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Africa’s youth – an underutilised 
resource in peacebuilding
Herbert Bangura

Africa is a wealthy continent that is said to be ‘blessed’ with plentiful resources, 
both natural and human, but bad governance and corruption result in unequal 
distribution of wealth among the population, manifesting as poverty and 
seriously affecting Africa’s development. Half of its people, especially youth, 
live in abject poverty, a condition that keeps Africa’s youth craving for ways 
to attain better lives. The search for prosperity has led some of Africa’s 
youth to become active players in extremist activities in various countries, 
including Nigeria (Boko Haram) and Somalia (Al-shabab) as well as voluntarily 
enlisting in groups like IS (Islamic State, also known as ISIS). 

The youth recognise that poverty, as a result of bad governance, denies them  
the opportunity to be active participants in determining the future of their  
people. They understand that young people’s marginalisation and voicelessness  
stem from their inability to meet their essential needs socially and economically, 
and that they have not been able to enjoy proper representation and participation 
in decision-making processes. Most African governments, including that of 
Sierra Leone, maintain that they have put in place the necessary policies to 
facilitate youth development after having initiated a youth programme or 
two to promote youth participation. In 2006, Heads of States endorsed the 
African Youth Charter, a political and legal document that serves as the  
strategic framework for African states, gives direction for youth empowerment 
and development at continental, regional and national levels. The impact of 
the Charter has, however, been disappointing. 

While there may be some of these skeleton structures in place, in reality, youth  
has very little decision-making power or influence in these processes, and 
ironically, the structures to support youth are not manned by youth. For 
example, the Ministries of Youth in almost all sub-Saharan African countries, 
including Sierra Leone, have no young people serving as ministers, nor are 
they seen playing very active roles in the hierarchy. On graduating from 
universities or other tertiary institutions young Africans often find that there 
are few or no opportunities available to them.  

Burdened with political, social and economic challenges, African youth from  
indigenous, rural and under-served communities are subject to extreme 
marginalisation. The Human Rights Commission states that the promotion 
and protection of the rights of national, ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities 
are key to the advancement of socio-political stability and cultural diversity. 
However, very little or nothing is being done by governments to ensure the 
realisation of these rights. Furthermore, most youth have little confidence 
in the judicial systems of their countries, having seen that governments get 
away with doing anything they like as long as they are in power. This is a 
very serious concern because when people lose faith in their authorities to 
govern justly, then the foundation for future violent conflicts is laid. 
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Volatile political systems have made it tremendously difficult to de-escalate  
violent conflicts in many countries once they start. In most African countries,  
democratic principles of governance are dysfunctional and sometimes even 
absent. Most African countries are also home to a diverse set of people 
belonging to different ethnic groups. The tendency of one ethnic group to 
dominate every facet of life in the country breeds discontent among others 
groups. In politics, for example, some dominant families operate like dynasties, 
with positions of leadership handed from parents to children. This fuels frustration 
that can be exploited by opponents engaging in political power struggles.

Looking at the harsh realities in our societies today, it is hard to reconcile the  
bid for third terms in office by African presidents in, for example, Burundi, 
Uganda, Rwanda and Sierra Leone. The change of constitutions to suit one 
political party’s interests to the detriment of the masses, either because that 
party wants to stay in power or the sitting president wants to hand-pick his 
successor, continues to impose great suffering on the people. Youth and 
young peace builders are continuously calling attention to these and many 
other issues despite the risks associated with doing so, engaging with the 
public via different media, hosting consultations with communities and 
meeting with representatives from the international community, including 
the UN. However, it seems that young people matter to their leaders only 
when it is time for elections or during violent conflicts. 

Youth possess a lot of energy and willingness to participate actively in 
development processes and peacebuilding, but in most instances they are 
denied the opportunity to express themselves. This was evident during the 
outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) that claimed the lives of thousands 
of families in Liberia, Guinea and Sierra Leone, leaving many children 
orphaned. During the EVD crisis, it was the youth who suffered the most 
but also who volunteered the most. Despite the challenges they had to face 
they were ready and willing to render their services in order to save lives.  

Young Peace Builders 
engaging the media.
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In all of the three affected countries, youth were seen voluntarily enlisting 
as members of local burial teams, assisting in hospitals and tracing possible 
contacts, with no protection, no proper education about the disease, and  
no financial gains. Many died as a result. The EVD outbreak was a serious  
security threat and people were at war with each other and their communities. 
The quick response by UN institutions and other international organisations 
was crucial, but EVD would not have been curbed if the youth had not been 
willing and ready to volunteer their services. 

Sierra Leone is a country that is divided along tribal and regional lines, evident 
within the political setup in the country. Today it is relatively peaceful, but 
there are risks that could lead to a re-escalation of conflict, especially during 
elections. Sierra Leone recently experienced a constitutional crisis. After 
the vice-president, Samuel (Sam) Sumana, was relieved of his position by 
the president, Ernest Bai Koroma, groups of people, including the leading 
opposition party, the Sierra Leone People’s Party, challenged the president’s 
authority to single-handedly dismiss the vice-president and requested that 
he use the correct parliamentary channels, stating that otherwise they would 
call for a national demonstration against the president’s decision. Immediately, 
the government department responsible for national security issued a  
press release warning that anyone caught in any public gathering would be 
dealt with according to the laws under the public state of emergency.  

Youth Volunteers train to 
use personal protective 
equipments during the fight 
against Ebola.
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Here again one could see the invaluable role that young people played by 
calling for calm through different social and print media (Facebook, whatsapp, 
twitter, online news media, local radio stations and local newspapers). Without 
their efforts the country could have been plunged into serious unrest, 
considering the highly charged political atmosphere.   

Young people possess so much zest and desire to contribute to society, which 
can be positively utilised to build peace, combat extremism and promote 
community development, especially with the use of new technology. For 
example, most youth in Sierra Leone, even in remote villages, have access to 
mobile phones. With some training, young people could use these mobile 
phones to promote peace and development in their communities. Increasing 
access to computers and promoting IT literacy is equally important. Most 
young people want to be active on social media, for instance on Facebook. 
Unfortunately, through the Internet they are exposed to a range of – often 
negative – influences, which can whet their appetite for change and cause 
them to make dangerous choices, all in the process of seeking better living 
conditions for themselves and their families. 
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Herbert Bangura is a youth and human rights activist, accomplished 
vocalist and peacebuilder from an economically challenged background, 
who has experienced war in Sierra Leone and Liberia. He lived almost all of 
his childhood and part of his youth as a refugee. Convinced about the need 
to stand up for the rights of people in especially deprived communities and 
to promote peace, Bangura founded and serves as the Executive Director 
of Young Peace Builders (YPB), an organisation committed to creating a 
supportive environment for the survival and development of communities and 
putting youth at the helm of every peacebuilding and community development 
project. Bangura’s experiences and professional background have shaped 
his career path, maintaining a focus on policy and design of peacebuilding 
and development programmes with a passion to apply pragmatic and creative 
development solutions to complex human challenges.

‘The world now has the largest generation of young people in history. I place  
great hopes in their power to shape our future,’ said UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon in a speech in June 2015. The UN Secretary-General has 
demonstrated his commitment to the development of youth leadership by 
establishing a youth envoy in his office, clearly sending a message to world 
leaders. U.S. President Barack Obama launched a Young African Leaders 
Initiative that has had a positive impact and continues to create a platform 
for the exposure and development of the continent’s youth. These initiatives 
are geared towards creating opportunities, promoting cross-cultural exchange, 
learning and networking and ultimately to keeping youth positively engaged 
in peacebuilding and developmental processes.

Young Peace Builders (YPB) represents a similar effort. An organisation made 
up of youth from various countries in West Africa that have been affected by 
conflict, YPB deals with post-conflict issues including restoration of ethnic 
cohesion, reintegration, reconciliation, and structural reforms in democracy 
and leadership, in an attempt to lay a foundation that will prevent future 
violence. The organisation brings together people with a shared history and 
desire to use non-violent means to transform history into a peaceful and 
prosperous present and future. As a young peace builder and an ardent youth 
activist who has experienced the bitterness of war, I understand the passion 
youth feel for playing an active role in building peace in our communities. 
I am hopeful that the UN and the international community will do more 
going forward to recognise and harness the potential of youth to contribute 
to resolving and preventing violent conflicts, as well as to facilitate and 
promote their inclusion in peacebuilding discourse at the policy level.


