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Executive summary

Youth identity in Sierra Leone is a multifaceted social condition and experience
that is defined not only by age, but also by gender, class, occupation, selfperception and residence. Individuals and groups delineate their youthful status
in relation to their local socio-economic, cultural and political realities rather than
by the standards and considerations of international organizations. Even though
limited in several ways, the official delineation of youth as people falling
between the ages of 15 and 35 years provides a better yardstick for the country’s
post-colonial historical experience and contemporary needs than the
internationally specified bracket of 15–24 years.
The welfare of the youth constitutes perhaps the most serious
development challenge faced by the Sierra Leonean state and society. The
present youth generation is the product not only of demographic factors, but also
decades of poor governance, unfavourable economic prospects and violent
conflict. These developments have created a large, vulnerable and marginalized
stratum of youth who, unlike their mainstream counterparts, are unable to
participate fully in the formal domains of Sierra Leonean society and fulfil their
personal aspirations. Despite their dynamism and their potential to contribute
meaningfully to national development, members of this marginalized stratum
are poorly skilled and resourced, and perceived negatively by the country’s elite.
Platitudinous declarations of successive governments and international
agencies about resolving the youth problem have yielded mostly poorly
developed policies and programmes that have had minimal beneficial impact on
the youth. Six years after the conclusion of the country’s civil war, there is no
serious political commitment to resolving the youth challenge or credible longterm strategy for doing so. Government policies and programmes for youth have
been driven by short-term political calculations and unreliable international
funding. They have not fostered any sustainable partnerships with communitybased youth organizations, youth groups or private enterprises.
YOVEX in West Africa: Sierra Leone Country Report
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In spite of the persistent impoverishment and poor governance records of
the post-war Sierra Leone Peoples Party (SLPP) government, marginalized and
excluded Sierra Leonean youth have not been predisposed to using large-scale
violence to ameliorate their condition. There has localized electoral and intragang youth violence, but this has not been directed against the state and society.
Crime, dependency on others or flight overseas are exit options for some of those
who feel most alienated from mainstream society. Many marginalized youth are,
however, actively engaging the state and society. Creative engagement for some
youth simply means exiting their natal environments and migrating to areas
within Sierra Leone that they perceive to have greater resources and
opportunities. For others, it is the creative use of the media and digital
technologies that have facilitated the expansion of mass communications and the
cheap and relative easy production of music and video in order to express their
disaffection from the system. Even if they are unable to participate directly in
decision-making institutions, the majority of youth have utilized their voices and
their votes to shift the direction of politics over the past few years.
Members of the most active section of the marginalized youth population
are also trying to seize opportunities presented by community-based educational
institutions, youth organizations and the informal economy to improve their
status. Through petty trading, artisanal trades, commercial sex, petty crime and
hustling, marginalized youth eke out livelihoods in urban subsistence economies
paralleling those of the countryside. Driven by the desire to attain financial
success and fame and to provide entertainment, talented male and female young
people are prodigiously producing popular music that draws on national and
international cultural influences. Similar impulses drive the participation of
many impoverished young men and women in community-based football
leagues. Religion offers solace, but also additional sources of social and economic
resources for the youth.
Marginalized youth utilize their energies better and improve their
prospects in local environments where they can draw support from families,
peers, youth groups and resources in the local economies. The availability of and
access to educational institutions that can equip these youth with incomegenerating skills are equally vital to their survival and mainstreaming.
Community-based youth groups, recognized by local communities and
supported by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), are crucial hubs for such
youth. Youth who resort to violence and criminality tend to operate in local
environments where such structures are in short supply.
To reduce the vulnerability and marginalization of youth in Sierra
Leonean society, the government needs to move beyond meaningless platitudes
and take decisive action on the education, employment and welfare of youth. It
CSDG Papers 28 ■ April 2009
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should immediately review and expand the 2003 National Youth Policy (NYP) to
reflect current socio-economic realities, as well as the concerns, needs,
perceptions and aspirations of the youth. The review process should be broadbased and inclusive of all categories of young people across the country.
The policy should contain effective measures to reduce failure and
dropout rates in secondary and tertiary institutions, as well as to establish more
credible technical-vocational institutions and programmes. It should provide
guidelines for the establishment of a national youth employment scheme that can
offer internships and work experience to secondary school, technical-vocational
institution and university graduates. Measures to eliminate job recruitment and
employment practices that exclude youth based on age, gender, ethnicity, class,
disability and spatial location should be part of the revised document. The
revised policy should also facilitate the establishment of centres around the
country to co-ordinate data collection; counselling services; job creation, training
and employment programmes; and small enterprise development for the youth.
The institution of recreational and sporting centres to facilitate the physical,
social and cultural development of youth should be part of the revised policy.
The policy should also make provisions for effective rehabilitation, counselling
and support services for needy, the most vulnerable and marginalized youth.
In line with the revision of the youth policy, the government should also
craft a credible national youth action plan and employment scheme, whose
implementation should involve extensive consultations with the youth, local
communities and the different agencies expected to work with the youth. While
the proposed national youth commission can provide overall leadership and
facilitation in these areas, other relevant state institutions must also be committed
to the implementation of the revised youth policy, programmes and schemes.
The government must work in partnership with both local communities
and local and national youth groups. This means acknowledging the organic
youth leadership of these groups and supporting their participation in the civic
life of their communities and the country. Rather than trying to control or use
them for partisan political ends, the government should allow and encourage
local and national youth groups to develop their own strategies for co-ordinating
their activities and expressing their interests.
For their part, leaders and members of various youth groups should work
more judiciously to involve marginalized youth in their work and activities. They
should continue to use social advocacy and peer education to minimize antisocial activities, violence and risky sexual behaviour within and outside their
ranks. These groups should also increase co-operation among themselves to
ensure that the NYP is revised and fully implemented. Rather than perennially
highlighting their lack of resources and positioning themselves for handouts
YOVEX in West Africa: Sierra Leone Country Report

12
from government and international donors, youth groups need to leverage the
skills and resources of their members in order to create long-term, self-sustaining
programmes. Youth groups need to focus on activities and programmes that will
equip their members and those on the outer margins of society with skills to
access, influence and monitor officials tasked with furthering their welfare. These
groups need to be transparent and accountable, especially when they are
entrusted with public funds; they also need to be sites for the reproduction of the
country’s nascent democratic culture and should therefore minimize
charlatanism and opportunism within their ranks.
In supporting the efforts of the Sierra Leonean government, youth-serving
agencies and youth groups, the United Kingdom’s Department for International
Development (DFID) and other international agencies need to work within the
more expansive and multifaceted definitions of youth offered by the state and
youth themselves. Adopting flexible and nationally based definitions will aid in
tailoring flexible responses and support that are in line with the current
condition and needs of the youth population. International partners should
encourage the establishment of an independent national youth commission,
regular national youth forums and centres for the collection of data on youth.
DFID should co-ordinate its assistance with other organizations to reduce
duplication, the weakening of government capacity or the undermining of youth
programmes that are already proving effective.
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Figure 1: Map of Sierra Leone
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Den say dem wan rule de pipil dem nar de land
With dem guns en bomb, still nar de han …
Dem loot, den day shoot, den day rape en burn
Loot, shoot, rape en burn
Amputate with no hesitation
Bad bad tin we not want nar dis nar nation
We de youth dem need education, occupation, rehabilitation
Ah beg you mek we gee de youth dem occupation
… So we go build a better nation
Khadi Black, ‘Fire’, 2004
The welfare of its youth, especially those marginalized from mainstream society,
has become an urgent political question for Sierra Leone in the 21st century.
Marginalized youth were at the heart of the violent convulsions that rocked the
country in the last decade of the 20th century. In her post-war hit song ‘Fire’,
Khadi Black, one of Sierra Leone’s leading female youth musicians,
simultaneously decries the wanton violence of her estranged generation and
reiterates its members’ demands for education, employment and social
rehabilitation. The convulsions forced nearly all of the national and international
actors in Sierra Leone to recognize the urgency of the youth question and to
inscribe various responses in different strategic plans and policies for the postconflict development of the country. Even so, the youth question remains largely
unresolved amid lingering anxieties that young people, especially those at the
social margins, could once more turn violent and destabilize the country.
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1.1 The political economy of Sierra Leone’s youth question
For some analysts, the youth question arises from the structural composition of
several post-colonial African countries, which are experiencing ‘youth bulges’, a
situation where young people constitute the highest proportion of a country’s
overall population. Since regaining independence in 1961, Sierra Leone has had a
high proportion of youth as defined by the current Sierra Leonean NYP, i.e. those
aged 15–35 years. In 1963 youth made up 35.1 per cent of the population (765,000
out of 2,180,355). In 1974 they comprised 31.5 per cent (861,000 out of 2,735,159)
of the total population, while in 1985 they comprised 32.9 per cent (1,122,000 out
of 3,515,812) of the population. According to the 2004 National Census, youth
constituted 33.8 per cent (approximately 1,682,000 out of 4,976,871 people) of the
population, of which 18.9 per cent were females and 14.9 per cent males. 1 The
United Nations (UN) Population Division projects that in 2015 the country’s
youth population will be around 2,281,000, or 31.1 per cent of the population. 2
While the youth population has almost doubled in the past forty years, its
proportion of the overall Sierra Leonean population has remained relatively
uniform over the past three decades (31.5–33.9 per cent of the population). So
while the Sierra Leone population is relatively young, there is no indication that
the country has experienced a sudden ‘youth bulge’ in recent decades.
Table 1: Population distribution by age (children and youth), 1963–2015
Population aged
less than 15 yrs
(‘000)

% of total
population

Population
aged 15–34 yrs
(‘000)

% of total
population

Total
population
(‘000)

1963

801

36.7

765

35.1

2,180

1974

1,110

40.6

861

31.5

2,735

1985

1,459

41.5

1,122

31.9

3,516

2004

2,088

42.0

1,682

33.8

4,977

2015
(projected)

2,956

42.9

2,281

33.1

6,897

Sources: Sierra Leone census statistics, 1963–2004; UN Population Division (2008) for 2015
(projected) figures

The youth question of the 1990s must therefore be understood partly
within the framework of Sierra Leone’s post-colonial political economy. Within
three decades of independence, the country’s economy deteriorated badly as a
1

2

SSL (2006) and census statistics, 1963–2004. The census figures and the official NYP differ
marginally. While the NYP includes 35 year olds, the census figures include only those up to 34
years of age.
UN Population Division (2008).
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consequence of a decline in corporate mining earnings, the global oil crisis of the
mid-1970s, economic mismanagement and widespread theft of state resources by
government officials. The country’s unfavourable balance of trade was partially
offset in the 1980s by high commodity prices for agricultural exports.
Nonetheless, the combination of the negative external and internal economic
factors led to a decline in the country’s annual economic growth from an average
of 4 per cent in the 1960s to 1.5 per cent in the 1980s. The government faced
serious balance of payments, budget and foreign exchange problems.
Consequently, in the late 1980s the All People’s Congress (APC) government led
by Major-General Joseph Saidu Momoh had to accept the structural adjustment
programme (SAP) of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank.
The SAP aimed at stabilizing the economy and restoring growth through the
reduction of the budget deficit, the liberalization of the exchange rate, and the
abolition of price controls and foreign exchange restrictions.
Implemented in the maelstrom of a civil war, the SAP helped to deepen
rather than ameliorate the country’s economic woes. Sierra Leone’s average
annual economic growth plunged to -4.5 per cent. The contraction of the
economy amid endemic violence deepened the impoverishment of the country’s
population. At the turn of the new millennium, the country’s gross domestic
product per capita of USD 142 was half of what it was at independence in 1961.
For the last decade, Sierra Leone has been ranked at the lower end of the UN
Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index and has
occupied the bottom spot since 2004. An estimated 82 per cent of the country’s
five million inhabitants live below the poverty line of USD 2 per day. About 26
per cent, or 1.25 million people, are extremely poor or food poor, living on less
than USD 1 per day. As the formal economy disintegrated, the parallel economy,
based largely on the extraction, smuggling, and sale of diamonds and other
primary commodities, expanded. 3
The deterioration of Sierra Leone’s economy and the impoverishment of
its citizenry were parallelled by a fractious, ethnic-based competition for political
power and resources by the political elite. The strategies adopted by the ruling
APC party elite to resolve the fractious political competition and reverse the
economic decline merely accelerated the social disintegration of the country.
Siaka Stevens (1968–85), the leader of the APC and head of state, incorporated,
excluded or eliminated all those opposed to him. 4 Unlike the SLPP, which had
anchored it politics around chieftaincies and provincial elites, the APC peddled a
more populist developmental agenda for the country. To ensure ‘national unity’,
3
4

SSL and DFID (2007).
Reno (1995); Hayward and Kandeh (1987).
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the APC incorporated and controlled all trade unions, professional organizations
and civic unions. The party utilized its Youth League members, drawn mainly
from marginalized urban and rural youth, to intimidate its political opponents
and exclude them from participating in national elections in the 1970s and 1980s.
‘Youth’ as a category associated with political thuggery and anti-social behaviour
became ingrained in the national imagination.
By 1978 Stevens had fraudulently turned Sierra Leone into a one-party
state and had concentrated state power and authority in his hands and in
Freetown, the capital city. He restricted the access of other politicians to the
country’s resources and alternate sources of power by promoting Lebanese
entrepreneurs at the former’s expense, especially in the diamond business. 5
Through these Lebanese entrepreneurs and specially created state institutions,
Stevens accumulated resources for his personal enrichment and political
patronage. State institutions, especially those relating to education, health,
security, justice, infrastructure and public welfare, hollowed out and became
almost non-functional. As the formal state contracted, a culture of corruption,
impunity and unaccountability became the hallmark of the APC, permeating all
state, parastatal and social institutions. 6 By the late 1980s national cynicism had
replaced whatever national confidence had existed in the immediate postindependence period.
The majority of Sierra Leone’s post-colonial youth population came of age
in the general impoverishment and despondency of the 1980s and 1990s. While
some had benefitted from the expansion of primary and secondary education in
the 1960s, the majority had very limited access to formal education. Whether
educated or not, the great majority of youth in the 1980s discovered that they had
limited or no access to decent employment and recreational facilities. Under the
one-party dictatorship of the APC regime, they also had limited opportunities to
participate meaningfully in political processes that affected their lives and
environment. The transition from childhood to adulthood, which had not
constituted a major social problem for previous generations, became a serious
structural challenge for the post-colonial generation. The consequence was the
arrested development of the youth.

5
6

Steven's marginalization of Africans from accumulating resources from mining continued a process
originating in the colonial state. See Zack-Williams, 74–81.
Kpundeh (1994).
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1.2 Youth culture and violence
The economic downturn and the increase in the authoritarian posture of the postcolonial state negatively affected both the material conditions of young people
and their social and political culture. The social and economic gap between
historically marginalized and mainstream youth groups narrowed considerably
to the point where the behaviour, ideas, attitudes and interactions of the two
groups intersected. Mainstream university students and marginalized urban
youth embraced each other and drew their political inspiration from a common
rebellious anti-system culture shaped by an eclectic assemblage of radical panAfricanist and leftist ideas, images of southern African liberation struggles, a
Krio lingua franca, popular reggae and Afrobeat music, and fashion. The ensuing
radical youth culture was essentially non-conformist and anti-mainstream,
signifying a certain degree of youth withdrawal from the state and antipathy to
the political elite. 7
Out of this essentially non-conformist culture, the radicalized university
and marginalized urban youth factions forged an anti-system critique in terms of
which members of the political elite were seen as ‘ballheads’ and degenerates. In
the 1970s and 1980s radical university students and marginalized urban youth
repeatedly protested against the APC regime, condemning corruption and
advocating the restoration of democracy. The regime’s violent repression of these
demonstrations heightened the collective sense of ‘victimhood’ imposed by an
oppressive system on the radical university students and marginalized urban
youth. It also fostered the belief that ‘the system’ could only be replaced by
violent means. With the emasculation of civil groups, professional organizations
and trade unions, the youth became the vanguard of agitation for political and
socio-economic progress in the country.
The APC’s attempts to repress this youth challenge pushed the radical students
and marginalized urban youth onto a path that resulted in a series of violent
‘revolutions’ that virtually destroyed Sierra Leone. Five major groups—the
Revolutionary United Front (RUF), the National Provisional Ruling Council, the
Armed Forces Redemption Council, the West Side Boys (WSB), and Civil
Defence Forces—composed mainly of youth, would become the major
protagonists on different sides of ‘revolutionary’ confrontations (1991–2002)
aimed at redefining the political landscape. Over 70,000 male and female youth

7

Rashid (1997; 2004).
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and children were voluntarily or involuntarily drawn into the maelstrom of
violence that consumed the country for over a decade. 8
In spite of its destructive consequences, the war foregrounded the youth
dimension of the systemic crisis facing Sierra Leone and its neighbours. The 1999
Lomé Peace Agreement, which laid the basis for the eventual cessation of the
Sierra Leone civil war in 2002, acknowledged the magnitude of the youth
challenge facing the country and proffered strategies for addressing it. The SLPP
government (1996–2007), led by President Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, also
acknowledged the youthful dimension of the war and post-war development
challenge facing the country.
1.3 Institutionalizing youth
One of most significant achievements of the Kabbah administration pertaining to
youth was the development of the country’s first NYP in 2003. Designed by the
Ministry of Youth and Sports (MYS) with the assistance of UNDP, the policy
aimed at providing a coherent framework for the definition of youth and youth
organizations, the recognition of their potential to enhance national
development, and the assessment of the challenges that they were facing in the
post-war era. The formulation of the policy involved mostly a revision and
condensation of ideas and recommendations from the National Youth
Development Policy (1995), the National Youth Forum (2000) and the National
Youth Conference (2001). The NYP defined youth as people between 15 and 35
years of age, rather than the UN-designated bracket of 15–24 years, with the
additional ten years accounting for the decade lost during the civil war. It
defined the contours of collaboration among youth organizations, youth services
agencies, NGOs and the MYS. It also spelled out the mutual obligations and
responsibilities of the youth, the state and the private sector to one another, and
outlined government priorities in terms of the formation of youth groups and
strategic national projects. The policy delineated the role of the MYS and the
National Youth Advisory Council and District Youth Councils.
The NYP also aimed at developing a national strategy and institutional
mechanism for dealing with the challenges facing the youth. To actualize the
policy, the director of youth at the MYS indicated that the ministry has been
supporting the creation of chiefdom, district and regional youth committees (and
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A total of 72,490 combatants, including 6,845 under the age of 18 years, were eventually disarmed
and demobilized by the National Committee for Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration
(NCDDR Executive Secretariat, 2004).
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eventually a national youth council) to unify and harness youth energy for
national integration and development. 9
The NYP is a slim and limited policy document of about nine pages in
length. Many of its ideas and provisions are not thoroughly developed or well
fleshed out. Except for intermittent co-ordinating meetings of youth groups and
agencies working with youth co-ordinated by the MYS, there has not been any
significant institutionalization of the NYP. It has had very limited impact on the
situation of young people in the country, and many young people are not even
aware of its existence. Overall, there is limited funding for the policy, a lack of
effective harmonization and co-ordination among stakeholders, and an absence
of a strategic plan to actualize the policy.
To implement some of its commitments in the NYP, the SLPP government
developed and launched a national Youth Employment Scheme (YES) in 2006/07
with support from the UN. With a budget of USD 16.7 million, the scheme hoped
to employ 4,800 young people in public works activities, 16,000 in agriculture
and food production, and 5,000 in entrepreneurial and self-employment
activities. The overarching objective of the scheme was to make youth
employment a central theme in national development by providing immediate
employment opportunities for unemployed youth. Such opportunities were
expected to aid in the cultivation of a skilled, confident and employable youth
population that can contribute to community and national development.
Ultimately, the SLPP government hoped that the scheme would provide the
basis for the development of medium- and long-term strategies for tackling
youth unemployment. However, the implementation of the scheme lasted for
barely six months and it was discontinued just before the 2007 national elections,
creating widespread dissatisfaction and disappointment among young people. 10
The need to address the youth challenge has also been evident in the work
of the post-war disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR)
programme facilitated by the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL); the
peace-building activities of national and international NGOs and
intergovernmental agencies; the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission; 11 and a number of special reports on youth issued by UN agencies
and the World Bank. 12 Many international agencies (the Community Youth
Project, the US Agency for International Development, GTZ, 13 UNDP, Search for
Common Ground), working mostly with national NGOs, designed and
9
10
11
12
13

Interview with Anthony Koroma, director for youth, MYS, Brookfields, Freetown, 14 June 2007.
Sierra Leone (2006).
TRC (2004).
See, for example, UNOWA (2005); UNDP (2006); World Bank (2006).
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit, but better known by its abbreviation.

CSDG Papers 28 ■ April 2009

21
implemented several youth-targeted programmes in the immediate post-war
period, especially in the areas of information and sensitization, literacy and
artisan training, and counselling and leadership training.
Despite the efforts of government, the various international agencies and
national organizations, the post-war conditions of the majority of Sierra Leone’s
youth population five years after the cessation of the civil war remain dire. The
multiple post-war peace-building activities and the concurrent redemocratization of the country have definitely opened new spaces and
opportunities for youth empowerment and self-realization. This has been
particularly evident in young people’s expression of their views in the mass
media and their participation in numerous post-war workshops and meetings.
The injection of cash by the large UNAMSIL operation, the presence of NGOs
and the resumption of cross-border commercial activities have created
opportunities for small-scale licit and illicit business activities for urban youth.
However, some of the underlying causes of the youth disaffection and
violence continue to persist in the post-war environment. International financial
institutions and the Kabbah government have pointed out that some indices of
post-war economic and fiscal stability have been encouraging. Annual growth
figures have been relatively high (6–7 per cent), currency exchange rates have
been relatively stable, and rates of inflation have been generally under control.
Persistent and endemic poverty, however, remains the experience of the majority
of Sierra Leoneans. According to the Sierra Leone Integrated Household Survey
2003/2004, around 70 per cent of the country’s people remain below the
internationally stipulated poverty line of USD 1 per day. 14
In general, the country continues to experience low levels of socioeconomic productivity, investment and national development. The national
economy is still based on subsistence agriculture, small- and medium-scale
mining, small-scale manufacturing, mercantilism, and a relative small formal
service sector. 15 Revenue from the diamond fields in the Eastern Region has been
increasing steadily in the post-war period with the re-entry of small- and
medium-scale investors, but so has the number of unskilled youth engaged in
illicit and licit mining activities. While the government’s revenue collection
capacity from mining and other economic activities has expanded in the postconflict period, public expenditure on development projects remains dependent
on foreign aid and financial support. Around 60–70 per cent of government
revenue and development expenditure comes from donor agencies.
Unimaginative national leadership, poor governance and chronic corruption
14
15

SSL and DFID (2007).
Suzuki (2007).
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among the political elite have been blamed for the poor performance of the postwar economy.
According to the 2004 National Census, about 1,167,116 people, or 20 per
cent of the total population of Sierra Leone, are now in educational institutions,
with the greatest proportion of that number (78 per cent) in primary schools. The
data shows that enrollment and attendance declines at each subsequent level,
with only 18 per cent in junior secondary school (JSS); 6 per cent in senior
secondary school (SSS); and the remaining 4 per cent in universities, polytechnics
and technical-vocational institutes. 16 One of the key demands of the RUF, which
was inscribed in the Lomé Peace Agreement, was that the government should
provide free education for all. The Kabbah government responded by removing
tuition and national examinations fees at the primary and secondary school
levels. The government has also undertaken extensive rehabilitation and
construction of primary and secondary school facilities across the country. In
addition, through the World Bank-sponsored SABABU project, the government
provides basic textbooks for students in primary school. Despite these efforts,
many respondents reported dropping out of the educational system at the JSS or
SSS levels. The cost of education is very high, as all kinds of ancillary costs have
taken the place of the basic tuition fees that the government removed.
Classrooms are overcrowded and schools understaffed. Since its institution in the
early 1990s, there has not any serious appraisal of the 6-3-3-4 educational system
to see the extent to which it is serving the needs of students and the country or
instead creating new forms of vulnerability and marginalization for the youth. 17
Six years after the official termination of the civil war, many youth remain
impoverished and vulnerable to the vicissitudes of the weak Sierra Leonean
economy. They experience serious unemployment and underemployment, and
those who are employed are not adequately remunerated. The youth are deeply
disillusioned by the absence of large-scale strategies or decisive actions by the
government to address their educational and employment problems. They feel
that governments have not sufficiently prioritized or devoted resources to
address their problems and that politicians and government officials have
reverted to the kinds of corrupt behaviour that was partly responsible for the
decade-long violence. The members of the Sierra Leonean youth population,
especially the marginalized urban youth, continue to be a volatile segment of the
population.

16
17

SSL (2006).
The 6-3-3-4 system is the current ideal structure of Sierra Leone’s education system and refers to six
years of basic primary school education, three years of junior secondary school, three years of
senior secondary school and four years of college education.
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The marginalized youth lack adequate education or marketable skills; and
they are mainly engaged in marginal economic activities, petty crimes and drugs.
The culture of rebelliousness and non-conformism, which intermittently results
in intra-youth violence and confrontations with security agencies, is also most
pronounced among this group. They constitute the reservoir for hired thugs
employed by political parties during national and local elections. Such a
disposition and culture remain sources of insecurity and instability for the rest of
the country. The volatility of the urban youth population and the potential for a
reversion to widespread national violence is what makes this YOVEX study both
urgent and timely.
1.4 Adaptation of the basic propositions underlying the YOVEX II Project to
the Sierra Leone case study
The Sierra Leone study revealed a number of insights that confirmed, but also
significantly modified, the six guiding propositions of the YOVEX II Project on
West Africa. Firstly, it confirmed that the concept ‘youth’ in Sierra Leone is
defined by local socio-economic and political realities rather than by
international standards and considerations. The study demonstrates that the
definition of ‘youth’ is multifaceted, determined not only by age, but also gender,
class, occupation, self-perception and residence. While the vast majority of youth
reflexively invoke age as a major criterion for their status as such, these
invocations are frequently justified by references to the official government
categorization of all those between 15 and 35 years of age as youth.
However, the study also show that youth as an idea, identity and lived
experience in Sierra Leone is a far more complex social phenomenon: its
character has shifted over time and it is both inclusive and exclusive of people
within and outside the chronological boundaries of the official definition.
Initially associated with the militancy and thuggery of male members/hirelings
of political parties in the immediate post-colonial period, it is now definitive of
the arrested development of a generation of young male and female Sierra
Leoneans trapped between childhood and adulthood.
Secondly, the study reaffirmed that decades of poor governance, poor
economic prospects and violent conflict have produced this generation of young
men and women who define their social status primarily in terms of their
inability to fulfil their aspirations and their relative exclusion from mainstream
economic and political processes. These essentially post-colonial developments
have also produced a perception among older and wealthier Sierra Leoneans of
youth as poorly educated and anti-social; i.e. a stratum of society that is idle,
irresponsible, criminal and violent.
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Thirdly, the study reiterated that despite the declaration of successive
governments, youth policies and programmes have indeed been poorly
conceived and implemented. Since these policies and programmes are contingent
on external funding and framed by short-term political calculations, they have
been short lived, with no durable impact on the lives and conditions of the vast
majority of Sierra Leone’s youth. For example, less than a third of former youth
combatants derived any long-term employment benefit from the skills training
and reintegration projects associated with the DDR process. After only six
months, the YES launched by the SLPP government folded ignominiously,
leaving young people more despondent. None of these projects was carried out
in partnership with community-based organizations (CBOs) or private
enterprises with credible track records of training and employing young people.
Fourthly, this research underscored the fact that despite Sierra Leone’s
recent history of violence, unrelenting impoverishment and poor government
delivery of development programmes, there are no obvious indications that the
persistent exclusion and marginalization of the country’s youth will necessarily
generate widespread violence. The most despondent of them either choose to exit
the system in some way or desperately try to emigrate to America and Europe, in
the belief that they can only realize their full potential in these places. Other
youth try to ameliorate their marginalization by migrating from rural areas to
urban centres in Sierra Leone.
The majority of youth, however, are trying to utilize opportunities
generated by the post-war expansion of the democratic space in the country.
They feel that the media are more open to youth voices and views than in the
pre-war period. Furthermore, despite lacking the wherewithal to participate
directly in decision-making institutions, the majority of Sierra Leonean youth feel
that the have the power and ability to change the direction of politics through
their votes. Through participation in CBOs and the informal economy, these
youth continue to seek and utilize opportunities within and outside the
mainstream to ameliorate their individual and collective condition.
Fifthly, the research showed that youth agency and creativity in Sierra
Leone continue to be expressed through participation in the informal economy,
music, sports and religion. Through activities in the informal economy, which
encompass petty trading, artisanal trades, commercial sex, petty crime and
hustling, the majority of urban youth garner incomes that are marginally higher
than those of their counterparts in the countryside. The prodigious production of
popular music, highlighted by weekly launchings of new albums and artists,
attest the extent of youth cultural creativity in Sierra Leone. Although artists and
producers are driven by the desire to entertain and generate fame and financial
success, music also provides a potent vehicle for youth commentary on Sierra
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Leonean politics and society. Similar impulses drive the participation of many
young people in community-based football leagues and sporting activities at the
few recreational centres in the rural areas. Furthermore, in joining newer and
populist Muslim and Christian movements, some youth find not only solace, but
also additional social and economic resources to reduce their marginalization
and vulnerability. However, despite the participation of marginalized urban
youth in music, sports and religion, the majority of their socio-economic
transactions occur within the informal economy.
Sixthly, the study highlighted that despite the persistence of widespread
youth marginalization in Sierra Leone, the existence of opportunities in local
environments for youth to access educational institutions, draw support from
friends and families, form groups, eke out livelihoods, and express themselves is
crucial in shaping their dispositions. The presence of accessible educational
institutions and programmes in the different communities that cater for the
various categories of youth is regarded as crucial in providing marketable skills.
Community-based youth groups, recognized by local communities and
supported by NGOs, are seen as vital hubs for local youth. In Makeni, Kenema
and Koidu Town, youth coalitions direct the energies of their members towards
peer education, advocacy, conflict resolution and peace education, community
development, and recreational social activities. Youth who tend to violence and
criminality tend to live in local environments where there is little or no access to
educational institutions; employment and economic survival opportunities;
youth groups; or forums for political, social and spiritual expression.
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Chapter 2

Research methods and processes

2.1 Research team
The research for this study was conducted in two phases. The first phase was
undertaken between May and June 2006 with the aid of three research assistants,
namely Isatu Venn, the project officer at the Methodist Youth Recreational
Centre; Abdul Karim Bah, youth co-ordinator at the Network Movement for
Justice and Development (NJMD) based in Kenema; and Tejan Lamboi, an
undergraduate student at the Department of Mass Communication, University
of Sierra Leone (Fourah Bay College). The second phase was conducted between
November 2007 and May 2008. Ibrahim Abdullah joined the research team, and
Joseph M. Goakai, a graduate of the University of Sierra Leone (Fourah Bay
College) was the main research assistant. Joseph Bash-Kamara, another
employee of NJMD, and Kultumi Bangura, another graduate of the University of
Sierra Leone (Fourah Bay College), also assisted in the research. Gibril Bangura
and Yusuf Kamara of the Mawina Kouyate Cultural Centre; Osman Kamara, the
youth officer of Enhancing the Interaction and Interface between Civil Society
and the State; and Ahmed Noah, a publisher from African Universities Press,
served as facilitators of focus discussion groups and guides in different locales.
2.2 Research design
Designing and implementing the research was a process of creative interaction
between the CSDG team and field researchers in Sierra Leone. The design and
administration of the field research in Sierra Leone were strongly influenced by
the background papers on youth and the YOVEX framework that had been
produced by the CSDG team at King’s College London and the earlier designs of
questionnaires produced for the Nigerian and Liberian case studies. The
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background papers maintained that the various fieldwork activities in Nigeria,
Sierra Leone and Liberia should bring out local understandings of youth rather
than uncritically accept and apply universal definitions of and assumptions
about youth. They recommended that the gathering of data should be selective,
focused and targeted at youth clusters to bring out the heterogeneity and
diversity of youth, as well as the intersections in the definitions and conditions of
youth across gender, educational level, occupation and spatial locations. The
background papers also suggested that researchers should adopt a
multidimensional and interdisciplinary approach to the fieldwork and analysis.
2.2.1 Research locations
The research targeted urban youth in the five major cities: Freetown, Makeni, Bo,
Koidu Town and Kenema. It did not attempt to cover the entire country, because
of the limitations of resources and time. In the initial survey it was decided that
Kenema, the administrative headquarters of the Eastern Region, should be left
out in favour of Koidu Town, since Kenema shared similar ethnic and cultural
characteristics with Bo, the country’s second largest urban centre and the
administrative headquarters of the Southern Region. Koidu Town has a different
ethno-cultural make-up to that of Kenema, and Kono District, of which Koidu is
the administrative centre, was a major theatre of warfare during the decade-long
civil conflict. Also, it was believed that because of its proximity to the diamondproducing areas, Koidu Town would offer stronger insights into the nature of
urban youth exclusion and vulnerability in the Eastern Region of the country.
Kenema was later included in the organization of the focus group discussions.
In the selected cities, the study targeted areas frequented by youth for
work or business (markets, offices, shops, main commercial streets, car parks),
education (secondary schools, technical-vocational institutes), recreation (football
fields, makeshift cinema centres), religious activities (churches, mosques), or
socialization (youth centres, ataya bases, 18 street corners). Some of these sites are
generally known, but others were identified by the researchers or in consultation
with NGOs working with youth. In some of these sites, the researchers spent
between three and five hours distributing the questionnaires, responding to
queries about the questionnaires, observing ongoing youth activities, and
conducting in-depth interviews with individuals and small groups of youth.
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They are usually makeshift structures with tables and/or stools, where snacks and sweetened
Chinese Black Gunpowder tea are sold.
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2.2.2 Research subjects
The research focused exclusively on urban youth, who had historically
constituted the most culturally diverse, visible and volatile segment of the
national youth population. Rural youth were excluded from the survey. Apart
from resource and time considerations, the researchers decided that rural youth
experience distinct types of marginalization, vulnerability and exclusion that
could not be adequately captured by the questionnaire. Unlike urban youth,
rural youth experience marginalization and vulnerability, for example, stemming
from the exercise of chieftaincy authority, land allocation and use, local taxation,
courts cases and local justice, and premarital and marital disputes. Furthermore,
they may also have coping mechanisms and institutions that may be different
from those used by urban youth.
The research ensured the participation of female youth in all of the field
instruments that were utilized. Female youth received, completed and returned
over a third (35 per cent) of all questionnaires. A similar percentage participated
in the focus group discussions and the development of the individual life
histories. The presence of the two female researchers in the Sierra Leonean group
went a long way to effectively facilitating this aspect of the field survey.
2.2.3 Ethical issues
In the course of the research, it became evident that the research team needed to
pay close attention to issues of trust, transparency and data integrity. It was
obvious that some of the participants in the focus groups and life history profiles
had participated in several field studies and workshops on youth organized by
governmental and non-governmental agencies in the post-war period. Many of
them did not always know the purpose of this research, nor did they ever see the
results of these studies and workshops, which ended on the desks of government
officials, international policymakers, and researchers based in Freetown or
European and American capitals. Consequently, youth attitudes to nearly all
data collection exercises are usually skewed. They are rightly suspicious and
usually jaded, and they expect to be compensated for their time or that some
development project to improve their personal situation would follow.
In dealing with these issues, guaranteeing transparency and building
trust, the research team ensured that the questionnaires and the attendance forms
for the focus groups stated the purpose of the collection of the data, a
commitment to confidentiality, the voluntary nature of participation and the
right of participants to withdraw from the research at anytime. This information
was verbally explained and the researchers responded to the questions and
concerns of the participants about the study.
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Contact information was provided to participants in case they had further
questions. Copies of the report of the project’s first phase and the methodology of
the second phase were readily available and given to participants who requested
them. Finally, the researchers made a commitment that the final copies of the
report would be made accessible to the participants in the focus groups, either
individually or through their organizations.
2.3 Field research techniques
The project used four major research techniques to generate empirical field data:
survey questionnaires, focus group discussions, life histories based on in-depth
interviews and institutional profiles.
2.3.1 Survey questionnaires
An initial pilot survey of 50 questionnaires was conducted in mid-May 2006
utilizing a slightly amended version of the Nigerian questionnaire. The
completed questionnaires were then discussed extensively with a small group of
respondents (three males and two females) to address the questionnaire’s clarity
and suitability for Sierra Leonean youth. Among the elements deemed
unsuitable for the Sierra Leonean context were its length; particular questions on
religion, employment and the environment; and its style. Without compromising
the essential YOVEX framework, the Sierra Leonean team, in consultation with
other members of CSDG, reformulated some of the questions in the survey
questionnaire to fit conditions in Sierra Leone (see Appendix 6).
The revised questionnaire, which was distributed and collected in June
2007, surveyed young people on issues ranging from nature of youth social
identity, educational levels, associational life, political consciousness and
participation, personal and general anxieties, and needs. It was designed to
captures the levels of youth social exclusion and vulnerability in post-war Sierra
Leone.
A total of 1,075 of the revised survey questionnaires were distributed in
accordance with the relative demographic size of the targeted cities as follows,
Freetown East, 300; Freetown Central, 75; Freetown West, 150; Bo, 250; Makeni,
150; and Koidu, 150. Partially or poorly completed questionnaires were
discarded, yielding a total of 821 (76.4 per cent) fully completed survey
questionnaires. Of these fully completed questionnaires, Freetown East returned
249, Freetown Central 48, Freetown West 109, Makeni 100, Bo 205, and Koidu
110.
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Figure 2: Regional and national questionnaire completion rates

According to the 2004 Sierra Leone National Census, the four cities
combined had a total population of 1,085,651 people, with Freetown having
772,873 people or 71.2 per cent of this number, Bo had 149,957 or 13.8 per cent,
Makeni had 82,840 or 7.6 per cent and Koidu Town had 79,981 or 7.4 per cent.
Freetown East received and returned the largest numbers of questionnaires,
because it was the most populated area in the study. The 2004 census figures
reveal that the Freetown East III ward (Kissy, Wellington, Ropoti, Calaba
Town)—a sub-section of Freetown East—was the largest and fastest growing
ward in the country over the past thirty years. Its population quintupled from
56,435 people in 1974 to 316,409 in 2004. 19 It is also a major site for the settlement
of migrants from rural areas and the location of many factories. Despite the
presence of these factories, Freetown East contains a high incidence of poverty
that is evident in its high population density and the presence of sprawling
hillside and seaside shanty settlements. Also, the area suffered much destruction
during the January 1997 attack on the capital by armed elements of the Armed
Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) and RUF.
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Figure 3: Population of major urban centres, 2004
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Ninety per cent of the respondents fell within the expansive youth
category defined by the NYP. Except for Koidu Town, where those within the
25–34 years category outranked them, the 15–24 years category produced the
highest percentage of respondents nationally, and in Freetown, Bo and Makeni
(48 per cent). Ten per cent of the respondents were within the 35 years and above
age category. As stated above, women constituted a little over one-third of the
respondents, with the highest rate of response being in Freetown (39 per cent)
and the lowest being in Makeni (28 per cent). Lower literacy rates, reticence and
domestic workloads partly account for the lower rate of female response. The
tendency by women who are married, mothers and workers to define themselves
as adults even though they fall within the nationally defined youth bracket may
also have accounted for the lower participation rates.
Almost two-thirds of the respondents (64.8 per cent) were literate; 23 per
cent had JSS education, 30 per cent had SSS education and 6.5 per cent had
college/university education. 20 Just over a third (36.2 per cent) had no formal
Western education. The data showed that the respondents with no formal
education were mainly in Freetown East, the poorest section of the capital, or in
regional urban centres like Makeni, Bo and Koidu, which have fewer educational
opportunities than Freetown. Illiteracy rates tended to be smaller in the more
affluent western and central areas of Freetown. Only 28 per cent of the
20
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youth literacy at 45 per cent (SSL and DFID, 2007).

YOVEX in West Africa: Sierra Leone Country Report

32
respondents indicated that they were married. The majority of these fell into the
25–34 years and the 40 years and above categories. Two-thirds of the
respondents indicated that they were single and not in any formal or informal
cohabitation arrangements. On average, the percentage of single respondents
was greater for Freetown than the other urban centres. Freetown East had the
highest percentage of single respondents at 73.6 per cent, while Koidu Town had
the lowest at 48.6 per cent.
2.3.2 Focus groups
The research team conducted 16 focus group discussions across the five major
urban centres in the country between December 2007 and February 2008. The
majority of the focus group discussions (eight) were held in four different
locations in Freetown because of the city’s size and population. Three were
organized in Makeni, two each in Koidu Town and Bo, and one in Kenema. In
the case of Makeni, Koidu Town and Kenema, participants were drawn from all
over the different cities and hosted within a single location. In Bo, the two focus
groups were held at two different locations at different times. The focus groups
were held mainly in school classrooms, recreational centres and public halls.
A total of 195 young people participated in the 16 focus group discussions.
Every participant completed an attendance and participation form (see Appendix
7); 35 per cent of the participants were female, while 65 per cent were males,
although efforts were made to ensure parity in participation. In several instances,
the female participants did not turn up at the chosen locations at the designated
times. The ages of the participants reflected the official national definition of
youth (15–35 years); 60 per cent of the participants were younger youth falling
within the internationally recognized age bracket (15–24 years); while 40 per cent
were within the older youth bracket (25–35 years).
The focus groups in each location began with a general plenary during
which the purpose of the YOVEX study was explained in detail and questions
from the participants were answered. Copies of the overview of the first phase
were available for participants who wanted to know about the project in depth.
Preliminary discussions centred on youth identity, citizenship and aspirations,
and the facilitators moderated this process for about 30 minutes before the
participants were divided into two or three smaller groups of 7–12 participants.
Depending on the level of participation of females, the groups were
separated along gender lines. Of the 16 focus groups, two (one in Cline TownKanikay in Freetown East and one in Makeni) were exclusively female, while the
rest were mixed. After the intensive small group discussions, the groups
reconvened, if necessary, to review the highlights of their discussions. The
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smaller groups discussions explored in depth the themes of youth identity,
coping mechanisms and institutional access that had been broadly surveyed in
the questionnaires.
Two major amendments were made to the approach suggested in YOVEX
Project guidelines for the project. The questions were reformulated, made more
flexible and translated into Krio, Sierra Leone’s lingua franca, without sacrificing
the essential thematic emphasis (see Appendix 3). Rather than separating the
focus groups into distinct thematic sessions, all of the main themes were
explored in all of the focus groups to ensure sufficient data for comparative
analysis. The focus groups discussions lasted between three and three-and-a-half
hours, with short breaks between the discussions of the major themes.
2.3.3 Life histories and structured interviews
Drawing from participants in the different focus groups, the researchers created
brief ethnographic portraits of individual youth that sketched out their
background, sense of identity, personal philosophy and worldview, coping
strategies, access to institutional support, and personal aspirations (see Appendix
4 for the questions asked).
The general questions provided by the CSDG YOVEX team were modified
and translated into Krio to facilitate clarity and ease in communications with the
subjects of the life histories. The length and quality of the profiles varied slightly,
mainly due to the location of the subjects. The profiles of subjects outside
Freetown tended to be shorter, because they were less accessible.
2.3.4 Institutional profiles
Utilizing the information provided by participants in the focus groups and the
life histories, the research team developed profiles of a number of institutions
regarded as accessible and supportive of youth (see Appendix 5 for the issues
covered). The family, educational institutions, youth coalitions and NGOs
emerged as the most important bodies that currently shape the situation and
actions of the youth. Selected profiles of two types of these bodies—youth
coalitions and NGOs designated as youth-serving agencies—were developed
from descriptions of research subjects, published information, 21 and interviews
(where possible) with officials from these institutions. Some of these officials
were very supportive of the study and generous in providing information, while

21

The 2007 Sierra Leone Encyclopedia (DACO and UNDP, 2007) was particularly useful in collating
information about youth-serving agencies.
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others adopted an unnecessarily suspicious attitude and were reluctant to release
basic information about their organizations and the latter’s operations.
Unfortunately, due to the limitations in resources and time, the research
did not permit the development of the profile of any families, an institution that
immensely influences the life chances and choices of youth.
2.3.5 Data analysis
The analysis of the survey data that follows has been complemented with
official information derived from reports, legislation, policy documents
produced by the Sierra Leonean government, and reports from international
agencies and NGOs.
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Chapter 3

Youth identities and understanding youth

Look fine fine guy lek me
Me face all don full up with vein
You ask me ow a day live
Me experience all nar pain
Welcome if jus born into land
Wusai gari day rule
Wusai dem day treat we lek bigful
Lek nar dem wan grain nor mor go skool
Emmerson, ‘Borbor Belleh’, 2004
In the broad survey, over 90 per cent of participants identified themselves as
youth, using primarily age as the major criterion. Yet closer interrogation of this
criterion revealed that such invocations are derived from and frequently justified
in terms of the official definition of who youth are, namely people in the 15–35
years age bracket. Youth identity in Sierra Leone is, however, a multifaceted
social condition and experience, and is defined not only by age, but also by
gender, class, occupation, self-perception and place of residence.
All the participants in the focus group discussions were categorical about
who they were within their respective society/community; what they represented
in terms of their values and aspirations; and their complex relationship to the
wider society, particularly adults in positions of power and officials of the state.
The life histories of the selected participants confirmed the distinctive markers of
youth-hood, which are referenced in terms of age, culture, economic situation
and official pronouncements. The conversation about who they were and how
they wanted to be perceived elicited diverse responses from youth, depending on
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their gender, level of education, family background and socio-economic
situation. Gender remains a critical marker, in part because youth had been
defined in exclusionary male terms. Youth representations of their individual
and collective identities often conflicted and overlapped with what outsiders
thought and said about them.
Jeneba Bayoh, aged 23, a female college student, was clear about whom
she is and what outsiders think generally think about youth in general:
I am a youth because of my age, my activities, my particular stage in life, and my social
networks. However, I am now matured and my level of thinking is more advanced than
other people who might also be called youth. I have gained some level of consciousness
about the society in which I live in and how to move through it. Being young in this
country is a source of anxiety. Young people do not have much respect in the country,
and as you can see, a large number are out in the streets, idle, and not doing much.

Like all young people, women like Jeneba face not only age-based
contempt, but also gender-based disrespect embedded within sexist and
patriarchal cultural norms in the society. They have to struggle to reassert
themselves as women and as youth. Whether they fall within or outside the
official bracket, the claims of young women to youth diminish in relation to those
of men after women have had children, married or participated in incomegenerating activities. In mixed focus groups in Makeni and Calaba Town
(Freetown East), male participants repeatedly tried to silence their female
counterparts and relegate them to the back benches, while trying to recast youth
marginalization in terms of mainly male emasculation and disempowerment.
Given an opportunity to speak in female-only focus group discussions, female
participants in Makeni generally noted, as in this particular example, that ‘in the
Northern Region, women are generally perceived as a weaker sex, wayward and
secondary to men. They are abused, treated as slaves and not given a voice in
development issues.’ The notion of young women as wayward, promiscuous and
engaged in soft prostitution permeated the discourses of young men and women,
and is part of the identity of marginalized young women in Sierra Leone.
While young women do experience unique forms of disempowerment, the
general lack of respect and official/everyday non-recognition of their
being/existence as a social group with rights and special needs are central to
understanding how Sierra Leonean youth see themselves. But their collective
claims, which are rights centred, fall short of demanding social citizenship. And
their collective demonization by adulthood (outsiders?) as an ‘idle’ and ‘lazy’
bunch underlines their seeming marginal, but vulnerable, position in the political
economy of post-conflict Sierra Leone. This contradiction between how they see
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themselves and how they are perceived by the world of adulthood comes out
clearly in the testimony of Abdul Sembu Koroma.
Koroma, 32, is a businessman and activist. His testimony captures the
complex and demanding roles that youth play in a society that refuses to
acknowledge their adult roles and contribution:
I am a youth, but I feel like I am an adult most times. My age puts me into the youth
bracket, but the activities I engage in make me feel that I am an adult. I take care of my
mother and the little ones at home. I do exactly what my father would have been doing if
he were alive. That makes me feel like an adult at times.

The refusal to accept youth as adults even when they are performing adult
roles has something to do with the predominant pre-capitalist gerontocratic
culture that subordinates the young in everyday life. More importantly, it reveals
the socio-economic context within which youth operate, i.e. the state of arrested
development that has transformed youth-hood into a transition to nowhere.
Thus, young men and women between the ages of 18 and 25 who elsewhere
would be considered young adults in the job market are trapped in an economic
situation in which they cannot reproduce themselves. This economic situation,
partly fuelled by World Bank SAPs and IMF conditionalities, has made youthhood a catch-all category deployed by interested parties for specific purposes.
NGOs and other donor organizations single out youth for funding; and youthserving agencies and youth organizations respond by representing youth in a
particular manner to attract funding. Even youth themselves have joined the
donor gravy train: every other young man/woman is a youth because of what
he/she can get from the large youth pot out there!
This is captured by what Kemoh Kamara, 31, a technical-vocational
student, had to say:
I am a youth and I strongly feel that within me everywhere I go. My age is within the
bracket stipulated by the Sierra Leone National Youth Policy …. But I believe that age
does not count. What one does is what matters. I often participate in many youth
activities in the community. I play football and engage in developmental projects … like
exercise and repairing feeder roads.

This notion that age does not matter, that youth is a state of mind and that
anyone can pass him-/herself off as a youth underlines the state of arrested
development referred to above and the dead-end transition to nowhere that
characterize the majority of youth in contemporary Sierra Leone. Youth identities
are not only about affirming their right to the aspects of modernity from which
they are excluded; they are also about what they want to be and where they
would like to go. This imaginary charting of an alternative pathway towards
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their collective liberation is captured through their emphasis on independence.
This comes out clearly in the account of Emma Simbo.
Simbo, 23 and unemployed, spoke for the totality of youth in
contemporary Sierra Leone:
I see myself as a youth because others are still supporting me. I am not independent. I
cannot give advice to someone and expect that he or she will listen to me. I cannot help
somebody who is in need. Apart from that, I see myself as nobody, because I have nothing
to make me into somebody.

Simbo’s testimony is a rich summary of the various strands that constitute
the core issues in what Emmerson expresses with the words ‘Me experience all
nar pain’. It conjures up ideas about dependence vs. independence; about
leadership and respect in one’s community; and the dialectical relationship
between material condition and status in society. Simbo wants to be somebody
because she painfully realizes that she is a nobody. She is caught between the
devil and the deep blue sea: neither her family nor the state could provide the
necessary wherewithal to guarantee the transition to becoming somebody. Put
differently, she is one of the victims trapped in the transition to nowhere that is
currently the hallmark of the majority of youth caught up in this state of arrested
development.
This yearning of the nobodies to be somebody in society constitutes the
single most important indictment of the post-colonial state in contemporary
Sierra Leone. Marginal youth are unanimous about the failure of the state to
provide the wherewithal for the production and continued reproduction of their
daily lives. Their daily narratives are replete with trenchant critiques of the state
in all spheres of life: from education to health to the provision of jobs. The key
areas where they have concentrated much attention is on the two e’s, i.e.
education and employment: education because of its assumed potential to
empower the young, and employment because it brings respects and guarantees
their independence. In a post-war context where the state is struggling to exist
and function qua state, it could neither satisfy the yearning demand for quality
education nor guarantee the possibility of a decent, paying job for its citizens.
Denied education and job opportunities, youth have no alternative but to
withdraw from the state and seek alternative pathways through life.
These alternative pathways underline the changing meaning of the term
‘youth’ in Sierra Leone and the complex and contradictory processes at work in
its making. On the one hand, the construction of youth as a dependent, idle
bunch of nuisances is changing, in part because of the resistance mounted by
youth in general and in part because of the war. On the other hand, the ‘new’
discourse from above concerning youth fails to acknowledge their claims as a
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group with specific rights. Central to understanding this process is the changing
notion of youth as a male-specific category. Before the war, women hardly
identified themselves as youth. The war therefore constituted a turning point in
engendering youth-hood.
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Chapter 4

Contexts of youth exclusion and vulnerability

Watin mek wuna ba nor day yeri lef
We don talk so tay wuna day mek lek wuna def …
All the promise way dem mek dem fail
Den turn Sierra Leone to wata well all man day bail
Way di Lungi Bridge way den say dem day make
Bumbuna hydro, hey god ... all nar fake
But dis election nor rubbish we nor day take
So if you know watin betteh, mass yu brake
Ah nor bin no say some man nar anyampi
Ah nor bin no say some man nar belleh wapi
Den eat two ship res den say nar for natin
Dem wan yah so we day gee dem notice
Dem wan yah so we day gee dem notice
Dem wan yah so we day gee dem notice
If we nor gee dem notice o we nor geh peace
Injectment notice, we day gee dem, Injectment notice ….
Innocent, ‘Injectment Notice’, July 2007
Young people’s life chances in Sierra Leone are shaped by the structural violence
perpetuated by the post-colonial state, global capitalist institutions and local
social networks. Popular youth music, as reflected in the lyrics of the immensely
popular hit song ‘Injectment Notice’, express popular disaffection from the
venality and collusion of the elite in this violence. Despite its aggressive
overtones, the song is a call for young people to use their ballot to remove the
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incumbent regime rather than re-enacting the destructive violence of the 1990s. 22
After the civil war, youth rediscovered their voice and the self-confidence that
they could influence the direction of the country through the expression of their
views and through the ballot box. The SLPP government of Tejan Kabbah
behaved like the restored Bourbons of post-revolutionary, early 19th-century
France: who forgot nothing and learnt nothing. The regime governed badly and
corruption flourished, alienating many youth who had felt that a new era was
dawning in Sierra Leone. Unlike the 1970s and 1980s, the youth felt empowered
and believed that they could change the government through participating in
party politics and elections. The broad survey illustrated that over 56 per cent of
youth were registered party members. An overwhelming majority—82.5 per
cent—declared their intention to vote. They gave the SLPP an ‘injectment notice’,
which its members ignored, arrogantly believing that they were the lords of the
land. The youth voted the SLPP government out of power in August 2007.
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Figure 4: Nature and levels of youth’s personal anxieties

Sierra Leonean youth are still waiting for the promised peace dividends.
The much-lauded positive post-war macroeconomic indicators showing good
growth rates, low inflation and currency stabilization are yet to translate into
significant employment prospects and better standards of living for the country’s
youth and general population. 23

22

23

‘Injectment Notice’ become the unofficial anthem of the two main opposition parties, the APC and
People’s Movement for Democratic Change, even though this was not openly endorsed by
Innocent. In response, the incumbent SLPP leadership sponsored the production of a song, ‘De
Notice nor Go Rayt, We Nar di Landlord’ by another musician, Taribo. For analysis of the political
impact of both songs, see Alexander (2007).
Sierra Leone (2005a).
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It is therefore not surprising that the broad survey reveals that youth are
personally most anxious about employment, housing, health and family, in that
order. The ranking reveals the precarious economic and social circumstances of
young people in the major urban areas (see figure 4). It was consistent across the
different youth age cohorts, gender and the different urban centres, except for
Koidu Town, where housing outranked employment as the primary concern. The
massive destruction of Koidu Town during the war might explain this exception
in the ranking.
Youth’s anxieties clearly shape what they consider to be their main needs
in the survey. Education and skills, employment, housing, health services,
recreational facilities, and protection from injustice were ranked in that order as
their topmost needs (see figure 5). The ranking of education and employment as
their two primary needs underline similar conclusions in reports on youth in
West Africa produced by various intergovernmental agencies like the UN and
the World Bank. 24
Figure 5: Areas of youth’s needs and expectations of support (national)
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In all of the areas covering youth’s anxieties and needs identified in the
survey, young people in Sierra Leone, especially those in urban centres, continue
to suffer from many forms of exclusion and vulnerabilities arising from the larger
political economy of the country, as well as prevailing social attitudes toward
youth.

24

See UNOWA (2005); UNDP (2006); World Bank (2006).
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4.1 Educational institutions
From the surveys, focus group discussions and life histories, young people
clearly realized that formal and informal educational systems could provide
them with the knowledge and skills to become self-reliant and contribute
meaningfully to the development of their families, communities and country.
They generally rated the system as being fairly accessible up to a point. Indeed,
the post-war rehabilitation and construction of primary and secondary schools
across the country, the removal of examination fees for students at primary and
junior secondary school, and the provision of free books for some primary
schools have increased the enrollment of children and youth in school in Sierra
Leone. 25
However, just as it provides the promise of self-realization, the Sierra
Leone education system inadvertently generates different forms of vulnerabilities
and exclusion for the youth. The system is riddled with problems that tend to
alienate poorer and older students, especially those who were held back by the
civil war. The survey, focus group discussions and individual life histories
indicated relatively high dropout rates at different levels of the system. Youth
perceived the dropout rates and failure rates for public examinations at junior
secondary school level (the Basic Education Certificate Examination or BECE)
and senior secondary school level (the West African Secondary School Certificate
Examination or WASSCE) as unacceptably high. 26 These dropouts and failures
leave poorer students unable to retake these public exams or continue their
education.
Many of the rehabilitated and reconstructed schools are of dubious quality
and inadequately resourced. Some do not have the kind of environment that
inspires excellence or high aspirations in their students. With nearly all
secondary schools in the country running double shifts, the students’ day at
school is much shorter and less comprehensive than it should be. Many teachers
double the shifts for students, barely starting topics in one shift and finishing
them in almost compulsory pre-school or after-school private lessons. Young
people complain that many of their teachers are poorly remunerated,
unmotivated and uncaring, waiting to leave the profession for a better-paying
job. 27 Some male instructors in secondary and tertiary institution engage in
predatory behaviour, extorting students and sexually harassing young females.
25
26

27

See SSL (2004); World Bank (2007).
The WASSCE is the final public examination taken by senior secondary school students in Liberia,
Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Ghana and The Gambia. It is the equivalent of the UK’s GCE advanced
levels.
See Braima and Gbla (2007).
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The high cost of educational materials, especially the ubiquitous educational
pamphlets, disadvantages poor students. 28 Some youth and teachers, however,
claim that students, especially female ones, sometimes have misplaced priorities,
preferring to spend their resources on hot fashion items rather than educational
materials. The following précis of the discussion among participants of one of the
Bo focus group discussions reveals the conflicting factors that hamper youth
education.
Acquiring education is tough for young people. The cost of education is high, especially because
of the ancillary costs. Many parents cannot afford the numerous pamphlets produced by the
teachers. This affects their education greatly.
Female participants noted that the situation of young women in Bo is very difficult. Most of the
young women in the town do not take their work seriously and are engaged in behaviour that
amounts to prostitution. This behaviour is driven by the desire to make money in order to satisfy
certain needs, acquire fancy dresses and take care of their families.
Many young women are not doing well educationally and are failing in schools. Poverty,
the high cost of school fees, and other problems lead to high dropout rates among them. Some
feel that social activities and entertainment are disturbing the girls. They prefer going to
nightclubs to going to school and easily drop out of school after failing to move on to the next
class.
Some parents do not place a high value on the education of women. Some parents push
the girls into trading or force them into marriages before the turn wayward. Early and forced
marriages affect many young women in the community. Young women in the town are engaged
in business, youth sensitization, schooling and prostitution.

Beyond periodic public testing, overall, youth educational and social
development within the public school system is very narrow. Except for
unofficial social and cultural clubs, there is limited scope for youth to engage in
independent, creative extracurricular activities in many public schools. The
general quality of education is regarded as poor, and the system leaves students
ill prepared for meaningful employment or to develop their own businesses.
Students from poor family are disadvantaged by weak parental oversight, as
these families devote the greater part of their energies to coping with the
demands of their daily survival. Youth are conscious of the poor quality of the
education that they receive, but they are relatively powerless to influence the
nature and direction of their individual schools or the educational system more
generally. 29
Youth generally perceive technical and vocational educational training
(TVET) programmes, whether recognized by the government or not, as
imparting important skills and making significant contributions to local
communities. A variety of groups—government polytechnics, private institutes,
international and local NGOs, CBOs, and private entrepreneurs—offer TVET
programmes. Some of the programmes offered by NGOs and CBOs, particularly
28
29

See Campaign for Good Governance (n.d.).
Interviews with teachers and students at St. Andrews Secondary School, Bo, 16 May 2008.
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those offering basic skills such as masonry, plumbing, carpentry, hairdressing,
barbering, gara tie-dyeing, and soap making, are opened to both illiterate and
literate youth who have some primary and secondary education. Graduates of
these TVET programmes end up being mostly self-employed in the so-called
informal sector. Depending on their location, such programmes are fairly
accessible and cheap; in some cases, they are offered without much cost to the
students. Focus group discussion participants in Lumley in Freetown West noted
that the two vocational institutes in their area ‘have made a significant impact in
the Lumley–Juba area by training secondary school dropouts in hairdressing,
barbering, carpentry, gara tie-dyeing and soap making. Many of the graduates
have now opened small enterprises in the area.’
TVET programmes offered by recognized polytechnics and institutes
involve more ‘sophisticated’ skills like computing, office management, preschool and primary school education, nursing, vehicle repair, and hotel
management. They are open to literate youth who have completed junior and
secondary schools with some examinations credits. These programmes are
costlier and less accessible than those offered by CBOs and NGOs. Graduates of
these TVET programmes usually seek employment in the formal sector in public
or private enterprises.
TVET programmes, however, generate certain forms of marginalization
and exclusion for young male and females. Some youth and certain segments of
society usually view them negatively. In a post-colonial society, where Western
education is a marker of social status and hierarchy, TVET programmes, even
when they offer youth the potential of generating high incomes, are still
perceived as less prestigious than college or university education. In Bo, male
participants in a focus group discussion indicated that just as there is a prestige
pecking order for secondary schools, there is also one for tertiary institutions.
Young people view technical-vocational institutes as places for their less
intelligent and poorer colleagues, dropouts, and those unable to make it in the
‘mainstream’ education system.
Young people seeking TVET have also been fleeced and victimized by
unscrupulous entrepreneurs, NGOs and CBOs, who appropriate their money for
programmes of dubious quality. Even though there is an association of
proprietors of TVET programmes, which works with the Ministry of Education
to ensure scrutiny and accreditation of the various programmes, the regulation of
such programmes remain lax. Two young women in Calaba Town recalled in a
focus group discussion how they had spent four years and thousands of leones
paying for an unrecognized nursing programme from an unaccredited
institution. Efforts by these women to continue their training at the National
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School of Nursing had been thwarted by excessive demand for places, lack of the
requisite patronage and lack of resources to bribe their way in.
Contrary to the optimistic projections from policymakers and
entrepreneurs, many TVET programme graduates end up being disappointed
with their training and have had switch to alternative pursuits. The worst case
was perhaps the skills training offered to former war combatants under the DDR
programme in 2001–02. Many of the ‘trained’ ex-combatants sold their tools and
found other means of generating incomes. Only a third (33 per cent) actually
used their skills to generate regular income. 30 Equally, many of the subsequent
training programmes, especially those offered by CBOs and NGOs, are too basic
and not geared towards market needs. As focus group discussion participants
pointed out, there are too many carpenters, soap makers, tailors, masons and
hairdressers for the relatively small demand in many urban areas. A number of
women who had studied hairdressing and set up businesses in Bo and Makeni
complained that there were insufficient customers in their cities to sustain their
businesses. Although Freetown has a larger consumer base, the problem of
demand for some of the skills offered by TVET programmes was similar.
4.2 The economy and youth employment
Full employment for the majority of the citizenry constitutes perhaps the primary
developmental challenge for any post-war government in Sierra Leone. Still
recovering from the ravages of the decade-long conflict, the economy remains
weak, with limited employment opportunities, a small market, poor
infrastructure, and low domestic and foreign investment.
Except for a small percentage of youth employed within the private
business and NGO sectors, the vast majority of urban youth barely earn a living
wage. There is a slight difference between the youth cohort aged 15–24 years and
those aged 25–35 years. Three out ten of those in the 15–24 years cohort are idle
and inactive in the labour market; some are not searching for jobs at all, while
others are waiting for non-existent jobs to materialize or trying to leave the
country. Those in the 25–35 years cohort are less idle and more integrated into
the urban formal and informal economies, although they have less access to
formal employment opportunities. The majority of ‘working’ youth function
within the so-called informal sector. They operate within an urban subsistence
economy that yields a slightly higher and more regular income than that of their
counterparts in the rural areas. 31
30
31

Humphreys and Weinstein (2004).
The data utilized here is from SSL and DFID (2007) and Peeters, Cunningham and Acharya (2009).
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Public and private employers discriminate against the youth, especially
females and younger youth. They perceive younger youth (15–25) as less
prepared, less trustworthy, unskilled, less hardworking or less disciplined than
adults. Within the system, female youth face more bias in seeking employment
than male youth. Employment is driven by patronage, and youth with the
requisite patronage connections are much likelier to secure jobs than those
without them.
Government programmes to generate youth employment have been
poorly conceived, resourced and implemented. One of the most significant
government programmes for the youth in 2006/07 was the YES, which was
developed in accordance with the country’s Poverty Reduction Strategy
objectives and with support from the UN. The programme was initially received
with skepticism by the youth, who felt that it promoted mainly ‘demeaning’ jobs
like street cleaning and garbage collection. Many felt that it was merely a
campaign ploy to get youth votes by the SLPP government. 32
Some youth did welcome the scheme as a source of steady employment
and income. A small number of male participants in the focus group discussions
in Foulah Town (Freetown East), Makeni and Bo participated in the scheme
when it was launched in January 2007. They regarded their experience as
positive and potentially transformative of their personal economic circumstances,
but the termination of the scheme in June 2007 left many despondent and
alienated. As Komrabai Dumbuya, one of the youth who benefitted from the
scheme, explained:
When I was working with the Youth Employment Scheme, I received SLL 200,000 per
month as salary. I managed with that, but since the programme was called off, I have
been idle. Currently I work as a volunteer at the office of the director of youth and sports.
Even with that, things have not changed for me. The SLL 2,000 that my mother gives me
every morning is sometimes the only money I will have with me. At the office, I am not
being paid. I only get tips and transport fares from the director. Most of the time, the tips
are SLL 2,000 and my work there is that of an errand boy. I dispatch letters and I deliver
messages.

Many young people in the focus group discussions remained critical of the
real intentions of the government regarding the employment scheme. These
criticisms are not unfounded. The government has not created the necessary
labour policies or the national and local structures to promote large-scale youth
employment for graduates from various levels of the education system and the
unemployed and underemployed urban youth. Various organizations offer short
internships for college students, while some workshops and garages provide
32

Sierra Leone (2006).
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apprenticeships for TVET students and other youth. While helpful, they are
frequently inadequate. Educated and skilled youth complained in the various
focus groups about job advertisements and interviews that foster age-based
discrimination, fixing not only upper age limits for certain positions, but also
requiring years of job-based experience, which the youth could not conceivably
possess.
Such practices foster the exclusion and marginalization of youth, even
qualified ones, from meaningful employment. The government’s inability to
develop affirmative policies and coherent strategies in this area does not help.
The government has not yet responded to the calls from youth organizations,
youth-serving agencies and the media for the creation of a national youth service
scheme that provides employment experience for new graduates while meeting
the personnel needs of relatively remote rural and urban areas. Equally, the
government has not created or encouraged the creation of national and regional
labour exchanges or employment counselling centres.
The government does not adequately protect community and youth
interests when it grants mineral and other business concessions to large foreign
businesses. These companies usually employ only a limited number of youth and
are insensitive to local interests in their areas of operation. A clear case in point is
Koidu Holdings, a diamond-mining company in Kono District, which failed to
live up to its responsibilities to properly relocate and resettle inhabitants in a
kimberlite diamond zone before blasting a mining pit. In response to a public
demonstration against the blasting, the police intervened with the support of the
company and ended up killing two of the protestors and seriously wounding
eight others. Mining institutions like Koidu Holdings are not easily accessible to
youth even when community members merely wish to share their concerns with
such companies. These companies’ agreements are usually made directly with
the central government. 33
The government has been unable to regularize, protect or provide support
for youth engaged in vulnerable economic activities. Alluvial diamond mining
attracts over 100,000 marginalized youth from different parts of the country. The
majority of these youth barely make a living wage. Unlike artisanal gold mining
in Ghana, artisanal diamond mining has not been systematized. The majority of
san-san boys 34 possess neither mining licences nor get any governmental
protection from exploitation by middlemen and dealers. Motorbike riding
(okada), which is perhaps the fastest growing occupation among unemployed
33
34

See Jenkins–Johnston Commission of Inquiry on Koidu Holding (2008).
Unlicensed/illicit alluvial diamond miners working in the diamond fields in Kono District in the
Eastern Region of Sierra Leone.
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urban youth, also produces its own forms of exclusion and marginalization.
Motorbike riders face frequent harassment from the police over licences,
registrations, routes, infringement of traffic rules and bribes. Regulations
regarding the occupation are evolving in a piecemeal fashion in a three-way
negotiation among police, bike riders’ associations and the public. 35
If you include rural youth, young entrepreneurs own only about 25 per
cent of businesses in Sierra Leone, with older male youth (25–35 years)
dominating business ownership. Female youth in general and younger males
generally lack the resources to start and maintain their own businesses. Many of
these youth entrepreneurs are driven into business because of the lack of
employment or higher education opportunities. It is doubtful whether they have
the acumen or savvy to build sustainable and profitable businesses.
Youth lack access to the credit needed to develop substantial enterprises.
University graduates wishing to start small or medium-sized enterprises and
youth already engaged in business (i.e. brokerage, currency exchange, hawking
and petty trading) in the so-called informal sector find it very difficult to secure
loans from commercial banks or micro-credit organizations. These youth usually
do not have much knowledge of the formal credit system. Despite the recent
proliferation of commercial banks, managers do not view young people,
especially ‘marginal’ and younger ones without bank accounts, as creditworthy
customers. Banks have not been committed, creative or bold enough to design
strategies, services and products targeted at various categories of youth.
Similarly, micro-credit organizations, which usually offer small loans of between
SLL 100,000 and SLL 300,000 to small businesses, are regarded as stiff and
inflexible. They require collateral and sureties that are difficult for struggling
youth to produce, and their repayment time of three months is regarded as too
short.
4.3 Housing and health
As shown in figure 5, housing and health are ranked as the two most important
youth needs after education and employment. Despite a post-war miniconstruction boom, many young people live in crowded households in multiplefamily, multiple-tenants compounds. Upmarket homes are rented in foreign
currency and leased to high-earning expatriates or Sierra Leonean NGO staff.
Rents in the two major cities, Freetown and Bo, consume a substantial proportion
of the earned income of youth who live on their own.
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Youth and their families in Freetown have resorted to sharing with others,
or squatting and constructing makeshift dwellings on public lands, private
property or marginal lands. Marginalized youth and their families can be found
in Kolbot, Susan’s Bay, Kroo Bay, Cline Town-Kanikay, etc. living in
communities that are on the banks of streams or the seafront, close to sewage
outlets and garbage disposal dumps. These are some of the most
environmentally hostile areas in the country.
In general, there is an absence of reliable pipe-borne water, good sewage
disposal and drainage systems, and proper garbage disposal systems in all the
main urban centres in the country. Residents of these centres are susceptible to
diseases like malaria, cholera and typhoid from the unsanitary environments and
the scarcity of potable water .
The country also has the reputation of having one of the highest levels of
maternal and infant mortality in the world. 36 Young females in particular are in
danger of losing their lives and those of their babies. Risky sexual practices,
especially the prevalence of ‘soft’ prostitution by many economically deprived
young women, also put youth at risk of many sexually transmitted diseases,
including HIV/AIDS.
Despite the construction of community health centres around the country,
the health sector is crisis ridden; and it has high user fees, abysmally few doctors
(less than 100 for five million people) and expensive medication. For many
youth, the SLL 30,000–40,000 cost of treatment for minor ailments is very high.
They also engage in a high degree of self-diagnosis and self-medication, until
illnesses reach crisis point. Nearly all kinds of medication are sold over the
counter, without any adequate safeguards. Serious illnesses constitute major
financial crises, which need the pooling together of family resources to deal with.
Like the rest of the population, because of the high medical costs, youth are
susceptible to suspect diagnosis and treatment by unqualified pharmacists and
nurses, and quacks. Illness and poor health render youth more economically and
socially vulnerable, since they are unable to work and earn an income.
4.4 Family
Even though young people may be concerned about building families, marriage
and having children, this is not the paramount concern of the majority of youth,
especially marginalized males. Females are usually more anxious, since they bear
the heavier burdens with regard to child rearing and running households.
Despite this, family networks play a paramount role in creating, perpetuating or
36
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avoiding certain forms of vulnerabilities among male and female youth of all
ages. For many participants in the focus groups, family networks were their first
and last line of defence against marginalization and exclusion. Family networks
can be frayed by disruptions or loss of pivotal family members as a consequence
of war, death, migration, economic distress, internal conflict and separation.
The various focus group discussions and life histories show how the
Sierra Leone civil war (1991–2002) weakened and fragmented families in
different parts of the country and exacerbated the vulnerabilities of the youth.
Thousands of families were uprooted, displaced, and subjected to considerable
violence and trauma. Individual narratives recounted the forced migration of
families from their homes to various parts of the country. Several male and
female youth noted how the death of one or both parents delayed or terminated
their educational development, often because there was no one to pay the costs.
In other instances, families could not stay together. At Cline TownKanikay, a young woman lost a loving family relationship when her family was
dispersed after the 1999 rebel invasion of Freetown and the family home was
destroyed. The house that they rented after the destruction of their home was
priced beyond the capacity of the family to pay; the different members of the
family, many of them youth and children, are currently scattered all over the city.
In Kenema, participants in the focus group discussion recounted how
many families in the city lost their properties, businesses and sources of income
during the war. Since then, they noted, these families have faced difficulties in
finding the necessary financial resources to support their younger members.
Consequently, some of these young members have had to hustle to survive. One
of the participants explained as follows:
Many families do not have financial or moral resources to support young people. A lot of
the families lost their property during the war and that property amounted to huge
incomes. This loss of property paralyzed many families, and the children of such families
will have to ‘strike’ to make ends meet. Many have taken up bike riding and prostitution
in order to raise an income and support their families.
The ability to generate income has also given such children or young people an
air of manhood or womanhood. They feel they are independent and are sometimes
disrespectful to others. They often move on their own and start a family in which both of
them go out to earn a living, leaving the child behind. This is causing a breakdown in
families and it is a cycle that will go on in the foreseeable future.

Where family networks are thin or under financial or other social stress,
they can cause or magnify problems for the youth. Poorer or irresponsible family
members may become excessively dependent on the meagre resources and
labour of youth struggling to become independent, self-sufficient and successful.
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In Lumley (Freetown West), a focus group discussion participant noted how she
took on the financial and maternal burdens of her irresponsible sister.
In other circumstances, family members may become uncaring, violent
and abusive, forcing young and inexperienced people to take to the streets to
fend for themselves. Two female participants in Cline Town-Kanikay related
personal stories of how they were forced to flee from constant abuse and
beatings by their parents. One of the participants was brutally beaten and thrown
out of the household by her father; she found refuge with a sympathetic woman.
Since then she has had three children before reaching her mid-20s, presumably
by different fathers.
Many youth have also become the main breadwinners in their families
before they are properly equipped to do so. These youth are expected to find
work or to hustle to maintain their households and assist their younger siblings.
A youth in Foulah Town focus group discussions indicated that such youth ‘did
not do not get any family support, but instead supported members of their
families, [because] they are the eldest or this is dictated by tradition’. However,
young male and female youth are also contributing significantly to their own
upkeep and households.
Some youth feel that attitudes towards supporting extended family
members may be changing as a consequence of the civil war. Although some
family members continue to aid relatives, others are less inclined to help poorer
relatives, because of the economic situation in the country.
The fragmentation or absence of a supportive social network (family, friends,
group membership) can illuminate the degree of social exclusion suffered by
certain youth. The consequences are not only personal alienation for some youth,
but also social disruption.
4.5 State policies, processes and institutions
Where family and other social networks fail, it should normally be expected that
the community or state would intervene to reduce the causes of youth
vulnerability and exclusion. However, both nationally and locally, the Sierra
Leone state is very thin on the ground and its direct impact on the lives of young
people beyond the provision of education and (in)justice is negligible. The state
employs about 71,000 public employees, of which the largest groups are 25,000
teachers, 17,000 civil servants and 9,600 police. 37 Like the majority of their
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compatriots, young people do not see or feel the presence of either national or
local government in their communities. Apart from educational institutions,
health centres and security agencies, they cannot identify any other state
institutions that directly impact on their lives.
Despite the proliferation of newspapers and community FM radios,
government policies and programmes for youth are not widely disseminated,
especially among the marginalized and unorganized youth. Many of the youth
who participated in both the 2006 national survey and the 2007/08 focus group
discussions were not well informed about government policies and programmes
relating to their status and welfare.
Less than 30 per cent of the participants in the focus groups had ever
heard about the Sierra Leone NYP; fewer still were knowledgeable about its
content or able to discuss it in any depth. Those who were not members of any
officially recognized youth organizations had the least knowledge about
government policies and programmes. Thus, youth in Lumley, Cline TownKanikay, Calaba Town (all in Freetown) and Bo had the least knowledge about
the existence of the policy or about government programmes to aid youth.
Youth in officially recognized organizations tended to have greater
interactions with government officials and better knowledge of government
policies. The youth in these organizations tended to be political engaged and
active seekers of information, and worked with or participated frequently in
meetings held by these agencies, NGOs or government ministries. Members of
the Pan African Youth and Students Organization in Foulah Town (Freetown
East), the Makeni Union of Youth Groups (MUYOG) in Makeni and the Kenema
Youth Coalition (KYC) in Kenema knew about the NYP, the national YES and a
few other youth programmes. All the participants in Kenema focus group
discussions had good knowledge of the NYP; they could critically discuss it and
recommend revisions. This was due partly to the facilitating role played by
NJMD, a rights-based education and youth advocacy agency. 38
The 1991 Sierra Leone Constitution states that youth can vote at 18 years
and are eligible for election to parliament at the age of 21. However, it restricts
the eligibility for election as president of the country to those aged 40 years and
above. Despite their eligibility to enter one of the three key branches of
government, youth are frequently frustrated by older people and lack of
resources when they want to participate in politics or government institutions. In
a society with a very strong gerontocratic and patriarchal culture, young people
are considered as junior cadets (borbors) who should defer to their elders (pas).
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The ceiling is even higher and more difficult to break for young females, who are
regarded as socially inferior to both older and younger men. Despite the
campaigns waged by 50-50 and other pro-women organizations, women’s
participation in and election to parliament and local councils is less than 30 per
cent. Older males, even if they are incompetent, have more resources and
patronage networks to realize their political ambitions. Younger male and female
candidates have struggled to secure nominations from the three major political
parties to contest national and local elections.
After elections and the formation of governments at the national and local
levels, elected young women and men find it difficult to became an integral part
of the political process. The last parliament had only one member who fell within
the national definition of youth; the present parliament has ten of 112
representatives (8.9 per cent); but only three are female (2.7 per cent). 39 The
‘youth’ parliamentarians are Foday Rado Yokie (SLPP, Constituency 68, Bo Town
II), Emma T. Kowa (SLPP, Constituency 76, Bo West), Legacy K. Sankoh
(PMDC, 40 Constituency 69, Bo Town I), Chernor R. M. Bah (APC, Constituency
110, Western Urban Wilberforce), Florence Komba Bundu (PMDC, Constituency
83, Moyamba), Matthew Sahr Nyuma (SLPP, Constituency 9, Kenema), Mabinty
Fornah (APC, Constituency 65, Tonkolili), Nuru Deen Sankoh Yillah (APC,
Constituency 105, Freetown Urban East) and Claude D. M. Kamanda (APC,
Constituency 95, Western Rural). Fornah is a member of the parliamentary
Committee on Youth and Sports, but the extent to which these parliamentarians
consider themselves youth or are committed to furthering youth issues is unclear
Neither the former SLPP government nor the current APC government
had/has a minister, male or female, who was/is within the youth age bracket. All
of the current directors, chairpersons and members of parastatals and state
commissions are more than 35 years old. Power remains concentrated in the
hands of older men and a few women who are above the age of 35.
Youth participation in local government is not radically different. Older
men and women dominate the levers of power and access to resources. Youth
views and participation in local government are usually thwarted, except in a
few instances. A few youth leaders like Sembu Koroma of the MUYOG and
Emmanuel Farma of the KYC have worked their way into the various local
government committees. 41 The inclusion of these young people tends to be
symbolic rather than substantial, however. On the other hand, young men in
39
40
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February 2008.
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Foulah Town (Freetown East) who felt they could contribute to the welfare of
their community were unable to participate effectively in their local ward
committee, because they had neither the requisite patronage networks nor the
necessary financial resources.
Young people were cognizant of their relative exclusion and
marginalization from national and local centres and their limited ability to
influence government youth policies and programmes. They were also conscious
that youth in many communities often lacked both unity and trustworthy leaders
who could effectively represent their collective interest. They were equally
conscious that threats, violence and cultural barriers frequently constituted
obstacles to youth agency and development.
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Chapter 5

Youth coping mechanisms

It is at the level of marginalized youth’s survival strategies and complex coping
mechanisms that the creative energies of youth come to the fore. Here we are
dealing with the interface between structure and agency: how concrete material
conditions shape young people’s actions/responses. As the numerous life
histories demonstrate, youth struggle both individually and collectively against
the inherited burden of a weighted past in charting multiple pathways that can
both alleviate their current socio-economic condition and determine their future
prospects. Central to understanding this struggle for survival is the role of the
family, cultivated social networks, societal institutions and the
individual/collective skills of the agents themselves. Thus, while youth from
relatively well-off background are seemingly immune from the mundane
everyday struggles of those from less fortunate backgrounds, which therefore
gives the former group a head start in the quest to rise above the level of basic
survival, others are able to utilize the relevant institutions in society—religious,
non-governmental and state—to advance their individual/collective interests.
Their individual/collective struggle privileges agency, which they dub self-help,
in their quest to transform their material existence.
One striking feature of the life histories and focus group discussions is the
extent to which youth, both male and female, condemned state officials and even
youth-friendly NGOs. Their life histories are not only an indictment of the postcolonial governments; it is also a telling critique of the numerous claims of
youth-serving NGOs that they are making a difference in young people’s lives.
This view—widely endorsed by youth in the different geographical zones and
across gender—should be instructive to development partners, particularly the
Bretton Woods institutions, where the prevailing orthodoxy is to dismantle the
post-colonial state by channelling funds to NGOs. The aggressive agency of
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marginal youth constitutes an important marker in this struggle to change their
material conditions.
Emphasis on individual self-help and aggressive youth agency abounds in
the narratives of marginalized youth. The four case histories presented here
reflect a dual trajectory in re-making individual lives: two case histories deal
with youth struggling against tremendous odds in the informal sector after
having to cut short their educational careers due to lack of funds; the other two
represent a kind of success story of youth negotiating the rough waters of abject
poverty versus the will to survive in the formal sector through acquiring higher
education. The gender disparity between male and female youth, the constant
shuttling among spaces of opportunities in search of jobs and education, and the
pivotal anchor and support of kin networks are symptomatic of the crisis of the
post-colonial state.
Jeneba Bayoh and Peter Harding are both students compelled by
extraneous circumstances to work on the side in order to finance their higher
education. Both come from families with supportive networks that they could
rely on to continue their education. Issatta Sheriff and Emma Simbo, both female,
come from deprived backgrounds; they could not finish their basic education
and were forced under dire circumstances to eke out an existence in the informal
sector as hustler, hairdresser and child minder. Bayoh, Harding and Sheriff had
to move from one place to another in search of education/skills and jobs on
which they could subsist on a daily, if not regular, basis. Simbo, a senior
secondary school dropout, could neither access the education she wanted nor
secure a decent job. Unlike Sheriff, another educationally disadvantaged youth,
who was able to acquire skills as a hairdresser, Simbo’s life is in limbo, and she is
trapped in a situation where she has to surrender her liberty and freedom for a
place to lay her head. Where Bayoh and Harding appear to be on their way to
self-empowerment against tremendous odds, Sheriff and Simbo are seemingly
locked in a poverty trap that can guarantee only a precarious future.
5.1 Jeneba Bayoh, 23, MMCET student
5.1.1 Background
My name is Jeneba Bayoh. I am single, and currently living with my aunt and her
two children in Freetown. I was born and raised in Bo Town, where I completed
my primary and secondary school education. After my WASSCE, I decided to
change my environment. I moved to Freetown in 2006 to live with my aunt and
later enrolled in the access programme in Business Studies at the Milton Margai
College of Education and Technology (MMCET), Congo Cross campus. I am a
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full-time student, dependent on my mother and aunt, Margaret, for financial
support and my daily survival.
I lost my father at 16, and my mother is now basically the chief provider
and main pillar of our family. She is a teacher at the Bo District Council Primary
School and lives in Bo with my other siblings. I decided to come live with my
aunt in Freetown because I had nowhere else to go. My aunt helps me out with
food and transportation to go to college. In return, I help with the housework
and with taking care of her two children. Her husband is currently in the United
Kingdom. My aunt is a state-registered nurse with two full-time jobs.
5.1.2 Coping strategy
Survival

At the moment, I am not engaged in any business or employment besides
attending college. I used to trade in fish and palm oil before I moved to
Freetown. I would buy fish on Fridays and proceed to Mbama, my mother’s
village, about 12 miles from Bo. I would sell the fish at Mbama and then use the
money to buy palm oil to take back to Bo. I would buy several gallons and store
them in Bo until around March, when palm oil is scarce. I would then sell the
palm oil at a higher profit. The money was used to pay my fees and those of my
other siblings. My mother also sold ice cubes, water and ginger beer.
I started selling women’s accessories in Freetown: jewellery, slippers and
wigs. These were sold on credit. I had to stop because it took me a long time to
get back my money: some people just refused to pay me. It became simply not
profitable. I am, however, thinking of starting this business again, although I
have no money or start-up capital. I want to buy palm oil at Mbama to sell in
Freetown. Buying and selling palm oil would help me get more money to help
pay my own college fees and those of my other siblings.
Social network

In Bo, I had quite a large social network of friends from school and the different
socials clubs. We use to organize school plays, school dance and debates. I joined
and participated in Youth Radio and Children’s Forum, where we talked about
life at school and the problems that we faced as students. We used to talk to
dropouts from school to try to educate them about the dangers of street life.
These debates exposed me to a lot of people and helped me build up
relationships with several other people. In Freetown, I have made a few friends
at College and in the neighborhood, but not as many as I had in Bo. I do not have
much time for recreational activities in Freetown. I am more focused on my
studies.
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Institutional support

I was a member of St. Theresa’s parish in Bo and an active member of the
Catholic Youth Organization, whose members helped each other financially. My
current church in Freetown has not helped me financially because I have just
joined the church. The government has not helped me in any way.
5.1.3 Prospects
I want to be a very successful accountant. In the next ten years, I envisage that I
will have a degree in business management and will be working in a bank or big
company. I should be married, with kids, a car and living a comfortable life. I
believe that the education that I am trying to get will open the doors to a better
future. I know that even with a very good education, it is sometimes difficult to
get your dream job. But, if I do not have my dream job in the bank or company, I
plan on being a big businesswoman with my own store. I will be buying and
selling goods internationally. I am very optimistic, and I plan on succeeding in
life.
5.1.4 My typical day
My typical day starts at about 6:00 a.m. I wake up, say my prayers and surrender
the day to God’s hands. I clean the house, make lunch for my aunt’s two kids, go
to the market, come back and cook for the day. At 1:30 p.m. I leave for college. I
return at 6:30 p.m., rest a little, do some studies and homework, and then go to
bed. On Tuesdays and Thursdays after class I go to prayer meetings at church
before coming home.
5.2 Peter Harding, 30, MMCET student and security guard
5.2.1 Background
My name is Peter Harding; I am 30 years old and single. I was born at Mano
Dasseh in Moyamba District, Southern Province. 42 My mother and father, Paul,
are at Mano Dasseh. My father is a retired schoolteacher; he taught for about 46
years at different Roman Catholic primary schools in the country before retiring
due to illness. Unlike my father, my mother is not educated. She did petty
trading most of her life: she sold cassava bread and fish at different schools in the
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areas where my father taught. She now concentrates on farm work, growing
cassava, rice and other food crops for household consumption.
I have nine siblings, but have lost two of them. My father was responsible
for paying our school fees from his meagre salary. Though my father has
officially retired, he has not been receiving any pension or benefit from the
government, and has to make do with whatever little his children give to him.
At age four, my father sent me to Bo to live with his friend, Mr John
Bundu. I had to go and live with my father’s friend because my father wanted
more for me; he wanted me to go to a bigger city to get a better education. In Bo,
my father was responsible for my school fees and everything relating to my
education. Mr Bundu was only responsible for my food and accommodation.
The work I did for the Bundus was more than my accommodation and
food. After school, I hawked cold water, fish cakes, foofoo, bread or any other
profitable food for Naomi, Mr Bundu’s wife. On weekends I sold vegetables and
other food crops at the market. Even though Mr and Mrs Bundu had kids of their
own, I did most of the housework and the petty trading. They never recognized
my efforts or bought me anything. I was really abused by this family. I stayed
with them until I got to the third form, after which I could no longer take the
abuse, so I left and went to stay with my parents at Mano Dasseh.
In 1995 I left Mano Dasseh for Freetown because my father insisted that I
should get more education. In 1997 I started attending the Ahmadiyya Muslim
Secondary School in Freetown. In 2002 I finally took the WASSCE. I am now at
the MMCET, doing Business Management. I want to study accounting and
finance at the certificate level.
5.2.2 Coping strategy
Survival

I am responsible for my own welfare and education. I make a living as a security
guard, working mainly at night. I work for the Group 4 Securicorp Company and
my take-home pay is SLL 150,000 for a 12-hours-a-day, five-days-a-week job. I
also do housekeeping during the day to supplement my income. I use the money
I earn for my upkeep, school fees, books and transportation, and to help my
parents and siblings. Presently I share a room with my friend. I am hoping that I
will finish school and be able to take care of my parents and other siblings that
are struggling through life. I go to church, but I do not get any financial support
from the church or even the government. Going to church is one thing that has
kept me focused.
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Social network

In general, I interact with people of different backgrounds. I mix with people
who are within or outside my circle of friends, people at college and people who
hang out in the street, because I want to be able to compare our lives or want to
draw support from them and also at the same time I try to offer my own advice
and talk about life. I always tutor young kids and even classmates, because this
helps me spiritually and emotionally.
5.2.3 Outlook
I am mature and more aware and conscious of things that are happening in my
country and around the world. My level of thinking and my activities have also
changed over the years. I consider myself responsible and more focused than
many other young people. Nonetheless, I see myself as a youth because of my
age and life circumstances. I am yet to finish college or settle down with a family.
5.2.4 Prospects
My dream is to be an accountant and work for a big company. I want to get a
good job. I want to be able to make money, have my own home, a car and a
family that I can take care of. By 2012 I should have finished college and be
among the learned people in this country. If possible or if there is the
opportunity for me to pursue further education in a different country, that would
be the best thing that could ever happen to me. I plan to achieve all these things
through hard work and great determination. My wish is for someone to sponsor
me to continue my education. I want people to admire me.
Everyone talks about getting a good education. I want to have a good
education. I pray at the beginning of every year that I will not be in Sierra Leone
in the coming year. I pray that I will have travelled to another country to go and
get a good education. It is not that there is no good education in Sierra Leone, but
I prefer going somewhere else for the experience. My constraint is that there is no
financial support from my family. In spite of all my difficulties, I believe that my
life is on track.
5.2.5 Daily life
When I wake up in the morning, I thank God for passing a good night and I pray
for a good day. I clean my house, help with housework, and at 12:30 p.m. I leave
for school. I return in the evening and go to work. I usually do some studies and
my homework while working at night. At night I have a small diary in which I
enter everything that I have to do the following day and I usually follow through
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with almost everything that I entered in the diary. If I have time, I go to the beach
to get a quiet time. I do not like going to clubs. I do not think I would go clubbing
even if I had the money. When I was at primary school, I used to act in school
plays because I am fond of acting and I sometimes got the lead role.
5.3 Isatta Sheriff, 31, hairdresser
5.3.1 Background
I am Isatta Sheriff. I live at 15 Humphrey Lane, Cline Town, in the east end of
Freetown. I am 31 years old and single. I was born in Freetown. My parents are
from Kamabai. I am a Mandingo, but I do not speak the language. I grew up in a
Mende environment. I speak Krio. There are four children in our family. Our
father, Amara Sheriff, was a driver, and our mother, Mary Tawarallie, a
housewife.
My parents separated when we were very young, and my aunt took me to
Blama, a town along the Bo–Kenema highway, in Kenema District. I grew up in
Blama and all my childhood memories are full of the sweet and bitter things that
happened to me there. In Blama, I knew nothing about my family. Memories of
my father faded away and I could not even talk of my mother. I could not really
remember her face. All I ever heard about her was that after they broke up, she
had another child, a girl, Sento, with another man. And my father, the last time I
ever heard of him, was in America.
I really do not like saying I went to school. I had a very short spell in
school. I only got promoted to class two and never actually sat in that class for
lessons. My aunt never gave me the opportunity. Instead, she put me to work in
her business. She had seven children in America, one in The Gambia and another
with her in Blama. She made tie-dye cloth for her children to sell in the United
States and The Gambia. I did all the household chores. I would go to the bush to
get firewood, fetch water, help my aunt with making the designs on the materials
as well as inking them, pound the fabric after inking and hawk them around
town. I was basically home bound, helping my aunt with her tie-dye work. My
life was like that until I turned ten. Before I turned ten, my aunt informed me of a
trip to Banjul, The Gambia, to see her daughter. I was to go as a housemaid. I was
not impressed by the fact that I would be travelling to another country. I was
convinced that life was going to be the same, so I refused to go. I still assisted my
aunt.
I was continually punished: this ranged from flogging to giving my food
to the dogs. Whenever something went missing in the house, I was always the
principal suspect. One day I became tired of everything and ran away from
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home. I was out in the street on my own up to the time the rebels took Blama and
I was taken captive. I stayed with them until I turned 18. I went as far as
Kailahun with the rebels and became a matured girl in their midst. In Kailahun, I
was able to escape from them and I went to Kono [i.e. Koidu Town]. I did not go
back to my aunt or any of my relations. I was out in the street again in Kono
living a free life.
5.3.2 Coping strategy
Survival

If I have life today to talk to you about, it is because of God’s mercy and the
hairdressing I do. Throughout my life I have been a hustler in the street and the
hairdressing I do has helped me greatly to cope and survive in the street. As a
small girl, I ran away from home into the streets and lived there on my own for
about eight years. My aunt, whom I considered as my mother, only cared about
her business. She was happy with me when her merchandise was sold.
My schooling was cut short at an early age; I was then out on the street all
on my own. I survived basically on friends and men. I would help people with
their work and they would give me food in return. There was a group of ladies at
the park who plaited hair; I usually went there to help them with sweeping,
fetching water and arranging the wigs, and they would give me food. Later, they
became fond of me and began to teach me the basics of plaiting. It was there that
my hairdressing career began.
I perfected my hairdressing skills in the jungle. When the rebels came out
of the bush after the AFRC coup, I was with them. But I escaped from them when
we got to Freetown. I actually knew nobody in Freetown, so I continued living
on the street. Up to 6 January 1999, when the rebels attacked Freetown, I was in
the city and I survived through hairdressing. I almost lost one of my hands in the
Freetown attack, but a rebel fighter whose wife’s hair I had plaited when I was in
the jungle saved me.
I went with the WSB to Okro Hill, and later Port Loko, where I opened a
hairdressing salon during the disarmament period. In 2002 I moved to Waterloo,
where I opened a salon before I moved to Freetown in 2003. Presently, I co-own a
salon in the east end of Freetown. We make about SLL 50,000 on good days,
which we usually split into two: we reserve 60 per cent to draw from when
business is slow.
Social networks

My first social network was the rebels and the civilians that were taken captive in
the war. I matured in the jungle and gained all my experience with the RUF rebel
fighters and the WSB. When the war ended and I moved to Freetown, I started
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life on my own with friends. Now my social network is made up of customers
and friends at Humphrey Lane, where I live and work. I have never had links
with any of my family members, apart from my father’s sister. My mother and
father abandoned us (my brothers and sisters and myself) when we were all very
young. They said that my father went abroad, but I have never heard from him.
He does not care about me and neither do I care about him. As for my mother, I
got to know her in 2003 after I had left the bush. I tried to link up with her by
moving in with her, but she was so difficult. I quickly moved back to the street.
My brothers and sisters are also in Freetown, but we do not care for each other.
Everybody is doing his or her own thing. We are all on the street: my brothers,
sisters, father and mother.
Institutional support

I do not get support from any institution or organization. I have seen people
disbursing micro-credit to women in the area, but I remain uninterested. I do not
want somebody to say something that will hurt me. All I care about is my work.
That is what will get me out of trouble. I am content because I do not get into
trouble with people harassing me for debts or having police coming after me. I
am content with what I have and get every day.
5.3.3 Outlook
I see myself as an independent young lady, because I struggle to make ends
meet. I do not have somebody to run to for assistance when I have problems. I
confront my problems alone, because I hate asking people for help.
5.3.4 Prospects
I see a brilliant future for myself. Our salon is on the pavement and we have
received eviction notices several times. My dream is to have a very decent place
where I will have my classic salon made of bricks, with people—my workers—at
my beck and call. I look forward to a stable married life with a responsible
somebody that can support my children and me. I will even want to get some
education.
5.3.5 My typical day
In the morning, I wake up about 7:00 a.m. if I go to bed early, or 8:00 a.m. when I
stay up late. I clean my room and my salon. After that I take a bath and find
something to eat. Between 9:30 and 10:00 I am in the salon. If I have customers, I
work, but if I don’t, I try making a false wig cap, just to keep myself busy. There
are times when I become very busy, particularly during the holidays. Lots of
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girls, mostly students, will come to do their hair. There are also periods when the
salon will be empty; there is not a single costumer. I close the salon, depending
on the work I have. If there is work to do, I close by 10:00 p.m., but if there is
nothing to do, I close by 7:00 p.m. From the salon I go home and relax. I get some
booze, smoke, and go to bed to wake up again for the next day’s work.
5.4 Emma Simbo, 23, unemployed
5.4.1 Background
I am Emma Simbo and I live at Savage Square, in the east end of Freetown. I am
23 years old and I am single. I am a WASSCE dropout. I started school at the
United Methodist Primary School at Gingerhall, Mount Aureol. After the
National Primary School Examinations, I moved to the Rokel Secondary School,
Tower Hill, for my secondary education. I went as far as Senior Secondary School
III and took the WASSCE. My father, a security officer, and my mother, Jariatu
Simbo, a coconut cake seller, supported me.
There are eight children in our family. I am the third child and the eldest
girl. Currently I do nothing; I am idle. My father pays the fees of all those who
are going to school from his meagre SLL 173,350 monthly salary. My father is
from Kambia and my mother comes from Kamabai, but we were all born in
Freetown. The first three of us were born at Kissy Road and we grew up there;
the fourth child was born at Grassfield, Kissy, and the last four were born in the
Fourah Bay community. Both of my parents are Limba, but I do not speak Limba.
I can speak only Temne and Krio fluently, as I grew up in a Temne compound.
Presently, my family is scattered. My father stays at the Public Service
Commission office, where he is a security officer. My mother and my three
siblings live in a single room at Mount Aureol. I am living with my friend at
Savage Square. My elder brothers live with friends and my mother’s first cousin
at Goderich, respectively. My younger sisters are living with my grandparent in
Makeni and my father’s sister at Wilberforce.
We have been like this for almost eight years now. We first separated on 6
January 1999 when the RUF attacked the city; the rebels burned down the threebedroom apartment we had on Abbot Street. We were left homeless after the
invasion. We had to stay with people we know in the community until we got a
single-bedroomed apartment at Grassfield, Kissy, only to lose it in a fire in 2002.
Before the fire, I had moved away from the rest of the family and went to live
with my friend.
We were faced with many hardships after the attack. My father was not
paid regularly, we had no money or food at home, and our mother had just had a
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baby. At times we would wake up with nothing to eat and there were times
when we went to sleep like that. It was difficult seeing my parents, particularly
my mother, in such pathetic condition without being in a position to render any
help. My father was really against my decision, but could not do anything about
it, as we faced too many difficulties. I slept on the floor in the living room.
5.4.2 Coping strategy
Survival

It is not easy for me. I survive by magic. At times I wake up in the morning
without having something to eat. I drink water and move on. It’s very common
with me. Sometimes I get food; that is, if somebody is preparing food in the
compound and I assist the person with washing dishes or a bucket of water, she
would dish up a plate for me. I just have to do that to survive that morning, as I
cannot go to my mother and ask her for food. It is very shameful. I am the eldest
daughter and at my age I should be providing for the younger ones. But, if I
can’t, I should not take from the little that our mother tries hard to provide for
them. I should be taking care of her and the younger ones. At times, when there
is no alternative, I go to my elder brother, Mohamed, who does masonry. It’s not
easy for me to go to him for food, because I know he does not have any to give
me. He doesn’t have a full-time job in a construction company. His work is
irregular and itinerant. He moves about looking for construction sites and
particularly where masons are needed. But, all the times I have been there, he
gives me SLL 1,000 or SLL 2,000 and I manage with that for the day.
At last, to make things a bit better for me, I took up a baby-sitting job for
one Mrs Jokie at Mammy Yoko Street, by Patton Street. The baby was about a
year and six months old. I was to receive SLL 100,000 per month. I only worked
for a month before I lost the job. I fell ill and was not able to go to work for about
a week, as I was hospitalized. I informed her of my illness, but she did not
understand my plight and instead employed somebody else. I lost the job and I
have nothing to do right now. I stay in a big compound with plenty of
apartments. I don’t make ‘big woman’ [i.e. show much pride]. I make myself
humble and will do anything somebody asks me to do, and I survive by that.
Social networks

I draw my network from people with whom I share the same situation, as I feel
safe with them. We can listen to and confide in one another and find solace from
the difficulties of our situations. If I make friends with people from a different
situation, they will tend to tempt me to do negative things. So I scarcely make
keep friends in the community. In fact, I look odd among them and I don’t think
girls in the community want my friendship. I cannot say any serious thing in the
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community that anybody would listen to, as everybody knows my story inside
and out. I cannot mingle with them, because they would taunt me for not having
designer clothes that match theirs and not wearing dresses that people can
admire. Even with my Senior Secondary School III attempted certificate I cannot
say I am lettered. I cannot show anything for it.
Institutional support

I get no outside support. The only support I get is from my family. My parents
may not have money to take good care of me, but there is always their emotional
support for me. If someone causes a problem for me, my brothers defend me and
give me a sense of belonging. Recently, when I fell ill and was hospitalized, my
brothers and sisters were all over me and their presence gave me hope of getting
up from the sick bed. I always get respect from my younger sisters and brothers,
and they understand that I cannot provide for them. As for my aunts and uncles,
I know that they do not have anything to give me, but I can rely on their support
and care.
5.4.3 Outlook
I see myself as a youth, because others are still supporting me. I am not
independent. I cannot give advice to someone and expect that he or she will
listen to me. I cannot help somebody who is in need. Apart from that, I see
myself as nobody, because I have nothing to make me into somebody. From the
time I became old enough to understand what happened around me, I have been
suffering. I have known no happiness. The only time I have been happy was
when I was with my family. We were poor, but so happy together; our mother
sold coconut cake and our father went to his security post. We were all
supportive of one another. We would help our mother with the preparation and
even sold for her while she attended to other things. My parents went all out to
see that we got the best treatment. But since we were separated, my life and their
lives have turned upside down.
I have lost my beautiful curves and smile everybody once envied to
continuous ‘wondri’ [i.e. thinking] and sickness. At times, I look in the mirror and
can hardly tell what I am—a boy or a girl. Four 12 years I have been living away
from my family, ‘katching’ [i.e. staying temporarily] in the street with a friend.
Things are difficult with me. I know that if I had been with my family, things
wouldn’t have got as bad as this.
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5.4.4 Prospects
I hope for a brighter future and that God gives me longer years, because I have
just been diagnosed with an enlargement of the heart. The doctor says that too
much worrying causes it. I don’t know how long God is going to keep me
suffering, but if at all it’s His will and He wants to change things for me, I will
want to continue my education and end up earning a living from ‘book and pen’
[i.e. doing office work], as it is the only thing that I can stand. With faith,
everything is possible.
5.4.5 My typical day
I wake up by 7:00 a.m. every day and the first things I do is sweep and tidy up
the parlour. After that, I go looking for water up Kissy Road for the woman with
whom I live, Iratu Carew, a midwife. Water is a big problem in our community.
When I bring the water home, I wash the dishes and launder some dirty clothes.
Iratu has two children, a boy who is five years old and the girl who is nine
years old. I also launder their clothes. I launder twice a week. I go to the market if
she is very busy, and if she isn’t, she goes herself. When she comes back from the
market, I help her prepare the kitchen for cooking and I also help her with
putting away the utensils after she has finished cooking.
I work for her just as I would do for my mother, because she is presently
everything to me. She took me in as her daughter when our family home was
burnt down in 2002 and I was ‘katching’ with a friend in the compound. I only get
leisure when she wants me to. I have nowhere to go in the evening; at night I go
to bed.
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Chapter 6

Social outcomes

Mister government wi nar yut,
Wi get mut en foot.
Wi need food en boot.
Wi kontri dae go bad everyday, of cuss wi fit talk di tru.
Way wi gold, diamond, bauxite and silver way wi gron dae produce…
Ten man dae sleep nar wan room
Ar baig can see bah. Soso sweat en strain.
Nar wuna bin say no body nor go sleep pa hangri
But wuna fail wi.
What a disgrace … economical crisis wit all wi minerals.
Wusai e dae go nar dat wi wan for kno.
Wuna lie, wi nor go die.
Wi go survive wit braid en fri-fri.
Wi go dae ken but wi nor go die.
Extra O’Kendelleh, ‘Big Waet Forl’, 2006
Like his fellow youth musicians, Kendelleh reiterates in his song the angst of his
generation, as well as their determination to survive in spite of the economic
crisis and the failures of Sierra Leone’s politicians. Despite the bravado projected
by the lyrics of the song, the life paths of individual youth are often very
different from this. A variety of outcomes emerge from the different mechanisms
adopted by youth in response to patterns of exclusion and marginalization
generated by families, educational institutions, and formal economic and
political structures. Some young people have been able to put their lives on track
toward achieving their personal aspirations, despite the misfortunes arising from
war, the disintegration of their family units and the loss of educational
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opportunities. These youth tend to have relatively strong family networks, strong
educational (formal and informal) foundations, a positive self-identity and
individual resourcefulness, a good work ethic, and a realistic set of clear goals.
Others have found their lives stagnating, despite having made concrete efforts to
achieve their objectives. They have attended institutions that are supposed to
equip them with the necessary skills and accreditation, but their employment
prospects in their desired field are dim. These youth, both male and female,
usually find themselves engaged in work or pursuits that are not immediately
within their aspirations. A third group have found their lives retrogressing; they
do not have the requisite skills or education to help them realize their
aspirations. In fact, they see themselves losing the gains that they may have
made in life, resulting in deteriorating living standards and prospects. While
these categories illustrate broad trends among the subjects of the study, and
urban youth in general, individual young people’s lives can be much more fluid
and subject to unforeseen changes.
6.1 Progressing lives
Strong family oversight and support, even if they are sometimes perceived by the
youth as stifling, comprise a key element in improving young people’s life
chances. Successful youth have family networks that have responded or are
responding creatively to internal and external changes, offering protection in
times of conflict and ensuring that the youth acquire meaningful formal
educational or vocational skills.
Resourcefulness, discipline and a sense of responsibility are also
hallmarks of youth on positive tracks. Their sense of discipline is both externally
and internally enforced. Their life histories reveal that they get up very early in
the morning, complete clearly defined chores and follow a coherent set of
meaningful daily activities. Ibrahim Kamara’s work schedule exemplifies such
personal discipline.
Successful youth are usually members of recognized youth organizations,
through which they are able to develop more self-confident personas, leadership
skills, survival networks and extra resources, and draw on peer support for
social and political activities. Through their public activities, they demonstrate an
engagement with their community that is usually absent in youth whose lives are
retrogressing. As illustrated by the life histories below, Aminata Tholley is a
volunteer and active member of the MUYOG, while Emmanuel Farma is the
chairperson of the KYC. Ibrahim, who is much younger, is not a member of any
such organization.
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Youth on track are usually adept at utilizing and moving fluidly between
the informal and formal domains of state, society and the economy. They utilize
their activities in one domain to reinforce their status and survival in the others.
Thus, Emmanuel’s social and political networks are drawn from marginal and
mainstream youth. His moneymaking activities as a government employee,
electronic technician and clay-brick manufacturer straddle the formal and
informal economic sectors. Aminata, who assists her parents in selling
secondhand clothing, also accesses incomes as a volunteer broadcaster and
participant in various NGO- and government-sponsored workshops.
A lack of the ability to fluidly move between the formal and informal
domains is not necessarily a barrier to youth’s success. Serious engagement in
skilled training and employment or participation in substantial business
enterprises can also put youth on track to successful outcomes. Ibrahim, Aminata
and Emmanuel, all mentioned above, whose stories are narrated below, are
examples of three lives on positive trajectories.
6.1.1 Ibrahim Kamara, 15, apprentice welder, Calaba Town
Ibrahim Kamara is a 15-year-old welder apprentice. Born in Kailahun District, he
came to Freetown when he was about nine at the request of his older sister to
continue his primary school education. The sister could not pay his school fees,
because her food business was doing poorly and she also had domestic
problems. Instead, she asked Ibrahim’s brother-in-law, a welder, to take Ibrahim
on as an apprentice. Ibrahim is the last of five children. His father, a medical
doctor, died during the civil war and his mother remarried. His stepfather, who
is still alive in Kailahun, raised him. Ibrahim’s mother died soon after he came to
Freetown.
Ibrahim survives on his apprenticeship. His immediate boss gives him
food, clothes and money. He uses the money, which varies from SLL 1,000 to SLL
30,000, to buy personal items, have fun and give to his elder sister to help her
with her business.
Ibrahim sees himself as a youth because of his age, dependence on his
boss and lack of patience. He sees himself as a sufferer, like other urban youth.
His friends are drawn from his workmates and his adult customers. He likes
European ‘secret agent’ films, because they show life overseas.
Ibrahim sees the world as a funny place. He believes that people should
value one another because we are all made out of dust and equal before God. He
has observed that a lot of people value money and not human relationship.
Although he likes having money, Ibrahim values human relationships more.
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He feels partly sad that he is not in school like many of his peers, because
his family did not have the necessary financial resources. Nonetheless, he is not
discouraged and believes that he can still achieve great things as a welder. He
derives much pride from being respected by his peers and adults for his welding
skills. He wants to improve his knowledge of welding, own a workshop and
have his own apprentices.
6.1.2 Aminata A. Tholley, 19, student and youth volunteer, Makeni
Aminata Tholley is a 19-year-old secondary school student and a volunteer
newsreader with the Sierra Leone Broadcasting Service (SLBS) in Makeni. Her
parents are traders of used clothing. She has seven other siblings, who are all
students. During the war, her family was displaced from Makeni to Mile 91,
where she attended junior secondary school. They returned to Makeni in 2002.
For her voluntary work, Aminata receives a stipend of SLL 35,000 from
SLBS at the end of every month. She uses the stipend to pay some of her school
fees, school charges, pamphlet costs and lesson fees.
Aminata sees herself as youth who is still under parental control. Her
parents believe that they know what is best for her. They do everything for her
and she follows their instructions. Aminata has no control over decisions
affecting many aspects of her personal welfare; her parents do not trust her to
make the correct decisions. She obeys her parents because she does want to be
disowned and thrown out of the house. She says that her parents’ attitude makes
her feel that she has no sense of responsibility, despite her youth-related
activities in Makeni.
Aminata feels that it is nice to be a young person, because they have all the
time in the world to party, have fun, joke and show off. She admires the lifestyles
of young girls in Nigerian movies, but she feels that her peers in Makeni do not
dare copy them. Aminata thinks that many of her peers are too free and
rebellious, to the point where they have become the talk of the town. She believes
that the attitude of older people towards young people in Makeni seriously
affects the latter’s behaviour and activities.
As a strong Muslim, Aminata believes that people should care for one
another. She has a lot of friends who are schoolmates and fellow members of the
MUYOG. She wants to go to university to become journalist who can make a
difference in the country.
6.1.3 Emmanuel Farma, 31, electronic technician, Kenema
Emmanuel Farma is a single, 31-year-old electronic technician with a college
diploma from the Eastern Polytechnic. His father is a lecturer at the Eastern
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Polytechnic and his mother is a housewife. Born in Bunumbu, he and his family
relocated to Kenema during the civil war. His parents supported his education,
but he is now totally on his own.
Emmanuel works for the Bo-Kenema Power Services and has a private
electronic workshop at home. He also manages a small group that manufactures
and sells burnt clay bricks. The business yields a personal income of around SLL
100,000. He lives on this income and gives some to his mother and younger
siblings.
Emmanuel’s friends are drawn from the KYC, old classmates and college
mates. He likes having friends from all walks of life so that he can understand
and value the diverse world in which we live. He spends most of his time at the
youth sports centre and the Bo-Kenema powerstation.
Emmanuel sees himself as a self-reliant and responsible youth. He pays
his taxes promptly and abides by the rules and regulations of the country and his
community. He is the head of the KYC and is known as ‘chairman’ by everyone
in Kenema. He is proud of his leadership of the KYC and the contribution he is
making to his peers and the city. He is respected in the Kenema community and
he tries to live up to social expectations of him.
Emmanuel is courageous and strives to survive successfully. He believes
that he should use his God-given talents for the good of humanity. By 2012
Emmanuel wants to be an independent entrepreneur running a business that
employs young people. He is working diligently towards this goal by increasing
his skills, partnership, networks and business.
6.2 Stagnating lives
The structural violence of Sierra Leone’s post-colonial state and social institutions
sometimes consigns vulnerable youth to a state of limbo; they feel trapped in the
interstices between the inert energies of the formal and informal economies.
Their career tracks are usually interrupted by lack of financial resources and the
requisite patronage networks, or by unscrupulous people.
Their family networks may be very supportive, but not as strong as those
who are successful. Family breakup, illnesses, unexpected deaths or economic
retrenchment may have already reduced the number of income earners and
increased dependency on a few relatives. Youth in these situations can become
very individualized, as in the case of Crispin Coulson, or shunted to the position
of being the primary breadwinner, as in the case of Isatu Turay. Either way, it is
usually impossible to devote any proportion of their meagre resources, usually
derived from the informal economy, to supporting their personal educational
development.
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Youth in limbo are perched on the precarious edges of the informal
economy, eking out a living through hawking, petty trading or hustling, while
waiting to resume their desired career track. Their ultimate aim is not to embed
themselves within the informal economy as a long-term survival strategy, but to
use it as a temporary stop-gap measure.
Youth trapped in limbo may sometimes have exaggerated fears for their
prospects in light of the forces arraigned against them, but unlike those that are
regressing, they do not feel helpless or hopeless. They may turn to religion as a
source of support and strength. Amid their daily frustrations, they are resilient
and resourceful, always seeking opportunities that will put them back on their
desired career path. Isatu Turay of Calaba Town and Crispin Coulson of Bo
exemplify cases of youth in limbo.
6.2.1 Isatu Turay, 27, uncertified nurse and petty trader
Isatu Turay is a 28-year-old petty trader who is married with a child. Her
husband, a former security guard, is currently unemployed. Isatu’s father was a
driver and her mother a petty trader. She is one of four children, and an elder
sister passed away last year. Born and raised in Lunsar, Aminata migrated to
Freetown during the civil war. She completed secondary school, but could not
continue her education because of financial problems: her father could not afford
to pay for my second sitting of the WAEC ordinary level examinations. 43
After her marriage, her husband paid for her nursing training at the
Institute of Health Science and Nursing Studies in Wellington. After four years,
she was not given a certificate, because the institute was not accredited by the
government. She took the entrance examinations at the National School of
Nursing, but did not make the short list because she did have the money to pay
for the inclusion of her name on the list.
Isatu runs a small food business selling boiled cassava and gravy, which
ensures her family’s daily survival. Her operating capital is SLL 40,000, and she
realizes a daily profit of SLL 10,000–12,000. She uses SLL 5,000–6,000 for the day’s
food and the rest is used to clear her ‘osusu’ debt. 44 She also spends time at a
pharmacy next door and attends to the patients of the owner, who has no
medical training. She receives no support from any institution or family
43

44

The West African Examination Council (WAEC) is a regional body that administers a number of
standardized examinations in Liberia, Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Ghana and The Gambia for mainly
primary and secondary school students.
Osusu is an indigenous savings-cum-credit scheme found in most parts of West Africa. Members of
the scheme contribute a given amount every day, week or month, and the collected amount is
given to one member in rotation, until the cycle is complete. It is common among small business
owners and workers.
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members. Things are very difficult for her family, but she helps support her
younger brothers and the two children of her late sister. She maintains a network
of friends from her days at the Institute.
With an unemployed husband, Isatu sees herself as a young woman with
too many responsibilities and little support. She believes that a nursing certificate
would have changed everything. Sometimes she feels discouraged when she sees
her peers driving expensive cars or sitting in shops. According to her, the world
is unequal and suffering and prosperity are from God. She was born a Christian,
but converted to Islam, the faith of her husband; but she seldom goes to the
mosque, because she has so much to worry about.
Despite her current situation, Isatu is optimistic about the future. She
wants to attend the National Nursing School or any overseas institution so that
she can become a nursing sister and have her own heath centre.
6.2.2 Crispin Coulson, 25, volunteer
Crispin Coulson is 25 years old, single, and a volunteer at the Methodist Youth
Resource Centre. Born in Hastings, he has lived in Wellington, Bo and Lungi. He
has three other siblings. His parents, who are both government workers,
separated while he was in secondary school, and Crispin has been moving
between them. He completed secondary school and took the WAEC ordinary
level examinations while living with his mother in Lungi. He has a few credits in
the examinations.
Crispin does not have a permanent job. He survives through a variety of
means, including the stipends he receives as a peer volunteer. He is also a
musician. He gets occasional support from his parents, particularly his mother.
Because of his life experience, Crispin has a huge network of friends
across the country. In Bo, he spends most of his time at the Methodist Youth
Resource Centre, but also goes to nightclubs on ‘show’ hours (on club nights). He
likes the cinema, and frequently goes to watch new movies.
Crispin sees himself as a youth because of his age. He is fairly
independent and he believes that, contrary to popular perceptions, youth are not
idle. He says that youth go to ataya bases to be in the company of friends.
Crispin is a born-again Christian who believes that as long as he lives the
right life, everything will be easy for him. He attributes everything that happens
to him to destiny. Crispin wants to work in the health sector as a community
health officer or community development officer. He does not want to be in
Sierra Leone, because he does not value the educational system there, which he
believes has been corrupted by money. Crispin wants to have an education that
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he can boast of. He is hoping for a scholarship, a family member and/or his talent
to take him out of Sierra Leone.
6.3 Retrogressing lives
Although the impact of structural violence is evident in the situations and life
chances of the majority of Sierra Leonean youth, it is most pronounced in those
whose lives seem to be retrogressing. This category of youth have the least
confidence in formal institutions and processes; they are the most desperate to
move out of their communities and the country; and they are the most likely to
participate in anti-social behaviour and illicit activities.
Their family networks are fragmented or under tremendous stress, and
are unable to cope with the structural violence being perpetrated against the
youth. Their family units are not cohesive: parents have separated or passed
away. Siblings and children, if they have any, are usually scattered around the
city or country. Even when family members want to be supportive of one
another, they are usually too poor and unco-ordinated to provide meaningful
material support. In these cases, younger family members become another
burden that the family must carry.
This group of youth are unskilled, poorly educated or unable to continue
their education because of lack of resources, or they are dropouts who lack the
financial resources to further their education or training. Ahmed Turay, despite
spending over 14 years in the army, has no marketable skills other than driving.
For him, ‘youth-hood’ is a form of refuge from the travails of adulthood.
A close scrutiny of their lives reveal that youth who are retrogressing are
losing economic and social ground due to retrenchment, failed government
policies and lack of opportunities in their communities. They usually move from
earning regular incomes to depending on handouts from friends and relatives.
They are consigned to foraging from resources at the interstices of the so-called
informal economy. The negative changes in their circumstances make them
unsure of their prospects and less confident.
The personal outlook and prospects of regressing youth are clouded by
profound uncertainty and a deep sense of hopelessness. They are less selfconfident and less focused. Unable to make sense of their impoverished material
circumstances, these youth resort to supernatural explanations and frequently
move between faiths, in the hope of acquiring solace and success. Komrabai
Dumbuya, a youth facing difficulties, switched from being a Muslim to being a
born-again Christian.
Regressing youth have little faith in the ability of the state and society to
respond to their situation. They are the most desperate to exit Sierra Leone,
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believing that as long as they remain in the country, their prospects will not
improve. Ahmed has tried several times to go to the United States.
6.3.1 Komrabai Dumbuya, 26, volunteer, Foulah Town (Freetown East)
Komrabai Dumbuya is 26 years old, single, and a volunteer at the office of the
director of youth and sports. He is the eldest child in the family, and his four
younger siblings look up to him. His father and mother are separated.
Komrabai possesses a WASSCE with six credits, but could not proceed to
college because his parents could not raise the tuition fees. Since the civil war,
things have been difficult, because the family property on which they had been
living was destroyed.
Komrabai worked briefly at the MYS under the YES, and received SLL
200,000 monthly. The scheme was cancelled in June 2007 and he became
unemployed. As a volunteer, he gets only tips and fares from the director of
youth, except when a major activity is under way, when he receives SLL 10,000–
15,000. His volunteer work is mainly that of an errand boy who sends letters and
delivers messages.
Although he has lots of friends, Komrabai likes being alone. His friends
are drawn from the local ataya base in Foulah Town. With the support friends at
the ataya base, Komrabai has formed Kick-Po, a group with 43 members, which
raises funds for community development and youth activities.
Komrabai perceives himself as a vulnerable youth who is engaged in
several youth awareness-raising activities. Furthermore, he has no family
responsibility, employment or steady source of income. He depends on his
mother for everything.
Komrabai feels that his situation is a misfortune, but believes that he can
turn things around. Although his parents are Muslims, he has converted to
Christianity. In the next five years, he wants to acquire a degree and a good job
with the government or an NGO.
6.3.2 Ahmed Turay, 32, unemployed, Calaba Town
Ahmed Turay is 32 years old, unemployed, unmarried and a father of three
children. His children are scattered across Makeni, Freetown and the United
States. Ahmed is the eldest of eight children, four of whom died young. His
parents separated when he was a child. His mother took him first to Kenema and
Makeni, and then Freetown. He dropped out of primary school over two decades
ago.
Ahmed lives on tips from friends and occasional remittances of USD 50–
100 from his brother in the United States. He was in the army for almost 14 years
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and his SLL 22,000 pension is insufficient. He also gets money and resources
from driving friends visiting from overseas and performing with the Gula
Players, a drama group. He gets about SLL 20,000–30,000 per performance.
Ahmed’s friends and acquaintances are drawn from the Calaba Town
community; he befriends people with vast knowledge in the world, like elders
and educated people. He likes going to local clubs, watching football matches
and acting. He spends most of my time at the ataya base discussing politics.
Despite having children and long service in the army, Ahmed defines
himself a ‘youthman’. He is within the national youth age bracket and has not
attained an adult standard of living. He does not have a regular job and
consistent income or adult children to take care of him.
Ahmed feels that evil forces are at work in his situation. He has tried hard
to get jobs and has received promises, but no firm long-term offer. When he gets
jobs, he is usually sacked within a month. His aunts and brother have tried
unsuccessfully several times to get him to the United States. He is a Muslim, but
seldom prays.
He wants to be a wealthy businessman in order to help his family and
friends. By 2012 he wants to get at least two to three college degrees and start
living like an adult. He wants organizations or individuals to offer him an
opportunity to go overseas and study.
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Chapter 7

Recommendations

7.1 To the Sierra Leone state
1. Review the 2003 NYP to reflect the changing circumstances and concerns of
Sierra Leonean youth six years 45 after the cessation of the decade-long civil
conflict. The current definitions, categorizations, structures and provisions in
the document should be fleshed out more fully. The review should also
include extensive consultations with and the participation of various
categories of young people across the country so that their voices, concerns,
activities and aspirations are fully represented in the final document.
2. Elevate, if necessary, the revised policy into an Act of Parliament to ensure
that parliamentarians show more commitment to youth issues and provide
greater support and oversight in the implementation of the provisions of the
revised NYP or Youth Act.
3. Align the current priorities of the NYP and new ones emerging from the
review with the national developmental priorities outlined in the revised
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP II), 46 the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission report 47 and global initiatives like the UN’s Millennium
Development Goals.
4. Ensure that various state institutions demonstrate greater commitment to the
implementation of the revised NYP. Urgent efforts should be made to craft a
more credible national youth action plan and sustainable national youth
employment scheme. The implementation of this scheme should involve

45
46
47

This report was originally published in 2008.
Sierra Leone (2005a).
TRC (2004).
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extensive consultations with the youth, local communities and agencies
expected to work with the youth.
5. Create mechanisms to track and monitor the extent to which youth interests
are integrated into the priorities, policies and programmes of the key
government ministries, departments and agencies outlined in the revised
NYP or the Youth Act.
6. Support the creation of processes and structures to enable various categories
of youth to enter into dialogue with and engage the different government
ministries and agencies responsible for the realization of the provisions of the
revised NYP.
7. Acknowledge and support the development of organic youth leadership and
active youth participation in the civic life of their communities and national
politics. Let this organic youth leadership and participation drive the
formation of independent chiefdom, district and national youth groups as
forums for the articulation, co-ordination and organization of different youth
voices and interests across the country. Ensure that these groups are not
subordinated to government, as is implied in structures envisaged in the 2003
NYP. These groups should contain a diversity of youth voices and groups
that encompass different age cohorts, genders, social strata, religions and
ethnicities.
8. Take action to reduce and eliminate structural impediments to meaningful
youth representation and participation in the various youth councils, as well
as in formal political institutions and processes at the local and national levels
(Parliament, cabinet, etc.). Create policies and programmes that facilitate
female and male youth participation in all levels of government.
9. Undertake a radical revamp of the national education system to reduce
failure and dropout rates. The facilities, curricula, administration, personnel,
shifts, pedagogical practices, and all the major processes that shape the
various institutions at all levels of the system should be subject to closer
scrutiny and reform. Resources and counselling should be provided to
disadvantaged students and those at risk to prevent them from dropping out
of the system.
10. Expand educational and skills-training opportunities for young people.
Ensure that private technical-vocational institutes or other educational
institutions are properly constituted and accredited in order to protect young
people from unscrupulous entrepreneurs and worthless certificates.
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11. Develop and implement a national youth employment scheme that can
provide work experience to secondary school, technical-vocational and
university graduates.
12. Tackle job recruitment and employment practices that exclude youth based
on age, gender, ethnicity, class, disability and spatial location. The attorney
general and Ministry of Justice; the Ministry of Education and MYS; and the
Sierra Leone Labour Congress should set up a monitoring mechanism that
tracks, exposes and eliminates open and hidden anti-youth recruitment
practices by both public and private employers.
13. Create a network of youth centres with offices/facilities in Freetown and the
different district administrative centres that can co-ordinate data collection on
youth; provide counselling services; facilitate youth enterprise, job creation
and employment; offer job training; and promote small-enterprise creation.
14. Make the development of decent youth recreational facilities across the
country a high priority, while stopping the proliferation of makeshift and
illicit recreational facilities.
15. Provide effective rehabilitation, counselling and support services for needy
and the most marginalized youth (the chronically ill, the unemployed,
beggars, the homeless, orphans, addicts, the mentally ill, the disabled, etc.).
Devote resources to the training of specialists who can work with the youth,
especially the most marginalized, to deal with vulnerabilities, trauma, and
other emotional and social consequences arising from the structural violence
of the state, the market and social forces.
7.2 To national youth groups
1. Work more judiciously to involve marginalized youth in social advocacy,
activities and organizations, and encourage them to become involved in this
way.
2. Increase co-operation and co-ordination among existing youth groups across
the country to ensure that the NYP is revised and fully implemented, and that
youth issues, interests and concerns are integral parts of the post-war national
agenda.
3. Promote youth interest and investment in state institutions and processes
rather than, as youth do at present, sabotaging or exiting from them.
4. Develop the necessary individual and collective skills to access, influence, and
monitor public office holders and government institutions to ensure their
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sustained attention to and action on the NYP and other important youth
issues. Push for regular dialogue with parliamentarians, district council
officials and city officials on issues pertinent to youth.
5. Monitor government policies and programmes pertaining to youth to ensure
their full implementation and transparency. Monitor expenditure related to
such policies/programmes.
6. Ensure that programmes developed and implemented by national and
international NGOs are relevant, cost-effective and beneficial to Sierra Leone’s
youth. Make sure that the knowledge and expertise of local youth are utilized
rather than those of expatriates.
7. Instead of youth groups perennially highlighting their lack of resources and
positioning themselves for handouts from government and international
donors, they should leverage the skills and resources of their members to
create and run long-term, self-sustaining programmes.
8. Reduce opportunism and charlatanism within youth organizations and
inculcate transparency and accountability within and across different youth
groups. Cultivate transparency and accountability, especially when
organizations are entrusted with public funds. Become sites for the
reproduction of the country’s nascent democratic culture rather than the
perpetuation of the discredited culture of corruption.
9. Support youth in combating injustice and other forms of oppression within
society through non-violent and legal means. Educate and counsel youth
against anti-social attitudes and behaviour, and the use of violence and illegal
means to redress grievances.
7.3 To DFID and other international agencies
1. Use more nuanced and flexible definitions of youth, as opposed to the current
age-based criterion utilized by international agencies and the UN. Utilizing
the international criterion perpetuates the marginalization and exclusion of
certain categories of youth, especially older ones, who still encounter serious
challenges in completing the transition from dependent childhood to
independent adulthood.
2. In post-conflict Sierra Leone, the official definition of youth is far more
appropriate than the UN one, even it does exclude older cohorts of people
who consider themselves youth and face problems similar to their younger
counterparts. DFID and other international agencies may need to move away
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from an age-based criterion and move to broader considerations that are
more reflective of the actual condition and needs of a differentiated youth
population, both as its members relate structurally to the rest of the
population and as these considerations are self-defined by youth themselves.
3. Adopt a flexible approach to policymaking and the implementation of
programmes on youth. Assistance policies and programmes need to be
particularly sensitive to the age, gender, spatial and socio-economic
differences within the various Sierra Leonean youth populations. Policies and
programmes therefore need to selectively target either particular youth
issues, e.g. employment and health, or particular youth cohorts.
4. Encourage the development of an independent national youth commission as
a vehicle for co-ordinating youth interests and aspirations and a national
youth action plan as the comprehensive strategy to be followed, as outlined in
the Sierra Leone NYP.
5. Support the regular youth forums that bring together youth organizations
and national, local and international agencies involved in youth
programming and the provision of services so that youth themselves can
review policies, co-ordinate activities and share programming experiences.
6. Co-ordinate assistance with other organizations to reduce duplication and
unnecessary competition among agencies, the weakening of government
capacity, or the undermining of youth services and programmes that are
proving effective.
7. Assist youth groups and associations to articulate their interests and issues
cogently, and to develop advocacy and lobbying skills necessary to access,
engage and influence formal state structures and processes at the local and
national levels.
8. Support research and the collection of data on youth to support better policy
formulation, and the planning, implementation and evaluation of
programmes relevant to youth.
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Appendix 1

Characteristics of focus group participants

Table 1: Age distribution
Frequency

%

15–24 yrs

117

60

25–35 yrs

78

40

Total

195

100.0

Table 2: Gender distribution
Frequency

%

Female

70

35.9

Male

125

64.1

Total

195

100.0

Table 3: Educational level
Frequency

%

Primary

12

6.2

JSS

31

15.9

SSS

115

59.0

Tech-voc

9

4.6

College

20

10.3

None

8

4.1

Total
195
* Does not total 100% due to rounding.

100.1*
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Table 4: Occupational status
Frequency

%

Unemployed

29

14.9

Students

92

47.2

Artisans

43

22.1

Traders/business

11

5.6

Professionals

8

4.1

Others

12

6.2

Total

195

100.1*

* Does not total 100% due to rounding.

Table 5: Marital status
Frequency

%

Single

26

13.3

Married

169

86.7

Total

195

100.0
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Appendix 2

Survey response tables

Table 1: National and regional response rates
Female

Male

Total
completed

Total
distributed

Completion
rates

Freetown East

98

151

249

300

83.0%

Freetown Central

13

35

48

75

64.0%

Freetown West

43

66

109

150

72.6%

Makeni

28

72

100

150

66.7%

Bo

69

136

205

250

82.0%

Koidu Town

37

73

110

150

73.3%

Total

288

533

821

1,075

76.3%

Table 2: Identity and social status

40+ yrs

Female

Male

Single

Married

Sep./div.

Other

None

1

2

3+

4: Children

35–39 yrs

3: Marital status

25–34 yrs

2: Sex

15–24 yrs

1: Age

Freetown
East

122

8

9

2

98

51

81

50

9

6

120

8

4

5

Freetown
Central

24

22

2

0

13

35

32

11

4

1

22

13

13

1

Freetown
West

45

56

6

1

43

66

75

16

8

8

50

32

15

8

Makeni

57

30

10

3

28

72

59

37

3

1

56

16

9

6

Bo

99

82

13

9

69

136

135

64

3

2

123

32

27

25

Koidu
Town

41

45

13

9

37

73

53

53

3

0

50

18

22

22

Total

388

343

63

24

288

533

535

231

30

18

421

189

120

77
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Table 3: Education and employment

None

Primary

JSS

SSS

Polytechnic

College

Student

Artisan

Professional

Trader/
businessperson

Semiemployed

Unemployed

7: Occupation

Male

6: Education

Female

2: Sex

Freetown
East

8

51

3

2

54

5

31

7

7

69

8

6

5

3

Freetown
Central

3

5

4

5

3

1

3

2

4

17

3

0

2

2

Freetown
West

3

6

6

1

3

6

12

9

4

38

4

9

3

0

Makeni

8

2

4

2

5

8

7

4

6

27

0

8

0

7

Bo

9

36

4

8

0

7

17

3

8

48

5

3

0

9

Koidu
Town

7

3

3

8

1

5

2

1

3

46

3

0

0

7

Total

88

33

34

6

196

62

72

6

82

45

53

46

10

78

Table 4: Groups joined
2: Sex

12: Groups joined

Female

Male

Educational

Trade
union

Religious

Tribal\
Ethnic\
Town

Masque
(debul)

Social
Club

Freetown
East

98

151

18

31

58

16

24

52

Freetown
Central

13

35

4

8

7

2

16

11

Freetown
West

43

66

14

11

32

7

13

28

Makeni

28

72

43

25

12

4

0

9

Bo

69

136

54

27

37

5

2

48

Koidu
Town

37

73

18

24

4

3

1

19

Total

288

533

151

126

150

37

56

167
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Table 5: Youth involvement in politics

Workplace

Club
meetings

Pol. party
meetings

Public places

Other

Yes

No

Other

Yes

No

Other

20: Voting in next
elections?

Radio/Newspapers

19: Membership of
political parties

Male

17: Modes of expression

Female

2: Sex

Freetown
East

98

151

41

31

22

10

124

68

127

122

1

196

20

33

Freetown
Central

13

35

10

10

2

2

18

14

27

21

0

36

6

6

Freetown
West

43

66

25

26

22

3

59

37

51

55

0

67

8

131

Makeni

28

72

34

35

9

3

21

4

53

46

1

84

6

101

Bo

69

136

51

51

45

10

49

21

128

74

3

186

10

9

Koidu
Town

37

73

24

31

15

2

33

7

73

37

0

101

5

4

Total

288

533

185

194

104

30

304

151

459

355

5

690

55

75

Table 6: Youth perceptions of politics

Social
clubs

Ethnic
assoc.

Masque
(debul)

8

51

3

8

58

21

101

1

6

16

56

63

12

Freetown
Central

3

5

9

1

5

3

25

9

0

1

5

8

3

Freetown
West

3

6

5

9

30

10

41

5

3

5

22

6

4

Makeni

8

2

9

37

16

12

5

0

5

34

6

8

4

Bo

9

36

5

57

55

13

46

5

9

37

14

2

6

Koidu
Town

7

3

3

22

32

10

12

0

2

16

9

9

4

Total

88

33

24

134

196

69

230

40

35

109

112

86

33
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Other

Other

Muscians

Gov.
officials

Freetown
East

Family

Religious
leaders

Politicians

14: Youth cultural influence

Male

Educators

13: Youth public influence

Female

2: Sex
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Table 7: Youth personal and general anxieties
23: General (country) anxieties

Marriage/

Unemployment

Housing

Sickness

Friendship

Other

Personal security

Peace/Violence/
War

Economic
hardship

Bad governance

Corruption

Garbage (dirty)

Other

Freetown
East

8

51

111

193

49

43

2

3

12

49

14

14

113

5

1

Freetown
Central

13

35

24

33

2

8

4

2

1

5

2

6

22

8

6

Freetown
West

43

66

51

77

8

8

4

9

2

10

8

8

54

8

4

Makeni

28

72

34

80

6

3

0

3

5

13

7

3

74

2

1

Bo

69

136

84

174

34

46

6

0

1

47

64

27

138

3

4

Koidu
Town

27

73

51

94

100

68

7

8

6

10

7

1

75

0

1

Total

288

533

355

651

529

96

23

55

77

134

52

59

476

16

7

Children

Male

22: Personal anxieties

Female

2: Sex

Table 8: Youth needs and expectations of support

Recreational

53

20

Freetown
Central

13

35

35

39

27

23

2

9

8

Freetown
West

43

66

99

98

36

44

4

36

6

Makeni

28

72

73

83

23

46

13

25

13

Bo

69

136

186

172

41

87

32

73

1

Koidu
Town

37

73

102

91

36

46

15

39

1

Total

288

533

709

704

260

360

85

235

49
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Other

19

injustice

114

against

97

Protection

221

facilities

214

Health
services

151

Housing

98

Skills

Freetown
East

Female

Education\

Employment

24: Opportunities

Male

2: Sex
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Appendix 3

Guiding questions for YOVEX focus discussion groups

(Administered in Krio; English translation in bold italics)
YOUTH IDENTITY


Ou dat nar yu/wuna? Watin mek yu/wuna say so?
Who are you/we? Why do you/we say so?



Ow you day see yusef/wuna? Why you day see yusef/wuna sef so?
How do you view yourself? Why do you view yourself in that fashion?



Ow yu tink say pipul den day see wuna/yu?
How do other people view you?



Watin mek yu young man/young woman (youth)? Who dat say so?
What makes you a youth? Who or what determines this?



Ow young pipul dem tiday different from young pipul traday?
How has the definition of youth changed over time?



Wat different but young man en woman dem tiday?
How are male and female youth different from those in the past?



Wuna feel say difference dae between young pipul dem en dem pa en mami
den nar di society? Watin nar di difference?
Are their differences between youth and older people in society? What
are the differences?



Ow wuna feel say ow oda pipul (den pa en mami en wuna compin) den see
wuna?
How do other people perceive you (especially older people and your
peers)?
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Wuna think say dat dae hanborgin wuna go befoe en betteh wan?
Do you think this affects your personal development and progress?

CITIZENSHIP


Watin Salone mean to wuna/yu? Ow wuna feel but de dis kontri?
How much does Sierra Leone mean to you? How do you think about
the country?



Watin mek yu feel fine but de kontri?
What are the things that make you feel good about the country?



Watin day make posin salone man/woman?
What makes a person Sierra Leonean?



Wus kine obligations yu/wuna geh to Salone?
What are your obligations to Sierra Leone?



En wus obligation we tink say de kontri get to we?
What are the obligations that can help the country?



You feel say if you day nar dis Kontri you go betteh?
Do you think that you can become prosperous if you are in this
country?

PERSONAL PHILOSOPHY AND WORLDVIEW


How yong pipul den dae see life?
How do youth see life?



Ow wuna dae see dis worl ya so?
How they see the world?



Watin mek den day see dis worl so?
Why do they see it in that way?



Watin nar di tin dem wae wuna belive in?
What are the things they believe in?



Watin nar di tin dem wae we kin tork bort wae we kin sidom nar
juncshun/ataya base/don pump with we paddi dem.
What are the things that you frequently talk about when you sit with
your friends at junctions/ataya bases and at the pumps? 48

48

‘Ataya bases’ (see footnote 18 for an explanation of these), street intersections and pumps have
become the new rendezvous of urban youth. Almost all the published and unpublished literature
on the pre-war and war youth culture in Sierra Leone refers to ‘potes’ as the areas where
marginalized youth withdrew to and converged on. Ataya bases are almost identical to potes, except
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Wich yie wae we kin take for watch plenty of di tin dem wae dae happin to
we?
How do we see most of the things that happen to you?



Watin nar di tin dem wae we tink say dae control/rule dis worl ya so?
What are the things that you think control the world?



Watin mek dis worl ya so?
What makes the world as it is?



Watin nar di plan dem wae wuna get for di nex 5–10 years?
What plans do you have for the next 5–10 years?



Wuna think say wuna go able realize wuna plan nar dis kontri ya?
Do you think those plans can be accomplished in this country? 49




If yes, why mek yu say so?
If no, why mek yu say so?
If yes/no, why?

COPING MECHANISMS 50


Yu go skool?
Did you go to school?



Watin yu sabi?
What do you know?



Wus sai yu tap nar skool?
How far did you go with your education?



If yu nor go skool or yu nor done skool, watin mek yu go skool or nor abul go
befoe?
If you did not go to school at all or did not continue, why didn’t you
go or continue?



Wus kine woke dem yu able do?
What kinds of work can you do?

49

50

for the fact that Black Gunpowder tea (locally called Ataya) is brewed at the former (see footnote
18). This prompt is aimed at bringing out young people’s discourses in these social areas.
The prompt is directed at two things: measuring the level of the desire of youth to exit the country
in the pursuit of their dreams, against the notion that they can realize their plans in the country if
they stay; and finding out whether there are any opportunities in the country for the realization of
their dreams.
This section of the discussion is narrowed to focus on individuals in the group. In this way, the
individual cases/experiences are earmarked for the life history.
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Ow yong man en women dem dae survive from day to day nar dis area or
togn?
How do young men and women survive on a daily basis?



Woke den borku ya so?
Are there jobs for youth in the area?



Bizness day nar yah borku?
Are there plenty of businesses in the area?



Watin nar di kine woke or bizness dem wae yong man en women lek wuna
day do nar dis area or togn?
What kinds of jobs or businesses that youth like are you engaged in?



Wus kine problem dem wuna kin get?
What types of problems do you face?



Ormus yu dae get for di day?
How much do you make per day?



Ow yu kin use di money?
How do you use the money you make?



Wus kine tin dem wae dae ya so wae yong posin go use for go bofoe?
What kinds of opportunities and resources are in the area that youth
can access to realize their dreams?



Wuna day use den opportunity en resources den ya?
Are you people using those opportunities and resources?

INSTITUTIONS
1. Social networks (family, community, religious, social, etc.)


Wuna dae wit wuna famble dem?
Do you live with your parents/relatives?



Wuna fambul kin hep wuna?
Do you get help from your parents/relatives?



Wus kine relashunship yu get wit we famble dem?
What kinds of relationship do you have with your parents?



Nar pipul dem wae wuna kin turn to way tin tight, or wuna get wahala?
Are they people that you can turn to when things are difficult for you
or when you have some problems?



Wae yu get troubul or problem wu dat kine hep yu?
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When you have problems, who do you go to for help?


Wus kine person wae yong man en woman dae kurlay en go wan for tan lek
nar dis kontri or community?
What types of person in the area or country do most young people
admire and would want to be like?



Wu dat nar di pipul dem wae yong man en women dem kin sidom with en
talk hart to hart wit?
Who are the people that most young people confide in?



Watin young man dem kin tok but wae den geda?
What are the things that young people talk about most times when
they get together?



Wu sai nar di place dem nar ya, way yong man en women dem kin geda?
Where are the places that youth hang out in the area?



Watin nar di tin dem wae yong man en women dem kin do for relax en get to
geda nar dis area or togn?
What are the activities/things that youth in the community engage in
when they are relaxing?

2. Government, NGOs & CBOs


Wuna know but di govment paper for young people dem nar this country
Do you know something about the government paper for youth in the
country?



Wuna know bort eni govment program nar area wae dae for hep yong people
dem?
Do you have knowledge of any government programme in the area for
young people?



Wus mosque, church or NGO program dae hep yong people dem nar wuna
area?
What mosque, church or NGO programme is helping youth in the
community?



Ee easy for leh young man en women dem join dem kine organization
(religious organizations and NGOs) ya or go inside dem program dem?
Is it easy for youth to join these organizations or be part of the
programme?



Dem organization day listen to watin young pipul dem day say?
Do the organizations listen to what youth say?
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Wuna kin able influence or change watin dem wan do?
Can youth influence and change the programmes
organizations?

of

these

Wus kine progress dem organization don bring nar wuna community?
What type of progress have these organizations brought to the
community?

3. Youth organizations


Wuna join eni organization dem way nar young people dem mek am en dem
day control am?
Are you a member of any organization that is initiated and controlled
by youth?



Watin dis organization day do?
What exactly does this organization do?



Dem tin ya dae hep young pipul dem en di community?
Do the activities help youth?



Watin nar de tin dem way di organizations nor able do?
What things can the organizations not do?



Dem organization ya easy for join en for lef?
Are the organizations easy to join and to leave?



Ow wuna tink say dem organization ya dae hep yong man en yong women
dem?
In what ways do you think these organizations help young people?

RECOMMENDATIONS


Watin nar di tin dem way govment for do for hep young pipul dem?
What things should government do to help young people?



Watin nar di tin dem wae we sef go do for mek de kontri go befoe?
What you are ready to do to help the country develop?
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Appendix 4

Life history format

Background
What are your name, age, sex, marital status and educational background?

Where were you born and where did you grow up?
Who are your parents and what do they do for a living?
Who are your siblings and what are they currently doing?
Who raised you and supported your education?
Coping strategies
Survival
What are you doing at the moment?
How do you survive on a daily basis?
How much income do you make in a day, week or month?
Are you facing any problems in ensuring your daily survival?
Social network
How do you describe your social network?
How do you describe your relationship with your parents and siblings?
Who are your friends?
Do you receive any kind of support from your parents, siblings and friends?
Do you provide any kind of support to your parents, siblings and friends?
Institutions
Are you are member of any youth organization? Do you derive any benefit from
this organization? Do you contribute to this organization? How?
Do you know of any policy or programme relating to youth that is being
implemented by government or non-governmental organization in your
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community? Have you had access to or benefitted from any of these
programmes?
Personal outlook
Identity
How do you see yourself? (Are you a youth?)
Why do you see yourself in this particular way? (What makes you a youth?)
How do people see you? (Are their perceptions positive or negative?)
Does this affect the way you see yourself and live your life?
Worldview
What do you believe in? Are you religious?
What is your personal philosophy?
How do your religious beliefs and personal philosophy influence the way you
live your life?
Prospects
Future
What are your dreams and aspirations?
Where would you want to be in 2012?
What are you doing to get there?
What would help you get there?
Typical day
Describe your typical day.
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Appendix 5

Institutional profile format

BACKGROUND







When and how was the organization formed?
Is it registered with government?
What are the key targets or beneficiaries?
What is the membership?
What are its aims and objectives?

SURVIVAL





How does the organization cope?
Where does the organization get its financial support?
What are the most important needs of the organization?

PROGRAMMES






What is its contribution to the community/township?
What kinds of programmes does the organization undertake in the
community?
Which other organizations in the community are its partners?
What are the responses of people or the community to the organization?

ACCESS AND EXIT
 How is the organization rated by the youth in terms of trust, access, influence,
importance and exit?
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Appendix 6

Survey questionnaire: Youth vulnerability and exclusion
in Sierra Leone 51

Thank you very much for your time and cooperation. We guarantee the anonymity and
confidentiality of the respondent, and attest that the responses will be used for research
purposes only.

A.

IDENTITY

1.
Age:
(4) 40 yrs or above

(1) 15–24 yrs  (2) 25–34 yrs  (3) 35–39 yrs 

2.

(1) Female  (2) Male 

Sex:

3.
Marital status:
(4) Other 

(1) Single  (2) Married  (3) Separated/Divorced 

4.
Children
(4) Three & above 

(1) None  (2) One  (3) Two 

5.

Residence: ______________________________________________________

6.
Education
(1) None  (2) Primary  (3) JSS  (4) SSS 
(5) Polytechnic  (6) College 
7.

Occupation: ______________________________________________________

8.

Religion (Optional):________________________________________________

9.

Do you consider yourself a youth? (1) Yes  (2) No

10.
Why do you consider yourself a youth?
(1) Age  (2) Marital status  (3) Wealth  (4) Society’s opinion 
(5) Activities  (6) Other _______________________________________________
51

This form was provided in English, with explanations in the local language being offered by
researchers and research assistants when necessary.
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B.

ASSOCIATIONAL LIFE

11.

Are you a member of any group or association? (1) Yes (2) No

12.

Which group or associations are you a member of?

(1) Educational  (2) Trade union  (3) Religious  (4) Tribal\Ethnic\Town 
(5) Masque (debul)  (6) Social club 52  (If social club, describe type):
________________________________________________________________________

13.
Who has the biggest public influence on youth in your
community?
(1) Family  (2) Educators  (3) Religious leaders  (4) Government officials 
(5) Politicians  (6) Other ____________________________________________

14.
Which club/group has the biggest cultural influence on youth in
the community?
(1) Social clubs  (2) Ethnic associations  (3) Masque (debul) 
(4) Musicians  (5) Other_____________

15.
Did you participate in any youth programme\activity\workshop
during the past year?

(1) Yes  (2) No  If yes, what was it about?
________________________________________________________________________

C.

PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC LIFE

16.

Are you free to say what you think & feel in this country? (1) Yes 

17.

How and where have you, or do you express your opinions?

(2) No  (3) Not sure 

(1) Radio\Newspapers  (2) Workplace  (3) Club meetings 
(4) Political party meetings  (5) Public places 53  (6) Other 
_____________________________________________________________________

18.
Who do you think most express youth opinions in the society?
(Pick not more than 2).
(1) Radio\Newspapers  (2) Educators  (3) Politicians  (4) Government 
(5) Musicians  (6) Other ______________________________________________

19.
Are you a member of a political party or organization?
(1) Yes  (2) No  (3) Other 
52
53

‘Social club’ includes sports, cultural, drama, music or artistic groups.
Public places include public transport (taxi and poda poda), bars, restaurants, etc.
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20.

Do you intend to vote in the next elections?

D.

ANXIETIES, ISSUES & WORRIES

(1) Yes  (2) No  (3) Not sure 

21.
Do you have adequate access to any of the following? (Tick only
yes/positive responses.)
(1) Family support  (2) Education  (3) Employment  (4) Housing 
(5) Medical facilities  (6) Recreational facilities  (7) None 

22.

Which three (3) things worry you most in your personal life?

(1) Marriage/Children  (2) Unemployment  (3) Housing  (4) Sickness 
(6) Friendship  (7) Other ____________________________________________

23.
What are the three (3) things that worry you most about the
country?

(1) Personal security\Injustice  (2) Violence\War  (3) Economic hardship 
(4) Bad governance  (5) Corruption  (6) Garbage/Dirty
(7) Other  ____________________________

24.
What three (3) opportunities do you think should be provided for
the youth?

Education\Skills training  Employment  Housing  Health services 
Recreational facilities  Protection from injustice  Other  _______________

25.

Do you regularly consume recreational alcoholic drinks or drugs?

(1) None  (2) Palm wine  (3) Beer/Stout/etc.  (4) Cannabis 
(5) Hard drugs  (6) Other _____________

CITY ___________________________ ZONE ____________________________
SURVEY NUMBER ________________
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Appendix 7

Focus group discussion attendance form 54

Youth Vulnerability, Exclusion and Coping Study
Focus Group Discussions
LOCATION: _________________________________________________
Name: _________________________________________________________________
Address & contact information: __________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
Age: __________________

Sex:

Male  Female 

Educational level: _______________________________________________________
Occupation: ____________________________________________________________
Marital status: Married  Single  Other 
Organizations joined: ___________________________________________________
Date: ________________________ Signature: ___________________________
Note: This form and the focus group discussions are meant for research purposes
only. All those conducting and participating in the research will ensure that all
information provided in the forms, and shared in the focus group discussions
will be kept confidential. Participation in the focus groups is voluntary.
Participants may choose to end their participation in the exercise at any time. If
you have any questions or need clarification about the research, please contact
Mr. Joseph Goakai (033 474769).

54

This form was provided in English, with explanations in the local language being offered by
researchers and research assistants when necessary.
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