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Across the globe, a generation of youth is rapidly 
reaching adulthood bearing the tragic consequences 
of their nations’ worst problems. In this ‘Youth 
in Crisis’ In-Depth, IRIN traces the impact of the 
events shaping their lives, from the illegal forced 
marriage of teenage girls in Afghanistan and Ethio-
pia, to the tripling of school fees and the deteriorat-
ing education system in Zimbabwe. 

Cultural conservatism, as well as fear of attacks on 
schools by Taliban insurgents, and poverty, mean 
half of all Afghan children do not go to school, and 
those who do often ‘graduate’ to unemployment. To 
be young in some nations is to be more disad-
vantaged than one’s parents were: the numbers 
of children attending school in the Republic of 
Congo has fallen from almost 100 per cent before 
the 1998-2002 civil war to below 75 percent now. 
The same is true in northern Uganda where high 
illiteracy rates are a consequence of two decades 

of war and insecurity, condemning Acholi youngsters brought up in displaced peoples’ camps to a life of far fewer 
opportunities than older siblings, parents and even grandparents. 

Educational and economic collapse is given as one reason for the ease with which militias in the east of the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo recruited teenagers into their ranks - demobilisation programmes struggle to convince many 
of them to resume civilian lives. Young Somalis, who escaped violence at home, face a different problem: as part of 
an ‘educated elite’ at schools in refugee camps in Kenya, they are unable to put their education to good use as long 
as Kenya’s government curtails their movement outside the camps. 

Life beyond school is equally challenging: some medical students in Conakry, the capital of Guinea, arrive hours 
before classes just to save a space close enough to a university lecturer to hear him speak. Classes often stretch to 
more than 1,200 students and lecturers demand financial rewards for granting students good marks. Young Guin-
eans with degrees end up hawking goods on city streets - a factor influencing their decision to agitate for political 
change, which they say “is going to come with violence”. 

University campuses in Côte d’Ivoire have become a breeding ground for pro-government political militancy and 
extortion, while Nigeria is trying to curb the influence of predatory student cults that in the past few years have 
opened fire on students in examinations, and continue to intimidate or kill anti-cult activists. 

Gang culture dominates the lives of tens of thousands of South Africans in Cape Town. In addition, youngsters 
addicted to tik (crystal meth) land up in juvenile detention centres where conditions and counselling are inadequate. 
Street gangs are also common in N’Djamena, capital of Chad, a country where the role of the youth is said to have 
been crucial to every political transition since 1975. 

Emotionally bereft, many Rwandan teenagers are not rebelling but still recovering from the 1994 genocide that 
defined their lives. Loss and injustice also characterise the lives of an estimated 250,000-300,000 Kenyan street chil-
dren, while three-quarters of Kenyan sex workers interviewed for a United Nations report said they felt commercial 
sex was an acceptable way to make money. 

In Pakistan, the wealth gap between rich and poor is blamed for a surge in petty crime, committed mostly by 
people aged 16-25 years. Drug addiction is also a problem among the young and privileged. Since the attacks of 11 
September 2001 in the United States and the war in Afghanistan that followed, many middle-class boys in Pakistan 
have been turning away from Western lifestyles and identifying with extremist Islamic groups and the violence they 
promote. 

‘Soul hunters’ from religious or criminal groups in the densely populated Ferghana Valley linking Kyrgyzstan, Tajiki-
stan and Uzbekistan prey on young people facing unemployment or migration to Russia or Kazakhstan - vocational 
training set up under the Soviet system to provide skills for the labour market has collapsed. 

In the Occupied Palestinian Territories, some young people take pride in joining groups involved in what they term 
resistance to Israel, while in Lebanon more teenagers have joined Lebanon’s Hezbollah political party since the 2006 
war between Hezbollah militias and Israel’s largely conscripted army. In Iraq, some families say they would rather 
see their teenagers and children die fighting American soldiers than become victims of spiralling sectarian violence. 

These issues form part of IRIN’s In-Depth on ‘Youth in Crisis,’ which also contains features on the transition from 
childhood to adulthood, education, war, migration, HIV/AIDS, violence and urbanisation, as well as photos, links and 
references. 

[This article is part of a special IRIN series that looks at how conflict, poverty and social alienation are affecting the 
lives of children and teenagers. Read more: Youth in crisis: coming of age in the 21st century] 

Photo: Manoocher Deghati/IRIN

Overview 
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The largest-ever generation of young people is now entering the transition 
from childhood to adulthood. According to UN statistics, up to 48 percent 
of the world population is under the age of 24 and 86 percent of 10-to-24-
year-olds live in less developed countries. 

However, one can hardly speak about youth as a uniform category when 
across the world the disparity of access to resources and lifestyles between 
different groups of youths is so different. In many parts of the world, young 
people are still suffering from hunger, lack of access to education, health 
services and job opportunities, and are exposed to insecurity and violence. 

According to the UN Programme on Youth (UN-DESA, United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs): “The challenges are clear: 200 
million youth live on less than US $1 a day, 130 million are illiterate, 10 mil-
lion live with HIV, and 88 million young people are unemployed.” 

What future for the new generation? 

To a large extent, the quality of life for the next generation and society will 
depend on how today’s young people manage their transition to economic 
independence in difficult environments, such as countries hit by economic 
recession, or war or famine, or in areas plagued by HIV/AIDS, particularly 
sub-Saharan Africa. 

While most acknowledge the tremendous progress that has been achieved 
to improve young peoples’ lives and ability to become catalysts for change, there remain many obstacles to over-
come for the next generation. 

How to address the plight of the estimated 14 million children orphaned by AIDS? UNICEF estimates that, with 
global infection rates still rising, this number will exceed 25 million by 2010. HIV/AIDS is increasingly a disease of the 
young and takes a heavy toll on the youth, especially girls living in sub-Saharan Africa (see HIV/AIDS feature). 

Women are also particularly targeted by the thriving trafficking business worldwide; with an estimated 700,000 to 
two million women trafficked across international borders annually: girls are lured into subjugation by false employ-
ment promises, daughters are sold by their impoverished families, or forced into marriage or the sex trade, or forced 
to become bonded labourers or domestic servants. 

According to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, (UNODC): “[Human trafficking] is believed to be growing fastest in 
Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. In Asia, girls from villages in Nepal and Bangladesh - the 
majority of whom are under 18 - are sold to brothels in India for $1,000.” 

One other area of concern is the growing urbanisation rate that is taking place, mostly in developing nations, that is 
predicted to peak in the years to come (see Urban Youth feature). As youth migrate to towns in search of a better 
life, their future might be compromised by the limited opportunities they find once there, as urban settings offer 
insufficient infrastructures and school and health facilities for all. 

Today, UN-HABITAT estimates the proportion of slum-
dwellers is 72 and 60 percent of the urban population in 
Africa and South Central Asia respectively, the majority of 
whom are young people. As young people gather in over-
crowded shantytowns, with water and housing shortages, 
their susceptibility to crime is likely to increase. 
  
Violence remains one of the leading causes of death for 
youth and young adults. In many parts of the world, the 
loss of life in countries affected by armed conflict is high, 
particularly for the youth (see Youth and War feature). 
Two million children have been killed in conflicts in the last 
decade, one million orphaned, and six million wounded. 
Three-hundred thousand youths are serving as child sol-
diers, with many girls forced into sexual slavery. 

The situation of young people caught in protracted 
humanitarian crises, abducted by rebel groups at war, or forced to flee conflict is particularly worrisome. In Northern 
Uganda, one of the countries with the highest number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the world, nearly one 
million young people have fled their homes and the fighting. This means a great deal in terms of lost opportunities 
and uncertainty about the future. 

“We don’t know what we would like to be when we get older. We haven’t thought about it, because we haven’t been 

2. Features: Youth in crisis: Coming of age in the 21st century

Photo: Manoocher Deghati/IRIN  
A boy member of a street gang sleeps in a basket which 
is used for collecting garbage in the market in Managua, 
Nicaragua

Photo: Population Action International  
Young adults (aged 15 - 29) as a proportion of all adults (aged 15 and older) 
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to school,” a group of young people in Uganda’s Arum camp told IRIN. 

The frustration of youth is all the more poignant when it comes to migration opportunities - or the lack of them - which 
greatly affects thousands of young people in developing nations who are denied upward socio-economic mobility. 

Current news reports give almost daily examples of young African migrants wishing to escape poverty, risking their 
lives en route to Europe in search of jobs. 

According to the Spanish Red Cross, more than 1,000 migrants drowned off the coast of the Canary Islands in the first 
three months of 2006. They had been attempting to reach Europe from Senegal (see Migration feature). 

While globalisation and greater access to media tend to create a new global culture shared by youth all over the world, 
some young people, especially in less developed countries, become more aware of the benefits they could have if they 
lived in Western countries. 

The experience of being young therefore sharply differs from the relative luxury of developed countries to poorer 
countries in transition. 

Poverty reduction Vs rising population 

Statistics vary across countries and continents, with Asia hosting the majority of the world’s youth. According to the 
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), there are 850 million people aged between 10 and 24 living in Asia and the 
Pacific region. 

However, while east and southeast Asia have shown a strong perfor-
mance in terms of poverty reduction and economic growth, sub-Saha-
ran Africa remains a region of special concern because of the scale of 
the AIDS pandemic, natural disasters, and devastating conflicts affect-
ing its population. Demographic experts are particularly worried by the 
region’s population rates, which have grown faster than any region of 
the world in recent decades. Africa is a continent of young people, with 
over 60 percent of people aged under 25 (see map). 

According to a study by the US National Research Council, “Growing Up 
Global: the Changing Transitions to Adulthood in Developing Countries 
(2005)”, while standards of living have improved for many of the cur-
rent generation, changing demographic patterns have become a special 
area of concern: “…because of rapid population growth, young people 
who are poor are about as numerous today as they were in the past 
despite declining poverty rates.” 

What is youth? 

“Youth” is hard to define. While UN legal standards consider individuals under 18 as children, youth is usually under-
stood as a much ‘looser’ concept, generally encompassing the age group 15 to 24. Individuals aged 15 to 18 are thus 
included in the legal definition of children. 

However, others consider age-based definitions arbitrary due to culture differences. Some argue that Western defini-
tions of age do not align with non-Western definitions of childhood and youth. 

In traditional African societies for instance, youth includes younger ages such as 12, and older ages up to 35. Attaining 
adulthood can mean the ability to support a household, or for males, the capacity to fight. Girls are considered adult 
after they reach sexual maturity 

According to Bilal al-Naaim, deputy head of the Lebanon-based Shia Muslim armed group Hezbollah, involving young 
people in military activities is not wrong. 

“In Islam, a 15-year-old is considered a responsible adult,” he told IRIN. 

Although adolescence is not recognised in all cultures, some United Nations bodies, such as the United Nations Popula-
tion Fund (UNFPA), have defined “youth” as 10- to 19-years-old. 

A ‘protracted’ transition 

The roles young people are forced to assume in countries affected by war or poverty greatly affects the transitional 
phase to adulthood, which takes place at an earlier stage than their Western counterparts. 

The lack of economic opportunities in less developed countries makes young people more dependent on their parents. 
This places them in a situation where they are no longer children, but where they are also deprived of the indepen-
dence they seek. 

Without the opportunity to become productive, young people find themselves in a permanent limbo, waiting for a 

Photo: IRIN  
A young member of the Mouride brotherhood prays in front of an 
image of the Khalif in Touba, Senegal. Definitions of youth vary widely 
across countries and cultures, making the concept difficult to define 
using age groups alone
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chance to gain economic independence and psychological maturity. 

When lacking opportunities and means of expression, young people 
become susceptible to violence, a display of their wish to become more 
powerful, and have access to the material goods they crave. 

Dunia Bakuluea, youth official in the eastern region of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), told IRIN: “The erosion of traditional values 
among the youth is strongly related to the collapse of the economy. As a 
result, many young people can’t afford to settle and are still not married 
even though they have reached their thirties. 

“Many boys hang out in bands and organise themselves in armed clandes-
tine networks, making a living out of illegal trading and as “coupeurs de 
route” (road bandits). Some come from the militias where they acquired 
the knowledge of warfare and a tendency to violence,” he added. 

While wide-scale youth movements were considered an exciting and dynamic medium of political change in the 
past, most notably during the independence struggles of the 1960s, young people are now increasingly perceived as 
threats to the societies in which they live. 

Youth in crisis 

In the 1990s, armed violence notched up a gear with an alarming increase in civil unrest in which young people 
played a crucial role, particularly in sub-Saharan African countries such as Angola, Liberia, Sierra Leone and DRC 
(see Youth and War section). This phenomenon, associated with a growing number of failed states and collapsed 
economies, led some analysts such as anthropologist Paul Richards to speak about a ‘crisis of youth’, or the emer-
gence of a ‘lost generation’. 

As violence and armed conflict continue unabated in many areas of the world - Afghanistan, Columbia, Iraq, Sri 
Lanka, Sudan, Uganda, and in the Palestinian territories - there is growing concern for young people who were born 
and who are growing up in environments fraught with difficulty. 

In 2005, children were involved in 54 conflicts in 11 different countries, according to the Office of the Special Repre-
sentative of the UN Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict. 

Reflecting on the protracted conflict between Israel and Palestine, the Palestinian father of a suicide-bomber told 
IRIN: “This generation has grown up with explosions, shootings, violence, demolitions … so what can you expect?” 

The main threat to youth is demographic. According to the World Development Report 2007, the number of young 
people will dramatically increase in the next 20 years in sub-Saharan Africa and in the Middle-East (Gaza, Iraq, 
Yemen). 

Having too many young people in one area is conflict-conducive according to Harvard political scientist, Samuel 
Huntington, in his book “The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order”. 

In a recent interview, he said: “The key factor is the demographic 
factor. Generally speaking, the people who go out and kill other 
people are males between the ages of 16 and 30. During the 
1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s there were high birth rates in the Muslim 
world, and this has given rise to a huge youth bulge.” 

This rationale has been used in US foreign politics to explain cur-
rent political instability and the growth of terrorism networks in the 
Arab world. 

Out of work… 

It is generally thought that the main factor driving young people to 
violence is not the attraction of violence itself, or their interest in 
radical politics, but the lack of socio-economic alternatives. Accord-
ing to political scientist, Henrik Urdal: “For large youth groups, 
the economic climate at the time they enter the labour market is 
particularly crucial.” 

Out of work and out of school, many young people have to cope with their lives in environments that offer insuffi-
cient incentives for them to feel their future is secure (see Employment and Education section). 

According to the 2006 International Labour Organisation (ILO) report on Global Employment Trends for Youth, most 
regions saw increases in the number of unemployed youth between 1995 and 2005, with youth in the Middle East 
and North Africa hardest hit with an unemployment rate of more than 25 percent. 

Photo: Derk Segaar/IRIN  
Armed men from the Sudan Liberation Movement Army 
(SLM/A) in Gereida town, south Darfur, Sudan, 24 February 
2006

Photo: Mathilde Guntzberger  
Young metal worker in Don Bosco Centre, Goma, DRC. Young people are 
driven into violence not because it is attractive, but, for the hordes of 
unemployed and unskilled, violence is the only ‘career’ option



I
R

I
N

I
n

-D
e

p
th

Youth in crisis: Coming of age in the 21st century IRIN In-Depth, February 2007 - Page 7

7
These figures are exacerbated by the fact that millions of young people are forced to find work in the informal 
economy, where wages are barely enough for subsistence. According to the report: “Almost 23 percent of young 
people are extremely poor (living on US $1 a day) despite the fact that they work.” 

Sayed, 16, had to leave high school in Kabul, Afghanistan, in order to support his family by working in a tiny work-
shop repairing tyres. 

“I abandoned my school because there is no one in my house to work and support my family after the death of my 
father,” he told IRIN. 

Sayed is one of millions of young people who, being at a critical stage in their lives, have struggled to get proper 
education and make ends meet. 

“I have to work hard, otherwise I am afraid we will be obliged to beg for our survival in the bazaar because there is 
no assistance from anywhere,” added Sayed. 

The ILO warns that “at least 400 million decent employment opportunities are needed in order to reach the full 
productive potential of today’s youth”. As this is an almost certainly unattainable target in the short term, negative 
political, social and humanitarian repercussions seem inevitable. 

As Khalid, 13, a young Iraqi explained to IRIN: “My family needs money and we cannot find a job anywhere, so I 
decided to help a gang specialised in kidnapping. For each kidnap I get $100 and it is enough to help my family with 
food for the whole month.” 

...and out of school 

At the root of youth unemployment lie serious problems related to 
illiteracy and the lack of technical skills. According to the World Youth 
Report 2003, “113 million primary school-age children were not in 
school in 2000. These children will become the next generation of illit-
erate youth, replacing the current group of an estimated 130 million.” 

However, research shows that there has been overall progress in the 
number of young people attending school worldwide, although the 
gains are uneven across regions and gender. 

Of particular concern is the increasing gap between male and female 
literacy rates in Asia and Africa, which puts poor young girls at a par-
ticular disadvantage in comparison with their male counterparts. 

However, evidence suggests that education is not a panacea per se, 
and “labour markets in many countries are presently unable to accommodate the expanding pools of skilled young 
graduates,” according to the 2005 World Youth Report. 

Also, it is now acknowledged that more attention should be given to the quality and relevancy of education itself. A 
recent report by the International Crisis Group (ICG) on youth in Central Asia, stressed the extent to which young 
people are dissatisfied with their education system, thus considerably limiting enrolment, and encouraging dropout. 

“I study computers, and we have no textbook in our class. So I have to buy a textbook in the market at 800 soms 
(US $20) which represents more than my father’s monthly salary,” a student in Kyrgyztan told ICG researchers. 

Decimated by HIV/AIDS 

Another factor affecting school attendance in developing countries is the devastating HIV/AIDS epidemic, which is 
the leading cause of death among young people in sub-Saharan Africa. 

According to the US-based NGO, Advocate for Youth, “Young people infected with or affected by HIV or AIDS often 
face disrupted schooling due to demands at home for their help, the inability of sick or stressed parents to pay 
school fees, and stigma and discrimination.” 

Conversely, many analysts argue that adequate education can lead to substantial progress in halting the pandemic 
and improving the general wellbeing of the younger generation. According to the 2001 UN General Assembly Special 
Session on HIV/AIDS, illiteracy is among the “principal contributing factors to the spread of HIV/AIDS”. 

In Mozambique, 62 percent of young women, and 74 percent of young men, could not name a single method of 
protecting themselves against HIV/AIDS. Moreover, most young people living with HIV/AIDS do not know that they 
have the disease, according to a 2004 report by the United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, UNAIDS. 

All experts acknowledge that efficient measures to tackle HIV/AIDS should target youth, specifically young women: 
“More than a third of all people living with HIV/AIDS are under the age of 25, and almost two-thirds of them are 
women according to UNICEF.” 

Photo: Sarah Mace/IRIN  
A woman holding a banner in the city centre of Nairobi protests at 
a proposed amendment that could increase the price of ARVs and 
other life-saving drugs, 25 July 2006
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The way ahead 

How can young people become dynamic contributors and participa-
tors in the society they are born in? How is it possible to harness 
the tremendous power of inventiveness of the developing countries’ 
populous new generation? 

In 1995, the UN World Programme of Action for Youth, WPAY, estab-
lished 10 priority areas for action, comprising: education, employ-
ment, hunger and poverty, health, environment, drug abuse, juvenile 
delinquency, leisure-time activities, girls and young women, and full 
and effective participation of youth in society and decision-making. 

This programme was renewed by the UN General Assembly in 2005 
to include five new priority areas: mixed impact of globalisation on 

young women and men; use of and access to information and technologies; dramatic increase in the incidence of 
HIV infection among young people and the impact of the epidemic on their lives; active involvement of young people 
in armed conflict, both as victims and as perpetrators; and increased importance of addressing intergenerational 
issues in an ageing society. 

As the international community becomes more aware of the challenges youth face all over the world, there is an 
urgent need to better understand the factors that lead youth to “crisis” and which push them towards despair and 
violence. How can we help the next generation of young people in fast-growing sub-Saharan Africa if poverty rates 
increase? 

Being at a critical stage in their lives, young people are vulnerable to a wide range of abuses and are far more 
exposed to risky behaviour than their elders as they strive to emerge in societies that give them little outlet for their 
talents and energy. 

The predicament of disenchanted youth is particularly striking in the developing world, where millions have difficulty 
making ends meet. Living on the fringe of society, eking out a living on the black market, they are at an added risk 
of contracting HIV/AIDS and other diseases. 

Rampant poverty and the lack of alternatives make them all the more prone to fill the economic vacuum by enlisting 
in armed factions or street gangs, or become drawn into sexual exploitation. Even if they escape the pull of vice 
or crime, most will have few skills or training to help them contribute to their societies, and will see them swell the 
ranks of the low-paid. In this context, the future of the next generation greatly depends on how countries in transi-
tion will cope with a population explosion of young people, who have increasing demands and expectations. 

Mg/cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: Manoocher Deghati/IRIN  
A young boy peers through a gate in Korogocho slums, Nairobi 
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The disinherited: The scourge of youth unemployment and failed education

“They are the disinherited, the ones who are refused every-
thing. The schools have rejected them for want of space and 
they haven’t found work. If the oppression continues, if we 
keep on killing our brothers, there will be civil war in this 
country,” said Kenyan Nobel Prize winner, Wangari Maathai, in 
an interview in 2005. 

For the majority of young people in developing countries the 
innocence and freedoms of childhood end early as the hash 
realities of survival, gaining an education, and preparing for 
the responsibilities of adulthood take over. 

Despite the yearly increase in the number of children attend-
ing school and those completing tertiary education, in most 
developing countries, millions of young people face bleak 
employment opportunities. They see their parents struggle to 
survive, and find it even harder for themselves. 

“Rising unemployment takes a heavy toll among young people who are particularly vulnerable to shocks in the 
labour market. Lay-offs, restructuring and insufficient opportunities to enter the world of work condemn many to 
a life of economic hardship and despair. We have seen, all too often, the tragedy of young lives misspent in crime, 
drug abuse, civil conflict and even terrorism,” said the former UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, commenting on the 
challenges and the risk of youth unemployment for livelihoods and security in developing countries in 2003. 

Nearly four years later, youth unemployment rates are still stubbornly high. According to the International Labour 
Organisation’s (ILO) most recent estimates, 88 million young people around the world (nearly 50 percent of the total 
number of unemployed) are struggling to find a job. How do they cope? And how can they survive without social 
security and family support? 

Unemployment rates often hide more than they reveal: in this case, the huge number of young people working long 
hours in the informal economy for little pay, and without any guarantee of permanent employment or social security. 
It has been estimated that the informal economy provides all the new jobs for youth in Latin America, and almost 90 
percent of those in sub-Saharan Africa. 

The root causes of youth unemployment 

According to labour economists, the rising unemployment trend will not abate in the future. The global economy has 
entered a recession phase that is not going to stop any time soon, and economic growth is a distant dream for many 
developing countries. Demographics also point to the fact that the number of people is set to rise dramatically by 
2015, when there will be even more young people looking for jobs. 

At the current rate, the global economy, and in particular developing and post-conflict economies, cannot absorb 
such a huge number of newcomers to the workforce. The ILO estimates that about 400 million new and better jobs 
are needed just to absorb today’s youth. 

Youth employment is highly dependent on the overall status of the economy. Economic activity, measured by GDP 
growth, is probably the single factor that most influences the chances of young people finding a job. Low or negative 
GDP growth, economic recession and low investments are direct causes in the shrinking demand for labour. At times 
of limited labour opportunities, young people are the worst-placed to secure a job, given their relative inexperience, 
and lack of relevant skills. Also, their lack of training or experience means that they are the first to lose their jobs in 
the event of a downturn in the economy. 

“Governments should consider reforming their economy to allow more labour-intense industries to develop. It is their 
responsibility to favour a conducive economic environment and to promote employment policies especially targeted 
at youth,” advised a recent World Bank report. 

However, even with the right policies in place, such a task seems overwhelming and impossible to achieve. “Consid-
ering the pace of economic growth worldwide, the expectation of sufficient formal employment in the short-term is 
unrealistic,” commented an ILO researcher. 

In times where the private sector has been underdeveloped, the state and the public sectors have been the major 
employers. Almost all school and university graduates went on to jobs in the civil service - whether they were 
needed or not. More than an “employment strategy”, it was regarded as tool of governance by which successive 
governments kept the support of the urban educated elite. 

At the end of the 1980s, the World Bank and the IMF ordered borrowers to downsize their public sector and civil 
services. Nigeria reduced its by 40 percent in less than two years, and Ghana dismissed 150,000 civil servants by the 
end of 1994. 

Photo: International Labour Organisation/Maillard J  
Temporary employment agency in Abidjan. The retrenchment of the public sector 
left many young educated people without job opportunities that match their skills. 
Even the educated ones struggle to find jobs
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Since then, states are no longer the main employers; however, they have still not been adequately replaced by the 
private sector. As a result, the informal economy has flourished, with jobs such as hawkers, traders, repairers, now 
accounting for almost all the new jobs accessible to young people. 

High unemployment rates breed a vicious economic cycle. As unemployment remains high, there is less spending 
within the economy, the economy remains stagnant, production falters, no jobs are created and the state receives 
less revenue in taxes and cannot make reforms to boost the economy. 

The cost of youth unemployment 

“The costs of neglecting youth can be measured in terms of depletion of human and social capital. There is a loss of 
opportunities for economic growth, which increases as this cohort ages without gaining experience in the workforce. 
More difficult to quantify are the costs of societal instability and endemic conflict,” reported the ILO in “Youth: Path-
ways to decent work”. 

Economists indicate that the major losses attributable to persistent youth unemployment are those in “human capi-
tal”, meaning the amount of practical skills a worker has acquired. Human capital is proportional to the amount of 
time an individual has worked. Human capital declines when an individual is unemployed. 

Unproductive youth are a double burden on the economy. Firstly, because of the lack of income they generate for 
the state, and secondly, as a result of their poor work record, they are less likely to push their children into a good 
education and career. 

Depletion of human capital therefore affects not just this generation, but future generations too. 

Identifying the problem of human capital is easier than remedying it. “Social spending has become a major casualty 
of recent budget cuts in many African countries. To expect that Africa can progress when investment in its human 
capital is declining is a classic case of being penny wise and pound foolish,” said the executive secretary of the Eco-
nomic Commission for Africa. 

This statement holds true, and yet, investment into human capital in Africa remains close to the bottom of the politi-
cal agenda. 

Youth unemployment is not only an economic problem. It has huge social implications and repercussions on young 
people’s personal lives. In many countries, the transition from childhood to adulthood is echoed in leaving school to 
finding employment and supporting a family. 

“Having a job made a difference to my whole life. I was able to marry and have a family, and my attitude to others 
became more positive,” said one young Korean worker. For millions of unemployed youth the path to adult life is 
delayed, with obvious repercussions on self-esteem and confidence. 

Worse than poverty, long-term unemployment leads to social exclusion and marginalisation, especially in urban 
areas, where a person’s social status is linked to their job or career. Hundreds of thousands of youth in urban areas 
have no access to gainful employment: the result is a “bulge” of disaffected, idle youth who are a threat to them-
selves and to the social environment they live in. 

Unemployment is the most efficient recruiter for urban gangs and criminal organisations (see feature on Urban 
Youth). 

A ticking time bomb? 

The lack of future prospects and the demographic growth of young people in society has been described as “a tick-
ing time bomb” for the political and military security of many developing countries. Conflicts analysts have discov-
ered that a “youth bulge”, namely a high percentage of youth compared to the overall population, can be a direct 
determinant in conflicts, especially in situations of economic recession. 

It has also been proved that the greater the proportion of educated youth, the greater the frustration in being 
unemployed or underemployed. This frustration can lead to political upheaval, and a lack of respect for authoritarian 
governments and police. 

In 2000, the World Bank commissioned a set of studies on the determinants of conflicts. The findings corroborated 
the idea that limited labour market absorption capacities are amongst the main reasons of youth grievances. The 
studies also revealed that in situations of widespread unemployment, if young people are left without alternatives to 
poverty, they are more likely to join a rebellion or an armed group as a means of survival. 

Analysts have agreed that one of the factors fuelling the growth of armed militia in the eastern Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC) was the lack of alternatives for millions of young people faced with an estimated 95 percent unem-
ployment rate. It was a situation echoed in Liberia and Sierra Leone. 

“The future of the entire region is threatened by the growing numbers of youths who lack prospects of ever being 
able to work for a reasonable living. Until this situation changes, the likelihood of having genuine peace, security and 
development in West Africa will remain small,” said the United Nations Office for West Africa special representative. 
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Such alarming statements are true in many other parts of the world. In Lebanon, Hezbollah owes most of its grass-
roots support to being one of the main providers of social activities for youth. In Palestine, international observers 
have pointed out that: “The paucity of economic opportunities has made militias a magnet for job-seekers,” and 
that: “As one of the few functioning sectors of the Palestine economy, the armed factions are filling the economic 
vacuum.” 

Education. Essential, but not the only requirement 

Illiteracy and the lack of technical skills are the main reasons why young people fail to get good jobs. Halfway trough 
the Millennium Development Goal to achieve universal primary education, UNESCO data shows that 115 million 
primary school-age children are out of school (one in every five), and that illiteracy rates in developing countries are 
as high as 50 percent of the population. 

There are many obstacles to education: prohibitive costs for many families, the fact that an education is not always 
valued, and difficulties offering schooling during times of natural disasters or conflicts. 

“I don’t think it’s an easy thing to get children into schools. Here in Iraq a lot of children have to work to support 
their families and through work they meet people who teach them bad things, even drugs,” a 16-year-old girl told 
UNICEF in Iraq. 

Girls suffer most from a lack of opportunity for an education. In poorer countries, girls often have to work at home 
to help take care of the family. There are also cultural barriers to girls attending school. 

The result is that global school enrolment rates, especially after primary school, remain very low. But this is by no 
means the only problem. Education for all is not necessarily a solution in itself so long as there is no way of assuring 
the quality of education offered. 

According to a UNESCO report on Education for All (EFA): 
“Simply focusing on quantitative goals such as universal 
primary education will not deliver EFA. An enormous gap 
prevails between the numbers who are graduating from 
schools and those among them who have managed to 
master a minimum set of cognitive skills.” 

Getting children to go to school does not solve the prob-
lem: the standards of the education given are crucial in 
ensuring that it is worthwhile for children to go to school. 
The UK-based international aid group, Oxfam, in a Novem-
ber 2006 report, warned that roughly seven million Afghan 
children - roughly half of all children - were missing out 
on education due to widespread poverty, crippling fees, 
worsening security situations and a lack of proper schools 
in the country. 

“Those children who are lucky enough to be in school must 
endure untrained teachers, inadequate school buildings 

and poor textbooks,” said Grace Ommer, head of Oxfam GB in Afghanistan. 

Persistent and prolonged losses in human capital mean that skilled teachers are in short supply. The ILO estimates 
that in Tanzania a further 45,000 new teachers are needed to compensate for the 100 a month who are dying of 
HIV/AIDS. Government structures cannot cope with such demand. The result is either the cancellation or merging of 
classes, to the detriment of the quality of education provided. 

Contrary to common perceptions, universal education is not the panacea for the problems of unemployment, and it 
will not automatically lead to economic growth. 

“It is good if education is made free and compulsory all over the world so that everybody can get education to help 
them later in their lives,” said one 13-year-old Kenyan girl. 

But, while advocates claim that education has a “value in itself”, economists respond that it is difficult to acknowl-
edge this value if it fails to be translated into gainful employment at the end of the course of studies. 

If an uneducated maid and an engineer end up having the same salary because the latter failed to find a job to 
match his skills, then the money spent on his education was wasted. 

It has been repeatedly proven that an increase in school enrolments rates, especially in the case of girls, is a good 
and cost-effective way of improving some important social indicators. There is a strong correlation between the 
number of years spent in school, and a lower birth rate. There is also a link between the level of a woman’s educa-
tion and infant mortality rates. However, there is less evidence that, in the absence of a receptive labour market, 
education will automatically translate into improved economic conditions for young people and their families. In 
many cases, it would just create high expectations that the economy is not able to meet. 

Photo: Manoocher Deghati/IRIN  
A young boy off-loads a sack of plastics used for recycling in Korogocho slums, 
Nairobi, Kenya, 25 January 2007
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The right kind of education? 

Formal education is not always the best way to give young people practical skills. Educational programmes are 
seldom an initiative of governments, and are frequently based on generic recommendations, more than on the 
specific needs of the economy. The result is a continuous mismatch between education provided and labour market 
requirements. 

According to the ILO: “The increase in the numbers of youth in secondary and tertiary education is a positive devel-
opment; however, labour markets in many countries are presently unable to accommodate the expanding pools of 
skilled young graduates.” 

A solution to this would be the development of vocational training programmes. They have been identified as a 
useful tool to give young people technical skills that are immediately usable without having the problems of school 
fees and related costs. 

However, such programmes have only recently attracted the attention of international donors. In 2000, the ILO, 
the UN and the World Bank joined forces in creating an international programme to address the problems of youth 
employability. The Youth Employment Network (YEP) is a project that the three donor agencies have put in place to 
facilitate the transition from school to work. 

The working poor. Youth in the informal sector 

Unemployment rates hide more than they reveal: in the absence of social security provision, and in situations of 
economic deprivation, it is curious that so many people manage to survive. 

As Nobel Prize economist Amartya Sen commented on the case of India: “It is amazing that people qualifying in the 
census as “unemployed” manage to make a living.” 

In the developing world, due to the decline of the formal economy, and the rise in the number of jobless, young 
people are forced in the informal economy. 

While it allows many young people to survive, it is not a long-term solution. While some of those who enter the 
unregulated labour market end up becoming successful entrepreneurs, the rest have to cope with the negative 
aspects: long hours, low pay. 

“I have been working as a porter at the Kalimati vegetable market for three years now. I start working at three 
o’clock in the morning when the trucks come to Kathmandu with vegetables. For the remainder of the day I work in 
a small restaurant, cooking and doing the dishes. At the vegetable market I can make 250 rupees (US $3.20) a day 
and from the restaurant I get paid 2,000 rupees (US $28) per month. I am tired when I go back to the vegetable 
market and sleep on some of the vegetable sacks,” a young Nepalese boy described. 

Poverty trap. Any way out? 

According to World Bank figures, 238 million young people are living on less than US $1 a day. Roughly 460 million, 
nearly half the number of young people worldwide, are living on less than US $2 a day, and it is estimated that over 
160 million are undernourished. 

“Most youth working in the informal economy lack adequate incomes, social protection, security and representation,” 
claimed one labour market analyst. “If current trends continue, it is likely that most of the jobs available to young 
people in the future will be low paid and of poor quality,” she added. 

How can developing countries cope with rising youth unemployment rates? How can they avoid the much-feared 
“youth bulge” syndrome? Do they have the resources to at least mitigate the social consequences of youth unem-
ployment? 

“Second chance” programmes which aim to alleviate the problems of high unemployment are costly and lengthy 
processes. The World Bank has advised that it is better to get it right first time, and to avoid having to implement 
catch-up and reintegration programmes. 

The spectre of uncontrollable youth bulges is shadowing the future of many developing countries. However, the way 
forward would appear to include young people in resolving their own destinies. If supported and given the opportu-
nity to express their opinions, young people can contribute to their own empowerment and to their own path out of 
poverty. 

Cpm/cmh//jm

[ENDS] 
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Youth at war: Dealing with a generation of young soldiers

The increasing involvement of children and young people in many 
of the world’s conflict-affected regions is an important area of 
concern for global security and the welfare of the younger genera-
tions. 

The issue of child combatants has received much press in the last 
decades, but now there is a growing awareness of what drives 
young people to join the armed forces. 

According to the 2007 World Development Report published by the 
World Bank, there are 1.5 billion people worldwide aged between 
12- and 24-years - 1.3 billion of whom live in developing countries. 
This means most young people are coming of age in societies that 
lack basic education and employment opportunities. 

In many parts of the world, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, the 
problem of children growing up amid conflict has seen an upsurge 
since the end of the Cold War. This environment makes it harder 

for young people to make the normal transition into adulthood. 

Conflict environments prevent children from gaining a good education and learning useful skills. This in turn makes 
them feel excluded from mainstream society and they (mostly young men) turn to the armed militias. 

It is generally believed that as long as young people see themselves as outcasts, they are more likely to seek imme-
diate solutions to their survival, including warfare. 

These trends were observed in the UN Secretary-General’s 2001 Report on the Prevention of Armed Conflict, which 
stated that: “Young people with limited education and few employment opportunities often provide fertile recruiting 
ground for parties to a conflict. Their lack of hope for the future can fuel disaffection with society and make them 
susceptible to the blandishments of those who advocate armed conflict.” 

These thoughts were echoed by anthropologist Paul Richards who explained massive youth militarisation in West 
Africa as being symptomatic of a general “crisis of youth” amid state corruption, resentment and unfulfilled expecta-
tions in the post-independence context. 

Today, while many young people consider globalisation as an opportunity, many others (especially in developing 
countries) feel they are missing out, and are unable to migrate to take advantage of better opportunities. 

Defining youth 

Children and youth have always played a role in warfare, from ancient times to modern day conflicts. However, there 
has been a growing abhorrence to child fighting in the international community, due mainly to the growth in human 
rights protection. 

Defining ‘youth’ is not easy. The UN considers anyone under the age of 18 to be a child, and those aged 15 to 24 
to be ‘youths’. However, the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) considers those aged 10- to 24-years-old to be ‘young 
people’. So, loosely speaking, individuals aged 10 to 18 can be defined as children. 

The matter becomes more complicated however when cultural definitions are taken into account. Western definitions 
of childhood vary, for example, to those in traditional African societies, where adulthood begins when a child is able 
to work or fight. 

Some analysts thus consider age-based definitions arbitrary, further clouding the issue. 

Statistical imprecision 

Although it is well known that young people take part in armed conflict in the world’s politically unstable regions, 
there are no precise figures on the number of 15- to 24-year-olds involved in fighting. 

According to Amnesty International, “an estimated 300,000 children and youths under 18 are currently participating 
in armed conflict in more than 30 different countries on nearly every continent”. 

Some children are as young as seven-years, but most are in their teens. 

A recent report by the Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children (an affiliate of the International 
Rescue Committee, [IRC]) said that over 300 million young people under the age of 25 are living in countries 
affected by armed conflict. 

It is therefore widely felt by the UN and many international NGOs that young people involved in conflict should be 
treated as a separate group. 

Photo: UN/IRIN  
Young people are increasingly involved in armed conflicts and their griev-
ances are increasingly viewed as a possible conflict-ignition factor



I
R

I
N

I
n

-D
e

p
th

Youth in crisis: Coming of age in the 21st century IRIN In-Depth, February 2007 - Page 14

14
A demographic threat?
 
One of the reasons for the increase in the number of young people taking 
part in armed conflict can be attributed to population bulges. 

According to the 2007 World Development Report, the number of young 
people will dramatically increase in the next 20 years in sub-Saharan Africa 
and in the Middle East (Gaza, Iraq, and Yemen). 

Political scientist, Samuel Huntington, argues in his book, “The Clash of 
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order”, that ‘youth bulges’ in 
Muslim societies have contributed to the radicalisation of the Muslim world: 
“The key factor is the demographic factor … Generally speaking, the people 
who go out and kill other people are males between the ages of 16 and 30. 
During the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s there were high birth rates in the Muslim 
world, and this has given rise to a huge youth bulge.” 

This argument has been used in US foreign politics to explain current political instability and the growth of terrorism 
networks in the Arab world. 

According to German economist and sociologist, Gunnar Heinsohn, a youth bulge occurs when a country hosts 
between 30 to 40 percent of young males from ages 15 to 29 - the “fighting age” - and experiences periods where 
women have between four and eight children each. 

The link between demographics and violence remains controversial, however, it has been seen that there is a cor-
relation between a large youthful population and conflict. 

At the end of the civil war in Sierra Leone in 2002, 63 percent of the general population was under 25-years-old. 

Young people in armed forces 

Scores of children and youths have been recruited in the last decade by both government armies and rebel forces in 
countries such as Afghanistan, Columbia, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Honduras, Guatemala, Lebanon, Mozambique, Myan-
mar, Nepal, Nicaragua, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka and Uganda. 

Meanwhile, in Western countries such as the United Kingdom, young people can join the army from 17-years-old, so 
long as they do so of their own volition and with their parents’ consent. 

In October 2006, the UN Secretary-General’s Report on Children and Armed Conflict warned of the potential danger 
areas for children, including the Middle-East (Lebanon, Israel, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, Iraq), Afghani-
stan, and the Great Lakes Region of Africa. 

Why do they choose to fight? 

While there is widespread condemnation of children fighting in con-
flict zones, a recent study by the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO) found that two-thirds of child soldiers served under their own 
initiative in armed forces. 

One reason for this is because older youths are more reactive to 
political ideologies, and are more likely to join armed groups. 

One former young combatant and current Ugandan activist, Okwir 
Rabwni, said: “I joined as a volunteer. I had been exposed to politics 
and I was ready to join the struggle when I was 15. This is common 
in Africa … Young people are politically idealistic and ambitious, and 
attracted to quick solutions to their problems.” 

Unrest in the Horn of Africa state of Somalia has seen youths fight-
ing on both sides of the conflict: the Ethiopian-backed Transitional 

Federal Government (TFG) and the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC). Libya, Eritrea and Egypt have been used as train-
ing grounds for these young soldiers, who have been implicated in a number of assassinations and attacks against 
foreigners in Somalia, according to the International Crisis Group. 

The breakdown of normal social structures prevents young people from making the natural transition to adulthood 
with its accompanying identities. In times of conflict and poverty, young people are attracted to the military as it 
offers them an identity they are otherwise deprived of. Caught between childhood and adulthood, youths can be 
drawn into armed groups as it gives them a fast-track to adulthood. 
 Adolescence and youth are a critical stage in a person’s development. It is a time of rapid transformation which can 
see young people taking risks as they try on their new roles and responsibilities. This period is intensified during 
times of conflict when the social norms and means of support are removed, stopping young people from making a 
normal evolution to becoming an adult. 

Photo: UN/IRIN  
Boys and young men from the White Army civilian defence force 
in Akobo, Jonglei State, South Sudan, July 2006. Some members 
of the White Army have resisted disarmament for fear of increased 
vulnerability to attack 

Photo: Abdimalik Yusuf/IRIN  
Militiamen of the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC). Its youth 
wing, known as the Shabaab, has been involved in a number 
of political assassinations in the capital, Mogadishu 
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In Young Soldiers: Why They Choose to Fight, humanitarian analysts Rachel Brett and Irma Specht tried to uncover 
the main reasons for voluntary recruitment. They questioned former child soldiers who had been aged between 
15 and 18 at the time of their enlistment in Afghanistan, Columbia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka and the British armed forces. It was found that most children came from the poorest sector of 
society, conflict zones and broken homes. 

Germain, 19, from DRC told IRIN: “I was the eldest, my father was dead and the family was poor, I had nothing 
to do in the village, so I decided with some friends to join the militias in the bush. They seemed powerful in their 
uniforms.” 

Poverty and the search for status are recurring reasons given by young people for enlisting. This is displayed in Rich-
ards’ account of the violent conflict in Sierra Leone, where poor and alienated youths practiced terror to gain power 
in the absence of other opportunities in their society. 

How voluntary is voluntary? 

While organisations such as the ILO have discovered that children join armed groups of their own volition, there is 
some debate as to how much choice they really have. 

Many young people are driven into conflict by pressures beyond their control, and usually economic. They can also 
be attracted to join the army as it can be a safer place to be rather than the conflict area itself. 

The 2006 Israel-Lebanon conflict saw many young people enlisting in the armed wing of Shia-backed Hezbollah. 

“Under attack and insecure, young people in these areas grew up feeling protected by, and proud of, Hezbollah,” 
Amal Saad Ghorayeb, lecturer at the Lebanese American University, told IRIN. 

Recruited in eastern Congo by the predominantly Hema militia group, Union des patriotes congolais (UPC), Charles, 
17, told IRIN: “It is better for me to stay with the militias than in my home village, because it was attacked several 
times.” 

In Southern Sudan, violence has continued between the White Army and the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 
which both recruit underage combatants. The White Army, made up largely of males between 15 and 20 years, have 
refused to disarm despite a 2005 disarmament programme. They say they need to remain armed in order to prevent 
cattle raiding. 

One political analyst, who requested anonymity, explained to IRIN: “With livestock as the medium of exchange and 
prestige, young men in these communities are under pressure to acquire a critical amount of cattle to marry, which 
often leads to cattle raiding and a spiral of violence.” 

Scholars such as Jesse Newman, Researcher at the Refugee Studies Centre, Oxford University, argue that adoles-
cents and young people should be treated as a specific vulnerable group in times of conflict as they are “more prone 
to hazard than children in situations of armed conflict”. 

“Compared to young children, adolescent boys are particularly attrac-
tive to military leaders who recognise their physical strength and ability 
as assets to military endeavours,” said Newman. 

In addition, the fact that they are less likely to be attending school 
makes them more readily available for recruiting. 

Older youths are responsible for supporting their families following the 
death of parents. If they cannot find gainful employment, they become 
susceptible to recruitment and abduction by armed groups. 

Many children and young people are still conscripted by force in con-
flicts all over the world, most notably in Columbia, the Darfur region of 
Sudan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and northern Uganda. 

One way of recruiting a child soldier is to have him take part in the 
massacre of family of village members. This breaks the child’s links to 
the family or settlement and makes him scared to return home. 

Gender 

Although there is a far higher exposure of adolescent females to sexual violence than adolescent males, the gender 
perspective is often overlooked in research when considering the consequences of armed conflict on youth. 
Some of the most striking examples of war rapes in the last decade occurred in ex-Yugoslavia, Rwanda, DRC and 
Sudan, affecting thousands of women, but in particular girls and young women between 15- and 24-years-old. 

A study by the Women’s Commission in 2005, described how in Kosovo young girls were “specifically vilified for 
having been raped by their captors or for taking on traditional male roles. Among other things, this resulted in lost 

Photo: CC-CPI/Wim Van Cappellen  
The recruitment and the use of child soldiers has been recognised 
as a war crime and falls within the jurisdiction of the International 
Criminal Court 
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opportunities for marriage and the chance of a normal life”. 

The international protection system 

There has been substantial progress in the protection of children and youth with regard to armed conflict. However, 
the international community has not yet reached a consensus concerning the establishment of a unified policy to 
address youth in conflict. 

In international humanitarian law, the most important instruments of protection for children in armed conflict are 
the Geneva Conventions of 1949, and two additional Protocols added in 1977. Additional Protocol II provides that 
“children who have not attained the age of fifteen years shall neither be recruited in the armed forces or groups nor 
allowed to take part in hostilities”. 

International human rights standards are based on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, adopted in 1989) 
- the most widely ratified human rights treaty - which is reinforced by the Optional Protocol on the Involvement of 
Children in Armed Conflict (adopted in 2000). The latter stipulates that individuals under the age of 18 should not 
be forcibly recruited into national armed forces, although voluntary enlistment is permitted to young people over 16. 
However, it strictly prohibits the recruitment of persons under 18 by non-state armed groups. 

The use of child soldiers under the age of 15 has been recognised as a war crime and falls within the jurisdiction of 
the International Criminal Court (ICC). 

In 2006, Thomas Lubanga, who led the UPC militia in eastern DRC, became the first person to be charged at the 
ICC; his crime: having recruited children under the age of 15 in hostilities. 

Despite moves to concrete protection rights for children, there remain those who would like to raise the age of vol-
untary enlistment to 18-years; this is known as the ‘straight 18’ position. 

Western countries, such as the United Kingdom and the United States, have come under pressure to raise the age 
of enlistment. The UK will enlist a child of 16, the US, 17. However, both countries claim they do not send this age 
group into war zones. 

UNICEF’s former executive director, Carol Bellamy, said in 
2000: “It is disappointing that the Optional Protocol fails 
to apply to government military forces the same standards 
required of non-governmental armed groups.” 

Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration of youth 
There are added problems when it comes to the task of deal-
ing with youth taking part in Disarmament, Demobilisation 
and Reintegration (DDR) programmes. 

These programmes aim to rehabilitate ex-combatants after 
armed militias have been disbanded. The former soldiers, 
many of them youths, are returned to their communities. 
However, some fail to adapt, and return to military life or 
become susceptible to being re-recruited. 

Reasons for this can include joblessness (ex-combatants 
swell the ranks of the already unemployed), or a lack of 

reintegration facilities. 

Brett and Specht argue that: “Although all these young people joined as adolescents, by the time of demobilisation 
and reintegration, many “child soldiers” will in fact be adults. This does not alter the basis and nature of their ado-
lescent armed experience, but may disguise it. They may look like adults and even behave like adults, at least super-
ficially. However, their needs may be more akin to children since they too missed out on education, were separated 
from families, and so on. Programmes addressed solely to those still under 18 at the time of demobilisation will, 
therefore, overlook many young people who were recruited and fought as child soldiers. This is one of the places at 
which the broader definition of “youth” as up to the age of 25 may well be a more appropriate category.” 

Youth in the international agenda 

Awareness about children in armed conflict has grown recently due to recent humanitarian crises. 

The World Programme of Action for Youth, adopted in 1995, originally comprised ten main areas of action, includ-
ing employment and juvenile delinquency. Since 2001, the Programme has added five more priority areas, including 
‘young people in armed conflict, both as victims and as perpetrators’. 
Key to discouraging children from joining armed militias is getting older youths to influence younger children against 
enlisting. This is especially true in war-torn societies where traditional family structures no longer exist. Winning 
young people away from armed militancy can prove to be a decisive step towards the eradication of voluntary child 
soldiering. 

Photo: Eddy Isango/IRIN  
Young opposition supporters clashing with police in Kinshasa, Congo. Youth can be 
tremendous catalysts for change, but also possible destroyers of their own society 
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Patrick, 19, has fought for the last tree years in east DRC. He was a minor when he enlisted in the main rebel faction 
led by Laurent Nkunda in North Kivu. 

“My father was dead and my mother wouldn’t let me go. She was afraid of the armed men but my older brother and 
his friends were in the bush, I wanted to be like them, so one evening I left in secret,” he told IRIN. 

Lost generation? 

Some analysts have branded the generation of youth growing up in developing countries as the ‘lost generation’. 
Without work and education, their futures look particularly bleak. 

These factors deny young people their self-confidence and hope for the future. According to former combatant and 
Ugandan activist, Rabwni, carrying a gun provides “a sense of self-esteem … for a man who has carried a gun since 
childhood, it has become an essential part of who he is”. 

Young people traditionally provide a groundswell for change; whether this is for a beneficial change or for the 
destruction of a society, the effects are equally felt. 

Research has shown that there is an urgent need to better understand the issues that concern young people and 
how best to help them adapt to adulthood in war-torn or impoverished societies. 

These are concerns that have to be addressed, as well as those of the economic and social factors that force young 
people into joining armed militias. Addressing these needs might be a crucial factor, not in avoiding re-recruitment, 
but in preventing armed conflict. 

As Brett states, “Very few youngsters go looking for a war to fight […] war comes to them - to their town, village, 
school, family - and invades their lives.” 

As the father of one young Palestinian suicide bomber put it: “This generation has grown up with explosions, shoot-
ings, violence, demolitions, so what can you expect?” 

mg/cmh/jm

[ENDS]
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Youth are on the move. As technology has developed and the 
world has become a smaller place, young people are travel-
ling more than ever in search of work, education, and health 
services. 

According to the 2006 ‘State of the World’ population report 
published by the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), young people 
aged between 15 and 25 years constitute one third of the total 
international migration flow worldwide. 

Add to this figure 25- to 29-year-olds, and the total amounts to 
half the overall migration flow. 

While young people travel abroad in search of better oppor-
tunities and living conditions, there is a huge downside that is 
regularly reported in the press. Hundreds of lives have been 
lost or ruined as people leave their homelands in search of a 

better life in Europe or North America. 

Europe’s newspapers carry regular stories of Africans washed up on the beaches of southern Europe, or downed at 
sea in overcrowded boats. 

But despite these headlines, the migration continues. 

Why move?

Young people leave their homelands for various reasons, but one of the 
biggest factors is overcrowding and lack of opportunity at home. 

To begin with, many young people lack a good education. In Africa, just 
one person in 20 gets a university education, while in Europe, nearly 
seven people in 10 has a university background. 

It is a similar situation with employment. According to UN data, more 
than 20 percent of young people in sub-Saharan Africa are unemployed, 
while 90 percent of job opportunities in Africa and Latin America are low-
paid with long hours and no job security. 

“Globally there is this great need for skilled workers, people who are will-
ing and able to work. Today we see the aging populations in Europe and 
North America; the baby boomers are now coming to their retirement. 

So, in the global perspective, there is a great need for young skilled people,” said one humanitarian worker, reflecting 
on the opportunities available to young people. 

The role of modern media 

The introduction of the Internet into previously media-starved locations (e.g. 
refugee camps, urban slums), has created a double-edged sword. 

While young people are now able to find out more about potential destination 
countries in the northern hemisphere, they are not necessarily able to access 
vital information that would warn them of the dangers of migrating north. 

This means that although they see the chance for a better life in the north, they 
do not learn that to get there and get a good job is very difficult. If they eventu-
ally make it to their destination country, they often end up working on the black 
market in poorly-paid jobs and with dreadful living conditions. 

Labour migrants 

According to figures from the International Organisation for Migration (IOM), 
more than 190 million people migrated in 2005 alone. Of this number, 35 to 40 
million tried to enter Europe and North America illegally – half of them young 
people. 

European policy on immigrants does not fall in favour of the immigrant. 

While the 1995 Schengen agreement allows for the freedom of movement for 

Youth and migration

Photo: Pierre Holtz/IRIN  
Mansour, an illegal migrant from Senegal, refuses to relinquish his dream, 
15 August 2006. He is part of the nearly 200 million people who leave their 
countries every year to try their fate abroad 

Photo: Thomas Moran/IOM  
Anna is a 14-year-old victim of trafficking who was kidnapped 
in Sophia by two strangers who drove her to Belgium and then 
sold her into sexual slavery 

Photo: H. Caux/UNHCR  
Young refugee girls in Breidjing camp. Young 
refugees are more vulnerable than children to 
exploitation and sexual abuses
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European citizens across Europe’s borders, those very borders have remained closed to the great majority of non-
Europeans trying to enter the zone. This imbalance gave birth to the term “Fortress Europe” – the fear that Europe 
will be flooded with needy immigrants. 

This fear overrides economic evidence to suggest that immigrants are a benefit to European and other developed 
countries. 

Labour analysts and economists claim that immigrants are needed to help build up the workforce of an ageing 
population in the West. This would mean that an influx of immigrants complements rather than threatens an existing 
workforce. 

Politically, however, this is a problem.

Young immigrant workers are not encouraged by western 
governments, who keep immigration procedures tied up in red 
tape; and an “open door” policy is not a vote-winner. In the 
face of such opposition, young people have no choice other 
than to become illegal immigrants. 

According to one Italian diplomat: “In the majority of cases it 
is not a matter of legislation or rational economic choice. Immi-
gration is a hugely sensitive political subject, and none of the 
governments in power can afford to treat it in any other way.” 

Illegal immigrants also face the possibility that their destina-
tion countries will detain them and forcibly return them to their 
home countries. 

One such example is Italy. According to Human Rights Watch (HRW), Italy has expelled more than 2,800 migrants 
since 2004, some whom were technically refugees fleeing violence in Darfur, Ethiopia and Eritrea; many of them 
young people. 

Spain is another European country experiencing regular inflows of illegal immigrants from Africa. According to the 
Spanish Red Cross, more than 1,000 people died off the coast of the Canary Islands in the first three months of 
2006. Half of them were in their twenties; all of them had left Senegal in search of a better life. 

The trend now is for target countries to lay the responsibility of illegal immigrants on the countries of departure. 

This means that young people that have been returned to countries such as Morocco or Libya face human rights and 
physical abuse. Libya – which has never ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention – does not recognise asylum seekers. 

Eritrean migrant, Tesfai, described her ordeal in Libya to HRW: “They kicked us, beat us, for no reason. When we 
asked for something to eat, the border policemen showed us a truck full of rotten food that cats were living in and 
told us to eat that.” 

“They hung me by a chain from the wall. There was a stick behind my knees, and my hands were tied to it. They 
hung me up on the wall. I stayed like that for 45 minutes. They were beating me during that time. They told me, ‘If 
we kill you, no one will know’,” recalled one sub-Saharan African migrant who had also been held in Libya. 

Human trafficking

Young migrants face the greatest dangers when they become part of a 
human trafficking ring. 

Migrants are given false promises of a job in their destination country, but 
instead end up without documents, and are forced to work for the crime 
organisation that ‘kidnapped’ them. Many enter the sex industry; while 
many others, especially children, are used as slaves or for the illegal trade 
of human organs. 

According to the IOM Permanent Observer to the UN: “The stark reality for 
these most vulnerable migrants today is one of physical and psychological 
abuse, degrading treatment and work conditions, and unreported deaths 
and disappearances … These migrants remain largely unprotected and 
isolated from society because of their lack of documentation, their depen-
dence on employers or traffickers, and their overriding fear of detention and deportation.” 

Libya again comes under fire for perpetrating such crimes; with some of the country’s officials involved in smuggling 
operations, according to HRW. 

“It is all organised by the Libyan authorities, and in some cases there are Libyan brokers who collect the money in 
advance,” alleged Ephrem S., a 21-year-old student from Ethiopia. 

Photo: H. Caux/UNHCR  
Chad, Goz-Amer camp: Sudanese refugees from the Darfur region of Sudan 
attending class under a tree 

Photo: B. Heger/UNHCR  
Colombia, Barrio ‘Altos de la Florida’ in Bogota. IDP family 
living in a small hut in dire conditions. Recruitment of young 
IDPs into the armed militia is a threat to their lives and to 
the community they live in 
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The US Department of State estimates that between 600,000 and 800,000 people are trafficked across international 
borders every year; around 80 percent are believed to be women and girls, and up to 71 percent are 14- to 25-year-
olds. Exact figures are hard to come by due to the illicit nature of human trafficking. 

Forced migration 

There is more than one kind of migration. 

While there are young people who have chosen to leave their country in search of a better life, there are those who 
are forced to leave their homeland, fleeing war or famine. 

According to UNHCR, of the nearly 13 million refugees across the world, roughly half are under 18. 

Add to that the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs), not legally entitled to UNHCR protection because they 
remain inside their own countries, and the figure swells further. 

North Uganda alone accounts for nearly one million young IDPs, whose lives are wasting away in overcrowded 
camps. 

“What chances of future development has a community whose youth are without education and whose lives have 
been scarred by trauma, abuses and recruitment into armies?” asked the Jesuit Refugee Service in a recent report. 

Young people in IDP camps face their own unique kind of risk. 

A report by the Oxford Refugee Studies Centre claims that: “While they may not suffer death and disease to the 
same degree as young children, they are more susceptible to a wide range of immediate and long-term threats to 
personal safety.” 

Due to their relative physical and mental maturity, young people are targeted by the armed militias or military ser-
vice. This means they face armed combat. In North Uganda, up to 80 percent of the Lord’s Resistance Army is made 
up of abducted adolescents. 

Those fortunate enough to avoid being exploited are put to work to support their families. However, others – espe-
cially young girls – are treated as slaves or are forced to work in the sex trade (putting them at risk to sexually 
transmitted diseases). 

Young people also receive less education and healthcare than younger children. 

“I left school in the fifth year of primary education because my family didn’t have enough money to pay for all of 
us going to school, and because I had a brother who stayed in school. Parents think that giving education to girls is 
useless and it is not worth the money,” said an 18-year-old female IDP. 

More needs to be done to help adolescent IDPs. “Young 
people find themselves caught in a terrible limbo of exile 
where they can be alternately ignored, exploited or con-
demned to a life without hope,” said the UNHCR. 

The agency believes that education will help draw young 
IDPs out of their state of despair; however, efforts have 
been focused on primary education, while teenagers and 
young adults remain illiterate. 

“We don’t know what we would like to be when we get 
older. We haven’t thought about it, because we haven’t 
been to school. If education were available, we would 
have had aspirations, but as things stand we will go back 
home and be farmers like our parents and grandparents,” 
said a group of young IDPs in one of North Uganda’s 200 
camps. 

The lack of formal schooling and vocational training could 
spell disaster for these young people. 

“Their main activity has been to wait for the World Food Programme rations, how could they be prepared for the 
challenge of reconstruction and for participation in civil life?” commented an aid worker. 

Sometimes, however, those lucky enough to receive an education are made painfully aware of how their counter-
parts live in the West. 

Trapped in a situation of stalemate - at home, but not at home in their own countries - they become angry with the 
international organisations that care for them and the governments who they say have forgotten them. 

Photo: Jean-Philippe Chauzy/IOM  
A young man and his son on the bus that will bring them back to their country of 
origin. According to IOM, the movement of people is an engine for growth in develop-
ing countries that benefit from the incomes of workers abroad
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The risk of recruitment 

UNHCR has come under criticism for not doing enough to help young refugees, and critics are concerned that the 
only option for them will be to join an armed militia. 

Refugee camps have been the target of armed militia looking for a large pool of human resources since the Rwandan 
genocide. Some observers debate whether IDPs and refugees – who have families to support – ‘volunteer’ to join the 
militias. Often, they have no choice. 

IDPs, with their lack of identification documents, make ideal recruits for militias; their disappearance into combat 
roles easily goes unnoticed. 

This is the case with Colombia’s young IDPs, recruited by the rebels and paramilitary forces during the civil war. 

“If the state does not come up with responses to provide vulnerable children in rural areas with a real alternative, 
rather than just drug crops and the war, then we’re looking at a latent potential figure for recruitment of around two 
million,” said UNICEF’s director in Colombia, Carel De Rooy. 

Meanwhile, in Africa, Sudanese refugees in Chad have been joining the ranks of Sudanese rebel groups. 

“They told me that Sudan was my fatherland; that I had to go and fight for it. I did not want to go, but I was afraid I 
would be beaten if I refused, so I followed them,” said one young Sudanese boy. 

It is not just coercion – but rhetoric - that forces young people to join militias. 

In Khan Younis refugee camp, in the Occupied Palestinian Territory, one 18-year-old fighter with the Al-Aqsa Martyrs 
Brigade told IRIN: “I wanted to defend Palestine against Israel’s attacks. I am not afraid – our lives are in the hands 
of God. We have one life and we will die once only. So we will die trying to liberate Palestine.” 

The benefits of migration 

According to IOM figures, in 2005 a total of US $167 billion was sent to developing countries by relatives working 
abroad. This supports the idea that international migration is economically beneficial for both the sending and receiv-
ing countries. 

The amount of money being transferred continues to rise. The World Bank reported that in 2004 $7.7 million went to 
sub-Saharan Africa alone. That figure is greater than the amount of Foreign Direct Investment, and represents the 
major source of foreign currency inflow after international aid. 

While there is a positive financial benefit to developing countries as a result of migration, there are also drawbacks; 
one such drawback is the ‘brain drain’. 

Brain drain 

While those from poor and impoverished backgrounds seek better opportunities abroad, the same goes for the more 
educated and skilled elite. 

The comparative abundance of prospects in the West lures 
skilled workers into jobs from which they seldom return. This 
means that there is a deficit of trained workers remaining 
in a country that needs a skilled working class; and that the 
departure of some of the brightest minds affects research 
and future development. 

The evidence lies in the figures. According to the UN 
Economic Commission for Africa, the continent lost 60,000 
professionals (doctors, university lecturers, engineers etc.), 
between 1985 and 1990. The World Health Organisation 
meanwhile claims that that almost a quarter of doctors 
trained in 10 sub-Saharan Africa countries are now working 
in OECD countries. However, the World Bank points out that 
the number of highly-skilled workers going through official 
channels is far less than the number of unskilled and illegal 
immigrants crossing international borders. 

The problems are not only economic.

There are fears for the future democratic development of the countries of origin. Young people traditionally keep 
many governments in check by raising awareness of rights issues through their student and youth organisations. 
These young people are vital for reforms to take place. 

Nation-building is also threatened, as those earmarked for resettlement in a third country tend to be better educated 

Photo: Pierre Holtz/IRIN  
The governments of Senegal and Spain conduct joint patrols off the coast of 
Senegal to capture illegal migrants on their way to the Spanish Canary Islands, 
15 August 2006
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and skilled, and those who do return home are less able to help run their own country. 

“From a pure perspective of nation-building, I think that the resettlement campaign and the resettlement programme 
negatively effect the reconstruction of the state, because all the bright and able bodied individuals are the ones 
that are chosen to be resettled to a third country,” explained Mohammed Qazilbash, who works for CARE at Dadaab 
refugee camp, in northern Kenya. 

“The intelligent and the articulate are the ones that can present their case most eloquently to the resettlement 
officer and, as a result of their education, can defend and present their arguments in a more coherent and logical 
manner and thus be awarded with resettlement.” 

The way ahead 

The trend in migration is set to expand. However, in addition to the dangers of abuse and exploitation, there are 
some success stories. 

Young migrants – escaping troubles at home - have proved that they are ready to take on the challenges of new 
environments and cultures to help them better themselves and help their families. Migration has become a natural 
response by young people in times of crisis, and has helped them find a second chance at life. 

Migration has become an effective safety valve to avoid increased and intensified conflicts. If young people are 
allowed to move freely, and if their goals are supported, their countries of origin can be relieved of the pressures 
imposed by disillusioned youth, poverty and unemployment. 

Cpm/cmh/jm

[ENDS]
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Youth and HIV/AIDS: The most vulnerable face the toughest challenges

Today’s youth is today’s AIDS generation. 

This group of 15- to 24-year olds has never known a world 
without AIDS, and it is this group that now bears the 
greatest burden of the disease. 

According to a 2006 report by UNAIDS, there are about 40 
million people worldwide infected with HIV; of this figure 
one third are young people. 

Around half of all infections each year are people under 
25 – meaning there are 6,000 new infections a day; one 
every 15 seconds. 

In a joint report from UNAIDS and the World Health 
Organisation (WHO), there were 4.3 million new infections 
of HIV and 2.9 million AIDS related deaths in 2006. These 
figures indicate that at the halfway stage in the 15-year 
Millennium Development Goal (MDG) period, goal six 
- which aims to reverse the spread of HIV - looks entirely 
unachievable. 

Some regions of the world are worse-hit than others, for example, in East Asia and Latin America, 15- to 24-year-
olds represent 38 percent of all adults living with HIV/AIDS. This figure rises to 48 percent in Eastern Europe and 
Central Asia. 

Impact

HIV/AIDS is changing the face of the world. The disease has overstretched education and health services, and 
according to UNAIDS, more than 15 million children have been orphaned due to AIDS. 

Life expectancies have also been hit. The UN’s 2006 Human Development Report says societies in sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA) have been devastated; life expectancy in Botswana has fallen by 20 years, 16 years in Swaziland, and 13 years 
in Lesotho and Zambia. 

Elsewhere, in South Africa, HIV/AIDS is expected to cause the country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to fall by 17 
percent by 2010. 

Focused Epidemic 
The prevalence of disease-infected youth varies across the world. In SSA, 62 percent of youth live with HIV/AIDS; 
whilst in South East Asia 18 percent are infected, and in Eastern Europe/Central Asia 6 percent carry the virus. 

Girls and young women are more at risk of contracting the disease than young men and boys. UNAIDS reports that 
worldwide, girls and young women make up 60 percent of infected youth. This figure grows to almost 76 percent in 
SSA. 

Youth, females in particular, are more susceptible to contracting HIV. The question is, why? 

Youth Vulnerability 

Young people are vulnerable to HIV/AIDS for numerous mostly-related reasons. 

Their age, physical, emotional, financial and psychological dependence mean they have less control over their 
bodies. These factors are intensified in times of war and poverty. 

For example, impoverished families are unable to educate their children or provide good medical care. 

In the absence of school, youths wander the streets, filling their time by having sex. 

According to 21-year-old Thomas, a youth health educator in Swaziland - where approximately 30 percent of young 
people are HIV positive: “These young people who are my friends are the very ones who get AIDS. There are no 
jobs, they have nothing to do but hang around and have sex.” 

Sex Education

Education is perhaps the biggest key to combating HIV/AIDS. However, according to the UN’s 2003 World Youth 
Report, although young people are now better aware of the disease and its consequences, this knowledge has not 
been evenly distributed. 

Photo: UNICEF/Giacomo Pirozzi  
The 19-year-old girl on the left cares for herself, her two siblings, and her older sister’s 
three children in Harare, Zimbabwe. Her parents and older sister died of AIDS
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For example, in Mozambique, 62 percent of young women, and 74 percent of young men, could not name a single 
method of protecting themselves against HIV/AIDS. Moreover, most young people living with HIV/AIDS do not know 
that they have the disease according to UNAIDS’s 2004 report. 

“I had never known that I was HIV positive until I was admitted just a week ago when my sickness intensified,” 
Jon Jal, 23, a resident of Benitu in southern Sudan told IRIN. “I had been receiving treatment for tuberculosis,” he 
added. 

Even in countries where national sex education programmes are widespread, social taboos often prevent youth from 
getting the message. 

For example, in the conservative and predominantly Muslim society of Zanzibar, talking about the use of condoms is 
forbidden and is blamed for promoting promiscuity. 

The “ABC” public sexual health and HIV/AIDS awareness strategy (Abstinence, Be faithful, and use a Condom), is 
reduced to points “A” and “B” in Zanzibar because of these taboos. 

“We believe that advocating the use of condoms is promoting illegal sex, mainly among the youth. The proper cam-
paign is “A” and “B””, said Fadhill Soraga, from the senior Muslim scholar’s office in Zanzibar. 

Dealing with this mindset has proved difficult for NGOs such as Medicos Del Mundo (MDM). 

“We’re using many ways to deliver the message to stop the 
spread of AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases, but 
speaking about condoms in Zanzibar society is still very difficult. 
Community leaders – including religious and civic leaders – are 
not ready for the condom use theory,” said Erene Casas, project 
coordinator for MDM in Zanzibar: 

Resistance

There are incidences, however, that wherever HIV/AIDS educa-
tion is reaching young people, it appears to be producing the 
wrong results. 

For example, in a recent interview with IRIN, young residents of 
Nairobi, Kenya, said that they were almost becoming over-
loaded with sex education, particularly the “ABC” model, and 
that this was having mixed results on their lives. 

“It [sex education] has become like a song to us now, it is common to everyone and not embarrassing. But it makes 
us want to know what it [sex] is, we want to experience it,” said Nelson Lomolo, an 18-year-old Nairobi student. 

“Youths enjoy sex – they enjoy sex more than anything – and being told to abstain only reduces the number of times 
we have sex,” said Nelson’s friend Mumo, 18, from the same school. 

Another adverse effect is the social stigma that HIV brings. Many people refuse to accept that the HIV virus exists 
as it brings shame to them and their families, even though at the same time they are not prepared to change their 
sexual behaviour. 

Gerald Ndwandwe, 22, a peer educator in Swaziland, where HIV prevalence rates are at their highest at 33 percent, 
said: “They [the population] want to explain the terrible wasting away of their loved ones’ bodies by blaming TB 
[tuberculosis]. They still consider AIDS as payment for the sin of sex, so they say there is no proof of AIDS.” 

“There is a lot of stigma that comes from a feeling of shame that you or your loved one is HIV positive. But a lot of 
people are being irresponsible – they deny the disease exists because they don’t want to change their behaviour,” he 
continued. 

The problem is widespread. 

In an interview with IRIN’s PlusNews service, 24-year-old sex worker, Rebecca, said: “They [sex workers] think 
people scare you about HIV/AIDS to stop you having babies. I think until they see the patients they won’t believe in 
HIV/AIDS, but at the moment no patients will admit they have HIV/AIDS.” 

Young Women

Among the vulnerable youth group, there are some sectors more at risk of contracting HIV than others. These 
groups include injecting drug users (IDUs), young men who have sex with men, sexually exploited children, children 
orphaned by AIDS – but most importantly, young women. 

According to UNAIDS’ 2006 ‘Report on the Global AIDS Epidemic’, girls in the Caribbean region are twice as likely to 

Photo: IRIN  
Sex education in Kakuma refugee camp. Education is crucial in the fight 
against HIV/AIDS, however awareness of prevention mechanisms amongst 
youth is not evenly distributed and many young people remain unaware of the 
prevention measures available to them
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be infected as young men; and in sub-Saharan Africa, three young women are infected for every young man. 

The reasons for this are multiple: for example, young women tend to be less well educated and poorer than young 
men, thus making them less aware of the risks and dependent on a promiscuous husband. 

These social factors, and dependence on men, mean that young women are unable to make decisions about their 
sexual health, or properly protect themselves against HIV infection. 

“For instance, youths were told to adopt the “ABC” model to prevent infection. But in much of sub–Saharan Africa, 
where AIDS is rife, young girls are still forced into marriage with older men, who have several sexual partners,” 
said Sarah Hendricks, HIV/AIDS programme manager for Plan International (PLAN), which helps youths to address 
HIV/AIDS. 

According to a 2004 study by the US-based research body, the 
Population Council, marriage exposes adolescent girls to a higher 
risk of contracting HIV, as they have more unprotected sex. The 
study showed that 57 percent of married girls had unprotected 
sex, compared to just 5 percent of sexually active unmarried girls. 

Furthermore, within patriarchal societies, young married women 
are unable to make decisions about contraception. 

“If you want to be beaten and chased way, just mention condoms 
or voluntary counselling and testing (VCT) to your husband,” said 
Azina, 19, a married resident of Ziwani, a poor suburb of Nairobi. 

Other traditional activities, such as genital mutilation, which 
UNICEF estimates to have affected over 130 million girls across 
the world, exposes young women to infection through the use of 
unclean cutting instruments. 

In addition to this, mutilated women are more prone to contracting HIV due to the greater surface area of skin 
exposed. This is in contrast to men, who have a much smaller surface area from which the virus can enter the body. 
Furthermore, recent research published by the British Medical Journal showed that circumcised males are two to 
eight times less likely to be infected by HIV, compared to those who are not circumcised. 

Because women have a low status in many societies, they are less able to access prevention measures against 
HIV/AIDS. 

For example, in Zimbabwe, women over 15-years make up almost 70 percent of the 1.5 million strong HIV-infected 
population, according to UN figures. 

Patrick Couteau, regional health and care advisor on HIV/AIDS for the International Federation of the Red Cross in 
Zimbabwe, said women are more at risk, “because they have less control over decision making, especially in fragile 
economies like Zimbabwe’s. Whatever limited resources there are will almost always be allocated to men first, leav-
ing women and young girls to scramble for treatment that is already too costly.” 

Sex Workers

Young women are often forced into at-risk situations because of poverty. They often have to turn to commercial sex 
to pay for their basic needs, and are often unable to negotiate safe sex due to their immaturity and inexperience. 

Rates of HIV infection amongst sex workers can be very high, particularly within developing countries. For example, 
recent UNAIDS studies found that as many as 75 percent of youth sex worker in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, were HIV 
positive; and in Vijayawada, India, infection rates were as high as 60 percent. 

AIDS Orphans 

One of the most devastating aspects of HIV/AIDS is the number of children who have been orphaned by the disease. 
The 2006 UNAIDS report estimates that there are 15 million AIDS orphans worldwide. An estimated 12 million 
orphans live in SSA, and a further 1.2 million live in South Africa. The total figure is expected to rise to over 18 mil-
lion by 2010. 

“The increased spiral of adult deaths in so many countries means that the number of children orphaned each day 
is expanding exponentially. Africa is staggering under the load,” said Stephen Lewis, UN Special Envoy for AIDS in 
Africa. 

As families are devastated by HIV/AIDS, orphans are left without support, which in turn makes them more vulnera-
ble to HIV, either through lack of education or having to turn to sex work. Others turn to crime and drug and alcohol 
abuse, which in turn makes them particularly vulnerable to becoming infected with HIV themselves. 

Photo: Kristy Siegfried/IRIN  
Twana Dlamini, a person living with HIV/AIDS, lies helpless in bed. The 
nearest government hospital where she can access treatment is 70 km 
away, 4 July 2006, Swaziland. About a third of all adults in Swaziland are 
infected with HIV
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IDUs 

Intravenous drug use is also one of the more effective ways of spreading the HIV virus. This is also spurred via the 
sex trade, where addicts will turn to prostitution to pay for their habit. 

A 2006 study by the government of Zanzibar found a link between commercial sex, substance abuse and the spread 
of HIV/AIDS. 

Dr. Mohamed Dahoma, director of HIV/AIDS at the Ministry of Health and Social welfare in Zanzibar, told IRIN: 
“Injecting drug users could present a bridging population for HIV spread in the general population of Zanzibar. About 
57.7 percent of the youths surveyed offer sex for drugs which includes group sex and anal sex […] and evidence 
shows that condoms are not being used.” 

The same study showed that 30 percent of intravenous drug 
users (IDUs) were HIV positive, compared with 12 percent of non 
IDUs. Of the IDUs who shared needles, 28 percent were infected, 
against 5 percent who did not share needles. 

Other areas severely affected by IDU infection is Eastern Europe, 
Russia and Central Asia. The use of shared needles has gone 
some way to explaining the 70 percent increase in HIV infection 
in the last two years. 

Lost Inhibitions

Drug and alcohol abuse are also to blame for the spread of 
HIV/AIDS. 

The Kenyan National Agency for the Campaign Against Drug 
Abuse (NACADA) reports that drug and alcohol abuse leads to 
people, particularly the young, undertaking more risky sexual 
behaviour, including not using condoms. Such behaviour in turn 

contributes to the spread of the epidemic. 

Speaking to IRIN, Jennifer Kimani, NACADA national coordinator, said that: 
“People lose their inhibitions when they use drugs and alcohol. They lose their sense of responsibility and that fear of 
HIV/AIDS that one usually has.” 

Nairobi student, Dorothy Asunda, (not her real name), 23, agrees: “I know all the risks; I know all about AIDS but, 
somehow, when you’ve had a few drinks, it doesn’t seem so important. A condom is the last thing on my mind at the 
time.” 

MSM

In addition to the IDUs, there are men who have sex with men (MSM), who are shunned in many societies around 
the world. 

“We are made to feel like we shouldn’t be alive. The day you discover you are gay you lose everything – people look 
at you like you’re sick, others say you are bewitched,” said Crystal Namanya, [not his real name], 20, a homosexual 
resident in the Ugandan capital, Kampala. 

This stigmatism puts MSMs at greater risk. They are not acknowledged in their societies, and thus are not taken into 
account when it comes to HIV/AIDS education and treatment. 

In staunchly conservative Uganda, MSMs are not mentioned in the national AIDS programming, and sexual minori-
ties are disregarded and/or treated as criminals. 

This view was reflected by James Kigozi, spokesman for the Ugandan AIDS Commission, who told IRIN: “There is 
no mention of gays and lesbians in the national strategic framework because the practice of homosexuality is illegal. 
These two groups [gays and lesbians] are marginal; their numbers are negligible.” 

Indeed, little sympathy is felt for Uganda’s homosexuals. 

According to Jim Muhwezi, minister for state health in Uganda: “They don’t deserve a special message. They 
shouldn’t exist. If they do exist they are covered under the three–pronged approach with “ABC”, and they should be 
content with that.” 

MSMs are at a very high risk of HIV infection due to the nature of the practice, as the risk of infection through anal 
sex is considerably higher than heterosexual sex. 

The fact that MSM activity is condemned in many countries means that many MSMs have to lead a double life; they 

Photo: David Swanson/IRIN  
Two metis or transgender persons in Kathmandu. Men who have sex with 
men are stigmatised in many societies, and are thus ignored in HIV/AIDS 
education and treatment
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marry while at the same time carry out homosexual relationships. This leads to an even faster spread of the disease. 
One such country is Senegal, where a 2004 survey revealed that approximately 94 percent of MSMs also had sexual 
relations with women, thereby acting as viral bridges into the general population. 

Because of these attitudes to homosexuals, some HIV/AIDS messages are being distorted or misunderstood. 

For example, Joel, a 20-year-old MSM from Kampala: “Some boys believe that to sleep with a man is safe because all 
the billboards around town show heterosexual couples. Nothing is said about homosexual couples using a condom, 
so they think it is safer to sleep with each other than a girl.” 

The Future?

HIV/AIDS is a disease that has been devastating many parts of the world, and has worst hit the 15- to 24-years age 
group – most especially women in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Yet despite the fact that HIV/AIDS is most affecting youth, they have – as a group – been left out of how best to 
tackle the problem. This has meant that the virus has continued to spread, and shows no signs of abating. 

The world’s youth, and the choices they make, will determine the path the disease will take. And it is up to the 
younger generation to turn the tide on the virus which has infected 40 million people worldwide. 

Maxwell Jele, national director of the Swaziland Youth Congress, which works to spread HIV/AIDS issues amongst 
the country’s youth, said: “Youth responds best to youth – people relate to their contemporaries. If we are to turn 
the corner on AIDS, it will be by utilising youth.” 

At this point, the UN estimates that by the year 2010, there may be as many as 25 million children orphaned by 
AIDS globally - orphans who in turn become very vulnerable to HIV infection themselves. With one young person 
becoming infected every 15 seconds, now is the time to reverse the trend in young people contracting the virus. 

Rh/Cmh/jm

[ENDS]
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Violence faced by youth

There are few places on earth where children and adolescents are not sub-
jected to violence. One of the harshest realities is that these young people are 
often the victims of those charged with their safety. 

“The global scandal of violence against children and youth is a horror story 
too often untold,” said Jo Becker, the advocacy director of the Children’s 
Rights Division of Human Rights Watch (HRW), in their 2001 report Easy 
Targets: Violence Against Children Worldwide. 

The United Nation’s 2006 World Report on violence against children found 
that children and youth experience violence in five different settings: at home; 
in the work place; in the community; in schools or educational training; or in 
institutions such as in children’s homes, prisons and detention centres. 

While the environments in which young people are exposed to violence are 
numerous, the following addresses the disregard of children’s rights by government agents and police during times 
of both peace and conflict. 

Torture in police custody
 
Children and youth are frequently physically abused at the hands of the police or other law enforcement officers. 
According to the HRW study, street children are an especially easy target because they are poor, young and often 
ignorant of their rights, without the support of adults to whom they can turn for help. This means that it is easy for 
police to pick children up off the street with little or no reason other than to keep young people – who are seen as 
vagrants and criminals - off the streets. 

While in custody, children are often beaten and robbed of their money, and street girls are sometimes raped before 
they are allowed to leave. 

In many developing countries, such as Kenya, Bulgaria, Pakistan, Jamaica, Russia, and India, the results of being 
apprehended are far more sinister. Children in these countries report that they have been tortured, mutilated and 
subjected to death threats. 

In Kenya, 17-year-old Minga recalled: “I stayed in the cell for three days. The first day I was hit on the head with a 
piston and kicked and punched. Whichever policeman came into the cell to do the headcount would hit me.” 

According to Amnesty International’s 1996 investigation in Bulgaria, the picture is similar. Children have told of how 
they were beaten by police with electric shock batons, clubs, chains, rubber hosing, and boxing gloves. One boy said 
he had been stripped, doused with water and beaten on his feet with an electric shock baton. 

Pakistani police are alleged to use torture to obtain information. 
According to HRW, torture can last for several days, with victims 
being hung upside-down, beaten, whipped with rubber belts or 
leather slippers, or deprived of sleep. 

Accounts from several teenage boys describe how they were 
held in custody for up to two weeks, beaten on the feet until 
they could no longer walk, and hung upside-down: “They used 
to tie me with a rope and turn me upside down, with my head 
facing the ground.” 

In 1997, HRW interviewed approximately 200 Pakistani children 
in Karachi’s Youth Offenders Industrial School. They found that 
nearly 60 percent of those children had been subjected to forms 
of torture including severe beatings, electric shocks, hanging, 
cheera (stretching apart the victim’s legs, sometimes in combi-
nation with kicks to the genitalia), cuts and burns. 

In a case in Russia, 15-year-old Oleg was tortured by police after being accused of theft: “They tied me to a chair 
and put a gas mask over my head. They cut the oxygen supply several times for about a minute. I almost lost con-
sciousness,” he told the HRW officer in the country. 

Violence in detention

Children and youth are often detained by police without sufficient reason, and subjected to torture in order to obtain 
a confession or information. The perpetrators of these crimes usually go unpunished, even when a child dies in 
custody. 

Violence against young people is rife in institutions. In many cases, young people are detained alongside adults, 

Photo: Human Rights Watch  
Young people are particularly vulnerable to brutal interrogation and routine 
abuses while in detention

Photo: Human Rights Watch  
Detainees in Guinea display scars they say they 
received through torture by police, August 2006
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which leaves them at greater risk of abuse, both physical and sexual. 

It is not just in developing countries where youth are mistreated; there are cases reported in the United States. It 
was revealed that in juvenile detention facilities in Georgia, underage offenders were bound to a bed by the wrists 
and ankles for several hours, hit, slammed into walls, and sprayed with pepper spray. 

Young detainees are also abused by fellow inmates. 

In Kenya, one boy being held on remand reported, “There were 
two older boys in the room, and one of them tried to seduce me 
but I refused. So, I was beaten up and had my clothes taken 
away from me. They smeared excrement from the toilet all 
over my body. I tried to complain to the prison guards but they 
wouldn’t listen.” 

A boy being held in a Kenyan correctional facility said: “Everyone 
who comes on duty canes you when you’re there.” He added, “I 
was once stripped naked and made to bend over a stand, shack-
led at the hands and ankles. They put a wet salted cloth on my 
back and gave me strokes with bamboo canes. And they made 
other boys watch.” 

Forcing children to share a cell with an adult is a violation of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, (see next section). 

In Guatemala, one child told HRW, “Adult prisoners make you take your clothes off or ‘trade’ your clothes. Otherwise 
they will beat you up … you also have to pay money to get a place to sleep. Otherwise you sleep on the floor, or in 
the garbage. Boys who are put in with the adults are often raped. This is very common. The guards don’t pay atten-
tion.” 

Miriam Ndegwa, programme associate of juvenile justice from Youth Alive Kenya told IRIN, “It is very common that 
the wardens cooperate with the adult offenders. The adult offenders will pay some money to the warden to get a 
young boy whom they can sexually abuse. The warden is happy to get extra money, and the adult offender is happy 
to get the young boy. What about the young boy? Nobody helps him.” 

Capital punishment
 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) states that: “No child shall be subjected to torture or other cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. Neither capital punishment nor life imprisonment, without possibility 
of release, shall be imposed for offences committed by persons below eighteen years of age.” 

As of June 2004, all 192 member states of the UN had signed and ratified the Convention except Somalia and the 
USA. 

In the US states of Texas, Virginia and Oklahoma, four young people have been executed for crimes committed while 
they where still minors. A total of 23 states still allow the death penalty. 

According to Amnesty International, Iran, Nigeria, Yemen, Pakistan, China, Saudi Arabia, and The Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo (DRC) also support capital punishment for young offenders, despite the fact that this practice violates 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
 
Iran executed at 17-year-old boy in 1999 for a crime he committed when he was just 15. In 2005, Iran received 
international condemnation for its decision to execute two boys for practicing homosexuality. The boys were not 
aware that homosexuality was a capital offence.
 
Iran executed 159 people in 2004, a figure exceeded only by China. Under Iranian law, the age of criminal culpability 
is defined as puberty, which most judges put at 15 for boys and nine for girls.
 
Iran also came under fire for the execution of a 16-year-old girl who was hanged for having sex before marriage. 
Medical reports, not permitted in court, had suggested that she was mentally ill.
 
Iran’s clerical judiciary has promised to institute a minimum age of 18 for long prison or death sentences, but so far 
this has not happened, with 11 youth having been executed since 1990. 

Police violence against street children
 
In most cities, especially in the developing world, there are many running conflicts between the authorities and 
street children whom they blame for petty crimes. 

According to statistics from the 2006 UN World Report on violence against children, there are 20,000 street children 
in Nairobi; 150,000 in China; and 170,000 in Indonesia. According to this report, most street children are boys. The 
stigma of not having a family, or the way they are forced to live to survive, leads to discrimination and violence 

Photo: Hugo Rami/IRIN  
Two prisoners in Osio prison wait behind bars for a second chance of 
freedom by the court of appeals in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
May 2006
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against these children. 

Street children and youth encounter more violence from the authorities than other children. Street children are 
beaten, tortured, sexually assaulted and sometimes killed. 

According to HRW’s 2001 report, police corruption and impunity is largely to blame for the punishments meted out 
on street children. 

HRW found that in Bulgaria, police harassed and beat street chil-
dren, chasing them away from their shelters. They also sprayed 
the children with gas, and demanded sex from girls. 

It is a similar picture in Guatemala where hundreds of thousands 
of children are subjected to violence. They say they are abused 
by the National Police daily. 

“The police bother us every single day. They hit and steal our 
money, shoes and jackets … We can’t say anything or they’ll hit 
us harder,” said one youth who had been living on the streets for 
nine years. 

Street girls are vulnerable to sexual violence. Susan F., 16, 
reported that she was raped by two police officers while a third 
kept watch. The officers threatened to put her in prison for 
having marijuana if she made any noise. “I’m sure this has hap-
pened to many other girls. Ugly things happen on the street.” 

In September 1996, 16-year-old Ronald Ramos was shot and killed by a drunken police officer. Later that year, 
another 10 street children in Guatemala were murdered, allegedly under the same circumstances. The perpetrators 
were neither identified nor prosecuted. In the following year the investigations were dropped. 

In India, more than 18 million children live and work on the streets. These children have been routinely abused, 
tortured and sometimes killed by the police. 

Between 1995 and 1996, HRW interviewed 100 street children; all of them said they were afraid of the police, and 
60 percent said they had been abused by the police. 

According to a Kenyan street girl: “The police are always calling us names, saying we’re whores, trash and beating 
us. Sexual abuse happens too. Four policemen came and arrested me. Another held me down while the other police-
men raped me. After they raped me, they walked me over to Central Police Station and just let me go.” 

One 23-year-old who had lived on the streets for four years told IRIN, “Life on the street is very difficult. Police 
arrested me even though I didn’t do any crime. It was because I was a street child. The police beat me, harassed 
me, put me in detention for two weeks without proper food, [we had] dirty toilets and no sweaters. They beat me 
many times on many parts of my body.” 

According to the 2006 UN report on Violence Against Children, hundreds of thousands of street children have been 
murdered in Columbia, Brazil, Guatemala, and the Philippines. The research also shows that 30,000 street children 
have been targeted by armed vigilantes in the Haitian capital, Port-au-Prince. 

Similar reports have come in from Bogota, Colombia, where the national police are allegedly responsible for the 
murders of 850 children and adolescents between 2000 and 2004, as well as the abduction of 620 children in August 
2003. 

Many violations and abuses against street children go unreported due to lack of witnesses, or because the victims or 
their relatives live on the fringes of society. As a result, violations against these children are often difficult to measure 
and figures are unreliable. 

Impunity 

According to the 2001 HRW study, there are several reasons for impunity. 

Children and youth, particularly those most vulnerable to abuse, have few mechanisms for reporting violence. They 
may be reluctant to speak out because they are afraid of punishment. Also, as they are children or youth, their com-
plaints are often ignored or not taken seriously. In some cases, although children or youth do make reports of abuse, 
perpetrators are rarely investigated or prosecuted. Those who are in position to take action are often reluctant to 
discipline or prosecute a colleague for fear of retaliation or being fired. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child
 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which obliges governments to protect children from all forms of physi-
cal or mental cruelty, has been ratified by nearly every country around the world. However, there are still millions of 

Photo: IRIN  
Street kids in Harare, Zimbabwe. Violence against street children is common, 
and usually goes unpunished and unreported
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children who suffer violence and abuse. 

“These acts of violence are often seen as lamentable yet isolated incidents rather than global phenomena demanding 
a concerted international response,” said Becker. 

The shocking scale of violence against children and youths demonstrates the obvious failure of many governments to 
fulfil their obligations under the Convention. 

Encouragingly, politicians continue to raise their concerns, calling on states to ensure that violence against children 
is prohibited by law, and that these laws be strictly enforced. The UN study on violence against children also appeals 
to governments to address impunity by investigating reports of violence and ensuring that perpetrators are appropri-
ately punished. 

ml/cmh/jm

[ENDS] 
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Youth at risk: The link between youth violence and urbanisation

Photo: Manoocher Deghati/IRIN  
Slum residents sitting in front of a mural in Korogocho slums, Nairobi

In many parts of the world, rampant poverty continues to 
drive millions of young people towards cities in hope of a 
better life. Being at a critical stage in their lives, they are 
particularly vulnerable to exploitation, under-employment 
and poor health, as they gather in crowded informal settle-
ments with insufficient infrastructures. 

In economically stagnant Kyrgyzstan, many young people 
like Kuban are forced to migrate to town in order to find 
their way out of poverty: “After completing my military 
service, I was at home because there were no jobs in my 
village. Then my parents decided to send me to Bishkek. 
My older sister was already there selling cigarettes, chew-
ing-gum and other stuff on the street.” 

All over the world, many young people like Kuban are 
sent by their families to urban areas in order to financially 

support the family back in the village. For many, the dream of getting an education and a good job is likely to vanish 
due to the lack of socio-economic opportunities: “I came here two years ago and could not go to university. Now 
I work to help my family in Batken, southern Kyrgyzstan. I have three younger brothers and two younger sisters,” 
Alayek, 19, told IRIN. 

Youth and urbanisation 

UN agencies describe youth as the age group between 15- and 24-years-old. For the first time in history, the year 
2007 will see the world’s urban population exceed its rural population. This reversed demographic trend poses a 
major challenge to the young population as “youth often constitute a disproportionately large part of rural-to-urban 
migrants,” said political scientist Henrik Urdal. 

The most significant changes are taking place in developing nations, whose urban areas are growing four to five 
times faster than in the developed world, according to UN-HABITAT. Meanwhile, these countries are now hosting 
an unprecedented number of young people, totalling 1.3 billion, “the most ever in history”, according to the World 
Development Report 2007. 

Young people are often particularly determined to escape remote or economically stagnant areas. For the majority, 
being young also means greater freedom from family responsibilities and consequently more flexibility to migrate to 
urban areas and build better lives. In developing countries, this transition is likely to translate into struggle as formal 
employment opportunities are scarce. In many African cities, urban youth are neither fully employed nor entirely 
unemployed. Many find a way of living as small entrepreneurs in the informal jobs sector. 

However, with accelerating urbanisation, it is the possible formation of new enclaves of poverty and instability that 
have become an area of major concern. As of today, UN-HABITAT estimates the proportion of slum-dwellers to reach 
respectively 72 and 60 percent of the urban population in Africa and South Central Asia. However, the problem will 
be exacerbated due to the fact that the proportion of urban slums is expected to double by 2030. 

Cities are an especially dangerous place for young women who move on the promise of domestic work, but who 
often find themselves working as sex workers. This is particularly true in east Asia, where women are trafficked for 
sexual exploitation in destinations throughout Asia, the Middle East, Africa, Europe and North America. 

Urbanisation and the rise of violence 

Many observers note that the combination of rapid urbanisation and a “youth bulge” - a high proportion of young 
people relative to the adult population - can be explosive. 

In Chad’s capital city, N’Djaména, city dweller Tedangar told IRIN: “Those rural people come to the cities and 
become bandits. They wander the city, incredibly aggressive, holding knives and machetes, the slightest thing make 
them become violent.” 

According to the UN World Youth Report 2005: “Crime rates tend to be higher in urban areas than in rural areas, 
which may be attributable to differences in social control and social cohesion. Many of the urban poor live in slum 
and squatter settlements with overcrowded, unhealthy housing and a lack of basic services.” 

This particularly concerns African cities, “Where unplanned urban growth has become a central component of urbani-
sation, crime seems to be a near-constant threat,” according to Mark Sommers, senior technical advisor for Youth at 
Risk at Care International. 

Statistics are difficult to determine due to the insufficient level of victim reporting and the “informal” or underground 
nature of criminal activities. As Tedangar noted: “…having no established home and identity papers, the police find it 
hard to identify [the criminals] after the crime has been committed.” 
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African police agencies record more assaults and sexual attacks than their counterparts elsewhere. Considering the 
incidence of theft, robbery and assault in urban areas, a recent study published by the South African-based Institute 
for Security Studies, estimated that individuals living outside metropolitan areas were between 45 percent and 50 
percent less at risk in comparison with their urban counterparts. 

Youth as main actors and victims of urban violence 

Internationally, most crimes are committed by males between the ages of 15 and 30 says UNODC (United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime). This particular group is also thought to constitute most of the victims. 

“The new, globalised world is not necessarily a safer one for youth,” said Luke Dowdney, British anthropologist and 
founder of the “Fight for Peace” project in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

According to the World Youth Report 2005, published by the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) of 
the UN Secretariat, not only do “young people constitute the most criminally active segment of the population”, but 
they are also the main victims of violence perpetrated in cities. 

This is partly due to the fact that “the likelihood of becoming a victim of violence is much higher for gang members 
than it is for members of other peer groups”, notes the report. 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that nearly 200,000 youth murders took place in 2000 alone. 

Recently, this has been illustrated by bloody incidents in Mathare, one of Africa’s largest, most overcrowded slums 
in Nairobi, Kenya. According to residents, the row started over control of a lucrative illicit brew market between the 
rival “Mungiki” and ”Taliban” gangs. 

In a recent study of youth gangs in El Salvador, known as “maras” or “pandillas”, Marlon Carranza, a researcher at 
the José Siméon Cañas Central American University, discovered that: “the majority of violent acts involving a firearm 
committed by gang members targeted other young people. Of the members interviewed, 63.2 percent said that the 
last act of violence they were involved in was against a member of a rival gang.” 

Paradoxically, regular harassment can also be a contributing factor to join gangs. One interviewee in San Salvador 
city reportedly joined the pandillas gang Barrio 18 to get revenge against a rival band whose members used to 
abuse him at school: “Whenever I went to school, […] when I went to the vending machines they robbed me and I 
got so tired of it that I joined up with the 18, and they are going to pay…” 

Brought up in violence

In Cape Town, South Africa, street gangs became alarmingly 
common after the Second World War. This remains the case 
due to constant drug and turf-war violence. 

“Gang life is a religion to my family. My father and grandfather 
were in gangs and they have done time in jail – I will probably 
end up there as well; it is where you learn about respect and 
get status,” said Tacky, 16, a member of the Thug Life gang. 

Living in unstable social environments, young people are more 
vulnerable and less able to protect themselves against the 
influence of their families or peers. They are also more likely 
to replicate violent behaviours if already immersed in a violent 
culture. 

Youth susceptibility to crime highly depends on “the circumstances they were brought up in”, said Professor Brian 
Robertson, former head of Cape Town University’s Department of Psychiatry and Mental Health. 

“What seems to be happening is that these youngsters committed murder or rape in response to wanting to join a 
gang, or because they came from a background of abuse or neglect. Almost all of these people came from families 
where violence was an everyday phenomenon,’’ he added. 

In his study of El Salvador youth gangs, Carranza stressed the impact of unstable families and domestic abuse as a 
factor for enlistment. One interviewee reportedly joined following violent relationships with her stepfather: “If your 
stepfather wants to abuse you […] you can tell your mom, but she doesn’t believe you,” she explained. 

What policies to tackle youth crime? 

It is often presumed that a young person’s upbringing is crucial in shaping his future disposition towards violence. 
The World Youth Report 2005 emphasises the potential positive impact of “the family, as the primary institution of 
socialisation of youth […] in the prevention of juvenile delinquency and underage crime.” 

In general, UN instruments focus on social rather than judicial approaches, as shown in the Standard Minimum Rules 
for the Administration of Juvenile Justice, 1985, and the Guidelines for the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency, 1990. 

Photo: Manoocher Deghati/IRIN  
A slum resident stares at the camera while sniffing glue, Korogocho slums, 
Nairobi, Kenya, 25 January 2007
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The UN Congress on Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice, 2005, focused on the fact that strategic prevention has 
proved far more effective and cost-beneficial than suppression and deterrent approaches. 

However, most states tend to view youth as a potential threat to internal security and focus on punitive strategies, 
which, if not combined with preventive policies, can only exacerbate tensions and fears of stigmatisation on the part 
of young offenders, say youth advocates. 

“States are responsible for attempting to deal with armed groups primarily via reactive and repressive policing and 
legislative policy. At worst, this includes arbitrary imprisonment, torture and summary executions. States cannot be 
held responsible for the violence which investigated armed groups perpetrate. However, their focus on repression has 
failed in most cases to reduce either the presence of the groups or the level of violence in which they are involved,” 
argued Dowdney. 

Youth as a threat 

Whereas youth involvement in urban crime is not a new phenomenon, there has been a growing awareness of the 
dangers posed by youth violence in urban environments, especially in the 1990s when gang cultures became more 
popularised through the media. States now view youth as a matter of internal security. 

In literature, this trend has been illustrated by political scientist Robert Kaplan, author of “The Coming Anarchy” 
(1994) and “The Ends of the Earth” (1996). The books predict that “the perpetrators of future violence will likely be 
urban born”. According to Kaplan, young people in West African cities are “loose molecules in an unstable social fluid 
that threatens to ignite”. 

Commenting on the recent youth riots that took place in France in the autumn of 2005, sociologist Laurent Muchielli 
argued that, although the acts of violence cannot be denied, they raised an exaggerated “collective fear” among the 
general public, which is symptomatic of a general trend of increasing sensitivity to violence in Western society. 

In October 2005, the French suburbs, mainly immigrant ghettos around Paris and other major towns, became major 
“boiling points” as young people revolted against the accidental deaths of two young people trying to escape the 
police in the town of Clichy-sous-Bois. 

Unwanted youth 

Other observers argue that the link between youth and violence in urban areas needs to be better explained, and 
that it often reveals an increasing feeling of alienation and lack of productive participation in society on the part of 
young people. 

There is a “central irony surrounding urban youth: that they are a demographic majority that sees itself as an out-
cast minority. The implications of such alienation and distance from civil society are considerable,” said Sommers. 

Sommers stresses the necessity to “transform [our] perceptions of urban youth” so that they are no longer seen as 
the core of the problem but as part of the solution. 

Indeed, there is a necessity to combine efforts to help restore young peoples’ confidence in the future, and to offer 
them alternatives to violent quick-fixes to their problems. 

In Cape Town, Michael Leunissen, former gangster in the “28s” (one of South Africa’s most notorious prison gangs) 
told IRIN: “I feel sorry for the young ones coming through the street gangs now, because they don’t know what they 
are getting themselves into. But what can they do? To survive this life they feel like they must learn what it is to be a 
gangster, but all they are doing is creating problems for themselves.” 

The way forward

Poverty, disease, violence and sexual exploitation; the next generation is entering an age fraught with potential 
threats exacerbated by rapid urbanisation. 

As city populations grow faster than city infrastructures can adapt, young people are likely to see an alarming 
decrease in their livelihoods as their transition to adulthood is threatened by the weak socio-economic integration. 

The changing pattern of urbanisation raises serious concern for the growing number of young people who will live in 
tomorrow’s urban settings. Recent UN statistics forecast that by 2030, 60 percent of the world population will live in 
cities and as many as 60 percent of urban residents will be under 18. 

If trends continue, the plight of young people in the cities is likely to be one of the main challenges of the century. 

Mg/cmh/jm

[ENDS]
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3. Frontlines: AFGHANISTAN: Child forced marriages, still a common tradition

Photo: Sultan Massoodi/IRIN  
Afghan girls are sometimes married off to honour 
promises made by their fathers or grandfathers 

In Mazar-i-Sharif, the provincial capital of northern Balkh province, 17-year-old 
Humaira Taiba is considering committing suicide. 

“I don’t want to marry the man who is 45 years old, the same age as my father,” 
said Humaira while sitting beside a window in her house and crying. 

She is trying to terminate the engagement arranged by her grandfather when 
she was just 1 month old. 

“I have been roaming for one and half years with a petition in my hand to find 
a solution for my destiny. Though suicide is illegal, but if I don’t get my right, I 
have to commit suicide,” she stressed. 

Despite some progress in women’s rights such as guaranteeing equal rights for 
both men and women in the new constitution, the day-to-day life of women has changed little. Forced marriages and 
child marriages still continue and lead some women to escape their fate by choosing self-immolation. 

Many girls are married off before the legal age for different reasons; sometimes to end a dispute or to earn money. 
According to United Nations Children Fund (UNICEF), 57 percent of marriages in Afghanistan involve girls below the 
legal age of 16. 

Often, after marriage, husbands or parents-in-law do not allow the girl to go to school under threat of violence. 
Women’s rights and health activists say that forced and child marriages increase the maternal mortality rate and 
deny young women an education or any kind of independent life. 

According to the Afghan Civil Law, young girls should not be engaged or married before the age of 16 and for boys, 
18. The law also says those who are engaged as children do not have to accept the engagement when they become 
adults. All, especially the girls, have the right to terminate the engagement. 

The legal protection department of the Afghan Ministry of Women’s Affairs (MoWA) says that they have received 
around 30 cases regarding forced young marriages during 2006. “The figure of forced young marriage is much 
higher than the number of cases we have got,” Shakila Afzalyar deputy director of this department told IRIN. 

She believes that most of these young women either didn’t know about their rights or because of their conservative 
families do not dare to come to legal departments and their cases go unreported. 

17 years ago Mullah Hafiz [Humaira’s grandfather] engaged Humaira’s aunt to Haji Qurban. But another member of 
Mullah Hafiz’s family insisted his son should marry Humaira’s aunt instead. So Mullah Hafiz went back to Haji Qurban 
and as compensation Humaira was promised to him. 

Three years ago Haji Qurban returned to claim Humaira. “During the Taliban regime and Mujahidin government I 
was not able to come to Balkh province, but after the fall of the Taliban regime I came to marry her as she was 
young enough for marriage.” Haji Qurban explained. 

Since then Humaira has struggled against marrying him. She says that Haji Qurban threatened he would kidnap her, 
so she sent a letter to the women’s council in the provincial capital Mazar-i-Sharif, and the women’s council sent her 
letter to the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission (AIHRC). 

“We got Humaira’s letter, but we sent her to the court as we are not authorized to take decisions.” Fawzia Nawabi, 
deputy of advocacy and development of women’s rights at the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission in 
Balkh province told IRIN. 

The court in Balkh province referred the cases of Humaira and Haji Qurban to the court of neighbouring Samangan 
province because they both are originally from there. 
But Humaira hasn’t gone to Samangan court because she believes Haji Qurban has connections to the authorities 
there and thinks there is little chance she will get a fair hearing. 

Organizations like the AIHRC offer public awareness programmes against young marriage and assist women already 
in forced marriages. But despite these efforts, the problem continues and Humaira says she is willing to take drastic 
measures if she is not successful. 

Ss/mm/sm//Jm

[ENDS] 
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AFGHANISTAN: Economy, violence hit prospects for youth

Poverty, a war-shattered infrastructure and poor security are preventing mil-
lions of young Afghans from having an education or paid work, officials and 
aid groups have said. 

Poverty recently forced Mohammed Sayed, 16, to quit his studies in the 
seventh grade of Mahmood Hotaki high school, in Kabul city; he now works 
repairing tyres in a tiny workshop. 

“I abandoned my education because there is no one in my house to work 
and support my family after the death of my father,” said Sayed, shivering 
from the cold. “I have to work hard, otherwise I will be forced to beg on the 
streets as there is no one else to help us,” added Sayed, pumping up a tyre. 

Sayed earns roughly US $2 a day, but says that is not enough to keep his 
family of ten. 

Sayed is just one of millions of poverty-stricken children and youth, missing 
out on an education in the central Asian state where nearly half of the 25 
million population lives below the poverty line; the official unemployment rate 
is 35 percent. 

The UK-based NGO, Oxfam, in a report released in November warned that 
some seven million children – roughly half of all Afghan children - were not 

able to go to school due to poverty, high school fees and insecurity. 

“Those children who are lucky enough to be in school have to put up with untrained teachers, inadequate school 
buildings and poor textbooks,” said Grace Ommer, head of Oxfam GB in Afghanistan. 

The Oxfam report found that girls were worst-affected, with just one in five girls in primary education, and one in 20 
attending secondary school. 

The NGO has called for more money to be invested in the Afghan education system; two million children are study-
ing in tents, and more than half the country’s schools are in disrepair. 

“If Afghanistan is to meet its ambitious aims for primary and secondary education there must be a dramatic increase 
in aid to the government from rich countries,” Ommer asserted. 

Following the demise of the Taliban in Afghanistan, there was a five-fold increase in school enrolments, partly due 
to the fact that previously girls had not been allowed to attend school. Now there are currently some five million 
children - including 1.5 million girls - attending schools in Afghanistan, officials say. 

Effects of the ongoing violence 

Violence continues in Afghanistan with the Taliban waging a deadly insurgency against the government. As a result, 
ten of thousands of boys and girls have had to leave school, in particular in the south of the country, where the 
militant group is most active. 

Local officials at the Ministry of Education (MoE) said in September that more than 300 mixed schools had been 
closed in the southern provinces of Kandahar, Helmand, Zabul, and Urozgan due to the growing threats from insur-
gents. Attacks on schools have claimed the lives of dozens of teachers and students, while more than 150 schools 
have been burned down in insurgencies. 

“I quit my studies in eighth grade because my father was afraid that one day the school will be targeted by insur-
gents or a suicide bomber,” 16-year-old Rokhshana, who was studying in Lashkar Gah [provincial capital of Helmand 
province] girls’ high school, told IRIN. 

“I don’t know what I can do now at home as I didn’t learn any skills such as tailoring,” she added. 

Young people have traditionally been recruited by various militia groups and terrorist organisations in Afghanistan 
during the nearly three decades of civil war. According to the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), of the demo-
bilised soldiers in the Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) programme for ex-combatants, which 
ended in 2005, 70 percent were under the age of 26, with 7,500 of them aged under 18. 

“A few days ago, while I was going to school, the Taliban stopped me and asked me to quit school and learn 
religious education in a Madrassa instead, or else I should join their armed ranks,” 17-year-old Kandahar student 
Habibulhaq told IRIN. 

“They also told me that I would be paid, but that first I need to get military training before taking part in the fighting 
against the government,” the teenager revealed. 

Photo: Sultan Massoodi/IRIN  
Sayed and his friend working in a tyre-repair shop in 
Kabul city. Young Afghans are struggling with poverty, 
unemployment and limited social protection 
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“Now I am afraid that they might kill me one day because I continued studying at school and didn’t give in to their 
demand,” he said. 

Analysts believe that many unemployed young boys, who are being recruited by the Taliban insurgents, have been 
increasingly used in suicide bombings which have killed hundreds of people in the last year in Afghanistan. The esti-
mated average age of all of the suicide bombers in Afghanistan was 23-years, according to officials. 

“Currently, nearly 80 percent of those involved in terrorist and criminal 
activities in our country are unemployed and unskilled young people,” Dad 
Mohammed Rasa, press officer at the Ministry of Interior (MoI), told IRIN. 

Despite billions of dollars being donated from the international community 
during the last five years, tackling youth unemployment still remains one of 
the most significant challenges for Afghanistan, where decades of conflict 
have severely damaged all infrastructures, say analysts. 

Mohammed Ali, 21, from central Daikundi province was among hundreds of 
other unemployed people standing in line outside the Iranian Embassy in 
Kabul. Poverty and poor employment opportunities have forced many people 
to get visas to find work in neighboring Iran. Mohammed has to support his 
11-member family. 

“I would not have left my family alone in this harsh winter but I am obliged 
to do so, because there are no factories or other ways I could work and allow 
my family to survive,” Ali said, shivering from the winter cold. 

While commenting on the issue of youth unemployment, Ghaous Bashiri, 
deputy minister at the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (MLSA), said that 
young people accounted for 60 to 70 percent of the nearly 3 million unem-
ployed people in Afghanistan. 

“To tackle youth unemployment, the first most important step is to provide them with vocational training so they 
can join the labour market, because many of the unemployed young people in our country are illiterate and lacking 
proper skills,” Bashiri told IRIN. 

To address youth unemployment, MLSA has established some 16 Vocational Training Centres (VTC) in the different 
provinces of Afghanistan, where around 12,000 boys and girls are currently learning various skills such as carpentry, 
tailoring, carpet weaving, English, computer programming, etc. The VTC programmes usually last between six and 
12 months. 

MLSA officials say they hope to enrol 150,000 unemployed youth in the VTC programmes by 2010. 

The Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief (ACBAR), an umbrella group comprising 97 NGOs working in 
Afghanistan, is the main source for providing information on various vacancies for many job seekers. Nearly all of the 
vacancies for NGOs, the UN, and other aid organisations in the country, are advertised through its central office in 
Kabul. 

Mohammed Hashim Mayar, the deputy head of ACBAR, said that youth unemployment was a growing problem in 
Afghanistan. 

“In 2006, some 35,000 job seekers - many of them youth - have contacted our office to see and apply for various 
vacancies, and their number is increasing every day,” said Mayar. 

Mayar said that thousands of high school graduates who had not made it to university had joined the ranks of the 
unemployed in Afghanistan due to lack of opportunities. 

“One of the most significant issues is providing jobs for thousands of students who didn’t find their way to university 
and other vocational institutions, and thousands of others who could not find jobs after their graduation from univer-
sities,” Mayar continued. 

According to the Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE), only 23,000 high-school graduates - out of 60,000 students - 
will go on to universities and other institutions. In 2005, only 12,000 high-school graduates, out of 42,000 boys and 
girls, were enrolled in higher education across the country. 

“I was hoping to be a journalist in the future, but it will never happen as I failed the examination last year. Now I 
don’t know how to spend my time and what should I do? Should I rob or kill people or should I serve my society?” 
asked 19-year-old Omaid Stanikzai, a high-school graduate from central Logar province. 

Meanwhile, in a joint effort undertaken by the Afghan government and the United Nations, a two-year National Youth 
Programme (NYP) will be implemented. The purpose of the programme is to increase the participation of youth in 
governance, recovery, development and the peace-building of Afghanistan, while providing young women and men 
with better prospects for the future.

Photo: Sultan Massoodi/IRIN  
Impoverished children on a pile of waste in Kabul city. 
Poverty is a major recruiter for radical Islamist groups 
Lack of opportunities
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AFGHANISTAN: Girls miss out on full education

Eighteen-year-old Diba is from northeastern Kunduz province, 
where she could be in her first year of high-school. Instead, her 
father has forced her to stop her education. 

“I love the white head scarf and black uniform of school, but 
unfortunately my father hates them,” Diba sighed, while wash-
ing dishes in the family home. “When I hear the sound of the 
school bell, I become very sad.” 

Diba is one of thousands of young Afghan girls who are 
deprived of a full education in Afghanistan. There are many rea-
sons why families do not allow their daughters to continue their 
education after finishing secondary school: some are concerned 
about security, but some girls are forced to leave school due 
to discriminatory traditions, or because they are married off by 
their families. 

A recent report by the international NGO, OXFAM, says more 
than 110,000 girls attended secondary schools last year, but 
just one third of those went on to complete their education. 

“I don’t let my daughter go to high-school because we have a 
conservative society. Nobody allows his daughters to continue their schooling after class 4 or 5 [roughly age 11 or 
12],” said Diba’s father [he declined to give his name] adding: “If I let my daughter to go to school … then my rela-
tives will say bad things about me.” 

He maintained that girls should work in the family home, and should not study or work outside the home. 

Zahra Ghafori was Diba’s classmate in school, and she says that Diba was a clever student, coming fourth in her 
class: “She was very intelligent and she wanted to become a doctor.” 

Diba used to attend Bibi Fatuma-tu-Zahra, one of the larger high-schools in Kunduz province. Asila Barakzai, principal 
of the school, said that last year more than 1,100 girls had attended the school, but only around 500 of them went 
to further education. 

“Mostly during the classes of 7, 8 or 9 [ages 13 to 15], people stop sending their daughters to school because they 
become adult during this time,” Barakzai told IRIN. 

Diba’s mother studied until class 11 [age 17]. She would like her daughter to become a doctor, but she has failed 
to convince her husband. “Every night I talk to her father to let her go, but he doesn’t accept. She always cries and 
asks me to talk to her father,” she added. 

At the beginning of 2006, the Afghan government and the international community met in London to decide what 
the country should achieve by the end of 2010. One goal is that the number of women attending universities should 
be increased to 35,000. 

According to the Afghan Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE), currently, 40,000 students go to university; about 
10,000 of those are women. The girls must sit an entrance exam in order to go on to university. 

The Afghan Ministry of Education (MoE) says it can build enough new schools. But as long as families refuse to allow 
their daughters to continue their education, building schools will only be a part of the solution. 

Scherezad Latif, education specialist at the World Bank in Kabul, said they were just starting to deal with the cultural 
constraints affecting female education in Afghanistan. 

“We are still new at this; we need to test out pilot interventions and how to get more girls into school,” Latif added, 
saying that for now they are trying community-based schools. 

Meanwhile, for Diba, the solution appears a long way off. However, she has not given up her wishes: “I hope one 
day I can make my father satisfied to let me start my school again.” 

Mk/mm/sm/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: Sultan Massoodi/IRIN  
The daily life of young girls in Afghanistan has changed little since the toppling 
of the Taliban. Many of them are still forced out of school by their conservative 
families 
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CHAD: Youth and armed violence in Chad 

The escalations of violence and vandalism in Chad, exacerbated 
by successive waves of tension, have generated serious con-
cerns about small arms proliferation in the country. 

Urban violence 

Whether in schools or public areas, there is never a day that 
passes without reports of armed violence, robberies, rapes and 
murders. N’Djaména, the capital, seems to hit all records with 
an alarming number of young people engaged in violence, as 
well as being the main victims of the violence. 

Like its African counterparts, Chad’s capital city is facing accel-
erating urbanisation. This phenomenon is having significant 
consequences on the lives of young people striving to grow up 
between traditional and modern values. 

Rapid urbanisation is coupled with an insufficient infrastructure and poverty, which affects young people coming to 
the capital in search of work. Of special concern is the increasing proportion of young people roaming the streets. 
This has led to a growth in street criminality. 

“Those rural young people come to the cities and become bandits. They wander the city, incredibly aggressive, hold-
ing knives and machetes, the slightest thing makes them become violent,” said Tedangar, a local city resident. 

“Having no established home or identity papers, the police find it hard to identify the criminals responsible for all the 
violence we have been through in N’Djaména.” 

Living on the streets is often an easy option for the scores of disaffected and alienated youth relying on petty crime 
and violence as a way to survive. In N’Djaména, these people are nicknamed ‘Columbians’ by the local inhabitants, 
who live in constant fear of being mugged. 

According to sociologist Laoubaou Abdias: “This category of young person belongs to the so-called ‘pre-delinquency’ 
category. Uprooted, their ‘gang’ becomes their family and the street their home. Violence is part of their daily lives. 
Their very existence echoes the country’s dire economic conditions. Those youngsters are suffering from a lack of 
support, and employment and education opportunities, that are features of a normally functioning society. They are 
drawn together by affinity rather than ethnicity or territory.” 

“This category of youth, involved in break-ins and looting in the city, are not specifically targeted as such by rebel 
movements,” added Abdias. 

However, there are youth territorial gangs, who operate mainly at night and who are more dangerous. They use both 
knives and firearms, and “are often well-organised, with members composed of ex-military, who both use and own 
arms,” added Abdias. 

Remy was mugged near his home in December by one such group. “Not only do these youngsters assault local 
inhabitants for the purpose of robbing them, but they also usually stab and shoot their victim. Sometimes they have 
been following you for days, collecting information about your whereabouts,” he said. 

Two of the better-known gangs are the “Secteur Zéro”, mainly composed of youth from the same ethnic group and 
locality, and “X Rouge”, comprised of youth from the same locality but different ethnic origins. 

Although criminal acts generally form the bulk of their activities, these youth groups also offer protection to their 
communities. For example the X Rouge youth regularly patrol their “fief” (“turf”) at night, ensuring community mem-
bers are safe from assaults by other groups. 

Conflict casualties 

Youth have been at the forefront of the relentless internal conflict that affects the country. Their influence in every 
political transition has been crucial since 1975. Young Chadians have been ripe for armed mobilisation, either by the 
national army or the rebellion. They form the bulk of the fighting contingent and also the majority of war casualties. 

A police officer told IRIN: “Here in N’Djaména we are relatively left in peace, but take a look at the towns that are in 
the war areas at the moment, there are mainly old people left because the youth have all been killed. They are the 
first to enrol and the first to die.” 

Youth in the political arena 

These young people are also influenced by politicians, whether in power or in opposition. 

Photo: Claire Soares/IRIN  
Chadian soldiers patrol dirt roads near the Sudanese border, January 2006. 
Young people have been at the forefront of all the internal conflicts that affect 
the country
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One of the main opposition leaders, General Wadal Abdelkader Kamougué, said in a recent interview that: “It is not 
by decree that the political establishment is to be renewed but by young people agitating and mobilising themselves 
within political parties. They are not visible in today’s political arena, but rather, choose the more comfortable civil 
society option. This can be a good way to engage in politics, but parties are better equipped for political struggle.” 

According to Kamougué, there are two categories of youth in Chad: “On the one hand there is the educated youth 
who are likely to be the nation’s future elite; and on the other hand, there is the illiterate or poorly-educated major-
ity, who constitute a readily-mobilised pool of recruits for the various armed groups present in Chad. While the sup-
posedly elite contingent is stagnant and fearful, the rest are in fact more active in public life even though they are 
being used by politicians to serve their own ends.” 

Youth violence is pervasive in Chad and should receive adequate attention from the official authorities. It is thought 
that civic education will help prevent future generations turning to the same practices. Alternatives to violence, such 
as youth employment schemes, should be given priority as a crucial means to building a sustainable society. 

Ddp/Mg/jm

[ENDS] 

COTE D’IVOIRE: Violence in University campus 

Blowing whistles and armed with knives and clubs, members of 
the Student Federation of Cote d’Ivoire (FESCI) burst into class-
rooms, scattering students from their chairs, and announce: 
“Comrades, the time is critical.” 

The students might agree, but for a different reason. 

FESCI uses such tactics to announce its occasional campaigns 
ostensibly to demand higher education subsidies or improve 
living conditions on campus. But human rights groups and 
many students say the most “critical” thing afoot is the tactics 
of FESCI itself as it allegedly tries to control political thought, 
student activities and even commerce on campus. 

“There is physical violence as well as deaths,” said Pierre 
Gondo, secretary general of the Ivorian League of Human 
Rights (LIDHO). “With such a culture it is not certain that it can 
change now unless the authorities decide to take the bull by the 
horns and condemn them.” 

Observers say this is unlikely because FESCI supports the government of President Laurent Gbagbo and his ruling 
Ivorian Popular Front (FPI), although the group denies that it has any particular political orientation. 

Human rights activists say the culture of violence on campuses in Cote d’Ivoire’s main city, Abidjan, is pervasive, 
symptomatic of an overall breakdown in law and order since a coup in 1999 derailed decades of relative peace. Aca-
demic freedom has suffered along with other liberties, including guarantees of justice and the ability to move without 
hindrance across the country. 

A failed coup in 2002 further eroded stability, sparking a brief civil war that left the nation divided. Some 11,000 
United Nations and French peacekeepers monitor a buffer zone between the rebel-held north and government-run 
south. 

With the ongoing political impasse, the economy has suffered and opportunities for university graduates have 
dwindled. As a result, observers say groups such as FESCI feel justified in carrying out extortion or exerting strong-
arm tactics to win favor with the government when students rebel. 

A history of violence 

Founded in the early 1990s as a platform for students to air their grievances, FESCI members suffered persecution 
for their opposition to the government, including the one led by former president Henri Konan Bedie, who came to 
power after founding leader Felix Houphouet-Boigny died in 1993, was overthrown in 1999. 

The organisation has been repeatedly banned over the years and gave early voice to former members Charles Ble 
Goude and Guillaume Soro. Goude now heads the ruling party’s militant youth wing, the Young Patriots, and Soro 
leads the northern-based New Forces rebels. 

Many students now say FESCI is no more than a government militia in support of President Gbagbo, disguised as a 
group representing the interests of students. Students claim harassment and extortion by FESCI members. University 

Photo: IRIN  
Students demonstrating at the University of Abidjan. Since the outbreak of 
the civil conflict in 1999, a culture of violence has developed in the university 
campus, mirroring the civil struggle that ravaged the country in recent years 
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professors have also been targeted for their political beliefs, human rights groups say. Gbagbo himself is a former 
university lecturer who served time in jail for his dissent under former Houphouet-Boigny. 

The UN Mission in Cote d’Ivoire in 2005 condemned an escalation of violence at university campuses in Abidjan. The 
UN said there had been “serious human rights violations” and cases of rape and torture by students. 

When some members of a new rival union, the General Association of Students of Cote d’Ivoire (AGEECI), gathered 
at the university in July 2005, FESCI supporters attacked them and shut down the campus. 

“When you reach a situation where arms circulate freely on campus and at universi-
ties it is truly unbelievable,” said Innocent Gnelbin, a former member of FECSI who 
helped found AGEECI five years ago. “We hope that everyone will understand that 
the fight for freedom and democracy in an educational setting is the business of 
everyone or else the school will die and with it its children.” 
 
Serges Koffi, secretary general of FESCI, denies that the organisation has arms or 
a political agenda. “We have no set ambition, no political convictions,” he said. “We 
are not an organisation of violence. There are sometimes acts of this nature but 
they are isolated and we remind the instigators to be orderly.” 

Students claim attacks 

Students say that FESCI lords over Abidjan campuses, controlling business and 
tenancy in university housing. Merchants say they have to pay monthly “taxes” to 
FESCI members to continue to operate their small stands to sell food and drinks. 
At one student restaurant in the suburb of Williamsville, about two dozen FESCI 
members have the right to eat a free meal each day at lunch and dinner, student 
Herve Kassy told IRIN. Other students are obliged to pay. 

“Sometimes if some of the members are absent it is prohibited to eat their meals,” 
Kassy said. “They prefer that it is thrown in the trash rather than be consumed by 
another student.” 

Students also say they are forced to pay FESCI members each month to stay in 
campus housing. 

“I occupied a room belonging to a member of FESCI. At the end of each month, he 
came to get his money, 3,000 CFA (US $6),” said psychology student Geoffroy Kone at the University of Cocody. “The 
day that I was late with my payment, he sent his guys at two in the morning to expel me from the room and beat 
me. I left the residence halls and I don’t intend to return.” 

Women say they have their own kind of problems with FESCI members. 

“As soon as a girl pleases them they … send their guys to get her. If she refuses to submit to them she is expelled 
from the residence and they prevent her from going on campus to attend her classes,” said law student Raissa Aby. 

Even professors are not spared, rights groups say. One teacher’s face was disfigured in an attack, prompting his col-
leagues to halt work for two weeks. 

“We no longer recognise our children. They have become violent,” said Charles Ahizi, a father of three students. “If 
they don’t respect their parents I don’t see how they will submit to their educators.” 

Students say that university authorities make little effort to control the actions of FESCI. 

Earlier this month, the director of the University of Cocody, Kanon Nahounou, was to be replaced by a new director 
designated by the Ministry of Higher Education. But on the day that the new director was to take up his position he 
was attacked and beaten by alleged FESCI members and sought treatment at hospital for a head injury. Nahounou 
remains at his post, telling a press conference that he would only leave on orders from President Gbagbo himself. 

aa/cs/nr

[ENDS] 

Photo: IRIN  
A young ‘Fesciste’ at Abidjan University 
campus. Many students believe that the FESCI 
is nothing more than a government militia 
disguised as student association
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 CONGO: Despite end of civil war, youth still suffer violence

Young people in the Republic of Congo formed the shock troops 
in the country’s wars of the 1990s and they still bear the psy-
chological scars of that experience. 

“Violence is a recurring phenomenon which, with regard to the 
young people, has became more pronounced since the end 
of the civil wars,” said Vianney Ngoulou, information officer 
at ACOLVF, the Congolese association against sexual violence 
towards women and girls (l’Association congolaise de lutte 
contre les violences à l’égard des femmes et des filles), said. 

Children aged between three and 17 suffered the most, he 
said, as they experienced sexual violence ranging from incest 
to rape. This is just one of the social disorders caused by war, 
Congolese psychologist Buambo-Bamanga said. 

During and after the wars, rape was and still is an expression of 
domination of the strong over the weak, NGOs say. In the RoC, 
this assumed staggering proportions as illustrated in a survey 

by the Ministry for the Advancement of Women conducted between July 1999 and June 2001. At least 3,917 females 
had been raped, of whom 1,507 were younger than 18. ACOLVF said this only provided a partial picture of the scale 
of the problem, because many girls probably kept quiet about their ordeals. 

Another dimension of rape seems to be the class character of the victims. A study of 102 victims of violence at 
the University of Brazzaville Teaching Hospital by Buambo-Bamanga, head of the obstetric department, found that 
between 1998 and 2003, most cases of sexual violence were low income earners. 

Even after the war sexual violence is rampant. ACOLVF has set up an information bureau in the capital and discov-
ered that from December 2005 to June 2006, 284 acts of violence were perpetrated on female victims, from primary 
school to university students. Most of the attackers were unknown to their victims and aged between 21 and 35. 

Effects of violence 

Educational psychologist Constance Mafoukila said the social impact of violence had caused many female students to 
drop out of school. 

“Violence has started to weaken the Congolese educational system, as much as did the civil wars and the socio-eco-
nomic crises that the country has experienced these past few years,” Mafoukila, also a lecturer at the Brazzaville’s 
Marien Ngouabi University, said. 

In a study she conducted into the drop in school attendance rates, Mafoukila found that the trend began in 1988: for 
boys it went from 255,758 that year to 226,700 in 2002; and for girls from 236,385 to 201,035. 

Moreover, in the Pool Department, an administrative area in the south of the country, teachers and students aban-
doned school during the fighting from 1998 to 2002 between the army and so-called Ninja militia. The Pool was the 
scene of much of the fighting. 

In 2003, the Convention for the Reconstruction of Pool was created to attract funds from local authorities and donors 
to rebuild the area. 

In a survey of 15 school districts - 314 establishments in the Pool - of 42,966 pupils listed before the conflict, 32,960 
of them were not present after hostilities ended. Similarly, of the 2,004 teachers assigned to schools, just 593 of 
them could accomplish their teaching duties. This has left many children vulnerable. 

“The young children who gave up school because of violence have become more dangerous to society. They are idle 
and consume large quantities of narcotics,” Ngoulou said. 

The country was one of the Francophone African nations that had made the most progress in education in the imme-
diate post-independence era. School attendance has declined from almost 100 percent before the war to less than 
75 percent now. The war destroyed school buildings and caused the massive movement of pupils, who later showed 
no interest in returning to class. 

In rural areas, fewer girls go to school and drop out earlier. According to the UN children’s fund (UNICEF), the school 
system, in particular at the primary level, cannot absorb the number of potential pupils. Moreover, 20 percent of 
children are not recorded on their parents’ marriage certificates, meaning their birth dates are not posted. This docu-
ment is required for school registration. 

Photo: IRIN  
Street children in Brazzaville, 2005. “Violence has started to weaken the 
Congolese educational system as did the civil wars and the economic crisis 
experienced in the past few years,” said a Congolese professor 
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Violence in detention 

Young people are subject to violence in prison. Evidence of this is supported 
in a survey conducted by UNICEF and the Ministry of Justice and Human 
Rights in 2004 on “The Evaluation of the Justice for Minors in Congo”. 

Completed in December 2005, it showed that most police and prison officials 
are ignorant of the treaties protecting the rights of children, particularly those 
in detention. 

“During their arrest and while in police custody children experience violence. 
In addition, some are held beyond the legal maximum 72-hour detention limit 
and are kept in the same cells as adults,” according to the investigation. 

Children are not always told of their rights when arrested and are sent to 
prison without their parents’ knowledge. While in detention, said the report, 
they are not allowed exercise or provided with social, educational or psycho-
logical support. 

Protection 

To defend their rights and protect themselves from violence and other abuse, 
children representing the country’s 11 departments have since 2004 been 
allowed to lobby in parliament - under the supervision of the Ministry for 
Social Affairs. As a group, they form a Children’s Parliament where they plead 
for improved conditions. The ill-treatment of children and violation of their 
rights is blamed on a social culture of silence, especially when abuses take place in the family environment. 

Ngoulou sees impunity as the foremost cause of violence. ACOLVF said from 1 January 1 to 30 June 2006 just 29 
rape cases were sent from Brazzaville’s central police station to court. This, he said, reflected the fact that most rape 
cases went unpunished, as victims, too poor to hire lawyers, tended to settle matters out of court for cash. 

Expunging youth violence from society may be a long and seemingly disheartening challenge, but a short-term start 
in the process could be made by opening trade schools for the country’s army of unemployed youth. In addition, the 
children’s parliament could go a long way in influencing legislation that will protect the youth and give them hope for 
a more secure existence. 

Lmm/oss/mw

[ENDS] 

Photo: IRIN  
Children in the Pool area of the Republic of Congo, 2004. 
Children representing the country’s 11 departments have 
been allowed to represent their peers and speak about 
their needs in the national parliament

North-Kivu, DRC: Living on the fringes of society: what future for young ex-com-
batants?

“When we returned to our village after being demobilised, we had nothing 
to do, the situation was the same and our families were poor, so I decided to 
join the militias in the bush with my friends again,” said Germain, 19. 

Half the population of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is aged 
less than 18-years-old, with 20 percent aged between 15- and 24- years, 
according to the United Nations Population Fund UNFPA. DRC youth have 
been at the forefront of the hostilities and young people still bear the brunt 
of the ongoing fighting. They often enlisted “en masse” in the various armed 
factions fighting in the war. 

The reintegration of young ex-combatants into civilian life is one of the big-
gest challenges facing DRC. This poses a serious threat to achieving sustain-
able peace - a process which began in 2002 with the signing of the Global 
and All-Inclusive Peace Agreement, and which was launched in 2003 by the 
transitional government. On 27 November 2006,DRC got its first democrati-
cally elected government in 40 years, headed by President Joseph Kabila. 

According to estimates from the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC), DRC has gone through one of the most deadly conflicts since World 
War II. An estimated 3.9 million civilians have died since the beginning of the 
conflict in 1998. However, peace is still fragile and insecurity with sporadic 
fighting continues, especially in the eastern part of the country where rebels 
continue to loot, rape and murder. 

Photo: Mathilde Guntzberger/IRIN  
Dunia Bakuluea, head of the North Kivu Division for 
Youth, Goma: According to some sources the youth are 
still enrolling in the ranks of armed militia



I
R

I
N

I
n

-D
e

p
th

Youth in crisis: Coming of age in the 21st century IRIN In-Depth, February 2007 - Page 44

44
In North Kivu, a major effort is currently underway to demobilise combatants of all ages, especially the young fight-
ers. The chief-coordinator of the Commission for Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (CONADER) in 
Goma, the provincial capital, estimates that between 60 and 70 percent of the rebel forces in the province are aged 
15- to 24-years. 

Poverty: a crucial factor for youth militarisation 

The massive enlistment of youth in militias during the five-year war was largely due to the existence of a generation 
of dispossessed young people, suffering the effects of educational collapse and social exclusion at the end of the 
1990s in DRC. 

In many ways, the situation is unchanged, said the head of the North Kivu Division for Youth, Dunia Bakuluea: 
“There is still fighting going on here and approximately 95 percent of young people in the province are unemployed, 
which makes militia life attractive for them.” He added that: “Young men particularly suffer from this alienation and 
constitute a reserve of fighters readily mobilised by local warlords who provide them with easy explanations of the 
crisis, based on ethnical exclusion.” 

At the military centre in Rumangabo, 50 km from Goma, in the territory of Rutshuru, IRIN met Moise, 26, who 
recently fled Laurent Nkunda’s rebel forces, which are still active in North Kivu. He had spent most of his youth in 
the armed forces, joining AFDL (Alliance of Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Zaire) at 16. He then joined the 
RCD (Rally for Congolese Democracy) in 1998 to ‘continue the fight against anti-Tutsi people in the region’ until the 
movement’s formal integration into the transitional government and the “brassage” or integration of its armed wing 
into the Congolese national army (FARDC). 

Moise reasons that his actions were ethnically motivated, but in fact the underlying reason is poverty: 

“My family was poor and when the armed men came to my village, I signed up immediately with my friends. We 
wanted to make our lives better,’’ he told IRIN. He also explained that it was for financial reasons that he recently 
fled Nkunda’s 83rd brigade although he had served there for 3 years: “After having joined FARDC, I was sub-lieuten-
ant and received US $30 a month, but when Nkunda ‘took’ our unit, I only received $10.” 

Youth disillusioned by reintegration 

Like his peers in Rumangabo, Moise chose to join the newly integrated FARDC again rather than be demobilised and 
reintegrated into civilian life. This is a recent trend among ex-militiamen, explained Lieutenant-Colonel Katanga, who 
told IRIN: “Before, approximately 70 percent of the men would choose reintegration into civil life whereas the major-
ity now chooses to enter the Congolese army.” 

The prospect of civilian reintegration does not appeal to Moise 
and his friends, most of whom are unable to read or write, 
and feel they would not be able to adapt and find a job. Also, 
returning to the village after ten years in the military poses 
serious problems, as young people fear stigmatisation, being a 
burden to their families, and most importantly being “treated as 
children’’ when they go back. 

The challenges are particularly great for child protection 
partners working with children separated from armed forces 
or groups, as there is no possibility for them to remain in the 
military so long as they are less than 18 years old, despite their 
desire to remain in some cases. 

Martin Muhindi, Child Protection Programme Manager for Save 
the Children UK, in North Kivu, told IRIN that in some reported 
cases, adolescent minors who actually chose reintegration 
showed bitter frustration at not being included in the adult 
demobilization and reinsertion programmes. 

This is because the reintegration kits provided to adults include a monthly monetary allowance of $25 per month 
over 12 months with a one-time payment of $110, whereas reinsertion programs for children focus on equipping 
children with knowledge and skills through opportunities either to go back to school or to receive vocational training 
followed by start-up kits supporting the opening of a small business. Children are never provided with direct cash 
assistance given the likelihood that such funds will be taken from them by adults or spent on things that do not 
forward the child’s future. 

In many cases, adolescents are angry because they have not yet benefited from a reinsertion programme, at times 
rioting against humanitarian workers. Among the 7000 children separated by child protection partners in North Kivu 
since the beginning of the DDR process, only approximately half have received full reinsertion support. In 2006, 
UNICEF supported 1,188 children in various reinsertion activities in North Kivu, including 479 in socio-professional 
training programmes (e.g. mechanics, carpentry, sewing) and 706 in economic reinsertion programmes (e.g. small 
businesses, raising of small animals) amongst 12,000 in total in DRC. Save the Children UK has supported another 
2000 children in the province. 

Photo: Mathilde Guntzberger/IRIN  
Rumangabo military centre. Ex-militiamen waiting to be demobilised or 
integrated into the FARDC. Civilian life doesn’t appeal to many ex-combatants, 
who feel they would not be able to adapt and find a job 
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UNICEF’s Project Officer responsible for the Protection programme in Eastern DRC, Pernille Ironside, told IRIN that 
two principal reasons hindering the establishment of reinsertion programmes for children reunified with their families 
are: the ongoing insecurity in certain areas caused by the presence of militia groups who harass and threaten to re-
enroll children; and the lack of local capacity to implement projects in areas where there has been no prior presence 
of NGOs. 

Even for those who have received some limited vocational training, the difficulties in finding a job are considerable, 
and very dependent on the sector they choose. At the Don Bosco Centre for vulnerable youth in Goma, which like 
most towns in the Kivu provinces has been devastated by the war, there are two different stories. Those working in 
construction said they had no problem after their training to find a position in town, whereas metalworking appren-
tices were far more pessimistic: 

“It is really difficult for us; most of the work experience we find in the region is unpaid. The Centre provides us with 
good training and small things like soap, but we are uncertain about our future.” 

The Division for Social Affairs (DIVAS) in North Kivu manages 30 social programmes in the Province, which provide 
vocational training and literacy classes for vulnerable children and adults. The head of DIVAS, Domitille Rusimbuka 
told IRIN that their work was severely constrained by the lack of means to reintegrate vulnerable people, in particu-
lar ex-combatants: 

“We virtually receive nothing from the national budget; not only are reintegration activities very costly and require 
equipment such as sewing machines we can hardly afford, but most of our staff has not been paid for years. For 
those of us who have the courage to stay, it’s a real vocation.” 

She added that the social workers are not aware of what happens to the ex-combatants after they have received 
training and return to their families, as follow-up activities are not implemented due to lack of funding. 

DDR progressing too slowly 

CONADER’s DDR process has been severely criticised by international aid agencies for not reaching its initial target 
- social and professional reintegration of adult ex-combatants who have chosen to demobilize and children who have 
been separated from armed forces or groups; and neglecting its final objective – the creation of opportunities for 
ex-combatants to prevent re-recruitment. 

Although it is difficult to obtain statistics for the 15- to 24-years-
old age group, the DDR programme, launched in 2004, was 
supposed to support an estimated 150,000 fighters, of whom 
33,000 were estimated to be under 18 years. 

The actual number of youths still in the different rebel groups 
is unknown, especially since many young people are known to 
have ‘self-demobilised’ without formally going through the DDR 
process and some groups remain almost completely isolated in 
the bush. 

In North Kivu, international and local organisations agree that 
the reintegration part of the DDR programme has been inad-
equate due to shortcomings within CONADER, and that it poses 
a serious threat for the durable and peaceful reintegration of 
scores of young people in the region. 

In July 2006, CONADER announced that due to insufficient 
funds, disarmament and demobilization activities would to be 

suspended and the remaining budget (provided by the World Bank and a multi-Country Demobilisation and Rein-
tegration Program, MDRP) to be used for reintegration projects of ex-combatants, which it admits has been mostly 
neglected. 

As a result, child protection agencies such as UNICEF and Save the Children UK are performing the bulk of the work 
in supporting children in their transition back to civilian life. 

Violence in society: a crisis of youth? 

Bakuluea told IRIN that young people in the town are frustrated by ongoing insecurity in the region and feel vulner-
able to abuses perpetrated by militias. While sympathising with their frustrations, Bakuluea said he deplored the 
systematic resort to violence by the younger generation: 

“The successive wars we endured have made violence and death trite in the eyes of the young generation. This new 
behaviour has emerged over the last 10 years, and is a risk to the fabric of our society. Before I was 20-years-old I 
had never seen a dead body, but nowadays, young people are regularly exposed and play with death like in the films 
they see on TV.” 

Muhindi also underlined that life in the army can destroy the culture of respect and age. Ex-combatants, including 

Photo: Mathilde Guntzberger/IRIN  
Construction apprentice, Don Bosco Centre, Goma. Vocational training 
programmes provide young people with skills that help them find a job after 
being demobilised 
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minors, who are regularly exposed to violence, including sexual violence, can be difficult to reintegrate. 
Recently, one boy firmly refused to be placed in a host family “if there were no girls, and beautiful ones”, Muhindi 
told IRIN. 

But Bakuluea stresses that, “The erosion of traditional values among the youth is strongly related to the collapse of 
the economy. As a result, many young people can’t afford to settle and are still not married even though they have 
reached their thirties. Many boys hang out in bands and organise themselves in armed clandestine networks, making 
a living out of illegal trading and as “coupeurs de route” (road bandits). Some come from the militias where they 
acquired the knowledge of warfare and a susceptibility to violence.” 

Dieudonné, 23, from Beni territory, lives on the streets of Goma making a living from informal trade. He told IRIN 
that he first entered the Mayi-Mayi militia group to “defend his country against foreign invaders” in 1998. As his unit 
refused integration into the national army, they had to fight against the FARDC: “One day I was wounded and tired 
of fighting. The FARDC were heavily armed and I could see death coming. I managed to escape in town. I don’t 
want to go back to my village because the militiamen can find me.” 

For Dieudonné, and many others like him who lost years of their childhood to being part of a militia group, life con-
tinues to be a day to day struggle to carve out a meager existence in an environment where security and acceptance 
cannot be taken for granted. 

Mg/cmh/jmc

[ENDS]

 ETHIOPIA: Surviving forced marriage

Photo: FAO  
It is increasingly common for young girls in Ethiopia to 
be forced to marry at an early age against their wishes 

Standing at the front of her classroom, Mulu Melka reads out of her English 
book in a shy voice like any other 13-year-old schoolgirl; betraying nothing of 
the fact that twice within two years, she has been abducted and forced into 
marriage. 

A target of the traditional practice, known locally as “marriage by abduction”, 
Mulu managed to escape on both occasions. “The first time I was 11,” she 
recounts. “I was going to the mill, when a group of men grabbed me from 
behind. They took me by surprise. I fell on the ground, and when I woke up 
again I was in the house of my abductor. I stayed there three days.” 

In the meantime, her parents held a meeting with the abductor’s parents, 
mediated by village elders. In exchange for a cow and two sheep, her par-
ents agreed to her marriage with the abductor. But, Mulu ran away one night. 
“I escaped from the abductor’s house while he and his friends were drinking 
and dancing. I went to the toilet and then I escaped through a fence and ran 
away.” 

She then hid for nearly a year in the house of one of her uncles. “After nine months, I could not stand hiding any-
more, so I decided to go back to school,” Mulu says nervously, looking at her hands. 

Later, her parents received a letter from another suitor asking to marry Mulu, but she refused. The 39-year-old man 
turned up at the house and kidnapped her with her parents’ consent. “I managed to get my parents to agree for us 
to be tested for HIV. I had heard about it at school and on the radio. I was negative but my abductor was positive.” 

With the test results in her hand, Mulu managed to convince her parents to cancel the wedding. 

Unlike Mulu, however, several young girls at Alem Gena school, 30 km south-west of the Ethiopian capital of Addis 
Ababa, have been forcibly abducted on their way to school and married under duress in exchange of a few sheep or 
sacks of grain. 

“Abduction is a regular phenomenon around here,” explains Hundessa Negesso, the headmaster of the 1,500-pupil 
primary school. “Over the last eight months, seven girls have been abducted. Last year we had three, and none of 
them came back to school.” 

Abduction is a legitimate way of procuring a bride in southern Ethiopia. The practice has been going on so long that 
no-one can remember how it all began. The usual procedure is to kidnap a girl, hide her, and then eventually rape 
her. Then, having lost her virginity or becoming pregnant, the man can claim her as his bride. 

At this stage, the prospective husband will call the village elders to negotiate the bride’s price and to act as middle-
men between his family and that of his bride. 

According to Hundessa, poverty is a key reason for abduction. “If they marry the girl legally they have to pay a lot of 
money to her parents. But when it is abduction, they take her by force, then the elders intervene to mediate. They 
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then pay a very little amount of money or cattle to marry the girl,” the headmaster added. 

A wedding can cost up to 15,000 birr (US $1,800) in the countryside - a lot of money in a country where nearly 50 
percent of the population lives on less than a dollar a day. 

According to surveys conducted in 2003 by the National Committee on Traditional Practices in Ethiopia (NCTPE), the 
prevalence of marriage by abduction is 80 percent in Oromiya Region, where Mulu lives; and as high as 92 percent in 
Southern Nations Nationalities and Peoples Region (SNNPR); with a national average of 69 percent. 

Not always lucky 

In many ways, Mulu was luckier than most. Another schoolfriend of hers, Aberash, was 12 when she was forced to 
marry a 30-year-old man who beat and raped her, causing lasting injuries. Aberash managed to escape and went to 
her parents’ home. But with the consent of the village elders, she was forced to return to her husband. 

Eventually, with the help of a teacher, she went back to school 
and is now trying to get a divorce. 

Poverty also means many parents accept their daughter’s 
abduction. “Parents don’t have money for their children to go 
to school so they prefer for them to be abducted and married 
and be settled,” Elleni Mamo, from the United Nations children’s 
agency, UNICEF, explains. 

“From the point of view of the community, these early mar-
riages are not really a problem for the parents. Traditionally 
they represent a way to be able to give financial security to 
their daughter,” explains Kefyalew Ayano, who also works for 
UNICEF. 

The girls who are forced to marry face a number of problems, 
and often suffer health problems as a result of having sexual 
relations from an early age. “Most of these girls would just like 
to go to school like their brothers, but once married they gener-
ally have to stay at home, cook and take care of the house. Then they become pregnant and risk a lot of complica-
tions,” Mamo explains. 

“These girls are being violated physically and emotionally. We must work together to educate the boys, girls - and 
communities as a whole - that this is not an acceptable practice. We must work together to stop these acts of vio-
lence,” Björn Ljungqvist, the UNICEF representative to Ethiopia, told Irin. 

Since 2004, the Ethiopian penal code forbids girls to get married before the age of 18, and punishes marriage by 
abduction with up to 20 years imprisonment. This is being seen as a real step forward according to a number of 
humanitarian agencies, but one which needs to be promoted and implemented. 

UNICEF and other charities are encouraging families to go to the police rather than to village elders to sort out 
abduction cases. The message is being spread through schools, communities and radio programmes. 

But despite this law, Mulu remains worried she may be abducted again. “I don’t want someone to take me by force. 
I want to go to school and study, then I will see,” Mulu says, hoping one day to become a teacher herself. 

Lw/cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: IRIN  
After being abducted, and forced to marry, few girls go back to school, losing 
out in education and peer support

GUINEA: “If you don’t have courage, you can’t study”

Walking onto the main campus at Donka University in the capital, Conakry, means running the gauntlet through 
packs of young men wearing football kit and young women with plunging necklines, their mobile phones clamped to 
their ears, as music blares from parked cars. 

The vibrant state-run campus is dotted with posters for HIV/AIDS campaigns alongside fliers for concerts, student 
societies, and motorbikes for sale, much like any other university in the world. 

Living in a country with one of the world’s lowest per capita incomes, Donka’s 14,000 students are extremely privi-
leged. 

Most Guineans will spend their lives more likely to use a newspaper to wrap a baguette than they are apt to hold 
one to read. Just 30 percent of Guineans receive any education and few of this group can afford to advance beyond 
their village schools. 
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Donka’s students say even though they have beaten the odds to get to university, getting through the four or six 
years in the classroom and finding work afterwards is as big a challenge. 

Early start 

For Fatima, a third-year medical student, most days start at 5 a.m. with a dash to get to university within two hours, 
even though the first lecture is never until 9 a.m. 

If she arrived later, Fatima said she knows all the wooden benches in the tiny classroom would be filled. The remain-
ing dozens or sometimes hundreds of students are forced to stand at the back, or even outside the classroom, 
stretched to hear through the open windows. 

Some students IRIN met at Donka University bring their own pieces of wood to prop up as makeshift portable chairs, 
as class sizes have stretched beyond 1,200. 

Members of one class said they had clubbed together and bought a particularly soft-spoken professor a microphone 
so that everyone would be able to hear wherever they had to stand or sit. 

“If you’re stuck at the back or outside there’s hardly any point being there,” Fatima said. “It’s like watching a mari-
onette talking - all you see is the mouth, but no words come out.” 

Tuition fees 

For Fatima and most other students, making it to school before 
7 a.m. is not just a question of willpower to get out of bed 
before first light. 

Household economics are finely calibrated for most families in 
Conakry, where cash transactions are the norm and the city’s 
sprawling scale means motorised transport is a necessity, not a 
luxury. 

Fuel prices in Guinea have soared 288 percent in the last two 
years, while inflation has hovered around 30 percent, making 
getting to school an expensive affair. 

On top of 60,000 Guinean francs (US $10) in university tuition 
to pay monthly, students need roughly the same to pay for 
books every semester. Food is an extra expense. Fatima said 
she despairs over the additional 8,000 francs ($1.50) she has to 

find for commuting. 

Whereas she used to be able to take a shared taxi for her 45-minute ride to school, the sharp increase in fuel costs 
means Fatima has to take a “magbana” - one of the rusted, over-packed minivans with holes hacked into the side for 
windows that career around Conakry. 

Fatima sometimes asks her father, a mid-level civil servant, to drop her off when he has fuel for his car. But then she 
has to pay for his fuel and food for the day too, making it more expensive than the bus or taxi. 

Cash for grades 

Getting a good mark isn’t just a case of showing up and passing the exams. 

In Guinea the smallest to largest transactions are influenced by graft, economists say. The university is no exception. 

All students are obliged to buy the book or collection of readings made under each of their professor’s names, at a 
cost upwards for each student of 50,000 francs ($10) per month. Students who do not buy the book, or instead copy 
it, will automatically receive a failing grade when the professor checks each student’s copy. 

Some professors are also accused of swapping cash for grades. “With many of the professors it is necessary to go 
and see them privately and give them some time if you want to get a good mark,” one of Fatima’s friends, who 
refused to give a name, said as other students nodded agreement. 

Particularly poor students or those who have missed many classes have to pay more than good students who have 
worked hard and achieved enough to be awarded the high grade. 

“If you have the means and the contacts you do not need to work here,” Fatima’s friend said. 

Donka University’s professors often do not turn up to class at all, as happened on Friday afternoon when IRIN tried 
to meet the third-year medical students’ professor at his class to discuss the students’ allegations. 

Photo: Nicholas Reader/IRIN  
Classrooms are packed and corruption is rampant on campus, students say
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Rector’s defence 

Alpha Diallo, Donka University rector, said the university’s main problem is that since it was created in 1962 the state 
has barely invested in the campus or its students. He also said the university frequently had difficulty getting the 
state to contribute the 80 percent of each student’s fees it is supposed to provide. 

“All the problems you see here are because of finance,” he said. “If we had money we would organise student buses 
and transport and build new classrooms.” 

Diallo agreed with the students that transport and overcrowding are major concerns, but said the university’s main 
problem is finding qualified teachers. 

Donka University has 400 teaching staff on its books, but Diallo said most of these hold down full-time jobs in gov-
ernment ministries or are on the medical faculty staff at the hospital. 

“In principle we should hire people with PhDs but there are not many of those readily available. Ideally we would 
hire in the West Africa region and beyond too, but the problem is that the salaries Guinean teachers accept would 
not be accepted by most other people,” he said. 

According to the UN Human Development Report in 2004, the last time figures were available, Guinea’s government 
spent 1.8 percent of its annual GDP on education, compared to 2.9 percent on its military, and 0.9 percent on health. 

Jobless at 26

Even when students make it through the university system to graduation day, there is no guarantee of a job at the 
end. 

Bimba Dion Fonfana, 26, graduated from the Donka University with a degree in sociology last year. Unable to find 
work, he has turned to selling packets of cheap Chinese medicines at the Medina Market in Conakry until an intern-
ship or proper job turns up. 

“I’ve got a problem finding work. My cousin owns this shop and she has let me work here while I look. Ideally, I 
would like a job as a functionary, but that means I need to know someone in a good place,” he said. 

Guinea’s creaking post-socialist economy is growing at just two percent per year, far below its potential and the six 
percent needed to start creating jobs and lifting people out of poverty, according to the United Nations. Exact unem-
ployment figures are not available. 

For Fatima and her friends, getting a job is tomorrow’s struggle. For now, they are focused on getting through this 
school year. “It’s tough here,” Fatima said. “If you don’t have courage you cannot study.” 

nr/cs

[ENDS]

GUINEA: Hope but no job for unemployed youth

Photo: Nicholas Reader/IRIN  
Selling petrol in litre bottles is a popular job in Conakry 

Bimba, 26, graduated from Donka University in Guinea’s capital 
Conakry last year. Unable to find work, he has turned to selling 
packets of cheap Chinese medicines at the market until an 
internship or proper job turns up. 

“I’ve got a problem finding work. My cousin owns this shop and 
she has let me work here while I look. Ideally, I would like a job 
as a functionary, but that means I need to know someone in a 
good place - that’s the system here and we cannot change it.” 

“I do not regret having gone as far as I did with my educa-
tion or paying as much as I did for it. But now it is time for a 
change - things are blocked now, but they will change and then 
I will be well placed to benefit. When the regime changes, the 
young will take charge and create change.” 

“The main problems with the way things are at the moment are 
the coordination at all levels of government, and that everyone 

is confronted by corruption. We can engage the young - but so long as there is corruption there will be no change 
and we will not benefit. Look at me here in this shop, a prime example. I know nothing about medicine but I am 
here because I know someone. Normally there should be a pharmacist standing here.” 

“If change is going to come here, it is going to come with violence. Me, I would take part. I could not ignore the 
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chance to make a change. But, I would be afraid of dying at the same time. And it would be risk because Guinea 
could then become like Sierra Leone or Liberia. All Guineans are scared of that because they had war, even in Cote 
d’Ivoire, in Senegal, and from Guinea there’s nowhere to run to.” 

“Ninety nine percent of my friends are in the same situation as me. We are all tempted not to make change but just 
to leave, to go to France or the United States. We see the television and see many Africans in Europe. I had a friend 
in college who left in the second year and now he has a villa and land here, while those of us who stayed have noth-
ing. I don’t know anyone who has been able to achieve the same things here. Here we just survive and get nothing 
for it.” 

nr/cs

[ENDS] 

IRAQ: Youth involved in anti-US attacks and kidnappings

Photo: Mike White  
Young people are increasingly involved in the anti-US guerrillas. They go out 
on the streets and throw stones at US tanks and military convoys

Since the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, Ali Hamza, 14, has 
been a militiaman with the Shi’ite Mahdi Army, commanded by 
the Shi’ite preacher Moqtada al-Sadr. 

Hamza is one of the hundreds of youths and children who have 
been helping the militia fight the US army, by attacking passing 
US convoys with stones and rocks. When they get older they 
sometimes progress to using guns in the attacks. 

“My family is very proud of me. Everyday I return home telling 
them what I have done and they kiss me saying that God has 
reserved a place beside Him for me,” Hamza said. 

“My father is one of the most important fighters of the militia 
and he has instructed me in detail on how to be a good soldier 
in the name of God. One day, I will carry my gun and kill every 
American who walks over our land,” he added. 

In the morning Hamza goes out onto the streets of Sadr City, one of the poorest and most crowded Shi’ite suburbs 
of the capital. There, he helps his friends who work as traffic controllers as insecurity has discouraged traffic police 
from operating in the area. 

“My father said that it was better for me to help the militia than to go to school because I will not learn Muslim 
duties there,” Hamza added. 

Returning home in the afternoon, Hamza is taught how to fight by this father. Out in the slums, they practice throw-
ing rocks at US convoys. 

“I’m proud of my son. He is a fighter is fighting for our country’s freedom. That is a better education for him,” Abu 
Ali, Hamza’s father, said. 

The first training session takes about four months and after that the children or youth go out onto the streets alone 
or in gangs to attack US soldiers or convoys. However, their training does not stop there. They continue to practice 
about four times a week, depending on their availability, Abu Ali said. Many of them work bring money home to the 
family. 

Abu Ali’s views are no different from those of the other families encourage their children to fight as a way of showing 
their courage and strength as Muslims. 

NGOs working in Iraq have confirmed that Al-Sadr’s militia has been encouraging children and youths to fight the US 
army or by acting as spies for the militia. Any Shi’ite youth can participate in the attacks by Mahdi´s Army as long as 
their family agrees. 

Al-Sadr’s office refused to speak to IRIN about the issue. It only said: “Whatever the [youth’s] age is, the important 
thing is that they have decided on their own to fight the occupiers.” 

Security groups and NGO’s reaction 

Maj. Michael Trazio, operations officer for the US’s 1st Battalion, told IRIN that the attacks made no sense; that the 
local population should know that they [the US forces] were there to help maintain security in the area and not to 
fight the population. 

“Letting boys attack US convoys is dangerous and they can get hurt. The local police are afraid to stop them, and 
it can be dangerous because they are in the middle of a battle camp and should be protected rather than used as 
fighters,” Trazio said. 



I
R

I
N

I
n

-D
e

p
th

Youth in crisis: Coming of age in the 21st century IRIN In-Depth, February 2007 - Page 51

51
“Sometimes you can see as many as 50 children together attacking a convoy with rocks,” said Lt-Col. Hayder Saeed, 
one of the Iraqi officers responsible for supervising the area and following US convoys. 

“It is absolutely unacceptable that parents should let their children work as militants when they should be in schools 
learning,” Saeed added. 

The United Nations children’s agency (UNICEF) said that to let children work as militants or insurgents was against 
international laws that guarantee children’s safety and respect for their rights. 

Local NGOs said in late November that hundreds of children and youths have left their schools to serve as insurgents 
or militia helpers, and many have been killed as a result of their inexperience. 

Lack of wisdom and results 

Dr. Muhammad Jabbry, a political scientist at Baghdad Univer-
sity, said that there had been a huge increase in the number of 
children and youth in insurgent and militia groups. What was 
more shocking, he added, was that that they joined the groups 
with the blessing, if not active help, of their families. 

“There is a mixture of ideologies in Iraq today. The sectar-
ian violence has adopted different forms to win, and the one 
prevalent these days is to send children to the frontline of the 
fighting. Families prefer having their 
children killed while fighting US forces,” Jabbry said. “This is 
the new reality of Iraq and one which will be with us for many 
years to come.” 

However, specialists have said that the problem could get more 
serious in the coming years as the impact of violence was 
having a damaging effect on the minds of millions of children 
countrywide. 

“Most of my youth patients are suffering serious mental impact from the violence in the country,” said Dr. Ibraheem 
Jaboury, a psychiatrist and vice-president of the Mental Studies Centre in the capital, Baghdad. 

“We have had cases of children who lost their voices because of the violence, and others have been brainwashed my 
militants or insurgents to become fighters, and it is quite impossible to change their minds,” Jaboury said. 

“Unfortunately if this situation continues for long, in the future we will have adults with violent minds who could turn 
into criminals, rapists or killers,” he added. 

Last month, IRIN spoke with children and youth, between the ages of seven and 12, who were collaborating with 
the Sunni insurgency in Iraq, mostly in Anbar governorate. Some were even being trained by the same groups to 
become suicide bombers. 

In addition to Iraqi youths who have been fighting with such groups, there are also those who have been helping 
criminal gangs in kidnappings, robberies or even contract killings. 

“My family needs money and we cannot find a job anywhere, so I decided to help a gang specialised in kidnapping. 
For each kidnap I get US $100 and it is enough to help my family with food for the whole month,” Khalid, 13, (not 
his real name) said. 

The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs said that it was taking care of at least 200 children who had been arrested 
for participating in kidnappings or robberies. Treatment includes psychological and occupational work therapies as 
well as schooling. Some have been taken to government shelters or orphanages, but the number of children involved 
in such criminal acts could be as high as a thousand. 

“This is what the war has brought to Iraq, children becoming criminals to support their families, and many die or are 
killed by gangs because they refuse to continue doing the job,” said Muna Kudeifa, press officer at the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. 

“Their destiny should change but for that we need a country which is free of violence. To us that is still a dream,” 
she added. 

Saleh Muhammad, a spokesman for the Baghdad-based Children Saving Association (CSA) said that, “Children and 
youth are seriously denied human rights in Iraq. Hundreds of children are being brainwashed and used as fighters 
with insurgents and militias.” 

Those children are being denied education, good healthcare and are being exposed to the most dangerous situations 
between bullets and explosions. The international community should intervene urgently before more children die or 
are injured,” Muhammad added. 

Photo: IRIN  
A boy writes, ‘Allawi’ (coward), on the street during a demonstration in sup-
port of Shiite cleric Moqtada Sadr. Youth support for the Shiite insurgency is 
growing, in many cases with the consent of their families 
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According to Muhammad, the CSA has received at least 20 reports from different districts in the capital and from 
Anbar governorate, saying that children were used as fighters, and most of them with the support of their families, 
with the exception of orphans. 

“The orphans are the most psychologically affected. Insurgents and militias use their pain [of being orphans] to 
brainwash them and put them into the frontline,” he said. 

as/ar/jm

[ENDS] 

KENYA: Nairobi’s Street Children: Hope for Kenya’s future generation

“I lost my parents three years ago and since then I have been living in the 
streets without shelter and assurance of having food every day. Nobody cares 
about me; whether I live or not,” said William Githira, 15, who lives in the 
streets of the Kenyan capital. 

“People don’t want to look at me. I’m trash. I don’t want to live in the streets, 
but I have nobody. My uncle beat me hard when I lived there, and so I ran. 
Living in the street is the only way to survive”, he added. 

In the past decade, the number of street children has increased in many Afri-
can countries due to deepening poverty. The situation described by William 
is not uncommon in big cities like Nairobi and elsewhere in the developing 
world. 

As half of the total population of Kenya is under 18, the living conditions of 
street children is one of the greatest challenges facing the government of 
President Mwai Kibaki. 

Experts estimate that there are 250,000-300,000 children living and working 
on the streets, with more than 60,000 of them in Nairobi. Kisumu, on Lake 
Victoria, and Mombasa, on the coast, also have large populations of street 
children. 

Street children face endless cruelties. Their rights have been violated many 
times by the adults who were supposed to protect them. In many cases these 
children are subject to sexual exploitation in return for food or clothes. Often, 
police detain and beat them without reason. 

“Kenya is a mess! The conditions for street children are terrible,” said Miriam Ndegwa, programme associate of Youth 
Alive Kenya. 

Geoffrey, 23, described his experience in a police station: “I was sleeping one night in the street when the police 
came and took me to the police station. I did nothing wrong. In the police station I was beaten to confess a crime I 
did not do. [The police officer] wouldn’t stop until I agreed to what he said. He beat me everywhere with his cane.” 

Definition of street children 

The United Nations has defined the term ‘street children’ to include “any boy or girl… for whom the street in the 
widest sense of the word … has become his or her habitual abode and/or source of livelihood, and who is inad-
equately protected, supervised, or directed by responsible adults.” 

Street children are also divided into two groups: those who live IN the street (spend all their time in the street), and 
those who live ON the street (those who return home at night). 

Meanwhile, The Cradle and The Undugu Society of Kenya - two organisations working to improve the life of children 
and youth - divide Kenyan street children into four categories. 

The first is children who work and live on the street full-time, living in groups in temporary shelters or dark alleys. 

The second category is children who work on the streets by day but go home to their families in the evenings. This 
category constitutes the majority of street children in the country. 

The third category is children who are on the streets occasionally, such as in the evenings, weekends, and during 
school holidays. 

The fourth category is known as “street families”, children whose parents are also on the streets. 

Photo: Manoocher Deghati/IRIN  
There are 250,000- 300,000 children living and working 
on the street across the country with more than 60,000 
of them in Nairobi. Shanty towns like Kibera and Korogo-
cho are home for some of these children
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The scavengers or “chokora” 

Nairobi’s street children are easily recognised with their trademark sacks slung over their backs, searching through 
dustbins. They are branded “chokora” or scavengers. 

In order to survive on the streets, young people often beg, carry luggage, or clean business premises and vehicles. 
Others earn some money by collecting waste paper, bottles, and metals for recycling. 

The children sometimes assist the city council cleaners in sweeping and collecting garbage. 

Eddy Omondy, a 15-year-old orphan who has been living in the streets for four years, told IRIN that he used to col-
lect garbage, and help load and unload market goods, earning him up to 80 KSH (US $1) a day. 

Some earn their money in less honest ways, pick-pocketing or violent robbery. 

Girls are forced to resort to prostitution in order to get clothes or food. According to a 2004 report from The Cradle 
and The Undugu Society, they earn as little as 10 or 20 KSH ($0.30-0.50) for each client. 

Health concerns 

In recent years, experts have raised concerns about the health of street children. Besides the lack of shelter, sanita-
tion, and nutrition, these children, particularly in Nairobi, are substance abusers. 

Sniffing glue, petrol or smoking bhang (the slang name for marijuana) are their escape from poverty, homelessness, 
violence and abuse at home or on the streets. 

Ndegwa told IRIN: “Sniffing glue helps them to eat rotten food for survival or to suppress their hunger, simply 
because glue is cheaper than food.” 

Some children said they use glue and other drugs to heighten their senses to alert them of possible violence, facili-
tate sleep during the cold nights, or to numb their physical or emotional pain. 

“Watoto wa siku hizi,” - the children of today in Swahili - are mostly ignored or avoided by the community. People 
tend to associate street children with criminality, solely on the ground of their appearance. 

Experts claim that many street children have been accused of crimes simply because they were in the wrong place at 
the wrong time. 

“My friends and I were just sitting in Uhuru Park when the police came and put us 
in a lorry and brought us to a police station. They accused us of sniffing glue or 
smoking bhang,” said Godfrey, 16, from Meru, Kenya. 

Street children and youth are often harassed physically and sexually by police 
officers or the public. They are beaten or forced to practice sex in return for food 
or clothes. 
Juvenile justice 

Experts believe that juvenile justice in Kenya is still one of the main problems the 
government needs to address, as ill-treatment in prison is in violation of child and 
youth rights. 

Verbal and physical abuse from the community and the police are some of the 
most common problems the street children face every day. 

The police make arbitrary arrests of children for various reasons: loitering, carry-
ing illegal weapons, refusing to give in to sexual demands, or being rude to police 
officers. 

Once in police custody, the harassment of these children continues and sometimes 
worsens. Abuse ranges from being insulted, beaten, kicked, and detained, to sexual abuse and rape. 

“The detention centre is often so crowded that there is no separate cell for adults and children. The food they give is 
not enough or dirty. And there is only one bucket as a toilet for everybody,” said Ndegwa. 

Omondy was arrested by the police for the possession of a pen knife. 

“At the police station I was beaten so many times. I was forced to make a false statement for a crime I didn’t do. 
There was no mattress or blanket to sleep on. I slept on the cold floor in my t-shirt and my shorts only. We were not 
allowed to go to the toilet, there was only one bucket for everybody if we need to go to toilet,” he told IRIN. 

“I’m scared of the police because I’ve heard many children have gone through very bad experiences while they were 
in detention,” he added. 

Photo: Moureen Lamonge/IRIN  
Street children and youth are often harassed physically 
and sexually by police officers or the public. They are 
beaten or forced to practice sex in return for food or 
clothes
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Photo: Cecilia Preite Martinez/IRIN  
Abdi and his friends in Hagadera camp. Young people in Dadaab face incred-
ible hardships, and have spent all their lives trapped in the camps

Children are held in detention in remand homes or detention centres before receiving a trial. If they are subse-
quently found guilty they are sent to rehabilitation schools, for children who are under 15, or to borstal or prison if 
they are above 15-years-old. 

“Conditions at the remand homes or at the approved schools are sometimes as bad as in police cells. But at the 
prison or borstal the situation is far worse. In some cases, children are put together in the adult prison due to lack of 
space, or because they were assumed to be adults by the judge,” said Ndegwa. 

“There are reports of children being handcuffed to beds, stripped naked and beaten. Sometimes children are not 
allowed to eat, or their food is withheld as a form of punishment. They are often subject to sex abuse or sodomy by 
the guards or older youth,” she added. 

The future 

In the past few years, the conditions for street children may have shown some improvement. However, experts say 
that there are still many aspects that need to be improved by the Kenyan government. These include the juvenile 
system, infrastructures at police stations and police cells, remand homes, rehabilitation schools, and especially 
prisons. 

Ndegwa told IRIN: “For the whole country, there is only one children’s court which is located in Nairobi. Children 
from other cities who need to appeal in court need to travel far to get to Nairobi. Often the magistrate has to see 
150 children in one sitting. This should change in the future.” 

There are approximately 250 organisations in Kenya which are working with street children. However, according to 
Ndegwa, it seems that the UN has not done much in relation to this particular issue. 

“The UN is a big organisation and can influence the government to improve the life of street children. Big organisa-
tions like the UN are often focused on refugees, ethnic minorities, health, and less attention has been paid to street 
children. Maybe this is the time for a change,” she concluded. 

Ml/cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

KENYA: Which way out of the camps for Somalia’s young refugees?

“Imagine that I have never been outside this camp. And I am 
20-years-old. I have been here, grew up here and I am going 
to stay here perhaps forever,” said Abdi, who has lived in Haga-
dera refugee camp in northern Kenya since 1992. 

He considers himself luckier than other young people in the 
Dadaab camps in northeast Kenya: after finishing secondary 
school, he found a job with the international NGO, CARE, which 
operates in the camp. He is paid 3,500 Kenyan shillings a month 
- roughly US $50. The great majority of his former classmates 
are unemployed. 

The lack of employment opportunities in refugee camps is one 
of the major causes of frustration. The youth are the most 
affected, feeling trapped with few opportunities to escape. 
Paradoxically, the international organisations and NGOs provide 
good quality education for refugees, but they are unable to use 
their acquired skills within the camps. 

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the camps contain around 150,000 refu-
gees, 40- to 45,000 of them young people aged between 15 and 24 years. 

Somali nationals make up 97.5 percent of the refugee population, with rest being Ethiopian, Eritrean and Sudanese. 
The majority of asylum seekers arrived in 1991 and 1992, during the civil war that ravaged Somalia after the over-
throw of Siad Barre’s military government. 

“We are planning to address this, but at the moment there isn’t any youth centre or youth-specific policy in the 
camps. The new generation is growing fast, and the fact that there aren’t job opportunities readily available for them 
might be a problem in the future,” said Susanna Martinez, head of Community Services at UNHCR. 

Refugees have continued to trickle into the camps, seeking safety and protection. The unrelenting insecurity in their 
homeland has prevented their return home, and has forced them to live in a situation of permanent emergency and 
displacement. 
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Many of the youth living in the camps have been there most of their lives. The life of a refugee has become the 
norm for them, but they have not forgotten that what they really want are the same rights enjoyed by their peers. 

“I sincerely don’t understand why we cannot move. The right of free movement is a human right for everybody. We 
don’t get it, and it is not fair. The Kenyan government doesn’t allow us to leave the camps for fear of refugees smug-
gling arms and drugs from Somalia. But we are just refugees, we don’t even have food. How can we have arms?” 
says Yusuf, 17. 

Like other African governments hosting refugees, the Kenyan government maintains and enforces a strict encamp-
ment policy towards refugees. They are not allowed to integrate with the local community, leave or work outside the 
camps, or even farm the land around their settlement. 

The three camps of Hagadera, Ifo and Daghaley, were established between 1991 and 1993. A decade and a half 
later there is no sign that the refugees will be able leave any time soon. This creates a problem for the refugees as 
the UNHCR and NGOs such as CARE are unable to implement permanent development programmes due to the very 
nature of a refugee camp’s temporary status. 

As a result, the camps in Dadaab have won the gloomy title of “oldest refugee settlement in the world”. 

The double edge sword of education 

According to CARE, which runs and manages the education programme, there are 17 primary and three secondary 
schools in the Dadaab camps, serving 33,188 students. 

The provision of free schooling has been well received by the refugees: basic primary education enrolment has more 
than trebled in the last 12 years. The proportion of girls going to school, in certain cases up to the end of secondary 
school, has risen consistently despite the traditional cultural barriers faced by Somali women at home. 

Education has become the primary reason why people remain at the camps. 

“If you go to the blocks now and ask people, why you are here? The most probable answer will be that the only 
reason is because there is free education and at least the children are learning.” 

“Education is important because it teaches you everything, and makes you aware of what is happening in your soci-
ety,” said a secondary school graduate. 

A student at Hagadera secondary school said, “Here we do the Kenyan cur-
riculum, and when there are the final examinations, we do compete with all 
the other students in Kenya. But we don’t have the same facilities, we don’t 
have enough desks and few books and no electricity. Sometimes at night we 
cannot go to school because there is the curfew and at home we have no 
lamps.” 

Despite the drawbacks, there is the occasional success story. 

”We had a bright guy here who managed to score eighth in the whole 
of Kenya at GCSE. He later won a Fulbright Scholarship to go to study at 
Princeton, in the US, and he is performing very well there,” said Mohamed 
Qazilbash, senior programme manager at CARE. 

Some refugees at the camps get better schooling, better health facilities, and 
sometimes better nutrition than their fellow nationals at home. This allows 
them to become an “educated elite” which could see them one day take their 
skills home and help in the reconstruction of their country. 

For this to happen, CARE – in partnership with the Desmond Tutu Peace 
Foundation - has started a programme known as Emerging Youth Leadership 
(EYL). EYL aims to enhance the skills of the youth growing up in camps, who 
one day might become the future leaders of their country. 

“Because one starts to realise that there is so much potential and so much thirst and hunger to achieve something, 
that if it can be channelled in a positive and constructive way, literally these young boys and girls can bring tremen-
dous benefits, not only to their own society and their own culture and country of origin, but also to a greater degree 
to the international society they are members of,” commented a humanitarian worker involved in the project. 

While the provision of education for young people can be considered something of a success, this very success can 
create problems. 

“Every year there are more than 2,000 primary school children who fail to pass to the secondary exam and swell the 
ranks of the unemployed. To these you can add the 360 secondary students that complete the final grades every 
year, without being able to proceed to further education,” said CARE’s report on education in the camps. 

Photo: Paola Mermati/IRIN  
A girl in one of the Dadaab refugee camps. Female 
education is higher than on average, and campaigns to 
eradicate FGM have so far been successful in the camps 
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The unemployment problem within the camps is hard to resolve. Although vocational training is also offered, there 
are simply not enough jobs to go round. Most of the refugees dream of returning to a safe Somalia, tired of waiting 
in the camps. 

“I‘ve stayed in the camp for 11 years and now I am about to finish grade four in secondary school. I think that after 
that I will just go somewhere else. Perhaps I might go back to Somalia, my country, without even waiting for repa-
triation. There is not peace there, but at least there is a life. If you manage not to be killed or robbed, then you can 
have a normal life there,” said 17-year-old refugee, Abdi. 

There is some anger towards the international organisations working in the camps, as they are seen as responsible 
for the long-lasting suffering, and the absence of prospects. 

“What the UNHCR has been doing is to find short-term solutions for a very long time. We need a real solution, not 
another emergency one,” said Mohammed, 24. 

In the meantime, young people are starting to organise themselves. 

“We have many youth groups here in the camps. The main ones are the Children Rights Group, which advocates for 
the rights of orphans; the Wishing Peace Group, which provides conflict resolution skills; and the Anti-Female Genital 
Cutting movement,” said Mohammed, chairman of the Wishing Peace Group. 

The Anti-FGC campaign is one of the major successes among the youth organisations in the camps. Awareness of 
the risks of female genital mutilation is widespread. 

The way out of the camps 

In her article on the resettlement dreams of young Somalis in refugee camps, Cindy Horst notes, “In Somalia, travel 
is considered to be a learning process and a source of wisdom. Young men are encouraged to travel in order to gain 
education and life experience, as a man who has travelled, a wayo’arag, is one who knows a great deal, has seen 
things, has lived.” 

The inability to leave weighs heavily on the camps’ youth. They are aware that they are missing out on experiences 
that they will only be able to have if offered a resettlement plan. In the absence of any viable permanent solution to 
their displacement, youths are left with few concrete choices and a lot of unresolved questions. 

At the moment, there can be no return to Somalia, amid the ongoing conflict between the country’s Transitional 
Federal Government (TFG) and the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC). 

“Given the current situation, the threat of them being recruited to join the Islamic Courts’ militia is more and more a 
real one,” commented one of the CARE programme managers. 

CPM/Cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

KENYA: Bangaisha na Mzungus - Youth Sex and Tourism on the Kenyan Coast

With her sleeping six-month-old baby daughter under one arm, 
17-year-old Alice [not her real name] explains why she moved 
to Mombasa from ‘up country’, and how she joined the growing 
ranks of young girls involved in the commercial sex trade on the 
Kenyan coast. 

“When I was sixteen I became pregnant and my parents were 
very upset. They threw me out of my home and I dropped 
out of school, so me and my boyfriend at the time decided we 
would move to Mombasa to start a new life here. After three 
months he left me, and I had to find a way to make money. 
There are no jobs around here, and I had no money. I had 
to buy food to feed my growing baby. I just carried on from 
there,” she said. 

Serving ideally mzungus [white] male tourists, but otherwise 
locals, she does not see herself as a prostitute, preferring 
instead to be referred to as someone who practices bangaisha a 
‘Sheng’ [Kenyan slang] word meaning ‘soliciting for business’. 

According a United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) report, commercial sex tourism is growing rapidly on the 
Kenyan coast, and gaining increasing acceptance as a valid way of earning an income, spurred on by a flourishing 
tourism industry. According to the Kenyan Tourism Board, 1.68 million tourists visited Kenya in 2005. 

Photo: IRIN  
Kenyan sex workers say European tourists often pay them less than the 
asking price



I
R

I
N

I
n

-D
e

p
th

Youth in crisis: Coming of age in the 21st century IRIN In-Depth, February 2007 - Page 57

57
The UNICEF report says that out of all the girls interviewed for its survey, 76 percent felt that commercial sex was an 
acceptable way of making money. 

This opinion is backed up by Mathilda Katana, field coordinator for SOLWODI (Solidarity with Women in Distress), a 
Kenyan NGO which provides support to commercial sex workers (CSW) on the Kenyan coast. Katana operates the 
NGO’s branch in Mtwapa, a suburb of Mombasa, where CSWs are trained to learn new skills, are offered counselling, 
and the younger ones are encouraged to return to school. 

“You see a lot of them around here. It’s a hot spot. They walk around and show themselves off. They have decided 
that is how they earn their living and they don’t care,” she said. 

Forced 

With so many tourists on the coast, and so few other jobs available, for some there is little option other than to join 
the sex trade. 

“There are no jobs and to get a job is very hard. We look for jobs but we can’t get any because there are so few,” 
said Alice 

Many other young women, however, are forced into prostitution by members of their family, according to Stella 
Muchiti Mulama, assistant programme manager and researcher for the Straight Talk programme. The programme 
runs youth-focused media events such as radio shows, monthly magazines, and a website. Its aim is to lobby deci-
sion makers, and enable youth to discuss issues affecting their lives, such as their involvement in sex work. 

“Children are often coerced into prostitution by elder people […] Parents actually push their children to do sex work. 
It happens quite a lot. Sometimes mothers, who are also involved in sex work, bring their daughters into it too. We 
have had stories of mothers forcing their children to have sex with clients in order to earn their school fees,” she 
said. 

Elizabeth Akinyi, the head of projects at the Coast Province branch of SOLWODI agrees with this view: “Parents play 
a big role. The children of sex workers are very much at risk. They are abused by the customers that come to see 
their mothers; sometimes the girls are also made to serve the men.” 

There are however many other factors that bring young women and girls into the sex industry: peer pressure, finan-
cial and social circumstances, and low aspirations, added Akinyi. 

“Peer pressure is also a big factor as well as a lack of basic needs. There are children who are staying in families 
that are very poor. There are parents who can’t even afford to give their children sanitary towels. There is also the 
issue of ‘this is what I want’. There was one girl who was saying to me, ‘I wanted to buy these hipster jeans, but my 
mother refused, so I did this [prostitution] so I could get the jeans’,” she said. 

High Earnings 

Although earnings in the sex trade can vary widely, potential income is much greater than if working in any other 
profession. 

According to sex worker, Jane [not her real name], 22: “It [the income] depends on the competition, the season and 
where you are. It’s never specific. In the low season you end up offering yourself for 20 KES (Kenyan shillings) [US 
30¢] if the tourists aren’t there. It can be 5,000 KES [US $70] if the tourists are there. House help is very badly paid. 
I used to go around and wash people’s clothes. But at the end of the day they give you 150 KES [$2], which is noth-
ing. So you have to look for other ways to pay rent and buy clothes,” she said. 

It is tourism, and more importantly the tourists themselves, that bring these young girls to Mombasa. Due to the 
tightening of laws in places like Asia, many of the mzungu tourists who go abroad to abuse underage girls are now 
flocking to Kenya, where laws are seen as lax. 

However, it is with these mzungu tourists that the girls can earn the most money, so they have become their pre-
ferred clients. 

According to Julia, 17, from Mtwapa: “My target is always mzungus, but I do appreciate the locals too. But the 
mzungus are the ones with the money.” 

She added that because of her age, she was at a disadvantage when it came to negotiating with mzungus, who she 
described as ‘very arrogant’. 

“Two nights ago, I was with a mzungu man in a local bar. He was buying me drinks and we eventually agreed that I 
would go back to his place. We had already agreed a price, but after I had sex with him, he refused to pay me. He 
said that he had been buying me drinks, and that was my payment. When I challenged him, he beat me,” she said, 
pointing to the bruises near her left eye. 
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AIDS and Condoms 

HIV/AIDS plays a big part in the lives of young CSWs on the coast and in Kenya more generally. The US Census Bureau 
projected that there are currently more than 1.8 million children living in Kenya who have been orphaned by AIDS, and 
at least two of the young women in this feature said they had ‘no parents’. 

A lack of parental guidance and the poverty that the majority of AIDS orphans face in Kenya, forces many into becom-
ing CSWs. 

Astrid Winkler is project manager with Respect, an Austrian NGO which is a member of ECPAT International (End Child 
Prostitution, Child Pornography, and Trafficking of Children for Sexual Purposes). Respect is a key implementing partner 
of the ‘International Code of Conduct for the Protection of Children from Sexual Exploitation in Travel and Tourism’ 
within Kenya. 

Winkler said, “Many children […] are orphans because of HIV. This often leads to them dropping out of school, and lack 
of education. I see it as a kind of ‘vicious circle’, starting with poverty, HIV, neglect, and ending in the sex business at 
the [Kenyan] coast.” 

Most young sex workers are knowledgeable about AIDS. However, in many cases, their circumstances often force them 
to have unprotected sex, as sex tourists offer more money for sex without a condom. The UNICEF report of 2006 found 
that more than 35 percent of girls did not use condoms at their client’s request. 

“I try to use condoms every time, but sometimes they refuse or offer much more money if we don’t. If I am offered 
200 KES [$3) by a mzungu for sex with a condom, or 1,000 KES [$15] for sex without, then I don’t use condoms. I 
have to feed my baby,” said Alice, 17. 

Some, more experienced, CSWs use the threat of AIDS as a defence mechanism, in order to force their male clients to 
use condoms. 

“We use condoms as much as we can. But we don’t have any other means to survive, so if they refuse then we have 
to go with that. Sometimes I lie and I tell them that I have AIDS to force them to use condoms, but I don’t have AIDS. 
But AIDS is a big worry,” said Tia [not her real name] a 23-year-old CSW in central Mombasa. 

Local Community 

According to the UNICEF report, Kenyan clients represent 40 percent of the total number of clients the girls have. How-
ever, the girls are not accepted in the local community, making their lives even harder. 

“People abuse you and call you names and make you feel like nothing. It has forced me to move three times in two 
years,” said Tia. 

Others however, including Alice, regard the negative attitude of the local people as merely an occupational hazard. 

“I do get in trouble [with the locals] but I don’t really care what the community think; my life is hard enough,” she said. 

The Future

Figures on the number of young women involved in prostitution are difficult to calculate accurately because of the 
subversive nature of the industry itself. However, the International Labour Organisation estimates that there are some 
30,000 girls under the age of 19 engaged in prostitution within Kenya. 

The Kenyan government has introduced measures which are meant to protect young girls and boys from prostitution. 
They have however been harshly criticised in the past for being lax in their approach to implementing the laws. Some 
think the law is mainly to protect the reputation of the government rather than the women themselves. Kenya’s tourist 
industry generated US $680 million in 2005. 

Nevertheless some laws and acts have been passed through parliament. These include the ‘Children’s Act’ of 2002, 
which protects those aged 18 and under from sexual exploitation, prostitution and pornography. There is also the 
Criminal Law (Amendment) Act of 2003, which penalises rape and attempted rape with life imprisonment, and states 
that ignorance of the age of the female victim is irrelevant in establishing culpability. 

Furthermore, the Penal Code includes offences such as child abuse, sexual exploitation and child prostitution, with 
sentences for those convicted rising to life imprisonment. 

In 2006, the Kenyan Tourism Ministry, along with the Kenyan Association of Hotel Keepers and Caterers (KAHC) and 
RESPECT, introduced the ‘International Code of Conduct for the Protection of Children from Sexual Exploitation in Travel 
and Tourism’ (‘The Code’ – www.thecode.org). 

The Code is an ECPAT project, funded by UNICEF, and supported by the World Tourism Organisation. Those who sign 
up to the Code in the tourism sector commit themselves to “establish ethical policy regarding the sexual exploitation of 
children, introduce a clause in contracts with suppliers stating a common repudiation of commercial sexual exploitation 
of children, and provide information to travellers by means of catalogues and brochures”. 
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Central Asia’s densely populated Ferghana Valley, shared by Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, has long been considered a potential hotbed of 
religious extremism. The fact that the majority of the impoverished region’s 
10 million inhabitants are young with little to do and no job prospects, only 
fuels existing radicalism and criminality. 

A recent court trial in Kyrgyzstan found a group of young people guilty of 
staging an armed attack on the Tajik-Kyrgyz border posts in May 2006. The 
group killed about a dozen Kyrgyz and Tajik servicemen and civilians. The 
court said that they were members of the Islamic Movement of Turkestan 
(IMT), formerly known as the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), an 
organisation on the US State Department’s list of terrorist organisations. 

“I was deceived, I did not know about their plans,” Mukhammednur Joroev, a 
20-year-old defendant, kept saying at the trial in the southern Kyrgyz city of 
Osh, on the eastern edge of the Ferghana Valley. 

According to the court proceedings, local leaders of the IMT had been meet-
ing in Joroev’s house in southern Kyrgyzstan. And while Mukhammednur had 
not personally taken part in the attack, the investigation did show that he 
was involved in prior activities. 

“He did not do anything bad. All he did was have contact with God-fearing 
people, so what?” his sister and his aged mother asked. “The police took him 

directly from the field. He is our only provider. How will we survive without him?” 

The women came to the court in Osh from a remote village. “We live in extreme poverty and we have borrowed 
money from our neighbours to make this trip to the city,” they told IRIN. Mukhammednur’s family used to grow corn 
on their land, with their monthly income less than US $5. 

But their journey was in vain. Three of the six accused were sentenced to death, while Mukhammednur and his 

According to Winkler, “the Code is a preventative measure for the tourism sector to become more proactive in pre-
vention, rather than struggling with the negative impacts on the destination due to increased sex tourism.” 

The Code is proving a success and has been backed by 20 Kenyan Tourism districts, the Ministry of Tourism and 
Wildlife, and the Ministry of Home Affairs/Department of Child Services. 

Yet despite this progress Akinyi feels that there is a lot more the government could do. 

“The government has signed the Code, but so what? They have to put pressure on the hotels and tourism organisa-
tions that have not signed, monitor the hotels that have; and law enforcement has to be committed to enforcing the 
laws,” she said. 

She added that more needs to be done to spread awareness of the Code and the sexual offences act, which stated 
that a person can be prosecuted for a crime that is viewed as an offence in two countries. The Act means that the 
sexual offender can be prosecuted in Kenya and in his home country. 

“We need make sure that everyone has information about the Sexual Offences Act and the Code of conduct, so that 
people can be monitoring and reporting, but they are not aware. So we need to raise awareness,” she said. 

The girls themselves do hope one day to move out of the bangaisha business. However, the competitive nature of 
the work means that most of the money the girls earn goes on attracting clients. 

“I would like to have a salon because I am good with hair. The problem is the money you earn, you end up spending 
to buy clothes to look good, and on doing your hair. It’s very competitive, so it’s hard to save enough money to get 
on with the future,” said Tia. 

Organisations like SOLWODI, which since 1997 and despite limited funding, have managed to rescue more than 
5,000 young women from the commercial sex business. 

Nevertheless, without further implementation of programmes like the Code, and with the ever-present pressures of 
poverty, unemployment and AIDS, coupled with the relatively high earnings to be made in commercial sex work, the 
road to the abolition of youth commercial sex workers on the Kenyan coast appears to be a very long one. 

Rh/ cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

KYRGYZSTAN: Youth poverty fuels radicalism

Photo: Bill Shingleton/IRIN  
A madrasa (Islamic school) in Jalalabat, Kyrgyzstan, 
2005. Several young children learn to read namaz. 
Kyrgyz officers say that poverty and unemployment have 
swelled the ranks of radical religious organisations 
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teacher Talantbek, who shares the same family name, were convicted for supporting the terrorists, as well as of 
inciting ethnic and religious hatred. Both of them were condemned to ten years imprisonment. 

Sadykjan Makhmudov of the local rights group Luch Solomona based in Osh, who acted as Mukhammednur’s lawyer, 
maintains that all of the accused had come from needy families, blaming poverty and ignorance for the misadven-
tures of his client. 

“Those ‘soul hunters’ - missionaries from radical religious organisations, drug barons and various criminal groups 
– are preying on such people,” Makhmudov claimed. 

“Chronic unemployment and galloping poverty, along with sharp income disparities, are paving the way to radical-
ism,” Adyljan Abidov, deputy head of the Osh’s Civil Initiatives Support Centre, a local NGO, agreed. 

According to a study by the Kyrgyz State Migration and Employment Committee made available in June 2006, close 
to half a million people in the former Soviet republic did not have jobs, which meant that 22 percent of the economi-
cally active population were unemployed. Moreover, some estimates suggest that upwards of 300,000 Kyrgyz nation-
als leave for Russia or neighbouring Kazakhstan in search of jobs annually. 
 
Until recently the minimum monthly salary in the country was just US $2.50. 
Now it is $8 – in a country where one kilo of beef costs around $3. 

Meanwhile, Kyrgyz law enforcement bodies have noted the growth in the 
number of radical religious organisations in the region as well as their follow-
ers, with the banned Hizb ut-Tahrir religious party, IMT and Akromiya reli-
gious movement among them. Recent reports from security bodies mention 
the Baiat (Oath) radical religious party, which, according to some reports, has 
expanded its activities from neighbouring Tajikistan. 

Asked to explore the appeal of Hizb ut-Tahrir, a young member told IRIN: 
“Communism failed and our current democracy does not deliver any good, 
it sows only greed and degradation. As for the government and the society, 
they don’t care about me, a common man.” 

“All of them [government officials] are busy stealing and enriching them-
selves. And only a unified caliphate, for which we, Hizb ut-Tahrir members, 
struggle, promises common prosperity,” Nurillo, a 22-year-old man from the 
southern Kyrgyz province of Jalalabad, said. 

In an effort to tackle such angry sentiment, the government has developed 
a variety of programmes targeting youth, but experts say these programmes 
are not enough and lack proper implementation. 

“Only recently the government has begun paying special attention to the issues of youth,” Mokhira Abdukarimova, 
the deputy head of Osh Regional Education and Youth Policy Department, said. 

“Youth of the Kyrgyzstan National Programme and the Development of Youth State Concept have been adopted 
this year. They will address educational, economic and organisational issues. They will also include job creation and 
measures to increase public activity of the youth,” Abdukarimova added. 

Abdukarimova regretted that the vocational training system network for young people developed during the Soviet 
times was ruined. “If the network could have been restored, it would provide hundreds of thousands of young 
people with skills and trades sought in the labour market,” she said, expressing the view shared by many local 
observers, that tackling unemployment and eradicating poverty among the youth was paramount in fighting radicali-
sation in the region. 

cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: Bill Shingleton/IRIN  
An imam outside a mosque in Osh, Kyrgyzstan. After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the country fell into 
poverty. The majority of its 10 million inhabitants are 
young people who struggle to find a job

LEBANON: Born in the line of fire, Shi’a youth politicised early

Sixteen-year-old Ahmed could be any teenager, anywhere in the world. But, with his hands firmly in his pockets, the 
hood on his sweatshirt up, and the monosyllabic speech typical of youth everywhere, Ahmed (who refused to give 
his last name) leads a different life to most teenagers. Already considered a man in his native Lebanon, Ahmed is at 
work, standing guard on the sidelines of a fortnight-old sit-in in downtown Beirut. 

Watching over the protest, calling for a new national unity government, Ahmed wears a badge denoting his member-
ship of Hezbollah [the Shi’a-backed political party]. 

He described his role: “There are those who intervene if there are problems. I just keep constant watch. I come here 
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every day after I finish school. I feel good doing this, it makes me proud. I would do anything for Hezbollah and the 
resistance.” 

Youth and war 

Ahmed grew up in the overcrowded, under-serviced southern suburbs of Beirut, whose 900,000-strong population is 
nearly double that of the capital city itself. During the summer war between Israel and the armed wing of Hezbollah, 
the southern suburbs were heavily bombed in near-daily aerial raids. ”Our house was completely destroyed,” he said. 

Though Lebanon is no stranger to conflict and violence, in recent years war has been focused in the south, the 
Beqaa valley, and the southern suburbs of Beirut, and it is there where Hezbollah’s majority Shi’a power base is 
concentrated. 

“The effects of the Israeli occupation and aggression draw many young people, especially males, to the idea of 
resistance, for which Hezbollah provides a tried and tested framework,” said Amal Saad Ghorayeb, lecturer at the 
Lebanese American University. “Under attack and insecure, young people in these areas grew up feeling protected 
by, and proud of, Hezbollah.” 

A political party with strong social network support systems, including schools and hospitals, Hezbollah also has an 
armed wing which many young men hope to join. 

According to analysts, the summer 2006 war only served to swell youth support for the party, listed by the US State 
Department as a terrorist organisation. 

“Most children and youth living in areas affected by the war know someone, a relative or a neighbour, who died in 
the summer war,” said Sami Hermez, lecturer in the anthropology of violence at the American University of Beirut. 

According to the UN Children’s Fund, UNICEF, a third of the 1,400 people killed in the 34-day war were children. 
The conflict also caused significant damage to infrastructure, particularly in the southern suburbs of the capital, and 
along the Lebanese border with Israel. The Lebanese government’s Higher Relief Council estimated that 30,000 
homes were either destroyed or damaged by the war. 

Alternative framework for youth 

With a heavily community-based approach ever since the mid-1980s, Hezbollah has included children and youth in 
various programmes across the areas where its support base is widest. Activities range from art and sport, to military 
training for older teenagers. 

An estimated 40,000 boys and girls from 14-years and up are members of the Hezbollah Mahdi Scouts organisation. 
Membership is strongest in villages where Hezbollah has the greatest presence. Elsewhere, children receive political 
information from Hezbollah in regular in-school and extracurricular activities. 

“As for the scouts, they meet once a week during the school 
term and more often during holidays, sometimes even travelling 
to camps in areas elsewhere in the country,” said Bilal al-Naaim, 
deputy head of Hezbollah’s Executive Bureau. Claiming that 
the organisation is similar to other scout groups the world over, 
al-Naaim added, “Perhaps the difference is that they receive 
political and religious education.” 

Forging a war-based identity 

From the age of 14, children are subject to a rigorous religious 
and political programme. “They start learning about the martyrs 
of the resistance, and about the victories of the past,” said 
al-Naaim. 

From the age of 16, they are taught about jihad. Involving 
youth in military activities is not, in Hezbollah’s view, wrong. 

“In Islam, a 15-year-old is considered a responsible adult,” al-Naaim added. “Young men with the right creden-
tials undergo a 33-day training course in the field in fighting and weapons. They then go on to form a part of the 
resistance’s reserve corps, which is totally distinct from the much smaller corps of professional fighters.” 

Al-Naaim refused to disclose precisely how many young men have been trained in fighting, saying only that they are 
in the tens of thousands. He also added that there is no forced conscription, and that the youth then go on to live 
normal lives. “Until there are more wars, that is,” he said. 

Saad Ghorayeb, an expert on the organisation, supported his statement on forced conscription. “It would be non-
sense to think that they would forcibly conscript fighters when they spend so much money on educational and other 
social programmes,” she said. 

It appears that there would be no need for conscription. “A human being has to adjust in order to survive, and these 

Photo: Dina Debbas/IRIN  
Skina, a nine-year-old from Aita Shaab, is in hospital being treated for injuries 
after a cluster bomb exploded whilst she and her cousins were playing with it 
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When Lagos State University held its annual week-long entrance 
examination in late November, the main entrance to the university 
looked like a military camp. As the would-be students entered the 
campus they faced heavily armed paramilitary police, as members 
of the university security force searched one after another before 
letting them into the compound. All other students were barred 
from entering. 

The measures were aimed at preventing attacks by armed gangs 
who are members of student cults. They often choose examina-
tion days to launch deadly attacks against rival members, and 
Lagos University has had its fair share. 

In the past two decades, student gangs that go by names such as 
‘Black Axe’, the ‘Buccaneers’, ‘Eiye Confraternity’, and the ‘Vikings’, 
have committed violence in tertiary institutions across Nigeria. 
According to the Nigerian civic group, Exam Ethics Project (EEP), 
115 students and teachers were killed between 1993 and 2003. 
More recently the education minister, Oby Ezekwesili, put the 

figure at 200 deaths between 1996 and 2005. 

In one of the worst incidents of such violence, more than a dozen students were shot dead in June 2002 at the Uni-
versity of Nigeria at Nsukka in southeast Nigeria, when an armed gang entered the university’s engineering faculty in 
three stolen cars and opened fire on students sitting examinations. 

“In many cases the violence by these groups is closely tied to examination malpractices,” said Ike Onyechere, EEP’s 
founder. 

Just weeks before the Nsukka incident, a student leader at the Lagos State University, who headed an anti-student 
cult campaign, was stabbed to death by suspected cultists. In the city of Ibadan, some 100 km north of Lagos, several 
students died in an exchange of gunfire between rival gangs. 

Another anti-cult activist, Segun Olushola, at the university in Nsukka, was abducted by gunmen in August 2006. Police 
investigators are still searching for him though fellow students presume he is dead 

In violence allegedly between rival gangs in September, three students from a polytechnic in southwest Osun State 
were killed with machetes and buried in a shallow grave. The attackers presumed all three were dead but according to 
the police one of the victims survived. 

Why cults? 

The origin of campus cults can be traced to the University of Ibadan, where in 1952 Nigerian Nobel Literature Prize-
winner, Wole Soyinka and a group of friends, created a campus fraternity called the Pyrates Confraternity. The fraternity 
was much like others on campuses worldwide. At the time, Soyinka said its purpose was to create a counter-culture of 
non-conformist behaviour opposing the colonial order prevailing in the university system at the time. 

It was an idea that quickly spread to campuses around Nigeria. By the early 1970s a group of expelled members of the 
Pyrates Confraternity formed a rival group, the Buccaneers. A few years later another group splintered from the Buc-
caneers to become the Neo-Black Movement or the Black Axe. 

For much of the 1970s and the 1980s the rivalry between the groups was limited to brawls and fisticuffs. But in the late 
1980s armed student gangs emerged when the country was under military rule and student and university teachers’ 
unions were the only effective opposition in the country. 

NIGERIA: Gangs sowing terror on campus

Photo: IRIN  
Nigerian students demonstrate in Lagos. In the past two decades, gang 
violence has become widespread in Nigerian Universities. In one of the worst 
attacks of gangs on the campuses, in 2002, 12 people were shot dead 

youth live in a merciless environment,” said Youssef Al-Barodi, UNICEF child protection officer. “We must understand 
that youth in the south, the Beqaa and the southern suburbs are neither fascinated with death or martyrdom, but if 
death is imposed on them, of course they will react by re-appropriating that death in order to sustain their morale 
and sense of self in the face of adversity.” 

sa/ar/jm

[ENDS] 
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Who benefits? 

One commonly held view on the cause of the violence is that decades of misrule and corruption have spawned a 
culture of impunity. “Many of those who are members of these campus gangs are children of rich and influential 
people,” Eke Onyemaechi, an engineering lecturer, told IRIN. “On occasions some of them have been arrested by 
police but were freed after their parents brought their influence to bear.” 

Soyinka also blames the degeneration of campus fraternities on the “vicious, mimic upstarts, the predatory scions 
of corrupt classes.” He dismisses attempts to link them to the group he founded more than 50 years earlier. “My 
message to the would-be reformers of the cultic phenomenon is this: stop attempting to apportion the blame for a 
malignant phenomenon on a benign beginning,” he wrote in a recent newspaper article. “Such attempts are mor-
ally deficient, since their purpose is to provide an alibi for contemporary society for its own moral degeneracy that 
resulted in the deformation of an original blueprint.” 

Former student activists allege that some of the gangs had been armed by security agents linked to the military 
regimes, which saw them as a way of keeping an increasingly militant and outspoken student movement in check, 
spearheading strikes and demonstrations against the military rulers. “We had military intelligence and state security 
operatives on the campuses who were supposedly students, and they were often the source of the weapons for 
some of these groups,” Isotonu Achor, a former student leader at Nsukka, told IRIN. 

According to Ezekwesili, politicians have armed and used gangs as thugs to intimidate opponents in recent years. He 
has vowed to deal with cultism in the educational institutions. In December he launched the Students Anti-Thuggery 
and Cultism Project, aimed at making students aware of the dangers of belonging to gangs and to encourage those 
already involved to renounce their membership. 

dm/dh/jm

[ENDS]

“M”, an 18-year-old fighter with the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade, is 
sitting in his home in the Khan Younis refugee camp. 

“I wanted to defend Palestine against Israel’s attacks. I am not 
afraid – our lives are in the hands of God,” he said. 

Behind him, his 17-year-old brother “A”, a militant with the 
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, is holding a sub-
machinegun and has three grenades strapped to his waist. 

A third brother, 16, is a member of the Al-Qassam Brigades, a 
military group affiliated to the Islamist and ruling political party, 
Hamas. 

Their mother knows they are in the moqawama, the Arabic 
word for resistance, but could not stop them even if she wanted 
to. Their father, the head of the family, is dead. 

“We have one life and we will die once only. So we will die trying to liberate Palestine,” said M, who was told which 
questions to answer and which to ignore by a fourth brother aged in his mid-20s. 

The military wings of both Fatah and Hamas are known to have children within their ranks – and many die in combat 
with the vastly better-equipped conscript soldiers of the Israeli Defence Force (IDF), who themselves are often no 
more than 18-years-old. 

More than 800 children have been killed by the Israeli military since 2000. The charity, Defence for Children Interna-
tional, estimates that less than 20 per cent of those killed in recent months were actively engaged in the fighting. 

The Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade is the military wing of the Fatah political movement, which “M” was first introduced to 
six years ago at school by his classmates. 

The political parties run summer camps for schoolchildren, but they do not serve as training grounds to turn boys 
and girls into fighters, according to Raji Sourani, director of the Palestinian Centre for Human Rights in Gaza. 

“Once we had a camp run by Islamic Jihad in which they tried to inflict some kind of training on the children, but this 
kind of thing should not happen and it was highly criticised at the time,” said Sourani. 

OPT/Israel: Child fighters are defending their people, Palestinians say

Photo: Apollo Images/IRIN  
A crowd of Palestinians throws stones at Palestinian security forces, preventing 
them from passing the border point at Rafah, between Egypt and the Gaza 
Strip, 17 September 2005 
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“The groups compete to get the youngsters’ political support but not to recruit them for violent activities.” 
However, observers told IRIN some young men join the militias in order to earn money or get assistance for their 
families because there are simply no other jobs. 

All the exits from Gaza into Israel have been closed since the beginning of the second intifada (uprising by Palestin-
ians against Israeli occupation) in 2000, leaving thousands of workers who used to work in Israel unemployed. The 
UN estimates that just a third of Gaza’s 1.4 million inhabitants are earning a living. 

“The paucity of economic opportunities has made militias a magnet for job-seekers. The militias are the prime ben-
eficiaries of the fragmentation of the PA [Palestinian Authority] welfare state and Israel’s closure of Palestinian trade 
routes,” said Nicolas Pelham, a senior analyst with the International Crisis Group. 

“As one of the few functioning sectors of the Palestinian economy, the armed factions are filling the economic 
vacuum,” he added. 

“M” told IRIN the most he had received from the Al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigade in return for his risking his life were occa-
sional packages of food for his family. He said that at no stage had he been offered any money. 

And all the Palestinians interviewed for this article said fighters 
were simply trying to stand up to Israel, irrespective of their 
age. 

“The fighters are at the forefront of the struggle – even I see 
them as heroes,” said Sourani. 

“The environment affects the kids most of all. Israel’s F-16 
fighter jets, tanks and Apache helicopters are a 24-hour a day 
reality. You lose parents, classmates, your home. When you see 
kids playing here you see them playing with guns.” 

“If you want to join up it’s easy. Everybody knows someone in 
the militias – your brother, your classmate, your neighbour. It’s 
not an isolated hardcore – it is the society.” 

Psychologist Rana Nashashabi said there was little difference 
between children joining the Palestinian resistance and young recruits for almost any army in the world. 

“From about 16 they are considered to be in optimum physical and mental condition and they are at an age when 
they want to carry guns and feel powerful,” she said. 

In Israel, all boys and girls are required to serve in the military once they turn 18, although most Arab-Israelis are 
exempt from this. In Britain, 16-year-olds can join the army, although anyone under 18 must get permission from 
their parents. 

Palestinian teenagers have also taken part in suicide bomb attacks, although in recent years the attacks have 
become less frequent, something Israel says is due to its closure of Gaza, and the barrier it has built in the West 
Bank. 

Huge posters of a teenage girl in hijab cover the walls of the small but freshly-painted Massoud family home in the 
Jabalia refugee camp north of Gaza City. 

Mervat Massoud, a gifted 18-year-old university student, blew herself up in Beit Hanoun at the beginning of Novem-
ber this year in a bid to kill Israeli soldiers during Israel’s week-long occupation of the town. 

On 6 November, the day she became a shahida, or martyr, her family remembers the quiet polite girl in tears after 
seeing an early morning news report of how Israeli shells had injured schoolchildren on a bus. 

Later that day, members of the Islamic Jihad group strapped explosives to her body and sent her towards soldiers. 

“We are very proud of her – the whole of Palestine knows about her. People came to the house to congratulate us. 
Naturally I would not have let her do this if I had known. We were hoping she might get a job and help the family,” 
said her father Ibrahim, 42. 

Two years previously, Mervat’s 18-year-old cousin Nabil was one of two young bombers to blow themselves up 
in Ashdod Port, to the north of Gaza, killing 10 Israelis. The Massoud family says Israel still has not returned any 
remains of his body.
 
ts/ar/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: Omar Naaman/Apollo Images/IRIN  
A boy stands by while people walk over a destroyed bridge following an 
overnight Israeli air strike on Gaza 
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PAKISTAN: No help for addicted women

Aasia (not her real name) does not fit the image of a typical drug addict. 
She does not come from a disadvantaged or troubled background, she is not 
male, and she is not unemployed. 

Twenty-one-year-old Aasia is a student at a prestigious private school and 
hopes to complete her education in the US. But both she, and her closest 
friends, know this dream may never come true. 

Aasia is addicted to cocaine; a habit she picked up from older friends at 
parties. The drug, which costs Rs 10,000 (US $170) for a single line, is more 
than she can afford, but she says there are “always people at parties willing 
to offer some”. 

Aasia is among the rising number of young women in the country addicted 
to drugs. Official figures suggest that just three percent of Pakistan’s four 
million drug addicts are women; however, many believe the actual figure is 
much higher. 

“I have been hearing of more and more young women who are addicted 
to anxiety-relieving pills, to sedatives, to alcohol or to harder drugs,” says 
Fareeda Waheed, a student counsellor at a private college. 

However, with few women coming forward to report their addiction to medi-
cal professionals, or to seek professional help, the actual figures are almost 
impossible to determine. 

The casualties from drug abuse are also rising. A year ago the body of a 
young woman was found in her car in the upmarket residential area of Gulberg. Initially, it was feared she had been 
murdered. However, investigations revealed that the teenager had died of an overdose while snorting cocaine with 
friends; the panic-stricken youngsters had stuffed her body in her car and abandoned it close to her home. 

There have been other anecdotal accounts of youngsters, including young women, falling ill after taking designer 
drugs, such as Ecstasy, and having to be rushed to hospitals. 

“The fact is that drugs of all kinds are widely and easily available, and young people do use them,” said Saira Ansari, 
who looks after youth affairs at the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP). 

The social realities in Pakistan mean that women who are addicted to drugs have nowhere to turn to for help. 

“I cannot tell my parents, because of the disgrace. They have no idea of what happens at the parties I attend,” says 
Aasia. She adds that, if she is able to go to the US at some point, she hopes to “approach a clinic confidentially and 
try to get clean”. 

Some organisations to help drug users do exist, however, they treat mainly men. In fact, drug and alcohol abuse is 
a taboo subject when it comes to women. While drinking and smoking is widespread among men, the notion of the 
use of intoxicants by women is, due to social and religious reasons, highly unacceptable. 

Women are also abusing over-the-counter drugs. According to the Karachi-based Pakistan Association for Mental 
Health (PAMH), as many as 44 percent of people in the country, the majority of them women, suffer clinical depres-
sion. Lacking support, these women turn to benzodiazepines such as ‘Xanax’ or ‘Lexotanil’, which are easily available 
at chemists. 

Existing rules on the sale of drugs are widely ignored by pharmacists, and virtually any medicine can be bought 
without prescription. 

This combination of factors, coupled with the new ‘designer drug’ culture that has been embraced by a still small but 
expanding percentage of youngsters, means there are more and more young women addicted to various substances. 

As things stand at present, they face their addiction alone – with the problem rarely acknowledged in what is, in 
many ways, still a deeply traditional society. 

kh/cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: David Swanson/IRIN  
Dancing girl in Heera Mandi, Pakistan. Under an appear-
ance of wealth and permissive attitudes, drug addiction 
is an increasingly common phenomenon amongst 
Pakistani girls 
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Humaira Qayyum, 45, is considering buying earplugs. As she sits in her living 
room, leafing through a magazine, a cacophony of noise filters through from 
the bedrooms of her two sons, Firdaus, 20 and Qasim, 18. 

The sounds are oddly discordant. From Qasim’s room, the boom of loud rock 
music, familiar to the parents of teenagers around the world, causes the 
walls of the house to vibrate. But from Firdaus’s room, it is the mesmerising 
sound of the recitation of verses from the Holy Quran, rising and falling. 

“It has been like this for two years. I almost always have a headache just 
from the noise. But we are now very worried about Firdaus’s obsession with 
religion. We never worry about Qasim, even though he is out of the house 
every night with his friends and comes back rather late,” housewife Humaira 
told IRIN. 

The dilemma is not unique to Humaira and her husband, Irfan, a business-
man. An increasing number of young people, to the dismay of their Wester-
nised parents, are turning to extremist Islamic groups and identifying with 
the often violent causes they promote. 

Many young people across Pakistan are being drawn into these groups, lured 
by the promise of an identity, and revenge for the attacks that the West has 
carried out on Muslim and Middle East countries. 

“The events of 9/11, and what transpired after those terrorist attacks in America changed my thinking. I realised 
aping the West by listening to their music, wearing their clothes, mimicking their lifestyle and so on was wrong. I do 
not say violence is the right course, I just say we should think about all the options available to us as Muslims,” says 
Firdaus in fluent English. 

Firdaus, once a top academic achiever in school, has now given up education for religion, spending his time with his 
friends who believe that it is their job to respond to the Western attacks “one way or another”. They also believe that 
terrorist violence may be the only way to deal with the West; a message they convey to other youth across Pakistan. 

Attracted by celebrities

Not all religious groups advocate ‘jihad’ (Holy War), but the number is growing. 

Some groups have found the backing of local celebrities, such as cricketer Muhammad Yusuf – formerly a Christian 
named Yousaf Youhana – or singer Junaid Jamshed, who has given up his career to join the Islamist cause. These 
personalities attract more young people to join the cause. 

One group growing in popularity is Hizbut Tehrir, an international Islamic group with roots that stretch from England 
to Central Asia. Although the organisation was banned in Pakistan in 2003 it has continued underground. It is not 
the only one of its kind. 

“Young people turn to these groups because they provide an outlet for their anger at what they see as an unjust 
world,” said Dr. Khalid Rashid, a psychologist, adding that the groups often “work like cults”, using various means to 
prevent them from leaving. 

“I can do nothing against the people who have taken my son away. They have brainwashed him against people 
like me, and told him we are not good Muslims because we are not fanatics,” Riaz Adil, 60, a shopkeeper in Lahore 
said. Adil’s 17-year-old and youngest son has joined a seminary and told friends that he “wants to become a suicide 
bomber”. 

It is not just young men who are lured down this path. In 2005, the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) 
reported that two well-educated teenage girls in Karachi, Arifa and Saba Baloch, had been ‘picked up’ by intelligence 
agencies. 

It is thought they were influenced by their uncle, Gul Hasan, who was involved with the banned sectarian organisa-
tion, the Lashkar-e-Jhangvi. Hasan was sentenced to death for the murder of Shia Muslims, the minority sect in 
Pakistan. 

The parents of the two girls refuse to talk about the matter, but deny their daughters were linked to the extrem-
ist group. However, it is thought that the girls were held at an unknown location for eight months, and then quietly 
returned to their homes in Karachi, with warnings not to talk about their detention. 

“This is a terrifying trend in society. It is also expanding rapidly, and is one of the major crises we face. More and 
more young people are turning to these extremists, and the trend is seen among all categories of young people, 
ranging from the well-heeled to the poor,” said Iqbal Haider, secretary-general of HRCP. 

PAKISTAN: Caught in the extremist web

Photo: Kamila Hyat/IRIN  
Five years after the Al Queda terrorist attacks in the 
United States, Pakistan’s Human Rights Commission says 
it has 400 missing persons in its records
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He stressed there was an urgent need to “think deeply about this whole issue and find solutions”. However, at the 
same time, Haider pointed out that the issue was linked to “attacks on Muslims and unjust interventions in Muslim 
nations” at a global level, saying “the more attacks that take place, the more young people turn to extremism”. 

The rise in the number of young people joining extremist organisations has traditionally been spurred by a high 
unemployment rate and a lack of job prospects for those from an underprivileged background. However, the reasons 
for adopting extremist ideologies is spreading across class, ethnicity and educational borders, leading to a conclusion 
which for the time being cannot be predicted. 

Kh/cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

PAKISTAN: Wealth gap blamed for surge in crime

Photo: Tariq Saeed/IRIN  
Most petty crime in Pakistan is committed by youngsters stealing cars and 
mobile phones

For Nasir Khan (not his real name) a life of crime is easier than 
staying on the right side of the law. 

Thirty-six-year-old Khan has a Master’s degree in business, a 
qualification which has helped him in his current line of trade: 
the mastermind behind a truck-hijacking business. Khan’s 
‘business’ involves organising the ambushing of trucks carrying 
merchandise from cloths and threads, to medicines. His profes-
sional attitude belies his true trade. 

Speaking to IRIN, while in police custody, Khan described how 
he came from a respectable middle-class family, and how his 
father – who had been in the air force – had ensured that all 
his six children received a good education. 

Khan’s illicit trade began in 2001, after it “became increasingly 
difficult to earn a living through honest means”. He was drawn 
further and further into crime as “the line between what is right 
and wrong blurred”. 

After completing his education, he applied to join the air force, but was rejected due to poor eyesight. He then 
started his own business picking up leftover material from a towelling factory and selling it. 

However, Khan is an exception. According to police sources, most petty criminals are uneducated and are aged 
between 16 and 25. 

The crime rate in Pakistan’s port city of Karachi has increased rapidly in recent years. Car and cellphone theft are 
among the most common crimes committed. According to the Citizens-Police Liaison Committee (CPLC), cellphone 
theft rose 60 percent in 2006, and car thefts rose nearly 18 percent in the same period. 

These crimes are committed by young offenders. 

“They are usually between 16-21 years of age, from the lower rungs of the socio-economic ladder, usually school 
drop-outs,” says Sharfuddin Memon, chief of the CPLC. 

This rise in crime is being blamed on the increasing gap between rich and poor. 

“It is blatantly obvious wherever you turn. Within the confines of your home there is that disparity. What your 
domestic help earns in a month are your tailor’s charges, or the amount you spend buying toys for children, or on 
throwing a dinner party. Do you think they cannot see or feel the deprivation?” asked Memon. 

Young offenders soon become recidivists and hardened criminals. 

“Most young people turn from petty criminals to hardened, more professionally sound ones, once they have spent 
time in jail and come out. I learnt the tricks of the trade and how to pre-empt police during my prison stints,” 
revealed Khan, describing prison as a “university of crime”. 

The same is echoed by senior police superintendent, Abdul Khaliq Sheikh, in charge of Karachi’s car theft division: 
“In the case of car theft, most are repeat offenders. They need connections to be able to take the stolen vehicle to 
another province where it won’t be easy to identify… An individual can’t do it alone. These contacts are usually made 
during their stay in prison. And once you are a member of a gang, it’s difficult to break away.” 

Economist Kaiser Bengali attributes the rise in crime to the extreme “wealth gap” found in Pakistan’s larger cities: 
“When the level of economic activity is insufficient, it can lead to unemployment and naturally inequality.” 
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This in turn may lead to an acute sense of deprivation, creating resentment and a feeling of hopelessness. Jobless-
ness triggers crime and youth are the most affected. 

According to the latest figures from Pakistan’s Ministry of Youth Affairs, 36 percent of the country’s youth (15-29 
years) live in urban areas. The literacy rate is just 49 percent. 

Criminal gangs recruit youths

Police experts say that the combination of poverty and unemployment has allowed gangs and organisations to target 
young people and steer then towards a path of criminal activity. 

Khan added: “They usually have many siblings, are neglected by parents, and have this innate feeling that they have 
been deprived and wronged by society.” 

“In all honesty tell me, can a boy from a peela (government-run) school background ever compete for a job with one 
who has studied in a private school?” commented Khan. 

An observation backed-up by Bengali: “I agree, there are no chances or opportunities for such a student.” The two-
tier education system “has split Pakistan into two -- one for the rich and the other for the poor, and created conflict 
in society.” 

“There are very few who have even passed tenth grade. Most have never tried to find employment. They look for 
ways to make money fast so they can buy the luxuries they see advertised all over town,” said city police inspector, 
Muhammad Farooq Satti. 

“They have no right to feel hatred for people who are better off than them when they have not even tried to do an 
honest day’s work themselves,” he added. 

Satti has seen how these youngsters have become so hardened that they think nothing of taking a life. “As many as 
50 people in Karachi alone have lost their lives standing up to cellphone thieves over the past two years.” 

However, not all underprivileged youth turn to crime. The majority of youngsters with little financial support and few 
connections suffer setbacks on graduating from university. 

Naveed Nazim, 25, holds a Master’s degree in International Relations from Karachi University, and is looking for a 
position as a researcher. He has sent off many application letters but has not managed to secure a position despite 
being a ‘straight A’ student. 

The problem he and many like him face is that they do not seem to have the right contacts. “I don’t want someone 
to find me a job; I just want them to take a look at my CV, call me for an interview and then decide my fate on 
merit,” said Nazim. 

The same is true for Sarah Khalid, 22, an electronics engineer who has just graduated from the National University 
of Sciences and Technology (NUST) in Karachi. “Getting a job purely on merit is a distant dream,” she said. “Those 
with connections get the job even before our CVs are looked at!” 

While he waits for his big break, Nazim has begun giving private tuition. “I feel that now I should be contributing to 
the household expenses so I’ve had to compromise on the choice of my job.” 

He added that where you went to school counts as much as having the right contacts: “These labels on your CV 
count. In such cases we are rejected even before we apply.” 

He said that this continual rejection often forces graduates to turn to crime. 

Nazim also rued the demise of the university student unions, saying that where students had been channelled into 
doing productive work for the unions, they were now forced to join organisations with ethical, linguistic and political 
roots. Students, “get paid for doing party work and influencing other students to join the organisations”, he said. 

Khan had a similar experience: “Perhaps my biggest mistake was joining the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM) 
while a student.” MQM had its origin in the All-Pakistan Muhajir Students Organisation at Karachi University, and was 
founded to represent the interests of the muhajir (immigrant) community in Pakistan. 

Bengali added that the madrassahs (seminaries) help fill the void of unemployment, however, they often point stu-
dents in the direction of extremism and militancy. 

Ze/cmh//jm

[ENDS] 
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RWANDA: Twelve years on: The post-genocide youth

Photo: Mathilde Guntzberger/IRIN  
Young people taking part in voluntary activities in Kigali. Twelve years after 
the genocide, young Rwandans are eager to rebuild their society 

Twelve years after the massacres of 1994, Rwanda’s younger 
generations are struggling to cope with their lives. More than 
half of the country’s population is under 25-years-old, with 15- 
to 24-year-olds accounting for nearly a quarter (UNFPA). With 
one of the world’s highest proportions of orphans and youth-
headed families, the difficulties faced by youth in Rwanda are 
extensive. The killing of almost one million Rwandans during 
the 100-day massacres deeply affected the country’s social 
fabric, especially at the family level. 

Mobilising youth 

The Rwandan minister in charge of youth, sport and culture, 
Joseph Habineza stressed at a recent press interview that 
“today, there is an emphasis to involve young people directly 
into the national development, as a main force of the nation”. 

The massive involvement of young Hutu people in the geno-
cide has led to an increasing awareness of the challenges that 

Rwandan youth face. The government has launched various initiatives to allow young people to take part in the 
reconstruction of the country and the reconciliation process between communities. Policies are aimed at those aged 
between 14 and 35 – more than a third of the total population. 

Persuading the country’s youth to take part in rebuilding Rwanda has not been difficult. There is a widespread 
feeling among the young that the country needs to move on from its past, and that everyone should focus on the 
future. Young people in Kigali regularly take part in ‘Muganda’, mandatory community work every last Saturday of 
the month. They told IRIN that they happily took part because they wanted to ‘improve’ their country and make it 
more beautiful. 

Another initiative is the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission’s (NURC) ‘Ingados’. NURC, created in 1999, 
targets youth through temporary camps where different youth groups are taught how national unity and reconcilia-
tion should take place. Courses include history and civic education aimed at ‘eradicating the consequences of years 
of exclusionary ideology that led to the genocide,’ says Geoffrey Murangwa, legal officer at NURC. 

Youth facing justice
 
Exact figures of the number of young people that took part in the genocide are not known – whether their involve-
ment was voluntarily, under peer pressure, or forced. They are, however, all facing justice for their role in the atroci-
ties. 

The country’s prisons are overcrowded, and the justice system has become overburdened bringing perpetrators to 
justice, so a new system – the Gacaca courts – was set up in July 2006. The structure, inspired by the pre-colonial 
Rwandan justice system, is currently trying genocide suspects in the communities where their crimes were commit-
ted. After the genocide, an estimated 120,000 people - adults and youth - were in put in prison. Tens of thousands 
waited for years until the new courts were established. 

Another means of relieving prison congestion was implemented by the 
government in 2003. Those aged between 14- and 18-years at the time of 
the genocide were released from prison in return for a confession and pend-
ing a trial at a later date. Confessions carried the promise of a reward of a 
significantly reduced sentence, half of which could be spent doing community 
service or Travaux d’Intérêt Général (TIG). 

Those taking part in the genocide have been classified into three groups: the 
planners, instigators and masterminds behind the genocide; the perpetrators, 
conspirators and accomplices causing death; and, those who stole and looted 
but did not kill. 

Emanuel Twagirumukiza, the Executive Secretary of TIG at the Ministry of 
Justice told IRIN that an estimated 300,000 suspects falling under the second 
category could serve a part of their sentence in the TIG at some future date. 

The first TIG camp opened in September 2005, but it was not until October 
2006 that a further seven were opened, admitted Twagirumukiza. 

Boniface, 29, spent four years in prison and decided to confess his guilt in 
2000 after which he was temporarily released. He was 17 at the time of the 
genocide, and after having been tried by his local Gacaca, his sentence was 
commuted to three years community service at the Mageragere TIG in the 

Photo: Mathilde Guntzberger/IRIN  
Young ‘tigiste’ at Mageragere camp, Kigali. The pros-
pects for them are not very bright: without education, all 
they can aspire to is a job in the construction industry
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Nyarugenge district of Kigali. He said the majority of his 200 fellow workers, commonly called tigistes, were in their 
late twenties and early thirties. 

While most of the imprisoned young adults are now looking forward to the end of their sentences, their future is not 
very bright. Most of them have never received an education, and as a former tigiste can only look forward to a job in 
the construction industry. 

The chief coordinator of Mageragere camp, Leopold Burangayija-Mugarura, disagrees. Burangayija-Mugarura argues 
that after having spent so many years in prison, the tigistes have had an opportunity to acquire new professional 
skills. At Mageragere, the convicts have been able to learn stone quarrying, and have built 64 houses for vulnerable 
people, many of whom are genocide survivors. Other efforts to rehabilitate tigistes include events such as football 
matches. 

More than 7,000 people are still waiting to enter the TIG programme, said Twagirumukiza, and that figure will rise as 
the Gacaca process continues. However, it is still not clear how many young people remain in prison, as the official 
line states that all 14- to 18- year-olds at the time of the genocide were released on confession. The League for 
Human Rights in the Great Lakes Region (LDGL) revealed that in 2005 there were still some 861 minors, allegedly 
convicted for genocide, being held in the country’s 12 largest prisons. 

Living in the shadow of genocide. The plight of the survivors 

Life was never meant to be hard for Gervais, 19, who was born into a relatively wealthy family in Kigali. His mother 
worked at the Rwandan National Bank in 1994 at the time of the genocide. When the Interahamwe - the extrem-
ist Hutu armed gangs - first came on 7 April 1994, a day after the start of the genocide, she gave them money in 
exchange for their lives. However, it soon appeared that money was not enough. The family fled to nearby Gita-
rama province where all were killed except himself, his sister and his brother. Gervais was just seven-years-old, but 
remembers that time well: “My brother was 12 and he suffered a great deal. He had to work hard to make us live.” 

Claude Rutagengwa, Regional Coordinator of the Great Lakes 
Peace Initiative (GLPI), found, in a survey conducted in 2005, that 
approximately 195,000 youth under 20 years of age are the heads 
of households in Rwanda. Although they might have not suffered 
directly from the atrocities, their lives have been deeply affected 
by the death of their relatives, from years of exile in neighbouring 
countries, the effect of war delaying their studies, and the trauma of 
witnessing atrocities at such a young age. 

Gervais told IRIN that at no point in his childhood had he been taken 
care of by adults. He and his siblings are now living on their own in 
a house given to them by the new Tutsi-dominated government. The 
FARG (Victims of Genocide Fund) later financed his brother’s and 
sister’s studies in secondary school, but Gervais has been told it will 
not be possible for him. Nevertheless, he considers himself lucky. 

“A lot of young people like me don’t even have the chance to have 
a house, they are wandering in the streets. You often meet these 
young people who are working in somebody else’s house although they are bright and could have pursued their 
studies,’’ revealed Gervais. 

Many of Rwanda’s youth do not get the opportunity to complete secondary school. According to UNICEF statistics, 
the secondary school enrolment ratio in Rwanda is among the lowest in Africa and the world, amounting to 15 per-
cent for boys and 14 percent for girls. 

Eric, 25, who witnessed the death of both his parents in April 1994, complained that the government did nothing to 
help him and his two brothers after the genocide. Although they were initially taken care of by a Belgian priest, the 
problem of their food and shelter continued after the priest died. 

Eric recently obtained a short-term contract at the German Red Cross in Kigali to look after young orphans. He said 
many come from the streets but often return to it and become delinquents. Traumatised by the past and with little 
adult guidance or care, they slip back to the life they know - which will in turn lead them to theft, violence and drug 
trafficking. But, Eric added, “A lot of young people living in the streets also take drugs themselves, to keep their 
spirits up, to win the force.” 

In the Gatenga district of Kigali, the Don Bosco centre provides education and vocational training for vulnerable 
children and youth up to 25-years-old. Skills taught include carpentry, leatherwork, sewing and farming. There is 
also a possibility for young people who have fallen behind in their studies for whatever reasons (refugee returnees, 
orphans, youngsters who lost trace of their parents) to undergo a one-year catch-up course so that they can take 
official exams. 

Father Jean-Pierre at the Don Bosco centre told IRIN that the main problem young people face in the centre is not 
entirely related to their professional orientation. “For most of them, the trauma of having lost their parents and 
having no family at all is very heavy, even if we provide them with food and care, we will never replace that.” 

Photo: Mathilde Guntzberger/IRIN  
Gervais, a young genocide survivor. Many young people lost their 
family during the genocide, and have struggled to cope with caring 
for themselves and their siblings 
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SOUTH AFRICA: Gang culture in Cape Town

Photo: Bill Cocoran/IRIN  
Members of the Thug Life gang, Cape Town, South 
Africa. It is estimated that the city is home to tens of 
thousands of gang members. For many of them, gang 
life is a sort of family tradition, with parents and grand-
parents often members of the same gang 

Cape Town - Counselling could change the lives of thousands of young gang-
sters who would otherwise be destined for a short and unpleasant existence. 

It is estimated that there are tens of thousands of gang members in the 
South African port city of Cape Town, where rites of passage often include 
ritual killings and rapes. With myriad gangs competing for control of a lucra-
tive drug trade, bloody turf wars are common. 

“Gang life is like a religion to my family,” said Tacky, 16, a member of the 
Thug Life gang. “My father and grandfather were in gangs and they have 
done time in jail - I will probably end up there as well. It is the way of life 
here; it is where you learn about respect and get status,” he said outside an 
apartment block in Kutoon, one of Cape Town’s oldest townships. 

From the dilapidated flats, Tacky and the other gang members sell a crystal 
methamphetamine concoction known as tik to a constant stream of cus-
tomers, the most regular users appearing to be themselves. “Tik is great,” 
insisted a gang member known as Humpty, “It makes you aggressive and 
fearless.” 

The rise in the use of tik in recent years has been phenomenal. In 2003 only 
2.3 percent of patients at drug rehabilitation clinics in the Western Cape 
Province cited it as their main substance of abuse: in the first six months of 
last year, the figure was up to 37 percent. According to users, tik produces 

the same “high” as crack cocaine, but its attraction is that the high lasts for three to four hours. 

Street gangs have a long history in Cape Town, dating back to the aftermath of the Second World War, when they 
grew rapidly due to returning servicemen. Large-scale forced removals of “coloureds”, under apartheid during the 
1960s, from parts of Cape Town to townships in the Cape Flats eroded social controls, creating an environment of 
increased criminal activity. South Africa’s stubbornly high unemployment rate has also narrowed opportunities for 
young people. 

Gang life is not preordained, but Prof .Brian Robertson, former head of Cape Town University’s Department of Psy-
chiatry and Mental Health, believes the path to ‘gangsterism’ for many adolescents stems from a variety of mental 
health issues - coupled with an impoverished upbringing in dysfunctional families. 

“What seemed to be happening was that these youngsters committed murder or rape in response to wanting to join 
a gang, or because they came from a background of abuse or neglect. Almost all of these people came from families 
where violence was an everyday phenomenon. The conclusion I came to was: the youngsters were not commit-
ting serious crimes because of some sort of abnormal criminal streak, but because of the circumstances they were 
brought up in,” he said. 

While carrying out research in juvenile detention centres, Robertson and his team also conducted psychological 
tests and found the majority of those evaluated had some degree of cognitive impairment due to childhood abuse 
and neglect. This manifested itself in an inability to think and reason properly, and his research recorded psychiatric 
disorders ranging from depression and post-traumatic stress, to attention-deficit disorders and hyperactivity. 

“This has huge implications for their criminality, as the kids would often misinterpret people’s intentions. Their family 
experiences dictated that they were mentally wired to react in a certain way: they always expected trouble and 
never stopped to consider the consequences of their actions,” he said. 

Michael Leunissen, 47, grew up in the same area as the Thug Life teenagers. He started his criminal career as a 
gangster by joining the JYO (Junior Young Ones) gang during the early 1970s, only to be convicted in 1974 for 
multiple murders and sentenced to 20 years in jail, where he subsequently joined the 28s, one of South Africa’s most 
notorious prison gangs. 

“Most of the guys are dead now: either shot or stabbed by rival gangsters, or hung on the gallows. I was crazy back 
then and didn’t even think that killing people was wrong. I was stabbed once when I was 14 years old and decided 
that enough was enough; it was never going to happen again. If people wanted to kill me, I killed them first, and 
the alcohol used to tell me I was right. But when I left prison in 2000 I was tired of the life and wanted to change - I 
have kids and I don’t want them to end up in jail, or worse,” he said. 

When asked if he had ever received professional counselling or guidance to help him come to terms with his violent 
past, Leunissen shook his head. 

“I just try to stay away from trouble now, but it is not easy - I have nightmares and other problems that affect me 
and confuse me. I feel sorry for the young ones coming through the street gangs now, because they don’t know 
what they are getting themselves into. But what can they do? To survive this life they feel they must learn what it is 
to be a gangster, but all they are doing is creating problems for themselves,” he said. 
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Despite a general acceptance among the psychiatry community that such mental health problems are treatable to a 
certain degree, Robertson maintains that access to mental healthcare in South Africa’s public health system is all but 
non-existent for young people. 

“The demand for a mental health service comes from the people themselves, and that part of the population doesn’t 
realise it has a problem. Although it is not possible to scientifically prove how successful treatment can be, it is gen-
erally accepted there can be a level of success if treated at an early stage,” said Robertson. 

“The kids need to connect to someone who cares before this can happen but, if someone doesn’t intervene early, 
the chances of them connecting to someone who can help becomes less and less,” he added. 

According to the Department of Correctional Services, as of September 2006, there were 2,182 children under the 
age of 18 currently incarcerated in the South African prison system – 1,109 awaiting trial and 1,073 serving sen-
tences. 

If the department’s youth category – young people aged 14 to 25 either serving a sentence or awaiting a trial date 
– is taken into account, then the total number of young people incarcerated jumps to 60,703. 

Despite an overall reduction in prisoner numbers in previous years due to a number of early release initiatives, the 
authorities acknowledge that too many minors are still in prison and many jails remain overcrowded. 

According to researchers from the Centre for Conflict Resolution (CCR) in Cape Town, one of the obvious places 
where intervention in a troubled young person’s life could take place is in the prison system, because they have a 
captive audience. 

The latest White Paper by the Department of Correctional Services, outlining its position on correctional services 
policy, says young offenders with diagnosed mental illnesses should be treated at an institution having the necessary 
skills to provide treatment, and that officials in the correctional services must be trained to recognise signs of mental 
illness and immediately report these. 

However, overcrowding in prisons and a lack of proper training in mental health issues among prison staff have 
ensured that, to date, most young people with mental health problems in jails never receive the type of care they 
require. 

“Currently, being in prison doesn’t do anything in terms of rehab, as the prison system operates in such a way as to 
make mental healthcare and rehabilitation impossible to carry out,” said CCR prison researcher, Rosanne Baily. 

According to Baily, the children in prison were highly traumatised, mentally unstable, and depressed by the environ-
ment they found themselves in, rather than benefiting from any sort of rehabilitation. 

In Pollsmoor Prison, near Cape Town, there is one social worker to take care of all the incarcerated juvenile prison-
ers, and consequently the children rarely receive sufficient mental healthcare. 

“The way that councillors try to tackle their workload is: they ignore those on short-term and long-term sentences, 
and try to deal with the juveniles on medium-term sentences, but often it is the ones on the long-term sentences 
who need the most help. 

“The department [of correctional services] is trying to cope by involving all the staff units in a prison. For example, 
prison officers are being asked to rehabilitate offenders, but they have received no training in rehabilitation,” she 
said. “Often they [prison officers] don’t believe in rehabilitation, and because there is such [a high level of] under-
staffing you are left with all these young people just sitting around.” 

Bc/go/he/oa/jm

[ENDS] 

NORTH UGANDA: Youth in IDP camps: The challenges of displacement, the chal-
lenges of return

“You can talk about a lost generation in the north of the country. Peace will remedy many problems, but perhaps not 
what the young people have suffered,” said an old man in one of the many IDP camps across Pader District, in North 
Uganda. 

Almost 50 per cent of the camp’s population is under the age of 18. These young people have spent all their lives 
hanging around in the suffocating and overcrowded paths of the camps, sitting in front of the huts their parents hur-
riedly built during the war. Nearly ten years later, the majority of youth sit and play cards all day, barely raising their 
heads to look at strangers when they pass. 

Northern Uganda has been affected by armed conflict since 1986, when Alice Lakwena started the Holy Spirit Move-
ment that Joseph Kony later took over and renamed the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). The LRA is a quasi-messianic 
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armed movement with an unclear political agenda, that has set itself against the Museveni government and anyone 
who supports it. 

The LRA has become a by-word for brutality and atrocity over the years, practising widespread violence against the 
very civilians it claims to be fighting for. The looting of villages, random killings, bizarre rituals, and the abduction of 
youth and children, have become the norm. More than anything, the LRA has become notorious for its child abduc-
tions which recent estimates suggest could account for 66,000 children. 

Population displacement started around the mid-1990s, as a 
government attempt to protect the civilian population from the 
LRA’s activities. It is estimated that nearly 1.6 million people 
have been displaced in the northern Acholi districts (Kitgum, 
Gulu, Pader) in the past ten years, and the majority of these 
still live in the 105 overcrowded, poorly serviced IDP camps 
that have been created. At one point in 2005 there were over 
200 camps, but recently the government has forced the closure 
of various camps in an effort to emphasise their confidence in 
the current peace negotiations and ceasefire agreement. 

Perhaps more than other segments of societies, young people 
between 15- and 25-years-old are bearing the highest costs of 
the 20-year war between the LRA and the national army (UPDF) 
forces. 

In September 2006, with funding from UNICEF Uganda, 
the MacArthur Foundation and others, a group of American 

researchers began a project to survey War Affected Youth in Northern Uganda (SWAY). 

The researchers reached the conclusion that, in particular for young people in the camps, “ the emergency situa-
tion, stretched over years or even decades, and inattention to schooling and economic activity, risks losing a whole 
generation to poverty; while inattention to food and sanitation risks losing their lives”. 

There is also growing concern about the loss in social and human capital due to the war, and the fact that it will 
mostly impact the younger generation. Moreover, camp life has seriously damaged the Acholi peoples’ social 
structure and norms, so that not only have young people been displaced physically, they have also lost their role in 
society and social responsibilities. 

Interviews conducted by IRIN in the camps in December 2006 found widespread discomfort and lack of hope among 
youth living in IDP camps. A group of youths in Arum camp, in Pader district said, “Life for young people is really 
hard in the camps. We have nothing to do here; we spend the day playing cards. We don’t go to school, and we 
cannot progress in any sense.” 

Nigaa, or the “American life”. Youth activities in IDP camps. 

With restricted movement due to the military curfew, to protect them from the LRA, young people have grown apart 
from their parents’ rural livelihood, and have been unable to find alternative ways of survival. 

Not only is access to land crucial in terms of economic subsistence, Acholi traditional culture views land as a form of 
pride and self-esteem. 

According to custom, elders administer and allocate land, while young people make a living from it, for themselves 
and their families. 

“Displacement and lack of land has taken away the social roles for the young. This is perhaps what they suffer 
most,” says Jeannie Annan, a psychologist for SWAY who has interviewed more than 750 adolescent boys. 

As well as the lack of land access, the absence of any real kind of income-generating activity is also perceived as one 
of the major problems youths face. SWAY findings have shown that young people in IDP camps work an average of 
7 days per month, and earn on average US 55¢ a day. 

Having to rely on an average monthly income of about US $ 3.50, young people have shown a certain degree of 
entrepreneurship, and many have started small informal businesses, like kiosks, tailoring, and brick-making activities. 

However, the poverty of the local economy is not able to sustain an infinite number of these small, casual and low-
capital businesses. In a market with an infinite supply of unskilled workers and a very restricted demand for services, 
the profitability of informal activities is very low - so low that they cannot ensure subsistence. 

Many youths are now resigned to their situation. They can be spotted walking around the camps, playing cards 
beneath trees, or listening to the radio. 

“Many accuse us of becoming lazy. And sometimes this indeed happens. Those who live the “American life”, we call 
them Nigaa. They do nothing all the day, they play cards, they go to discos and they find the money by stealing,” 

Photo: Cecilia Preite Martinez/IRIN  
Large-scale displacement caused the loss of traditional sources of income, like 
farming. In the camps, young IDPs live in despair and boredom
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commented a group of youths in Arum camp.
David, 17, added: “I wake up in the morning and I wait for the 
relief food. I have nothing else to do from morning to dusk. I 
couldn’t find anything else to do even if I wanted to.” 

Educational losses 

In terms of education, youth – more than children - 
are the ones who bear the highest costs. Primary schooling 
has to some extent been able to provide basic literacy skills to 
an increasing number of children. However, a high number of 
18- to 24-year-olds who missed out in schooling are tech- ni-
cally illiterate and not able to catch up. There is a notable 
absence of specific programmes for adult education in the 
camps. 

According to SWAY’s data, complete illiteracy is more common 
among young adults (18-25 years old), than children and young 
adolescents. One sixth of male youths between 24- and 30-
years cannot read or write at all, and one third is unable to read a book or a newspaper. 

Moreover, transition from primary to secondary school is problematic, and only a few manage to progress after primary. 
The secondary schooling enrolment ratio in IDP camps has been defined as “abysmal” in many recent reports, even 
when compared with the national average. 

While there is no recent data on young girls’ literacy and schooling, it is worth noting that on average girls tend to start 
school later and to drop out early, due to their household-supporting activities, like fetching water and taking care of 
younger children. 

“If you are a girl, your parents think that your education isn’t worth the money,” says Douka, an 18-year-old mother 
who dropped out of school after just three years. 

According to a 2005 study carried out by the UNDP and the Ugandan Government on the status of IDPs in North 
Uganda, illiteracy among women peaked at 84%; while only 9% of men and 1% of women have completed secondary 
school. Only one in every 150 youths has access to tertiary education. 

Due to income insecurity, intermittent schooling is a common phenomenon: young people drop out to find casual work 
to pay for classes. This affects the quality of learning, and decreases the chances of completing a course of study. 

“I went to school but I had to drop out because of a problem with my eyes. There is no work I can do except farming 
someone else’s garden to get some money. When I earn enough money to pay for the school, I really would like to go 
back,” says one 17-year-old schoolboy in Acholibur camp, in the northern part of Pader district. 

Dropping out of school at the end or even before completion of primary school is a widespread phenomenon in the 
camps. The most common reason is the fact that families are unable to pay secondary school fees for older children 
and adolescents. But poverty is not the only problem young people face in accessing post-primary education. 

Samuel Obonyo, a teacher in Acholibur secondary school says: “Many of the guys we had here were ex-abductees who 
were trying to go back to school. But they found it too hard, and also not interesting. Some of them had mental prob-
lems we were not able to address. We tried to offer some form of psychosocial support, but we had to stop for lack of 
funding.” 

The UN estimates that the number of abductees could be as many as 25,000, but recently collected data suggest a 
much higher figure of around 66,000. 

The challenges of return. 

People are on the move again in North Uganda. With the improved security situation and the LRA engaged in peace 
talks with the government, people are now thinking about restarting their old lives. 

People began leaving the IDP camps in April 2006 in response to various security situations. The most common form 
has been the creation of so-called “decongestion sites” - small settlements protected by UPDF forces where people are 
encouraged to relocate before moving back to their original lands and homesteads. 

These new settlements tend to be less crowded than the camps, and have the advantage of allowing people to access 
their land for farming. Large-scale return is happening only in Lira and Teso districts, while in the Acholi region, people 
are still very sceptical about the lasting security and whether the LRA is really intent on giving up their armed struggle. 

As always, home is the direction everybody is looking towards. However, transition from life in the camps to life in a 
traditional Acholi village might not be as easy and smooth as many hope it will be. A return home for IDPs could be a 
further reason for stress for communities and young people. 
The youth will need to learn how to adapt from the “urban” or “semi-urban” environment of the camps. Emmanuel, 

Photo: Cecilia Preite Martinez/IRIN  
A group of young boys playing cards in Arum IDP camp. School drop-out is 
a serious problem, and youth are left on their own, without any means of 
realising their ambitions 
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from the Acholi Youth Strengthened Strategy, a local NGO working for the empowerment of young people in Gulu 
district, pointed out: 

“For the past 10 years young people in IDP camps have woken up in the morning and gone out riding bicycles (boda 
bodas) and doing small jobs. At the end of the day they came back home with money in their pockets, and they are 
now used to this way of living. While in the traditional Acholi village the only time someone gets money is once a 
year, when he sells the produce of his fields. They wouldn’t like this way of life. They wouldn’t use the land as the 
elders think they should.” 

The same kind of concerns have been voiced to IRIN by many 
other relief workers and observers of camp life: “What young 
people have been doing so far was sitting around all day, and 
they have hated it. However, few of them know any other kind 
of life and possess any usable skills for normal life.” 
Particularly worrying is the lack of agricultural skills young 
people possess. Being away from their land for almost all their 
adult life, it is unclear how much they will be able to set up 
productive farming activities or to cope with the hardships of 
subsistence farming. 

“Life in IDP camps is all these young people know and I wonder 
what will happen to them. Children who only learned to wait 
for and run after the WFP trucks, what kind of citizens they will 
be?” said Fred Luzze, protection officer at Save the Children, 
based in Kampala. 

The international organisations will have to help young people 
to adapt to a return to their traditional lifestyles. 

For the moment, the majority of programmes based in Pader district rely on emergency funds. These include water 
and sanitation interventions, and infrastructure rehabilitation. However, funding for projects which do not address 
the immediate emergency, like those for supporting secondary schooling, are less easily available, and they receive 
smaller grants. 

Fillippo Ciantia, from Associazione Volontari per il Servizio Internazionale (AVSI), an NGO whose presence in Kitgum, 
Gulu and Pader districts dates back to the 1980s says: “There is a great need for international NGOs to work with 
and involve young people. We have to understand what they are willing to do and how we can best help them.” 

“I think that there is an urgent need to support broad-based secondary and tertiary schooling. Programming ought 
to be more inclusive of young adults, treating them as a central category of concern.” 

The next generation: one step back? 

“One of the results of the war is that the new generations will go back to doing the same kind of subsistence activi-
ties their fathers and grandfathers were doing before the war,” said an aid worker in Gulu. 

It is difficult to quantify the losses in education. Even more complex is to judge what has been wasted in terms of 
human capital and development perspectives. The number of illiterate people is the most visible sign of the costs 
of war. But some observers point out that it could be just the tip of the iceberg in terms of missed opportunities for 
young people. 

“We don’t know what we would like to be when we get older. We haven’t thought about it, because we haven’t been 
to school. If education were available, we would have had aspirations, but like this we will go back home and be just 
farmers like our parents and grandparents.” 

For young girls, the picture could be even worst than it was for their mothers. Poverty and lack of alternative liveli-
hoods caused a sharp increase in early marriages, as widespread poverty motivated parents to give away their 
daughters in exchange for a dowry. The majority of girls ranging 14- to 18-years-old are already married and have 
family responsibilities. 

Rape is still pervasive, even in the new settlements; the social stigma on the perpetrators is far less effective than 
before, and it is by no means a deterrent. Not only do UPDF soldiers abuse young girls, but local boys are also 
involved in rapes. 

Cpm/cmh/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: Cecilia Preite Martinez/IRIN  
Young people should be the most active sector of society. But, in IDP camps 
they are unproductive and revert to idleness and crime
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As schools reopened in Zimbabwe this month, parents already 
struggling with the high cost of living have been hit with a rise 
in tuition fees of more than 200 percent. 

School fees have rocketed from US $27 a term in December 
2006, to $96 per term in 2007, according to the Consumer 
Council of Zimbabwe (CCZ). Some private primary schools are 
now charging over $200 a term, with boarding schools asking 
for almost $10,000 a term. 

Parents not only have to contend with unaffordable fees, but 
also with expensive essentials like uniforms, which now cost 
600 times more than last year. 

With inflation hovering at around 1,000 percent, the CCZ said 
the cost of living had shot up by more than 40 percent within a 
month, pushing a monthly basket of food and non-food essen-
tials for a family of six to more than $1,400 - beyond the reach 
of ordinary Zimbabweans, most of whom earn around $100 a 
month. 

Standards of learning and teaching in Zimbabwe, at one time the envy of the African continent, have been plum-
meting in recent years. “When the country received an economic knock in 1997 after offering war veterans hefty 
gratuities ... the education sector became one of the major victims,” said Raymond Majongwe, president of the 
Progressive Teachers Union of Zimbabwe (PTUZ). 

The situation was exacerbated by the government’s fast-track land reform programme, launched in 2000 with the 
aim of removing white commercial farmers from their land and redistributing it to landless blacks, which has resulted 
in a steady economic decline marked by severe shortages of foreign currency, fuel and energy, basic commodities, 
foodstuffs and medicines. 

All schools, including those run by the government, have had to enforce the increases. Educationists and parents 
have been warning that high fees will force larger numbers of children to drop out and exclude others from all edu-
cation. 

Widowed Goronga Kaliati, 60, looks after three school-going grandchildren, two of whom are AIDS orphans, in the 
capital, Harare. This year none of the three children will go to school because she cannot afford the fees. 

A former civil servant, Kaliati gets a monthly pension of US $10 - not enough to buy two bars of laundry soap. She 
has moved into a shack in her yard, to accommodate tenants who pay her $120 a month, which helps her family eat. 

“My son and his wife in Mozambique used to give me money now and then but, for the past 10 months, they have 
been quiet and life is just too difficult for me and the children,” Kaliati told IRIN. The three children can now only 
watch others on their way to school while they sell vegetables and cigarettes to support their grandmother’s income 
in the populous suburb of Mbare. 

Many parents have taken their children out of boarding schools associated with good pass rates to enroll them at 
less expensive government schools. 

“I could not afford the full uniform, which is now costing around Z$1.8m (about US $7,200), in addition to the 
Z$1.5m (about US $6,000) for school fees at the boarding school, and I was left with no choice but to recall my two 
sons back to Harare,” John Maruta, an accountant with a small company, told IRIN. 

Maruta will need to brace himself for the high transport expenses, because the children have to make two trips to 
reach their new school, for which he has to cough up about $32 a day, and $16 for food. Transport operators, like 
retailers and wholesalers, raised their fares by more than 40 percent at the beginning of the year. 

“What it means is less food at home. Children can only perform well on a full stomach and, having taken a tiresome 
trip to school, their performance is bound to be affected,” said Maruta in the medium-density suburb of Hatfield, 
where the rent for their four-roomed cottage has doubled to $640 a month. 
 
Innocent Makwiramiti, an economist and former chief executive officer of the Zimbabwe National Chamber of Com-
merce (ZNCC), told IRIN he blamed the steep rise in costs on the poorly performing economy. 

“One cannot help but sympathise with the parents, but the fact is that there is hardly anything that can be done to 
improve their situation if the economy is not mended.” He suggested that school authorities allow parents to stagger 
payments, since payday at the end of January was still a few weeks away. 

“Employers [could also] raise the salaries of workers ... but since companies are operating under strenuous condi-
tions, that might not be possible. In any case, it’s a ‘Catch 22’ situation because, once salaries are raised, inflation 

ZIMBABWE: Poor economy deprives youth of an education

Photo: IRIN  
Street kids in Harare, Zimbabwe. With inflation rising at around 1,000 percent, 
parents are struggling with unaffordable school fees and pupils are forced 
out of school 
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goes up as well,” Makwiramiti commented. 

While those lucky enough to be employed might be able to 
raise the money for their children’s education, schooling is 
moving beyond the reach of those who are unemployed or do 
not have a steady source of income. 

“Students have been hit hard by the economic crisis. Girls in 
colleges and high school are engaging in prostitution in order 
to get an education, while child labour is on the increase, and 
many of those supposed to be in school are turning to the 
streets as beggars and common criminals,” PTUZ’s Majongwe 
told IRIN. 

A report released in late 2006 by the National Association of 
Societies for the Care of the Handicapped indicated that 67 
percent of disabled children were out of school, mainly because 
their parents or guardians could not afford the costs of educa-
tion. 

Schools have defended the new fees. Jameson Timba, chairman of the Association of Trust Schools (ATS), which 
represents private schools, said they had set the new fees under the terms of the Education Act. 

“The Act says we can increase fees after taking into consideration the rate of inflation, and that is what we have 
done. We considered the inflation figures for the months of September to December 2006, and we calculated the 
fees on that basis. 

“In fact, the schools could find themselves operating at a loss, considering that the term covers close to four months 
and the fees might be stagnant during that time while inflation is going up,” Timba told IRIN, adding that parents 
had been consulted on the fee hike. 

Majongwe said schools have found it difficult to import laboratory equipment, confining most teachers to lecturing. 
“The poorly performing economy has severely undermined the quality of students that are being produced, and the 
infrastructure, such as schools and examining bodies, that support the sector.” 

Failure to secure adequate foreign currency has also forced the government to localise examinations, which used 
to be handled by British boards. The local examination boards have failed to attract competent markers because 
they offer paltry payments. The Zimbabwe Schools Examination Council failed to keep its December 2006 deadline 
because teachers hired to mark the papers opted out due to poor payments. 

“The teachers would rather go to South Africa and Botswana as informal traders than waste their time in an unre-
warding process of marking the papers, and risk disciplinary action if the higher authorities feel they have erred,” 
Majongwe said. 

He estimated that in the past five years around 18,000 teachers had left the country because of low salaries to seek 
better jobs, especially in southern Africa, leaving schools with disgruntled staff. 

Although the new term has begun, many schools are still advertising for teachers, particularly those who teach sci-
ence subjects, mathematics and accounting. 

fm/jk/he/oa/jm

[ENDS] 

Photo: IRIN
Harare Polytechnic graduates. Students have been badly hit by the 
economic crisis: girls engage in prostitution to pay school fees and child labour 
is on the rise, to the detriment of young people’s wellbeing
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The following section outlining links and references is divided into several categories.
- UN Agencies
- Organisations
- Reports and Publications 

UN Agencies 

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA)
http://www.un.org/esa/desa/
Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary General for Children and 
Armed Conflict
http://www.un.org/children/conflict/english/home6.html

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
An international partnership to help the poor gain sustained access to improved water supply 
and sanitation services.
http://www.unicef.org/

United Nation High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees was established on 
December 14, 1950 by the United Nations General Assembly. The agency is mandated to 
lead and co-ordinate international action to protect refugees and resolve refugee problems 
worldwide.
http://www.unhcr.org/

UNESCO
Education for All Initiative: The Education for All movement is a global commitment to pro-
vide quality basic education for all children, youth and adults. The movement was launched 
at the World Conference on Education for All.
http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/

International Organisations

World Bank
The Children & Youth (C & Y) Team of the World Bank was established in 2002 within the 
Human Development Network.
http://www.worldbank.org/childrenandyouth/

The Global Youth Action Network
GYAN is a youth-led organisation, affiliated to the United Nations Department of Public Infor-
mation, that unites the efforts of young people working to improve our world.
http://www.youthlink.org/

Advocates for youth
Washington-based NGO, Advocates for Youth is dedicated to creating programmes and advo-
cating for policies that help young people make informed and responsible decisions about 
their reproductive and sexual health. Good fact-sheets which gather data on youth
http://advocatesforyouth.org/

Youth Advocate Program International (YAPI)
Through its programmes, publications, and advocacy, Youth Advocate Program International 
(YAPI) seeks to promote the rights and wellbeing of the world’s youth, giving particular 
attention to the plight of troubled and needy youth and to those victimised by conflict, 
exploitation, and state and personal violence.
http://www.yapi.org/

Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children
http://www.womenscommission.org/

4. Links and References
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CRIN, Child Rights Information Network
http://www.crin.org/index.asp

Youth Employment Network
A joint initiative of the International Labour Organisation, the United Nations and the World 
Bank to tackle the issue of youth unemployment and youth employability worldwide.
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/yen/index.htm

International Organisation for Migration (IOM)
An intergovernmental organisation established in 1951, IOM is committed to the principle 
that humane and orderly migration benefi ts migrants and society.
http://www.iom.int/

Migration Policy Institute
The Migration Policy Institute (MPI) is an independent, nonpartisan nonprofi t think tank in 
Washington, DC, dedicated to the study of the movement of people worldwide.
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/

Oxford refugee studies centre (RSC)
The RSC was established in 1982 as part of Queen Elizabeth House, the University of 
Oxford’s Centre for Development Studies. It has since won an international reputation as the 
leading multidisciplinary centre for research and teaching on the causes and consequences 
of forced migration.
http://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/

Anti-slavery
Anti-Slavery International, founded in 1839, is the world’s oldest international human rights 
organisation and the only charity in the United Kingdom to work exclusively against slavery 
and related abuses. It works at local, national and international levels to eliminate the 
system of slavery around the world.
http://www.antislavery.org/index.htm

Forced Migration Online
Forced Migration Online (FMO) provides access to a wide variety of online resources dealing 
with the situation of forced migrants worldwide. Designed for use by practitioners, policy-
makers, researchers, students, or anyone interested in the fi eld, FMO aims to give compre-
hensive information in an impartial environment and to promote increased awareness of 
human displacement issues to an international community of users.

Reports and Publications 

Youth Unemployment and Regional Insecurity in West Africa - A United Nations Offi ce for West Africa (UNOWA) 
Issue Paper - Second Edition
http://www.un.org/unowa/unowa/studies/yunemp-v2-en.pdf

“Stemming the Flow: Abuses against migrants, asylum seekers and refugees” September 2006
http://www.hrw.org/reports/2006/libya0906/libya0906web.pdf
“Easy Targets: Violence against children worldwide” September 2001
http://www.hrw.org/reports/2001/children/children.pdf

State of the World Population - Youth Supplement 2006
http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2006/moving_young_eng/introduction.html

Forced displacement in Africa: Dimensions, diffi culties and policy directions, Jeff Crisp
http://www.unhcr.org/research/RESEARCH/44b7b758f.pdf

The State of the World’s Children: “Women and Children” 2007
http://www.unicef.org/sowc07/docs/sowc07.pdf

World Development Report 2007: Development and the Next Generation
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTWDR2007/Resources/1489782-1158107976655/overview.pdf
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“Youth and violent conflict: Society and Development in Crisis?” 2006 
http://www.undp.org/bcpr/whats_new/UNDP_Youth_PN.pdf

World Youth Report 2005: Young people today, and in 2015
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr05book.pdf (4.9 MB PDF) 
Download parts:
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr05intro.pdf
Part I: Youth in The Global Economy: Young people living in poverty
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr05part1.pdf

Part II: Youth and Civil Society: The emergence of a media-driven youth culture
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr05part2.pdf

Part III: Youth at Risk: Young people in armed conflict
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr05part3.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/wyr05.htm

World Youth Report 2007 (Expected Launch February 2007)
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/wyr07.htm

“The United Nations Secretary General’s Study on Violence Against Children” 2006
http://www.violencestudy.org/IMG/pdf/English.pdf

Global Employment Trends for Youth, 2006
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/download/getb07en.pdf




