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Issues Paper
 on 
YOUTH AND ICT AS AGENTS FOR CHANGE
I.
Introduction 
In an increasingly globalized world, the impact of ICTs in the economic, social, cultural, political and individual spheres of life has dramatically transformed societies the world over. Often, it is the younger generations who feel more comfortable using Information and Communications Technology (ICT) to further expand their knowledge. This allows them to take charge of their learning processes and seek to adapt, adopt and leverage different technologies, separately and in conjunction with one another, to harness their own skills and learn by teaching themselves. Today, the role of young people in shaping their societies is becoming increasingly evident, particularly in terms of challenging the mores and practices that have re-defined traditional concepts of social interaction, means of communication and participation, development of ideas, and involvement with issues of global significance. 
Demographic trends show that about 85% of the world’s youth reside in developing countries.
 By accepted statistical principles, the UN defines youth as those who fall within the 15 to 25 years of age.
 In terms of numbers, about 724 million youth and children are estimated to be living on less than $2 a day, a significant number of whom are illiterate, unemployed, and living with HIV/AIDS.
 Although linkages between youth and poverty need more extensive research to determine the long-term impact on issues that affect the youth, the fact that many of the MDGs are youth-oriented (education, health, HIV/AIDS, etc), underscore the need for policies to be better targeted in order to reach these goals, particularly taking the needs of the youth into consideration. 

A further disaggregation of the data by regions shows for example, that in Asia, young people constitute over 61% of the world’s youth population. However, the fastest growing young populations are to be found in Africa.
 In most countries of the Middle East, the number of young people are either still expanding, such as in Saudi Arabia and Yemen, or have yet to shrink from a high growth rate.
 In fact, the population growth rate in Egypt, Pakistan, Algeria, Morocco is not projected to decrease before 2025, which has tremendous implications for these cultures in the coming years.
 The rapid growth is such that the youth constitute a third to half of the population, placing immense strains on the entire infrastructure of the state, especially on educational services that are already poor or declining in quality.
 For example, unemployment is acute in the region. It is estimated that around 12.5 million youth are unemployed in the region, the highest youth unemployment rate in the world, and there are 2.5 to 3 million youth entrants to the labor market annually.

Given the demographic significance of the global youth population and the keen interest of this age group in ICT, it is imperative to assess how ICT has transformed the lives of youth around the world, how the youth have influenced their own lives and those of their communities, how they are shaping the lives of future generations, and how communities, national governments and the international community can assist in the realization of global youth development using ICT. In addressing the issue of youth and ICT, it is important to bear in mind that the needs, requirements, hopes and expectations of the youth can vary tremendously from one region to another and from one country to another. 

The Purpose of the Global Forum

The objective of the Global Forum on Youth and ICT for Development is to actively engage youth in debates and discussions with their peer representatives, policy makers, technology leaders and others in exploring ways to empower the community and to participate more fully in society through the appropriate and responsible use of ICT.

It is therefore essential that the Global Forum on Youth and ICT for Development highlights the creativity that the youth has in exploring and exploiting ICT for their own benefit and for the benefit of their families, peers and communities. The Forum will provide an ideal platform to showcase youth-led initiatives such as “For Youth, by Youth,” and also create a space to foster adult-youth cooperation to encourage inter-generational transfer of skills and resources. This will also be an opportunity for young people to share ideas and learn from peers who have successfully used ICT as a tool in promoting their own economic and social advancement, as well as that of their communities. 
It is a fact that the growth and proliferation of ICT has not ensured equitable access to all, leading to the digital divide. The Forum will therefore also provide a platform to discuss, deliberate and address specific ICT-related issues that are pertinent to youths today i.e., education, access, employability, cost and others. In addition to encouraging policy dialogue, the Global Forum on Youth and ICT for Development aims to catalyze numerous action-oriented activities undertaken by multi-stakeholder partnerships between youth, industry players and policy makers.

II.
Focus of the Paper
This paper presents a review of information in key areas of youth development pertinent to the Forum.
Unlike previous generations of youth who lived in ideological, cultural and social isolation, the youth of today are far more attuned to the global challenges and issues due to the proliferation of ICTs and the new global media culture. They are simultaneously living lives at multiple levels, i.e., global, regional and local, because they are adept at using technology to harness it to their specific needs. Even in areas of low ICT penetration, the youth have managed to adapt to their circumstances by combining both traditional and innovative means of communication to gain access to knowledge and information beyond their physical borders. As such, they are consummate consumers as well as initiators of information, and “have a key role to play as entrepreneurs to build innovative solutions based on state-of-the-art technologies." 

It is important to state at the outset that this paper views the role of youth as participants, actors, promoters, influencers, and in some cases, leaders of ICT-led development in areas of particular importance, relevance and interest to their group. The premise for this assertion stems from several factors: the total number of youth - globally - is about 50% of the world's population
; they make up a significant number among the target group for reaching the MDGs; they are avid users of new technology, and successful in adapting to and understanding the potential for ICTs; and developing policies, programmes and initiatives that directly or indirectly impact their lives must acknowledge that the youth of today are far more cognizant of their own environment and are therefore well able to share their experiences, concerns and ideas in order to make the programmes and policies relevant and current. And last, but not least, the youth make up a substantial market for the technology industry, as demonstrated by the proliferation of low-cost technology that is being developed today.
 

Given the inherent difficulty of addressing the range of diverse issues of interest to today’s youth, this paper will only attempt to focus on the following four areas, corresponding to GAID’s areas of focus, which have a direct bearing on the achievement of the MDGs:

· Education: The use of ICTs for educational purposes is a vast and expanding area. So, how can ICTs help to bridge the learning gap for the youth between the rich and poor countries? Can education be “globalized”? If so, what are the main barriers (i.e., technological, linguistic and cultural) and concerns confronting societies?

· Health: How effectively can ICT tools be used, among other things, to facilitate behavioural change communication and provide information to learn about diseases, combat HIV/AIDS, and provide medical information? In what way can ICTs be used to improve medical care to youth? 

· Youth entrepreneurship: To bridge the gap between skilled and unskilled jobs, how can ICTs be used to promote the next generation of educated and qualified job seekers who are able to contribute to the global economy? How can ICTs help with employment creation and economic growth, and promote entrepreneurship to help youth maximize their income potential?

· Governance: How can ICTs help to improve the participation and empowerment of youth in the decision-making process and policies that affect their lives? What participatory mechanisms should be promoted to engage the youth in the national dialogue process as well as in their local communities? 

In addressing the four areas of the Global Forum on Youth and ICT, it should be noted that while they are the main focus of the interactive sessions, these areas nevertheless have an impact on, and are affected by, other Millennium Development Goals. Consequently, interventions in education, for example, will have many other direct and indirect benefits, such as improved health, environmental awareness, greater employment opportunities and poverty reduction.  

A particular and cross-cutting issue is highlighted below for special consideration:
The Digital Divide
 The main issue concerning access for young people to ICTs is that of the digital divide. Unless this divide is given priority attention by policymakers and other stakeholders, the gap between the 'information rich' and the 'information poor' will continue to widen. One of the reasons for this disparity is the lack of financial resources in poorer nations who are unable to invest in new technologies. However, the quest for new technology without a proper assessment of the needs and development priorities of society are also bound to fail. In countries with inadequate or poor telecommunications infrastructures, a blending of both new and traditional communication media and technology may be a more viable option. It is important to bear in mind that ICTs are not just about technologies and their implementation, but more about information transfer and communication.
 

It is necessary to insert a word of caution about the importance of ICT use for development. ICT policies tend to focus more on accessibility issues, overshadowing other inclusion factors such as taking steps to e-enable existing social inclusion policies.
 In other words, e-health and e-education should focus more on health and education per se, rather than on “e”. Otherwise, e-participation will not necessarily translate to improved public service delivery or lead to desired policy outcomes. 
Additionally, while ICTs can certainly enhance a country’s competitiveness and add value to the way it pursues its development priorities, it should not however, be considered a panacea for problems of unemployment or social exclusion. This observation is of particular relevance to young people, because it is unclear whether the adoption of technology-based development strategies will necessarily bring about results that are of real benefit to all young people. However, there are also reasons for hope and optimism about the potential of ICT, particularly since young people have a relative advantage in embracing new technologies and making use of them for their own benefit.

The digital divide in developing countries, in large part, is due to several factors. They include budget constraints, lack of access to new and innovative technology, trade policies that often classify technology imports as expensive “luxury” items, and a policy environment that is not conducive to the rapid diffusion of technology, among others. However, many developing countries are taking steps to promote ICTs in under-served and the rural areas. Some countries in Latin America, for example, have successfully experimented with the “audio visual pedagogy”, a participatory approach to agricultural development that empowers local communities.
 Although the focus of the project is to provide a link between the needs of the rural population to sources of information and experts, such experiments offer hope for the youth in terms of linking their communities in outlying areas to experts, teachers and mentors in urban centres. 
In developing countries, such as Brazil, Senegal and Bangladesh, among others, community access, particularly in rural areas, is being provided through the establishment of Public Access Points or telecenters in such places as community halls, libraries and Internet cafes, where computers with Internet connections are available. In many cases, these public Internet access points or PIAPs have resulted from public-private partnerships between the government and the private sector.
 Although the establishment of these telecenters is still a far cry from developing a comprehensive, need-based strategy for ICT-led development, they have nevertheless been a means of addressing the lack of ICTs in many places, particularly throughout Africa, and in providing universal access, to both telephony and other forms of ICTs.
  Agencies such as the International Telecommunications Union, UNESCO, and the Canadian International Development Research Center (IDRC) have been quick to take advantage of the proliferation of major telecenters in Mali, Uganda, Mozambique, and South Africa, to offer them a range of telephony, computing, Internet and information services.

The digital divide for girls is another major cause for concern. Although girls and women form 50% or more of the world’s population, benefits and opportunities accorded to girls remain at less than their full share. A particular problem is that girls are at a disadvantage at birth and continue to face discrimination and marginalization throughout their life cycle in health, education, employment, etc. Many reasons account for this distinction, including social, cultural, religious and economic, which can lead to gender bias. ICTs can potentially be an instrument for providing girls with increased opportunities, as well as energizing their participation in the fields of science, technology and IT, from which they are traditionally excluded or not encouraged to pursue.
It is therefore, not unusual to find gross gender disparities in education and ICT indicators across most countries in the world. By and large, girls in developing countries lack access to technologies. A major part of the problem is the lack of female education. Interestingly enough, research indicates that there is a direct link between female literacy and the economic growth of a country, showing that countries where women are able to attain secondary education, the overall growth rate tends to be higher. The reason for that is simple: lower rates of female literacy leads to fewer employment opportunities. As a result, in countries where women are not a part of the labor force, “the labor force productivity falls and consequently the GNP is adversely affected. Thus a vicious circle forms in which lower access to female education leads to lower standard of living and feeding into fewer socio-economic resources." 

Whether due to lack of representation in government, lack of participation in decision-making about issues that affect them directly, and/or access to opportunities for social and economic advancement, gender disparities worldwide have actually widened in a knowledge-oriented global society. Digital illiteracy is not relegated to poor girls alone, but affects even those belonging to affluent backgrounds in most developing countries.
 The development of socially inclusive policies, therefore, cannot be undertaken without addressing the underlying causes for the gender bias in the first place, namely the economic, social and cultural barriers.
Despite these daunting challenges, it is worth noting that ICTs are dynamic instruments of change, as are youth. As such, the combination of ICTs and youth offer tremendous possibilities for explosive transformation of society. In other words, the synergistic relationship between ICT and youth can very well be part of the solution to many of the development challenges around the world. 
III.
Issues for the Global Forum

a.
ICT in Education 

An assessment of the conditions for economic growth in an increasingly globalized world shows that in addition to creating a conducive macroeconomic and policy environment, governments need to invest in ICTs and quality education in order ensure their competitiveness in the global economy.
 

While the number of educated youth continues to grow worldwide, the paucity of disaggregated data leaves many unanswered questions about gender balance, secondary and tertiary graduation rates, quality and competitiveness of the educational institutions, and graduation to employment ratios. According to recent studies, the current generation of youth is assumed to be the best educated so far. However, vast numbers of children are still not in school, and equally large numbers among this group are illiterate.
  It is important to note here that functional literacy, as defined by the UN means that, “A person is functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in which literacy is required for effective function of his or her group and community and also for enabling him or her to continue to use reading, writing and calculation for his or her own and the community's development.”
 

However, developing inclusive, learning societies involve far more than just providing computers and internet connectivity. Attention must be given to issues regarding a proper assessment of several factors: curriculum requirements that are relevant and dynamic; continuing training for teachers to enable them to keep pace with new developments in ICTs; maintenance of hardware; availability of software; and overall sustainability of the programmes. Consideration therefore, must be based on the "cost of ownership" and not just the cost of hardware alone.

E-learning, which can involve both teaching computer skills and using those skills to undertake distance learning, is set to become a critical educational tool in the 21st century. Lessons learned from several ICT-led education initiatives in developing countries highlighted the following issues: 

· computer labs in schools and universities are in high demand, despite problems of dial-up connectivity; 

· technical support for maintenance of equipment and infrastructure is essential and in high demand; 

· deregulation of the telecommunications infrastructure is urgently needed to allow high speed internet access and longer periods of online time; 

· investment in wireless technology is highly desirable and cost effective, given the poor state of the telecommunications infrastructure in developing countries; 

· community participation must be encouraged in order to share the cost of new technology; 

· public-private partnerships should be considered and encouraged in order to facilitate the diffusion of technology in developing countries; 

· reform of the curricula should go hand-in-hand with the incorporation of ICTs. In other words, technology should match the curriculum goals and requirements, and not the other way around; 

· teacher training should be an intrinsic factor in ensuring the quality and sustainability of ICT in education programmes; 

· participation of women in the ICT culture should be actively promoted because technology has been shown to empower women by making information accessible to those who are otherwise excluded from mainstream educational institutions; and,
· the internet energizes students and makes the classroom a more interactive learning environment. 

Why focus on ICT in education?

The skills to productively transform knowledge and information into innovative products and services will define successful knowledge economies. "Lack of education and technical skills widens the gap in economic and social opportunities, which stem from technology. Currently in most developing countries, only a small group dominates the use of Internet and other ICTs, namely those with higher levels of educational attainment.”
 Many governments now recognize the need to focus on strategies to increase access to and improve the quality of education. But what defines a quality education in today’s global information-based economy? Is education keeping pace with a rapidly changing world? Are there good models that we can follow? 

The education access-divide compounds all other access divides. Societies that have low levels of literacy and formal education are also most likely to be those who lack computer and technical skills, which contribute to a vicious cycle of capacity constraints, under development, and poverty.
 
Furthermore, the access-divide can be compounded in some countries with the introduction of new technology in a social setting where scarce resources and opportunities are distributed asymmetrically. The low levels of human capital mean that fewer people will benefit disproportionately from the information revolution, while disadvantaged groups will continue to struggle to attain even the basic levels of education.

Potential questions/issues for discussion at the Forum: 

· What should be done to compensate for the lack of access to books, information and ICT facilities for students in developing countries?
· What should be done to assist those among the youth who have failed to complete secondary education by age 18? Should ICT-based vocational training be used to address this gap, such as focusing on technical assistance and operation and maintenance of computer hardware? 
· What should be done to compensate for the lack of trained and available teachers (in ICT-based skills)?
· How best can the benefits of an ICT-based education be articulated for the government and society at large?
· What type of curricula should be considered to produce skilled and trained workers for the local job market? Should partnerships between the private sector and the academia be promoted (through internships, job opportunities, etc)? Will that enable the educational system to keep pace with the demands of the local, as well as the global economy? 

· Will the proliferation of ICTs encourage higher enrollment of girls and women? 

· Will peer mentoring and assistance help or hinder the educational system? Is it feasible (if encouraged as part of academic requirement such as credits)? 
· Should e-mentoring be encouraged in the absence of “mentors” in the immediate environment of the youth, such as in schools, the local society and the job market? 
· Local content issues: Is language a barrier to e-learning? What should be done to address that? 

In formulating policies to promote greater access to ICTs in education, the following issues need careful consideration:
· Governments have to address the issue of universal access to education and increase literacy levels in developing countries. 

· Capacity building must take account of teacher training. 
· Ideally, Internet access should be provided free to schools in order to encourage them to incorporate e-education in their syllabus. 

· Tax exemption should be a serious consideration in importing computers for educational purposes. 
· Establishment of low cost training centers by the government will help to encourage more people to get basic computer training. 

· Particular attention must be paid to encourage women to join the ICT sector, as part of boosting female literacy rates.

b.
ICT in Health 

The focus on youth and health is obvious. Not only does it mean addressing the wellbeing of a critical mass of the world's population from both common health problems and life threatening diseases such as HIV/AIDS, but ultimately from dying young. The chronically poor, for example, die early in life, without realizing their full potential. It is therefore, crucial to address the inter-generational cycle of poor health and poverty to ensure that it is effectively broken. 
More importantly, it is necessary to stress that health is a basic human right and the MDGs aim to make basic health services available to all, including access to medical care, information on sexual and reproductive health, and gender equality. 

According to the World Youth Report 2005, AIDS is on the rise, with about 10 million young people, mostly in Africa and Asia, currently living with HIV/AIDS.
 The epidemic has had a devastating impact on the sexual and reproductive health of young people at large, but the consequences for young women are even more alarming. The feminization of the epidemic is due to several factors, including biological, social, economic and cultural, which contrive to increase existing gender inequalities; precipitate violence against women; and sustain women’s unequal access to information, education and services. For example, in Sub-Saharan Africa alone, 57 percent of people living with HIV/AIDS are women. 

Attention to investments in health deserves priority because improving adolescent health will lead to poverty reduction, a decrease in the incidence of high-risk pregnancies among undernourished teenagers, and ultimately, contribute significantly to reducing child mortality (MD Goal 4). 

Why focus on health and ICT?

To facilitate the use of ICT in dealing with health issues that affect the youth, real life examples show that e-networking is an effective way of finding information on health-related issues that young people would otherwise be averse to asking due to the controversial or embarrassing nature of the subject matter. It is also a means of sharing information and personal experiences among groups and even across borders, such as the Nairobi-based African Youth Parliament, a network of young people in more than 45 countries. 

ICT-led health advocacy and education also provide opportunities to connect researchers and strategists with the needs and priorities of the field; connecting communities; and allowing access to a wider range of information on any number of health topics. This type of linkage between communities, patients and frontline health workers form an essential component of prevention strategies. 
Furthermore, the use of ICTs also plays a crucial role in changing perceptions of diseases such as HIV/AIDS and contributes to advocacy and efforts to mobilize resources for communities beyond their physical borders. In research findings and case studies, the specific applications of ICTs were divided into different groups: web-based information; AIDS news and media; distribution of CD-based media; and discussion groups, including through eForums. 

Recently, quite a number of successful school-based basic health education initiatives have been established, which are yielding very encouraging results in reaching and helping the youth. Following a survey conducted in 2002 to asses the ICT needs and requirements to address health and HIV/AIDS issues in developing countries (the majority of which were from Africa), the results highlighted the following: 

General Conclusions: 

· Information and communication channels, not just technology, must be the focal point; 

· Development of local context and language are essential to any communication initiatives, including mobiles services for illiterate people; 

· Local ownership and capacity are key to the acceptance and sustainability of these initiatives; 

· ICTs should contribute to strengthening the overall health system; 

· Collaboration between all stakeholders is essential in order to develop “synergies” between other projects, markets mechanisms, and the community; and 

· Research is essential to identify the information needs of specific target groups. 

Specific Conclusions: 

· Application of ICTs at the community level demonstrates that development and dissemination of preventative information is the most important component of any HIV/AIDS strategy, and the most effective. However, this approach relies on the most common form of broadcast media – the radio - and readily available technologies such as CD-ROMs; 

· The highest benefits of ICTs are realized by improving access to information and education and communication tools for rural and community health care workers; and 

· All types of ICTs can contribute to the enhancement of evidence-based activities such as epidemiology and surveillance, which are critical components of AIDS management strategies. 

In addressing target diseases such as HIV/AIDS, ICTs should only be promoted if they lead to the following: 

· Widespread dissemination of preventative public health information using readily available ICT; 

· Improving health care worker access to information; 

· Enhancing population health and research capacity; 

· Promoting greater involvement of women; 

· More research to precisely define the information needs of target groups. 

Potential questions for discussion:
· How best can ICTs be utilized to provide basic health services to the youth? Can current initiatives be improved upon? If so, how?

· What types of linkages need to be established between communities and health care providers to facilitate need-based support and services?
· Can youth groups be reached just as effectively without the use of ICTs? If not, what are the advantages of using ICT-led health programmes versus traditional means of advocacy and outreach?
· What should be done to enable the youth to participate more effectively in the consultative process to develop youth-focused health initiatives? 

c.
ICT in Employment 

Youth unemployment has become one of the biggest developmental challenges in almost every country in the world in recent years. The UN estimates that 88 million among the youth are currently unemployed, and the rates of unemployment among this group are highest in Western Asia, North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa.
 There is growing pressure on young people to compete in an increasingly globalized labour market. According to the International Labor Organization (ILO), of the number of unemployed youth, about 80 per cent are in developing countries and economies in transition where youth unemployment is growing annually at more than 15 percent. The situation is particularly troublesome in many Asian countries, where economic growth is hardly able to keep pace with job creation efforts for the youths entering the job market each year.
 

So far, efforts by governments to promote job creation through planned programmes, both in the private and public sectors, have been ad hoc and insufficient. A large number of developing countries still rely on the injection of external financing to finance a considerable slice of their national development budgets, and on foreign investment and external expertise to accelerate economic growth. In the process, little or no attention is being given to the development of skills and entrepreneurial capabilities among the youth to promote long term and sustainable economic growth. 
To compound the situation further, current educational systems are producing more job-seekers than job-creators and income generators. As a result, the impact of globalization in terms of opening up markets for the youth in developing countries has been non-existent or negligible in most cases, contributing further to widening of the gap between the rich and the poor, and the skilled and the unskilled.

“Secondary education and skill acquisition make sense only if primary schooling has been successful. This is still far from being the case and efforts have to be reinforced in this area. In addition, more than 20 percent of firms in countries such as Algeria, Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Estonia, and Zambia, rate poor education and work skills among their workforce as 'a major or severe obstacle to their operations.' Overcoming this handicap starts with more and better investments in youth.”

Potential questions for discussion:

· How can youth groups be empowered to influence job creation strategies within their respective country conditions?

· What types of assistance would they require from the government and the private sector, financial and other?

· Should practical skills, such as mentoring, job training and vocational skills be a mandatory aspect of the secondary and tertiary educational curriculum? Will it be cost-effective?

· Given the limitations of the technology available in most developing countries, should other options be considered, such as mobile computer labs? 
· Should skills building and job training be available (through eLearning and eTraining) to job seekers by institutes outside the country if none are available in-country? If so, how relevant would the training be in the country context? Should the focus be instead on finding local solutions for local problems?
· Should governments focus on providing incentives and opportunities specifically geared to the local labour market, or rather on providing opportunities for skills building, no matter where the jobs are to be found? Will the latter have implications for the “brain drain?”
· What type of incentives should be considered for local business communities to recruit more youth?

The Youth Employment Network (YEN) initiative, developed by the UN in collaboration with the World Bank and ILO, urges governments to incorporate youth employment goals into comprehensive employment policies and to stimulate broad-based employment-intensive growth as the best means of creating employment for young people. 

Four areas have been highlighted for national action:
· Employability: the need for governments to invest in education and vocational training for young people, and improve the impact of those investments; 

· Equal opportunities: the need for governments and enterprises to give young women the same opportunities as young men; 

· Entrepreneurship: the need for governments to make it easier to start and run enterprises to provide more and better jobs for young women and men; and 

· Employment creation: the need for governments to place employment creation at the centre of macroeconomic policy. 

d.
ICT in Governance 

While it is not only desirable but also necessary to empower and engage the youth to participate more fully in society and in governing issues of importance to their lives, it is also important to emphasize that with rights also come responsibility for the youth and non-youth alike. Participating in and influencing the decision-making process for the development of ICT-led initiatives should be done with a view to their responsible use and an eye to both short- and long-term impact on society and communities. It would be particularly important to ensure that the use of ICTs for the enhancement of their lives and livelihoods must take account of the need to be aware of the dangers of misuse, vulnerability and breach of security. It is equally important that adequate safeguards exist to protect the youth from exploitation. 

The question is to define the concept of empowerment. First, the term itself requires greater conceptual clarity and analysis since empowerment is an idea, not a policy. Furthermore, since empowerment also implies giving power to those who do not currently have it, it is more important than ever to understand the nature of power and how it should be re-distributed. For example, does empowerment principally involve the removal of economic barriers and the creation of a more equal society? Or should it be viewed within a wider frame of reference, whereby empowerment means providing more opportunities to citizens to participate in the political system, improve their capacity to participate, stimulate a culture of civic engagement, or all of the above?
 

Furthermore, e-inclusion and e-participation are “moving targets”: while on the one hand, innovations in ICT continue to create new gaps or exacerbate the digital divide for the vast majority of people in the world, several underprivileged communities are also learning to bridge the gap by developing creative ways of using ICTs, individually and collectively.  Use of collaborative technologies is challenging the traditional notions of democratic involvement by allowing citizens, particularly youth groups, greater opportunity to express their individual political will. There are not only top-down but also bottom-up initiatives that are transforming the way governments interact with their citizens and vice versa. These innovative models of engagement are creating communities that are virtual and fluid, and impact policies and practices in a variety of ways and with varying degrees of success.
The development of socially inclusive policies should aim to provide access to ICT-related services to the largest possible number of people and communities in order to improve their participation in a knowledge-based society and economy. The process should be facilitated, either directly or through intermediaries, by taking proactive measures to neutralize socio-economic differences such as education, location, employment, disability, age or gender. 

To achieve this objective, alternative devices could be considered as viable means for promoting e-government and e-participation, through multi-channel strategies and solutions, such as cell phones, community computing, etc. By its very nature, inclusive, e-government implies that pro-active measures should be taken by governments to ensure that public services are available and accessible to all and that digital exclusion is avoided at all costs. Cell phones, speech technology & wireless networking , for example, could make e-participation more accessible to those with little or no educational attainment, as well as hard-to-reach and marginalized groups in society, thereby narrowing the digital divide. The ‘Village Phone Program’ promoted by the Grameen Technology Center is one example of a successful outreach programme. Most importantly, a critical issue in incorporating the use of ICT in government is to keep the gap between the “information rich” and the “information poor” from widening further. 

The new direction in the transformation of government is called mobile government, or “m-government.” It is a subset of e-government where ICTs are limited to mobile and/or wireless technologies like cell or mobile phones, and laptops and personal digital assistants (PDAs)) connected to wireless local area networks (LANs). The relevance of m-government lies in the fact that it is particularly suited for developing countries where Internet access rates are low but mobile phone penetration is growing rapidly, particularly in urban areas. Globally, the number of mobile phones has surpassed the number of fixed/wired phones. This is the case in 49 middle-income and 36 low-income countries, including Burkina Faso, Chad, Honduras, Indonesia, Jordan, Mexico, Mongolia, Nigeria, Philippines, Saudi Arabia, and South Africa. According to a recent study, the population of global SMS users will grow to 1.36 billion in 2006.
 

Potential questions for discussion:
· To what extent do young people feel isolated from their government? How prevalent is this sense of isolation?
· Does the sense of being ignored in society prevent the youth from participating more actively in politics or in the governance of their lives?
· Will the incorporation of ICTs facilitate better interaction with the non-peer groups in society?

· What types of interaction with the community at large do the youth feel will better serve their purpose towards influencing decisions?
· What are the most effective means of getting their voices heard by policymakers?

· Will participation at the local level be more effective than at the national level?
· What types of issues would the youth be most interested in addressing at global events? How wide are the regional disparities? Would they be better represented at the regional level?

IV.
Regional concerns 


Development challenges among the different geographic regions are as varied as they are numerous, shaped by their respective political, economic, demographic, social and cultural differences. However, even within each geographic region, it is impossible to generalize about issues such as poverty and economic growth, gender equity and technological progress because development opportunities are not equitably and fairly distributed across the globe.
 It is therefore not surprising that in terms of ICT access and use, disparity is equally prevalent, given that almost 80% of the world’s population has had little or no access to telephones, let alone the internet.
 In this paper, discussions of regional issues are meant to highlight some of the most pressing challenges faced by the youth. ICT solutions should therefore focus on addressing these particular priorities and concerns. 
a.
The African Context
Africa is the most youthful continent, with 50% of the population below the age of 18, and 18 percent of the population between 15 and 25. However, “youth”, as defined by the Africa Youth Charter, are those persons between the ages of 15 and 35 years, which further underscores the importance that this demographic group has for the region.
 In terms of ICT penetration, the continent suffers from a serious access-divide, having made little relative progress compared to other developed countries.
 In fact, access and use of ICTs for development is at a rudimentary level, and millions of people are outside the inclusive net of the ICTs. Key factors limiting both access and inclusion are lack of telecommunication infrastructure and education. Of the entire population of Africa, only about 2% use the Internet compared to 68 % in North America, 37% in Europe and around half in Oceania.

Inequalities in telecommunication access in Africa are the result of several key factors, including: poor electricity infrastructure, especially in rural or far-flung areas, limited or erratic power distribution; inadequate road and rail network (needed to support a pervasive ICT infrastructure), and heavy import tax on computers and cell phones, (which are considered luxury items), thereby raising their costs beyond the reach of the majority of the populations.
 

The educational infrastructure, undeniably the bedrock of any economy, is poor in many parts of Africa, and access to secondary education remains outside the pale of most of the youth. Additionally, educational systems are beset by a multitude of problems such as outdated or irrelevant school and university curricula, lack of qualified and skilled teachers, lack of access to books and materials, inadequate number of educational facilities, and disparities between girl and boy enrollment and graduation rates. 
In terms of human security, Africa has witnessed an “arc of conflict” that stretched across the continent – from Angola to neighbouring Democratic Republic of Congo, across Rwanda and Uganda to Sudan and Somalia. However, there is now a greater commitment on the part of regional entities such as NEPAD to take a regional approach to crises in governance, civil strife and wars that not only threaten the instability of the regional powers, but also create refugee crises for others.
  Not surprisingly, armed conflicts affect large groups of youth who very often the casualties as soldiers, or as refuges, responsible for the care and upkeep of surviving relatives, including younger siblings.
One of the most serious challenges facing the continent is HIV/AIDS. The number of young people affected by it are staggering, either being infected with HIV or having lost relatives and parents to the disease. The implications for the youth are of great concern since health and governance systems are unable to cope with the rates of new infections and public service delivery capacity is overwhelmed, such as in Sub-Saharan Africa. Deaths due to AIDS also means that human resource potential in many parts of Africa could be depleting at a rate that is faster than the growth rate itself, since babies born of infected parents will keep HIV prevalence rates at high levels. And access to preventive measures, anti-retroviral drugs and treatment is still costly or unavailable.
b.
The Asian Context
As the largest continent, both in terms of geography and population, the region exhibits its own particular set of challenges and opportunities. Large populations imply a significant strain on public sector resources for the delivery of basic services, such as in education and health. Despite significant challenges however, countries such as China, India, Malaysia and the Philippines have made remarkable strides in economic growth. But growth has not necessarily been equitable, and questions emerge about the sustainability of the economic boom. 

The economies of East Asia, for example, are largely characterized by high economic growth due to the large numbers of youth in the work force, estimated to be about 450 million.
 However, the youth population is set to decline in the coming years, with a few exceptions, which has tremendous consequences for sustaining the current growth rate. Additionally, even in high-performing economies, there is a concern about equity in growth, especially with regard to young people’s access to basic services, particularly for those from ethnic groups, and vulnerable and other marginalized populations. 

Although considerable investments have been made in the education sector, questions still remain about secondary school capacity and the quality of tertiary education.
  Access to jobs is still a major concern among the youth, because the promise of increased educational opportunities has also raised expectations about access to more jobs.
  Additionally, access to and use of ICTs varies considerably in the sub-region among the youth, where 53 percent of the youth in China have access, compared to only 12 percent in Indonesia. 

In South Asia, demographics play a significant role in determining its development priorities. There are about 400 million young people in the sub-continent, who make up about 30 percent of all youth in developing countries.
 If productively employed, such large numbers can lead to tremendous opportunity for economic growth in South Asia. At present however, over a fifth of firms in developing countries indicate that inadequate skills and education of workers are a major obstacle to their operations.
 The problem lies in not only increasing the number of secondary schools for the young, but also in improving the quality of education at all levels, and in increasing the enrollment of girls. An additional drawback to the educational systems in the sub-continent is insufficient computer literacy and command of English.

A common challenge throughout the region seems to be young people’s access to information and their lack of involvement in key life decisions. Most Asian youth are unaware of health-related risk-taking behavior, including HIV/AIDS. And opportunities for civic engagement among young people remain low, which can lead to disengagement, frustration, or even violent behaviour and social and economic instability. 
c.
The Latin American Context

Latin America’s economic performance has lagged behind the OECD and East Asia, characterized by low growth rates and income inequality. As a result, there has been little poverty reduction, with the exception of Chile, in the last decade, and growth has not been especially pro-poor in many countries. 

The situation in most countries is characterized by lack of economic opportunities, slow rate of poverty reduction and less than optimal economic growth. In most countries of the region, poor families have to contend with current subsistence needs against schooling investments, where the pay-off seems to be uncertain and less than attractive.
 The drop out rate among youth is high, with less than optimal numbers completing secondary education, due to the need to supplement the family income by entering the job market at an early age. As a result, rewarding employment opportunities and higher incomes to enable poor families to move out of poverty remains elusive, perpetuating the vicious circles of poverty at the household, regional, and national levels.
 
In recent years, the region has seen a spontaneous outgrowth of new information networks known as “schoolnets,” which are learning networks and distance learning activities to address the lack of educational facilities and opportunities for youth.
 However, these learning activities are not necessarily compatible to the national contexts, culture, needs, interests and content.
 Many of the programmes are “imported” without due consideration to socio-economic and cultural considerations, costs and sustainability, having been transplanted from more sophisticated environments to places where the needs are far more basic.

The challenge therefore, is to make the communication and information infrastructure serve the primary needs and interests of the youth, and particularly those of marginalized populations. The challenge for policymakers and stakeholders is to explore ways to invest in ICT solutions that provide much-needed impetus to improved economic productivity for the youth and the society at large. 
d.
The Arab States Context

A survey of the economies of the Arab States shows that over the last two decades, human development trends include reasons for both concern and optimism.
 The former is due to weak growth performance throughout the region which accounted for slow progress in poverty reduction and greater income disparity. As a result, there are now almost 11.5 million more among the poor because the region’s population growth rate has outpaced that of its economies.
 On the other hand, cause for hope lies in the fact that despite stagnant growth, human development indicators seems to be quite impressive, with considerable gains made in the delivery of health and education services.
 
The anomaly in the economic growth and human development indicators points to the fact that the region as a whole, has been unable to translate rising human capital into higher productivity. This is evidenced by the fact that the region exhibits low rates of return on education, and high rates of unemployment (currently just above 13 percent), especially among the educated.


To capitalize on the gains made thus far, investments need to be made to provide the youth with income generating and entrepreneurial opportunities, as well as through incentives and favorable market conditions for the private sector to thrive. That will also imply greater access to and use of ICTs in order to make necessary inroads to the global markets. 
 e.
The Eastern European Context
The number of youth in Eastern Europe has already reached its peak and is set to decline.
 However, opportunities for youth in education, employment, and civic participation still require considerable attention. There are large numbers of unemployed youth, due to long periods of transition from secondary education to work as well as in shortages in required skills.
 In some countries, unemployment among youth was as high as 60 percent, while civil conflict further exacerbated the jobless situation in others. In fact, jobs and physical security are the main concerns among youth groups in the region.
 
Additionally, economies in transition face the added burden of revising the curriculum to suit the needs of modern societies. The quality of education at the secondary and tertiary levels therefore, will require a great deal of attention to make the educational system relevant to current social and economic needs. Furthermore, youth in the region have a sense of alienation from decision making activities given their limited access to information and knowledge, and use of ICTs. 
Although disaggregated data on ICT use by youth is fragmented at best, existing data point to the conclusion that even in technologically advanced countries of the European Union, the digital gap remains quite significant.
 It is estimated that about one-fourth to a third of the EU population are still outside the pale of e-services, including the young people. 

V.
Expected Outcomes of the Global Forum
In the preparation of this paper, research and review of existing information has highlighted one of the most critical bottlenecks to the development of effective policies for youth, namely, the lack of youth-specific data and information. For example, most development indicators for poverty and gender are not age-specific, which poses a major problem in assessing needs and targeting appropriate policies.

The Global Forum will offer an opportunity for articulating the views and concerns of youth, policymakers, civil societies and other stakeholders towards reaching consensus on particular areas for follow-up action. In consultation with GAID’s partners, the following are suggested activities as expected outcomes of the Forum:
· Research and data collection on youth-specific issues;

VI.
ANNEX I
Innovations in ICT: 

The following are a few case studies that illustrate innovative use of ICTs by and for the youth: 

SchoolNet Namibia

SchoolNet Namibia is the brainchild of a non-profit Internet service provider in Namibia, which realized that it would more effective for the youth to create awareness about HIV/AIDS among their peers. This initiative focused on the way AIDS affected the community of Katutura, Windhoek's most populous neighbourhood, and included information and resources about Namibian organisations, programmes and people who were working to prevent further transmissions, to counsel those who might be affected, and to help those already touched by the virus. The goal of this project was to provide young people with first-hand encounter with the disease and its impact, and exposing them to the consequences of ignorance and risky behaviour. 

 
The idea is to give youths the opportunity to form their own opinion and convictions about HIV/AIDS and help them learn how to take care of themselves. School students go out into the community and talk to doctors, counsellors, pharmacists, people on the street and even gravediggers in an effort to profile all the ways in which Katutura has been affected by AIDS. They then put the information together on a website using curiosity and communication in their approach. SchoolNet teaches the youth how to do the research and how to design the websites. The rest is left to the ingenuity, commitment and creativity of the young people.

 
This is the first website in Namibia that contains information about HIV/AIDS, and is encouraging youth to think critically and independently. At the same time, it is building confidence among the teachers in the educational value of the Internet. SchoolNet works closely with the schools in order to enable student participation and facilitate access to school labs and other resources. 


Initially, schools from 5 regions have been selected as a test bed for SchoolNet's training method and a barometer to gauge students' skill levels and enthusiasm. The project, which began in July 2002, will be expanded to more schools, and will, within 12 - 18 months, be converted into a nationwide website competition. The next 2 to 3 years will see the project taken into schools across Southern Africa.

The eSwasthya (health in a card) Initiative in India 

The objective of this project is to provide healthcare to the poorest section of the population. The target group is the hardcore poor in Madhubani, a district in Bihar. The idea is to deliver healthcare through ICT so that the poor regions in Bihar are not left behind in terms of healthcare facilities and modern technology as India moves forward. 

Health ID cards are given to residents, to popularise the project and raise awareness about healthcare services that are newly available. These cards link residents to a new world of information that will help in terms of hygiene, population control and other advancements in healthcare. When the underprivileged start making use of these facilities, diseases and illnesses eradication and population control objectives can be met. Through this and the eventual creation of Internet kiosks, it is also hoped that the local community can increase literacy rates and gain valuable computer skills in order for them to join the job market. It is also hoped that the health centres will be self-sustainable after five years of operation.

 
ICT has been used as a backbone for this project because of the various positive features that are linked to it. The connectivity of the health centre via the Internet will usher in a new dimension to the rural sector by exploring areas like e-governance, e-commerce, e-health, and so on. Special emphasis is on the holistic health of women citizens. The program will increase the number of medical personnel per facility by instituting the project as a revenue-sharing system with medical practitioners, to entice those previously avoiding work in smaller towns because of smaller salaries. 

The immediate effect of eSwasthya is improvement in the healthcare system for rural people. However, it also aims to provide local residents, particularly unemployed youths, with basic computer training. This has a two-pronged effect –– the youths are able to maintain the eSwasthya in their own community; in addition they are equipped with a new skill that will open new doors and opportunities.

The EDC  in Uganda

The Education Development Center (EDC) project in Uganda, is another example of successful integration of ICT in health awareness and education. The project uses peer learning, social action, and small business projects. Its aim is to integrate ICTs with information about HIV/AIDS to enable youth to build IT skills. A broader goal is to test the potential of ICTs as a means of facilitating youth and community learning about HIV/AIDS in Uganda.

 
The project aims to build capacity of youth participants in peer mentoring, entrepreneurship, and communications. It includes such activities as website development, email, CD-ROM development, and list-serves to complement existing HIV/AIDS Information Education and Communication (IEC) campaigns designed to reach youth and their communities.

 
According to EDC, school-based telecentres enable access to ICTs and provide a local forum for dialogue. Social action plans developed in conjunction with ICT learning allow students and teachers to interact with and educate their community. Plans include working with parent-teacher associations, income generation for youth, and documenting testimonies of community members with HIV/AIDS.

� World Youth Report, UNDESA 2005


� Ibid


� World Youth Report, UNDESA, 2005


� Niall O’Higgins, “Trends in the Youth Labour Market in Developing and Transition Countries,” The World Bank, 2003


� Ibid


� Ibid


� UNFPA 2006: � HYPERLINK "http://www.unfpa.org/daseca/reg_prog_issues.html" ��http://www.unfpa.org/daseca/reg_prog_issues.html�


� Tariq Haq, “Labor Markets and Youth Employment in the Arab States,” ILO 2005: http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/workshops/256,1,Labour Markets & Youth Employment in the Arab States








� Gerard Dega, president of Alcatel CIT


� World Youth Report, UNDESA 2005


� Quick Guide to Low-Cost Computing Devices and Initiatives for the Developing World at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.infodev.org/en/Publication.107.html" ��http://www.infodev.org/en/Publication.107.html�





� E-Inclusion: New Challenges and Policy Recommendations, eEurope Advisory Group – WG2 –


2005.


� Global e-Government Readiness Report, UNDESA 2005


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Global e-Government Readiness Report 2005


� Ibid


� Policy Coherence Towards East Asia: Development Challenges for OECD Countries, OECD, 2005   


� World Youth Report 2005


� UNESCO Institute for Statistics


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.gesci.org" ��http://www.gesci.org�





� World Bank Institute, 2003


� Global e-Government Readiness Report, UNDESA 2005


� Ibid.


� Ibid


� Global e-Government Readiness Report 2005


� Ibid


� Nahleen Ahmed, “Governance of the AIDS Response: Issues and Outlook”, UNDP, October 2006 


� World Youth Report, UNDESA 2005


� � HYPERLINK "http://allafrica.com/peaceafrica/organizations/org/00010249/" ��http://allafrica.com/peaceafrica/organizations/org/00010249/�


� Driscoll, Libbie, “HIV/AIDS and Information and Communication Technologies” (IRDC), November 2001


� DS Bateson Consulting “Health, HIV/AIDS and Information and Communication Technologies: A Needs Assessment”, May 2002  


� World Youth Report 2005


� Global Youth Entrepreneurship Forum 2006


� World Bank, World Development Report 2007


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/yen/" ��http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/yen/�


� Nahleen Ahmed, “An Overview of e-Participation Models,” DESA, 2006


� Ibid


� The World Bank, World Development report 2006


� Social Transformation in an Information Society: Rethinking Access to You and the World, UNESCO, 2004


� African Youth Charter, African Union, July 2006


� Global e-Government Readiness Report 2005


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Jackie Cilliers, Human Security in Africa, 2004


� World Bank, World Development Report 2007


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Poverty Reduction and Growth: Virtuous and Vicious Circles, World Bank, 2006


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Alicia Richero, “SchoolNet Models In Latin America: Some Considerations,” IDRC 2002


� Ibid


� Ibid


� World Bank, Sustaining Gains in Poverty Reduction and Human Development in the Middle East and North Africa, 2006


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� eEurope Advisory Group – WG2 – e-Inclusion: Final Report, 2005








PAGE  
2

