YOUTH EMPOWERMENT & INCLUSION

"Big Picture" approach to Human Resource Development as a major contemporary issue in IT applications
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“A technological revolution is transforming society in a profound way. If harnessed and directed properly, Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) have the potential to improve all aspects of our social, economic and cultural life. ICTs can serve as an engine for development in the 21st century…”

Kofi Anan, Message to the World Summit on the Information Society1
1.0
INTRODUCTION

Globally, Information Technology (IT) is literally putting smiles on faces. Individuals, organizations, nations and people groups are applying Information Technology in processes and everyday life. Some economies have improved dramatically and some other nations are yet to appreciate the valid potentials of the new phenomenon.

The various levels of response to the challenge posed by the New Economy, which is being driven by Information and Communication Technologies, has been described with many terms. One of them is the Network Index Ranking. In its Global Information Technology Report 2001–20021 (tagged Readiness for the Networked World), the Center for International Development at Harvard University states that Nigeria is 75th in the Network Readiness Index (NRI) rankings, coming immediately after Vietnam. Other African countries within the first 75 countries on the global NRI ranking scale are South Africa (in the 40th position), Mauritius (51), Egypt (60) and Zimbabwe (70)2.

It is obvious that a wave is sweeping across the nations of the earth, gradually approaching the emergence of a global Information Society (IS). This IS space will consist of nations on both sides of the digital divide, which is also becoming evident even within locations just miles from each other. This Information Society does not have automatic subscription and will not be subject to the decision of any coalition – each nation will decide its membership by the policies, initiatives and atmosphere it helps to create.

It appears that Africa’s sleeping giant is awake at last, but the potency of his strength will only be confirmed when words and documents are taken to the platform of delivery. Actions that reveal that Nigeria has expressed interest in being a major player in the global information society include the adoption of a National Policy on Information Technology (and the establishment of the National IT Development Agency), the networking of IT associations under the aegis of the Nigeria Computer Society, the involvement of Nigerian IT Professionals in Diaspora in Nigeria’s IT affairs, civil society engagements with relevant stakeholders, the active involvement of young people in the system, and the numerous initiatives that dot the entire Nigerian landscape towards bridging her digital divide. However, Nigeria has NOT arrived. In fact, the journey of a thousand miles is just beginning.

2.0
HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT
This conference’s theme, “Contemporary Issues in Information Technology Applications”, drives home the point – Nigeria needs to address fundamental and necessary issues as far as IT application is concerned. That way, we will be putting a seal on our interest to be major players in the Information Society. One key issue in this regard is that of Human Resource Development. As a nation known to be deficient in maintenance, it will be wise for the Nigerian IT community to acquire a solid human capital base that will sustain all the efforts that are being pursued today. 
“The skills to productively transform knowledge and information into innovative products and services will define successful knowledge economies. Because knowledge and information have become the most important currency for productivity, competitiveness, and increased wealth and prosperity, nations have placed greater priority on developing their human capital. Governments around the world are thus focusing on strategies to increase access to and improve the quality of education.” (Global Information Technology Report 2001-2002: Readiness for the Networked World2. Center for International Development, Harvard University.)

With the issue of Human Resource Development established as a cause worthy of being declared a national priority, it is important to identify appropriate action steps to take. This is further highlighted by Article 5vii of the National Policy on Information Technology, “Encouraging massive local and global IT skills acquisitions through training in the public and private sectors with the view to achieving a strategic medium-term milestone of at least 500,000 IT skilled personnel by the year 2004.4” It may be natural to ask if this is achievable but that is not the exact subject of this discussion.

3.0
EQUIPPING THE NEXT GENERATION

From one corner of the global village to the other, young people are at the center of Information technology Applications. Young people extend, animate and redefine the perimeters of IT Applications. From neighbourhood cyber cafés to computer villages, young people are seen – some busy, some others pretending to be, and a good percentage abusing the opportunities that IT readily offers.

Pooling this fact with the need for Nigeria to prepare for an active role in the emerging Information Society, it is obvious that Nigeria’s youth must be equipped with appropriate Information Technology skills that can position them for personal development, nation building and global participation. Empowering young people, and involving them in the industry’s engagements are a sure way of completing the “big picture” of human resource development as a major contemporary issue in IT applications.

A visit to tertiary institutions will reveal the present thirst for IT knowledge that has taken over Nigerian youths. While the environment is still dotted with young people who make headlines with non-virtuous activities, one cannot deny the strong (and growing) presence of an active preparation for the knowledge economy by Nigerian youths. These zealous young men and women should be identified, supported, mentored and involved in the process. This way, we are sure of bridging the generation divide which holds worse promises than even the digital divide. 

With an NRI rating of 1, Nigeria will still be a failure if there is no transfer of knowledge to today’s youth – who happen to take up over 50% of the Nigerian population space. A wise man will leave inheritance for his children – or teach them how to create an inheritance for their generation and the next.

4.0
THE NEXT STEP

Youth Empowerment and Inclusion is not a sad tale in Nigeria at the moment as there are youth-friendly initiatives, organisations and projects that have inspired and developed Nigerian youths - and such must be encouraged. What is missing, however, is a coordinated approach that can help maximize the entire process.

Various schools (especially secondary schools and tertiary institutions) have organisations that harness the energies and potential of young people, and if there is a way that these entities can be networked and fed with national life, I suspect that the knowledge bust that will follow will propel Nigeria beyond present projections within the global IT space.

JET clubs, IT clubs, computer clubs, electronic clubs, departmental associations and other relevant organisations should be centrally hooked to the nation’s Human Resource database through the Nigeria Computer Society. A Nigerian Information Society Youth Network that will bridge all gaps and connect young people (regardless of discipline, location or level) to the mainstream of Nigeria’s IT industry is necessary at this time. 

That way, IT backwardness can be minimized while youth energy will be redirected to national priorities. Software engineering, innovative computing and emerging technologies can then be introduced to the Youth Network beginning from the earliest possible level. A child who is confident with using the PC at the age of 4 will not be a national IT burden at 40.

5.0
TO ACT OR NOT TO ACT

The need to act now cannot be over emphasized. Events have discussed the issues, communiqués have identified the action steps…. the will to act is ripe among young Nigerians but there is a need to give the dream a national appeal and a seal of approval. That way, the various region’s youths can apply their IT knowledge to specific problems within their communities instead of creating a flood of fraudulent email messages and wasting time at X-rated websites. Rising from this conference, we can redefine Nigeria’s IT fortune and literally drag it from an observer and end-user level to the innovative end of the curve. 

I see a new Nigeria emerging, one that will be built on the labours of our heroes past, hewn out of the debris of the present waste and engineered by the strength of the future leaders: the youth. These young men and women will adopt Information Technology for the purpose of personal development, nation building, regional cooperation and global participation. They may be unknown today, but in the secrecy of their abode, they master the tool that will change their lives and that of their nation. They're building the nation’s tomorrow today.

Thank you.
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