FINDING A WAY OUT OF JOBLESSNESS?

Some of the desperate attempts by the Sierra Leonean youths to creep out of the doldrums of unemployment and raging poverty…
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One of the critical challenges confronting post conflict Sierra Leone is entrenched unemployment, reinforced by acute degree of poverty. The term unemployment is not an uncommon vocabulary to most Sierra Leoneans. The scourge of unemployment has been an age-old malaise in the country, which was compounded by bad governance and political chicanery in erstwhile regimes. Though the civil war officially ended in 2002, but what seems to be more palpable in this post-conflict epoch is the frightening astronomical level of unemployment in the country.  There seem to be very little opportunity for many able-bodied Sierra Leoneans (mainly the youths) to get jobs to eke out their living. Unarguably, this despicable and unwarranted status quo is not certain to generate socio economic and political development which the country so badly need at this material moment. This article therefore seeks to explore the ramifications surrounding how some Sierra Leonean youths due to hopelessness of not getting jobs have almost literally transformed themselves into beggars by disguising to be doing basic road repairs; and ferrying people on their backs from one point to the other during the rainy season to generate income to survive. This paper also analyses the complacency on the part of some youths to make themselves useful; the brazen complete neglect of the relevant stakeholders to address the problem; and action-oriented recommendations to improve the situation.

In clear desperation to keep themselves busy and also making a living, most Sierra Leonean youths have resorted to ‘voluntarily’ repairing some of the main and feeder roads in some parts of the country. Such work is usually not done on a pro bono basis. Particularly during the rainy season when most of the roads in the country get bad, it is not uncommon to see youths mostly the unemployed ones mobilizing in their communities to do basic road repairs. Such youths usually erect makeshift checkpoints reminiscent of the inter-war periods when armed factions set up checkpoints/road blocks to stop and search on-going vehicles and people. In this way, they are able to intercept many vehicles plying the routes and request (should I say beg?) particularly the drivers and sometimes passengers to give them money as a way of ‘appreciating their efforts and initiatives’ to make the roads passable. The scenes are most times interesting, though in a way dolorous. Usually these youths mobilize in twos, threes and fours as the case may be and use simple tools like shovels, pick axes and cutlasses to work. Often they use soil and stones to fill the portholes in the roads. In some parts of the country they construct or repair small bridges along the roads; and cut into pieces and remove big trees that may have fallen across blocking the roads. Such exercises are undertaken after makeshift checkpoints would have been erected and manned by one or a couple of them from the group with strict instructions to demand money from all drivers and pedestrians plying the routes.  

There is nothing bad with youths finding ways to evade the dark dungeons of joblessness and indigence, but cascading to this very low level of being beggars sort of speaks volumes and it is an indisputably worrisome phenomenon. It is all the more pathetic when you sometimes see children between the ages of eight to fourteen years emulating such an unenviable method to ‘survive’. Granted that there are times when these youths timely intervene and do crucial road repairs which eases the mobility of vehicles and pedestrians, which by all intents and purposes is laudable and praiseworthy. Though such an initiative is commendable, but the unflinching point is that they most times execute such tasks to legitimize their beggary. Their involvement in this kind of work also underpins the seeming ineffectiveness of the Sierra Leone Roads Authority (SLRA) to timely and properly construct/repair roads in the country. The youths have therefore resolved to be filling the vacuum by undertaking minor road repairs in their localities with or without the support of the SLRA. 

The question that frequently comes to mind is: why are many able-bodied citizens left in oblivion to the point of them having no better option but to become (for want of a better word) ‘civilized beggars’ in a country ridden with myriads of invaluable mineral resources? Arguably, though some of these youths may have a genuine concern to repair roads in their vicinities, but the prime motive of most is usually to generate revenue to address their most basic problems - feeding, clothing etc. The economic aspect of their work patently explains why they usually waste no time in erecting checkpoints and begging drivers and pedestrians immediately after they start repairing roads. Even after they would have repaired the roads and/or bridges they still maintain the checkpoints several hours later, of course to continue with the begging.

 What is more unfortunate is that some parents even condone their under-age children to be erecting makeshift checkpoints along roads to beg with the claim of doing road repairs. Is this a consequent of poverty or lack of responsibility on the part of parents to take care of their children? No matter the angle you will debate this issue, what is conspicuous is that though there is inordinate risk in giving a blind eye, allowing, worse still condoning under-age children to go to the streets to do such work which increases their chances of being hit by running vehicles, some parents are convinced and they put up a strong defense that they are virtually left with no option. As long as the outcome of such a questionable exercise is the mobilization of income to address basic domestic problems, some especially poor parents are considering the risks only as an afterthought. 

…though some of these youths may have a genuine concern to repair roads in their vicinities, but the prime motive of most is usually to generate revenue to address their most basic problems (feeding, clothing etc.).

What cannot be easily fathomed is that even highly placed government officials and politicians who are very influential in society on a frequent basis meet makeshift checkpoints manned by youths and even under-age children and refuse to take adequate action to ameliorate the problem. Why are we ignoring the plight of the upcoming generation? Are we content at seeing our youths and under-age children being robbed of a respectable space in society? Children should be in classrooms preparing for the enormous challenges to reduce poverty and accelerate socio-economic and political development in the country and not to be compelled by circumstance to become ‘disguised beggars’ just to survive on a daily basis. 

In some parts of Freetown due to poor drainage system when some streets get flooded after heavy downpour of rain during the rainy season, it becomes very difficult for people to move from one point to the other to do their businesses. Able-bodied youths usually see this problem as an opportunity to get income. They usually carry on their backs well-dressed individuals who would not be able, or prefer not to soak their attires from one point to the other for a small fee. This kind of ways of getting income does not result in self-satisfaction because it hurts their pride. Our youths deserve something better than this. 

Some critics have cleverly argued that some of the youths are ‘unemployable’ because they do not have formal education, neither do they have skills to facilitate their gainful and respectable employment in the society. As Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “the highest point of maturity is to rise to the level of self-criticism…” some youths are complacent and hardly want to go the extra mile to personally develop themselves to be useful in society. They sometimes idly sit in ghettos blaming politicians and even successful private business people as being responsible for their seemingly miserable condition. Even without skills or academic qualification they sometimes refuse to do ‘odd jobs’ to make ends meet. They prefer what is frequently referred to as ‘white colour’ jobs when they know fully well that they do not have the requisite professional qualification/experience or skills for such offices. Such attitudinal problem will hardly get them anywhere better. 

Conversely, the decade-long conflict in the country was a causative factor to the high proportion of illiteracy, which correspondingly is a by-product of unemployment. Some youths dropped out of school during the inter-war periods for a plethora of reasons. In this post-conflict phase, most youths are caught in a very complex web where because they do not have basic formal education and/or skills they cannot get dignified jobs.  Like zombies, they usually masquerade in bigger towns in the constant hope of getting jobs that unfortunately they do not have the requisite qualification and experience for. Little wonder that disguising themselves as volunteer road workers has become so appealing to them. To examine the situation from another angle, though not something to boast of, but it is better that youths are making such conscious efforts to engage themselves in these kinds of exercises, because being idle, the tendency for a recourse to violence is great. 

…some youths are complacent and hardly want to go the extra mile to personally develop themselves to be useful in society. They sometimes idly sit in ghettos blaming politicians and even successful private business people as being responsible for their seemingly miserable condition. Even without skills or academic qualification they sometimes refuse to do ‘odd jobs’ to make ends meet. They prefer what is frequently referred to as ‘white colour’ jobs when they know fully well that they do not have the requisite professional qualification/experience or skills for such offices.

The strong message to the government, the private sector and other critical development partners is that it is not only true that unemployment is staggeringly high in the country which most of them know already, but also that frustration and disillusionment is fermenting among the burgeoning youth population at an unbelievably alarming rate. Youths’ involvement in road repairs work is a clear manifestation that they now mean business. If jobs are available and living wages are paid, most youths are prepared to work. Even youths who go through the odyssey to acquire primary, secondary and tertiary education often embarrassingly find themselves unemployed sometimes for years after the completion of their studies. The universities are pouring out hundreds of graduates annually (most of whom are youths) into the society which is an indication of their preparedness to gainfully engage themselves to accentuate the development of the country. All that they need is an opportunity to prove their worthiness to grapple with the labyrinth socio economic and political issues to engender endogenous development. 

Although the onus rests on all stakeholders including ordinary citizens to marshal the country’s development, the government has a special responsibility to create the enabling environment - good roads, electricity, security etc. to facilitate massive private sector investment which in turn could cushion the cancer of unemployment in the country. With appreciable foreign investment in the country, most of the unemployed and underemployed youths could be absorbed into the workforce – thereby mitigating the looming security risks. 

…the government has a special responsibility to create the enabling environment (good roads, electricity, security etc.) to facilitate massive private sector investment which in turn could cushion the cancer of unemployment in the country.

Mechanisms should be developed to get those youths who are without formal education, skills and experience, in other words, the so-called unemployables, to be useful and productive. By just calling them names like ‘idlers’, ‘raray boys’ or ‘diamba smokers’ cannot in any way ameliorate the problem –in fact it exacerbates it. When an opportunity is given to the youths to develop their knowledge, skills and acumen, and it is misused, then there will be enough justification to ignore their frequent ranting and complaints.
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