
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

HIGHLIGHTS 
 Over 17,000 Nigerian 

refugees have been returned 

from Cameroon. 

 Prima facie refugee status 

granted to Nigerians in 

Cameroon by Cameroonian 

Government. 

 Cash interventions help 

empower affected 

communities in urban areas. 

FIGURES 

# people in need 7 m 

# people 
needing urgent 
food assistance 

     3.9 m 

# malnourished 
children 

1.5 m 

# IDPs 2.2 m 

# Nigerian 
refugees 

177,000 

# returnees from 
Cameroon 
(since 1 August) 

17,937 

  

FUNDING 

100 million  
SRP requirement (US$) 

 

55% funded  

(as of 4 December) 
 

Over 17,000 Nigerian refugees forcibly 
returned from Cameroon 
On 16 November, Sani Ahmed, 55, woke up before dawn to collect firewood in the 
northern Cameroonian town of Fotokol, near the Nigerian border.  His wife and three 
children, aged between 8 and 13, were still asleep inside their makeshift hut, when 
suddenly, armed soldiers and heavy vehicles surrounded the village. Pointing their guns 
at the villagers, the soldiers ordered the people to follow them, roughly pushing anyone 
who would not comply.  Before Sani realized what had happened, he and dozens of other 
Nigerian refugees were being packed into cattle trucks.  

“I didn’t know anything,” he said. “They just came and collected us like animals for 
slaughter.”  

Once in the truck, they travelled for days. They were given no information. They did not 
know where they were going, how long it would be or what would happen to them when 
they arrived at their destination.  

A total of 966 people were forcibly transported in cattle trucks from Cameroon back to 
Nigeria that day. The three-day journey from Fotokol to Sahuda was a traumatic 
experience. Elderly people, children and pregnant women were so tightly packed into the 
trucks that there was no space to breathe. There was little food or water, no toilet, and no 
shade to protect them from the burning sun.  

During transit Sani was separated from his wife and children. He does not even know 
which country they are in. 

“I have no news from them and I am very worried,” he laments. “In the night I sleep for an 
hour and I wake up thinking where they might be. I dream of them, day and night.”  

Sani is one of the thousands of Nigerians who sought refuge in Cameroon when their 
communities were attacked by Boko Haram.  

A regional refugee crisis 

The flow of asylum seekers from Nigeria to neighbouring countries increased in May 
2014, when the Nigerian government declared a state of emergency in Borno, Yobe and 
Adamawa. At that time, Cameroon hosted around 3,000 Nigerian refugees, who had left 
their country due to inter-ethnic conflict circa 2003, and had settled in the Adamaoua, 
Southwest and Northwest regions.  

By November 2015 the number of Nigerian refugees who had crossed into Cameroon 
had reached 64,000 people.  

For the village communities living along the Cameroonian/Nigerian border, mobility and 
migration are a lifestyle of long standing, and a means of coping with a challenging 
environment. For generations people have crossed and re-crossed borders in order to 
trade, or to find water and grass for their cattle. 
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For these communities to move on this scale, compromising age-old relationships of 
inter-marriage and shared cultural affinities, it took a manmade disaster: the 
intensification of the Boko Haram conflict.  

 
Almost 1,000 Nigerians were brought to Mubi transit camp, Adamawa on 16 November in a single deportation convoy.                      
Credit: F. Megaloudi 

 

Cameroon maintains an open border policy for Nigerian asylum seekers, and is signatory 
to all major legal instruments on refugees, including the 1951 Refugee Convention and 
the 1969 OAU Refugee Convention.  

But the increased insecurity in northeastern Nigeria and the Lake Chad region has led to 
a surge of refugees fleeing Boko Haram. Cameroon has seen the number of refugees 
from neighbouring countries double since January 2014.while, according to IOM, some 
124,000 Cameroonians have been internally displaced as a result of the spillover of the 
Boko Haram conflict into the wider Lake Chad region.

1
 

The influx of people fleeing violence in their home countries has overstretched the 
already-limited natural resources and services in the host communities, which, even 
before the arrival of the refugees, were facing chronic shortages and had to compete for 
sufficient access to land, water, firewood and basic services.  

Prima facie refugee status granted 

Since the beginning of the crisis, UNHCR has been negotiating with the Cameroonian 
authorities to declare the Nigerian refugees prima facie refugees. Because of their large 
numbers and the generalized violence from which they fled, conducting individual asylum 
interviews has been almost impossible. Cameroon granted prima facie status to all 

Nigerians escaping the conflict, both those living in the camps and in the host 
communities. Nigerians from the three affected states of Adamawa, Borno, and Yobe 
already living in Cameroon were also granted refugee sur place status, because the 

conflict prevented them from returning to their areas of origin.  

Bulamar Bakkari, a 55-year-old cattle trader  from the border town of Gamburu in Borno, 
fled to Cameroon with his family of eight and a further thirty relatives when, in August 

                                                      
 
1
 There are a total of 158,000 IDPs in Cameroon; 34,000 were displaced by natural disasters. See IOM 

Displacement Tracking Matrix Round 1, Cameroon, Nov 2015. http://reliefweb.int/report/cameroon/cameroon-
displacement-tracking-matrix-round-1-november-2015  

Increased insecurity in 

northeastern Nigeria and 
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led to a surge of refugees 

in Cameroon. 
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2014, Boko Haram attacked his village, stealing most of his cattle and burning houses 
and crops to the ground. Bakkari’s family, like most of the villagers in the region, had 
long-lasting trade relationships with the communities on both sides of the border. When 
they first arrived in Cameroon they were welcomed by the local authorities and the army, 
and were given a place to stay and animals to herd.  

Three quarters of the Nigerian refugees - some 48,000 people - have been registered at 
Minawao camp in the Far North region. UNHCR has been encouraging Nigerian refugees 
to settle further inland and, more importantly, to register in camps where they could 
receive assistance and be better protected. But the number of those living outside the 
camps is increasing: in addition to the 17,000 returned refugees, current figures estimate 
there are a further 16,000 Nigerian refugees who are not registered in official camps, but 
live with nearby host communities on the Nigerian border, or have set up temporary 
camps in the bush. 

Bakkari’s family, like many others, decided not to move into a refugee camp and formerly 
apply for asylum but to camp in the border region, in the hope that the violence in Nigeria 
would subside quickly. 

But days turned into weeks and weeks turned into months, and since the beginning of 
August more than 17,000 Nigerian refugees living outside of formal camps have been 
forcibly returned to Nigeria. Deportations began following a series of suicide bombings 
and other deadly attacks by Boko Haram in Cameroon’s Far North region, ostensibly 
because authorities feared links between Nigerian nationals and the armed group. 

Attacks and fear of attack increase in the Lake Chad Basin 

 

Number of incidents perpetrated by Boko Haram in Cameroon, 2015

 

Source: ACLED 
 

While Boko Haram has been pushed into hiding in most of North-East Nigeria, the rate of 
suicide bombings and attacks across the wider Lake Chad Basin has escalated over the 
course of 2015. In Cameroon’s Far North region, attacks increased in the summer of 
2015, with a total of 27 attacks and 180 civilian fatalities across the region, when the first 
of a series of regular suicide bombings took place. 

Fear of attack grew, and with it, suspicion of Nigerians, and displaced people in general. 
The refugees who refused to enter the camps began to be perceived as potential 
supporters of Boko Haram, and somehow linked to the increasing attacks.  

When Cameroonian soldiers encircled Bakkari’s community near Fotokol on 16 
November, this time they had not come to offer assistance, but to deport them. 

“They first grabbed the children and locked them in the cattle trucks. Then they came for 
the adults,” Bakkari said.   
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suspicion of Nigerians. Out-

of-camp refugees were 

perceived as potential Boko 

Haram supporters. 
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He could not bear the thought of losing his cattle for a second time, and begged the 
soldiers to let him and his family take some animals with them. They too travelled for 
three days with little food or water before they crossed the border at Sahuda, where they 
were received by the Nigerian army. 

From the border they were taken to a makeshift transit centre on the outskirts of Mubi 
town in Adamawa, where the Nigerian army conducted an initial screening process. A few 
days later they were transferred to IDP camps in Adamawa. 

But without strong screening mechanisms and systematic registration of all refugees 
across the Lake Chad Basin, determining the origin and the status of the displaced is a 
very challenging exercise. Many people in the Far North of Cameroon do not possess any 
civil documentation. What they do have are strong cultural, linguistic ethnic and religious 
ties that cross the borders.  

A fragile socio-economic context  

 
People endured a 3-day journey with little food or water to reach the Nigerian border.                                    Credit: F. Megaloudi 

 

Elizabeth is a 20-year-old mother, from Goza, in Borno.  She was eight months pregnant 
when Boko Haram attacked her village last October. With her husband and other family 
members, she fled to Zelewit town in Cameroon, where another 3,000 Nigerian refugees 
had also sought protection. They were allowed to farm maize and onions in the 
surrounding hills and sell it in the market to buy food. 

When the Cameroonian army came to her community, it was clear to Elizabeth that 
attitudes towards them had changed. The army asked the refugees to gather in another 
village, saying that they wanted to make an announcement. Some people, fearing that 
they were going to be deported, refused to follow. Elizabeth and her son were locked into 
the cattle trucks and driven through the neighboring villages, where the soldiers 
continued to collect people. When the truck was full, the three-day journey to the border 
crossing at Sahuda began.  

According to UNHCR, under international conventions, the majority of the returnees from 
Cameroon are refugees and asylum seekers, and thus require international protection. 
UNHCR has repeatedly emphasized that such return operations, if not voluntary, disrupt 
asylum space and the protection of refugees, and may in some cases be in contravention 
of international protection principles and even constitute an act of refoulement. UNHCR 
has been advocating on behalf of those who can’t or won’t go the camps, and has been 

The majority of the returnees 

are refugees and asylum 

seekers, and require 

international protection. 
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negotiating with the Cameroonian authorities to allow Nigerians living outside of the 
camps to enter the camps to seek safety from the risk of transportation. 

Cameroon’s decision to forcibly return the Nigerian refugees could not only affect 
relations between the two countries, but could in the longer term be detrimental to the 
centuries-long tradition of economic, religious and cultural ties that the cross-border 
communities have shared.  

So far, social cohesion and peaceful coexistence have been maintained between 
refugees and host communities, and between cross-border communities, but the volatile 
security situation poses the risk of increased harassment and stigmatization for Nigerians, 
some displaced, and others from border villages. When paired with the fragile socio-
economic context of the broader Sahel region and its environmental catalysts - chronic 
food insecurity, recurring epidemics, limited natural resources, an arid climate and 
frequent droughts - this could fuel further tensions among the communities. 

Humanitarian assistance is not enough to mitigate the risks the refugees face, if the 
assistance is not complemented by development initiatives that will strengthen the 
resilience of the overall population.  Sustainable support and investment in infrastructure 
that benefits both host communities and refugees are essential in order to avoid potential 
inter-communal conflicts and to strengthen social cohesion between host populations and 
refugees. To this end, it is essential that host communities continue to be included in 
livelihood programmes and interventions supporting local basic services in order to 
preserve peaceful coexistence and asylum space. 

Cash based interventions for the urban 
displaced in Maiduguri, Borno 
In Buze, a dusty neighborhood of Maiduguri, some 3,000 people have found refuge from 
the horrors of Boko Haram. They all fled violence and persecution when, one year ago, 
the group attacked their villages in northern Borno, burning their houses to the ground 
and stealing their cattle.  
 
The population of Maiduguri was 1.1 million before 2009, but has now more than doubled 
in size. Over 1.6 million displaced people have sought refuge here, the vast majority 
renting houses or living with friends and relatives. The influx of displaced people has 
overstretched the housing capacity and resources of host communities in Maiduguri. 
The urban displaced face difficulties in accessing basic services and commodities. They 
are vulnerable to exploitation, and are often in competition with the poorest local workers 
for the worst jobs.  
 
But people still prefer to live inside Maiduguri rather than move to camps or rural areas, 
because the city provides more opportunities to make money and build a better future.  
These urban, community-based IDPs have different needs to rural or camp-based IDPs, 
and different kinds of assistance are needed to effectively address them. 
 
For affected people in urban environments like Maiduguri, cash and voucher systems are 
a better means of assistance than material goods.  Markets are running and goods are 
available, and cash interventions empower affected people to make choices and prioritize 
needs for themselves, whether they are food or household goods, to pay for schools or to 
support livelihood strategies. Moreover, cash feeds into the urban economy, with 
multiplier effects for the wider community. In a place like Maiduguri, the local economy 
and local community have also been hit hard by the ongoing crisis, and cash 
interventions help boost the economy by using local traders and producers. 

‘To give’ cash or ‘not to give’ 

For the agro-pastoralist communities of northeastern Nigeria, credit systems have always 
been essential coping mechanisms. Families go into debt in order to meet their basic food 
needs or purchase non-food items such as seeds, tools, firewood or water. They can then 
repay their debts once their crops are harvested or their livestock is sold. But the 

The volatile security situation 

risks increased 

stigmatization of Nigerians in 

Cameroon. 

The population of Maiduguri 
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result of conflict-related 

displacement. 
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displacement caused by the conflict has resulted in a considerable loss of income, high 
levels of debt and, consequently, the collapse of the traditional credit system.  
 
Displaced people in Maiduguri are employing a variety of negative coping mechanisms, 
including eating fewer or smaller meals, begging and taking loans for food. The latter 
option results in families becoming indebted, aggravating their precarious situation even 
further.  
 

The case of female-headed households 

 
Women frying bean cakes to sell, to provide for their families. Buze, Maiduguri.                                              Credit: F. Megaloudi 

 
Some families have invested in small-scale production activities, which have enabled 
income generation, but still they are far from becoming financially independent.  
45-year-old Halima came from Maiwa in Borno to Buze community 12 months ago, when 
her village was attacked by Boko Haram. Her husband was out on the family’s farm at the 
time and, since then, Halima hasn’t heard from him. For the mother of nine, the biggest 
challenge was to find ways to feed her children. She could not farm anymore but she 
could buy all her basic commodities in the local market. But that meant she needed to 
earn money.  
 
Halima started frying bean cakes at her home that her children would sell in town for 10 
naira each.  
 
“I need between 3 and 5 thousand naira to buy the oil and the gas to fry the cakes. On 
good days I can earn 200 naira but nowadays we are too many [selling cakes],” she 
sighs.” Sometimes my kids will come back and they haven’t sold any cakes.” 
 
Halima’s business allows her to buy some food, but she cannot afford school fees or 
medicines. This is a common situation for women in Buze. The majority of the households 
in Buze are female-headed, and among them at least 50 households are headed by 
widows living in extreme poverty. Many children in the community remain excluded from 
education as their mothers cannot pay the registration fees or provide books and 
uniforms.  
 

Widows in Buze are 

investing in small-scale 

production to combat poverty 

and hunger, but returns are 

very low. 
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Mariah Suleiman is a 40-year-old mother of eight children. She used to be a farmer in 
Gwoza but she lost her land, her home and her husband when Boko Haram attacked. 
Once in Buze, her only option to survive was to beg in the streets. 
 
 “For most of us [widows], what we need first is food and clothes,” she says. “We cannot 
feed our children so I cannot think of business before I am sure that my children do not go 
to bed hungry.” 
 
In Buze community, most of the women stressed their need to become financially 
independent, but admitted that without external support this could not be achieved. When 
asked, they replied that if they were given cash they could invest in a business activity 
that could enable them to send their children to school, and access health care.  
But not all types of financial interventions would be suitable for them.  
 
“If we were given a loan that we need to pay back it would be difficult to repay when we 
don’t know what is going to happen to us,” said Fati, 46 and a mother of eight. “In the 
past some women took loans from a government microcredit programme, but then they 
had to flee their homes because of Boko Haram. They could not pay the loans back and 
now they are seen as not to be trusted.”  
 
Without capital the women say that they can only venture into small businesses that 
barely allow them to survive. Fati is trying to make a living by selling charcoal. She needs 
3,000 naira to buy a bag of charcoal. She breaks the charcoal into four small bags that 
her children resell for 800 to 1000 naira each. But the profit is very low; if she manages to 
sell all the bags, she will have a net profit of just 900 naira. This might be enough to buy 
some basic commodities but not to improve her living standards.  
 
“We need capital to open a business,” says 45-year-old Hawa, a mother of 14 children. 
She also cares for 5 grandchildren and a disabled son. “If each woman was given 60,000 
naira in one instalment that we don’t need to pay back, then we could invest it and 
change our lives,” she adds.  
 
Hawa says that she would buy more livestock if she had the capital, and then sell her 
products in the local market. This way, she could buy food, and also send her youngest 
children to school and afford proper medical care for her sick son.  
 
What the women of Buze describe is a cash-based intervention that would enable them to 
decide for themselves what needs to prioritize given the volatile situation they are 
experiencing.   
 

Cash transfer systems in Maiduguri 

Humanitarian partners are expanding cash and voucher transfer systems to respond to 
the emerging humanitarian needs of the displaced people in the North-East. These 
transfers enable people to meet their needs for food and non-food items, access basic 
services or support emergency livelihood strategies.  
 
Paper vouchers have been adopted as the primary modality of assistance by 
humanitarian agencies in Nigeria. However, in the unpredictable security environment of 
the North-East and with the numbers of displaced people increasing and spreading into 
wider areas, printing, distributing and reconciling paper vouchers has become time 
consuming, and challenging to manage.  
 
With the increasing number of attacks in Maiduguri, where the majority of the displaced 
people have sought refuge, large gatherings in distributing sites can be a risky exercise.  
New technologies are offering possibilities for overcoming those challenges. The use of 
electronic payment systems has improved security for humanitarian staff and recipients, 
and has allowed greater speed of transfers and better monitoring. While poor network 
coverage and infrastructure might hamper the use of e-payments in remote areas, those 
systems can work very well in urban settings. In Maiduguri, in order to ensure 

Cash interventions would 
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term. 
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accountability the three major network providers with wide coverage in the city - MTN, 
Airtel and Etisalat - operate a toll-free line for complaints, suggestions and improvements.   
 
In Maiduguri, satisfactory network coverage, a functional banking system and the 
existence of well-stocked markets provide further opportunities for the use of cash 
transfers. Partners in Maiduguri have introduced Red Rose’s OneSystem, a secure 
electronic cash payment that uses smart cards with an embedded chip containing 
information on the recipient and the benefits they are entitled to, which are read at 
handheld POS terminals provided to the selected vendors. 
 
Vouchers can be redeemed for food or other items, including agricultural inputs and 
shelter and household items, in selected stores for a specific period of time. Although 
these programmes target both displaced families and host communities in Maiduguri, 
almost 90 per cent of the participants are displaced people.   
 

 
Abdulahai Bukar shows off his e-voucher, Buze, Maiduguri.                                                                             Credit: F. Megaloudi 

 
Abdulahi Bukar lives in Fori Primary School in the outskirts of Maiduguri. Some 140 
displaced people, including 19 unaccompanied children, have arrived there from Yerwa 
camp over the past two years. Tired of living inside the camp, they were given permission 
to relocate to the school, which remains partially functional during the school year. They 
have no access to basic services or any government support, except for one security 
agent provided by the local authorities. Although they live inside school premises, their 
own children cannot attend classes because the families cannot afford fees. Nor can they 
access health care as they cannot pay for doctors and medicines.  
 
Bukar, who has 12 children with his two wives, used to farm corn and beans in his native 
Gwoza. He escaped the Boko Haram attacks and found refuge in Maiduguri. His family 
was transferred to Yerwa camp but he managed to reunite with them when they were 
given permission to relocate to Fori Primary School.  
 
Bukar proudly shows his e-voucher, from which he collects the 14,200 naira per month 
given as cash aid. His community is part of a pilot programme implemented for a period 
of seven months, in which displaced people can choose to redeem their e-vouchers in 
selected stores either for food or NFI or for cash. More than half of the people have opted 
for cash as it allows them to prioritize their needs and, in some cases, save a small 
amount in order to invest in a small business. The most vulnerable among them, 

Over half of e-voucher 

holders in Maiduguri are 

opting for cash, because of 

the flexibility it offers. 
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For further information, please contact:  
Kasper Engborg, Head of Office, engborg@un.org, Tel. (+234) 090378110140 
Kate Pond, Public Information/Reports Officer, pond@un.org, Tel. (+234) 07067754832 

OCHA humanitarian bulletins are available at www.unocha.org/nigeria | www.unocha.org | www.reliefweb.int 

 

consisting mainly of poor widows, have opted for food e-vouchers but they do have the 
option of choosing cash once their situation stabilizes.  
 
This programme also empowers local businesses in the host communities that face the 
challenge of operating in disrupted markets. They too have suffered because of the crisis.  

Although the pilot cash transfer schemes seem to be working quite well for everyone 
involved, many questions remain as to how cash-based assistance should be designed 
and implemented for maximum efficiency. Concerns about inflation and improper use of 
funds continue to arise: worries that consumer subsidies may actually hurt rural 
producers who lose income on account of programmes that direct business to a limited 
number of vendors. 
 
Humanitarian agencies and NGOs agree that cash transfers are not a magic cure-all. 
Cash transfers are still a relatively new modality, and scaling up the use of cash for 
humanitarian purposes will have to take into account a range of transformative factors, 
including rapid technological innovations, socio-economic developments and 
demographic changes.  

http://www.unocha.org/
http://www.reliefweb.int/

