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Importance of the Youth:

· Youth population are the future leaders and are able to lead their respective countries into prosperity if their energy, intelligences, talents, resources are properly developed and utilized. Effective youth development acts as a catalyst for total transformation of their societies; and in sum the world
· In South Asia’s context, it is all the more important due to the following:
a)  For the first time in South Asian history, all regional countries are practicing democracy; the youth population with effective training in leadership and citizenship can help stabilize the system.
           b) Youth in South Asia are our hope in making SAARC into an effective and   

           functioning organization, whose activities have been, so far, disappointing. Their 

           role is important in the context of the historical baggage our generations carry. 

           The trauma of partition in 1947, and break-up of Pakistan with the emergence of

           Bangladesh in 1971, created deep suspicions, fear and hostilities among the   

           nations of South Asia. We looked and judged each other through those negative 

           mind-set lens. But for the first time in its history, we have a young
           generation who are free from such mind-sets. As such, proper utilization of the

           youth in this regard will provide us the windows of opportunities for regional      

           cooperation, which holds the key to a prosperous South Asia.                
Definition of Youth

· There exist different legal, economic and social dimensions of the definition of youth amongst the countries. Such dimensions create ambiguity for the policy-makers. However, legal status of a youth can differ for various purposes like marriage, voting rights, land rights, criminal offences and eligibility of military service or consent to medical services. Bangladesh has its own official definition of youth. According to the National Youth Policy of Bangladesh, adopted in 2003, the persons who fall in the age category of 18-35 are youth. In Nepal, those who are aged between 16-40 are considered youth.

Demography of the Youth in South Asia
· According to UNFPA, three South Asian countries (India, Pakistan and Bangladesh) are amongst world’s ten countries with largest youth population (UNFPA, 2005). United Nations report that youth make up one-fifth of South Asia’s demography.

Status of the Youth in South Asia

· According to a world wide survey, the rate of unemployment and poverty are highest among the youth of South Asia. 
· The rate of literacy and unemployment vary from country to country. Highest literacy and lowest literacy rates are 97% and 14% respectively. Unemployment is highest in Afghanistan, next to which is Maldives.

Problems faced by the South Asian Youth

Globalization and its impacts: 
· Despite the positive impacts of globalization in terms of job opportunities and benefits from the economic growth, the youth of South Asia have also been affected negatively. One of them is that the young people increasingly constitute a significant proportion of migrant workers in the context of their quest for opportunities and fortunes in the richer countries. Wrong information, unrealistic expectations land them in situations that devastate them both physically and mentally. They are at worse conditions when out of desperation; they join the ranks of illegal immigrants.
· Youth are now more exposed to the risks of HIV infections with the softening of the national borders.  Increase use of drugs, tobacco and alcohol contribute to significant rise in mortality and HIV infections.

· Unemployment and poverty, in the back-drop of western type of consumerism by a tiny group, have fuelled frustration and desperation among the youth that contribute to the increase of juvenile delinquency.
· Girls and young women face discrimination at every sphere of their lives, and widespread violence against them prevent their physical and mental development. They are, thus, unable to participate in the national development process.

(UN World Youth Report, 2008)

· Young people, bombarded by western culture, ideas and consumerism through electronic media and internet, get caught in between two worlds, and are becoming disoriented. They are, at a loss, as they experience the disappearance of their traditional social and psychological safety-net, which has not yet been replaced by another paradigm.

Initiatives taken by SAARC governments

SAARC governments are aware about the necessity of youth development and youth mobilization for their national development efforts. The role of the youth in exploiting the global opportunities as well as development of SAARC through the creation of South Asian consciousness is dully recognized by SAARC countries, especially since SAARC Ministerial Conference on Youth in 1994. All SAARC nations have established Ministries of Youth and adopted National Policies on Youth. Due to the lack of time and consequent paucity in research—initiatives undertaken by all SAARC countries have not been possible. In this paper, a general review with special emphasis on the initiatives taken by the Government of Bangladesh would be presented below:
· In order to bring the youth in the mainstream development initiatives, Bangladesh established the Ministry of Youth and Development in 1980. The objectives have been to create an environment for the pro-active involvement of the youth through improved education, skills development, micro-credit programs and other means.

· Free primary education has been established for all. Girls can attend schools up to XII grade free of cost. 

· Private University Law of 1992 has allowed the establishment of as many as fifty-two universities. New public universities have been founded.  
· Through the partnership of GO and NGOs, youth, at the grassroots are getting assistance to development skills. Currently, there are as many as 776 training centers run by the Department of Youth. BMET (Bureau of Man Power, Employment and Training) under the Ministry of Labor and Employment offer various skills development training.
(2004 Government Report)

· Universities have introduced market oriented disciplines in their curricula.

· Youth leadership programs through the partnership of NGOs and Donors enable the young people to learn and know about contemporary issues such as Diversity and Tolerance, Gender Equity, Environment, HIV/AIDS, Consequence of Drug abuse, Culture & Heritage, Governance and Democracy in an interactive manner.
· National Women Development Policy has been adopted in 1997.

· Number of legal measures has been adopted to combat violence against girls and women as well as prevent early marriage of adolescents.

· Bangladesh has now the biggest micro-credit sector in the world with coverage of 14 million clients, around 70% of whom are young.

· UNFPA runs programs covering Reproductive Health (RH), Advocacy and Population Strategies (PDS), which are focused to address the young people.

· Bangladesh, UNFPA together with Shell Oil Company have agreed to bring RH information and skills development to adolescents.
· National Federation of Youth Organization of Bangladesh will host the Youth Employment Summit (YES) country network. The purpose of this SAARC Youth Employment Summit is to gather youth representatives from SAARC countries to exchange ideas and experience in the development and implementation of youth entrepreneurship strategies in order to reduce the youth unemployment and promote entrepreneurship as a force of economic change to accelerate the development in their respective countries.

Analysis of the National Youth Policies of SAARC countries and the initiatives taken by them indicate that each country has embarked on development and mobilization of youth population in their respective countries. Education, which is the cutting edge of all development, has been rightly given the top priority. Skills development, development of entrepreneurship, health access facilities (including sexual and reproductive health), gender equity, and awareness of health risks have also been emphasized. 

Conclusion

From the above discussion, it is aptly clear that governments of SAARC countries, individually and, to some extent, collectively have undertaken initiatives for youth development of their respective countries. One would discern that youth of South Asia are getting enough help from their governments and their development and mobilization are taking place in leaps and bounds. But the actual picture is far from the reality. Following are the persistent problems for the youth:
· To begin with, unemployment is still rampant among the youth. In Bangladesh alone the number of unemployed youth is at a staggering figure of cores (Prothom Alo, November 14, 2010).
· They continue to be adversely affected by poverty. Largest proportion of the world’s poorest youth are found in South Asia, which accounts for 4 out of 10 young people living on  less than US$ 1 or US$ 2 day.

· Calorie intake, which measures extreme poverty among the youth, indicates South Asia has largest number of undernourished young people with highest concentration in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh.

· With regards to education, it is apprehended that majority South Asian countries are more concerned in making the bench marks in statistical terms rather than concentrating on the quality as well as market oriented education. As a result, the youth are unable to have a linkage between their educational background and the globalize job market.

· Gender discrimination and violence against girls and women continue unabated. They are routinely sexually harassed both in public and at home. Physical and sexual abuses affect millions of girls and young women most of which remain unreported. The governments of South Asia must realize that substantial development of the youth would remain a distant dream if such treatments of the female youth are not eliminated as they hamper their physical, psychological and intellectual development. One is temped to quote Begum Rokeya, one of the pioneer feminists of our sub-continent, who stated, “a nation is in delusion of being developed when it is keeping half of its population underdeveloped.” (Writings and Essays of Begum Rokeya, 1994). By this she meant development of women but it is equally applicable when it comes to youth development.
Recommendations
· For policy purpose, a uniform definition of youth should be adopted by SAARC countries.
· Stresses on the quality education with emphasis on globalize market oriented disciplines.
· Educational reforms that will lead to better preparation of students and better matches between graduates and jobs.

· Increase skills development centers, especially for vocational training.

· Introduction of new ICT in the education system.
· Initiations of strategies for the reduction of poverty with specific focus on youth.

· Initiatives for researches specifically focused on the youth so that relevant data disaggregated by age can be generated.

· Encourage young entrepreneurs through policy formulation and by providing conducive environment.
· Massive advocacy in order to eliminate gender discrimination.

· Inclusion of Gender Issues in the curricula beginning from High Schools. 

· History writings should focus more on the commonalities of South Asia, as a region, than differences.

· Initiation of programs like Youth Camp under SAARC umbrella by individual country, which will contribute better understanding and appreciation of each other’s countries.
· Initiation of programs like Peace Corps of US by SAARC countries through which young volunteers will work in each other’s countries facilitating more people to people contact.
· Creation of various forums by SAARC governments so that the young leaders (our future leaders) have the opportunities to familiarize themselves with each other’s countries and thereby, get imbued in South Asian consciousness. And they start believing in a common destiny.

· It is suggested that SAARC High Commissions work with organizations like South Asia Youth for Peace and Prosperity Society (SAYPP), who are facilitating increasing connectivity among the youth of South Asia through different academic activities like organizing joint researches, seminars, symposiums, cultural exchanges and awarding scholarships to underprivileged but talented young students.  
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