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The Potential of Youth in Poverty

Alleviation in Sri Lanka

Saman Weerewansa'

Youthis atime of exuberance and strengthin the
life of a hurnan being. Youth is also.a time during
which an individual gradually leaves behind
childhood and commences the completion of
developmentalstages. Youth represents the tran-
sition from childhood to adulthood and biologi-

cally too, it is the most valuable perrod of an
individual's life. .

Throughout history, there have been disputes
and disagreements between adults and youth
regarding the behaviour of the latter. Thisis also
evidentfrom the papyrus found in Egypt. Those
adults considered the youth as a group of people
that was of no consequence. The papyrus also
racord the doubls expressed by adults as tothe
fate of society when the youth become adults.
Later, during the ime of Socrates, the potential of
Athenian youth was also devalued. However,
Socrates challenged these perceptions and
averred that the youth were a group that did not
accept anything unquestionably and was a tal-
ented group with inquiring minds engaged in
leamning.

It should be-acknowledged that at present as in
the past, the way in which the youth think and
act has an influence on the social, economic,
politicat as well as on the whole spectrum of
developmentin a country. Sri Lankais undergo-
ing many social, economic and political changes
inthe context of the cument phase of globalisation.
Ifthe youth, as a progressive generation, recog-
nizes the transformations that are taking place
and strengthen their abilities, overcome their
weaknesses and use their strength and potential
innovatively to meet the challenges they would
have the opportunity to develop themsalves as
well as the country.

Julius Nyereyre, a former president of Tanzania
also observed that the objective of development
in poor countries should be to extricate the people
in these countries from deficiencies that arise

with self-detenmnatron The indvidual should have
the ability to influence the environment and the so-
ciaty that s/he livesin. Accordingly, development
Is by the individual and for the individual. it belongs
tothe mdmdual :

Therefore, although the present generatron iscon-
fronted with a gamut of problems, the basic strength
to overcome these problems is possessed by the
youth themselves. Although these challenges are
manifested in the form of poverty and unemploy-
ment in Sri Lanka, in developed countries youth
problems manifestin non-conventional behavioural
pattems that assume social proportions.

In 1990, the Presidential Commission on Youth in
its report stated that during the past century youth
unrestwas caused by & rapid growth of population
without a conéomitant growthin the economy. Many
who gave evidence before the Commission were
of the view that the present social, economic, politi-
cal, and moral problems prevalent in Sri Lanka are

duetothe political culture inthe country and that the -

youth were also responsible for this situation. How-
ever, whenwe conskder the total educated worldorce
we can see that Sri Lanka possesses a young
fabourforce that can contribute to the production of
goods and services. It can be seen clearly that it
this young labour force is used in an appropriate
manner that it would be possible to increase the
productivity and efficiency of the development pro-
cess, While this labour force has the ability to pro-
duce economic goods and services, it includes
young population groups as well as those who are
employed.

Unemployment is most acute among the youth.
According to the Annual Report of the Central Bank
of Sri Lanka, unemployment had declined from
10.5% in 1997 to 8.8 % in 1999. However, de-
spite this decfine in unemployment Sri Lanka does

systematically it wouid be possible toexpecta
high level of developmentinthe country.

Paul Preyer, an educationist, was of the view
that i countries ike Srl Lanka thal are confronted
with poverty and related problems are to over-
come them the people should become masters
of their own destiny. He states that the education
system should be utilized to avoid the intellec-
tual poverty of the educated as well as the lllit-
eracy and to bring about a transformation the
helplsss, unsnterprising Individuals to those who
can take charge of their own lives. Further, at-
tempts should be made to achleve the objec-
tives of the educationa! cycle. Consequently, if
the youth are to contribute to social development
it would be necessary to stimulate their minds.
Thiat is they should be given a voice. Those
who are sllent and inactive in the face of poverty
should be slimulated o accept thelr situation not
a5 their fate but o take charge of their lives.

For this purpose, first, it would be-necessary to
guide them to develop a positive attitude and
personality. John Dew once sald that as a per-
sonis bom Into this world because nature has
determined his/har nacesstty the person should
value hig/her individuality. If others take deci-
sions on your behalf then you will loose your-
self.

While itis necessary tofistento the advice given
by parents and-elders, the youth should also
have the abllityto respectvariedideas and views
without insisting that their views alone are cor-
rect. A survey carried out by the Social Sci-
ence Faculty of the University of Colombo in
2000 revealed that the youth n this country are
depsndent on elders and parents for a long pe-
riod of time. The survey also showed that the
period of dependence increased withincreasing
sducation (Table 2}. Inthe Sri Lankan political,
economic and social context it is seenthat youth
discontentincreases as they are unable toreal-
ize their aspirations of finding employment thatis
commengurate with their education due to vari
ous imegulariies in the recruitment process.

not compare favourably with other countries in
the region. However, if it is possible fo utilize the

Table 3

G.C.E. (ON) 1998
Subjects Passed and Number Appeared

valuable human resources that are available
due to illiteracy and servitude. He — Total Number Appeared
believed that the basic aim of de- | Table 2 Youth Dependsncy on Parents Subjects D+Ce+S | % F %
velopment should be the emanci- "youth Category] Full Partly |Independent Y
pation and freedom of the people.| . ’ yDependyent Depend_yent P | Wood Work 1584| 79.4b.y 860 |20.52
indin - Masonary 84| 95.45. 4] 455
However, only the individual can o
- . Total AR 109 17.3 Matle Work 30| 81.35 70 |18.67
achieve freadom for himherself, 81.0 132 251
N . . . Radio Technology 353] 71.46( 141 [28.54
The individual should be abletoact | Women 85.1 7.8 7.1 Motor Mechanism | 73] 65.89 | 127 | 14.11
- | Urban 67.0 17 213 Sea Water Fishi 34 97.44 1] 286
Table 1 Rural 736 10.3 16.1 Fresh Water Fishing 91 90.00 1110.00
* | Estates 65.1 18.0 18.9 Agriculture 106637 | 79.49 | 27507 |20.50
Age Group  Employment | | 15-19ys. | €70 6.7 8.2 || Gardening 8584 | 6853 | 1112 [11.47
15 - 19 yrs, 263 20 - 24 yrs. 84.0 13.8 228 Livestock 63| 84291 35 |35.74
20 - 24 yrs. 68.2 25 - 29 yrs. 412 16.3 40.5 Pottery 103| 91.15 10| 8.85
25 - 29 yrs. 73.6 Preparing for AL|  77.8 8.1 13.0 Textlle Weaving 413 87.5] 59| 125
30 - 34 yrs. ' 71.0 AL Qualified 733 10.6 13.6 Surveying 1821 77.12 84 |122.88
Degree or Above|  75.9 10.1 138 [ Home Qardening 125] 6224 27 |17.78
Source: Dept. of _.| Non Schooling - | 47.4 5.3 474 Homs Sclence 12287 | 84.00 | 23.41 {16.00
Census & Statistics - ; ;
: Source: Youth Survey 2000 Source: Oata Suivey Report 1998 - Dept. of Examinations. -
* Lacturar, Sd Lanka Foundation nstitute N
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Vision for Sri Lanka' due to be launched in 2000
by the Sri Lanka Foundation Institute provides a
path for the youth to follow by the year 2005. It
states that the youth should overcome attitudes
of dependency and that itis the responsibility of
the youth to plan their future by themselves. It
further states thet it is the obligation of the politi-
cians to develop an environment in which the
youth could have control over their own destiny.

Further, to develop a productive, efficient group
of young people it is necessary that law abiding,
modast, enterprising individuals should emerge
from the mental and physical development that
they undergo. it has also been pointed out that
the primary duty and responsibility of the youth
is to ensure the emergence of individuals who
can overcome challenges, and can initiate wom
and engage in timely work. _

According to psychologists, the development of
abasic psychological background required for a
generation of youth thatis responsible and aware
of its obligations will be based on experience.
Thers are three main aspects of self perception
as follows:
1. Self perception regarding physical
appearance
2. Self perception regarding ability
3. Self perception about social accept-
ability

Whatis required for the country today is a young
generationthat has technical abillty rather a gen-
eration that has developed the aspects of self
perception identified above. Therefore what the
youth should endeavour accomplish is o recog-
nize their abilities and develop such special abili-
ties. If these abilities are identified and devel-
oped while in school, that would become useful
fortheir future.

Opportunities will arise inthe 21* century not for
ordinary individuals but for those who have spe-
cial abilities. Therefore, the youth should strive
to derive the maximum benefits from their abili-
ties, whether it be in the field of sewing, cookery,

singing, painting, masonry, carpentry or any other
vocation. Any skil or abllity, if it is beneficial to
society, should be developed. An individual's pride
in her/his ability will automatically develop when
the individual values such ability. The prestige of
any profession depends on the manner in which
the individual conducts himherseff. it is often heard
thatthat there is a dearth of qualified personnel for
many job categories for which there is a demand in
the labour market, Thersfore, the time has come to
identify people with abilities that can be marketed

“and develop their skills. This is also evident from

the results of the Living Skills and Technical sub-
jects atthe 1998 GCE O Level examination (Table

3).

While a total of 809,088 candidates (including pri-
vate candidates) appeared for the 1998 GCE O
Level exarfination, the number of candidates who
satfor Life Skills and Technical subjects was very
low. Although the Presidential Commission on Youth
had drawn attention to this trend in 1990 and made
recommendations to encourage more students to
lean these subjects no substantial change was
evident even in 1998. The survey on youth con-
ducted by the University of Colombo has been
confirmed this trend. Before analyzing the distor-
tions in employment, the survey has identified the
aspirations of some of the unemployed youth.

The survey attempted o identify the areas in which
the youth sought employment. The results revealed
that rural and estate sector youth, and especially
females had a preference for public sector employ-
ment (Table 4).

It has to be recognized that there is & wide gap
between aspirations and cufrent reality. it has to be
accepted thatthe role of the state is declining in the
light of the prevalent national and intemational social
and economic trends. The youth should recognize
the trends and opportunities that arise inthe context
of current globalisation. Itbecomes apparent that
the youth should be represent a wide spectrum of
the iabour force. Therefore those who are respon-
sible forimplementing various youth programmes
and the Samurdhi programme should focus atten-

tion onthis issus sothat
- achangeinthe aspira-
Table4 Soclal Background & Job Preference tions of the youth can
Source Group State | Private Self Other be eflectad andimple-
ment programmes that
Sector | Sector | Employment | aresuitable formeeting
TotaT Number 5340|2000 2480 75| the challenges of
Male 432 | 217 333 1,5 | emergingglobal rends.
Female 66.8 17.9 13.5 1.6 When engaginginthe
Urban 447 271 26.1 2.0 "
Rural 558 | 18.1 24.2 1.5 | production of goodsand
Estate 527 | 195 278 - | services it is neces-
Waester Province 405 | 288 28.8 2.6 | sarytolookbeyondthe
Central Province 568 | 221 2.7 0.3 | local market andtarget
Southern Province 577 | 184 23.0 1.0 | regional and interna-
Northem Province 75.0 5.5 195 - | tional markets. Entry
Eastemn Province 722 1.9 16.0 - | into overseas markets
North-Eastern Province | 48.0 21.7 28.3 1.4 | cannotbe achisved in-
North Central Province 57.8 10.6 30.6 1.1 | stantly. Toensure long-
Uva Province 59.8 10.6 26.3 34 term sustainabimy it
Sabaragamuwa Province, 54.8 10.2 28.6 2.2
GCE AL Completed 823 227 11.6 3.3 :rg;‘ I:’O ::t:re t?‘e:l?cz
Degree or Above 722 215 . 5.1 1.3 mar'ket and then seek
markets overseas.

Source: Youth Survey report 2000 - Colombo University

Atatime when public sector institutions have to
compete with the private sactor, itis disconcert-
ing to come across increasing levels of corrup-
tion and inefficlencies in state organizations. ftis
necessary that there should be a perceptible
change in attitudes and in managerial efficiency
and productivity of these organizations. Further,
the administrators should recognize the needs of
youth and take steps to value them and to divert
themto appropriate areas.

Lenin stated that work is life; laziness is death.
Kari Marx said that there are no shortcuts to
reaching mountain tops and those who are will-
ing to work can reach the summit of those moun-
tains easily.

Inthe future all professions will command the
same value. Within each profession, itis neces-
sary to follow a set of rules. 1t is necessary to
understand that in the future itis only those who
have a positive attitude towards them that can
bun:ld a youthful synergy that is of use to the
world

Sometimes the youth may think that the society
is not correct. This is one stage of the mental
development of an individual. However, elders
too may have observed the deficiencies in the
system during their youth, Their struggles against
injustices are recorded in history. War and terror
continue to erode the youth. They bring not only
the youth but also the whole of society to the
edge of a precipice. Thersfore, the youth should
attempt to understand these forces and make
their contribution to the building of a better soci-
ety. Without complaining of the darkness, they

should light at least one candle to dispel such |

darkness. While finding fault and criticizing will
onlylead to hatred, anger and vengefulness will
lead to destruction revolutionary thoughts and
ideas will also arise. Ultimately they bacome
allies of those who have taken upon themselves
todestroy public property and resources.

lfthe force thatis presentin youth s to be strength-
ened, itis nacessary to develop their self-confi-
dence. The youth should be determined not use
poverly as an excuse and should attempt to
meet challenges and solve their problems suc-
cessfully. Tothe extent that the youth are deter-
minedto strengthen the youthful force, it becomes

possible to reap benefits for themselves as well .

as tothe country.

Life skills that should be developed will pave the
wayto a strong youthful force. The acquisition of
these skills will facilitate decision- making, prob-
lem solving, creative thinking, effective commu-
nication, interpersonal relations, self- awareness,
empathy, and assist in coping with stress. The
youth who have these attributes will be able to
directly contribute tothe development of the coun-
try even in the face of poverty.
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