Summary of Week one discussion 
Youth4Peace Project, Sierra Leone
1.
Background
The Youth4Peace project is an initiative of the Commonwealth of Learning and the Commonwealth Youth Programme to engage youth to develop ODL materials for their peers to promote peace building in communities. As much of the work is anticipated to be done online, an electronic forum was opened with mainly youth from Sierra Leone and few other countries subscribed.
In Sierra Leone, according to the last census conducted, young people form about 33.3% of the total population. Out of this estimated number, 70% are either unemployed or underemployed. The difficult situation Sierra Leone finds itself at the moment is how to engage young people in meaningful pursuit, in which they can eke out their living. The National Youth Policy document was launched by the government with the primary objective of creating job opportunities for young people, which never achieved its desired purpose. A validation workshop was called to make some amendments to the document. In that workshop also the issue as to whether to setup the commission before the policy or vice versa was discussed. - Edwin K. Massaquoi

2.
Discussion topics 

The discussions commenced on May 11, with an initial welcome from the group moderator and project rapporteur, followed by a call for suggestions on topics to be discussed. Three topics were suggested by participants as follows:

1. The role of youth in development, especially in the achievement of the Millennium development goals;

2. Non-violent transformation of conflict, sports for peace;

3. Are youth a curse or cure in the development of Sierra Leone?
3.
Discussion topic 1: The role of youth in development

Below is a summary of the discussion on the first topic, the role of the youth in development, especially the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

3.1.
Access to education

The discussion began with comments regarding the state of the educational system in Sierra Leone and what needs to be done to facilitate improvement. Education is one of the critical MDGs. Goals 2 and 3 target universal primary education and eliminating gender disparity in access to education. The discussion started with the issue of ghost schools which was reported in the Sierra Leonean media. One participant Musa Soko said “the fact of the matter here is that, for many schools especially in the provinces, they have virtually no trained and qualified teachers and these schools are mostly not even being recognized by the government.  Therefore, the educational system generally in the country especially government schools, there are whole lot of problems associated with them.” 
3.2.
Youth as Leaders

Increasingly development experts are in agreement about the role of youth in development process. Reporting on a conference held on the role of youth, Diana Dola of the Service for Peace put it correctly, “there were unanimous agreements across the board that the youth are the most instrumental in changing our world for the better. We are no longer the leaders of tomorrow, for tomorrow is now today. the question is,  are we willing to take up the daunting yet life altering mantle that has seemingly been too heavy for our forefathers or will we go the way of regrets at what we could have done? But how can the youth take their rightful place in development processes?

William Carew, a young Sierra Leonean based in Kenya noted that “ it is very apparent for us to know that the risks young people face vary great amongst regions and countries, moreover, the local economic and cultural conditions of a country may determine its understanding of issues concerning adolescence and youths. But regardless of the socio economic political and cultural environment young people in particular are prone to the devastating problems faced by society as a result of their vulnerability. the large number of young people who are not in school or at work or in any form of education is very worrying trend, unemployment rate keep on rising, access to safe affordable youth friendly sexual reproductive health services is a major slap on the face that is leaving our sisters and brothers dying of preventable diseases.”

3.3.
Youth-led innovation

“For Sierra Leone, during the campaign periods when we were to elect our new government, a lot of promises were made towards the youths of this country adding that a National Youth Commission would be established to address the issues of young men and women. Two years after the elections, nothing was done or seen in that direction other than politicians moving around with their loyal youth disturbing others. This however resulted into us forming a coalition that sounded a call to Government's attention with regards the Youth Commission followed by an ultimatum. The idea was welcome by youths from all over the country and created some unrest for our leaders. The President then finally called for a dialogue during when he assured us that the Commission will be in place soonest and the work is on going… Another incident was the disturbing development with regards political party youths being involved in violent antagonism, attacking and wounding each other. At the end of it all political leaders accused each other and went as far as inciting their youths to continue the violence. Here and then we decided to quickly intervene with the help of the United Nation's Peace building office in Sierra Leone (UNIPSL) to bring together these youths into dialogue and to iron out thier differences, and to give them reasons not to continue allowing themselves to be used against eachother by these politicians. Interestingly, it was discovered that these youth wings in these political     ”- Herbert Bangura. 

“Sustainable Youth Livelihood and Empowerment Program: This deals with projects that directly impacts on the livelihood opportunities of young people through vocational skills training in dress-making and textiles designs. This has been proved to be workable simply because the level at which youth unemployment is rising is exceptional to the country’s development and especially in the peace consolidation process. Livelihoods through vocational skills project started in late 2007 where youth who are out of school were enrolled in worthwhile self-employment training.” Musa Soko
3.4.
Challenges of youth organisations

One major challenge for youth organisations which was discussed by group members was access to funding for youth organisations. Participants called for the review of criteria regarding access to funds, in order to enable youth groups’ access resources for their programmes. The other challenge mentioned is governments’ negative perceptions of young people, which makes them often suspicious and provide very little support to mainstream youth development initiatives. 
“there are organisations that render voluntary services in preaching peace and non violence and vacating for delivery of basic social services but in get funds from donor to continue playing their complimentary role in making the MDGs achievable is not there and the funders criteria are so stiff that youth organisations.” - Wurie Mamadu Tamba Barrie

“In our African setting, there is this pre-conceived notion that young people are not capable to lead themselves. In most cases as was 98% in the past, the elderly believed that only they should be in control and direct youth activities and manage their funding. In other cases, even at present, it has been and continues to be a challenge for young people with fresh brilliant ideas to acquire funds to facilitate their projects due to the fact that they may not have the required influence (Political, Organizational etc.) to be able to access these funds.”- Herbert Bangura.

“In some societies in Africa, people refer to those in the ghettos, idlers, troublemakers etc. as youth. Nevertheless, whatever the perception, youth is youth. But which are we really talking about in achieving the MGDs? Is it the marginalized youths or the mainstream? In addition, young people in some institutions look at their counterparts as doorway rival instead of complementing partners in development.” Mohammed Kaneh

3.5.
Organisations supporting MDG efforts

“I will like to add to that voice that our organization has been working with the United Nations Millennium Campaign in raising public awareness and at the same time engaging policy actors towards its attainment.  Furthermore, the Global Call to Action against Poverty is a global anti-poverty movement comprising different stratum of constituencies with the common goals of fighting for changes that will lead towards the attainment of the MDGs. The Children and Youth Taskforce of GCAP which Dabesaki is a part is one of those platforms that have been working in that drive so I am pretty sure that youth at different corners are doing their own little towards attaining the ambitious dreams of the MGDs.” ​Musa Soko
4.
Recommendations/ Suggestions
1. Youth development initiatives need to be led for youth by the youth. This calls for increased opportunities for the youth to be involved in development processes;
2. A comprehensive and holistic approach that actually gives young people the platform to be involved in all matters of decision making pertaining their wellbeing should be adopted at all levels of policy-making;
3. Youth have a responsibility to protect the future and should join in the implementation of the outcomes of discussions, forums, youth organisations, community based organisations in order to project our a united force speaking the same language to bring about sustainable development;
4. Youth organisations should develop community based programmes at their different levels as a means to improve society and facilitate the achievement of the millennium development goals;
5. Young people have to equip themselves in order to locate better job opportunities that will increase their socio-economic status in society. Government and its partners need to do more in terms of providing the relevant materials and support needed in enhancing this goal.
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