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Mr. Biya's current seven-year term (yet another) ends on October 12, 2004, in principle. On that day, the man's job will be open to the challenge; any challenge. Cameroon's solitary, soulful and sole cardinal, Christian Cardinal Tumi, may have said: No thanks, to offers that he runs Mr. Biya out of town, but the cardinal remains a looming threat. We explain why.

The known that we know about Cameroon’s presidential election is that Christian Cardinal Tumi has told the world that he is not running for the presidency next year. That fact has been repeated many times by the cardinal, a man of God. It should now be gospel truth.

 Incumbent Paul Biya: The sitting president controls the army, the navy, the airforce, the tribal militia, the private militia, the private guard or army, the secret service, the government, the media, the Ministry of Finance and the public treasury. It has been reported that in the 1997 elections Mr. Biya burnt up upwards of 22 billion FCFA, taxpayers’ money for his campaign. 

“Many people have come to visit me at the cathedral and asked me to stand - even a delegation of Cameroonians from the United States” Tumi said. But he added: “I am a priest, I cannot be a candidate”. 

The 73-year-old cardinal added: «My superior is the Pope and he says that bishops cannot take part in conflict. If I fought against the government in an election I would be in conflict». 

However, Tumi said he would not rule out another significant role in the electoral process. «If all the parties came together, they could ask a bishop to be an election referee. I must be faithful to my principles as a priest - I will not be allied to any one party.» he said.

The cardinal also added that the ruling Cameroon Peoples Democratic Movement, CPDM, has qualified people who can rule Cameroon. 

The cardinal’s position on this point is debatable. Name one CPDM candidate who has not compromise or been compromised by the Biya system? Pundits, like my friend Charly Ndichia, in their sometimes sober moments, refer to the CPDM as the Cameroon Peoples Drinking Movement wherein every member is stinkingly ivre of the toxic CPDM palm wine. 

The Biya Incumbent

Will Mr. Biya be a candidate in 2004? We now know that unknown thanks to Cameroon’s hyperactive rumour mill. Rumour has it that only recently Mr. Biya summoned Mr. Joseph Charles Doumba, the Secretary General of the CPDM, to ask him a very serious question. The rumour mill claims that Mr. Biya wanted to know from Mr. Doumba who the likely CPDM candidates for 2004 were. Mr. Doumba, the rumour added, was given time to produce party hopefuls for 2004. The rumour continues that Mr. Doumba surfaced later with a list of six candidates, including his illustrious self. Our source unveils that Mr. Biya took one look at that list, whose content we now have, and said: ‘très bien, parce que je serai aussi candidât’.  Great, for I will also be a candidate. Or words to that effect. The story concludes that Mr. Doumba left the place with his tail between his legs and told those on the list to: Watch it. The Lion man is on the prowl! 

The trouble with terra Cameroona is that rumours have a disturbing habit of suddenly transforming into awesome truth. We take it that Mr. Biya will be a candidate in 2004. Already the CPDM has handed out a contract for 500.000 Biya T-Shirts to be printed in the US in readiness.

Everybody in the CPDM (even those who know that Mr. Biya is no good and his regime is a mess) is afraid to challenge the incumbent Mr. Biya. The advantages of incumbency in Cameroon (and Africa) are frightsome. The sitting president controls the army, the navy, the airforce, the tribal militia, the private militia, the private guard or army, the secret service, the government, the media, the Ministry of Finance and the public treasury. It has been reported that in the 1997 elections Mr. Biya burnt up upwards of 22 billion FCFA, taxpayers’ money for his campaign. 

The last Cameroonian who stood up and told a sitting president that: “I myself can rule,” was Augustine Ngom Jua. Ngom Jua said this to Ahidjo, right into his face. Some months later, Ngom Jua was dead, done in under mysterious circumstances. Challenging incumbents in Africa comes along with their wahala! You must have chutzpah or a lion in the stomach to dare.  

 In the specific case of Cameroon the incumbent controls the Ministry of Territorial Administration, MINAT, which decides whose name gets on the voters register, who gets a voting card, who gets to actually vote and where; who counts and tallies the vote and who gets what score. Usually election results are prepared by MINAT two years before elections. 

The praise-singing, bootlicking and ****-kissing, agitations of the ruling CPDM party as it clamours for another mandate for the president is just one more sign that Mr. Biya will be there.  Already Mr. Biya’s 

ministers (Jacques Fame Ndongo, etc.) are going back to the village front with the habitual brayings: “Paul Biya Oye! 7 more years for Paul Biya! 100 more years for Paul!”

A Biya minister has just transformed the Catholic “Gloria in Excelsis, Deo” to “Gloire in Excelsis, Biya!” Even more subtle is the agitation of a bunch of unelected upstarts (John B. Ndeh, Ngafeeson, etc.) from the North West and other provinces. They have constituted themselves into a so-called North West development conflict coalition and are claiming to be only out to garner development projects for the North West. And they say only Mr. Biya can supply the wherewithal for development so why not: “Hip, Hip, Hurrah!” for Paul Biya, the only son of the soil, king of the birds. 

The Other CPDM Candidates

Several months ago the French inside review, La Lettre du Continent, lined up six persons said to be ready to step in should Mr. Biya step out. That list started with Mr. Edouard Akame Mfoumou whose brother, Fouman Akame, is said to be Mr Biya’s ears and eyes. Akame Mfoumou, it would seem, has been perfectly groomed for the top dog. He has held every key position in the government of Cameroon from defence, to finance, to the general secretariat in the presidency, etc. It is said that Akame Mfoumou holds the trust of the army, the Bamileke business class, the Beti lobby, and international finance institutions. Enough claims to the throne therefore.

Next on the list is the hawkish Joseph Owona, another Beti baron said to have solid support of the clergy, other Beti barons, and key generals like Pierre Semengue and Benoît Emane Asso’o. The rumour mill has it that in his spare moments Mr. Owona derides the homosexual orientation of most of Cameroon’s political class.

Current Minister Delegate in charge of Defence, the sly Laurent Esso, from the minority Douala tribe, is also mentioned as a likely. La Lettre du Continent claims that Mr. Biya loved calm fellows and could just as well turn the reins of power over to Esso. 

The oafish Justice Minister, Amadou Ali, said to have Kanuri origins and with a vast information network nationwide, is also mentioned. It is said of Amadou Ali that he is the only candidate who might be welcomed by the Federal Republic of Nigeria. Amadou Ali is also said to have the backing of France, which patron European power would want fluid ties with Nigeria.

Also mentioned is Cavaye Djibril Yeguie, said to be a fatherly figure! Not mentioned is a candidate who takes himself very seriously and believes that Biya could just shove him into the number one spot in loving memories of the manner in which Ahidjo shoved Biya to power. That worthy is current Prime Minister, Peter Mafany Musonge. 

Not also mentioned is the youngish Marafa Hamidou Yaya, a member of Cameroon’s northern merchant class who, it is suspected, is more ambitious than he pretends to be. 

 Another strange phenomenon surrounding 2004 is the silent yet pervasive agitation of First Lady Chantal Vigouroux Biya. Journalists of a local tabloid, Mutations, got themselves arrested when they not only denounced the new Mrs. Biya’s ‘brightly coloured” habiliments but they also weighed in on her tendency to “exercise full power”. Germaine Ahidjo, said Mutations, was ravishing and gracious, very discrete and withdrawn from the political scene; Jeanne Irene Biya was dignified and quiet, living her life in the humility and silence of her social acts”. Using state resources, prolongs, Mutations, the new Mrs. Biya is on permanent campaign either through CERAC (Cercle des amis du Cameroun) or the Chantal Biya Foundation, doling out state manna to friends. “Son Excellence, Madame la presidente, Chantal Biya,” says Mutations “takes up even more Tv time than Mr. Biya. She exercises real power.” 

Mutations: Chantal Biya for President? The laugh could just be on you. 

Mr. Biya’s Awesome Legacy 

What is known is that Cameroon’s President, Mr. Paul Biya is now 70. Seventy solid years. And he has been president for 21 years. Twenty-two solid years! In African tradition, and by all standards, the man has attained would be a sage: a wiseman. But is he? 

This pundit has never seen anything or, well, seen very few things good about Mr. Paul Biya and his regime. For one thing this is the man under whose stewardship Cameroon was voted most corrupt country in the world...twice! And this is the man under whose stewardship 10 percent of the population has pilfered 90% of Cameroon’s resources. This is the man under whose stewardship a not-so-funny-reporter writing for The American Spectator suggested, “ Everybody in Cameroon is a crook. Even the school children are on the take.”

We are Cameroonians and we know that this verdict is true. Columnist Jing Thomas aptly describes this as a country run like a crime syndicate with Mr. Biya as the final godfather. In this full-fledge presidential dictatorship the buck stops at Mr. Biya’s table. “The Head of State has no account to render to anybody,” Mr. Biya told onetime CRTV reporter Eric Chinje in 1986.

Under Mr. Biya authority, therefore, expert graft, skilled election fraud, artful pilfering of state resources, abject looting, generalised embezzlement, savage over billing, vast exploitation of the poor by the rich and powerful, endemic tax evasion, clean white collar theft, vicious customs, police and gendarmerie fraud, massive examination leakages, etc., have obtained with terrifying alacrity. For 21 years, corruption has glided along like a sublime symphony with an ask-for-proof conductor- in chief in full action: looking the other way that is. 

Members of Mr. Biya’s party demand and receive bribes, they blackmail, they petition, they threaten, they issue veiled threats, they visit the soothsayers, they loot, they embezzled, they ransack, they grab, they exploit, they pilfer, they shake down banks, they bring in muscle and they play mbaglum dance tunes on the cash registers. If truth be told 

year in and year out the Biya regime does everything by the book to guarantee that Cameroon is voted the most corrupt in the world. 

And, the trophies have come fast and thick, each of them well-earned and well-deserved. 

 Justice is bought and sold, positions bought and sold, influence bought and sold, sex and cults used as weapons of power and influence. Free masons and other demoniac sects lord it over the commonwealth and kleptocrats, budget raiders and vote siphoners as well as homosexuals abound in high places. 

Tribalism, nepotism, state-sponsored terrorism (Titus Edzoa), indiscipline and more skewed practices than twenty full editions of this magazine can capture are the hallmark of this regime. 

As Mr. Biya presides.

Government overtly steals from the populace through fake taxes like the Audio-visual tax (paid by taxicabs and other vehicles which cannot watch television); the Credit Foncier tax is another fraud. And now a new 13.200FCFA racket on institutions that have the misfortune of using electricity! 

Police and gendarmes steal from road users in public and in broad daylight, government allows the water and electricity corporation to steal from the populace through fake hikes in billings. SONEL and SNEC meter readers are on the take. And so on and so on. It could be argued with sound evidential that should Mr. Biya glean another seven years mandate regime couriers might just take a well-deserved rest simply because then there will be little or nothing left to steal.

Only in Cameroon and only under Mr. Biya would a sitting president get up on the morning of general elections (June 23) and then announce to the world that the process cannot go forward. Then, while denouncing those who denounce such gross incompetence as “enemies of the nation” the president and his acolytes would then proceed to rig the same elections with great relish. 

Another known known is that Mr. Biya’s awesome legacy rubs on all his past, present and future collaborators who not only share in despoiling the state of Cameroon but have also been participating very actively in wasting Cameroon. It is an unimpeachable known known that the likes of Akame Foumou, Laurent Esso, Mafany Musonge, Amadou Ali who yearn to rule Cameroon one day have giant skeletons whistling in their closets. 

Cameroonians even hold Mr. Biya in higher esteem than some of his ministers and associates. 

Small wonder, when a bunch of folks crept out of the CPDM woodwork under a Chief Milla Assoute to announce that they are “CPDM Reformers” out to denounce the “garbegie” that is the Biya system, Cameroonians failed to take them serious. Milla Assoute and his men might mean well but they will forever carry the CPDM tag like leprosy.

An Illiterate Opposition

The known unknowns – that is to say the things we ‘pretend’ that we do not know about 2004 must be related to the behaviour of the other ‘presidential candidates’ in the opposition. That list must liefer include fellows like John Fru Ndi, Adamou Ndam Njoya, Bello Bouba Maigari, Celestin Bedzegui, Hameni Bieuleu, just to name a few. Were these fellows honest to themselves they would have concluded long ago that they just do not have what it takes to beat Biya. Simply put, in spite of his big dross, Mr. Biya is a more skilled politician than all of them put together. 

In his traditional discourse to the nation last December 31, Mr. Biya rightly spited the opposition. The level of debate with the opposition is very low, the man chirped. Rather than resort to systematic refusal of everything, he added, these fellows would do better to engage (us) in meaningful dialogue.

Says Djeukam Tchameni, President of the Movement for Democracy and Interdepependence: “ Mr. Biya is the only politician who understands that to keep power you must wield the tripartite control of the people, the gun and the international connection”. Simply put, Mr. Biya is adept at the goal of politics - acquiring and keeping power at all cost. Mr. Biya’s specialty is to rig every election and then pretend that he never asked anyone to steal the vote. 

Seen in this light, it becomes a known known that excuses and talks about election fraud are just the outcome of illiterate politicians complaining about the tools they never had. The only candidate worth his salt is one that can beat Biya, election fraud, warts and all. 

The known unknown in the 2004 ball game has to do with the likely attitude of the has-beens and also-rans. True to their inordinate and, by now irritating ambitions, count on these clowns to surface and pretend that they are not more interested in grabbing the circa 500.000.000FCFA that Mr. Biya will dole out to fund their so-called campaigns than in actually being president of Cameroon. SDF-CDU, SDF-CDU-UNDP or whatever coalitions are just stupid gimmicks to amuse the gallery. Mr. Biya will still rig the election win. Expect the likes of John Fru Ndi, Ndam Njoya, Bello Bouba et al to come forward, clown around as usual, legalise Mr. Biya’s show, grab some money and go home contented. So-called unique candidate and strenuous opposition transition programmes are just that: hogwash. The opposition needs to win elections first to apply its programmes and the opposition cannot win because Mr. Biya’s DOs will rig the elections.

Fortunately since 1992 Cameroonians have wised up to the fact that there were actually other naked emperors in the opposition, going through the motions of denouncing Mr. Biya by day only to wine, dine and curry favours from him in the night. These pretenders would be SDF (or sans domicile fixe) by day and CPDM grabsmen. Having come from the ruling CPDM-CNU Mafia the likes of John Fru Ndi are today using the same tactics they denounced in Mr. Biya to cling to power. Years ago the International community represented in Yaounde suggested to the SDF to groom a presidential material since Fru Ndi was just not it. In fact were Mr. Fru Ndi to respect the SDF Constitution and summon a transparent Convention of his party he might at best be kicked out. On the other hand, Cameroon is neither Senegal nor the Cote d’Ivoire and Mr. John of Ntarikon is not Gbagbo. The former-current Fru Ndi ally, Ndam Njoya, remains another little man whose political influence ends in the Noun.

The Unknown Unknowns and the Dark Horses

Among the items about regime change in Cameroon known only to the Almighty God himself one can safely announce that only God knows the time and the hour of a possible “momentary political disequilibrium” (like death) at the helm of Cameroon, which process could bring its own magic. 

The Divine God, who in his great wisdom toys with the fate of man can decide otherwise. Man, like the Biblical Rich Fool, may wish but God can decide otherwise. Should Mr. Biya suddenly drop dead, the current constitution says that National Assembly president Cavaye Yeguie Djibril will be president for 40 days during which time he must organize fresh elections in which he will not be a candidate. He cannot change the constitution either. Then the grand national party, the CPDM will organize one of its “y’a-t-il” d’autres candidats” Low Masses to produce a presidential candidate to face any of the ludicrous clowns in the opposition. 

The fact about the matter, however, is that Mr. Biya’s succession game plan has always been in place. The northern merchants cannot claim the presidency again because Ahidjo was from the north and because the current Number Two man, Cavaye Yeguie is from the north. The Grand West (Anglo-Bamileke) cannot claim the presidency because they already have Peter Mafany Musonge in the prime ministry. Logically the Betis will lay a claim to the prize. That claim will be backed by their strong presence in the military. God forbid that the nightmare should continue. What may not be clear is whether the northern merchants who have ‘strong contenders’ like Amadou Ali, Marafa Yaya, Sadou Hayatou, and Dakole “ivre derriere le bureau” Daissala, Bello Bouba, among others, would knuckle down and be snookered in the rear again by the Betis.  Already the northern merchants have been spoiling for a return match of the April 6, 1984 mayhem and the Mbalmayo mass graves. Should the antagonism between the Betis and the Northerners in a post-Biya era reach frenzy point then: Welcome the Civil War. The likely scenario will be the Betis versus everybody else.

Or, some dark horse-the genuine unknown unknown-could spring from nowhere and then end the Biya reign in Cameroon. Yondo Black and Sanda Oumarou do not seem to have that many tin cans following them around. A military coup is out of the question because for a better salary than all other servants of the state, Cameroon’s military is just a sub-section of the CPDM.

A Vile Colonial Power

Among the known knowns is the terrible fact that France gets to decide who gets to be president of Cameroon. There is simply no going around that reality. In fact, even before overseeing Cameroon’s military, police, secret service and finance structures the French control the election-rigging machinery in the Ministry of Territorial Administration, MINAT. When dire uncertainty reigns about their interests the French can always move troops from Bangui or wherever to surround the Etoudi Palace. 

A local newspaper, Cameroon Post, reported that in the night of October 10, 1992, the French moved in 500 troops to surround the Etoudi Palace and keep the SDF still revolution at bay.

Facing the Tumi Challenge

Christian Cardinal Tumi is a Catholic. So is Mr. Biya, at least officially. What that means concretely is that the Vatican would hardly accept the divisions in the Catholic Church in Cameroon over a political quarrel. At the same time genuine change in Cameroon can hardly come through the channel of the Roman Catholic Church, which itself is known to be a secretive, conservative, outfit with deep-seated worldly interests akin to those incarnated by France through the Biya regime. Bluntly put, regime and system change in Cameroon can never happen with Roman control of Cameroon and the colonial Ministry of Territorial Administration will still be in charge of rigging elections. Nothing says that MINAT will not rig the votes and make it as close as a 3 votes difference between Mr. Biya and the cardinal with Mr. Biya winning naturally. Regime change via the ballot box is impossible in Cameroon.

Christian Cardinal Tumi must have measured these paradigms (especially election fraud) and more. Small wonder he is not running against Paul Biya. The fun about it is that Christian Cardinal Tumi may or may not run for president in 2004 but Mr. Biya and his merry men in the CPDM have already taken the vicious slap in the face. Christian Cardinal Tumi may go down in history as the best president Cameroon never had simply because he represents all that Biya is not. A fine Cameroonian irony.

Ntemfac Ofege, a veteran news analyst, wrote this commentary for 

Postwatch Magazine
