Conference 8-9 December: Innovation in Youth Inclusion 

1. Problem analysis
“Most young men are not in gangs but they get drawn in, or become victims. Our writing process enables young people to explore their stories and anxieties, support each other and even find positive solutions.” 

-Talmud Bah, lead writer and Second Wave’s Associate Director

The clashes between young people and authorities in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, in cities such as Paris, Antwerp, Gouda and Copenhagen are still at the forefront of our minds when we think about the failure of states to make their youth feel included and valued within their societies. Many young people, particularly young minority males, continue to be labelled as ‘troublemakers’ rather than, as Talmud Bah suggests, as victims of a system which marginalises them and frustrates their sense of self-worth.

Mass media continues to emphasize the potent imagery of this labelling, from upturned cars set alight, to young criminals and rioters attacking police- these are the visual accompaniments we see whenever young people are considered in a social/political context. In addition to this, the clash between youth and their ‘system’- local government, police, schools and state seems to dominate these debates. If we are to believe these reports, it would seem that the majority of Europe’s young people are dissatisfied with their treatment in society and when dissatisfaction reaches a certain point, all they can respond with is violence. 

While it is impossible to deny that there have been several large scale, violent responses from marginalised European youth in recent years, in reality these events still only represent a small group and most young people do not engage in this type of violence. Despite this, we have seen the stigmatisation of and discrimination against specific groups of youth across Europe, often spear-headed by police forces that treat certain ethno-social groups of young people as de facto criminals. In the UK, the black community continues to bear the brunt of police intrusion while in France and Holland young North African men are the target of a massively disproportionate amount of police attention. The perceived culture clash between ‘the Muslims’ (many of whom are second or third generation and born in Europe) and the dominant cultures of their host countries has also fed into the situation, providing a false justification for police to target young people simply because they look Muslim- something the UK police has been doing more and more since the London tube bombings. The issue of discrimination and exclusion faced by the Roma, Europe’s largest minority, seems to transcend national borders and Roma youth are the most consistently stigmatised and excluded demographic of young people on the continent. While most young people are law abiding and looking for opportunities to belong to their societies, this does not mean they do not feel frustrated- their calls for inclusion are going unanswered. For some, this frustration is pushing them towards the far right, whose influence is growing for the first time since World War II in Western Europe.

The situation is a dangerous one and has already done significant harm to democratic values in Europe. The issues faced by young black, North African, and Roma men are getting worse and the geographic segregation of certain groups to poor neighbourhoods in Europe cities is widespread. While all these groups are either migrant or minority, the most salient predictor of these problems is marginalisation. We are in serious danger of blurring the issues if we start to try and make the causes of these conflicts purely race-related; those who are targeted may well be non-white, but it is the stubborn correlation between certain ethnicities and structural inequalities and marginalisation which must be understood if we are to act to improve the situation. Contrary to what the far right would have us think, this is not a colour or culture issue. It is the fact that the majority of people of colour are poor and viewed as second class citizens by the authorities that are supposed to serve them, that poses a challenge.  

To break the cycle of stigmatisation, discrimination and social exclusion, a diverse group of marginalised youth needs to be engaged and supported to express their views in their own way. Having a voice is the first step to feeling included and listened to. Avenues for expression and empowerment are extremely important for young people who grow up in diverse, multi-cultural communities. To respect  one other, and to feel respected themselves, it is important that young people from different backgrounds  meet each other in order to understand others perspectives on different issues, whether this be people in their neighbourhood, mayors, police officers or politicians. Evidence based research consistently shows that expression of the mind  through debate, dance, theatre, stories, music and other activities is important to healthy social development of young people and can help create a safe environment in which they can feel respected and heard. 

But it’s not only young people who need to be encouraged to take up dialogue- local and national government, youth workers and other stakeholders who deal with youth need to adapt and learn new skills in order to interact constructively with the diverse community of young people they are now serving. If the inclusion of young people is to be meaningful, it cannot just be the young people who attempt to build bridges- those who are responsible for representing their interests, protecting them and serving them also need to be engaged if discrimination and social exclusion are to be tackled. 

1.1 Barriers to meaningful youth inclusion

In many cases meaningful youth inclusion may be on the agenda, but neither government authorities nor young people know how to facilitate this process. Young people often don’t trust these representatives of ‘the system’, and don’t find it easy to express their views to the authorities who govern over their lives. Young people growing up in difficult situations, in communities which are marginalized and voiceless find this particularly challenging. In many cases the authorities also lack the skills to listen to them; they don’t know how to create space in which youth can disseminate their ideas about issues which are important to them. In the worst case scenario, this lack of interaction and representation can result in the social tensions which drive mass unrest. In other situations youth participation is respected, even by law,  and integrated into policy formulation and implementation, however there are still questions about how representative these mechanisms are for the marginalized, migrant and minority youth who are most in need of them, and whether the demands of these bodies are given sufficient weight. 

2. Strategies to improve youth exclusion:  Sharing Best Practices around innovative youth inclusion 
Despite these contentions, the involvement of youth in national and local level policy making, the promotion of a youth voice in local communities and the work of national and international youth organizations are slowly changing attitudes towards the value of these types of youth engagement while showing that these are important processes if misunderstanding and conflict between authorities and youth are to be avoided. Though this isn’t happening everywhere and much more can be done, there are some very positive examples of youth inclusion and engagement which we wish to bring together and explore together. 

There is always a need for space and opportunities to be created for individuals and organizations that are doing good work to share that work. Though meaningful engagement and inclusion of youth is very much contextualized, these examples of innovative and positive practice are important to share and understand so that any transferrable lessons can be spread from one context to another.

While young people are affected by the actions and decisions of a wide variety of state and non-state actors, conversations with marginalized, migrant and minority youth yield an important piece of information. For many that live in relatively deprived, high crime neighborhoods, the police are the most frequent and visible representative of the state and its authority structures. This, and the examples of violent youth unrest we have given which were almost universally triggered by incidents between young people and police, tells us that one area which needs to be looked at is how young people and police can be engaged to build bridges and co-operative relationships. 

The Open Society Foundations has developed a program to look at these issues more closely and enable positive change through its My City Real World project. One example of this work are structured artistic workshops which aim to build human rapport between youth and police. These workshops, developed and run by Second Wave, a youth arts centre in south London, bring young people and police officers together to build trust and give both sides a chance to explore issues around youth safety and how relationships between police and young people can be improved. The project has won recognition and awards from the Metropolitan Police Authority for Good Practice in Community Engagement and a Commendation for Professionalism in Partnership Work from the Metropolitan Police Service (March 2007). This methodology has now been spread to Holland, specifically the town of Gouda which features regularly in national Dutch media due to a notoriously bad relationship between local young people of Moroccan origin and the police. We hope that more work of this kind can take place in other cities across Europe which may suffer similar problems, even if there are significant differences for context to context.

3. The Conference in Antwerp

During the conference, taking place in Antwerp’s House of Sport from 8-9th December, we would like to explore the concept of ‘meaningful youth inclusion’ in relation to building bridges between marginalized young people and authorities. 

We’d like to look at this issue from a diverse range of perspectives and hear from different stakeholders in this process- young people, youth organizations, national or municipal authorities such as local government or representatives of the police, and other professional who work with youth and want to further these issues. We offer individuals working in the field of youth inclusion and the promotion of a youth voice to present their examples of good practice in this field, while also emphasizing the need for diverse stakeholders to learn from one another.

The conference will endeavor to take a local perspective looking at cities as a basic unit of analysis when seeking to bring together different stakeholders into a successful collaboration.

4. The aims of the conference

1. Increasing knowledge about the importance of ‘ meaningful youth participation’ in order to create a climate in which xenophobia is absent and equal access to social services, self esteem, active citizenship and political participation is respected for all without discrimination

2. Sharing, analyzing and learning together about the best practices, obstacles and dilemmas which surround the inclusion and meaningful participation of youth in European cities.

3. To provide a starting point and networking opportunities for stakeholders who want to improve existing mechanisms or create new avenues for young people to access and influence the decisions of the authorities that serve them. 

4. Sharing the outcome of the conference afterwards through the idebate.org website, OSF website and   online newsletter on the findings of the conference.

5. Methodology

The conference will be as interactive and participatory as possible with a variety of practitioners, academics and decision makers invited to give workshops and presentations.  Since the conference will be taking place in Antwerp, the 2011 European capital of youth, it will capitalize on the chance to invite a diverse range of professionals and officials from the city, to think together about how they can work together to advance this agenda in the host city. At a preparation meeting in Antwerp on September 8th, representatives of different stakeholders such as the police, policy makers, youth workers, migrant community organizations will come together to discuss the program and to advise on how our invitation policy can be made as diverse and relevant as possible. 

During the conference, the key note speeches on concepts and definitions will be minimized in order to create space for more interactive workshops. Learning by doing and exchanging best practices will be the guiding principle of the conference. A two day program with different workshop tracks will allow participants to choose which are the most relevant sessions for them to attend while also providing diverse and interactive content. 

6. Target Group

It will be an international conference in which a wide range of practitioners, policy makers and academics are invited to meet each other. The focus will be on professionals working for or with young people as they are the most likely to be in a strong position to build bridges between the youth they serve and the authorities. Individual young people will be invited to give their input in these discussions, however those who are not working with organizations who focus on these issues  are not the first target group of the conference. 

The participants of the conference will be both from Antwerp and from other European cities, all arriving together to discuss and think about how to better include and empower young people in their own policy contexts. Since we expect that a significant proportion of participants will be from Antwerp due to the location of the conference, exchanges will very often apply to that city context. The program of the conference will endeavor to allow these city-specific conversations to be had while also keeping the exchange open so that those from other cities can debate and discuss with Antwerp stakeholders. The My City Real World project, which looks to build bridges between police and marginalized youth, will also be represented at the conference and can be used to potentially stimulate interaction between stakeholders from different cities on an issue which we know to be prevalent and often very similar in different contexts.  

7. Draft program (to be discussed September 8, 2011)

Convener: 

During the day a cartoonist will draw what has been said

During the day participants can experience photo expositions, video ed.

During the day a reporter team of youth is walking around to cover side remarks and ideas.

Venue: House of the Sport Antwerp

First day,  8 Dec:

9. 00 o’ clock 
Registration and coffee/tea

Welcome, defining and positioning ‘meaningful youth inclusion’ in relation to the conference.

by journalistic interview with Tim Uten (head of Youth Province Antwerp),  Noel Selegzi (Director Youth Initiative OSF) and by Yvonne Heselmans (Executive director, IDEA) and the audience


Inventarisation of the expectations of the audience by facilitator

10.00 o’clock 
Key not speaker on  Meaningful Youth Inclusion to contribute to an open inclusive climate in which access to social service, dignity and political decision making processes is respected for all. 

Key note speech: Tom de Leeuw or Wim Schinkel, Rotterdam University, or other suggestions like Ombudsman for childrens’ rights in Belgium ed.

10.45 – 11.15 Coffee

11.15 o’ clock 
Panel interviews about current patterns in xenophobia among youth in big cities;   what can meaningful youth inclusion mean in this?  Special focus on concrete cases like in London, Amsterdam, Gouda, Paris and Antwerp.


Members of interview 

Round 1 on problems of youth with police, barriers and opportunities for change, role of authorities and care takers. This will be introduced by short fragments on what happened in Antwerp, Londen, Gouda and Copenhague

- Representative of KRAS Antwerp, youth worker from Borgerhout Antwerp

- Representative of Police from Antwerp

-  Second Wave, from London

- Academic from Rotterdam University, Tom de Leeuw, who specialized on this subject

- audience

Round 2: deeper long term changes through building relationships with police and other autorities, participation of youth in public debate. This will be introduced with a short film fragment about what happened in London.

- Academic from Rotterdam, Tom de Leeuw

- Representative of Second Wave London (zie website)

- Member of parliament Labour party the Netherlands 

- audience

12.30

Lunch 

13.30
Workshop tracks  

The workshops are very interactive based on the action learning methodology: this is that the 

workshop leaders facilitate exchanges among the group instead of teaching the group in one 

direction. 

International workshops: three

Dutch workshops: three

15.00 
tea / coffee

15.30 
New Workshop Tracks 

International workshops three

Dutch workshops: three

17.00 
Closing comments; reflections of the cartoonist or stand up theatre group

17.15
Drinks in the House of the Sport

19.00 
Dinner in town for the workshop guest

Second day, December 9: 

9.30  o’clock
introduction

9.45 

Open Space
11.00

Workshop Round

12.30 
Lunch

13.30
Workshop tracks

15.00 
Coffee and tea

15.30 

Plenary session with the outcomes of the workshops



- Defining learning questions/recommendations for the future



- Checking the expectations of the conference: did we do what we promised?


- evaluation very low profile way

17.0 

drinks and network possibilities
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