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Abstract: This chapter examines constitutional democracy and electoral
processes in Africa through the lens of Cameroon. It interrogates the robustness
of the institutions tasked with safeguarding constitutional democracy,
particularly their capacity to ensure fair, transparent, and credible elections
that enable the peaceful transfer of power between political parties. While
Cameroon has formally embraced constitutionalism, the chapter argues that
its electoral processes remain largely ineffective, thereby impeding meaningful
democratic consolidation. The analysis explores electoral legislation, the
independence of electoral management bodies, the role of electoral tribunals,
and the conduct of diplomatic missions during election periods. The findings
reveal that, in practice, existing legal frameworks have failed to secure the
institutional integrity and independence of both the Electoral Commission and
the Constitutional Council, which are responsible for overseeing elections. In
addition, the significant influence of the Ministry of Territorial Administration
over the Electoral Commission, and the exclusion of Anglophone Cameroonians,
the near-exclusion of the Cameroonian diaspora, and other vulnerable groups
from effective participation in the electoral process collectively exacerbate
electoral malpractice. These structural deficiencies often contribute to political
instability. The chapter concludes that an inclusive and comprehensive
digitalisation of the electoral process could significantly enhance transparency,
strengthen institutional accountability, and promote electoral credibility,
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thereby contributing to greater political stability and democratic consolidation
in Cameroon.

Key words: Cameroon, constitutional democracy; constitutionalism; electoral
processes; elections; vote rigging; popular sovereignty

1 Introduction

Constitutional democracy is a system of government grounded
on ‘popular sovereignty’ where the structures, powers and limits
of government are set by a constitution.! In other words, it is a
government where the power of the political authority is determined
by the constitution, so that the rights of individuals and minorities are
respected.? The quality of constitutional democracy anywhere in the
world is determined by the level of inclusivity in its electoral process. An
electoral process is a cycle of political activities from voter education,
voter registration, candidate registration, electoral campaign, mass
media accessibility to voting, vote counting and result proclamation.®
A central component of the electoral process is the conduct of elections.
This is because it is through election that the people participate in the
government of their country to choose leaders of their choice.* The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Universal Declaration) states in
article 21 that ‘[e]everyone has the right to take part in the government
of his country, directly or through freely chosen representatives’.> The
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) also states
that ‘[e]very citizen shall have the right and the opportunity ... without
unreasonable restrictions to take part in the conduct of public affairs,
directly or through freely chosen representatives’.®

Any electoral process that adheres to the provisions of the
constitution in a democracy enables elections to be held within a proper

1 S Vohito-Anyanwu ‘Promoting constitutional democracy: Regulating political parties
in the Central African Republic and Senegal’ (2020) 23 Potchefstroom Electronic Law
Journal 1.

2 As above. See also CM Fombad & J Socher ‘Symbolic popular participation in
constitution-making and constitutionalism in francophone Africa’ (2024) 32(4)
African Journal of International and Comparative Law 558-574 (arguing that
constitutional democracy should foster the right to meaningful participation of all
citizens).

3 A Muhammad and others ‘Electoral process and national integration in Nigeria: An
analysis of 2019 general election’ (2023) 7 International Journal of Research and
Innovation in Social Science 250.

4 RW Frank & FM i Coma ‘How election dynamics shape perceptions of electoral
integrity’ (2017) 48 Electoral Studies 153.

5 C Heyns and others ‘The right to political participation in sub-Saharan Africa’
(2019) 2 Global Journal of Comparative Law 128.

6 ICCPR art 25(a), adopted by the United Nations (UN) General Assembly of
December 1966, and entered into force on 23 March 1976, after ratification by 35
states.



Constitutional democracy and electoral processes in Africa: The case of Cameroon 379

constitutional and legal framework that encourages transparency — free
and fair elections. Free and fair elections have the ability to shun mutiny
and post-electoral conflicts as they pave the way for a peaceful transfer
of power from one administration to another.” The precedent viewpoint
demonstrates the strength of a vibrant democracy.

According to Alfred Maurice de Zayas, UN Independent Expert
on Promotion of a Democratic and Equitable Order, ‘democracy is the
correlation between the will of the people and the actions of its elected
representatives’.® He adds that ‘even in countries where the electoral
process has serious flaws or elections have not resulted in change of
regime ... the holding of “free and fair” elections remains the universal
standard’.’ However, participation of citizens inelections processes
should not be ‘symbolic popular participation’” but meaningful
and impactful participation.’® Fombad’s seminal study on electoral
democracy in Africa reveals that ‘although elections have become the
norm, these elections are increasingly being used to disguise all forms
of undemocratic governance’.!

This chapter examines constitutional democracy and electoral
processes in Africa through the lens of Cameroon. Building on various
works by Professor Fombad on the prospects of constitutionalism in
Africa in general and in Cameroon in particular, it interrogates the
robustness of the country’s institutions tasked with safeguarding
constitutional democracy, particularly their capacity to ensure fair,
transparent, and credible elections that enable the peaceful transfer
of power between political parties. This chapter is divided into five
parts, including the introduction. The second part outlines Cameroon’s
commitment to constitutionalism based on the separation of powers.
This is followed by a third part highlighting some of the most important
international standards in relation to elections and how Cameroon has
implemented these standards in its institutional and legal system. The
fourth part analyses Cameroon’s practical experience with this system
in practice, finding that it has been futile.

2 Cameroon’s commitment to constitutionalism
based on the separation of powers

In theory, Cameroon has adopted constitutionalism founded on the

7 NP Osinakachukwu & JA Jawan ‘The electoral process and democratic consolidation
in Nigeria’ (2011) 4 Journal of Politics and Law 128.

8 United Nations Report of the Independent Expert on the Promotion of a Democratic
and Equitable International Order (2012) para 2.

9 United Nations Report (n 8).

10 Fombad & Socher (n 2) 563.

11 CM Fombad ‘An overview of the state of electoral democracy in Africa’ (2022) 14(2)
African Journal of Legal Studies 245.
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separation of powers. The tripartite separation of powers is outlined in
the 1972 Constitution, as amended in 2008.2 The principle of separation
of powers is incorporated in the executive, legislative and judicial
powers. The Constitution makes provision for the relations between the
executive, legislative and judiciary.’® The question, however, remains
whether the separation of powers is applied in its strict, pure, or rigid
sense, as contended by Montesquieu, who emphasises that the essence
of the separation of powers is to curtail tyranny and protect civil liberty.*4
However, this is not the case in Cameroon as there is what Nyamnjoh
describes as ‘entrenched tyranny’ in the country as the President has
been in power for over four decades.®

Although in theory the Constitution is clear on the separation of
powers among the three arms of government,!¢ in practice, the three
arms of government are not utterly independent.!” There is an overlap
in the functions between the three arms. The President of the Republic,
who is the head of the executive, is vested with the power to appoint
the prime minister and other top civil and military personnel.!® This
makes it possible for the executive to interfere in the legislative and
judiciary organs as the appointment of members of both organs is based
on clientelism which operates in an asymmetrical relationship where
the interest of the head of the executive, who appoints the members, is
often placed above the Constitution.?

This is compounded by the fact that the President has the
constitutional authority to dissolve the National Assembly/Parliament.?
The Constitution further outlines the manner in which the President and
the legislature may interact, including the conferral of limited legislative
authority on the President in certain circumstances. In addition, the
President’s power to appoint members of the judiciary adds further
complexity to the concept of separation of powers in Cameroon.
In this regard, Sultan contends that the presidential appointment of

12 Law 2008/001 of 14 April 2008 to amend and supplement some provisions of Law
96/6 of 18 January 1996 to amend the Constitution of 1972.

13 Part IV arts 25-36 of the Constitution of the Republic of Cameroon.

14 G Danny ‘Conflict over Montesquieue’s doctrine on separation of powers’ Working
paper, University of Hong Kong, Faculty of Law (2016) 1.

15 FB Nyamnjoh ‘Cameroon: A country united by ethnic ambition and difference’
(1999) 98 African Affairs 101.

16  Part II arts 5-13 Constitution of the Republic of Cameroon.

17 GEK Kamga ‘The political (in)dependence of the judiciary in Cameroon: Fact or
fiction?’ (2019) 11 Africa Review 46.

18 CM Fombad ‘Cameroon’s emergency powers: A recipe for (un)constitutional
dictatorship?’ (2004) 48 Journal of African Law 62.

19 BF Ndifor ‘The politicisation of the Cameroon judicial system’ (2014) 1 Regent
Journal of Global Justice and Public Policy 27.

20 LS Enonchong ‘Unconstitutional constitutional amendment or constitutional
dismemberment? A reappraisal of the presidential term limit amendment in
Cameroon’ (2022) 11 Global Constitutionalism 274.

21  Part IV arts 25-36 Constitution of the Republic of Cameroon.
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judges undermines the rule of law, as judges may become loyal to the
President, even in circumstances where the President acts in violation
of the oath of office.??

In line with the precedent, it is clear the principle of separation of
powers poses a challenge in Cameroon.? The reason is that the executive
branch of government exerts influence over the judiciary and legislative
arms to the extent that the latter have lost their independence as they
are run almost as an extension of the executive branch.?* In addition,
the judiciary, for example, is unable to effectively perform its functions,
which — among others — is to interpret and apply laws, resolve legal
disputes, and uphold the Constitution and the rights of citizens.®
However, the difficulty does not lie in Cameroon’s failure to adhere to
a strict separation of powers, but rather in the principle itself, which
appears more fictional than factual and more illusory than real.?
This is because the principle, in its pure or strict sense as articulated
by Montesquieu — where the three branches of government are fully
independent — does not reflect the reality in Cameroon. This stems
from the fact that the notion of independence — implying autonomy
and non-interference among the three branches of government - is
highly unlikely in this context.?” There is a lack of independence
among the three arms of government as the head of the executive
appoints members of the judiciary and 30 per cent of the members
of the legislature.?® This has severe consequences for the country’s
current electoral process since members of key institutions, including
Elections Cameroon (ELECAM), which organises elections, and the
Constitutional Council, which announces the results, are also appointed
by the President of the Republic. This has led to elections in Cameroon
being repeatedly plagued by fraud, thereby fostering a sense of mistrust
among citizens.?

It is the current state of the electoral process in Cameroon that has
made it possible for the President to be in power for 42 years at the age of

22 S Mehmood ‘The impact of presidential appointment of judges: Montesquieu or the
federalists?’ (2022) 14 American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 411.

23 Part IV arts 25-36 Constitution of the Republic of Cameroon.

24 J Takougang ‘Cameroon: Biya and incremental reform’ in JF Clark & DE Gardinier
(eds) Political reform in Francophone Africa (2018) 171.

25  Ndifor (n 19) 27.

26 AA Chefor A rigid, pure tripartite separation of the organs of the government and
the Cameroonian Constitution: A critical appraisal’ (2021) 4 Journal of Constitutional
Law and Jurisprudence 9, 11-12.

27  Chefor (n 26) 14-15.

28 S Miscoiu & L-M Kakdeu Authoritarian clientelism: The case of the President’s
“creatures” in Cameroon’ in S Gherghina & M Nemcok (eds) Political parties and
electoral clientelism (2023) 49.

29 A Ntembe ‘Technology and the electoral process in Cameroon’ in CU Nwokeafor
{S%hln;))logy integration and transformation of elections in Africa: An evolving modality
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91 years, despite evidence of vote rigging and human rights violations.°
Even the president of the National Assembly, who in his eighties, was
in office for over three decades (32 years)*! and the president of the
senate, who at 88 years old, was in office for over a decade.?? While all
these high-ranking officials are elected, many citizens living in abject
poverty, including those based in the Anglophone parts of the country as
well some in the diaspora, feel disenfranchised. This raises the question
as to how effectively elections promote democracy in Cameroon and to
what degree they genuinely reflect the will of the people.

3 Implementation of international standards in
Cameroon’s institutional and legal system

The international principle on elections affirms the right of all citizens
to participate in the electoral process, including the right to vote and
to stand for election, without any restrictions.>* According to the
Universal Declaration,** the will of the people remains the basis of any
legitimate government. The will of the people must be expressed at
the time prescribed by the Constitution through transparent elections,
conducted on the basis of universal and equal suffrage,®® using secret
ballots and free voting procedures.*® Furthermore, democracy and the
pursuit of democratic governance remain central to the objectives of the
then Organisation of African Unity (OAU) (now African Union (AU)).*’
Hence, at a 1990 meeting of the OAU in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, the heads
of state and government issued a Declaration on the Political and Socio-
Economic Situation in Africa and the Fundamental Changes Taking
Place in the World.® The declaration acknowledged the importance
of democratic institutions and good governance as a precondition for

30 OB Kaaba & CM Fombad Adjudication of disputed presidential elections in Africa’ in
CM Fombad & N Steytler (eds) Democracy, elections, and constitutionalism in Africa
(2021) 361.

31 YL Morse ‘The legislature as political control: Change and continuity in Cameroon’s
National Assembly (1973-2019)’ (2021) 59 The Journal of Modern African Studies
485-506.

32  https://www.cameroononline.org/niat-njifenji-the-88-year-old-outgoing-
president-of-the-senate-re-elected/ (accessed 31 January 2026).

33  For a detailed account on international and African regional standards in relation to
elections see chapters 4 and 5 in CM Fombad & J Socher (eds) Constitutionalisation
of political parties and the state of democracy in sub-Saharan Africa (2025).

34 Art 21 Universal Declaration.

35 Asabove.

36 A Davis-Roberts & DJ Carroll ‘Using international law to assess election’ (2010) 17
Democratisation 416, 423.

37 African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Good Governance, entered into
force 15 February 2012, http://www.un.org/democracyfund/Docs/African
CharterDemocracy.pdf (accessed 31 January 2026).

38 https://archives.au.int/bitstream/handle/123456789/715/AHG%20Decl%20
1%20XXVI_E.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y (accessed 31 January 2026).
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stability and progress in Africa.

The Declaration further states that

[i]t is necessary to promote popular participation of our peoples in the
processes of government and development ... We accordingly recommit
ourselves to the further democratisation of our societies and to the
consolidation of democratic institutions in our countries ... We therefore
assert that democracy and development should go together and should be
mutually reinforcing.>’

Democracy and development can go together only if there is
constitutional order with a clear separation of powers.*

Cameroon became a state party to ICCPR on 27 January 1984.
The ICCPR empowers all citizens to actively participate in the political
affairs of their country either directly or through representatives of their
choice. The instrument also emphasised the rights of citizens to vote
or seek to be elected in free and fair elections.* This shows that the
wave of change sweeping across Africa positively influenced normative
democracy in Cameroon, as the country is a state party to treaties that
promote democracy, reflected this through the legalisation of multiparty
politics.*? However, Fombad and Tichock contend that ‘the future for
multipartyism in Cameroon is bleak’.**

The promotion of democracy in Cameroon also includes the
ratification of the Constitutive Act of the AU on 9 November 2001, and
the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance (African
Democracy Charter) on 24 August 2011. The Constitutive Act seeks to
promote democratic principles and institutions, popular participation
and good governance; and to promote and protect human and peoples’
rights.** AU member states are expected to conduct their political
affairs and hold elections in a transparent and democratic fashion
in accordance with the Constitution, which upholds international
treaties that the government has ratified. This reflects strong normative
compliance by Cameroon, given the regularity of its elections, even
though the credibility of the elections remains questionable due to the
poor management of the entire electoral processes.*

39 Asabove.

40 Democracy and development are perceived as complementary because it is
believed each has the ability to reinforce the other. See SD Kamga A call for a
right to development-informed pan-Africanism in the twenty-first century’ (2019)
19 African Human Rights Law Journal 418.

41  Art 25 ICCPR.

42  Takougang (n 24).

43 CM Fombad & AJ Tichock ‘Cameroon and the transition from a monolithic to a
multiparty autocracy’ in CM Fombad & J Socher (eds) Constitutionalisation of
political parties and the state of democracy in sub-Saharan Africa (2025) 381.

44 Art 3 AU Constitutive Act.

45 WT Samah & JA Tichock Assessing Cameroon’s elections against international
standards and good practices on democracy and human rights’ in A Adeola &
MW Mutua (eds) The Palgrave handbook of democracy, governance and justice in
Africa (2022) 35-60.
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Additionally, to complement the OAU/AU Declaration on Principles
Governing Democratic Elections in Africa,* it is recognised that
democratic elections form the basis of the authority of any representative
government. The Declaration further states that holding democratic
elections is a vital aspect of conflict prevention, management, and
resolution. It also emphasises that democratic elections should
be conducted freely and fairly, under democratic constitutions, in
compliance with legal instruments, and by impartial, all-inclusive,
and accountable electoral institutions. These institutions should also
be staffed by well-trained personnel and equipped with adequate
logistics.?

In Cameroon, the Constitution provides for presidential, legislative,
regional and municipal elections and referenda. According to article
6(1) of the Constitution, the President of the Republic is elected for a
seven-year term by universal suffrage and by direct, equal and secret
ballot.*® It stipulates that the President is elected through a single-round
majority ballot, with the candidate receiving the majority of votes cast
being declared the winner. The Constitution has no presidential term
limit, which provides for seven years per presidential term. This is a
consequence of the Constitutional Amendment of 2008 which brought
constitutionalism in Cameroon into question because the persistent
manipulation of the constitution (supreme law) has granted nearly
absolute, autocratic power to the president of Cameroon who has ruled
the country since 1982, thus, becoming the world’s oldest sitting head
of state®

Furthermore, Cameroon has also been a member of the UN (since
20 September 1960),%° the Commonwealth (since 1 November 1995)5!
and La Francophonie (since 19 November 1991).>2 As a result, the
country is expected to hold elections in accordance with minimum
international standards and good practices acceptable to the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)>® and in

46  Adopted by African Heads of State and Government on 8 July 2002 in Durban,
South Africa.

47  African Union Declaration (2002) para 3, 4 & 5.

48  https://www.prc.cm/en/cameroon/institutions/48-the-president-of-the-republic
(accessed 31 January 2026).

49  Enonchong (n 20).

50 DHN Johnson ‘The case concerning the Northern Cameroons’ (1964) 13 International
and Comparative Law Quarterly 1143.

51 JE Pondi ‘Cameroon and the Commonwealth of Nations’ (1997) 86 The Round Table:
The Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs and Policy Studies 563-570.

52 M Torrent ‘Common grounds? Strategic partnerships for governance in the
Commonwealth of Nations and the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie’
(2011) 100 The Round Table: The Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs
563.

53  Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) Elections and human
rights (2022).
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line with the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (African
Charter).>*

The decade of the 1990s was a critical period in terms of democratic
advancement in Cameroon. The era was characterised by constitutional,
legislative, political and institutional change.> The change was meant
to shift the political landscape from its colonial heritage that facilitated
one-party rule to a constitutional democracy that adopts multipartyism.
At the apogee of the change was the promulgation of the 1996
Constitution.>® This was a turnaround in Cameroon’s political history as
the Constitution provided guidelines on the separation of powers.

It also expresses the will of the people in the sense that it makes
provision for the electoral process at all spheres of governance;
executive, legislative and municipal, including term limits.>” However,
in recent decades, there has been significant criticism concerning both
the separation of powers and the procedures for electing the President,
as well as members of the legislature and municipalities.>® The criticism
was intensified during the obscure constitutional amendment that took
place in 2008.%° The amendment extended the presidential term limits,
thus, bringing the question of democracy, elections and constitutionalism
in Cameroon under scrutiny because the amendment itself violates the
Constitution’s fundamental principles.®®

Furthermore, the Constitution sets out how institutions in Cameroon
are organised and how power is distributed among political units.®* It
provides guidelines on what power is wielded, who wields it and over
whom it is wielded in the cause of governing.®? As a constitutional
democracy, Cameroon has witnessed negligence in terms of applying
the Constitution to uphold the democratic rule of law.®® For example,
the three arms of government, the executive, legislative and judiciary,
do not act in conformity with the Constitution in terms of holding one
another accountable.®* All three organs have proven unconstitutional

54  https://achpr.au.int/en/states (accessed 31 January 2026).

55 LS Enonchong The Constitution and governance in Cameroon (2020) 1.

56 Enonchong (n 55).

57 CM Fombad An overview of the separation of powers under modern African
constitutions’ in CM Fombad (ed) Separation of powers in African constitutionalism
(2016) 58-92.

58 Enonchong (n 55), AA Goldsmith ‘Elections and civil violence in new multiparty
regimes: Evidence from Africa’ (2015) 52 Journal of Peace Research 706.

59  Enonchong (n 55).

60 Samah & Tichock (n 45) 35-60.

61 T Isiksel Europe’s functional constitution: A theory of constitutionalism beyond the
state (2016).

62 As above.

63 JM Mbaku ‘Coups, constitutional democracy, and the rule of Law: Why Africans
must care’ (2020) 4 Cardozo International and Comparative Law Review 35.

64  As above.
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and undemocratic because of evidence of abuse of power.®> They have
not promoted the fundamental values in a constitutional democracy
such as freedom of speech, freedom of the press, separation of powers,
and a system of accountability.®® They instead instrumentalised the
electoral processes and discredited the Constitution by turning a blind
eye to the evidence of irregularities and electoral rigging.5”

This explains why, to date, the succession of executive leadership
through multiparty elections and the due process of law — including the
protection of individuals’ rights to life, liberty, and property — has not
been the reality in Cameroon, six decades after independence.®® This
is due to the absence of a free, participatory and vibrant civil society,
as well as the unequal distribution of justice and the lack of political,
social and economic equality. Moreover, Cameroon’s constitutional
democracy, in which representatives are elected to public office, has
revealed weaknesses throughout the electoral process, from voter
registration to voting and vote counting.®

Nyamnjoh supports this earlier view, contending that the initial
enthusiasm for change and democracy — sparked by the leadership
succession of Paul Biya, designated by Amadou Ahidjo in 1982, and the
push for multiparty democracy in the early 1990s — has gradually given
way to disenchantment and cynicism.”® This is a consequence of the
ruling Cameroon People’s Democratic Movement (CPDM) party’s gross
misconduct in the electoral process, including its disregard for free and
fair elections and its failure to respect electoral outcomes.”! The latter
has entrenched a recurring pattern in the electoral cycle because the
ruling CPDM party simultaneously acts as player and umpire in the
electoral process.” It sets the rules governing elections and determines
the results by consistently declaring its candidate the winner regardless
of the circumstances.”

Cameroonians who attempt to contest the results of the elections
through protest actions are often arbitrarily arrested and charged with

65 FF Bessong ‘Role of undemocratic leadership and governance in fuelling intra-state
conflicts in Africa: The case study of Cameroon’ PhD thesis, University of Nairobi,
2020.

66  As above.

67 Enonchong (n 55).

68 A Huq & T Ginsburg ‘How to lose a constitutional democracy’ (2018) 65 UCLA Law
Review 78.

69 FB Nyamnjoh ‘Cameroon: Over twelve years of cosmetic democracy’ (2002) 3 News
from the Nordic Africa Institute 5.

70  As above.
71  As above.
72 As above.

73 W Alan ‘Electoral systems’ in JD Wright (ed) International encyclopaedia of the social
and behavioural sciences (2015) 349.
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insurrection,’* even though the Constitution makes provision for protest
actions.”® The country has a record of unlawful arrest and detention of
opposition members who contest the results of presidential elections.”®
Even the Cameroon Human Rights Commission, which is meant to be
an independent institution for the promotion and protection of human
rights, established under Law 2019/014 of 19 July 2019, has not been
operating based on the Paris Principles.”” The Principles set out the
minimum standards that national human rights institutions (NHRIs)
must meet in order to be considered credible and to operate effectively.”®

The Cameroon Human Rights Commission has presented
institutional weakness in terms of aiding victims of human rights abuses
and arbitrary detention because the institution operates in a complex
political landscape. The complexity of Cameroon’s political landscape
was heightened by the following laws and regulations governing
elections that have been repealed: (i) Law 92-002 of 14 August 1992,
which lays down conditions for the election of municipal councillors; (ii)
Law 91-020 of 16 December 1991 (modified by Law 97-13 of 19 March
1997), which lays down conditions governing the election of members
of parliament; (iii) Law 92-10 of 17 September 1992 (modified by Law
97-020 of 9 September 1997), which lays down conditions governing
election to the presidency of the Republic.”” Nonetheless, even though
the previous laws were repealed to establish a harmonised framework,
Law 2012/001 of 19 April 2012, concerning the Electoral Code
(Electoral Code), was enacted. The law is still found wanting because
of the challenges facing the electoral process.®°

4 Practical experiences

The practical experience shows that Cameroon’s electoral process under
the current institutional and legal system has been futile. This hinders

74  PWS Peace ‘Easing Cameroon’s ethno-political tensions, on and offline’ (2020) 3
Africa Report 295.

75  https://codices.coe.int/codices/documents/constitution/7c91ef35-a59a-4408-
921f-914d82df0da2 (accessed 31 January 2026).

76  https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2020/12/cameroon-arbitrary-
detentions-and-military-courts-highlight-the-latest-crackdown-2/ (accessed 31 Jan-
uary 2026).

77 PG Nyugha ‘The protection of individual rights and freedoms in Cameroon’s legal
order: Prospects for an emerging country’ (2018) 1 Journal of Human Rights Law
and Practice 29.

78  https://ganhri.org/paris-principles/#:~:text=The%20Paris%20Principles%20
(‘Principles%20Relating,are%20pluralism%2C%20independence%20and%20
effectiveness (accessed 31 January 2026).

79 T Menang ‘Election management in Cameroon’ (2006) African Elections 60.

80 Fombad & Tichock (n 43).
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the smooth functioning of the country’s constitutional democracy.®! As
this part will show, the main reasons why the process has been futile are
a lack of independence of the election management body (4.1); lack of
independence of the Constitutional Council (4.2); strong dependency
of the electoral process on the Ministry of Territorial Administration
(4.3); a weak implementation capacity of these three bodies (4.4); the
exclusion of Anglophone Cameroonians and other vulnerable groups
(4.5) and the quasi-exclusion of the Cameroonian diaspora from the
electoral process (4.6).

4.1 Lack of independence of election management body

A first main reason why the electoral process in Cameroon has been
futile under the current system is the lack of independence of ELCAM,
the country’s election management body. The Electoral Code, adopted
by the National Assembly and enacted by the President of the Republic,
defined the organisational structure of ELECAM.%2

In practice, the law has not guaranteed the integrity of the Electoral
Commission and the Constitutional Council that oversees elections. This
is because section12(3) states that ‘the Chairperson, Vice-Chairperson
and members of the Electoral Board shall be appointed by decree of
the President of the Republic upon consultation with political parties
represented in the National Assembly and civil society’.

If the President of the Republic did not have the authority to appoint
members of the Electoral Commission and Constitutional Council, there
would be greater hope that these bodies could organise free and fair
elections, as their members might consist of individuals of integrity
rather than loyalists of the President. However, the President has power
through presidential decree to appoint the members of these critical
institutions. He tends to appoint party loyalists who have no regard
for the rule of law. There is, therefore, a concern for transparency,
objectivity and impartiality in electoral processes in Cameroon. The
concern is genuine, because Gerhardt®® states that, whenever members
of a public institution are appointed by the President, they tend to
overlook the transgressions of the President because of the loyalty they
feel they owe the President.

Loyalty to the President is often demonstrated in the behaviour
of members of the electoral commission and constitutional council
in Cameroon. Hence, Cameroonians continue to advocate for a

81 N Gwaibi ‘The electoral cycle and grassroots realities in Cameroon: The omnipresent,
overbearing and contested political elite’ in RM Yonk (ed) Elections — A global
perspective (2018) 1.

82  https://aceproject.org/electoral-advice/archive/questions/replies/7798903/
986792279/ELECTORAL-CODE-OF-CAMEROON.pdf (accessed 31 January 2026).

83  MJ Gerhardt Impeachment: What everyone needs to know (2018).
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transparent and independent electoral commission and constitutional
council because the two institutions have demonstrated flaws during
the electoral processes and the proclamation of a winner.®* There is
evidence that, irrespective of the instrumentalisation of the electoral
process to give the incumbent an unfair advantage,®> the opposition
have been denied victory in elections.%¢

In addition, section 2(1) states that ‘[e]lections shall be by universal
suffrage and by equal and secret ballot’. This also is a challenge
in Cameroon because the notion of ‘equal and secret ballot’ is not a
reality in the country, partly because electoral registration, which is a
key component in the electoral process, is cumbersome, as Cameroon’s
electoral process is not fully digitalised. Most of the data is entered
manually without proper digitalise biometric systems to detect fraud
during registration. This has brought into question the issue of
transparency in the registration process as members of the ruling CPDM
party have been caught with duplicate electoral cards that allow them
to vote multiple times in different polling stations during elections.®”

Several voters from opposition regions often find their names
mixed up in the voter registers. Sometimes their names are spelt
incorrectly. On other occasions the order of their names is inverted.®
Consequently, during elections they are prevented from voting because
of these supposedly intentional errors.®” In other situations, voters
who register in a particular voting station in their constituency only
find out on the day of elections that their names appear instead on the
voter register of another polling station, sometimes very far from their
current location.”® Such manipulation in the electoral process is done
with the participation of members of ELECAM who are also members of
the ruling CPDM party, as scholars such as Yanou argue.”!

In a nutshell, the electoral registration process in Cameroon is
intentionally poorly organised in order to rig elections. Nyamnjoh
argues that members of the ruling CPDM - appointees of ELECAM
-have instrumentalised the institution to the extent that it places

84 Nyamnjoh (n 69).

85 P Konings ‘Opposition and social-democratic change in Africa: The social democratic
front in Cameroon’ (2004) 42 Commonwealth and Comparative Politics 289.

86 EN Tem ‘Power dialectics and resistance in the postcolony: A reading of the poetry
of Emmanuel Fru Doh and Bill F Ndi’ (2017) 4 International Journal of Linguistics,
Literature and Culture 24.

87 PA Assibong and others ‘The utilisation of the biometric technology in the 2013
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MZ Hussain (ed) Advances in electrical and computer technologies: Select proceedings
of ICAECT 2019 (2020) 347.

88 Nyamnjoh (n 69) 16.
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polling stations at the homes of party loyalists and use money to lure
individuals in the process.”? The party is at ease to cooperate with local
chiefs, journalists, vandals, and prominent businessmen and women
to perpetrate irregularities in the electoral processes and facilitate
illegitimate victories in elections by falsifying the results of vote
counting in various polling stations.”® Such tendencies are detrimental
to Cameroon’s constitutional democracy and electoral processes.**

The CPDM party has ensured that both ELECAM and the
Constitutional Council — the body responsible for adjudicating electoral
disputes and proclaiming election results — remain ‘toothless bulldogs’:
institutions that may bark, but cannot bite,”> thus, engendering a
repressive electoral environment that has led to low voter turnout,
particularly among supporters of opposition parties. The CPDM party has
also been alleged to have engaged in electoral malpractices, including
ballot stuffing and other irregularities during and after elections. Such
alleged practices have frequently contributed to post-election violence,
resulting in the loss of lives and destruction of property.®®

The precedent demonstrates that constitutional democracy and
electoral processes in Cameroon have stalled. Despite the cry for free
and fair elections, most voters in Cameroon believe that they are merely
tools in the hands of political elites who manipulate them throughout the
electoral processes. Scholars such as Miscoiu and Kakdeu,?” Takougang®®
and Fombad? have written on constitutional democracy and electoral
processes in Cameroon since the first multiparty elections in 1992. They
have documented multiple ways in which the ruling CPDM is alleged
to manipulate the electoral process for its political survival, including
voter suppression, intimidation and the misrecording of votes.

One such method is that the CPDM leadership — notably the
President of the Republic — appoints by presidential decree party
loyalists to key leadership positions within the Electoral Commission!®
and the Constitutional Council.'”® Sometimes these individuals are
former government ministers. Their appointment to these critical
institutions has negative consequences on the country’s constitutional
democracy and electoral processes. This is because these appointees

92  Nyamnjoh (n 69).
93 Nyamnjoh (n 69) 183.
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cannot act independently as they are allies of the President. They pay
allegiance to the person who appoints them and not the people,'®2
thereby compromising the mandate of the institutions. That is why
there is hardly an election in Cameroon that does not experience post-
electoral violence.!%?

4.2 Lack of independence of the Constitutional Council

A second weakness in the current electoral system is that t he
Constitutional Council'®*in Cameroon lacks independence. For instance,
in cases where electoral disputes are brought before the Constitutional
Council, the Constitutional Council has been accused of political
interference as its judgments seem more political than legal.1%

The challenge is that the members of the Constitutional Council are
appointed by presidential decree. They are at the same time members
of the ruling CPDM. They are paid by the state. This undermines the
functioning of the Constitutional Council, thereby exacerbating the
challenges in Cameroon’s electoral processes and casting doubt on
their inclusivity, as state institutions are illegally used in the process
to restrain opposition parties. During the last presidential elections of
27 October 2025, the Constitutional Council was deemed ineffective,
as access to crucial information was severely restricted and the right to
meaningful participation in national debates was significantly limited.
The Council therefore demonstrated an attitude of selective formalism
when dealing with opposition parties. Such tendency deepened doubts
about the Council’s impartiality.1?’

4.3 Strong dependency on the Ministry of Territorial
Administration

Another challenge facing the electoral process in Cameroon is the
influence of the Ministry of Territorial Administration over ELECAM.
For example, Fombad has highlighted that the head of the ministry (the
Minister) has power to influence the list of individuals put forward
to contest for the position of President of the Republic.’®® Besides,

102 Samah & Tichock (n 45).

103 https://achpr.au.int/sites/default/files/files/2022-11/achpr4627203eng.pdf
(accessed 31 January 2026).
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the process to be confirmed candidate for the position of President is
challenging, as demonstrated in section 120.1%

The Ministry of Territorial Administration also has substantial
influence on the electoral process in the country because it is also a
stakeholder in the organisation of elections as it has the responsibility of
providing security and its control over election campaigns. The process
of political party registration in order to participate in elections is
meticulous and lengthy as a result of state bureaucracy. The protracted
registration process acts as a tool of exclusion, as influential individuals
and those capable of affecting electoral outcomes are often denied
registration, while party founders frequently face targeting by the
Minister of Territorial Administration, who oversees the registration of
political parties. The fact that he is appointed by the President and the
ministry’s strong dependence on the executive branch of government
remains a challenge.!*°

Furthermore, the conditions for independent candidates are
extremely difficult, or virtually impossible to fulfil. For example, in
order to be considered an independent candidate for the position of
President according to the electoral laws of the country, an independent
candidate must at least provide signatures of 300 dignitaries hailing
from all the provinces, with 30 signatures per province.!!!

The laws further stipulate that those eligible to provide signatures
must be members of Parliament, the Chamber of Commerce and
Agriculture, municipal councillors, or first-class traditional chiefs.
The challenge is that the Cameroonian political landscape is highly
instrumentalised and divided. For many, securing the required number
of signatures from regions outside their own region of origin proves to
be a significant challenge. Even when the signatures are obtained, these
must be validated by the local administrative officer who is a public
servant and an appointee of the Minister of Territorial Administration.
As aresult, under these challenging electoral conditions, the candidacies
of opposition leaders are often not approved, thereby reaffirming the
difficulties inherent in the electoral process.!!2

Furthermore, even at the level of vote casting and counting, there are
challenges. Cameroon is confronted with infrastructure challenges. For

109 The section states that ‘[a]lny candidate wishing to stand for presidential elections
shall declare their candidature through a declaration bearing their authenticated
signature’. Sec 121 states: A candidate may be: (1) either put forwarded by a
political party; (2) or independent, on condition that they are put forward by at
least 300 (three hundred) dignitaries hailing from all the regions, with 30 signatures
from each region. Persons who qualify to append such signatures shall be either
Members of Parliament or of Trades Chambers, or Regional Councillors, Municipal
Councillors, or First-Class Chiefs.’
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instance, power outages forced vote counting at some polling stations to
be carried out by candlelight, mobile phone flashlights or, in one polling
station in the capital Yaoundé, by the headlights of a motorbike.!*® This
has undermined the integrity of transparency in the electoral process
and the principle of free and fair elections. Compounding this issue,
once votes are counted, results from each polling station are recorded
manually — often under conditions of secrecy, with military personnel
sometimes used to intimidate opposition party representatives during
the counting process.!*

The illegal dominance of the ruling party and the use of state
resources to oppress, intimidate and violate the rights of citizens allow
fraudulent results that do not translate into actual reality.!!® For example,
the votes counted in certain polling stations exceed the number of
voters registered on the voter register.!'® Opposition parties over time
have contested the results from polling stations to the overall results
proclaimed by the Constitutional Council.}'” In the 2018 elections,
for example, the opposition parties demanded a recount of the vote
as they presented evidence of vote rigging.!'® This procedure was not
followed, thereby further complicating the challenges confronting the
country’s electoral processes, which remain vulnerable to fraud and call
into question the ability of ELECAM and the Constitutional Council to
ensure free and fair elections.!?

The ruling CPDM’s influence over ELECAM has rendered the process
of obtaining voter registration cards in regions where opposition party
dominates complicated.'?® Without a national identity and electoral
card, no one is allowed to vote. The complexities involved in obtaining
national identity and electoral cards within a short period of time have
attracted severe criticism on the integrity of the electoral processes.

4.4 Weak implementation capacity of Cameroon’s electoral
institutions

Against this background, the importance of electoral institutions and
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capacity to implement their mandates cannot be overemphasised. In
the case of Cameroon, ELECAM and the Constitutional Council — the
two institutions directly responsible for the management and delivery
of election results — and the Ministry of Territorial Administration —
which exercises an indirect role in the management of elections — lack
the capacity to rigorously implement their mandates. It is therefore
important to look at these institutions separately in order to determine
why they lack the capacity to implement their mandates.

The mandate of ELECAM is described in section 4 of the Electoral

Code:

(1) ‘Elections Cameroon’ shall be an independent body responsible for
the organisation, management and supervision of all election and
referendum operations.

(2) Elections Cameroon shall perform its duties in keeping with the
Constitution and laws and regulations in force.

(3) Elections Cameroon shall have legal personality and management
autonomy.

(4) The Head Office of Elections Cameroon shall be in Yaoundé.

However, since the formation of ELECAM, the organisation has not
been able to exercise its management autonomy in order to deliver
on the integrity of its mandate as stipulated in the Electoral Code.
There are reasons why the organisation lacks capacity to deliver on its
mandate. The organisation is not impartial and free from government
interference from members of the ruling party. This makes it weak.
The weakness of the organisation is based on its lack of administrative
capacity. For example, there are towns and villages in Cameroon that
are unreachable because of their geographic locations. ELECAM does
not have the means to transport election resources to villages that are
not connected by road.'*

In addition, the fragility of Cameroon’s democracy as a whole,
which has allowed a leader to cling to power for more than four
decades, also has negative effects on ELECAM to deliver on its mandate.
For example, in Cameroon, the President designates key members of
ELECAM through a presidential decree. Combined with the fact that
the President has been in power for over 40 years, this has fostered
a ‘personality cult’ throughout the political landscape. A personality
cult serves to reinforce a dictator’s power, amplify their ideology, and
legitimise their directives above established institutions. This is the
situation in Cameroon. The President of the Republic is more respected
than democratic institutions. Hence, ELECAM cannot deliver on its
mandate with integrity.!??
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cameroon/ (accessed 31 January 2026).
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Furthermore, ELECAM lacks the capacity to deliver on its mandate
because its composition is dominated by members of the ruling CPDM
party. Opposition party members who work for ELECAM during
elections are often threatened.!?® The state media is instructed to keep
a blind eye on the weaknesses of ELECAM. Independent media that
attempts to cover the elections are often harassed when they report any
form of abuse by members of the ruling CPDM.

Another institution that renders ELECAM weak is the Ministry of
Territorial Administration through instructions from the minister. The
Minister instructs ELECAM on candidacy that must be accepted to
contest for the position of President.

The same Ministry is responsible for granting accreditation to
national and international election observers.'?* Therefore, the fact that
the Ministry is always led by a member of the ruling CPDM and a close
ally to the President has provoked several stakeholders to question the
capacity of ELECAM to deliver on its mandate. Fombad argues that ‘the
most contentious issue surrounding elections in Cameroon has been the
role the laws confer on the Territorial Administration Ministry’.12°

Lastly, the President of the Republic has a constitutional obligation
to convene electors by a presidential order, unlike other democracies in
Africa, such as Ghana and Kenya, where the incumbent President has
little discretion over the electoral calendar. This is problematic because
it compels ELECAM to operate on the timeline of the President, thus,
placing a restriction on ELECAM to act as a complete independent body
in order to deliver on its mandate.

4.5 Exclusion of Anglophone Cameroonians and other
vulnerable groups

Even in Cameroon, challenges in the country’s political landscape as
a result of colonialism, which saw the country being administered by
the British and French, have severe consequences for the inclusivity of
electoral processes, because several remote areas in the Anglophone
regions are more neglected than those in the Francophone regions,
especially after the violent crisis in the Anglophone regions that
started in 2016.1%° It is evident that citizens of Cameroon do not all
enjoy equal inclusion in the electoral process. The previous elections of
2018, for example, demonstrated the lack of inclusivity in the electoral
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about-october-vote--124982739/158425.html (accessed 31 January 2026).

124 Section 296(2) Electoral Code.

125 Fombad (n 122) 92.

126 NF Awasom ‘The Anglophone problem in Cameroon yesterday and today in search
of a definition’ (2020) 14 Journal of the African Literature Association 264.
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processes.'?” This is because voter registration was largely not carried
out in the English-speaking regions due to the ongoing conflict between
government forces and separatist groups, as well as the lockdowns
enforced by the latter.!28

According to Kiven and others,'? voter turnout in the English-
speaking regions during the 2018 elections was only 10 percent, a sharp
decline compared to previous elections held before the conflict erupted
in 2016. In addition, Cameroonians, notably of English-speaking origin
who fled the war to Francophone regions, were excluded from voting.
This is because Cameroon’s electoral process requires voters to cast
their ballots in the constituency where they are registered. Government
forces have also exploited this requirement to prevent opposition
supporters from voting.!*° For example, opposition members are often
directed by government officials to vote in the city of their birth, their
current residence, or their ancestral village, even if they were born and
raised in the city.!*

However, upon arriving in the village, they are told by local
authorities — acting under official instructions — that they must vote in
their place of residence, typically the city they had left to travel to the
village. Through manipulating the electoral processes, many voters of
the opposition party never make it back to the polling station in the city
on election day.'*? Others are told when they get to the polling station by
autochthons or people who are natives of a particular constituency to go
and vote in their village of origin.'*® This tendency highlights the role of
autochthony in electoral inclusivity in Cameroon. It also demonstrates
the factionalism that exist in Cameroon’s electoral processes as a result
of autochthony, which has become a political weapon of the ruling
CPDM. 1%

Furthermore, Cameroon’s electoral processes are not inclusive,
as newspapers during each election frequently report on opposition
candidate lists being disqualified by the Minister of Territorial
Administration, a member of the ruling CPDM.!*> The reason for the
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disqualification is often without justification as some of them are due to
issues related to ‘belonging’ to a locality or the inclusion of candidates
who did not ‘quite belong’ in the area concerned.!*® These are some
exclusions that opposition members face. In contrast, members of the
ruling CPDM never face such rejections. They are even allowed to vote
in places where they did not register or vote in places where they are
not autochthon.

Furthermore, in Cameroon, prisoners (among whom are political
prisoners) are not included in the electoral processes. They do not have
the right to vote. Even influential Cameroonians who do not share the
same ethnic origins as the President are often targeted during elections.
Sometimes, some of them fly abroad during elections for security and
safety reasons.'®”

4.6 Quasi-exclusion of the Cameroonian diaspora from the
electoral processes

Lastly, a sixth reason is the quasi-exclusion of the Cameroonian diaspora
from the electoral process. Section 271 of the Electoral Code provides
as follows:138

Cameroonian citizens settled or residing abroad shall exercise their right

to vote through their participation in the election of the President of the
Republic and in referendums.

Section 272(1) Cameroonian citizens settled or residing abroad shall be
entered on the registers of electors opened at diplomatic representations
and consular posts in their countries of residence or attachment.

76(2) They must enjoy their civic and political rights and fulfil all
the required legal conditions to be an elector. (3) On the proposal of
government, polling stations shall be set up in diplomatic representations
and consular posts.

However, in practice, not all Cameroonians living abroad are able to
exercise their rights to vote. This is because the right to vote is strictly
reserved for Cameroonians who have retained their Cameroonian
nationality. Additionally, the Cameroonian government is using organs
of the state to intimidate activists and critics of Paul Biya’s regime.'** For
Cameroonian diasporans who vote, concerns have been raised regarding
the validity and integrity of election results, given that Cameroon’s High
Commissions and Consulates are responsible for providing the facilities
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to conduct and certify these elections.!*® This situation has prevented
critics of the regime from voting at High Commissions and Consulates
due to safety concerns.#!

Another method is that the ruling CPDM employs diplomatic
channels to intimidate Cameroonian activists living in the diaspora.!#?
This has restrained Cameroonians in the diaspora to participate in
elections,*® irrespective of the Diaspora Voting Law of 13 July 2011,
which was repealed and reintegrated into the harmonised Electoral
Code of 2012. The law, however, is meant to guide Cameroonians
residing abroad to register and obtain voter registration cards in various
diplomatic representations and consular in their respective countries of
residence in order to vote (section 3). Tande,'* nonetheless, argues that
Cameroon’s diplomatic representations and consular may lead to abuse
of the electoral processes including voter intimidation and coercion,
given that these institutions are beholden of the regime in power and
are headed by appointees of the President. In addition, thousands of
Cameroonians with dual/multiple nationalities are prevented from
voting in elections.!*®

5 Conclusion

There are several challenges facing the electoral process in Cameroon.
The challenges involve the lack of inclusivity in the electoral process,
electoral fraud and vote rigging, partly because the process is not
digitalised. Another challenge lies in fostering public confidence in the
electoral process so that election results are widely accepted and no
longer spark controversies that threaten the stability of the country’s
democratic institutions after each election. There is also the challenge
of the lack of impunity for members of the ruling CPDM party who are
caught in electoral fraud and vote rigging, and the lack of transparency
and free and fair elections as evident in the instrumentalisation of
government institutions to intimidate opposition voters.

In addition, the ongoing war between the Anglophone separatist
groups and the Cameroonian army has clearly demonstrated the lack
of inclusivity in the electoral process as the majority of Cameroonians
in the two regions could not vote in the 2018 elections because of
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insecurity. The government did nothing to make it possible for the
citizens to vote in a safe environment.

Finally, it is clear that the electoral institution of Cameroon lacks
the capacity to implement its mandates because the operation of the
institutions responsible for organising elections are not independent.
They overtly depend on the executive which appoints the members and
influence their operations.
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