Youth Livelihoods in Conflict and Crisis

By Lili Stern, Youth & Livelihoods Technical Advisor

International Rescue Committee
Lili.Stern@theIRC.org
(212) 551-0973

Key words: Youth, livelihoods, conflict, crisis, best practices, Afghanistan, Indonesia, Liberia, Sudan and Uganda
The right to “decent work” has been recognized by the International Labor Organization (ILO) as a fundamental principle and right of all people.  Moreover, governments around the world have committed to achieving the Millennium Development Goals, which include the promotion of youth employment.  However, youth living in emergency settings and chronic crises are often excluded from consideration of these rights, as emergency programming has sought primarily to save lives and restore basic service delivery in the affected communities.  Yet we know that even in post-conflict environments when infrastructure has been rebuilt and service delivery has been revived, in 45% of countries, conflict resurfaces within 4 to 5 years.  This has given the international community reason to reflect on the type and manner of support communities most need to recover from crisis and prevent further outbreaks of conflict by attacking the root causes of instability.
In recent years there has been increased attention to the demographic pressures contributing to conflict. With 35 percent of the population in the developing world under the age of 15, and more than half the population in most African and Middle Eastern nations aged 18 and under, the international community is beginning to see that if it does not address the special needs of youth - especially during times of crisis - its own future and stability may be at risk.  
There are a number of reasons why it is essential to target youth in times of crisis.     The period of youth is a critical phase in human development when patterns of interpersonal, social, and civic behavior are shaped and solidified; however youth in crisis-affected contexts are often considered expendable commodities and can be easily manipulated to become involved with commercial sex work, armed forces, criminal gangs, smuggling, drug activity, and other illegal and exploitative enterprises.  As a result, failing to target youth in times of crisis may only exacerbate a community’s distress, prolong the conflict and compound the scale of its impact.  While youth can serve to foment tension and conflict, youth can also be a tremendous demographic gift that can help ensure the future development and security of the community.  Countries must choose to invest wisely in order to reap the productive promise of their youth, or risk the destructive domination that disaffected youth can wreak.  
The International Rescue Committee (IRC) is committed to addressing the livelihoods needs of youth from the acute emergency phase through post-conflict and recovery and is actively involved in developing, implementing and refining innovative, targeted livelihoods programs for youth in crisis settings.  Presently, IRC is implementing such programs in Afghanistan, Northern Uganda, Indonesia, Liberia and Sudan, among others.  IRC is also working jointly with the Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children to document promising practices in youth livelihoods programming in crisis settings and to promote their replication and dissemination on a wide scale.  This paper will highlight some of the most promising practices to assist field-based practitioners in designing and implementing appropriate, comprehensive livelihood strategies that target real needs and build on the existing skills and assets of the crisis-affected communities. 

