
Land Grabbing and 
Conflict in the North 
West Region of 
Cameroon 



 



Land Grabbing and 
Conflict in the North 
West Region of 
Cameroon: 

An Endemic Situation,  
1958-2017 

By 

René Ngek Monteh 
 
 



Land Grabbing and Conflict in the North West Region of Cameroon:  
An Endemic Situation, 1958-2017 
 
By René Ngek Monteh 
 
This book first published 2024  
 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
 
Lady Stephenson Library, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2PA, UK 
 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library 
 
Copyright © 2024 by René Ngek Monteh 
 
All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without 
the prior permission of the copyright owner. 
 
ISBN (10): 1-5275-5632-8 
ISBN (13): 978-1-5275-5632-4 



To  
All peace advocates in Cameroon in general  
and in the North-West Region in particular. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 





TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................... x 
 
Preface ...................................................................................................... xi 
 
Abbreviations And Acronyms .............................................................. xiv 
 
General Introduction ................................................................................ 1 
 
Chapter One .............................................................................................. 7 
Background Study and Causes of Land and Boundary Conflicts  
in the North-West Region 
A- The Geographical Environment ............................................................ 7 

a. Location, Relief and Vegetation .................................................... 7 
b. Climate, Soils and Drainage ........................................................ 12 
c. Occupation and Network System ................................................. 15 

B- The Historical Environment ................................................................ 18 
a. Migration and Settlement in the North-West Region ................... 19 
b. Inter-Community Conflicts before 1958 ...................................... 28 
c. History of Administrative Reforms .............................................. 34 

C- Land and Boundary Conflicts: Classification and Causes ................... 36 
a. Classification of Conflicts ............................................................ 36 
b. Causes of Land and Boundary Conflicts ...................................... 38 

 
Chapter Two ........................................................................................... 58 
Land Conflict in Mezam: Bambili versus Babanki-Tungo 
A- Geo-history of the Area ....................................................................... 58 

a. Geography of the Area ................................................................. 58 
b. History of the Area ...................................................................... 63 
c. Inter-Village Relations before 1958 ............................................. 66 

B- Origin and Manifestation of the Conflict ............................................. 70 
a. Origin ........................................................................................... 71 
b. Manifestation ............................................................................... 82 

  



Table of Contents 
 

viii 

C- Impact of the Conflict .......................................................................... 90 
a. Political Impact ............................................................................ 90 
b. Economic Impact ......................................................................... 93 
c. Social Impact ............................................................................... 94 

 
Chapter Three ....................................................................................... 103 
Land Struggle in Ngoketunjia: Balikumbat versus Bafanji 
A- Geo-history of Balikumbat and Bafanji............................................. 103 

a. Geographical Context ................................................................ 103 
b. Historical Context ...................................................................... 108 
c. Inter-Village Relations before 1966 ........................................... 115 

B- Origin and Evolution of the Conflict ................................................. 123 
a. The Origin of the Conflict .......................................................... 123 
b. Evolution of the Conflict ........................................................... 128 

C-The Consequences of Balikumbat-Bafanji Conflict ........................... 143 
a. Political Consequence ................................................................ 143 
b. Economic Consequences ........................................................... 146 
c. Socio-Cultural Consequences .................................................... 147 

 
Chapter Four ........................................................................................ 150 
Land Conflict in Wum Central, Menchum Division:  
Farmer - Grazier Problem 
A- Geographical and Historical Setting of the People ............................ 150 

a. The Geographical Setting ........................................................... 150 
b. Historical Setting ....................................................................... 153 

B- Origin of the Farmer-Grazier Problem .............................................. 162 
a. Problem of Space Occupation .................................................... 162 
b. Demography .............................................................................. 166 
c. The Administration .................................................................... 169 
d. Politics of Identity (Aborigines and Allogines) ......................... 172 

C- Evolution of the Conflict ................................................................... 174 
a. The 1968-1981 Situation ............................................................ 175 
b. The 1984-1999 Episode ............................................................. 180 
c. The 2000-2005 Incidences ......................................................... 183 

D- The Consequences of the Problem .................................................... 188 
a. Political Impact .......................................................................... 189 
b. Economic Impact ....................................................................... 190 
c. Socio-Cultural Impact ................................................................ 193 

 
  



Land Grabbing and Conflict in the North West Region of Cameroon:  
An Endemic Situation, 1958-2017 

ix 

Chapter Five ......................................................................................... 196 
Land and Boundary Problems in Bui and Boyo Divisions:  
Oku versus Mbesa 
A- The Geographical and Historical Context ......................................... 196 

a. Geographical Context ................................................................ 196 
b. Historical Context ...................................................................... 201 

B- Inter-Fondoms Relations and Causes of the Conflicts ....................... 209 
a. Pre-War Relations ...................................................................... 209 
b. Remote Causes of the Conflicts ................................................. 219 
c. Immediate Causes of the Conflicts ............................................ 228 

C- The Escalation of the Conflict ........................................................... 229 
a. The 1982 Land Conflict ............................................................. 229 
b. The 1988 Confrontation ............................................................. 234 
c. The 2007 and 2008 Confrontations ............................................ 237 
d. The Recent Crisis of May 2008 ................................................. 246  

D- Effects of the Oku-Mbesa Conflict .................................................... 248 
a. Political Effects .......................................................................... 248 
b. Economic Effects ....................................................................... 251 
c. Socio-Cultural Effects ................................................................ 254 

 
Chapter Six ........................................................................................... 258 
Attempted Solutions and the Problems faced by the Intervening  
Parties in Resolving the Conflicts in the North-West Region 
A. Attempted Solutions .......................................................................... 258 

a. Government Attempts ................................................................ 258 
b. The Role of Traditional Authorities and Institutions ................. 277 
c. Religious Authorities and Institutions ........................................ 285 
d. Non-Governmental Organizations ............................................. 293 
e. Women and other Voluntary Mediators ..................................... 312 

B- Problems Encountered by the Interventionists .................................. 317 
a. Government Officials ................................................................. 318 
b. Traditional Authorities and Institutions ..................................... 322 
c. Problems Faced by NGOs .......................................................... 325 

C- Recommendations ............................................................................. 330 
a. Recommendations in line with the farmer/ grazer conflict ........ 330 
b. Recommendations on other areas visited in the Region ............ 332 

 
General Conclusion .............................................................................. 337 
 
Sources Consulted ................................................................................ 348 
 
Index of Names and Concepts ............................................................. 373 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
 
This research received moral, technical, and financial support from a 
number of persons and institutions to whom I am indebted. While thanking 
God Almighty for sustained blessings and inspiration that kept me in good 
health throughout my research period, the realization of this work would not 
have been possible without the valuable contributions made by some 
reliable persons, religious, traditional and research institutions within and 
out of the North-West Region of Cameroon. I thank and highly recognize 
early authors on similar work, whoever participated in this research and 
those who were committed to freely providing their information and 
experiences.  
 
I am very grateful to the Universities of Ngaoundere and Yaounde 1 for 
providing me with the logistics and wherewithal for carrying out this study. 
To Professors Saïbou Issa, and Wullson Mvomo Ela, our supervisor and co-
supervisor respectively who supervised the base of this work in form of a 
PhD thesis. Much appreciation goes to Professors Verkijika G. Fanso, 
Daniel Abwa, Willibroad Dze-Ngwa, Mark Bolack Funteh and Confidence 
Ngam Chia who read an earlier draft of this work and suggested important 
improvements. I also express my gratitude to Doctors Mbibe Luis and 
Patrick Belibi Enama for their English literacy input and support.  
 
I am immensely grateful for their time and intellectual generosity. 
Nevertheless, all interpretations and conclusions reached here are, of course, 
the author’s responsibility.  
 

René Ngek Monteh  
April 2022  

 



PREFACE  
 
 
 
William Zartman holds unequivocally that conflicts help the community to 
make valuable and sustainable choices. This assertion is grossly true in 
situations where there are clashes or overwhelming interests over power and 
other intangible resources to make informed choices and to determine 
commitment. However, when there is a focus on land-related cases among 
homogeneous or heterogeneous societies of the Cameroon Grassfields, the 
impact of such conflicts greatly negates meaningful efforts towards 
development and peace. This is the case with land-related conflicts within 
the local communities of the North-West Region of the Republic of 
Cameroon. This area is a hub not only of distinctive natural interest but also 
of high political and social sensitivity where there is a high concentration of 
a harmony of differences, consciously and unconsciously journeying 
together amidst the storms and gales of time. 

As an assortment of mixes between traditions and ethnic affiliates 
that have and are still struggling to understand the dynamics of state 
authority and essence, this niche has been rife with manifold conflicts, some 
with clearly identified causations and others borne out of a litany of both 
mismanaged situations and misconceptions of policies that have come along 
with change. Change in all its forms may imply a compendium of issues 
which can hardly be exhaustively comprehended even under the most 
refined social scholarship, but change in the Cameroon North-West Region, 
roughly corresponding to the Bamenda Grassland or Grassfield, can and 
should be seen as any form of social, economic, and political developments 
that have consciously or otherwise brought disruptions, reform, and 
contradictory appeals to known facts, phenomena, structures, and 
institutions. One key area that has exerted pressure on the communities 
through engineering conflicts of a kind apart from this study niche is land 
grabbing. The value attached to land by North-West folks moves in 
consonance with that of other African folks, which sums up to say that land 
constitutes far more than just physical ownership or direct economic value. 
To these people, land ownership or administration represents power and an 
eternal connection with cosmic spirits best understood within the context of 
African religion or mythology. Aside from the need to preserve land for 
progeny and other unspecified future projects, North-West residents simply 
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revere land holdings and would rather preserve the cultural prestige that 
came and went with them than sell them out. 

The statist-modern policies/ordinances on land during the 
historical growth of this region ignited a legion of problems for the local 
folks, not only because state cooperation and other multi-nationals deprived 
locals of the widely held concept that land is a gift of nature to all its owners, 
but more on account that these policies clearly removed chieftains from 
complete claims of absolute land ownership and placed these rights within 
the hands of the state and its agencies. The ignorance of such reforms is 
combined with an unwillingness to respect the new land laws, along with 
the complications of understanding and applying the native land laws in 
honour of tradition and state laws. By no small measure, this established the 
first layer of land-related conflicts in the North-West Region. While state 
agents like administrative officers and other personalities within the 
hierarchy of the Cameroon governing norms grappled with these conflicts 
within the margins of sustainable resolutions, a new phenomenon over land 
incidentally emerged to compound the situation. This new situation is land 
grapping by individuals, state and non-state institutions, and multinational 
cooperation. The emergence of such new pressures on a precious or 
treasured factor of production like land has enriched the debate of 
scholarship with all the quintessential elements sought. 

Prof. Monteh’s treatise is one such worthy contribution to the 
understanding of not only land-related conflict but the whole morphology 
of conflicts in Cameroon in particular and Africa at large. Like all studies 
in the realm of social sciences, this document is far from being exhaustive 
and the author does not make that claim anywhere. It thus heals the wound 
of exposing the true colours of conflicts within the ecological niche known 
as the Bamenda Grassfields by a broader scholarship. The study is pieced 
together in more than 400 pages of refined stuff consisting mainly of a 
thorough description of general and specific causations of conflicts, case by 
case analyses of conflicts of discourses on the state agents' and agencies’ 
tact and lapses in handling the conflicts of indigenous contributions to the 
conflicts and of the challenges and problems faced by intervening parties in 
the resolution of conflicts within this niche. The ideas and discourses 
sustained by this conflict companion are telling and charming. The ideas are 
graphically illustrated, referenced, and demonstrated, which strengthens the 
understanding of the fundamental theme. 

Issues relating to conflicts are not only lodged within a single 
discipline like history, sociology, or political science alone. Conflicts 
straddle a broad range of scholarship, and so any meaningful attempt to offer 
scholarship submissions on any aspect of conflicts must make equitable 
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recourse to cross-disciplinary data and analysis. This study has made 
effective use of all the conflict-related and sensitive disciplines to offer its 
submissions, which all have the merit of conveying a broad range of 
unbiased readership. In a special way, this book offers new insights into the 
understanding of conflicts and why they have grown endemic within the 
North-West ecological niche. Its submissions provide a complementary 
scholarship to those involved with policy definition and application, 
students of conflict and polemical studies, state and non-state institutions 
operating here, as well as all the social and even exact scientists both within 
this niche and beyond. Owing to the fact that understanding conflicts 
informs the mind both for curative and preemptive actions, I make no 
hesitation to wholesomely offer that this book is like a scholarship bank 
where any reader will find his/her curious account adequately balanced. On 
this score, I offer it as a companion and a must-read to all and sundry. 
 

Prof. Confidence Ngam Chia  
Associate Professor, History  

Bamenda, Cameroon  
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
This study addresses land grapping and conflict in the North-West Region 
of Cameroon, also known as the Bamenda Grassfields, from 1958 to 2017. 
As the world’s leading theatre of conflicts, Africa is experiencing an 
increase in the scope and intensity of conflicts underlined by internecine 
ethnic rivalries. Many of such conflicts, which involve land and boundary 
problems, have antecedents in historical legacy. The history and oral 
tradition of most African societies, therefore, contain elements of conflict, 
including land conflict situations, which largely result from ethnic plurality. 
Conflict situations have increased rapidly across Africa during the post-
colonial era as a result of competition involving two or more people or 
groups over limited resources such as water and land. History has 
demonstrated that the scramble and quest for natural resources have always 
led to serious clashes in communities. The quest for more land and property 
during and in the aftermath of the European invasion of Africa undoubtedly 
caused great conflicts in traditional African societies. Indeed, the manner in 
which land demarcation was carried out during the pre-colonial period was 
given little or no consideration during the effective occupation of Africa by 
the European powers. Then, conflicts of great magnitude took place when 
private or communal land was tampered with by the colonial administration. 
For instance, the indigenous inhabitants of Kenya were disgruntled at the 
way communal land was expropriated by traditional rulers of the region to 
offer to white settlers referred to as ‘strangers’ in the 1950s. In the same 
way, the invasion of Cameroon by European colonial powers and the seizure 
of land by the colonial and post-colonial administrations of the country 
triggered land and boundary conflicts that exist today in the North-West 
Region of Cameroon.  
 The Berlin Conference, which aimed at partitioning the African 
continent for effective European occupation, administration and optimal 
exploitation of its natural resources, was the most predominant act of 
contemporary land demarcation and delimitation in Africa. This partition 
created major land and boundary disputes in Africa in general, and in the 
North-West Region of Cameroon in particular. Conflict subsequently arose 
between the indigenous populations and the colonialists in places that 
witnessed greater socio-economic changes due to the expropriation of farm 
land, grazing land, fishing grounds and hunting land amongst others. Worse 
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still, population expansion in Africa, and in the North-West Region of 
Cameroon in particular, led to more attention over the value of land. This 
situation thus limited the action and control of local chiefs, who were, till 
then, thought to be the owners or supreme controllers of all lands within 
their localities. Demographic factors, especially during the post-colonial 
period, further contributed substantially to the frequent land claims in the 
study locale. 

Cameroon, like many other African countries, has witnessed 
conflicts resulting from increased antagonism between diverse ethnic 
groups. In this kind of configuration, therefore, ethnic antagonisms and land 
conflicts become difficult to resolve. Conflicts erupt and escalate due to 
group struggles, and are underpinned by complicated alliances in which 
ethnic identity and affiliations are key variables. In some traditionally stable 
societies, land and boundary conflicts are becoming increasingly common. 
In fact, in many countries in Africa, indigenous people have been 
dispossessed of their land, or are at risk of being dispossessed of their rights 
and authority to own land. To be more precise, these rights are currently 
being invalidated by the State through the issuance of land laws that (most 
of the time) run counter to the indigenous conceptions. From the above 
discussion, intrinsic causes of land and boundary conflicts and their effects 
on social cohesion are endemic in the North-West Region of Cameroon, 
hence the justification of writing a book on this topic.  

Life in the African continent, like elsewhere in the world, is 
indirectly linked to land. On the account of its importance in defining power 
and geostrategic positioning, land is seen not only as wealth, but also as 
“steam centre” on which any decision emanates, grows and takes shape. In 
the North-West Region where life revolves around agricultural activities 
and the population increases exponentially, the value of land and the 
problems linked to it continue to shape policies, define identities and bring 
out the contours of multi-dimensional relations and cohabitations. Land 
problems are certainly not new, but these problems mostly have their roots 
in the inappropriate manner in which the colonialists attempted to carve out 
ethnic boundaries. The inability of both colonial and postcolonial authorities 
in charge of arbitrating on land matters in a manner acceptable to all, as well 
as the expansionist policies of some traditional ethnic formations continue 
to make the already bad situation worse. In addition to those two factors, 
land and boundary problems have often been fuelled and fanned by political 
elites to distract their constituents from the failure to meet their campaign 
promises.  

In the North-West Region, traditional authorities (namely chiefs, 
Fons and Ardos), on whose ambits were bestowed ancestral claims over 
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land, exploit the ignorance and blind loyalty of their subjects to engage in 
illicit practises. For example, they sell land to the central government, 
causing landlessness among their own people. They are equally involved 
directly or indirectly in land conflicts resulting from multiple sales and 
double allocation of land titles that have been made possible by legal 
pluralism, or undocumented customary tenure between competing state 
agencies all legitimized to do so. The presence of the traditional leaders, 
elites, state personals like Divisional Officers and Lawyers dubious’ 
standards over land has been that conflicts of all dimensions have been in a 
meteoric rise.  

The most violent conflicts over land, however, are those involving 
two different ethnic groups fighting over and claiming ownership over a 
piece of land. In the North-West Region, what is often reported as an ethnic 
conflict is usually a conflict over (arable or pasture) land. It has been noticed 
that many of the land and boundary conflicts are due to the effects of climate 
change, environmental degradation, demographic and economic transition on 
the local populations. Scarcity of land due to environmental degradation and 
population growth often leaves hardly any choice to people but to fight for 
land which might or might not be theirs. All land conflicts, no matter how 
peaceful or violent they may be, produce negative consequences for 
individual people as well as for entire communities. For example, several 
people and communities across the North-West Region have seen their 
homes destroyed. Others have experienced the sale of their property by 
someone else claiming sole ownership. Farmers have lost their production 
base. Moreover, where they are frequent, land and boundary conflicts have 
undermined trust and increased fear and suspicion often between formerly 
close people such as neighbouring communities and family members. Also, 
violent land conflicts and the fear of becoming a victim of them proved to 
have had a traumatising effect on some of the communities at risk.  
  These conflicts have become so protracted that solutionary efforts 
are often far-fetched. Even when solutions are advanced, complying with 
them remains another serious problem. This work, then, seeks to answer the 
following questions: What are the general and specific causes of land 
problems in the North-West Region? How have these conflicts manifested 
themselves? How have these conflicts been conceived and managed by state 
and non-state actors? What theoretical and practical mechanics have been 
deployed to curb land conflict and with what measure of success or failure? 
How best can land conflicts in North-West Region and Cameroon be 
resolved and what are the lessons to be drawn from them? 
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 This research work is limited to the North-West Region of the 
Republic of Cameroon, otherwise known as the Bamenda Grassfields. It is 
focused on four land and boundary conflicts, namely Bambili versus 
Babanki-Tungo, Balikumbat versus Bafanji, the Mbororos graziers versus 
the Aghem farmers, and Oku versus Mbesa. These conflicts cover five out 
of the seven Divisions of the North-West Region of Cameroon: Mezam, 
Ngoketunjia, Menchum, Bui and Boyo.  

 These four cases were selected because they each have different 
historical perspectives on land and boundary conflict in the region. The first 
case, Bambili versus Babanki-Tungo, was chosen not only for various land 
disputes, but also for its geographical and strategic location in Tubah Sub-
division of Mezam Division. The second case, the Balikumbat/Bafanji 
territorial conflict, is related to the long lasting unresolved boundary dispute 
between these two communities from different ethnic origins (Chamba and 
Tikar respectively), though both groups are found in the same Sub-division 
in Ngoketunjia Division. The third case, known as the farmers-graziers 
conflict of Wum Central (Bui Division), is a typical example of the impact 
of bigotry and ethnicity in land settlement disputes. Also, the efforts of the 
various peace advocates in the disputed area had been a point of great 
attraction. The last case opposing Oku to Mbesa is related to land and 
boundary matters, considering the fact that throughout history, these two 
communities have lived together as brothers until recent time, when the 
State of Cameroon decided to administer Oku became as a Sub-division in 
Bui Division, and Mbesa as a village in Belo Sub-division in Boyo Division.  

 Each of the cases mentioned above has involved different historical 
moments related to land conflicts worthy of interest to researchers willing to 
evaluate the attempts at restoring peace in the selected cases. From the 
above point of view, personal and scientific reasons motivated our choice 
of the four cases, which have been sufficiently characterized by current and 
recurrent conflicts over land and boundary issues.  

The study covers the period 1958 to 2017. The year 1958 has been 
chosen as a starting date because of the agreement by the British colonial 
authority and the people of Bambili and Babanki-Tungo over A.B. 
Westmacott’s (Resident) Review of May 1958 on land and boundary 
problems. In the area, the Westmacott decision has been referred by the 
various authorities as the only legal document which demarcated the area 
under dispute. It should be noted that the Westmacott decision was the last 
colonial peace attempt to land and boundary disputes settlement in this part 
of the country. The study ends in 2017. This year was chosen because of the 
relative peace that reigned in this area due to State, NGOs’, and dispute 
parties’ efforts. Note is also taken from the last demarcation exercise 
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conducted in July 2008 and the subsequent diplomatic peace attempt 
recorded by both communities in March 2017.  

The book is structured into six chapters excluding a general 
introduction and general conclusion. Chapter one provides the background 
information about the study area and how it could be relevant in the 
understanding of the various conflicts in the North-West Region. To this 
effect, the first part opens with the geographical and ethnographical survey 
of the area. It focuses on the land, human, traditional and socio-political 
setting in which the contestants find themselves. The second part treats the 
general causes of land and boundary conflicts in the North-West Region. 
Chapter two examines the Bambili and Babanki-Tungo land dispute in 
Tubah Sub-division, found in Mezam Division of the North-West Region. 
This conflict started in the colonial period but in 1958 during the last years 
of British rule, the last significant efforts were made available by the British 
colonial masters through the Wesmacott decision on the Buea High over the 
disputed area at Ntah. Chapter three is our second case study. It deals with 
the evolution of the Balikumbat versus Bafanji land dispute in Ngoketunjia 
Division. Here, issues of ethnicity and the direct and pervasive involvement 
of traditional and government authorities have further exacerbated tensions, 
while an attempt at a final resolution of the conflict is still pending. Chapter 
four focuses on the land conflict opposing the Mbororo graziers to the 
Aghem indigenous farmers in Wum Central of Menchum Division. This 
chapter highlights the evolution of territorial conflicts in Wum Central 
among the above-mentioned contestants. In this connection, care has been 
taken to examine the advent and organization of the Mbororos in Wum, 
Menchum Division, the main causes, evolution and impact of the conflicts 
involving this community. Chapter five, our last case study, is the most 
recent devastating land conflict in terms of damage and casualties in the 
North-West Region. The conflict opposes the people of Oku and Mbesa, 
who live respectively in Oku Sub-division (Bui Division) and Belo Sub-
division (Boyo Division). In this chapter, we assess the degree of lineage of 
the two communities, and discuss the various wars they fought against each 
other from 1982 to 2017 and the devastating effects of the conflict on the 
two communities. Chapter six is in relation to the various attempts made by 
different peace advocates and the problems they faced in providing a lasting 
solution to the land and boundary conflicts in the North-West Region. 
However, this chapter ends with some proposed solutions to the various 
parties or peace advocates in an attempt to prevent or resolve conflicts of 
similar magnitude not only in the North-West Region, but in Cameroon in 
general. The general conclusion begins with the summary of the main issues 
discussed in the various parts of the work. This part of the book equally 
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highlights the theoretical link of this work in relation to the existing ones on 
land and boundary conflicts between communities. Finally, it discusses the 
lessons learned from these conflicts.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND STUDY AND CAUSES OF LAND 
AND BOUNDARY CONFLICTS IN THE NORTH-

WEST REGION 
 
 
 
Conflicts between communities in the North-West Region cannot be 
analysed adequately without an in-depth understanding of the area’s 
geography and history. Under geography, the location, relief, vegetation, 
climate, soil and drainage of the areas under study are hereby analysed. 
Elements of history including migration, settlement and traditional or 
indigenous institutions are discussed in depth, alongside causes of land and 
boundary conflicts in the North-West Region.  

A- The Geographical Environment  

Owing to its unique features, notably the topographical relief and 
vegetation, the North-West Region of Cameroon caught the eye of various 
colonial explorers who came to the area, especially the Germans. The latter 
then referred to this part of the country as the Grassfields or Grasslands.  

a. Location, Relief and Vegetation 

Shaped liked a rough diamond,1 the North-West Region of Cameroon lies 
between longitudes 9°45’ and 11°10’ and 7°30’ north of the Equator (see 
map 1). It is flanked to the north by the Adamawa and the Taraba State of 
the Federal Republic of Nigeria, to the west and south west by the Manyu 
Division of the South West Region, to the south and south west by the 
Bamboutous and Noun Divisions of the West Region, and to the east by the 
Mayo Banyo Division of the Adamawa Region of Cameroon. The region 
possesses seven Administrative Divisions, namely Boyo, Bui, Donga-

 
1 National archives Buea (NAB), W.E. Hunt, 1921, Report on the Bamenda Division 
of the Cameroon Province for the League of Nations for the Year Ended, 31th 
December, p.2. 
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Mantung, Menchum, Mezam, Momo and Ngoketunjia, (see map 2) which 
all derive their names from some prominent geographical features of the 
region.2 The region is made up of 31 Sub-divisions and 31 rural and 2 urban 
areas.  
 According to the 1987 population census, the North-West Region 
had an estimated population of more than 1,238,348 inhabitants, which 
increased to about 1,884,200 inhabitants in 2001.3 According to Suh Neba, 
the North-West Region is the fifth most populous region of Cameroon after 
the Far North, Littoral, Centre and Western Region.4 The North-West 
Region covers an area of about 17,510 square kilometres.  

The dominant physiographical structure of the region is the 
Bamenda plateau that extends almost horizontally across the Bamenda 
Grassfields, forming splendid natural divisional and regional boundaries. 
There are some mountainous chains on this plateau extending southwards 
and northwards into the West and Adamawa Regions. Some of these 
montains include Mounts Lefo (2,550 meters), Fungom (1,804 meters) and 
Oku (3,011 meters) above sea level. This means that Mount Oku, the second 
highest point in Cameroon after Mount Fako, is found in our area of study. 
The Bamenda town, the headquarters of the region, lies on an altitude of 
above 1,600 meters.  

However, there are plains and valleys that spread between these 
high peaks of the plateau within the region. Outstanding among the major 
plains and valleys are the Ndop and Mbaw plains in the Ngoketunjia and 
Donga-Mantung Divisions respectively, as well as the Yemgeh valley in 
Menchum Division.5 By and large, the entire region consists of hills broken 
by valleys at varying breaths with numerous streams, lakes and rivers.6  

 
 
 
 
 

 
2 North West Provincial Delegation MINAT, 2001, p.5. 
3 North-West Regional Master Plan for Sustainable Development Report, April 
2001, p.7. 
4 T. Brinkhoff, 2007, “Institut National de la Statistique Cameroun”, in  
http://www.citypopulation.de, consulted on 3 April 2009. 
5 A. Suh Neba, 1987, Modern Geography of Cameroon, Canidian, Neba Publishers, 
p.166. 
6 G. Ladaviere (ed.), 1980, Atlas of the United Republic of Cameroon, Paris, Editions 
Jeune Afrique, p.7. 
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Map 1: Location of the North-West Region in Cameroon 
 

 
Source: Adapted by the author from the (1992) administrative map of Cameroon, 

INC, Yaoundé, drawn by Enchaw G.B, (2011). 
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Map 2: Location of the study Areas in the North-West Region of Cameroon  
 

 
Source: Adapted by the author from the (1992) administrative map of Cameroon, 

INC, Yaoundé, drawn by Enchaw G.B, (2011). 
 
Many streams and water sources are found on the slopes of the 

numerous hills. The main rivers of the region are the Donga, Bui, Momo, 
Mezam, Menchum, Katsina and Kimbi, after which some of the divisions 
of the region are named. It should be noted that most of these rivers flow 
west into the Benue River in Nigeria, while the Momo flows into the 
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tributaries of the Cross River in Manyu Division. However, these rivers are 
not navigable within the region due to numerous rocks, rapids and 
waterfalls. Prominent lakes within the region include: Lake Oku, Wum, 
Nyos, Bambili, Benakuma, Kuk and Awing. These are crater lakes resulting 
from volcanic activities that occurred centuries ago.7  

Given the latitude, prevailing rainfall and general climatic 
conditions, the vegetation of the North-West Region can be classified under 
the savannah (Guinea Savanna), which lies immediately adjacent to the 
Equatorial rainforest. Patches of deciduous and motane forest gallery are 
found along streams, river valleys and fertile mountain slopes. Dense 
forests, for instance, are found on the slopes of Mount Kilum and Mount 
Ijim, and valleys of rivers such as the Menchum, Katsina and Donga. The 
patches of forest on the Menchum River Valley begin from Bafut and extend 
to the Isimbo area up to border with Nigeria. Dense forests are also found 
around the Mbengwi area of the Mekaf chiefdom, and down to the villages 
of Nser, Kepp, Badji, Sambari and Furu-Awa. They are equally present 
along the valley of the Katsina Ala River, which makes up the Fungom 
Forest Reserve, and, finally, along the valley of Menchum and in parts of 
Donga-Mantung Division.8  

On higher elevations as well as heavily grazed areas, shorter grass 
of 1.5 metre or more grow luxuriantly in the rainy season, and whither 
during the dry season, giving a brownish appearance and presentation of the 
landscape. This grass cover is a biotic climax. Patches of rain forest, 
characterised by scattered trees with twisted stems and corky heat persisting 
backs give rise to occasional gallery forests. Such geographical features are 
common in the valleys of the steep hills where the top soils which washed 
down by rain are deposited. Examples are found in Upper Fungom. These 
features have made the people of this area to be in a constant search for the 
most permeable parts of land for farming, with the result that farming land 
has become scarce, leading to conflicts between neighbouring villages. Map 
1 illustrates selected cases of conflict discussed in this work. 

However, it should be noted that a greater part of the grasslands is 
formed from destructive human activities such as deforestation (for human 
settlement and farming), burning of the bush and more recently, over-
grazing. 

 
7 Ladaviere, 1980.p.8. 
8 The World Bank, 1993, Ecological Sensitive Sites in Africa, Vol-1, Occidental and 
Central Africa, Washington DC, The World Bank, pp.5-6.  



Chapter One 12

b. Climate, Soils and Drainage  

The North-West Region has a sub-tropical climate. Like in most tropical 
areas, the winds which influence the climate of the North-West Region are 
the North-East Trade winds that blow from the Sahara and the South-West 
monsoons from across the Atlantic Ocean that bring about rainfall. 
Straddled over Longitude 10° East, the North-West Region is a capsule 
replica of most of the climate and vegetation experienced in the Region. The 
region enjoys a sub-tropical climate with cold frosty mornings, and hot dry 
afternoons especially during the dry periods. The monthly average 
temperature ranges between 20.18°C minimum to 29.40°C maximum.9 This 
implies that the temperature is much more stable and regular. As a result of 
proximity, to the flood plains of rivers and Lakes, some areas in the region 
are likely to register very low temperatures especially at night and early 
mornings due to evaporation and cooling of the vapour. 

Areas such as the Ndop plain, part of Lower Fungom, Munka and 
Gayama experience high temperatures as a result of the proximity with 
Ngaoundere. These low areas lie among hills, such that air is trapped within 
them. Consequently, these places are warm but not as the areas found in the 
coastal regions. These villages have a climate good for the cultivation of 
cash crops such as oil palm, banana, cocoa and a host of others.10 

Two main seasons are experienced in the region, namely the wet 
and dry seasons. The former lasts from early March to mid-November, with 
the highest rainfall usually registered in August. This is a season of lower 
temperatures, and heavier and more regular rainfalls. Smaller daily ranges 
of temperatures are characteristics of the wet season. This culminates into an 
annual average rainfall of about 2000mm. Daily temperatures are sometimes 
as low as 13°C and the atmosphere is sometimes foggy or cloudy during day 
and night. There is a short, but well-marked dry season which does not last 
more than four months. The dry season often begins from late November to 
early March and is characterized by cold and sometimes frosty mornings and 
evenings, hot afternoons with temperatures averaging 28°C, a misty 
atmosphere during the day and a clear sky at night. The dry season is a season 
of higher temperatures and a large diurnal range of temperatures. As observed 
earlier, the mornings are relatively cold and chilly, while the atmosphere is 
generally dusty. The harmattan is greatly felt through dry winds during this 

 
9 North West Provincial Delegation for Agriculture Archives, Annual Report 
1988/89, p.6.  
10 A. Neba, 1987, Modern geography of the republic of Cameroon, 3rd edition, 
Bamenda, Neba Publishers, p.269.  
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period. On the average, the region has a mild climate which is very 
conducive for hard work.11  

The North-West Region equally consists of three main soil types: 
volcanic, hydromorphic and ferralitic. Volcanic soils, which are rich and 
black, are the result of weathering over the years of volcanic rocks. 
Hydromorphic soils are organic and have a low drainage capacity which 
frequently suffers from seasonal flooding. A good example is the flood 
plains of River Menchum. Also, ferralitic soils are found in varying qualities 
throughout the region.12 The most common type of soil found here is 
volcanic, it is generally littered with basalt stones, dark and rich in humus 
of good structure and texture. However, the hilly regions are often deprived 
of plant nutrients due to rains, seasonal wild fire and deforestation, which 
leave the surface exposed to both water and wind erosion. However, in most 
areas, high temperature and rainfall conditions have encouraged dense 
vegetation that is immediately decomposed into humus once the vegetation 
is withered off by bacteria. This humus content is released into plants but 
the soil soon becomes deteriorated as the heavy rains easily leach away the 
nutrients. The soils consequently become unfertile and the farm is 
abandoned for a virgin piece of land. The use of fertilizers, therefore, 
becomes imperative. 

Nevertheless, the soils are sometimes rich for agriculture, 
especially the black volcanic soils of Nduh, Oku, Buwum (in Bafut), 
Befang, Ndu and Wum which have always been as pull factors to the various 
communities. Other areas with fertile soils include the encroached crater 
lakes of Befang, the Santa environment, the hilly site of Kom, just to name 
a few. Rice and yams do well in the flood plains of Ndop, while maize, 
cassava, cocoyams, plantains, groundnuts, beans and many other food crops 
are commonly cultivated in the other areas of the region. It is, however, 
noteworthy that this limitation in soil fertility had witnessed a serious 
population pressure, especially during the wet season, thus resulting to land 
conflict. The drainage of the region has also played a greater role in fuelling 
land conflict in this area.13  
 Although the topography of the North-West Region is very 
uneven, it is well watered in most places by rivers and streams which flow 

 
11 P. Hawkins and M. Brunt, 1965, The soils and ecology of West Cameroon (with 
special reference to the Bamenda Area), Rome, FAO, p.56. 
12 S.V. Zonn, 1986, Tropical and Sub-Tropical Soil Science, Moscow, Mir 
Publishers, pp.6-8. 
13 C.A. Nkwemoh, 1999, “The impact of agro-Pastoral activities on the physical 
environment of the Mezam-Ngoketunjia area”, Doctorate Thesis, University of 
Yaounde I, p.282. 
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down the mountain sides into the valleys where they meander. Most of the 
streams and rivers run fast during the rainy season. Rivers Bui and Menchum, 
from which the divisions of the same names derive their denominations, have 
their sources in Rivers Noun and Bamboutos respectively. These rivers 
range and flow through Bui, Mezam, Momo, Beba-Befang and Esimbi 
regions to Nigeria.14 Rivers Kimbi and Mer rise from the Oku Mountains 
and flow through the Bum and Fungom areas to Nigeria. Both tributaries 
meet a little after the border line with Nigeria and eventually flow into River 
Katsina Ala and virtually join the Benue River, some kilometers from 
Makurdi.15 There are many other smaller rivers and streams which favour 
soil fertility and the production of specific crops required by the people of 
the area. Crops commonly cultivated in this region include plantains, Irish 
potatoes, yams, vegetables and beans. In the dry season, these rivers, rich in 
fish, and most of the streams in the region dry up. This has, of course, 
serious negative economic consequences for the people.  
 Rivers of the North-West region of Cameroon, like many other 
streams in Africa, are characterized by numerous waterfalls and rapids. This 
partly explains why these rivers are navigable over very short distances. The 
waterfalls and cascades are the result of powerful erosion, followed by 
relatively slower upstream recession. Almost all the rivers and their 
tributaries have great pools, rapids and falls on their courses.16 Another 
common feature along the rivers’ courses is the wide river valleys and the 
flood plains, especially around the plain belt of Ndop, Beba-Befang, Mbam 
and the Esimbi palm belt area. Rice and yams are cultivated along the flood 
plains, which become potential areas of land conflict as the limited 
cultivable spaces are incommensurate with the growing population. 
However, lakes, waterfalls and rapids constitute great tourist sites in the 
region, like the Menchum Falls,17 Lake Wum, Lake Oku, Lake Bambili and 
Lake Nyos. In fact, the shortage of these favorable geographical features 
(fertile lands for that matter) has always generated conflicts as everyone 
living in the region would prefer to settle on favorable farming areas.  

 
14 Provincial Archives Bamenda (PAB), NW/Sa/d.2002/4/BK, Akum Joseph N., 
Population growth and Land use: An Assessment of the relationship between 
farmers and Graziers in Wum North-West Province of Cameroon, 2002, p.35. 
15 Ibid.  
16 J. Neba Chungong, 1977, “Le Pourvoir traditionnel et le pourvoir d’Etat: Cas de 
la Province du Nord-Ouest du Cameroun”, Thèse de Doctorat de 3eme cycle, 
Université de Nice, p.56.  
17 N. Akum, 2002, p.36. 


