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Cameroon: Administrative structure and civil status registration

Introduction

The following note describes the administrative structure and the registration of
civil events in Cameroon. In doing so, the note includes a brief description of civil
status registers and of the clerk competent to issue civil status documents. Like-
wise, the note contains a description of the civil status registration system.
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The note is primarily based on interviews conducted in Yaoundé in March 2019

and is one out of several NIDC notes focusing on civil registrations in Cameroon.

The administrative structure in Cameroon

Cameroon has been a Presidential Republic since 1996. The country is divided into
four levels of governance, with a government, ten regions, 58 divisions (fr. dépar-
tements) and subdivisions (fr. arrondissement). Subdivisions are constituted by
374 local government councils, 43 of which are city councils. The branch of the
government responsible for civil status matters is the Ministry of Decentralization
and Local Development.!

Civil status registration is articulated by Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as
amended by law of 6 May 2011 (hereinafter: Ordinance). The law regulates civil
status registration in the whole country with no exceptions, i.e. in both the Fran-
cophone and the Anglophone areas and supplements the laws on judicial organi-
sation as regard to the issuance of civil status certificates.?

According to article 4 of the Ordinance, registration of birth, marriage and death is
mandatory in Cameroon. Failure to comply with these mandatory provisions, con-
stitute a criminal offence punishable under section 370 of the penal code.?

1 Commonwealth Local Government Forum (N/A).

2 Law no 2006/015 of 29 December 2006 on judicial organization, as amended by Law no 211/027
of 14 December; Ministry of Territorial Administration and Decentralization (13 January 2013), p.
10.; National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019; Main Centre Yaoundé 1, Ya-
oundé, March 2019.

3 Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as amended by law of 6 May 2011.
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Civil status registration

The civil status registration system is a three tier system since 2016, when the Na-
tional Civil Status Registration Office (fr. Bureau National de |’Etat-civil, hereinaf-
ter referred to as BUNEC) became operative. BUNEC is an administrative public
unit, whose tasks are to supervise, control, regulate and assess the national civil
status system. In addition, the office is responsible for the decentralisation of data
and documents related to civil status. BUNEC is further responsible for standardis-
ing and printing the civil status registers that are used throughout all of Came-
roon.*

The civil status registration system is administered by BUNEC in its supervising
role, by councils entitled of both registration and issuance of certificates, and by
45 diplomatic missions and consular posts abroad.® These are in charge of regis-
tering marriages, births and deaths. Councils in turn are categorised as “main cen-
tres” and as “secondary centres”.® In the whole country, there are 420 main cen-

tres and 2,406 secondary centres”.”

Secondary centres are linked to main centres and have jurisdiction over the popu-
lation residing in their area of competence. The role of secondary centres are to
assist main centres in registering civil events and in issuing civil status certificates.
Citizens, who wish to register a civil event, are free to choose whether to register
the civil event at the main centre covering their area of residence, or at the sec-
ondary centre attached to the competent main centre and covering the area
where they reside.®

The role of the judiciary in civil status registration: rectification, reissuance, divorce
According to the Civil Status Registration Ordinance, courts of first instance are
competent to rectify civil status certificates “if they contain erroneous infor-
mation” or to reconstitute them in the event of loss or destruction of registers.’
The references of the court’s decision must be inserted at the margin of the certif-
icate. The original of the court decision remains with the applicant and the main
or secondary centre attaches a copy to the register.°

In addition, courts are competent to declare divorces. The court’s decision is sup-
posed to be inserted at the margin of both the marriage and the birth certifi-
cates.! However, according to representatives from BUNEC, this does not always
happen.!?

4 Ministry of Territorial Administration and Decentralization (13 January 2013), p. 11; National Civil
Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

5 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

6 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

7 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

8 Secondary Centre, Yaoundé 6, Yaoundé, March 2019.

9 Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as amended by law of 6 May 2011, articles 22-29.

10 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

11 Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as amended by law of 6 May 2011, section 19.

12 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

Page 2/6



The competent court is the court “under which falls the civil registry in which the
certificate was or ought to have been drawn up.”*® There is a court of first in-
stance in each subdivision, according to the law on judicial organisation. However,
only Anglophone areas have implemented this provision, while only the regions

and two or three subdivisions have a court of first instance in the Francophone ar-
14

Image 1: Secondary centre in Yaoundé, March 2019 (NIDC reference material).

Registrars

Civil status certificates are signed by both a registrar and a secretary. At main cen-
tres, all mayors are automatically registrars and they are elected by the population.
According to the Ordinance, registrars shall be assisted by “one or several clerks
appointed in accordance with the regulations.”*®

At secondary centres, registrars are appointed by the Ministry of Decentralization
and Local Development, while their secretaries are appointed by a senior divisional
officer. At Cameroonian diplomatic missions abroad, the civil status registrars are
the heads of diplomatic missions and consular posts as well as those assuring in-
terim.!®

According to the Ordinance, only sworn-in officials can sign.’” Registrars and clerks
can only perform their duties within their registry of attachment. They are not
authorised to issue certificates in the main- or secondary centre other than the

13 Ordinance no. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as amended by law of 6 May 2011, articles 22-29.

14 Local lawyer (A), Yaoundé, March 2019; Law no 2006/015 of 29 December 2006 on judicial organi-
zation, as amended by Law no. 211/027 of 14 December.

15 Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as amended by law of 6 May 2011, section 11.

16 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

17 Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as amended by law of 6 May 2011, sections 8-9; Main Centre
Yaoundé 1, Yaoundé, March 2019.
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one they are attached to.'® According to the Ordinance, registrars cannot issue
certificates concerning themselves or their family members.?®

Civil status registers

Registers are kept manually in books. Each book can contain 25, 50 or 100 pages.
The pages are numbered and initiated by the president of the court of first in-
stance geographically competent at the beginning of each calendar year. Accord-
ing to the law, civil status registers shall be crosschecked, endorsed and closed on
31 December of each year, then forwarded within 15 days to the State counsel of
the area for endorsement and cancellation of unused pages. A civil status register
is not valid if it is not signed or endorsed by a territorially competent court.?

Image 2: The stamp of the court and the initials of a court’s employee are visible on the top right
corner of the register, Yaoundé, March 2019 (NIDC reference material).

There are three categories of books, where information about birth, marriage and
death are registered.?! Each category is, in turn, drafted and kept in three copies,
meaning that every civil status event is registered in three books, and the registra-
tion is made twice in every book as for births and deaths, and three times for mar-
riages. This procedure results in the preparation of six identical forms for every
event of birth and death, and nine identical forms for every marriage. Applicants
receive one original certificate as for births and deaths, and two original marriage
certificates. At the end of each year, one register remains with the main centre or
is sent to it from the secondary centre. A second register is kept in the archives of
the court territorially competent, and a third one is kept in BUNEC's archives.??

18 Ministry of Territorial Administration and Decentralization (13 January 2013), pp. 20-21.

19 Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981, as amended by law of 6 May 2011, section 20.

20 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019; Ordinance n. 81-2 of 29 June 1981,
as amended by law of 6 May 2011, article 15.

21 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.

22 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019; Main Centre Yaoundé 6, Yaoundé,
March 2019.
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Image 3: Endorsement of a civil status register by the court of first instance, March 2019 (NIDC ref-
erence material).

Registers are printed in both French and English. They are filled in by hand in ei-
ther French or English, following a decision taken by the registrar responsible for
that specific centre.? Civil status certificates are jointly signed by registrars and
secretaries.?*

Image 4: Appearance of a Cameroonian civil status register and certificate, March 2019 (NIDC refer-
ence material).

23 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019.
24 National Civil Status Registration Office, Yaoundé, March 2019; National Civil Status Registration
Office, Yaoundé, March 2019; Secondary Centre, Yaoundé 6, Yaoundé, March 2019.
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