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“I must admit that I feel a bit offended when someone with gray hair talks to me about youth 

aspirations and the role that young men and women should play in political and civic life,” said a young 

professional who was attending a consultation on the role of young people in politics. 

It took me a few seconds to realize that she was referring to me as “someone with gray hair”. I was 

among a group of experts from UNFPA, the United Nations Population Fund, and other organizations, 

each one of us in charge of engaging a group of young people into a semi-structured discussion on how 

they saw their role at the national and international levels. For UNFPA, the discussion focused on the 

choices that young women and men had made in their personal lives, from deciding whether or not to 

get married, to looking at the impact of having many children on the family’s economy, to presenting 

innovative entrepreneurship ideas that were looking for incubators to help them grow. 

Young people in the Arab region have never been as numerous as they are today, with those aged 15-29 

representing nearly one third of the region’s total population. There are over 100 million men and 

women who are young in the Arab region! Since the spring of 2011, a lot has been written on the causes 

of disgruntlement of young people in the Arab world, from the high unemployment rates to the 

disenchantment with what young women and men describe as bleak prospects for their future. Many of 

them no longer believe that they or their ideas are effectively part of change in their countries. Instead, 

they feel sidelined. Development and human rights organizations often call for allowing young people to 

be creative and innovative, and to participate more actively in political and civic action. Many warn of 

the link between dissatisfaction and violence. 

Surveys conducted among young people have allowed to bring their own words into the discussion on 

their issues and their aspirations. Most recommendations regarding youth however come from experts, 

sometimes like myself, who no longer belong to that age group and are not currently undergoing similar 

private and public pressure. 

There is therefore a gap between listening to young people and trying to formulate adequate policies 

and programmes in response: those who recommend the responses are often not the young people 

themselves! It is no secret that the Arab region rarely produces politicians or policy makers who are in 

their thirties, and even less so in their twenties. The Arab Human Development Report (2016) refers to 

the ability of young people, after 2011, to express their needs and aspirations more explicitly, but it also 

highlights their disappointingly low level of participation in politics, policy formulation and decision 

making. 

The comment of the young lady about my gray hair rings true. Many organizations and some 

governments in the Arab region say that they genuinely seek to appease the anxiety of young people 

and include them in their national plans. In practice, very few young women and men hold positions of 

responsibility, contribute concrete recommendations that translate into actions, and feel they have the 

space they need to explore, learn and be creative. To truly be responsive to the worries of those who 

are aged 15-29, any discussion should have, at is core, the acknowledgement that young women and 

men are an asset, and their potentials and capabilities deserve to be developed into skills that will 
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contribute to advancing their own societies. Their confidence that their voices matter in decision-making 

is key to truly engaging them as active agents rather than token representatives in civic and political 

issues. 

While many discussions today look at young people, particularly those traveling from the Arab region 

towards the northern shores of the Mediterranean as a challenge for security, I, with my gray hair see 

them as an opportunity: young people are agents of peace and development, they are political actors 

capable of identifying the root causes of violence and instability. They should be part and parcel of 

policy discussions and actions, should see that their governments give them options and opportunities 

to develop their skills and put their creativity into practice. The success of national policies in including 

an explicit role for young people will be measured, in future surveys, in how much of a role men and 

women in their thirties believe that they play in their communities and countries. 
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