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Executive summary

Over the past six years, the North West and South
West regions (NWSW) of Cameroon have been
wracked by violent clashes between pro-independence
groups and Cameroon’s army. More than one million
people have been displaced and a major humanitarian
crisis has been unleashed, with two million people in
need of assistance.

The dispute has affected girls and women differently
than men and boys. They all face specific risks. They
also have particular vulnerabilities, needs and coping
mechanisms. These differences call for a nuanced
understanding of the effects of the crisis that the
humanitarian community has yet to fully embrace.
The vulnerabilities and needs of girls and women have
been recognized and addressed to the extent that
available funding allows. There has been less attention
to the vulnerabilities and needs of adolescent boys
and men. As a result, the crisis’ intense impact on
males’ security situation, socioeconomic well-being,
and sense of self-worth has been largely neglected

by the humanitarian community, despite its disturbing
consequences in frustration, anger, addiction and
psychological distress, as well as the upsurge in
domestic violence.

This report seeks to rectify that neglect, providing
much needed information on how adolescent boys and
men are coping with the economic and psychological
strains resulting from the armed dispute and how

their struggles affect girls and women, as well as the
society at large. In doing so, it makes no comparison
between male and female vulnerabilities. Gender-based
violence, including sexual violence, physical assault
and forced marriage, primarily affects women and girls.
They face oppressive gender norms and ever greater
poverty and hardship as household heads and family
providers confronted with the killing or exiling of their
husbands. Nothing in this report minimizes those
severe impacts or the countless others stemming from
gender inequalities. Rather, it seeks to demonstrate
how adolescent boys and men also face risks and
threats that leave them vulnerable; how attending to
these problems is essential under the international legal
framework; and how it can improve the welfare of girls
and women as well as the broader society.

Protection threats

Protection monitoring data indicate that males
represent more than eight out of ten of those exposed
to torture or inhuman treatment, theft, extortion,
destruction of personal property, arbitrary or unlawful
arrest and/or detention. As men are expected to fight,
they are also perceived by armed individuals from
both parties as threats. There is often an assumption
that males in the NWSW belong to the opposing side.
This leads to harassment at checkpoints, coercion to
join the fighting and to occasional arrests, sometimes
without clear evidence that they belong to the other
side. Although rape and other forms of sexual violence
disproportionately affect women and girls, it is also
used by armed actors against boys and men to
emasculate them and undermine their gender and
sexual identity.

Boys and men in limbo

Neutrality is often impossible. Instead, boys and
men mitigate their exposure to risk by reducing their
economic and social activities to a minimum, limiting
their movements and censoring their opinions to
avoid suspicion that they belong to one side or the
other. Lack of civil documentation only exacerbate
these problems. Some boys and men end up hiding
in the bush, relocating to urban areas, or engaging in
pendular displacement where they move back and
forth between their home and place of refuge. Still
others go into exile.

Many men have lost or abandoned their jobs
because of the violence and threats. Those working
in transport and farming have seen their incomes
steadily decline, with agricultural yields down.
Meanwhile, most of the schools in the two regions
have closed due to attacks against education
facilities, children, and personnel, reinforcing
adolescents’ isolation and lack of prospects. This
has led to negative coping strategies such as child
labour and exploitation, as well as theft and banditry
by young men needing to sustain their livelihoods.
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These frustrations, as well as the socially constructed
norms equating manhood with being the family
provider and protector, have been contributing factors
in boys and men deciding to take up arms. Males

who want to give up fighting fear poor treatment after
demobilization, stigma and rejection by communities
and families who have lost members to violence.
That, along with the lack of economic opportunity,
ends up as a significant disincentive for boys and men
who might want to stop fighting.

Loss of identity and shift in
gender roles and relations

The demographic imbalance created by the crisis,
with many men dead, in hiding or in exile, has forced
women to take on the role of household head and
family provider in ever more difficult circumstances
and with increasingly intense workloads. They have
taken up a range of social and economic activities.
This has also given them greater decision-making
power in the family and opened up spaces for them in
the public sphere, without necessarily causing them to
enjoy genuine empowerment.

Men have suffered deep psychological disturbances.
Many of them have experienced violent situations
and have seen their income-generating and
educational opportunities decline. That has made
them feel helpless, causing depression and suicide
attempts to rise. It has also contributed, particularly
in the case of adolescent males, to a growing use of
alcohol and drugs.

Critically, boys and men have lost their status and
sense of identity as decision-makers, protectors and
breadwinners in a society in which they are expected
to protect and financially provide. In several places,
women now earn more than men, and some men
have taken up the socially devalued role of caregiver
so their wives can work. With these reversal of

roles, domestic violence has surged, as men have
tried to assert their dominion and authority through
psychological and physical abuse.

Humanitarian response

Addressing violations against women and girls should
remain a priority. It is also crucial, however, to pay
greater attention to the protection crisis’ impact on
vulnerable populations of all genders and age groups.

This is not happening when it comes to adolescent
boys and men. Thirty-six per cent of the project
proposal narratives developed as part of the
Humanitarian Response Plan 2021 mention how
the situation is affecting women and girls. This
proportion drops to seven per cent when it comes to
discussing how it affects men and boys. Similarly,
wide disparities can be seen in how the activities
included in project proposals cater for assistance
and protection needs. Here again girls and women
receive the overwhelming share of attention.

Much of this imbalance is a result of the perception
that females are most in need and that males can
cope. There is also the view that donors will be
more interested in interventions targeting other
groups amid funding restraints, and the concern that
assisting boys and men risks inadvertently putting
money into the hands of combatants.

Unfortunately, the imbalance affects specific services
that men and boys desperately need. For instance,
income generating activities tend to target women
and children, despite the fact that male economic
self-sufficiency would contribute to preventing exile,
involvement in fighting and domestic violence. Men
and boys also face challenges accessing help from
service providers who have historically identified
women and children as those most in need of support
and who have designed and rolled out their services,
implicitly or explicitly, with them in mind.

Humanitarian organizations and donors need to
expand their vision of who the people in need

are. That means making use of the available data
disaggregated by sex and age to conduct a thorough
analysis of vulnerabilities. It also means providing a
response that goes beyond assistance to pre-defined
categories. Poverty in Cameroon primarily affects
women, and violence against them is horrific. Men
and boys, however, also have needs and rights, and
by neglecting them, the international community is
failing to address some of the root causes of gender
inequalities, as well as other direct, and indirect,
impacts. Understanding how the lives of men,
women, girls and boys interact and how their realities
affect each other will help develop responses that are
truly evidence-based and that are commensurate to
the needs of all members of society.
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Introduction

Introduction

Over the past six years, the North West and South
West regions (NWSW) of Cameroon have been
caught up in violence that has led to a major
humanitarian crisis, with over one million people
displaced and two million in need of aid.” What
began in 2016 as peaceful protests in English-
speaking regions against government policies has
transformed into violent clashes between NWSW pro-
independence groups and Cameroon’s army.

The armed dispute has affected many individuals,
including aid workers, students and teachers, and has
led to numerous human rights violations, including
killings, abduction, sexual violence, the burning of
homes, looting, and the torture of people suspected
of being collaborators with the opposing side.
Various human rights organizations have reported
incidents, which would be in breach of the duty
bearers’ responsibilities with regard to human rights.?
Calls by the international community to address the
human rights crisis through internal dialogue have
proved largely ineffective. With no end in sight to

the socio-political crisis, most people are in limbo,
confronted by a spiral of violence and heightened
levels of unemployment and poverty.

This violence, which has distorted social, cultural,
and community structures, has affected women,
girls, boys and men differently. They all face
common and specific protection risks. They also
adopt different coping mechanisms, distinctly

benefit from assistance and have differing views
on the support that humanitarian assistance and
protection responses can offer.

Women and children face specific risks, and their
needs are, quite rightly, highlighted and addressed
by the humanitarian community to the extent that
funding and access issues allow. The situation

and specific needs of adolescent boys and men,
however, are often less understood. There is a
glaring disparity in the information available on

the different effects of crises on female and male
populations. As the situation of violence intensifies
in NWSW, with men often at the frontline of the fight,
what are their distinct protection and assistance
needs? How do these needs influence women and
girls and how does this affect gender roles? How
are gender relations and power dynamics being
perceived and factored into the humanitarian
response? What groups are considered particularly
vulnerable and how are needs being prioritised?

As the humanitarian community strives to respond to
the needs of all vulnerable groups, this report aims to
address the information gaps surrounding the impact
of the crisis on men and boys while recognising the
extreme vulnerability of women and girls. Its focus

is on adolescent boys and men currently living in

the NWSW or internally displaced, and it probes the
effect of the security situation on their protection,
socioeconomic well-being, gendered identity, and

07
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sense of self-worth. It also explores the humanitarian
community’s perceptions, discourses, and practices
with regard to the prioritisation of assistance and their
response to affected males’ needs.

In doing so, it does not attempt to compare the needs
of boys and men on one hand and those of girls and
women on the other, to make value judgements on
their different situations, or to understate or diminish
the immense risks women and girls confront. There is
no doubt whatsoever that humanitarian actors must
forcefully address the significant violations inflicted
on women and girls, as well as the vulnerabilities
stemming from gender inequalities.?

This analysis, however, does recognise the critical
importance of considering the gendered dimension of
protection crises, including an understanding of how
the lives of men, women, girls and boys interact and
how their needs and realities influence each other.

In particular, it emphasizes how women and girls

are affected by men and boy’s situations and coping
mechanisms. For example, the systematic targeting
of males by armed individuals and the scale of the
abuses they experience severely affects their mobility,
livelihood and sense of dignity. This, in turn, often
results in a greater economic and domestic burden on
women and girls and their greater exposure to gender-
based violence.* Insights and actions to address
affected males’ situations and vulnerabilities can thus
both lead to better outcomes for them and improved
protection for females.® By the same token, failing to
address the needs of one group can have significant
and widespread impacts on other groups.

In this way, this report acknowledges the importance
of considering the needs of all vulnerable people. The
international legal framework requires it, calling for
the provision of non-discriminatory assistance and
solutions to the crisis-related vulnerabilities of every
affected person, including adolescent boys and men
as distinct rights holders.

It is essential to reframe the conversation to avoid any
competition between female and male vulnerabilities.
The goal instead should revolve around minimizing
the impacts of shocks and striving for sustainable
recovery with the support of the humanitarian
community. As humanitarian-development efforts
strive to bridge the gap between the provision of
humanitarian and long-term development assistance,
the framework for assistance and protection
responses must address the gendered needs of all
groups and the root causes of inequalities. They must
also, in the process, challenge discriminatory norms
and practices.® Highlighting actual and potential
shortfalls in the humanitarian response, this report

presents recommendations for humanitarian actors
and donors to help them design, implement, and fund
gender-sensitive policies and programmes that are
grounded in evidence, proportionate to needs and
aimed at strengthening resilience.

Methodology

The findings of this report are based on a literature
review, on key informant interviews and on focus
group discussions with adolescent boys and men.
The literature review focused on humanitarian reports
and on thematic studies on gender and protection in
the NWSW. It also included the review of 135 project
proposals developed for the NWSW as part of the
Humanitarian Response Plan 2021. Phone interviews
were conducted with 26 key informants from 18
organizations, including UN agencies, international
NGOs and civil society groups. Interviews were semi-
structured and focused on the situation of adolescent
boys and men and the perceptions of the humanitarian
community regarding their needs and how these are
addressed. Key informants were identified based

on their direct experience coordinating or providing
humanitarian assistance and protection on the ground,
while ensuring that they represented a variety of
sectors. Additionally, two focus group discussions
were conducted in Bamenda and in Yaoundé with
displaced adolescent boys and men from the two
regions. These spoke of their experiences, struggles,
aspirations and views on the response of the
humanitarian community to their needs.

This report analyses the consequences of Cameroon’s
North West and South West crisis on men and
adolescent boys. It intends to call humanitarian
actors’ attention to the importance of grounding

their response on contextual evidence rather than on
preconceived ideas of who's most affected. The report
is not concerned with the political-military aspects of
the crisis and the different stand of all involved, which
are immaterial to the analysis. For this reason, the
author has chosen to refer to the armed elements by
using generic terms.

The writer acknowledges the importance of
conducting a gender analysis and developing

a response inclusive of all genders. This paper,
however, is centered along the female/male binary.
Information available on LGBTIQ+ individuals in
the NWSW is largely absent. The focus of the
humanitarian community is also mostly on the
protection and assistance needs of females and
males, rarely taking into account the situation faced
by people with a different sexual orientation or
identifying to other genders.”



Desmond left the North West after the

crisis began. He shares a small room with
his family in a neighborhood of Yaounde.
*Name changed for protection

(Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap)




Due to the prevalent insecurity, Richard left his village in the
North West and moved to Yaounde with his brother. He shares
a room with him in the quarter of Nlongkak.

*Name changed for protection. (Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap)

Beilng a boy or a man in the
South West and North West

The security situation in the NWSW of Cameroon
affects girls, boys, women and men in different ways

as they are each susceptible to specific risks. There is
an acknowledgment that women and girls have faced
growing threats of violence since the crisis began, but it
is important to recognise that adolescent boys and men
also face risks and threats that leave them vulnerable.

1. Significant protection
threats

The analysis of protection incidents demonstrates
that, while the entire civilian population in the NWSW
is exposed to or affected by the ongoing crisis,
adolescent boys and men confront different threats to

life and personal safety and security than their female
counterparts.® Because of structural discriminations,
women and girls are primarily affected by gender-
based violence (GBV), including sexual violence,
physical assaults and forced marriage: out of the
4,300 cases of GBV that were reported by the GBV
Area of Responsibility in the two regions from
February to December 2020, 86 per cent of the
survivors were females.®

Men and young men remain the primary victims of
recorded protection incidents, representing between
85 per cent and 95 per cent of those exposed to
torture or inhuman treatment, theft, extortion,
arbitrary or unlawful arrest and/or detention.™ In
the South West, for instance, boys and men form
the vast majority of those exposed to protection
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incidents, having suffered 93 per cent of beatings,
96 per cent of illegal detentions, 95 per cent of
torture, 78 per cent of kidnappings, 92 per cent

of extra-judicial executions and 95 per cent of
disappearances.’ Arbitrary arrests alone constitute
almost two-thirds of the recorded protection
incidents.’ Boys and men are also more exposed to
targeted armed onslaughts and are at greater risk
of injury or death related to those attacks. Several
informants described a deliberate targeting of
males during armed clashes, with men purposefully
injured or shot. Boys and men in the NWSW are
also exposed to diverse forms of discrimination,
harassment and violence from armed men.

Since the start of hostilities, armed elements have
often assumed that males in the NWSW belong

to the opposite side. This suspicion is common in
areas where the armed dispute is the strongest and
primarily affects adolescent boys and young men.
Such a preconception, however, is seldom directed
at women and girls: since armed individuals are
predominantly males, females are perceived as
unlikely to be involved in fighting.

This perception, combined with the fact that men tend
to hold goods and money more than women, exposes
them to various threats, including verbal intimidation,
bribery, extortion, physical assault, arbitrary arrest and
detention, especially during armed clashes in both
rural and urban settings. There are reports of farmers
deprived of their lands or coerced into paying for
accessing them."

Several testimonies suggest that male members of the
community tend to be targeted as scapegoats even
without any clear evidence that they are involved in the
fighting. Being poorly dressed or drug-intoxicated can
place them at additional risk, particularly for the young
ones, on preconceptions that belligerents are young men.

“Adolescent boys and young men are most

at risk because they are the targets of armed
men. It is enough to be a young man to be
arrested or killed, as young men are suspected
of belonging to the opposite side,” said Peter, a
displaced adolescent living in Bamenda.

Adolescent boys and men’s presumed affiliation with
or membership in the parties to the crisis affects their
mobility and access to services. Being in a health
centre, injured, in the aftermath of a violent incident,
often leads to assumptions regarding the affiliation
of the harmed person, with grave risks for the latter.’
As a result, wounded men often resort to informal or
unprofessionalcare for fear of travelling to or being
treated in health centres.

Because men are the ones expected to fight, they are
also more at risk to be coerced to join as fighters:

“My brother was asked to take up arms.
He refused and, a few days later, we heard
that he had been killed,” said Solomon,

an adolescent who fled with his family to
Bamenda and is now displaced.

This pressure, particularly significant in rural areas, is
primarily applied to males.' Refusing to take part to
the armed dispute comes with its own risk: They can
be perceived as being spies and have no choice but to
join, hide or flee their community.

2. An impossible neutrality

Each side perceives boys and young men as
possible informants for the other side. Both parties
consider them threats.

“When the crisis metamorphosed into armed
clashes, armed elements did not believe that
a young man could be neutral. All the young
men had to flee. But women and girls didn't
face this suspicion, as they were not seen as
fighters,” said Firmin, a 24-year-old man who
sought refuge in Yaoundeé.

Whenever armed attacks occur, young men are
suspected of being involved. This makes their
attempts to remain neutral impossible. If they do
not provide information about attacks, they are
considered complicit. If they share information, they
are at risk of retaliation.

Any attempt to adopt a neutral stand is doomed to
fail: caught in a spiral of fear, men often mitigate
their exposure to risk by reducing their economic
and social activities to the minimum, limiting their
movements particularly after it gets dark and
avoiding gatherings. Social events organized by local
associations have also been suspended at times
because of the climate of insecurity.

“Most of the young men who stay here
have drastically modified their habits. They
avoid drinking places and do not stay out
late at night. They also avoid unnecessary
sociocultural events and gatherings,” said
the director of a local organization in the
North West. “While they respect the new
orders put in place by opposite parties, they
are very isolated, having given up their
social life,” he added.

11
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Boys and men are also unable to speak freely and
voice their opinions, as they fear being reported or
denounced by the armed elements and ultimately
being abducted as a result. This has stopped many of
them from participating in social events.

Some community leaders have put in place
programmes, including educational ones, to protect
young men and boys and enable them to cope

better. These initiatives, however, have not been fully
successful in strengthening social cohesion because
of the climate of suspicion among participants and the
fear that they could be infiltrated by individuals who
are actively involved in the dispute.

“Informants are always present in the
community. If you leave for a few weeks or
move around too much, villagers will think
that you are a spy. You can be misjudged

and denounced to either of the parties to the
fighting,” explained a local NGO staff member.

3. Lack of civil
documentation heightens
threats and limits mobility

Another indicator of insecurity is the loss, seizure

or destruction of identity documents. This only

worsens a situation in which the lack of civil and

legal documentation was, prior to the crisis, already a
problem."” Displacement as well as the crisis-related
disorganization of administrative systems has made
the loss or lack of civil documentation the source of
significant risks. IDPs, having abandoned homes that
are burned or destroyed, often have no access to the
legal papers they lost or left behind. Those papers are
required for the renewal or issuance of civil and legal
documentation.’® Thirty-seven per cent of the population
interviewed for a multi-sectorial assessment emphasized
the lack of civil documentation as a key protection
concern, hampering their freedom of movement.™

Young boys and men'’s lack of identification
documents may fuel suspicion regarding their possible
belonging to armed groups, which discourages

them from moving freely.?’ Fear of being suspected
discourages them from taking steps to acquire or
renew such documents. This also entails long trips
and cumbersome procedures, increasing the exposure
to security hazards:

“The replacement of these documents is
now even more challenging than ever,”
said a protection specialist working in the
North West.2

In an environment of increasing insecurity,
curfews, lockdowns, and roadblocks, women and
girls can usually manage to move around and
cross checkpoints without carrying the proper
documentation, but they face the risk of being
sexually harassed or extorted for a bribe. Men
and boys, by contrast, face a tremendous risk

of being stopped at checkpoints.?? There have
been reports of boys and men detained, including
several instances during the Africa Cup of Nations
in January 2021 for failure to produce identification
documents and/or attempting to evade the
requests thereof.?

The fear of having to pay bribes, of facing
consequence for the lack of an identity document, or
of being harassed, physically assaulted, tortured or
killed, has direct consequences on the ability of boys
and men to seek work and maintain normal social
relationships. To avoid attracting attention, men tend
to avoid checkpoints, and that makes commuting to
earn an income and play the socially expected role
of family provider often impossible, further isolating
them and reducing their ability to cope.

4. Under reporting of
protection abuses

Boys and men under-report the violations they suffer
because of the lack of health, psychosocial and
legal services in certain areas and because they fear
for their safety. The social expectation of having to
act tough when faced with violence is, according to
several informants, an additional barrier preventing
men and boys from readily reporting the violations
inflicted upon them.

This is particularly true for incidents deemed as
shameful. Some organizations have anecdotal
evidence that males, particularly displaced ones, are
being sexually exploited. They also have anecdotal
evidence of sexual assaults and rape, perpetrated
by armed or civilian men. These violations remain
largely unspoken and hidden. The GBV Area of
Responsibility’s tally of gender-based violence in
the NWSW in July 2021 reveals that at least 14

per cent of sexual violence survivors are males.?
This quantitative evidence, however, is seldom
accompanied by an analysis of how services might
be tailored to address the needs of survivors.?s

Observations of the situation in NWSW echoes
results from research on other situations of armed
violence worldwide. These findings show that rape
and other forms of sexual violence are prevalent
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in most security crises today. Such violence
disproportionately affects women and girls, but

it is also used against boys and men, usually to
disempower or emasculate them and undermine
their gender and sexual identity. By “feminizing” or
“homosexualizing” heterosexual male identities, it
aims to punish, humiliate, terrorize and repress them
and their communities.?® Certain types of violence
perpetrated against men, such as forced nudity,
sexual humiliation and blunt genital trauma are often
under-reported as GBV: because of the focus on
rape, these other forms of violence are not seen as
crossing the threshold of sexual violence.

Research also demonstrates that sexual violence
can be exacerbated by displacement, which
greatly reinforces vulnerabilities and creates new
risks, including for men and boys. Separated and
unaccompanied children, including boys, are
particularly vulnerable in such situations.?”

Prosecuting perpetrators in Cameroon is difficult
because its penal code does not include rape against
the male population. Instead, lawyers must use the
term “forced homosexuality” as an element in legal
proceedings, with all of the attendant stigma in a
country in which homosexuality is criminalized.?®

Abandoned school in the North-West region, Cameroon. (Photo: Bibiane Mouangue/UN OCHA)



Kelvin, a 32-years-old IDP from

the North West, lives with his wife "
and child in a small appartemeéent

of Nlongkak, in Yaounde:

*Name changed for protection

(Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap)

Boys and men in limbo: coping
with poverty and insecurity

1. Loss of work and income

Violence has had a major impact on the economy and
affected the entire population.?® Men with salaried jobs,
such as civil servants, have abandoned their positions
and fled the cities because they could no longer go

to work amid the prevailing insecurity.>® Many men
working for Cameroon Development Corporation (CDC),
the second largest employer in the country after the
State, have lost their jobs and, in several instances, their
lives.®" Private teachers also have been unable to work
because many schools are no longer operating. Men,
predominant in the wholesale trade of both regions,
have seen their commercial activities slow down and
be put at risk. Those who were working in transport,

connecting regional capitals to remote areas, have
also lost income because of the security situation and
the restricted movement of people and goods. The
male-dominated activity of driving moto taxis has been
curtailed, as bikes have been seized.

Women's economic activities have also been shattered,
aggravated by the fact that many of them have become
heads of households after the killing or exile of their
husbands.?2 Widows struggle to have their inheritance
rights acknowledged by family members and traditional
leaders. When they cannot recover their land, they have
no other choice than to relocate to another place.
Displacement, where it has occurred, has plunged
women into a precarious economic situation, with
some having to leave behind their productive assets.
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They have had to adapt to a new family situation and
to economic hardship, often taking on new income-
earning activities while continuing to care for the home.

Eighty per cent of the population was involved in
farming prior to the crisis, many of them in family-run
agriculture. Cultivable and grazing areas have dwindled
in recent years, however, as a result of demographic
pressures as well as insecurity and population
displacement. Prior to the crisis, women were at the
centre of family food production and represented
71.6 per cent of the informal agricultural sector.?* Men
were more often involved in cash crops. That activity,
however, has often proved hazardous amid the crisis.
Men now face mobility restrictions and travelling to
their plots of land can be perilous. The lack of income
to run their farms and transport and sell their goods
constitute additional challenges. Many of them have
also lost harvests because of the numerous days in
which economic activity has been halted, known as
“ghost town days,” as well as the disruption of local
markets and the lack of storage facilities.®®

Armed actors loot farms and businesses, resulting

in extortion and destructions of personal property
including livestock and real estate and in the
imposition of taxes.®® This makes it difficult to
maintain livelihood activities that have little margin
for extra expenses. Attacks on property and housing
have been the highest number of recorded protection
incidents in the two regions in 2019 and 2020.%”

Violence and insecurity have also resulted in major
population displacements, affecting agricultural
yields in the North West and the abandonment of
large parts of fruit, palm and rubber plantations in
the South West.

“Before the hostilities started, I was a cocoa
farmer. Armed individuals came to my house
to extort me. As they had killed my mother,

I did not give them any money. I also had to
buy a laissez-passer (travel document) to go
to town and sell my produce. So, I decided

to leave. They would have killed me if I had
stayed,” said John, a 36-year-old man who
now lives in Yaoundeé.

Market chains have been broken while prices

have plummeted. As a result of insecurity and

the departure of most males below the age of 60,
production in rural areas has fallen, greatly affecting
communities’ food security.

In a national context afflicted by unemployment,
displaced men struggle to find a job, especially when
they are no longer part of the informal networks that

would help them to do so. For that reason, and despite
protection threats, some of them have decided to

stay on their farms, in some cases alone after having
sent their families to urban areas. This is particularly
the case for those who had leased land or who had
invested significant sums in cash-crop cultivation.
Others, who had fled to different parts of the country,
decided to return to their farms as “they prefer risking
their lives to living in absolute poverty,” said John.38

2. Challenges in accessing
education

Loss of employment and increased poverty,
combined with attacks on educational institutions,
have severely affected boys and young men,
depriving them of a key component of their protective
environment.®* Some 80 per cent of education
facilities in the two regions are no longer operating,

a situation exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.*°
The inability to study has only reinforced adolescents
and youth's isolation and lack of prospects.

“Before, we went to school. Now, we are
trapped. Without education, we don't have
job prospects any longer,” said Franck, a
22-year-old living in exile in Yaounde.

Hurdles in accessing education, together with heavy
financial challenges, have led to negative coping
mechanisms, including increased child labour and
exploitation. The need to earn an income is an
unfortunate reality for minors too, but as adolescent
boys take small jobs, they are at increased risk of
adopting negative coping strategies to sustain their
livelihoods, such as theft and banditry.*’ They spend
more time on the streets and are also more likely to
being abducted and trafficked.*

“Boys are stuck in their community.

They don't have education, and they have
nowhere to go. Without a means to earn a
livelihood, they are at great risk of joining
the fight,” said a person working in the
health sector in the North West.

There are also ramifications beyond the direct
consequences that lack of education opportunities
imply. The inability for adolescent boys to complete
their education may well have implications for gender
relations. Evidence from different countries shows
that boys with higher educational attainment have
more gender-equitable attitudes than those with less
education, which in turn prevents the use of intimate
partner violence.*
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3. Finding alternatives for
staying safe and making
ends meet

A. “Force is the only language”.
Taking part in the fighting:

Adolescent boys and young men adopt different
strategies to cope with their situations. Some are
forced to join armed elements; others decide to take
up arms. Those who make a deliberate decision

to join are often among the most disadvantaged

of the anglophone population and have been
disproportionately harmed in the hostilities.

Those living in rural areas confront precarious
conditions. They face the greatest risk that they will be
accused of being involved in the violence and hence
targeted by the opposite side. Poverty, unemployment,
economic hardship and a lack of educational
opportunities, which greatly affect young men between
18 and 25 years of age, make men and adolescent boys
highly susceptible to involvement in violent actions.
Some do it for money,* others fall for promises of
educational opportunities and security.** The youngest,
because of their relative lack of maturity, may also be
more susceptible to being attracted to promises of
material gains, such as cars.*® The phenomenon of
recruitment and use of children is difficult to grasp and
measure. Protection actors, however, are concerned
about the reportedly growing attraction of young boys
(and girls to a lesser extent) to armed violence.*

Socially constructed gender norms, equating manhood
with fighting and with being the family’s provider have also
been significant factors in the direct involvement of boys
and men in the violence, especially in a context where
properties have been destroyed and unemployment is at
its peak.*® The quest for influence and prestige, which is
associated with joining armed elements and especially
observed in smaller communities, echoes the militarized
norms of masculinity, equating virility with power, violence
and control.

Other motivations include:

e The search for revenge after witnessing arrests,
killings and harsh treatment of family members.*

e The desire to place themselves and their families
under armed elements’ protection and thus avoid
being ambushed or hurt.

e The desire to reduce movement restrictions
caused by their lack of civil documentation.

e Peer pressure, sense of belonging and/or interest
in maintaining friendships, family or cult ties,
some of which are religious.*®

Grievances among the anglophone community,

and in particular the most socio-economically
disadvantaged, may have initially fuelled the crisis.>'
However, involvement in armed violence has
progressively become an adaptive measure.>?

Yet, there are significant impediments to returning
to civilian life, including lack of support in social re-
integration and lack of employment opportunities.*

“Sometimes young people want to give up
their guns. But they do not because there is no
dialogue between the two sides. Force is the
only language. There are also no prospects for
them to support themselves,” said Patrick, the
adolescent displaced to Bamenda.

The risk of reprisal from all sides, stigma and
community rejection also hamper these youths’
chances to return to normal life.5

B. Adopting a low profile

Some families limit their sons’ movements to
prevent them from being forced to join the fight or
from being killed.5® Young men who still reside in
areas where violent incidents are frequent must
ensure they are not seen by armed actors. They
must stay home as much as possible, hide in the
bushes or relocate to other areas.5®

“Since the start of the crisis in my village,
men have been forced to hide in the forests
to avoid being apprehended. Many abandon
their families to do so. My father has been
on the run for a year, and I haven't heard
from him since he left,” said Solomon, the
displaced adolescent in Bamenda.

Depending on which side to the crisis is considered
as the main threat, men relocate to urban areas or
hide in the bush. The security situation has led to
pendular displacement, where people move back
and forth between their home and their place of
refuge. As they hide in the bush, people build huts
and cultivate plots of land. In 44 per cent of cases,
it is the entire household that undergoes such
displacement. In the rest of the cases, men hide in
the bushes alone, while their families remain in the
village or move to safer urban areas.% Displaced
families regularly go back to their village to check
on their houses or to see if the area has become
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safe enough to move back. Women often visit
their homes first to check if the area is safe before
deciding if male family members can return.

C. Exile as a last resort

Refusing to participate in the hostilities is most of
the time synonymous with exile, particularly for those
living in volatile communities. Many men must leave
their homes to avoid being forced to join the fight or
arrested. Men also move for livelihood opportunities
for themselves and to provide for their families, either
migrating or moving to other regions.> This can
shatter the family unit. Wives and children are often
left behind or relocate to other places, one of the
reasons for the high percentage of households now
headed by women.* Adolescent boys are also often
sent to urban centres for their safety and education,
sometimes separated from their families in the
process.®® The movement of the male population,
with some of them hiding and others resorting to
displacement, has generated an unprecedented
situation. Several key informants stressed that, in
some villages, no man under 60 can be found.

Having managed to flee violence in their areas of
origin, displaced boys and men sometimes face
exploitation, harassment and stigmatization, fuelled
by existing tensions between ethnic groups:®"

“It has been a bitter experience. It is not
easy to leave your place of origin, lose your
job and assets and settle in a new town.
Here, in Yaoundé, we are not welcome.
People tell us: ‘Vous, ambazoniens, 1a’' (‘You,
Ambazonians!'),5?" says Albert, the 28-year-
old displaced man.

It is difficult to assess the number of men and boys from
NWSW who cross borders to seek safety and a better
future. Data on the voluntary returns of Cameroonians
to their country, however, indicates that international
migration is primarily masculine. Out of 4,690 returning
migrants from November 2019 to September 2020, 83
per cent were boys and men.®® About 90 per cent of
male migrants were unaccompanied. Distinct protection
threats, the inability to be economically self-sufficient
and to play the provider role, as well as the sociocultural
expectation that men should take risks to provide for
their families, likely explains this over-representation of
lone male migrants.

The Pentecostal church of the neighborhood of Elig-Edjoa, in Yaounde is a place of worship for many IDPs. The pastors, coming from the North West,
celebrate the mass in English. (Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap)
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Young IDP men originating from the
Northwest and Southwestiregions take
part to the weekly activities of the youth
club, organized onthe premises of the
school Saint Vincent Palloti, in Nlongkak,
Yaounde. (Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap)

s

Loss of identity and shifts in
gender roles and relations

“Most adolescent boys have faced
emotional stress. They've watched
their loved ones killed... In some cases,
their hearts have become hardened to
the point that they joined the armed
elements to avenge the death of those
loved ones. Some even suffer from

1. The psychosocial cost of
the crisis
Several organizations interviewed as part of this

research reported increased levels of suffering and
psychological distress among the male population,

occasionally leading to mental health disorders and
addictions. Many adolescent boys and men have
experienced significant stress directly linked to the
situation of violence. Many of them have witnessed
atrocities. As a result, depression and suicide
attempts are on the rise:

mental illnesses. There are so many
who need urgent assistance and psycho-
social care,” said a psychiatric nurse
representing one of the organizations
involved in the response.
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Going into exile does not put an end to their anxiety.
Displaced men and boys worry about their family
members back home or grieve over those killed.

“The situation has had the greatest
impact on me psychologically. My
parents are in Fontem and whatever
happens to them deeply affects me. I

feel powerless and I don't know what

the future looks like. The crisis has
postponed so many things I was planning
to do,” said Divine, a 31-year-old displaced
man living in Yaoundé.

With no solution to the crisis at hand, adolescent

boys and men feel as if they have lost control over
their lives and their future. The problems with civil
documentation, restricted mobility, targeted violence,
limited educational opportunities, and insufficient
work and income have all contributed to a sense of
helplessness, as well as high levels of anxiety, stress,
frustration, anger and, ultimately, a loss of self-esteem.

Cameroonian society traditionally imposes rigid
expectations upon males, such as showing strength
and hiding feelings. Because of the prevailing view
that being a “real man” is about being tough and

not showing fear or sadness, emotions can remain
“locked inside”. Using drugs, smoking, and drinking
alcohol are, for some adolescent boys and men, the
easiest way of numbing the pain and dealing with
these unacknowledged emotions. Key informants
attest that a growing number of adolescent boys
use Tramadol, smoke marijuana and drink alcohol to
keep boredom at bay and deal with frustration. This
can lead to socially disturbing behaviours that bear
consequences for the wider family and community
and expose users to higher risks. Some adolescents
steal or pay for alcohol or drugs.®* Substance abuse
can also trigger arrests and killings.®

2. “You're not man enough
to look after your family”:
the inability to fulfil social
expectations of manhood

The psychological damage that boys and men suffer
is not only caused by the crisis and the accompanying
effects of displacement. It is also the result of their
perceived loss of gendered status and identity as
decision-makers, protectors, and breadwinners.

In a society where it is assumed men will protect

and financially provide, boys and men often find
themselves incapable of fulfilling expectations and
living up to what they understand as being their roles.
This affects their identity as males:

“When we grew up, the first thing we had
to do as men was get married and look after
our wives, our mothers and our siblings...

I had a fiancée before the crisis. But she

left me because I didn't have any money
anymore. This was very hard. My mother
sees me as a failure. She does not say much,
but I can feel it,” said Georges, a 35-year-old
displaced man.

Marriage is an important social institution in
Cameroon that places men at the head of their
families. Financial struggles, however, deprive some of
the possibility of fulfilling this status.

“At my age, we are supposed to get married.
We are no longer respected as men when we
don't,” added Georges.

Where being the “breadwinner” is perceived as a
central element of masculinity, the current political
and economic context puts men under increasing
pressure. The difficulty of earning an income and
being self-sufficient does not just affect men’s ability
to feed and house themselves. It also alters their
sense of self-worth: failing to earn an income is often
seen as shameful.

“At my place, I had a job. Here, I have
nothing. I feel pain. I'm here with my wife
and children and I feel I am not man enough
to look after them,” said John, the displaced
man now living in Yaoundé.

These testimonies echo global findings on men

in security crises. They demonstrate that, given
the prevailing, socially expected role of men to
work and earn an income, those who experience
work-related stress in such situations feel their
sense of identity and “manhood” threatened.®®
During periods of violence, communities’ need for
protection may also fuel a greater expectation that
men demonstrate “strong man” attributes.®’ The
situation, however, makes it practically impossible
for them to live up to these dominant notions of
masculinity, making them more likely to report
depression and thoughts of suicide.®®
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3. Adapting to a hostile
reality: shifts in gender roles
and relations

The crisis has also led to a dramatic evolution in the
division of roles and responsibilities. The most significant
of these relate to mobility, livelihoods, contribution to the
family’s income and decision-making.

The risk of violent incidents severely hampers men

and boys’ mobility, often causing significant gender
role reversals. Males tend to stay at home and resign
themselves to relative immobility. Women and children,
less likely to be stopped by armed men, take on new
responsibilities. Because women can move where

men used to go, wives and children are often the ones
to seek humanitarian assistance, work in the fields,
and go to market. This exposes women to heightened
protection risks, particularly sexual violence.®

This evolution in the division of roles is reinforced by
the demographic imbalance the crisis has created.
With many men dead, hiding or displaced, women
increasingly play the role of household head and
family provider and juggle between productive and
reproductive activities. They are now the protectors
of the family, a role traditionally expected of men.
This change in family structures has pushed women
to engage in a range of economic and social
activities that were formally the realm of men and
that have generated a heavy workload for them. It
is, for example, women who now dig the graves and
bury the dead.” The change in family structure has
also placed a burden on the shoulders of the few
adolescents and young men who still remain in their
areas of origin.

Men have faced hurdles in continuing to work as cash
crops farmers and have engaged in other livelihood
activities, such as growing food crops, that were

the domain of women prior to the crisis. In several
instances, their wives have taken to cultivating

the cash crops. Some men have also dedicated
themselves more to caregiving and other domestic
responsibilities to ensure their wife has more time

to work outside the house. In the process, they have
engaged in socially devalued and often invisible tasks
that had been the domain of girls and women. Other
men have not adapted, spending their time in idleness
as they rely on their wife to make ends meet.

As economic roles shift, the contribution of each
parent to the family's income has evolved. Men bring

in less money. Women's contribution to household
incomes is increasingly vital. Notably, in some areas of
both NWSW regions, men report lower incomes than
those declared by women.” The growing economic
role of women gives them greater decision-making
power over domestic issues in the home, particularly
when it comes to education, nutrition and health.

The crisis has also opened up space for women

to play greater roles in the public sphere. They are
increasingly involved in conflict resolution and
women’s associations have regrouped to militate for
peace.” They are also more engaged in community
decisions. These heightened economic and social
roles are not always synonymous with genuine
empowerment, however. The shift to the role of
provider has entailed new suffering for women: in

a context where prices rise and profits made from
informal trade fall, it is difficult to fill the gap generated
by men’s loss of income.”® As a result, women's
empowerment feels like a bitter gain. There is also

no evidence that they have better control over family
resources. Similarly, their increased leadership in local
decisions is exercised informally, and official functions
remain a male prerogative.

4. Domestic violence as
a way of asserting men’s
authority

Domestic violence is prevalent in Cameroon:

more than half of the adult female population in
partnerships having been exposed to it.”* There is also
evidence that the distress men face in the NWSW as

a result of their diminished income and social power
vis-a-vis women has increased tensions.

As the economic wellbeing of families is harmed and
poverty increases, relationships often strain. Men
also experience the change in traditional family roles,
with women taking up traditionally masculine-coded
functions, an affront.”® Having lost the economic
power that enabled their domination, some men feel
as if they have lost their virility. They are frustrated by
their lack of economic prospects and their inability
to conform to dominant and yet unattainable models
of masculinity. Those feelings, combined with the
fact that violence is considered socially acceptable
in some communities, leads to domestic violence as
a way of asserting their authority and domination.”®
Bearing the brunt of the household economy, women
explain domestic violence in the home as exacerbated
by men’s loss of status.
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This situation has led to an upsurge in men’s
violence against women, including psychological
and physical abuse.”” Similar consequences have
been observed in other contexts, demonstrating

a clear association between the economic stress
experienced by men and higher rates of lifetime use
of intimate partner violence.” The normalization
and acceptability of violence by men is further
enabled by conflict situations that makes violence
seem ordinary.”®

Several key informants also underlined that men feel
guilty for not financially looking after their families,
underpinning the fact that changes in gender roles are
not accompanied by a change in underlying gender

norms. Men are also ashamed of having to depend
on their wives’ earnings. As a result, they become
more aggressive, acting out their frustration within
the home.® Violence in the public sphere, particularly
affecting women and girls, has also increased.®'

Coping with economic frustration and the change
in gender roles is easier for those who have an
understanding family.

“My wife understands that it is not my fault.
I still stand as a man,” said John.

Others blame themselves, with their spouse and wider
family reinforcing those feelings.

Kelvin, a 32-years-old IDP from the North West, lives with his wife and child in a small appartement of Nlongkak, in Yaounde.
*Name changed for protection. (Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap)



FOOD DISTRIBUTION CENTER, SW CAMEROON
Locally displaced people stand in line to register
for the weekly food distribution allowance.
(Photo: Giles Clarke/UN OCHA)

How 1s the humanitarian
response addressing adolescent
boys and men’s needs?

Violence led to a major humanitarian crisis in NWSW.
Adolescent boys and men, among other groups, were
exposed to myriad threats and resorted to negative
coping mechanisms affecting their safety and dignity,
as well as their physical and mental health. This
section explores how the perceptions, attitudes and
modus operandi of humanitarian actors shape the way
in which adolescent boys and men'’s assistance and
protection needs are addressed.

1. “Who should we assist?” —
perceptions and myths

A. The Titanic effect: “Women and
children first”

Thanks to the ongoing and tireless efforts of feminist
organisations, humanitarian organizations commonly
acknowledge the structural discriminations that

affect the female population, even if they are unevenly
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addressed in actual programmes. The majority of key
informants from the 18 organizations interviewed for
this research, however, noted that the humanitarian
response is often based on a presumption that
women, children and other specific subgroups are
most in need of assistance. They unanimously agreed
that, compared to women and girls, the humanitarian
community does not give the necessary attention and
assistance to adolescent boys and men.

“Organizations, particularly those working
on gender, target women, very rarely

men. We feel that women and girls are
more vulnerable. They have difficulties
accessing education. They face sexual
violence and early pregnancies. They face
financial hardship, especially when they
are heads of households. Some girls engage
in survival sex,” said a field worker from an
international NGO.

This recognition is a clear step forward: addressing
the significant violations against women and girls,
and the specific needs that gender inequalities
generate, should remain a priority. It is also important,
however, to pay broader attention to the protection
crisis’ impact on different vulnerable populations of all
genders and age groups.

Vulnerability is a central organising principle that
informs the targeting of the humanitarian response.
It defines who is most in need and who should be
prioritised. This identification, however, is often
influenced by humanitarian actors’ own rationale of
how people are distinctly affected and able to cope.

A review of strategic planning documents, humanitarian

sectors’ reports and project proposals highlights that
women'’s vulnerability is often simply accepted as

a fact that requires no justification or analysis. For
instance, the review of 135 project proposals that
were approved by the national humanitarian sectors
for the NWSW as part of the Humanitarian Response
Plan 2021, reveals that the multiple statements about
females’ vulnerability are sometimes accompanied by
an explanation. They are often, however, presented as
self-evident. The portrayal of the female population in

these regions tends to conflate women, sexual violence,

and vulnerability.

There is also a glaring difference in how females’ and
males’ vulnerabilities are broached and addressed.
Thirty-six per cent of the project narratives mention
how the situation is affecting women and girls. This
proportion drops to seven per cent when it comes to
discussing how it affects men and boys. Fifty-three
percent of the project proposals include activities

that target women and girls. Only seven per cent of
them include activities for men and boys. Protection
projects are no exception: even though males are
particularly affected by this protection crisis, as few
as nine per cent of the reviewed protection project
proposals discuss how the crisis is affecting boys
and men (against 32% that mention how females are
affected). Fifty-six percent of the protection proposals
include activities targeting females, as compared to 12
per cent that include actions focused on males. The
welcome recognition of the discriminations affecting
women comes with its own pitfalls:

e [t does not allow for an examination, beyond
gender-based violence, of the broader picture
of the state of inequalities and how these affect
women's rights and wellbeing. The national
context is one in which poverty primarily affects
women.® It is worsened by a local reality that
places them in the role of household heads
confronting even higher levels of poverty, a lack
of ownership and control over the land they
cultivate, and a gruelling workload.®® These
represent critical and yet largely unaddressed
issues. The focus on gender-based violence,
while permitting the provision of much needed
help to survivors, leaves important root causes of
this phenomenon unaddressed.

e Attaching vulnerability to the person (the
woman) rather than to the threats, hurdles or
circumstances that create vulnerability, makes
it a permanent characteristic of that person,
and reinforces victimhood.® This essentialist
perception of vulnerability, denying women and
girls any kind of agency, also prevents recognition
of male marginalisation or vulnerability.®

e The focus on “women’s vulnerability”, is frequently
taken as a fact, with particular attention to
incidents of sexual abuse. It leaves little
space, however, for analysing how women are
disadvantaged or marginalized compared to men.
Preconceived ideas of which people should be of
concern deter organizations from conducting a
comparative analysis of actual vulnerabilities:

“Organisations mostly concentrate on
issues of women and children and in
some cases people with disabilities.

The male population is not properly
considered except in general “Do No
Harm” approaches which obviously

try to limit the negative impacts on
communities. Nobody is really focused
on young men and teenage boys,” said the
representative of a UN agency in Buea.
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The view that women are in all circumstances the
most affected, even when available data might

qualify that perception, can occasionally mislead
interventions. Some project proposals target females
based on the view that women and girls represent the
majority of those affected by protection incidents or
that they are most exposed to the COVID-19 epidemic.
They do so despite available evidence demonstrating
that males in fact are the most affected.

As has been observed in other contexts, the
concentration on sexual violence diverts attention
from other forms of violence that are also horrific,
such as non-sexual torture, arbitrary arrests,
recruitment of child soldiers and killings. The
protection sector identifies adolescent boys and men
as particularly vulnerable and routinely documents
the specific risks they face. Protection reports written
by national and international humanitarian actors,
however, seldom analyse this issue: data on GBV

is usually broached within the frame of a gender
analysis. Quantitative and qualitative information

on the protection incidents primarily affecting boys
and men is less often discussed. In a similar manner,
project proposals list the protection risks primarily
affecting men and boys but do not accompany this
description with an explanation of why males are
specifically affected by such risks or how they will
benefit from the services provided.

2. Gender stereotyping: “Men
can cope”

In a context of chronic underfunding, difficult choices
need to be made over who to assist. The consensus
that women and girls are the most vulnerable,
however, is linked with the common perception in

the aid community that men, while also affected, are
best able to look after themselves and manage the
complexities of the crisis unaided.

“Activities mainly target women, as men
are seen as strong enough to cope. Service
providers stick to the idea that women and
girls are the most vulnerable since they

are socio-culturally discriminated against
and hence in greater need of support. They
are also seen as a weapon of war,” said a
protection specialist of a local organisation.

As such, the humanitarian community might be helping
to perpetuate the stereotype that males are “stronger”
and less in need of support and women are “weaker”
and consistently in need of assistance. Consequently,
men may not be prioritized when organizations define

who to help first. Male youth, in particular, are not
considered as vulnerable as they are:

“Young men are at the bottom of the list.
Humanitarian actors see them as healthy,
strong and capable. The most vulnerable,
it is thought, are older people, women, and
adolescent girls. But this is a protection
crisis, where young men are in fact among
the most exposed,” said a child protection
specialist from a UN agency.

According to key informants, the specifics of this crisis
are insufficiently considered:

“Coming to the NWSW opens your eyes to
how we impose our routine approach on
reality, no matter its particularities. Even
when the statistics revealed men to be the
prime victims of violence, a special statistic
was presented to draw attention to the

GBYV cases, which were minor in number.
This deflected attention away from the
larger number of male victims of violence.

I kept wondering how it is possible that our
protection approach can be so insulated
from the environment surrounding us,” said
an international protection actor.

To move away from static perceptions, it is critical to
gain a contextual understanding of the direct situation
men and adolescent boys are in.

3. Assisting men and boys
comes at arisk

In a tense political environment, in which adolescent
boys and men are systematically suspected of being
involved in armed violence, providing a targeted
response for them can be a perilous venture. Several
key informants explain that there is a fear among
the humanitarian community that assisting the male
population can cause aid structures to be labelled as
supportive of armed elements.

“If you support a group of boys who live

in communities where there is a strong
presence of armed men, you need to be
aware that some of them, voluntarily or
not, are part of the armed elements... You
might not know who they are, and there is
a real danger that your activities get tied to
the dispute,” said a protection specialist of
a local organization.
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Parties to the crisis could misinterpret the support.
Humanitarian organizations implementing
programmes could be perceived by both parties as
helping the rival armed elements. Over the years there
have been attacks on humanitarian organizations,
particularly in the health sector. Health personnel have
been assailed by different parties to the violent dispute
for treating injured men. A medical organization, that
provided ambulance services and treated injured
patients,®” had its activities suspended for allegedly
supporting armed elements.® Providing humanitarian
assistance in line with humanitarian principles has
been challenging.

Despite these difficulties, several key informants say
that providing the necessary support to boys and

men can be accomplished. It is essential in areas
where the presence of armed elements is strong, for
example, to establish ground rules for community
projects, like banning the presence of weapons and
forbidding politics. Maintaining a continuous dialogue
with the parties to the crisis, with clear explanations

on programme implementation, is crucial to preventing
accusations and a backlash from them on the support
provided to men.

4. Victims or perpetrators?

Because men and boys might also be involved in the
hostilities, some organizations hesitate to engage in
programmes benefitting them. Distinguishing between
affected male civilians, spies, and fighters can be
difficult. Providing assistance to women and children
is often less questionable and problematic.

“We do not want to enter the minefield of
intra-male relations because it is risky to
distinguish between those deserving and
those not entitled to humanitarian aid. With
gender equity as a distant chimera, we are
always morally on the safe side when we
focus our programmes on females,” said an
international protection actor.

A destroyed car outside a former police station that was attacked and abandoned in the rural region of SW Cameroon.
(Photo: Giles Clarke/UN OCHA)
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Stephen left his village in the Southwest region after it was
attacked. He is now trying to rebuild his life in Yaounde,
juggling between his studies and survival activities.
*Name changed for protection

Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap

Addressing distinct needs — the

humanitarian response

Humanitarian actors’ perceptions influence how
vulnerable groups are prioritized, the type of
assistance provided and the approaches adopted in
delivering aid. The humanitarian response framework
also influences humanitarian actors’ understanding of
vulnerabilities and donors’ decisions on funding. An
examination of the response in the NWSW reveals that
the modus operandi of humanitarian organisations
contributes to a lower level of attention to adolescent
boys’ and men’s needs.

1. Scarce funding challenges
the ability to respond to
distinct needs

The chronic underfunding of the humanitarian response
in Cameroon results in interventions that are inadequate
for addressing the needs of all vulnerable groups.®° Only
12.5 per cent of funding was secured as of July 2021
for the NWSW.*° As a result, humanitarian actors lack
the capacity to address the most urgent needs, with
glaring gaps that affect everyone. This has implications
for how needs are addressed and forces choices
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regarding who to assist. The strategic analysis of the
humanitarian consequences of the crisis in the NWSW®"
identifies women as among the most vulnerable
groups when examining critical problems of physical
and mental wellbeing, living standards, resilience, and
recovery. With the exception of the protection sector
and gender-based violence sub-sector, which recognize
men’s particular vulnerability, none of the other sectors,
including health, food security and early recovery,
consider males as most in need.

Key informants explain that decisions on who to
target are also made to attract funding. Organizations
recognize that donors allocate special attention

to gender and often assume that donors equate
gender equality programming with a focus on

girls and women. Calls from senior leaders, such

as that from the Emergency Relief Coordinator

to Humanitarian Coordinators,*? to prioritize the
protection and empowerment of women and girls in
the humanitarian planning process for 2021, can also
nurture this perception.

“Projects responding to adolescent boys’
needs are very few, either targeted or
mainstreamed. A focus on adolescent girls

is more appealing to donors because of the
perception that girls and women are more
vulnerable,” said a child protection specialist.

Humanitarian organisations’ view of what is attractive
to donors, be it accurate or not, prevents them from
considering how the different categories of the
population are affected by the hostilities. The view that
funding for projects targeting males will not appeal to
donors makes it, in practice, harder to conceive and
deliver programmes that address their needs. This
perception held by humanitarian organizations has
also been observed in other contexts.®

Key informants explain that organisations which
recognise the gaps usually target affected males as
a sub-group of their current projects or by integrating
them as part of a blanket intervention. They may also
decide to start working with men when they have the
additional resources.

Some local actors reckon that, with more evidence
on how boys and men are affected, the response
could come to equally target them. Some donors
are trying to strike a balance in line with gender
policies.? This recognises the importance of
working with boys and men, both as subjects of
rights and needs and as important players in the
development of equal societies.

2. The categorisation of at-
risk groups

A gender-sensitive needs assessment is critical. It is
the basis for requesting funding to address specific
needs, vulnerabilities and risks. It is also the first step
in the development of evidence-based, inclusive and
efficient humanitarian planning and targeting and
secures baseline information upon which response
monitoring systems rely.

Assessing needs, vulnerabilities and risks in the
NWSW regions, however, is challenging. There is a
glaring gap in the available information on the effect
of the crisis on the female and male populations,
because of either a lack of gender sensitivity or a

bias in the assessment tools. The latter, meant to
determine where the biggest disparities are and who is
most disadvantaged, mostly include specific questions
about women and girls. Particular questions on boys
and men are rarely included.

“Needs assessments have not been tailored
to the current context. We still believe

that women and girls are primarily the
people struggling. But they are not the only
vulnerable ones,” said a cluster coordinator.

Assessment questionnaires do not often include

a ranking by sex and age of the issues faced by
affected people. The use of broad population
categories (e.g., “households”, “internally displaced
people”) also prevents a gender sensitive

understanding of vulnerabilities.

Most critically, the aid system tends to use a “status-
based categorisation” that is meant to help categorize
and prioritize those most in need. The vulnerability
criteria that are set, by calling for a focus on certain
population groups and by often placing adolescent
boys and men at the bottom of the vulnerability

scale, intentionally or unintentionally restrict the
identification of their needs and, subsequently, their
access to programmes.

“If you look at the vulnerability criteria,
you will see that most of them are set
towards girls and women: pregnant

and lactating women, female-headed
households and GBV survivors”, said a
humanitarian actor working for a local
association. “In fact, we have not yet
carried out a thorough analysis of who is
the most vulnerable.”
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By setting vulnerability criteria that may not reflect
specific risks, organisations can inadvertently cause
harm by overlooking the fragility of groups that are
not part of one of the pre-defined categories. Such
shortcomings in how assessment tools are designed
and conducted is not exclusive to the NWSW and has
been observed in various contexts.*®

Because they fear for their security on the way to or
at the place where meetings are held, men and boys
tend to hesitate to join consultations. Enumerators
and outreach workers usually make a priority out of
approaching women. Information on boys’ and men’s
needs, indirectly collected through consultations with
women, might not provide an accurate picture of their
vulnerabilities. These various impediments ultimately
lead to a logic where those who are prioritized tend to
be those whose needs are known:

“Those who prioritize women and girls are
doing so based on existing baseline data.
As this data type is non-existent for men,
it is difficult to justify targeting them with
assistance,” said a health professional.

3. Last in line: failure to take
into account adolescent boys
and men's needs

Several humanitarian organizations strive to ensure
boys and men are included in their programmes, but
this is not the case for all organisations, according

to key informants. The skewed understanding of
vulnerabilities and preconceived ideas of who is of
concern, combine with several additional factors that
result in a differential attention to adolescent boys’
and men'’s needs:

e Assistance will go first to those who are
accessible, settled and willing to participate:

“Women and girls mostly receive
humanitarian assistance and protection
because they are around... We serve almost
the same people on several occasions,” said
a specialist on non-food items.

e In addition to preconceptions that females are
more affected and in need of assistance, they
tend to also be considered more trustworthy than
their male counterparts. Men are sometimes
suspected of embezzling assistance and aid
is considered more likely to reach the entire
family if it is put in women'’s hands. As a result,
organizations tend to register wives as card

holders for food aid or beneficiaries of livelihood

support. This assumption that women have more
integrity echoes beliefs that have been observed

in other contexts.®®

e Insecurity and the need to limit people’s
movements influences the choice of livelihood
programmes implemented by organizations.
These considerations gear selected support
towards home-based activities that have most
often been done by women, such as small-scale
poultry, gardening, tailoring and embroidery.

The slighter attention given to men and boys’ needs is
never explicitly presented as ignoring their situation.
Humanitarian documents do not state that they are less
affected or have fewer pressing needs. Rather, while
other vulnerable groups’ needs are clearly expressed and
emphasized, boys and men'’s situations are unmentioned.

“There is a common, unspoken agreement
that they are not a priority. Organisations
do not announce that they are not going to
help adolescent boys. They just emphasize
that they will target adolescent girls,” said a
child protection specialist.

4. Services not tailored to
boys and men's needs

Men and boys are eligible to access services available
to all affected groups. Yet, in the same way that
women can be excluded from certain spheres, such as
village committees, subtle barriers may prevent men
from seeking help. This is chiefly true for the services
that have historically identified women and children as
most in need of support and that have been designed
and rolled out, implicitly or explicitly, with them in
mind. Interviewed young men and key informants
provide different examples:

e As observed by health specialists of a UN agency
and an international NGO, specialised health
services mostly target women and children.

There are no specific programmes focusing on
men and boys, even when there is evidence of
their vulnerability. For instance, though they have
been the group most affected by the COVID-19
pandemic, there have not been any targeted
preventive interventions for them. Also, while

the use of psychotropic substance is affecting

a growing number of adolescent boys and men,
there has been no notable shift to provide services
to address the issue. Reference to the role fathers
should play in child nutrition and in child health is
also absent from the proposals reviewed.
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Sexual and reproductive health services are not
commonly designed with boys and men’s needs
in mind. The review of proposals developed for
the NWSW demonstrates that boys and men

are not specifically targeted in such projects,
although sexually transmitted diseases (STD) are
prevalent among them. The involvement of boys
and men in this type of programme would change
perceptions that women are responsible for
preventing unplanned pregnancies. This, in turn,
would influence existing masculine stereotypes.
As such services are primarily tailored for women,
however, it could be difficult for a young man to
get information on sexual health.

Some international human rights commitments
address men’s experiences of sexual violence in
conflict.?” Steps have also been taken to better
assist male survivors in Cameroon. There is

still, however, a lack of recognition that men

can be victims of sexual violence. The review of
34 protection project proposals developed for
the NWSW shows only one project discussing
the issue of GBV perpetrated against boys and
men. Most GBV projects targeting men focus

on changing their behaviours to prevent GBV.
GBV case workers tend to focus on violence
against women and girls. The GBV specialist

of a local organisation explains that these first
line responders may even doubt the possibility
of molesting a man. Such failures to recognize
the equally terrible psychological and physical
consequences such acts have on males, prevents
them from reporting incidents of sexual violence
affecting them. This is further reinforced by their
feeling of shame and their fear of being perceived
as weak. The lack of trained protection staff able
to address such cases leaves victims in a critical
assistance gap and leads to uneven attention in
the provision of support to rape survivors:

“Men who are raped are sometimes
considered homosexuals and end up
being stigmatized by their community.
While we would relocate women at
particular risk, we do not provide this
support to male survivors,” added the
GBV specialist.

e Hygiene kits, which include female hygiene
materials, do not include items that men need.
The non-food items cluster distributes these kits
to those groups considered extremely vulnerable,
which are female-headed households, GBV
survivors, older people, people with a chronic
iliness or large families. Men can only be targeted
if falling under one of these last categories.

e  Though men have repeatedly appealed for support
to start businesses and receive training from
development and humanitarian actors, income
generating activities mostly target women. Providing
women with livelihood support is intended to enable
them to avoid negative coping mechanisms such as
survival sex. The importance of male economic self-
sufficiency, which would contribute to preventing
exile, involvement in armed fighting, recourse to
domestic violence, etc., is less widely recognized.

As the mandate of several international or national
organizations primarily focuses on women and
children, this further explains why this population is
prioritized and why services are tailored to its needs.

Men sometimes feel that national and international
organizations are simply uninterested in working with
them. Their priorities are for protection and income
generation support, but the lack or inadequacy of
such support leaves them feeling that their skills,
capacities, aspirations and hopes are largely invisible
to humanitarian and development actors.
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Expanding the vision of
who are people of concern

Examining the current response in the
NWSW demonstrates that the male
population often lacks a clear place within
humanitarian response frameworks. Too
few efforts have been made to assess the
unintended consequences of this. Failing
to adequately acknowledge boys and men's
situation or address their needs bears
several potential implications.

They desperately need protection and
economic alternatives. The limited degree
of attention they receive, combined with
short-term humanitarian interventions
that only address their immediate needs
and development interventions that do not
prioritize their economic empowerment,
however, has at times dissuaded them from
seeking help. This has created a dynamic
where the lack of acknowledgement of
their vulnerabilities reinforces, and even
generates, those vulnerabilities.

In this protection crisis, most interventions
have consisted of responsive or remedial
actions, often directed at other groups.
While the threats come from the

parties involved in armed violence, the
international community seems powerless
or unwilling to act to prevent or limit
current and future violations and abuses.

“People hoped for protection from
armed violence. We explained

that we cannot offer it but can
instead offer food and kits. The
international community does not
know how to address the systematic
violations boys and men face. It does
not have the bravery, it does not act,”
said a protection specialist.

The lack of international attention to the
situation of male youth, combined with the
paucity of adequate protective measures,

constitute a fertile soil for more young men
to get involved in violence.

“Because adolescent boys have been
neglected, they have a growing
attraction to armed violence. They
are being brainwashed. Sometimes
they don't even know why they take
up the arms. It is difficult to solve
the problem if we do not secure their
protection,” said the founder of a
local youth organization.

Without providing economic alternatives,
preventing young men from getting
involved with armed elements or
supporting their reintegration is a
chimera. Breaking the spiral of violence
also requires implementing effective
humanitarian, recovery, and development
interventions that help reduce males’
violent behaviour and that protects those
who are affected by violence.

“If the crisis were to end today,
boys would still not be able to live
in peace in their communities.
When you think of the things that
were done to you, you want to

do them back. The reintegration

of these boys is not a given. It
requires rebuilding social trust and
cohesion,” said a psychiatric nurse.

It is time to expand our vision of who the
people of concern should be. If vulnerability
is defined by both the external threats of

a specific environment and by the coping
capacity of those experiencing that
environment, adolescent boys and men can
clearly be described as a vulnerable group.
The consequences of neglecting their needs
are not just potentially disastrous to them
but also, indirectly, to the security, resilience
and cohesion of the broader society.
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Conclusion

The static models of gender vulnerability
that shape the humanitarian response

do not only mean that the specific
vulnerabilities of men and boys have been
largely rendered invisible. These models
have also restricted our understanding of
how the lives of men, women, girls and boys
interact and how their needs and realities
affect each other.

Examining the inter-connections and
relationships between different groups

in the crisis-affected communities of the
North West and South West forces us

to recognize that failing to address the
vulnerabilities and needs of adolescent boys
and men has direct, and indirect negative
impacts on other groups. When men are
arrested, killed or forced into exile, women
face greater burdens and responsibilities,
with more frontline activities that place
their own safety at risk. Similarly, their

lack of economic prospects and inability

to conform to dominant yet unattainable
models of masculinity affect boys and
men’s well-being and sense of self-worth.
They generate frustration, anger, and
idleness, which could lead to addictions and
mental illnesses, and exacerbate protection
risks for the broader community. There is
evidence that the distress men face has
increased tensions that lead to a significant
upsurge in household violence.®

By examining how gender roles and
power dynamics generate and exacerbate
vulnerability, humanitarian organisations

could ensure that unmet needs and harm
done to one group do not negatively impact
other groups. For instance, they could, in
collaboration with recovery and development
actors, help men to play the role of economic
agent within their family by providing them
with livelihood support. That, in turn, would
prevent them from going into exile and avoid
all the consequences men'’s absence has

on women'’s workload and safety. Similarly,
addressing threats affecting boys and men
would have myriad benefits for girls, women
and the broader society.

If the humanitarian community truly seeks
to promote gender equality and empower
women and girls, men’s needs should be
taken into account in developing responses
that address the relational and intersectional
nature of the vulnerabilities and crises-
related risks. At the same time, it is critical
to reframe humanitarian discourses around
perceived vulnerability. As they currently
stand, these reinforce stereotypes and hinder
women’s empowerment.

We must abandon the preconceptions

that so severely constrain the quality and
inclusiveness of the humanitarian response.
We must replace them with an analysis of
needs tailored to specific contexts. This
will expand our vision of who the people of
concern should be. It is not only the right
thing to do, it is the smart thing to do. It is
the prerequisite to a response grounded

in evidence, proportionate to needs, that
strengthens resilience.
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Georges, originating from Bamenda, in the Northwest, moved to Yaotnde™ s
fifteen years ago, before the crisis began. He works in Elig-Edjoa as a tailor.
*Name changed for protection. (Photo: Delphine Brun/GenCap)
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Recommendations

1. Recommendations for
international and national
humanitarian organisations

A. Ensure your response is based on
facts, not assumptions

e Ensure gender and age are incorporated in the
needs assessment tools you use to understand
how gender norms and inequalities shape women,
girls, men and boys’ experiences:

o Needs assessments and protection audits
should review risks facing boys and men.

o Use the Rapid Gender Analysis toolkit.*®

o Organise sessions to seek feedback from
adolescent boys and men who may be
hesitant to participate in activities in which
they share their challenges. Consider going to
places where males are known to gather.

o Make use of available sex- and age-
disaggregated data to conduct an analysis of
vulnerabilities.

e Then, identify information gaps that need to be
addressed by primary data collection.

e Use the information you gather to provide a
response that is fact-based, inclusive and involves
targeting commensurate to needs:

o This may at times mean significant changes
to initial plans and the development of
activities to address specific needs or redress
gender imbalances. Oftentimes, it may simply
require adjusting your type of assistance and
how it is delivered.

o  Think about who programme activities should
target and consider providing a response that
goes beyond assistance to predefined and
status-based categories.

e Ensure that the voices of both women and men
count, placing their protection concerns at the
centre of your interventions. Design activities with
them and for them, including the implementation of
accessible feedback and complaint mechanisms.

e  Monitor your response to measure how and if
women, girls, men and boys are accessing services:

o Forinstance, analyse your projects’ data
disaggregated by sex and age to confirm
that everyone is benefiting from equitable
access and benefits. Also verify that the
most marginalized groups have access to the
feedback and complaints mechanism.

o Use your findings to take corrective actions
that will improve access and meet real needs.

B. Acknowledge and address women
and men's anxieties about changing
gender roles

The social and economic well-being of women and girls,
and men and boys, requires approaches that tackle
harmful gender norms and the perpetration of violence:

e Humanitarian actors should work with development
actors to go beyond responsive and restorative
actions, using existing platforms such as the Nexus
task force. Together, they should address the root
causes of violence against women and girls, such
as poverty, land conflicts, physical and economic
insecurity and oppressive gender norms.

e Identify existing networks within communities
that could serve as dialogue spaces, for women
or men, girls or boys, so they can safely reflect on
the changes in their social identities and challenge
restrictive and discriminatory beliefs about gender
roles and relations. For example:

o Facilitate exchanges about how they feel about
societal expectations in terms of the “proper”
behavior for females and for males and how
they deal with not living up to such standards.
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o Provide awareness-raising information on
equal and respectful relationships, alternative
ways of defining manhood, non-violent life
choices, and anger and stress management.

o  Support joint discussions on how to prevent
violence and the outbreak of hostilities.

o  Find gender equality champions in the
community who could serve as role models
and facilitate discussions.

C. Support boys and men at risk of
being targeted by armed violence

e Consider the barriers adolescent boys and men
face in accessing assistance; for example,
shame, fear of arrest or their belief that certain
services are strictly reserved for women. Schedule
the timing of assistance and outreach so it is
accessible to them and inform them that such
services are available to everyone.

e Take steps to involve boys and men in community-
led protection initiatives:

o  Where relevant and out of harm’s way, provide
males with single-sex secure spaces to discuss
protection issues, including measures to mitigate
harassment by armed men and the risks of
getting forcibly involved in armed violence.

o Livelihoods programmes could be used to
provide initial counselling and support so that
men and boys can access that help without
feeling stigma or “less manly”.

e Humanitarian actors should work with recovery
and development ones to provide vocational
training and livelihoods support for adolescent
boys and men. There should also be advocacy
of stronger programmes for the economic
re-insertion of demobilized male youth in
communications with the government.

e Provide financial and technical support to local
human rights organizations’ efforts to sensitize
armed elements to the need to respect national
and international human rights laws.

e Advocate for reinstating civil registration centres
at the sub-divisional and divisional levels. The
issuing of ID cards by these centres would help
reduce the protection risks faced by people
lacking official identification documents.

e Gender-based violence against adolescent
boys and men is a reality. Train protection and
psychosocial staff to provide high-quality, age-
appropriate, stigma-free, male-friendly services.

D. Ensure that coordination
mechanisms, particularly cluster
meetings, focus on addressing
specific gender risks, vulnerabilities
and needs in emergencies

Ensure that coordination meetings allow for
discussions about the distinct effects of the protection
crisis on women, men, girls, and boys that go beyond
the current focus on gender-based violence:

e Regional gender in humanitarian action
coordination groups can help clusters collect local
analysis on the most pressing gender issues. This
should inform the choice of the type of assistance,
how it should be delivered and to whom. It should
also support the development of gender-sensitive,
national humanitarian planning processes.

e Identify ways to engage males in programmes
that can help balance family responsibilities and
support nonviolent relationships. Be mindful of
the fact that men and boys will resist approaches
that they perceive to be negative or judgmental
and that aim to “fix” them. Agree on key messages
that focus on the positive contribution males can
make and what they want for themselves and
for their families, including better relationships,
enhanced sexual and reproductive health, and
greater involvement in the health and education of
their children.

e Using evidence gathered from assessments, carry
out advocacy at the highest possible levels to
make the targeting of adolescent boys and young
men in humanitarian programmes a safe practice.
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2. Recommendations for the
Humanitarian Country Team

e Request that the inter-sectoral group, in
collaboration with the regional gender in
humanitarian action coordination groups, regularly
provide data and analysis on the most critical
gender issues in the NWSW regions, beyond
gender-based violence, and clear directions on
how to address them.

e Ensure in your oversight of the humanitarian
needs overview that it includes an analysis of
needs according to gender and age groups
and that the humanitarian response plan (HRP)
responds to them adequately. Make sure that all
assistance promotes the protection, safety and
dignity of affected females and males and that
monitoring mechanisms verify people’s equitable
access to aid and benefits.

e Contribute to private and/or public advocacy,
as appropriate, to enhance the prevention
and mitigation of protection risks in the
regions, including arbitrary arrests and illegal
detention, and promote respect for international
humanitarian and human rights laws by all parties.

Young IDP men originating from
the Northwest and Southwest
regions take part to the weekly
activities of the youth club,
organized on the premises of
the school Saint Vincent Palloti,
in Nlongkak, Yaounde. (Photo:
Delphine Brun/GenCap)

3. Recommendations for
donors

e Review and prioritize project proposals that are
grounded in a solid gender analysis and that
seek to address the needs of different sex and
age groups, beyond assistance to predefined
categories. Organizations receiving funding
should report on how their interventions address
gender inequalities and affect different groups.

e Insist that recipient organisations integrate
a gender and diversity perspective in all
interventions., particularly organizations that have
traditionally targeted women and children (e.g.
gender-based violence, reproductive health, child
and maternal health).

e Encourage and fund research initiatives and
interventions that lead to an understanding of
gender issues and masculinity in crisis contexts
and that support gender equality in humanitarian
action.

e Ensure sufficient funds are allocated to programs
that can prevent youth radicalisation and support
social cohesion in conflict situations.
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