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DRC’s Focus Group Discussion Report:  
Northwest Cameroon, November 2020 

 
 
 
Background: 
The Danish Refugee Council (DRC) is present in the South-West region since November 2018 and currently 
covers 22 communities in Fako and Meme divisions. DRC programmes in those communities focus on the 
areas of protection, child protection, emergency shelter, non-food items and food security.  

One of the objectives of DRC’s 2021 programme strategy is to assess the humanitarian needs and gaps in 
the North-West region in order to inform a potential programme expansion to the region if it is deemed 
appropriate and necessary for DRC to intervene. As a first step, an initial monitoring visit was conducted in 
November 2020 by DRC’s Area Manager and Security Officer to meet with different partners and conduct 
initial Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) to assess needs, gaps and potential priority intervention areas and 
activities. This report presents the findings of the focus group discussions with local populations. 

 
Methodology: 
Focus group discussions took place in November 2020 in 5 different affected communities with 92 
participants, including 55 men and 37 women. All participants have been directly affected by the conflict 
and crisis occurring in the Northwest.  Communities targeted include: Nkwen (Bamenda), Bambili, Bambui, 
Ndop, and Bamessing in Mezam and Ngo-Ketunjia divisions. Focus group discussions took place in churches 
and participants were not requested to provide any identifying information in order to allow them to speak 
candidly about their past and current experiences as a result of the crisis.  

This report is organized based on the most salient themes and issues that arose during the course of the 
focus groups discussions. These include protection and child protection, health, food security, and 
economic impact and livelihoods. Findings from these discussions emphasized the high multisector needs 
that remain unmet, as well as the acute protection crisis that continues to leave people in a state of trauma 
and insecurity from the ongoing conflict and lack of rule of law.  
 
 

1. Protection, Security, and Displacement  
 
The NW/SW crisis has been aptly labelled a ‘protection crisis’ by much of the humanitarian community. 
This was highlighted during FGDs as participants continued to reference the loss of security and sustained 
fear that affected populations have now been forced to absorb in their lives, and which contributes to 
sustained psychological stress amongst the population. Focus groups discussions on several locations 
pointed to the disintegration of security not only from ongoing conflict, but also the absence of rule of law. 
This has steeped a culture of mistrust throughout affected areas, as several participants commented on 
the opportunism of ‘settling scores’ and informal justice being meted out, sometimes in the form of 
extrajudicial killings.  
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“It’s more dangerous now; more people are dying now than at the time of many gunshots. You cannot 
know from which side; they just see your corpse the next day.” 
Male FDG participant– Ndop 

 
All participants emphasized aspects of insecurity that continue to plague populations of all demographics. 
One of the biggest impacts of this insecurity is restrictions in movement and fear of movement. These 
movement challenges have exponentially increased the cost of transport, making it prohibitively expensive 
for many to travel. In addition, fear of movement due to insecurity, roadblocks, and active conflict, have 
greatly impacted the daily lives of people living in the Northwest.  
 
Focus groups discussion participants were asked about displacement and 100% of respondents indicated 
that they had been displaced or had family members who had been displaced due to conflict. FGD 
participants from rural areas indicated the multiple displacements that have and continue to take place as 
people continuously move from insecurity.  
 

“Since the crisis began, I’ve had to displace many times. My husband died and I can’t afford to pay for 
transport anymore. I am waiting to die.” 
Female FGD participant – Bambui  

 
Continual movement has stressed affected populations immensely and contributed to the exhaustion of 
resources, and loss, destruction, and abandonment of assets and belongings. In addition, overcrowding 
was indicated on many occasions as a serious impact of displacement, as IDP families are forced to share 
housing that is unfit to accommodate large households, and families are unable to afford suitable housing.  
 

“The living standard has totally dropped. There are twelve of us in the house now and there used to be 
two.” 
Female FGD participant - Nkwen 

 
People displaced in rural areas have been forced to move village to village, often spending extended periods 
of time sleeping in the bush to avoid conflict and seek refuge in safer areas. Populations are moving without 
belongings or access to adequate shelter solutions in the bush/forest areas.  
 
A population that has been disproportionately affected is the elderly. In Ndop and Bamessing, FGD 
participants indicated that there were numerous cases where the elderly were left without care while the 
more able bodied displaced from active conflict. The elderly have also been highly affected by the lack of 
access to health as a result of the conflict, as many health centres have closed, been abandoned or 
destroyed.  
 

“Mostly old people stayed behind; many old people fell ill and died.”  
Male FGD participant - Bambui 

 
“Elderly who struggled to escape have become sicker.” 
Female FGD participants - Bemessing 

 
As with the Southwest, there are an abundance of additional protection issues that keep populations 
caught in between both parties to the crisis. FGD participants mentioned continued threats of kidnapping 
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and extortion of civilians, recruitment by both parties, extensive property and asset destruction particularly 
in the early years of the crisis, extrajudicial killings, movement restrictions, occupation of public 
infrastructure such as health facilities by state and non-state actors, and lack of access to basic services. 
The specific needs of vulnerable populations such as women, children, and the elderly need to be identified 
as addressed to reduce the disproportionate burden on the crisis on these groups.  
 
 

2. Child Protection 
 

“...I wish there was any way to bring back the minds of our children, even if by magic.” 
Male FGD participant – Nkwen, Bamenda 

 
Focus group discussion feedback brought into glaring light the tangible impact that the crisis has had and 
will continue to have on children. Since 2016, hundreds of thousands of children have been out of school 
as a result of the crisis in NW/SW Cameroon, which has denied school age children the opportunity to 
access education as well as positive forums for development and socialization. On top of this, children 
across the NW/SW have been exposed to high levels of conflict and violence which has resulted in 
widespread psychological trauma for affected populations, especially children. In addition, due to the 
economic destruction caused by the crisis, many children have been forced to work in order to support 
their families in meeting their basic needs. When asked about the impacts of the crisis, FGD participants 
(both male and female) most often referenced the severe and varied repercussions on children.   
 

Psychological trauma  
 

“Without education, children are forced to be delinquents.” 
Male FGD participant – Bambui 

 
With the crisis in its fourth year without end, affected populations are already witnessing a myriad of 
psychosocial impacts on children’s wellbeing and behaviour. FGD participants consistently mentioned the 
behavioural issues now manifesting in crisis affected children, frequently referring to ‘delinquent 
behaviour’ or children as delinquents. The combined lack of access to education, exposure to conflict 
between state and non-state actors, dissolution of community and family structures, and exposure to 
separatist fighters as the primary community leadership have created psychological harm to affected 
children across the Northwest according to focus groups discussion participants. Numerous participants of 
both genders emphasized the harm being witnessed amongst child and youth populations after years of 
exposure to trauma.  
 

“Children are so traumatized, my 6-year-old screams at night.” 
Male FGD participant – Nkwen 

 
Participants in numerous communities also mentioned the normalization of violence that children have 
been forced to adopt, and many expressed fears of what this will manifest into in the future. The 
recognition of types of firearms, playing with pretend guns, and desensitization to gun violence were 
indicated by participants in numerous focus group discussions as practices adopted by children since the 
crisis.  
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“The issue of gunshots is becoming normal, they point toy guns at each other, they will grow up thinking 
that shooting is right.”  
Female FGD participant - Ndop 

 
 
Child labour  

 
When asked what strategies people are using to meet their basic needs, FGD participants consistently 
indicated that child labour such as petty trading has been relied upon by families since the crisis began. In 
addition, participants mentioned that some children have been sent to work as domestic workers in homes 
in order to support their families, which has raised protection concerns about the environment and 
conditions children are exposed to. In addition to this, participants indicated that children are working on 
farms, begging, harvesting bitter leaf, and for adolescent girls, engaging in survival sex.  
 

“Children are the most affected and have been diverted to economic activities. Children are in the street 
where it’s not meant for them.” 
Male FGD participant - Nkwen 

 
Rape, Sexual Assault and Child Marriage  
 

“Women ran from the villages and were forced to be with men. Now they are forced to beg with their 
children, and many are sick.” 
Female FGD participant – Bambui 

 
Sexual violence was indicated to be an outcome of the crisis on populations, particularly for women and 
girls, as stated in many focus group discussions. With the level of conflict and insecurity alongside the 
breakdown of formal justice in rural areas, women and girls have been targeted at high levels for rape and 
sexual violence. Participants in several discussions also highlighted increased instances of child marriage 
and adolescent pregnancy, both wanted and unwanted.  
 

“There are early pregnancies, cases of rape… can’t tell who the father of the baby is.” 
Female FGD participant – Bambui  

 
“Rape has been on the rise, especially for young girls and women, and with this the spread of disease.” 
Male FGD Participant – Ndop 

 
A generation of children and youth are being severely impacted by the ongoing crisis. Populations are 
witnessing how the degradation of family units and social norms alongside the absence of security is 
tangibly impacting children with dire consequences. Without a sufficient and comprehensive response at 
scale, children will remain irreversibly affected by the violence, displacement, separation, and trauma.  
 
 

3. Health  
 
Second to education, health is the service most impacted by the crisis in affected areas according to FGD 
participants. With the onset of conflict and the rejection of government influence and actors in non-state 
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armed group influence/controlled areas, health facilities have become abandoned and healthcare workers 
have fled to safer areas. In addition, many facilities have been destroyed during the conflict with some also 
being occupied by state security forces as bases. Because of this, populations in the Northwest and 
Southwest are largely without access to healthcare services. This continues to devastate populations who 
are unable to access health services for primary and emergency care, forcing women to give birth in the 
bush, and people to die from preventable illness or inability to access urgent care on time.  
 

“Health services affected in even central areas, destroyed, health workers have moved.” 
Male FGD participant – Nkwen  

 
FGD participants also highlighted the fact that healthcare workers have faced targeting and pressure from 
both parties to the conflict as each side has accused health practitioners of supporting or sympathizing with 
the other. This has left health workers in a situation of serious insecurity and risk in affected areas, with 
many displacing or discontinuing healthcare work.  
 

“Doctors have been targeted, accused of helping the boys.” 
Male FGD participant - Bambili 

 
The absence of available and functioning healthcare services also means that victims of sexual assault and 
rape are largely unable to access any form of treatment and care in the aftermath of these incidents. 
Without access to health, people are dying from preventable conditions or forced to live with debilitating 
morbidities. For those fortunate to have some access to health services, the crisis’ economic impact means 
that many face financial barriers in receiving care. Despite this, health assistance is a critical gap in the 
response.  
 
 

4. Food Security  
 
Agriculture is the heartbeat of the economy in Northwest and Southwest Cameroon, and farming is relied 
upon by the majority of households in the region as a livelihood. FGD participants widely reported that the 
sector was experiencing growth and development prior to the crisis and that families were able to meet 
their basic needs and afford opportunities such as educating their children as a result.  
 
Now with over four years of conflict and displacement, agriculture and farming have been severely affected, 
and with this has come a deterioration in food security. FGD participants indicated several factors that are 
contributing to the rapid deterioration in food security: 

i) Displacement and reduction in labour for cultivation. Households reliant on farming as a 
livelihood have had to displace from conflict, missing cultivation and harvesting periods or 
abandoning farms altogether in favour of more secure areas. In addition, for those farms that 
have remained functional, labour to cultivate and harvest is not available which has affected 
production levels.  

ii) Restrictions on movement of food and food spoilage. Road insecurity has presented movement 
restrictions of both people and goods, contributing to increases in food costs and at times the 
spoilage of food when restrictions make transport and delivery to markets impossible.  
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iii) Loss of livelihoods and income. Widespread loss of income has meant that families struggle to 
have sufficient income to meet their families’ food needs. Overall loss in purchasing power has 
directly contributed to increases in food insecurity in affected populations.  

iv) Cost of food. Decreased food production combined with road insecurity and extortion have 
significantly impacted the cost of food prices in the Northwest region. This means that families 
have an overall reduction in income and purchasing power while prices for basic food staples 
have exponentially increased, making it incredibly challenging for families to meet food needs.  

 
“Roads can be blocked for a week… movement restrictions can cause starvation.” 
Male FGD participant – Nkwen 

 
“There used to be more manpower before, many people have been pushed out, supply has greatly 
dropped, and there’s a serious drop in the supply of food.” 
Male FGD participant – Ndop 

 
“Bamenda’s breadbasket has been broken.” 
Male FGD participant - Bambui 

 
Due to the interactions of the above factors, it is expected that food security will continue to deteriorate, 
and further populations will require food assistance in order to meet their food needs. The humanitarian 
community will need to remain attuned to the deteriorating situation, as more households will slip into 
emergency and crisis levels of food insecurity as the crisis continues.  
 
 

5. Economic Impact and Livelihoods 
 
When asked if people are struggling to meet their basic needs, all FGD participants indicated this was a 
widespread issue, and that the situation was becoming worse over time as people continue to exhaust 
resources and coping mechanisms. The complete deterioration of livelihoods particularly from farming has 
meant that populations in the Northwest are sinking into a worsening economic situation and reliance on 
negative coping mechanisms such as sending children and the elderly to work, begging, survival sex, selling 
assets, reducing food diversity etc. are increasingly being relied upon for survival.  
 

“When the crisis started, people could meet their needs. Now they can’t.” 
Male FGD participant – Ndop 

 
“Lots of selling of property and assets.” 
Numerous FGD participants 

 
The impacts of the crisis will never stabilize as long as people are unable to make an income to meet the 
basic needs of their families. This will not be feasible while movements are still restricted, and people are 
unable to access economic opportunities.  
 

“Elderly people are splitting wood to sell; the sacredness of family ties is broken, and family structures 
are broken.” 
Male FGD participant - Nkwen 
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Conclusion: 
 
It is imperative that the humanitarian and diplomatic community understand that there are widespread 
continued impacts from the ongoing crisis. Populations are experiencing increased levels of vulnerability as 
coping mechanisms and resources are being exhausted, and a multi-sector humanitarian response at scale 
is urgently needed to meet the most pressing needs of those affected. Despite the fact that affected 
populations are sinking into a worsening situation, resources to support those most in need remain paltry 
in comparison to the scale of the crisis. The future of children in the Northwest remains bleaker as the crisis 
continues.  
 
The findings of this report are by no means exhaustive and represent the most prevalent findings from the 
discussions in the 5 targeted communities. It is evident that further assessment is needed to inform 
evidence-based advocacy and response, and to track the continued deterioration in the situation affecting 
populations in the Northwest and Southwest regions.  
 
 
Recommendations: 
 

i) The humanitarian community must continue to monitor the impact of the crisis on vulnerable 
populations. With the crisis in its fourth-year protection issues remain abundant and people 
are sinking into increasing levels of vulnerability from lack of access to livelihoods, and 
continued exposure to insecurity. It is imperative that humanitarian stakeholders continue to 
monitor the deteriorating situation for affected populations. For example, as evidenced in the 
report, food insecurity will likely rise as people remain unable to generate livelihoods and 
continue to exhaust all available coping mechanisms. 

ii) Resource mobilization for comprehensive multi-sector responses in affected communities. 
Funding support for effective response at scale in the region remains paltry, resulting in ad hoc 
responses that fail to sufficiently meet the needs of affected populations. In 2020, Cameroon’s 
Humanitarian Response Plan remains well under 50% funded for humanitarian action across 
Cameroon’s three crises. Affected populations continue to suffer in silence and without 
support, representing a collective failure for all stakeholders.  

Increased funding for effective and evidence-based response is critically needed to alleviate 
the suffering of those most affected by the crisis. Alongside this, humanitarian coordination 
stakeholders and structures must improve their capacity to guide effective response in the 
NW/SW regions, develop improved strategies for response to the most in need, and ensure 
limited resources are used as effectively as possible.  

iii) Evidence based advocacy on behalf of crisis affected populations is badly needed. Compared 
to the beginning of the crisis, there is an improved understanding of the crisis’ impact on 
affected populations, and the needs resulting from ongoing insecurity. Despite this, there 
remains an almost deafening global silence on the ongoing situation and the devastating 
impacts it continues to have, especially on children. Affected populations justifiably feel that 
the international community has turned its back on the ongoing situation and the atrocities 
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being committed by both sides. With the absence of pressure to hold parties to account, the 
crisis will continue to exact a dire toll on populations in both regions.  

iv) Conflict sensitive programming to support economic recovery needs to become an increased 
priority in program response. Many protection issues are being heavily exacerbated by the 
economic devastation that the crisis has caused in both regions. Programming to support 
affected households to sustainably meet their basic needs is a critical necessity in the 
mitigation of vulnerability and the commencement of recovery. Alongside advocacy and 
accountability for both sides of the crisis, stakeholders need to recognize the growing 
importance of economic recovery that will need to coincide with an effective political 
resolution. In the immediate term, economic/livelihood support can be part of an effective 
protection response.  

 


