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Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is with great pleasure that we gather here for the fourteenth General Assembly of the World Assembly of Youth, in this beautiful city of Windhoek, Namibia.

For many WAY members, it is their first time in Africa, and the discovery of the beauty and friendliness of Namibia will be an experience that will be cherished for many years to come.

It is also a great privilege for all of us WAY members to have the presence of one of the most eminent leaders of Africa, and an inspiration to young people throughout the African continent and the world at large, President Sam Nujoma. For all of us, President Nujoma is an icon of emancipation and the struggle for economic and social justice.
This General Assembly is significant in that it is taking place at a time when WAY is growing and developing into a formidable force in the international arena. Our organisation is today the largest global youth organisation, and the apex body of youth movements worldwide. 

We are charged with the responsibility of bringing national youth councils together and representing them at the international level. We work closely with various agencies of the United Nations system in order to ensure that youth issues are adequately catered for at inter-governmental meetings.

As many of you are aware, WAY moved its secretariat from Copenhagen to Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia in 1999. In year 2003 the secretariat moved to Melaka in southern Malaysia, which will be the permanent home of the organisation. Construction of the U$2 million WAY headquarters of the organisation is underway in Melaka and will be complete by May of this year.

In the year 2000, we appointed a new secretary general of the organisation, Mr. Donald Charumbira from Zimbabwe. He has been charged with re-establishing the organisation and setting up the new headquarters. Charumbira and his administration have managed to raise the profile of the organisation and successfully implement a number of programmes and activities around the world. The secretariat in Malaysia is now operating smoothly and I believe that WAY will continue to grow from strength-to-strength.

Among the key programmes that WAY has convened over the past years is the Melaka International Youth Dialogue. This is a meeting held in June or July every year, bringing together youth leaders from around the world to deliberate on issues of concern to young people. Four dialogues have been held from 2001 to 2004, and the meeting will continue to consistently take place every year. We hope that this can also be used as an annual platform for WAY members to meet and discuss thematic issues of concern.

Our intention has also been to convene regional youth dialogues, and we therefore convened the Latin American Youth Dialogue and the European Youth Dialogue. We intend to develop this idea to ensure that there is such a meeting in every region each year.

As evidence of WAY’s increasing significance in the global arena, we convened the Roundtable of World Youth Leaders in May 2003. This was attended by more than 15 large international youth organizations, and we adopted a common declaration. We agreed that it was important for youth organisation to work together instead of cultivating antagonism between us. We shall hold this event once in every two years, with the next scheduled to take place in Bali, Indonesia in September 2005.

The role of WAY has become increasingly significant in the new millennium, as challenges facing youth are continuing to impede development.

HIV/AIDS, which is the theme of this conference, remains one of the most serious challenges facing young people the world over. Half of all new infections worldwide are among young people between the ages of 15 and 24. Every day, 6000 young people become infected with HIV – which is more than five every minute.

If we are to preserve future generations, it is essential to ensure that the acceleration of the HIV/AIDS pandemic is halted, and we start to reverse the mountainous tide of infections experienced by young people. During this General Assembly, we shall debate and discuss this issue until we produce an action plan to guide our future interventions in this area.

Another key area of concern is youth employment. High global youth unemployment gives rise to many social and economic problems that impede national development efforts. We are actively advocating for young people to engage in entrepreneurial activities as a response to the lack of jobs in the formal sector. High unemployment in the formal sector can be addressed by building the capacity of the informal and small-scale enterprise sector and creating an enabling environment for young people to start small enterprises. Unemployment is also linked to our theme of HIV/AIDS as unemployed youths are vulnerable to risky behaviour due to boredom, prostitution and the general lack of care and concern due to the depression associated with unemployment.

At this General Assembly, we shall be discussing the WAY Millennium Plan of Action, which was implemented under the theme “Towards a Global Community.” This was taking account of the forces of globalization that were shaping our world and making us all members of a large global community. 

The global community that WAY would like to see coming into existence is one which is predicated on the values of peace, justice and equity. We would like to live a world free of war, a world where justice is guaranteed for all people, and a world of economic and social equity, with fair distribution of global resources.

We are yet to see if globalisaton, in its current direction, will lead to peace, justice and equity. Global developments in the past four years, however, have left us worried about the future of the world as a Unipolar World Order seems to have been created by the United States and its allies.

Following the unfortunate September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York City, the US government initiated a so-called War on Terrorism that saw governments of Afghanistan and Iraq toppled by force. These actions were undertaken unilaterally with no sanction from the United Nations system. As a result, we now live in a world where the super powers can unilaterally do as they please. The lack of democracy in the UN Security Council, with the veto powers vested in the five permanent members, only serves to strengthen the existence of a unilateral world order.  The significance of the United Nations systems has diminished and been replaced by the wanton desires of the United States and its allies.

WAY would like to see a new order of things at the United Nations. The organisation must be made more representative of the global community, and decisions should follow democratic procedures. Only through enhanced democracy at the UN can we expect the world body to be of greater significance to the entire community of small and large member states.

We are not satisfied with the handling of youth issues in the United Nations secretariat, as we have noted inconsistencies and discrepancies that only serve to relegate the importance of the UN Youth Agenda. Important meetings such as the World Youth Forum of the United Nations System have not been held consistently even though governments mandated the holding of this meeting every two years. 

We must therefore continue to lobby for youth issues to be given a high priority in the UN system. We have proposed to the UN Secretary General that the UN must establish a UN Youth Programme as an independent agency charged with managing youth issues. Much as we have the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the UN Women’s Fund (UNIFEM), we also need a permanent organisaton catering for youth issues. We shall therefore strive to ensure that this vision becomes a reality for youth.

We must strengthen youth participation in global issues!

In March last year, we launched the book Youth and Globalism: A Perspective, as a call for young people to embrace the values of global peace, justice and equity in order to achieve a harmonious global community of the future.

Since the end of the Cold War, we have noted the lack of ideological foundations in young people and youth movements. Gone are the days when young minds were inspired by varying ideologies of socialism, communism, capitalism, and other ideologies. Although each of these ideologies may have had its flaws, the ideologies served to inspire young people in all facets of life.

It is important for youth to have an ideology which guides them and outlines their principles and values. This is the rationale behind the book Youth and Globalism: A Perspective. In the book, we offer a new ideology of Globalism, which is founded on the desire for global peace, justice and equity.

Our vision for the future of WAY is to ensure that the organisation grows into a formidable force, not just in terms of youth issues, but in a broad spectrum of global affairs. It is only through WAY that young people have the opportunity to express themselves and be involved in decisions that affect the world at large. 

The role of national youth councils in the new millennium is increasingly important. As implementers of national youth policies, national youth councils are key to the success of youth programmes at the national levels. Our goal is to revitalize national youth councils that are no longer functioning properly, and to encourage their growth as national partners in the development agenda.

This 14th WAY General Assembly therefore marks a turning point for the organisation. From here we must proceed with the mission of revitalisaton of our national structures and to enhance our participation in international affairs. 

We would like to express our appreciation to the National Youth Council of Namibia and the Government of Namibia for hosting this General Assembly. We thank you for your kind hospitality and excellent arrangements. We truly feel welcome in this “Land of the Brave.”

To His Excellency President Nujoma, we are sincerely grateful for your presence here today. Young people from throughout the world admire your leadership, and we shall strive to emulate your principles and values.

I do hope that this General Assembly will enable us to chart a bright future for the world’s youth and for the achievement of global peace, justice and equity.

I thank you.

