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young women

Locating Youth Fervour and Misgivings
in the Sustainable-Development Map

by Emily Freeburg

- 0 young people sustainable develop-
ment is simple—it’s a world where they
want to live in forty years.

.

As many have discovered, to make sustainable devel-
opment work, you have to involve the people directly affected
fmd th.ose traditionally not included in the power structure,
including, more explicitly, women and youth. (The United

I\_Iations defines youth as someone aged 15 to 24, or some-
times anyone under 30.)

'I.‘he importance of women’s empowerment to achieve
sustainable development and the U.N.’s Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) is well acknowledged, but the role of
iglénglpeople in ac.hieying these goals is just beginning to
nowxp Or(iled. Organizations like the U.N. and the World Bank

i %ra ually unders-tand the role young people have to
Shay 0 achleve. sustainable development and the MDGs
rough education and youth-led development projects.

expl;l;l(:g ‘Z:}i]sty outh are involved in development are often
Pening moren eé'natlonal youth meetings, which are hap-
to Senegal Than Tnore eVe.I'yWhere from Russia to Hawaii
people to l'nak: mg‘?gngs aim to empower and inspire young
sults that ofte ; :1 erence in their communities, with re-
portance of con lel? - lobby-tf)ols that stress time im-
meetings are nsultation of youth in decision-making. The
to—but the mixed successes depending on who you talk
sues, and t}i, Lk a.r{ecessary intensity to examine is-
Plansds 4 € non-traditional setting allows for innovative

evelop. As Sofie (age 19) from the United King-

dom sai
ina I 5 “\_’ou can save the world, but it doesn’t have to be
Suit orin g conference hall.”

the KI;? :fgl\l/}it’ at the World Congress on Youth hosted by
the world caunzofc €0, one thousand young people from around
Mahatma Gand}?ir two weeks with hopes to, in the words of
world.” » “be the change you want to see in this

own :ﬁ?fsgmélen leaders were at, the forefront, and their
Ml i 131' est what problems they face, and what they
aplors femir.r t:Zny of the women I spoke with consider them-
i S ”is , but are .h(=:51tant to zoom in on women alone
i 1ke poverty, illiteracy and AIDS. They are all
principally concerned with how to turn talk into action.

el My conversations with three women from the Congress
ell a story of what young women activists struggle with

around the world, as well as how they see the role of young
women and young people in sustainable development.

When I asked her how she became a feminist, Shajia
(age 16) simply replied, “I live in Pakistan.” Like many in
attendance, she was impatient with the discussions and
paperwork at the Congress, although she found the meet-
ings inspirational. “Everyone I know has a lot of passion,
but no one’s channelling it. I am from a country where no
one is educated. It is important to go out to rural areas to
teach people to read, but it is difficult to do that. Girls aren’t
exactly a common sight in Pakistan; only men can go out.
We don’t know where to start, there is so much to do. If you
want to organize, people think you're just after popularity.
It is hard to be taken seriously. We had a rally and against
the war in Irag and the only reason guys came was to check
out girls!”

For Booshra (age 18) from South Africa, “Feminism is
an issue discussed, but not a priority.” She says the largest
problem is poverty, and second place to that is AIDS. “Due
to South Africa’s history of segregation, the common feeling
is that the first priority should be education. You can’t throw
a topic like feminism on them. In school, once you get to a
certain level, you can talk about issues like poverty, but in
rural areas, it is first basic education, and then sex educa-
tion and AIDS education.
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At the World Youth Congtress, where these interviews
were conducted, Amandla from Kenya (left) and the
author, from the U.S., prepare to present the Youth
Development Declaration to the Princess of Mcrocco.




“I don’t know 1if it's
right or wrong to prioritise
problems. When I went to
the World Summit on Sus-
tainable Development all
the delegates were housed
in hotels and given cham-
pagne. I took a drive down
the road and saw Alexan-
dria, one of the worst slums.
I thought about what sus-
tainable development is,
and seriously began to ques-
tion if it was possible at all.
Since then, I've been help-
ing in rural areas instead of
attending conferences,
where you learn more and
more, but don’t do anything
about it. I'm in a group of
six girls, and now that we are
done with high school, we
will take a year off and go one
step higher. We talk about
sustainable development,
but a lot of people don’t know
what it means so we are
working to put together a
video showing the differences
between rural areas and rich
urban centres.”

Amandla (age 14), from
Kenya, said that her genera-
tion “is quite comfortable us-
ing the term feminist.” At
her school, she says, “It is
only the girls that are talk-
ing and volunteer for the ac-
tivities; the guys are literally
being left behind. Guys have
this notion that being cool
means not doing anything,
not getting involved.

“The situation is very
ironic. In Kenya’s parlia-
ment, there are only seven
women MPs out of 220.
There is much inequality,
and women have to cam-
paign several times harder
to get somewhere, but in the
homes, they take care of
nearly everything. We need
to mainstream the home

situation to |
the  work- |
place. It’s not
discouraging |
to me that I
have to work
twice as hard
to get halfthe |
recognition
that men get
because it
isn’t that
hard! But [
what’s impor-
tant [for these
women MPs
to realise] is é
that because '
they worked
so hard to get
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At the World Youth Congress, a Mo;occcrrgirl expresses her o

activism through painting.

that power,

they must remember to use
their power to initiate
change and to help other
women. Then the struggle
will have been worth it.
Women must help their next
generation. That’s what
guys do, they groom the next
generations.

“[For women to have a
role in sustainable develop-
ment] we must raise women
all at once, and once they are
solid in high positions, only
then the men can come
back— just like in the draft-
ing group of the World Youth
Congress declaration, which
was composed mostly of
women. We need women to
say, ‘You cannot do this
anymore. [I've watched you
for so many years and you
have done nothing.” In
Kenya the population ratio is
like five women to every
man, and if it should come to
a vote, a woman should be
elected chief because there
are more women. The big-
gest problem in developing
countries is women oppress-
ing women. Once we can

work together, women will
become chiefs because theirs
are the biggest vote blocs.”

The young women who
came to the World Congress
had a long list of actions
under their belts, from
teaching HIV prevention to
starting youth councils, chil-
dren’s theatre groups, and
organizing community soil-
compost projects. While at
the Congress they did even
more, leading meetings be-
tween Israelis and Palestin-
ians, forming a network
where Pakistanis and Indi-
ans met and became friends,
and celebrating cultural dif-
ferences through perform-
ance. And learning, once
again that talk can be hard
and action even harder.

Young people recognize
sustainable development as
a holistic goal that requires
the creativity and courage of
everyone. Young people will
realize their role by other
young people’s telling them
of it, but also by the older
generation’s reminding
them that they have that
role to fulfil.

To young people, sus-
tainable development is the
existence of a common vi-
sion—a future world where
everyone knows how to read
and there is no global warm-
ing; a world where there is
enough wealth for everyone
to live with dignity. For
young women, the priorities
are equal opportunity, pov-
erty alleviation and literacy
for all. For young people, the
priority is getting a chance
“to be the change.” )
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