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1. Introduction – Global Conscience Initiative and the Human Rights Situation in the South West Region of Cameroon

This report was compiled in response to an appeal by the SWR office of the National Commission on Human Rights and Freedoms.  It is a summary of the major human rights abuses facing the South West Region of Cameroon.  Our organization, Global Conscience Initiative (GCI) is a grassroots, human rights non-governmental organization with offices in Kumba and Buea. The main objectives of the organization are to protect and promote human rights in the region, and in Cameroon as a whole.  GCI is currently operating a prisoners’ rights project, a project that works on improving access to justice for rural populations, a media watch project and a project that establishes human rights clubs in schools.  

The South West Region is of particular concern when looking at human rights abuses in Cameroon as the Anglophone regions have historically had less access to resources and have faced increased government suppression.  The areas of human rights abuses that are covered in this report are corruption, arbitrary detention, child abuse, human trafficking, mob justice, domestic violence, violations of prisoners’ rights and abuses against freedom of expression in the media sector. 

2. Corruption, Indulgence and Undue Demand

Corruption and extortion are major issues of concern when looking at human rights abuses in the SWR.  Corruption is endemic to society and has very detrimental effects on particularly vulnerable communities such as low-income individuals.

GCI has focused in specifically on a few areas of concern within this issue. Specifically, we’ve investigated corruption in the transport sector, in public service institutions such as the Kumba District Hospital and undue demand by police and gendarmes.  Corruption and undue demand are major matters for concern as they severely inhibit access to basic human rights. 
In the transport sector, corruption is being executed by the Meme Divisional Delegation and the Kumba City Council. Fees are imposed without the issuance of receipts.  Additionally, when receipts are offered, the sum on the receipt is often less than the funds actually paid. GCI has found that owners of vehicles are being charged when they do not have the valid documents. This is an acceptable action in order to secure road-safety but the money being paid is not fully accounted for. The owners of vehicles are being charged 5000 CFA from the transport delegation to get their road worthy certificates when the issued receipt says 1000 CFA.  Furthermore, 5000 CFA is charged to get a release order on the vehicles for which no receipts are being offered. To get impounded cars released owners pay between 10 000 and 25 000 CFA while sometimes no fees are acquired at all. No receipts are being offered and no records are being kept. To get a road worthy certificate drivers are obliged to go to Ombe and pay bribes between 1000 CFA and 10 000 CFA. All of this money is not accounted for in the state treasury and GCI fears that the money goes into the pocket of the divisional delegate and his collaborators. Citizens do not receive equal treatment before the law (Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) when there are no laws or rules governing the amount of fees being charged.
In the healthcare sector, corruption occurs in payment for medical certificates and medico-legal certificates at the Kumba District Hospital. The cost of medical certificates is 900 CFA but patients are being charged 2000 CFA and no receipts are offered. The Chief Medical Officer of the hospital says this is because the fees include consultation with a doctor and a development fee.  However, the public is not provided with any information on these development fees. The same is true for Medico-Legal certificates as patients are charged 4000 CFA when the actual cost is 1800 CFA. 

Extortion and undue demand are common practice at police and gendarmerie stations in Kumba.  Although bail is supposed to be free and it is clearly advertised as such outside of the Senior State Council’s office, this practice is not adhered to.  The officers regularly extort what is commonly referred to as a “symbolic amount” from victims in order to be released, even if they have not been formally charged with a crime.
All of the above are not only violations to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights but are also in breach of the Cameroonian Criminal Penal Code section 137 on indulgence, 142 on undue demand and 143 on favor. 
3. Prisoners’ Rights

The Kumba Principal Prison has been the subject of human rights investigations under our Prisoners’ Rights Project for some time.  The following information is based on interviews and investigations made by the GCI inside and outside of the prison during the first half of 2009.
The right to freedom from torture and inhuman treatment as well as the right to life is being violated in Kumba Principal Prison, as torture has resulted in the death of three inmates. Following a strike on August 18th 2008, the prison administration welded chains onto the wrists and ankles of over 20 detainees.  The welding burned the flesh of the victims causing extreme pain and suffering.  This event led to the subsequent death of three of the victims and has continued until this day to cause physical and mental trauma to the remaining victims.
Based on the evidence gathered by Global Conscience Initiative (GCI) during the course of its investigations, the overall conditions in the Kumba Principal Prison, as well as the prison administration’s treatment of the pre-trail detainees in its custody are not only criminally negligent, but also contrary to numerous international, national and administrative provisions that protect the rights of these individuals to life and physical and moral integrity, an adequate standard of living, and access to justice.  Specifically, GCI has witnessed and heard testimonies from detainees about the inhuman conditions inside the prison and the blunt denial of their rights, including the use of torture resulting in the death of three inmates.  

In addition, a severe shortage of sufficient food and medical care has contributed to unnecessary serious diseases and precipitated the deaths of the aforementioned torture victims. These hardships faced by the pre-trail detainees due to the deplorable conditions inside the Kumba Principal Prison are also unacceptably prolonged by the extended periods of custody they must endure while awaiting trial, which are often well beyond the statutory limits. These delays are perpetuated by the detainee’s frequent lack of access to a lawyer or transport to court, and inability to communicate with the outside world, all of which are rights that the prison administration has a duty to ensure.

GCI has verified that acts of torture, the most serious of the aforementioned human rights violations, have taken place inside Kumba Principal Prison. The chaining of prisoners’ ankles and/or wrists with a welding machine undeniably inflicts extraordinary pain and suffering, both mental and physical, on the victim. Moreover, it is abundantly clear that this suffering was inflicted intentionally, since the act of welding chains to limbs was used as a form of punishment and repression of the detainees as a consequence of the August 18th 2008 events inside Kumba Principal Prison. As such, these abuses can be considered acts of torture. 

Further concern for the prisoners’ wellbeing is warranted on the basis of their lack of recourse for obtaining healthcare outside of the prison infirmary. From the testimony and observations GCI gathered, where a case merits hospital care, the detainee is at the mercy of the prison administration’s discretion. This violates detainees’ right to the highest attainable healthcare.  Moreover, despite a medical budget provided by the Cameroonian government, treatment is rarely if ever funded by the prison administration.  This violates detainees’ right to a decent standard of living, including sufficient medical care and services, especially under circumstances where they lack a means of having a consistent income.

The detainees also receive an inadequate amount of food without sufficient nutritional value during their stay in the awaiting trail cell. This has caused, or at least contributed to, several documented health problems. Moreover, the prison administration did not express appropriate concern for the malnutrition of detainees who were already having health problems. By failing to provide a sufficient quantity and quality of food to the prisoners under its care, the prison administration is acting in violation of the right to food and the right to be free from hunger. As GCI’s investigation demonstrates, by breaching the rights of the prisoners in its custody in such a severe and unacceptable manner, thereby causing grave danger to the their wellbeing, the administration of Kumba Principal Prison is acting in contravention of both international and national laws. 

In addition to these deplorable circumstances concerning the living conditions of the pre-trail detainees, GCI is also alarmed by the lack of access of the prisoners to means of regaining their freedom. First of all, the lack of access to legal representation constitutes an obvious contravention of international law, as does the extended amounts of time the prisoners have to spend in prison while awaiting their trial, which often far exceed the statutorily proscribed limits. This treatment also constitutes a denial of the prisoner’s right to a fair trial.  

Secondly, GCI discovered shocking evidence indicating that prisoners awaiting trial suffer from worse treatment than those whose guilt has been proven. GCI believes the Kumba prison administration manages the prison so as to undermine the right to be presumed innocent. Evidence shows that persons who should be presumed innocent are consistently treated worse than those who have been convicted. Though GCI believes strongly that no person under detention should be subjected to cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment, it is deeply disturbing that the prison administration regards all categories of detainees worthy of punishment through poor conditions.

Finally, GCI believes the right to communication and information in Kumba Principal Prison to be illusive. Most of the detainees lack information about the reason of their detention, their rights and obligations, applicable regulations, and available means of communicating with their relatives or prospective legal representation. Communication is possible but almost solely in exchange for payment. The detainees have to pay guards to use their cell phones and have an opportunity to communicate with the outside world, and visitors must pay the wardens to be able to talk to the detainees, bring them food or provide them with medical treatment. These demands for remuneration by the individual members of the prison administration for providing services, which are guaranteed to the detainees under national law, constitute direct violations of their duties as public servants for which they are criminally liable.

In sum, GCI’s investigation reveals shocking non-compliance with national and international human rights law. Within Kumba Principal Prison, there is a lack of sufficient nutrition, health care has in some cases been actively denied, and the prisoners have experienced extreme torture during which chains were welded to their ankles and/or wrists, resulting in the death of three inmates. Essentially, in all the areas under investigation violations of the human rights of prisoners were disclosed indicating the overall living conditions in Kumba Principal Prison to be inhumane. 

4. The State of Media in the South West Region

Through research, interviews, investigations and monitoring GCI has recently assessed the state of the media in the South West Region. The government has agreed to The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights which includes “freedom of communication, of expression, of the press, of assembly, of association and of trade unionism, as well as the right to strike shall be guaranteed under conditions fixed by law”.  However, this is not fulfilled in the South West Region.   

Governmental unconstitutional restrictions are common, both before and after the publication or the broadcasting of information. Confiscation of material, illegal detention and harassment are unconstitutional actions often undertaken by the government against journalists. Some journalists have also been arrested and tortured. One of the most recent cases involved Jacques Blaise Mvié and Charles René Nwé, respectively Deputy Managing Director and Editor of the privately owned weekly La Nouvelle. They were both sentenced to five years in prison and fined 500 000 CFA on June 3rd  2009 for an article they published. 

Another recent trial involved Lewis Medjo, publisher of the newspaper La Détente.  This case was an example of illegal detention on the basis of unproven guilt. According to Reporters Without Borders, Medijo was arrested on September 22nd for ‘publishing false news’ and spent 103 days in detention during the trial.  He was found guilty on January 7th. 
Innocent Yuh and Njaru Philip, two Anglophone journalists, were taken off a bus by gendarmes and held on their way to a training workshop in Limbe in November 2005. They were accused of being Southern Cameroon National Council activists and Philip was beaten so badly around the head that he had to be taken to hospital. 

Additionally, the government practices selective sanctioning. The TV station Equinoxe Télévision was forced off air when they refused to pay broadcasting fees of 100 million CFA.  However, other private television stations that have not paid were allowed to continue broadcasting. 
Bribery is common in relationships between authorities and media.  The media is considered by the population as the third most corrupt sector in Cameroon. Poor finances are a reason for bribery and corruption. Because of lack of economic resources, know- how, technology and training the media is of a low standard.  The sector also is unable to pay for experienced journalists, which leads to low quality production. This prevents media from reaching a wider public, promoting participation, sustaining democracy and providing people with information that is comprehensive and unbiased. Because of lack of funds, the unions and associations of media seem to be unable to tackle these problems nor to provide for the necessary support to their members. 

5. Mob Justice

Mob justice is when a mob of people takes the laws into their own hands. This is a common way of dispensing justice in more rural areas of the country and often occurs in the Southwest Region of Cameroon. It is very prominent in Meme Division, especially Kumba.  Mob justice is often due to a lack of trust of law enforcement officers, lack of respect for the formal judicial system, an overburdened court system and the silence of the Cameroonian Criminal Procedure Code on the subject. The results of which are the murder of innocent individuals, the perpetuation of cycles of violence and the condoning of crime.  Mob justice is in breach of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights on several different accounts: Article 3 on the right to life, liberty and security, Article 10 on the right to a fair and public hearing by an independent and impartial tribunal as well as Article 11.1 on the right to be assumed guilty until otherwise being proved.

There were two particular incidents of mob justice which drew in the attention of Global Conscience Initiative in 2009.  On the 26th of May, a notorious bandit named Dongila was apprehended by an angry mob. He was accused of robbing and stabbing a motor bike rider of his phone and his hard earned money on the 25th of May at around midnight. Dongila, thought he went unnoticed, but was seen around Kramma junction by a group of bike riders.  They immediately caught up with him, stripped him naked and beat him to near death.  Fortunately for him, he was rescued by the Senior State Counsel, who immediately called on the police to rush him to the General Hospital in Kumba. However, later that day, Dongila was declared dead and was taken to the hospital mortuary. 

Another incident of mob justice occurred on the 27th of May, 2009.  Two provision bandits were attacked by a huge angry crowd in three corners Fiango. Before dawn, a night watch heard some male voices in a nearby store. He discovered the owner of the store was not present and that thieves where raiding the provisions. This night watch followed every move of the five thieves and saw where they carried the goods. This was made known to the store owner who immediately rallied some boys to go help him reclaim his goods. The mob left for fiango on meeting the thieves trying to escape and scarring the crowd with guns. Three of the bandits escaped while two of them were caught by the mob. One of the bandits was named Fresheur and the other’s identity was unknown.  They were dragged back to the three corners petrol station, stripped naked, loaded with tires, covered in petrol and burned alive. A large crowd of people witnessed these events and the bodies remained there most of the day.  Food vendors from the area did not work that day as the dead bodies were not removed till after 4pm when the rain started to fall.

These two examples are symbolic of a major problem in the region.  These horrific human rights abuses will continue unless faith is bolstered in the justice system.
6. Centres for Arbitration and Mediation (CAMs)
A prominent human rights abuse, as seen in the GCI Centres for Arbitration and Mediation project, is the issue of tribalism and discrimination between council members and their community. Tribalism involves attitudes and behavior that is based on being loyal to a tribe or other social group. A tribe is a group of people of the same race and with the same customs, language and religion. Discrimination is the practice of treating a particular group in society less fair than others based on characteristics such as race or sex. These two concepts affect the judgments of the councils as they result in prejudice and stereotyping. For example, rather than conducting thorough investigations, the council often bases their judgment on preconceived ideas which at times turn out to be faulty.  This is in violation of Article 1 on equal treatment, Article 7 on equality before the law and Article 10 on the right to a fair trial of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Segregation is also a problem within these communities, especially when it comes to foreigners, commonly Nigerians. A case brought before the Council takes a different turn if one of the accused is a Nigerian or tribesman; which is contrary to Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Failure to submit to the village council may lead to more stringent measures like arbitrary arrest and detention or exile from the community.  This is a violation against the right not be arbitrary detained according to Article 9 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
7. Domestic Violence

Domestic violence against women occurs all over the world and Cameroon is no exception. In Cameroon there is no specific law protecting women against violence. Assault is prohibited by law but there is no law specific to women. This is a matter of concern since perpetrators of domestic violence are most commonly husbands or other male relatives. In international human rights law, there is the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women and there is also the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women which is a complement to the above convention. The declaration says that states should condemn violence against women and that no customs, tradition or religion should be used as a reason to avoid the state responsibility. Cameroon signed the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women as of June 6th 1983 and ratified the same August 23th 1994 without reservations.  Yet, it is not in the national constitution and therefore no effective protection for women against domestic violence is being provided. 

Domestic violence usually falls into one of four different categories of violence: physical, psychological, economic and sexual violence. Physical violence most often appears in the form of beating and battering while psychological violence is the use of degrading language or treatment. Furthermore, economic violence occurs when a woman is unable prevented from working yet her husband does not give her the kind of money she needs to provide a reasonable standard of living for herself and her children. Sexual violence usually involves forced intercourse and/or a man being involved in affairs with other women, thereby passing various kinds of sexually transmitted diseases on to his wife.
Although it is difficult to estimate the degree of domestic violence in the Southwest Region of Cameroon, partly due to the fact that most women do not report the violence, it is apparent that this form of human rights abuse is rampant. Not all women are being physically violated by their husbands but most women suffer from psychological abuses. This form of violence is due to customs and traditions of Cameroon. Women are often being treated as the property of their husbands because of customs such as bride price upon the wedding. Also, women are not entitled to the right of inheritance which is a violation of their right to equal treatment. This is not in accordance with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which states that everyone is entitled to all the rights in the Declaration with no distinction of any kind. This is also recognized through article 2.1 of the International Convention of Civil and Political Rights.  Additionally, these violations put women in a position where they become dependent on their husbands. 

As mentioned above, most women do not report on the violence they are the victims of. There are a number of reasons for this but a main reason is that the woman does not want to lose their husband and possibly the father of their children. An unmarried woman is not valued the same as married women and therefore a divorce is especially difficult for the woman. It is especially difficult if she is not working because then she has no way of supporting herself and her children. This is not in line with Article 1 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women which states that there should be no difference in treatment of women due to marital status.

An additional issue of concern is that even if a woman decides to report on her husband, the courts favor the men more than the women.  This is considered a violation on the right to equal treatment before the law as stated in Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  It is also in breach with Article 3 of the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights which concerns men and women having equal rights.  

Domestic violence also occurs in another form.  Domestic help or house help are often treated in a very inhuman way. Their amount of work they do is very high and working hours are not reasonable. Also, the food they are being served is often very bad and/or of small quantity. This is in breach of Article 23 and Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
8. Child Abuse – Rights of the Child
One type of child abuse that is common in the South West Region is child labor. The Declaration on the Rights of the Child, CRC states in article 32.1 that “State Parties recognize the right of the child to be protected from economic exploitation and from performing any work that is likely to be hazardous or to interfere with the child’s education, or to be harmful to the child’s health or physical, mental, spiritual, moral or social development.” One common example of violation in the South West Region is when young children work as street vendors late at night. The Post newspaper published an article about the working conditions of child hawkers in Bueas’s Mile 17 bus park. A 10 year old girl told the newspaper that her aunt makes her walk from Tiko to Buea Town on foot selling foodstuff and that she has to sell everything she is given before returning home. The Post also found out that the young female hawkers also fall victim to rape and torture by wayward boys. 

Many of the children who are selling things on the street are primary school age and working prevents them from their education. Most parents send their children for work because they need money to support the family or even to pay for their school fees. The Convention on the Right’s of the Child states in Article 28.1 that “State Parties recognize the right of the child to education and with a view to achieving this right progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity…” Child labor, physical and mental violence and sexual abuse are keeping children in the South West region from education and development in various aspects.  

Article 34 of the Convention on the Right’s of the Child further states that “State Parties undertake to protect the child from all form of sexual exploitation and sexual abuse.” It also states in Article 19.1 that “State Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all form of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse....”. Child labor violates all of these rights when it results in girls being sexually abused.
If one visits a village in the Southwest Region, they will often see children involved in the “garri factory” which involves the cleaning, washing, grinding, tying, sieving, frying and packaging of garri. Young children are found during school hours doing hard work which can be dangerous to their health. For example, this has been witnessed by GCI in Bombe-Bakundu village. The children claim they were working to help improve the standard of living of the family but ironically there was not much to show that the standards were actually being improved. This is economic exploitation and a clear example of child labor contrary to the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Children can participate in household work, but the chores given to them should be equivalent to their age and strength. 
Another human rights issue particular to children is the charging of school fees for enrolment.  According to Article 26.1,2 and 3 everyone has the right to education and it shall be accessible to all. Based on this merit it is shocking that many parents report that government institutions extort money from them before registering their children for the school year. In the government Secondary School, Mambanda, Kumba parents were asked to pay the purchase price or come with a bag of cement of 50 kg before they would admit their children into the school. Because they want their children to be educated, they comply, which is a violation of their human rights as well as those of their children. 

9. Human Trafficking

Human trafficking is often described as a modern form of slavery. Human trafficking involves the buying and selling of human beings against their will for various reasons. The most common form of  human trafficking is sexual exploitation, however it takes other forms: child brides, circuses, sacrificial worship, forced begging, sale of human organs, forced labor and domestic servitude. Human trafficking is worldwide and most countries are affected by it, either as receivers of human trafficking victims or as countries of departure. The victims of human trafficking are most often women and children but men can also be victimized. 

Human trafficking results in several different kinds of human rights abuses. Article 3 and 4 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the right to life, liberty and security and not to be held in slavery are abused and also Article 13 the freedom of movement. Furthermore Article 23 on the right to free choice of employment and just conditions of work is violated by human trafficking. The bad conditions faced by most victims also violate the right to an adequate standard of living, Article 25 of Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

Although the government of Cameroon has ratified several different international as well as regional and sub regional treaties on combating human trafficking it is a severe problem. Cameroon is a destination for victims of human trafficking from other West African countries such as Benin and Togo. Boys are mostly held in Cameroon as farm laborers while girls are being used as domestic help or prostitutes. Many victims of human trafficking in Cameroon are taken to Nigeria and because of this, human trafficking is a slightly more severe problem in the North West Region than in the South West Region as they border Nigeria. However, trafficking is still a human rights abuse problem in the South West Region as many victims are coming from this region. 

10. Arbitrary Detention

Arbitrary detention is prohibited by Section 119(1) of the Criminal Procedure Code which states that “…where a judicial police officer intends to remand a suspect in police custody, he shall inform him of the grounds for the suspicion and invite him to give any explanation he deems necessary.” Arbitrary detention is when an individual is detained without any evidence to a crime being committed and no arrest warrant being shown to the detained. To arbitrarily detain an individual is in breach of Article 55 of the 2002 Rome Statue of the ICC, International Criminal Court.  However, Cameroon is not yet a state party to the ICC.

Only this week, two of GCI Prisoners’ Rights Project interns were detained by the police for taking photographs of a demonstration. The way they were doing this was in no breach with national law but the interns were still deprived of their certificated photocopy of their passports and held under detention for three hours without any arrest warrant and without being informed of their alleged crimes. At the time of the detention, the intern’s memory-cards for their cameras were seized and they have not yet been returned. The detention in itself was illegal because the interns were not presented with a committed crime.  Also the confiscation of the memory-cards is an unlawful act. 

Earlier this year GCI reported on another incident of concern. On April 2nd a 61 year old women was detained for six hours at Kumba Central Police Station. During this period she was without food. GCI recalls that this is in contradiction to section 122 2&4 of the Criminal Penal Code. The accusation on the women was destruction but no evidence was presented. The woman was released after six hours for a bail fee of 20, 000 CFA for which no receipt was issued. This is also of concern since it is also a matter of corruption. No records of the woman’s detention were  kept. 

Section 218 (1) of the CPC states that to “remand in custody (is) an exceptional measure …”. In both cases described above, the reason for the detention was not for an exceptional crime and no real evidence or accusation was presented to the detainees. Therefore both examples are considered as arbitrary detentions. The cases described in this report are unfortunately not the only cases of arbitrary detention at present, but are simply examples of a major problem. Arbitrary detention is not only in breach of the Criminal Procedure Code but also of international human rights doctrines. The documents of most relevance on the matter are the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Convention of Civil and Political Rights. Article 3 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that everybody has the right to liberty while Article 9 prohibits arbitrary arrest and detention. These rights are regulated as well in the International Convention of Civil and Political Rights in Article 9.1 on liberty and the right to be protected against arbitrary detention. This article of the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights states that “No one shall be deprived of his liberty except on such grounds and in accordance with such procedure as are established by law”. 

This is a concern to GCI because at present the practice of the police and the gendarmes of Kumba is in violation of the CPC as suspect’s right to be considered guilty until otherwise proved are compromised.  

11. Female Genital Mutilation and Breast Ironing
Female genital mutilation (FGM) is a harmful traditional practice involving partial or total removal of the female external genitalia.  While the government of Cameroon has criticized the practice, it has enacted no law prohibiting FGM, nor has it prosecuted anyone for performing it.  FGM is currently practiced in isolated areas of the Far North, East, and Southwest Regions.  Specifically, it remains a popular practice with the Ejagham tribe of the Southwest province and the Hausas and Araphous in the North.  The most severe form of abuse, infibulation, which is usually practiced on preadolescent girls, is still performed in the Kajifu region of the Southwest Region. 

According to UNICEF, Cameroon has the lowest prevalence rate of FGM among the countries with available data with a value of 1.4%.  At a sub-national level, however, FGM rates vary significantly across regional lines.  Demographically, the highest prevalence rates are found among women aged 20-24 (3%), women without education (5%), Muslim women (6%) and women belonging to the Arabe-Choa/Peuls/Haoussa/Kanuri ethic group (13%).

At present, the practice of FGM appears to be slowly declining in Cameroon.  This is likely due to the influence of NGOs, the threat of HIV, and its condemnation by the State.  And even though it is not prohibited by law, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women recently reported that the Government of Cameroon has confirmed that FGM is a primary focus of its gender protection efforts.  

While the process of ‘breast-ironing’ is also practiced on pre-pubescent women, it is an entirely different process that involves pressing heated objects, especially spatulas and stones, onto a girl’s developing breasts in order to prevent pregnancy by making them appear less attractive to men.  The practice is now inflicted on 24% of Cameroonian women by the age of nine.  It is usually inflicted by family members, 58% of the time by the mother, but young girls often self-inflict the breast mutilation on themselves as well.  

While no medical research on the effects of breast ironing has taken place to date, it is very painful and could lead to an elevated risk of cancer, inability to produce milk, and psychological problems.  Theoretically, heart problems could also result where pounding is involved.  Many girls are so fearful of the practice that they flee their homes, and of those upon whom it has been inflicted 18% feel their breasts are now deformed.

Unlike FGM, breast-ironing affects women in all 10 of Cameroon’s provinces, and tends to take place in urban settings, where sexual advances are thought to be more common.  Specifically, the practice is most prevalent in the Littoral province (53%), which includes Cameroon’s largest city of Douala.  It is less common in the north, possibly due to the conservative attire worn by the primarily Muslim population.  However, girls who show early signs of puberty universally face a higher risk of being exposed to the practice.  

Another difference between FGM and breast-ironing is that the latter, though not specifically prohibited, does receive some protection under the law, and provided the matter is quickly reported and the damage is verified by a medical professional, the perpetrator could be subjected to up to three years in prison for assault.  However, the victims are often very young and unlikely to report their family members. Rather, sex education is likely a better deterrent, which could have the affect of truly curbing teenage pregnancies.  The practice of breast-ironing does not.  

 
12. Conclusion

The picture outlined in this report shows a number of human rights abuses occurring in the South West Region of Cameroon. Many of these abuses surround issues such as corruption and transparency which are rampant problems in all sectors of society.  Also, illuminated by this report is the particular vulnerability of women and children to abuses.

Global Conscience Initiative can be contacted with any inquiries on the above subject matter.  It is the hope of our organization that exposure and discussion of such issues will result in changes in the long run.  We commend the work of the National Commission on Human Rights and Freedoms in fighting for this change.  
Salus populi suprema lex – The welfare of the people is the supreme law
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