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INTRODUCTION
Cameroon’s government has made efforts to end torture and other serious human rights violations over 
the last two decades. It ratified the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) in 1984 
and the Convention against torture in 1986. It committed to procedural guarantees to combat prolonged 
pre-trial detention, increased the number of courts and legal personnel, addressed prison overcrowding, 
and improved detention conditions. This has translated into a reduction in open and generalised use 
of torture and ill-treatment but unfortunately, these practices and arbitrary arrest and incommunicado 
detention are still frequently used in secret. 

Over the last few years, Cameroon has depended on a heavily militarized strategy to resolve national 
crises, most of which have led to torture and other violent practices against innocent people. Many 
citizens have been arbitrarily arrested and detained on suspicion of being involved with or supporting 
armed separatist groups operating in English-speaking regions of Cameroon. Since late 2016, in these 
regions, cycles of civil protests followed by government repression have escalated to hostilities between 
government forces and armed separatist groups, resulting in over 2,000 deaths. 

While there have been minor legislative improvements, torture is still not criminalised in accordance with 
the UN Convention against Torture and there is no national policy or concrete strategy to end torture 
and ensure justice and reparation for victims. This allows torture to continue with no effective venue for 
victims and anti-torture advocates to report violations and seek reparation.

Trauma Centre Cameroon (TCC) and Women in Alternative Action (WAA Cameroon) submitted a stakeholder 
report to the Human Rights Council, with technical support from the International Rehabilitation Council 
for Torture Victims (IRCT). 

This briefing note provides an independent and detailed account of the state of implementation of the 
states UNCAT obligations and recommendation from the 2018 UPR. It focuses specifically on the following 
issues:

1.	 Torture and ill-treatment in detention 

2.	 Lack of investigation and reparations for torture victims

3.	 	Reprisals against Journalists and Human Rights Defenders using the Anti-Terrorism Law
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A. Torture and ill-treatment in detention
 PREVIOUS RECOMMENDATION

During the third cycle of the UPR, Cameroon received and supported recommendations to consider reasonable time frames for 
preventive detention and take appropriate measures to align conditions of detention with international standards.

CURRENT STATE OF IMPLEMENTATION
Cameroonian law contains a number of legal provisions to guarantee the basic rights of detainees. These include Article 5 of the 
Constitution (ensuring respect for human dignity and prohibiting torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment); 
Article 646 of the Criminal Procedure Code (specifying  the maximum period of preventive detention to 18 months, extendable 
to 24 months); and the Penitentiary Code (which altogether addresses the rights and treatment of detainees in prison, including 
accommodation, healthcare, nutrition, and access to legal assistance and family visits). Despite these legal rights, there are serious 
human rights problems in places of detention including overcrowding, inadequate facilities, and neglect of specialized care for 
vulnerable groups, collectively contribute to aggravating detention conditions. These conditions, in many instances, reach a level 
of severity and suffering that constitute ill-treatment or even torture under international human rights law standards.

There are three main issues related to Cameroonian detention centers:

A.	 Lack of basic necessities and overcrowding

Prisons in Cameroon have inadequate access to food, water, sanitation, heating, ventilation, lighting, and medical care, leading 
to rampant malnutrition, tuberculosis, bronchitis, malaria, hepatitis, scabies, and other treatable conditions, including infections. 
COVID-19 was also common among inmates, with over 31 deaths reported at the Yaoundé Central Prison in April 2021. 

Overcrowding is a pervasive issue in many prisons, particularly in major urban centers.  There are currently 79 functioning prisons 
with an intended capacity of 17,915, according to prison administration officials. As of June 2022, the overall prison population 
was 33,002, representing an overcrowding rate of 84,2%. Though locally the overcrowding rate is much higher. The central prison 
in Ngaoundere, Adamawa was initially designed to hold 150 inmates, but as of June 2018, the prison held 1,600 inmates with over 
two-thirds of them not convicted of any crime. A third of the inmates were awaiting trial, another third had hearings underway, 
and one-third had been convicted. The Douala New Bell Prison, constructed in 1902 with a capacity of 800 inmates, is also severely 
overcrowded. In 2022, it was estimated to house at least 5,000 individuals, which means it currently holds about 525% more inmates 
than its original design capacity.

B.	 Absence of detention centers for women and juveniles

Only one prison, the Mfou Women’s Prison Facility in Yaoundé, is specifically designated for women due to the gender-neutral 
approach of the Cameroon Penitentiary Regulation (CPR). This fails to account for the unique needs of female inmates such as 
protection from gender-based violence, access to adequate hygiene supplies, access to comprehensive healthcare services. 
Detention centers neither offer specialized regimes, appropriate protection or safe reporting mechanisms.

In Cameroon, juveniles are often treated similarly to adults when it comes to detention. This results in them being exposed to ill-
treatment, and being in a system that doesn’t enable their rehabilitation and reintegration into society. 

Cameroon’s juvenile justice system is designed to have an educational purpose rather than a  punitive one. It emphasizes sentences 
aimed at education, including counseling, vocational training, community service, and other programs aimed at rehabilitation 
of young offenders. However, in reality, punitive measures such as imprisonment or fines are more applied. Furthermore, the 
rehabilitative element is frequently undermined because juveniles serve their sentence in adults conditions and detention regimes. 
This situation not only contradicts the intended educational purpose but also has severe implications for the well-being and 
development of young offenders.
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C.	 Absence of National Preventive Mechanism

Cameroon signed the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture (OPCAT) in 2009 but it has still not ratified the instrument 
and no National Prevention Mechanism has been designated. The National Commission on Human Rights and Freedoms (NCHRF) 
was created in 2004 with mandate to promote and protect human rights and freedoms within the country. It does undertake visits to 
places of detention and in 2021 published a report based on visits to 21 prisons, 93 detention facilities, and 2 psychiatric hospitals. 
However, it does not have the necessary mandate nor capacity to undertake more regular and systematic visits as required under 
the OPCAT, which means that the monitoring it can provides will lack effectiveness in preventing torture and ill-treatment.

 RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Ensure access to proper, gender-adequate and permanent medical facilities, with well-trained medical personnel, in all 
prisons and detention centers.

2. Upgrade detention facilities, and provide access to running water, sufficient food, and proper sanitation measures for all 
detainees.

3. Ensure timely trials for detainees to reduce overcrowding in prisons and detention centers.

4. Ensure that civil society organizations have full access to places of detention and prisons to provide urgent direct 
assistance, medical, psychosocial, and legal support to detained youths

5. Designate a National Preventive Mechanism and ensure that it has the necessary capacity and independence to effectively 
implement its mandate under the OPCAT
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B.	 Lack of effective investigations and 
reparations for victims of torture

 PREVIOUS RECOMMENDATION
During the third cycle of the UPR, Cameroon received and supported recommendations to carry out investigations into alleged 
torture and ill-treatment of detained persons.

CURRENT STATE OF IMPLEMENTATION
People arrested and placed in detention are being tortured by security forces for interrogation purposes, resulting in both physical 
injuries and psychological trauma. These violations are thoroughly documented in reports by Amnesty International, Human Rights 
Watch and the U.S Embassy in Cameroon’s 2021 Country report. From July 23rd to August 4th of 2019, authorities held over 100 
detainees incommunicado and tortured many of them in a detention facility in Yaoundé. Human Rights Watch interviewed 14 
detainees held at the State Defense Secretariat in Yaoundé, all of whom reported being tortured during their time there.

While torture is criminalized in Cameroon, there are very few examples of investigations and prosecutions being carried out. Few 
complaints are filed and recorded due to fear of reprisals and lack of trust in the justice system by victims. When the victims come 
forward to file their complaints, investigations are rarely completed due to lack of resources allocated to investing allegations of 
torture; lack of political will; and insufficiently independent oversight mechanisms. This creates a climate of impunity and deny 
victims reparation. 

In addition, investigations are hindered because of the political and security context relating to the Anglophone Crisis in the 
Northwest and Southwest Regions, and to the Boko Haram insurgency in the Far North Region. These situations have seen an 
increase in human rights violations and limited civil society engagement, due to restrictions on their ability to access victims and 
reprisals for exposing abuses.

 RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Ensure effective investigation, prosecution, and reparation in all allegations of torture, cruel, inhuman, or degrading 
treatment.
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C. Reprisals against Journalists and 
Human Rights Defenders using the Anti-
Terrorism Law

 PREVIOUS RECOMMENDATION
During the third cycle of the UPR, Cameroon received and supported recommendations to ensure that all civilians, including human 
rights defenders and journalists, can carry out their activities without restrictions. 

CURRENT STATE OF IMPLEMENTATION
The Anti-terrorism Law adopted by Cameroon on December 23, 2014, provides for the death penalty for a significant number 
of crimes related to terrorist activity and it allows authorities to detain “terrorist” suspects indefinitely. The excessively broad 
wording of this Law allows the government to arbitrarily draw a moving line between “reporting the facts” and “acclaiming what 
is happening”. The term “terrorism” is deliberately vague leaving journalists in uncertainty, not knowing what they can and cannot 
report safely. It exposes professionals to a heightened risk of abuse by the authorities, who can exploit its provisions to infringe 
upon their freedom of expression and the right to a fair trial.  It has been implemented in a repressive way that prevents journalists 
from reporting on human rights abuses during crises, such as the conflict in the English-speaking regions. This instrumentalization 
allows to label journalists, activists, and critics as “terrorists” and be tried in military courts. Besides, the law has been used to 
silence, arrest and intimidate human rights defenders, with some facing accusations of propagating “fake news.” 

A few examples include:

•	 November 2018: Mimi Mefo, a Cameroonian journalist known for her work in investigative journalism, and reporting on human 
right issues was arrested and accused of propagating “fake news” in relation to her report on the killing of a foreign missionary 
by the security forces and order in the Northwest Region. 

•	 June 2019: Paul Chouta, a journalist and critic of the government was arrested and detained by the government authorities for 
critical reporting and social media posts, which were perceived as being critical of the Cameroonian Government.

•	 August 2019: Samuel Wazizi, a journalist with Chillen Music and Television (CMTV) was accused of having links with the separatist 
fighters, and of spreading information that was considered detrimental to the government’s narrative on the ongoing conflict 
in the English Speaking regions. He was arrested and kept incommunicado in detention for weeks in the Southwest Region and 
later died.

These actions have raised concerns among journalists and human rights activists about the safety of reporting on human rights 
abuses.

 RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Amend the 2014 antiterrorism law to bring the definition of terrorism into line with international human rights standards 
including the right to a fair trial, and end the use of military tribunals to try civilians.

2. Take all necessary measures to protect and enable human rights defenders, journalists and other members of civil society 
to carry out their legitimate activities without fear of reprisal, and free of all restrictions.


