
Meeting Minutes: ASG March 30th, 2016 

Topic: “Youth employment in Africa” 

In attendance: 21 

Opening by Louise Ouimet: 

The Canadian Government has given promising signals of increased focus towards 
Africa; we have just received an encouraging reply dated March 22, 2016 from Foreign 
Affairs Minister Stéphane Dion to the letter of January 26 which ASG sent to 
congratulate him on his appointment and to offer some views with regard to priorities 
GAC should consider. The Minister's reply (copy annexed) addressed many of ASG’s 
concerns. Additionally, the government's Stabilization and Reconstruction Task Force 
(START) has been re-established and is now looking at a new strategy, focused on 
African and Asian themes, and will look to ASG members for specific country expertise. 
It's gratifying to see the shift and for the government to be seeking input from groups 
such as the ASG. 

Our topic for tonight is very important: youth employment in Africa. Youth can either 
promote democracy or join terrorist groups. Martha Melesse has been at IDRC since 
1993, and works in youth employment and entrepreneurship. Gordon Betcherman is a 
professor at the University of Ottawa, and researches labour economics, social policy, 
and economics of development. He previously spent 11 years at the World Bank. 

Presentation: 

Martha: 

IDRC’s programs invest in knowledge, innovation, and solutions to improve lives and 
livelihoods in the developing world. The youth employment project aims to inform new 
areas of research that will build an evidence base for practical and policy-relevant 
solutions. The policies put into practice today will determine the future. One African 
leader pointed out “If we don’t take care of them [the youth], they will take care of us”. 

Last year IDRC commissioned a study on trends, opportunities and challenges 
associated with youth employment in sub-Saharan Africa: what’s working/not working. 
What is the bottleneck? The report focused on Tanzania, Rwanda, Zambia, and 
involved consulting with governments, NGOS, the private sector, and young people. 

Gordon: 

Co-authored the paper along with Themrise Khan on “Youth Employment in Sub-
Saharan Africa: Taking Stock of the Evidence and Knowledge Gaps”, and what kinds of 
interventions have governments tried. He stressed that the data, while regionalized, is 
not homogeneous across the region. 



Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has a huge youth cohort; the UN estimates that 
Africa’s youth aged 15-24 will swell by about six million each year for the next decade. 
By 2050, the median age will be just 24. Given the potential benefits that a “youth 
dividend” may bring to the continent, if the young are given the skills and opportunities 
to contribute meaningfully, is this good for growth? Not necessarily, since there has not 
been the expected fall in fertility rates, as was seen in East Asia. As a result, the 
dependency ratio of young and old to the working age population will decrease slowly, 
from the current 85 to 78 in 2025 and to 71 in 2035. In contrast, East Asia’s dependency 
ratio fell from 76 in 1965 to 48 in 2000, driven by a dramatic fertility rate decline from 
over 5 to 1.5 in this period. Accordingly, there will still be, by 2050, a high dependency 
ratio in the SSA population. 

Employment data is a huge problem in SSA. The unemployment rate (11.7 percent) is 
actually better than in Middle East (29.1 percent) or in North Africa (23.9 percent). 
However, these traditional indicators are misleading. In SSA most jobs are in the 
informal subsistence economy, rather than modern sector salaried jobs (which typically 
account for only about 10 percent of youth). More important than simply 
“unemployment” is perhaps the phenomenon of underemployment or very low wages. 
The important factor to look at is therefore the “vulnerable employment rate”, which in 
SSA is a huge proportion of youth. 

What interventions have been put in place? What has worked, looking outside of formal 
training? Direct job creation and employment services played a small role, while the 
main source of training for youth continues to be informal apprenticeships, accounting 
for about 90 percent of all training. Most opportunities for youth are in agriculture, self-
employment, and household and other small enterprises 

However, self-employment does not necessarily lead to self-improvement. Not everyone 
can be expected to be an entrepreneur; very few “gazelles” rise above subsistence 
activity. The IDRC looked at young people’s attitude and interest in entrepreneurship, 
and found that there is in many cases stigma against being an entrepreneur, therefore it 
may not work for everyone. 

Because so many youth are involved in agriculture, the IDRC study tried to assess 
agricultural interventions. Private sector involvement was found to be positive because 
linked to the informal sector. However, there are huge gaps in information in the 
literature, and there was a sense that the great mass of informal sector workers are not 
being well served either by government or private entities. 

Martha: 

At the micro-level: who are the youth? The three countries (Tanzania, Zambia, Rwanda) 
consider 15-35 years old as “youth”. Young people enter the workforce with very poor 
education outcomes. In Zambia, 1/3 are illiterate. In Rwanda, only 5% have completed 
secondary of higher education. In Tanzania, only 1/5 can do basic math. 



Key bottlenecks: Rwanda: unemployment among university graduates is 7 times more 
than national unemployment rate. This is due to the skills mismatch, lack of job market 
intermediaries, and very low- paid jobs. 

What are young people doing? Work in agriculture (often as unpaid family farm 
workers), work in the informal sector (working in the streets). 

Key challenges: 

• Women: gender gap, marginal jobs for young girls 
• Skills mismatch: elusive “blue collar” jobs 
• Stigma attached to TVET (technical and vocational education and training) 
• Lack of soft skills (interview skills, confidence, leadership – young people are not 

good at marketing themselves. Interventions are not focusing on this. Very few 
apprenticeship opportunities. 

• Aspirations and expectations: families expect their children with education will 
leave agriculture, but the reality is that most available jobs are in agriculture. 

Key insights from the stakeholder consultations were that: more evidence is needed, 
work in the informal sector is normal, youth are not homogeneous. A concerted effort is 
needed to get more and better information, and young people need to be engaged in 
these studies right from the start. 

Gordon: 

Unemployment is often a skills shortage issues, thus much emphasis on training. But 
the skills development only looks at part of the issue; the prospects of young people are 
really tied to the economic growth prospects of the country concerned. Dani Rodrik, an 
award-winning Harvard-based economist, indicates that the business climate in SSA 
does not provide a good basis for a “China dividend” (i.e., a manufacturing-led model of 
development), as in East Asia. How can SSA compete with other regions of the world? 

The broader picture for youth is tied to the economic growth prospects for the SSA 
region as a whole. The economic trajectory of SSA (“Africa Rising” as projected by 
McKinsey and Company) will not follow that of East Asia, but will likely be based on a 
different mix, including increasing the productivity of agriculture and structural change 
from agriculture to high productivity services. 

Closing 

Ian: 

Thanked Gordon and Martha, and gave them each as a token of our appreciation a 
book by David Black, Canada and Africa in the New Millennium. 

Louise: 



Announced a future ASG presentation on April 27th: Mercy Ships & Red Cross: 
International Humanitarian Assistance. 
	


