First Law Centre in Africa secures approval with UK Law Centre support
Over the last 9 days Govan Law Centre's Mike Dailly has travelled across six of Cameroon's ten provinces.  From urban cities, towns to rural backwaters with no roads.  From Yaounde in the Centre Province through the West Province onto Bamenda in the Northwest Province to Chang and Limbe in the Southwest Province through Douala in the Litteral Province onto Kribi in the South Province.  

Sponsored by Glasgow University's international aid agency, The Active Learning Centre, in partnership with Govan Law Centre, Dailly's task was to secure Government and civic approval for the law centre project and help local human rights activists get the project off the ground.  He worked closely with the co-ordinator of the Justice and Peace Commission in the Northwest Province, Mrs Laura Naddin Ngwa, who is also a Commissioner with the National Commission for Human Rights and Freedoms.

Dailly was received by Cameroon's Deputy Foreign Minister, Dr Dione Ngute in Yaounde.  The Minister Delegate expressed positive support for the pilot project and said the Government broadly welcomed the initiative.  The Minister Delegate noted he represented his country on most international human rights forums and was aware of the problems that deserved attention.  He hoped the centre would focus on the most vulnerable and needy of citizens and was assured it would.  The centre would be modelled on Glasgow's Govan Law Centre.

A meeting took place with the Chairman of the National Commission for Human Rights and Freedoms, Dr Banda and his legal staff.  The new NCHRF was only put in place in 2006 and had established three branches in Douala (Littoral Province), Bamenda (North West Province) and Buea (South West Province).  

Dr Banda explained the difficulties his country faced in implementing a human rights framework and said: 'I welcome the idea of the project, a community Law Centre to provide remedies to people.  Long term I think we need community Law centres across the country'.  Dr Banda agreed the pilot project should be in Bamenda in the Northwest Province where there was already a strong legal network (the first branch of the NCHRF was established there) and where there was great need.   Bamenda was one of the poorest regions in the country.  If the project were successful then there could be a strong possibility of roll-out with UN and Government support.  The NCHRF were happy to work in partnership with the Law Centre.

In Yaounde, Dailly met with the British High Commission (the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office) and the British Council.  Both the BHC and the BC expressed support for the project and the BC offered capacity building support.  To get things moving fast Dailly drafted a short term project bid to the BHC's Challenge Fund to set up a Child Protection Unit, operational from next month (if successful), to help prevent child trafficking by implementing new laws passed in December 2005, which unfortunately were not being implemented by the police or local magistrates, and of which almost all citizens had no knowledge of.  The Child Protection Unit would be delivered by the Justice and Peace Commission in Bamenda - where most of the country's child trafficking originated from - and would run for 6 months, with its work being subsumed by the 'Bamenda Community Law Centre' which could be operational from as early as April 2009.

In Kribi (South Province) Dailly met with the British High Commissioner to Cameroon, Syd Madicott.  Mr Madicott was also the British Ambassador to several neighbouring Central African republics including Chad and the Central African Republic.  The High Commissioner took a strong interest in the project, which was presented to him and a large number of senior and influential Cameroonian decision-makers (including judges, senior Government officials, senior police officers and editors of national newspapers) at the 25th Anniversary Meeting of the UK's Chevening Scholarship programme in Kribi.  Mr Madicott said his office would offer full assistance in helping to implement the community law centre project.

A very long drive to the North of the country saw a meeting with the Governor of the Northwest Province and his senior officials.  The Governor welcomed the initiative as an essential sources of 'checks and balances' within the Province.   He referred to a recent case brought to his attention where a relatively well off citizen had been accused of murdering his wife and sentenced to life imprisonment.  It transpired the women had died of natural causes but her family had conspired with the magistrate and officials in order to gain all of his and her property.  The Governor said 'we must not fear structures like yours, rather we must work together.  I want to congratulate you and will support the project in the Northwest Province'.  

Meetings then took place with judges, human rights lawyers, and human rights organisation in the Northwest who briefed Dailly on the types of cases that needed urgent help and the obstacles in the system that would need to be addressed.  The proposed community law centre would also host a national symposium in Yaounde to bring together Government Ministers, officials, judges, police, lawyers and NGOs to identify areas for progressive law reform - procedural and substantive.   

In Chang, Dailly was briefed on tax law, while in Limbe he was briefed on operational issues by the country's longest serving Prefect (senior Government official at Divisional (regional) level).   

In Kumbo, he was briefed by front line workers tackling child sacrifices, mutilation and occultism, and workers preventing the exploitation of women farmers through workers co-operatives, and was received by the Bishop of Kumbo who expressed complete support for the project.  

In Bamenda, the Archbishop of Bamenda, who has been a powerful force for justice and peace work in the region, expressed his confidence and support for the project, which he believed was greatly needed. 

Mike Dailly, Principal Solicitor at Govan Law Centre said:

"I have had my eyes opened in Cameroon.  The country is rich in natural resources yet there is widespread absolute poverty and extreme hardship through mass corruption and ignorance.   Most people have little more than the clothes they stand in.  I have been deeply moved from what I have seen and heard.  

From con artists extorting money from poor people and promising them success if they mutilate or sacrifice their child, to poor rural families being promised a good education and work for their child in the city only to discover their daughter has been trafficked to become urban slave labour and ultimately an object for gruesome sexual exploitation.

Then there are prisoners languishing in jails from crimes they did not commit or awaiting trial indefinitely, or finding themselves still in jail years after a minor sentence ended because no one has bother to process their release certificate.  

The exploitation of women is commonplace.  Often when a husband dies his family will snatch all of the property under 'customary law' leaving the widow and children helpless and destitute.  Yet, under 'national law' this should not happen, but most women are unaware of their rights, and even if they were how could they pay for a lawyer?    Workers too are routinely ripped off by employers and even if they take the matter to court, the employer simply appeals and intimidates the worker into submission.

Most people have no idea of their rights and simply tolerate what human rights abuses are dished out to them.   

All of this has only strengthened my resolve that Africa needs community Law Centres to prevent violence, human rights abuse, unlawful detention, child and adult trafficking, financial exploitation, and gender discrimination. 

We have now secured Government and widespread approval for the creation of a pilot 'Bamenda Community Law Centre' in Cameroon's Northwest Province - the first of its kind in Africa - and I have no doubt this centre can create a seismic shift in the wellbeing and prosperity of the most vulnerable and poorest people in Cameroon'.
Funding sources have already been identified and applications can now be progressed in light of this fact-finding mission.  There are excellent prospects for success.

______________________________________________________________________

Leadership and the law
The 25th Anniversary meeting of the Chevening Almuni of Cameroon*, hosted by the British High Commission in Kribi, Cameroon on Saturday 6 September 2008.
It is a great honour to be invited to address the 25th Anniversary meeting of the Chevening Alumni of Cameroon.

I would suggest the foundation stones of any society are to be found in its laws and legal system.   Laws are necessary to regulate and peacefully resolve disputes between citizen and citizen and between state and citizen.  To safeguard and protect all that we hold to be right and just.

In principle, the law can provide a fair and level platform where every citizen has the opportunity to fulfill his or her potential in a society without fear or favour.

I have spent most of my working life as a community Law Centre solicitor in the UK and have seen first hand how the law can be used as powerful force for peace and justice.  

A means to protect the vulnerable, the weak and the poor.

A means to right wrongs and improve the health and wellbeing of citizens.

A means to strengthen democracy.
For me access to justice is at the very heart of good governance and leadership in society.

Since coming to your beautiful country, Cameroon, I have been struck by the complexity of your legal system.  There are many sources of law: French, English, National Law, and the law of tradition and custom.  The latter category is particularly complex as it varies between ethnic groups and with 250 different ethnic groups in Cameroon that is a lot of law!

From the lawyers, judges, NGOs and representatives of civil society groups I have spoken to in Cameroon it is clear that customary law can all too often be used to justify violence, discrimination and human rights violations.   Yet such violations are generally unlawfully as they are contrary to the National Law.

The challenge for leadership and the law therefore is to recognise that having progressive and just laws is in itself not enough.  

The challenge must be to see those progressive laws implemented in practice; to see them playing an active part in the daily life of all citizens.

In the context of Cameroon I appreciate that this challenge is extremely difficult as most citizens have no knowledge of their rights, have not had the benefit of a good education and may be too poor to afford to access the legal system.

Although I have only been in Cameroon for a short time I have travelled across six of your country's ten provinces and spoken to many people.  I have been struck by the goodwill and passionate desire to see the National Law implemented.   The project I have been assisting is an attempt to contribute to that desire.  The project proposal is ambitious.  

To set up the first pilot community Law Centre in Cameroon - and indeed the first of its kind in Africa.  

A local community Law Centre could work with law enforcement officers and the judiciary to ensure the National Law was implemented and respected in practice.  It could work with local communities to raise awareness of practical legal rights.  It could work closely with the National Commission for Human Rights and Freedoms, NGOs and other agencies to deliver grassroots change and help identify procedural and substantive areas for Government law reform.

Finally, and importantly, it could provide legal advice and representation to vulnerable and marginalised citizens in society in order to protect their rights and improve their lives and the lives of their families.

On my travels I have been received by the Minister Delegate for External and Commonwealth Affairs, Dr Dione Ngute, and the Chairman of the National Commission for Human Rights and Freedoms, Dr Banda.  Both were extremely supportive and welcoming of the pilot community law centre proposal.  Clearly much hard work has already been undertaken to deliver a human rights agenda.   I am heartened and encouraged by the real desire to implement a human rights framework.

I believe that there is a real consensus for change.

An acceptance that change requires mass sensitisation and education.

An acceptance that real change requires the implementation of Nationals Law at a grassroots level; and a willingness to see this happen in practice.  

Leadership through the law has the potential to bring about a seismic shift in the wellbeing and prosperity of the vulnerable and poor in society.  

Where there is a will, there is a way.   I believe there is a will and so the challenge is to deliver the way.  

And that way is the way forward.

Mike Dailly

Member of the Active Learning Centre, University of Glasgow

and Principal Solicitor at Govan Law Centre, Glasgow, UK.

Saturday 6 September 2008

Kribi, South Province, Cameroon

* The Chevening programme is run by the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office across the developing world to identify the best and brightest of potential leaders and decision-makers in countries, to provide Chevening Fellows and Scholars with financial support to undertake vocational and postgraduate training in the UK, to assist good governance and development which can benefit their country and to foster good relations with would be leaders and the UK.

** Centre Province, Littoral Province, West Province, Northwest Province, Southwest Province and South Province; visiting the cities of Younde, Bamenda, Kumbo, Chang, Limbe, and Kribi.  
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