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SUMMARY  

 

Civilians in Cameroon’s 

Anglophone Northwest and 

Southwest regions are at 

immediate risk of mass 

atrocities in a political crisis 

that emerged from the 

government's real and 

perceived marginalization of 

Anglophone linguistic and 

cultural rights and identity. 

 

 

Cameroon currently ranks number nine of countries at 
risk of mass killing in the Simon-Skjodt Center’s 
Statistical Risk Assessment.1 The situation has 
deteriorated significantly since 2017, when Cameroon 
ranked 36th. After Anglophone civilians launched 
protests in late 2016 alleging marginalization by the 
Francophone-majority government, state security forces 
responded violently, allegedly arresting, beating, and 
shooting demonstrators.2 Clashes ensued, with security 
forces reportedly killing over 20 people in a 12-day 
period in largely peaceful protests in September and 
October 2017.3 Shortly after, Anglophone separatists 
began fighting for independence for the territory they 
referred to as Southern Cameroons or Ambazonia.  
 
The crisis emerged from the long-standing political 
grievances of the Anglophone community. Yet today, 
fighting between the two sides makes it difficult to 
discern motives. Security forces are reportedly targeting 
Anglophone civilians accused of supporting separatists. 
It is unclear to what extent security forces are also 
targeting the Anglophone linguistic and cultural identity. 
Meanwhile, armed separatists claiming to represent the 
Anglophone population are reportedly targeting civilians 
they perceive as supporting the government.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Since 2017, the crisis has resulted in: 
 
 More than 3,000 Cameroonians killed.4 
 Approximately 700,000 internally displaced 

people and nearly 60,000 refugees in 
neighboring Nigeria.5 

 Nearly two million Cameroonians in need of 
humanitarian assistance, a 15-fold increase since 
2017.6 

 Targeting of civilians by state security forces and 
Anglophone armed separatist groups. 

 
With the government set on a military victory and 
armed separatists set on independence, there are 

no readily apparent pathways to a peaceful, 

negotiated resolution of the crisis. As long as 
this situation persists, civilians are at immediate 
risk of mass atrocities. 
 
This policy brief provides an overview of the risks of 
mass atrocities in Cameroon’s Anglophone regions 
and provides recommendations to the Cameroonian 
government, armed separatist groups, and 
international actors to prevent atrocities and protect 
civilians. 
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BACKGROUND  

 
The crisis in Cameroon’s Northwest and Southwest 

regions emerged from decades of lingering grievances of 

Anglophone citizens, who make up 20 percent of the 

population in a mostly Francophone country.7 After 

World War I, the colonial powers of France and the 

United Kingdom administered the former German 

colony of Kamerun as mandate territories and then as 

joint trustees, leading to the development of politically 

and culturally distinct Francophone and Anglophone 

regions. The French territory gained independence in 

1960. Meanwhile, the United Nations (UN) gave the 

British territory of Northern Cameroons and Southern 

Cameroons no option for independence in a 1961 

referendum. Northern Cameroons joined Nigeria while 

Southern Cameroons joined the Republic of Cameroon, 

which became the Federal Republic of Cameroon.8   

 

Anglophones were promised a degree of autonomy 

under the new federal system.9 Instead, the Francophone 

government abolished federalism just a decade later and 

changed the name of the country to the United Republic 

of Cameroon. It instituted policies that economically and 

politically marginalized the Anglophone regions over the 

next four decades.10  

 

In October 2016, Anglophone teachers and lawyers 

launched protests over the imposition of French-

speaking teachers in Anglophone schools and the 

“francization” of the Anglophone common law system. 

In November, security forces reportedly responded to the 

growing protests with violence, which fed Anglophone 

nationalism and prompted clashes between the two sides. 

Initially the government attempted to negotiate with the 

lawyers and teachers, but by January 2017, the 

government-sponsored negotiations broke down and 

leaders of Anglophone associations were arrested.11 On 

October 1 of that year an increasingly militant separatist 

movement declared an independent Anglophone 

“Ambazonia.”12 Violent conflict between armed 

separatists and state security forces, as well as pro-

government militias, intensified and continues to date.i  

                                                        
 
 
 
i On March 26, 2020, one armed separatist group declared a ceasefire amid the COVID-19 pandemic. As of this writing no other groups have declared a ceasefire. “Cameroon 

rebels declare coronavirus ceasefire,” BBC, March 26, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52053738. 
ii The Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect asserts, “Persistent attacks on civilians by both armed separatists and the security forces may amount to crimes against 

humanity.” A report by the Centre for Human Rights and Democracy in Africa and the Raoul Wallenberg Centre for Human Rights “concludes that reasonable grounds to believe 

that crimes against humanity have been committed in Cameroon exist.” “Cameroon,” Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect, March 12, 2020, 

https://www.globalr2p.org/countries/cameroon/; “Cameroon’s Unfolding Catastrophe: Evidence of Human Rights Violations and Crimes against Humanity,” Centre for Human 

Rights and Democracy in Africa and Raoul Wallenberg Centre for Human Rights (2019): 6, https://chrda.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Cameroons-Unfolding-Catastrophe-

CHRDA-RWCHR-2019.pdf.  

ATROCITIES & HUMAN RIGHTS 

VIOLATIONS 
 

Experts have asserted that attacks by security forces and 

separatists may rise to the level of crimes against 

humanity.ii In violation of their duty to protect civilians, 

Cameroonian security forces are waging a targeted 

campaign against civilians they perceive to support 

separatists. Security forces have been accused of 

arbitrarily arresting, detaining, and torturing civilians; 

firing indiscriminately into crowds; forcibly entering 

homes and killing inhabitants; and rounding up and 

shooting villagers.13 Security forces’ “scorched earth” 

tactic of burning and razing villages suspected of  

harboring separatists has resulted in more than 200 

villages allegedly raided or partially destroyed.14 Sexual 

violence is reported to be widespread.15 According to 

civilian witnesses, attacks on civilians are frequently 

retaliation for the actions of armed separatists.16 Some 

experts say this could be part of a strategy to bring the 

crisis to an end by exhausting the civilian population so 

they stop supporting separatists. In one of the deadliest 

massacres of the crisis, security forces and allied Fulani 

militia reportedly killed nearly two dozen people, 

 
 
 

 

As media, political, and military attention is 
increasingly focused on the Anglophone crisis, 
civilians in the Far North region fear being 
abandoned. Since at least 2014, they have been 
targeted by Boko Haram. The government declared 
war in 2014.17 The crisis has seen 2,000 civilians 
killed and nearly 300,000 Cameroonians displaced.18  
 
The tactics of the government have led to some 
reduction in the threat posed by Boko Haram, but this 
has come at a cost. Government forces are reported 
to have committed widespread human rights 
violations, including arbitrary killings, torture, and 
arrests.19 All civilians in Cameroon must be protected 
from the risk of atrocities. 

Boko Haram in the Far North 



 

UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUM  3 

including at least 13 children, suspected of harboring 

separatists in Ngarbuh village in Northwest Cameroon in 

February 2020.iii 

 

Meanwhile, armed separatists have been accused of 

attacking and killing civilians they perceive to be 

associated with or sympathetic to the government.20 

Separatists have allegedly brutally attacked, shot, 

harassed, and kidnapped students, teachers, and 

administrators on their way to school to enforce a school 

boycott in the Anglophone regions.21 The school 

boycott, which some experts allege is an attempt to make 

the region ungovernable and thereby garner political 

recognition,22 is now in its third year, although some 

schools reportedly have opened in the regional capital 

cities of Bamenda and Buea. As a result of the school 

shutdown, more than 855,000 children have been out of 

school since 2017 according to the UN Children’s 

Fund.23 Separatists have also been accused of torture, 

arson, kidnapping, and abducting and attacking 

traditional chiefs accused of supporting the government. 

They have targeted government-owned and local 

businesses, burned schools, and transformed classrooms 

into armed bases.24  

 

On numerous occasions, the government has reportedly 

imposed internet shutdowns,25 threatened journalists,26 

and restricted access for independent researchers in an 

effort to dispel attention to the crisis. These measures, in 

addition to threats posed by armed separatists, have 

resulted in the underreporting of attacks and uncertainty 

around the scale of the crisis. 

RESPONSE 

 
Both the government and separatists deny many of the 

reported violations,27 and neither side appears willing to 

make meaningful concessions that could lead to genuine 

dialogue. In September 2019, Cameroonian President 

Paul Biya launched a five-day national dialogue focused 

on the Anglophone crisis.28 Separatist leaders refused to 

attend because the Cameroonian government ignored 

their conditions for participating, including mediation in 

                                                        
 
 
 
iii An investigation by Human Rights Watch found that government forces and armed ethnic Fulani killed “at least 21 civilians… including 13 children and 1 pregnant woman” in 

the Ngarbuh massacre. The UN said that attacks left “23 civilians dead, including 15 children.” “Cameroon: Civilians Massacred in Separatist Area,” Human Rights Watch, 

February 25, 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/02/25/cameroon-civilians-massacred-separatist-area; “Cameroon: UN officials raise alarm over escalating violence, call for 

civilian protection,” UN News, February 21, 2020, https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/02/1057881. 
iv According to a May 2019 Foreign Policy article, “There is an increasing pile of evidence that some U.S.-supported units may indeed have been diverted by Biya’s government to 

put down the Anglophone crisis.” Gareth Brown, “Cameroon’s Separatist Movement is Going International,” Foreign Policy, May 13, 2019, 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/05/13/cameroons-separatist-movement-is-going-international-ambazonia-military-forces-amf-anglophone-crisis/. 

an external location and consideration of the terms of a 

separation. The dialogue resulted in a series of 

recommendations and the release of hundreds of 

activists, including prominent opposition leader Maurice 

Kamto, but failed to solve the Anglophone crisis. In 

December 2019, the government adopted legislation for 

a special status for the Anglophone regions, as part of an 

Omnibus Decentralization Law.29 Special status has been 

rejected by separatists and other Anglophone groups 

who claim that it falls short of even federalist demands. 

Mediation efforts led by Switzerland that began in June 

2019 have produced limited results.30 Following intense 

international pressure, the Cameroonian government 

released a report in April 2020 which admitted that 

soldiers were responsible for civilian deaths in the 

Ngarbuh massacre,31 an important step in accountability 

but one that does not replace inclusive efforts to resolve 

the crisis. 

 

Since 2019, the U.S. government has responded to the 

situation in Cameroon by taking a number of important 

steps, including: withholding military aid;32 reducing 

security assistance;iv ending trade preference for the 

country under the African Growth and Opportunity Act 

(AGOA);33 and calling for an independent investigation 

into the massacre in Ngarbuh village.34 A U.S. 

Congressional delegation visited Cameroon in July 

2019,35 and members of Congress supported a resolution 

calling for dialogue and an end to violence, which was 

passed in the House and introduced in the Senate.36  

 

The U.S. has taken helpful measures to ensure 

consequences for the government’s targeting of 

civilians, but these initial actions cannot replace regional 

or multilateral initiatives and pressure to bring both 

parties to an inclusive process of dialogue and 

resolution. The absence of sustained and priority-level 

engagement of the UN, the African Union (AU), and the 

Economic Community of Central African States 

(ECCAS) lessens the positive impact of one-off actions 

of individual nations. Cameroon is not on the official 

agenda of the UN Security Council, and with the 

exception of a May 2019 Arria Formula meeting on the 

humanitarian situation,37 the Security Council has paid 

minimal attention. In February 2020, the UN Office of 

https://freedomhouse.org/country/cameroon/freedom-world/2019
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the High Commissioner for Human Rights called for an 

independent investigation into the Ngarbuh massacre, as 

did the UN Special Adviser on the Prevention of 

Genocide.38 The AU has remained relatively quiet, but 

has lent support to the Swiss mediation efforts. The AU 

also joined the Commonwealth and the International 

Organisation of la Francophonie in a tripartite mission 

to Cameroon to reduce violence,39 however the mission 

did not visit any Anglophone towns or cities where the 

crisis persists.  

 
 

 
 

As of this writing, Cameroon has the highest 
COVID-19 caseload in Central Africa. Civilians in 
conflict-affected regions, particularly the nearly 
700,000 civilians who are internally displaced as a 
result of the Anglophone crisis, are at 
disproportionate risk of contracting the virus. Thirty-
four percent of the health facilities in the 
Anglophone regions are non-functional or only 
partially functional as a result of the Anglophone 
crisis,40 and attacks on healthcare workers by 
security forces and armed separatists have reduced 
their presence.41 Lockdowns, roadblocks, and 
checkpoints maintained by separatists and security 
forces will likely block humanitarian aid.  
 
It is unclear how the COVID-19 pandemic will 
impact the dynamics of the Anglophone crisis. In 
March 2020, one separatist group declared a 
ceasefire in response to the pandemic, but neither 
the Cameroonian government nor other separatist 
groups have followed suit.42 Attacks on civilians by 
both security forces and armed separatists are 
reportedly ongoing.43 Due to the distraction of 
COVID-19 and the inaccessibility of the Anglophone 
regions to international monitors and journalists, 
attacks on civilians, which are currently on the rise, 
could be covered up or underreported. Security 
forces and armed separatist groups should respond 
to the COVID-19 pandemic by ending attacks on 
civilians and pursuing a peaceful, negotiated 
resolution to the Anglophone crisis.    

 
 
 

  

COVID-19 in Cameroon 
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Since the end of 2019, Cameroon’s Anglophone 
crisis has seemingly entered a new phase of 
increased attacks on civilians.44 The longer the 
crisis persists, the more civilians will be harmed. 
The current greatest risk facing civilians is that the 
crisis becomes more protracted as both sides 
refuse to seek a political solution and the capacity of 
separatist groups to commit violence increases. The 
death of President Biya in office could also produce 
instability that could escalate the crisis.  
 
The following developments fuel the risk of mass 
atrocities: 
 

1. ABUSES BY SECURITY FORCES AND 
SEPARATISTS ARE ON THE RISE. 
 
In the months leading up to the February 2020 
legislative and local elections, separatists and 
security forces launched an unprecedented barrage 
of attacks on civilians.45 Separatists attacked 
candidates and voters who participated in what they 
called “sham” elections.46 Security forces, instead of 
protecting voters, burned several villages and 
committed dozens of killings,47 including the 
Ngarbuh massacre. It is uncertain how the COVID-
19 pandemic will affect this rise in violence. It is 
possible that COVID-19 may divert attention away 
from the Anglophone crisis, allowing attacks on 
civilians to proliferate unchecked. 
 

2. THE SEPARATIST MOVEMENT IS 
FRACTURING.  
 
There is no united separatist movement, but rather 
an increasingly disorganized collection of distinct 
groups, some of which are clashing. Some 
separatist groups are reportedly becoming 
increasingly brutal in their attacks on civilians.48 
Security forces use this as justification to conduct 
more violent attacks on separatist groups and 
civilians accused of hosting or housing them in their 
communities. It is unclear the degree of control that 
separatist leaders in the diaspora have over armed 
groups on the ground. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

3. SEPARATIST GROUPS ARE 
BECOMING BETTER EQUIPPED AND 
TRAINED.  
 
To replace the improvised or locally-produced 
hunting shotguns used at the beginning of the crisis, 
separatists are reportedly capturing more 
sophisticated weapons from Cameroonian security 
forces, in addition to smuggling weapons in from 
Nigeria. There have been recent reports of 
separatists producing homemade bombs and 
improvised explosive devices. Separatist groups 
may also be setting up training camps in Nigeria, 
according to some experts. Up to this point, external 
actors have been unwilling to fund a fragmented 
separatist movement, though some diaspora have 
allegedly crowdsourced funds for weapons for 
separatists.49 If groups become significantly better 
equipped, trained, and funded, their attacks might 
become more strategic and inflict greater damage 
on both civilians and security forces. This could lead 
security forces to double down and increase attacks 
on separatists and civilians. Additionally, there are 
some allegations that separatists have recently 
conducted attacks outside the Anglophone 
regions.50 If the allegations of separatist 
involvement in these attacks are proven, this would 
signal that separatists are capable of projecting 
force outside the Anglophone regions, which could 
cause violence to spread and escalate, putting more 
civilians (including internally displaced Anglophones 
in neighboring Francophone regions) at risk. 
 

4. SECURITY FORCES ARE BECOMING 
EMBOLDENED BY A SENSE OF 
IMPUNITY AND MORE BRAZEN IN 
THEIR ATTACKS ON CIVILIANS.  
 
As the crisis persists and security forces are not 
held accountable, they are pursuing increasingly 
brutal attacks on civilians, including reportedly 
attacking former safe havens, such as hospitals, 
health facilities, and palaces of traditional leaders. 
As some separatist groups become more violent, 
security forces have more freedom to act with 
impunity. 

 

 
 

R ISKS OF FUTURE MASS ATROCITIES 
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5. NEITHER SIDE APPEARS WILLING 

TO MAKE THE CONCESSIONS 
NECESSARY FOR A POLITICAL 
SOLUTION.  
 
Anglophone Cameroonians are increasingly leaning 
toward a common call for independence. Largely 
because of the government’s half-hearted response 
to Anglophone grievances, many Anglophones who 
were willing to discuss federalism early in the crisis 
now do not see a solution besides independence. 
Meanwhile, the Cameroonian government is 
determined to obtain a military victory over the 
separatists. At the end of 2019, President Biya 
reiterated his commitment to using military force 
against separatists,51 despite widespread 
international acknowledgment that the crisis 
requires a political solution. The government 
refuses to make meaningful concessions on key 
Anglophone grievances, including political 
autonomy and recognition of historical and 
structural inequities. Faced with increasingly 
sophisticated armed separatist groups, pursuing a 
military solution will only prolong the crisis.  
 

6. THE SUDDEN DEATH OR 
DEPARTURE FROM OFFICE OF THE 
AGING PRESIDENT MAY LEAVE A 
POWER VACUUM THAT COULD 
FURTHER DESTABILIZE THE 
ANGLOPHONE REGIONS.  
 
Despite his fragile health, President Biya, 87, has 
maintained a tight grip on power since 1982. He has 
failed to groom a successor for a peaceful political 
transition. An abrupt end to his rule could prompt a 
chaotic and possibly violent power scramble, which 
could further destabilize the Anglophone crisis. 
Separatists would likely take advantage of a power 
vacuum to wage further attacks, and the Rapid 
Intervention Battalion (BIR), Cameroon’s elite 
security force which is allegedly loyal to Biya, could 
escalate its attacks on civilians without restraint. On 
the other hand, a shift in power could also bring 
fresh thinking and greater impetus for a negotiated 
resolution to the crisis. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

7. PUBLIC EVENTS ARE POTENTIAL 
TRIGGERS.  
 
Narratives around holidays and public events like 
elections – including the idea that there can be 
national holidays or “free and fair” elections in the 
midst of the Anglophone crisis – have historically 
provoked outrage among separatists and led them 
to impose lockdowns. These lockdowns are often a 
pretext for further violence against civilians, as was 
the case in lead-up to the February 2020 elections. 
Though most public events, including Cameroon’s 
National Day on May 20, have been cancelled 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, future public 
events could trigger such violence in the absence of 
efforts from the Cameroonian government toward 
an inclusive dialogue. 
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Anglophone grievances are longstanding and deep-
seated. Solving the crisis requires a good faith 
commitment by the state to directly address substantive 
grievances and a willingness by separatists to come to 
the table. 
 

FOR THE GOVERNMENT OF CAMEROON 
 
 Cease the targeting of civilians by state security 

forces. 
 Embrace a credible mediation process that includes 

the voices of armed groups, civil society, and 
affected Anglophone communities. 

 End discriminatory practices against Anglophones 
and include Anglophone leaders and affected 
communities in discussions about fostering proper 
representation across the regions’ schools, courts, 
and other civilian infrastructure.  

 Launch a credible investigation into all abuses, 
supported by the AU and/or UN. This could include a 
truly independent office to investigate all 
atrocities. Ensure that perpetrators on both the 
government and separatist sides are held 
accountable according to international legal 
standards.  

 Improve access to the Anglophone regions for 
humanitarian organizations. 

 

FOR ANGLOPHONE ARMED 
SEPARATIST GROUPS AND THEIR 
CIVILIAN LEADERS 
 
 Cease the targeting of civilians and, should the 

government declare a ceasefire, respond to such 
ceasefire by stopping all hostilities against state 
institutions and individuals associated with them.  

 End the years-long shutdown of schools in 
Anglophone regions. 

 Participate in a credible mediation process that 
includes representatives of civil society and affected 
Anglophone communities. 

 Cooperate with any future international investigative 
mechanisms tasked with gathering information from 
the Anglophone areas. 

 

 
 
 

 

FOR FOREIGN GOVERNMENTS  
 
Undertake an assessment of atrocity risks and 
implement prevention and mitigation strategies, 
including the following:  
 Support and encourage the government and 

separatists to welcome external assistance in a 
credible mediation process. 

 Ensure no military assistance is directly or 
indirectly supporting the violence being 
perpetrated against civilians. Link security 
assistance to demonstrable progress by the 
Cameroonian government on protecting 
civilians, investigating human rights violations, 
and promoting accountability for such crimes.  

 Through the UN Security Council, General 
Assembly, Human Rights Council, or Secretary 
General, establish a formal investigation into the 
commission of atrocities in Cameroon.  

 Call for a Special Rapporteur for Human Rights 
in Cameroon through the UN or the AU. 

 Consider targeted sanctions against members of 
security forces and separatist leaders, including 
in the diaspora, who are committing, aiding, or 
abetting attacks on civilians. 

 

FOR THE AFRICAN UNION  
 
 The AU Peace and Security Council (AUPSC) 

should add Cameroon to its agenda and use the 
array of prevention tools available, including but 
not limited to activating the Panel of the Wise on 
the Anglophone crisis. 

 The AUPSC should request monthly updates on 
the crisis from their Continental Early Warning 
System and adopt appropriate actions in 
response to the early warnings received. 

 Appoint a Special Envoy to facilitate dialogue 
between the Cameroonian government and 
separatist groups. Ensure civil society and 
affected communities are represented. 

 If the government fails to immediately launch a 
credible and comprehensive investigation into 
the atrocities and crimes, initiate an AU 
Commission of Inquiry.  

 Pursue the Cameroon crisis under point two of 
the AU’s Master Roadmap of Practical Steps to 
Silence the Guns in Africa by Year 2020, which 
is “consideration of cases of denials of early 
warning signs on looming crises.”52  

 

POLICY OPTIONS 
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