The State of the World’s Cities 2006-2007:Facts on Youth 
Youth are employed in the growing informal sector
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In cities of the developed world, more jobs are being created in the financial sector and in informal management as a result of globalization, while in the developing world, trends point toward an increasing “informalization” of the urban economy, as the formal sector fails to provide adequate employment opportunities for the number of young people and adults seeking work.  According to the International Labour Organization, approximately 85 per cent of all new employment opportunities around the world are created in the informal economy.  In some countries, employment in the urban informal sector has risen sharply over the past decade.  Lithuania, for example, experienced a 70 per cent increase in urban informal employment as a percentage of total employment between 1997 and 2000.  The Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean estimates that urban informal employment in that region increased from 43 per cent in 1990 to 48.4 per cent in 1999. 

The informal economy gives youth opportunities to legitimate work by offering experience and self-employment opportunities.  Tracking how many youth participate in the informal sector is difficult for a number of reasons and limited data currently exists.  But some trends are beginning to emerge.  UN-HABITAT analyses that the majority of young people working in the urban informal sector live in slum areas.  For example, in Benin, slum dwellers comprise 75 per cent of informal sector workers, while in Burkina Faso, the Central African Republic, Chad and Ethiopia, they make up 90 per cent of the informal labour force. 

Gender differences in employment
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In slum communities, early involvement in family responsibilities may explain the high employment rates of young men and the low employment of young women.  Youth residing in slum areas are more likely to have a child, be married or head a household than their counterparts living in non-slum areas.  In Uganda, 34 per cent of young men living in slum areas head a household compared with 5 per cent of young men living in non-slum areas.  Family responsibilities at a young age often compel young men to seek and obtain jobs. 
On the other hand, young women living in slums are less likely to seek paid employment, as early marriage and childbearing forces them to stay at home.  Six out of 10 young women living in Uganda’s slum communities have a child or are married – double the number in non-slum communities.  The majority of young women in slums tend to have children at an earlier age then their non-slum counterparts.  In the absence of an extended family to help with taking care of children, the sick and the elderly, young women living in slums are more likely to stay at home to look after children and do household chores.  This limits their opportunity to look for jobs away from home, particularly in the formal sector.  

This graph demonstrates the proportion of Women aged 15-24 who stopped going to school because of inability to pay school fees
Source – UN-HABITAT Global Urban Observatory 2005

Consequences of youth unemployment

When youth seeking work fail to find productive, decent livelihoods, they can become socially excluded and enter a cycle of poverty, experiencing high rates of unemployment across their life spans.  The importance of helping youth find productive and decent employment has therefore become a primary motivation of international youth policy-making and development efforts.  

Many countries in the developing world are experiencing distinctive “youth bulges”, which occur when young people comprise at least 4 per cent of the population.  There has been increasing concern among policymakers that the frustrations accompanying long-term unemployment among large populations of young men in urban areas may feed political and ideological unrest and provoke violence.  As demonstrated by the riots in Paris in late 2005, high youth unemployment, particularly within marginalized ethnic minorities, can create urban unrest, which can challenge government authority and endanger national stability.  More importantly, high levels of unemployment among youth, particularly in urban areas, indicate that cities are unable to absorb labour, which in the long term has a direct impact on economic growth and poverty reduction.
The Executive director of UN-HABITAT  Mrs. Anna Tibaijuka sums it up in her speech at the Global Youth Leadership Summit thus: “Have no doubt: towns and cities are growing at unprecedented rates setting the social, political, cultural and environmental trends of the world, both good and bad. If world leaders are committed to helping reduce urban poverty, it will have a positive impact on the environment.
The key figures of our latest research give a measure of the urban crisis we face: Asia accounts for nearly 60 percent of the world’s slum population with a total of 581 million slum dwellers in 2005. Sub-Saharan Africa had 199 million slum dwellers constituting some 20 percent of the world’s total. Latin America had 134 million making up 14 percent of the total. At the global level, 30 per cent of all urban dwellers lived in slums in 2005, a proportion that has not changed significantly since 1990. However, in the last 15 years, the magnitude of the problem has increased substantially: 283 million more slum dwellers have joined the global urban population. 

These shocking facts and figures explain in part why young people are so vulnerable to unwanted pregnancies, early marriages, prostitution, drug abuse, crime, and AIDS. This is why we are working to keep the candle of hope burning for young people by investing in them and by consulting them. The exclusion of so many young people around the world from decision-making, education, health, and from basic services is both a violation of their human and civil rights, and a failure of sound economic policy.

When it comes to peace, a theme of this conference, make no mistake: slums are a hub of rising crime and violence. We must remember that in this global village, someone else’s poverty and deprivation very soon becomes one’s own problem: be it poor job prospects, illegal immigration, pollution, AIDS, other diseases, insecurity, and crime. Eventually, it leads to fanaticism and terrorism.

What solutions and alternatives can we find? The recent award of the Nobel Peace Prize to Professor Muhammad Yunus and the Grameen Bank shines out as a most apt example of how alternative economic measures can benefit marginalized communities, which in many developing countries are made up largely of young people.”
Young women and men residing in slums are more likely to have a child, be married or head a household than their counterparts living in non-slum areas.





“If we are serious about reaching the Millennium Development Goals by 2015, we must involve young people today.  We must invest in them; we must learn from them; we must be their partners” – UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan








