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Introduction
Centre for Basic Research (CBR) is implementing a three-year project titled: ‘Strengthening Evidence-based 
Democratic Governance Agenda Setting and Engagement by Civil Society in Uganda’. The project is supported 
by Democratic Governance Facility (DGF). As part of the project, CBR conducts Monthly Expert Seminars on 
critical Civic Education issues to generate public discussions around selected thematic areas ranging from 
social, political, religious, cultural and economic perspectives on civic education. 

The Monthly Expert Seminars are considered as an important avenue for the convergence between theories and 
the practices of Civic Education in Uganda in general. They provide opportunities for Civic Education practitioners 
for engaging with emerging issues from on-going civic education initiatives and researches to understand not 
only the contribution of the civic education that has been so far undertaken by the state and non-state actors, 
their approaches, delivery mechanisms and impact, but also the intellectual debates on the appropriateness of 
the civic knowledge generated in which are embodied the country’s core national values and principles. 

The Monthly Expert Seminars provide an interactive platform for researchers, academics, policy makers and 
the general public to continue with the debates on the practical necessities of how civic education can become 
a better vehicle for providing citizens with skills and tools with which to enter the market place of ideas to 
engage in a deliberative process in which ideals of the democracy we desire as a country are discussed openly 
and candidly to generate a minimum consensus aimed at enhancing tolerance of divergent political views and 
promoting peaceful coexistence. 

The May 2019 Monthly Expert Seminar therefore was one of those opportunities Centre for Basic Research 
provided to participants and/or citizens to think beyond their current political, occupational, intellectual and cultural 
dispositions, so as to engage in critical inquiry into broader issues and conceptualization of civic education 
as well as discourse on the structural constraints in civic education pedagogy, its practical approaches and 
strategies as a way to understand how several ways democracy can strengthen citizenship. 

The theme for the May 2019 Expert Seminar was: ‘Enhancing the Participation and Engagement of Youth in 
furthering the Democratic Governance Agenda in Uganda’. It was delivered by John Ssenkumba, a Senior 
Research Fellow, Centre for Basic Research; and a PhD Fellow at Makerere Institute for Social Research. The 
seminar was held on May 30, 2019 at Centre for Basic Research offices, Plot 15 Baskerville Avenue, Kololo. 

Issues that Emerged from the Keynote Presentation and Plenary Discussions
One of the emerging issues that Centre for Basic Research is grappling with, is the very paradox of youth – 
apathetic on one hand, and extremely vulnerable for recruitment into violence, on the other hand. Recognizing 
that Uganda has not only one of the worlds highest percentage of young people below 30 years as a proportion 
of its total population, but also very large numbers of youth who are unemployed and unemployable, implies 
that new ways need to be found to positively harness their energies for enhancing democratic governance and 
development in general. With an annual growth rate of 3.2 percent, the subject of youth will remain a critical area 
for engagement by government for a very long time to come. The country must address the needs of its young 
population while preparing them for citizenship. This means putting in place a system that helps them recognize 
their rights and responsibilities as well as their obligations. 

The starting point is to understand and engage the youth constructively not only in political governance but also 
social and economic development. It is also necessary to view the youth not as the problem to be solved, but 
in terms of their potentials, as a resource to be harnessed. Civic education provides an entry point in ways that 
provide building blocks for nurturing a responsible citizenship by targeting the youth.

The seminar heard that while civic education is supposed to prepare the youth for active citizenship, there 
have been challenges ensuring that civic skills are imparted to children and youth at all levels of the formal 
education system. This had resulted into a situation where youth have a little sense of civic consciousness 
beyond completing their education and getting good academic grades. 

Calls for reforming the national education curriculum to make it possible for the young people to acquire 
vocational skills training in their formal school life was never well received. This was because polytechnics were 
understood as the alternative opening to only those who were unable to continue into secondary and advanced 
level education. There was a general misconception that technical education was a last resort for those who 
failed to continue with the mainstream academic progression.     

The seminar also heard that it was a paradox that the youth, who constitute a majority, should require any 
form of affirmative action to make them politically visible. While their numeric strength should be a civic asset 
that ought to be valued, the reality was that often youth are manipulated, whether covertly or overtly, which 
makes it difficult for their numbers to be translated into real influence in electoral and political processes as 
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well as development work. The youth attitude to politics and government development programs has been 
characterized by cynicism. 

Seminar participants called for the design and implementation of a progressive national civic education 
agenda for all categories of youth. Lessons should be learnt from prototypes of the past such as the national 
youth service that emphasized holistic youth development as they transitioned to higher education levels 
to prepare them for civic responsibilities beyond the narrow focus on leadership and military skills that are 
emphasized under ‘Chaka Mchaka’ programs.   

The seminar noted that youth employment was still a big challenge despite the very many youth empowerment 
programs. The implementation of these programs leaves a lot to be desired, calling for a re-think of youth 
empowerment initiatives in terms of design, targeting, monitoring and supervision. While the NRM government 
recognizes the youth as a critical factor in the body politic, a lot more needs to be done to enhance their 
effective participation for positive national democratic development. In the neo-liberal development context 
which informs government thinking, seminar participants were unanimous about the need to bring on board 
the private sector, which employs the highest number of youth to consciously integrate civic education in their 
undertaking for out-of-school youth that join wage employment in the formal and informal sectors.

Seminar participants implored government to move away from offering handouts to youth while comforting 
them with distorted statistics about how they were contributing to the economy when their conditions were 
not improving qualitatively. It was proposed that assessment of youth development schemes that emphasize 
outcomes in terms of tangible improvements in conditions of youth, rather focus on outputs in terms of 
number of affirmative action grants offered to youth.

It was observed that most categories of youth are actually best described as ‘youth at risk’, which calls for 
proper investigation to understand the nature of the problems they pose, and how they come about, and 
what needs to be done to address them effectively. Take examples of the following: the number of street 
children who go on to become street adults are rising and not going down every passing day. The street 
children phenomenon is a complex web of criminal and economic networks that benefit specific individuals. 
It cannot be addressed only through administrative fiats, target those who wish to help in any way they can. 
The underlying push factors need to be addressed at source. Government should address causes of family 
disruption and dysfunctionality. The more one rehabilitates those thrown on the streets, the more the families 
will eject more of their young on to the city streets, creating a pull factor effect.

Seminar participants were told that in Karamoja, the question of how to rehabilitate and re-integrate the 
disarmed youth warriors is an issue that requires redress, largely because if left unattended, will become a 
recipe for further insecurity and instability. This is because the international borders with South Sudan and 
Kenya are still porous, which makes it possible for small and light weapons to be trafficked into Karamoja 
with ease. 

The seminar also heard that there were very many youths in conflict with the law. The majority of the inmates in 
Uganda’s Prisons Services (78 percent) were in the youth age-bracket. This category needs special attention 
to reduce occurrences of repeat offenders. 

The seminar also decried a new epidemic sweeping across all categories of youth, whether youth-in-school 
or out-of-school, in the form of drug and substance abuse. Due to general moral decline, family disruption and 
peer pressures, no child is safe, as long as they are in school or interact with other youth. The driving force 
for this vice is partly the privilege of unregulated rights and freedoms of children without balancing it with the 
obligations and responsibilities, and partly the ease of access to alcohol and drugs through very complex and 
underground networks that cater for continuous supply of these destructive substances. The government ban 
on sachet alcohol is a highly welcome intervention, which needs to be strictly enforced. 

In addition, unrestrained gambling and betting has also created more ills to society than its economic 
benefits to the economy.  It has exerted a deleterious effect on the youth who have already been besieged 
by unemployment and redundancy. It had become an obsession and an addiction to many youths. The 
supervisory and regulatory framework is too weak to protect the youth from multiple vulnerability to exploitation 
and manipulation that will keep them in a vicious cycle of poverty and deprivation. 

The seminar was astounded to learn that the socio-cultural and political-institutional framework whose 
responsibility it is to churn out responsible citizens who end up joining the body politics and therefore becoming 
our political leaders, through a systematic process of youth socialization can be succinctly compared to a 
digestive system that seemed to have: “Sent proteins to science, vitamins to performing arts, sugars to sports, 
and solid waste to politics.” If we do not take care of our youth, we will end up getting the leaders we deserve.
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Key Policy Messages
1. It was recommended by the seminar that youth should not be vilified or stigmatized as weak, apathetic or 

wasted because they have contributed significantly to the country’s current progress. Most of the current 
leaders in the country assumed positions of power as youth, which means they should be in a position to 
appreciate the energies possessed by the youth. The youth are a resource that needs to be galvanized and 
harnessed for positive action. A holistic civic education agenda is required to turn the country’s large youth 
population into a force for national development.

2. It was suggested that neglecting youth power is a time bomb that could explode with disastrous consequences 
for society. But the revolutionary potential of the youth can be positively harnessed in support of national 
development. Disgruntled youth have been at the center of the Arab Spring in North Africa. In Uganda, the 
People Power movement was a tell-tale sign of youth dissatisfaction with the status quo. The country cannot 
afford to ignore the youth in the people power movement. It was proposed that government needs to invest 
in a comprehensive civic education from an early stage to groom youth constructively.

3. The seminar unanimously agreed that there is need to awaken the whole country to the fact that the nurturing 
of a productive youth generation was a responsibility of everybody. As a collective effort, it requires the 
involvement of all: parents or guardians, sisters and brothers, caretakers and teachers, religious leaders, 
cultural leaders, among others. It should not be blamed on government alone. All need to jointly understand 
youth needs and provide them opportunities to participate in addressing the challenges they encounter in 
growing up into useful citizens. 

4. It was suggested that real investment need to be made to prepare the country’s youth, who are the largest 
proportion of the country’s population, and the future leader by introducing vocation education and training 
to impart life skills and tap individual talent and potential from a very early age.

5. The seminar concurred that there is a need to urgently introduce and compulsorily enforce a national youth 
service program in the country to target the country’s youth as they transition into adolescence. 

6. Seminar participants implored Centre for Basic Research to work with the Ministry of Gender, Labor and 
Social Development (MGLSD) and other relevant stakeholders to spearhead rigorous research on various 
pertinent thematic areas on issues affecting the youth in the country; such as Youth and civic education; 
Youth and Patriotism; Youth empowerment Models; Youth and Political participation, among others.

The Coordinator-CBR Civic Education Project, Dr. Frank Emmanuel Muhereza presenting a 
brief about the project at the 10th Monthly Expert Seminar that was held on 30th May,2019. 


