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We must build a world free of unnecessary barriers, stereotypes and discrimination.

Policies must be developed

Attitudes must be shaped, and buildings,

And organizations must be designed to ensure

That everyone has a chance to get the Education

They need and participate as well as live independently to full

Citizens in their communities

US President Barack Obama at his Presidential Inauguration
Preamble

The country Nigeria is characterized by uncertainties which is fast threatening the continous existence of humanity at the political, educational, religious and socio-economic levels, with an unprecedented and unimagined level of social upheavals which has culminated into local and communal crises, corruption, economic depression, over saturated labor market, youth militancy and kidnappings for ransom as most prevalent in the Niger Delta Region, political thugerism, religious intolerance/uprising as witnessed commonly in the northern part of the country, as well as HIV/AIDS remaining the major health crisis for about three decades now, and other forms of crises pervading the nation. This means that Nigerian youths are poorly educated, socially excluded, and lack access to economic and social opportunities; these disenfranchised youths are without channels to contribute their creativity, talent and energy positively and constructively. Unemployment, lawlessness and poverty drive many into disastrous cycles of violence, drug abuse and militancy, causing society to view youth as liabilities rather than valuable potentials. Such conditions have contributed to a fragmentation of Nigeria’s social fabric, unstable economy and destruction of confidence from foreign investors. All these present a picture of a country not conducive to happiness and harmonious living. It must be observed regrettably that, of all these the youths who are accidently christened the “Leaders of Tomorrow” are worst hit or rather most vulnerable.

The above inaugural quotation of US President Barack Obama therefore, becomes apt and prognosticating particularly at this chequered political history of ours considering the fact that the vast majority of Nigerian population are youths who must be motivated into leading lives as active citizens that have vested interests in generating positive development for their immediate communities and the country at large. The synergy role of Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) like New Era Educational and Charitable Support Initiative, Teachers Without Borders-Nigeria (TWB) amongst others towards organizing this International Conference which aims at building capacities for youths is therefore, both imperative and commendable.

Meanwhile, this paper intends to highlight ways of breaking social barriers through youth engagement and participation. For ease of analyses and discussion however, it is imperative to define youth contextually as it is the key concept which form the casual relations in the variables of this paper. Youth therefore, refers to young persons who are at the prime age or who predominantly constitute the working population of a country and they fall relatively within the age range of 17-35 years.

Barriers for Effective Youth Engagement and Participation

· HIV/AIDS Syndrome: The inseparable twins-Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) have become the most significant cause of health crisis in the world on a scale which is not comparable in the modern world history (Adaka, 2008). In a 2003 survey for instance, as reported by UNAIDS, though the prevalence rate dropped from 5.8% to 5%, but it was discovered that 5.6% of the total number of people living with HIV in Nigeria are young persons between the ages of 20-24 years compared to other age groups. UNAIDS also estimates that Nigeria’s STD/HIV new infection is over 60% for persons in the age bracket of 15-25 years. What this implies is, youths with or suspected to by HIV positive are labeled and stigmatized and often denied employment, shunned by their friends/colleagues, turned down for life assurance coverage and in some instances refused entry visas into foreign countries.

· Education: There is high decay in the education sector which does not guarantee the recipients to be aware, gain greater independence or take constructive decisions. The incessant strikes by teachers and other support staff in the education sector at all levels. University campuses which were established as citadels of learning, today sexual perverts have turned them into brothels. There is wide decay of infrastructures where there exists, ranging from collapsed electricity supply that makes the country the largest importer of generators for educational and industrial as well as domestic purposes; inappropriate pedagogical approaches without the application of the concept Mindfulness. In fact, today none of Nigerian Universities is rated among the 200 best globally. China which was classified as a 3rd world country in the 1980s, today her secondary schools are rated better than the best Nigerian Universities (Shedrack, 2009). All these facts point to the ugly fact that Nigerian youths are at risk and vulnerable to social vices though on the contrary it is widely acknowledged that Nigerian curriculum content is very rich and appropriate at all levels of education.

· Electoral Processes: The Nigerian electoral system is characterized by malpractice and fraud as well as gross inability to conduct free and fair elections at all levels have not only marred the integrity of our nascent democracy but also put it at risk. Youths are often exploited and destroyed with drugs and used as thugs to rig elections. This explains why Nigerian President Umaru Musa Yar’ adua was not invited for the inauguration of President Barack Obama of USA and the choice of Ghana for his first official visit to Africa rather than the Giant of Africa (Nigeria). This has indeed, spoken volumes of Nigerian democratic efforts.

· The Economy: The Nigerian economy is unproductive in the sense that the youths who constitute over 70% of the workforce are either unemployed or under-employed. The resultant effect of this is the high insecurity in the Niger-Delta Region which has fast replicated in other parts of the country, and Nigerians just like other nationals, feel vulnerable and insecure from armed robbers, kidnappers, Boko Haram/religious uprisings, assassins, cyber crimes and other criminal tendencies which have all gone digital.

Strategies for Achieving Youth Engagement and Participation

Having identified some of the barriers against youth engagement and participation above, the following are strategies towards ensuring youth participation and engagement:

a. The ultimate goal of youth engagement is to provide youths with choices and opportunities for community participation that are both Youth-led and Youth-directed. In such activities, adults are involved only in a supportive role and decision-making is shared. These kinds of opportunities empower young people while at the same time enabling them to access and learn from the life experiences and knowledge of adults. In turn, youths provide adults with opportunity to access and learn from their experiences and expertise.

b. To effectively engage youths, we need to work towards cultivating the attributes of an adult ally and youth-friendliness in ourselves and programming. To achieve this, we are to begin the process of becoming an adult ally who is youth-friendly by listening to youths, raising the awareness of youth needs, gaining knowledge and insights into what youth needs and how we can help meet meaningful participatory opportunities.

c. Engage youths in political education and awareness, build skills and capacities for power analysis and action around issues that youths can identify with, and begin to help young person’s individual competencies, provide age appropriate support with emphases on positive self-identity and youth-adult partnership.
d. All efforts must be made to ensure full access to all opportunities that are provided, offer incentives fro youths’ involvement and enable participation by breaking down barriers that youths commonly face.

e. Above all, authentic youth leadership opportunities must be built within organization, and organizations must help youths to build skills and capacities to be decision makers and problem solvers as well as assist them to participate in, and contribute to community projects.
Conclusion

At this juncture, I wish to conclude this presentation with a quotation from a former frontline African Nationalist and former Ghanaian President, Kwame Nkrumah who once said and I quote:



The Youths deserve to know their place in society,

The role they are expected to play in society

And must be educated to play those roles.
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