AFRICA’S LAST CHANCE?

 “Meetings have held, seminars have been hosted, communiqués have been issued but it appears that the face of things in Africa remains the same, if not deteriorating. We believe it’s high time we took the bull by the horns and exert the force that will take Africa from its place of inertia, and place it on the path of action and relevance.”

ITU AFRICA 2001 Youth Forum Declaration

“Africa must get onboard… Right now! … Africa will be either on to the Information Age or off to the dark Agricultural Age … Africa is suffering from knowledge apartheid that forces its children to eat the crumbs from the dinner table of the information-affluent nations.”

Philip Emeagwali (Emeagwali.com)
The average African Youth does not place too much premium on his continent, but this must come to an end if we must create an enviable tomorrow for the next generation, and possibly ourselves. He has been affected by wars, famine, diseases, and of course poverty. One way or another, now – and not later – we must raise Africa’s hope for accelerated development by employing the opportunities that ICTs offer. This, as has been described by many, may just be Africa’s last chance: the unique opportunity created by her youth and ICTs, bringing energy and synergy!

In The Beginning, It Was Not So

Africa was not always like this! We once led the world into innovative creations such as the enduring Pyramids of Egypt, and our sons – though on foreign soil – kept the spirit of creativity on. The world will never forget the inventors of the elevator, automatic gearshift, super charge system for internal combustion engines, traffic signals, the electric trolley and the street sweeper. They are all of African origin. Need we say much about what Africa’s sons and daughters still do in their new locations today? Why then is our garden filled with thorns while we help keep other gardens?

While Men Slept

If we call a conference to discuss where Africa went off the path, there may be countless suggestions – slavery, leadership, maintenance, and the list goes on. What is more important is that things went wrong somehow and we must get back on track. Poverty has almost become Africa’s middle name and children grow up praying for the things that should be readily available. While men slept, the garden grew thorns…

Poverty In The Midst Of Plenty

Africa is blessed with both natural and human resources. Mineral resources, population and cultural diversity are opportunities that we should maximize but the paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty is real in Africa. What is our problem? Little wonder that our best are always attracted to the dangling carrots across the high seas… brain drain has become the norm rather than the exception.

Attitude And Altitude

It has been said that a man’s attitude will determine his altitude. We fly so low because our attitude is more-often-than-not not right. There is nothing we can do about the past and its attendant woes but what about tomorrow? Maybe we can even influence today! We can not keep blaming yesterday for our today because that will kill our tomorrow before it ever hopes to arise…

I Can See The Sun

All hope is not lost… things are looking up. Recent study by the International Telecommunications Union revealed that Africa’s ICT sector has grown significantly. The African Union has been born, NEPAD sounds great and the Economic Commission for Africa is not resting. Africans in the Diaspora are creating pro-Africa networks and young people are taking up the responsibility of carving a New Africa. I can see the sun about to rise, and darkness giving way for the dominating presence of light!

Quo Vadis?

If we must not repeat the trend of meetings-declarations-meetings, we must join forces in charting a path out of this state to our desired place. My challenge is to the youth of Africa. Young people must decide to ensure sustainable development because we are the bridge between today and tomorrow. Here then is what I suggest, in order that the youth of our continent will break this undesirable cycle of poverty – and weave the New Africa:

1. Create a network of all young people who are presently actively involved in initiatives that point to Africa’s development. This can be facilitated via physical contact, the Internet & the World Wide Web, and even old media (which covers over 60% of Africa)

2. Identify present youth efforts towards a New Africa in the areas of ICTs, Child Labour/Employment, Gender issues, Health, Environment, Education, etc

3. Identify common bottlenecks, from discussions

4. Identify strong points, from inputs, stories and discussions

5. Analyse problems and discuss possible solutions

6. Identify possible partners and supporting organizations – Global Youth Networks, United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, African NGOs, African Union and related agencies, African governments, African

tertiary institutions and the African private sector

7. Map out an action plan based on points 3 to 5 and put the content together as presentable documents, standard presentations and/or a website. Target dates should be set, with individuals working in Specialized Committees that are most relevant to their action paths 

8. Get full-time workers who are committed to the success of the Action Plan, as this will ensure commitment and seriousness. Representation should cut across the Western, Eastern, Northern, Central and Southern regions of Africa. This step (8) may be taken care of by an existing organization (if any) whose objectives match that of the Action Plan as this will save us from re-inventing the wheel.

The beauty of this 8-point suggestion is that it is built around a network of young people who are currently involved in the work they will be required to do. There are various youth-led initiatives presently but it looks like there is no central coordination, hence the round-thecircle feeling for the few that are involved in such projects.

Small Steps And Giant Strides

Since consistent tiny drops of water can produce a mighty ocean, I believe that the present efforts across the continent (and from the diaspora) – which many of us here represent – will eventually come together as an ocean and a flood. An ocean on which the new continent can sail, and a flood to wash out all the elements of retrogression in the present system!

Without the fear of praise singing, I must commend the efforts of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa in building youth agenda into the ADF, and in diverting high-level attention to youth issues. The “African Youth and the Information Society” informal network and youth attention during the ADF are great signs of support for young people.

I believe that it is not a question of if Africa will enjoy accelerated development, it’s a question of when and who. Can we stand up for Africa? I will… will you?

Final Words

While looking forward to the implementation of recommendations by appropriate authorities, I believe the young people of Africa must rise to the challenge of weaving the New Africa, the Africa of our collective dreams: The Africa that is not only an active player in the global Information Society, but will also be innovative and remind everyone that the Pyramids of Egypt and other African wonders were not accidents – they are the products of deliberate efforts, and the proof of the strength in the African blood!

Permit me to wrap this up with my final challenge to the African youth:

“I have read, listened and seen the different attempts at bringing Africa to a place of Global relevance. It appears to me that the Intra-Digital Divide is getting even stronger than the Inter-Digital Divide. Or how do we explain the fact that we always see the same names on the Web, in Conference brochures, in news articles ... and in chat rooms! It appears that some of the Youth of Africa that should be tomorrow's leaders do not even know what to do! Some young Africans have never touched a computer! I think that my days, weeks and months of thinking have produced something; an idea I'm willing to share.

The few of us who have (one way or the other) been favoured to have access and knowledge should take it upon ourselves to climb the ladder whose rungs are Personal Development, Nation Building, Regional Cooperation and Global Participation. We should work hard at what we know best. Remember what Thomas Jefferson said, "I find that the harder I work, the more luck I seem to have". Maybe while working hard, you may have more luck...

We should take it upon ourselves to work towards becoming ROLE MODELS to our colleagues and the younger ones. This way, every young African will be challenged to work harder than us, and that will promote a natural cycle of successful and socially responsible young people.

For example, I humbly spend almost all my weekends speaking to young people (some of them older than me) in various Universities in Nigeria, and the truth is that I've seen changes. I'm beginning to see more Nation Building conscious Nigerians, who care less about ME, but are more concerned about US.

I've said much...but people, we cannot keep talking and discussing and presenting papers, we need to get to work! Preach the gospel of ICT to that guy beside you, talk about Nation Building to those ladies in your class, Open your mouth and challenge every young person around you to build a life worthy of emulation. In doing so, we will discover that we've built a solid nation, and continent.

Build yourself, build those around you... and soon, you will discover that we have a strong network of knowledge-driven people. Make a decision to help someone understand ICTs better today ... Viva Africa!”
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