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MIGRATION INTO CITIES
In the Cameroonian context, the primary 
migrating group consists of young people, 
typically young men from the age of 18 
years and young women aged 15 years 
and above. In the case of Doula these 
migrants come primarily from Western 
Cameroon (Bamileke) and the Littoral 
Region as well as in smaller numbers from 
the English speaking regions of northwest, 
southwest, the far north and southern 
Cameroon. Migrants into Bafoussam come 
primarily from the surrounding areas and 
the Western Region though northern 
Cameroon (Fulbe); Yaounde and Douala 
are other key places of origin. There are 
also migrants from neighbouring coun-
tries including Chad, Nigeria, Gabon and 
Guinea.  

Most young men move to Douala in 
relation to potential jobs and employment 
opportunities whilst for young women, 
marriage as well as jobs and employment 
opportunities are seen as the primary mo-
tivations for migration. Other motivations 
specified are in search of a better quality 
of life and to join family members already 
in the city. In Bafoussam, while the older 
generation came to settle from surround-
ing rural areas in the 1960s, today young 
men come to the city for economic rea-
sons seeking job opportunities, as well 
as for schooling and skills (vocational) 
development. As in Douala, young wom-
en move for jobs, employment and to 
gain skills but they also migrate due to 
marriage/relationships, and to join family 
members already in the city. Since Bafous-
sam is a regional capital some migrants 
are civil servants.  

Cameroon is a predominantly urban 
country with over half of the population 
living in urban areas (52% in 2010). Future 
projections show that in the coming 
decades, almost two-thirds of population 
growth in Cameroon will take place in ur-
ban areas. This raises important questions 
of how to adequately plan for this high 
urban growth.

This policy brief is based on recent re-
search on mobility and urban growth con-
ducted in two of Cameroon’s key urban 
centres: Douala and Bafoussam. Douala 
is the economic capital and an important 
port acting as the gateway to central  
African countries. It has a population of 
2.5 million inhabitants living up to 25-30 
km from the city centre and has a growth 
rate of over 4.5% per year. Bafoussam is 
the regional capital of West Cameroon, 
one of the most densely populated re-
gions of the country with over 200 and 
up to 1,000 inhabitants per km². In 2010, 
Bafoussam had 282,000 inhabitants and 
has had a growth rate of 4.1% since 1987.

Within each city, five residential areas 
were studied in order to cover a range of 
neighbourhood types including older and 
newer areas, differing locations within the 
city, a range of income levels, and differ-
ing types of population movement. For 
Douala these were Bonendale, Deido, New 
Bell, Nkolbong and Cité Beige; in Bafous-
sam they included Banengo, Tougang ville, 
Kouogouo village, Kamkop and Ngouache. 
The key findings of this research and the 
policy implications are presented here. 
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In Douala, the central settlement of New 
Bell has long been a destination for in-
coming migrants due to the relatively low 
rents. An emerging trend, however, is for 
migrants to move directly to peripheral 
areas to live with family members/friends 
who are residing there rather than mov-
ing into the central areas. In Bafoussam, 
by contrast, migrants tend to have strong 
links with people already living in the city. 
This means that they do not have to take 
the level of rents into consideration when 
deciding where to move to since they 
move in with their relatives/friends on ar-
rival in the city. This results in the migrants 
moving into a more diverse range of areas 
of the city. 

RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY
In Cameroon, intra-urban residential 
mobility is especially important for house-
holds of mature adults moving to access 
land, but also for young women mov-
ing to their husband’s or in-laws’ place. 
Young men and low-income households 
tend to move more often, sometimes 
very frequently, depending on the hous-
ing conditions and rental insecurity. The 
desire to access affordable and available 
land for homeownership is also a key 
motive driving intra-residential mobility in 
Cameroon. Rents are also more afforda-
ble in the peripheral areas, thus providing 
another reason why people are moving to 
the outskirts of the city. For middle/high 
income urban residents, moving provides 
an opportunity to build large homes in 
more spacious surroundings. In the case 
of Bonendale (peripheral Douala), many of 
the residents are middle/high income indi-
viduals and families who have moved from 
central areas (such as New Bell, New Dei-

do, Bepanda and Bonassama) to build new 
larger homes. Conversely, in City Beige 
(peripheral Douala), the majority are poor-
er residents from central Douala desperate 
to access cheap land even if they have to 
reclaim it from a mangrove swamp. Inter-
estingly, despite individual family members 
from Deido (Douala) moving to different 
parts of the city, they tend to maintain a 
family property in Deido itself as they are 
indigenes who have recognised land titles 
and want to maintain links to their area of 
origin within the city.

In Cameroon, those living in established 
old migrant settlements in city centres 
(e.g. New Bell in Douala or Tougang in 
Bafoussam) tend to move to peri-urban 
neighbourhoods. In Bafoussam, these 
trends are less noticeable than in Douala 
as contrasts between neighbourhoods 
are less clear and as people tend to invest 
in land and houses in rural areas where 
they plan to retire. Many households in 
Bafoussam engage in regular mobility to 
rural areas, which are sometimes close by, 
affecting their propensity to invest in town 
and their urban residential mobility. Young 
adults are clearly less connected with rural 
areas and plan to stay in town, with an 
obvious preference for well-serviced or pe-
ripheral neighbourhoods such as Kamkop 
or Banengo.

REGULAR MOBILITY
People of all ages, socio-economic levels 
and both genders engage in frequent 
mobility, though not everyone is equally 
mobile. Many of the primarily adult bread-
winners rely on regular mobility for their 
livelihood activities, not necessarily engag-
ing in daily commuting but making regular 
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trips to other parts of the city. 
Children, youth, housewives and the 
elderly are much less dependent on daily 
mobility in relation to livelihood activities 
but may regularly travel around the city for 
other purposes. The key reasons for young 
people to engage in daily mobility include 
attending school, university and attaining 
vocational skills. For many adults, as well 
as some young people, key motivations 
for daily mobility relate to travelling to key 
economic nodes in relation to their  
income-generating activities. On top 
of this, in Bafoussam large numbers of 
people move to the rural areas for work 
on a daily basis, for example, to Mount 
Bamboutos and Noun plain. There are 
also primarily female traders known as 
“Buyam sellam” who go to the rural areas 
to purchase their supplies of crops which 
they sell in town. Some urban residents, 
especially the Bamileke, visit family mem-
bers outside of the city on a regular basis 
for traditional celebrations and other social 
events. As they tend to come from the 
surrounding areas these trips are not very 
expensive or time consuming.  
 
Those living in peripheral areas have to 
travel into the centre to access healthcare 
services. In some informal settlements, 
such as Ngouache and Tougang Ville, 
young children are often sent to collect 
water on a daily basis within or close by 
the settlement, usually on foot. Indigenes 
and those who have lived in the city for a 
longer period of time tend to have more 
varied and complex intra-urban mobility in 
relation to their social activities in compar-
ison to recent migrants. Climate, topog-
raphy and geology also affect mobility; in 
the rainy season residents of City Beige 

and Tougang Ville find it very difficult to 
use the access road leading to the main 
road which hinders their ability to be 
mobile.

The older generation of residents in 
Douala, especially the Bamileke, are more 
likely to visit family members outside of 
the city on a regular basis. Towards the 
end of their active life, many of them leave 
the city and return to their home village/
town where they usually have a home or 
place to live rent free. There are also many 
unemployed youth looking for employ-
ment opportunities and life experiences 
in the cities who move around the city in 
search of work on a daily basis. Young 
people who have not been able to find 
a job or have lost their job may return to 
their home village or move to another 
city, such as Yaoundé, or smaller towns 
near their home village. Entrepreneurs 
looking to start or expand their business-
es are also common in the large cities. 
They move within the central business 
areas and elsewhere in their search for 
inputs and customers, and to promote 
their businesses. Some even move abroad. 
Some residents in middle/high income 
areas also travel abroad, for example, 
some Deido residents travel to Europe and 
America. Retail traders, often Bamileke 
women, travel to rural markets and farms 
surrounding Douala, such as in Dibombari, 
Souza, Kapa and Edea, where they often 
purchase supplies from roadside traders 
rather than actually going into the urban 
areas. Many students who are studying at 
the university in Dschang commute from 
Bafoussam on a daily basis. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
• Increasingly urban residents are born 

and grow up within an urban context, 
and many migrants to urban areas 
have no intention of returning to live 
in their hometowns. It is vital that 
these facts are recognised by urban 
planners.  

• Access to land - both availability and 
security - is a key issue:

 ° Important intra-urban mobility by 
urban residents wishing to become 
homeowners of individual housing or 
in search of cheaper rental accommo-
dation is taking place. Urban planners 
need to ensure that they plan for both 
of these groups.

 ° Densification of inner core areas 
would help reduce urban sprawl and 
encourage affordable housing. Gov-
ernment should change conditions 
of land ownership by encouraging 
co-property and long-term leases 
(baux emphytéotiques) 

• Many urban residents move around 
the city on a daily basis in relation to 
their livelihoods but are hindered by 
a poor road network and transport 
system. Improvements of the roads 
and transport would help promote ur-
ban livelihoods especially amongst the 
poor. Road security is also an issue and 
the authorities should tackle inappro-
priate conduct incompatible with civic 
obligations. It is also important to take 
into account mobility between and 
within peripheral districts, not only 
centre-periphery movement. 
 

• There is a need to ensure the imple-
mentation of the recent city master/
strategic plans in Douala and Ba-
foussam in compliance with the 
national planning laws and measures 
prescribed by the laws on decentral-
isation. These plans should be evalu-
ated regularly to discover any gaps or 
important changes that need to be 
addressed.  

• The various planning institutions 
(Crédit Foncier, SIC, MAETUR, FEICOM, 
etc.) need to be restructured, possibly 
through public-private partnerships, 
to ensure a better governance and a 
more effective and less bureaucratic 
accomplishment of their tasks. 

• Urban planners would benefit from 
attending regular training programmes 
or short refresher courses at the 
regional level. This would equip them 
with the requisite skills to address the 
needs of the changing, and mobile, 
urban population. 
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