WELCOME ADDRESS DELIVERED AT THE NATIONAL CONSULTATION AND LAUNCH OF YOUTH EMPLOYMENT SUMMIT (YES) 2004

By Emmanuel K. Edudzie, Y.E.S Ghana Coordinator

Mr. Chairman, Respected Guest of Honour, Honourable Ministers, invited guests, dynamic colleague youth leaders, Ladies and Gentlemen. 
Today, representatives from all relevant sectors; government, private sector, the international development community, NGOs, CBOs, research and academic institutions, youth organizations and members of civil society, have assembled here in the beautiful premises of the British Council to identify and discuss the existing country scenario of youth unemployment and thereafter, forge partnerships to take action to meet the challenge.

It is most appropriate that this meeting is taking place in less than 100 days before the upcoming Global Youth Employment Summit (YES) to be held in the Mexican City of Veracruz this October. Hundreds of people around the world are preparing to be part of this milestone event that would continue to build this global dream team committed to fulfilling the vision of the YES Campaign. It would be a time to listen and learn from each other, evaluate where we are, and build the partnerships necessary to help us move forward in pursuing the decade campaign of action so that an additional 500 million young adults, especially those in developing countries would have productive and sustainable livelihoods by the year 2012.
Mr. Chairman, one billion young people (15-24 years old), 85 percent of who come from developing countries, are in the labour market with few skills, and even fewer opportunities for productive work.  Nearly 3 billion people – that is half of the world’s population – are under the age of 25.  They are entering the different sectors of society in large numbers, putting immense pressures on governments around the world to wake up and face new challenges.  These include the increased need for jobs and livelihoods, and the growing need for health care and education thereby increasing the stress on the environment.  Social and economic disparities continue to grow, increasing the number of people living below the poverty line each day.  Today, 1.3 billion people survive on less than a dollar a day and 3 billion people live on less than $2 a day.  High levels of unemployment and rapidly deteriorating standards of living are resulting in destructive social unrest and dangerous levels of tension.  These statistics, so being as they are, reveal little of the heavy toll that unemployment and underemployment takes on young people, their families and communities through economic hardship, human suffering, social exclusion and lost of production.

Rapid globalization and fast-paced technological developments have offered many young people unprecedented new opportunities for education, innovation and productive and rewarding work.  But, they have also added to uncertainty and insecurity by exacerbating already vulnerable situations, and widening the gap between those young people with well-paid and productive work, and those with low wage and poor quality jobs.  Many young people are failing to gain a firm foothold in the labour market or end up confined to low-paid dead-end jobs that offer no real prospects for the future and little protection, security or effective choice.  Some are excluded from both the labour force and education and training systems.  Not surprisingly, there is a sense of frustration and hopelessness among many who feel left behind by the new knowledge economy.

Nevertheless, experience shows that when given the opportunity, young people can be intrepid innovators, productive workers, enterprising entrepreneurs, active union members and valued customers.  Young people are at the forefront of the information and communication technologies revolution.  Young people are societies’ artists and athletes.  Young people are invaluable partners for social development bringing creativity, enthusiasm and leadership to the table.  Permanent and profound damage is caused when their contributions are excluded.

Ladies and Gentlemen, perceptions about young people need to change.  Youth are not merely a target for which employment must be found; they are partners helping to chart their own course for the future.  They are champions of social change and democracy and they bring these values to the workplace.  Young people are an asset, not a problem.
Meaningful youth participation is crucial to sustainable development. The youth are said to be leaders of tomorrow. That is absolutely true. But we also want to be partners of today. Posterity is no gain without an inheritor. But it is more dangerous to have an ignorant inheritor who would be a complete waste to our hard earned wealth, image and development as a nation. There must be a total intergenerational collaboration and partnership based on mutual understanding of each other’s roles and capacities and the respect of limitations and extent to which one can go.
The challenge for all stakeholders is to generate sufficient opportunities for all young people to obtain decent and productive work that makes use of their talents, experience and aspirations – and does so under conditions of freedom, security, equality and human dignity.  This challenge is indeed enormous.  There are two choices.  Take appropriate action now and reap the rewards in terms of productive, stable, secure and inclusive societies; or do little and continue to pay massive human, social and economic costs.

Generating employment opportunities for young people and thereby eliminating youth unemployment is a widely shared goal.  However, there has been little movement beyond rhetoric to concrete and effective action.  Efforts need to be infused with a sense of urgency, vision and resolve, and guided by practical experience.

There are undoubtedly many paths to success.  However, across the variety of countries, there are a few common elements that are seen as essential: political will, long-term commitment, employment–intensive macro-economic policies and equitable social and labour policies.  Effective institutions must support these.

There is therefore a great need to launch a dialogue amongst young people, and to mobilize partners for action.  There is a role and responsibility for everyone – government, private sector, youth organizations, employers, workers, community groups, and civil society coalitions – in providing decent work for young people.

Mr. Chairman, today’s national consultation is a means of providing youth with information, at the same time of obtaining information from them.  This information is then transferred into action, by tapping on the energy and dynamism of relevant organizations, which then embark on advocacy work to address the unemployment situation currently prevailing in the country.

The resolutions made, together with the “State of Youth Employment” document that would emerge from today’s meeting will be presented by the Ghana delegation at the Mexico Youth Employment Summit 2004 in October. This meeting would also inaugurate a Summit Coordinating Committee that would prepare a Ghana Delegation to the Mexico summit. I urge our honourable ministers and heads of international organisations represented here to provide the needed support for this committee.
To this end, I stand on behalf of the steering committee, to specially welcome everyone present here today.  I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to our Honourable Ministers, our Guest of Honour, our Chairperson, and all our invited guests for taking time off your usual heavy schedules to attend this consultation.

Please permit me also to express my appreciation to the Director and Management of British Council, our volunteers whose tremendous support has resulted in what we see today and all of you who made time to attend this consultation. Please receive our heartfelt appreciation.

I leave you with these words of John Kennedy that “the future promise of any nation can be directly measured by the present prospects of its youth”.

I bid you all welcome to this meeting, which will be much more than a meeting; for, from this meeting, we intend to pursue our campaign vigorously to reach the unreached, remember the forgotten, include the excluded and open doors of opportunity for the talents of a younger generation to create a better future for themselves and a better world for all. 

Thank you.  
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