruments like broken glass, tin lids, scissors, or 

unsterilised razors.129 The medicalisation of FGM 

does not appear to be significant in Cameroon.130 

Access to education 

Cameroon has made a considerable 

effort over the past decade to improve access to 

education for children. The country’s net primary 

school enrolment rate is 93%, one of the highest 

in West and Central Africa.131 Law No. 98/004 of 

14 April 1998 guarantees a child’s right to 

education and states that primary school is 

compulsory and tuition-free through the age of 

12.132 Families with enough resources who 

refuse to send their children to school are 

punished with a fine between 50,000 - 500,000 

CFA  francs  or  imprisonment  from  one  to  two  
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years if the offence is repeated.133 Despite this 

disposition,   20%   of  women  and   10%   of   men 

(aged 15 - 49) have not received any kind of 

education.134 Only 46% of women and girls have 

completed primary education135, and just 8% of 

women have gone beyond secondary school.136 

Female literacy rates are lower in rural areas 

compared to urban areas.137 Overall, the literacy rate 

for adults (15 and above) is 82.6% for men and 71% 

for women.138 The gender disparity regarding school 

enrolment is mainly due to barriers women face, 

including poverty, early pregnancy, early marriage, 

sexual harassment, domestic responsibilities, and 

cultural and religious traditions that discourage girls’ 

education.139  

Among our interviewees, it was a 

homogenous group as the majority of them were 

women educated at the university level. As the 

interviews and questionnaires were conducted 

online, it was not possible to reach out to women with 

lower levels of education. Most participants attended 

school for approximately 15 to 20 years. Only one 

participant spent less than 15 years at school, and 

another participant chose the option “don’t want to 

answer / I don't know.” University graduates held 

degrees in humanities and social sciences, including 

education, journalism, sociology, etc. Married women 

interviewed stated that their husbands had between 

12 and 16 years of education. Ultimately, our 

interviews did not demonstrate gender disparities in 

terms of education between women and men. 

Poverty is a significant obstacle to women’s 

access to education. Although primary education is 

tuition-free, parents must pay uniform and book fees. 

Secondary education is even less affordable for many 

families - it is not free, and parents have to pay tuition 

and other fees in addition to buying uniforms and 

books.140 As a result, families who do not have enough 

resources to send all their children to school will often 

give priority to their sons’ education over their 

daughters’.141 Girls are considered to be more useful 

at home by taking care of house chores and  younger 

The gender disparity 

regarding school enrolment is 

mainly due to barriers women 

face, including poverty, early 

pregnancy, early marriage, 

sexual harassment, domestic 

responsibilities, and cultural 

and religious traditions that 

discourage girls’ education. 

82.6% for men 

71% for women 

Literacy rate: 
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siblings.142 Parents may not see education as a 

good investment for their daughters because 

they will eventually get married and leave the 

house, which means they will stop contributing to 

their parents’ households.143 This point of view, 

however, was not shared by our interviewees, as 

they either strongly disagreed (63%) or disagreed 

(37%) with the statement “boys’ education is 

more important than girls’ education.” Early or 

unplanned pregnancy is another important 

obstacle to girls’ education. Many girls must drop 

out of school because they become pregnant 

and, once they deliver, they might not have the 

option or might be discouraged to resume their 

education.144 

Sexual harassment and sexual abuse are 

two main risks young girls face at school, which 

might prevent them from pursuing education. 

There are reports addressing the increasing 

percentage of girls targeted by teachers, male 

classmates and even local officials, including 

education delegates and gendarmerie 

commanders.145 Sadia mentioned that the first 

time that she was sexually abused was when she 

was still attending school. She did not know the 

identity of the perpetrator. These incidents, 

however, are not reported to the police, as 

parents prefer to stay silent in an attempt to 

protect their daughters from stigmatisation, or 

they feel helpless to confront the abuses.146 

Indeed, Sadia did not report the abuse she 

suffered to the authorities.  

Child marriage 

Child marriage is a clear indicator of 

gender inequality as it is far more prevalent for 

girls since culture, tradition, and society establish 

they should marry earlier than boys. This 

practice still remains a widespread problem in 

Cameroon despite the criminalisation of forced 

marriage when the victim is under 18. According 

to UNICEF, 10% of young women between 20 - 24 

years old were first married or in union before 15 

years old, while 31% of young women were first 

married by 18.147 Thus, Cameroon is the 7th 

country with the highest number of girls and 

women married in childhood in West and Central 

Africa (2.4 million).148 Disadvantaged girls who 

live in poverty or rural areas and lack access to 

formal education are more exposed to child 

marriage - it is estimated that “more than half of 

Cameroonian girls who have no education are 

already married.”149 

According to Cameroonian tradition, the 

groom provides “bride wealth” to the girl’s family, 

which is closely related to the girl's age; the 

younger the girl, the higher the bride price.150 

Therefore, poor and disadvantaged families are 

more likely to marry off their daughters at an 

early age. Furthermore, Cameroonian culture 

highly values “pure brides,” meaning young 

virgins often become the target of older men 

who want to marry them “as a means of boosting 

their virility and avoiding infections.”151 

Participants were also asked to share 

their views on early marriage by expressing their 

agreement or disagreement with two 

statements. 94% of respondents disagreed or 

strongly disagreed with the statement “teenage 

girls should stop their education to be wives and 

mothers.” The second one - “if they don’t go to 

school, girls should marry before 18 years 

old” - was met with a wide range of 

answers: 13% strongly agree, 6% agree, 

31% disagree, and 50% strongly disagree.  

Child marriage is not only a violation of 

children’s rights itself, but it also results in other 

multiple human rights violations. These young 

girls are at higher risk of marital rape, as well as 

emotional and physical violence from both their 

husband or his family.152  For example, Joaddan 

shared a story  about  a friend  of  hers  who  was 
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forced to get married after becoming pregnant. 

According to Joaddan, her friend suffered all types of 

abuse from her husband for years until she finally 

pursued divorce. In Joaddan’s words, this woman was 

raped by her husband - even when she was sick - and 

physically assaulted. He also used emotional violence, 

was controlling, and prevented her from getting close 

to other men. In addition to violence, young brides also 

face barriers in access to education, are at risk of 

intergenerational poverty, and health problems, 

including sexually transmitted diseases or pregnancy 

and delivery complications.153  

Cameroon has made great strides towards the 

realisation of gender equality through the development 

of national policies and legal provisions promoting 

women's rights. Nonetheless, a significant number of 

issues related to the protection of women still remain 

unresolved as these policies have not been properly 

implemented and enforced. This disparity between 

legislation and women’s situations in their daily lives is 

the result of a lack of political will to implement these 

policies and failure to address the root causes of 

gender inequality - cultural and social norms. 

 Thus, harmful norms perpetuate 

discrimination and violence against women. Indeed, as 

seen throughout this section, Cameroonian women 

face barriers in almost every aspect of their life for the 

sole reason of being women. Such discrimination can 

take different forms, for instance, low women’s political 

participation, limited access to education, economic 

dependence and SGBV. Therefore, the realisation of 

gender requires a holistic approach that ensures not 

only the adoption of gender policies but also their full 

implementation on the ground.   

Those considerations have been challenged 

with the Anglophone crisis. The outbreak of the conflict 

changed both the types of gender inequalities women 

face and the number of occurrences throughout the 

conflict-affected areas. Hence, the realisation of gender 

equality and equity needs to be re-evaluated due to the 

ongoing crisis.  

Thus, Cameroon is the 7th 

country with the highest 

number of girls and women 

married in childhood in 

West and Central Africa 

(2.4 million). 
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3.1. A shift in gender roles during the 

conflict? 

Since the beginning of the conflict in the 

Northwest and Southwest regions, gender roles and 

responsibilities traditionally assigned to men and 

women have changed. These new roles range from " 

being head of the household to becoming combatants 

or leading armed groups.154 This shift in the 

traditional gender roles has given women a new 

economic role and more decision-making power 

within their home, compromising the position of the 

man as the head of the household and “breadwinner” 

and undermining his possession of economic power 

as an instrument of male domination.155  

Economic problems 

Since the beginning of the conflict, it has 

become increasingly difficult for the population to 

generate income through formal means and provide 

for their family due to unemployment, displacement 

and insecurity. Women have taken on new 

responsibilities to earn a living beyond handling their 

assigned duties. This has added an extra 

responsibility on women who traditionally have to 

take care of children and household chores.156 88% of  

“In her tribe, socio-

economic status is 

often determined by 

the number of cattle 

they own and women 

rarely own property 

or have decision-

making powers in the 

family. But times are 

changing. From 

where I stand: “I’m 

the first woman in 

my family to own 

property”.” 
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the women interviewed have engaged in new 

activities to generate income since the 

beginning of the conflict. Among the activities 

mentioned include: selling products online (e.g. 

sandals, dresses, handbags, earrings, chains), 

small-scale business and petite trading, non-

profit work, and small projects extending their 

job (e.g. a journalist created adverts and digital 

content for private companies). For instance, 

Ketzia explained, “Yes, I emcee events which in 

turn could, could cater for my, my… to fuel my 

car, to maybe cater for food in the house, things 

like that.” Tracy, on her side, is “selling mesh and 

snacks in school like chips, peanuts, chin chin.” 

That said, 79% of women who engaged in a new 

activity do not consider that they generate more 

income since the beginning of the conflict (71% 

of all the persons interviewed). Indeed, to the 

question “do you generate more income since 

the beginning of the conflict?” Daniella stated, 

“No, It’s so difficult” while Sadia answered, “No… 

my home level has dropped.” This situation 

helps explain why women had to search for new 

ways to generate income and provide for their 

household. The interviewees referred to the 

lack of job opportunities because of the conflict 

and the insecurity of working at far distances or 

in ghost towns. 

The conflict has also had a more general 

economic impact on women living in the 

Anglophone regions. For instance, Joaddan 

explained that “little farming activities are 

abandoned because of the crisis. So you don’t 

want to be a victim of circumstances in the hand 

of the unknown. So we don’t go longer to the 

farm like before to plant, to har… do harvesting, 

so I can see that work has actually reduced. We 

have more time at home now and other white-

collar jobs than the agricultural sector.” Many 

women and girls who work in agriculture and 

trade as small business owners have been 

unable to continue generating income due to the 

high level of insecurity in the area and the 

negative effects of COVID-19.157 They struggle to 

provide for themselves and their family and, 

consequently, survival sex has become their only 

option to make a living, especially for internally 

displaced women and young girls.158 As is 

demonstrated below, widows also experience 

difficulty with  land inheritance rights and little 

access to resources. Therefore, they may have no 

other choice but to resort to prostitution.159 The 

most vulnerable families are forcing their young 

female relatives to engage in sexual relationships 

for money.160 These harmful coping mechanisms 

were briefly addressed by Maria, who stated that 

“sometimes it’s [sex] a means of survival.” 

Many women and young girls in the 

conflict-affected areas have not had any other 

choice but to become the head of the house as a 

result of the enlistment or death of their 

husband.161 Thus, these areas have witnessed a 

gradual increase in the number of women-led 

households. In 2018, they represented 31% of 

households in the Southwest region and 38% in 

the Northwest region,162 which represents a 10% 

increase in comparison with the previous year.163 

These figures are a clear indicator of the 

escalation of the conflict since its outbreak. Many 

women also stayed in their village to look after 

their property or become head of the household 

after sending out their male members to other 

towns, so they can avoid being recruited by non-

state armed groups.164 
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Impact on young women entering the 

workforce – IDP profile 

Many young people have fled the Anglophone region in the hope of starting a 

new life in a safer area. Most of these IDPs face new challenges once they try 

to settle in a new area. And often they have to face joblessness and pursue 

alternative means to generate an income. 

Rhoda is a young woman who was born in the Northwest region of Cameroon. 

She lived with her family while studying English Language at university. Rhoda 

fled the Anglophone area, searching for job opportunities and getting away 

from the constant sound of gunshots. After months without work, she decided 

to pursue her own business and make African sandals. Since the conflict 

started, everyone around her struggled to find work, and things have been 

quite difficult for her. Now, she believes it is normal not to have a job. She 

explained: “Yes, a lot of young people don’t have jobs…It's actually normal, 

right?” 

She describes the region where she fled from as “scary;” she could not live 

there because of the violence. She mentioned the following: 

“It all started when we were at University and everything was calm…but when 

it began girls started to complain about rape by the armed forces…It went on 

everyday…They got away with everything all of it.” 

She further noted the harassment her sister faced when going to work: 

“I remember there was a case when my sister had to come back from work 

and she was intimidated by the armed forces and they wanted her contact 

number…she had to change her number and route to work.” 

She believes that the crisis will not end soon. However, she had many 

aspirations for the future and is currently expecting her first baby. She hopes 

to make a better life for herself in Yaoundé, the city where she currently lives. 
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As the household's new head, women 

need to take what patriarchal society sees as 

men's roles and duties in the household. They 

have to become the breadwinner, the only 

financial provider of the family, have the 

exclusive responsibility of the children and be 

the sole responsible for the family's well-

being.165 The conditions to assume those new 

roles are particularly difficult in the patriarchal 

society for those women who lost their husband 

due to the crisis. Due to economic and material 

dependence on their husband - that has its roots 

in traditional gender roles assigned to women 

and men in Cameroon - women who became 

head of the household are in a situation of 

vulnerability.166 Therefore, they are specifically 

affected by the armed conflict and prone to 

SGBV.167 The number of victims of SGBV will 

increase when women are both newly heads of 

the household and in a situation of displacement 

(either IDP or refugee). Jackie True, in The Political 

Economy of Violence against Women, explained 

why women, who became heads of household, 

are more vulnerable to GBV: “in these cases, the 

loss of a certain political and economic status as 

masculine breadwinner is linked to acts of 

violence that can be interpreted as men seeking 

to reclaim their dominant status or entitlement 

in a wartime political economy.”168 

Such vulnerability presents itself in 

difficulty acquiring property. Despite gender-

neutral laws on land ownership, women lack 

sufficient socio-political and economic capital to 

enjoy their land tenure rights.169 The Civil Code 

and the Constitution guarantee access to land 

and land ownership regardless of gender. 

Indeed, legally, any individual can acquire land 

rights and titles, but not a lot of women own land, 

especially in rural areas.170 For instance, in the 

Anglophone region, women possess less than 

10% of land certificates while they are the major 

agricultural producers.171 First, it can be 

explained by the cumbersome bureaucratic land 

registration procedures. The difficulty of such 

procedures associated with the low social capital 

of women (e.g. illiteracy, poverty, stereotypes, 

symbolic perception of land belonging to male) 

turned land titling procedure into a mechanism 

that strengthened men’s control over land.172 

Hence, in times of conflict, it makes women more 

vulnerable to land dispossession (notably 

through SGBV). Moreover, men are 

disproportionately favoured in inheritance. In 

most parts of Cameroon, widows are 

dispossessed of their rights to succession, 

inheritance, and property ownership.173 Once 

women become widows, they are no longer 

entitled to own the land that belonged to their 

husband. This also applies to their children; 

property belongs exclusively to sons because 

daughters will marry into other households. 

Thus, it is extremely difficult for widows to claim 

their rights when the land is at stake after the 

death of their husband. The only way for them to 

access property is by proxy, through her son or 

remarriage.174 On many occasions, widows are 

forced to marry one of their deceased husband’s 

relatives to secure the continued use of property 

left by the husband in the family. Therefore, 

while statutory law regarding land may be 

gender-neutral, “customary law prevails and is 

based on a patriarchal system” which impedes 

women to access land properly. 175 This situation 

has worsened during the Anglophone crisis. 

Women are left widowed as their husband died 

in the conflict; thus, they face the instability of 

inheritance, the exclusion from land ownership, 

the cumbersome bureaucracy to obtain land 

titles, the risk of losing their livelihood if they 

cannot access the land, and the vulnerability of 

economic hardship.  
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Political participation in time of conflict 

These changing roles are also exemplified 

by the active participation of women in the conflict 

as actors, perpetrators, and victims. Women are 

spies, informants, caretakers for fighters, and 

some of them are leaders of non-state armed 

groups, commonly referred to as “Queen 

mothers.”176 Within our 17 interviewees, 47% 

participate in community activities, represent the 

state or are engaged in armed groups activities: 

two interviewees are NGO lSSeaders, two 

participants educate their community, and four 

interviewees are volunteering. In this group, up to 

86% admitted that their political commitment was 

influenced by the conflict. When asked how the 

Anglophone crisis influenced their political 

commitment, the interviewees insisted on two 

general ideas.  

The first one was the fact they could see 

the impact of the conflict in society and wanted to 

help those in need. For instance, Maeava detailed 

in those terms the reasons that pushed her to 

work in the community:  

 

“Because of the crisis, seen how things were going on in my community, how 

women and girls were suffering because of the armed conflict, it got me, it 

got me and encourage me. (...) I had to engage myself and see how I could 

be, I could start as an agent of change in the community.”  

 

Similarly, Ketzia could see that the conflict was at 

people's doorsteps and wanted to assist children 

in the bushes that were orphaned, the same way 

people helped her when she was an orphan. 

Joaddan also witnessed the violence of the conflict 

when university students were molested and 

raped by security forces. She decided to join 

community activities to contribute to the peace 

process. In the examples above, the conflict was 

either a trigger or a  confirmation  to  participate  in  
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political activities. Maria’s case is of particular 

interest as she confessed that she was biased at 

the beginning of the conflict: “as an Anglophone I 

felt that the majority of our home population, our 

government, has been... not been there. So, I… it 

affected a lot of my political decisions, my 

choices.” Without explicitly saying that she 

supported the protestors and future armed 

groups, she implied that she was against the 

central government when the Anglophone crisis 

started in 2016-17. Nevertheless, she continued 

explaining: “But along the way, the conflict 

became violent and so, I no, no longer think like 

that. I’m more central and promoting constraints 

in my community. Because, yeah, the separatists 

have been violent to me and to my community.” 

Therefore, the conflict affected both women’s 

involvement and political positions.  

These women and young girls can also be 

victims of kidnaps, torture and sexual violence 

due to their activism.177 Hence, the second 

answer (to the question, did the conflict influence 

your political commitment) emphasized the fear 

of retaliation. Even when the women interviewed 

decided to participate in political activities - 

because they wanted to help the people affected 

by the conflict - they also highlighted the dangers 

of such participation. For example, Jasmine 

explained that:  

“And when the conflict started, the 

plans I had to join maybe in the 

nearest future were pushed 

further because most of those 

who were also attacked or killed 

are politicians. So I felt like being 

in politics would be risky for me. 

So, it’s slowed my participation in 

politics.” 

Maeva, another interviewee, wants to help 

people suffering from the conflict but still 

believes that the Anglophone crisis has hindered 

her from participating in political issues, causing 

her to fear for her life. She noted that possessing 

an electoral card and voting became illegal in the 

Northwest and Southwest regions due to the 

presence of armed groups. Her involvement with 

the community and activism has affected her life 

and her personal security.  

Therefore, women’s political 

participation was influenced by the Anglophone 

crisis. Women interviewed more regularly joined 

community movements to support people 

victims of the conflict. Simultaneously, the 

threats against their life reduced their political 

activity at the national level and modified their 

interaction with the population. Taking part in 

political occupations is no longer anodyne in the 

Anglophone regions. Women must calculate the 

risks and benefits of their participation in politics, 

which can be a reason why 53% of the 

interviewees did not participate in any 

community activities. 

Facing widespread violence in the 

Northwest and Southwest regions, women have 

tried to more directly stop the conflict and create 

peace. However, they face many difficulties as 

they try to be peacemakers. According to 

research, peace processes are discriminative 

against women: between 1992 and 2018, women 

made up just 3% of mediators, 4% of signatories 

and 13% of negotiators in major peace talks and 

negotiations.178  

In the scope of our interviews, when 

asked if women have the opportunity to 

participate in conflict resolution, 71% answered 

“yes.” Only 53% of the interviewees personally 

participate in the peace and conflict resolution 

processes. 
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An NGO Leader’s perspective on the crisis 

Paula is an NGO leader who has spoken up as a woman to end violence and 

advocate for women's rights. As a result, she was prosecuted and forced to 

flee the conflict region with her children. She is one of the women vigorously 

fighting and working to end the war in the region: 

“We are working to make sure that women contribute significantly to ending 

the conflict since they are the hardest hit in the conflict. We thought it wise to 

be able to contribute to see that the ends and to also ensure the meaningful 

participation of women in decision-making, because we believe that it is 

gender equality inequalities that caused the conflict. So we are struggling to 

make sure that in resolving the conflict, let us have gender equality because 

we believe any peace process that respects gender is likely to stay longer and 

serve the people for a very long time…”  

She highlights the struggles NGOs face especially to distribute basic 

commodities to the population in need; she mentions the following: 

“Issues of access continue to be a problem. When you look at the 

humanitarian principles in question, access still remains a problem, because 

you and I agree that the conflict in Cameroon is highly polarized right now. 

Everybody wants to be relevant. For instance, I went to a distribution in Bali. 

To these internally displaced girls, adolescent girls, give them to kids on some 

food items that are giving food to the fighters, not because I want it, because 

if I don't give them food, I will not have access to…” 

Paula believes that the international community should strengthen local 

NGOs because they will be the ones remaining on the ground after the 

conflict to rebuild the communities.“ I think the international community 

should also set aside a budget to strengthen and structure these 

communities based organizations, that by the time when our conflict is over, 

these structures remain within the community.” 
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In her interview, Daniella summarised 

the situation in Cameroon: “Women have the 

opportunity to participate and women, 

concerning our crisis in Cameroon, women have 

the opportunity at the local [level] but (...) coming 

out to the governmental for women to negotiate 

peace is difficult. Because of gender inequality.” 

Indeed, gender discrimination and wrong 

assumptions seem to be the reason behind this 

lack of female representation. The general 

perception of the interviewees is that women can 

take part in conflict resolution.  

Nevertheless, their participation is often 

local. As shown above, women interviewed are 

more politically active since the beginning of the 

conflict in communities and local organisations. 

Women’s participation is also impeded by gender 

inequalities combined with GBV and the threat of 

reprisal. 

Despite these obstacles preventing 

women from participating equally and effectively 

in peace processes, they are working to prevent, 

mediate and participate in resolving conflicts.179 

For instance, in August 2018, women had a one-

hour lamentation campaign in Buea denouncing 

the atrocities committed during the conflict and 

“seeking ways to push all parties concerned to 

sue for dialogue and a peaceful solution out of 

the impasse.”180 Another instance showing 

Cameroonian women's involvement towards the 

peaceful resolution of the crisis was the creation 

of the South West/North West Women's Task 

Force (SNWOT). SNWOT is a coalition of women 

leaders and women-led organisations whose 

mission is to “contribute significantly in resolving 

the conflict in the Anglophone regions of 

Cameroon and ensure women's meaningful 

participation in decision-making processes 

at all levels.”181 This engagement, 

however, is not exempt from risks for 

these women and their family.182 

It is important to note that, during the 

interviews, several women explained or justified 

the opportunity for women to participate in the 

peace process by highlighting their role as wives 

and mothers. When asked if women have the 

opportunity to participate in the peace process in 

Cameroon, Joaddan explained:  

“Taking the case of the Southwest 

region when a lady was brutally 

assassinated in Muyuka, women 

they came out in their number, 

sitting on the floor, trying, this is our 

children they are killing, you were 

born out of a woman. Even the 

boys, since, the boys that are in the 

bush so they can actually say that 

they were born out of women. So 

initially, we will say that they are 

actually contributing to this.”  

Ketzia also stated that: “Because these children 

were in the bushes, were born by us, the military 

were born by women.” In those terms, women 

are valuable actors of peace but only because 

they are mothers and wives. Here, women are 

essentialized, meaning they are reduced to only 

one of their dimensions. Thus, women could only 

participate in conflict resolution through their 

relations to men, who are the conflict's major 

actors. Men are the fighters and political leaders 

during this time of crisis, while women are 

understood as the ones suffering through men's 

mediation because they lose their husband and 

sons to the front. Hence, they have the 

opportunity to participate in the peace process 

only because of two reasons linked to their 

quality of mothers and wives. Because they are 

mourning their husband and sons and want to 

stop the war to protect them; or because they are 

the mother of fighters. Thus, they can both be 

heard by the conflict actors as all men come from  
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a woman and act as mediators due to their 

“motherly nature.” Here, it is worth acknowledging 

that women are often essentialized in politics. 

Women could have the opportunity to participate 

in the conflict resolution in Cameroon, but the 

terms of this participation could still be linked to 

gender bias definitions of women (as only mothers 

and wives).  

Social impact of the Anglophone crisis  

As seen above, the economic and political 

positions of women have evolved during the 

conflict. Women became head of the household, 

engaged in new activities to generate income, and 

tried to participate in the peace process despite 

gender-based impediments rooted in the society. 

Violent conflict “disrupts social structures, 

especially men’s and women’s roles and the 

relationship between them (…) when violence 

changes a society, so do beliefs about how women 

and men should behave.”183 

When we asked if the participants had 

anything else to share with us, two women decided 

to bring up the shift in gender’s role triggered by 

the Anglophone crisis. It seems to confirm the 

disruption in social and gender structures due to 

the conflict. Hence, Daniella explained:  

“Let’s talk about gender roles concerning our crisis. Let me say it, gender inequality 

in Cameroon, we realise that there are certain roles that women were not supposed 

to play, like it was said the ‘woman was not supposed to own the land.’ But what 

we see is that gender roles with the crisis, things have changed. Women now, 

because most of their husband are gone to the bushes, some of them are dead, 

women now own those land. And our culture hold that women could not be [heirs]. 

But because of the crisis, you see gender roles have changed. (...) Cultural norms 

and traditions that were put in place to subordinate women, needless for gender 

equality which are fighting today. So this crisis has made us understand that, 

gender equality, we can achieve gender equality if we try to eradicate those norms 

and traditions and understand that women and men are the same, they have equal 

rights, they can be heirs, like men, who can inherit land.” 

"Women at the front line in Cameroon as 

humanitarian partners, assist in reaching 

more than 125,000 people with humanitarian 

assistance in 2019." 
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In this quote, we can see that Maeva observed a 

change of attitude in society regarding women's 

place. She believes the conflict is the detonator 

that engages a genuine movement towards 

gender equality. The Anglophone crisis does not 

hinder the realisation of gender equity and 

equality but instead pushes towards it. Ketzia 

confirmed this analysis:  

“About the conflict or the only thing 

I think I want to add is that the… the 

role men used to play in our 

communities has been shifted to 

women. Which means that for now, 

grieves were done by a man, 

burials, most of the burials were 

done by men. Now, most of these 

men, families have been displaced. 

Some women don't even know 

where their husband are.(...) So 

when they wake up and they’ll see 

those corpses are lying [down], who 

would dig the graves, the, the 

women tend to dig the graves. (...) 

Now, the woman can only go to the 

farm and comes by, comes, comes 

back, because your husband is not 

there to fend for your family. So you 

have to fend for your family and 

take care of your children.” 

Hence, Ketzia highlighted that women did 

not have another choice than to take things in 

hand facing the conflict. In order to preserve 

their family, community and order in society, 

women have replaced men since the beginning 

of the conflict. Ketzia insisted on women 

defending themselves as their new role during 

the crisis.  

During our interviews, we asked about 

gender roles in the household to understand if 

women were actually taking up men’s traditional 

roles. 41% of women interviewed declared to 

have the final word more often at home since the 

beginning of the conflict. Interviewees evoked 

new topics where they had the final words since 

2016-17:  

• Personal - “Things that concerns me” 

(Audrey) 

• Children - “I nearly do everything to 

secure their growth and everything, 

their feeding” (Daniella) 

• Household - “I take decisions on what is 

been done in the house, who comes to 

the house, what time they come in” 

(Maeva) 

• Migration - “I think decisions on where, 

if we should move or not move to other 

town. Actually people have to run a lot 

[not clear because of the network]. On 

migration, I have a lot of saying in that 

area.” (Jasmine) 

• Education - “I have a lot of saying in that 

area. And also, education and 

schooling.” (Jasmine) 

Nevertheless, 24% of the interviewees did not 

observe a change in their household and did not 

have the final word more often since the 

beginning of the Anglophone crisis (35% did not 

know or did not want to answer).  

 Regarding domestic responsibilities, the 

women interviewed mostly mentioned cooking, 

doing dishes, washing laundry and ironing, 

cleaning and tidying the house, doing the 

groceries, looking after the children, and fetching 

water. 41% explained that they were doing more 

chores since the beginning of the conflict, while 

29% do fewer chores in the household. The 

augmentation of chores for women can be 

explained by the increase of time people spend 

in the household due to the conflict. 
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Families Living in the Conflict Zone - Mother 

of Six and Community Worker  

Families continue to suffer with the continuing conflict in the Northwest and 

Southwest region of Cameroon. Lidia is a mother of six children (between 6-16 

years of age) and they have moved numerous times since the beginning of the 

conflict. However, housing in the safer areas of the country is more expensive 

than in the conflict-affected regions. Consequently, she and her family did not 

have any other option but to move back to the conflict zone due to economic 

hardship. 

Lidia started an organisation to help women and children in the Northern part 

of Cameroon; she noted the following: 

“My focus is on women and children to give a dignified life for every woman 

and every child, especially in the conflict-affected regions of south, west, 

northwest and the northern part of Cameroon.” 

This is a women-led organisation that is focused on ending the crisis. She 

describes the pain they face below: 

“as a childbearing person, you feel the pain during childbirth. So you put the 

soldiers and the Separatists are our children So we are the ones feeling the 

pain, the brunt of the war on our bodies, our livelihood. So we want the war to 

come to an end. So we are doing all we can, despite these threats, despite the 

risks, we're doing all we can. To contribute significantly in ending this war…” 

She has noted a tremendous amount of gender inequalities since the war 

started: 

“We've seen women kidnapped. We've seen women raped. We've seen the girl 

child molested and humiliated. So, for example, dating a military man. They all 

know that we've never seen where a young man has been killed or humiliated 

because he did it to a military lady. So you see, you see that imbalance, they 

easily pick on people and women.” 

When she was asked what she needs most, she mentioned food and 

psychological help for her children. They have suffered a lot due to the conflict 

they saw and the constant sound of gunshots impacted them psychologically 
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Indeed, children cannot go to school, or 

household members lost their job; thus, “the 

workload increased as more people in the 

house,” according to Maeva. Another reason 

mentioned was the impossibility to go out for 

women because of the conflict and the 

pandemic. Jasmine told us, “I have more time 

now to do most specially, like, with conflict and 

lockdowns, so I get to spend more time indoors 

and home when there are shutdowns or 

lockdowns, so I'm able to do more chores.” 

Similarly, Daniella stated:  

“They are somehow different 

because before the crisis normally, 

we go to work, come back, take care 

of the house and everything. But 

during the crisis, it was another 

thing. We’re not going anywhere, we 

have to cook, wash plates, cook, 

[not clear because of the network] 

people who are coming since 

everybody was jobless, they come 

to eat, we have to clean, we have to 

wash the children, dresses, so it was 

somehow more than before the 

crisis.”  

This quote summarises the situation for 

women who experienced an increase in chores 

in their household. Therefore, in that way, the 

conflict did not induce a shift in gender’s role as 

women are still mostly responsible for 

household chores, an activity attributed to 

women because of traditional gender roles. 

Conversely, some interviewees pointed out 

limitations in time attributed to chores due to the 

Anglophone crisis. For the 29% of women 

interviewed, who do fewer chores in the 

household since the beginning of the conflict, the 

crisis restricted their movement and activities. 

The fear of travelling due to violence impedes 

certain chores such as going to the market, doing 

laundry outside, lack of access to cleaning 

products. Sadia analysed the fact that she does 

fewer chores as being linked to insecurities: 

“Yeah, life has been a bit miserable because you 

can’t, you can’t go out, to get what you want, and 

so there are limitations.” 

In conclusion, even if several women 

interviewed could feel or observe a shift in 

gender roles, it was not the case for most of 

them. The conflict allowed some women to take 

matters into their own hands, become head of 

household, insert themselves into politics to 

solve the conflict, or do what their husband or 

father did before going to the bushes. That said, 

the majority of women do not have control over 

men’s duties assigned by society. The shift in 

gender’s role is heterogeneous and irregular. 

Even when the conflict gave women 

opportunities to be in charge, they had to face 

SGBV associated with those new roles.  

 

3.2. Sexual and Gender-based 

Violence 

With the escalation of the ongoing 

conflict, women and girls are more exposed to 

human rights violations, including SGBV, neglect, 

exploitation, torture, denial of resources and 

opportunities, psychological and physical abuse, 

and early marriage.184 During her interview, 

Jasmine described: an “increased number of 

women that are killed, or shamed publicising 

trend new videos being beheaded, rape, kids, 

there’s pregnancies from rape, amputated arms 

and legs and all of that.” Over the past years, 

there has been an apparent increase in the rates 

of GBV across the conflict-affected regions.185 

According to OCHA, it is estimated that 915,425 

people in the Anglophone regions have suffered 

incidents of GBV and do not have access to GBV  
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services, especially those who live in remote 

areas.186 

Nationally, a total of 2,2063,753 people 

need urgent medical and psychosocial GBV 

assistance.187 In our study, 80% of our 

participants observed that people had been 

forced (physically or psychologically) to have sex 

with someone more regularly since the beginning 

of the conflict. When asked if the participants 

have personally been forced to have sex with 

someone more regularly since the outbreak of 

the crisis, 50% answered “yes” (out of the six 

interviewees who had been raped).  

The shift in gender roles previously 

discussed is one reason behind the increase in 

GBV. Men’s dissatisfaction at being unemployed 

and unable to achieve their ideals of masculinity, 

combined with the fact that violence against 

one’s wife is still socially acceptable in Cameroon, 

results in men resorting to domestic violence in 

order to “reaffirm their authority and 

domination.”188 Women who have taken on new 

economic responsibilities to generate income for 

the family will not be able to fulfil their domestic 

responsibilities, such as cooking or cleaning. This 

situation generates tension within the household 

and increases the risks of violence. This is what 

Maeva might suggest when she mentioned an 

increase in sexual violence in her community. 

Indeed, she highlighted that before the conflict, 

boys and men were going to school or had 

income-generating activities, but it is not the case 

anymore with the crisis. Behind her words, we 

can understand that men might use sexual 

violence as a way to regain the power lost due to 

the conflict. Here, “the possession of economic 

power as an instrument of male domination is 

undermined.”189 Therefore, women from the 

Anglophone regions believe they are more 

affected by domestic violence since the start of 

the conflict.190 Sadia explained that her husband 

has  physically  and   sexually  abused   her   more  

915,425 people    
in the Anglophone regions 

have suffered incidents of 

GBV and do not have 

access to GBV services, 

especially those who live 

in remote areas. 
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regularly since the beginning of the conflict 

(before he was paralysed). When asked why, she 

clarified: “because it's, it's, it's [the conflict] kept 

us very much on a lot of tense and a tense 

atmosphere” (regarding sexual violence) and 

“because he has issues of me not intervening in 

the work [of her NGO against GBV and the 

conflict] that I'm doing, that I was going to 

expose him and his kids” (regarding physical 

violence). In Sadia’s case, her husband used 

more violence because she did not comply with 

his demand; he was scared that Sadia’s political 

activities would cause them problems. Hence, 

the tension and fear due to the Anglophone 

crisis led to increased GBV within households.  

GBV manifests mainly in the form of 

sexual violence, which has escalated and 

expanded since the outbreak of the conflict. 

Rape and any other forms of sexual violence of 

comparable gravity are considered crimes 

against humanity when “committed as part of a 

widespread or systematic attack directed 

against any civilian population, with knowledge 

of the attack.”191 This definition is applicable in 

the context of the Anglophone crisis since 

sexual violence has become a “weapon of 

war”192 against anglophone women perpetrated 

by both government forces and non-state 

armed groups.193 The aim of using violence as a 

tool of war is to spread fear and to disrupt 

families and communities.194  

In most of the interviews, women's 

vulnerability and the general rise of violence in 

society were mentioned as reasons for rape 

happening more regularly in the community 

since the beginning of the conflict.195 For 

instance, Daniella detailed:  

“There are security problems, we don’t 

have security people, and no more safe 

around us. We are been attacked either 

by the armed groups or the state armed  

groups, so the law is not really 

protecting us (...) especially women, they 

are sexually harassed. Before the crisis, 

there was sexual harassment but with 

the crisis there’s more, a lot of, a lot of 

women have been harassed because 

security is very poor. We’re not safe 

anymore.” 

Hence, women are exposed to sexual violence 

while security forces, armed groups and men 

have the means to attack civilians. Women are in 

a vulnerable situation during the Anglophone 

crisis. Jasmine affirmed this idea by stating: 

“there is too much fear and, also, with a lot of 

them being internally displaced or not having the 

means to get by for themselves, being 

vulnerable, [not clear because of the network] 

has really increased it [rape].” Due to the conflict, 

the general violence associated with the 

increased vulnerability of women led to a rise in 

SGBV. Joaddan took the example of her 

community to contextualize the situation:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The last time I visited my villages, I was so 

embarrassed, you see a girl of 15 years 

pregnant raped by the so-called separatist 

fighters, just because they were threaten the 

way, the way at one point if you don’t engage in 

sexual activities with me I will kill you. That is 

the normal thing is ongoing in my village as I 

speak. So many girls have been impregnated by 

young separatist fighters because they did not 

have the abilities to speak for themselves, they 

did not have the protection, they did not have 

even a… how I would like to say… They did not 

even have a choice because   they want to 

protect    their li fe from them taken away. So it 

has… it [sexual violence] has, so I would say it 

has drastically increased to another level, to say 

on a 100% it would be about 99%.” 
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In those cases, going through sexual violence can 

be a mean of survival. Women are victims of 

sexual abuse because, in many cases, the only 

other option is death in the perpetrator's hands.  

Women and girls who experience sexual 

violence are now more exposed to heightened 

risks, such as HIV/AIDS, sexually transmitted 

diseases, physical harm, mental health issues, 

unintended pregnancies, unsafe abortions and 

deliveries, and stigmatisation.196 Displaced 

women and girls are the most vulnerable to 

sexual violence and other abuses because of 

their lower social and economic status.197 It has 

been reported that governmental forces have 

abused displaced women and sexually exploited 

refugees at security checkpoints.198 In 2019, the 

majority of registered survivors of sexual 

violence (89%) in the Southwest and Northwest 

regions belonged to this group.199  

Moreover, the curfew in the Northwest 

region might lead to sexual exploitation of 

women in informal businesses; for instance, 

security forces might ask them for sex in 

exchange for passing security checks after 

curfew.200 Sex is sometimes used in exchange for 

releasing male family members - husbands or 

sons - who were taken by armed groups.201 In the 

same way, Ketzia noticed that humanitarian 

agents sexually exploited girls and asked for 

sexual favours in exchange for providing aid. She 

stated:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“OK, in this community, these are the vulnerable ones, these are the IDPs, as 

we call them, internally displaced. Then they have to distribute rice or maybe 

grain or something. They come, they make food, they are free, then they make 

you… their sex partner. (...) They make it as sex partner. And when they are 

coming out, they just call you so you can even appear two or three times to 

collect, when some people have never collected.” 

“I think it has become very regular 

because of the vulnerabilities of 

women and girls has increased, so 

there are a lot of crime and 

unpunished crime for that matter. 

Most people think that most 

perpetrators think that they can 

get away with the crimes they have 

committed, usually with violence. 

So, it’s like a norm.” 
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Tracy confirmed that humanitarian personnel 

were abusing and sexually exploiting vulnerable 

populations. She has been forced (physically or 

psychologically) to have sex with “a humanitarian 

whom I begged to give me a job in his 

organisation.” Furthermore, when asked why 

she experienced more sexual violence during 

the conflict, she answered that “people take 

advantage of one's vulnerability of looking for a 

job as jobs became scarce.” Hence, sexual 

violence has increased since the beginning of the 

conflict because several stakeholders (e.g. 

security forces, armed groups, NGOs workers) 

take advantage of people’s needs in vulnerable 

situations.  

Lack of proper investigations by the 

authorities of cases of sexual violence still 

remains an issue. There are no instances of 

victims or families who have been compensated 

for the abuse they have suffered.202 It has always 

been difficult to estimate the actual number of 

cases as survivors of rape and GBV rarely seek 

help or report their cases to authorities. The 

current crisis has worsened this situation; 

societal gender divisions and increased 

insecurity levels have resulted in victims refusing 

to denounce these types of incidents because 

they fear retaliation on them and their family by 

the military or the separatist groups.203 For 

Jasmine, the increase in sexual violence is linked 

to this lack of legal penalties against the 

perpetrators. She explained: “I think it has 

become very regular because of the 

vulnerabilities of women and girls has increased, 

so there are a lot of crime and unpunished crime 

for that matter. Most people think that most 

perpetrators think that they can get away with 

the crimes they have committed, usually with 

violence. So, it’s like a norm.” Thus, perpetrators 

enjoy widespread impunity and lack of 

accountability as they commit grave violations 

against civilians. The absence of repercussions 

for the military and security forces has worsened 

the perception of the population towards the 

government. They believe the government cares 

more about suppressing dissidents than 

ensuring protection and justice.204 

Finally, the conflict has forced many 

women to leave their village and flee to the bush 

to ensure their safety. Those women do not have 

access to medical assistance, and as a result, 

countless pregnant women have given birth in 

the bush.205 This endangers the lives of the 

mother and the unborn child, and in many cases, 

women have lost the baby in the process. Giving 

birth in the bush has become normalised for the 

population as well as humanitarian 

organisations - they distribute health kits, 

including rape kits, caesarean birth kits, and even 

bush kits for those who need them.206 

 

3.3. Access to education 

By the end of 2019, there were more than 

855,000 children out of school in the Northwest 

and Southwest regions of the country.207 One of 

the main issues of concern mentioned across 

among interviewees was the high number of 

children who have not been able to attend school 

since the beginning of the conflict. As Joaddan 

highlighted, children have been deprived of one 

of their fundamental rights: the right to 

education. Most interviewees noted that 

insecurity is the main reason behind school 

absenteeism. Maeva referred specifically to girls’ 

access to education, stating that they have been 

more affected “because with the crisis, many 

people think that these girls shouldn’t go to 

school because of (...), insecurities, because they 

are more vulnerable. So (...) the insecurities 

prevent girls from going to school.”  Sadia 

provided a clarifying statement in which she 

accounted some shocking incidents that have 

taken place in the country: 
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“So education is not a priority as it used to be, because there is no security, 

children go to school. (...), in the situation where we are, there is 

overcrowding in some schools, and also it is difficult to access certain areas 

because the schools are totally been closed. Again, the children were in 

school a lot of insecure, from one not going to school, (...). Because some of 

them are under attack, there’s a lot of gunshots in the area and some of the 

schools are burned with the children in the schools. (...) So you get to see 

that the schools are being targeted and schools are being burnt. Children 

who go to school are targeted. They are asked to be stripped naked by non-

state actors to dance in front of their teachers naked and to push them out 

into the (unclear because of network) You know, there is a lot of humiliation 

when it comes to school. The teachers don't have security, no psychosocial 

support in terms of having themselves rehabilitated, in terms of building 

their mental capacity. And they go to meet the same children who live in 

conflicting areas. So there is a lot on the ground that needs to be done.”  

Her words illustrate the different types of violence 

that the armed groups are exercising over 

children: direct and indirect physical violence as 

well as psychological violence in the form of 

humiliation and degrading treatment. This abuse, 

combined with the burning down of schools, is 

considered grave violations of children’s rights. 

Ketzia’s words show that schools in Cameroon's 

affected areas are no longer a safe space for 

children to thrive and learn. It is important to note 

that Ketzia also addressed the challenges that 

teachers are facing as a result of the conflict, 

which can result in mental issues. Teachers also 

do not receive enough psychosocial support, and, 

therefore, some of them might not be 

psychologically fit to be around kids. Hence, 

children might be at higher risk of suffering 

violence from their teachers as well. 

Among participants who have children, 

two of them stated that their kids - regardless of 

gender - have been out of school at some point 

since the outbreak of the crisis.  

"Cameroon: Elizabeth, 13, at left; Chimine, 

12, at right; and Vivian, Chimine’s mother, 

centre, display newly acquired birth 

certificates which open the door for the 

girls to attend school, sit for national 

exams and apply for national ID." 
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Consequently, they have tried to fill the 

gap in education by looking for other solutions. 

Daniella mentioned her son has been out of 

school for almost five months - at the time of the 

interview - and that she hired a private teacher to 

teach him at home. Ketzia also explained that her 

daughter did not attend school for almost a year 

until she decided to send her to another city to 

continue her education. According to Ketzia, her 

daughter and the other kids “didn't have 

thorough learning, they would go to school today 

and stay for two weeks without going to school in 

the [name of the city] shut down and things like 

that.” Thus, her daughter struggled to perform 

basic literary functions, including reciting the 

alphabet and spelling her name. In the meantime, 

Ketzia resorted to learning CDs for her daughter 

to listen to at home, which in the end was not 

“very effective because I wasn't home all the 

time.” In the case of Sadia, she did not send her 

daughter to another town, but instead her family 

moved to a city where schools were unaffected by 

the conflict. Hence, her children have been able 

to continue attending school. 

Interviewees also addressed other 

consequences that children are facing while they 

are not at school. Young girls are now more 

vulnerable and at higher risk of sexual violence. 

In fact, participants were asked about their 

opinion of the following statement “if they don’t 

go to school, girls face more sexual violence.” 

The answers were relatively homogeneous: 82% 

of participants agreed to this statement (38% 

strongly agree and 44% agree). As Joaddan 

mentioned, many young girls across conflict-

affected regions in the country have had to drop 

out of school and have engaged in sexual 

activities: 

“Most young girls they have dropped 

out of school (...) now they engaged 

themselves in sexual activities without 

knowing the devastating consequences. 

So it is really, really something to 

actually be addressed by the competent 

authorities. It’s not only in Buea, it’s not 

only in my villages. I also seen in (...) the 

remote part.” 

Joaddan also referred to the young boys 

who are not going to school and what they are 

doing instead - either start working in the fields 

or engage in harmful habits such as alcohol and 

drug abuse: 

“Children are not going to school or 

what they do now is the little farming 

for those one who can still make their 

way to their farmland. And all of that 

has actually, young boy has dropped 

out of school so all they can do now 

is engaged themselves in bad societal 

practices: drug consumptions, 

alcohol, and when they excess 

alcohol, they find doing things they 

are not supposed to do.”  

School is the first place where children 

are taught about gender equality and inequality. 

Thus, children not being able to attend school 

might be an obstacle to the realisation of gender 

equality in the country. This point of view was 

shared by all participants, who strongly agreed 

(94%) or agreed (6%) with the statement 

“education could be a tool to prevent violence 

against women”. Moreover, 94% of them 

strongly agreed with the fact that “children at 

school should learn about women’s rights and 

gender equality.” In fact, when asked “what 

prevents the country from achieving gender 

equality”, Maeva suggested: “Start educating 

people on the importance of gender equality in 

communities (...) where we also… have, we also 

have a community where we can see an increase 

in the rates of gender equality.” 
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3.4. Child marriage and early 

pregnancy 

As stated by UNICEF Executive Director 

Henrietta Fore (2019), “when children are out of 

school, they face a higher risk of recruitment by 

armed groups, child marriage, early pregnancy and 

other forms of exploitation and abuse. In fact, there 

has been an increase in the number of girls between 

14 - 17 years old who have been forced to get 

married.”208 According to a survey conducted in 

2018 in the Fontem, Mamfe and Kumba districts 

(Southwest Region), an estimated 58% of 

households have knowledge of early and forced 

marriages within the community.209 Indeed, several 

participants have addressed the rise in child 

marriages. According to Maeva, there are currently 

a higher number of girls who have been forced to 

get married since marriage has become an 

“obligation” for them. Maria also voiced that 

concern: “The crisis (...) has had an impact broadly, 

so girls in most villages and most regions right now 

in Cameroon have barely gone to school, girls who 

have been affected by the crisis, they are given 

instead over to marry.” 

Child marriage is also linked to unintended 

pregnancies. Young married girls are often 

pressured to start a family, and are targets of sexual 

Zviolence.210 Therefore, an increase in the number 

of girls getting married during the conflict would 

likely lead to an increase in early pregnancies. 

According to Human Rights Watch (2018), there has 

been a sharp increase in pregnancy rates among 

teenagers, possibly due to school absenteeism after 

the separatist forces enforced a boycott of 

education and the escalation of sexual violence 

against girls.211  Therefore, this augmentation in the 

last years is directly linked to the current conflict. As 

teenage mothers, they cannot attend school, and it 

is more difficult for them to get jobs because of their 

family responsibilities.212 These young girls are 

trapped   in   the   cycle   of   poverty   and   economic  

When children are out of 

school, they face a higher 

risk of recruitment by armed 

groups, child marriage, early 

pregnancy and other forms 

of exploitation and abuse. 
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dependency that can lead to domestic violence 

and GBV. 

This information has been corroborated 

by the responses from many interviewees. 

Joaddan reported that the number of teenage 

pregnancies has dramatically increased “to 

another level” since the outbreak of conflict. As 

previously analysed, she explained the shocking 

situation that is currently taking place in her 

village: “So many girls have been impregnated by 

young separatist fighters because (…)  they did 

not have the protection.” Joaddan noted that 

many of these pregnancies have resulted from 

girls being raped by members of the non-state 

armed groups. Young girls are left completely 

unprotected and at the hands of the armed 

groups, who would take advantage of their 

vulnerability. She also highlighted that girls living 

in rural and remote areas are more affected than 

urban areas. Ketzia further reinforced this idea: 

the number of girls who are facing sexual abuse 

and becoming pregnant is terribly high: 

“The women no longer, there are 

girls who have been pregnant. And 

you see the children who are being 

born now. They are born, their ages 

are at the ages of the crisis. Now, (…) 

the conflict has made it in a way 

that these boys who are in the 

bushes, they come to the quarter, 

they take young girls, they 

empregnate them, and they 

disappear. Now, when they get 

killed, those girls have to put to bed 

and cater for those children. Those 

are some of the problems that we 

are witnessing day in, day out.” 

This statement clearly presents the challenges 

young girls and their children are facing on a 

daily basis. They have to take care of children 

born from rape alone, putting them in a more 

vulnerable position. 

 

3.5. A halt in the pursuit of gender 

equality due to armed conflict?  

 The Anglophone crisis has brought new 

challenges to the population, such as sexual 

violence, killings, displacements, threats, and all 

types of insecurities. As a result, achieving 

genuine gender equality has been set aside. The 

realisation of gender equality and equity might 

not be the first priority of NGOs, political and 

social actors, or women at this point in time. For 

instance, because of the Anglophone crisis, 

many women give birth in the bushes and face 

tremendous health complications as they, and 

the babies, cannot access medical assistance.213 

This situation has become normalized because 

of the conflict and forced NGOs to focus their 

energy on dealing with this new violence that 

women face. The UN Population Fund started to 

provide bush kits such as rape kits and 

caesarean kits.214 In this case, women's survival 

in the conflict became the first priority and focus 

for international agencies. The realisation of 

gender equality is both out of reach and out of 

consideration during the Anglophone crisis.  

 In our interviews with local NGO leaders 

and volunteers, we tried to understand how the 

conflict influenced the object of their projects. 

About 80% of the participants could observe a 

change in their NGOs projects’ themes since the 

beginning of the conflict (the other 20% did not 

know the answer). This is how Sadia explained 

the impact of the crisis on her NGO missions:  
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“OK. Before we were, we were bound to walk in our region, we were not forced 

to move out of our region because we had our targeted population in the 

region. Our schools were functional, communities were functional. And there 

was lots of security to be able to navigate those communities and carry out 

projects that could be evaluated and monitored. But during the crisis, lots of 

change! A lot of those communities have been burnt, families separated, lots 

of men killed.  Women now take the position of their homes, and we now can 

see lots of people leaving the towns and communities to other regions, and so 

you find it difficult to continue into all projects in the same community. So, you 

now, we now had to do adapt, to adapt the work that we are doing by getting 

to find our existing population in the various regions where they are found 

now. (...) We had to do a need assessment to find out what kind of programmes 

and projects can be adaptable to internally displaced population. Because they 

are not more in their comfort zone. They have now moved to more difficult 

areas. And so they had difficult problems that needed difficult solutions. And 

that is the reason why we changed the face of our project to now working with 

internally displaced women and men and children. (...) I went to a school in, in 

Bafoussam, that's the Western region, where we find lots of internally displaced 

children and we, we kind of… talked with them, had a discussion with them 

and did a (unclear because of the network) advocating for their sexual 

reproductive health rights so that they can be able to, to prevent… early and 

teenage pregnancy and also the transmission of HIV AIDS and all the related 

diseases. So what we have been able to do for, for, for this time.” 

 

In this extract of Sadia’s interview, we can see that 

her NGO had to adapt to the conflict and change 

her approach to deal with immediate problems. 

The NGO turned to IDPs (that were previously 

living in local communities of the Northwest and 

Southwest regions she was working with before 

their displacement) and provided material and 

psychological support. Similarly, Hena explained 

that since the conflict started, NGOs she was 

working for focused more on hygiene, nutrition 

and taking care of the babies that were born in 

the bushes. However, she highlighted that these 

were not so important before. Political and social  
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actors developed new priorities due to the 

Anglophone crisis. 

Thus, the realisation of gender equality 

might have been impeded since the beginning of 

the conflict. “In other words, the daily life’s 

struggle is so worrying and hard that the 

intellectual, political and projection side 

becomes derisory.”215 Here, the daily life’s 

struggle is the GBV and general insecurity 

brought by the Anglophone crisis (e.g. rape, 

giving birth in the bush, poverty, displacement, 

torture, kidnapping, killing, etc.). This violence 

became so present and worrying daily that the 

projection and expectations for the socio-

economic and political future of the country 

became derisory. The attempts to increase 

gender equity and achieve gender equality 

rarefied as the crisis turned into a full-scale 

conflict. Instead, efforts focused on women's 

survival and the protection of people from GBV 

due to the Anglophone crisis.  
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4.1. Addressed to the Government of the Republic of Cameroon 

• Guarantee that security operations are respecting international human rights law, notably the 

United Nations Basic Principles on the Use of Firearms. 

• Engage in a comprehensive peace process with the Armed Separatists Groups, particularly 

through a mediation procedure with a trustworthy and independent international third party. 

• Respect and guarantee freedom of expression and assembly, including by committing to keep the 

internet available and open for civilians. 

• Ensure that all victims of human rights violations, including GBV, have access to adequate medical, 

psychological, legal and economic assistance and remedies; including easy access to medical 

professionals trained to adequately answer survivors needs (especially GBV survivors needs), the 

possibility to have a transparent judicial trial against the perpetrators, providing material 

compensations.  

• Investigate all allegations of violence, including GBV, and other human rights violations against 

civilians by the military and security forces; hold the military and security forces accountable. 

• Provide basic commodities to civilians in conflict-affected zones, including food supplies, access 

to water, sanitation, access to basic medical assistance.  

• Develop and present preventive intervention and awareness programs to the military, security 

forces, and states officials regarding gender inequality and gender-based oppression.  

• Introduce awareness campaigns about gender inequalities and gender-based issues to the 

population. 

• Ensure the protection of women who engage in political activities and support their participation 

in activism and the peace process.  

• Support financially and professionally women entrepreneurs with small businesses who lost their 

income due to the rise of insecurities with the Anglophone crisis, and give them the tools to be 

independent and sustainable.  

• Provide assistance to women displaced from their villages into cities and prevent further 

marginalisation and poverty.  

• Ensure the reunion of families of IDPs. Provide material support to ensure that parents can afford 

to provide for and live with their children. 

• Ensure universal access to education for all and respond to the education crisis in the Anglophone 

regions, notably by offering alternative forms of education and providing “catch-up programs.”  

• Introduce child’s protection and child’s psychological assistance to prevent and treat trauma for 

the children growing up in conflict-affected areas.  
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4.2. Addressed to Armed Separatist Groups 

• Guarantee that security operations are respecting international human rights law, notably the 

United Nations Basic Principles on the Use of Firearms. 

• Engage in a comprehensive peace process with the Government of the Republic of Cameroon, 

particularly through a mediation procedure with a trustworthy and independent international 

third party. 

• Ensure that fighters do no commit human rights violations such as rape and other kinds of GBV, 

killings of civilians, kidnapping and torture. 

• Investigate all allegations of violence, including GBV, and other human rights violations against 

civilians by fighters; hold them accountable. 

• Present preventive intervention and awareness program to the fighters and followers about 

gender inequality and gender-based issues.  

• Direct the fighters to stop and prevent GBV as well as gender inequalities in general.  

• End the school boycott and cease any attacks on schools, teachers and students.  

 

4.3. Addressed to social and political stakeholders (e.g. NGOs and international 

agencies) 

• Ensure that all victims of human rights violations, including GBV, have access to adequate medical, 

psychological, legal and economic assistance and remedies, including easy access to medical 

professionals trained to adequately answer survivors' needs (especially GBV survivors' needs).  

• Develop and promote awareness campaigns and programs about gender inequalities and 

gender-based issues. Raise awareness about gender inequality and guarantee access to 

information about gender-based issues. 

• Engage with men and young boys to raise awareness about gender inequality and gender-based 

issues.  

• Provide basic commodities to civilians in conflict-affected zones, including food supplies, access 

to water, sanitation, access to basic medical assistance.  

• Guarantee civilian’s protection and security after providing material help to them as they are often 

victims of ambushes and thefts targeting their new supplies on their way home.  

• Ensure that women and girls have safe spaces to talk and engage in activities within the 

community.  

• Provide assistance to women displaced from their villages into cities and prevent further 

marginalisation and poverty. 
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• Guarantee easy access to psychological support adapted to GBV.  

• Provide life skills development for women, including young and adolescent girls support 

programs and capacity building on political and community activities.  

• Introduce child’s protection and child’s psychological assistance to prevent and treat trauma for 

the children growing up in conflict-affected areas.   
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