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SUMMARY  

In partnership with AfroLeadership, this project explores advocacy strategies before, during and 
after the 2017-2018 internet shutdowns in the Anglophone regions of Cameroon. The study 
analyzes in-depth interviews and surveys from members of the digital rights coalition in 
Cameroon, local journalists in the Anglophone regions, and international digital rights activists 
to understand the nature of the targeted internet disruptions in Cameroon and lessons learned 
for the future of digital rights advocacy.   
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I. BACKGROUND 
Between January 2017 and March 2018, Cameroonians witnessed largely unexpected1 internet 
shutdowns in the two Anglophone regions located in the Northwest and the Southwest of the 
country. The first, from January 2017 to April 2017, lasted for 93 days. While internet access 
was then briefly restored, another shutdown followed in October of the same year and lasted for 
147 days.  
 
In 2016, directly preceding the time of the first shutdown, activist groups, student groups, 
teachers, lawyers, and other citizens had taken to the streets to protest perceived discriminatory 
policies by the Francophone-dominated government. Protests focused on Anglophone exclusion 
from state employment and educational policies that left English-speaking students at a 
disadvantage, as well as wider historical patterns of anglophone Cameroonians marginalization. 
In October 2016, a group of lawyers in the Anglophone regions began striking against the 
‘Francophonization’ of the Common Law system, and the following month, teachers followed 
suit to protest the “Francophonization” of the education system in their regions.2 
 

 
 
 

 
1 Ritzen, Y. (2018). Cameroon Internet Shutdowns Cost Anglophones Millions. Cameroon | Al Jazeera, Al Jazeera,. Retrieved 

www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/1/26/cameroon-internet-shutdowns-cost-anglophones-millions 
2 Nganji, J, T., Cockburn, L. Use of Twitter in the Cameroon Anglophone Crisis. Behaviour & Information Technology, 33 (2).  

267-287. 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/1/26/cameroon-internet-shutdowns-cost-anglophones-millions
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Map of Affected Regions in Cameroon3 
 

 
 
Government authorities specifically targeted access to social media and messaging apps, which 
had been a key tool in mobilizing the protests. These internet shutdowns ordered by President 
Biya’s administration were in direct response to threats of protest, civic unrest and various 
groups calling for secession.4 Communication minister Issa Tchiroma Bakary stated that the 
circulation of “false information” on social media and “inciting hate and violence” in the 
Anglophone regions necessitated such censorship.5 
 
As it spanned over weeks, then months, the blackout affected any sector that relied on internet 
access, from retail and local businesses, to healthcare and education. The first shutdown alone 
reportedly cost at least $38 million in loses.6 It particularly devasted the burgeoning tech hub in 
the Buea area, also known as “Silicon Mountain,” mostly populated by young Anglophone 
entrepreneurs. Residents in the Anglophone regions found themselves unable to conduct any 
crucial digitally-related business transactions locally, forcing them to find other “alternatives” 

 
3 Map source: https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2017/03/09/cameroon-clamps-down-on-the-internet-and-
anglophones 
4 Reza, Cyrus, et al. (2020). Policy Change Studio: Tackling Internet Disruptions in Cameroon (Rep). Internews. 4–55.  
5 Mukeredzi, T. (2017). Uproar over Internet Shutdowns: Governments Cite Incitements to Violence, Exam Cheating and Hate 

Speech. Africa Renewal. 31 (2), 32. 
6 Ritzen,Y.(2018). “Cameroon Internet Shutdowns Cost Anglophones Millions.” Cameroon | Al Jazeera,. Retrieved 

www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/1/26/cameroon-internet-shutdowns-cost-anglophones-millions 
 

https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2017/03/09/cameroon-clamps-down-on-the-internet-and-anglophones
https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2017/03/09/cameroon-clamps-down-on-the-internet-and-anglophones
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/1/26/cameroon-internet-shutdowns-cost-anglophones-millions
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such as travelling to the Francophone region daily to internet cafes, connecting to VPNs, finding 
spaces to set up initiatives like an “internet refugee camp,”7 or moving to neighboring countries.  
 
On the ground, journalists reported on the blackout but struggled to access the internet  
to submit their stories, and civil rights groups continued to mobilize locally and internationally. 
While the internet was finally restored in March 2018, following activist campaign efforts on the 
ground in Cameroon and globally (e.g. #BringBackOurInternet from October 2017), and 
international pressure from various stakeholders, there are lingering concerns about the state of 
digital rights in the country.8 There have been no internet shutdowns imposed by the government 
since 2018; however, internet access remains slow and unreliable throughout the country. It has  
particularly affected the Anglophone regions of the country, and suspected bandwidth throttling 
continues which still has wide-ranging effects on mobilization, economic development, and 
human rights in the Anglophone regions of Cameroon.9 
 
II. OBJECTIVE  
A. Summary 
The purpose of this report was to conduct semi-structured, in-depth interviews with members of 
the digital rights coalition and other relevant society actors in Cameroon in order to better 
understand the 2017/2018 internet shutdowns in the Anglophone regions of the country with a 
particular focus on advocacy approaches and capacities addressing:  
 

1. The level of preparedness for technical and advocacy responses before the shutdowns 
2. Approaches taken by civil society groups during the shutdowns to address and fight 

against the shutdown, with special attention towards consultation with major 
stakeholders, coalition-building, awareness and circumvention tools, collaboration 
between local and international groups 

3. Continued engagement after the shutdowns in digital rights campaigning after the 
shutdown, documentation of the impact of the shutdown, and engagement in litigation 
against the shutdown 

 

B. Methodology: Surveys and Interviews 
Internews, in consultation with Afroleadership, conducted 12 in-depth interviews names and four 
surveys taken through an online questionnaire. The respondents were relevant stakeholders, and 
questions were aimed to review advocacy measures and government responses between 2017 
and 2018, lessons learned, and potential frameworks and interventions to strengthen efforts to 
fight internet shutdowns and promote digital rights moving forward. The interviews also 
explored what other possible inroads may be made with other stakeholders of interest, including 
government officials, human rights groups, journalists, telecommunication companies, internet 
service providers (ISPs), citizens and private sector groups.  

 
7 Dahir, A, L. (2018). “This Documentary Tells the Story of Africa's Longest Internet Shutdown.” Quartz Africa. Retrieved 

qz.com/africa/1349108/cameroons-internet-shutdown-in-blacked-out-documentary/ 
8 Tackett, C. (2020) “The Shutdown Has Ended, but Cameroonians Are Still Feeling the Impact.” Access Now. Retrieved 

www.accessnow.org/shutdown-ended-cameroonians-still-feeling-impact/.  
9 De Gegorio, G., Stremlau, N. (2020). Internet Shutdowns and the Limits of Law. International Journal of Communication. 14,  

4224–4243  



                                                            
                                                                                                             

 6 

 
The remainder of this report analyzes the interviews of civil society members, digital rights 
experts, and journalists in Cameroon conducted between July 2020 and February 2021,10 as well 
as survey responses. The interviewees were enrolled though snowball sampling from the Digital 
Rights Coalition members via collaboration with Afroleadership. The surveys were also 
collected through snowball sampling – a call was distributed via email to members of one 
respondent’s personal network through email.  
 
The target populations for the interviews were activists and journalists in Cameroon (names are 
anonymized in this report), and the surveys were developed to glean insights from activists who 
preferred to be anonymous and/or preferred not to participate in an in-depth interview and were 
located  in the Francophone areas of the country. The interviews took place over various forms 
of digital communication: WhatsApp Audio calls, Google Meet and Zoom video calls, as well as 
e-mail correspondence. The audio interviews ranged from 30 minutes to 90 minutes long. Due to 
the location of the interviewer, and the diversity of the interviewees in location, the interviews 
took place across the United States, Cameroon, Ghana and Zimbabwe. The questionnaires from 
the survey were distributed and responses were collected through Google Forms by the 
interviewer.  
 
The interviews were semi-structured; the interviewees received 14 questions with themes around 
responses before, during and after the internet shutdown in the Anglophone regions in 
Cameroon. 11 The interviewer also asked follow-up questions to tease out specifics in responses, 
and left room for further observations and themes to emerge beyond the questions asked. The 
interviewer then thematically analyzed the responses by describing the content received, sorting 
into broader themes as well as outlying responses,12 presenting the themes from responses in the 
findings section below and weaving the findings into a coherent narrative. Given the focus of the 
target sample for this report, the interviewer intended to interview at least 6-12 respondents, the 
point of “saturation” recommended by literature in qualitative social science research and 
purposive sampling not oriented towards overly generalizable data.13 The surveys were 
composed of the same structured questions as the interviews in order to compliment the 
interviews and versions in both English and French allowed for more Francophone respondents.  
 
III. FINDINGS   
A. Before the Internet Shutdowns: Preparedness on the Ground  

While internet shutdowns during civil unrest have unfolded across the continent for years, 
especially during elections or protests, the nature of the internet shutdowns in the Anglophone 
regions of Cameroon were very particular to the regional politics of the country.14 There was a 
unanimous sense among interviewees and survey respondents that there was little anticipation of, 
and not enough preparation before, the shutdown.  
 

 
10  A list of interviewees is available at in the Appendix A section of this report. 
11  A list of questions asked is available in the Appendix B section of this report.  
12 Braun, V., Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3, 77–1 
13 Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson,L. How many interviews are enough?An experiment with data saturation and variability. 

Field Methods, 18 (1) 
14 Interviews with respondent 5 & respondent 1 
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While interviewees from international organizations like Access Now and The Association for 
Progressive Communication (APC) noted that they were contacted by local journalists and other 
activists after the shutdown, they also highlighted that the Cameroonian case was still unlike 
other cases in the region in the duration and the scope of the disruption. One digital rights activist 
from the Anglophone region who had experienced the shutdown explained: “It was actually a 
surprise for Cameroonians because it was the first kind of disruption of its kind that we 
experienced....there was no preparedness for such a situation.”15 
 
Several interview and survey responses revealed that the lack of preparedness for the internet 
shutdowns was in part due to the lack of network measurement taking place on the ground. All 
interviewees expressed that they found the level of the shutdown completely unexpected, with 
three interviewees claiming that initially, they did not immediately recognize that a shutdown 
was taking place and assumed they were merely experiencing network issues. One interviewee 
said: “at that time, as we are used to this bad quality of internet connection, we thought that that 
was just the issue.”16 It was only after several days that it became clear that there was something 
else happening. 
 
Another interviewee noted: “I don't know of any organization that was running network 
measurements before the shutdowns…We had a lot of organizations coming in for network 
measurements after Internet outage, responding immediately, such like Internet sans Frontier and 
Afroleadership.” While these organizations, in addition to others on the ground such as the 
Center for Youth Education and Economic Development (CYEED) in Bamenda, Cameroon, 
served as a first line of response in information gathering as soon as the first internet shutdown 
took place in 2017, they had not been heavily involved in internet measurement prior to the 
incident. However, and especially in the case of Internet Sans Frontier, the organization’s work 
in other countries that had experienced internet shutdowns were key to at least influencing the 
conceptualization of strategies and responses through the Digital Rights Coalition.  

These responses support claims in a previous Internews report on the initial 93-day shutdown in 
2017, where the organization observed a “fractured and disjointed civil society response to the 
shutdown…leading to an initially ineffective response to the shutdown.”17 Internews then 
focused on capacity building from 2017 to 2018 in the period leading up to the presidential 
election through the “Cameroon Digital Rights Project.” This became the foundation for the 
Digital Rights Coalition that emerged, a collaboration of local international civil rights 
organizations detailed in the next section of this report.18  

B. During the Internet Shutdowns: Stakeholders and Strategies  
 
i. Stakeholder Analysis  
 
This report focuses on interviewing civil society groups and individuals, the focal points within a 
constellation of stakeholders who significantly impact or are impacted by internet shutdowns. 

 
15 Interview with respondent 4 
16 Interview with respondent 3 
17 Einstein, L., Kim, R., Portelance, G., & Reza, C. (2020). Policy Change Studio: Tackling Internet Disruptions in Cameroon 

(Rep.). Internews. 
18 Ibid. 
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The Digital Rights Coalition, local advocacy groups, international organizations and advocacy 
journalists are included in this group, particularly those that featured prominently in the 
interviews and the surveys.  This report reflects on, but does not include primary information 
from direct interviews, the perspectives of other relevant stakeholders such as government 
entities, private sector actors, and “ordinary people” on the ground. Previous surveys conducted 
by Internews in Cameroon have included perspectives from ISPs and Cameroonians (particularly 
English and French Facebook users), on their views on the internet shutdowns in Cameroon.19 
The stakeholder map below identifies the most prominent stakeholders that featured in the 
interviews and surveys cited in this report.  
 

 
Civil Society  
The civil society members at the core of this study were and are a part of the Cameroon Digital 
Rights Coalition. The Digital Rights Coalition was launched with support from Internews, and 
emerged in early 2017 to better address the specific challenges to internet access in Cameroon 
following the first internet shutdown.  
 
The Digital Rights Coalition continues to address constraints that civil society groups faced in 
Cameroon, which contributed to the lack of a robust digital civil society group network before 
the internet shutdowns. In 2016, shortly before the first internet shutdown, the ICT sector in 
Cameroon only constituted 3.5% of the country’s GDP (considered low regionally)20 and 
Cameroon ranked 124 out of 139 countries in its Network Readiness Index in relevant indicators 

 
19 Einstein, L., Kim, R., Portelance, G., & Reza, C. (2020). Policy Change Studio: Tackling Internet Disruptions in   Cameroon 

(Rep.). Internews. 
 
20 Micek, P., Owono, J., & Brown, D. (2018). Joint submission to the United Nations Human Rights Council Universal Periodic 

Review 2018 Cycle – Cameroon (Rep.). Retrieved https://www.apc.org/sites/default/files/UPR_-_Cameroon_-_2018.pdf 

https://www.apc.org/sites/default/files/UPR_-_Cameroon_-_2018.pdf
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such as affordability, infrastructure, and availability of digital content.21 Thus, around the time of 
the internet shutdown, the notion of digital rights was still quite new and the actors in this space 
were yet to be formed into a strong coalition. The internet shutdown proved a catalyzing event, 
with the coalition working together and with international actors to build public awareness and 
advocacy around the shutdown. A joint submission to the UN’s Human Rights Council in 2018, 
written by some of the members of the coalition,22 further highlights the contextual challenges 
that were and continue to be central to the development of digital rights in the country, including 
that the Cameroonian government regularly challenged Cameroonian citizens’ digital rights and 
freedom of expression through threats and intimidation. The Digital Rights Coalition continues 
to advocate, not just on censorship and internet shutdowns, but on wider issues related to access, 
infrastructure, affordability, and online consumer rights.  
 
 
Government  
Moving clockwise, from the “civil society” block, to the “government” block, there has been 
some progress by members of the Digital Rights Coalition in finding opportunities for 
partnerships with government entities in Cameroon on potential legislation on digital rights. 
However, these developments have only taken place in recently. During the shutdowns, there 
was limited, if any, communication between civil society groups and government entities, or 
individual politicians. Often, as interviewees stated, the communication was one sided, with 
press releases and open letters to the Cameroonian government, but not much feedback or 
statements from the government explaining why the internet shutdowns had taken place and 
when the internet would be restored. Every survey response indicated there was little to no 
communication. One survey response stated that they, together with other organizations, had sent 
“protest messages” to the government. The other responses stated there was no action from the 
government. This was not a particularly surprising finding, given the strained relationship 
between civil society groups, especially in the Anglophone regions, and politicians in the current 
administration. Finally, interviewers mentioned bilateral organizations as potential “political” 
stakeholders alongside the government, or at least stakeholders that could have had better access 
to government in than civil society organizations. 
 
Private Sector  
While interviewees noted the “private sector,” particularly ISPs and social media platforms as 
crucial actors in the internet shutdowns, they also highlighted how difficult it was to contact 
those ISPs.  The ICT sector in the country has made some progress since the internet was 
launched in the country in 1998, and since being one of very few African countries with one 
national telecom operator, Cameroon Telecommunication (Camtel), and only two competing 
mobile operators (MTN Cameroon and Orange CM).23 In 2014, Nextell Cameroon (majority-
owned by Viettel) launched a third network, followed by other smaller operators.24 However, 
fiber optics have mainly been under the control of the Cameroonian government. Despite various 

 
21 Baller, S., Dutta, S., & Lanvin, B. (Eds.). (2016). The Global Information Technology Report 2016 (Rep.). Retrieved 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GITR2016/WEF_GITR_Full_Report.pdf 
22 Access Now, Internet Sans Frontiers, Association for Progressive Communications (APC), and ADISI-Cameroon 
23 Lange, P. (2008). The Case for “Open Access” Communications Infrastructure in Africa: The SAT-3/WASC Cable -- 

Cameroon Case Study (Rep.). Retrieved https://www.apc.org/sites/default/files/APC_SAT3Cameroon_20080516.pdf 
24 Cameroon Telecoms, Mobile and Broadband Assessment 2020 - COVID-19's Impact on Mobile Devices, Subscribers and 

Infrastructure - ResearchAndMarkets.com. Business Wire. (2020, May 14).  

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GITR2016/WEF_GITR_Full_Report.pdf
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attempts to privatize Camtel over the last two decades, Camtel is state-owned and essentially 
provides bandwidth services to other ISPs.25 
 
The largest ISPs and mobile providers in the country are MTN Cameroon, Orange Cameroon, 
Camtel, Cameroon Mobile Telecommunications (CMT), Pastel, CamNet, MTN Network 
Solutions, Matrix Telecoms, Ringo, Nextell Cameroon (Viettel), and YooMee.26 With the 
exception of Camtel, most ISPs  and mobile providers in Cameroon are private companies, 
though some are multinational telecommunications corporations from elsewhere (i.e. Nexttel is a 
Vietnamese company, MTN is based in South Africa, and Orange is a French company). ISPs in 
Cameroon have operating licenses issued by the state, so that Camtel, as “state property,” can 
issue and grant licenses to other mobile operators and suppliers.27  
 
The private sector is in close contact with government actors, as the internet service providers 
received directives from the government to shut down the internet. From the interviews 
conducted, there was also some uncertainly around best practices to contact private sector actors 
(though there are recommendations on potentially doing so through consumer associations, or, 
through the chamber of commerce).The survey responses also indicated that the primary 
stakeholders contacted were government actors, with the understanding that they could call off 
what they had ordered the ISPs to do. To illustrate this dynamic, the private sector block is 
situated away from the Civil Society block.  
 
The Public  
Interviewees also pointed to various types of “publics” or audiences as key stakeholders. 
Cameroonians living in the Anglophone regions were most directly affected by the internet 
shutdowns and were seen as central to advocacy and campaign initiatives. Cameroonians in the 
Francophone regions were also considered key, in order to receive interest and support from 
across the country, not just in places that were disconnected. Moreover, respondents noted that 
while much of the internet throttling continues to take place in the Anglophone regions most 
severely, internet access and quality is an issue throughout the country. All the surveys in French 
indicated that internet issues were still an issue throughout the country. Outside the country, 
Cameroonians in the diaspora played a role not only in putting pressure, online, on the 
Cameroonian government to restore the internet, they also played a part in alerting those on the 
ground that these shutdowns were taking place. Diasporic Cameroonians, particularly those in 
the digital activism space, were among the first to flag that their communication attempts over 
WhatsApp and other platforms were not getting through to their loved ones. International 
audiences at large were also strategic stakeholders for spreading some of the important hashtags 
in campaign initiatives 
  
 
 

 
25 Ibid.  
26 Lancaster, H. (2017). Cameroon - Telecoms, Mobile and Broadband - Statistics and Analyses (Rep). Retrieved 

https://www.budde.com.au/Research/Cameroon-Telecoms-Mobile-and-Broadband-Statistics-and-Analyses 
27 Gwagwa, A. (2018). Juste à temps: Bandwidth throttling in Cameroon’s 2018 Elections (Rep.). Retrieved 
file:///Users/florencemadenga/Downloads/Bandwidth_throttling_in_Cameroons_2018_E%20(1).pdf 
 
 

https://www.budde.com.au/Research/Cameroon-Telecoms-Mobile-and-Broadband-Statistics-and-Analyses
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ii. Strategies  
 
During the internet shutdowns, civil rights groups implemented various strategies to address the 
disruptions, and to reach out to the aforementioned stakeholders. The three most prominent 
approaches mentioned in the interviews and surveys were:   

1. Technical strategies to circumvent the shutdowns and the internet throttling that 
followed, even after the internet was restored 

2. Public-facing campaigns with messaging targeting allies, diasporic groups and news 
audiences, international organizations, the government, ISPs and the private sector in 
order to educate and also put pressure on the government to respond to and stop the 
human rights violations taking place in the country. 

3. Litigation and legislation petitioning the government to restore the internet.  
 

1. Technical Strategies 

On the issue of technical strategies, three related issues were raised throughout the interviews: 
difficulties in network measurement during the internet shutdowns, the complications of VPN 
use and circumvention as a strategy during shutdowns, as well as the cost of other strategies and 
technologies used to communicate such as SMS messaging. Similarly, survey responses 
mentioned the lack of technical strategies on the ground when the internet shutdowns took place.  
 
a. Network Measurement 

 
One interviewee stated that even before the internet shutdowns, internet access connectivity was 
so unreliable that in order to “measure internet access in the first place,” one would have needed 
a consistent standard on what “having access” even meant in quality and speed.28  While 
complete internet shutdowns/blackouts are “highly visible” and “draw a good deal of attention 
and international scrutiny,” there are also cases where the government may opt for more gradual 
or less obvious means of blocking the internet, such as blocking popular messaging apps or 
internet throttling as what took place in the first shutdown.29 Respondents report that while it is 
easier to measure such blocking instances, the blocking first needs to be flagged as blocked by 
organizations in the country. 
 
Another interviewee highlighted that since there had been no significant network measurement 
on the ground prior to the first internet shutdown, the first thing was to establish that a complete 
internet shutdown had indeed taken place. This was done mainly by two organizations -- Internet 
Sans Frontiers and Internews through interviews with frontline activists, but not through 
technical measurement. As described by one interviewee, “I don’t believe they were doing any 
internet measurement at that time…But what I basically saw on the field was conducting 
interviews and trying to get people to share the experience of not having access to the internet 

 
28 Interview with respondent 8 
29 Schwartz-Henderson, L. (2020). Building Capacity for Internet Shutdown Advocacy: A Community Needs Assessment Report 

(Rep.). Internews. 
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within that time period.”30 In order to share their experiences, some frontline activists needed to 
find a way to compare the disparities they were witnessing with what was taking place in 
Francophone regions.  
 
One interviewee, who identified themselves as a frontline activist, described their own 
experience:  
 

“It came to us like a great shock….we've never envisaged this coming to us and 
coping with it, most of us frontline activists had to travel in the first days. It was 
difficult because you have to travel to the nearest town, which is out of the English 
speaking region, to be able to access the Internet. And so we basically relied on 
information we could get on Google or on Facebook about what was going on or 
what to do about it. And it's through some of this means that we've got to learn about 
some of the organizations that were doing work on the ground and then how to adapt 
to some of those situations that we'd been given.”  

 
One of the ways frontline local activists adapted was sharing information with their contacts 
outside of the Anglophone region in other parts of Cameroon, as well as with the international 
community. One way to do this, besides travelling far into Francophone regions, was using an 
app, SVS, that allowed for sending digital images via SMS. Another was testing to see how far 
VPN use could take them. Since most VPNs did not work in the first shutdown except for  a few 
areas where banks and other corporate international entities had spotty WIFI that could be 
accessed by a determined public queuing outside such buildings, digital rights activists could 
determine that they were experiencing a total blackout and not a barring of specific sites of just 
social media. SMS then became even more central to communications in and out the region.  
 
 
b. VPN Use 
Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) are a primary way of circumventing partial shutdowns –
particularly when the government blocks access to social media platforms and other apps. 
However, while VPNs are particularly useful for journalists and activists to avoid censorship 
online and access blocked content, as noted above, interviewees also highlighted that there are 
limits on the effectiveness of VPNs during total internet shutdowns – other strategies, such as 
relocating to a different region or country with internet access and/or relying on phone calls and 
SMS messaging to communicate are then needed.  
 
Unlike the first shutdown, the second internet shutdown was particularly aimed at social media 
sites. One interviewee recalled, “The issue of how to go about it was complicated because we 
had two phases of internet shutdown. We had a complete shutdown. And then there was a second 
phase that was just a social media blockade. We [then] had organizations giving out information 
about the use of VPNs.”31 

 
30 Interview with respondent 4 
31 Interview with respondent 4 
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One respondent who experienced both phases while trying to complete coursework and exams 
online, found that “failed” strategies in the first phase of the shutdown proved to be useful 
lessons for the second. “We already had this idea of the use of the VPN, because the use of VPN 
came in from the stage when it was not working because we had a total shutdown. So when we 
got to the second stage, the information about the use of VPN was there, and a lot of people 
using different types of VPN that were available to access the Internet. We coped with that 
second stage with the use of VPN. And it was at this level of the partial shutdown where other 
organizations come into the coalition, to see how they could get our information on the field that 
could be used in advocacy efforts.” 32 

The most popular circumvention tools mentioned by interviewees were Psyphon and Tunnelbear. 
Respondents from digital rights groups, while acknowledging that some used other 
circumvention tools and VPNs, noted that they can be less useful or trustworthy. “Yes, I know 
you're going to get feedback from some people, like maybe they just go online and just search 
for VPN and download free VPNs” one interviewee said skeptically. “But I still recommend 
Psyphon because it was something that I used even before the internet shutdown for other 
purposes.”33 

c. Connectivity 
Proactively anticipating shutdowns is key, and getting ready to use “old technologies” to do so is 
important, like SMS messaging or phone calls to relay information if and when VPNs cease to be 
a viable option. However, all interviewees pointed to the cost of such measures during the 
shutdowns. One survey respondent noted that SMS communication was not sufficiently 
effective. Phone calls, especially international ones, can be quite costly. The journalists 
interviewed stressed that it was particularly challenging and expensive to send SMS messages to 
sources or to get their stories through, while also trying to be safe and efficient.  
 
For ordinary people on the street, scrounging for internet access often involved trying to find 
particular locations said to have access. “But it was fairly limited because it was mostly some 
private companies [banks, microfinancing institutions] that had this access… there were some 
financial institutions that used fiberoptics and always have access, and some workers there tried 
to share the Internet, maybe WiFi access around the area. So people always queued up around to 
get it, but it's not easy with a lot of traffic.”34 

Another interviewee who was located in one of the Anglophone regions at the time also said 
there were businesses using specialized lines, intranet platforms, or satellite connection, 
particularly banks. “They have no problem because they don't use Wi-Fi or maybe a mobile 
network,” they said.35”So it was not that there was no internet in Southwest or anywhere. There 
was no public internet.”  

 
32 Ibid.  
33 Ibid. 
34 Interview with respondent 4 
35 Interview with respondent 3 
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Most of the responses pointed to the prevalence of political unrest, particularly between the 
Anglophone regions and the Cameroonian government, censorship (online and off), general 
distrust by government entities of activists and journalists, and political agendas aimed at 
disenfranchising the Anglophone regions as crucial to framing why and how the shutdown 
occurred and severed connectivity. Several interviewees were particularly concerned about the 
economic impact on the region, which left entrepreneurs and businesses in dire straits both 
during and after the shutdowns. Freedom of mobility was a particular concern for all locally-
based interviewees, with reports of violence in internet cafes and confiscation of phones by 
police in the Francophone regions where Anglophone citizens seeking internet access traveled 
during the shutdown.36 One interviewee revealed that the nearest town they could access the 
internet was at least 150 kilometers away from their home, where they needed to finish their 
studies online and move out of the Anglophone region from time to time.  
 
2. Campaigns and Messaging 

The journalists and activists interviewed were involved in multi-faceted multimedia  
campaigning efforts. Campaigning and messaging during both shutdowns involved coalition 
members and international digital rights advocates collaborating on open letters and open 
statements to the Cameroonian Government and telecommunications companies, capacity-
building grants to fund campaigns, collaborations with media entities as well as trending 
hashtags such as #BringBackOurInternet and #KeepitOn.  
 
For example, on January 15, 2017, AccessNow and over 20 other organizations37 signed onto an 
open letter to MTN Cameroon CEO Philisiwe Sibiya, NextTel CEO Nguyen Duc Quang, and 
Orange Cameroon CEO Elisabeth Medou Badang urging them to support civil society 
efforts to restore internet access in the Southwest and Northwest regions.38 Shortly after, on 
January 17, civil society organizations globally39 signed an open letter to the President of 
Cameroon, Minister of Posts and Telecommunications, and Minister of Communications 

 
36 Interviews with respondent 1, respondent 8, respondent 11 
37 List of organizations: Access Now, African Freedom of Expression Exchange (AFEX), Africtivistes, Association for 

Progressive Communications (APC), Campaign for Human Rights and Development International, Collaboration on 
International ICT Policy for East and Southern Africa (CIPESA), Committee to Protect Journalists, Internet Without 
Borders, Paradigm Initiative, PEN America, PEN South Africa, PEN Afrikaans, PEN Eritrea in Exile, PEN Sierra 
Leone, PEN Uganda, PEN Zambia, PEN Zimbabwe, Ghanaian PEN Centre, Liberia Internet Governance Forum, Adisi-
Cameroun, PanAfrican Human rights Defenders Network, Center for Media Research – Nepal, i freedom Uganda 
Network, Réseau Ouest Africain des Défenseurs des Droits Humains, Cameroon Ô Bosso, Droit au Droit, Société des 
Amis de Mongo Beti (SAMBE) 

38 Open letter to telecommunications companies in Cameroon on the internet shutdown [Letter written February 15, 2017 to 
MTN Cameroon CEO Philisiwe Sibiya, NextTel CEO Nguyen Duc Quang, and Orange Cameroon CEO Elisabeth Medou 
Badang]. (2017). Retrieved from https://www.accessnow.org/open-letter-telecommunications-companies-cameroon-internet-
shutdown/ 

39 List of signatories: Access Now, Internet Sans Frontières, Internet Sans Frontières-Togo, ADISI-Cameroun, African Freedom 
of Expression Exchange (AFEX), Africtivistes, Afrika Youth Movement, Article 19 – West Africa, Cameroon Ô Bosso, 
Campaign for Human, Rights and Development, Center for Democracy and Technology, Center for Media Research, The 
Collaboration on International ICT Policy in East and Southern Africa (CIPESA), Droit au Droit, Coexistence with Alternative 
Language and Action Movement-Tunisia, Internet Freedom Forum, Media Foundation for West Africa, Mouvement pour les 
Libertés Individuelles-Burundi, Paradigm Initiative Nigeria, Pen Plus Bytes, The World Wide Web Foundation, Réseau des 
blogueurs du Burkina Faso, Panafrican Human Rights Defenders Network, Société des Amis de Mongo Beti (SAMBE), 
Unwanted Witness Uganda,Voice of Women Initiative 

https://www.accessnow.org/open-letter-telecommunications-companies-cameroon-internet-shutdown/
https://www.accessnow.org/open-letter-telecommunications-companies-cameroon-internet-shutdown/
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urging them to restore the internet.40 To further drum up media attention, Sophie Ngassa Fon 
Soh wrote about her own experience and mobilization efforts on the ground in media outlets 
such as Slate,41 which then in turn was highlighted with her other work on Access Now’s 
Shutdown Stories Project as part of the global #KeepItOn campaign. The #KeepItOn 
campaign in 2017 also included posts and stories from other members and partners of the 
Digital Rights Coalition such as Julie Owono’s work highlighting the aforementioned 
January open letter to telecommunication companies.  

These collaborative efforts emerged from earlier, informal conversations in 2016 between some 
of the members of what would become the Digital Rights Coalition. AfroLeadership’s Charlie 
Ngounou recalls a conversation he had with Internews Senior Director of Digital Rights and 
Digital Safety Programs Babette Ngene, on one of her visits back to Cameroon. He states that in 
2016, they met for the first time  and she was “looking for a serious NGO” on the ground that 
could do digital rights work and approach issues around internet. Before then, Ngounou states 
that the kind of coalition building his organization had been involved in was more around 
transparency, accountability and participation in governance, and not so much digital rights in 
the way that the Digital Rights Coalition then began to strategize in 2017. In 2017, Ngene, as a 
Cameroonian herself living abroad and working in the digital rights space, then suggested 
building a broad coalition around digital internet rights.  

Additionally, one journalist42 highlighted that the response from diaspora communities to these 
efforts was “very overwhelming,” because many Cameroonians outside the country were 
concerned about how they would communicate and send money to their loved ones back home. 
They still had access to the internet in their respective locations, even when there were 
shutdowns taking place on the ground in Cameroon. The presence and investment of the 
diasporic community of Cameroonians, and Africans at large, made it easier to spread awareness 
and gain international support because they were also now directly affected. 

However, within the Francophone regions in Cameroon, a survey of English and French 
Facebook users in the country found that while most Francophone respondents knew what was 
happening, and agreed with their Anglophone counterparts on the primary reasons that the 
shutdown took place, the majority of Francophone citizens believed “the government is 
sometimes justified in disrupting internet access.”43  Interviewees in this study cited 
collaboration with Francophone activists as crucial in better understanding of internet disruptions 

 
40 Open Letter to Cameroonian Government on Internet Connectivity in Anglophone Regions - Internet Sans Frontieres [Letter 

written January 22, 2017 to Cameroonian Government]. (2017). Retrieved from https://internetwithoutborders.org/open-letter-
to-cameroonian-government-on-internet-connectivity-in-anglophone-regions/ 

41 Ngassa, S. (2017, August 17). The damage caused by THE 93-day Internet blackout in Cameroon. Retrieved from 
https://slate.com/technology/2017/08/the-damage-caused-by-cameroon-s-93-day-internet-blackout.html 

 

 
42 Interview with respondent 11  
43 Einstein, L., Kim, R., Portelance, G., & Reza, C. (2020). Policy Change Studio: Tackling Internet Disruptions in Cameroon 

(Rep.). Internews. 

https://internetwithoutborders.org/open-letter-to-cameroonian-government-on-internet-connectivity-in-anglophone-regions/
https://internetwithoutborders.org/open-letter-to-cameroonian-government-on-internet-connectivity-in-anglophone-regions/
https://slate.com/technology/2017/08/the-damage-caused-by-cameroon-s-93-day-internet-blackout.html
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in Anglophone Cameroon, as well as awareness that even though the internet shutdowns did not 
happen in the Francophone regions, internet access is also still precarious in both regions.44  

Moreover, two interviewees stated that while activists in both Anglophone and Francophone 
regions knew what was taking place through their various networks, the lack of an organized and 
targeted cross-regional coalition before the shutdown on digital issues made it difficult to have a 
swift response with collaboration between activists from both regions working together.  

“Well, I don't know about that kind of  collaboration at that particular time [early in the first 
shutdown]” one interviewee stated.  

 

“Much of that collaboration as a collective response came when we had come together 
to form the Cameroon digital rights coalition, where we had a chance to speak to the 
French region…that was already after the shutdown period where we were trying to 
build our capacities on this kind of event and how to be better prepared. That is when 
we got to learn about internet censorship research and even measurements…I think that 
that is where the collaboration really came in, because we had organizations from the 
French speaking regions and organizations from the English speaking regions meetings 
sponsored by Internews to come up with the Cameroon digital rights coalition. But 
during that period, the collaboration was still lacking since the two factions of the 
country were not really collaborating together.”45 

 

Additionally, interviewees cited significant obstacles contacting actual government officials, or 
getting any explanation of why the internet shutdowns took place. Despite the press and 
campaigns around the internet shutdown, the government never officially released an explanation 
of what happened, why it had happened or an apology. One interviewee argued that while the 
disruption of internet services impacted everyone, including the government, it was “ not that 
much for them because we can't say that we have an electronic government here.” While 
government services were slowed down, shutting the internet for political reasons took priority 
and days and months dragged on. “And then it was like we were like in a prison,” an interviewee 
described. “That's the thing. And this shutdown creates it. It creates kind of prison with an 
invisible wall.”46 
 
Interviewees also highlighted the risks involved in engaging in direct “oppositional” advocacy 
openly without being penalized, which can make government entities less likely to have 
dialogues with activists. Activists can be left out of the conversation with government actors 
because they can be misidentified as aligned with the opposition parties or some of the 
successionist movements in the  country. For example, one interviewee noted: “They can very 
easily be seen to be allying with the ‘opposition’ party, or sending “radical messaging,” 
according to one interviewee.47 They state that this took place in the case of campaigns around 

 
44 Interview with respondent 8 
45 Interview with respondent 4  
46 Interview with respondent 3 
47 Interview with respondent 7  
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the shutdown, where digital rights activist groups were becoming conflated with successionist 
groups with “radical messaging”. 
 
While one survey respondent cited hashtags as a successful strategy, interviewees stressed the 
difficulties and gaps that remain in digital rights literacy campaigns. While international 
campaigns such as #BringBackOurInternet and #KeepItOn have had a wide reach, interviewees 
expressed that galvanizing citizens on the ground and other stakeholders outside the digital rights 
coalition can be daunting. While framing digital rights issues as a political issue can be effective, 
it also invites more censorship and risks. Moreover, interviewees reported that the lack of digital 
rights laws makes it difficult to express why, legally, the government’s actions are wrong, even 
as violence against activists and those critical of the government continues.  
 
Respondents who worked as journalists at the time of the internet shutdowns stated that their 
work was disrupted by the shutdown in significant ways, including obstacles accessing the 
internet, paying for alternative ways to communicate, and finding places outside the country to 
get their work published.48 One journalist noted that once the shutdown began, “civil society 
organizations, journalists, and other media entities were caught by surprise…they organized 
street campaigns, especially in regions where the shutdown happened, but also internet 
campaigns in other regions, and called for international support from various international NGO 
working in the field of digital rights…but we have to recognize that these actions were not as 
successful as intended since Cameroon faced more than 240 days of shutdown.”49  
 
3. Litigation and Policy  
 
From the beginning of the shutdown, advocacy groups engaged in outreach to government 
stakeholders to demand the end of the shutdown. One of the first projects embarked upon by the 
Cameroon Digital Rights Coalition was targeting government stakeholders, specifically, reaching 
out to the minister of telecommunications and writing an open letter to the president to address 
the human rights aspects of the first internet shutdown and how it affected the population.  
 
Later, Cameroon’s Veritas Law Offices collaborated with the Media Legal Defence Initiative 
(MLDI) in April 2017 to file a case against the Ministry of Post and Telecommunications, 
Cameroon Telecommunications (CamTel), and the Cameroonian government. The lawsuit faced 
delays in judicial and political action. Access Now and Internet Sans Frontieres were involved as 
partners in supporting this lawsuit and its renewed version in January 2018,50 which received 
preliminary hearings by a Constitutional Council put in place after the first version of the 
lawsuit. Movement on the matter was again slow, with allegations of lost paperwork and other 
delays. Eventually, the internet was restored in March of 2018. However, there is still no 
legislation barring internet shutdowns and/or internet disruptions ordered by the government for 
good.51 Without a significant court decision and legislation addressing shutdowns and digital 

 
48 Interviews with respondent 12 & respondent 11 
49 Email correspondence with respondent 10 
50 Interview with respondent 5 
51 Interview with respondent 5 
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rights, as well as lack of commitment to regional guiding principles on internet governance (such 
as those outlined in the African Union’s Declaration on Internet Governance)52 legal barriers still 
don’t exist to prevent a future shutdown.  
 
There is evidence that such advocacy strategies have worked in different case studies. For 
example, recently, in the case brought by the Media Institute of Zimbabwe (MISA) against the 
government in Zimbabwe, a high court justice ruled in 2019 that the Minister of State in the 
President’s office who was responsible for national security and issuing orders for the internet 
shutdown had no authority do so, which resulted in the internet being restored in the country.53  
In Togo in 2020, the Economic Community of African States (ECOWAS) Community Court 
decided that the Togolese government had violated human rights by shutting down the internet 
during anti-government protests in 2017.54  

However, interviewees also stressed that there were limits to these “success” stories. The MISA 
case in Zimbabwe was won on a technicality (it was simply the wrong official who called for an 
internet shutdown). Had the internet shutdown been an executive order under the guise of 
“national security,” it would have been permissible under the law. The Togo case required a 
large coalition of groups, resources and appealing to an international/regional court, which may 
not always be possible. Seven organizations55, joined by one journalist filed the case in the 
ECOWAS Community Court. A coalition of nine other organizations56 then submitted an 
amicus brief. While this strategy was successful, it’s also evident that strategic litigation 
requires widespread organizational support, a great deal of financial and human resources, 
and significant coordination. Nevertheless, the lawsuits filed in 2017 and 2018 opened 
possibilities and discussions around what legislation could offer as a powerful strategy, and 
respondents from Cameroon expressed that while the judiciary and some levels of parliament 
were compromised politically, they still saw value in pursuing legal means to address digital 
rights. Such means included meeting with parliamentary members like the President and General 
Secretary of the Law Comission in Cameroon in order to strategize around potential routes 
towards passing  impactful digital rights bills.57 
 
 
C.  After the Internet Shutdowns: Expanding Stakeholders, Refining Strategies  

 
1. Technical Strategies 

 
52 Background on the AU’s Declaration on internet Governance can be found here: 

https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/conceptnotes/31357-cn-background_note_on_the_au_declaration_on_ig_en_1.pdf 
53 Interview with respondent 7 
54 Interview with respondent 5 
55 List of organizations involved: Amnesty International Togo, L’Institut Des Médias pour La Démocratie et les Droit de 

L’Homme, La Lantere, Action des Crechrertienc pour L’Abolition de la Torture, Association des Victim de Tortue au 
Togo, Ligue des Consommateurs de Togo, L’Association Togolaise pour L’Éducation aux Droits de L’Homme et la 
Démocratie 

56 Access Now, the Association for Progressive Communications (APC), ARTICLE 19, Collaboration on International 
ICT Policy in East and Southern Africa (CIPESA) he Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), Internet Freedom 
Foundation (IFF), the NetBlocks Group, and The Paradigm Initiative (PI)  

57 Interview with respondent 3. 

https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/conceptnotes/31357-cn-background_note_on_the_au_declaration_on_ig_en_1.pdf


                                                            
                                                                                                             

 19 

  
a. Network Measurement  

It is still difficult to measure and classify internet slowdowns because they vary in length and 
scope, often require trained people on the ground to take measurements, and necessitate the use 
of different measurement tools and methods for different kinds of shutdowns. One interviewee 
noted that they were an OONI partner, and outlined some of the network measurement initiatives 
started after the 2017/2018 shutdown to collect more data and develop baseline information on 
connectivity and censorship in the country. One initiative seeks to establish a test list including 
websites that have the potential of being blocked or censored, and to make sure that there is a 
team on the ground monitoring these websites continuously. However, as the project was gaining 
steam in 2020, difficulties with the Coronavirus slowed the project down. The project is expected 
to start up again in 2021.  

Another project seeks to train more people within different parts of Cameroon in network 
measurement. “I think that is something that is lacking in our context because there are only very 
few of those who have this knowledge about internet censorship and measurement, and it seems 
it is something that we're still trying to catch up to compared to other countries that have been 
facing multiple shutdowns,” noted one interviewee working closely with OONI.58  They estimate 
that they have not seen more than 10 experts in the various  trainings they have attended from 
Internews, Internet Society, and the Internet Governance Forum. “We should be talking about 50 
something, 50 people that have this technical knowledge about how to carry out this kind of 
research,” they said. “We also need more training on the use of those tools and a digital research 
center in Cameroon where we can carry out different types of tests on the Internet.” Additionally, 
one survey respondent identified computer engineers and developer communities as needing 
more outreach in order to involve these technical communities in coalitions working towards 
digital rights. One interviewee noted on the importance of using the right tool to measure the 
right kind of shutdown, sayin “’shutdown’ is a term that it's just become overloaded... sometimes 
it's hard to disambiguate what one means when they're talking about shutdowns”59  

Another interviewee60 was and is part of a community of computer engineers and digital experts 
involved with developing network measurement tools for the Center for Applied Internet Data 
Analysis (CAIDA). The center offers an experimental service, an Internet Outage Detection and 
Analysis (IODA) system, which “monitors the internet in near-real time to identify macroscopic 
internet outages affecting the edge of the network (i.e. significantly impacting a network operator 
(AS) or a large fraction of a country.”61  While IODA is a useful tool for measuring internet 
outages, its accuracy depends on how one defines the outage and where and how it occurred. It is 
also difficult to differentiate government interference from other potential outages causes (such 
as bad weather or network maintenance). Moreover, where signals are very slight, which, 
according to the interviewee,62 usually happens when signals are weak in that they don’t have 

 
58 Interview with Viannay Forewah 
59 Interview with respondent 9 
60 Interview with respondent 9 
61 See IODA Dashboard here: https://ioda.caida.org/ 
62 Ibid. 

https://ioda.caida.org/
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strong networks within a particular region, like in Cameroon and other areas outside North 
America and Europe disruptions can be even more difficult to measure, especially for network 
interruptions in rural and semi-rural areas. This means that going forward, there is a need to 
contextualize where particular shutdowns are taking place, the nature of the 
shutdowns/disruptions, and developing tools that speak to those particular contexts. 

b. Throttling 
Beyond full  shutdowns, internet throttling is still a crucial issue. Inside Cameroon, interviewees 
said they believed the government is deliberately slowing and degrading the internet quality in 
Anglophone regions rendering them virtually unusable. Digital advocates cite bandwidth 
throttling as the “most likely” kind of shutdown to occur, and the “most difficult to prepare for, 
document, and advocate against.” 63 One interviewee confirmed: "The Internet is really, really 
slow. And when I move out of the [Anglophone] region to a French speaking region, I get 
internet faster.”64  
 
c. Connectivity 

One interviewee asked: “Why are you interested in something in the past? Why not something 
which is still happening now, which is the problems of access and cost in Cameroon?”65 While 
the interviewee considered civil society groups advocating for barring internet shutdowns right 
before the election, and seeing their pleas heard by the government a victory, the interviewee 
was now more concerned about the infrastructure that would make internet access even more 
accessible (i.e. electricity,  speed, and the cost of the speed of internet being paid for) adding: 
“Making the internet free means to access it should be easy and to pay for it should be low.”66 
Another interviewee commented: “The speed is too low compared to other African countries. It’s 
not affordable. Still too expensive. I can’t afford to attend all my virtual conferences especially 
during this Covid period when the whole world is online.”67 

d. Campaigns  

In addition to the socio-political disparities expressed by protesters in the Anglophone region 
before the shutdowns, digital disparities remain. All interviewees said the Cameroonian 
government continues using silencing strategies. “When they try to deny you access [to the 
internet], you get frustrated, even just trying to open your social media accounts, and not being 
able to send anything,” one interviewee said. “People take pictures of things that happen on the 
ground…human rights abuses, and you have to send them over the internet.” 68 Continued 
campaigning strategies heavily rely on social media engagement. For example, the campaign arm 
of the Digital Rights Bill relies on YouTube videos to engage in outreach and messaging.   

 
63 Ibid.  
64 Ibid. 
65 Interview with respondent 8  
66 Interview with respondent 8 
67 Interview with respondent 1  
68 Interview with respondent 4  
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Offline and in the streets, frontline defenders then have to take on the risks of in-person 
interaction “Human rights defenders have to be equipped with more strategies than just the basic 
ones we are aware of,” one interviewee said.69 “All initiatives should go beyond the digital 
aspects to tackle areas of physical security. Because this is not just about the digital aspects.” 

Another interviewee proposed leveraging the current pandemic as an opportunity to demonstrate 
and reframe the importance of internet access and digital rights. “We need to think about this as a 
survival issue, especially if you look at it from the standpoint of services being provided through 
the internet,” they said. “If you are not connected, you are dead. That's how we need to push it. 
And that's the kind of advocacy we need to push to those politicians.”70 In line with thinking 
about Covid-19 as a way towards better strategies, one survey respondent wrote [translated]: “ 
[We need] advocacy to demonstrate that the internet is useful. The world has become a global 
village, and the importance of the internet during the Covid-19 pandemic has helped us to 
appreciate the internet.” 

Litigation and Policy  

Shortly after the internet shutdowns, various civil society groups introduced model digital rights 
legislation, the “digital rights bill”, to support measures to protect privacy online, free speech, 
unrestricted access to the internet, the control of personal data and content.71 These efforts seek 
to address the absence of any law in Cameroon that categorically addresses internet rights, 
making it difficult to bring lawsuits within domestic courts. Interviewees also noted concerns 
about pre-existing telecommunications, cyber-security laws, sedition laws and national security 
statutes that may be used to justify internet shutdowns in the future, even if there is legislation 
“banning” internet shutdowns.  
 
The digital rights bill also seeks to move beyond simply legislating against shutdowns by 
broadening the scope of demands towards specific data protection bills and privacy laws to 
prevent invasive government surveillance of activists, journalists and other citizens in 
Cameroon.72 Another bill, the Data Protection Bill, is aimed at tackling issues to relating to 
issues of consent and privacy. Both bills are being pushed by members of the Digital Rights 
Coalition, through various working groups under the Ministry of Post and Telecommunication 
which have taken months to build through networking and a slow progression of meetings key 
ministers and other government figures.  “I'm confident because now that we are in this kind of 
relationship there is a kind of trust,” one member of the coalition stated. “There is a kind of 
confidence…the problem with government is that most of the time they are reluctant to work 
with civil society when they think that civil society is coming back to offer support for political 
opponents. But people who know me know that I'm a citizen and the role of a citizen is to do 
citizen oversight.”73 
 

 
69 Ibid. 
70 Interview with respondent 3 
71 Interview with respondent 10 
72 Interview with respondent 11 
73 Interview with respondent 1  
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IV. RECOMMENDATIONS  
a. Technical strategies  
Interviewees consistently pointed to the need for better tools to measure connectivity and internet 
disruptions and to circumvent potential disruptions, through:  

• More regular testing of different networks to establish data and baselines and engage in 
broader advocacy around connectivity, access, and censorship. 

• More targeted recruiting and training for network measurement skills so that local experts 
distributed throughout the country can use tools for network measurement and analyze 
network data 

• More investment in network measurement methodologies to document localized 
shutdowns and to better verify government throttling 

• Funding emergency technologies that could help activists communicate during a full 
shutdown, such as providing internet via satellite or local networks.74 
 

b. Stronger and Better Organized Coalitions 
 
Interviewees expressed the need for more strategic and stronger coalitions for digital rights 
issues, specifically:  

• More collaboration between activists across regional borders and linguistic groups in 
Cameroon, as well as across African countries.  

• Developing a better understanding of how to use strategic litigation  
• Closer conversations and knowledge sharing with organizations such as the African 

Internet Governance Forum, or The Collaboration on International ICT Policy(CIPESA), 
Digital Society Africa (DSA).More strategic conversations via spaces such as the African 
Internet Governance Forum and other organizations to produce annual reports, build 
research and develop support materials to better and more regularly technically measure 
and document connectivity and disruptions.  

 

c. Involving other Stakeholders  

 
Interviewees highlighted a need to engage other diverse stakeholders beyond advocates and 
activists already at digital rights conferences and other discursive spaces, especially:  

• Reaching out to private sector (including ISPs) actors to see if there are any opportunities 
to collaborate on advocacy or data collection and transparency.75 

• Recognizing that registration and licensing of telecommunication companies can become 
significantly difficult in some countries because of governmental control, and for them to 
in turn even consider a “human-rights based approach” in many African countries76 and 
strategizing around such restrictions. 

 
74  Response from survey respondent  
75  Interviewees mentioned that strategies such as open-letter writing to ISP CEOs could be more frequently     implemented 
76   Respondent 7, in an interview, expressed that ISPs can be “very compromised and in bed with the  government.”  
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• Imploring social media companies like Facebook and Twitter to take responsibility for 
what is taking place on their platforms and encouraging them to pushback as they can in 
fighting censorship on their platforms. 

• Connecting with consumer councils or similar bodies on the ground to provide fruitful 
partnerships and bring more stakeholders to the table.  

• Strengthening the role of the Cameroon National Commission for Human Rights and 
Freedom, which is a government sanctioned body tasked with monitoring whether the 
government is adhering to digital rights.77  

• More tools, legal resources and funding to appeal to regional or sub-regional bodies like 
the African Union or the African Commission, which may which apply more pressure 
than domestic courts. Forming more coalitions with organizations that are working on 
broader human rights issues may prove to be productive in framing digital rights as 
human rights, and internet shutdowns as a violation of free speech that resonates beyond 
a single “shutdown event.” 
 

d. Carefully Framed Messaging 
 
Bringing in government actors as stakeholders requires framing digital rights campaigns in a way 
that clarifies the argument that digital rights are also in the government’s interest, both 
economically and politically. Interviewees suggested:  

• Leveraging conversations around Covid-19 as an opportunity to highlight why it is 
especially in the government’s interest to keep the internet on everywhere in the country 
to provide essential services, and to keep the economy from collapse. 

• Rethinking how activists, scholars and journalists use comparative case study 
comparisons to map out messaging about internet shutdowns, where comparisons are 
made solely between countries shutting down the internet, instead of analyzing why 
countries who have had civil unrest but have not had internet disruptions by the 
government.78  

• Messaging in campaigns could also make the connection between digital rights and 
human development, economic issues, health and education clearer for audiences.).   

• Campaigns towards making the African Union’s Declaration of Internet Governance 
more binding.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
77 With more engagement (i.e. the commission openly condemning internet shutdowns and throttling, and connecting activists to 
government entities), the commission can possibly serve as a bridge between civil society organizations and government 
officials.  
78 An example is South Africa, which one interviewee pointed to as an example to compel governments to see that they can 
address civil unrest without resorting to harming citizen rights and their country’s economy in any region.  
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APPENDIX A: 
 

LIST OF INTERVIEWS 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Respondent  Organization 

Respondent 1 Digital Rights Coalition 

 Respondent 2 
Cameroon National Commission for Human Rights and 
Freedom 

 Respondent 3 AfroLeadership 

Respondent 4 Community Participation in Sustainable Development 

Respondent 5 Access Now 

Respondent 6 Veritas Law Offices in Cameroon 

Respondent 7 Association for Progressive Communication 

Respondent 8 Adisi Cameroon 

Respondent 9 Center For Applied Internet Data Analysis  

Respondent 10  Journalist [Independent] 

Respondent 11 Journalist [Dignity TV] 

Respondent 12 Journalist [Independent] 
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APPENDIX B:  
 
INTERVIEW & SURVEY QUESTIONS  
 

1. Can you describe your own professional role/involvement at the time the shutdowns were 
taking place (i.e. were you part of a civil society group, in your current role, etc)?  

2. Did you, other human rights/digital rights advocates, or the organizations you were 
affiliated with anticipate an internet shutdown before it took place in 2017 in the 
anglophone regions? 

3. Can you describe your/your organization's  response to the shutdowns; i.e. the process 
before, during, and after each shutdown?  

4. How did you/our organization interact with other entities (such as government entities, 
ISPs, etc) as these shutdowns were taking place? 

5. How do you/ your organization seek to identify and plan for future potential shutdowns or 
network interference such as blocking of major social media or slowing of internet 
speeds? 

6. How have you seen digital rights coalitions continued to work together since the end of 
the shutdown in 2018 and on what issues?  

7. What strategies worked and what strategies didn’t/haven't worked for your organization?  
8. What messages worked and didn’t work for the various stakeholders concerned (other 

civil society actors, the public)?   
9. How can more diverse actors be brought into the coalitions working for digital rights?  
10. As the shutdowns in Cameroon happened in two English-speaking regions, how could, 

and can actors now better build support outside these regions?  
11. What can "international actors" do, and how can they better support local advocates? 
12. How can civil society organizations seek to build more sustainable and resilient coalitions 

around digital rights and connectivity?  
13. What kind of research and data is most useful when conducting advocacy around 

shutdowns?  
14. What are other digital rights issues that you face regarding connectivity and internet 

access and how does that impact your work on censorship and shutdowns?  
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