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1. Historical Background
Multi-party elections were first held in March 1992 in Cameroon after the adoption of a new electoral code in December 1991. This followed a lengthy episode of a one party regime and non-competitive elections instituted since the mid-1960s. The transition to democracy in Cameroon began in the early 1990s, when President Biya reluctantly allowed the creation of political parties, following increasing demonstrations for democratic change. Disputes were lodged by 32 political parties on these elections. 

Biya’s party, the RDPC, secured 88 out of 180 seats in the National Assembly. The Union Nationale pour la Démocratie et le Progrès (UNDP) obtained 68, whereas the Union des Populations Camerounaises (UPC) and the Mouvement pour la Défense de la République (MDR) had 18 and 6 seats respectively. The RDPC subsequently formed an alliance with the MDR, thereby securing a majority in the National Assembly. Presidential elections were subsequently held on 11 October 1992 and Biya was re-elected with 39.9 percent of the votes. Te Social Democratic Front (SDF) and UNDP secured 35.9 percent and 19.2 percent of the votes respectively. The common analysis was that these elections were not free and fair as there were claims of numerous irregularities from opposition parties. 

Amendments introduced in the Constitution in 1998 helped Biya delay presidential elections that were initially scheduled for 2002 and extended his term of office until 2004. In December 2000, responding to pressure from opposition demands for democratic change, parliament adopted a bill establishing the Observatoire National des Elections
 (ONEL), an election watchdog body responsible for controlling and supervising all stages of the electoral process in Cameroon. This was resisted by the opposition, who argued that the proposed EMB would not be sufficiently independent and impartial given that its members were to be single-handedly appointed by President Biya. Indeed they felt that the commission would be partial in favour of the government.
Prior to the setting up of the NEO, the Ministry of Territorial Administration had the responsibility of organizing the elections. 
2. Legislative Framework 
The National Elections Observatory (NEO) is regulated by Law N° 2000/16 promulgated to create an independent electoral management body in Cameroon. Before its adoption by the National Assembly, this law was the subject of intense debate on the functions that were to be assigned and the criteria for appointing its members. The law requires the NEO to monitor all elections and referenda in a free and fair manner. 
This law has been supported by the Decree N° 2001/397, which regulates the composition and operation of provincial and divisional structures of the NEO. Notably, although the Constitution guarantees the holding multiparty elections, it does not make any specific reference to the NEO. In fact, the current Constitution does not take into account the existence and role of the NEO, given that NEO was created after its adoption. The Constitution has not been amended accordingly.   

Before the establishment of the NEO, legislative elections were organised in terms of the Law N° 91/20 and presidential elections in terms of the Law N° 92/10. The Law N° 2000/15 regulates the funding of political and election campaigns. 
3. Institutional Structure
The NEO has a Chairperson who presides over an 11-member team, appointed by the President of the Republic. The question of the NEO’s ability to operate independently re-emerged when President Biya handpicked appointed leading members of the electoral body in October 2001. The NEO Chairman appoints provincial, divisional and council structures operational during elections. 
The NEO can access all human and material resources necessary for the performance of its duties and government has the duty to ensure that required public servants are released to the NEO as required.
4. Powers and Functions of the NEO  

The duties and powers of the NEO are specified in Law N° 2000/016 as being the management of elections and referenda in compliance with the Constitution or relevant legislation. The NEO must supervise and manage all electoral operations in an impartial manner. Also, the NEO is empowered to hear all claims and disputes concerning voter registers, candidate nomination and candidates’ behaviour not resolved by the competent supervisory commissions and order the necessary corrections after examination. 
NEO can also instruct administrative authorities to take corrective measures in case of infringement of constitutional and legal provisions and to recommend sanctions, where necessary. The NEO has to ensure that the law applies to all stakeholders and role-players in the electoral process. This makes the Cameroonian EMB a sort of Ombudsman in election matters.
5. The Financing of the EMB
The NEO is totally funded by the government. It prepares its own budget and submits it to the National Assembly for approval, through the department in charge of State finances. The running expenses of the NEO and its provincial structures are included in the overall State budget. 

6. Accountability of the IEC

After the poll, the NEO must produce a report on the conduct of the election operations and submit it to the President of the Republic who has the responsibility to publish it. With reference to financial matters, the Observatory accounts to parliament at the end of each financial year. 
7. The Professionalism of Electoral Officers

The NEO’s Chairperson can, with the approval of the relevant minister, request that public servants be placed at the disposal of the commission for the effective discharge of its duties. Such employees are then entitled to a special duty allowance in addition to their monthly salary. After the publication of final election results, they then return their normal jobs. 
Some categories of government personnel are excluded from serving the NEO. These include members of government judicial and legal officers in active service, members of a group supporting a candidate and candidates running for election.
8. Relations with the Media

NEO and its structures have access to all sources of information and the public media so as to ensure that the public remains informed of NEO activities. In addition, the Observatory is empowered to monitor news broadcasts by State-owned organs, to ensure that news and editorial coverage is carried out in an even-handed fashion for all political parties and candidates during campaigning.

Although censorship was abolished in 1996, the government occasionally seizes or suspends private newspapers and arrests journalists that are critical of it. There are also regular complaints from the opposition about the State-owned broadcaster, the Cameroon Radio-Television Corporation (CRTV), which continues to enjoy a virtual monopoly despite the liberalization of Media and the consequent creation of private televisions and radios. 

9. Relationship with other Institutions and Agencies       

The NEO enjoys a close relationship with the Government, particularly the President of the Republic, to the point that most observers do not believe in its capacity to perform assertively as an independent body. This situation has strained interactions between the NEO and other stakeholders including opposition political parties, civil society organisations, donor agencies and international observers. NEO is legally required to work with international observers. Such observers must be invited by the Government. 

10. Electoral Reform Management 

Currently, the NEO does not have much authority to influence the electoral legal framework in Cameroon. As mentioned above, the regulation in force was adopted and implemented before the establishment of the NEO. Since then, not much has been done to improve the situation. Only the parliament and the President seem to possess the powers of implementing required changes related to electoral reforms.

11. Opportunities and Constraints

The NEO has done well although a major impediment to its independence persists namely the President’s control over the appointment of its members. Also, a Constitutional review is necessary to include the existence of the NEO. Likewise, the NEO must evaluate the current legal framework so as to update provisions that are out of tune with the existence of an independent electoral body.
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