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The Crueial 60
Percent: Building the
Commonwealth’s Youth
Capital

Soumya Bhowmick

Abstract

Young people across the world today are facing multiple challenges: lost school
years due to the pandemic-induced lockdowns, the looming climate crisis,
increasingly dangerous virtual spaces, and food and energy security concerns
triggered by the Ukraine-Russia conflict. This paper analyses the challenges
facing the youths of the Commonwealth, where 60 percent of the combined
population are under 30 years old, and explores the investments required
to enhance human capital formation in these nations. It underlines how
the youth demographic are both, drivers of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (UN SDGs), and their beneficiaries too, particularly the
targets on health (SDG 3), education (SDG 4), and peace and security (SDG
16).

Attribution: Soumya Bhowmick, “The Crucial 60 Percent: Building the Commonwealth’s Youth Capital,” ORF
Occasional Paper No. 381, November 2022, Observer Research Foundation.
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uman capital is a factor to the economic growth of a nation

and helps determine its development trajectory.! Therefore, the

task of human capital formation involves the development of

people’s abilities, skills and experiences so that they can become

productive resources in a society’s collective tasks to achieve
progress and resilience.

While physical capital is extremely important, the effective mobilisation of
these tangible assets crucially depends on the youth population that forms the
foundation of an economy’s human capital. This can be enhanced through
investments in modern education and skilling, adequate medical facilities,
and political and civic participation.? Youths not only catalyse the positive
transformation in the developmental patterns of the economy but are also
stakeholders in reaping the benefits in the long term. While the UN SDGs play
an important role in youth development, the realisation of these objectives
also depends on their participation in the target areas of education and
employment, health, and well-being, equality, and peace and security.

Almost half of the global population are under-30, and for the member
countries in the Commonwealth of Nations,* 60 percent of its total 2.5 billion
people fall in this age group.® This translates to a significant proportion of
the population potentially becoming tools for economic progress and creating
resilient communities. While Asia and Africa are home to the largest numbers
of young people in the world, the age group of 12-24 years is expected to rise
from 18 percent in 2012 to 28 percent in 2040 in Africa; Asia, meanwhile, is
likely to see the sharpest decline from 61 percent to 52 percent during the
same period.*

a  Established in 1965, the Commonwealth Secretariat laid the foundation for a voluntary political
association of 56 ‘independent and equal countries” known as the ‘Commonwealth of Nations’ or
‘Commonwealth’ in short, whose roots go back to the British empire. However, membership of the
present-day Commonwealth does not depend on being a former colony of the British Empire.
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Figure 1

Regional Variations in Youth
Population (Estimates, 1950 — 2060)
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Source: Adolescent and Youth Demographics, United Nations Population Fund®

The Commonwealth federation focuses on the three main pillars of
development, democracy, and peace for its member nations by strengthening
domestic and global governance, building inclusive institutions, and promoting
human rights and justice.® A current imperative is for youth-focused policies and
investments. The Commonwealth was built on the core values of development
of youths, and providing support to the small states. If acted upon, these values
can provide the support necessary for the countries of the global South to push
past their current levels of human capital development and lay the groundwork
for future growth.

First, by engaging with youths and involving them in decision-making, the
Commonwealth encourages youth participation. It provides technical assistance
for national and regional youth policies and creates youth development
frameworks. By supporting youth education and work, the member
countries also promote the transition of the informal sectors of employment
towards organised work. The Commonwealth also advocates for increased
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investments in youth ministries and programmes. Second, the heterogenous
gathering of developed and underdeveloped nations in this region allows for
dissemination of technological developments from the ‘technological leaders’
to the ‘technological latecomers’” —which is key to comprehensive youth capital
advancements for digital transformations in a post-pandemic era. Governments
at the national level, as well as supranational such as the Commonwealth, need
to work simultaneously on easing technological imports from the global North.

Human capital formation
involves the development
of people’s abilities, skills
and experiences for them
to become productive
resources in a society’s
collective tasks towards
resilience.
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ccording to the Commonwealth Secretariat’s® 2020 Global

Youth Development Index (YDI), the living conditions for the

world’s youth have improved by 3.1 percent between 2010 and

2018. The index considers 27 indicators across 181 countries to

measure the state of well-being of the world’s 1.8 billion young
people.” The YDI determines how youths contribute positively to human
capital advancements and uses variables such as change in employment
patterns, education, health, equality and inclusion, peace and security, as well
as political and civic involvement. The report cautions that absent urgent
action, the COVID-19 pandemic could reverse the progress in youth well-
being that has been achieved by the Commonwealth countries in recent years.
It calls for increased investments for youths’ digital skill development, mental
health services, apprenticeships, road safety, and their involvement in decision-
making.

In the index, Singapore ranked first with a score of 0.875 (out of 1), and
Chad came last with a score of 0.398. Meanwhile, Afghanistan, India, Russia,
Ethiopia, and Burkina Faso are the top five countries that showed maximum
improvement in youth development, and Syria, Ukraine, Libya, Jordan
and Lebanon recorded the sharpest decline. Among the Commonwealth
nations, Singapore (1), Malta (4), and Cyprus (17) were the frontrunners; at
the bottom were Lesotho (163), Malawi (171), and Mozambique (173) (see
Appendix 1). Overall, the average scores for the Commonwealth grouping
showed improvement in all the parameters considered in the index (with a
2.8 percentage point rise in YDI scores between 2010 and 2018). The highest
improvement was in health and well-being (where Sub-Saharan Africa has
emerged with the highest score), while youth’s political and civic participation
deteriorated in 102 nations.

COVID-19 could reverse the
progress In youth well-being
that has been achieved by
the Commonwealth
countries.

b The Commonwealth defines ‘youth’ as those in the age group of 15-29 years.
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he formation of youth capital, as envisioned by the SDG

framework, is an integral part of a country’s development and

the primary force behind economic improvement for resilient

societies. The combination of accumulated skills and goals, of

which education is perhaps most important, also contributes to
the enhancement of social assets. These assets, in turn, help create a congenial
business climate due to favourable labour market conditions, digital skills,
increased capital investments, and better mobilisation of resources—all of which
are critical for development. While digital skill development is important,
the challenges in mitigating gender- and class-based digital divide need to be
addressed to achieve better results.

Using education data for 55 countries and regions from 1960 to 2009, an
econometric analysis underscored a positive correlation between the economic
growth of a nation and capital investments in education.'” Though indicators
such as health, education and income have seen improvements over the past
few decades, the developing world finds itself falling far behind the advanced
nations when it comes to achieving the common objectives of the SDGs.

Figure 3
Regional SDG Index (2022)
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Without the active participation of the youth, the goals under the 2030 SDG
Agenda cannot be met."? It is for this reason that youth development monitoring
frameworks are crucial in keeping track of progress (or the lack of it). The UN
Youth SDG Dashboard aims to serve this purpose and tracks indicators across
different targets."

Focusing on achieving the goals can help improve the input and product
market conditions® and promote business competitiveness in post-pandemic
economies. SDGs 1 to 6 (no poverty, zero hunger, good health and well-
being, quality education, gender equality, and clean water and sanitation)
are concerned with demographic parameters that improve labour market
conditions, in turn enhancing the social and human capital aspects of youth
development.'*

Table 1

SDG Indicators with Direct Impacts on
the Youth Population

Human Capital-
Inducing SDGs

Key Youth-Impacting
Indicators

Indicative Statistics for
Commonwealth Nations

SDG 1 (No Poverty)
aims to ‘eradicate
poverty in all its
forms around the
world.” Progress
was dampened

in 2019-21 due

to the COVID-19
pandemic.

There are a variety of youth-
impacting indicators for the
‘no poverty’ goal, such as,
‘employed population living
under the international
poverty line, by sex and
age’; ‘proportion of the
population living below the
national poverty line’; and
‘proportion of population
living in households with
access to basic services’.

As of 2021, 3.77 %

of the world’s youth
population were below

the international poverty
line as compared to 5.77

% in 2019. Among the
Commonwealth countries,
Mozambique has the
highest level of poverty at
73.8 %, followed by Malawi
with 68.8 %. Cyprus has
the lowest poverty rate at
0.03 %, followed by the
United Kingdom at 0.29 %.

¢ Input market/factor market is a market in which businesses buy the resources or factors of production
required to produce the good and services (products), which are then traded in the output/product

market.
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Human Capital-
Inducing SDGs

Key Youth-Impacting
Indicators

Indicative Statistics for
Commonwealth Nations

SDG 2 (Zero
Hunger), i.e., ‘end
hunger, achieve food
security and improve
nutrition and
promote sustainable
agriculture’ aims to
ensure access by all
people, particularly
those who are poor
and in vulnerable
situations, including
infants, to safe,
nutritious, and
sufficient food
throughout the year.

Youth-centric indicators
include ‘prevalence of
moderate to severe food
insecurity in the population’;
‘prevalence of stunting
among children under the
age of 5’; and ‘prevalence

of anaemia in women aged
15 to 49 years, based on
pregnancy’.

The proportion of
undernourished
population as of 2020
was 13.38 %, falling by
0.9 % from 2019. The
highest percentage of
undernourished youth

is in Sierra Leone at
34.86 %, followed by
Rwanda with 34.13 %.
The lowest percentages
of undernourishment are
seen in Brunei at 2.6 % and
Malaysia at 3.23 %.

SDG 3 (Good Health
and Well-being) aims
to ‘ensure healthy
lives and promote
well-being for all at
all ages.’

The indicators that affect the
youth population include
‘maternal mortality ratio’;
neonatal mortality rate’;
‘number of HIV positive
cases’; and ‘mortality rate
attributed to cardiovascular
diseases’.

The average number of
deaths in 2018 was 1.827
million, dropping to 17.739
million in 2019. In absolute
numbers, the highest
number of ‘under-5 deaths’
was recorded in India with
about 1 million, followed
by Nigeria’s 0.5 million.

SDG 4 (Quality
Education) aims to
‘ensure inclusive

and equitable

quality education
and promote
lifelong learning
opportunities for all.’

The available youth-

related indicators measure
‘proportion of children and
young people that achieve

a minimum proficiency in
reading and mathematics,
by sex’, ‘participation rate of
youth and adults in formal
and non-formal education
and training in the past 12
months’, ‘completion rate by
sex, location wealth quintile
and education level in
percentage’.

As 0f 2019, the world
education completion
average stood at 60.62

%, dropping by a little
more than 0.7 percentage
points from 2018’s 61.34
%. Cyprus has the highest
ratio of youth who have
completed their education
at 95.23 %, followed by the
United Kingdom at 94.17
%. The lowest proportion
of educated youths is in
Mozambique at 12.14 %,
followed by Uganda at 23.3
%.

10
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Human Capital-
Inducing SDGs

Key Youth-Impacting
Indicators

Indicative Statistics for
Commonwealth Nations

SDG 5 (Gender
Equality) aims to
‘achieve gender
equality and
empower all women
and girls.’

The youth measures

cover indicators such

as, ‘proportion of ever-
partnered women and

girls above 15 subjected to
physical, sexual or mental
violence’; and ‘proportion
of women aged 20-24 years
who were in a union before
the age 15 or 18,

Sub-Saharan Africa
accounts for 7 out of the
10 highest-performing
countries on gender
equality. Female labour
force participation across
the Commonwealth nations
stands at an average of
56.30 %, with Rwanda
ranking the first in this
category at 86 %. The
lowest proportion of ‘legal
frameworks that promote,
enforce and monitor
gender equality’ is seen

in Malaysia at 33.33 %,
followed by Barbados at 40
%. The highest proportion
is seen in Uganda and
Kenya at 83.33 %, followed
by Rwanda at 81.82 %.

SDG 6 (Clean Water
and Sanitation)
intends to ’ensure
availability and
sustainable
management of
water and sanitation
for all.’ It aims to
achieve universal and
equitable access to
safe and affordable
drinking water for
all.

The indicators that affect the
youth include ‘proportion

of domestic and industrial
wastewater flows safely
treated’; ‘change in water
use efficiency over time’; and
‘degree of integrated water
resource management’.

As for the ‘proportion of
population using safely
managed drinking water
services in urban and rural
areas’, the global score in
2020 was 66.55 %, rising
by 0.20 percent from the
previous year. The highest
score is seen in the UK at
100, followed by Australia
which is at 98.62 % and
Canada at 98.52 %. The
lowest proportion of clean
drinking water available
for the population is seen
in Sierra Leone at 8 % and
second-lowest is Kenya at

12.25 %.

Source: Author’s own. Data from: United Nations;”> UN Youth SDG Dashboard;'® the UN Sustainable
Development Report, 2022;'” and The Commonwealth Fast Facts'

11
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SDG-3 and Youth Well-being

In addition to advancing human capital, investing in the youth is also crucial
to adopt a well-being approach. Ross et al (2020)" have created a framework
to define the different domains of adolescent well-being (see Appendix 2).
This includes parameters such as good health and nutrition, skills, and
employability. these are the lines that you need to check please under SDG
3, broader definitions of ‘well-being’ include a number of other aspects that
are both subjective definitions focused on personal experiences, and objective
definitions covering overall quality of life.*

SDG 3 (good health and well-being) focuses on the need to advance health and
well-being, specifically highlighting that this must cover all age groups. This
becomes exceptionally crucial for the youth, especially during adolescence.

The Commonwealth Youth Plan of Action for the period 2007-2015 focused
on the concept of well-being since it is based on the human rights approach to
youth development which seeks to address the imbalance in power equations
as well as discrimination, by advocating for the rights of marginalised groups.?'
In the context of youths, this would mean empowering them through skills
and opportunities to contribute actively towards their own development and
for societal progress. The Plan of Action underlines the goal of “mainstreaming
the youth”—i.e., governments should allocate specific budgets for youth
development, introduce youth development perspectives to relevant
departments, set up mechanisms for the youth to participate in policymaking,
monitor and report progress made by youths, and build the body of knowledge
related to their empowerment.*

The Commonwealth Global Youth Development Index 2020** covers
various aspects that overlap with the Commonwealth’s identified domains of
“mainstreaming the youth”. For instance, the pillar of ‘peace and security’ in the
YDI overlaps with the domain of ‘safety and supportive environment’ included
in the conceptual framework on adolescent well-being proposed by Ross et al

(2020).2

12



Youth in the SDG

Framework

©RF

The World Youth Report published by the UN Agenda for Sustainable
Development tracks the progress in the various youth-related SDGs.*> While
SDG 3 specifically talks about the well-being of youths, other youth-specific
SDGs must be achieved in parallel. The report estimates that the achievement of
youth-related sustainable development objectives will require a sharp increase
in financing. Indeed, there is a shortfall of around US$ 39 billion for education
alone.

Without the active
participation of the
youth, the world will
not be able to meet the
goals under the 2030
Development Agenda.

13
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he United Nations General Assembly defines ‘resilience’ as “the

ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to

resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform and recover

from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner,

including through the preservation and restoration ofits essential
basic structures and functions through risk management.”?® In a contemporary
context, building resilient communities across the Commonwealth nations
must take into account their cultural and geographical diversities, as well
as the impacts of climate change, urbanisation, globalisation, technological
advancements, and demographic changes.

The SDGs make specific mention of how resilience needs to be created in
societies to achieve equitable progress by 2030. Within SDG 1 (no poverty),
target 1.5 discusses the need to build resilience among the poor to help
them withstand environmental, economic, and social disasters.?” While SDG
9 (industry, innovation and infrastructure) requires resilient infrastructure to
be built, and inclusive and sustainable industrialisation to be promoted,* SDG
11 (sustainable cities and communities) includes making cities and settlements
inclusive, sustainable, and resilient.?” The youth have hitherto had a limited
role in city planning and organisation, if at all.** With a majority of the world’s
young population either living in or aspiring to live in cities not only in the
Commonwealth countries but globally, the plight of urban areas is critical to
achieving SDG 11.

Resilient societies are traditionally viewed as those that are capable of rising
from the impacts of exogenous shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic and
the Ukraine-Russia conflict. Such an approach views resilience as a coping
response rather than as a defence mechanism—therefore putting the
heaviest burden of imbibing resilience on the poorest and most vulnerable
and marginalised in society. Resilience-building should instead be viewed as a
multidisciplinary approach that would focus on capacity building for people
and communities. Creating such an inclusive model for the Commonwealth
nations would require focusing on the most vulnerable populations, and on
categories that hold the most power for the transition towards more resilient
societies. The youth are one such demographic capable of robust capacity-
building and sustainable change.

First, the demographic dividend of a nation refers to the shifts in a nation’s

economic potential when the population’s age structure experiences changes.”!
A positive change can occur when the working-age population is larger than

14
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the non-working-age population. The idea is to involve more youths in the
working population of the Commonwealth through skilling and other social
security measures, thus stimulating economic progress in the longer term.
A UN report shows that for developing countries such as India to reap their
demographic dividend, two kinds of investments are required.” Human
capital investments are historically lower in these economies than in developed
nations. An improvement in this regard, especially for children and adolescents,
would yield favourable results. Education was found to be an investment with
one of the highest economic returns.” Building a well-functioning public
health system and improving access to the same is another crucial task for
governments in the Commonwealth countries.

Second, the pandemic has led to increased technology penetration across the
world, and trends indicate that these numbers will only grow in the future.*
Enabling the Commonwealth’s youth to adapt to technological innovations
can help create a future-ready workforce.* Third, SDG 17 (partnerships for
the goals) focuses on building partnerships amongst nations and with the UN
towards achieving the Development Agenda 2030.°° Given that Commonwealth
countries are home to around one-third of young people in the world ages 15—
29,%7 the youth are integral to the effort towards this goal. Building on existing
initiatives, advancing current contributions, improving youth participation,
and promoting professional mobility, are only some of the tasks that need
active youth involvement.

Finally, while global warming has had negative consequences on all the
Commonwealth member states, the 32 small states that include 25 Small
Island Developing States (SIDS) and 12 Least Developed Countries (LDC), are
particularly vulnerable.” The cascading impacts of warmer oceans, sea level
rise, changing weather patterns, coastal erosions, cyclones and natural disasters
like floods and droughts have derailed progress towards the SDGs. Against
this backdrop, the youth of the Commonwealth nations should be leveraged
in terms of rapid transition towards low-carbon lifestyles and technologies that
can have a significant impact on mitigation and adaption strategies for climate
action (SDG 13).3?

15
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Education

AN URGENT IMPERATIVE is effective investment in areas that would
benefit youths the most to enable sustainable economic growth and societal
development. Research considers education and health as two of the most
essential elements in human capital investment:** a healthy and educated
person would be able to work more efficiently and add to economic productivity.

There is no dearth in literature championing youth education as key to
human capital formation. For example, T. Schultz’s seminal paper (1961)
highlighted the role of education in facilitating the growth of human capital.*!
Kiker (1966)* later identified this in the work of other prominent economists
such as A. Marshall (1920)** who had emphasised the significance of skills and
knowledge as an important tool for economic development. Becker (1964)* and
Mincer (1984),* for their part, showed how investment in human capital could
influence future real incomes.

Education is a key element of human capital theory because it is viewed as the
primary means of developing knowledge and is therefore a way of quantifying
the quality of labour. Mincer (1974)* is credited with developing the core
model designed to explain differences in individual income as a function of the
level of education and work experience for the young. More recent studies by
Mankiw, Romer &Weil (1992)*” and Lucas (1988)* stress on the essential role of
education as the primary factor in increasing human capital and encouraging
economic growth by helping individuals acquire knowledge, exposing them to
job opportunities, developing social interactions, making them more aware of
their rights, improving health, and reducing poverty.

UNESCO reports published after the 1990s document the persistent historical
divide in education between the global South and North.*%" For example,
net enrolment rates for primary school students in developed nations have
hovered around 95 percent, while developed and developing nations have
lagged behind. Similarly, the number of years students spend in school is far
lower for developing countries, with a difference of over five years even in
2008.°! Many Commonwealth nations in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa
currently fall behind North American and European nations by a huge margin.

The COVID-19 pandemic has only worsened the divide. As pandemic-induced
restrictions became the norm globally, schools had to shut down, impacting the
SDG 4 targets for quality education. However, certain groups of nations were
able to open up earlier than others owing to better health infrastructure and
advanced educational facilities. For example,* by October 2020, school children
in advanced economies had lost approximately six weeks of school on average.

16
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The number is a far higher four months of schooling lost for low- and lower-
middle-income countries, since the beginning of the pandemic. Mitigating the
differences in losses in education between the developed and the developing
world is more important than ever in a post-pandemic world as it could help
determine the long-term macroeconomic structure of economies.

Furthermore, as physical access to educational institutions prevented students
from attending schools during the pandemic, improving telecommunication
and internet penetration in remote areas became more crucial.” When paired
with better access to affordable technology, this has the potential to improve
universal access to education in the post-pandemic world. First, public funding
needs to be deployed to bridge the demand-supply gap that prevents digitisation
of education and work spaces; and second, remote learning infrastructure
needs to be built to ensure that the poorer countries do not lag too far behind
in the sectors of education and skilling outreach.

For the Commonwealth nations, almost half of the countries had scores
on education which are consistent with ‘high and very high’ levels of youth
development from 2010 to 2018."* While the pandemic disproportionately
impacted educational and employment opportunities of young women, it
also managed to create new opportunities in the sphere of online jobs and
virtual workspaces.? In the current times, greater attention is needed for
skilling techniques that help young people take advantage of the digital era
(see Appendix 3).

Both neoclassical and endogenous growth theories explain poverty in
developing countries in terms of differences in technology levels. The aim
of technology diffusion should be helpful in attaining economic convergence
between the Commonwealth countries which are drivenby trade in technology.*
The gap in cross-country income levels in the Commonwealth will narrow
if technologically younger nations are able to upgrade their science and
technology domain at a faster rate than the advanced nations. The potential
level of technology that can be achieved by the ‘technological latecomers’ in the
Commonwealth would depend on their domestic educational achievements
characterised by the digital skill level, and imports of the digital advancements
from the ‘technological leaders’.

d  The advent of the virtual space has also led to an uptick in negative impacts on the younger
generations, which include cyberbullying, child pornography, phishing, and unethical hacking, which all
need to be addressed urgently.

17
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Health

PANEL DATA ANALYSIS for 118 developing countries from 1971 to 2000
finds that improvements in health conditions have measurable benefits to the
economic prospects of a nation.’® If investments lead to an increase of a single
year to the population’s life expectancy, it could be associated with 4 percentage
points of higher growth.’” A higher degree of access to formal banking systems,
and improvements in health, fertility and technology adoption were noticed
when developing nations showed improvements in schooling numbers.”® World
Bank data shows that when it comes to under-5 mortality rates, there is a seven-
fold gap between low- and high-income countries that is directly correlated to
diverging per-capita GDPs.”

Figure 4

Under-5 Mortality and Per-Capita
GDP, by World Regions, 2020
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An indicative relationship between a nation’s economic prowess and its health
outcomes is also apparent for the African nations that have higher mortality
rates and are seen on the worse end of the spectrum. In contrast, European,
Central Asian and Pacific countries are recording far lower mortality rates—
with such progress being assisted by higher levels of public health investments
fuelled by economic progress. In the pre-pandemic era, countries like France,
Switzerland and Germany invested over 11 percent of their GDP in the public
healthcare system.®' India’s investment in healthcare remains low, and it is
unlikely to achieve the goal of 2.5 percent of GDP by 2025, as envisioned by
the National Health Policy, 2017.%? Investments in youth-oriented programmes
that address unhealthy habits like smoking as well as poor dietary habits would
result in the inculcation of practices that can have lifelong personal benefits and
long-term macroeconomic implications.

Needless to say, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has dampened
earlier progress in the sectors of health and well-being due to restricted
movements and an overstretched health system. Although there was marginal
improvement between 2010 and 2018 in issues that have long plagued the
young generations—e.g., HIV infection, alcohol abuse, self-harm, and tobacco
use—the Commonwealth recognises the contributions of the youth in advancing
good health. The Commonwealth’s YDI 2020 report highlights two specific
youth-centric areas that require attention:* legislation on youth’s access to
mental health services, which has gained more relevance amidst the pandemic
with higher levels of educational disruptions, isolation and unemployment;
and an alarming incidence of fatal road accidents.

The World Bank has observed how children born today in the poorest nations
will only reach 30 percent of their human capital potential, while those in the
wealthiest economies have a corresponding figure of 80 percent.”* Since the
returns to physical capital eventually diminish, it is the human capital that will
play a key role in the economy’s growth.®® Such results underline the need
for improvements in health facilities to benefit nations in the global South.
Therefore, partnerships between the developing and developed nations within
the ambit of the Commonwealth could lead the way towards the common
objectives of SDG 3 (good health and well-being). Careful registration and data
tracking will also be necessary in the post-pandemic scenario, especially as more
than half of the Commonwealth nations are lagging behind in this aspect.®
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he pandemic has disrupted education, skills training, economic

mobility, and health and wellness for many young people across

the globe. The crisis has only widened the already existing gender

disparities and poses a risk of undoing the progress recorded in

recent years in reducing gender pay gaps. In different parts of
the world, the pandemic also made young girls and boys more vulnerable to
domestic violence.

Societies become more inclusive when young people, individually and in
groups, are able to engage in political and civic issues in their communities. Gun
violence, cybercrime, housing shortage, immigration, environment crises, and
lack of healthcare, are among the many issues that disproportionately affect the
young. However, voter turnout among the age group of 18-25 years continues
to be lower than in other age groups.®” In order to achieve an inclusive recovery
and a sustainable future for the Commonwealth nations, global and domestic
policies must prioritise unleashing the youth’s potential as productive members
of society.

Socleties are more
inclusive when young
people are able to
engage in political and
clvic issues in their
communities.
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Table 2

Principles, Processes, and Structures of
Rights-Based® Youth Participation

Rights-based youth

participation principles

respect rights to:

Rights-based youth
participation
structures have:

Rights-based youth
participation
processes promote:

101,

L

icipa

. Self-determination

. Equitable treatment and
inclusion, regardless of
gender, age, ethnicity,
religion, language,

disability
. Be heard

. Freedom of expression,
assembly and association

. Subsidiarity — having
decisions taken at the
most local level where
appropriate

. Direct and indirect
political participation

. Participation in
formulation of policies
and programmes

. Inclusive membership

. Mechanisms that

facilitate organised
participation

. Varied types of

democratic youth
organisations

. Representative/

accountable leadership

. Autonomy

1. Subsidiarity in
practice

2. Principles of
equality and equity

3. Youth inclusion
in the design
of democratic
decision-making
mechanisms

4. Participatory
strategic planning

Inclusion, Part
and Peace

Source: Global Youth Development Report 2020, The Commonwealth®®

With improved security across countries, fewer young people lost their lives
from violence such as homicide, armed conflict, and terrorism in the last decade.
However, developing countries could suffer a setback because of increased
border skirmishes in certain parts of the world and the ongoing Ukraine-Russia

e Adevelopmental approach which is at the intersection of human rights and economic development,
to empower the rights-holders and the strengthen the duty-bearers’ capacities; and achieve a
positive transformation in the power relations between the various social actors and development
stakeholders.
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conflict. According to UN Globe Population Prospects figures, there are 1.3
billion people in the world between the ages of 15 and 24, with nearly one
billion of them residing in developing nations where armed conflict is more
likely to have occurred.® The youth are among the first groups to suffer from
radicalisation and war, and therefore, their involvement in conflict prevention
and resolution is crucial in efforts to nurture lasting peace.

SDG 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions) aims to “promote peaceful
and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice
for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.””°
The objectives include significant reduction in all forms of violence and related
deaths, ending abuse, exploitation, trafficking and all forms of violence against
and torture of children. For example, the indicator ‘proportion of population
that feel safe walking around the area they live in’ gives an insight into the
peace and inclusiveness experienced by the world population. While little data
is available on this specific indicator for all countries, the highest scores among
the Commonwealth countries are seen in the UK and Canada.

Fewer young people
lost thelr lives
from violence such
as homicide, armed
conflict, and terrorism
In the past decade.
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or 40 years, the Commonwealth Youth Programmes (CYP) have
disbursed the Commonwealth Secretariat’s youth development work
through the network of 56 countries. The main goal of the CYP is
to ensure the effective participation of young women and men in
the nation’s development processes while also improving youth
engagement in decision-making. Member governments also receive support for
framing national youth policies. The CYP is anchored in the belief that young
people are a force for peace, democracy, equality and good governance. It
also believes that the youth are a catalyst for global consensus-building and an
essential resource for sustainable development and poverty eradication.”

The CYP has also been involved in the setting up of networks such as the
Commonwealth Youth for Sustainable Urbanisation and the Commonwealth
Children and Youth Disability Network—both of which aim to effect change by
enabling youth through cross-country collaborations. One of CYP’s four centres
was opened in Chandigarh, India in 1975 in collaboration with the Ministry of
Youth Affairs, Government of India. Unfortunately, the centre was shut down in
2014 by the CYP’s London-based secretariat for reasons of “reorganisation” and
“drain on resources”.” More recently, the Ministry of Youth Affairs has again
collaborated with the CYP to set up programmes targeting at-risk youths.”

As discussed earlier in this analysis, development in education policy is
an effective tool to improve a country’s human capital performance. The
Commonwealth of Learning (COL),” founded in 1987, aims to improve access
to learning opportunities by leveraging the benefits of distance learning. COL
acts as a capacity builder by tapping into both formal and informal institutions
to ensure that people are able to gain lifelong learning opportunities, thus
advancing the SDG 4 target of quality education. The first decade concentrated
on creating similar distance learning networks. With the adoption of the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGS) in 2000, COL realigned itself to include
teacher training and informal skill learning programmes that were focused on
improving livelihoods in the target nations.

In recent years, COL has advocated for integration of technology to improve
the efficacy of knowledge and skills. During the pandemic, COL committed to
using online networks when education shifted online.” In India, a partnership
was forged with the Sambhav Foundation in 2020, as part of which more than
2,000 workers were reskilled to become eligible for sanitation and hygiene
entrepreneurship. COL also provided support by validating training content
while standards were established for necessary certification.”™
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A similar organisation is the Virtual University for Small States of the
Commonwealth (VUSSC)” established in 2006 through collaborations between
education ministries of the Commonwealth Heads of Government, and efforts
of the COL. A network of educators who work on development and education
solutions, its goal is to help at least 25 of the smallest nations in the world
by improving access to education, laying down standards for qualification,
better career advancement and enhancing human and institutional capacities.
While over 258 million children were out of school in 2019, the pandemic
worsened the crisis. COLs extended project aims to improve the situation in
the Commonwealth by working for equitable and accessible education.

Its wing for advancing health rights, the Commonwealth Youth Health
Network (CYHN), has helped countries work towards SDG 3 (good health and
well-being) since its inception in 2016.7 It focuses on the particular needs of
youth and adolescents, and calls attention to people from small nations and those
belonging to indigenous populations. The network has organised programmes
that improved the provision of youth-friendly health services in India and
Bangladesh, and mental health awareness initiatives in the Caribbean. It has
also launched a programme called A4HPV,* which aims to eradicate cervical
cancer in women by 2030.

The Commonwealth
Youth Program is
anchored in the belief
that young people
are a force for peace,
democracy, equality,
and good governance.
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his paper has six contentions. First, given the presence of a large

young population in the Commonwealth, the youth capital

needs to be actively incorporated in the global developmental

paradigm. The focus on youth development must involve

tracking of various youth-centric domains such as education,
livelihoods, health, inclusion, equality, and peace and security, in order to
bridge the progress gaps between the global North and South. Second, it
is important to note that the youth play one of the most important roles in
catalysing the SDG objectives in the areas of participation in policy designs and
implementation of policies at the grassroots. The physical and human resource
base in the Commonwealth nations must act as an enabler for the 2030 Agenda.
The relationship between holistic youth well-being, as envisioned under SDG 3,
and its contribution towards societal development must be recognised.

Third, the COVID-19 pandemic has amplified the disproportionate
economic and societal vulnerabilities of the developing and underdeveloped
world. Therefore, leveraging the youth capital for efficient use of demographic
dividends, technology penetration, building global partnerships, and advancing
climate action must be the way forward for building resilient societies among
the Commonwealth nations. Fourth, investments in education and health must
be a priority for the Commonwealth to augment the human capital base in the
domestic economies. Focus must be aligned to youth-related spheres such as
encouraging digital skilling and addressing mental health issues for increasing
youth capital productivity and economic progress in the longer run.

Fifth, the youth need protection from the present-day ills of financial and
gender inequalities, lack of livelihood opportunities, armed conflict, and
substance abuse in order to contribute to a sustainable development model.
Finally, the Commonwealth’s youth programmes and networks should be
rebooted in the post-pandemic era and cover more expansive issues and
domains.

While acknowledging the benefits of investing in youth for boosting human
capital, the Commonwealth nations must also emphasise the importance of
youth well-being as a goal in itself. While an empowered youth population
can contribute to achieving the SDGs, many of these goals have targets that
are focused on the youths themselves. This means that the youth are not only
beneficiaries of the development agenda; rather, societies must invest in their
well-being for effective human capital advancement for the long term.
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Productive capabilities of the youth capital could provide a safety net to the
economy in case of external macroeconomic shocks such as the COVID-19
pandemic or the ongoing Ukraine-Russia war. Better coordination and
cooperation between developed and developing countries in the Commonwealth
forum should lead to upgrades in science, technology and other infrastructural
capacities which can be effectively driven by the young population. The
proactive stimulation of domestic and foreign investments in ensuring better
demographic dividends, education, and health can go a long way in making
economies more resilient. ®RF
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Appendix 1

Annexure

Youth Development Index 2020 Scores
and Ranks for the Commonwealth

Nations
Commonwealth Frontrunners Commonwealth Laggards
YDI Country Region YDI YDI Country Region YDI
Rank Score Rank Score
(out of (out of | (out of (out of
181) 1) 181) 1)
1 Singapore | Asia Pacific | 0.875 148 Tanzania Sub 0.559
-Saharan
Africa
4 Malta Europe | 0.859 152 Eswatini Sub 0.553
-Saharan
Africa
18 Cyprus Europe | 0.825 154 Zambia Sub 0.548
-Saharan
Africa
19 New Asia Pacific | 0.824 157 Uganda Sub 0.534
Zealand -Saharan
Africa
29 Australia | Asia Pacific| 0.807 160 Cameroon Sub 0.527
m -Saharan
q) Africa
36 Canada North 0.798 161 Nigeria Sub 0.520
O America -Saharan
[ ] H Africa
'U 39 Maldives | South Asia | 0.794 162 Pakistan |South Asia| 0.517
40 United Europe 0.793 163 Lesotho Sub 0.511
s : kingdom -Saharan
Africa
q) 47 Barbados Central 0.779 171 Malawi Sub 0.484
Q' America -Saharan
and Africa
Q' Caribbean
49 Brunei | Asia Pacific| 0.777 173 |Mozambique Sub 0.460
-Saharan
Africa

Source: Global Youth Development Report 2020, The Commonwealth®!
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Development

empathy, friendships, and
sensitivity.
Opportunity to be

socially, culturally and
civically active.

Opportunity to develop
skills to contribute to
community development.

Domain Subdomains Requirements Type of
Well-being

1. Good Health Physical health | - Access to adequate - Physical
and optimum capacities information, care and - Nutritional
nutrition services.

Ment?ﬂ. health - Emotional
capacities Access to healthy .
Good health environment in the form | - Sociocultural
and nutrition of water sanitation.

Opportunity for physical

activity.

Access to balanced

and healthy diet as per

individual requirements.

2. Connectedness, Connectedness Opportunity to develop | - Emotional
positive values, Value and positive and meaningful | _ g ciocultural
and contribution Respect relationships.
to society Attitudes Opportunity to be

involved in decision-
InFerpersonal making.
Skills )
. Opportunity to develop
Activity personal responsibility.
Change and Opportunity to develop
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formal and non-formal
education.

Opportunity to develop
resources, skills and
competencies.

Opportunity to develop
technical, vocational,
business and creative
skills.

Opportunity to
participate in non-
exploitative and
sustainable education.

- Encouragement to

develop confidence.

Domain Subdomains Requirements Type of
Well-being
3. Safety and a Safety - Protection from violence |- Physical
supportive Material and exploitative interests. | _ g otional
1 t .. .
environmen Conditions ngh.t.to food and . - Sociocultural
Equity and nutrition, water, housing,
Equality heating, clothing and
physical security.
Non- .
discrimination Supportive legal and
. policy framework and
Privacy access to information
Responsiveness | about the same.
Right to practice
personal beliefs without
discrimination.
Views not shared without
consent.
Access to safe and
stimulating opportunities.

4. Learning, Learning Development of - Emotional
competence, Education motivation and - Cognitive
education, R commitment to learning.

. esources
skills, and. ) ) Access to formal
employability Skills education till the
Employability age of 16, followed
Confidence by opportunities for
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Domain Subdomains Requirements Type of
Well-being
5. Agency and - Agency - Opportunity to develop - Emotional
resilience - Identity self-esteem and a sense of | _ Cognitive
- Purpose aseney:
0 - Safe space to develop
- Resilience . -
clarity and comfort in
- Fulfilment

identity.

- Opportunity to develop
resilience and the ability
to deal with adversity.

- Opportunity to fulfil
potential.

Source: Ross et al. (2020), ‘Adolescent Well-Being: A Definition and Conceptual Framework™?

Appendix 3: New Work Opportunities
based on Technological Advancements

Type of Jobs

Some examples of technology-based
work opportunities

Creative, cultural and leisure
activities

3-D printed designs; Non-fungible tokens; Online
market places

Energy and environmental
conservation

Solar and wind energy installations; Recycling
through smart tagging

Utilising water resources

Coastal tourism promoted through digital platforms;
Sustainable sourcing and sales of seafood

Helping and caring

On-demand platforms

Social sector and public
service

Educational technologies and Blockchain

Cultivation and extraction

Smart farming through Internet of Things (IoT)
applications

Manufacturing, distribution
and consumption

Online retail

Developing, operating and
maintaining infrastructure

IoT applications linked to construction projects

Managing finance and assets

FinTech applications

Information technology

X-tech and newer innovations

Criminal pursuits

Cybercrime

Appendices

Unrecognised work

Electronic human rights abuse reporting

Source: Global Youth Development Report 2020, The Commonwealth®
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