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S u m m a r y
Cameroon has long been viewed as a model of stability in a region fraught with conflict. Under 
the surface, however, tensions between its Anglophone and Francophone populations have 
simmered for decades. The Anglophone minority, mostly concentrated in the North-West and 
South-West regions (NWSW), has been marginalized, discriminated against, and economically 
disenfranchised since a referendum ended federalism and joined the two populations in a full 
political union in 1972.

In late 2016, instability gave way to violence when protests against the government’s imposition 
of Francophone teachers and lawyers in Anglophone schools and courts were met with military 
action.1 The government’s reaction to the protests resulted in the formation of several non-state 
armed groups and fueled existing separatist sentiment. Armed groups enforced school boy-
cotts,2 and the subsequent violent confrontations have forced more than half a million people 
to flee their homes. According to the UN, the conflict has left 1.3 million people in need of assis-
tance. 

Cameroonian authorities deny the severity of the displacement and humanitarian need. Making 
matters worse, both Cameroonian forces and non-state armed groups severely restrict freedom 
of movement, preventing local populations from accessing their land and basic services. Both 
also have taken steps to limit the access of humanitarian workers to populations affected by the 
conflict. However, through sustained engagement with local officials, communities, and armed 
groups, relief groups have been able to build trust and expand their reach into areas hit hard 
by the violence. Most of these groups have relied on their own internal funding, not specifically 
designated for the NWSW, to assess and serve the affected populations because international 
donors have yet to step up and engage in a meaningful way. 

Instead, foreign donor governments and other international stakeholders have focused on 
supporting a peace process, which clearly deserves international engagement. However, it is 
unlikely to bear fruit in the near term because the parties involved refuse to engage in mean-
ingful dialogue. This fact raises the question of why donors so far have refused to expand their 
engagement beyond the peace process to address the humanitarian consequences of the 
fighting. The humanitarian situation is deteriorating rapidly as aid organizations burn through 
the last of their resources.

To better understand the issues humanitarian actors face in the NWSW, a team from Refugees 
International traveled to Cameroon in March and April 2019. Refugees International found that 
access to affected communities remains a challenge for these organizations. Although aid 
groups can make changes to improve the effectiveness of their response, increased funding―
and specifically, a more cooperative response from the national government―would change 
the humanitarian landscape most dramatically. Most important, international donor involvement 
would increase global attention to the crisis and allow UN agencies and humanitarian organi-
zations to overcome obstacles to the humanitarian response and better protect the NWSW’s 
civilian population.

1.  Tah, Peter. “Cameroon Conflict: ‘We Live in Fear in Bamenda’.” BBC News. November 15, 2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-africa-46178620.
2.  Chris W.J. Roberts, “Ambazonia: Justin Trudeau’s Biafra?” Canadian Global Affairs Institute Policy Perspective, September 
2018, accessed May 18, 2019, https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/cdfai/pages/4050/attachments/original/1537901429/Am-
bazonia_Justin_Trudeaus_Biafra.pdf?1537901429.
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R e c o m m e n d at i o n s
To the Government of Cameroon:

• Publicly recognize the severity of the crisis. Cameroonian authorities are responsible for 
addressing the needs of civilians. Their failure to recognize the extent of displacement and 
humanitarian need has direct implications for the well-being of people in the NWSW and 
contributes to the failure of the international community to support the response effectively. 

To the Government of Cameroon and Armed Groups:

• Guarantee unrestricted access. The Government of Cameroon and non-state armed 
groups must ensure safe passage for civilians, health workers, humanitarian organizations, 
and the diplomatic community throughout the NWSW. 

• Accept that humanitarian organizations must adhere to humanitarian principles. Camer-
oonian authorities and non-state armed groups must accept the adherence of international 
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nongovernmental organizations (INGOs), local groups, and UN agencies to the humanitarian 
principles of neutrality and independence. Aid groups need to have contact with all parties 
to the conflict to negotiate access and cannot side—or be seen to side—with any of the 
parties, including Cameroon’s military.

To the International Community and Donor Institutions: 

• Increase funding. Donors cannot wait for things to deteriorate further. They must provide 
flexible funding to reach the $93.5 million the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) estimates is needed for a thorough response in the NWSW. This immediate 
action is critical to ensure those organizations that have been using their internal funds are 
not forced to abandon the populations they have increasingly been able to reach. 

• Echo calls for unrestricted humanitarian access. The international diplomatic community in 
Yaoundé and political leaders in capitals worldwide must magnify the efforts of humanitari-
an organizations by echoing their requests for unfettered access to populations in need. 

To Humanitarian Organizations and UN Agencies in Cameroon:

• Train local NGOs on humanitarian principles and strengthen their implementing capac-
ity. The pre-existing network of local organizations has allowed humanitarian groups to 
build trust and gain access to populations throughout the NWSW. However, many of these 
groups have not been trained in humanitarian principles, resulting in occasional violations. It 
is vital that international humanitarian organizations and UN agencies provide local groups 
with training to ensure their compliance with humanitarian principles. They must also pro-
vide technical training to local actors working on protection issues to strengthen their ability 
to respond effectively. 

• Expand International NGO Safety Organization’s (INSO’s) operations into the NWSW 
regions. INSO’s provision of real-time security incident alerts, strategic planning support, 
crisis assistance, and guidance on improving access is vital in enabling organizations to 
overcome security obstacles. Cameroonian authorities must permit expansion of their oper-
ations. 

• Establish an INGO Forum with donor support. Many INGOs fear reprisals from the Cam-
eroonian authorities for reporting on the crisis and the extensive needs of the affected 
population. Launching an INGO Forum, which could operate either from within or outside 
of Cameroon, would allow operational organizations to report collectively on the practical 
realities and challenges. 

• Uphold the “ground rules” for engagement and information sharing with Cameroonian 
authorities. Together with OCHA, humanitarian organizations have drafted agreed-up-
on ground rules for effective and principled engagement with Cameroonian authorities. 
However, these rules have not been fully respected. Aid organizations must follow these 
guidelines to work alongside the Government of Cameroon and its armed forces. Given the 
significant impediments to access, doing so is vital to protect the already-limited humanitar-
ian space. 
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To UN Leadership:

• Establish full-time positions within UN agency offices in the NWSW. Despite the ongoing 
crisis, which shows no signs of waning, UN staff has been appointed to the NWSW on a 
temporary basis only. UN agencies in these regions, especially OCHA and the United Na-
tions Refugee Agency (UNHCR), should create permanent positions for staff in their offices 
in the main NWSW cities of Bamenda and Buea to ensure continuity and prepare for ex-
panded operations, contingent on donor funding.

• Increase the visibility of the crisis, mobilize donor support, and call for unfettered human-
itarian access. Severe underfunding, lack of international attention, and the stalemate be-
tween aid groups and Cameroonian authorities are crippling the humanitarian response. UN 
Secretary General Antonio Guterres must plan a visit to Cameroon to engage with President 
Paul Biya on these crucial issues. 

• Launch country-based pooled funds for a more nimble humanitarian response in Camer-
oon. With trend lines only worsening, international humanitarian organizations must explore 
longer-term funding options. With donor support, OCHA should begin putting in place the 
mechanisms needed to establish pooled funds in Cameroon. Such funds are flexible and 
not earmarked, allowing both local and international aid organizations to respond to the 
most pressing needs in a timely manner. 
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B a c k g r o u n d
Despite Cameroon’s relative stability in a 
region fraught with conflict, tensions between 
its Anglophone and Francophone popula-
tions have been simmering for decades. Even 
though English is one of the country’s two of-
ficial languages, Anglophone communities in 
Cameroon have been marginalized, discrim-
inated against, and economically deprived 
since a referendum that joined the two Cam-
eroons in 1972.3 The Anglophone minority 
now accounts for 20 percent of Cameroon’s 
22 million citizens and is concentrated in the 
NWSW region.4

Since the country’s independence from colo-
nial powers in the 1960s, the NWSW has ex-
perienced political and social tensions, driven 
largely by grievances over the marginaliza-
tion of the Anglophone population. In Oc-
tober 2016, instability gave way to violence 
when protests against the government’s 
imposition of Francophone teachers and 
lawyers in Anglophone schools and courts 
were met with military action.5 The reaction to 
the protests fueled already existing separatist 
sentiment and dozens of non-state armed 
groups formed to retaliate against Cameroo-
nian security forces and institute and enforce 
school boycotts.6

Both non-state armed groups and Cameroo-
nian security forces have targeted the civilian 
population in Anglophone areas. Approxi-
mately 1,800 people have been killed since 
the escalation of the conflict.7 Cameroonian 

3.  Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization, “Timeline: Unfolding of the Independence Movement in Ambazonia,” 
accessed May 18, 2019, https://unpo.org/article/21073.
4.  “Timeline: Unfolding of the Independence Movement in Ambazonia.”
5.  “Cameroon Conflict: ‘We Live in Fear in Bamenda’.”
6.  “Ambazonia: Justin Trudeau’s Biafra?”
7.  International Crisis Group, “Cameroon’s Anglophone Crisis: How to Get to Talks?” Report No. 272, accessed May 18, 2019, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/central-africa/cameroon/272-crise-anglophone-au-cameroun-comment-arriver-aux-pourparl-
ers.
8.  Human Rights Watch, “Cameroon: Events of 2018,” accessed May 18, 2019, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/coun-
try-chapters/cameroon#f0d3d4.
9.  OCHA, “Emergency Response Plan, 2018,” accessed May 18, 2019, https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/
cmr_nw_sw_fa_2018-05_summary_v07_light_0.pdf.
10.  OCHA, “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis Situation Report No. 5 - As of 31 March 2019,” accessed May 18, 

security forces have committed extrajudi-
cial killings, made arbitrary arrests, tortured 
detainees, and set fire to numerous towns 
and villages. Non-state armed groups have 
burned down schools and enforced school 
boycotts, using kidnapping and assault to 
deter attendance.8

In October 2016, instability gave 
way to violence when protests 
against the government’s 
imposition of Francophone teachers 
and lawyers in Anglophone schools 
and courts were met with military 
action.

Displacement and Needs
The conflict has displaced large numbers 
of people and resulted in a significant hu-
manitarian crisis. According to the UN Office 
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA), the violence has left 1.3 million peo-
ple in need of assistance. The UN estimates 
that the number of those internally displaced 
by the turmoil in the NWSW has steadily 
increased since May 2018, when 160,000 
Cameroonians were first forced to flee.9 
Current estimates of displacement within the 
Anglophone population in the NWSW now 
stand at more than 530,000 and continue to 
rise daily.10 It is estimated that 50 percent of 
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internally displaced persons (IDPs) fled from 
their towns and villages into rural areas in the 
bush or forest.11 Others have found shelter in 
host communities; many are living in over-
crowded conditions in need of basic hygiene 
and domestic items.12

Because of the continuing conflict, violence 
against and abuse of the civilian popula-
tion are the most pressing concerns for the 
people in affected areas. The United Nations 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR) has documented 
widespread protection issues and human 
rights violations, including the burning of 
property, kidnapping, rape and sexual assault, 
child labor and abuse, and illegal arrests. 
Women, children, and people with disabilities 
reported the highest numbers of protection 
concerns.13

2019, https://reliefweb.int/report/cameroon/cameroon-north-west-and-south-west-crisis-situation-report-no-5-31-march-2019.
11.  “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis Situation Report No. 5.”
12.  UNHCR, “Cameroon 2019 Supplementary Appeal,” accessed May 18, 2019, http://reporting.unhcr.org/node/22021. 
13.  “Cameroon 2019 Supplementary Appeal.”
14.  “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis Situation Report No. 5.”
15.  OCHA, “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis, Situation Report N°4 as of 28 February 2019,” accessed May 18, 
2019, https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/cameroon/document/cameroon-north-west-and-south-west-crisis-
situation-report-n°4-28.

Many IDPs and communities affected by the 
conflict have witnessed atrocities and are in 
need of psychosocial support. The UN esti-
mates that more than 266,000 children need 
care after experiencing trauma, losing family 
members, engaging in the conflict, or finding 
themselves separated from their families.14 In 
addition, sexual and gender-based violence 
is common in the NWSW, where survivors 
need urgent medical care and psychosocial 
support.

The needs for shelter and non-food items are 
also extremely pressing. Many IDPs are living 
in makeshift shelters or repurposed agricul-
tural facilities. These poor living conditions 
expose them to health issues such as malaria 
and respiratory disease, and the situation 
is expected to decline further with the up-
coming rainy season.15 Many IDPs who have 

R e s e a r c h  o v e r v i e w
In March and April 2019, a Refugees International team traveled to Yaoundé, Cameroon for two 
weeks to research the state of the humanitarian response to the ongoing crisis in the North-
West and South-West regions (NWSW). The team conducted more than 25 interviews, both in 
person and over the phone, with local and international nongovernmental organization (INGO) 
staff, UN officials, and international embassy representatives. Team members also requested to 
meet with Cameroonian authorities, but these queries went unanswered or were denied. Refu-
gees International did not attempt to meet with displaced populations; they have been subject-
ed to numerous humanitarian assessments over time but have received remarkably little aid, 
so the team was concerned that such interviews would both worsen assessment fatigue and 
create false expectations among those in dire need. Moreover, a 10-day lockdown in the NWSW 
kept the Refugees International team from visiting these regions.
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found shelter in host communities experience 
overcrowding that presents increased protec-
tion and health issues. 

The majority of the displaced population 
previously relied on agriculture or raising 
livestock for both food and income. Forced 
to flee their villages, they now lack access to 
fields and markets.16 This circumstance has in-
creased the threat of food insecurity for IDPs 
in the NWSW. According to OCHA, 1.5 million 
people in the region are food insecure.17

Warring parties have hindered 
service provision by targeting and 
destroying education and health 
facilities.

Although the NWSW was a relatively well-de-
veloped region of the country, ongoing fight-
ing is quickly eroding existing infrastructure. 
Since the onset of clashes, separatists have 
enforced school boycotts. Warring parties 
have hindered service provision by targeting 
and destroying education and health facili-
ties. An estimated 40 schools in the NWSW 
have been affected; 42,500 children have not 
had consistent access to education over the 
past three years.18
 

16.  “Emergency Response Plan, 2018,”
17.  “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis Situation Report No. 5.”
18.  “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis, Situation Report No. 4.”
19.  “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis, Situation Report No. 4.”
20.  “Cameroon: Events of 2018.”

S e r v i n g  R e f u g e e s 
w h i l e  Fa i l i n g  t h e 
I n t e r n a l ly  D i s p l a c e d
Cameroon is currently grappling with the fall-
out of both regional and internal crises that 
have left 4.3 million people in need within its 
borders,19 including both refugees and IDPs. 
For years, it has welcomed refugees fleeing 
conflict in neighboring countries. Cameroon 
currently hosts more than 350,000 refugees 
and asylum seekers from the Central African 
Republic and 90,000 from Nigeria. It is also 
engaged in the fight against Boko Haram in 
its Extreme North Region.20 The government 
has acknowledged the needs of refugees 
and allowed numerous humanitarian organi-
zations to provide support both to them and 
Cameroonian civilians who have suffered as a 
result of the conflict with Boko Haram. 

The Government of Cameroon 
has yet to fully acknowledge 
the severity of the situation in 
the NWSW and has actively 
discouraged the humanitarian 
community’s engagement there. 

However, the Government of Cameroon 
has yet to fully acknowledge the severity of 
the situation in the NWSW and has actively 
discouraged the humanitarian community’s 
engagement there. Cameroon’s Minister of 
Territorial Administration, Paul Atanga Nji, has 



www.refugeesinternational.org | 11 

said that NGOs are inflating numbers and 
promoting “fake news.”21 The government 
wrongly claims that only 152,000 people 
have been displaced in the country as a 
result of the Anglophone crisis, as opposed 
to the UN estimate of at least 530,000.22 Its 
nominal reaction has been to create a hu-
manitarian response plan and coordination 
structure that violates humanitarian principles 
by demanding that humanitarian organiza-
tions support the objectives of the govern-
ment and military. 

The failure of the Cameroonian 
state to engage effectively in the 
NWSW has created a gap in the 
humanitarian response that donors 
and foreign governments have yet 
to fill.

The failure of the Cameroonian state to en-
gage effectively in the NWSW has created a 
gap in the humanitarian response that donors 
and foreign governments have yet to fill. Most 
international attention has been focused 
on supporting a peace process designed 
to bring an end to the fighting in the Anglo-
phone regions. Certainly, the support of the 
international community is vital to crafting a 
lasting peace. However, there is little evi-
dence that the peace process is likely to bear 
fruit in the near term. On one hand, the Gov-
ernment of Cameroon has asserted that it will 
engage in dialogue only with “persons who 

21.  Journal de Cameroun, “Cameroon: Over 75.000 Families Affected by Anglo Crisis have Benefitted from Gov’t Assistance,” 
April 4, 2019, accessed May 18, 2019, https://www.journalducameroun.com/en/cameroon-over-75-000-families-affected-by-an-
glo-crisis-have-benefitted-from-govt-assistance/.
22.  Cameroon Online, Number of IDPs in Cameroon’s Troubled Anglophone Regions Inflated by NGOs: Minister,” April 
5, 2019, accessed May 18, 2019, https://www.cameroononline.org/number-of-idps-in-cameroons-troubled-anglophone-re-
gions-inflated-by-ngos-minister/.
23. Abdur Rahman Alfa Shaban, “Cameroon Govt Ready for Dialogue over Anglophone Crisis–Atanga Nji in Buea,”
Africa News, March 27, 2018, https://www.africanews.com/2018/03/27/cameroon-govt-ready-for-dialogue-over-anglophone-
crisis-atanga-nji-in-buea/.
24.  “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis Situation Report No. 5.”

are advancing the unity of Cameroon as a 
nation.”23 On the other hand, representatives 
of separatist armed groups have said that 
they will settle for independence or nothing. 
Although productive dialogue and long-term 
solutions remain elusive, the international 
community and the Government of Camer-
oon have a responsibility to the hundreds of 
thousands of civilians in need in the NWSW. 

O v e r c o m i n g 
O b s ta c l e s : 
H u m a n i ta r i a n  A c t o r s 
E x pa n d  t h e i r  R e a c h 
Despite major obstacles, international human-
itarian organizations have made considerable 
headway in expanding their operations into 
the NWSW. Using various strategies, inter-
national aid organizations have been able to 
provide assistance to 42,000 vulnerable peo-
ple in the conflict zone and assess conditions 
for many more.24 INGOs continue to engage 
with local officials, communities, and armed 
groups to educate them about humanitari-
an principles, helping enable humanitarian 
workers to scale up and expand their reach in 
many parts of the NWSW. 

Humanitarian partners told the Refugees 
International team of areas where they have 
overcome numerous obstacles to access 
to affected populations posed by the gov-
ernment and armed groups, and build up 
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community acceptance. The map above 
shows the number of IDPs in those areas 
that organizations could access. The map 
demonstrates that, despite the challenges, 
relief groups have been able to engage with 
communities and populations in the majority 
of divisions in both the NW and SW—with 
humanitarian organizations having slightly 
greater reach into the NW.

Despite the challenges, relief 
groups have been able to engage 
with communities and populations 
in the majority of divisions in both 
the NW and SW.

In areas completely or “partially accessible,” 
UN agencies and INGOs are using a mix of 

strategies to reach vulnerable populations, 
including negotiating with armed groups and 
adopting a grassroots approach centered on 
communication with village chiefs, religious 
leaders, and local organizations. Of course, 
effective negotiation requires significant time 
and resource commitments from aid groups. 
Representatives of one large international 
organization told the Refugees International 
team that they engage in at least two or three 
in-person meetings and consistent telecom-
munication with partners to explain humani-
tarian principles, create an understanding of 
potential aid, and establish trust. At present, 
they spend most of their time negotiating 
access. 

In more remote rural areas, humanitarian 
workers must time their interventions careful-
ly. Large numbers of civilians hide in densely 
wooded areas and come into town only on 
market days or to attend religious services 
on Sundays. Such days provide a rare op-
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portunity to engage these hard-to-reach 
populations. Some organizations operating 
in these areas expressed concern that many 
of their counterparts are not making effective 
use of church connections to gain the trust 
of communities and, in turn, increase their 
geographic coverage.

Partnering with Local Groups
Before the outbreak of conflict, the NWSW 
had numerous well-established civil society 
organizations that worked to protect civil 
liberties and further develop their regions, 
which were largely ignored and marginalized 
by the national government. As the crisis 
escalated, these organizations shifted their 
focus to help address the consequences of 
the conflict, thus moving to the forefront of 
the humanitarian response. Some UN agen-
cies and INGOs have opted to tap into this 
network of pre-existing local organizations by 
providing funding or subcontracts to support 
their work. These local groups are both well 
known and well respected, enabling them to 
deliver humanitarian assistance to communi-
ties in areas unreachable by newly arriving, 
unfamiliar international actors. 

Local groups are both well known 
and well respected, enabling them 
to deliver humanitarian assistance 
to communities in areas unreach-
able by newly arriving, unfamiliar 
international actors.

Although there are advantages to partnering 
with local NGOs, many have little to no ex-
perience with humanitarian work and unfor-
tunately lack the specific expertise needed 
to deliver humanitarian aid in a complex and 
conflict-ridden environment. At the onset 
of the crisis, many of them were unfamiliar 

with the humanitarian principles that should 
govern their responses. Even after receiv-
ing some training, many have struggled to 
adhere to those principles. In some instanc-
es, they have, for example, provided lists of 
their anticipated beneficiaries to Cameroo-
nian authorities. It is crucial for international 
partners to ensure that the local groups with 
which they work or subcontract are trained to 
both understand and operate on the basis of 
humanitarian principles. 

Some local NGOs have been provided 
with online courses, such as the Harvard 
Humanitarian Initiative’s “Building a Better 
Response.” However, this course and others 
like it must be made widely available to all 
implementing partners before they take any 
action. Additionally, organizations working on 
sector responses that require technical ex-
pertise—especially protection issues, such as 
sexual and gender-based violence and child 
protection—must be provided with training 
either in person or remotely. Training should 
be planned and carried out with international 
sectorial experts (such as cluster leads) to en-
sure it is as tailored and effective as possible.

C h a l l e n g e s  Fa c i n g 
H u m a n i ta r i a n  R e l i e f 
O p e r at i o n s 
Despite their success in accessing popu-
lations to assess their needs, humanitarian 
actors face a series of major obstacles in 
establishing consistent access to provide aid 
to those displaced in the NWSW. Through-
out these regions, freedom of movement is 
severely restricted, cutting people off from 
their land and basic services. Relief efforts 
are further complicated by the Cameroonian 
authorities’ continued denial of the severity 
of the displacement and humanitarian needs. 
Moreover, both government forces and 
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armed groups have largely refused to respect 
the humanitarian principles that guide relief 
groups’ operations. 

Freedom of movement is severely 
restricted, cutting people off from 
their land and basic services. Re-
lief efforts are further complicated 
by the Cameroonian authorities’ 
continued denial of the severity of 
the displacement and humanitarian 
needs. 

Impediments to Access
Violence, military operations, “ghost town” 
days, and multiday lockdowns have limited 
the ability of humanitarian groups to access 
the hundreds of thousands of people who 
need assistance. Since the beginning of 2019, 
armed groups have declared “ghost town” 
days every Monday and the 29th day of each 
month. During these days, all businesses are 
closed and road circulation is blocked. These 
armed groups have also announced many 
multiday lockdowns. As a result, humanitari-
an groups were able to operate for only five 
days in all of February. In early April, a 10-day 
lockdown prevented all access.

Even when “ghost town” rules are not in 
effect, access remains inconsistent and lim-
ited. By all accounts, the armed groups are 
extremely fragmented and loosely organized. 
This circumstance, coupled with the Camer-
oonian government’s refusal to recognize the 
severity of the crisis, has made negotiating 
access to civilian populations difficult. 

The Cameroonian authorities and some 
armed groups will not permit assistance to 
reach many parts of the NWSW. Government 

forces and armed factions have established 
checkpoints on roads within and leading to 
these parts of the country. There, civilians, 
civil servants, health workers, and NGO staff 
are often asked for bribes, turned around, 
forced to surrender their equipment, threat-
ened, or forcibly detained.

Given that the government has 
downplayed the crisis and been 
unwilling to guarantee safe pas-
sage for humanitarian actors, many 
organizations fear speaking out 
against the government or publicly 
reporting the extent to which it has 
interfered with aid delivery. 

Given that the government has downplayed 
the crisis and been unwilling to guarantee 
safe passage for humanitarian actors, many 
organizations fear speaking out against 
the government or publicly reporting the 
extent to which it has interfered with aid 
delivery. Aid groups withhold their criticism 
in the hope of preserving the already-limited 
humanitarian space. Many groups fear that 
the government will retaliate by blocking their 
access not only in the NWSW, but also in the 
Extreme North Region of Cameroon, where 
humanitarian organizations are providing for 
those displaced by Boko Haram’s ongoing 
violence. 

In the Extreme North, the International NGO 
Safety Organization (INSO) helps NGOs 
by providing them with real-time security 
incident alerts, strategic planning support, 
crisis assistance, and guidance on improving 
access at no cost. Unfortunately, INSO has 
yet to expand its operations into the NWSW, 
and it is unclear whether the Cameroonian 
government would authorize this expansion. 
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INSO’s insight would enhance INGOs’ 
awareness of the challenging security 
environment and enable them to effectively 
plan around obstacles. Once INSO has 
the capacity to work in the NWSW, the 
Cameroonian government must allow it to 
broaden its work authorization beyond the 
Extreme North.

Humanitarian Principles and 
Coordination
Armed groups and the Cameroonian 
armed forces operate with little regard for 
humanitarian principles. Aid workers have 
reported numerous cases in which the 
Cameroonian military requested that they 
provide their list of beneficiaries as the 
price of gaining access to certain areas. 
International humanitarian organizations have 
refused to provide such information because 
such a breach of confidentiality could violate 
the humanitarian principle to “do no harm” by 
endangering those beneficiaries. 

The Cameroonian government has argued 
erroneously that humanitarian principles 
cannot be applied in this context because the 
crisis should not be considered a “conflict” 
under international law. Government officials 
have told heads of international humanitarian 
organizations (including UN agencies) 
they are willing to cooperate and allow 
them to operate in the NWSW only if they 
openly communicate their support for the 
government. Such a stance would violate the 
humanitarian principle of neutrality, which 
dictates that aid organizations “must not take 
sides in hostilities or engage in controversies 

25.  OCHA, “OCHA on Message: Humanitarian Principles,” accessed May 18, 2019, https://www.unocha.org/sites/dms/Docu-
ments/OOM-humanitarianprinciples_eng_June12.pdf.
26.  United Nations Security Council, “Statement by the President of the Security Council, S/PRST/2013/2 (February 12, 2013),” 
accessed May 18, 2019, https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_
prst_2013_2.pdf.
27.  Government of Cameroon, “Plan d’Assistance Humanitaire d’Urgence dans les Regions du Nord-Ouest et Sud-Ouest 
2018–2019,” accessed May 18, 2019, https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/PLAN%20GOUVERNEMENTAL%20
D’ASSISTANCE%20HUMANITAIRE%20D’URGENCE%20DANS%20LES%20REGIONS%20DU%20NORD-OUEST%20ET%20
SUD-OUEST%202018-2019%20COPIE%20FINAL....pdf.

of a political, racial, religious or ideological 
nature.”25 

The international community widely recog-
nizes the practical importance of this fun-
damental principle—neutrality is essential 
for aid groups to gain acceptance from all 
communities throughout an affected region. 
The United Nations Security Council, for 
example, “recognizes the need for consistent 
engagement by humanitarian agencies with 
all parties to armed conflict for humanitarian 
purposes.”26 The Cameroonian government, 
national security forces, and armed groups 
need to accept that humanitarian organiza-
tions must have contact with all parties to the 
conflict to negotiate and guarantee access. 
Aid groups should not compromise their 
integrity by siding with any one party. 

In June 2018, the Cameroonian government 
published its emergency humanitarian 
assistance plan for the NWSW and 
announced the creation of an ad hoc 
committee to oversee the coordination of 
the humanitarian response.27 Today, the 
coordination structure still has not been 
officially launched. However, given the 
role of Cameroonian security forces in the 
conflict, INGOs have indicated that they will 
not participate in this platform out of concern 
for their independence and neutrality. UN 
agencies on the other hand, have agreed 
to do so. The Cameroonian authorities 
have responded only by criticizing INGOs’ 
unwillingness to engage with the committee. 

OCHA is the focal point of the humanitarian 
response, representing humanitarian actors 
in dealings with Cameroonian officials. OCHA 
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leads “access working groups” in both the 
NWSW regions. These groups are designed 
to strengthen efforts to overcome access 
constraints. They enable the aid community 
to come together to share and analyze 
information on the obstruction of access 
and develop strategies to overcome these 
challenges.

OCHA has also taken the lead in develop-
ing and overseeing procedures to ensure 
INGO compliance with government require-
ments. However, although the Humanitarian 
Country Team (HCT) has agreed on a set of 
“ground rules” upon which to engage and 
share information with the government, many 
aid organizations have failed to follow these 
guidelines effectively. Instances of INGOs not 
complying with the ground rules were report-
ed to Refugees International. It is crucial that 
humanitarian actors uphold these agreed-up-
on standards so as not to give the Cameroo-
nian authorities additional excuses to further 
shrink the accessible humanitarian space. 

I n t e r n at i o n a l 
E n g a g e m e n t 
Although humanitarian actors are working 
to address increasing need, international 
donors have yet to engage in a serious and 
sustained manner. This lack of engagement 
has prohibited humanitarian organizations 
from scaling up their operations. Many 
groups have used their internal funds to pay 
for their operations to serve affected popula-
tions, counting on international donor support 
to come later. At present, the needs outstrip 
the resources, capacity, and reach of aid 
actors. According to a humanitarian worker 
with whom the Refugees International team 
spoke, relief groups that have used their own 
funds soon will be forced to stop operations 
because little to no international funds have 

been made available. A lack of international 
donor engagement is leaving NGOs high and 
dry―at the cost of human lives. 

Relief groups that have used their 
own funds soon will be forced to 
stop operations because little to no 
international funds have been made 
available. A lack of international 
donor engagement is leaving NGOs 
high and dry―at the cost of human 
lives.

Funding
Despite some progress, these efforts by 
humanitarian actors to negotiate access, 
build trust with local communities, and 
strengthen local NGOs are facing an impasse. 
Relief groups lack the funds to deliver aid 
to the very communities with which they 
have built trust. Aid providers told Refugees 
International that many of the populations 
they have assessed are growing frustrated. 
They have explained their needs to 
humanitarian actors but have received little 
assistance because of insufficient funds. One 
aid worker told Refugees International, “We 
can’t be negotiating access when we have 
no aid to give.” The result could be that soon 
humanitarian organizations will lose access to 
these populations. 

Urgent donor engagement is needed to 
remedy this situation. OCHA’s Cameroon 
Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) for 
2019 calls for $298 million to provide for 
the millions in need—refugees from Nigeria 
and the Central African Republic as well 
as Cameroon’s own IDPs. Out of the total 
requested, $93.5 million would be allocated 
to the response in the NWSW. As of late April 
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2019, this part of the appeal had been funded 
at only 9.1 percent.28 

Many donors cite obstacles to access as the 
reason for their reluctance to provide fund-
ing. In response, a handful of INGOs have 
chosen to use their internal funds to prove 
to donors that access indeed is possible. 
Despite the results of these efforts, highlight-
ed above, donors have not responded. Aid 
groups warned in late March 2019 that they 
would likely run out of money in the coming 
weeks and months. They will then be forced 
to leave the NWSW, at great risk to the affect-
ed populations. 

An aid worker characterized donor 
engagement as a “moving goal 
post,” with donors repeatedly 
changing the conditions under 
which they would be willing to 
commit more support.

An aid worker characterized donor engage-
ment as a “moving goal post,” with donors 
repeatedly changing the conditions under 
which they would be willing to commit more 
support. These conditions include greater 
international visibility of the crisis, increased 
capacity of partnering local NGOs, and im-
proved access for humanitarian workers. In 
addition, many aid workers told the Refugees 
International team that donors repeatedly 
add criteria for their organizations to meet 
before they can receive funds—once they 
meet the criteria, it seems, donors then set 
new conditions. Donors also expect them to 
collect data and carry out needs assessments 
to be considered for funding; however, these 
groups have conducted as many assess-
ments and expanded their reach throughout 

28.  “Cameroon: North-West and South-West Crisis Situation Report No. 5.”

as much of the NWSW as they can within 
their means. Humanitarian workers told 
Refugees International that it would be irre-
sponsible for them to continue to assess the 
needs of the displaced without the funding to 
provide aid because it “creates expectations 
[among the displaced] for nothing.”

INGOs cannot continue to shoulder the finan-
cial responsibility for increasing access and 
aid provision. As mentioned above, many of 
those with which the Refugees International 
team spoke in late March 2019 warned that 
they would soon run out of operating funds. 
Moreover, the longer donors delay, the more 
difficult it will be for relief organizations 
to preserve their access to populations in 
need—if donors wait to allocate funds, orga-
nizations that have been forced to leave the 
affected region will have even less access 
to the area’s most vulnerable people, even if 
they are able to return.

Donors should not wait for conditions to 
deteriorate further. They must immediately 
contribute funds to reach the $93.5 million 
needed for a thorough response—allowing 
organizations to not only continue their on-
going work but also to expand their presence 
and operations. All funding must be provid-
ed in a flexible manner, permitting actors to 
change the sector and geographic scopes of 
their efforts as the conflict dynamics change 
and needs evolve.

Because the crisis shows no signs of waning, 
donors must look at long-term funding 
options. OCHA should begin establishing 
the mechanisms needed for Country-Based 
Pooled Funds for Cameroon, with support 
from donor countries. Pooled funds are 
flexible and not earmarked, and thus allow 
both local and international aid organizations 
to respond to the most pressing needs 
in a timely manner. This effort should be 
supported by countries contributing the 
most to pooled funds, such as the United 
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Kingdom, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, and 
Ireland. With this additional funding, OCHA, 
UNHCR, and other UN agencies operating in 
the NWSW will need to establish permanent 
positions in their offices in Bamenda and 
Buea. Currently, most staff are assigned on a 
temporary basis—however, continuity will be 
essential for maintaining access to affected 
communities.

Out of all international humanitarian donors, 
only Canada and the European Union have 
conducted scoping missions focused on pos-
sible funding. Other donors must immediately 
plan evaluation missions to better understand 
the necessity for immediate funding. To date, 
most financing has been provided to coor-
dinate the aid efforts rather than fund the 
delivery of aid. In mid-April, the Government 
of Canada announced an injection of 6.65 
million Canadian dollars Can$), at least Can$1 
million of which is specifically for the NWSW.29 
More recently, the EU announced the provi-
sion of 3 million euros, and the Office of U.S. 
Foreign Disaster Assistance has allocated 
US$1 million for the NWSW response. Al-
though Refugees International welcomes this 
news, these amounts are grossly inadequate 
and more substantive engagement is urgent-
ly needed. 

Humanitarian Diplomacy 
Funding is not the only area in which the 
international community must step up its 
engagement. Although senior international 
officials have focused on the peace process, 
there is an urgent need for international 
pressure on all parties involved in the 
conflict to ease the suffering of civilians. 
Cameroonian leadership and armed groups 
have all but refused to engage in a good faith 

29.  Canada au Cameroun, “6,65 millions $CAD d’Aide Humanitaire en 2019 pour les Populations Touchées par le Conflit au 
Nord-Ouest & Sud-Ouest…,” Twitter, April 17, 2019. 
https://twitter.com/CanadaCameroun/status/1118435271736008705.
30.  Lesley Wroughton, “U.S. Halts Some Cameroon Military Assistance over Human Rights: Official,” Reuters, February 6, 
2019, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-cameroon/u-s-halts-some-cameroon-military-assistance-over-human-rights-official-
idUSKCN1PV2Q5.

dialogue. Though a political process must 
be pursued, it cannot be the only approach 
to addressing the population’s mounting 
needs―humanitarian diplomacy must also 
become a priority.

Cameroonian leadership and 
armed groups have all but refused 
to engage in a good faith dialogue. 
Though a political process must 
be pursued, it cannot be the only 
approach to addressing the popula-
tion’s mounting needs.

The United States has openly commented 
on the severity of the crisis and even halted 
some of its military assistance following re-
ports of rights violations by the Cameroonian 
military.30 Refugees International welcomes 
these condemnations of the role of Cameroo-
nian security forces in the crisis but is disap-
pointed they have not been accompanied 
by sufficiently increased funding for relief to 
cope with the humanitarian consequences of 
those violations. Although embassy staff from 
other countries claim to be practicing “quiet 
diplomacy” on this issue—believing a bilateral 
approach is the best way to get Cameroonian 
leadership to rectify its behavior—very few of 
these countries have provided humanitarian 
funds for the NWSW. 

The crisis also requires immediate engage-
ment from UN leadership. There are reports 
that UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres 
has spoken to Cameroonian President Paul 
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Biya. However, there is little to indicate that 
these conversations have resulted in tangible 
change. Given the stalemate between aid 
groups and Cameroonian leadership, and 
the deteriorating humanitarian situation, the 
Secretary General should plan a visit to Cam-
eroon. This visit could increase the global 
visibility of the crisis, mobilize donor support, 
and bring pressure on President Biya to guar-
antee unfettered humanitarian access.

In July 2018, then-UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein 
released a statement expressing his disap-
pointment that Cameroonian authorities had 
repeatedly refused to “grant the UN Human 
Rights Office access to the Northwest and 
Southwest.”31 He also condemned the attacks 
by non-state armed groups and called out the 
“heavy-handed security response” of the gov-
ernment.32 This public acknowledgement of 
the Cameroonian military’s wrongdoing was 
crucial, but the UN Human Rights Office must 
do more to look into the extent of human 
rights violations. The new High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet Jeria, 
traveled to Cameroon this spring. Unfortu-
nately, the High Commissioner’s statement33 
following her visit scarcely acknowledged the 
Cameroonian government’s role in the ongo-
ing human rights violations and in prevent-
ing humanitarian aid from reaching those in 
need. The High Commissioner must continue 
to call for access for her teams to conduct 
thorough investigations and ensure that they 
publish a detailed report. 

Enabling Public Reporting
In all humanitarian crises, aid organizations 
on the ground play a key role in drawing 
international attention to the plight of those 
affected. In the NWSW, aid groups have been 

31.  OHCHR, “UN Human Rights Chief Deeply Alarmed by Reports of Serious Rights Breaches in Cameroon,” accessed May 
18, 2019, https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=23404&LangID=E.
32.  “UN Human Rights Chief Deeply Alarmed by Reports of Serious Rights Breaches in Cameroon.”
33.  OHCHR, “Bachelet Welcomes Cameroon’s Willingness to Cooperate to Tackle Human Rights Crises,” accessed May 18, 
2019, https://reliefweb.int/report/cameroon/bachelet-welcomes-cameroon-s-willingness-cooperate-tackle-human-rights-crises.

silenced by government intimidation. There 
are numerous reports of members of the 
military or government officials threatening to 
block operations or possibly expel organiza-
tions after they publicly reported on acts of 
violence, or even the extent of humanitarian 
need. This dynamic has created an environ-
ment in which humanitarian actors cannot 
speak out, especially on their own. 

Instead, organizations should consider creat-
ing a unified entity to jointly report on the dire 
situation and ensuing needs. In many human-
itarian contexts, organizations such as INGO 
Fora provide a platform for INGOs to collec-
tively report on operational realities and chal-
lenges. These collective groups can be vocal, 
with less fear of direct government reprisals 
against any one member. Such a platform for 
Cameroon would be tremendously helpful for 
operational humanitarian INGOs. Organiza-
tions and donors alike should consider and 
support the establishment of a similar plat-
form, which could operate either from within 
or outside of the country. 

C o n c l u s i o n
The Government of Cameroon has acknowl-
edged some level of ongoing displacement 
and need for humanitarian assistance in the 
NWSW. However, it has largely continued to 
deny the severity of the crisis and decidedly 
failed to live up to its responsibility to address 
the needs of its citizens. The government 
must allow safe passage for civilians, hu-
manitarian staff, and health workers who are 
tirelessly endeavoring to play the leading role 
in providing for Cameroonians who require 
assistance in the NWSW.



Given the efforts of aid organizations current-
ly present in the NWSW, the inaction of many 
international donor governments is appalling. 
A political solution to the conflict is vital but 
is unlikely to materialize fast enough to curb 
the current intensification of human suffering. 
The international community must play a larg-
er role in addressing the needs of those in 
the NWSW. Amid continued calls for dialogue, 
they must also shed light on the worsening 
situation and ensure that the capacities of 
aid organizations are bolstered to effective-
ly address the needs of those caught in the 
crossfire.

Indeed, at present, inadequate funding 
means the needs far exceed the capacities of 
aid groups to respond. However, if funding is 
secured, there is hope for a significant scale-
up and increased access to communities in 
need. Humanitarian organizations have prov-
en their ability to reach populations in need 
throughout the NWSW, despite extremely 
challenging access constraints. Their success 
in accessing and building trust with these 
communities should be reason enough for 
donors to trust that, with proper funding, they 
can continue to improve the dire situation 
facing the civilian population of the NWSW. 

R e f u g e e s  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  A d v o c a t e 
A l e x a n d r a  l a m a r c h e  a n d  S p e c i a l 
a s s i s t a n t  t o  t h e  p r e s i d e n t  A l a n n a  f o x 
t r a v e l e d  t o  c a m e r o o n  i n  m a r c h  a n d 
a p r i l  2 0 1 9 .
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