
n original means oftranspor- 
tation made its appearance 
some ten years ago on the 

difficult roads in the rural areas of 
Cameroon. Converted Toyota, Maz- 
da and Peugeot pickup trucks, 
originally designed for use as light 
utility vehicles, began to carry pas- 
sengers. Commonly called “clan- 
dos” Wopeps,” these pickups, often 
overloaded with as many as 20 
passengers and their merchandise, 
now shuttle back and forth all day 
long between YaoundB, the capital of 
Cameroon, and thevillages within a 
radius of about 80 kilometres. 

Until the early 1970s. public tran- 
sit in Cameroon was provided ex- 
elusively by coaches that were pri- 
vately owned but government reg- 
ulated. The increased cost of fuel 
and vehicles in recent years led 
conventional carriers to abandon 
money-losing routes - such as 
those so close to town that fares 
were too low, or those that were so 
rough that wear and tear on vehi- 
cles was excessive. 

The transportation vacuum was 
filled by increasing numbers of 
pickuptrucks. called”clandos.” Be 
cause a truck sells for only a little 
more than half the price of a coach 
or minibus, the owners can charge 
lower fares over the same distance. 
Today these trucks are a common 
sight in Cameroon, especially in 
YaoundB. 

Despite the high risk of accidents 
and the rapid wear and tear on the 
vehicles, clandos can still turn a 
profit Few drivers actually own their 
vehicles - they rent them from 
entrepreneurs for a high price. Dri- 
vers work long hours, overload 
vehicles, and drive at top speed to 

,make as many trips as possible in 
me day to make the clando pay 

The attitude of the public authori- 
ties toward this unconventional form 
of transportation has changed over 
theyears.Theiroriginalappearance 
was greeted with immediate oppo- 
sition by the authorities. The pick- 
ups were outlawed because they 
were not equipped to carry pas- 
sengers. But this did not stop the traf- 
fic, which continued in “clandestine” 
fashion - hence the name clandos. 
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Their high speeds, even on th 
worst roads, drew the ire of loci 
officials,, and resulted in clando 
also being referred to by anothe 
name, “opep,” which can meal 
wind, speed, or the noise made by, 
vehicle running at full speed. AC 
cording to estimates by the polic, 
and insurance companies, the clar 
dos, often driven by unlicensel 
youths, have contributed to tht 
sharp increase in traffic accident 
in recent years. 

Despite the dangers, clando 
remaln an important form of trans 
port. Village workers and farmer 
from medium-sized towns within 8( 
kilometres of YaoundB, a city o 
500 000 people, usually must travf 
to the capital once a week to sel 
their produce, purchase goods, o 
r”” some errand. The rural people 
maintain that opeps are the oni, 
means of transporting their pro 
duce for sale And the city-dweller! 
saythevehiclesaretheironlywayo 
visiting relatives in the rural area: 
on weekends. 

The clandos have played an im 
portant role in the success of th< 
“green bel?‘operation begun bythc 
governmenttosupplyYaound6witt 
foodstuffs. Crops that would other 
wise rot in the villages are no\n 
brought into the city by these trucks 

The government has had to take 
these factors into account and its 
attitude towards the clandos is 
changing. The official goal now 
seems to be to incorporate the illicit 
vehiclesintotheCameroonian trans- 
portation system, rather than ban- 
ning them. In particular, the gov- 
ernment is trying to get operators to 
obey safety regulations. Opeps now 
operate openly during the day and 
even pick up passengers at bus 
stations in areas neglected by 
regular carriers. 

OPEPS AND SILORS 
The phenomenon of the opeps is 

similar to that of the low-cost trans- 
port available in Asia, the focus of a 
recent study supported by IDRC. The 
opep is most similar to the silor, a 
pickup truck adapted to carry pas- 
sengers in Thailand. The only dif- 
ference is that the opeps travel in 
rural areas, whereas’thk silors op 
elate in the city. 

The IoRc-subported study con- 
cluded that the siior, like the Philip- 
pine jeepney, Turkish dolmus-mini- 
bus and other low-cost transport 
systems, had evolved to meet an 
important social and economic 
need. The researchers in Asia re- 
commended to municipal authori- 
ties that these systems be improved, 
ratherthan repressed. lfsuch asug- 
gestlon were made now to Camer- 
oonian officials, it no doubt would 
come with the unanimous support 
of thousands of riders who appre- 
ciate the daily sewice provided by 
the opeps in the rural areas of the 
country. 

Although citizen groups have par- 
ticipated in the establishment of a 
public transit system in Cameroon, 
it has not developed as well as it 
might; it has notadapted to needsof 
many commuters. Nor is it possible 
any longer to tolerate the opeps in 
their present dangerous form. Their 
contribution to public transit should 
perhaps be studied and, if needed, 
regulated so that they may provide 
an organized, efficient and safe ser- 
vice to the many passengers who 
depend on them. 0 
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Antoine Ahanda is bureau chief of the 
Douaia office of the Cameroon Tribune. 


