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Youth as Change Factor to End Armed Violence for Peace and Development in Africa 

To fully address armed violence in Africa, we have to be informed of our past, and precisely of the 

history of armed violence to be able to make decisions for the future. 

South Africa’s history of violence is long and complex, extending back to the arrival of the Portuguese in 

the 1400s. Dutch colonists came in the 17thcentury, followed by the British. This period saw the violent 

abuse of the indigenous population and the establishment of the foundations of systemic violence that 

would give rise to the apartheid system.  

 

Under apartheid (1948–94), institutionalized discrimination forced black South Africans to live under 

inhumane conditions. As the struggle against this system intensified, the state embarked on a brutal path 

of repression against black South Africans and others who opposed it (TRC, 1998). The anti-apartheid 

struggle initially responded to this state-led violence with non-violent direct action, and later with armed 

resistance. Since the success of the anti-apartheid movement in 1994, the country has pursued transitional 

justice, prioritizing healing and reconciliation over retribution (Tutu, 2000). Nearly 20 years since the 

advent of the country’s democratic transition, the country still faces violence, but of a different nature. 

 

From 1400 to date youth have been at the centre of armed violence, they are involved in almost every 

violent action that happens in South Africa and there’s always a youth victim, directly or indirectly, which 

makes youth to be the most victims of armed violence in South Africa and Africa at large. 

Young people are involved in destabilising the country’s security, carry small arms, engage in violence 

but hardly take part in crime prevention, rehabilitation and reintegration.  

The recent high profile murders were all committed by people below the age of 35 and all victims were 

below 35. For example the Oscar Pistorious case in Pretoria, SenzoMeyiwa in Johannesburg and the 

honeymoon murder of Dewani in Cape Town were all perpetrated by young people.  

Causes of armed violence in SA/Africa 

The causes of armed violence differ from one person to the other but all have similar effects. Prior to this 

conference I took the liberty to ask youth across the continent about this contentious issue of armed 

violence in Africa. I got responses from 14 African countries. Below is a summary of responses I got. 

1. Individual factors such as substance abuse, history of or exposure to violence and psychosocial 

trauma  

2. Relationship factors such as poor child-parent bonding, association with delinquent peers 

3. Community factors: 

 Social isolation  

 High levels of unemployment  

 High density of alcohol  

 Availability of weapons  

 High rates of gun ownership  

 



4. Societal factors 

 Social norms that accept violence  

 Youth Exclusion 

 Policies that perpetuate economic, social, and political inequalities 

 Legacy of violence; emergence from armed conflict; mistrust within society 

 Resource scarcity and competition Basic needs met  

 Little to no information about the nature and extent of armed violence 

A decade ago South Africa was seen as a leader in the global trend to reduce gun deaths. Yet despite 

encouraging early results, for all we know this momentum might have leveled out or even reversed.  

Among 224 jurisdictions surveyed by University of Sydney researchers, almost every country that 

updated its firearm legislation this century – South Africa included – did so in favor of gun control.  

Following implementation of the Firearms Control Act 2000, South Africa’s success in riding the 

international tide of armed violence reduction seemed to speak for itself. Take a look at the country’s 

declining trend in gun homicide from 1998 to 2007.  

Youth as a central actor of innovative approaches to increasing security and ‘living together’ in 

Africa 

As already known Africa has the youngest population in the world. It is estimated that over 60% of 

Africa’s total population is below the age of 35. In Uganda 70% of the total population is below the age 

of 30. 66% of South Africa’s total population is below the age of 35. For Africa to end armed violence 

and promote peace and development, African youth have to be actively be part of the process.  

The South African Football Association (SAFA) president Danny Jordaan launched a campaign in 

memory of SenzoMeyiwa (SenzoMeyiwa gun control act) where all people will voluntarily hand over 

their illegal guns to be destroyed. Yes we need to mop up all illegal guns and destroy them but we should 

not forget that guns don’t kill; it is us, the people, who do. It is imperative that we also look at the 

underlying factors behind gun misuse.  

The onus is on youth, their governments, the UN and civil society.  

Education about armed violence, gun control, statistics, peace and development has to be availed to 

every young person and should possibly be integrated in school curricula. Events such as this have to be 

extended to local communities and we devise intervention measures together. We can have peace youth 

ambassadors at every village, town and cities who would train and educate their peers about peace, armed 

violence and other related subjects. In the process youth will become immune to manipulation and 

indoctrination from extremist group and others groups which recruit them into armed violence. Education 

will also change their attitude and mindset. 

The message should also be disseminated and communicated through different ways such as sports, 

music dance and drama, essay and poetry competitions, art and craft, storytelling which are consistent 

with African culture.  

Youth have also to be at the centre of peace negotiations and they need an active role. In a century 

where the majority of the people are youth, youth no longer need to sit on the table but they need to own 

the table. Youth peace negotiators can play a key role in reporting back to their peers, sensitizing and 



mobilizing them to end armed violence and engage in creating peaceful and progressive communities. A 

developed and peaceful Africa is more beneficial to youth and children than any other group of people. 

Active youth participation in nation building, policy formulation and project implementation is vitally 

important for Africa’s future. Africa should not continue taking the risk of excluding young people in 

driving the African agenda. 

Regional bodies and individual governments ought to formulate and implement policies that 

effectively address youth challenges. The gap between young people and their leaders should also be 

closed, bureaucracy cut and communication improved. More to that youth activities and policies should 

not be politicized.  

Civil society, United Nations, African Union and Regional bodies need to end the up-bottom approach. A 

bottom-up approach should be used where youth regardless of their political affiliations and political 

connections are actively involved in issues affecting them.  

Africa’s youthful population experiencing high levels of unemployment in combination with widespread 

exclusion and deep seated and inequality are structural drivers of intrastate armed violence. The solution 

to this is good governance and consolidated effective systems of governance.   

The future of Africa belongs to its young people. For us to end armed violence for peace and development 

in Africa we need to recognize the role of young people, support their work and empower them to be what 

they want to be. African youth given equal opportunities can create safe and secure communities where 

we can all live together in peace. It is also the responsibility of African youth to be drivers of change and 

drive this continent to where they want it to be rather than waiting for others to do it. African youth 

should always choose peace over violence. 

You heard what young people all over Africa want. Now we need to hear the response of Governments to 

include young people, to help them build peace. 

A peaceful Africa is possible. 


