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Foreword

The idea of conducting a study on the recruitment of young people into
armed groups in Cameroon1 germinated during a workshop organised
within the scope of the Civil Peace Service network in Cameroon. In June
2014, when the country was having to contend with Boko Haram in the
Far North region, and at the same time, in the East region, was managing
a humanitarian crisis and the insecurity related to the conflict in the Cen-
tral African Republic, Cameroon openly launched the offensive against
its enemies. 

In this context, the analyses shared by the members of the CPS net-
work were quite alarming, especially regarding the deterioration of rela-
tions between communities all over the country, through the growth of
stigmatising behaviour, particularly against Muslims, or more generally,
the population groups from the Northern part of the country. But one
piece of information alerted even more the network’s organisations, most
of which work very closely with the youth in Cameroon. We learnt in
fact that an apparently large number of young people in the Far North
were leaving to join Boko Haram, and there was even talk of recruiters
being present in the rest of the country.
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1  The Civil Peace Service (CPS) is a programme of the German Ministry of Cooperation
(BMZ) that aims to promote the culture of peace throughout the world. In Cameroon, this
programme is principally implemented by two German organisations, AGEH and Brot fuer
die Welt (Bread for the World), through special support from some 29 civil society orga-
nisations. These organisations have come together in a network for exchanges and the
sharing of experience, the Civil Peace Service network in Cameroon, and are increasingly
implementing joint activities. This network is also connected to other organisations wor-
king within the framework of the CPS in Sierra Leone and in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo. For more information about this work, please visit the following website:
http://peaceworkafrica.net



While we were aware that some young people were caught up in gangs
in the major cities or in groups of  “highway bandits”2, enrolment in more
significant groups such as Boko Haram, seemed to be a new phenome-
non, at least in Cameroon. And there was very little scientific literature
on the subject to our knowledge, in comparison with the studies con-
ducted in West Africa around conflicts in Liberia, Sierra Leone or in the
Great Lakes region. 

In addition there was a certain amount of confusion in the informa-
tion relayed by the national and international media, on the situation ex-
perienced by the population of these regions affected by the conflicts,
but also because of the silence of the authorities on what was really hap-
pening on the ground. However and unfortunately due to the fatal attacks
that have taken place in the towns of the Far North region since July 2015,
the population has slightly more access to information. This being said,
during our surveys, we had a clear perception in some areas of the extent
of the taboo. 

In Foumban, a young schoolgirl told the survey administrators: “The
teachers don’t talk about Boko Haram with the pupils, and parents feel its
dangerous to talk about it with their children. Among ourselves, we don’t
talk about them for fear of our friends telling our parents and then they’ll
threaten us…”

Our starting point is that to be able to work as a civil society organi-
sation on this problem of the recruitment of young people, and be capa-
ble of developing suitable, relevant strategies, we must have reliable and
sufficient information to allow us to act, but also to inform other players,
beginning with the public authorities.

This study tries to provide insight to gain an understanding of the re-
cruitment process in the context of Cameroon, more particularly by try-
ing to analyse the causes of the phenomenon for young people, and the
possible rationale behind it.
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2  Called Zargina, this phenomenon of attacking drivers orchestrated by armed bands
swept the country, in particular in the North between 1999 and 2002. It grew out of cross-
border insecurity.



The action research work was done mainly by three organisations
from the CPS Cameroon network who got together for the implementa-
tion: World Dynamics of Young People (WDYP), AJP CEDES and Saare
Tabitha�. These structures based respectively in Yaoundé, Foumban and
Maroua, organised surveys in 6 regions of Cameroon to collect the opi-
nions of young people on the problem of recruitment. 

Through the data collected and the testimonies recorded, we sought
to grasp the reasons why a young person would join an armed group.
We also tried to find out if there are real differences in the opinions and
behaviour of young Muslims and young Christians with regard to the
call of certain armed groups, a way of verifying the strength of the pre-
judice and stereotypes that tend to grow easily in times of crisis.

Lastly, we seize this opportunity to thank the Friedrich Ebert Foun-
dation and the Civil Peace Service/Bread for the World for their support
which allowed us to carry out this study, we also are indebted to the mo-
bile support team of the CPS/BfdW for Africa, Christiane Kayser and
Flaubert Djateng, who provided us with special support throughout the
project. We would also like to extend our gratitude to Pierre Fichter for
analysing the data and drafting this document. And we must not forget
the survey administrators who took part in the study or the scientific
committee of this action research project.
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3  To find out about these 3 organisations, please explore the following links:
World Dynamics of Young People http://worldyoungpeoplecm.org, AJPCEDES
http://www.ajpcedes.org;  Saare Tabitha http://saare-tabitha-maroua.over-blog.com 



1.  Purpose of the Study

While the purpose of this study is to provide a tool to help counteract the
recruitment of young people in armed groups, the organisations who ini-
tiated the project expressed more specific objectives. These include the
 results to be achieved and the effects expected in the more or less long term.
This allowed them to keep on track throughout the research process and
will now facilitate the monitoring of how this work is used by the organi-
sations themselves and by all the players who wish to work on the question
of recruitment, particularly in Cameroon. The concern for how the results
of a study will be used is one of the main aspects of an action research
 undertaking.

Overall purpose:
procure accurate data to understand the underlying factors and devise
a strategy to contribute to counteracting the recruitment of young
people in armed groups.

Specific objectives:
• Understand the phenomenon of recruitment and its mechanisms
• Identify adequate solutions for adressing the phenomenon
• Provide decision-makers and development players with data to aid

comprehension of the recruitment phenomenon in order to counter
it. 
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Results to be achieved:
• Clear identification of a framework for understanding young people’s

vulnerability to recruitment
• The recruitment strategies and mechanisms used by the armed groups

are brought to light by the study
• Identification of factors enabling the implementation of a strategy to

counteract recruitment
• Production of a report and the communication tools to present the

study findings
• The study findings are distributed to political decision-makers and

development players at national and international levels

Expected effects: 
Strategies to combat the recruitment of young people are drawn up
and implemented at local, national and international levels by the aut-
horities and development players (faith communities, civil society, in-
ternational organisations, etc.)

Expected impact: 
The strategies developed effectively contribute to reducing the recruit-
ment of young people in armed groups.

10



2.  Methodology and 
implementation of the study

2.1  About the action research

The survey of the recruitment of young people in armed groups in Ca-
meroon is an action research project. This approach was chosen by the
initiators of the study to meet several concerns regarding the purpose of
the study: the participation, learning and search for solutions in response
to the problems experienced in our daily lives.4

Participation in the sense that drawing up the project and its imple-
mentation constitute a collective task for which several organisations in
Cameroon, all members of the Civil Peace Service network, joined efforts
on the basis of a common take on the context in the country and more
specifically of the problem of the recruitment of young people. Partici-
pation was also that of the survey administrators, for the most part young
people already accompanied as part of the activities of the organisations
stakeholders in the study and invested in the volunteer fabric of their lo-
calities, who contributed to the success of the project by their work on
the ground but also in participating in adjusting the questionnaire and
identifying the places for the surveys and the targets.

From this participation emerges the learning aspect of the action re-
search. Learning in terms of knowledge of the theme broached but also
experience of the implementation of this type of project for the organi-
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4   Kayser C., Action research, an essential tool in work for social change and sustainable
peace, in Action research: a basis for peace work, Civil Peace Service (CPS)/BfdW – Mano
River Region, Great Lakes of Africa and Cameroon, Feb. 2015.



sers or the conducting of interviews on a sensitive subject and sensitive
areas for the survey administrators.5

Concerning the people interviewed, the action research approach also
confers a degree of participation and learning. In the sense that the ques-
tionnaire is already a means of leading people to think about the issues
they are answering questions about. Many of the young people intervie-
wed also told us clearly that they agreed to answer in spite of the dangers
because they felt it was important to confront the problem of recruitment
through this study.

Lastly, as civil society organisations, we were seeking, through this ap-
proach, to gain a better understanding in order to act. The study findings
must serve the organisations themselves in the short term in order to
adapt their intervention towards young people in particular, but also to
reach other players, in the first place the authorities of the country, by
suggesting possible direction to work in.

2.2  The legitimacy and the limits of the study

Do we have legitimate grounds for conducting a study on the recruitment
of young people? Why can the survey findings presented in this report
be considered reliable enough to use as a basis for devising constructive
activities and appropriate policies aimed at counteracting recruitment?
What are the limits of this work?

While the study on the recruitment of young people in armed groups
in Cameroon was not conceived of in a scientific framework in the aca-
demic sense, the organisations who developed the methodology for this
research are actors in civil society who all possess in-depth knowledge
of the areas the study covered. They also have knowledge of the active
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5   Fichter P., Kuenzob D., Action research for intervention adapted to conflict situations,
in Action research: a basis for peace work, Civil Peace Service (CPS)/BfdW – Mano River
Region, Great Lakes of Africa and Cameroon, Feb. 2015.



social and political players. Lastly, they have been working for many years
with young people in Cameroon and have developed strategies to pro-
vide these young people with special support through different projects,
some of which are oriented towards the transformation of conflicts, in-
terdenominational dialogue, socio-economic integration or local gover-
nance. To do so, they are organisations recognised by both the popu-
lation, the authorities and also the international development partners.

And so it is the knowledge of the terrain that allowed us to draw up
an adequate methodology to interview people in areas of insecurity, in
conditions that were sometimes difficult and on a subject considered
taboo. 

In addition, the aim of the work was more to assess young people’s
knowledge of the problem of recruitment and understand their percep-
tion of these dynamics rather than gaining precise data in sufficient
quantities to be able to say recruitment follows such and such a rule. We
strove more to understand the causes, the reasons, what could motivate
young people to join up, for we intend to work on these causes with a
view to prevention. Nonetheless, the people encountered in the course
of the interviews and who had been in direct contact with the armed
groups were able to share with us their testimony of actual experience,
information that allows us to present some reliable facts about the pro-
cess of recruiting individuals. 

In the same way, the number of people interviewed (975) correlated
to the diversity of their social profiles and the geographic scope of the
survey (6 regions) allowed us to identify the trends we believe to be per-
tinent with respect to some of the recurring comments collected.

We admit however that when the security situation allows and when
the young people currently enrolled come back in greater numbers, when
people begin to speak, it would be useful to go back and gather new tes-
timonies to increase our knowledge on the recruitment process used by
the armed groups presents in the subregion.
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2.3  Time-line of the project

From the initial conception phase through to the presentation of the final
report, the entire project took place over the course of one year. 

The conception of the initial project, methodology and research pro-
tocol were the subject of exchanges over several months between the par-
ticipating organisations (October 2014 – January 2015). At the same
time, we had to work with the technical/financial partners to be able to
secure the implementation of the study.

Then the preparation phase (February-March 2015) consisted mainly
in recruiting and training the survey administrators. We also had to do
logistics preparation work integrating the setting up of a safety watch
mechanism around the surveys, but also communicate with the autho-
rities to keep them informed about our work.

The survey phase was spread over the months of March and April
2015, knowing that, in each area, the teams carried out groundwork over
a period of two weeks.

The data processing and analysis phase began as soon as the first ques-
tionnaires were received, that is to say in April, and ended at the begin-
ning of June when the scientific committee validated the study findings
(cf. 2.6).

From then, the work of drafting the report started and continued
through to validation and finalisation at the beginning of October 2015.

2.4  Survey tools

The main tool developed within the framework of joint work uniting the
stakeholder organisations in the study, is a two-part questionnaire. One
part allows us to find out the profile of the interviewee (age, religion,
socio-professional category and family circumstances) and the second
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part is composed of 15 questions on recruitment, multiple choice ques-
tions and open questions. Let us add that the questionnaire was anony-
mous. This is the questionnaire that produced the findings and patterns
or trends presented in this report.

A second tool in the form of an interview guide was supplied to re-
source persons outside the sample (parents of school pupils, political and
religious leaders, administrators, etc.) in order to provide us with com-
plementary information from the perception, the opinion of these
 “elders” on the subject of recruitment.

2.5  Zoning, Sampling and Target groups

Survey areas:
The choice of the areas and of the survey sites followed a rationale of

relevance to the study, striking a balance and controlling the field. So we
first of all started from the assumption that some regions were more
 likely to be faced with the problem of the recruitment of young people.
Included in these were the areas of Cameroon directly affected by the
conflicts raging in CAR and Nigeria through acts (attacks, kidnapping)
or population displacements. Next we tried to strike a balance between
rural and urban areas with the determination to cover among others one
of the two major cities in the country. Lastly, we looked at the regions in
which our organisations had the capacity to implement the surveys effi-
ciently, taking into account aspects of security, knowledge of the players
and opportunities to reach a group of respondents coinciding with our
original sample.

Six regions were selected, within which certain areas and localities
were targeted (cf. map 1, p.12):
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Table 1: Survey areas 

Across all of these areas, some 36 localities were surveyed. We may
add that for the urban localities, specific places or quarters were targeted
(markets, university quarters, schools or coach stations…).

Target groups and sampling:
The principal target group was young people aged 10–35 years. We

divided this age group into socio-economic classifications: school pupils
and students, workers, unemployed, etc. Categories intended to group
together all the young people and at the same time provide guidelines to
the survey administrators to avoid leaving out those considered impor-
tant for the quality of the analysis. For example, secondary school pupils,
“hustlers”, moto-taximen, the unemployed or street children.

We also tried to balance the two major communities of faith (Christian
and Muslim) in order to obtain appropriate to compare the impact of
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Regions

Far North

North

Adamaoua

East

Centre

West 

Survey areas

Maroua
Mora
Mokolo

Garoua
Guider

Ngaoundéré
Meiganga
Djohong

Bertoua
Garoua-Boulaï

Yaoundé

Noun

Localities surveyed

Maroua 1, Maroua 2, Maroua3
Mora, Kolofata, Tokombéré, Kerawa
Mokolo, Koza, Mokong

Garoua 1, Garoua 2, Gashiga
Guider, Sorawel

Ngaoundéré
Meiganga
Djohong

Bertoua, Belabo
Garoua-Boulaï, Mbonga, Yoko Siré, Gado Badjéré

Yaoundé 1, Yaoundé 2, Yaoundé 3, Yaoundé 4, Yaoundé 5,
Yaoundé 6, Soa

Foumban, Foumbot, Koutaba, Malantouen, Magba



 recruitment and the differences in perception between the two commu-
nities.

Lastly, we chose to interview boys predominantly with our survey as
they are the preferential target of the recruiters. The teams of survey ad-
ministrators were asked to respect a proportion of 80% boys and 20%
girls. This orientation took place long before the kamikaze bombings
that today use an increasing number of young girls.

2.6  Research system

The scientific committee:
A scientific committee was set up right from the project draft phase.

Around a dozen people from the organisations participating in the pro-
ject (AJPCEDES, WDYP and Saare Tabitha), as well as partner instituti-
ons (Civil Peace Service and Friedrich Ebert Foundation) took part in
this committee to draw up the project, monitor it, as well as analyse and
validate the findings.

On the basis of the pooling of the capacities and expertise of individual
members (in terms of research, survey on the ground, knowledge of the
topics covered and of the areas surveyed), the role of the scientific com-
mittee was to allow easy sharing of the information between the organi-
sations and to be able to take joint decisions on the research metho-
dology, the contents of the questionnaire, the implementation of the sur-
veys, the interpretation of the data collected and the contents of the final
report. 

For the interpretation and validation phase, the committee has been
extended to include members of the Diocesan Justice and Peace Com-
mission of Douala, which had carried out a similar study on the armed
bands in Douala.6
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6   CDJP Douala, L’enrôlement des jeunes dans des groupes qui prônent la violence dans
la ville de Douala, Diocesan Justice and Peace Commission, 2014.



Implementation of the surveys:
Individual organisations had the responsibility of implementing and

supervising the surveys at the level of their areas, according to the criteria
defined by the scientific committee (see tab.2). Beginning with the re-
cruitment of the survey administrators, identification of the localities
and the sites of the surveys, monitoring of the interviewers and checking
of the questionnaires. Once the surveys were completed, the question-
naires had to be sent back to World Dynamics of Young People for cen-
tralising and processing of the data prior to validation by the scientific
committee.

Table 2: Organisations and survey areas

50 survey administrators were recruited across all 6 regions. These
survey administrators worked in pairs managing no more than 40 ques-
tionnaires each.

Note that the survey administrators were all trained prior to deploy-
ment, at a common session organised in Ngaoundéré. The aim of this
training was to harmonise the level of comprehension of the question-
naire and how to manage it, to give survey administrators approach tech-
niques and have them own the project, its problem issues and its action
research framework.7
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Organisation responsible

AJPCEDES

Saare Tabitha

Development without Borders

World Dynamics of Young People

Survey area

Noun (West)

Far North Region

North and Adamaoua Regions
Garoua-Boulaï (East) 

Yaoundé (Centre)
Bertoua (East)

7   Kenne S., Training of youths on inquiry and data collection in Ngaoundere, World Dy-
namics of Young People, Apr.2015



2.7  Difficulties encountered

Three types of difficulties were encountered during the implementation
of this study: difficulties relative to collective work, difficulties concer-
ning security, and difficulties in relation to the reception of the survey
administrators in the field.

As we said, this study is the fruit of group work, which made it possible
to implement the project on a good part of the country and much was
learnt in this respect about working as a network. The principal difficulty
here resides in the time it takes to complete each stage of such an enter-
prise, mainly because of the necessity of concerted action and the need
to find a   consensus on the most important aspects in a group compri-
sing a number of players.

Concerning the security aspects, of course the issues in question made
us ask lots of questions during the whole of this action research imple-
mentation process, all the more so as it was a question of surveying in
the regions directly affected  by the armed groups. Although the system
set up by the organisations allowed survey administrators to access cer-
tain localities and people through a network of trustworthy resource-
persons, we also sometimes had to renounce interviewing in some areas
that were too dangerous at the time, such as Fotokol and Kousseri in pro-
ximity to Lake Chad.

Lastly, concerning the reception of the survey administrators by the
population, some teams met with more difficulties than others. Although
the number of people not wishing to answer questions always remained
the same, the cold reception given the survey administrators in some
places revealed the extent to which the subject was still taboo at the time. 
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Map 1: Survey areas and localities



3. Social profile of the young
people interviewed

We present here the profile of the people interviewed from the data gathered
in the first part of the questionnaire (survey identity sheet). The young
people interviewed were asked to give some details about their social situa-
tion (gender, religion, status, occupation, standard of living, etc.).

Distribution of the people interviewed by gender: 
20% girls – 80% boys

Table 2: People interviewed by gender and by region surveyed

Total Girls Boys

Centre 200 27 173

East 142 34 108

Adamaoua 97 30 67

West 202 35 167

North 119 27 92

Far North 215 40 175

Total 975 193 782

% 100 20 80

Average age of all interviewees:
Across the population of 975 interviewees aged 10 to 35 years, the ave-

rage age is 23 years.

Distribution by religion: 
46.4% Muslim – 52.2 % Christian – 1.4 % other religions or atheist 
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Tab. 4: people interviewed by religion and by region surveyed

Total Muslim Christian Other

Centre 200 47 150 3

East 142 52 89 1

Adamaoua 97 46 50 1

West 202 166 36 0

North 119 53 62 4

Far North 215 88 122 5

Total 975 452 509 14

% 100 46.4 52.2 1.4

Distribution by status or socio-economic classification:

Tab. 5: distribution of interviewees by socio-economic classification:

Calling Unem- Street
Primary Secondary themselves Unem- ployed chil-
pupils pupils Students Workers “hustlers”8 ployed graduates Refugees dren

Number 20 224 94 441 33 117 33 2 11

% 2.1 23.0 9.6 45.2 3.4 12.0 3.4 0.2 1.1
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8  In Cameroon, the term “débrouillard” (translated here as “hustler”) depicts the part of
the young generation who do not have a salaried job or an official position, but scrape a
living in the informal sector, most of the time selling things, like the street vendors.  Hust-
lers are a generation born of the economic crisis and urbanisation of the country. Young
graduates do not escape this situation, and certain hustlers work at several different acti-
vities at the same time. They hustle for they begin with an activity with very few resources
(often less than 3,500 CFA francs = $5) and live on their low income from day to day. Note
that in this study we counted in this category those interviewees who called themselves
hustlers.



Distribution following family situation:

Tab. 6: Family circumstances of interviewees

with other as a couple
with their members with a with No fixed

Lives… parents of the family alone partner children boarder abode

Number 342 143 202 96 164 10 18

% 35.1 14.7 20.7 9.8 16.8 1.0 1.8

Distribution following living conditions:

Tab. 7: Standard of living of the people interviewed

Considers
their standard 
of living… precarious modest average well-off wealthy

Number 288 304 336 36 11

% 29.5 31.2 34.5 3.7 1.1
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4.  Presentation of findings 
by question

4.1  Perception and knowledge of armed groups

Question 1:  What do the words ‘armed group’ evoke for you?
(MCQ)

Across the 6 areas of the survey, the term “armed group” evokes for young
people first of all a rebel group (39.5% of the interviewees). In all the
areas except Yaoundé, it was the first choice of the interviewees. In the
East and Adamaoua, this response was chosen by more than 50% of those
interviewed. 

The link with terrorism comes in second position (32% across the 6
areas) with a certain homogeneity between the 6 areas. Note that it is the
first choice of response for young people in Yaoundé (34.5%), while in
the West and in the Far North, the term armed group evokes a terrorist
group for only 25 and 27% of those interviewed.

Many also considered the armed group to be a group spreading chaos
(30%), particularly in the North Region where 45% of the young people
chose this response. A choice that is also found more in the countryside
than in the cities.

One young person out of 5 (20%) also considers armed groups to be
groups that use weapons against the civilian population. We note that
this response is chosen more in the regions more directly affected by the

24

9  MCQ: Multiple choice question. For certain questions, the respondents could choose
from more than one pre-formulated answers. 



armed groups: East (25%), North (32%), Adamaoua (33%), with the
 exception of Far North where only 16% of the young people chose this
answer. It is also a response that was chosen more in the countryside
than in the towns.

Among the secondary choices, note that 15% of the interviewees
thought that armed groups are groups who pursue their own personal
interests, an answer that rises to 20% of the choices in Far North and
28% in Adamaoua.

The response “group which combats the republican institutions” was
only chosen by 11% of the young people across the 6 areas. Note that in
the East, this choice reaches 15.5% of the answers. On the contrary, in
the Foumban area, only 5.5% of the young people made this choice.

The other possible answers were not chosen much. 9% chose “a group
that defends the country against external aggressions”. On this response
we observe however an exception with the young people in the West, 1
out of 5 (20%) of whom made this choice, when, at the same time, the
young people of Adamaoua excluded this possibility completely (0%).
We should specify that on this first question which also served to evaluate
the comprehension of the term “armed group” we decided to use, some
young people considered the regular army to be an armed group, a com-
prehension that can explain the trend observed in the West.

Lastly, 4% of the choices on all 6 areas, for the response “a group that
uses weapons to defend itself against attackers”.

For approximately 2% of those interviewed, the term armed group
also evoked something other than the 9 possible answers proposed by
the questionnaire. For example, for 1% of the young people, its also evo-
kes a “group with a grievance”.

Generally, we did not observe any significant variances between the
choices of young Muslims and young Christians; same trends are evi-
denced. The widest variance (7.5 pts) was on the “rebel group” response,
which was chosen by 43% of young Christians compared to 35.5% of
young Muslims.
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Tab. 8: Results question 1 (as a percentage by survey area)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

Centre 34.5 32.5 15.5 10.5 25.5 9.5 18 11.5 7.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0

East 36 52 26 15.5 30 15.5 8 3 2 0 0 0.7 0

Adamaoua 41 50.5 33 8 24 28 3 0 1 0 0 0 0

West 25 27 12 5.5 26 12 9.5 20 6.5 0.5 0 2.5 0.5

North 38 48 32 12 45 8.5 9 2.5 1 0 0 0 0

Far North 27 40 16 13 31 20 9 9 4 1.5 1 1 0

6 areas 32 39.5 20 11 30 15 10 9 4 0.5 0.3 1 0.1

Choice of answers:
1. A terrorist group
2. A rebel group
3. A group that uses weapons against the civilian population
4. A group that combats the republican institutions 
5. A group that spreads chaos
6. A group that pursues personal interests 
7. A group that uses weapons without prior authorisation
8. A group that defends the country against attackers
9. A group that uses weapons to defend itself against attackers

Other:
10. “Illiterate people”, “People with no fixed reference points”, 

“reckless”
11.  A sect 
12.  A group with a grievance
13.  “In cahoots with the leaders”
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Question 2: What is your opinion of the armed groups? (MCQ)

Fig. 2: results question 2 (as a % across all 6 regions)

Those interviewed had quite clear opinions; the two choices that came
up most were that armed groups are dangerous (51%) and to be avoided
(65%). And so it is fear that predominates when we speak of these groups.
This feeling seems even stronger in the East, North, Far North and Ada-
maoua regions which are currently more directly concerned by the phe-
nomenon. 

The choice of considering them as bandits only comes secondarily,
28% of the choices across the 6 areas.

For the 2 other options – “A group you should spend time with” and
“people fighting for a just cause”, respectively 9% and 11% of those in-
terviewed chose this opinion. Moreover, the 2 answers are often linked,
with young people justifying their choice of “group you should spend
time with” by adding “If they’re fighting for a good cause”. If we observe
the area of the West where 17% of young people think they should spend
time with these groups, many of them remember that their grandparents
took part in the resistance against the colons. We also that in Yaoundé,
where 18% of those interviewed think these groups may also be fighting
for a just cause; this opinion is expressed somewhat more in a student
environment. Another widespread argument is that we should spend
time with these groups to find out and understand their motivations.
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This is an idea we find again in question 14 on the solutions for comba-
ting the armed groups (4.7), where many young people emphasised the
necessity of a dialogue with some of these groups.

But, generally, if we examine the types of choices between the different
socio-economic classifications, we note that they are very uniform. Si-
milarly, we do not observe significant variances in the opinions of young
people of different religions. The variances are never more than 3 points.

Question 3: Have you or anyone close to you (family or   
friends) already been approached by a member 
of an armed group?

Question 4:  If so, how did it happen?

Many of the elements collected in question 4 will be used in 5.2 (questi-
ons relatives to recruitment procedures).

Fig.3: results question 3 (as a % across all 6 regions)

13% of the interviewees across all 6 areas say they have had directly or
indirectly contact with members of armed groups. Some of the young
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people interviewed did not want to answer yes to this question. Among
those who did answer “yes”, the majority mention friends, class mates or
brothers. Very few say they were approached themselves by the recruiters
and some were able to give very precise testimony. This percentage of
13% can be considered already important, as it in fact represents more
than one young person in ten.

On the ground, we observe that in cities and particularly Yaoundé,
young people are more in contact with criminal bands, “gangs”, than with
the recruiters of politically motivated rebel groups, for example. In cer-
tain quarters of the capital, the frequency is even very high, since across
the whole of this area 21% of the interviewees answered “yes” (2 young
people/10). Here it is the youngest who frequent these milieus (many
testimonies from secondary school pupils, hustlers and even junior
 secondary school pupils). But this must not obscure the fact that even in
Yaoundé, the armed groups have recruitment networks. 

A young man of 27 tells us he was approached in 2014 by a girl in the centre
of Yaoundé and ended up going out with her. She took him to meetings
where young people were asked to express their opinions on the political
situation of the country and give information about their neighbourhood.
Then the girl asked him to follow her to Chad supposedly to meet her pa-
rents. Once over there, he found himself in a training camp which was not
an army camp; the leaders discussed, among other things, going to Nigeria.
Then the girl disappeared and he managed to escape and come back to
Yaoundé, where he lives today with a certain amount of fear.

Also in the West, the young people approached by recruiters think they
were rather bandits or highway robbers.

In the region of the East where 14% of the interviewees affirmed ha-
ving been in contact with the armed groups, the majority say they were
victims of attacks. Among them, many and in particular farmers expe-
rienced scenes of kidnapping or have members of their families who are
being held hostage by groups in the Central African Republic. We also
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know that for approximately a year now, there has been a resurgence of
attacks and kidnappings in the Garoua-Boulaï area.10 

A farmer from Garoua-Boulaï bears witness: “The armed groups took my
younger brother last month as he was going to the field, and we haven’t
seen him since…”

In the Far North, the young people gave many reports of the recruitment
perpetrated by Boko Haram (we shall come back to this with details
later). We emphasise, however, that according to our data, there is no
difference between young Muslims and young Christians. In the Far
North for example, 12.5% of young Muslims say they have been ap-
proached by an armed group, compared to 16% for Christians. So, on
the face of things, the people who recruit for Boko Haram do not target
Muslims in particular.

Tab. 9: Results question 3 (as a percentage by survey area)

Areas Yes (%) No (%)

Centre 21 79

East 14 86

Adamaoua 4 96

West 9.5 90.5

North 7 93

Far North 15 85

6 areas 13 87
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10   ‘‘In the night of 19–20 March 2015, sixteen people were abducted around the locality
of Gbabio, approximately 16 km from the town of Garoua-Boulaï coming from Bertoua.
A tar-macadam, relatively busy road. The victims were travelling in a minibus belonging
to ‘’Lux Voyages’ travel agent, which they had rented to take them to Bertoua to attend a
funeral service for the mother-in-law of Daouda Issa, sub-prefect of Lagdo, which was
held on 19 March at the regional hospital in Bertoua. They were abducted around 23:30.
The attackers were in semi-darkness. They jumped out, then fired, forcing the driver to



More generally on all the areas taken together, the study of the trends
by socio-economic classification shows us that no occupations or con-
ditions are targeted more than others. The recruiters need a variety of
skills and to be able to adapt their discourse to the type of person they
are talking to as we shall explain later. We note, on the other hand that
the recruiters approach the youngest, the under 25s, more. For the street
children and those of “no fixed abode” should the figure of 27% (people
saying they have been approached) be considered pertinent in view of
the small number of young people interviewed for these categories (18
NFA including 11 street children)? However, their testimonies show that
they are effectively frequently approached by members of armed groups
or delinquents. Our figure is therefore in our option somewhat lower
than the reality.

4.2  The recruitment procedures

Question 5: Do you know how armed groups recruit their 
members? Young people, particularly?

The observation is that first of all the young people seem to have a good
knowledge of the question, at least they are informed on the subject. In
the schools, discussions take place between classmates. Moreover, it
seems that school pupils and students have more to say on the recruit-
ment practices than young people who already have jobs. Television also
constitutes a source of information for some people. But most often it is
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stop the vehicle. Brandishing weapons, they forced the occupants to come out of the ve-
hicle and follow them. In all likelihood there were 15 people on board… “One of the thugs
wanted to shoot me, but another one told him not to waste a bullet, for I was exhausted
and they thought I would certainly be dead before the sun came up”, said Souaïbou Ali-
dou, who was found in the brush by the army…’’ 
Excerpt from Cameroon Tribune on 23 March 2015



a case of “we heard that”; others witnessed it direct (cf. 5.1). And so it is
a minority of young people who say they have no idea, some saying “as
I have never frequented this type of group, I wouldn’t know …”.

Approach and arguments

It emerges that the recruiters use different arguments depending on the
person they are trying to enlist. This also means that the recruitment is
not necessarily something that takes place quickly. The person is targeted
and the recruiter tries to strike up a relationship with them, instil some
trust between them. The recruitment process can therefore take time,
for the recruiter must first of all try to understand the profile of the young
person (social and psychological), what their problems are, as well as
needs, what could persuade them to join the group. This is also a means
for the recruiter to protect themselves. It is only once they have secured
the trust of their interlocutor that they can introduce the real subject of
the approach.

For this reason, while money is the means of enrolment the most wi-
dely mentioned by the young people interviewed, it is far from being the
only one used by the armed groups. The arguments are complex, and
can be a combination of political arguments about the situation of the
country, the system of corruption, inequalities, the government’s inability
to run the country and especially to take care of young people. They com-
pare the situation of the country with that of the individual and the
armed group then appears as a way to rebel, to make things change while
at the same time procuring a livelihood. 

A teacher from the lycee in Kerawa in the Far North tells us: “They infiltrated
the population and approached our students. They asked them questions
such as: why do these young people go to school? When the answer went
against their ideas, they gave them money and told them they had two days
to think about it. If they accept, they keep the money, otherwise they give it
back.”
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Material and financial hardship turn out to be a good way of retaining
young people or of forcing them to remain, join up and take action with
the group.  This fosters a sense of protection: material & financial, social
& psychological and physical protection.

A young hustler from Yaoundé who had been in prison where he met young
delinquents 13–14 years old explains : “In the beginning they protect you
without saying anything then after a time they tell you that if you want
them to keep on helping you, you have to join the group…”
Another former prisoner (age 25) also tells us: “My friend offered me gifts,
money, for me to follow him, he saw how I was suffering and he took ad-
vantage of my situation to make me part of his group.”

And so the person enrolled is in a way trapped. It was also reported that
the recruiters, some of whom are well-known retailers, got the young
people into debt and when they could not pay back their debts they were
forced to join the group. 

The testimony of this schoolgirl from Yaoundé (13 years old) is also interes-
ting for an understanding of the control members of groups can develop;
explains: “Going out with a gang leader is a kind of recruitment, the girl
starts to receive gifts, to take drugs and then joins to become a member of
the group…”

Many of the young people interviewed report that they were also enrolled
under threat – a young person has to join the group or be subjected to
moral and physical harassment or worse, be killed, or threats are made
against the members of their family. Forced recruitment by kidnapping
also seems to be quite common according to the young people. 

The abductions relayed by the media, particularly around of the
 actions of Boko Haram are means of enrolling young people in addition
to being acts of human trafficking (for ransom or sex slavery). In Dama-
sak (Borno,  Nigeria) in April 2015, the armies of Chad and Niger were

33



able to liberate 43 children kidnapped by Boko Haram in Chad and for-
ced to enlist.11

A young girl displaced to Kessawa near Maroua testifies: “They came and
invaded the koranic school, they picked up young people including my
neighbour, it was in the Kolofata area.”

The children released in Damasak (photo credit: Olufemi Ajasa)

In the Far North, in some cases Boko Haram also used the young people
already enrolled to go and recruit new members and swell its ranks. A
young man (18 years old) from a village in Mayo Tsanaga in the Far
North, reports for example that the first young people in his locality to
leave for Nigeria subsequently came back to persuade their brothers to
follow them.
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11  http://africanspotlight.com/2015/04/22/43-children-kidnapped-by-boko-haram-res-
cued-in-damasak-photo/



Places, ways and means …

The methods used to enlist and the places of recruitment are also very
diversified. Recruitment can make use of friendly relations, through
friends of friends, that is to say the recruiters use people as scouts to
reach other people.  

Older practices are also used, as well as more current technologies. In
the North and Far North many young people explain that recruitment
takes place through mystical practices or sorcery, for example, giving the
potential recruits certain concoctions to drink (based on roots) or make
them eat foods that then make them feel possessed and they set off and
unconsciously follow the recruiters. On this point we should be careful
with this type of talk which also tends to make people feel less responsible
for their acts.

Some young people also evoked the use by armed groups of phoning
techniques, that is to say they recover telephone numbers and send
people proposals for meetings or job interviews, for example. The use of
social networks such as Facebook has also been reported.

Regarding places, we note that some places of assembly may constitute
preferential places for recruitment. In Yaoundé, many young people have
told us of gaming rooms which are a way of identifying those young
people are attracted by the idea of gains and are losing money. In the
Foumban area, several people said they had been approached in football
stadiums when there was a match or a tournament. Markets are of course
good places for recruitment. A young jobless man from Sorawel in the
region of the North told us he had been approached at the local livestock
market.
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Question 8: What do the armed groups/recruiters offer young
people for joining their groups?

Question 9: Do you know how much money the armed groups
offer the young people who join their ranks?

While money is the best and the most extensively used means of at-
tracting young people into armed groups for the young people intervie-
wed, it is not the only one. Material goods are received directly or
promised in return for committing pillaging or burglary. The list is so
long, the items that come up most often are: telephones, tablets and com-
puters, clothes, motorbikes.

In the North and Far North, young people explained that you could
receive a motorbike in exchange for services rendered. Recruitment is
not only for people to fight, an armed group also needs people for other
purposes. A young man given a motorbike, for example, must in ex-
change transport food to those fighting or pass on messages.

In the pasture areas, you could also receive heads of livestock if you
help to steal a herd. One young schoolboy from Yaoundé (10 years old)
explained that in the gangs, they even recruit the youngest “with biscuits
and sweets” for small surveillance jobs for example.

These goods or money can also be given straight to the family of a
young person who has to leave to take part in the fighting. This in fact
seems to constitute an argument for the recruiters for the young people
aware of the risks, “even if I die, I will ensure my family’s future…”. 

As we shall see later, this idea can be an incentive for some young
people.

Many of the young people interviewed also think that generally, many
promises are made, promises of a better life, but they are not all fulfilled,
for you may die first or be arrested by the police or the army.

Some young people also mentioned that the recruiters put forward
the argument of travel in the sense that, after having served in the group,
they would supply papers and enough money to go to Europe or another
destination prized by the young people. So the armed groups leverage
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the fantasies and dreams of youth related to the mirage of the west and
migration.

In the regions of Maroua and Garoua, several interviewees reported
that the women abducted by Boko Haram serve also as an argument,
they are told women will be placed at their disposal or that they will be
able to wed them. This seems to corroborate the testimonies of the
women released by the Nigerian army.12

Regarding the sums of money, the study does not allow us to deter-
mine precisely the amounts effectively offered to the young people. Ho-
wever, we may retain several things from the answers given to this
question (question 9). First of all approximately half of those interviewed
had no idea on the subject. For the other half, most put forward amounts
between 50,000 CFA francs and 1,000,000 CFA francs, many stipulating
that the recruiters adapt their offer to the type of young person. Someone
who has nothing could be offered small sums, “when you have never
held a 10,000 banknote in your hand, if someone offers you 50,000 it
seems enormous…”. A person who is already working would be offered
a salary higher than what they earn. Many of the young people think that
in any case, it is negotiable.

In the areas the most affected by the phenomenon, in particular the
North and Far North in the localities close to the border with Nigeria,
we were able to note amounts that were frequently quoted by the young
people, in the order of several hundred thousand francs, rather 200,000
or even 700,000 CFA francs, or, more rarely, 1,000,000 CFA francs. 

A student from Maroua even told us that “for a suicide bomber, the amount
can be as much as 5 million francs”.

In this specific case, is the money given to the family? At first sight, the
testimonies relayed by the media after the attacks in the Far North do no
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seem to corroborate this way of proceeding. For what we really learn
with this question, is that a good number of young people think you can
earn millions, or even hundreds of millions. Which means there are a
lot of rumours circulating among young people on this subject.

4.3  The reasons for joining up

Question 6:  In your opinion, why do young people in 
Cameroon join armed groups? (MCQ)

For the people interviewed, there are two main reasons that motivate
young people to join an armed group: money is by far the most impor-
tant, with 65% of the interviewees choosing this response. Next comes
“frustration with the general situation of the country” chosen by 37% of
the people questioned. Note that the North is the only region where the
frustration option is placed before money (65%). In the East, 44% of the
young people chose this reply.

Other reasons are given frequently by the young people:

Enlistment out of religious conviction (13%), an item which did not ap-
pear much in the questions relative to recruitment practices. Here, the
young people explain that the young recruits are either brainwashed, a
hypotheses expressed more broadly by Muslim interviewees, who see-
med to feel somewhat targeted here; or they enlist to defend their reli-
gion, a reason shared by the two communities. We note that this reason
for enlistment out of conviction is selected more in the two regions the
most affected today by the actions of the armed groups, which may be
an expression of tensions between the communities, in the East (23%)
and Far North (18%). 
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Enlistment out of vengeance (10.5%), here again, this was not clearly
discussed in the previous questions. We note however the testimony of
a young Cameroonian who has now come back to Yaoundé and who
lived in the Central African Republic, who explains that he joined an
anti-Balaka militia group after his young wife had been killed. But some
also explain that the vengeance is not necessarily personal, it may also
be vengeance against the system in general. Note that in the East once
again, this reason for enlisting is shared more by the young people than
in the other regions.

Enlistment out of conviction for the cause defended by the group and
enlistment out of fear of becoming a victim of these groups, reasons cho-
sen by 10% of the interviewees. Note that in the Far North, 17% of the
young people selected this reason.

Lastly, approximately 7% of the interviewees also thought there were
reasons other than those suggested in the questionnaire.  Among them
“failing a competitive exam for a job”, “ignorance” and “illiteracy”, or
 family reasons: “parents divorce”, “abuse from parents”…

Question 7:  And personally, what are the reasons that would
make you join an armed group?

Question 10:  Do you think that joining an armed group can
give you a sustainable livelihood?

On reading the data collected, it seemed to us to be interesting to place
these two questions alongside each other. In fact, we see straight away
that a very high number of young people who are aware that enlisting in
an armed group cannot provide a sustainable livelihood (this is the case
for 86% of those interviewed), make the assertion that they would none-
theless have good reasons for enlisting (42% of those interviewed). 

Is this contradiction a sign of the despair of a proportion of the youth
in Cameroon? (cf. box p.28)
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A young man from Koza in the Far North said: “At the moment I’m trying to
find a job, but if I can’t find one I could easily enlist to keep me busy and for-
get about the cares of daily life” and he added “the future for a young man
who joins an armed group is not sustainable, but it can be enough for so-
meone as desperate as me. The political class must be aware of the situation
young people are experiencing.”

In any case, the reasons put forward are diverse and here money and
the need food and material things are not the main reasons likely to make
a young person swing towards an armed group: a general feeling of being
fed up, a desire for political change, to defend one’s village or religion
 appear as so many reasons for enrolling.

Here are a few explanations given by the young people:

A young artist from Yaoundé (29): “To defend my liberty and my opinions if
ever they are threatened for that’s what makes me want to know if I’m still
alive!”

“For me it’s to be able to go to Europe!” says this young Maroua (23)

A young unemployed man from Garoua-Boulaï affirms: “I would join this
group if the government were to renege on the constitution, and because
of bad governance and the way young graduates are left by the wayside.”

In Bertoua, a young woman 25 years old told us: “An armed group is an ear
that hears the rebellion of the young people and understands their frustra-
tion. If the country disappoints me more, I would join one of these groups.”

A 17 year-old schoolgirl from Yaoundé: “I could enlist in an armed group to
protect the ideology of our religion, if they attack the Scriptures and sacred
books of the Church.”

If we look by region, the answers are quite uniform. It is only in Ada-
maoua that a majority of young people gave reasons for enlisting, (60%)
while 93% think there is no real future in enlisting in a group. Note also

40



that it's in Far North that we find the greatest proportion of young people
who say they have no reason to join an armed group (65.5%). While in
the North, 20% of the interviewees asserted that recruitment can provide
a sustainable livelihood (proportion of the 6 regions).

If we analyse the answers by socio-economic classification, we obtain
some interesting points. For the young unemployed, 51% give reasons
for enlisting and 19% are sure their future could be guaranteed by joining
a group. On the other hand, contrary to common belief, the street chil-
dren interviewed seemed to be quite wise, 67% of them seeing no reason
to enlist and almost all of them telling us clearly that there was no future
for people who join an armed group.

The most often, the young people explain that there can be no liveli-
hood in these conditions for the danger of being killed or arrested is
much too high. 

Generally, 58% of the young people answered that they had “no reason
to enlist”, “not for anything in the world” and for some (Muslim and
Christian alike) for “my religion does not allow it”.

Moreover to end, we note that there is no difference in opinion on this
subject between the young people of the two religions (cf. fig.4).

Fig.4: Enlistment and recruitment perspectives according to religious faith (%)
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The situation of youth

Excerpt from chapter II of the diagnostic of the situation of youth; 
Ministry of Youth, National Youth Policy, October 2006, Pp 19–38.

“The situation of youth was analysed on the basis of a certain number
of quality and quantity indicators. To do so, ten domains were identi-
fied:

1. Education and training, 
2. Employment and socioeconomic integration, 
3. Health
4. Food and nutrition, 
5. Poverty 
6. Democratic participation, 
7. Human rights, 
8. Leisure, sports, culture and tourism, 
9. Communication and ICT, 
10. Globalisation and partnership for the promotion of youth 

Despite this progress, problems remain both on the level of the social
framework and on that of the education system.

At the level of the social framework, the main problem is the low
quality of social education in favour of young people. The causes of this
situation are illiteracy and the unavailability of many parents, the edu-
cational practices that discriminate according to gender, prejudice, ina-
dequate resources and ignorance of children’s rights. 

We should add in this register, the absence of a strategy to provide
guidance for youth who are becoming lost, and the despondency of
the teachers due to poverty and the drastic fall in salaries. 

At the level of the education system, the situation is characterised by: 
•  the weak supply of supervision and educational materials; 
•  inadequate infrastructure and equipment, human and financial 

resources. 
The difficulties are accentuated by the variety of the statuses of the

personnel, the lack of training/employment and the inadequate appli-
cation of the regulatory provisions."
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4.4  The reasons for the emergence of the armed
groups

Question 11:  In your opinion, what could justify the existence
of an armed group in a country?

This was an open question, but we chose to process it statistically to be
able to decipher more easily the opinion of the country’s young people
on this subject. We therefore tried to categorise the types of response. 

Tab. 10: Results question 11 (as a percentage by region)

Types of answers
1. “The fact that some individuals have a taste for vandalism”, “cruelty”,

“madness” or “drug taking”…
2.     “Easy earnings”, “money”, “personal interests”…
3. Lacks on the part of the State/young people, lack of guidance for youth,

no alternative future for young people, exclusion of youth from power
4. Poor distribution of wealth and regional imbalances, abandon of certain

regions by the State
5. Corruption, leaders embezzling funds
6. Poverty, insecurity, exclusion, unemployment, inequalities…
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Areas 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 DK

Centre 3.5 5 4 7.5 12.5 31 1 12 6 4.5 4.5 1.5 0 0 7

East 4 3.5 3.5 7 17 17.5 0.7 17.5 6.5 3 3.5 2.8 0.7 0 13

Adamaoua 0 4 23 5 7 40 0 2 5 3 2 4 2 0 2

West 4 7 3.5 6.5 8 19 1.5 10.5 4 1.5 3.5 6 1 3.5 21

North 1 4 13.6 9 8.5 31 0 5 6 2 1 13.5 1 1 3.5

Far North 4 3 9 9 12 22 0 11 4 3 4 10 2 0 8

6 regions 3 4.5 8 7.5 11 25.5 0.5 10.5 5 3 3.5 6 1 1 10



7. The lack of patriotism
8. Political scheming, power struggles
9. Tribalism, community splits, separatism, stigmatisation of certain com-

munities
10.  Political instability
11.  Foreign interference, the West …
12.   Weak State/border security. Poor relations with neighbouring countries.

Poor control of refugees
13.  Exactions and abuses committed by law enforcement
14.  The natural resources of the country, mineral wealth ...
DK = “I have no idea”, “I don’t know” or “There is no reason”

For one young person out of four, there is also dire poverty, exclusion,
inequalities, the insecurity of the population and of young people in par-
ticular which constitutes fertile soil for the armed groups. In Adamaoua,
40% of the interviewees thought that these ills constitute the real cause
of the emergence of these groups. But many young people go further in
their reflection and we understand they are sensitive to problems of
 governance. 

Thus the problems related directly to Youth (8%), left to their own de-
vices and frustrated, for whom there are practically no opportunities to
gain a position of responsibility, are one of the reasons that explain the
growth of the armed groups. In Adamaoua (23%) and the North (13,6%),
this opinion is felt even more strongly.

A young student from Yaoundé told us: “People do not feel they are being
heard by the regime in power and decide to make themselves heard by
force.”

The feeling of inequality between the regions and especially the aban-
donment of certain regions by the State also seems to be an important
factors for Cameroonian youth and more for those who live in the North
and the Far North (9%).
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The problems of corruption and embezzlement by leaders (11%) are
a cause that is also widely shared in the 6 survey areas, 17% in the  East…

In Bertoua, for one young woman (25 years old) the causes are the follo-
wing: “failure to follow the laws by the authorities, contracts, the adminis-
trators’ lack of consideration towards the citizens…”

10.5% of young people think that the activities of the armed groups
are mainly due to political scheming, that is to say manipulation by po-
litical leaders to keep or conquer power, so in a sense a failure to respect
democratic processes. Again in the East, this feeling constitutes 17.5%
of the opinions expressed.

The weakness of the State in terms of security, in particular at the bor-
ders, is also a problem shared by some young people particularly in the
North and Far North. 

The problems of tribalism or more generally community splits also
preoccupy some young people (5% of answers). 

Lastly, we note a small tendency more specific to the area of Noun
where a few young people drew attention to the fact that a country rich
in resources (in particular minerals) could be the target of armed groups;
the paradox of abundance that some African countries sadly experience
regularly. 

4.5  How society sees a child soldier 

Question 12:  In your opinion, how does society view a young 
person who joins an armed group?

A vast majority of those interviewed think that society severely con-
demns a young person who joins an armed group. Most often they them-
selves speak harshly, using terms that speak of excluding or even
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physically eliminating these young people. There is so very little com-
passion and in any case the young people think that their friends who
left in a group are irretrievabl lost, that they can’t be reintegrated and will
remain a threat for society. In Far North and the East, the respondents
add that young conscripts cannot return to their village with impunity.
We were able to verify through the interviews with their elders that this
type of opinion was effectively shared very broadly among the popula-
tion.

Note that this exclusion also applies to all the people deemed delin-
quent. Many families systematically reject a member who has spent time
in prison, for example. And we may think that this stigmatisation is a
sign of the social fragmentations that crystallise feelings and generate
the spirit of revenge. 

A small minority think on the contrary that we must try everything
to reintegrate these young people, with the arguments that they are first
of all human beings and not necessarily responsible for their acts. The
people responsible are the parents, the government, the situation of the
country in general. Again, the interviews with the resource-persons show
that a good part of the parents, tutors and leaders refuse responsibility
for the problem or tend to blame others.

A young man in Yaoundé would say “instead of avoiding them and con-
demning them, it would be better to try to find out why they committed
such acts…”.

This must lead us to reflect on the difficulty of the work of reintegra-
tion, at a time when we are beginning to speak of the return of young
Cameroonians from Nigeria, faced with the military difficulties Boko
Haram seems to be experiencing.
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4.6  Boko Haram

Question 13:  What does a group like Boko Haram represent
for you?

To this question too, a large majority of the young Cameroonians inter-
viewed condemn the behaviour of the Boko Haram sect. Across all the
regions, classifications and religions, with, however, speech that is often
harsher from young Muslims.

Those interviewed explain that it is important to fight to eradicate this
group, that its a major threat for Cameroon, for Africa and even for the
whole world, “we don’t want them here!”, “they want to make us re-
gress”…

But above all what comes up regularly is that the young people do not
understand the grievances or motivations of Boko Haram. They do not
understand the contradiction between the jihadist motivations put for-
ward, the struggle against “western education” and the massacres per-
petrated by the group. “These people flout Islam”, and some young
Muslims express their fears of the stigmatisation their community is sub-
jected to and criticise the media who use the expression “Islamic sect”.

Some young people say that the group is manipulated by the West or
by powers foreign to the sub-region in order to destabilise Cameroon.
others think it a form of divine punishment, the “Evil” that announces
the end of the world.

It is difficult to find young people who support the sect. Some people
believe all the same that its a group that is fighting for equality and
against corrupt governments. For example, this striking phrase from a
young man: “Boko Haram is a group that is humanitarian because it
fights for the political cause. It's a group that protests against leaders of
bad faith.“
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4.7  Solutions for opposing armed groups

Question 14:  How can the State oppose armed groups? (MCQ)

It emerges from the analysis of the data collected for this question that
the young people see three main directions along which the State must
work to prevent the recruitment of young people and the development
of armed groups. We can see clearly through the answers that the young
people in Cameroon have understood that force alone cannot solve the
problem the long term, but that the causes are deeper and must be dealt
with by fundamental work.

The most popular reply, with 43% was that the State must above all
create jobs for young people. Some mentioned in particular the necessity
of valorising informal work which, in their opinion, should be monitored
by the State.

The choice of using defence forces came in second position with 38%,
then, more generally, the State must fulfil its mission of improving the
living conditions of the population (31.5%) if it wants a long-term solu-
tion to the problem of armed groups and prevent young people from en-
listing. Young people spoke in particular here about education and social
justice.

A young woman from Bertoua stated that the solution is: “A good education
for all. Today we can see the good schools are for the rich. There must be in-
stitutions accessible to young people, the State must emphasise the meri-
tocracy.“

A secondary schoolboy from Yaoundé also said: “We have to end cor-
ruption where only the children of the rich are allowed to pass…”

Again in Yaoundé, a street child also told us that you have to: “create social
housing for street children, special schools for them and monitoring.”
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More locally, border control (15.5%) and increased collaboration bet-
ween the army and the population (17.5%) are the two other proposals
wished for by the young, in particular in the East, Adamaoua and Far
North.

In the East, one young man thought that: “The government must commu-
nicate with the population about the actual situation of the country, about
what is really happening…”
A student from Yaoundé (23 years old) thought that: “the authorities must
use communication to overcome prejudice between Muslims and Christi-
ans.”

Young people are therefore aware that there is a need to tighten the links
between the population and the authorities to combat this scourge, a
need for trust through access to reliable information and not just through
rumours.

15% of respondents also think that the recruitment of young people
in the army constitutes a solution that the State must continue to imple-
ment, but many specify and particularly in the areas where the Came-
roon army is currently deployed, that the level of military training must
be improved (preparation) and especially more rigour in recruitment.

This is the feeling of a student from Maroua who said: “The State must avoid
disordered recruitment the way it does now.”

We also note that many of the respondents (close to 22%) wanted to pro-
pose other solutions. Among the more widespread we find first of all the
questions of democracy and political changeover (5%), ideas largely sha-
red by the young people in Far North (11%). Work with young people
particularly on awareness raising is also a solution expressed. Lastly the
necessity of dialogue, or even negotiation with some groups was expres-
sed by some respondents, in particular in the East and West.
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Tab. 11: results question 14 (as a % by region)

Areas 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Centre 45 33.5 11.5 30.5 13.5 11.5 4.5 19.5

East 51 31 29 30 16 13 2 12.5

Adamaoua 41 35 22 53.5 15.5 17.5 5 7

West 31 28 15 43.5 14.5 19 6 19

North 34.5 46 13.5 60 17 12 9 6

Far North 31 24 18.5 50 18 17 5.5 31

6 regions 38 31.5 17.5 43 15.5 15 5 22

Choice of answers:
1. Using the defence force to combat them
2. By improving the living conditions of the population
3. By improving intelligence between the population and the

armed forces
4. By creating jobs for youth
5. By increasing border controls
6. Through massive recruitment into the armed forces
7. By giving the armed groups what they are demanding
8. Other
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5.  The major trends observed

We present here the principal trends to emerge from the analysis of the
quantitative data and the testimonies gathered through the 14 questions
dealt with above.

The phenomenon of religion: beyond prejudice

One of our wishes at the beginning of the study was to be able to observe
the opinion of the young people on the importance of religious aspects
in the problem of recruitment and armed groups. Do young people think
religion is one of the main causes for the development of these groups
or is-it simply instrumentalised? Does the youth in Cameroon indulge
in stigmatisation and prejudice? Are there any major differences in opi-
nion between young people of different religious faiths?

We can see in the respondents’ answers that the religious aspect never
emerges first either to explain the reasons why young people enlist or
the causes of the existence of armed groups. Only 13% of the young
people think that religion can be a reason for enrolling, but it does not
appear when young people are led to reflect on the development of the
groups. The Boko Haram phenomenon does not seem to have succeeded
in fostering this feeling, at least on the scale of the country and for the
vast majority of the young people interviewed, on the contrary the con-
fused behaviour of the “armed sect” and the absence today of clear de-
mands seems to have rather led young people to think that religion was
not really the focal point of its action. 

However, we also saw in a more localised manner that religion as a
reason to enlist was expressed slightly more in the East and Far North
than in the other regions. The lack of security in these two regions has
therefore created new tensions sometimes on top of existing splits and
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feelings of stigmatisation or frustration for one or other of the commu-
nities. 

Moreover, a good number of young people, when talking about solu-
tions, clearly demand better communication at this level on the part of
the State and also the media (we shall return to this) in order to avoid
creating more tensions between communities. For the young people are
also aware that there is a risk of escalation with religion used as a pre-
text.

Lastly, we can clearly say that prejudice about Islam as a vector of vio-
lence or about the propensity of young Muslims to fall into terrorism can
only be founded in view of facts that exceed the borders of Cameroon,
and on which the national and international media, politicians and in-
tellectuals tend to focus nowadays. In the daily lives and behaviour of
young people, we have emphasised that the opinions and replies are iden-
tical for Christians and Muslims, and that the vast majority of young
Muslims in Cameroon are not ready to follow Boko Haram, Al Khaida
or the Islamic State which are, on the contrary, considered by these same
young people as organisations which give a false image of Islam.

Discontent and Exclusion: 
breeding grounds for violence

In our opinion, this is the aspect that emerges most from this study, the
main lesson to be learnt from the data collected in the course of the sur-
veys. Discontent towards the State that is to be found in almost all the
questions and is shared by a majority of the young respondents. 

For even if most young people condemn the armed groups and oppose
this form of violence, when we mention the reasons for recruitment or
the development factors of these groups, the problems related to the go-
vernance of the country emerge, either to denounce certain excesses of
the authorities at local level or to express disagreement with the system
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in general. Moreover, here are expressed in different ways the feelings of
exclusion and injustice shared by a great many young people regarding
access to studies and opportunities for success, professional integration
and the participation in the governance of the country, in particular
through investment in political life. The feeling that the key sectors of
the life of the country are inevitably locked and that there is no credible
future for the youth of Cameroon.

If we come back, for example, to question 11 (4.4) in relation to the
causes of the development of armed groups and consequently the
 recruitment of young people, by assembling the replies concerning pro-
blems of governance, we see that more than 3 young people out of 4 in-
terviewed (77.5%) believe that it is the poor governance of a country that
creates these situations. Variations on this theme of poor governance are
given throughout the answers with: the lack of guidance for youth, im-
balances in terms of land planning, widespread corruption and abuse of
power, tribalism in political and economic life or the capacity of the State
to manage problems of security sustainably.

Fig.4: Causes of the presence of armed groups in a country (%)
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We also observe that when we look at the solutions proposed by the
young people, while defending the idea of employing force against the
armed groups, they think that the State must tackle the fundamental pro-
blems of education, health and jobs. And these replies sound like a call
from the young generation to our political leaders, for we realise, that
for many young people who are not at first sight inclined towards vio-
lence, that the situation of a country like Cameroon today is a breeding
ground for movements of violence even if they are not necessarily or-
chestrated by organised armed groups. On the other hand, the armed
groups themselves have perfectly understood these aspects and use the
frustrations of the young people to draw them into their groups as shown
by the data collected regarding the recruitment procedures (4.2).

Trust in the army

The discontent we have just described does not mean a total rift between
young people and all the institutions of the Republic. We observe that
youth places a certain trust in Cameroon’s army to respond to the secu-
rity threat posed by the armed groups and in the first instance by Boko
Haram. Is this trust more a cry from the heart in the face of aggression
than blind faith in the army? The way young Cameroonians have been
expressing solidarity and encouragement to the armed forces these past
few months, shows in any case real compassion for the compatriots who
are currently securing the country’s borders.

The use of force is therefore recommended by a large proportion of
the respondents but not at any price. Many young people demand the
modernisation of the defence forces and wonder whether the massive
recruitments currently underway are appropriate, as the country needs
a professional army in their opinion. Some recall in passing that the army
must have exemplary behaviour towards the citizens, evoking the exis-
tence of abuses and exactions, the collaboration requested of the popu-
lation should be achieved through this reciprocity.
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The remarks collected on these questions show a certain maturity and
a sense of responsibility that contrasts with the critical vision the elders
often have with respect to the young. By reminding the State of its duties
and maintaining solidarity in the difficult times, the youth of Cameroon
seems to be showing an acute sense of what citizenship should be in a
democracy, thereby inviting the stakeholders the construction of the
 nation, to a participatory dialogue.

Rumour and the role of the media: 
the need to be informed

Several elements lead us to question the role played by rumour in the
phenomenon of recruitment. Indeed, when we examine the elements ga-
thered on the recruitment procedures for example, we may wonder how
young people know so much, even more so if they have never been con-
fronted with them. Information circulates, therefore, some of which is
true and some close to fantasy. But who is responsible for this informa-
tion, knowing that not much research has been done on the subject in
Cameroon and that the media, even if they mention it regularly, have not
to our knowledge produced any in-depth investigations in this sense?

It is difficult to answer this question; in any case, the armed groups
and their recruiters play on these rumours to make young people believe
in a bright future, that fighting with their group will procure for them
the wealth that has escaped them up till now or at least a passport for
Europe as we saw (4.2). 

The media certainly share responsibility for circulating certain ru-
mours, and we know how much the information conveyed in the
newspapers and the media are largely debated and amplified within the
population and right into the playgrounds of the schools and lycees. On
this point moreover, some young people mentioned the duty of the
media to inform and raise the awareness of the population, in particular
in order to combat the stigmatisation of certain communities. 
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We were effectively able to observe after the speech from the Head of
State on Cameroon “going to war” against Boko Haram at the end of the
Paris Summit (17 May 2014)13, the beginning of violent stigmatisation
of people from the regions of the North and Muslims in particular which
was an echo of the patriotic projections of the national press. Later this
climate was transformed into a clash between elites of different regions
using the media as weapons.14

The abundance of suspicious websites obedient to the conspirationists
towards which the young people prefer to turn for lack of information,
also plays a role in the circulation of certain ideas. Ditto for the abusive
use of sms carrying information too quickly before it can be checked.

These tendencies show in any case that there is a lack of reliable in-
formation at the level of the population which leaves the field wide open
to rumours and provokes a certain amount of confusion. There again,
the authorities have a role to play, as the young people interviewed poin-
ted out (4.7).

The role of money

Money plays a predominant role in the recruitment process. It can con-
stitute a source of motivation for some young people and is used by the
recruiters. However, it seems to us to be important to put the place of
money into context to avoid falling into stereotypes that pass young
people in Cameroon off as easy prey in the face of the power of money. 

While we find this type of opinion in the interviews of “elder”
 resource-persons but also the young people themselves, we also saw that
money could not represent the only argument for enlisting. The recrui-
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ters for example, also evoke their arguments, social and political pro-
blems or religion, making use of the feeling of injustice, frustration and
the need for vengeance. 

Would it not be true to say social inequalities and dire poverty are the
real reasons that lead to a vital need for money in a society where nothing
can be done without it? And in many cases, doesn’t the decision to enlist
follow a rationale that is more of survival than of greed for wealth?

The difficult living conditions of a large proportion of the young
people in Cameroon, the difficulties in finding a job and the very low
salaries for many young active people which do not cover basic needs,
therefore also constitute the primary causes of recruitment in an armed
group which may be perceived by young people as a means of succeeding
through the income it is likely to procure.

Rural and Urban: 
greater vulnerability in rural areas

We were able to observe certain differences in opinions and perceptions
between young people in the countryside and those living in the towns.
Without falling back on clichés and without generalising, the vision of
young rural dwellers seems sometimes more pragmatic, in condemning
more strongly those who enrol and the action of the armed groups, for
which they find no valid or sensible reason. While the vision of the young
town dwellers may often seem more nuanced in that some put forward,
inter alia, political reasons.

Among young farmers, particularly, the reasons for joining an armed
group can only be justified by financial interest. This reason nonetheless
remains insufficient for those young people living off the land who feel
the risk of enrolling is too high. Concerning their opinion of the armed
groups (4.1), they consider them more like groups of bandits spreading
chaos, not as groups to be frequented and likely to fight for a just cause. 
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This vision of things can be explained by a situation of greater vulne-
rability facing these groups, real fears are perceived, a feeling of insecu-
rity, on reading the answers given by these young Cameroonians who
often live in more isolated areas where the influence of the authority of
the State, in particular through the security forces, is often felt less stron-
gly than in the major conurbations. We have seen for example in the
 region of the East that young farmers were directly confronted with
 abductions and attacks by groups probably coming from the Central
African Republic.

The use of spiritual mysticism

We would like to end with an analysis of the elements that emerged
around spiritual mysticism and practices the use of which was evoked
particularly on the question of recruitment procedures, and more speci-
ally in the Far North, in relation to Boko Haram.

Indeed, the use of “witch doctors” was cited for example to enrol
young people by means of chants intended to draw young people towards
the group, or the use of potions to drink to possess people. It was also
said that some recruiters offered gris-gris to young people, supposed to
protect them in combat, a way of removing their fears of the high risk of
losing their lives. And where necessary, the promise of finding virgins
waiting for them in paradise as a reward for dying a martyr.

Two aspects seem to emanate from this type of discourse. First of all,
we can see that the armed groups play on the mystical beliefs of the local
cultures to try to win over the individuals. However, even if they are
 widespread among the population, we do not know objectively whether
or not the strategy works, as the data gathered by this study shows rather
that this is in any case not the prime motivation of the young people.

Lastly, we may wonder whether this discourse is not, to a certain ex-
tent, circulated to take responsibility away from the young people who
enrol. As for the use of drugs supposedly used for the same purpose by
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the recruiters, these practices tend more to try to make the young people
seem to be under the influence and acting unconsciously. We can retain
once more the fact that the opinion of the population is often made partly
of truth and partly of fantasy when it comes to trying to explain the in-
explicable.
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Conclusion

The study of the recruitment of young people in the armed groups in
Cameroon provides insight to gain an understanding of the current
 situation of youth: insecurity, lack of confidence in the future, disagree-
ment with certain practices that undermine the development of the
country, and a feeling of injustice. In the end, a situation that creates
much frustration among young people and constitutes a source of
 recruits for the armed groups.

The strategies to combat recruitment and more generally prevent vio-
lence must therefore take this situation into account. In this sense, we
also understand that on their own, the measures for the massive creation
of civil service jobs proposed over the past few years to young people in
Cameroon do not constitute an adequate response to oppose dynamics
that actually go beyond the country’s national borders.

The decision-makers and the politicians as a whole must work on im-
plementing a more just system, in particular by fighting corruption more
clearly. Furthermore, policies promoting youth must also be developed
at the level of the sub-region. The same goes for the security aspects
which it must be possible to deal with more quickly between the States
concerned. Today we see the difficulties experienced by the countries
concerned by the struggle against Boko Haram in implementing a mixed,
multinational force.

Civil society, along with the international development partners, must
also accentuate their efforts in favour of youth. At project level for exam-
ple, the approaches must place young people more at the forefront in
terms of participation and leadership. We understand through the dis-
course and ideas expressed by those interviewed, that a good proportion
of young people are aware and are able to act responsibly. If it were
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 otherwise, the situation could be much worse in Cameroon in terms of
violence. 

As we saw, young people in the majority are able to overcome some
prejudices relative to religious or ethnic rifts for example, and do not
condone the practices of a group such as Boko Haram, irrespective of
whether they are Muslim or Christian. And so is the risk of confrontation
between religions as some observers have analysed recently so very high?

It is clear in any case that the situation must be monitored carefully,
but especially the government, as well as the other players in Cameroon’s
development, must be fully aware of the distress young people find them-
selves in and act in consequence so that other groups, with other strate-
gies, cannot find arguments to seduce the young people of Cameroon in
the years to come.
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