OPENING ADDRESS AT THE NATIONAL CONSULTATION AND LAUNCH OF YOUTH EMPLOYMENT NETWORK – GHANA

BY EMMANUEL K. EDUDZIE, COUNTRY COORDIANTOR

Madam Chairperson, Respected Guest of Honour. Honourable Minister of State, Dear Guest, ladies and Gentlemen.

Today, representatives from all relevant sectors; government, private sector, NGOs, INGOs, 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.

This meeting comes a year after the millennium summit, when the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, called the attention of world leaders to urgency of addressing the problem of unemployment and underemployment of young people.  It also comes at a time when the global youth employment challenge has reached the historic climax.

One billion young people (15-24 years old), 85 percent of whom 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.

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.

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.

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 Problem Statement and Action Plan which will be drawn during the second session of today’s meeting, will be presented by a delegation from the network at the Youth Employment Summit.

The Government of the Republic of Egypt will host the Global Youth Employment Summit from 7 to 11 September 2002 in Alexandria, Egypt.  The goal of the summit is to launch a decade campaign of action so that an additional 500 million young adults, especially those facing poverty would have productive and sustainable livelihoods by the year 2012.  Achieving this overly ambition demands organized country-level support, hence the inception of the Country Networks initiative as one of the major processes leading to the summit.  The Youth Employment Network – Ghana, which is due to be officially launched by the end of this session, is therefore one of the many YES2002 country networks around the world, which primarily exist to raise awareness on the issue of youth employment across the country and to serve as a channel for implementing the post-summit agenda.

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, the Managing Director of Cutting Edge Solution (Gh) Ltd, COB-A Industries, Coka Cola Bottling company, Voltic, Pepsi-Cola, Pens and Plastic, Oman Fofor Mr. Leopold Armah, Miss Regina Banini and all those who supported us in one way or the other to yield what we are seeing toady.  Please receive our heartfelt appreciation.

I am too sure that many of us here today would have loved to support us in one way or other but for the fact that you were not contacted.  The good news is that we still need your assistance to defray the debts incurred in organizing this event.  Most of the support we received came in kind, leaving us with no cash to settle other bills.  The network also needs your assistance in sending a strong delegation to the Alexandria Summit to present our documents.  I am happy to say that we have raised enough funds to cover accommodation, food and part of the summit registration fee for our delegates.  Thus, our main need is to raise about US$850 per delegate for air fare.

I encourage everyone our Honourable Guests and Delegates alike – to support this worthy course.

Once again I welcome you all to this lifetime gathering.  Please feel free to make your inputs into the consultation agenda.

Remember these words of Mr. Kofi Annan “the future promise of any nation can be directly measured by the present prospects of its youth”.

Thank you.  
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