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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION: Child sexual abuse (CSA) remains a big taboo in black Africa with an underestimated
prevalence. In our context, the majority of cases are known by revelations of the child at least one year
after the facts.

PRESENTATION OF CASES: We report three cases of CSA revealed by an anal/anogenital lesion requiring
surgery. All of these patients were female with ages ranging from 20 months to 8 years. The lesions
encountered were: an anal abscess, a fissure-in-ano with permanent anal mucosal eversion and a complex
perineal tear including partial anal sphincter rupture with partial section of the rectovaginal septum. The
outcome was favorable in all cases after surgery. The abuser was subsequently able to be identified after
the statements of two of these three children.

DISCUSSION: Detection of anogenital lesions during a pediatric consultation should make practitioners
aware of the possibility of sexual abuse. Surgical repair of these lesions can be simple or complex, requiring
major reconstructions. In such cases, it's important to listening to the child’s voice.

CONCLUSION: Anogenital lesions discovered during pediatric consultation must evoke sexual abuse. The

silence and the taboo surrounding these abuses in Africa must be break down.
© 2020 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of IJS Publishing Group Ltd. This is an open
access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Background

According to WHO, child sexual abuse (CSA) is the involvement
of a child in sexual activity that he/she does not fully under-
stand and/or is unable to give informed consent [1,2]. Globally, the
prevalence of genito-anal injuries after sexual abuse is estimated
between 9% and 87% depending on the ages of the survivors in the
sample, method of examination and the type of injuries included
[3-5].

The earliest study of CSA in Africa dates back in 1984 by
Westcott et al., who described 18 cases at a Cape Town hospi-
tal [6]. In Cameroon, several studies have been done on sexual
abuse involving minors [7-10]. These studies have estimated the
prevalence ranging from 2.05 to 4.69% in hospitals [7], 9.5% in a
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judicial environment [8] and nearly 16% in schools [9]. Mbassa
etal. [9] in 2012 further demonstrated, in a cohort study, that rape
with vagina/anal penetration was the main type of CSA (81.5%) in
Cameroon [9].

In both developing and developed countries, recognizing CSA is
difficult, due to many hurdles among which the silence of the vic-
tims[1,11,12]. CSAremains a big taboo in black Africa. In Cameroon,
74.1% of the abuses are known after children purposefully disclo-
sure, and 50% of them after at least one year [9]. To the best of our
knowledge no study has described anal or anogenital injuries in
children abused sexually in Cameroon. Herein, we report the man-
agement of three consecutive cases of CSA revealed by different
anal pathologies in a black African setting, at the Yaoundé’ Univer-
sity Teaching Hospital (Cameroon) over a five-year period (from
2015 to 2019). This article complies with the SCARE 2018 guide-
lines for reporting surgical case series [13] and has been reported
in line with the PROCESS criteria [14]. This study has been regis-
tered in Research Registry under the Unique Identifying number
(UIN) 5940 [15].
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Fig. 1. Anal abscess following child sexual abuse. 1A: Right inflammatory perianal swelling with anal yawning. 1B: Regression of lesions at postoperative day 12.

A

C

Fig. 2. Fissure-in-ano following child sexual abuse. 1A: pre-operative view fissure-in-ano (black arrow) and permanent mucosal eversion. 1B: Immediate postoperative view.

1C: Good cosmetic result at postoperative day 12.

2. Presentation of cases
2.1. Case 1

A 3 years 5 months old female was received, accompanied by
her parents, with febrile anal pain persisting for 96 h. This was
associated, several hours ago, with a purulent offensive anal dis-
charge and a painful defecation. On examination, the child had a
temperature of 38.5 °C with a tachycardia, right inflammatory and
fluctuating perianal swelling, anal yawning and abrasions with pre-
served sphincters (Fig. 1A). The diagnosis of anal abscess was then
retained. Biological investigations revealed a leucocytosis with a
negative HIV serology. The treatment consisted of administration of
intravenous antibiotics followed by an incision and drainage of the
abscess. Postoperative course was uneventful with a discharge at
postoperative day five and a total regression of anal lesions (Fig. 1B).
On further postoperative inquiry, the child revealed that an “uncle”
in school put “a stick in her buttocks” and judicial investigations
identified the school guard as the abuser. A psychological follow-
up of the child was initiated and the HIV serology was negative 3
months later.

2.2. Case?2

An 8 years old female was received in our consultation with
constipation and painful defecation. She had been an orphan since
the age of 5 and was then placed in a foster family, from where
she ran away few months earlier. Placed in another family since
few days, her new parents found that she had difficulties to
pass stools normally, thus motivated a consultation in our hos-
pital. The examination was remarkable of a permanent eversion
of the anal mucosa with fissure (Fig. 2A). The diagnosis of fis-
sure in ano was then advocated. On further inquiry, the patient
declared that “My former father usually comes to my room in
the night to inject me in the buttocks”. Laboratory investigations
were normal with a negative HIV serology at the admission and
3 months later too. A surgical treatment was performed, con-
sisting of a lateral sphincterotomy and an “U” mucosal anoplasty
(Fig. 2B). The Patient was discharged on post-operative day 1. Fur-
ther follow-up showed a good cosmetic (Fig. 2C) and functional
evolution with normal defecation. A psychological follow-up was
initiated. Arrested by the police, the former father recognized the
facts.
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Fig. 3. Complex perineal tear after child sexual abuse. 1A: pre-operative view an anal yawning with partial sphincter rupture, a partial section of the rectovaginal septum
and vaginal yawning. 1B: Immediate postoperative view. 1C: Postoperative view at day 90.

2.3. Case 3

A 20 months old female infant was taken in our hospital by her
mother for frequent stools and abnormal aspect of the perineum.
The mother was 17 years old and had never been to school. Single
mother, she had entrusted her daughter to her parents 4 months
earlier, for a job in a neighboring town. On her return three months
later, she notes that her child passes an average of 6 stools per
day compared to 2 previously; moreover, she finds ” weird” the
aspect of perineum. During the following 4 weeks, she adminis-
tered to the child a traditional treatment without any improvement,
and therefore decided to consult in our hospital. On examination
we found signs of mild dehydration and normal vital signs. There
was a complex perineal tear (Fig. 3A) including an anal yawning
with partial sphincter rupture, a partial section of the rectovaginal
septum, absence of hymen with vaginal yawning. The HIV serol-
ogy was negative at the admission and 3 months later too. The
treatment consisted of adequate rehydration protocol followed by
surgery. We performed an anal sphincteroplasty with overlapping
sutures, vaginoplasty with insertion of an urinary catheter and per-
ineoplasty. The post-operative cosmetic result was good (Fig. 3A
and B) as well as the functional one (2-3 stools per day). Ques-
tioned by the police, the grandfather confessed to having regularly
raped the infant during the three months during which she had
been entrusted to him.

3. Discussion

Despite multiples studies highlighting its existence [6-10], CSA
remains a big taboo in black Africa. Their prevalence in sub-Saharan
countries is certainly under estimated; families often prefer an ami-
cable settlement followed by traditional rites of purification to the
dishonor of a public trial [16]; Poverty, with difficulties to bear the
cost of legal proceedings or medical fees, could also be another
explanation. Child sexual abuse in Africa is also hidden in plain
sight under teenage pregnancy and child marriage [17]. All of this
comes at the expense of children’s mental and physical health.

In our context, the abuse is known in the majority of cases
(74.1%) after revelations of the child at least one year after the facts
and only 3.7% after anogenital lesions [9]. Thus, receiving three
consecutive cases of anogenital lesions revealing sexual abuse is
unusual in an African hospital environment. Anal sexual abuse in
children may present acutely as bleeding or bruising and chroni-

cally as chronic stellate lacerations of the anus with lymphoedema
but also as anal fissures [3,18,19]. In our report, we had three dif-
ferent presentations: anal abscess, fissure-in-ano with permanent
mucosa eversion, complex perineal tear with both anal and vagina
lesions. Detection of anogenital lesions during a pediatric consul-
tation should make practitioners aware of the possibility of sexual
abuse; These signs may be used in court to provide corroboration
for proceedings [18].

Surgical repair of anogenital lesions after CSA can be simple or
complex, requiring major reconstructions. Our three observations
highlight this fact, with gestures ranging from abscess drainage to
a perineal reconstruction. The medical follow-up of these patients
will be done over the long term; in addition to the anal sphincter
function, the obstetric prognosis can be degraded by certain lesions.

Unlike a previous Cameroonian study which found that 37.5%
of CSA victims had been infected with HIV [10], our three patients
remained HIV negative. They were however received beyond the
72-h period following the exposure, enabling the initiation of pre-
ventive antiretroviral therapy. HIV infection remains one of the
challenges in case of CSA.

Our cases also highlight the importance listening to the child’s
voice. Indeed, the statements of two of them, one aged less than 4
years old, made possible to know who their assailant was.

4. Conclusion

CSA is a reality in Africa. If in the majority of cases the child
reveals its assault at least one year later, these abuses may be
revealed by anal or anogenital injuries. Thus, detection of anogen-
ital lesions during pediatric consultation must evoke sexual abuse.
Although surgery occupies a preponderant place in the treatment
of such lesions, the management of CSA must be part of a multidis-
ciplinary approach.
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