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1.0 Introduction

The protracted and deep-rooted economic crisis that has affected nearly every country in Sub – Saharan Africa (SSA) has had a profoundly negative impact on the well – being of the entire population in the region
. However, young people growing up in the midst of the crisis have been particularly affected. This paper discusses the socio-economic situation of youth in Africa. It argues that unless the authorities address the crises in employment, education and other institutions, the ‘crisis’ facing contemporary African youth will remain unresolved and possibly worsen. The paper is divided into eight parts. The first part gives a background to the problems facing young people in Sub – Saharan Africa. This is followed by a brief discussion of the concept of youth in contemporary Africa in the third section. The fourth section briefly looks at the population of youth in Africa. In section five, the maladjustment of contemporary youth in Africa in a context of economic stagnation is discussed. Section Six looks at youth unemployment in Africa, its causes and institutional responses. The consequences of youth marginalisation are discussed in section seven. The last section summarises the discussion in this paper and makes suggestions on what should be done to promote youth livelihoods in Africa. 

2.0 Background to the Problems facing Youth in Africa

During the early years of independence in the 1960s and 1970s, young people in Africa did not pose a serious social problem. As a consequence, unemployed and ‘disadvantaged’ youth were not a major target for governments and funding agencies (Bennell, 2000; Mulenga, 2000). Since then, however, concerns have been rising over the socio-economic situation of young people in much of SSA and the prospects of creating additional livelihood opportunities for them (Mayor and Binde, 2001; Bennell, 2000; Curtain, 2000; Grierson, 1997; Mkandawire, 1996; Schnurr, 1998). The protracted and deep-rooted economic crisis that has affected nearly every country in SSA has adversely impacted on the well-being of the majority of people (Mayor and Binde, 2001; Sarr, 2000; Basu and Stewart, 1995; Mustapha, 1992).). As a consequence, many Africans have experienced a decline in their welfare owing to a fall in real incomes and declining social sector expenditure per head (Basu and Stewart, 1995). 

This fall in welfare, which appears to have been exacerbated in a number of countries by war, civil strife and environmental disasters, is manifest in the general decline or reversals in major social indicators of progress as well as the widespread and deepening poverty in much of Sub Saharan Africa. Several World Bank, IMF, UNDP and UNICEF reports show that over 40 percent of the population of SSA are living in absolute poverty or on a purchasing power parity (PPP) of less than US$1 per day. The implementation of economic reform programmes has in some cases also worsened the situation of people through closure of companies, civil service reforms and retrenchment of workers. 

Detailed information on the situation of youth in Africa is not available, but in the context of a high and growing incidence of poverty and the documented adverse social impact of economic restructuring, there is increasing concern that large sections of young people have become ‘marginalised’, or are ‘excluded’ from education, healthcare, salaried jobs and even access to the status of ‘adulthood’(Bennell, 2000; Mkandawire, 1996)
. However, as discussed later, it is in the area of employment that young people have especially been affected. 

3.0 Understanding Youth in contemporary Africa
The continuing debate on who is a ‘youth’ in Africa has not resolved the confusion surrounding the concept. Not surprising, therefore, the concept of ‘youth’ has been understood and used differently by different governments, NGOs and the public in general in many African countries and elsewhere in the world (Mkandawire, 1996). In much of Africa, for instance, laws define ‘adulthood’ as commencing from the age of 21, although in recent years there has been an attempt to lower this age to 18 years (Curtain, 2000; Mkandawire, 1996). However, for most countries, 21 years still remains the age at which many of the activities and responsibilities of ‘adulthood’ are assumed legally. 

Sociologically, ‘youth’ denotes an interface between ‘childhood’ and ‘adulthood’
. However, in many African societies, especially rural Africa, the status of ‘adulthood’ is largely determined by the capacity to sustain a ‘legal’ marriage. Abdullah (1999) observes that in Mali, Burkina Faso, Ivory Coast, Guinea-Conakry and Senegal, ‘adulthood’ is defined  as the capacity to sustain a marriage. Those who are not married, or are not able to do so for economic or other reasons, as many young people in Sub-Saharan Africa currently are, will, whatever their chronological age, still be regarded as ‘children’. Hence, it is not uncommon to find a 12 year old girl who, by virtue of being married, will be considered an ‘adult’, while an unmarried 40 year old man will still be considered a ‘youth’ or ‘child’ and still be dependent on the father for support (Mkandawire, 1996). 

Nonetheless, it is generally the case that ‘youth’ as a social group are defined in terms of age. For this reason, the spectrum of youth has been variously defined as ranging from the ages of 10 or 11 years (as in some cultural traditions in Africa) to as high as 35 years (as in South Africa, for instance). In an attempt to ‘standardise’ youth programmes, international organizations, in particular the United Nations and the (British) Commonwealth Association of Nations, have come up with specific age categories to define ‘youth’. For instance, the United Nations uses the age category 15-24 years to define a ‘youth’, while the Commonwealth uses the age category 15-29 years. Most African countries have either adopted the UN or Commonwealth definition. However, the age range ‘15-30’ years is generally taken as representing the category of youth in Africa (see the table below). 

In much of Africa, the tendency to extend the category of youth to 30 years and beyond seems to be a reflection of the emerging phenomenon of a prolonged period of youth dependence. In Sierra Leone, for instance, young people have coined a neologism of ‘Youth Man’ to describe their status or anyone who has gone beyond the age customarily associated with ‘youth’ (Abdullah, 1999). As Abdullah observes, this is a metaphor for Africa’s poverty. It is a reflection of the inability of many young people to pursue independent or sustainable livelihoods as a consequence of the depressed or stagnant economic situation in contemporary Africa.

Table 1: Definition of Youth Age, the Age of Majority
, and the Age of The Right to Vote in Commonwealth Countries in Africa

COUNTRY
YOUTH AGE
MAJORITY AGE
VOTING AGE

Botswana
        12-29
              19
            21

Ghana
        15-35
              18
            18

Malawi 
        14-25
              18
            18

Namibia
        15-30
              21
            18

Seychelles
        15-30
              18
            18

Sierra Leone
        15-30
              18
            18

Tanzania
        15-35
              18
            18

Zambia
        15-25
              21
            18

Uganda
        18-30
              18
            18

South Africa
        15-35            
              21
            18

Lesotho
        12-35
              21
            18

Zimbabwe
        15-30
              18
            18

Nigeria
        12-30
              18
            18

Swaziland
        12-30
              21
            18

The Gambia
        12-30
              18
            18

Kenya
        15-35
              18
            18

Mozambique
        18-35
              18
            18

Mauritius
        14-25
              18
            18

Source: (Mkandawire 1996).
In this paper, we realize that the term ‘youth’ in the African context involves a complex set and often a continuum of problems, with a range of characteristics and behaviours that cut across age segments in different social contexts. But for analytical purposes, and in line with the Youth Employment Summit (YES) objectives, this paper uses the age category 15-35 years as the ‘definition’ of youth. 

4.0 Youth’s Share of Total Population in Africa
Young people aged 15-24 years – the age cohort normally associated with youth - are a noticeable segment of populations in most African countries. According to UN estimates, there were one billion such young people in 1995. About 85 percent of these were in developing countries: 60 percent in Asia and 23 percent in Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean. 

As Curtain (2000) observes, in proportional terms, young people aged 15 to 24 account for just a quarter of the world’s population (see the table below). This share has overtime somewhat decreased from a third in the 1970s. However, there is a marked difference between continents and countries. The youth share of population varies from a fifth in developed countries to as much as 36 percent in the world’s poorest countries. In fact, despite the overall slight decrease in the global population, young people’s share of the population in least developed or very poor countries has not decreased over the past 30 years. 

Table 2: Young People (aged 15-24) as a Proportion of the population aged 15 to 64 for the World and Specified Regions (Percent)


1970
2000

World
32.1
27.3

    Developed countries
26.2
20.7

    Developing countries
34.1
29.5

    Least developed countries
34.7
36.3





Africa
36.7
36.4

Americas



    Latin America
35.1
30.4

    North America
28.9
20.1

Asia



    Eastern Asia
33.1
22.6

    Southern Asia
33.4
32.1

Europe
23.8
18.4

Oceania
28.1
22.8

Transition economies
24.5
22.7



Source: Curtain (2000).

As the table above shows, Africa, compared with other regions of the world, has the largest segment of young people in its population. This is both in terms of the share of young people in the total population and their unchanged dominance over the last three decades. Available estimates show that in most African countries, including Kenya, Tanzania, Zimbabwe and Zambia, the youth and children aged 25 years and below constitute about or over 70 percent of the population. Specifically, young people aged between 15-25 years constitute about a third (30 percent) of the total population in most African countries. 

In absolute terms, there are presently over 122 million youth on the African continent, and projections of population growth into the 21st century indicate that the proportion of young persons aged between 15 and 24 years, will, in relation to the overall population, continue to grow over the next 20 years from 18 percent in 1970 to 21 percent by the year 2025 (UN, 1999). As a consequence, in the first decade of this millennium, the African labour force is expected to increase to some 16 million and to 25 million by 2015 (Ibid.). According to the UN, most of the new labour force entrants will be youth grappling with the problem of unemployment.
 

However, it is currently estimated that the rate at which the population in several African countries will be increasing will significantly decline due to the adverse impact of HIV/AIDS (see the table below).

Table 3: Life Expectancy and Population Growth 1998, Selected African Countries
                                   Life Expectancy                               Population Growth Rates

                           Without AIDS   With AIDS  Years Lost  Without AIDS   With AIDS

Zimbabwe
64.9
39.2
25.7
2.5
1.1

Namibia
65.3
41.5
23.8
2.9
1.6

Botswana
61.5
40.1
21.4
2.4
1.1

Swaziland
58.1
38.5
19.6
3.2
2.0

Zambia
56.2
37.1
19.1
3.3
2.1

Kenya
65.6
47.6
18.0
2.5
1.7

Malawi
51.1
36.6
14.5
2.7
1.7

South Africa
65.4
55.7
9.7
3.2
2.0

Source: Parker, M. and Wilson, G., ‘Diseases of Poverty’, in T. Allen and A. Thomas (eds.), Poverty and Development into the 21st Century, 2000.

The table above suggests that the negative impact of AIDS on population growth is much greater than previously thought. The figures in the table give an indication of the extent to which HIV and AIDS both impair general well being and negatively affect population growth. Thus, despite the current concerns with ‘rapid population growth’ in SSA, the continent’s death rate is also among the highest in the world (Mayor and Binde, 2001). There is also a widespread problem of infertility in some areas as well as pregnancy wastage and high infant mortality. 
Notwithstanding the rising mortality rates, the demographic significance of young people has raised serious concerns about the ability of the state in Africa to provide for them in terms of education, health and other social services in a context of economic decline and restructuring. As Mkandawire (1996) observes, a large population of youth and their demands have serious consequences for education, production, consumption, property, employment and general opportunities in a nation. 

Mkandawire (Ibid.) further notes that the consequent inability of the African state to provide for young people has led to a situation where the urban youth are not only caught up in economic crises that have blighted most SSA countries, but are also going through a process of what he describes as a process of ‘social dislocation’. As discussed below, this results in a loss of basic traditional values that young people in Africa received from their elders and parents. 

5.0 The Maladjustment of contemporary African Youth 
Available evidence suggests that the situation of African youth is changing as a result of the changing culture and its inherent continuities and contradictions in a context of economic stagnation. It has been observed that this situation creates problematic conditions for the transition of youth from childhood to adulthood, and from school to the work place. Osei-Hwedie (1989) observes that sometimes there is a complete reversal of behaviour as a young person progresses from childhood to adulthood. He argues that in Africa, as children grow up, due to the changing time, expanded knowledge and broader social horizon, they encounter beliefs and practices that put them at odds with their own culture. 

Such beliefs and practices, though not negative or wrong in themselves, often contradict existing norms and practices. For instance, success in education, employment, business, and so on, leads to further social adjustment among youth, resulting in social or cultural continuity and discontinuity. However, these changes, while problematic for society, do not necessarily lead to the collapse of the social fabric that holds society together. In stable social settings, the youth undergoing social adjustment will be re-integrated into the social mainstream.

What is at issue here is the form of social adjustment that is occurring in contemporary Africa in a context of economic decline and restructuring. There is now evidence to suggest that traditional African social support structures are disintegrating, especially in urban areas (Bennell, 2000; Mkandawire, 1996; Mlama, 1999). Among the contributing factors to this phenomenon are not only social change, urbanization, education, mass media, but also economic decline and restructuring. Several observer argue that the widespread and deepening poverty in Africa has considerably contributed to the breakdown of traditional value systems and social institutions (Mkandawire, 1996; Mlama, 1999). 

5.1 The Changing African Family and Vulnerability of Children
Recent debates about the family have revealed a split between those who claim that the current diversity of family forms is nothing new and those who say that there is a breakdown in the family and origins of this breakdown are to be located in a collapse of value systems (Akuffo, 2001; Mlema, 1999). In the light of this debate, it is important to try and specify what, if any, are the changes that contemporary families are facing that were not faced by families in the past. This is especially the case in Africa where the family is said to have collapsed as a key socialization agent due to a number of causal factors. These include poverty, the ‘feminisation’ of poverty, the phenomenon of teenage pregnancies and general social change.

It is argued that the combined impact of these factors has been to reduce the ability of parents to fend for their children. Mlama (1999) notes that this has resulted in various psychological pressures and, increasingly, failure by parents and families to provide for their children. In response to this situation, and especially in families where there is poor socialization of children combined with domestic violence, abuse, broken marriages and lack of food, children are forced to look for an alternative surrogate family relationship. Many are drawn into the street world where they engage in a variety of menial activities, including begging, in order to survive. Lack of community support, as discussed below, has not helped the situation of young people. 

5.2 Disintegrating Community Structures and the Vulnerability of Young People
In traditional African society, communities comprising members of various extended families and lineages were key socialization agents in the development of young people. Akuffo (2001) observes that extended families and members of the lineage lived closely together. This served to provide a total way of life catering for all the dimensions of work and play within a closely united group. Similarly, Steady (1995) argues that, historically, community structures in Africa provided the underlying framework for social development.
 Through various kin and non-kin arrangements, networks of formal and informal relationships were developed which ensured reciprocity and exchange in the form of service and support. As a consequence, patron-client relationships involving fosterage and adoption, volunteerism and collective endeavours have been quite widespread in Africa. 

This, however, is not true of contemporary Africa. It has been observed that the disintegration of traditional society started with, and resulted primarily, from colonial intervention, which created alien political, economic and social institutions. These institutions served to undermine the African traditional system of empowering youth which was controlled by their elders. In recent years, rapid urbanisation (which brought people from different, sometimes hostile ethnic groups together), widespread economic decline and restructuring processes have conspired to undermine traditional kinship structures (Bennell, 2000).

It is in this environment of social dislocation and undermining of traditional support institutions that many young people in much of Africa currently find themselves, especially in the urban context. In this paper, we argue that attempts to create modern social institutions to replace disintegrating traditional support systems based on kinship relationships have not been successful in many African countries. Similarly, attempts to promote self-reliance through a return to traditional methods of socialisation and to introduce modern social welfare systems have met with very limited success in such countries as Tanzania. 

5.3 The Inadequacy of the School
In contemporary Africa, the ‘school’ has become the primary means of preparing young people for the future. But in its present form, the ‘school’ is another institution that is going through a crisis in Africa. Here we are using the term ‘school’ to refer to the educational system in all its forms and levels, especially from primary up to senior secondary school level. A review of the education literature indicates that the last decade has witnessed a disintegration in public schools in terms of quality, infrastructure and teacher and student morale in most African countries. 

Media reports from various parts of Africa suggest that many school children are attending schools in conditions that seem to ‘brutalise’ them physically and psychologically. For instance, many boarding schools are said to lack the capacity to feed students, thus forcing them to look for alternative ways of surviving. In others cases, some primary schools lack even basic necessities such as chalk or desks. 

In response to their situation, poorly remunerated teachers in many African countries are turning to the ‘commercialization’ of teaching by introducing ‘tuition’ classes at additional cost to pupils. Available evidence suggests that passing examinations is linked to attendance at these extra – tuition classes, and in some instances, ‘leakages’ which involve teachers, and in some cases education officials, selling examination papers to pupils. This put pupils, especially girls, from poor families, at a disadvantage. Girls are generally expected to give sexual favours to teachers in exchange for ‘extra’ tutorials, ‘leakage’, and other curricula activities. In some cases, these abusive relationships lead to the impregnation of school pupils. 

Another factor affecting influencing the school drop out rate is the cost – sharing policy introduced by government. The effect of this policy is yet to be properly evaluated. Nonetheless, initial surveys and media reports show many examples of the mismanagement of the concept and the inability of many schools to translate cost sharing in a way that does not penalize pupils from very poor families. Consequently, children from such families are forced to drop out of school. This theme will be revisited later in this paper.

It is also important to raise the issue that the relevance of schooling itself is increasingly questioned. As noted above, until recently, the ‘school’ in Africa has been widely seen as an important means for social mobility in modern society. Anticipating that education might help their children progress, many parents, including single mothers, have gone to great lengths to send their children to school. To many of these parents, education meant a well paying job, a big house, a car and other fringe benefits. But nowadays attending school no longer holds the hope for employment or a better future. Not surprisingly, in some focus group discussions, many young people perceived formal education as ‘useless’ to their livelihoods. 

The perceived ‘uselessness’ of education among youth appears to arise from two main factors. First, is the high and growing problem of youth unemployment. More and more young people in contemporary Africa are failing to find jobs in a largely stagnant formal sector. Indeed, the youth, especially the school-going ones, see their friends, brothers, sisters and cousins who complete school before them staying for long periods at home without gainful or productive employment. 

Second is the type of education that the students receive. Recent surveys in southern Africa shows that there is general dissatisfaction with the school (Chigunta, 2001; Kambewa, et al., 2001; Mkandawire, 2001). In Zambia, Malawi and South Africa, community leaders and young people complained that the educational system does not equip young people with skills to compete in the labour market. Neither does it prepare them to go into self – employment enterprise activities. The system is largely geared towards providing basic literacy and numeracy skills for eventual expression in the formal labour market. It is, therefore, a type of education that does not adequately prepare the learners to face the practical realities of their environment. 

Some community leaders and business leaders were aware of this problem. As the Managing Director of the Zambia Seed Company put it: 

“If we want to make any meaningful impact on youth unemployment, we must change the curricula in our schools. The thrust should be to train people to go into industry on their own as opposed to go and get paid employment. Employment nowadays is getting scarce. People are being retrenched left, right and center as companies and industries are re-adjusting. Therefore, the concept of training people for employment is out. We should be training people to go and do something on their own” (Chigunta, 2001).

This quote suggests that schooling in Africa has not adjusted to the changing demands for knowledge, skills and aptitudes that young people need to look after themselves. As Brenner (1996) observes in the case of Mali, the school in contemporary Africa mainly trains students for unemployment (own emphasis).

Unsurprisingly, many young people in contemporary Africa, who are already affected by poverty and unemployment, claim that education has ‘no relevance’ to their livelihoods. This situation offers little incentive for young people to study, as evident in the considerable proportion of young people who drop out of school due to lack of interest or to engage in income generating activities in many parts of Africa. 

In Zambia, community leaders complain that nowadays they even fear to tell their children to go to school. As one put it:

“Masikhu yano nikhu muyangana mulinso mwana pamene ukalibe kumufunsa kuti ayende ku sukulu. Ngati linso niyo sweta, usa kambe naye ndaba aza kutukana!” (This is Nyanja-one of Zambia’s major languages for: “Nowadays, you should look at the eyes of your child before asking him to go to school. If he has blood shot eyes, don’t even bother asking him to go to school because he will just insult you!” 

Focus group discussion (FGDs) with community leaders in Zambia revealed that some school-going children would first pass by a tavern or bar to drink beer and smoke (often marijuana) before attending school. Many community leaders complained that by the time they got to school, such young people were already drunk. As one angry parent put it: 

“Nicovuta maningi kumunthu ali onse ngati mwana ali na 18 years. Apepa camba, akumwa moba! Pena aziba kufuna bakazi munjila yosiyana-siyana. Each and every house ili na problem iyi. Mooba ndiye cakala namba wanu kuononga bana muno. Cifukwa ma tavern basegula muma 06.00 hours. Manje muganize mwana ayenda kusikulu apitila pa tavern! Azapunzila cani? Na parent amuze, azanvela cani?  Mwana kaili ali already niwokolewa!” (This is Nyanja for: “It is troubling to everybody to have a teenage boy! He smokes and drinks beer! Sometimes he even gets women through various means. Each household has this problem. Alcohol abuse is the number one problem among young people in this area. This is because taverns open around 06.00 hours in the morning. Now can you imagine! A school boy passes by these taverns before going to school! What will he learn? Even if a parent tries to advise him, will he listen? The boy is already drunk!”.
Another contributing factor is the environment in which young people grow up, especially in informal urban settlements. In many African countries, the home environment tends to be crowded, with little or no room for studying. Many houses have no electricity and other amenities. There was also a problem of hunger (and food insecurity in general) in many homes. In the absence of school feeding programmes, as is the case in some African countries like Kenya, this has made it difficult for children to concentrate on their work at school. Studies indicate that even when the children return from school, there is no guarantee that they would find food at home. Where they do find it, the food is either inadequate or largely starchy, poorly cooked and quite unhygienic.

These factors suggest that the ‘school’ in itself is not necessarily a place adequately equipped to handle contemporary African youth. In recent years, the capacity of the school to handle youth seems to have been taken unawares in dealing with drug and substance abuse among pupils, leading to increased incidences of violence, including riotous behaviour, vandalism, and destruction of property. Available evidence suggests that both teachers and students are no longer safe from drug and alcohol related violence in schools. The ‘school’ also seems incapable of dealing with the effects of the HIV/AIDS pandemic on teachers and students. Here attention is drawn both to the death of teachers
 and the effects on students by the long illness and eventual death of their parents or guardians.

5.4 The Impact of Economic Restructuring
The breakdown in social support institutions has occurred in a context of retrenched state support for social services that have a direct bearing on youth such as education and health. The adoption of economic restructuring programmes has resulted in declining allocations of resources to education, health, social welfare and other services in real terms. 

This has had an adverse impact on the provision of social services to young people. While these problems are not unique to youth, they tend to affect disproportionately young people. As a group, young women tend to be more vulnerable than young men.  

Related to this, it is argued that economic reform programmes have destroyed whatever safety net was possible through welfare in many countries (Steady, 1994). Many African countries can no longer continue their policies of providing subsidized food, health and other benefits, nor can they subsidize major staple items and fuel. The restructuring process has also adversely affected the employment status of the heads of households in which young people live. 

This has led to an increase in failure by the family, especially the extended family system, to look after children. In such a context, increasing numbers of young people are dropping out of school due to lack of fees, while families and communities are increasingly failing to provide for their young. As discussed later, young people in such an environment tend to go into the streets where they create their own social worlds.
This suggests that the current economic liberalization programmes, while desirable in may African countries, have not been able to improve the opportunity structure for both rural and urban youth. This present paper contends that, while the past decade has seen important economic policy changes in most African countries, the overall social and economic position of the majority of the youth on the continent remains somewhat bleak. Young people have especially been affected in the area of employment, as discussed below. 

6.0 Youth Unemployment in contemporary Africa

In a context of declining growth and economic restructuring, the employment situation in Africa has become critical and labour absorption problematic. In particular, the problem of what is generally referred to as ‘youth unemployment’ has increasingly come to be recognised as one of the more serious socio-economic problems currently confronting many developing countries, especially those in Africa (Curtain, 2000; ILO, 1999; Ghai, 1989).

6.1 Magnitude of the Youth Unemployment Problem in Africa

It is difficult to provide accurate statistics on youth unemployment in developing countries in general and Africa in particular, as available estimates of world unemployment face the conceptual and design limitations imposed by definitional and measurement problems of ‘employment’ and ‘youth’. This makes it difficult to assess the scope of the problem and trends associated with youth unemployment. Nonetheless, existing estimates indicate that in Sub-Saharan Africa, urban unemployment affects between 15 to 20 percent of the work force (ILO, 1999). According to these estimates, young people comprise 40 to 75 percent of the total number of the unemployed (Ewitt, u.d). Urban unemployment in Africa has affected youth from a broad spectrum of socio-economic groups, both the well-and-less well educated, although it has particularly stricken a substantial fraction of youth from low-income backgrounds and limited education. 

Recent survey data from southern Africa, including South Africa, indicate that formal employment opportunities for young people are very minimal (Chigunta, 2001; Kambewa, et al., 2001; Mkandawire, 2001). In Zambia, only 25.0 percent of the youth aged between 15 – 25 years in the sample were engaged in self-employment, while only a negligible proportion were formally employed. The great majority of young people (73.8 percent) indicated that they were doing ‘nothing’, with only a quarter (25.2 percent) saying that they were doing some ‘something’. Of these, 10.8 percent were engaged in casual work; 3.6 percent were helping out in a family business; 0.3 percent were helping a friend; while 11.5 percent were engaged in ‘other’ activities to raise an income. Presumably, ‘other’ activities include illegal activities such as stealing, selling prohibited substances like marijuana and fuel, and prostitution. 

Even in more industrially advanced South Africa, there is a very high rate of youth unemployment currently estimated at over 70 percent. Thousands of young South Africans cannot find jobs, many more are in jobs which do not fulfil their capabilities or ambitions. Even then, of the few youth that are able to find formal employment, the majority are male.

Another indicator of the unemployment and underemployment status of young people in Africa is their major sources of income. The data from Zambia, Malawi and South Africa indicate that many of the youth survive by relying on the goodwill of their parents, relatives or friends, with married young women among them dependent on their spouses.

The unemployment and underemployment status of the youth is further reflected in the almost visible phenomenon of ‘idleness’ known locally as kucheza-cheza among young people in Zambia or ‘parkshopping’ in South Africa. The survey data revealed that many unemployed youths tend to congregate at their friends’ make-shift stalls, bus stations, bottle stores, shebeens (the African beer garden illegally run by women), taverns and bars in order to converse. This phenomenon is also increasingly common in other parts of Africa, variously called the grin in Mali and pote in Sierra Leone.

Given the lack of employment opportunities in the formal sector, young people are compelled to engage in casual work and other ‘unorthodox’ livelihoods sources, mostly of a criminal nature. Significantly, possibilities for accumulation from informal wage employment and casual work are very minimal for the great majority of young people. Moreover, casual work is highly irregular and sometimes one can go for a month or so without any work. This is especially the case in poor countries that have embarked on economic restructuring programmes. In such a context, young people tend to drift into gendered illicit activities.

6.2 Causes of the Youth Unemployment Problem

In discussing the causes of youth unemployment in Africa, it is important to consider both the demand and supply side factors and how they interact to cause youth unemployment. A major supply factor relates to the context within which the whole labour force in Africa grows and the socio-economic variables that influence or affect its growth. It is now widely acknowledged that a major cause of the high youth unemployment rate in Africa is the current high population growth rate which has resulted in a relatively young population and a large proportion of youth in the population of the working wage. It is argued that the high population growth rate in many African countries has resulted in the rapid growth of the labour which is outstripping the supply of jobs. 

Related to the rapid population growth rate is the issue of rural/urban migration. A UN Report (1999) cited notes that another key factor influencing youth unemployment in Africa is the high degree of geographical mobility of youth in the form of rural-urban migration. It has been observed that youth migrants in Africa are three times many as among other migrants. The same source adds that the urbanisation rate of the youth was 32 percent in 1990, compared to less than 25 percent for the non-youth population. It is estimated that by the year 2010, over 50 percent of the youth in Africa will be residing in urban areas where job opportunities are limited to few modern sector and informal sector establishments. In this respect, the UN recommends that programmes of integrated rural development and re-orientation of economic activity and social investments towards the rural areas need to be embarked upon to create an appropriate rural-urban economic balance.

Other supply-side factors are what some experts tend to describe as ‘inappropriate’ school curricula and lack of ‘employable’ skills. Several analysts argue that in so far as formal sector employment is concerned in Africa, the skills that job seekers possess do not match the needs and demands of employers (Mhone, et al., 1999; McGrath, 1999; Kent and Mushi, 1995; McGraith and King, 1995; Hoppers, 1994). It is argued that Africa’s education system, with its liberal bias, does not just over supply the labour market with graduates and school leavers, but also does not produce the type of skills demanded in formal employment, with its strong dominance of mining and manufacturing. 

Other reasons include the underlying perception among policy makers – and also among the ultimate beneficiaries themselves (youth) – that employment means a job with a wage or salary and working for somebody else. According to Mhone, et al (1999), these perceptions have strongly influenced those institutions that provide skills training. Consequently, training programmes and curricula are said to be prominently biased towards preparing young people for formal sector wage jobs, although this has started changing in recent years (Mhone, et al, 1999; McGrath, 1999; Leonardo, 1999; UN, 1999; UNICEF, 1998; Kent and Mushi, 1995; McGraith and King, 1995; Hoppers, 1994). Given that these jobs do not exist, there is a resultant mismatch between the expectations/skills of job seekers on the one hand and available jobs on the other.

It is also argued that among policy makers there has been a strong assumption that the main cause of unemployment among youth has been the absence of artisinal and vocational skills (Bennell, 2000; Mhone, et al., 1999). This has led to the continuous expansion of training policy in such areas as carpentry, auto mechanics, brick laying, television and radio repair, and so on. It is largely a supply-driven response to training, which has basically ignored the demand for the skills being offered and the absorptive capacity of communities to make effective use of these skills. Mhone, et al., (1999) note that the fundamental lesson that emerges from these programmes is that any training intervention should be based on a careful assessment of available job opportunities and opportunities for production that would require skills and therefore create a demand for training
. 

However, it is demand side factors that are seen as the major cause of youth unemployment in SSA. Mhone, et al., (1999) argue that, while demographic factors play a role in explaining youth unemployment, it is not a sufficient explanation of the causes of the large and growing youth unemployment problem in Africa. They argue that a more plausible approach is to examine the nature of the existing economic context in Africa According to Mhone, et al., the demand-side factors are largely embedded within the realm of the current protracted and deep-rooted economic crisis and restructuring processes in SSA. They argue that the decline in formal sector employment is mainly the result of slow economic growth, or worse, stagnation or even contraction, in the recent past which has depressed overall demand for labour. 

In this context, Mhone, et al., argue that any strategy to address the problem of youth unemployment must be based on boosting labour demand on a sustainable basis through pursuit of appropriate economic policies that improve the conditions for enterprises to operate smoothly and hire people. However, they recognise that employment growth in the formal sector can only be a partial answer to the problem. Hence, they recommend that a general revival of the economy should, by establishing linkages to informal activities, also boost demand and economic activity in the informal sector. 

Similarly, Schnurr (1998) argues that given the current fluidity of the economic situation in much of Africa, the challenge facing youth cannot be addressed by merely constructing ‘stationary paths’ from school to the formal economy. He argues that there is need to understand the full complexity of underemployment among young people, especially among those working in the informal sector, and create flexible systems to respond to their needs.
 Todaro (1997) supports these views and argues that too much emphasis cannot be placed on the expansion of the modern industrial sector to solve the unemployment problem. 

6.3 The Institutional Response to the Youth Unemployment Problem
A review of the existing literature shows that government pronouncements abound in SSA concerning the role of youth in development. Separate ministries of youth responsible for youth affairs have been established in many countries. In most cases, these ministries are also responsible for sports and culture. South Africa is a significant exception where a strong interdepartmental committee chaired by the Vice-President has been created in order to ensure an effective, coordinated response to youth problems. Similar coordinating structures, largely in form of national youth development councils, have been established elsewhere. Typically, each ministry of youth affairs has responsibility for a small network of youth training centres. 

In addition, ministries of youth have generally taken the lead in developing a national youth policy in each country. Generally, youth policy in Africa is separated into two broad categories: ‘formal education policy’ and ‘youth policy.’ The formal education policy is related to the education system which is geared toward providing basic literacy and numeracy skills for eventual expression in the formal labour market. On the other hand, ‘youth policy’ tends to operate on a separate track, and includes a plethora of different youth initiatives such as youth training and credit schemes, make-work schemes and the like. Generally, the youth policies are intended to provide overall policy guidance for youth development.  
National youth service schemes were also established in several SSA countries, including Botswana, Kenya and Zambia. In some countries, school leavers are obliged to undertake a period of national youth service before they are allowed to go onto higher education. In others, this service is completed after higher education. A number of vocational and technical education training schemes have also been introduced for youth in many African countries. Attempts have also been made to ‘ruralise’ the urban youth through ‘back to land’ campaigns in a number of countries. 

In recent years, many governments have attempted to introduce entrepreneurship training in the curricula of technical education and vocational training centers in response to problems associated with out-of-school youth and joblessness. In Zambia, for example, the government, through the Ministry of Science and Technology, has established the Technical Education Vocational and Entrepreneurship Development Authority (TEVETA). This is aimed at promoting entrepreneurship and self-employment, especially among graduates of technical training institutions.

6.4 Effectiveness of the Institutional Response to Youth Unemployment

Although government pronouncements abound in SSA concerning the role of youth in development, available evidence shows that, in practice, the actions taken by most governments to address the needs of youth have been very limited. Several analysts argue that the African state’s attempts to address the problem of youth unemployment has largely been guided by a vision that neither addresses the livelihoods needs nor meets the ‘real’ expectations of young people (Bennell, 2000; Mkandawire, 1996; Momoh, 1998). 

Many observers attribute this to the failure by many African governments to come up with comprehensive youth policies and institutional frameworks. Indeed, Bennell (2000) wonders why a continent that has such a huge population of young people accords low priority to their livelihoods. Available evidence shows that very few African countries have come up with what can reasonably be called a ‘comprehensive national youth policy’ that specifically seeks to address the concerns and needs of their young people within the context of national development plans or broad macro economic policies. Nonetheless, some African countries, especially Anglophone countries, have come up with explicit national youth policies. 

However, even where they exist, youth policies generally lack a firm strategic role in developing youth as a valuable resource. Rather, the policies are often highly politicised and based on stereotypical notions of disaffected youth (Schnurr, 1998). Bennell (2000) explains that only exceptionally are the youth policy documents based on a detailed and comprehensive analysis of youth livelihoods and the social and political aspirations of young people. 

Significantly, most of the policies lack a coherent strategy, which is properly integrated with national development policy and, in particular, sectoral policies and poverty reduction programmes. Fowler and Collings (1991) observe that even where youth policies exist, most of the provisions seem to originate in adults’ perceptions of youth ‘concerns’ and ‘needs’. Young people have generally only been marginally involved in the formulation of a national youth policy. This means that many youth policies are designed with youth as ‘subjects’ and not ‘objects’ of policy. 

In addition, the formulation and implementation of many youth policies seem to be prompted by a ‘moral panic’, mainly because of fears arising from the way young people respond to shrinking income and opportunities which are interpreted in pathological terms by the authorities. In the absence of definite youth policies, it is difficult to find a framework within which youth employment needs can be properly assessed or institutional support conceived to see through youth employment programmes. Secondly, in such a context, the problems of youth are ‘nobody’s business’ in the government. 

It has also been observed that the youth policies lack clear objectives and adequate human and financial resources (Bennell (2000). According to Bennell, the existing coordinating structures are invariably weak, both politically and in terms of resources. In particular, the ministries of youth have very limited personnel and other resources that can be devoted to supporting youth livelihoods. In many respects, they are what are generally referred to as ‘Cinderella’ ministries. Similarly, most youth training centres are seriously under-resourced and struggling to survive. While NGOs are expected to take the lead in promoting youth livelihoods, their overall capacity remains limited (Chigunta, 2001; Kambewa, et al., 2001; Bennell, 2000). Attempts to both ‘ruralise’ and ‘vocationalise’ the educational system have generally met with very limited success. 
It has also been noted that the adoption of market-driven economic reforms necessarily reduces the role of the state in supporting youth. The rationale underlying the market philosophy is that, while it is generally accepted that governments should provide basic public services (in particular education and health), the provision and funding of other services should be privatised wherever possible. Thus, the main responsibility of government is to create the necessary ‘enabling environment’ for business. While education and health budgets have been protected in nominal terms, they have declined in real terms. In addition, public expenditure on vocational education and training, which has been most important area of public support for youth, has been declining in real terms in most countries (Bennell, 2000). Elsewhere, national youth services are also being phased out due to high operational costs (Ibid.).

Related to the above, it has been observed that few African countries have an explicit employment policy context within which to situate their youth (Mhone, et al., 1999). It is argued that the structural adjustment and stabilisation policy packages currently in place all over Africa have often been considered sufficient as a policy context. But as Mhone, et al., observe, these adjustment policy packages relegate a passive role of employment creation to the state. Employment generation in this context is seen as a derivative of the overall economic resuscitation that is expected to take place as economies are restructured. According to Mhone, et al., this expectation is based on the false assumption that once the government puts in place the necessary conditions, the private sector may create jobs for young people.

Mhone, et al., further observe that, while creating an enabling environment for domestic and foreign private operators is evidently desirable and necessary in much of SSA, the lack of strategic planning and active measures aimed at employment generation, especially youth employment creation, by the State means that various institutions concerned with labour market issues have no proper policy guidance. 

This  also means that many countries lack ‘active’ labour policies (Ibid.).
 For this reason, employment institutions or agencies tend to operate in an ad hoc and uncoordinated manner which often results in wasteful duplication of efforts among labour market institutions. It also suggests that the capacity to design, implement and monitor active labour policies and measures has been neglected and accorded relatively low priority, including low budgetary priority in many countries. This is manifest in the poor state of labour market information systems in much of Africa (ILO, 1999). Tendler (2002) supports this view, arguing that under the current dominant economic model, states have abducted responsibility for employment creation. 

The UN Report (1999) also adds that there are no clearly defined policies on areas that are critical to employment creation for youth, such as rural development and the informal sector. It is argued that governments still have a tendency to treat youth unemployment as a ‘social’ rather than an ‘economic’ problem. As a result, there are no specific policies or programmes aimed at the development of the informal sector and small enterprises. This situation is worsened by the general tendency to subsume youth into the adult population in Africa. According to Bennell (2000), this is based on the assumption that young people do not face special economic and social needs that relate to their age that would give them priority over and above other economically vulnerable or ‘excluded’ groups. 

In these circumstances, the persistent economic crises and restructuring processes in Africa have incapacitated the mainstream social institutions that can facilitate the transition of youth into adulthood status or to work. The broader consequences of the collapse of social institutions that support the transition of youth into adulthood and the withdraw of the state from actively supporting youth development in a context of high and rising youth unemployment have led to the growing phenomenon of ‘youth streetism’ and its consequent youth sub-cultures, as discussed below. 

7.0 Fragmented Youth Urban Identities, Street Sub-Cultures and Social Marginalisation in contemporary Africa

In the absence of social control or properly functioning social support institutions, young people in contemporary Africa tend to be alienated from mainstream society and largely end up in the streets where they create their own social worlds. These ‘social worlds’ constitute what is generally referred to as ‘youth subcultures’, as discussed below.

7.1 Street Youth and the Negative Stereotyping of Young People

Abdullah (1999) observes that the deepening economic and social crises in Africa are compelling many young actors in the streets to redefine themselves in social terms that reflect their marginal status in society. The symbolism of this redefinition is not only reflected in their form of dress, but also in their types of activities in the streets. The ‘street youth’, who are to be found in every major African city, are coming up with a distinct sub-culture within the broad urban youth culture. These young people have turned out as agents of their own socialization in the street where they spend most of their time.

This informal socialization of young people in the streets is also occurring in a global context, thus allowing local youth to tap into a ‘global youth culture’. In that sense, globalisation continues to shape and define some aspects of youth culture in Africa. As a result, popular and mass culture in the West has become, to a large extent, part of the repertoire of African youth culture. 
In such a context, the language that the youth use and their patterns of dressing reflect the phases of their lived experiences in the streets that are very different from those of their parents or the wider society (Abdullah, 1999; Mkandawire, 1996). It appears to be a language of protest that is distinct from the mainstream language and culture. Mkandawire (1996) describes it as subtle, often ridiculing the language of the mainstream culture. Momoh (1998) cites the case of the ‘Area Boys’ in Nigeria who wear what he describes as ‘weird’ types of hair-do and clothes, speak with a coarse voice and brag a lot. To understand the language of the street youth is to understand the culture of young people and their lived experiences in the streets and perception of mainstream society.

But life on the streets is generally hard. As a consequence, the street youth tend to live by their wits and are said to be prone to criminal behaviour. It has been observed that the street youth in African cities and towns, denied legitimate means of earning a living, are brought up in a culture which facilitates the acquisition of criminal values. Mkandawire (1996) observes that such youth are less inclined to be involved in begging because such assumes an inferior social position and is perceived as less aggressive. They tend to earn their livelihood by a set of ingenious variation of petty trading, casual work, borrowing, stealing, pick-pocketing, prostitution and other illegal activities. Some are on alcohol (most of it illicit brews); others are on drugs, such as marijuana (dagga), valium and mandrax. Glue and petrol sniffing are also widely (ab)used by these youth (Mtonga and Mkandawire 1995).

Available evidence shows that the livelihood activities of street youth are looked down upon by mainstream society. This has led to their negative labelling in much of Africa. In Tanzania, the unemployed youth roaming or hawking in the streets are called the ‘Manchicha’; in Uganda and Kenya they are referred to as ‘Bayaye’; in Nigeria they are called ‘Jan Banga’, ‘Jaguda Boys’, or the ‘Area Boys’; in Algeria they are referred to as ‘Hittiste’; in South Africa they are called ‘Tsotsis’, and so on. Abdullar (1999) has termed the urban unemployed out of school youths in Africa the ‘pseudo lumpen proletariat’.   

Given their stereotyping, the street youth are generally viewed with “awe, sensitivity, contempt and vicious passion” by the general public (Momoh, 1998: 3). If caught stealing, they tend to be subjected to ‘instant justice’, thrown into jail, or as Mukui (1977:124) cynically puts it, “shot to save the trouble of feeding them in prison”.

7.2 Youth Gangs

In the absence of discernible livelihood opportunities for young people, ‘gangsterism’ appears to have become a meaningful space of what Venkatash (1999) calls the ‘participatory expression’ for youth. These young people are able to see the outcome of extended participation in others who have either ‘failed’ or ‘succeeded’. 

However, the perceived growing culture of stealing and pick-pocketing among youth in urban areas has not been well investigated as a growing livelihood strategy among unemployed out of school youth. Nonetheless, it is an issue that has been given added urgency in recent years because of the apparent rise in juvenile crime and violence, some of whom may be involved in running criminal enterprises or what Venkatash (1999) calls ‘micro-criminal economies’ in urban areas. 

Bennell (2000) in this regard argues that urban society in Africa is becoming increasingly criminalized, especially with the proliferation of youth gangs. Within their own spaces, the youth are said to have developed not only their own distinct sub-culture, but also their own social structures that are well guarded by a clear hierarchy. As in the USA, the youth gangs and their criminal enterprises in Africa are said to display features of a ‘career path’, with an identifiable ladder of promotion, salary augmentation and status attainment where the participants can see a horizon of personal development. 

The rise in youth gangsterism in urban Africa seems to be pausing a new social threat, not only to young people, but also to the larger city community. For young people, the duration of involvement in ‘underground’ economies implies ‘exclusion’ in relation to detachment from educational and labour markets arenas where state-sanctioned social and political capital may be accumulated. For the larger community, emerging youth gangs are not only renowned for trafficking in drugs, sex and other illegally acquired goods, but also they are renowned for hideous crimes such as murders, rape, violence, among other atrocities. In extreme cases, as discussed below, young people join rebel groups to express a political statement.

7.3 The Role of Young People in the Conflict Situation in Africa

The emerging literature on youth and conflict in Africa suggests that youth culture, in particular the problem of unemployed and disaffected youth, appears to play a significant role in the African conflict experience (Zack-Williams, 2001; Curtain, 2000; Abdullah, 1999; Mkandawire, 1996; Bazenguissa-Ganga 1999; Zack-Williams, 2001; 1997). 

These studies increasingly suggest that young people are engaging in conflict in order to challenge the traditional political elite for control of the state. Although some young people and children have been abducted and coerced into fighting for rebel groups, there is now evidence to suggest that some are volunteering to join the rebel groups. Thus, it is important to make a distinction between ‘volunteer’ and ‘recruited’ (or even ‘abducted’) young fighters. In this paper, our focus is on the former, if only to highlight the extent to which the prevailing socio-economic environment entices youth to turn to war as a means of livelihood.  
Our contention in this paper is that the subject of youth and conflict deserves attention as it those generally classified as ‘youth’ who are the principal actors in challenging the ruling elite for control of the state in Africa today. Although the causes of conflict are more complex, the available data suggest that there are a variety of reasons which appear to explain the involvement of young people in challenging the traditional political elite for control of the state. Generally, the emerging literature points to the ‘social exclusion’ and ‘marginalisation’ of young people arising from both the collapse of social institutions and failure of the formal economic system to generate sufficient means of livelihood opportunities for young people. 

Several scholars and observers have cited the following as key factors in the involvement in the conflict situation in African countries that have suffered  civil conflict such as Sierra Leone, Liberia and Congo-Brazzaville. First are changes in the incentive structure which makes fighting entice young people to join rebel wars. In general, it is young people who have a very low opportunity cost of war who tend to fight. Such young people have no stake in the shared future of their country as they  do not have any personal property or dependable employment. 

Secondly, access to arms seem to have a transformative or empowering effect on estranged youth. It has also been observed that fighting in the rebel and government armies - and the offer of one's own AK47 - promises a much deeper means of empowerment than does life on the streets (Ibid.). Similarly, Mkandawire (1998) observes that young men and women who are frustrated in their expectations of social and economic advancement are lured into war because it appears to be an option that requires few skills and does not require capital investment, it yet provides quick returns. Sichone (1999) notes that the gun gives the youth ‘informal’ control over resources. Equally, Williams observes that, “with many combatants unable to read or write, they rely on the gun to bring them money and respect” (Daily Mail, 28th August, 2000).

The third factor is the widespread use of drugs on the war front. The youth combatants tend to use drugs which erode self-control, enhance free-wheeling behaviour, and encourage acts of bravery. The issue is not whether such youth have not been using drugs before but the quality and intensity of use which increases considerably in the war front. 

The fourth factor is the crisis of mainstream institutions. The collapse of the family, of formal education, job opportunities, social services, and the general decay of state institutions lead to war. As Zack-Williams (2000) observes, the collapse of the state and the demise of traditional family coping structures have left a gaping social void which, whereas once filled via the protection offered by the social organisation of 'street life', the various military forces are now filling in. He argues that for many children, military life has provided a surrogate family relationship. 

This view is echoed by Curtain (2000). Drawing on a recent World Bank study of the economic causes of armed conflict around the world, he argues that conflict is concentrated in countries with relatively few young people in school. However, even in countries where school enrolments have been relatively high, civil strife has also broken out (Bazenguissa-Ganga, 1999).
   

A further cause of the fighting are just the sheer large numbers of youth. Abdullah (1999) argues that for the first two decades of independence in Africa, the population of youth, who had remained voiceless, or operated as appendages to single parties (youth league) has more than doubled in some countries. As a result, young people are now in the majority in more than two-thirds of the continent. Not surprisingly, they are now in the forefront of all the major wars in Africa's current rebel phase. 

 It has been observed that the overwhelming majority of young people who are wielding the AK 47s in the conflict areas in Africa can barely explain why they are fighting. Abdullah (1999) notes that they are neither middle class kids nor members of the educated elite. Most of them can hardly read or write as they largely come from disadvantaged communities or marginalised ethnic groups. They are largely marginal and socially disconnected youth who comprise what Abdullah calls the ‘lumpens’.
 

Zack-Williams (2001) also notes that ‘street children’ have provided an important pool of children for recruitment into rebel armies. He observes that the tough life on the streets gives the children the qualities that make them brave and loyal fighters. These qualities are enhanced by the impressionable character of such youngsters and their lack of family responsibilities. Moreover, the transition from the 'street' to ‘child soldiers’ at least bestows prestige, a sense of belonging and power (through the barrel of the gun), to an otherwise alienated group of individuals. This suggests that young people fighting in the current rebel phase in Africa largely come from loose family and societal structures. 
The social background of these youths as street children and lumpen youth has become a major characteristic of the current rebel phase in Africa.
 This is visible in the predominance of a ‘lumpen culture’ in the current rebel phase as manifest in the widespread use of drugs, indiscriminate violence and the general indiscipline  of the fighting forces. In Sierra Leone, for instance, young fighters, such as those belonging to the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and the ‘West Side Boys’, were often high on drugs and alcohol. The ‘West Side Boys’, for instance, used raw cocaine and jungle roots to make a lethal combination called ‘ju-ju’ which was rubbed into sores cut on the bodies of the fighters to give an ‘instant high’ (Daily Mail, 28th August, 2000). 

The lumpenisation of the fighting force is reflected in widespread horrible violence, large-scale torture of civilians, pillage of infrastructure and mass looting of public and private property.
 Consequently, entire societies in war-torn countries are exploding and those suffering the most from war are children and women (Kopoka, 1999). 

Even where there is no civil war, the marginalisation of youth has given rise to conflict. In the Niger Delta in Nigeria, for instance, militant youth, frustrated by their exclusion from the benefits of oil, attack oil companies, hijack personnel, and lay waste to villages believed to harbour oil reserves, leaving many homeless (Ifeka, 2001).
 

The foregoing discussion suggests the importance of considering the context within which civil strife and the disintegration of society is occurring in Africa. It is our contention that failure to create opportunities for youth to pursue sustainable livelihoods in a context of declining mainstream social institutions is a major catalytic factor in the current rebel phase in Africa.   

8.0 The Uncertain Future Outlook of African Youth

At this point, it is important to discuss the future prospects of young Africans. These prospects should be seen in the context of what is happening in Africa today. 

8.1 Democratisation, Political Stability and Peace
In Africa today, democracy is taking root. In the early 1980s, there were only three democracies, compared to 30 military or single-party regimes. Today, over 30 African countries have held elections. Democracy on the continent is increasingly experienced as an internal demand arising within local communities. Many African countries are striving to build their future on the principles of the rule of law, freedom of the press and participatory citizenship. 

It is interesting to note that, contrary to the ‘war option’, as discussed above, some young people in some African countries appear to be taking advantage of the current political dispensation in an attempt to increase their political relevance in the context of their own social and economic hardships. The youth are mobilising themselves into ‘social movements’ that, among other things, seek to articulate their demands through the vote (Momoh, 1999; Diouf, 1996). Momoh (1998) observes that the methods of these youths are sometimes unorthodox, and they are often not legally recognised by the state. In addition, they are also not formally involved with mainstream party politics. 

However, the activities and actions of these young people can enhance or undermine popular struggles for democracy. The case of Senegalese, Nigerian, Malian and Zimbabwean youth is illustrative here. Young people in Senegal, Mali, Nigeria, have played a critical role in social mobilizations for democracy.

It, however, remains to be seen whether the current trend towards non-partisan political mobilisation of ‘youth by youth’ will emerge as an effective means of addressing youth needs. More so, because the state in several African countries is using coercion, persuasion and favours to try and contain the political activism of youth and incorporate them into a statist agenda that accepts the legitimacy of the status quo. Secondly, urban youth in many countries are used, or hire themselves out, as political thugs to politicians and have actively participated in mass political protests. Available evidence on youth political activism in Africa suggests that in the absence of visible livelihood means, the vacillatory and contradictory character of the urban youth serves as a survival or coping strategy.

Despite the promise of democracy, however, the greatest threat facing Africa today is the proliferation of conflict situations. Since 1970, more than 30 wars, most of them within countries, have been fought in Africa (Mayor and Binde, 2001). In 1996 alone, 14 of the 53 countries in Africa were afflicted by conflict, accounting for more than half of all war-related deaths globally and resulting in more than eight million refugees. As noted above, young people are playing a key role in the current rebel phase in Africa. Conflict destroys communities and property and retards development in general. The estimated cost of war in Africa between 1980 and 1993 is US$250 billion. This is a huge amount of money that could have made a qualitative improvement in the livelihood situation of many African people, including those involved in fighting. As Mayor and Binde observe, addressing this conflict situation in Africa will require massive investment in sectors that will provide some hope for the future: education, health care, communication, culture and sustainable development.

8.2 Slow Economic Growth and Rising Poverty 

Since the 1990s, SSA has been in deep crisis. As previously noted, in 1993 nearly 40 percent of the population survived on less than one dollar a day. On average, between 45 percent and 50 percent of the population live below the absolute poverty line (Mayor and Binde, 2001). In 1997, fully 31 of the world’s 48 ‘least developed countries’ were in Africa, as were 31 of the 44 countries on the UNDP’s list of those where human development was said to be ‘weak’. This situation is complicated by the increasing marginalisation of Africa in the global market place. Currently Africa’s share of world trade is less than 3.0 percent and most of this is dominated by South Africa. On the other hand, Africa has the lowest average telecommunication density in the world. This suggests that the process of globalisation will probably remain of little benefit to Africa for some to come. But to be fair, some African countries are showing some signs of growth. In 1996-97, for the first time since 1979-80, per capita gross domestic product (GDP) or the total production of goods and services in Africa rose for two years in succession, and growth exceeded 5.0 percent in 11 countries. In 1997, average GDP growth in SSA stood at 4.6 percent. It is estimated that real annual growth in Africa for the period 2001-7 will average 4.1 percent (Mayor and Binde, 2001). But it is difficult to tell whether this is just a remission or full recovery. In general, the situation remains fragile and poverty is rising in many countries. Moreover, it is currently estimated that the region needs to grow by 8.0 to 10.0 percent every year if it is to make the necessary qualitative improvements in human welfare. In the present circumstances, such high rates of growth are not possible for the majority of countries. The huge external debt repayments have worsened the situation.

8.3 Increasing Social Problems

At present, Africa is facing a myriad of social problems and all these are interconnected and interpenetrating. Available evidence shows that Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest rates of overall and infant mortality in the world, the shortest life expectancy, the lowest per capita income and the fastest rate of population increase. UN estimates indicate that two thirds of Africans have inadequate access to clean drinking water, and more than half have no access to public health care. This situation has been worsened by a high prevalence of diseases such as malaria, tuberculosis, and the major childhood illnesses. It is currently estimated that two-thirds of the HIV/AIDS infected people live in Africa. 

In recent years, the social gains made in the 1960s and 1970s have been reversed. In education, for instance, school attendance in SSA remains the lowest in the world. Secondary education, which is so critical to development, is available to only 17 percent of children. A tiny proportion of young people in Africa (in 1996  just 2.0 percent of those finishing school) go on to higher education (Mayor and Binde, 2001). There is a marked difference in levels of educational attainment between boys and girls. Due to huge external debts, economic crisis and economic reform programmes, many African governments have no money to spend on education. 

The above discussion suggests that the overall situation for young people in Africa remains very uncertain and uneven. Africa is currently going through multiple social, economic and political crises. As Mayor and Binde observe, in such a context, the future of African youth is fraught with danger. In the majority of countries, basic education for all remains a distant hope, exposure to new technologies remains a dream, employment in the formal sector is still a privilege,  and health care is not available for many young people. Nonetheless, the view in this paper is that this dismal situation could still be changed if young people are made a priority group for action aimed at encouraging them to take their destiny in their own hands rather than remain marginalized passive observers (Ibid.). 

9.0 Conclusion and Recommendations

This paper has examined the socio-economic situation of African youth in a context of economic decline and restructuring. Attention has been drawn to the extent of the economic decline, poverty and deprivation and the impact on young people. The emerging picture is one of a youth facing a myriad of  socio-economic problems. It has been observed that the declining economic situation has adversely affected the capacity social institutions to address the problem of the alienation and marginalisation of young people. The measures taken to address the problem of youth unemployment have been insufficient and ineffective. It has been observed that the youth are constantly seeking new ways of dealing with their constantly changing situation in a socio-economic and political environment which is also unstable, seemingly uncontrollable and somehow unpredictable. In this context, it is to be feared that the young generation in contemporary Africa, who constitute the majority of the population, will have a much less successful future than previous generations. The majority of youth are likely to be poorer and less educated than their parents, aunties, uncles, and even their grannies. Thus, unless the authorities address the crises in education and other institutions, the ‘crisis’ facing contemporary African youth will remain unresolved and possibly worsen. Given the destabilizing threat of disaffected urban youth, there is a political and economic imperative to be made for promoting youth livelihoods. 

In this respect, we make the following recommendations: 

· Addressing the Crisis in Educational and other Institutions

There is need both for initiation of more support structures for socially isolated and excluded young people, especially urban youth, and strengthening of existing ones. Disincentives relating to the cost of education and other social services may have long term effects, especially for female youth, that may outweigh the revenue collected through the application of ‘cost sharing’ or ‘user fees’ principles to the provision of services. If young people, especially girls, fail to attend school due to the imposition of user fees, governments may incur great costs in the long run through having to provide education and training at a later stage or from the consequences of the negative social outcomes from the exclusion and marginalisation of youth. For this reason, there is need for African government to critically examine and revisit the long term relative costs and benefits of the principles of ‘cost sharing’ and early intervention in youth development activities and make primary education universal. This will require increased investment in education in real terms both from the government, the private sector and cooperating partners. 

· Need for enhanced Human Capital Development

In addition to improving and universalizing basic education, the educational and training systems – not just technical education and vocational training – must be transformed so that young people can acquire relevant and quality skills that can help them master their lives and contribute to socio-economic development in the country. This change has to occur at all levels of learning, from primary school up to university. Among others, this will require doing the following:

· Increasing investment in training institutions

· Re-orienting the curricula to introduce entrepreneurship training

· Introducing flexible training programmes,

· Decentralising training to local authorities, including local artisans at the village level, and 

· Linking the training institutions to the labour market. 

· Need to Promote ‘Youth Citizenship’

There is need to define ‘citizenship’ in a manner that is not exclusionary and limiting to young people. This is particularly the case with alienated young people. As noted in this paper, an increasing number of young people are being forced into the streets as a result of poverty and lack of employment. This represents a large concentration of ‘need’ without ‘voice’. There is need to the of all youth groups within the broader context of civil and socio-economic rights. But these rights should be matched with responsibilities. 

· Need to De-criminalise Street Youth

There is the need to de-criminalise socially alienated young people, especially the street youth. These young people should be made to feel ‘secure’ and should be facilitated to take advantage of emerging opportunities in mainstream society. More efforts should also be put in rehabilitating young offenders and drug addicts among them. This calls for a change in attitudes and outlook among policy makers in respect to the activities and aspirations of young people, especially those working in the streets.

· Need to Promote Youth Empowerment

Given the fluidity of the socio-economic situation in contemporary Africa, there is great need to empower the youth economically and socially by doing the following:

1) Promoting youth enterprise development and self-employment

This is widely seen a possible solution to the problem of youth unemployment. Given few existing job opportunities and lack of growth in the formal economy, there is need to promote entrepreneurship and employment among young people. Among others, doing this will require the following:

· Improving the policy environment

· Improving the access of youth to credit, 

· Providing business development services (BDS) to youth, and

· Promoting institutional and enterprise networking.

2) Promoting labour intensive public works

Not all young people can be entrepreneurs. In the absence of job creation in the formal sector, there is need to promote labour-based methods for infrastructure development. It is our view that optimal use can be made of labour as the predominant resource in infrastructure products while ensuring cost-effectiveness and safeguarding quality. This would require a careful combination of labour and appropriate equipment, which is generally light equipment. This would ensure that employment intensive projects do not degenerate into ‘make-work’ projects, in which cost and quality considerations are ignored. 

· Need for Increased Policy Integration and Effective Implementation
At present, the tendency is to treat youth in isolation from major development plans or macro economic and sectoral policies in most African countries. This tends to marginalize young people in terms of resource allocation. Secondly, there is lack of proper policy/programme integration. For this reason, there is need to integrate youth policies into broader economic and social policies. There is also need for strong and effective policy implementation mechanisms.

· Need for Gender Sensitivity in Policing and Programming
Whilst poor conditions affect all young people in urban areas, female youths are significantly worse off than male youth and special priority needs to be applied to the social, cultural and political recognition they deserve.

· Need for more Research

There is clearly a need for research and information on the specific needs of young women and men growing up in informal urban settlements, so that they could be incorporated in the planning and provision of services such as education and training, including provision of resources such as credit.

· Cultivating strong political ‘will’ to address facing the youth

Above all, and perhaps more significantly, there is need to promote strong political will to address the problems facing young people. Nothing much can be achieved in youth development without the commitment of political and government leaders. Without genuine political commitment to improving the situation of youth, there will be no improvement in resource allocation to youth policy, programmes and services, and the ability to implement programmes will be constrained. There is therefore need for a greater degree of political commitment to youth throughout government agencies and political parties. Hopefully, this could also lead to abandonment of the tendency to view youth groups as mere stepping stones to higher political office.
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�The material in this paper largely refers to SSA. SSA refers to all African countries south of the Sahara.


� In many African societies, especially rural Africa, the status of ‘adulthood’ is largely determined by the capacity to sustain a ‘legal’ marriage.


� It should also be noted that the notion of ‘childhood’, like that of ‘youth’ and ‘adulthood’ is defined differently by different countries, development organisations and analysts (Boyden, 1997).


� The age at which most civil rights are accorded to young people (UN, 1999).


� A complex set of factors seems to explain the rapid growth in the population of young people in Africa, as in other developing countries, including high birth rates.


� According to Steady, community life pre-colonial Africa was influenced by a spiritual approach and religious traditions which promoted a philanthropic orientation and a tradition of communalism, mutual aid, collective service, reciprocity and compassionate support. 


� This means that, in times of adversity such as sickness, accident, unemployment or natural disaster in modern Africa, an individual is extremely vulnerable for he or she has few institutionalised claims on his or her kinsmen and may undergo great hardship and become a destitute. Thus, unless one has accumulated their own resources, one may easily become a victim of circumstances due to lack or loss of employment, collapse of business and many other factors. In such contingencies, and given the absence of viable social security systems in Africa, as discussed below, adjustment of the individual to changed circumstances tends to be more disquieting than in an integrated family structure.


� It is currently estimated that over 600 teachers die each year in Zambia. This figure is roughly equal to the number of new teachers recruited each year. 


� However, the situation is beginning to change in some countries. In Malawi, Kenya and Zambia, for instance, the State, largely with German technical assistance, has began to restructure the vocational and technical training sytems both to incorporate entrepreneurship training and flexible training systems.


� Schnurr argues that this approach is premised on the understanding that part of the solution lies in developing the capabilities of youth to respond to changing circumstances; part in the need to ‘develop’ and ‘modernise’ the informal sector; and part in improving the links between non-formal training and employment opportunities. This is the issue which this study is trying to address. 


� According to the ILO, ‘active’ labour policies refer to specific government economic policies that directly seek to promote employment creation through a variety of projects.


� In pre-war Sierra Leone, for instance, among the middle class, the street youth became associated with all that was decadent in society, in particular sloth, petty crime, gambling, prostitution, drug taking and violence (Rashid, 1997). Similarly, Momor (1999), citing the case of the Area Boys in Nigeria, notes that the paranoia about the  street youth has occasioned a situation whereby any form of crime, robbery, rape, burglary, and so on, is associated with or blamed on them, even though many of them may be innocent. He, however, adds that these young people are quick to take advantage of ‘crisis situations’ to vandalise or loot items, especially in the context of a crisis between the state and citizens.


� Although the fundamental causes of the conflicts in these countries are complex and multifaceted, it has been observed that the failure by young graduates and other unemployed out of school urban youth to find jobs in the formal sector tends to fuel the conflicts. Writing of the unemployed youth in Congo-Brazzaville, Bazenguissa-Ganga (1999) notes that the growing frustration experienced by young people who could no longer find jobs in the public sector (due to an adjustment-induced job freeze and retrenchments) increased the general atmosphere of social tension which eventually resulted in the outbreak of civil strife. The disaffected youth, some with promises of recruitment into the national army and police force, were easily recruited into armed wings or private militias of political parties led by rival or feuding politicians.� The result was massive loss of life and widespread damage in various parts of Congo Brazzaville, especially in the capital city.


� Abdullah uses the term to refer to the largely unemployed and unemployable youths, mostly male, who live by their wits or who have one foot in what is generally referred to as the ‘informal’ or ‘underground’ economy. 


� These groups have replaced students as the most politically volatile groups. Historically, students had been in the forefront for change in Africa and elsewhere (Abdullah, 1999). For instance, they organized in the struggle against colonial rule and were the initial vanguard opposition against one-party dictatorship and military rule. Whereas students were largely articulators of ideas for change, the lumpens, given their lack of systematic or coherent ideas about change, are more of a violent social cohort. 


� These drugged youngsters have often been linked to widespread destruction, looting and atrocities in war-torn African countries (Gyan-Apenteng, 2000; Kopoka, 1999; Bangura, et al., 1997). For instance, victims of RUF/AFRC violence in Sierra Leone have complained that many of these young people were on drugs (Zacks-Williams, 2001).


� According to Ifeka, these angry subalterns believe that their communities should own and control the natural resources in their vicinity. The consequence is an increase of casualties in inter-communal raids and counter-raids, and in shootings by 'mobile police' when demonstrating youths enter the oil installations that they guard.  
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