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Abstract  

The links between the social and environmental pillars are particularly under-developed in 

scientific literature. This article bridges this knowledge gap by applying a social-

environmental conceptual framework which consists of a check-list of 33 questions. It used 

same to review various strategy documents of the Government of Cameroon. These 

comprised one national strategy document, three sectoral strategy documents and two sub-

sectoral strategy documents. To triangulate and enrich these documents analysis, 

unstructured interviews with 21 key stakeholders was held. The findings revealed some 

inconsistencies in participatory processes. Findings also revealed insufficient consideration of 

benefits sharing from the exploitation of natural resource for local social development. Bio-

piracy issues were also not well considered in the documents analyzed. Nevertheless, natural 

and human-induced risk management, environmental awareness, generation and use of 

data, and commitments to infrastructure planning that concurrently promotes social 

integration and environmental sustainability simultaneously are well considered in the 

strategy documents reviewed.  
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Introduction  

Many developing countries were able to 

maintain a stable macro-economic 

framework up to 2008 by implementing 

their Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers 

(IMF, 2010). However, the general pace of 

growth has been too slow to significantly 

reduce poverty. For example, in Cameroon 

during the implementation phase of the 

Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers 

(PRSPs), the Gross Domestic Product 

average growth rate stood at 3.32 per cent 

between 2003 and 2007 (Republic of 

Cameroon, 2009). To correct weaknesses 

identified during successive evaluations of 

first generation PRSP’s implementation, 

many African countries, have recently 

launched national strategy of vision that 

aims at making them emerging countries 

between 2020-2035. Driscoll and Evans 

(2005) note that these countries have also 

revised their PRSPs and prepared a second-

generation of PRSPs with focus on growth 

and job creation as the basis of future 

poverty reduction programs. Cameroon for 

example has prepared a growth and 

employment strategy paper (GESP) which 

is a national strategy. To support the 
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appropriate planning of subsequent 

strategies aligned with the GESP, the 

Government of Cameroon in 2011 

published a planning guide (MINEPAT, 

2011). Based on this key planning tool, 

sectoral development strategies, sub-

sectoral development strategies and Priority 

Action Plans (PAPs) were prepared by 

different ministries. One can ponder 

whether the process of preparing these 

strategies replicates past weaknesses such 

as the mechanistic breakdown of 

sustainability into its parts as underscored 

by Volkery et al. (2004). Much of work 

was done on the greening of PRSPs and 

major policy documents in Africa (Bojö et 

al., 2004; Hugé  and Hens, 2009; Hambira, 

2009; Alemagi, 2011; Bele et al., 2011) did 

not place much focus on social and 

environmental links. The literature 

indicates the necessity of developing 

greater linkage between the social and 

environmental pillars (Murphy, 2012; 

Cuthill, 2009; Gough et al., 2008; Littig 

and Griessler, 2005). The central issue is 

not to establish how social pillar affects 

environmental pillar (Harms, 1999). It is 

how social and environmental 

considerations simultaneously come 

together at the moment of choice, and how 

the resulting options/directions lead to 

sustainability. This paper seeks to 

understand and evaluate the development 

of social and environmental links in 

development strategies for Cameroon. 

 

Research Methodology 

Since the linkage between the social and 

environmental pillars are particularly 

under-researched (Murphy, 2012), we used 

an exploratory research approach. This 

implies that the research is designed to 

come up with final answers but intended to 

investigate an area that has been under-

researched (Nagy et al., 2011). The overall 

exploratory research strategy includes: 

 a literature review and development of a 

check-list of questions (Step 1); 

Unstructured interviews with a relatively 

small group of people, and these people are 

almost never randomly selected to 

participate (Step 2). 

Step 1: Analysis according to checklist 
We reviewed existing checklists, relevant 

literature on social sustainability, social and 

environmental links and environmental 

sustainability. Then we extracted the items, 

grouped them under five conceptual 

categories to develop a checklist consisting 

of 33 questions.  

Furthermore, to complete an acceptable 

version of the checklist, we used a pilot test 

of the critical feedback and an expert panel 

with diverse backgrounds as a means to 

assure reliability and validity of a checklist 

design (Yin, 2009; Fink, 2003). 

The final five categories are: 

Commitment to Social and Environmental 

Links (Eight Questions)  
This assessed whether these strategies 

reflected the thrust of relevant national, 

regional and international goals and 

agreements promoting social and 

environmental links. It also assessed if 

these strategies acknowledged sustainable 

development. Questions for this category 

were informed by the work of Turcu 

(2013); Ngouana and Tchoffo (2011); 

MINEPDED (2010) and Hugé and Hens 

(2007). 

Equity (Seven Questions)  
This attempted to assess how the concept of 

equity was linked to environmental 

imperatives and what policy implications 

emerged from these synergies. Questions 

focused on vulnerable groups, land 

grabbing, etc. The concept of vulnerable 

groups is open to interpretation (Larkin, 

2009) but in this paper vulnerable groups 

refer to those persons who are 

underprivileged because of their social 

position, marginalization, poor mental and 
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physical health, low income or other factors 

(MINEPAT, 2013). Questions for this 

category were extracted and adapted from 

Murphy (2012); Bele et al. (2011) and 

Alessa et al. (2009).  In this paper, equity 

refers to a wide spectrum of policy areas 

ranging from the provision of clean water, 

nutrition, etc. and an unpolluted 

environment and access to social networks 

(Murphy (2012).  

Awareness for Sustainability (Five 

Questions) 
Awareness for sustainability is a key social 

concept in Sustainable Development 

discourse (Murphy, 2012). This category 

was informed by Murphy (2012), Franks et 

al. (2014), Davis and Franks (2014) and, 

Ngouana and Tchoffo (2011).  

Participation (Seven Questions)  
Questions assessed the extent to which 

desires, views and preferences of 

vulnerable groups, including future 

generations, are reflected in the strategies 

analyzed. Ideas for this category were 

extracted from Murphy (2012), Esteves et 

al. (2012), Hugé et al. (2011) and, Ngouana 

and Tchoffo (2011).  

Social cohesion (Six questions)  
This assessed whether the strategies 

show commitment to developing initiatives 

that combat the kinds of environmental 

conditions that promote social disharmony 

or upheaval. This category was guided by 

the works of Murphy (2012), Keitumetse 

(2014), Cuthill (2009), Owen and Kemp 

(2014). 

Part of the checklist is presented in Table 3 

for illustrative purposes.  

Equity (07 questions) 
1. Does the strategy include commitment to 

assist vulnerable groups coping with the 

effects of large infrastructure projects? 

2. Does the strategy show commitment to 

guide vulnerable groups to diversified 

enterprises evolving due to infrastructure 

projects? 

3. Does the strategy show commitment to 

dedicate/capture revenues from the 

exploitation of natural resources to/for local 

social development priority areas? 

4. Does the strategy include commitment to 

avoid appropriation of productive resources 

such as land, medicinal plants, etc. by the 

rich /multinational and powerful? 

5. Does the strategy show commitment to 

address/minimize the environmental effects 

of vulnerable groups? 

6. Does the strategy show commitment to 

assist vulnerable groups adapting to the 

effects of extreme environmental 

degradation and climate-induced changes? 

7. Does the strategy show commitment to 

protect vulnerable groups from the adverse 

impacts of fiscal policies designed to 

protect environment? 

The checklist has been applied to one 

national development strategy (GESP, 

2009), three sectoral development 

strategies (Social Services Sectoral 

Development Strategy (2014-2020); Health 

sector strategy  2009-2015; Industry and 

Services Sector  Development Strategy and 

action plans, 2008)   and two sub-sectoral 

development strategies (Livestock, 

Fisheries and Animal Husbandry 

(MINEPIA) Sub-sector strategy, 2012; 

Environment, Protection of Nature and 

Sustainable Development (MINEPDED) 

sub-sector strategy, 2012).  

In checklist approaches, assessment is 

done qualitatively (Olsen and Fenhann, 

2008) and quality is best measured on an 

ordinal scale (Batschelet, 1979). Answers 

to the questions are scored on a three-point 

ad hoc ordinal scale (Forrest and Bjorn, 

1986), where 1 stands for ‘issue not 

mentioned’, 2 for ‘issue mentioned but not 

elaborated’ and 3 for ‘issue elaborated’. We 

did not consider a score of 0 because it will 

not be sensible and will exclude a category 

from the analysis.  
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Each checklist question per category 

received one of the above scores. These 

scores referred to the number of questions 

in each category of questions. This ranking 

scale has mutually exclusive and 

exhaustive categories; there is no absolute 

magnitude of the difference between 

categories (Altman et al. 1983) but there is 

order between them, as indicated by 

expressions such as ‘not mentioned’, ‘not 

elaborated’ or ‘elaborated’. 

The central tendency descriptive 

statistical method used in this research is 

median, which is appropriate for an ordinal 

scale (Stevens, 1946; Forrest and Bjorn, 

1986). 

Step 2: Unstructured Interviews 
To enrich documents analysis, 

unstructured interviews with 21 key 

stakeholders was held from November 

2013 through January 2014. Targeted key 

informants included those who were 

involved in the strategy development 

process and those who were not involved 

but were better placed to offer credible and 

valuable perspectives on social and 

environmental links in Cameroon. For 

example, the following questions were 

asked to respondents: how do you think 

social-environmental links were developed 

in the strategy formulation process? Were 

there any debates/discussions on the 

inclusion of social-environmental links?   

 

Results and Discussion 
Based on checklist categories, Table 5 

portrays a selection of key social-

environmental link issues in the analyzed 

development strategies. 

 

Table 5: Consideration of selected key social and environmental links in the analyzed 

strategies  

Key social and environmental link 

categories 
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 MEDIAN (MD)  MD MD MD MD MD MD 

1.Commitment to social and environmental 

links (08 questions) 3 1 1 1,5 1 3 

2. Equity (07 questions) 2 1 2 2 2 3 

3- Awareness for Sustainability (05 

questions) 2 3 3 3 2 3 

4-Stakeholder Participation (07 questions) 3 3 2 2 2 2 

5. Social cohesion (06 questions) 2,5 2,5 3 3 2,5 3 
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As ordinal variables allow us to rank the 

items, we measure them in terms of which 

has less or more of the quality represented 

by the variable (Stevens, 1946).  

Table 5 shows that commitment to 

social and environmental links is well 

considered in the GESP but not in the 

subsequent sectoral strategies. In general, 

social and environment are often treated 

separately and links between them are 

weak. The exception to this trend is 

MINEPDED sub-sector strategy which 

consistently recognized social and 

environmental linkages. Table 5 also shows 

that awareness for sustainability and social 

cohesion are well addressed in most 

strategies. Except MINEPDED sub-sector 

strategy, emphasis on equity is lacking in 

most of the strategies. Stakeholder 

participation is less considered in four 

strategies analyzed. Table 5 suggests 

disconnect between various levels of 

planning.  

The next section discusses the 

qualitative appreciation of some selected 

aspects within checklist categories in the 

light of interview results.  

Commitment to Social and Environmental 

Links  
Sustainable development is mentioned 

in the majority of the strategies analyzed. 

MINEPDED sub-sector strategy reflects on 

the complex interdependencies between 

economic, social and environmental 

phenomena but does not operationalize 

sustainability in the Cameroonian context. 

This lack of operationalization opens 

ground for more contention because no 

single way of telling the extent to which 

sustainability is achieved has been agreed 

so far (Turcu, 2013; Mustafa and Abdul-

Razak, 2011). Documents analyzed portray 

a mechanistic breakdown of sustainability 

into its parts. The breaking down of 

sustainability to the various components 

cannot enable planners to capture social 

and environmental links.   

References to agreements promoting 

social and environmental links vary from 

one strategy to another. They are not 

mentioned in the health sector strategy, and 

in the Livestock, Fisheries and Animal 

Husbandry (MINEPIA) sub-sector strategy.  

The GESP makes references to Indigenous 

and Tribal Peoples, environment-health 

nexus, and Waste Management for Human 

Health and Livelihood, whereas the 

MINEPDED sub-sector strategy and the 

Industries and Services sector strategy 

respectively elaborates on green economy 

and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). 

Green economy and CSR are likely to 

foster social and environmental links 

(UNEP, 2011; UNEP, 2013; GIZ, 2013), if 

appropriate enabling actions (resources are 

mobilized, awareness, incentives, 

regulations, compliance and enforcement 

measures) are undertaken. 

Equity  
The health sector strategy shows 

commitment to address occupational health 

and safety but it insufficiently considered 

commitment to assist vulnerable groups 

coping with the effects of large 

infrastructure projects. These projects are 

subjected to Environmental and Social 

Impact Assessment and their social and 

environmental impacts are well considered 

in the MINEPDED sub-sector strategy. The 

failure to consider health impacts of large 

infrastructure projects in a health sector 

strategy while many large projects are 

underway, could lead to major shortfalls.  

For example, the lack of health baseline 

data and an incomplete assessment makes it 

difficult to address long-term issues of 

global community health in the Chad-

Cameroon pipeline project (Harisson and 

Coussens, 2007).  

The MINEPDED sub-sector strategy 

shows commitment to develop an Access 
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and Benefit-Sharing (ASB) policy but the 

Health sector strategy also fails to show its 

contribution towards avoiding 

appropriation of productive resources such 

as medicinal plants by the rich 

/multinational and powerful, this failure 

could spur the inequity currently being 

faced by African communities. 

Multinational pharmaceutical and 

biotechnological companies have created 

profitable private monopolies over Africa’s 

genes, plants and related traditional 

knowledge (Oyewunmi, 2013), and 

biopiracy is widespread in Africa (Heong, 

2006).  

The strategies assessed are committed 

to dealing with hazard risks that may derail 

or constrain their goals. This is important 

because human-induced hazard could 

dangerously increase inequality. The 

strategies are also committed to addressing 

the environmental impacts on vulnerable 

groups but they do not consider refugees 

environmental impacts.   

Social Services and, Industries and 

Services strategies show commitment to 

guide vulnerable groups to diversified 

enterprises evolving due to the exploitation 

of natural resource and infrastructure 

projects. In as much as these strategies pay 

attention to social safety nets, other 

strategies assessed lack a comprehensive 

view on guiding vulnerable groups to 

diversified enterprises evolving due to 

infrastructure projects and the exploitation 

of natural resources. The adverse impacts 

on vulnerable groups of regulatory policies 

designed to mitigate climate change or to 

protect environment are not considered 

despite their growing importance.  

Awareness for Sustainability  
Environmental awareness, capacity 

building, research and promotion of all 

forms of information are considered in 

most of the reviewed strategy documents. 

Notwithstanding this consideration, 

according to Civil Society Organizations 

(CSOs) representatives interviewed 

education for sustainability is still a 

challenging issue in Cameroon because 

many development strategies lack an 

appropriate communication and awareness 

strategy. This argument was contested by 

an interviewee from the Ministry in charge 

of the environment who revealed that a 

National environmental educational and 

awareness program (2014-2018) was 

developed in September 2013. He further 

contended that, this program with a budget 

estimated at 19.990.639 USD for seventeen 

sectoral ministries and at 25.056.267 USD 

for municipalities and regional public 

administrations will surely bridge the gap is 

appropriate resource is available for its 

efficient implementation.  

Stakeholder Participation  
Strategies analyzed paid attention to 

participation. Most sectoral and sub-

sectoral strategies present fragments of the 

planning process and emphasize that 

consultation and validation workshops were 

held in various agro-ecology zones. 

However, the attempts to include the 

marginalized groups in the policy 

discussion lacked credibility. None of these 

strategies provided data on the number of 

participants involved; disaggregated either 

by ethnicity, sex or socio-professional 

categories. This weakness is in line with 

findings of Hughes (2005) who 

underscored a limited fulfillment of 

minorities’ and indigenous peoples’ rights 

in development policy processes. In the 

term of national and sectoral ownership of 

these strategies, interviewees feel 

frustrated. Main reasons for this are that the 

approach confuses consultation for 

involvement, and there has been no 

opportunity for debating alternatives 

development pathways. Furthermore, 

insights from local Government institutions 

are not always captured and most funding 
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concentrated at the central level of the 

ministries.  

Monitoring and Evaluation system, and 

inter-sectoral co-operation are well 

elaborated in the strategies analyzed. 

Notwithstanding this thoroughness, 

according to CSOs, in Cameroon inter-

sectoral cooperation remains a permanent 

challenge because of poor governance. This 

lack of coordination between national 

institutions in Cameroon is also 

acknowledged by other authors (Ngouana 

and Tchoffo 2011; Greiber and Schiele 

2011). Lack of coordination always results 

in conflict and wasted resources (Partidário 

et al. 2008). Pathways to social and 

environmental linkages require a multi-

stakeholder engagement, coordinated 

system and a systemic change. 

There is a clear commitment to 

information sharing, generation and use of 

data, but according to public institution 

representatives and academics interviewed, 

Cameroon lacks an operational database for 

monitoring the social and environmental 

links which are still in early stages of 

research. In addition, social services sector 

strategy underscores the lack of a Social 

Information System (SIS). 

Social Cohesion 
Issues of equitable access to/and control 

over natural resources for women and men, 

commitments to combating the kinds of 

environmental conditions that cause civic 

strife and commitments to infrastructure 

planning that concurrently promotes social 

integration and environmental 

sustainability simultaneously are usually 

considered adequately, while the promotion 

of social activities aimed at environmental 

goals is poorly considered in the 

MINEPDED subsector strategy. For 

example, one strategy plans to increase the 

rate of access to sanitation infrastructure 

from 15 to more than 60 per cent at the end 

of 2020. Decent employment opportunities 

are mentioned in most strategies analyzed. 

However, they do not operationalize decent 

employment in the Cameroonian context. 

They also lack a comprehensive view of 

decent employment with regards to wages, 

career prospects, job quality and security. 

The industries and services strategy 

plans to encourage private sector 

investments in local infrastructures, 

MINEPDED sub-sector strategy plans to 

promote ASB, however, an explicit 

commitment to capture revenue and 

promote redistribution of revenue from the 

exploitation of natural resource is lacking 

in the strategies assessed. Benefit sharing 

as a long-term arrangement can provide 

equitable development, sustainability and 

smooth project (Wang, 2012) if local 

communities properly manage “their share” 

of revenues (Nodem et al., 2012). Specific 

attention needs to be paid to redistribution 

of revenue, and social issues around large-

scale natural resource extraction projects. 

Violence and social breakdown can be the 

most severe constraint to sustainability 

(Ali, 2014). 

 

Conclusions  

The foregoing section has identified 

and discussed social and environmental 

strengths of the strategies and areas where 

more information and/or action may be 

needed. Many issues of importance are not 

well considered: participation of 

marginalized groups lacks credibility; 

benefits sharing are hardly mentioned and 

if so, in extremely general non-binding 

terms. Evidence has shown that as the first 

generation PRSPs, the GESP replicates a 

mechanistic breakdown of sustainability 

into its parts economy, social and 

environment. But otherwise, the 

MINEPDED Subsector Strategy plans to 

focus on the reconciliation of 

environment/social and their interactions. 

As sustainable development, green 
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economy and Corporate Social 

Responsibility are elaborated in few 

strategies analyzed but there are not much 

than the “translation” of concepts and 

standards with little local consultations. 

Strategies analyzed recognize and deal with 

inter-sectoral links. Inter-ministerial, inter-

sectoral working groups do exist, but in 

practice, they seem to be ineffective. 

Pathways to sustainability require a robust 

political will (quality of policy 

implementation), a planning process with 

room for disagreement, systemic change 

and attitudes changing at all levels. One 

limit of this study is that it does not focus 

on institutions set to achieve social and 

environmental linkages. In addition, there 

is a certain level of discomfort using 

checklist in sustainability assessment 

process, but the method presented in this 

paper is intended as a step towards 

developing greater linkage between the 

social and environmental pillars in 

development strategies in developing 

countries. 
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