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► In October 2016, the claims of English-speaking lawyers and teachers against the supremacy of 

the Francophone legislative and educational system, which discriminates against the provinces 

inhabited by English-speaking minorities, trigger a series of protests, which gave rise to the most 

crisis that hit Cameroon from the time of independence. The government led uninterruptedly for 36 

years by President Paul Biya, has deployed against the English-speaking activists, who claim 

secession from Yaoundé, also the elite troops of the Rapid Intervention Battalion, employed in the 

fight against the Nigeria's militant Islamist group Boko Haram. In the conflict, there are already 

hundreds of dead, both among civilians and among the military, 436,000 displaced persons and 

30,000 civilians fleeing to Nigeria. 

 

Origins and developments of the crisis in the English-speaking 

regions of Cameroon 

 

The crisis that has afflicted the English-speaking regions of Cameroon for more than two years 

began with a strike announced by a consortium of lawyers. The 11 October 2016 called to collect its 

members to protest against the use of French in the courts, and the poor knowledge of Anglo-Saxon 

procedures by French-speaking colleagues. However, no one could have foreseen that the protest 

would have re-launched the secessionist pressures in the two provinces inhabited by the 

Anglophone minority, which represents 20% of the almost twenty-five million inhabitants of the 

African country1. 

The first signs of the rebellion started to appear in the following days, when the teachers' union 

also joined the forensic mobilization, complaining about the presence of too many Francophone 

professors in the English-language school subsystem. At the teachers protest students joined too, 

deciding not to enter in the classroom until the claims had been taken into consideration by 

government. 

From the peaceful street demonstrations quickly arrived the violence, which have reached a 

point of no return between 21 and 22 November 2016. In these two days, in Bamenda, the capital of 

the Cameroon's English speaking Northwest region, during a sit-in erupted riots, which were sedated 

by the police opening fire on the crowd. At the end, was killing an English-speaking activist and 

injuring ten people, as well as arresting more than one hundred protesters2.  

After more than two years, dissent and rebellion have spread in Northwest and Southeast 

provinces, while the street demonstrations have become the hardest crisis that has struck Cameroon 

since independence.  

According to the data collected, at the beginning of last October by the International Crisis 

Group, the violent repression carried out by the military during the clashes with the various 

secessionist groups, has caused the death of about 500 civilians and hundreds of insurgents3. As in 

the armed attacks by rebels, at least 185 members of the security services have lost their lives4. 

  

                                                           
1  www.worldometers.info/world-population/cameroon-population/ 
2  Bamenda protests: Mass arrests in Cameroon, in «BBC News», 23 November 2016. www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-

38078238 
3  International Crisis Group, Africa Briefing n. 142, Cameroon: Divisions Widen Ahead of Presidential Vote, 3 October 

2018. https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/b142-cameroon-divisions-widen.pdf 
4  Ibidem 
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It is also very critical the humanitarian emergency generated by the crisis, which according to 

recent estimates by the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

(UNOCHA) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), has caused 436,000 

internally displaced people and forced over 30,000 civilians to seek refuge in Nigeria5. Instability has 

also affected the food security of English-speaking areas, with about half a million people facing a 

serious nutritional emergency6. 

A recent report by Human Rights Watch (HRW) said that both government security forces and 

armed separatists have committed grave abuses against civilians of Cameroon's Anglophone 

region7. Among the various abuses reported are included abductions and killings by separatists, who 

kidnapped students and ordered the closure of some schools. On the other hand, Cameroonian 

soldiers responded to the attacks with brutal retaliations, burning entire villages, killing civilians, 

arresting and torturing suspected separatists in the English-speaking regions8. 

In order to gain a more detailed understanding of the level reached by the conflict, it is important 

to note that to suppress the uprising; the Yaoundé government mobilized the Rapid Intervention 

Battalion (BIR), an elite unit of the Cameroonian army engaged in the fight against Nigeria's militant 

Islamist group Boko Haram. The BIR soldiers have been accused of perpetrating serious violations 

against the civilian population of the southern Cameroon region. In addition, according to reports 

from a Roman Catholic priest in Bamenda, they would be responsible for the death of hundreds of 

children9. 

The dramatic evolution of the Cameroonian crisis is visually tangible in the great deal of video 

clips widely shared on social media, some of which have been analysed by the BBC Africa Eye10. 

The movies, sometimes confused and difficult to verify, show villages burned, executions and torture. 

To foment the conflict there is also a superheated rhetoric, which first saw the military labelling the 

English-speaking separatists as "terrorists", who in turn accused the army of having orchestrated a 

"genocide" to exterminate the Anglophone population. 

 

The genesis of the crisis  

A first examination of the question emphasizes that the problem is fundamentally linked to the 

discrimination of the English-speaking population, but at the origins of this crisis, there is much more 

than a linguistic division.  

The ongoing conflict has deep roots that date back to the colonial-era divisions, when in 

accordance with the Berlin Conference of 1884-85 Cameroon became a German colony. After the 

adoption of an agreement signed in March 1916, in London, the former German possession was 

divided by assigning the southern and northern part, equivalent to one fifth of its territory, to Great 

Britain. While in 1919, the rest of the country was entirely entrusted to the France11. In 1922, the 

League of Nations gave the two European States a mandate on their respective administrative 

zones, which was renewed in 1946 by the United Nations. 

                                                           
5  www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/briefing/2018/11/5be551224/fleeing-violence-cameroonian-refugee-arrivals-nigeria-pass-

30000.html 
6  P. Le Roux, A. Boucher, Growing Instability in Cameroon Raises Fundamental Questions about the State, Africa Center 

for Strategic Studies, 26 October 2018. https://africacenter.org/spotlight/growing-instability-cameroon-raises-
fundamental-questions-about-state/ 

7  Human Rights Watch, Cameroon: Killings, Destruction in Anglophone Regions. Government and Separatists Abuse 

Civilians, 19 July 2018. www.hrw.org/news/2018/07/19/cameroon-killings-destruction-anglophone-regions 

8  Ibidem 
9  233 Ambazonian children killed by the Rapid Intervention Battalion in three months, in «Cameroon Intelligence Report», 

20 November 2018. www.cameroonintelligencereport.com/233-ambazonian-children-killed-by-the-rapid-intervention-
battalion-in-three-months/ 

10  www.youtube.com/watch?v=ct_SLnAGDuM&t=144s&list=PLajyiGz4JeyO2qgCvioQO-BzP1XCajJqt&index=6 
11  V.J. Ngoh, The Political Evolution of Cameroon, 1884-1961, Portland State University (1979). Dissertations and 

Theses. Paper 2929. https://tinyurl.com/y9ywo2l2 
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On 1 January 1960, the part administered by France gained independence and became the 

Republic of Cameroon. Independence was followed by a referendum whereby on 1 October 1961 

the northern part of the colony decided to be assimilated by Nigeria, while the southern English-

speaking region voted to unite with the French counterpart. Thus was born the Federal Republic of 

Cameroon, within which the English-speakers and the French-speakers would have had the same 

rights, while their differences would be respected and represented within the Cameroonian 

institutions. The result of the referendum was also legitimized by the 1608 resolution adopted in the 

fifteenth session of the United Nations General Assembly12, which according to the separatists has 

never been applied in the terms due by the federal government of Cameroon. 

In substance it happened that the ex-French and ex-English areas formed a bilingual 

federation, which maintained a certain regional autonomy until May 1972, when the then president 

Ahmadou Ahidjo called a new referendum to abolish federalism and introduce a system of 

increasingly centralized power, which replaced the federal state with a unitary state, which assumed 

the name of United Republic of Cameroon, leaving the capital in Yaoundé. The proclamation of the 

unitary state also involved the elimination of one of the two five-pointed stars from the national flag, 

which represented the English-speaking region. 

Subsequent constitutional reforms began to obscure the bilingual and bicultural characteristics 

of the country, which worsened after the advent in November 1982 of the then prime minister Paul 

Biya, a staunch supporter of measures that promoted the centralization of the former Anglo-French 

colony. A few months after his election, Biya decided to divide the English-speaking region into two 

provinces: Northwest and Southwest. 

Moreover, as a result of the revision of Article 1 of the Constitution, according to the law 84/1 

adopted on 4 February 1984 by the National Assembly of Cameroon, the adjective qualifier United 

was removed from the name of the country, which would once again be called the Republic of 

Cameroon13. 

Ahidjo and Biya were therefore the two architects of the policies that have directed the African 

country on a government apparatus based on centralization and assimilation, which managed in a 

superficial way, has led the Anglophone minority to feel politically, culturally and economically 

assimilated by the Francophone system.  

                                                           
12  https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/198/23/IMG/NR019823.pdf?OpenElement 
13  http://www.cvuc-uccc.com/minat/textes/22.pdf 
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Over the years, centralization has gradually strengthened, restricting democratic space and 

individual freedoms. Meanwhile, the emergence of English-speaking political movements did not 

prevent the predominance of French cultural references, which helped to fuel a growing sense of 

loss of identity and belonging in the English-speaking minority. The latter has repeatedly tried to 

protest against this drift, but the government has remained firm in the adoption of its policies that 

have marginalized the English-speaking population. As demonstrated by the fact that in 2017, out of 

36 ministers, only one was English-speaking; while the president of the Senate, the president of the 

national assembly, the first president of the Supreme Court and the president of the constitutional 

council were all French language. 

The lack of representation has increased the resentment among young people of the two 

English-speaking provinces, which have become increasingly sensitive to the problem and through 

social media have found a powerful sounding box for their recriminations. 

The combination of these elements and the persistent indifference of the government in 

reforming the centralist policies adopted almost half a century earlier, have further marked the 

divisions and encouraged the secessionist pressures, which gave rise to the 2016 protests. 

 

Radicalization of the conflict 

The current crisis is therefore the worrying recovery of an old problem, which is causing a 

condition of high instability in the West African country, fuelled by the Yaoundè closure, which from 

the beginning has forbidden any form of dissent. As the blocking of the internet connection, which 

from January to April 2017, has obscured communications with the outside, especially with the 

Cameroonian diaspora, very involved in the issue and endowed with resources. 

All this, has fueled further protests in the region and produced the radicalization of the conflict 

by many activists, who have chosen the way of armed struggle to achieve secession by gathering 

broad support, until firmly established themselves at the head of the uprising. 

It should also be noted, that the heavy repression of the Cameroonian security forces and the 

numerous losses suffered by the separatists helped to strengthen their determination. It is also be 

explained that these extremist fringes have burned schools and administrative buildings, up to 

exercising an authoritarian drift towards the residents of the most populated urban centers of the 
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English-speaking areas, to which they have forbidden free movement on certain days, threatening 

violent retaliation against anyone contravened the ban. 

A date that marks a point of no return in the confrontation with the central government of 

Yaoundé is the 1 October 2017, the 56th anniversary of the unification of Cameroon. On the symbolic 

date, the leaders of the protest, gathered under the Southern Cameroons National Council (SCNC), 

proclaimed the independence of the two English provinces from the rest of the country, giving rise 

to the Republic of Ambazonia14. The decision has been accompanied by the appointment of a 

president, Sisiku Ayuk Tabe, who from the exile formed the first government. 

In the Anglophone region various armed groups were formed, such as the Ambazonia Defense 

Forces (ADF), the armed wing of the Ambazonia Governing Council, the Southern Cameroon 

Defense Forces (SOCADEF), and the Ambazonia Self-Defence Council encompassing: The Tigers 

of Ambazonia, The Southern Cameroons Defense Forces (SCDF), The Vipers Militia, The Manyu 

Ghost Warriors, and Ambazonia Restoration Army (ARA). In addition to other minor formations, such 

as the Ambaland Forces, which last November 4 claimed the seizure of 79 students in a Presbyterian 

secondary school near Bamenda. 

The armed separatists would be around a few hundred fighters, but nevertheless they were 

able to influence the regular conduct of the presidential elections last October 7 in the south-western 

province, but especially in that of the north-western area, where the violence forced local authorities 

to close a considerable number of polling stations, leading to a low percentage of voter turnout. 

 

The proposal for an Anglophone general conference 

However, in the ongoing crisis there are attempts to open up to dialogue, such as the appeal 

of last September, that the Archbishop of Douala Samuel Kleda, president of the National Episcopal 

Conference, the Reverend Fonki Samuel Forba, leader of the Council of Protestant Churches, and 

Sheikh Oumarou Malam, leader of the Cameroon Islamic High Council, turned to the actors of the 

conflict to limit violence and pacify the English-speaking provinces. The appeal, however, did not 

have the desired effect, and last October 1, the Yaoundé government imposed a series of new 

restrictive measures aimed at preventing new demonstrations in the Anglophone area. 

In an attempt to start a constructive national dialogue to find a solution to the Anglophone 

question, the three religious leaders also proposed organizing an English-speaking General 

Conference in Buea, capital of the Southwest region of Cameroon. The conference was initially 

scheduled to take place on 29 and 30 August, but was postponed by the Organizing Committee on 

21 and 22 November to allow better preparation of the work, and ensure the presence of all 

interested parties15. However, after November 19, the organizers announced a new postponement 

due to the lack of authorization from local authorities, it does not seem certain that the conference 

will take place16. Although most of the pro-federalist leaders and civil society members are in favour 

of holding the meeting, the difficulties of sitting around a table the government and separatist leaders 

appear increasingly evident. 

  

                                                           
14  The name Ambazonia was coined in 1984 by a group of citizens from the former United Nations Territory of Southern 

Cameroon, led by Gorji Dinka, an ancestral leader of the Widikum people, who accused the first president of Cameroon, 

Ahmadou Ahidjo, to unilaterally withdraw the Republic of Cameroon from the union created in 1961. The term has a 

geographical origin referable to the Ambas bay, located on the sea coast directly in front of the Equatoguinea island of 

Bioko and considered the natural border between Cameroon French and Southern Cameroon 

15 International Crisis Group, Cameroon: Proposed Anglophone General Conference Deserves National and International 
Support, 17 settembre 2018. https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/17sept18-cameroon-english.pdf 

16 Cameroon: Anglophone General Conference postponed again, in «Journal du Cameroun», 20 novembre 2018. 

https://tinyurl.com/y8cbx4db 
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Analysis, assessments and forecasts  

The peace process to arrive at a solution to the crisis in the southern Cameroon regions seems 

to meet many obstacles, mainly focused on the hypothetical form of government, federal or 

decentralized, to be established in the English-speaking area. Without counting the large number of 

activists who call for secession from Yaoundé. Furthermore, there remains the crux of the 

representation of the English-speaking minority in the political-economic decisions of the country. In 

addition to the formal admission by the government of the discrimination and injustices suffered in 

the decades by the English-speakers. 

There is also to highlight, that the almost eighty-six-year-old president Paul Biya, who returned 

last October for the seventh time leading the country, and the leaders of his party, the Cameroonian 

People's Democratic Union (DPRK), despite having repeatedly stated to be "ready for dialogue" with 

the separatists, so far have not been able to offer a valid and concrete path to exit the political and 

military stalemate resulting from the crisis. Moreover, the uncertainty about the possibility of holding 

an English-speaking General Conference shows that the dialogue between the parties in conflict is 

still a distant prospect, which should be made possible by a greater opening of the government to 

the claims of greater autonomy of the English-speaking population. Finally, the urgency of finding a 

solution to the crisis in the short term should also be considered in the economic recession that 

followed. Which according to the Cameroon Employers' Association (GICAM) has produced a 

passive of over 410 million euros, in addition to the loss of 6,500 jobs in the formal sector17. 

 

 

                                                           
17 Les conséquences de la crise anglophone sur l’économie du Cameroun, in «Camer.be», 19 September 2018. 

www.camer.be/70292/12:1/cameroon-les-consequences-de-la-crise-anglophone-sur-leconomie-du-cameroun.html 


