
Table of Contents

LABOUR LAW PRACTICE IN CAMEROON: Litigation, Compliance and Strategy. (1)

General Introduction

Chapter 1:Concept, Nature and Scope of Labour Law

Chapter 3: Historical Evolution of Labour Law in Cameroon

Chapter 4: Sources of Labour Law in Cameroon

PART II: CONTRACT OF EMPLOYMENT

Chapter 5: Concept and Legal Nature of the Contract of Employment

Chapter 6: Formation of the Contract of Employment

Chapter 7: Types of Employment Contracts

Chapter 8: Special Forms of Employment

PART III: | EXECUTION OF CONTRACT OF EMPLOYMENT. | Introduction

Chapter 9: Duties and Obligations of the Worker

Chapter 10: Duties and Obligations of the Employer

Chapter 11: Rights and Protection of Workers

Chapter 12 :working conditions and labour standards

Chapter 13: Intellectual Property and Confidentiality

PART IV: | TERMINATION AND LIABILITY. | Introduction

Chapter 14: Modes of Termination

Chapter 15: Dismissal and Employer-Initiated Termination

Chapter 16: Wrongful and Unfair Dismissal

Chapter 17: Remedies and Compensation

Chapter 18: Vicarious liability

PART V: | COMLECTIVE LABOUR RELATIONS. | Relations

Chapter 19: Trade Unions and Employers' Associations

Chapter 20: Collective Bargaining

Chapter 21: Industrial Actions and Labour Conflicts

PART VI: LABOUR DISPUTES RESOLUTIONS

Chapter 22: Labour Administration and Inspectorate

Chapter 23: Labour Litigation Procedures

PART VII: | PRACTICAL REALITIES AND VIOLATIONS .

Chapter 24: Appeals in Labour Matters

PART VII: | PRACTICAL REALITIES AND VIOLATIONS

Chapter 25: The Most Frequent Violations of Labour Rights in Cameroon

Chapter 26: Labour Law Compliance and Risk Management

Chapter 27: Strategic Labour Litigation and Advocacy

Chapter 28: Labour law and human rights

Chapter 29: Emerging issues in labour law

Chapter 30: The specificities of labour law litigation practice under Cameroon English regions common law legal system

Chapter 31: The 25 laws of labour litigation

PART VIII:SIMULATED PRACTICAL CASES AND  PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE TOOLS

Chapter 32: Simulated Labour Litigation Cases

Chapter 33: Drafting Employment Contracts

Chapter 34: Labour Law Practice for Lawyers and Judges

Chapter 35: Employer Compliance Guide

Chapter 36: Worker Protection and Self-Advocacy

General Conclusion

Bibliography

Sign up for Ngwana Yanic Zozong's Mailing List


LABOUR LAW PRACTICE IN CAMEROON

Litigation, Compliance and Strategy

––––––––
[image: ]


Ngwana Yanic Zozong

Magistrate | Legal Scholar | Advocate for Labour Rights Enforcement

––––––––
[image: ]


The Center for Justice, Education, Peace, and Development (CENJEPD)

[image: ]
TABLE OF CONTENTS

PART I: FOUNDATIONS OF LABOUR LAW IN CAMEROON

Chapter 1: Concept, Nature and Scope of Labour Law

Chapter 2: Objectives, Functions and Importance of Labour Law

Chapter 3: Historical Evolution of Labour Law in Cameroon

Chapter 4: Sources of Labour Law in Cameroon

PART II: CONTRACT OF EMPLOYMENT

Chapter 5: Concept and Legal Nature of the Contract of Employment

Chapter 6: Formation of the Contract of Employment

Chapter 7: Types of Employment Contracts

Chapter 8: Special Forms of Employment

PART III: EXECUTION OF THE CONTRACT

Chapter 9: Duties and Obligations of the Worker

Chapter 10: Duties and Obligations of the Employer

Chapter 11: Rights and Protection of Workers

Chapter 12: Working Conditions and Labour Standards

Chapter 13: Intellectual Property and Confidentiality

PART IV: TERMINATION AND LIABILITY

Chapter 14: Modes of Termination

Chapter 15: Dismissal and Employer-Initiated Termination

Chapter 16: Wrongful and Unfair Dismissal

Chapter 17: Remedies and Compensation

Chapter 18: Vicarious Liability

PART V: COLLECTIVE LABOUR RELATIONS

Chapter 19: Trade Unions and Employers’ Associations

Chapter 20: Collective Bargaining

Chapter 21: Industrial Actions and Labour Conflicts

PART VI: LABOUR DISPUTE RESOLUTION

Chapter 22: Labour Administration and Inspectorate

Chapter 23: Labour Litigation Procedures

Chapter 24: Appeals in Labour Matters

PART VII: PRACTICAL REALITIES AND VIOLATIONS

Chapter 25: The Most Frequent Violations of Labour Rights in Cameroon

Chapter 26: Labour Law Compliance and Risk Management

Chapter 27: Strategic Labour Litigation and Advocacy

Chapter 28: Labour Law and Human Rights

Chapter 29: Emerging Issues in Labour Law

Chapter 30: The specificities of labour law litigation practice under Cameroon English regions common law legal system

PART VIII: PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE TOOLS

Chapter 31: The 25 Laws of Labour Law Litigations.

Chapter 32:Practical Simulated cases

Chapter 33: Drafting Employment Contracts

Chapter 34: Labour Law Practice for Lawyers and Judges

Chapter 35: Employer Compliance Guide

Chapter 36: Worker Protection and Self-Advocacy

CONCLUSION

Labour Law as a Pillar of Justice

Balancing Power in Employment Relations

The Future of Work in Cameroon

APPENDICES

Key Labour Code Provisions

Sample Contracts

Labour Court Procedure Checklist

Selected Case Law

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

General Introduction


[image: ]


Labour law in Cameroon is not simply a branch of legal study; it is a daily reality lived in silence, negotiation, conflict, and sometimes injustice. It exists in the early morning shift worker in Douala who waits uncertainly for his wages at the end of the month, in the teacher in Bamenda struggling with irregular payments, in the administrative clerk in Yaoundé who signs a contract without fully understanding its implications, and in the employer who must balance economic survival with legal compliance. It is, in essence, the law of human effort under conditions of dependency.

This book, Labour Law Practice in Cameroon: Litigation, Compliance and Strategy, is written with a deliberate purpose: to bridge the gap between the formal language of the Labour Code and the practical realities of workplace relations. It is not intended to remain within the boundaries of academic abstraction. It is designed as a working instrument for judges, magistrates, lawyers, labour inspectors, human resource practitioners, trade unionists, and workers themselves who must navigate the often complex terrain of employment relations.

The legal framework governing labour relations in Cameroon is rooted primarily in Law No. 92/007 of 14 August 1992 establishing the Labour Code. This framework is reinforced by the Constitution of Cameroon, particularly its Preamble which guarantees the protection of the individual, the right to work, equality before the law, and human dignity. It is further strengthened by international instruments, especially the International Labour Organization conventions and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which collectively affirm that labour is not a mere commodity but a fundamental aspect of human dignity and social justice.

Yet, despite this comprehensive legal architecture, labour disputes remain frequent and often complex. This is partly due to the dual legal heritage of Cameroon, where civil law and common law traditions coexist, sometimes harmoniously and sometimes in tension. In Anglophone jurisdictions in particular, judicial reasoning is frequently enriched by persuasive common law authorities from England and other common law jurisdictions, especially in areas where domestic legislation remains general or silent. This dynamic gives labour law practice in Cameroon a uniquely hybrid character that demands both doctrinal knowledge and practical intelligence.

The objective of this book is therefore threefold. First, to provide a clear and structured understanding of the legal principles governing labour relations in Cameroon. Second, to develop practical litigation and compliance strategies that reflect how labour disputes are actually handled before Labour Inspectors and Labour Courts. Third, to offer interpretative guidance grounded in case law, statutory provisions, and judicial reasoning, enabling the reader to approach each labour problem not only as a legal issue but as a human and institutional challenge.

This work adopts a deliberately interdisciplinary approach. Labour law cannot be fully understood without reference to psychology, because workplace conflict is often driven by perception, power imbalance, and emotional response. It cannot be separated from sociology, because employment relations reflect broader social hierarchies and economic realities. It cannot ignore management science, because compliance and risk prevention depend on institutional design. And it cannot be detached from judicial ethics and reasoning, because the final arbiter of labour disputes is the court of law, where interpretation and fairness converge.

Each chapter of this book is therefore constructed to reflect both legal doctrine and lived experience. The Labour Code is consistently read alongside judicial decisions, including persuasive common law authorities such as Limpus v London General Omnibus Co (1862), Century Insurance Co Ltd v Northern Ireland Road Transport Board (1942), Lister v Hesley Hall Ltd (2002), and Hadley v Baxendale (1854), which continue to influence reasoning in Anglophone courts. At the same time, attention is given to the realities of Cameroonian labour administration, particularly the mandatory role of the Labour Inspector in conciliation and dispute resolution.

Ultimately, this book is written with a clear conviction: that labour law is not merely about resolving disputes after they arise, but about building a system of fairness, predictability, and accountability within the world of work. It is a tool for preventing injustice, managing conflict, and promoting dignity in employment relations.

In this sense, Labour Law Practice in Cameroon is both a legal manual and a practical guide to justice in the workplace.

PART I

FOUNDATIONS OF LABOUR LAW IN CAMEROON
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There is a kind of silence that settles over a labour courtroom in Douala when a dismissed worker walks in unrepresented, clutching a crumpled payslip and a termination letter devoid of reasons. That silence is not merely procedural. It carries the full weight of a system that has not yet resolved the central tension at the heart of employment: whether the relationship between an employer and a worker is essentially a market transaction governed by contract, or whether it is a human relationship governed by rights. This book is written in direct response to that unresolved tension.

Part One of this work lays the intellectual and normative foundation upon which everything else in this text stands. Before one can successfully litigate a wrongful dismissal claim, before one can advise an employer in Bamenda on how to structure a disciplinary process that will withstand judicial scrutiny, and before one can counsel a worker whose salary has been withheld for three consecutive months, one must first understand what labour law is in its truest and most precise sense. One must understand its character, the values it carries, the history from which it emerged, the sources from which it draws its authority, and the institutional landscape in which it operates in Cameroon specifically.

These are not merely academic questions. They are profoundly practical ones. A lawyer who does not understand that labour law operates simultaneously in the public law and private law domains will miss critical arguments. A magistrate who does not appreciate labour law's protective character may apply neutral contract principles where none are appropriate. A labour inspector who does not understand the scope of the Labour Code's application risks leaving thousands of informal sector workers in Buea and across the Littoral Region entirely outside any legal protection. And a worker who cannot identify the source of a right will not know where to enforce it.

Cameroon occupies a unique position in the world of labour law. As a bijural state inheriting both the English common law tradition and the French civil law tradition, Cameroon does not simply apply either system in its pure form. It has developed, through decades of legislative effort, judicial interpretation, and administrative practice, its own distinctive approach to the regulation of work. The Labour Code of 1992, as amended, is the principal statute governing employment relations. But that Code does not exist in isolation. It is embedded within a constitutional framework, informed by international treaty obligations, shaped by ILO conventions, and applied in courts that draw on jurisprudential traditions from at least two distinct legal cultures.

Understanding these foundations is not an academic luxury reserved for professors. It is a survival skill for every practitioner who steps into a Cameroonian labour courtroom or picks up the file of an aggrieved worker. Part One addresses these foundations across four chapters. Chapter One examines the concept, nature, and scope of labour law. Chapter Two explores its objectives, functions, and importance. Chapter Three traces its historical evolution, from pre-colonial practices through colonial regulation to the contemporary legal framework. Chapter Four maps out its sources, from the Constitution down to customary workplace norms.

The ambition of Part One is straightforward: to ensure that every reader of this book, whether a sitting magistrate, a practising lawyer, an HR director, a trade union official, or a worker seeking to understand the rights the law accords them, begins their journey with a clear, precise, and grounded understanding of the discipline they are about to engage with. Without solid foundations, even the finest legal arguments collapse. The house of labour justice must begin, like all durable structures, with a firm and well-laid ground.
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Chapter 1:Concept, Nature and Scope of Labour Law
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Walk into the library of any good law school in Yaounde or Dschang and pull the first textbook on labour law from the shelf. Chances are it will open with a definition. And on the surface, that seems logical. Definitions are where law begins. But the longer one practises in this field, the more one realizes that the definition of labour law is not merely a semantic exercise. It is, in fact, a deeply political act. How one defines labour law determines who falls within its protection, what rights are enforceable, which courts have jurisdiction, and ultimately, whose interests the legal system is designed to serve.

Labour law has been called, at various points in its history, a compromise between capital and labour, a shield for the weak against the strong, a mechanism for industrial peace, and a tool of social justice. Each of these descriptions contains truth. None of them, alone, is sufficient. Labour law in Cameroon is all of these things simultaneously, and understanding that complexity is the first and most essential task of any practitioner entering this field.

This chapter examines the concept of labour law from multiple analytical angles: its definition, its legal character, its protective orientation, its relationship to neighbouring branches of law, and its scope of application within the Cameroonian legal order. Special attention is paid to the particular challenges posed by the informal economy, the dual public-private law character of the field, and the implications of Cameroon's bijural heritage for labour law practice today.
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1.1  Definition of Labour Law

Labour law, in its most distilled expression, is the body of legal rules, principles, and standards that governs the relationship between persons who perform work in conditions of economic dependence and the persons or entities for whom that work is performed. At its heart, it is the law of dependent work. It is not, strictly speaking, the law of all work. A surgeon who operates as an independent contractor, an architect who designs buildings on a project basis, and a writer who publishes books independently are all engaged in work. But unless a relationship of subordination and dependence exists between them and another party, they do not, as a matter of general principle, fall under the protective umbrella of labour law.

The Cameroon Labour Code, established by Law No. 92/007 of 14 August 1992 and amended by Law No. 2016/007 of 12 July 2016, provides in Section 1 that it applies to relations between workers and employers. A worker, in the sense of the Code, is any person who has agreed to place their professional activity at the disposal of an employer in exchange for remuneration, under the employer's authority and direction. This tripartite framework, encompassing remuneration, professional activity, and subordination, is the definitional cornerstone of labour law in Cameroon (Republic of Cameroon, 1992).

International instruments reinforce this understanding. The International Labour Organization (ILO), which Cameroon has ratified a significant number of conventions from, conceptualizes labour law as a set of legal norms designed to achieve a balance of power between employers and employees, recognizing that without legal intervention, the natural inequality of bargaining power in the employment relationship tends to favour capital over labour (ILO, 2006, Employment Relationship Recommendation No. 198). The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 also implicitly acknowledges the legal dimension of work, providing in Article 23 that everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work, and to protection against unemployment.

Some scholars have offered broader definitions. Kahn-Freund (1977, p. 5), one of the great architects of modern labour law theory, defined labour law as the body of rules with a specific social function, namely to regulate the power relationship between employer and employee. What is striking about this definition is not merely its breadth but its honesty. It acknowledges, plainly and without apology, that labour law is fundamentally about power. It is about regulating, moderating, and in some instances reversing, a power imbalance that is embedded in the very structure of the employment relationship.

In Cameroon's legal tradition, this power-regulatory function is reflected in provisions throughout the Labour Code. The prohibition on arbitrary dismissal (Section 34), the mandatory minimum wage regime anchored in the Social Minimum Guaranteed Income known locally as the SMIG, the restrictions on working hours under Section 80, and the protection of pregnant workers under Section 84 are all expressions of a single underlying idea: the law must compensate, through rights, for what the market does not deliver, which is fairness. Labour law is therefore best understood not merely as a set of rules between contracting parties but as a regulatory framework with a corrective social purpose.

It is worth noting, even at this definitional stage, that labour law in Cameroon has a constitutional anchor. The Preamble to the Constitution of the Republic of Cameroon, to which Article 65 gives constitutional force, explicitly guarantees the right to work, the right to organise in trade unions, and the right to strike. These are not programmatic aspirations. They are justiciable constitutional rights. Any definition of labour law in Cameroon that fails to account for this constitutional dimension is necessarily incomplete (Republic of Cameroon, Constitution, 1996).

1.2  Nature and Legal Character of Labour Law

The question of labour law's nature is among the most intellectually stimulating in all of legal theory, and it has very real practical implications. Is labour law a branch of private law, governing relations between private parties? Is it a branch of public law, expressing the state's authority to regulate private conduct? Or is it something else entirely, a hybrid that borrows from both traditions without fully belonging to either?

The traditional European answer, particularly from the French civil law tradition that heavily influenced the Cameroonian legal system, was to classify labour law as a branch of private law, specifically as a specialized form of obligations law governing the contract of employment. This made some historical sense in an era when employment was treated primarily as a contractual matter between a free worker and a free employer. But as the twentieth century progressed, and as the state intervened more and more in employment relations through legislation, minimum standards, mandatory procedures, and public inspection, this classification became increasingly inadequate.

Today, labour law is most accurately described as a sui generis branch of law, meaning it is of its own kind, with a character that cannot be reduced to either pure public law or pure private law. As Wedderburn (1986, p. 1) observed, labour law is neither simply the law of contract applied to employment, nor simply administrative regulation of the workplace. It is a discipline that operates in the space between individual autonomy and collective social regulation, between freedom of contract and mandatory protection. This dual character is nowhere more visible than in Cameroon's own Labour Code, which simultaneously respects the freedom of the parties to agree on employment terms while simultaneously imposing a floor of non-derogable rights below which no agreement may fall.

The legal character of labour law is also shaped by its mandatory quality. Unlike general contract law, where parties may largely agree to whatever terms they see fit within the limits of public policy, labour law is replete with provisions that cannot be waived even by agreement. A worker in Limbe cannot validly agree to receive a wage below the SMIG, even if economic desperation leads them to accept such a term. A pregnant worker cannot waive her right to maternity leave. An employer cannot, by private agreement, strip a worker of the right to procedural fairness before dismissal. These mandatory provisions reveal that labour law is not merely about facilitating private exchange; it is about ensuring that certain minimum conditions of human dignity are preserved in every employment relationship, regardless of what the parties have privately agreed (ILO, Minimum Wage Fixing Convention, 1970, No. 131).

The Labour Code itself, in Section 2, declares that its provisions constitute the minimum rights of workers that cannot be waived in advance. This principle of non-renunciation is a defining characteristic of labour law as a legal discipline. It distinguishes labour law from ordinary contract law and aligns it with constitutional and human rights law, both of which similarly protect rights that are not subject to contractual waiver. The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which Cameroon ratified in 1984, similarly establishes in Article 7 the right of everyone to the enjoyment of just and favourable conditions of work, presenting these not as contractual entitlements but as inherent rights.

There is also a deeply institutional dimension to labour law's character. Unlike most branches of private law, labour law operates through a network of specialized institutions: labour inspectorates, labour courts, trade unions, employers' federations, and tripartite bodies involving the state, employers, and workers. These institutions do not merely adjudicate disputes; they shape, monitor, and enforce standards. Understanding the nature of labour law therefore requires understanding this institutional architecture and the roles that each institution plays in the overall regulatory system.

1.3  Labour Law as a Protective Legal Regime

Of all the characteristics that distinguish labour law from other branches of the legal order, none is more fundamental than its protective orientation. Labour law does not treat employer and employee as equal parties who have freely entered into a transaction at arm's length. It recognizes, quite explicitly, that the employment relationship involves a structural imbalance of power, and it intervenes deliberately and systematically on the side of the weaker party to correct that imbalance. This protective purpose is not an accidental feature of labour law. It is its defining characteristic and its primary justification for existing as a distinct branch of law at all.

The historical origins of this protective function are important to appreciate. Before the emergence of modern labour legislation in Europe and its diffusion through colonial systems into Africa, the employment relationship was governed almost entirely by the law of contract. In theory, this meant that workers and employers bargained freely and reached mutually satisfactory agreements. In practice, as the industrial history of the nineteenth century abundantly demonstrated, workers had no meaningful bargaining power. They worked in dangerous conditions, for minimal wages, without rest, and with no security of employment. The law of contract, neutral as it purported to be, simply ratified the outcomes of profoundly unequal negotiations.

Labour law emerged as a response to this reality. As the International Labour Organization's Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work (1998) affirms, the founding premise of the ILO itself, established in 1919, was that labour is not a commodity and that social justice is a precondition for universal and lasting peace. This philosophical foundation has shaped every aspect of labour law's protective design, from prohibitions on child labour and forced labour to requirements for paid leave and safe working conditions.

In Cameroon, the protective character of labour law is expressed in multiple dimensions of the Labour Code. The provisions on dismissal protect workers from arbitrary termination, requiring legitimate grounds and proper procedure. Section 34 of the Labour Code provides that dismissal must be based on a real and serious cause, and that the dismissed worker must be paid statutory severance unless dismissed for serious misconduct. The provisions on maternity, contained in Sections 84 to 86, protect pregnant workers and new mothers from dismissal and guarantee paid leave. The provisions on occupational health and safety in Part V of the Labour Code impose affirmative obligations on employers to protect the physical and psychological integrity of their workforce.

The protective character of labour law also finds expression in judicial doctrine. Courts in Cameroon, like their counterparts in France and other civil law systems, have consistently held that ambiguities in employment contracts and in the Labour Code must be resolved in favour of the worker. This principle of in dubio pro operario, which means when in doubt, favour the worker, reflects the law's recognition that the worker, as the economically and institutionally weaker party, deserves the benefit of interpretive doubt. This doctrine has been applied extensively in French jurisprudence and has influenced the approach of Cameroonian labour tribunals (Cour de Cassation, Chambre Sociale, various judgments; see also Pelissier, Supiot and Jeammaud, 2008).

It would be a serious mistake, however, to read labour law's protective orientation as hostility to employers. Labour law does not seek to punish employers or to eliminate the employment relationship. On the contrary, it seeks to stabilize and humanize that relationship by ensuring that it rests on predictable legal rules rather than raw power. An employer in Yaounde who understands and complies with the Labour Code gains a workforce that is more stable, more motivated, and less likely to generate costly litigation. The protection of workers and the long-term interests of responsible employers are far more aligned than is sometimes assumed in the heat of industrial conflict. As the preamble to the ILO Constitution observes, universal and lasting peace can be established only if it is based upon social justice, and that social justice begins in the workplace.

1.4  Distinction from Commercial, Civil and Administrative Law

One of the recurring challenges in Cameroonian legal practice is the confusion that sometimes arises between labour law and neighbouring branches of law, particularly commercial law, civil law, and administrative law. These branches overlap at their edges, and practitioners must understand both the distinctions and the points of intersection in order to advise clients competently and to avoid jurisdictional and analytical errors.

The relationship between labour law and civil law is the most historically complex. As noted above, labour law evolved out of civil law, specifically from the law of obligations and contract. The contract of employment was, and in some legal systems still is, analyzed as a specific form of the contract of service within the civil code tradition. In France, the Civil Code of 1804 contained provisions on the louage de services, or service contract, which were the original legal framework for employment. Cameroon's civil law heritage means that some general principles of civil law still apply subsidiarily to employment contracts where the Labour Code is silent. This is explicitly recognized in Section 9 of the Labour Code, which preserves the application of general law where the Code makes no specific provision.

However, labour law departs from civil law in several critical respects. Civil law treats contracting parties as formally equal. Labour law refuses this assumption. Civil law allows parties to waive their rights by contract. Labour law mandates certain protections that cannot be waived. Civil law applies the principle of pacta sunt servanda, that agreements must be respected, without qualification. Labour law recognizes that enforcing some agreements, those that exploit the worker's weaker position, would be unjust, and it therefore places those agreements under regulatory control. These departures are not minor refinements; they represent a fundamental reconception of the contractual relationship in the employment context.

The distinction from commercial law is equally important. Commercial law governs transactions between merchants and commercial entities. The contract of employment is not a commercial contract. The worker is not a merchant; the sale of one's labour is not a commercial transaction in the sense contemplated by the Cameroon Commercial Code or the OHADA Uniform Act on General Commercial Law. This distinction has jurisdictional consequences: employment disputes are not heard in commercial courts but in dedicated labour tribunals established under Section 118 of the Labour Code. Lawyers and litigants who bring employment disputes to the wrong court risk having their cases dismissed for lack of jurisdiction.

The relationship between labour law and administrative law is particularly nuanced in Cameroon. Public servants and civil servants in Cameroon are generally governed not by the Labour Code but by the General Statute of Civil Servants and related administrative regulations. When a civil servant employed by the Ministry of Public Health in Yaounde disputes their dismissal, they do not go to a labour tribunal; they go to the Administrative Court. This is a critical distinction that affects thousands of workers across the country. The line between private sector workers governed by the Labour Code and public servants governed by administrative law is not always obvious, and misidentifying one's category can prove fatal to a case.

However, the line between labour law and administrative law is not absolute even in the private sector. The role of the labour inspector in authorizing certain types of dismissal, the administrative process for the registration of collective agreements, and the ministerial power to fix minimum wages all inject public law elements into what might otherwise appear to be purely private employment relationships. Kiambu v. Société Anonyme des Brasseries du Cameroun, decided before the Court of Appeal of Douala, illustrates the frequent intersection of administrative authorization requirements and private employment law in Cameroonian practice (Court of Appeal, Littoral, Labour Division, various decisions). Practitioners must be comfortable navigating this intersection rather than treating labour law as a hermetically sealed discipline

1.5  Scope of Application in Cameroon

The scope of application of labour law in Cameroon is defined primarily by the Labour Code of 1992, though it is shaped and constrained by several additional considerations including the nature of the worker, the identity of the employer, the place of performance of the contract, and the sector in which the work is performed. Getting the scope right is not merely an academic exercise; it determines whether a given individual is entitled to the full panoply of rights and protections the Code provides or whether they fall outside its reach entirely.

Section 1 of the Labour Code declares that it applies to relations between workers and employers exercising activities within Cameroon, regardless of the place where the contract was signed and the nationality of the parties. The territorial principle is therefore the dominant organizing principle. A French national working for a multinational company operating a logging concession in the South Region of Cameroon falls under the Cameroon Labour Code, not French law. A Cameroonian worker employed by a Nigerian company to perform services entirely within Cameroonian territory is similarly protected by the Code.

The personal scope of the Code is defined with reference to the concept of the worker. Section 1(3) defines a worker as any person, regardless of sex, race, religion, or creed, who has undertaken to place their professional activities, in exchange for remuneration, under the direction and authority of another person, whether a public or private physical or legal person. Three elements are essential: the provision of professional activity, remuneration, and subordination. Where all three are present, the Code applies. Where any one is absent, the worker may not qualify as a worker in the Code's sense.

The Code explicitly excludes certain categories of persons from its scope. Public servants and other persons governed by specific statutes are generally excluded (Section 1(2)). This is a significant exclusion in a country like Cameroon where a substantial proportion of the formal working population is employed in the public service. Domestic workers, meanwhile, occupy an ambiguous position. While formally within the scope of the Code, their practical access to its protections has historically been limited by enforcement gaps, cultural attitudes about domestic employment, and the difficulty of labour inspection in private homes (International Labour Organization, 2011, Domestic Workers Convention, No. 189).

Apprentices and professional trainees are covered by dedicated provisions in the Code, specifically in Sections 45 to 63, which create a distinct regulatory framework for their status. This framework recognizes that apprenticeship involves a hybrid relationship combining education and work, and it calibrates protections accordingly. The Cameroon government has, through various ministerial orders, further specified the conditions applicable to particular sectors including commerce, industry, and agriculture, which supplements the general provisions of the Labour Code with sector-specific norms.

From a geographic perspective, the Code applies uniformly across both Anglophone and Francophone regions of Cameroon, though as will be discussed later, the bijural character of Cameroon's legal system creates implementation variations that practitioners in cities like Bamenda and Buea experience quite differently from their counterparts in Douala and Yaounde. The practical reach of the Code in the Anglophone regions has sometimes been complicated by linguistic barriers, different institutional cultures, and the ongoing socio-political tensions that have affected labour administration in those areas.

1.6  Labour Law in the Formal vs Informal Sector

One of the most painful ironies of labour law in Cameroon is this: the workers who are most vulnerable to exploitation, who work the longest hours, receive the lowest pay, enjoy the fewest protections, and have the least access to legal redress are precisely the workers who are least reached by the law. These are the workers of the informal economy. And in Cameroon, as in much of sub-Saharan Africa, the informal economy is not the marginal exception to the labour market. It is the dominant reality.

Estimates from the National Institute of Statistics of Cameroon and various ILO reports consistently show that the informal sector accounts for upwards of seventy to eighty percent of all employment in Cameroon (National Institute of Statistics, 2014; ILO, 2018, Women and Men in the Informal Economy: A Statistical Picture). These are the market traders and artisans of New Bell in Douala, the mechanics and welders of Nkwen in Bamenda, the domestic workers, the subsistence farmers, the construction labourers, the porters, the hawkers, and the millions of others whose livelihoods depend on arrangements that are rarely documented, seldom inspected, and almost never litigated.

The Labour Code, by its very design, is built around the formal employment relationship. It presupposes a written contract, or at least a documentable oral agreement, an identifiable employer, regular wage payment, and institutional access to labour inspectors and courts. None of these presuppositions holds reliably in the informal sector. A worker who is hired verbally by a building contractor for a three-day job in Bafoussam has an employment relationship with that contractor, in principle, but has no contract, no documentation, no knowledge of the Labour Code, and no practical access to its remedies if things go wrong.

This structural exclusion of informal workers from labour law's protection is not merely a technical gap. It represents a systemic injustice that labour law practitioners, policymakers, and advocates must take seriously. The ILO's Transition from the Informal to the Formal Economy Recommendation No. 204 of 2015 calls on member states, including Cameroon, to adopt graduated and progressive strategies for extending labour protection to informal workers. These strategies include simplifying registration procedures for informal enterprises, extending social security coverage, providing accessible dispute resolution mechanisms, and conducting targeted education campaigns about labour rights in informal settings.

Cameroon's Labour Code does not, on its face, exclude informal workers. A worker is defined functionally, by the nature of the relationship, not by whether the employer is registered or whether a written contract exists. This means that an informal sector worker who can prove the three defining elements of the employment relationship, namely professional activity, remuneration, and subordination, is entitled in principle to invoke the Labour Code's protections. In practice, however, the evidentiary challenges of establishing these elements without documentation, combined with the economic vulnerability of workers who cannot afford the time or cost of litigation, mean that most informal sector employment disputes never reach any form of legal adjudication.

The challenge for the future of labour law in Cameroon lies precisely in this gap. A legal system that formally protects ninety percent of workers while practically serving only twenty percent has not yet realized its own aspirations. Closing that gap will require legislative creativity, institutional investment, attitudinal change among employers and workers alike, and a sustained political will that has not always been forthcoming. These themes will be revisited in depth in later chapters of this work, particularly in the discussion of emerging issues and reform directions.

1.7  Public Law vs Private Law Dimensions

The classification of labour law as either public or private is more than an academic taxonomy. It has direct and practical consequences for jurisdiction, applicable procedure, judicial interpretation, and the available remedies. Understanding where labour law sits in the public-private divide, and more importantly, understanding how it straddles that divide, is essential for any serious practitioner.

In the classical French legal tradition that shaped the Cameroonian legal order, law is divided into public law, which governs relations between the state and individuals and among state institutions, and private law, which governs relations between private individuals. Labour law was historically placed in the private law category because it primarily governed relations between a private employer and a private employee. This classification was never entirely satisfactory, but it was serviceable as long as state intervention in the employment relationship remained limited.

The twentieth century transformed that picture. Today, the Cameroon Labour Code is saturated with provisions of a public law character. The labour inspectorate, established under Part VII of the Code, is a public institution with powers of investigation, prosecution, and enforcement. Its officers may enter workplaces without prior notice, examine records, interview workers in private, and impose administrative sanctions. These are classic public law powers, not the remedies of private contract law. The minimum wage is set by public authority, specifically by decree under Section 62 of the Labour Code. Dismissal of workers' union representatives requires prior administrative authorization from the labour inspector under Section 4 of Law No. 68/LF/19 of 18 November 1968. These are public law interventions in what would otherwise be a purely private contractual relationship.

At the same time, the core of the employment relationship remains private and contractual. The parties negotiate terms within the framework the law establishes. Disputes are adjudicated by the labour tribunal, which applies a mixture of statutory and contractual analysis. Remedies are in the form of damages, reinstatement, or other relief that looks distinctly like private law remedies. The Court of Appeal, Mfoundi Division, has repeatedly affirmed that the employment contract, while subject to extensive public regulation, retains its contractual character and must be interpreted according to the general principles of contract applicable in Cameroonian law (Court of Appeal, Centre Region, various decisions).

This duality has important consequences for legal strategy. A lawyer advising an employer must navigate both the contractual freedom to structure the employment relationship and the mandatory public law constraints that override contractual choices. A worker seeking to enforce rights must understand that some claims are pursued through administrative channels, before the labour inspector, while others are pursued through judicial channels, before the labour tribunal. Some relief can only be obtained through administrative enforcement; other relief can only be obtained through litigation. The competent practitioner knows which is which, and does not waste time pursuing the wrong remedy in the wrong forum.

The constitutional dimension of labour law reinforces its public law character. The Preamble to the Constitution of Cameroon, which has full constitutional force by virtue of Article 65, guarantees fundamental labour rights including the right to work, the right to join trade unions, and the right to strike. The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, ratified by Cameroon in 1984, adds an international human rights dimension to these protections. When a worker asserts a constitutional or treaty-based labour right, they are not merely invoking a contractual entitlement; they are invoking a fundamental right that binds the state itself. This places labour law squarely in the domain of public law and human rights law at its highest register.

1.8  Labour Law within Cameroon's Bijural Legal System

Cameroon is, in the words of its own Constitution, a bilingual and multicultural nation. But it is also, less frequently acknowledged, a bijural nation, meaning a nation that operates under two distinct and historically rooted legal traditions simultaneously. Understanding what this means in practice, and specifically what it means for the interpretation and application of labour law, is indispensable for any practitioner working across Cameroon's two legal cultures.

The common law tradition applies in the North West and South West regions of Cameroon, which were formerly administered by Britain as part of the UN trusteeship of British Southern Cameroons before joining the Republic of Cameroon in 1961. The civil law tradition, derived from French law and the Napoleonic codification tradition, applies in the remaining eight regions, which constituted French Cameroun before independence in 1960. Since the reunification of the two Cameroons and the adoption of a unitary state structure in 1972, confirmed by the 1996 Constitution, considerable effort has been made to harmonize the national legal framework. The Labour Code of 1992, in particular, was designed as a unified national statute applicable across both legal traditions.

In theory, the Labour Code has achieved this unification. It is a single statute with uniform provisions, applicable to employers and workers throughout the national territory, from Limbe on the Atlantic coast to Ngaoundere in the Adamawa Plateau. In practice, the bijural character of Cameroonian law continues to assert itself in at least three significant ways that labour law practitioners must understand.

First, judicial methodology differs between the two traditions. Common law courts in the North West and South West regions are accustomed to precedent-based reasoning, where the decisions of superior courts bind inferior courts on points of law. Civil law courts in the Francophone regions are more accustomed to legislative interpretation guided by doctrine and scholarly commentary, with judicial precedents regarded as persuasive rather than strictly binding. When the same provision of the Labour Code comes before courts in different regions, this methodological difference can produce divergent outcomes. A dismissal that one regional tribunal finds to be procedurally sound may be found procedurally defective by a tribunal in another region applying different interpretive traditions.

Second, the common law tradition brings with it a richer body of case law on employment matters, drawn from English decisions on concepts such as wrongful dismissal, constructive dismissal, and implied terms in the contract of employment. These English precedents, while not binding in Cameroonian courts, have frequently been cited as persuasive authority, particularly in the Anglophone regions. Concepts such as the implied duty of trust and confidence, which English courts have developed over decades to protect workers from employer conduct that makes continued employment intolerable, find application in Anglophone Cameroonian tribunals even though no equivalent provision exists in the Labour Code (see Malik v. Bank of Credit and Commerce International SA [1997] UKHL 23; Wood v. WM Car Services (Peterborough) Ltd [1981] IRLR 347). Civil law courts in the Francophone regions tend to ground similar outcomes in different doctrinal bases, particularly the obligation of good faith in contract performance under the general law of obligations.

Third, the informal norms and institutional cultures governing labour administration differ significantly between the two legal traditions. The adversarial culture of common law practice, with its emphasis on oral argument, cross-examination of witnesses, and confrontational courtroom dynamics, contrasts with the inquisitorial culture of civil law practice, where the judge plays a more active role in investigating the facts. Labour tribunals in Bamenda and Buea may handle cases in ways that are procedurally and culturally different from tribunals in Douala and Bafoussam, even when they are applying the same statutory provisions.

These differences are not irresolvable contradictions. They are the natural consequences of a complex legal heritage that Cameroon has not yet fully integrated, and arguably may never need to fully integrate. The bijural character of Cameroonian law, properly understood, is a resource rather than a problem. It gives practitioners access to two rich bodies of jurisprudential tradition, two sets of conceptual tools, two different ways of asking and answering the fundamental questions of employment law. The lawyer who can draw on both traditions, who can cite English precedent before a court in Buea and French doctrinal authority before a court in Douala, is equipped with a distinctive and powerful set of tools.

The challenge is to ensure that workers in both legal traditions receive equivalent protection under the national Labour Code, regardless of which regional tribunal hears their case. That challenge of bijural coherence in the application of unified labour standards is one of the defining tasks of labour law reform in contemporary Cameroon. It will require sustained judicial dialogue across regions, investment in judicial training that bridges both traditions, and perhaps eventually a series of harmonizing decisions from the Supreme Court that establish uniform national standards on the most frequently contested questions of labour law. Until that work is complete, practitioners must be alert to regional variations and must tailor their arguments accordingly.
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Labour law in Cameroon is not a static set of rules to be mechanically applied. It is a living discipline shaped by history, animated by values, stretched between private contract and public regulation, complicated by an unfinished bijural integration, and challenged by an informal economy that most legal frameworks were not designed to reach. The practitioner who understands this complexity is better placed to serve justice. The practitioner who does not risks performing only the formal motions of legal work while missing its deeper substance. The chapters that follow build progressively on the foundations laid here, moving from the objectives and history of labour law to its sources, and ultimately to its practice in the courtroom and the workplace.
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Chapter 2: Objectives, Functions and Importance of Labour Law

Introduction

Ask any senior labour lawyer who has spent twenty or thirty years in practice what labour law is fundamentally about, and the answer you receive will rarely begin with a statute. It will begin with a story. A woman dismissed three days after announcing her pregnancy. A security guard in Douala who worked twelve-hour shifts for eight months and never once received overtime pay. A teacher in Bamenda whose employer seized his academic certificates to prevent him from seeking work elsewhere. A factory worker forced to sign a blank contract and told that the terms would be filled in later by management.

These are not exceptional cases. They are common. They happen in cities and in villages, in blue-collar workplaces and in offices, in small family enterprises and in multinational corporations. And what links all of them is not merely the specific violation involved but the deeper structural reality they expose: that without law, the employment relationship tends, by its own gravity, toward exploitation.

Labour law exists as a direct answer to that gravitational pull. It does not exist because employers are inherently wicked or because workers are inherently passive. It exists because the relationship between the person who owns capital and the person who sells labour is, structurally and historically, an unequal one. Power flows naturally toward the party who controls access to income, who determines working conditions, who can replace a worker more easily than a worker can replace employment. Labour law intervenes in that power dynamic and introduces a set of corrective objectives that the market, left entirely to itself, will not produce.

Understanding why labour law exists, what it is designed to achieve, and why those objectives matter, is not merely a philosophical exercise. It shapes how courts interpret ambiguous provisions, how advocates frame their arguments, how employers design compliance frameworks, and how workers understand the rights they are entitled to assert. Every litigation strategy, every contractual clause, every dismissal procedure, every inspection report rests, whether its author knows it or not, on an implicit theory of what labour law is for. Making that theory explicit is one of the most important intellectual contributions any practitioner can bring to their work.

2.1 Protection of Workers from Exploitation

The first and most historically foundational objective of labour law is the protection of workers from exploitation. This was the original impulse behind the earliest labour legislation, and it remains the most morally compelling justification for the entire regulatory framework that labour law represents.

Exploitation, in the labour law context, does not require malice or intent. It is, in its most precise sense, the extraction of work from a human being under conditions that deny that person a fair return for their labour, adequate protection of their physical and psychological integrity, or the basic dignity that every human being is owed. Exploitation can be economic, taking the form of wages so low they cannot sustain a decent life. It can be physical, taking the form of dangerous working conditions that injure and kill workers. It can be psychological, taking the form of harassment, humiliation, and abuse designed to keep workers compliant and afraid. It can be structural, taking the form of contractual arrangements designed to deny workers the legal status of employees and thereby strip them of statutory protections.

The Cameroon Labour Code addresses exploitation across all these dimensions. Section 7 of the Code prohibits forced labour in all its forms, whether direct physical coercion or the more subtle economic compulsion that arises when workers have no realistic alternative but to accept whatever conditions an employer imposes. The minimum wage regime, anchored in the guaranteed minimum remuneration known as the SMIG, established by decree and updated periodically by the Government of Cameroon, represents the law's judgment that a floor of economic adequacy must be maintained beneath every employment relationship, regardless of what individual parties have agreed (Decree No. 2014/2217/PM of 24 July 2014 fixing the SMIG). The provisions on occupational health and safety in Part V of the Labour Code express the principle that the employer's right to direct a worker's labour does not extend to a right to endanger that worker's life.

The ILO's Forced Labour Convention No. 29 of 1930, ratified by Cameroon, and its supplementary Convention No. 105 of 1957 on the abolition of forced labour, both establish international obligations that reinforce the Code's domestic prohibitions. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, in Article 4, categorically prohibits slavery and servitude in all forms. The ICESCR, ratified by Cameroon in 1984, establishes in Article 7 the right of every person to just and favourable conditions of work, including fair wages, safe working conditions, and equal opportunity. These instruments form part of the normative framework within which the Cameroon Labour Code must be read and applied.

In practice, the protection from exploitation objective requires courts and labour inspectors to look beyond the formal terms of a contract and to assess the actual conditions in which work is performed. A contract that looks adequate on paper may conceal exploitation in the day-to-day reality of the workplace. A worker in Douala who signs a contract specifying the legal minimum wage but who is then subjected to systematic unpaid overtime, compulsory deductions, and physical intimidation is being exploited, notwithstanding the formal appearance of contractual compliance. The courts have recognized this reality, holding that the substance of the employment relationship, not merely its paper form, determines whether the law's protections have been satisfied.

2.2 Regulation of Employer Authority and Power

Closely related to the objective of protecting workers from exploitation is the objective of regulating employer authority and power. The employer's power over the worker is not unlimited, and labour law's most important contribution to the employment relationship is the systematic definition of the boundaries of that power.

Employer authority manifests in several dimensions. There is the directive power, which is the employer's right to determine the content, manner, and organisation of work. There is the disciplinary power, which is the employer's right to sanction workers who fail to perform their duties or who violate workplace rules. There is the power of termination, which is the employer's right to end the employment relationship. Each of these powers is real, necessary, and legally recognized. But each is also subject to legal limits that labour law defines and enforces.

The directive power, for example, does not extend to instructions that are unlawful, dangerous, or degrading. Section 30 of the Cameroon Labour Code provides that the worker is obliged to carry out the work agreed upon and to follow the instructions given by the employer or the employer's representative, but this obligation of subordination has limits. Instructions that require the worker to engage in illegal conduct, to compromise their safety, or to perform work fundamentally different from what was agreed are not within the scope of the worker's obligation to obey. French jurisprudence, which has significantly influenced Cameroonian labour law doctrine, has consistently held that the employer's directive power is functional and purposive: it is power granted for the purpose of organizing work, not power for its own sake (Cour de Cassation, Chambre Sociale, 10 July 1996, Bull. civ. V, No. 278).

The disciplinary power is perhaps the most frequently litigated aspect of employer authority in Cameroonian labour courts. Employers have the right to sanction workers for misconduct, but that right is circumscribed by procedural requirements that the Labour Code and administrative practice have developed over decades. The worker must be informed of the alleged misconduct. They must have an opportunity to respond. The sanction must be proportionate to the gravity of the fault. The most serious sanction, dismissal, requires a real and serious cause and, in some cases, prior authorization from the labour inspector. Courts in the Mfoundi and Wouri divisions have regularly invalidated disciplinary dismissals where these procedural requirements were not respected, even where the substantive conduct of the worker was genuinely problematic (see various decisions of the High Court, Wouri Division, Labour matters).

The regulation of the power of termination is one of the Labour Code's most significant contributions to the employment relationship. Section 34 requires that dismissal for personal reasons be based on a real and serious cause. Section 40 establishes the minimum notice periods that must be observed before termination. Section 41 provides for severance pay calculated on the basis of years of service. Together, these provisions transform dismissal from an act of unilateral employer power into a regulated legal process with procedural and substantive requirements whose violation carries financial and legal consequences. The employer who ignores this framework does not merely behave ungenerously; they expose themselves to the full force of labour law's remedial machinery.

2.3 Promotion of Social Justice and Equity

Labour law has always been, at its deepest level, an instrument of social justice. This is not merely a rhetorical characterization. It reflects the historical circumstances that gave rise to modern labour legislation, the philosophical traditions that have shaped it, and the explicit normative commitments that international and national labour law instruments embody.

The concept of social justice, in the labour law context, requires that the distribution of the gains from production be fair, that workers receive adequate compensation for their contribution to economic output, that no group of workers be systematically disadvantaged on grounds irrelevant to their capacity to work, and that the legal system actively correct, rather than passively accept, inequalities that arise from the structure of the labour market. This is not the same as demanding absolute equality of outcomes. It is, rather, a demand that the rules governing the employment relationship be fair in their design and impartial in their application.

The equity dimension of labour law is expressed most directly in the provisions addressing discrimination and equal treatment. Section 4 of the Labour Code prohibits discrimination in employment on grounds of race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national extraction, and social origin. This prohibition covers recruitment, remuneration, promotion, access to vocational training, and termination. It is reinforced by Cameroon's ratification of the ILO's Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention No. 111 of 1958, which requires member states to declare and pursue a national policy designed to promote equality of opportunity and treatment in employment and occupation. The ICESCR, in Article 7, adds the requirement of equal pay for equal work without distinction of any kind, a principle that addresses the structural pay gap that frequently exists between male and female workers, between workers of different ethnic backgrounds, and between workers employed on different contractual bases for equivalent work.

Social justice in labour law also operates collectively, through the system of collective bargaining and the institution of trade unions. The ability of workers to organize collectively, to bargain collectively with their employers, and to take collective action is one of the most important mechanisms by which the structural power imbalance of the individual employment relationship is corrected at scale. A single worker negotiating individually with a large employer in Douala has virtually no bargaining leverage. A trade union representing hundreds or thousands of workers in the same sector can secure conditions that no individual worker could achieve alone. The legal protection of trade union activity, the enforceability of collective agreements, and the right to strike are therefore not merely technical legal rules; they are constitutive elements of a social justice framework that gives workers collective voice in the terms of their working lives.

2.4 Economic Growth and Productivity Enhancement

Labour law's social justice objectives have sometimes been portrayed, particularly by certain strands of economic thought, as being in tension with economic efficiency and growth. The argument runs as follows: regulation of labour markets increases the cost of employment, reduces flexibility, deters investment, and therefore slows economic growth. This argument has been influential in shaping structural adjustment prescriptions and labour market deregulation policies across Africa, including in Cameroon, during the 1980s and 1990s. It is also, on careful examination, substantially misconceived.

The reality is that labour law, properly designed and consistently enforced, is a complement to economic growth rather than a constraint upon it. The mechanisms through which labour law contributes to productivity and growth are multiple and mutually reinforcing. First, adequate wages support consumer demand. Workers who earn living wages spend those wages in the local economy, sustaining the markets on which businesses depend. The SMIG in Cameroon, far from being merely a worker protection measure, is also a macro-economic instrument that supports domestic consumption. Second, job security encourages workers to invest in the development of firm-specific skills and knowledge. A worker who expects to be dismissed arbitrarily at any moment has no incentive to invest in developing expertise that primarily benefits their current employer. Stable employment relationships, protected by legal rules against unjustified termination, create conditions in which such investments are rational for both worker and employer.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, safe and dignified working conditions reduce the enormous economic costs of workplace accidents, occupational illness, and the high labour turnover that results from poor working conditions. The ILO estimates that the global economic cost of workplace accidents and occupational disease, including lost production, medical costs, and disability payments, represents approximately four percent of global GDP annually (ILO, 2003, Safety in Numbers). In a country like Cameroon, where enforcement of occupational health and safety standards has historically been uneven, the unrealized economic gains from better workplace safety enforcement are substantial.

The economic growth objective of labour law is also served by the clarity and predictability that a well-functioning legal framework provides to investors and businesses. A foreign investor considering establishing operations in Cameroon needs to understand what rules will govern the employment of Cameroonian workers. Clear, consistently enforced labour rules reduce transaction costs, facilitate planning, and make the investment environment more attractive. Conversely, a labour law system that is opaque, inconsistently enforced, and subject to administrative arbitrariness increases the cost of doing business and deters the kind of long-term investment that generates sustainable employment and growth.

2.5 Industrial Peace and Conflict Prevention

The prevention of industrial conflict is one of the most practically immediate objectives of labour law, and it is one that practitioners, employers, and workers can all appreciate without needing to engage in abstract theory. Industrial conflict is costly. Strikes disrupt production. Workplace disputes demoralize workforces. Litigation consumes time, money, and management attention. The legal framework that prevents these conflicts from arising, or resolves them efficiently when they do, generates real economic and social value.

The Labour Code addresses conflict prevention through several mechanisms. The provisions establishing clear procedures for dismissal reduce the incidence of arbitrary terminations that are a major source of industrial grievance. The mandatory conciliation stage that precedes labour court proceedings, administered by the labour inspector under Section 138 of the Labour Code, provides a structured forum for resolving disputes before they escalate into litigation. The system of collective agreements, provided for in Part VI of the Code, creates industry-wide and enterprise-level frameworks that address the most common sources of workplace dispute, including wages, hours, promotion criteria, and disciplinary procedures, in advance and by agreement rather than by unilateral employer decision or individual negotiation.

The right to strike, recognized in the Preamble to the Constitution and regulated by Law No. 68/LF/19 of 18 November 1968, is itself a conflict prevention mechanism, paradoxical as that may appear. The legalization of the strike, within appropriate procedural limits, channels industrial conflict into predictable, legally structured forms. It prevents the bottling up of worker grievances until they explode in ways that are far more damaging and far harder to manage than a regulated work stoppage. As Kahn-Freund (1977, p. 299) observed, the right to strike is the ultimate guarantee that keeps the collective bargaining system honest; without it, the employer would have no incentive to bargain seriously at all.

Industrial peace does not mean industrial silence. A workplace where workers have no means of expressing grievances is not peaceful; it is merely suppressed. Real industrial peace rests on a system of labour relations in which grievances can be expressed, heard, and addressed through legitimate channels, and in which the rules governing the employment relationship are clear, fair, and consistently applied. Labour law, when it functions well, creates and maintains those channels. When it fails, as it too often does in practice across many workplaces in Cameroon, the result is not peace but a simmering discontent that eventually erupts in forms that no one finds advantageous.

2.6 Stabilization of Labour Relations

Beyond the immediate prevention of specific conflicts, labour law serves the broader objective of stabilizing labour relations over time. Stability in this context means the creation of predictable, durable, and trustworthy frameworks within which employers, workers, and their representatives can plan, invest, and conduct their relationships with confidence in the rules.

Labour relations stability is a public good. It benefits employers by enabling workforce planning. It benefits workers by providing security of employment and income. It benefits the state by reducing the social costs of unemployment, industrial accidents, and labour market dysfunction. And it benefits the broader economy by creating conditions in which long-term productive relationships between capital and labour can be established and maintained.

The Labour Code contributes to stability in several structural ways. The formal requirements for employment contracts, the mandatory notice periods for termination, the rules on severance pay, and the procedures for collective dismissal all create a framework of predictability around the beginning and end of employment relationships. The system of professional and inter-professional collective agreements, extended by ministerial order to entire sectors under Section 53 of the Code, ensures that the basic terms of employment in major economic sectors are governed by collectively negotiated standards rather than individual employer discretion, providing a floor of stability beneath even the most volatile labour markets.

The concept of acquired rights, which French labour law doctrine has developed extensively and which has been adopted in Cameroonian jurisprudence, is a particularly important stability mechanism. The principle holds that once a benefit has been consistently granted to workers, whether by contract, custom, or practice, it cannot be unilaterally withdrawn by the employer. A bonus that has been paid regularly for several years, even if it began as a gratuitous gesture rather than a contractual obligation, acquires a legal character that makes its withdrawal actionable as a breach of contract. This principle has been affirmed in numerous decisions of the Cameroonian courts and represents a significant constraint on the employer's ability to restructure terms of employment in ways that disadvantage workers (Pellissier, Supiot and Jeammaud, 2008, p. 402).

2.7 Promotion of Decent Work Standards

The concept of decent work, introduced by the ILO under Director-General Juan Somavia in 1999 and developed into one of the central organizing frameworks of international labour policy, captures the aspiration that work should be not merely available but humanly adequate. Decent work is work that is productive, delivers a fair income, provides security in the workplace and social protection for workers and their families, offers better prospects for personal development and social integration, gives people the freedom to express their concerns, to organise and to participate in the decisions that affect their lives, and guarantees equal opportunity and equal treatment for all (ILO, 1999, Decent Work Report of the Director-General).

This concept has become part of the global development agenda. Sustainable Development Goal 8, adopted by the United Nations in 2015, calls on all nations to promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all. Cameroon, as a UN member state, has committed to pursuing these objectives. Labour law is the principal legal instrument through which the decent work agenda is translated from international aspiration into domestic obligation.

In the Cameroonian context, the promotion of decent work standards requires attention to several dimensions of working life that the Labour Code addresses with varying degrees of completeness. The regulation of working hours under Section 80, limiting normal working hours to forty hours per week in the non-agricultural sector and forty-eight hours in the agricultural sector, reflects a decent work standard. The requirement of a minimum annual paid leave of eighteen working days under Section 89 reflects another. The prohibition of child labour in hazardous conditions under Section 86(2) of the Labour Code, reinforced by the ILO's Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention No. 182 of 1999, ratified by Cameroon, reflects the decent work principle applied to the most vulnerable workers.

The right to decent work also encompasses the right to a work environment that respects the worker's dignity and psychological integrity. Workplace harassment, whether sexual or otherwise, is not merely an interpersonal problem. It is a labour law violation with specific legal consequences. The failure of Cameroonian legislation to provide a dedicated, comprehensive anti-harassment statute remains a significant gap in the decent work framework, one that relies currently on general provisions of the Penal Code and the Labour Code's prohibition of acts contrary to good morals and public order, as well as the constitutional guarantee of dignity, for its limited legal force.

2.8 Labour Law as a Tool for National Development

The final and perhaps most ambitious of labour law's objectives is its contribution to national development. This is the broadest of the field's purposes, and it requires the practitioner to lift their gaze from the individual employment dispute and see labour law as part of a larger social, economic, and political project: the building of a just, productive, and well-governed society.

Labour law contributes to national development in ways that are both direct and indirect. Directly, it supports the development of human capital by requiring employers to provide vocational training, protecting workers' right to access professional development, and regulating apprenticeship in ways that create pathways from school to productive employment. Sections 45 to 63 of the Labour Code, which govern apprenticeship contracts, are best understood not merely as protective provisions for individual apprentices but as part of a national strategy for developing the skilled workforce on which industrialization and economic transformation depend.

Indirectly, labour law contributes to development by supporting governance. A country in which labour rights are consistently enforced is a country in which the rule of law is real and credible in an area that touches the daily lives of millions of people. Every worker who successfully asserts a right before a labour tribunal, every employer who is held accountable for a violation of the Labour Code, every collective agreement that is honoured rather than violated, contributes to the culture of legal compliance and institutional confidence on which broader governance depends. Conversely, a labour law system that is regularly violated without consequence teaches a corrosive lesson: that law is for the powerful and that rights are for those who can afford to enforce them.

Cameroon's Vision 2035, which sets ambitious targets for economic transformation and the reduction of poverty, can only be realized if the labour force is productive, educated, healthy, and motivated. A labour market characterised by exploitation, arbitrary dismissal, unpaid wages, and dangerous working conditions will not produce the motivated, skilled, committed workforce that Vision 2035 requires. Labour law, in this sense, is not merely a technical legal framework. It is a component of national development strategy, and its effective enforcement is as important to Cameroon's future as investment in infrastructure, education, or technology.

The Preamble to the Cameroon Constitution declares that the nation is "dedicated to the same destiny." That shared destiny cannot be built on a foundation of labour exploitation, of workers in Douala and Bamenda stripped of the rights the law guarantees them, of employers who treat legal compliance as optional and workers as disposable. The objectives of labour law, taken together, amount to a vision of the employment relationship as one of the primary sites where the nation's commitment to dignity, justice, fairness, and shared prosperity is either honoured or betrayed. The practitioner who understands this is not merely a technician of legal rules. They are, in the truest sense, an agent of the national project.
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Chapter 3: Historical Evolution of Labour Law in Cameroon
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Law does not fall from the sky fully formed. It grows out of soil, and that soil is always historical. To read any provision of the Cameroon Labour Code without understanding the history from which it emerged is to read a sentence without knowing the paragraph it belongs to. The words may be intelligible in isolation, but their full meaning, the weight they carry, the battles they record, the compromises they embody, remains hidden from anyone who comes to the text without a sense of its past.

The history of labour law in Cameroon is not a smooth, linear story of progressive improvement. It is, like most legal histories on this continent, a complicated and often painful narrative layered with colonial violence, post-independence ambition, Cold War calculation, structural adjustment pressure, and the slow accumulation of hard-won rights. It is a history in which the same hands that drafted labour protections sometimes designed them to serve imperial interests as much as worker welfare. It is a history in which formal legal progress frequently outpaced practical enforcement. And it is a history whose unresolved tensions continue to shape the challenges that practitioners face in Cameroonian labour courts today.

Understanding that history is not merely an academic exercise in legal archaeology. Every judge interpreting a provision of the 1992 Labour Code, every lawyer arguing a dismissal case in Douala, and every worker in Bamenda trying to understand whether they have a right to severance pay is operating within a legal framework whose present form was shaped by decisions made over more than a century, decisions that were made by colonial administrators, nationalist legislators, international treaty negotiators, and Supreme Court judges. Knowing that history equips the practitioner to interpret the present law more intelligently, to identify its gaps more accurately, and to argue for its reform more persuasively.

3.1 Pre-Colonial Labour Practices

Before the arrival of European colonial powers in the territory that would eventually become Cameroon, the organisation of work was governed by an extraordinarily diverse array of customary norms, social structures, and communal arrangements. The territory was home to hundreds of distinct ethnic and linguistic communities, each with its own traditions of land use, craft production, trade, and communal labour. Understanding these pre-colonial labour practices is important not merely as historical background but because they continued, and in some respects continue to this day, to influence the informal norms and expectations that govern work in Cameroonian communities.

In the agrarian societies of the Grassfields region, including the areas around what is now Bamenda and the broader North West, labour was organized primarily around kinship networks, chieftaincy structures, and communal work groups. The practice of communal cultivation, whereby members of a community would collectively work one another's farms on a rotating basis, was both a production strategy and a social institution. It was governed not by written rules but by deeply internalized norms of reciprocity, obligation, and communal solidarity. The chief and the nobility exercised authority over labour allocation, and obligations of tribute labour to
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