“Politics as usual” will not win the youth votes!
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“ No one is born a good citizen; no nation is born a democracy. Rather, both are processes that continue to evolve over a lifetime. Young people must be included from birth. A society that cuts itself off from its youth severs its lifeline; it is condemned to bleed to death.”
- Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations

A new generation has come of age in Jamaica and politicians ignore us at their own peril. We are the generation that has thus far shown ourselves to be disdainful of politics, cynical about political parties and more likely than other age group to support Leaders and Candidates not considered to be part of the status quo. When the full group is of voting age we are expected to be very significant in numbers and will wield a level of political influence that could be troubling for those who continue to chose the politically-unwise path of writing us off.

But reaching this new generation will take some doing on the part of the politicians, however it can be achieved. The typical Jamaican youth of today has no interest in, nor sees any place for, “politics as usual.” We are a politically progressive group; unorthodox on many issues. Our political worldview sometimes contains a complicated mix of liberal and conservative perspectives depending on the issue. For the imminent General Election either the Jamaica Labour Party or the People’s National Party could plausibly win broad favor with and support from this generation, but only if they can find the right message and, through the right messengers, deliver it with authenticity in a medium that young people are tuned to.

Many politicians, community leaders and others are far from convinced that harnessing the active involvement of youth represents an effective strategy for achieving better outcomes. On the other hand young people currently lack the power and resources of large lobby groups to wield influence on Government. We lack proper or easy access to most of the processes through which most middle-aged adults can successfully articulate their concerns. Young people are rarely members of professional associations and trade unions that could negotiate on our behalf. We are, only in strict partisan circumstances and at the behest of party faithfuls, appointed to Boards and we lack easy access to the media and the courts.

The demand for recognition of the right of young people to be heard, to have our views given serious consideration, and, more importantly, to play an active role in promoting our own best interest is far from respected by those in authority. Our nation and indeed our leaders, must understand that a commitment to respecting the participatory rights of young people is incompatible with the age-old propensity of “older folks” to take decisions concerning young people without our involvement in those processes. Those in our culture who have been accustomed to authority are now being forced to acknowledge young people as protagonists in the exercise of rights – as active agents in our own lives rather than mere recipients of “adult protection.” Our leaders in particular need to learn to involve and work more closely in collaboration with our nation’s youth to help us articulate our needs and develop strategies to enhance our well-being.

The young voters of today’s generation really represent the culmination of years of disaffection and dissatisfaction with the politics and political institutions. Our grandparents and great-grandparents are the silent generation, the electorate’s strongest partisans whose enduring ties to the Jamaica Labour Party and the Peoples National Party were forged during the embryonic stages of our journey to political independence under Alexander Bustamante and Norman Manley. These seniors grew up at the height of civic engagement and collective community in Jamaica. Statistics have shown that they continue to participate in politics, sometimes totally oblivious to issues of the day, at far more steady rates than their progeny. Their unflinching loyalty to, as they called it, “my party” is in most cases a sharp contrast from our unflinching commitment to, as we called it, “our future” – and to this great country that we and our children and grandchildren will one day have to lead. 

For example, younger voters hold more expansive notions about the roles and responsibilities of government than do older voters: at the same time we are very individualistic about problem solving and supportive of market solutions. Many of our young voters support smaller government over bigger government but at the same time want government to do more to solve people’s day-to-day personal problems. These seemingly contradictory views reflect the need for there to be, among all stakeholders, a serious examination of what the role of government actually is as against what it really ought to be. Should government, for instance, be in the business of providing jobs or should government be in the business of creating a social and political climate and an economic policy framework within which businesses, local and foreign, can operate and flourish. 

While some bemoans, and quite rightly so, the fact that young people do not participate in politics, neither major political party has done much to reach out to us. In the last three election cycles, both the JLP and PNP have focused largely on similar set of issues with neither of the two going outside the box to look deeper and present ideas to: reform our system of government; to make government work on behalf of and in the interest of its people; to introduce term limits for Prime Ministers; and to introduce programmes and initiatives that will systematically lift the standard of living of our people - who continue to live in politically tribalized environs and sub-human living conditions. To merely present a manifesto at election time promising to deliver heaven and earth to all of its citizens without telling us just exactly how they intend to make this happen under our current (failed) system of government, and under the same (failed) economic models, is totally disingenuous and unacceptable. Because lets face it, government alone will never be able to deliver all services to its citizens when it is already having such a difficult time delivering the basic amenities, namely, proper roads, water, electricity, a proper fire service and proper early-childhood education for its children.

Both parties have over the years chosen to communicate the same, old-oriented message to all voters. But young voters have a different set of concerns than our elders. Young voters concerns about education – consistently one of our top interests – are also distinct. We support more funding and smaller class sizes for early-childhood. We are also having a difficult time paying for college, whether that means a bachelors degree from the university or a diploma from a community or teacher’s college. The need to work while in school and the later burden of paying off student loans put an enormous financial strain on the many young people whose parents can’t foot the full or sometimes even a portion of the bill. Today’s high tuition, the less than generous government and private sector loan policies, and the limited budget allocations for higher education can only exacerbate this situation.

There is a populist, progressive agenda that could reflect young people’s core values and priorities – and indeed, lend us some coherence. It would call on government to actively provide opportunities for people to acquire the skills and resources they need to succeed in life. It would not, however, encourage dependence on government but instead offer the means for self-improvement and self-reliance. Such a platform would call for individuals to take personal responsibility for their behavior, government to protect our natural resources, create the appropriate policies and frameworks for success and society to open to difference and diversity.

For the moment, the new generation along with our other so-called uncommitted friends has certainly stopped the national slide into what could be a one-party state, and offer a more optimistic and open view of the future. But politically we remain very much up for grabs – and adrift from the political culture that offers stale political leadership and old ways of talking about politics. In a country pretty much split 50-50 politically, the side that successfully speaks to this generation (the usual political rhetoric aside) may well be the side that wins. 
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