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Spotlight on role of Arab youth

By ABDULRAHMAN FAKHRI
Published: 29 May 2005

YOUNG Arabs suffer from a lack of freedom, knowledge, good governance and the absence
of gender equality, according to a United Nations (UN) expert.

This in turn means they are unable to express their perspectives on policies and programmes
that affect their lives, said United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) regional
programmes chief Nadad Al Nashif.

"In addition, youths live in and with the detrimental impact of poverty; ills emerging from
labour markets eschewed by the impact of globalisation; and unmet frustrations and
expectations orchestrated partly by media and technology, and partly by evolving dynamics of
family structures," she said at a conference in Bahrain yesterday.

Ms Nashif referred to studies that indicate Arab societies still lack the proper structures and
resources for organising youth activism, whether through volunteering, youth activities or
networking opportunities.

She said this must be corrected if Arab countries are to move forward.

"A more involved and effectively mobilised Arab youth means higher numbers of informed and
concerned Arab constituencies, thus more space for democratic practices in the region," said

Ms Nashif, who was speaking at a Gulf workshop on Arab youth strategies at the Sheraton
Hotel.

It was organised by the United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs, in co-
operation with the General Organisation for Youth and Sports.

Around 20 Gulf government officials concerned with the management of youth policies and
programmes, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and academics are taking part.

The workshop is in line with the World Programme of Action for Youth, adopted by the UN's
General Assembly and the UN Millennium Summit.

It is the first in a series of three to be held in the Arab region exploring the complex economic,
social, political and other factors that have a bearing on Arab youth development, said Ms
Nashif.

The event focuses on the impact of globalisation, employment, gender dynamics, the
participation of young women in public life and governance and political participation.

"These workshops examine the contribution of governments in formulating sound youth
development policies and the role that youth organisations and NGOs, in conjunction with the

public and private sector, can play in ensuring the effectiveness of these policies," said Ms
Nashif.

The results of the workshops will be documented in a publication on Arab youth strategies for
the new millennium.

They will also feed into the formulation and discussion of some concrete youth programmes



and will be used to compile the 2005 UNDP Arab Human Development Report.

The workshop is a forerunner to a review of the UN Millennium Development Goals at the
upcoming September 2005 General Assembly session.

"We want to ensure that the voices, aspirations and achievements of the Arab youth will be
heard in September - hence this workshop," said Ms Nashif.

The workshop will conclude today.
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Need to inspire
Bahrain youth'’s
imagination

T is a cultural attitude common to Asian and Arab
Icountries that well-behaved children and youth are

still more often seen than heard - and often not even
seen.

This is a pity really when we are fast reaching a
stage where the majority of the Earth’s population
are in the “youth” category of 15 to 30 years of age.

Just as the past three or four decades were all about
women’s empowerment and the recognition of women
as integral to development, the millennium develop-
ment plans of most nations today revolve around har-
nessing the pulsating energy and vibrant imagination
of youth to achieve ambitious developmental goals.

This state of affairs is in itself indicative of the
changing demographics that have thrust youth to the
centre-stage of world affairs today.

Unlike the West though, where many town councils
have youth on their committees and elected to their
boards, Arab countries are largely seen as paying lip-
service to the concept of youth empowerment.

Many studies maintain that Arab societies still lack
the proper structures and resources for organising
youth activitism, whether through volunteerism,
youth activities or networking opportunities.

At a regional workshop held to draw up strategies
for national youth policies, I was amused but unsur-
prised to note that the speakers and participants were
made up almost entirely of people who do not qualify
as “youth” as described by international policy
wonks and governments.

We talked a lot about Bahrain and how the
Kingdom had shown the way by initiating an exten-
sive youth survey to shape its National Youth Policy.

It was a first for the Arab world apparently and
won the Kingdom accolades from international youth
studies organisations.

But I and a lot of others still maintain that we need
more active participation from youth in nation-build-
ing.

Remember how John F. Kennedy’s Peace Corps
idea transformed the youth scene and re-directed
energies for American youth of the ‘sixties?

The Arab world — and Bahrain — need similar
dynamic ideas to inspire our youth and enrich their
imaginations.
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