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Briefing Note: Women Affected by Crisis in Cameroon 

Canada has a role to play in Cameroon’s ‘Anglophone Crisis.’ With our track record of standing up 
against human rights abuses across the world, we cannot ignore the conditions faced by women in this 
conflict. Canada’s focus on Women, Peace and Security, our Feminist International Agenda, and our 
history of supporting minority populations, including women, must be employed in Cameroon’s case. 

Cameroon’s crisis, ongoing for more than four years, has caused mass devastation. What began as a 
peaceful protest by Anglophone lawyers and teachers against the government’s placement of French-
speaking judges and teachers in English-speaking courts and schools, has deteriorated into a violent 
conflict and humanitarian disaster. Government security forces are battling non-state armed separatist 
militias, and civilians are helplessly caught in the crossfire and increasingly the targets of these violent 
actors. 

Atrocities include burning of entire villages, extrajudicial killings, torture, amputations, and kidnappings. 
Hospitals are violently targeted. Schools have been closed for four years, leading to illiterate and 
radicalized youth. Massacres have included civilian women and children—the Ngarbuh Massacre, in 
which soldiers and local herders killed 21 civilians, including 14 children and a pregnant woman; the 
Kumba Massacre, in which 7 pupils were killed at their desks; and the Mautu Massacre, in which soldiers 
killed 10 civilians, including women and a girl. 

The Norwegian Refugee Council has named this conflict the world’s most neglected displacement crisis 
for two years running. The United Nations estimates that 1.3 million people are in need of humanitarian 
assistance. 

This severely underreported conflict has especially harmed women and girls due to the vulnerability of 
displacement, sexual and gender-based violence, and school boycotts enforced by separatist groups. 
Women have great capacity to advocate for peace in times of insecurity, but their voices are largely 
neglected in Cameroon today. 

EXAMPLES OF IMPACTS ON WOMEN 
These examples of abuse faced by women and girls in the conflict are not comprehensive. 

Internal Displacement: Many women and girls are living unprotected in the bush. 
• Having lost their incomes, some women and girls engage in prostitution for money and basic needs. 
• Soldiers have chased and beaten women for farming, accusing them of feeding separatist fighters. 
• While collecting water or food, women and girls have been sexually assaulted. 
• Children have been orphaned or separated from their parents; girls are vulnerable to exploitation. 
• Over 60,000 are refugees in Nigeria, including women and girls; some of the girls now have babies. 

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence: State security forces and non-state armed groups have committed 
rape, sexual exploitation, public humiliation, and torture against women. 

• Women travelling without National ID Cards have been sexually exploited by security forces in 
exchange for letting them pass through checkpoints. 

• In March 2020, state forces raped over 20 civilian women in Ebam (HRW). 
• In August 2020, a woman in Bamenda was killed for dating a Cameroonian soldier. 
• In August 2020, a woman in Muyuka was beheaded for her relations with a Cameroonian soldier. 
• In October 2020, a video surfaced of a kidnapped woman made to strip and rub herself in mud for 

dating a Cameroonian soldier. 

A June 2019 report following fact-finding interviews found that “[m]ore than 75 percent of women 
interviewed had experienced physical or sexual violence” (CHRDA/RWCHR, 2019:33). The impacts of 
rape and sexual assault include threats of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, along with 

https://panafricanvisions.com/2021/04/cameroon-dire-situation-of-anglophone-refugees-fuels-urgency-for-a-negotiated-end-of-the-conflict-dr-chris-fomunyoh/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/26/cameroon-survivors-military-assault-await-justice
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immense psychological harm and insecurity. In January 2021 alone, 318 cases of sexual violence in the 
Anglophone regions were reported to UN OCHA, with many more going unreported. 

These cases have been compounded by a culture of impunity. “In Cameroon, there is no indication of 
proper investigations of allegations of sexual assault or that the victims or their families have received 
compensation for the abuse to which these women have been subjected” (CHRDA/RWCHR, 2019: 51). 

School Closures: In many areas of the Anglophone regions, children have been out of school for four 
years, due to a school boycott and general insecurity. Some non-state armed groups kidnap for ransom or 
otherwise harm teachers, headmasters, and children who attend school. The Cameroonian government, 
despite signing the Safe Schools Declaration, has not kept schools safe. 

• Principal Georgiana Enanaga of GHS Mile 16 Buea, and Principal Mary Singe of GHS Bomaka, 
were kidnapped, in May and July 2018, respectively. 

• In July 2019, a woman in Tiko was mutilated for home-schooling her children. 
• With children at home for four years, mothers are additionally burdened. 
• Children out of school are more prone to take up arms or be sexually abused. 
• Children, including girls, have been forcibly recruited into armed groups. 

WOMEN, PEACE, SECURITY 

At the same time that they face these challenges, “Women are naturally more prone to negotiate for peace 
than men, and in achieving this, women devise all available strategies and resources within their reach to 
mediate and resolve conflicts for peace to reign” (CHRDA, 2019). Right now, woman-led groups—such 
as REDHAC, SNWOT, and Reach Out Cameroon—are speaking out for peace and risking their lives to 
advocate for women in Cameroon.  

TWEETS FROM THOSE ON THE GROUND (#MyAnglophoneCrisisStory) 

FURTHER RESOURCES 
• US Senate Resolution 684 on Cameroon (adopted January 1, 2021) 
• Policy Brief: Risk of Mass Atrocities in Cameroon (US Holocaust Memorial Museum) 
• A Human Rights Situation Report, North West and South West Regions, Oct 2020-Feb 2021 (CHRDA) 
• Cameroon’s Unfolding Catastrophe (Raoul Wallenberg Centre & CHRDA) 
• Cameroon’s Anglophone Crisis: How to Get to Talks? (International Crisis Group) 
• Drawing a Line in the Sand (The Globe & Mail) 
• The Crisis in Cameroon Exposes Lingering Problems in Canadian Foreign Policy (The Globe & Mail) 

https://reports.unocha.org/en/country/cameroon/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-resolution/684
https://www.ushmm.org/genocide-prevention/countries/cameroon/policy-brief-risk-of-mass-atrocities-in-cameroon
https://www.chrda.org/a-human-rights-situation-report-of-the-north-west-and-south-west-regions-of-cameroon-between-october-2020-and-february-2021/
https://www.raoulwallenbergcentre.org/newsfeed/2019/6/4/release-of-landmark-report-on-unfolding-catastrophe-in-cameroon
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/central-africa/cameroon/272-crise-anglophone-au-cameroun-comment-arriver-aux-pourparlers
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-drawing-a-line-in-the-sand-the-un-has-a-responsibility-to-protect/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-drawing-a-line-in-the-sand-the-un-has-a-responsibility-to-protect/
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
It is vital for outside actors to move from condemning atrocities to taking action. 

1. Use bilateral and multilateral diplomatic pressure to encourage a temporary cessation of 
hostilities, and urge the Cameroonian government to attend the Swiss-led peace talks on offer since 
2019. Canada admirably supports the talks, but the Cameroon government has so far refused to join 
the table. 

2. Pass a parliamentary resolution on the Anglophone Crisis. On January 1, the US Senate passed 
Resolution 684, a significant bipartisan effort that called on the warring parties to end hostilities, and 
for the US to take action if not. We ask the Canadian Parliament to take an equivalent action, 
following the path of US Senate Resolution 684. 

3. Use the Magnitsky Law to impose targeted smart sanctions against individuals implicated in war 
crimes, crimes against humanity, and corruption in Cameroon. Canada’s friends, namely the US, the 
UK, France, and the EU, have all mentioned possible sanctions. 

4. End all forms of security cooperation, as well as military and dual-use exports, to Cameroon’s 
defence and security forces. The US reduced military aid to Cameroon in 2019 under the Leahy Law. 

5. Increase humanitarian assistance to local civil-society groups in Cameroon, with an emphasis on 
women-led groups. Additional funding for the Canadian Fund for Local Initiatives (CFLI) in 
Cameroon can help local organizations access remote, vulnerable areas that international 
humanitarian groups cannot access.

Please heed this March 2021 news release on Cameroon from Canada’s SDIR Subcommittee:

https://www.indcatholicnews.com/news/41659
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-resolution/684
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/07/world/africa/cameroon-military-abuses-united-states-aid.html

