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Introduction

West Africa, characterized by a rich tapestry of cultures and historical narratives, has not
been untouched by conflicts and challenges that have impeded its advancement. Amidst
these challenges, the significance of young individuals in influencing the region's
trajectory toward stability and safety has also gained prominence. | reflect on the
intricate interplay between the youth and the endeavor to establish enduring harmony in
West Africa. | examine the contributions of youth to counteracting violence and
advocating for lasting peace. Additionally, | shed light on the difficulties encountered by
the youth and the potential of their active involvement in propelling favorable
transformations toward peace and security in West Africa.

Recognizing Youth's Role in Fostering Peace and Security

The African Youth Charter (AYC) Article 17 and the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2250 on
youth, peace, and security highlight youth's pivotal role in fostering peace and security throughout Africa.
It's undeniable that the vitality inherent in youth, holds the potential to serve as potent drivers of
transformative change across all aspects of preempting conflicts and nurturing peace.

Furthermore, the durability of preemptive conflict measures and conflict resolution is significantly bolstered
when the perspectives of young people are given precedence. Despite being commonly cast as
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susceptible participants in political violence, young people are frequently subjected to manipulation for
political purposes, particularly within electoral contexts. Actively involving young people and leaders from
youth communities in peace-related endeavors, decision-making processes, and institutional decisions not
only provides them with a platform to wield constructive influence but also redefines the narrative that has
traditionally portrayed youth solely as either instigators or victims of violence.

This fundamental shift not only empowers youth to take on the role of architects of positive transformation
and peace, but also effectively counters the compelling allure of violence and extremist ideologies. This
redirection offers alternative avenues for expressing grievances and pursuing aspirations, channeling the
vigor of youth toward constructive pathways that ultimately contribute to the framework of enduring peace.

Youth-Led Initiatives: Building Peace and Unity in West Africa

The youth, endowed with their vibrant energy, innovative spirit, and idealistic vision, are significant in
shaping the peace and security landscape in West Africa. They possess the capacity to serve as potent
agents of transformation, harnessing their distinct viewpoints to devise lasting solutions for enduring
conflicts. Their dynamic and idealism-infused approach infuses vitality into endeavors aimed at establishing
harmony and security. Their unwavering commitment and resolute dedication nnew life into initiatives
directed at conflict resolution and the cultivation of tranquil societies. For instance, in the aftermath of a
devastating civil war in Sierra Leone, the youth emerged as instrumental forces in the nation's
reconstruction. Spearheading community-based projects, encompassing the rebuilding of educational
institutions and healthcare facilities, they passionately and clearly expressed their dedication to revitalizing
their homeland.

The engagement of youth in peacebuilding endeavors generates a compelling counterpoint to violence
and extremist ideologies. In Borno State, Nigeria, a region profoundly affected by the Boko Haram
insurgency, initiatives like the "Peace Through Sports" program ingeniously employ soccer matches as a
way of fostering solidarity among young individuals, thereby dissuading them from affiliating with extremist
factions. Similarly, in Céte d'lvoire, youth-driven dialogues orchestrated between ethnically and religiously
diverse communities adeptly mend historical rifts. By providing secure platforms for candid discussions,
these initiatives cultivate mutual comprehension and pave the path for reconciliation. The youth's intimate
familiarity with local dynamics also underpins the establishment of early warning systems for potential
conflicts in Ghana. Leveraging the West Africa Network for Peacebuilding (WANEP), young leaders are
equipped to monitor tensions and promptly report triggers, facilitating timely interventions.

Similarly, the resonating impact of the #EndSARS protest significantly reverberated through Nigeria's
youthful populace. The massive protest underscored the potency of social media as a unifying and
mobilizing force, galvanizing young individuals toward a shared cause. It brought the issue of police
brutality to the forefront, using tangible instances to advocate for accountability and justice. The
subsequent response and aftermath laid bare the intricate interplay between advocacy and stability,
awakening a generation deeply engaged in sociopolitical matters and fostering enduring reform initiatives
that continue to steer Nigeria's trajectory. These case studies spanning West Africa serve as poignant
exemplars of the transformative potential inherent in youth-driven peacebuilding endeavors.

Through the implementation of inventive remedies, the mitigation of violence and extremism, the facilitation
of dialogues, the positive use of social media, and the harnessing of their distinctive capabilities, youth play
a proactive role in the advancement of peace and security. Their endeavors underscore the premise that
the establishment of peace and security transcends the boundaries of generational divisions, necessitating
the youth's dynamic engagement to realize a peaceful and thriving future.

Challenges Facing Youth Participation in Peacebuilding in West Africa

Nonetheless, in spite of their potentials, numerous youths across West Africa grapple with challenges that
impede their active involvement in the spheres of peacebuilding and security. The prevalence of high
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levels of youth unemployment, restricted access to quality education, a paucity of resources, and political
marginalization collectively form recurring challenges faced by young individuals. These problems not only
breed frustration and disillusionment but also create fertile ground for vulnerability to violence, either as
initiators of aggression or as victims. This susceptibility could potentially render certain youths vulnerable
to recruitment by armed factions and terrorist groups, eventually leading to disruptions of peace and
security. Additionally, the widespread mistrust directed at institutions, encompassing governmental bodies
and security establishments, has the potential to discourage youth from engaging in any form of
peacebuilding endeavor.

Proposed Measures

To harness the full potential of West Africa's youth demographic for enhancing peace and security while
effectively addressing the challenges faced by young individuals, it is imperative to adopt a collaborative
and strategically coordinated approach. These strategies, which encompass a wide spectrum of
stakeholders, including national, regional, and non-state actors, are pivotal in unlocking the peace and
security potential of youth.

Governmental Initiatives: National governments must accord high priority to the inclusion of youth voices in
decision-making processes. This entails not only recognizing the importance of youth perspectives but
also actively involving young people in policy formulation and implementation. Moreover, governments
should prioritize expanding access to high-quality education and vocational training to equip young
individuals with the requisite skills for the job market. They should also create an enabling environment for
entrepreneurial activities by offering support, financing, and mentorship opportunities.

Regional Organizations: Regional bodies, such as the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS), the African Peace and Security Architecture (APSA), and the African Union (AU), should assume
a pivotal role in advancing peace and security efforts. Their role should encompass facilitating regional
coordination of youth-focused initiatives, sharing best practices among member states, and providing
support for cross-border initiatives aimed at addressing conflict and extremism. By leveraging regional
mechanisms, we can enhance the collective impact of youth-led endeavors.

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs): Both local and international NGOs have a crucial role to play in
amplifying the impact of youth-driven programs. These organizations should actively seek collaborative
partnerships to amplify the effectiveness of youth initiatives. They can provide essential financial support
for sustainable development projects, offer technical expertise to enhance program outcomes, and
establish partnerships to broaden the reach of youth-led efforts. NGOs can serve as catalysts for
innovation and progress in the youth peace and security space.

Private Sector Engagement: The private sector has the capacity to significantly contribute by generating
job opportunities for young people and promoting entrepreneurship initiatives. By investing in youth
development, offering mentorship, and creating pathways for economic empowerment, the private sector
can address the pressing issue of youth unemployment. In doing so, it becomes an integral player in
enhancing the prospects for peace and security in the region.

Conclusion

West Africa's journey towards sustainable peace and security relies on the meaningful
inclusion of the youth. By recognizing their potential, addressing the challenges they face,
and amplifying their voices, the region can significantly improve in the areas of peace and
security, ultimately leading to a brighter and more prosperous future. As we look ahead, it is
clear that the empowerment of youth is not only a moral imperative but also a strategic
necessity for shaping West Africa's destiny. As Joyce Banda, the former president of Malawi,
aptly noted;"Youth are the leaders of today, and they are ready today."
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