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Half of humankind is now under 25 years of age and largely urban, and yet youth exclusion features as a major aspect of the 
“urban divide” that gives its theme to UN-HABITAT’s State of the World Cities 2010/2011. This companion Report, the first of 
its kind, focuses on the dynamics of youth exclusion currently at work in four developing regions.
 
This State of the Urban Youth 2010/2011 report combines the latest academic and policy research with new statistics from  
UN-HABITAT’ Global Urban Observatory. The perceptions of over 700 youth in five representative cities, as collected through 
a survey and local discussion groups, help pinpoint the factors behind unequal opportunities in the economic, social, political 
and cultural spheres. 

The Report finds that predetermined circumstances like gender, parents’ education and location influence inequality of 
opportunity among young people, and that good-quality education is a major factor of equality. Another major finding is that 
higher school enrolment ratios boost economic growth some 15 years down the road, although improved literacy rates do not 
always result in proportional job opportunities for all.

Unequal opportunities call for a more level playing field for urban youth.  This Report recommends enhanced awareness of 
youth issues among policymakers at all levels of government, so that policies espouse the multidimensional nature of youth 
opportunity. Special emphasis must be laid on good-quality education, particularly for young females. Protection of youth 
must combine with the promotion of their voice and empowerment if they are to move to the kind of responsible, fulfilling 
citizenship that will help shape a better collective future for all.
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Foreword

Never have so many young people around the 
world been so healthy and literate, but the 
opportunities attached to the unprecedented 
prosperity of our cities keep eluding too many of 

them. That so many of those in charge of our collective future 
are denied the right to fulfilling lives and remain consigned to 
the sordid urban dead ends known as slums comes as a major 
challenge to sustainable development policies.

At this unique juncture in history where half of humankind 
is under 25 years of age, youth exclusion features as a major 
aspect of the “urban divide” that gives its theme to UN-
HABITAT’s 2010/11 State of the World Cities report. 
What experts refer to as the “youth bulge” in today’s global 
demography is as good an opportunity as any to launch this 
companion State of Urban Youth report which, from now on 
and every other year, will sharpen the more general focus of 
the main flagship report.

This Youth Report, the first of its kind, comes in response 
to calls from young peoples’ organizations across the world. 
The fact that these requests were heard, and subsequently 
endorsed by an attentive Governing Council in 2009, is 
testament to this organization’s, and more generally the UN 
system’s, ability to respond to emerging global challenges with 
an appropriate mix of well-informed analysis and realistic 
policy recommendations.

As is the case with the main State of the World Cities document, 
the analysis in this Youth Report combines the latest available 
policy and academic research with the opinions voiced by 
well-selected local focus groups in a number of representative 
cities. This cross-regional survey of five cities where a gaping 
“urban divide” urgently needs bridging also scrutinizes the 
determinants of youth opportunity and inequality. The main 
finding is that unequal access is a phenomenon that begins in 
childhood and continues into youth, and then into adulthood 
through inequality in income, employment and housing. 

Consistent with the “rights-based” approach endorsed in the 
main report, the five-city survey reflects local young people’s 
perceptions of the extent to which the “right to the city” is 
effective in its four dimensions – political, economic, social 
and cultural – in their respective day-to-day environments. 
Survey returns suggest that persistent inequality of opportunity 
deprives youth of their rights to the city, and that promoting 
equal access to shelter, education and services results in more 
stable and cohesive societies. Education appears as a major 
determinant of equal opportunities, and the “right to the 
city” is more effective for those who have access to services 
and education early in life.

Equality of opportunity requires a “leveling of the playing 
field”, so that circumstances that are beyond an individual’s 
control do not adversely influence her/his life chances. 
Predetermined circumstances such as gender, parents’ 
education, father’s occupation and the location where one was 
brought up determine outcome opportunities in adulthood. 
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This Report confirms that more education results in more 
opportunities. Access to school is largely determined by 
economic factors (costs) that ultimately depend on political 
will (fee exemptions, etc.). Just as relevant is the quality of 
education, which can also be affected by predetermined 
factors like class, race and social status.

Like the main report, this one also confirms the negative role of 
gender disparities in education. Following from the  findings, 
this Report makes a number of policy recommendations. 
These include a call on governments to allocate more resources 
to education and to target special support at underprivileged 
and more vulnerable groups. The Report also advocates a 
review of those Millennium Development Goals that address 
young people and education.   

Another major finding in this Report is that access to land and 
safe urban space is important for the protection, voice and 
empowerment of young people, it calls on public authorities 
to meet these needs for safe peer exchange. The findings in 
this Report also have a significant potential bearing on UN-
HABITAT’S own youth policies and programmes. Taking 
advantage of training and education opportunities represents 
both an acquisition of skills and a capacity builder for urban 
youth. The main challenge for youth training programmes 
has to do with the way young people market and use skills 
once they have acquired them. 

In its own effort to broaden the scope of opportunities 
for underprivileged urban youth around the world, UN-
HABITAT is extending the reach of its partnerships beyond 
local authorities and civil society. With its recently-launched 
Opportunities Fund for Youth-Led Development, our 
organization supports dynamic young individuals who 
demonstrate the determination to put their entrepreneurial 
skills at the service of local communities – in the process 
helping to pave the way for environmentally and socially 
sustainable, inclusive cities. 

Since humankind today is younger than it has ever been, our 
collective future will, more than ever, be shaped by today’s 
youth. In this sense, this fledgling 21st century belongs to 
young people. If we want our, the older generation’s, legacy 
to endure for the decades to come, let us make sure that we 
pass it on to those billions of able young hands that are only 
waiting for the opportunity.

Anna K. Tibaijuka
Under-Secretary-General and Executive Director
United Nations Human Settlements Programme
(UN-HABITAT)
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A summary profile of the 
five cities under review

This report is based on data from UN-HABITAT’s 
Global Urban Indicator Database, as well as surveys 
of, and focus group discussions with, selected 
representative groups of young people in five 

major cities located in four developing regions: Rio de Janeiro 
(Brazil), Mumbai (India), Kingston (Jamaica), Nairobi 
(Kenya) and Lagos (Nigeria).  The following is a summary 
profile of the countries and cities under review. 

The population of Brazil is estimated in 2010 at 195 million1 
with a density2 of 22.4 per sq. km. The urban population was 
163 million in 2007, with 28 per cent (or 45.7 million) living 
in slums3.  Rio de Janeiro is the second largest city in Brazil 
with an approximate population of 6.1 million4.  The youth 
population in Brazil (10-24 years) is 51.7 million, which is 27 
per cent of the total5.  Rio is host to approximately 1 million 
young people (between 15 and 24 years old), or 17.4 per cent 
of the total6. 

Rio de Janeiro is also known for its “favelas”.7  These can be 
traced to the end of the 19th century with the abolition of 
slavery and with rural migration. There are over 1,000 favelas 
in the city, housing approximately 20 per cent of the total 
population8. 

Brazil’s GDP per capita is equivalent to US $4,274, and Rio 
contributes 5.5 per cent to the aggregate figure. The city ranks 
second nationally for industrial production and financial 
services, trailing only São Paulo. Having been the federal 
capital before Brasilia took over, metropolitan Rio is still host 
to many corporate headquarters9.  

By comparison with nationwide averages, the city enjoys high 
rates of education and employment10, which partly conceal 
high degrees of income/consumption inequality.11

India is one of the most populous nations in the world, 
being host to approximately 1.21 billion12   in  2010, with a 
population density of 378.3 per sq. km13.  The urban population 
is 341 million, of which 32.1 per cent (or 109 million) live 
in slums14.  Mumbai is the capital of Maharashtra, a large 
highly industrialized, progressive state which until a decade 

ago reported remarkable progress on social and economic 
indices. 

India’s GDP per capita is equivalent to US $68615, but it 
is three times as high in Mumbai, the country’s business 
capital. Under the British Protectorate, Mumbai owed its 
development as a commercial, trade and communication hub 
to its strategic location. With the advent of textile mills in the 
19th century, Mumbai also attracted rural migrants from the 
hinterland and from across India, making up the blend of 
regional, linguistic, ethnic and class diversity that remains its 
defining feature. 

Jamaica has an estimated population of 2.7 million16 
(density17: 247.1 per sq. km) in 2010, of which 50 per cent are 
urban. The proportion of urban residents living in slum areas 
is 60 per cent (or 855,000).18 Kingston, Jamaica’s capital city, 
was host to 666,200 people in 2008, or a quarter of Jamaica’s 
total population. The country’s youth (10-24 years) numbers 
800,00019, or some 30 per cent of the total population.

Jamaica’s GDP per capita is US $3,86120. Kingston is a 
busy port – the seventh largest in the world. Downtown on 
the harbour are many of the poorest areas, including slum 
communities. The share of the wealthiest quintile in national 
consumption has remained stable at around 45 per cent since 
1990, while the share of the poorest quintile has remained 
between 6 and 7 per cent, suggesting that economic exclusion 
in Jamaica is entrenched. The services sector is becoming 
more and more dominant, employing 65 per cent of the 
labour force in 2008. Kingston has the highest concentration 
of labour, with a quarter of the country’s population but a 
third of its labour force.

The total population of Kenya stood at 28 million by the latest 
available (1999) census, of which 2.1 million in the capital, 
Nairobi. The 2010 nationwide estimate is 40 million21, 
with a population density22  of 65.9 per sq. km. The urban 
population was about 8 million in 2007, of which 54.8 per 
cent (or 4.3 million) live in slums23.  Today, estimates are that 
Nairobi alone is host to over 4 million. The youth population 
(10-24 years) is 12.2 million, or 35 per cent of the nation’s 
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total24.  At the time this Report went to print, the results of  
Kenya’s most recent census (concluded in August 2009) were 
yet to be published. 

Kenya’s GDP per capita is US $45925.  Nairobi is an 
international, regional, national and local hub for commerce, 
transport, culture, regional cooperation and economic 
development. As many as 25 per cent of the national labour 
force and 43 per cent of total urban workers are employed in 
Nairobi, which generates over 45 per cent of Kenya’s GDP26.  
Nairobi features one of the highest annual growth rates of all 
other cities in Africa. 

The population of Nigeria in 2010 is estimated at 158 
million27  with a density28  of 162.5 per sq. km. Youth (10-24 
years) account for over 34 per cent (or 45.4 million) of the 
total29.  Nearly half the country’s population (or 70.5 million) 
lived in urban areas in 2007, of which 64.2 per cent (or 45.3 
million) in slums30. 

Lagos stands as the most populous city in Nigeria, being host 
to 36.8 per cent of the total urban population. The precise 
demographic data for Lagos is highly controversial, as the 
Lagos state’s population of 9 million31  is deemed to be grossly 
underestimated. The Lagos state government maintains that 
its population is not inferior to 17.5 million. The United 
Nations estimates that at its present growth rate of 6-8 per 
cent, Lagos state will be the third largest mega-city in the 
world by 2015 (after Tokyo and Mumbai), with a population 
of over 25 million32.

Nigeria’s GDP per capita is equivalent to US $473.33 Lagos is 
the country’s commercial and economic capital, and is host to 
the regional headquarters of many international firms. From 
an ethnic point of view, the city is like Nigeria in miniature 
as about every ethnic group in the country is represented 
there.34
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Background Data on the  
Countries under Review

Gross EnrolmEnt ratio (Primary) 2007

BRAzIL 137

INDIA 112

JAMAIcA 95

KENYA 106

NIGERIA 97

Source: World Bank (2009)

nEt EnrolmEnt ratio (Primary) 2007

BRAzIL 94

INDIA 89

JAMAIcA 90

KENYA 75

NIGERIA 63

Source: World Bank (2009) 

Gross EnrolmEnt ratio (sEcondary) 2007

BRAzIL 105

INDIA 55

JAMAIcA 87

KENYA 50

NIGERIA 32

Source: World Bank (2009)

nEt EnrolmEnt ratio (sEcondary) 2007

BRAzIL 79

INDIA NOT AVAILABLE

JAMAIcA 78

KENYA 43

NIGERIA N/A

 Source: World Bank (2009)

Gross EnrolmEnt ratio (tErtiary) 2007

BRAzIL 25

INDIA 12

JAMAIcA N/A

KENYA N/A

NIGERIA 10

Source: World Bank (2009)

youth PoPulation aGEd 10-24 – 2006

BRAzIL 51,700,000

INDIA 331,100,000

JAMAIcA 800,000

KENYA 12,200,000

NIGERIA 45,400,000

Source: Population Reference Bureau (2009)

youth PoPulation aGEd 10-24 (% of total)  2006

BRAzIL 27

INDIA 30

JAMAIcA 30

KENYA 35

NIGERIA 34

Source: Population Reference Bureau (2009)

PoPulation dEnsity 2007 (PEr squarE km)

BRAzIL 22.4

INDIA 378.3

JAMAIcA 247.1

KENYA 65.9

NIGERIA 162.5

Source: World Bank (2009)
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urban PoPulation at mid-yEar by major arEa, rEGion and country (thousands)

1990 1995 2000 2005 2007

BRAzIL 111,851 125,685 141,404 157,369 163,462

INDIA 219,758 253,774 289,438 325,563 341,247

JAMAIcA 1,171 1,258 1,342 1,413 1,439

KENYA 4,273 5,193 6,167 7,384 7,982

NIGERIA 33,325 42,372 53,048 65,270 70,539

Source: UN-HABITAT (2010c)

ProPortion of urban PoPulation livinG in slum arEas (%)

1990 1995 2000 2005 2007

BRAzIL 36.7 34.1 31.5 29 28

INDIA 54.9 48.2 41.5 34.8 32.1

JAMAIcA N/A N/A N/A 60.5 N/A

KENYA 54.9 54.8 54.8 54.8 54.8

NIGERIA 77.3 73.5 69.6 65.8 64.2

Source: UN-HABITAT (2010c)

urban slum PoPulation at mid-yEar by major arEa, rEGion and country (thousands) 

1990 1995 2000 2005 2007

BRAzIL 40,998 42,856 44,601 45,613 45,708

INDIA 120,746 122,376 120,117 113,223 109,501

JAMAIcA N/A N/A N/A 855 N/A

KENYA 2,345 2,848 3,379 4,044 4,370

NIGERIA 25,763 31,127 36,930 42,928 45,309

Source: UN-HABITAT (2010c)

GdP 2007  (constant 2000 us$) (billion) 

BRAzIL 812, 6

INDIA 771,1

JAMAIcA 10,3

KENYA 17,2

NIGERIA 69,9
Source: World Bank (2009)

GdP PEr caPita, 2007 (constant 2000 us$)  

BRAzIL 4,273.97

INDIA 685.55

JAMAIcA 3,861.50

KENYA 459.58

NIGERIA 472.90
Source: World Bank (2009)
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Key Findings of the Report

This Report is based on a survey of the historical and 
generational determinants of youth opportunity 
inequality and deprivation across different 
interconnected spheres of urban activity in five 

representative cities in four developing regions (Africa, Asia,  
Latin America and the Caribbean). The survey results strongly 
suggest that the degree of outcome inequality (such as earnings 
and assets) that defines youth exclusion or inclusion in urban 
life is highly related to the (un)equal opportunities that occur 
in successive life stages. 

Unequal access often begins in childhood and continues 
into youth and adulthood, perpetuating the disadvantage 
faced in the early years. Inequality in access to basic education 
as well as the quality of schooling often leads to opportunity 
deprivations in terms of income, employment and housing. 
Unequal opportunities exacerbate exposure to the risk factors 
that undermine young people’s development into respon-
sible, accomplished adults. In the long term, persistent and 
subsequent intergenerational inequity deprives youth of their 
political, economic, social and cultural rights to the city. The 
nurturing and protection of young people through equal ac-
cess to shelter, education and services during childhood and 
the transition to adulthood is a capital investment that is es-
sential to stable and cohesive societies. 

Equality of opportunity requires a leveling of the playing 
field  so that circumstances that are beyond the control of an 
individual do not adversely influence their life chances. The 
following are the key findings of this State of  the Urban Youth 
2010/11.

1. Predetermined circumstances impact on 
youth inequality of opportunity

These are issues that a young person has no control over but 
which exert life-determining effects on the trajectory of their 
outcome opportunities as adults. These factors are critical to 
eventual opportunity outcomes. Predetermined circumstances 
include gender, parents’ education, father’s occupation as well 
as the location where an individual grew up.

2. Education is a key determinant of  
opportunity equality 

According to the UN-HABITAT 2009 Urban Youth Sur-
vey, cities offer young people with higher levels of education 
greater opportunities to integrate into urban life than they do 
for the less educated. These findings point to education, espe-
cially for females, as a key driver in accessing the opportunities 
that come with urban life and taking advantage of them. 

3. Inequality is, to a significant extent, 
determined by the quality of education

Outcome inequality is to a significant extent determined by 
the quality of education. Inequality of educational opportuni-
ty obtains when the quality of education available to children 
is determined by an individual’s class, gender, race or social 
status. A broad set of family resource factors, such as location 
of home (slum vs. non-slum), income and father’s earnings 
contribute to compound social inequality. 

4. Opportunity inequality is driven by  
asymmetric political structures

Schooling and institutions regulating access to enrolment 
in developing countries to some extent contribute to the class 
and social divide in urban areas. Educational opportunity is 
driven by unequal and asymmetric political decisionmaking 
structures whereby youth from poorer backgrounds tend to 
bear the brunt of national and local policies. According to 
the UN-HABITAT survey across the five cities under review, 
60 per cent of youth with primary level education are denied 
equality of opportunity, compared with over 40 per cent of 
university-educated youth, with children from slums and poor 
backgrounds the most affected. Availability of schools in ur-
ban areas does not automatically result in higher enrolment 
numbers. Families in slum communities often cannot afford 
school because the combined cost of fees, textbooks and uni-
forms is prohibitive.
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5. Gender disparities in educational  
achievement lead to unequal opportunities

Gender disparities in educational attainment persist at the 
secondary and tertiary levels. There are also disparities in 
school drop-out rates, with young women predominating due 
(largely) to adolescent pregnancies as well as socio-cultural 
pressures against continuing education to higher levels. There 
is a negative relationship between female secondary enrolment 
in 1990 and income inequality in 2005. In other words, early 
investment in female education can directly reduce income 
inequality in later stages. 

6. Higher enrolment numbers in 1990 lead to 
lower inequalities in 2005

 Macroeconomic analysis shows that countries with higher 
levels of primary, secondary and tertiary enrolment tend to 
record lower degrees of income inequality  15 years later. 

7. Higher primary enrolment ratios in 1990 
boost GDP in 2005

Relatively higher primary enrolment ratios in 1990 were 
found to affect gross domestic product (GDP) in 2005, which 
in turn resulted in lower Gini coefficients of income/con-
sumption disparities. The conclusion from UN-HABITAT 
research is that higher enrolment in primary, secondary and 
tertiary education leads to a reduction in income inequalities 
after a period of time.

8. Parents’ education determines youth 
opportunity inequality

 Parents’ education, and particularly mothers’, is a signifi-
cant factor in youth educational and outcome opportunities. 
The UN-HABITAT survey shows that uneducated youth 
from poor homes and poor neighbourhoods (slums) tend 
to be the most excluded in their cities. Parents’ low levels of 
education tend to perpetuate intergenerational underachieve-
ment. The UN-HABITAT survey found a strong relationship 
between girls’ primary education and mothers’ education in 
urban areas. Educated mothers promote their own children’s 
education. However, the literacy gap between poor and rich 
households persists, largely due to skewed public spending by 
governments as well as to parents’ asset deprivation.

9. Improved literacy rates have not resulted in 
proportional job opportunities

Improved literacy rates and educational achievement have 
not resulted in greater employment opportunities for young 
people. Millions are either jobless or in unproductive employ-
ment. Current statistics point to alarming numbers of “idle” 
youth, i.e., neither in school nor at work, in Latin America, 
Africa and Asia. 

10. Education and early access to services make 
the “right to the city” more effective

Those young people who benefit from basic services during 
childhood tend to have  access to better-quality primary edu-
cation. They also tend to have the highest opportunities to ac-
cess political office, and therefore take advantage of networks 
and social status to secure political opportunities.

Policy Recommendations

Policies must recognize youth as a period of identity-
building and transition to responsible citizenship 

If young people are effectively to move to responsible citi-
zenship in their adult lives, they must be safe, healthy and en-
gaged in a positive way in their transition years. Government 
must enshrine this vision in national plans and policies.

Youth-responsive policy and institutions require dedicated 
capacity-building among urban decisionmakers and youth 

Local leaders, councillors, mayors and municipal officials 
require training in two crucial areas: (a) youth participation 
in strategic city planning and budgetary procedures, and (b) 
facilitating partnerships with major stakeholders.

Policies and resources must focus more on education, 
especially for young females

Significant gender disparities in secondary and tertiary (es-
pecially female) enrolment must be remedied by targeted pub-
lic policies. 

Review the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
related to youth education targets

Ten years after the MDGs were first set, it is time for a re-
view as far as young people are concerned, and to mobilize 
more resources. 

Opportunity inequality should receive special attention

Institutional mechanisms must be set up to mitigate the dis-
advantages resulting from predetermined circumstances and 
reduce the effects of intergenerational inequity.

Match education and training to the skills in demand on 
the labour market

Providing youth with employable skills and decent work is 
a challenge for both the public and the private sectors, and 
non-formal delivery has a role to play.
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Policy responses must espouse the multidimensional 
nature of youth opportunity   

National sectoral policies do not address youth opportu-
nity issues, even where youth are predominant in urban con-
stituencies. Social inequalities in education and nutrition are 
certain to impair productive and other individual capacities. 
Responsiveness to youth needs across policy areas demands 
cross-sector coordination. 

Collect systematic and consistent urban youth data 

Most publicly available national surveys or indicators of 
well-being are based on household data but analyses of ur-
ban youth-  specific issues are rare. This must be remedied, 
especially with regard to young people and other marginalized 
groups. 

Access to land and safe urban space is important for the 
protection, voice and empowerment of urban youth 

Young people need places where they are sheltered, protect-
ed and mentored into the democratic and economic processes, 
paving the way for a united urban youth lobby and support 
system. 

Need for better health policies 

Reducing inequality of opportunity will require better 
health policies and more resource allocation to healthcare; at 
the same time, inequality of health opportunities is largely 
determined by shelter conditions, and therefore can also be 
tackled though proportionally higher resources for reduction 
of shelter deprivation in slums. 

Specific policies for Shelter deprivation

Policymakers must deploy differentiated policies that target 
the multidimensional nature of shelter deprivation and its 
interconnections with a variety of health and educational 
opportunity inequalities. For instance, a special Educational 
Fund should be set up for youth growing in slums, with 
special attention to girls’ education.

UN-HABITAT’S Opportunities fund beneficiaries
© UN-HABITAT
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Dharavi Slum, Mumbai: The largest in Asia, with 1 million people and annual  
turnover of US$665 million per year 
© UN-HABITAT
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The universally accepted notions of justice, equity and 
fairness imply that every member of society is provided 
with a “level playing field” in terms of opportunities for the 
development of their potential and optimization of their 
welfare.  Far from being an outcome, “equity” is a process 
built upon the concept of equal opportunity1.  According 
to Roemer,2 equity demands an “equal opportunity 
policy”. He argues that although individuals bear some 
responsibility for their own welfare, they are also affected 
by circumstances over which they have no control. Public 
policy should, therefore, aim at equalizing “advantages” 
among people from groups with different circumstances, 
and increasing the “fairness” of social processes. If the 
outcomes then turn out to be unequal, they are still fair.

This State of the Urban Youth 2010/2011, the first of its 
kind, focuses largely on the unaddressed issue of inequality 
of opportunity in relation to the more widely known and 
equally important concept of inequality of outcome, that is, 
relative poverty. 

The latter is usually measured in terms of consumption and 
income, while inequality of opportunity deals mostly with 
equity. The widening divide between the wealthiest and the 
poorest, and the increasing difficulty in achieving anticipated 
income convergence, suggest that development policies and 
interventions should take more seriously the targeting of 
opportunities for the most vulnerable in any given society. 
Policies must provide a “level playing field” for the more 
disadvantaged, including children, youth and women, an 
issue that is now taking on greater urgency in the development 
debate. 

A growing body of literature over time3 shows that 
predetermined circumstances over which an individual child 
or young person has no control over do exert a profound, 
life-determining impact on the trajectory of his or her 
outcome opportunities as an adult. These predetermined 
factors include gender, parents’ education, father’s occupation  
and the location where an individual grew up. These 
factors are critical to the eventual opportunity outcomes. 

1 .0 introduction

Equality refers to a situation where different people share at least one and the same characteristic feature. Similarity does not 
mean wholesale sameness, and this distinction is at the root of the principle of non-discrimination which in turn forms the basis 
of fundamental or human rights. 

Subsuming as it does the notions of respect and non-discriminating treatment, equality has long been closely associated with 
justice and more specifically, for the past century or so, with what is now known as “distributive justice”. This refers to the 
proper allocation of wealth, power, rewards, etc., between different people or groups thereof. 

Inclusion refers to a non-discriminating dispensation across a whole community. Such non-discrimination also involves the possi-
bility of individual self-fulfillment and exercise of one’s capacities, which in turn largely depends on factors like family, education, 
health and social capital. These circumstances and factors combine with individual capacities to determine the opportunities a 
person will have in the course of their lives, and particularly during their early, formative years.

Equality of opportunity features prominently in contemporary theories of distributive justice. It calls for mitigation (through re-
distribution mechanisms) of those predetermined circumstances (gender, race, family background, education, etc.) over which 
a young person has no control, but which can hinder their chances of leading a fulfilling life. Such mitigation opens up a “level 
playing field” for all, privileged or underprivileged. It is then for individuals freely to choose whether and how to make the most 
of this “just” framework for interaction with society. Since equality of opportunity allows for differences in individual abilities, 
efforts and aspirations, it does not necessarily lead to equal outcomes – but these at least can be deemed to be fair.

BOx 1.1 Equality, oPPortunitiEs and thE “lEvEl PlayinG fiEld”

In the state of nature...all men are born equal,  
but they cannot continue in this equality.  
Society makes them lose it, and they  
recover it only by the protection of the law. 
Charles de Montesquieu 
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For instance, access to clean water, sanitation, electricity and 
completion of high school respectively influence the quality 
of nutrition, health, ability to read and propensity to attain 
higher levels of education. Low levels of parental education 
tend to perpetuate intergenerational under-achievement. 
Recent findings show that between 25 and 50 per cent of 
the income inequality observed among adults in Latin 
America results from life circumstances faced at an early age.4 

Inequality of opportunity and inequality of outcome have 
accentuated the growth of non-inclusive and unequal cities.

This Report comes as a companion to UN-HABITAT’s State 
of the World’s Cities 2010/20115 which focuses on “Bridging 
the urban divide”. That broader-encompassing report analyses 
the dynamics of economic growth and urban inequality, 
urban poverty and shelter deprivations within cities. The 
purpose of the report is to understand and appreciate the 
relationship between poverty, inequality, slum formation 
and economic growth, and in the next step to formulate 
and implement all-inclusive programmes and policies that 
can guide stakeholders in building inclusive and equal cities. 

 The State of the World’s Cities 2010/2011 defines an 
inclusive city as one with the following characteristics:

i. Social Inclusion provides all citizens regardless of race, 
ethnicity, gender or socio-economic status with adequate 
housing and decent basic services, facilitating equal 
access to social amenities and public goods that are 
essential to promote the general and environmental well-
being of all residents.

ii.  Political Inclusion protects citizens’ rights and freedom, 
and promotes social and political participation that 
contributes to more relevant and democratic decision 
making.

iii. Economic Inclusion fosters economic development by 
way of equal opportunities for business development and 
access to employment, promoting pro-poor economic 
policies. 

iv. Cultural Inclusion promotes social integration and 
celebrates diversity. It values people’s cultural rights, 
recognizing the human capital of all segments of society, 
and looks to enhance them through creative expression. 

Teenage girls enjoying their sewing class in Kabul, Afghanistan 
© D. o’Reilly
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1 .1 Focus of this state of Urban Youth 
2010/2011 

The broad rationale behind this Youth Report is a systematic 
review of empirical evidence of unequal opportunities across 
selected cities in Africa, Latin America, the Caribbean and Asia. 
This involved a study of the institutional and organizational 
capacity underlying the four essential dimensions of equality: 
social, political, economic and cultural. The aim is to draw 
national and international attention to this very critical issue 
that has lasting and intergenerational implications for society. 

1 .2 methodology and Analytical 
Framework

In order to achieve the above objectives, both quantitative 
and qualitative data collection methods were used in the 
study. Questionnaires helped to capture the four dimensions 
of equality as well as the institutional and organizational 
issues that are critical to effective equality and equity in 
five selected, representative cities: Kingston, Jamaica; 
Lagos, Nigeria; Nairobi, Kenya; Mumbai, India; and Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil. Focus group discussions complemented 

Factor Variables

Predetermined circumstances Sex of respondent

Race, ethnicity, caste, disability, etc.

Family Resources and Location childhood residence

Access to basic services (health care, electricity, water and sanitation)

Intergenerational Inequalities Father’s education

Mother’s education

Inequality of Opportunities Quality of primary education

Educational attainment of respondents

TABLE 1.1: VARIABlEs UsED IN THE UN-HABITAT URBAN YoUTH sURVEY 2009

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

             answers to the questionnaire, involving 20 to 25 
selected participants in each city. The quantitative data include 
the actual achievements of the various cities in the four areas 
of equality under focus, as perceived by the local young 
people who participated in the survey and the focus groups. 

The analytical framework behind this Report is depicted 
in Figure 1.1. The variables used in the framework 
are grouped into the following four main factors: 

Predetermined Circumstances •	

Family Resources and Location •	

Intergenerational Inequalities•	

Inequality of Opportunities •	

These factors are used to identify and analyse the variables 
that affect the four essential dimensions of inclusiveness and 
equality in cities. The actual variables used in the analysis are 
listed in Table 1.1.

In Table 1.1, “Predetermined Circumstances” involves 
variables such as gender and caste. These are determined by 
birth, and in normal circumstances they remain unchanged. 

outcomes inequalities

Predetermined 
circumstances

inequality of 
opportunities

intergenerational 
inequalities

family resources  
and location

FIGURE 1.1: thE analytical framEwork
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These circumstances can influence inequality but the 
reverse does not hold. In this Report, “Family Resources and 
Location” includes variables that can negatively or positively 
affect the degree of a family’s social inclusion, namely: 
“Childhood Residence” and “Access to Basic Facilities” such 
as electricity, tenure, health care, water and sanitation. 

The third factor is the “Intergenerational Inequalities”, 
i.e., any disparities that are related to individual families and 
are passed on from one generation to another. These include 
parents’ education and income levels. Finally, the “Inequality 
of Opportunities” factor includes variables that reflect 
deprivation of those opportunities that are mainly related 
to young people’s education, including quality of primary 
education and attainment. These four factors are expected to 
influence the four dimensions of urban inclusiveness. 

1 .3 the Basic Dynamics of  Youth 
inequalities

1.3.1 Predetermined Circumstances

Urban poverty and inequality are inseparable from social 
exclusion processes.  Social exclusion denies certain groups 
equal access to resources (economic, cultural and political) 
and prevents them from enjoying the same opportunities 
as other groups to improve their living standards. Growing 
numbers of young urban residents are bypassed by key 
political, social and economic processes. On occasion these 
young residents express their sense of frustration in ways that 
undermine urban cohesion and stability. Inequality features 
a number of intergenerational characteristics that are “passed 
on” across generations, depending on the extent to which 
the negative consequences of predetermined circumstances 
and issues like resources race or ethnicity, region of birth and  
parental education are circumscribed. 

Gender, family wealth and quality of education are 
considered to be further determinants of inequality of 
opportunity.

In this Report, predetermined circumstances like gender 
and caste are exogenous to the respondents and are expected 
to affect practically all the four types of inequalities, both 
positively or negatively. For instance, de Barros et al. 6 show that 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, ethnicity and birthplace 
are not strong determinants of unequal economic opportunity. 
Family background variables, such as parents’ education and 
father’s occupation, are predominant. Education features as a 
major factor behind the unequal outcomes evidenced in this 
Report and therefore requires closer attention, including its 
strong connection to gender (see Box 1.2).

This goes to show that education plays a determinant role 
in increased incomes, improved health and nutrition and 
overcoming some aspects of poverty. Regrettably, inequalities 
are also generational, as children of poor parents tend to have 
unequal access to education, health and incomes.8 A study 
conducted in Ecuador showed that maternal education had 
far-reaching effects on the next generation. Similarly, another 
United Nations report found that the probability of children’s 
enrolment in schools increased as a function of mother’s 
educational level.9

Youth from different parts of the world on International Youth Day, 2007,Nairobi, 
Kenya © un-habitat

Over the past few decades, many developing countries 
have dramatically reduced gender gaps in primary and 
secondary education, as well as in literacy rates. UNEScO 
defines literacy as “the ability to identify, understand, in-
terpret, create, communicate and compute, using printed 
and written materials associated with varying contexts. 
Literacy involves a continuum of learning to enable an 
individual to achieve his or her goals, to develop his or 
her knowledge and potential, and to participate fully in 
the wider society.”7 Education is universally recognized as 
one of the best ways of enhancing women’s status. In 
this regard, Millennium Development Goal target 3a calls 
on governments to “eliminate gender disparity in primary 
and secondary education preferably by 2005, and at all 
levels by 2015.” Female education results not just in in-
dividual development of personal potential and abilities, 
but is also beneficial to a country as a whole.

BOx 1.2  Education and GEndEr inEquality
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Figure 1.1 displays the Global Gender Gap Index as it stood in 2008 across the world’s regions. Despite its achievements so 
far, sub-Saharan Africa is still rated last for gender equality in education.

1.3.2 Family Resources and Location

Childhood residence and availability of resources to access 
basic services are also expected to influence the four types 
of inequality, although the impact could be more visible 
on economic, social and cultural inequalities. Lack of basic 
facilities could have adverse effects on the physical and mental 
growth of a child, which in turn could result in inability 
to access social, economic and cultural networks. Thus, 
respondents who spent their childhoods in more favourable 
locations with access to basic facilities are expected to feel 
more integrated with the rest of society.      

De Barros et. al.10 have assessed the degrees of inequality 
of opportunity in Latin America and the Caribbean using 
two techniques: (1) the Human Opportunity Index, to 
measure differences in opportunity among children; and (2) 
estimates of the share of current outcome inequalities that 
can be accounted for by circumstances that are beyond an 
individual’s control. The first technique enables the authors 
to take the inequality debate a step further, focusing on 
inequality of opportunities for children rather than inequality 
of outcomes for adults. The issue here is not about equality, 
which de Barros et al. construct as equal rewards – i.e., 
equal chances for all.11 The authors’ major concern is for the 
influence of personal circumstances on children’s access to the 
basic services that are necessary for a productive life. Basic 
services in this case include:

•	 access	to	water,	sanitation	and	electricity	

•	 completion	of	sixth	grade	at	school	(a	proxy	for	access	to	
basic education)

•	 school	attendance	at	ages	10-14	(a	proxy	for	access	to	late	
primary and early secondary education). 

The authors consider these indicators as a subset of goods 
and services available to children and, therefore, as significant 
factors behind their economic advancement in life. 

What, then, is the influence of personal circumstances – 
parents’ education, family per capita income, gender, family 
structure (number of siblings, single-parent households and 
area of residence (urban vs. rural) – on access to basic services?  
To answer this question, experts have devised a human 
opportunity index for each of the 19 largest Latin American 
countries, based on data from nationally representative 
household surveys that represent 200 million children and 
range between 1995 and 2005.12 This provides an overall 
picture of the degree of (in)equality prevailing in any given 
society. 

1.3.3 Intergenerational inequalities

An important premise, when exploring inclusion and 
equity, is that opportunity deprivation and inequity affect a 
young person’s status across different though interconnected 
spheres of urban activity and through successive life stages. 
Unequal access often begins in childhood and continues into 
youth and adulthood, consolidating any disadvantages faced 
in early years. By way of illustration, disadvantage in one 
sphere (like access to education) can lead to disadvantage in 
another – for instance, employment and housing. 
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Disadvantage can also increase exposure to the risk factors 
that undermine young people’s development into responsible 
and productive adults. High degrees of inequity do contribute 
to higher levels of crime and weaker social capital, reflecting 
distrust between individuals and communities as well as 
social and political conflict.13 The nurturing and protection of 
young people through equal access to shelter, education and 
services during childhood and the transition to adulthood  is a 
capital investment that cannot be spared if stable and cohesive 
societies are to prevail. 

Findings in Latin America suggest that “intergenerational 
transitions” accentuate any unequal status among children.14 

Research in Chile and Colombia showed that mother’s 
education and father’s income exert particularly powerful 
influence on the trend of their offspring’s income levels in 

adulthood. However, the children’s odds against future 
prosperity can be evened out by policy. 

In this Report, intergenerational inequalities are measured 
in terms of levels of parents’ education and earnings. It is 
expected that these will have some impact on the overall 
development of a child and her/his feeling of social inclusion. 
Parents who have benefited from higher education appreciate 
the related benefits and are more likely to invest in their 
offspring’s knowledge and abilities, counting on the returns 
of the next generation’s professional, economic and social 
advancement. Similarly, better-off parents can usually afford 
better quality education for their offspring. Therefore, one 
can expect that respondents whose parents are more educated 
and belong in relatively higher income brackets would give 
favourable responses regarding equality of opportunities.

Chilldhood residence influences various types of inequality 
© mauricio hora
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1.3.4 Inequality of Opportunities

The equal opportunity approach suggests a shift of 
emphasis in development policies and interventions from 
outcomes to opportunities. The onus lies largely on individual 
and community choices, efforts and talents to achieve the 
best possible outcomes. Equality of opportunity requires a 
leveling of the playing field, so that circumstances that are 
beyond an individual’s control do not influence her/his life 
chances. Therefore, it is for policies and related schemes to 
break intergenerational inequality and improve outcomes for 
the new generations. If equality of opportunity is denied, the 
wealth of talent that is distributed across various social and 
economic segments remains untapped and is not mobilized 
for the benefit of society as a whole. 

This Report makes many references to de Barros et al.15 
because theirs is the most recent empirical research, though 
limited to Latin America and the Carribean. These authors 
offer an empirical application of the equal opportunity 
approach, confirming its relevance in several ways. The 
methodological tools developed to test the equal opportunity 
approach has enabled them to demonstrate that in many 
instances, income inequality in adulthood is due to early, 
childhood circumstances over which individuals have no 
control. Adult access to, and use of, opportunity is therefore 
tainted by those accessed in childhood through parents. 

Inequality of opportunities is the most important factor 
that is expected to influence outcome inequalities as it has 
a bi-directional relationship (see Figure 1.0). This is not the 
case with the other three factors. In this Report, inequality 
of opportunities is measured by the quality and levels of 
respondents’ education. While young people are unlikely 
to be able to influence or determine the quality of primary 
education, they can improve their abilities as they grow up. If 
young people have access to better economic opportunities and 
activities, they can improve their levels of education, paving the 
way for their own economic, social and cultural advancement, 
as well as their integration in the social mainstream.  This is 
why this Report is predicated on a bi-directional relationship 
between “Inequality of Opportunities” and “Outcome 
Inequalities”.

1 .4 inequality of Opportunity acts as a 
drag on growth and Development

There is no strong relationship between inequality and 
growth in rich countries. In addition, developing countries 
featuring high degrees of inequality tend to grow more 
slowly.

What is sometimes referred to as “destructive inequality” 
has been shown to be growth-inhibiting – and growth is 
what relatively poor countries require the most. In other 
words, economic growth finds itself hindered by inequality 
of opportunity and limited social mobility in a particular 
setting. Since there are no internationally comparable 
measures of opportunity or mobility, inequality (to the extent 

that inequality is growth-inhibiting) can be assumed to be of 
a of destructive nature.

Inequality matters because developing countries are not 
developed. According to Birdsall,16 inequality matters most 
in developing countries because, by the very nature of being 
“developing” they are characterized by relatively weak markets 
and comparatively less effective governments when it comes 
to compensating for these weaknesses through public policy. 
The weakest link in societies, as with most systems, tends to 
act as a rate-determinant for the rest of that society – and 
developing countries are dominated by low value-adding, 
informal activities and low-skilled workforces that are 
increasingly made up of unemployed youth. 

To summarize, the empirical relationship between income 
inequality and economic growth in developing countries 
suggests that: 

•	 inequality	 involves	 a	 significant	 “destructive”	 component	
that is associated with unequal opportunities; and

•		this	“destructive”	inequality	contributes	to	lower	growth.17

These findings are consistent with those of other scholars 
who have argued that inequality is inefficient from an economic 
perspective. As stressed by Sen,18 “primitiveness of social 
development (such as widespread illiteracy, malnutrition, lack 
of health facilities and medical networks) is a barrier to the full 
realization of the benefits of participatory growth from which 
East Asia and Japan have profited”. Against this background, 
concerns over equality should stand at the forefront of the 
development agenda.

1 .5 Focus on Urban Youth
The focus of this Report on urban youth derives from two 

objective facts: 

i. statistics point to higher numbers of young people in the 
world today than ever before, and 

ii. most are living in urban settlements. 

Urban populations have undergone sustained expansion 
and the majority of their younger segments, particularly in 
developing countries, are coming of age and into adulthood 
in the poorest urban districts, i.e., slums. This unprecedented 
reality poses the twin challenges of urban opportunity and 
capacity development for the up-and-coming generations, 
if they are to contribute to the development of productive, 
resilient and sustainable cities for the sake of their own and 
their children’s future. In order to meet this twin challenge, 
inequities in the urban population must be identified and 
their dynamics understood to inform appropriate, efficient 
policies. The “reimagining” of urban society and the way it 
supports present and future generations is an urgent task. 

Projections suggest that nearly all of the demographic 
expansion of the next 30 years will be concentrated in urban 
areas.19 By 2020, at least 52 per cent of the population in 
developing countries will live in cities. The bulk of this growth 
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is likely to take place in Asia and Africa. Asia will be host to 
15 of the world’s 27 “mega-cities” by 2015 (i.e., those with 
populations over 10 million). By 2030, an estimated 60 per 
cent of the world population will live in cities, and a similar 
proportion of these urban residents will be under 18.20 Today, 
more than 70 per cent of Africa’s urban population lives in 
slums. The majority of these urban slum dwellers are young 
(as defined by the United Nations, i.e., aged between 15 and 
24).

As the first decade of the 21st century is about to come to 
a close, almost half of the world’s population is under 24, of 
which 1.2 billion are younger than 15. While the overall share 
of children and youth in the global population is shrinking 
as fertility rates decline, in absolute numbers there are more 
young people today than ever before. Almost 85 per cent of 
young people live in developing countries, and 60 per cent 
are in Asia.21 In developing regions as a whole, least-developed 
countries are younger than the rest of the world: in 2005, the 
global median age was 28 years, but in 10 least-developed 
African countries it was 16 or younger.22 

Even though today’s youth are reckoned to be the best 
educated and healthiest in history,23 their vulnerability to 
unemployment and disease remains significant. According to 
the International Labour Organization (ILO), young people 
are more likely to be unemployed than the adult working 
population.24 UNESCO25 states that one-third of the 20 
million in the world who have died of HIV/AIDS-related 
conditions were young people; and another 6,000 are infected 
every day. Youth are also dying of respiratory infections and 
preventable diseases and malnutrition. Drug dependency, 
suicide and violence are putting millions of urban youth “at 
risk” across all regions. 

Urban youth include all those living in cities and townships 
under local government administration.26 The diversity among 
them is as great as in any other social group. Some are educated 
and articulate, having had access to the best opportunities that 
modern amenities and education can provide; but the majority 
of urban youth in the developing regions are underprivileged. 
The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN 
DESA) splits disadvantaged youth into 11 distinct categories, 
as follows:27 

those without adequate access to education and health 1. 
services; 

adolescents who have dropped out of school; 2. 

pregnant adolescents, whether married or not; 3. 

married adolescents; 4. 

young single parents; 5. 

young people who are HIV-positive, or at particular risk 6. 
of HIV/AIDS; 

young refugees or displaced persons; 7. 

racial, linguistic and ethnic minorities; 8. 

homeless youth; 9. 

young people with disabilities;  and10. 

girls and young women in any of these groups that are 11. 
affected by gender inequalities. 

Since youth is a transitional period, one of identity building 
and the “springboard” for an individual’s definition as an 
adult, disadvantage and deprivation at this stage are likely to 
continue into adulthood. 

1 .6 Youth mobility and vulnerability 
This transition period is one of high mobility for young 

people as they look for work in cities. Many move from rural 
to urban areas and within cities in search of opportunities to 
gain skills and income. In 2007 the World Bank28 stated that 
in the 29 developing countries with data, youth are 40 per 
cent more likely than older generations to move from rural to 
urban areas or simply across urban areas. 

Migration rates tend to peak, for both males and females, 
between ages 15 to 2429 as young people take risks and move 
away from families and friends in search of jobs. In India, 
urban in-migration of informal and self-employed workers 
soared by an estimated 360 per cent in the 1990s.30 Young 
people make significant contributions to these flows of 
migrants from rural areas. Their loneliness and disorientation 
make them particularly vulnerable to exploitation. Like its 
equivalent for children, youth protection does not feature in 
most urban agendas.

“At risk” youth in urban settings include all those girls 
and boys whose living or health conditions,  circumstances 
or behaviour patterns place them at risk of falling victims 
to, or being involved in, crime. They include, but are not 
limited to, youth already at odds with the law, those living in 
urban slums, street children, youth gangs, school drop-outs, 
unemployed youth, substance-abusing youth, those who are 
sexually exploited, war-affected children, and those affected by 
the AIDS pandemic including orphans. These groups include 
both girls and boys. Girls in particular are often targets of 
sexual exploitation, and are therefore particularly vulnerable 
to HIV/AIDS infection. 

Youth caught in worsening situations of inequality 
and impoverishment are excluded from opportunities for 
socialization under adult responsibility norms. A UNDP 
report on Youth and Conflict describes this condition as “youth 
crisis”, which means that the transition from childhood to 
adulthood is “blocked.”31 The report states that full adulthood 
is increasingly difficult to achieve due to social and economic 
constraints.  

For example, millions of African youth living in deplorable 
conditions and without access to predictable routes to jobs, 
marriage and the setting up of households, are caught “in 
limbo”,  as described below :
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For many young Africans, “youth” is not serving as a 
transitional phase to a more established social status, but is 
an enduring limbo. This is a source of tremendous frustration. 
Instead of leaving youth behind and entering adulthood by 
marrying and establishing independent households, an 
increasing proportion of this “lost generation”... are unable to 
attain any social status.32

In such situations, being a “gangster” or “militia” confers on 
a young person a status of sorts. However, once war or conflict 
ends, these same youth are no longer given the recognition 
they had, and this marginalization can further exacerbate 
their involvement in violent behaviour and crime.

Young people need to be protected from negative influences 
that can derail the transition into healthy adulthood. Targeted 
and special attention can mitigate risk factors, but it is a 
short timespan (between adolescence and young adulthood) 
within which this change can be made. If youth development 
is left unaddressed by government and other stakeholders, 
young people’s vulnerability to engage in crime and conflict 
situations can increase. At the same time, it is important 
to recognize that millions of young people are not engaged 
in negative social behaviour. To ensure that this remains, 
targeted strategies are needed. This is well recognized in this 
observation from  Brazil:33 

In general, programmes treat what is conventionally called 
the “at-risk group” in a uniform manner, without employing 
specific strategies. It is commonly thought that programmes 
for young people in “areas” considered to be of higher risk, will 
reach all at-risk youths. However, this ignores the fact that it 
is a diverse group, and that it is therefore necessary to create 
specific and focused strategies. It is important to highlight the 
fact that young people who live in “high-risk” areas, due to 
the higher levels of violence there, should not automatically 
be classed as “at-risk groups”, since the majority of them are 
not involved in any type of criminal or illegal activity. 

Policies and  strategies that enhance equal opportunity for 
young people and put them  at the centre of development, 
are required to counter negative situations and intercept 
intergenerational transfer of risk, disadvantage and 
marginalization. This will pave the way for a proper  
transition into adulthood, one that enables young people to 
take advantage of opportunities to develop their potential 
and make their own contributions to society.

Successful transition is usually marked by productive 
presence in the labour market and participation in civic and 
electoral processes. However, this transition is becoming 
almost an impossible dream for millions living in substandard 
and crowded accommodation (if any at all, as homeless youth 
are a prevailing phenomenon across all regions). Young people 
tend to have very limited access to basic infrastructure, with 
exposure to frequent disease outbreaks in urban slums, and 
are caught in an under/un/employment trap. At present and 
as mentioned earlier, 60 per cent of the world’s slum dwellers 
live in Asia. More than 70 per cent of the African urban 
population lives in slums. The majority of these urban slum 
dwellers are young people.

1 .7 Un-hABitAt’s survey of Urban 
Youth inequality 

This Report investigates young peoples’ perceptions of 
urban inclusiveness and equality of opportunity in five cities 
in sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean. 
These four regions feature varying degrees of urbanization and 
inequality; but the selected cities are representative insofar as 
they are all host to ever-growing numbers of unemployed 
young people and are on trend to become “mega” cities. 

The United Nations definition of youth as individuals 
between the ages of 15 and 24  is not legally binding. The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child defines a “child” as 
anyone under the age of 18. National definitions of youth 
vary and can range from 12 to 35 years of age. 

Of equal importance as the age categories are social 
perceptions of the moment when a youth makes the 
transition into adulthood, and of the degree of responsibility 
expected of them. Cultural expectations and traditions have a 
bearing on the point when youth can be expected to take on 
decisionmaking roles, or be “heard” as serious contributors 
to social, political and economic decisions. This affects their 
roles in local governance and economic decisionmaking. 

These different criteria suggest that national and local 
contexts must be taken into account when identifying the 
“young” segment of any population. Common across all 
definitions is a consensus that youth is the period of transition 
from school to work and from childhood to adulthood. It is 
a very distinct stage between childhood and adulthood. This 
is also when an individual looks to move from dependence to 
independence.  

Too many youths are neither at school nor at work. Colombo, Sri Lanka
© suzi Mutter
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1 .8 the Basic Characteristics of  Young 
survey Respondents

For the purposes of the survey at the core of this Report, 
UN-HABITAT distributed questionnaires to a total 729 young 
people in the five selected cities (Kingston, Lagos, Mumbai, 
Nairobi and Rio de Janeiro), and focus group meetings were 
held in each city to discuss the issues.  The respondents’ 
distribution by city and gender is described in Figures 1.2 
and 1.3. The sampling is purposive, i.e., subjectively chosen 
by survey coordinators, and is not similar across the five cities. 
Still, there are remarkable similarities in some of the findings 
in terms of youth perceptions of equity and intergenerational 
transfer of inequality.

The city-wise distribution of respondents by gender is 
presented in Figure 1.3. The figure shows that the highest 
proportion (54.29 per cent) of female respondents were 
in Kingston and the lowest (32.26 per cent) in Lagos. The 
proportion of female respondents in Mumbai was 35.12 
per cent. On the other hand, the proportions of female 
respondents in Nairobi and Rio de Janeiro were 45.35 and 
52.53 per cent respectively. Only two cities had more than 
50 per cent female respondents, namely, Kingston and Rio 
de Janeiro.    

47.47

54.65

64.88

67.74

45.71

52.53

45.35

35.12

32.26

54.29

Rio de Janeiro

Nairobi

Mumbai

Lagos

Kingston

0 12010080604020

Percentage of Local RespondentsMale Female

FIGURE 1.3: distribution of rEsPondEnts by city and GEndEr
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The highest or the second highest percentages of respondents 
in the five cities had university education. More than 50 
per cent of respondents had completed secondary or higher 
education. 

This Report assesses youth perceptions of inclusiveness 
and equality of opportunity in four major spheres of urban 
life – political, social, economic and cultural. Inclusiveness is 
assessed against these four parameters, which are taken to be 
synonomous with increased equity.

In order to supplement subjective interview data and 
provide a more robust interpretation of the survey in the five 
cities, national data is used to identify the functional forms of 
relationship between inequality of opportunities and outcome 
inequalities.

1 .9 the structure of the Report
Chapter 1 introduces the Report and presents the major 

factors behind inequality of opportunity. Chapter 2 examines 
education of both young people and parents as a critical driver 
of opportunity equality. Chapter 3 reviews family resources 
and location inequality. This includes the major findings of 
the survey with regard to education, employment and access to 
basic services. Chapter 4 discusses young people’s perceptions 
of their “right to the city” based on the surveys and the focus 
group discussions in the five selected cities. Chapter 5 offers 
some policy recommendations for the promotion of equal 
opportunities for young people. 

The seven variables representing various inequalities included in the analysis are the following: Gini coefficients (i.e., measures of 
income/consumption inequality across a given population), per capita health expenditure, maternal mortality rate, percentage of 
population with access to improved sanitation and safe drinking water, per capita GDP, female enrolment ratio in secondary educa-
tion, and enrolment ratio in primary, secondary and tertiary education. 

Gini coefficients are treated as proxies for outcome inequality, The various enrolment ratios have been taken as representative of 
inequality of opportunities. In addition, maternal mortality rates and other variables (such as expenditure on health and access to 
improved infrastructure) represent location-specific inequalities. Typically, while people living in slums do have access to such facili-
ties, they are poorly supplied, while those living in gated communities tend to have access to better facilities. 

Data have been collected from World Development Indicators.33 The Gini coefficient measures the area between the Lorenz curve 
and a hypothetical line of absolute equality, expressed as a percentage of the maximum area under the line. Therefore, a Gini 
coefficient of 0 represents perfect equality, while a 100 value implies perfect inequality. Per capita expenditure is expressed in US 
dollars at current prices, with subsequent conversion to purchasing power parity for the sake of comparability (based on the ratio 
of GDP per capita at constant 2005 prices to GDP per capita at current prices). Maternal mortality is measured as the average of 
deaths per 1,000 births. Enrolment ratios are in percentage terms, while sanitation and water-related variables were measured as 
percentages of populations supplied with improved sanitation facilities and access to safe drinking water. Per capita GDP in US 
dollars was measured at constant 2005 prices.

Any association of macroeconomic variables typically opens up a debate over the direction of causality. In order to anticipate on 
criticisms, a simultaneous rather than single equation model has been used in this Report. Lagged variables have been used to 
reflect the time it takes for capital investment to have an influence on national variables. For instance, enrolment ratios in primary, 
secondary and tertiary education may affect GDP only after a number of years. With these relationships in mind, data for 1990 
and 2005 have been collected for all the variables, except enrolment in tertiary education for which 1991 figures have been used. 
Figures for access to sanitation and water variables for 2005 were interpolated from 2000 and 2006 data. 

BOx 1.3 thE macroEconomic analysis of inEquality
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Education in an informal environment, Bangladesh. 
© UN-HABITAT 

Education as  Driver of 
Opportunity Equality 

ChAPtER

02 Education in a formal environment. South Africa children playing in a 
multiracial school © Giacomo Pirozzi/ Panos Pictures
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Education is our greatest opportunity to  
give an irrevocable gift to the next generation.   
Ernie Fletcher

2 .0 introduction
An emerging literature on the role of education and 

human well-being shows that access to schooling, as 
measured in large part by enrolment and completion rates, 
drives much of the observed inequality of outcomes. The 
correlation between basic education, economic growth and 
industrialization is a strong one. Schooling, according to 
human capital theory, is a capital investment that directly 
enhances workers’ productivity.1 The current “youth bulge” – 
the largest number of young people the world has ever seen – 
presents an unprecedented opportunity to put young people’s 
creativity and talent to good use for the sake of economic 
growth and social enhancement, especially as today’s youth 
are the healthiest and most educated in history.2 If we are 
to make the most of this favourable demographic situation, 
which is typical of developing regions today, we must provide 
formal and non-formal learning platforms to generate skilled 
human capital that can drive productivity growth and social 
innovation. 

Beyond building human capital to raise worker productivity, 
another instrumental function of education is to provide young 
individuals with what they need to become effective agents 
of change (as detailed in Chapter 4). This will be achieved 
in part by improving the quality of education and access to 
all essential services, as well as optimizing opportunities for 
access to and accumulation of assets. Providing young people 
with the necessary capabilities and learning opportunities 
can enhance their “authentic engagement” in decisions that 
affect them.3 The potential for enhanced growth through a 
“demographic dividend” lies in the potential productivity 
of a larger, skilled labour supply, as well as lower degrees of 
dependency and greater ability to save and invest. Instead of 
this, a majority of young people in the developing world do 
not receive the requisite education and live in environments 
characterized by squalor and poverty, which hinders the 
potential and energy they otherwise could have contributed 
to the common  good.

Inclusion and equality of opportunity are the foundations 
upon which young people tend to develop their abilities for 
“agency”, i.e., their ability to shape the world. The development 
of identity and agency as a social process is a close function 
of individuals’ opportunities for quality education and skills. 
Lave4 confirmed that to craft an identity is  “a social process, 
and to be more knowledgeable is an aspect of participation in 
social practice.” As they form their identities, adolescents and 
young adults sense a desire to exert more agency in shaping 
their world. Whether urban systems are able to offer them 
equal opportunities for this depends on the understanding of 
those who craft these systems. Youth capacity to exert agency 
is, to a considerable extent, shaped by the education and 
training they receive.

The specification of the econometric model behind the 
findings in this Report is based on the assumption that 
higher GDP leads to reductions in income inequality. Income 
disparity is also influenced by the proportion of educated 
youth in a given population. It is also assumed that female 
educational achievement affects income inequality, too. This 
Report assumes that the overall educational attainment of a 
given population affects per capita GDP with a lag of some 
years, and higher per capita GDP is expected to lead to smaller 
income disparities. This association is captured in Figure 2.1, 
where the 2005 Gini coefficient of income inequality has 
been plotted against enrolment in primary and secondary 
education in 1990, and enrolment in tertiary education in 
1991.

In Figure 2.1, the slopes of trend lines for the three 
indicators of education are negative, suggesting that the higher 
the enrolment ratio in 1990, the lower income inequality was 
in 2005. The association confirms our assumption that past 
investment in education results in lower income inequalities 
in the future. In other words, failure to invest in the education 
of youth increases the risk and incidence of future inequalities, 
and the consequences that come with them.  
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FIGURE 2.1: incomE inEquality and EnrolmEnt in all lEvEls of Education 

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

This association between enrolment in secondary education 
and income inequality is depicted in Figure 2.1, with particular 
regard to the relationship between income inequality and 
female education. Female enrolment in secondary education 
is used as a proxy for female education in general. The 
relationship between Gini coefficients and female enrolment 
in secondary education is depicted in Figure 2.2.

The negative slope of the trend line shown in Figure 2.2 
suggests that the association of female enrolment in secondary 
education with income inequality follows the same pattern 
as that of total enrolment in secondary education. In other 
words, capital investment in female youth education helps 
shape the future as it reduces inequality.

FIGURE 2.2: incomE inEquality and fEmalE EnrolmEnt in sEcondary Education

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
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2 .1 Characterizing Education 
Opportunity in the Five Cities

Figure 2.3 compares and ranks the various sources and 
nature of opportunity deprivation of various categories of 
urban dwellers. In the five cities under review, more than 
60 per cent of young males and females ranked “uneducated 
people” as  deprived of opportunities. The lowest proportion 
(59.73 per cent) of such respondents was found in Mumbai 
and the highest (92.90 per cent) in Rio de Janeiro. 

Equally, slum dwellers, who are usually poor and sometimes 
illiterate, are identified as “highly deprived” of opportunities 
in the five cities, with the highest proportion (92.26 per cent) 
in Rio de Janeiro. The other two categories of people that 
are considered opportunity-deprived are the elderly and the 
disabled. The highest proportion (80 per cent) of respondents 
was in Lagos, where disabled people were categorized as 
“deprived”. 

Rio de Janeiro

Nairobi

Mumbai

lagos

Kingston

92.90
92.26
92.36

83.44

73.29
77.69

77.07
70.00

59.73
72.03

46.10
48.67

77.78
77.53

80.00
73.84

68.13
58.51

68.08
68.37

Uneducated people
Slum dwellers
Disabled people
Elderly people

FIGURE 2.3: PErcEivEd dEPrivation of oPPortunity – by catEGory and city (% of local 
rEsPondEnts)

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

To a significant extent, inequality is determined by the quality 
of education. Inequality of educational opportunity occurs 
when the quality of education is determined by child’s class, 
race or social status. As will be detailed in Chapter 3, a wide 
set of family resource factors such as location of home (slum 
or non-slum), total income and father’s income contribute to 
increased social inequality. Schooling and those institutions 
regulating access to enrolment somehow contribute to the 
urban class and race divide. When educational allocation is 
driven by unequal and asymmetric political decisionmaking 
structures, youth from poorer backgrounds tend to bear the 
brunt of policies. Significantly, children from slums and poor 
backgrounds have tended to rate poorly in test scores and 
have low college enrolment rates.

Based on the UN-HABITAT 2009 Urban Youth Survey, 
Figure 2.4 depicts young respondents’ rankings of primary 
education. The quality of locally available primary education 
is perceived as only “average” by a majority of respondents 
with average quality of education in four cities: Kingston 
(37.14 per cent), Mumbai (47.31 per cent), Nairobi (53.57 
per cent) and Rio de Janeiro (49.04 per cent). Lagos featured 
the highest proportion (46.34 per cent) of respondents with 
high-quality primary education. On average, 46.34 per cent 
of the respondents described the quality of local primary 
education as “high”.
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FIGURE 2.4: PErcEivEd quality of local Primary Education – rankinG by city

Source: UN-HABITAT , 2009 
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2 .2 Education inequality as the Root of multiple Deprivations
The main objective ot the UN-HABITAT 2009 Urban Youth Survey was to assess how young people perceived the degree 

of inclusiveness of their cities under four dimensions of equality: social, economic, cultural and political. The results appear in 
Figure 2.5. 
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Note: Chi-square: 18.718; Level of Sig.: 0.096 
Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
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The association between inequality of education levels and 
the perceived degree of  non-inclusiveness is clear in Figure 
2.5. The proportion of young people who said their city 
denied them equal opportunities was significantly higher 
among those with primary education only (60 per cent) 
than among those with university education (41.6 per cent). 
This shows that the more educated respondents tend to have 
better social, political, cultural and income opportunities 
in their respective cities compared with those less educated. 
The association between the level of education and urban 
opportunity and inclusiveness is statistically significant at the 
10 per cent level. This finding corroborates the fact that the 
better educated people are able to access opportunities more 
easily than those less educated.

Research show as clear evidence that the unequal distribution 
of college students’ enrolment is related to an individual’s 
socio-economic background, as demonstrated by comparisons 
between college enrolment rates and demographics. One study 
analysed the top 146 colleges in the United States of America5 
and found the following pattern: 75 per cent of students were 
from socioeconomic backgrounds consistent with the richest 
25 per cent of the population, and fewer than 5 per cent were 
from the poorest 25 per cent of the population. Clearly, the 
notion of social mobility, with youth moving seamlessly from 
rags to riches if only they work hard, is no more than a myth, 
as long as the playing field is not levelled.

The focus now turns to the relationship between youth with 
primary education only, on the one hand, and employment 
prospects, on the other – employment being a strong pointer 
to social inclusion. The average proportion of respondents 
ranking the quality of primary education and employment 
prospects in their city as “average” is 45.83 per cent, compared 
with 35.42 per cent who rank it as  “high”.

The analysis suggests that Kingston has the highest 
proportion (29.52 per cent) of youth with “very high” quality 
of primary education, and Rio de Janeiro has the lowest (5.10 
per cent); these are subjective answers from the youth focus 
group discussions. On the other hand, Lagos features the 
highest proportion of young people with “high” quality of 
primary education (46.34 per cent), and Nairobi the lowest 
(27.38 per cent). The Kenyan capital is where the proportion of 
respondents with “average” quality of education is the highest 
(53.57 per cent), and Lagos where it is the lowest (36.59 per 
cent). Overall, 45.83 per cent of sample respondents said the 
quality of primary education in their city was only “average”, 
and 35.42 per cent found it “high”.  

2 .3 Parents’ Education and 
intergenerational inequality 

A comparative assessment of inequality of opportunity 
in educational achievement based on predetermined 
circumstances and others that include individual efforts, talent 
and good fortune has been carried out in five Latin American 
and nine North American and European countries.6 It showed 
that as is the case with inequality of economic opportunity, 
family background variables (and particularly mother’s 
education and father’s occupation) are the most significant 
determinants of inequality in educational achievement. 
School location is an important variable in Mexico. Gender 
was found to have only a limited effect on unequal educational 
achievement. 

By comparison with the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) area, educational 
achievement is more unequal in Latin American countries. 
Where the proportion of total inequality due to predetermined 
circumstances is only 15 per cent in OECD countries, it 
stands at 20 per cent in Latin America. Opportunity profiles 
for the least and most advantaged in educational achievement 
reveal that for all countries, the least advantaged groups 
feature parents who are agricultural workers with little or no 
schooling. In Chile and Mexico, those most disadvantaged 
in terms of education have been to school in rural areas, but 
the opposite holds in Argentina and Brazil where they are 
predominantly found in urban areas. Gender plays a role here: 
boys are the most disadvantaged in the “reading category”, 
while girls dominate in both reading and mathematics. 

To summarize, parental background variables play a 
significant role in intergenerational inequality. These variables 
appear to shape the opportunities available to their offspring 
and are most influential on groups at the bottom of both the 
economic and educational ladders. Figure 2.6 shows the city-
wise distribution of youth by the educational level of their 
fathers. 

Figure 2.6 shows that three cities feature the highest 
proportions of respondents whose fathers had university 
education: Lagos (49.11 per cent), Mumbai (36.09 per cent) 
and Nairobi (40.99 per cent). Kingston features the highest 
proportion (42.86 per cent) of respondents whose fathers 
had secondary education only, and Rio de Janeiro is where 
the proportion of respondents whose fathers had primary 
education only was the highest (32 per cent). 
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FIGURE 2.6: fathEr’s Education – distribution by city 

Source: UN-HABITAT , 2009 
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In the five cities, more than 50 per cent of respondents had 
fathers without university or secondary education.

The distribution of youths by their mothers’ level of 
education is depicted in Figure 2.7, and is similar to that 
of the fathers’. These results are not surprising, as it is very 
common in large cities to have parents with largely similar 
levels of education.   

2 .4 the influence of Education on 
Outcome Opportunities

The UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey 2009 confirms 
the strong effect of education on various aspects of economic 
and political opportunities for urban youth inclusion. The 
deprivation of economic opportunity depicted in Table 2.1 
shows that the educational opportunities availed to both 
the young people and their parents have a direct effect on 
their economic opportunities. Parents’ educational level 
is significant at 1 per cent while respondents’ education is 
significant at 5 per cent.   

FIGURE 2.7: mothEr’s Education – distribution by city 

Source: UN-HABITAT Survey, 2009 
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The substantial intergenerational influence on young 
people’s economic opportunities  is quite clear. A majority 
of those with higher educational levels found that economic 
opportunities were not equitably distributed in their 
respective cities. If this group have this perception, then the 
more educationally disadvantaged respondents will have an 
even stronger one. 

The statistically strong significance in the opinion of those 
young respondents whose parents are more educated shows the 
non-negligible impact of the educational level of parents and 
how this, in turn, affects the educational attainment of their 
offspring. Education changes not just individuals’ perceptions 
of society, but also provides them with the instrumental 
capabilities to shape society; in other words, education is both 
the means as well as the end of development.7 

A UN-HABITAT study on gender disparity in literacy8 

shows a strong positive association between the literacy rates 
of both genders but is negatively correlated with male-headed 
households. A multivariate analysis shows the association 
between female heads of households and literacy rates. 
Although the value of R2 of the trend lines is not very high, 
the coefficient is positive, showing that mother’s education 
promotes child literacy.      

The polynomial of girls’ enrolment rate (Fig. 2.8) is higher 
than that of boys when examined by levels of education 
(primary and secondary), the quantified relationship between 
household head, gender and enrolment at the primary school 
level. This suggests a strong relationship between girls’ primary 
education and mother’s education in urban areas. 

The effect of education on inequality of political 
opportunities is just as powerful. Of all the different proxy 
measures, three variables in Table 2.1 – namely, “exclusion 
based on caste and creed”, “access to basic services” and 
“quality of primary education” – significantly influence 
the propensity to political opportunity. In this particular 
dimension, the “Intergenerational Inequalities” factor does 
not significantly influence respondents’ perceptions.  As might 
have been expected, the more highly educated participants in 
the survey do not agree with the opinion that the “city does 
not protect human rights at all”. Again, those youth  with 
early, privileged access to basic services also tend to be those 
who had access to better quality of primary education. They 
are the best placed for access to political office, and therefore 
take advantage of networks and class to make the most of the 
political opportunities that come their way.
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According to Jones and Chant,11 in Ghana young people 
have reported that they dropped out of school in order to 
earn enough to continue, in the process extending school 
attendance and training well into adulthood. In other words, 
income and economic opportunity lie behind the pattern of 
enrolment rates which, quite frequently, are not reflected in 
attendance or completion rates. Even among those who do 
attend school, the education many receive is of such poor 
standards that they leave without basic literacy or numeracy 
skills. In Ghana and Zambia, fewer than 60 per cent of all 
15-19 year-olds who have completed six years of education 
are able to read a simple sentence in their own language.12 In 
Ghana, state school attendees sometimes seek private tuition 
to help with literacy and numeracy.13 

UNESCO’s 2009 Education For All (EFA) Global 
Monitoring Report stresses14 that for all the gains made in 
universal primary education (the average net enrolment ratios 
for developing countries have been on a steady increase since 
the year 2000), there is still a long way to go. For example, 
sub-Saharan Africa raised its average net enrolment ratio from 
54 to 70 per cent between 1999 and 2006, a six-fold annual 
increase on preceding years. The increases in South and West 
Asia were also significant (from 75 to 86 per cent). In Latin 
America, the net enrolment ratio for primary school is 95 per 
cent, but a wide gap remains between rich and poor as well as 
between indigenous and non-indigenous populations.

 VARIABlEs Economic 
oPPortunity

MEAN F-sTATIsTIcs PolITIcAl 
oPPoRTUNITY

MEAN F-sTATIsTIcs

SEx OF RESPONDENT MALE (256) 1.43 0.94 MALE (557) 1.44 0.007

FEMALE (462) 1.44 [.759] FEMALE (153) 1.44 [.934]

ExcLUSION BASED ON cASTE AND 
cREED

YES (349) 3.02 0.632 YES (72) 2.49 5.066

[.427] [.025]

cHILDHOOD PLAcE OF RESIDENcE YES (448) 2.14 0.521 YES (152) 2.2 0.948

[.471] [.330]

AccESS TO BASIc FAcILITIES YES (455) 1.2 0.012 YES (153) 1.12 .6.322

[.913] [.012]

QUALITY OF PRIMARY EDUcATION YES (457) 2.46 0.574 YES(154) 2.19 18.702

[.449] [.000]

EDUcATION LEVEL OF 
RESPONDENTS

YES (456) 4.19 4.664 YES(151) 4.09 0.159

[.031] [.690]

EDUcATION LEVEL OF FATHER YES (438) 3.64 7.392 YES (148) 3.78 0.039

[.007] [.844]

EDUcATION LEVEL OF MOTHER YES (454) 3.64 7.337 YES (151) 3.46 0.8

[.007] [.371]

EMPLOYMENT OF FATHER YES (408) 2.81 0.016 YES (91) 2.84 0.44

[.900] [.508]

TABLE 2.1: variancE of factors bEhind Economic and Political oPPortunity dEPrivations 

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
Note: Figures in parenthesis are no. of respondents while in square brackets are level of significance 

2 .5 income inequality determines 
Enrolment, Attendance and Literacy 

The availability of schools in urban areas is not a sufficient 
reason for children to be enrolled. Families in slum 
communities, in particular, often cannot afford to send their 
children to school because the combined costs of fees, textbooks 
and uniforms are prohibitive. In Kenya, for example, the 
government mandated free primary education in 2003, but it 
is still for students’ parents to purchase uniforms and supplies 
and pay fees for examinations, which makes it difficult for 
low-income families to send their offspring to school and 
secure their advancement. Even in slum areas served by several 
schools, the number of these may still not be adequate, further 
hindering access to quality education. Research in the Nairobi 
slum of Kibera in 20039 found that, although as many as 14 
public primary schools were located within walking distance, 
they could only accommodate a total of 20,000 students. This 
left out more than 100,000 slum children unable to attend 
school. 

This situation is corroborated by research in the Gambia,10 
which shows that although fees for state primary education 
have been waived, school-related costs are estimated by official 
sources to consume 2.4 per cent of the average per capita 
income of the poorest quintile of Gambian households. In 
most cases, youth from poor households have to work to pay 
for their education. Poverty is closely related to school non-
attendance and drop-out numbers. 
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The international focus on Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), for instance, has helped to direct resources 
to increase primary school enrolment. A significant number 
of children have benefited from this; for example, in India, 
more than half of young females aged 15-19 years have no 
primary education, but the younger generations are given the 
opportunity to attend primary school.15 

A large proportion of Latin American youth (almost one 
third of 20-24 year-olds in 2002) have not completed primary 
education and the secondary school completion rates are 
worse. In Brazil, a country where 20 per cent of the population 
is between 15 and 24 years old, only about 55 per cent of 15 
to 17 year-olds attend secondary school or university.16

To summarize, disparities based on wealth, gender, 
location, ethnicity and other markers for disadvantage also 
persist in terms of school attendance. While children from the 
wealthiest 20 per cent of households have already achieved 
universal primary school attendance in most countries, those 
from the poorest 20 per cent have not. 

2 .6 gender inequities Persist at 
secondary and tertiary levels

Although gender parity in enrolment at the primary level 
has improved, girls still made up 55 per cent of the 75 million 
children not at school in 2006.17 The gender gap remains 
particularly prevalent at secondary and tertiary levels. In 
Southern Asia and Eastern Africa, more girls of secondary 

school age are likely to be out of school than in school.18 
In many sub-Saharan African countries, 40 to 60 per cent 
of women are married before the age of 18. The worldwide 
tertiary gender equality ratio was around 24 per cent in 2005, 
but it stood at only 5 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa and 11 
per cent in Southern and Western Asia, compared with 70 per 
cent in North America and Western Europe.19 

In sub-Saharan Africa, according to the 2007 World Youth 
Report,20 young women pursuing tertiary education are less 
likely to graduate in science or mathematics, although these 
are especially relevant in today’s global economy. Few females 
graduate in engineering, manufacturing, construction, 
science or agriculture. This suggests that their opportunities 
in the professional world are influenced not only by their 
educational achievements, but also by the socio-cultural 
factors that influence the educational paths of boys and girls.

Young women’s reproductive role is also an inhibiting factor 
in gender parity in education. Figure 2.9 shows comparative 
proportions of young women in urban slums and non-
slums who dropped out of school due to early marriage or 
pregnancy.21 In a majority of the countries, the proportions 
are higher in slums, which may reflect the compounded 
disadvantage slum-dwelling girls are facing.

UNESCO’s 2009 EFA22 report recognizes the disadvantage 
perpetuated by persistent inequalities and predetermined 
circumstances such as income, gender, location, ethnicity, 
language and physical disability, and stresses that greater 

Where are the women in the class? Hydraform Blockmaking Training – Kitui, Kenya. 
© UN-HABITAT
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attention is required from governments. Governments must 
act to reduce disparities through effective policy reforms and 
break down inequalities in education. 

 2 .7 Youth Underemployment slows 
Development 

In addition to widespread youth unemployment, under-
employment of skills remains pervasive, which in a broad 
sense speaks of under-utilization of labour and, by extension, 
human capital. Youth under-employment results when 
relatively high-skilled workers are constrained to hold down 
low-earning jobs. For instance, recently graduated computer 
scientists and engineers are forced to work as shop attendants 
or drivers when proper employment avenues are closed to 
them. Young people are sometimes forced to take on part-
time jobs and to this extent do not use their full capacities 
because full-time employment is unavailable. This category is 
sometimes referred to as “involuntary part-time workers”. 

At a critical juncture in their lives, just when they need to 
acquire skills and work experience, significant proportions 
of young people are neither at school nor at work in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, Africa and Asia. These are the 
“idle” youth who do not make it to secondary school and are 
neither employed nor self-employed. In Africa, 27 per cent of 
youth are neither in school nor at work, a situation that can 
lead to frustration, delinquency and social exclusion.24 For 
example, in Kenya, 38 per cent (2 out of every 5) of young 
people are neither in school nor work.25  Their vulnerability 
to incitement was apparent in Kenya’s  post-election chaos in 
2008. 

In Latin America in 2002, about 18 per cent of those between 
the ages of 15 and 19 were neither studying nor working, 
and about 27 per cent of those between 20 and 24 were in a 
similar situation.26 Almost 25 per cent of young people aged 
between 18 and 24 in Rio’s favela communities do not work 
or study, and 70 per cent are young women.27 High rates of 
adolescent pregnancy may be related to ever-increasing non-
occupation rates among urban youth as well as contributing 
to the high numbers of young women out of school or work. 
Unless non-formal training and further education are there to 
offer them a second chance, these young people may remain 
marginalized and idle. 

Provision of employable and life skills must be adapted to 
local needs. Therefore, pathways between schooling and work 
must be worked out through collaboration between schools, 
the public sector, communities and municipalities, in order 
to help young people find jobs or return them to school or 
training institutions that better prepare them for the local 
labour market. 

2 .8 Rising Unemployment and the Youth 
Urban Divide

With the current economic downturn, youth-specific labour 
market issues might remain unaddressed since little progress 
has been made during the more prosperous years. ILO Global 
Employment Trends 2009 show that globally, the number 
of unemployed young people has increased to 76 million28 
– or  almost 50 per cent of the total number of unemployed. 
Global trends suggest that little progress has been made to 
improve the position of young people in labour markets, and 
they still suffer disproportionately from a lack of decent work 
opportunities. Almost 300 million young people count among 
the “working poor” – they are unskilled, in insecure jobs and 
working in unsatisfactory conditions. In other words, even 
when employed, millions are not in decent jobs that offer 
dignity, opportunity and security. ILO projections on youth 
labour show that sub-Saharan Africa, South and South East 
Asia, and the Pacific will have the largest numbers of working 
poor young people by 2015 (see Table 2.2). 

Jobs remain young people’s fundamental 
challenge 

Moving from school to a job, from parents’ homes to 
marriage and own households, from a dependent status to one 
where one’s voice matters in the community is what marks the 
transition from adolescence to adulthood. If a young person 
seeking work fails to find any and is unable to set themselves 
up in productive, decent livelihoods, s/he can become socially 
excluded and enter a cycle of poverty. 

Young people’s life chances, including the possibilities of 
securing good jobs or establishing viable businesses, are affected 
by the economic standing of their parents. Intergenerational 
inequalities can mean the persistence of inferior opportunities 
for particular groups of people. Inequalities in wealth and 
inequality of power are related. 
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Even at the individual level, a young person’s sense of social 
status and personal “power” is connected to what they are able 
to earn and spend. If “productive” ways of earning such power 
and status are not easily available, even illegal and dangerous 
means of securing money become attractive. 

The following sub-section outlines the status of youth 
employment in sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and Latin 
America. 

Sub-Saharan Africa

By 2015, the population aged 15-24 years in sub-
Saharan Africa is expected to reach some 200 million, and 
the population aged 15-34 is projected to be 343 million.29 
Sub-Saharan Africa is the only region in the world that has 
registered a sharp increase in the total number of young 
working poor (those subsisting on less than US$ 1 per day). 
Between 1995 and 2005, the number of such individuals rose 
from 36 million to 45 million30. It is estimated, for example, 
that over 90 per cent of Nigerian youth live on less than US 
$2 per day. Many are food-insecure, lack access to clean water 
and electricity and live in sordid slum conditions. This trend 
persists in other parts of Africa. 

Asia 

Although Asia has shown the most progress in terms of 
employment creation, young people in the larger urban areas 
continue to suffer from a lack of decent work opportunities. 
More than 50 per cent of the world’s youth are in Asia. By 2030, 
the number of youth living in Asian urban areas is expected 
to rise to 533 million. The region’s total urban population is 
projected to increase from 1,553 to 2,663 million, with the 
proportion of urban residents rising from 40 to 55 per cent 
of the global population.31 In South Asia and East Asia, youth 
are almost three times as likely to be unemployed as adults. In 
South-East Asia and the Pacific, youth are five times as likely 
as older workers to be unemployed.32 It should be noted that 
employment and unemployment figures conceal problems of 

underemployment and poverty among working youth. 

The dynamism of Asian economies notwithstanding, labour 
markets have not always been able adequately to absorb 
urban youth, making this group more vulnerable to poverty 
and social exclusion. The relatively high rate of joblessness 
among educated youth seems to derive at least partly from 
a misalignment between the contents of their education or 
training and the expectations of the workplace, a phenomenon 
common to most countries in Africa as well. Moreover, the 
more educated are more demanding as to the kind of work 
they want. In India for example, the largest category among 
unemployed females is comprised of educated young women 
who spurn clerical work yet whose education is not specialized 
enough to be professionally employed or self-employed. 33

Latin America and the Caribbean 

Latin American countries have made impressive progress 
in providing young people with educational opportunities, 
but these have not resulted in better access to employment. 
Although young people face severe difficulties in the labour 
market, those between the ages of 15 and 19 are most affected 
in terms of income and unemployment. If they abandon 
school at that age, as many do, it is very difficult for them 
to find a job. In Brazil for example, unemployment for the 
15-19 year age group rose from 13 to 23 per cent between 
1995 and 2003. For those between 15 and 24 years of age, 
joblessness rose from 10 to 16 per cent over the same period,34 
or higher than the overall unemployment rate. 

Unlike most other regions, in Latin America girls are among 
the most advantaged in reading and even mathematics.35 
Nevertheless, this educational achievement has not improved 
the position of young women in the labour market. Problems 
with unemployment and underemployment remain severe 
for them, who fare worse than male peers in terms of 
unemployment and wages.

Region Youth labour force in 2005 Youth labour force in 2015 change (2005-2015)

Developed economies 64 501 61 167 -3 334

central and Eastern Europe (non-EU) and cIS 29 661 23 989 -5 672

East Asia 154 511 139 596 -14 915

South-East Asia and the Pacific 61 490 72 889 11 399

South Asia 136 616 148 293 11 677

Latin America and the caribbean 57 149 56 649 -500

Middle East and North Africa 33 174 34 039 865

Sub-Saharan Africa 96 153 120 587 24 434

World 633 255 657 209 23 955

TABLE 2.2 Global and rEGional EstimatEs and ProjEctions of thE youth labour forcE, 2005 
and 2015 (thousands)

Source: International labour force, Global Employment Trends for Youth 2006 (Geneva: International Labour Organization, August 2006).
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2 .9 informalization of Urban 
Employment reflects Exclusionary 
Economic growth and quality Jobs  

There is widespread recognition  that the formal sector in the 
developing world is not able to provide adequate employment 
opportunities to young people seeking work. The inability 
of economies to create adequate numbers of quality jobs is 
one of the root causes of economic informality. When young 
people in urban areas do find jobs, they are often in family-
owned businesses, small and low-productivity firms, domestic 
employment or the informal economy – all of which offer 
low incomes and little or no labour protection. However, 
cities can offer ways of improving the skills and knowledge of 
youth employed in low-income jobs or those looking for jobs. 
Mumbai’s night schools offer an example (see Box 2.1). 

The ILO36 estimates that approximately 85 per cent of all 
new employment opportunities in developing countries are 
created in the informal economy. The informal sector is no 
longer the “alternative” economy. Yet, issues of legality, social 
protection and predictability remain to be fully addressed 
if the informal sector is to be recognized and supported as 
a legitimate arena of self-employment, paid work and skills 
delivery. Policy prioritization of decent work for youth is very 
important, as noted by the ILO.37 If young people experience a 
lack of decent work at an early age, they are often permanently 
jeopardized in terms of future employment prospects and 
behaviour patterns as workforce members. The ILO38 also 
sees a proven link between youth unemployment and social 
and economic exclusion. Social and economic exclusion may, 
in fact, be a determinant as well as a result of unemployment. 
Some municipal officials and stakeholders, such as in Nigeria, 
are becoming more aware of these realities (see Box 2.2).

2 .10 summary
1. The association between the level of education and urban 

opportunity and inclusion is statistically significant at a 
10 per cent level, a finding that corroborates the widely 
known fact that better educated people enjoy better access 
to opportunities than others

2. Parental background plays a significant role, seemingly 
shaping any opportunities available to children and 
characterizing groups at the bottom of both economic and 
educational ladders.

3. This suggests a strong relationship between girls’ primary 
education and mother’s education in urban areas. In other 
words, mother’s education is a significant factor in youth 
educational status, as educated mothers tend to promote 
their children’s education.

4. The survey shows that the uneducated are the main 
victims of urban exclusion. More of the respondents 
with higher levels of education perceived their cities as 
offering opportunities to integrate. These findings point 
to education, and especially females’, as a critical factor for 
access to urban opportunities. 

5. Disparities based on wealth, gender, location, ethnicity and 
other markers for disadvantage persist in terms of school 
attendance, literacy and educational attainment. There are 
also alarming numbers of “idle” youth, i.e., those neither in 
school nor at work, and who are vulnerable to exploitation 
and incitement. Non-formal education and skills delivery 
that can offer a second chance to school drop-outs or the 
unemployed should contribute to the positive channeling 
of  young people’s energies and abilities.

6. Inequality of opportunity fuels social and economic exclusion 
manifesting strongly in high youth unemployment. 
Early school drop-out contributes significantly to youth 
unemployment, particularly among slum dwellers. 

Mumbai has a long-established  tradition of “night 
schools’”for working youth, mostly those in the textile, 
trade and hotel industries. These schools also cater more 
and more to a larger cross-section of the migrant youth 
population.  

Some of the city’s distinguished professionals have come 
from these schools. Youth-led non-governmental organiza-
tions are bringing new energy to this tradition.

Source : Karmayog website http://www.karmayog.org/bmcschools/
bmcschools_10471.htm

BOx 2.1: mumbai’s niGht schools for 
workinG youth

In Lagos, the disgruntled youth of the 1980s were pejo-
ratively referred to as “Area Boys and Girls” due to their 
constant troublemaking. They became a source of serious 
concern to successive administrations. However, thanks to 
joint public-private, voluntary, corporate and charitable ef-
forts these young people have become the “Good Boys 
and Girls of Lagos”. Their training includes poultry man-
agement. The Direct Labour Agency and other government 
bodies such as the Lagos Waste Management Authority of-
fer jobs as technicians, drivers, highway managers, etc. In 
addition, “Operation Weed for Flowers” has involved over 
1,000 participants. Other youth undergo various training 
programmes including animal husbandry, panel beating, 
etc. 

Source: UN-HABITAT Survey, Lagos City Report by Boladale Abiola
(UN-HABITAT, 2009)

BOx 2.2 thE Good and bad “arEa boys and 
Girls” of laGos, niGEria
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Woman from the Ferguson Road settlement, Sri Lanka 
© Ruth Mcleod. UN-HABITAT
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The Law, in its majestic equality,  
forbids the rich, as well as the poor,  
to sleep under the bridges,  
to beg in the streets, and to steal bread.  
Anatole France

3 .0 introduction
This chapter builds on the basic notion that inequality 

of outcomes is defined by a multidimensional set of 
instrumental capabilities (including shelter). It is clear from 
the previous chapters that the negative externalities arising 
from social, political and cultural deprivations contribute to 
unequal opportunity outcomes. In short, all other capability 
deprivations are as harmful as economic and income inequality. 
Importantly, all the opportunity deprivation sets interact in 
complex ways and largely revolve around economic capability 
in ways that see causality flowing in both directions. For 
instance, social inequality, as evidenced in educational and 
nutritional deprivation, is certain to impair the capacity of an 
individual to lead a fulfilling and productive life, and can lead 
to economic deprivation. 

Based on the differentiation of capabilities among urban 
dwellers, this chapter provides empirical evidence of the 
extent to which young people living in slum or non-slum areas 
are deprived of a number of services, such as shelter, water, 
sanitation and other basic infrastructure. For each of these, 
the extent of deprivation reflects various degrees of poverty, 
asset deprivation and, ultimately, inequality across the social, 
economic, political and cultural spectrum. For example, if one 
considers the relationship between poverty and access to safe 
water, the “very poor” may be unable to access piped water 
and have to content themselves with natural water sources, 
like rivers and streams. On the other hand, the “surviving 
poor” category can include those with access to public tap and 
piped water, albeit with varying degrees of accessibility.1

Each category of unequal opportunity features clear 
differences across individuals, households and communities. 

For instance, a family in the “surviving poor” group but 
with access to piped water at home will seem to be better off 
than a “very poor” rural household relying on a fresh water 
stream. However, the urban family may be deprived of proper 
toilet facilities (using pit latrines rather than flush toilets) and 
proper sanitation. Such deprivations can combine in a variety 
of ways, but the emphasis in this Report will be on the broad 
empirical findings illustrating these various situations. 

This chapter considers family resource proxies such as 
shelter (in both slums and non-slums), space and its impact on 
other instrumental capabilities (e.g., education), and access to 
basic services (water, sanitation and electricity). In addition, 
this chapter analyses the health dimension of opportunity 
inequality. 

More specifically, this chapter focuses on macroeconomic 
correlations, such as between access to improved sanitation 
and safe drinking water on the one hand, and GDP (based on 
2005 data2) on the other hand. Figure 3.1 shows the slopes in 
the trend lines illustrating the proportions of the population 
having access to improved sanitation facilities and safe drinking 
water (for background explanation, see Box 1.3). These 
positive slopes suggest an association between infrastructure 
variables and GDP. To some extent, this is self-explanatory, 
since countries with higher GDP per capita are expected to 
allocate more resources to the social sector, providing larger 
segments of society access to better infrastructure.
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FIGURE 3.1: GdP (us $) and accEss to sanitation and safE drinkinG watEr (2005)

Source: World Bank, 2005

The association of GDP per capita with expenditure on health (per capita, same year) is depicted in Figure 3.2. The relationship 
is similar to that between infrastructure and GDP. This same argument explains the positive association between GDP and 
expenditure on health. 

FIGURE 3.2:  GdP and ExPEnditurE on hEalth 

Source: World Bank, 2005
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The relationship between GDP and maternal mortality 
(an outcome of health policies) is illustrated in Figure 3.3. 
The figure shows that mortality declines as GDP per capita 
increases. The results are, to some extent, related to the findings 
in Figure 3.2. Lower mortality rates can be achieved only 
through better health policies and more resource allocation 

to health care; these improved policies and higher allocations 
are, in turn, largely a function of overall GDP, i.e., economic 
resources. Figure 3.2 confirms that higher GDP leads to 
higher allocations to health services. This is what has enabled 
richer countries, for instance, to reduce maternal mortality. 
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FIGURE 3.3: GdP and matErnal mortality ratE

Source: World Bank, 2005
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Source: World Bank, 2005
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Figure 3.4 shows a negative association between female educational attainment and maternal mortality. Self-explanatory as 
this may seem, it comes as a very apt empirical demonstration to policymakers of the need to steer female education policies in 
a fresh direction. The statistical analysis in this sub-section suggests that improved educational opportunities for females could 
result in reduced inequality and more inclusive social and economic development. 

3 .1 shelter inequality Determines Youth 
Access to Education 

The shelter conditions of young women and men are 
closely related to differences in marital status, education and 
income levels. Largely regardless of specific cultures, youth as 
a transitional phase includes successive stages of living with 
one’s parents, or alone, or with a partner, with or without 
children or setting up as a family. Access to living space is as 
much an expression of where a person stands in their transition 
to adulthood as of social inequality, since the problems youth 
face in the labour and housing markets are for a large part 
related to incomes. 

Being typically first-time entrants into the housing and 
labour markets, young people are not among the most 
favoured in the credit markets either, except for a minority 
who are highly qualified and in formal employment. What 
emerged from the UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey 2009 
is the distinct impact of the place where a youth lives on their 
life paths and employment (see Box 3.1). 

It is well established that in some developing regions, urban 
dwellers – even those in slums – are supposed to have better 
access to services than people in rural areas. 
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Rio de Janeiro, Brazil combines overall prosperity and poor opportunities for youth. 
© Bigstockphoto

Favela in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 
© Gary Yim/shutterstock
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in mumbai, india
“Every other divide is overwritten by the economic divide in Mumbai,” said one participant. “The schools we go to, the skills we acquire, are 
all determined by where we live. And where we live is determined by our economic status. So, if I can only afford to live in a slum or a chawl 
[cheap lodging house], I go to a school that caters only to children from that locality.” “We can never « belong », no matter what our caste 
or educational background.” One’s address says it all. “Even if I have money, it is not easy to break into elite circles if I happen to live in, say, 
a basti [shared habitation] or a chawl.” Was this getting worse or better? Better, said most young local respondents. “Even slums like Dharavi 
[one of India’s largest] are undergoing a transformation. And soon it will no longer matter where you live in Mumbai.” 

in kingston, jamaica
For many young people in Kingston’s inner city, a main source of exclusion is the stigma attached to home addresses. Many of those areas 
are associated with gang warfare, crime and violence. As a result, law-abiding citizens, who are the majority, end up adversely stereotyped. 
Some youth acquire jobs based on false addresses on application forms, to try to avoid area stigma; but others have no such option, while 
others still refuse on principle to do that. Young people said that, even at graduate level, those students living in higher income areas will 
receive preferential treatment. On the other hand, females from the inner city tend to receive less of a negative response from employers 
when compared with their male counterparts. 

Source: Mumbai and Kingston Youth Focus Group Discussions for UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey (UN-HABITAT, 2009)

BOx 3.1: dEfinEd by addrEss 

However, due largely to economic, social and cultural 
segmentation, slum dwellers are denied opportunities to 
proper, quality education and by implication to fulfilling 
careers. Empirical evidence suggests that youth and children 
who grew up in slum communities are less likely to enrol in 
school and more likely to drop out, and many do not even 
attend secondary school. In many cities, the space divide 
is evident in the schooling profile of the large majority of 
youth, where there are differentials between slum and non-
slum areas. Compared with the overall encouraging pattern 
of school enrolment, there is evidence that in many African 
slums primary school enrolment is decreasing.

In Eastern and Southern Africa, the most significant progress 
in school enrolment in the late 1990s was concentrated in 
rural areas, leaving out many poor urban families. In Tanzania, 
for example, net enrolment ratios increased in both rural and 
non-slum urban areas, but actually decreased in slum areas. 
The same worrisome phenomenon is evident in Zambia and 
Zimbabwe and is not confined to sub-Saharan Africa. In 
Guatemala in 1999, only 54 per cent of children living in 
slums were enrolled in primary education, versus 73 per cent 
in non-slum urban areas and 61 per cent in rural areas. The 
same situation prevailed in Brazil in the late 1990s.3 

AREA Pop. density/ km2 Description change (2005-2015)

Kibera 49 228 Informal settlements -3 334

city centre 10 966 Main commercial area -5 672

Parklands 2 490 Upper-/middle-income residential area with a 
predominantly Asian population

-14 915

Woodley 1 962 Middle-income residential zone 11 399

Muthaiga 481 High-income area that accommodates affluent classes 11 677

TABLE 3.1: dEnsity inEqualitiEs in nairobi 

Source: Maps Geosystem, Maps (UAE), Sharjah, U.A.E

The educational gap associated with economic status can 
be very substantial. In Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan, for 
instance, fewer than 40 per cent of children in the poorest 
socioeconomic quintile complete primary school, compared 
with 70 to 80 per cent in the richest quintile.4 In Sierra Leone, 
the figures are 20 per cent and 70 per cent, respectively. 

Among slum communities in Nigeria, children are 35 per 
cent less likely than children from non-slum areas to attend 
school. In Bolivia, only 10 per cent of children in the poorest 
quintile complete primary school, as compared with 40 
per cent of children of non-slum areas, and 55 per cent of 
children in the richest quintile.5 For urban young people, 
therefore, income opportunities and job prospects are clearly 

determined by the places where they grow up and attend early 
schooling. Stratified educational systems confine the poor to 
low-quality schools because low-income families have no other 
choice. Clearly, such children’s opportunities are limited from 
the start compared with comparatively richer families; this 
results in patterns of recurrent intergenerational educational 
choices for parents and offspring, a phenomenon also known 
as “decreased” or “stagnant” social mobility.

The distinct pattern of spatial health is illustrated by the 
wide differences in spatial density found in Nairobi, as shown 
in Table 3.1, although the pattern is widespread in cities of the 
developing world. 
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FIGURE 3.5: fEmalE litEracy ratEs, rural arEas and urban slums - sElEctEd sub-saharan african countriEs

Source: Global Urban Observatory (UN-HABITAT, 2008a)
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The structure of the Kenyan capital is a complex one (Table 
3.1), making it difficult to sort out the distinct land uses of its 
surface area. The wide variations in population density reflect 
various land use patterns; however, the spatially divided 
internal structure is based in large part on land uses and 
income levels.6

3 .2 space inequality exacerbates 
gender inequality 

There are qualitative differences in female literacy rates 
between rural areas and urban slums in selected sub-Saharan 
African countries. As shown in Figure 3.5, differences in 
literacy rates between rural areas and slums are not very 
pronounced in South Africa. 

However, in other countries like Ethiopia, these differences 
can be substantial, with rural literacy rates of 15.4 per cent, 

compared with 64.7 per cent in urban slums in 2000.7

It is clear from Figure 3.6 that female literacy rates are 
consistently higher in non-slum relative to slum areas. In 
some cases, the differences are substantial. For example, in 
Guinea, literacy rates in non-slum areas are almost twice as 
high as those in slums (60.7 and 30.7 per cent, respectively 
in 1999). 

A similar situation prevails in Benin, where only 32 per cent 
of those living in slums were literate in 2001, compared with 
62.4 per cent of those living in non-slum areas. In other cases, 
the differences are less extreme. For example, in Rwanda, 
Zimbabwe and South Africa, the gaps in literacy rates among 
slum and non-slum females are smaller than 10 per cent.8

FIGURE 3.6: fEmalE litEracy ratEs in slum and non-slum urban arEas - sElEctEd sub-saharan african countriEs 

Source: Global Urban Observatory (UN-HABITAT, 2008a)
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per cent, because immunization is much more widespread 
among the richest wealth quintile. In some countries, access 
to antenatal and delivery care is very unequal among slum and 
non-slum areas, but generally speaking the divide emerges 
most clearly in post-neonatal mortality rates. However, 
regardless of parents’ economic status, urban children are still 
much better off overall than their rural counterparts. 

 The substantial differences between rural areas and slums 
with regard to health care are illustrated in Figure 3.7 by 
under-five mortality rates in rural and urban slum areas in 
selected Asian countries. Urban children tend to have a greater 
probability to survive the first five years of life than their 
rural counterparts. While in some countries, such as Yemen, 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, these differences are negligible 
or non-existent, in other countries they are substantial. For 
example, in Viet Nam, under-five infant mortality in rural 
areas is 70 per cent higher than in urban slums.9

The same kinds of disparities between slums and non-slum 
areas are observed in terms of access to health care services, 
as reflected in the differences in under-five mortality rates in 
slums and non-slums in selected Asian countries. As shown 
on Figure 3.8, in Turkey and Armenia the differences in 
slum and non-slum areas are negligible, while in India and 
Kazakhstan they are substantial.10

The poor access to health care among the urban 
underprivileged is illustrated by statistics from Delhi. Data 
from India’s National Family Health Survey11 shows that 
one in 10 poor children in Delhi dies before the age of one 
(94.4 infant deaths per 1,000 live births) and one in seven 
dies before reaching the age of five (135.5 deaths per 1,000 
live births). Only one in four urban poor children are fully 
immunized and 70 per cent of urban poor mothers deliver 
their babies at home, resulting in high maternal and neonatal 
morbidity rates. Still, the total fertility rate among the urban 

poor is 4.8 – twice the average of 2.4 for Delhi as a whole.12

Not surprisingly, India’s urban poor are more exposed to 
preventable illnesses. The incidence of communicable and 
vector-borne diseases is high among that category, with one in 
seven slum residents infected with tuberculosis. Incidence of 
dengue, malaria and chikungunya is also high.13 India’s public 
hospitals fail to provide adequate care to the urban poor. 
Waiting times are lengthy, which acts as a hidden economic 
cost and the quality of services is poor. These differences in 
access to health care, as well as the associated higher morbidity 
and mortality rates are not reflected in the traditional measures 
of income inequality. More specifically, Gini coefficients based 
on expenditure portray Delhi as a slightly more egalitarian 
city than India as a whole, with a Gini coefficient of 0.32 
compared with 0.34 for India as a whole.14 

FIGURE 3.7: undEr-fivE mortality ratEs in rural arEas and urban slums - sElEctEd asian countriEs

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2008b
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Spatial inequality has far-reaching consequences on outcome 
opportunities for young females. For instance, high rates of 
adolescent pregnancy and widespread female roles as domestic 
workers might be responsible for the differences in relation to 
women’s participation in the job market. The distance to places 
of potential employment frequently combines with the stigma 
associated with location to confine young women to the place 
where they grew up, which perpetuates intergenerational 
inequality and stagnant social mobility. 

3 .3 the health Divide as inequality of 
Opportunity

Youth and, by extension, children born to families in 
highly deprived areas like slums have far less access to 
health services, such as immunization and, in some cases, 
antenatal and delivery care. For instance, in countries where 
a high proportion of poor youth and children are without 
immunization, national coverage can still be as high as 40 
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3 .4 Unequal Access to Basic services as 
Opportunity inequality

Poor sanitation, combined with unsafe water supply and 
poor hygiene, is responsible for relatively high mortality rates 
among slum dwellers. Poor sanitation is well known as the 
primary cause of water, air, soil and food contamination, and 
efforts to deal with it reduce the risk of diseases. Access to 
improved sanitation facilities can reduce diarrhoeal conditions 
by up to 37 per cent among un-served populations.

Based on the UN-HABITAT 2009 survey, Figure 3.9 
depicts the association between the “Family Resource and 
Location” factor and basic services. Access to quality water  
 

and sanitation facilities during childhood is clearly associated 
with future opportunities and urban inclusiveness. The 53.86 
per cent of youth with basic access during childhood do not 
consider themselves deprived of opportunities in their cities, 
while only 44.03 per cent of those who lacked such facilities 
in their childhood feel the same way. In other words, youth 
with greater access to better water and sanitation facilities 
during childhood tend to have greater outcome opportunity 
and are less exposed to pervasive inequality in their cities. The 
relationship is statistically significant (1 per cent level). 

FIGURE 3.8:  undEr-fivE mortality ratEs in slum and non-slum urban arEas - sElEctEd asian countriEs

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2008b
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FIGURE 3.9: accEss to quality watEr & sanitation in childhood and combinEd oPPortunity inEquality

Note: Chi-square: 708.537; Level of Sig.: 0.000
Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
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The association between health and social services markedly transpires from focus group discussions, especially with the 
Nairobi group (see Box 3.2). 

chris:
“I suffered from typhoid. For one month, we had no tap water. I was drinking water from the borehole. Even now, when you open the tap 
and water comes out, it is like a miracle. There is sewage everywhere.”

melchizedek: 
“We have a water problem in Kawangware. Local authorities are trying to come up with solutions like treating water from the borehole. 
The normal water stinks. In this city there are two lines, one line that goes to the slums, for people like me, and the other goes to the other 
areas. My sister works in Lavington, and you can drink water straight from the tap there. In Kawangware, if you drink water from the tap, 
you will die.”

ian:
“Water has become like gold or oil. In some slums like Korogocho and Ngomongo, you find people who collude and block water from 
flowing to the people, so that people have to buy it at a much higher rate. They block the flow of water, literally. Initially, we were paying 
20 shillings [or US $0.25] per litre, and when they saw it was making money, they raised the price to 30, then 50 shillings per litre. Then you 
wonder where they get the water they are selling, and as you will find out it is that very water that was blocked and diverted.”

samuel:  
“In the town where my parents live, there is water shortage and rationing. They may stay for two weeks without getting water, because it 
is available when people are at work. The people there sometimes conspire with the water people to sabotage the system. They have no 
meters yet they get water. The system is wrong. It favours just a few people in society, the rich, the powerful and the well-known. One can 
be poor but well known and connected.”

Source: Nairobi Youth Focus Group Discussions for UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey (UN-HABITAT, 2009)

BOx 3.2: location dEtErminEs hEalth and basic sErvicEs - voicEs from thE kawanGwarE slum, nairobi 

A girl draws water from a dirty pond in Kyotera, Uganda.  
© sANA,UN-HABITAT 
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3 .5 multiple Deprivations and Access to 
Basic services in slums

Access to services is not homogeneous within slum areas and 
varies broadly, based on the number of shelter deprivations. 
Those slum dwellers with the more shelter deprivations also 
tend to have less access to education than those less deprived, 
as illustrated by female literacy rates in selected sub-Saharan 
countries (Figure 3.10). For example, in Benin, the literacy 
rate among female slum dwellers with only one shelter 

deprivation was 43.5 per cent in 2001, compared with 23.9 
per cent among those with two shelter deprivations and 6.4 
per cent for those with three or more. This is equivalent to a 
six-fold difference between one and three shelter deprivations. 
Disparate literacy rates among female slum dwellers are also 
notable in Guinea, Burkina Faso and Nigeria, where the 
difference in literacy between those experiencing one or three 
shelter deprivations is roughly threefold.15 

Apart from literacy rates, the number of shelter deprivations 
can also be associated with differences in access to health care 
among slum dwellers. As illustrated by a group of selected Latin 
American and Caribbean countries, the health conditions of 
those living in more substandard types of shelter also tend 
to be more precarious, as reflected by the lower probability 
of their children surviving until the age of five. Figures 3.11 
and 3.12 show that this trend is particularly pronounced in 
Brazil, where under-five mortality rates are over three times 
as high among children living in slums with three or more 
shelter deprivations than in those living with just one. These 
disparities are also very stark in Bolivia and Peru, where the 
multiple is 2.6. Even in Guatemala, where slum dwellers are 
relatively less at a disadvantage, the probability of a child 
surviving until the age of five increases by almost 50 per 
cent if s/he lives in a slum with one shelter deprivation by 
comparison with three or more.16 

Differences in mortality rates are undoubtedly associated 
with access to health care (or lack thereof ). Not surprisingly, 
the percentage of births attended by skilled health personnel 
is also correlated with the number of shelter deprivations. As 
shown on Figure 3.11, mothers living in slums with only one 
shelter deprivation are more likely to receive care at birth than 
those with two. Likewise, mothers living in slums with two 
shelter deprivations are more likely to receive such care than 
those with three. In all cases, the differences are substantial; 
where they are least pronounced, as in the Dominican 
Republic, they still amount to a 20 per cent difference 
between mothers with one shelter deprivation and those with 
three. In Bolivia, Nicaragua, Peru and Guatemala, mothers 
with only one shelter deprivation are roughly three times as 
likely to receive health care when giving birth as those with 
three shelter deprivations. This probability is almost five times 
in Haiti.17

FIGURE 3.10: fEmalE litEracy ratEs in slum arEas by numbEr of shEltEr dEPrivations - sElEctEd sub-saharan 
african countriEs 

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2008a
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FIGURES 3.11 AND 3.12:  undEr-fivE mortality ratEs in slums by numbEr of shEltEr dEPrivations - sElEctEd latin 
amErican and caribbEan countriEs

The number of shelter deprivations is often associated 
with more recently established slum areas.  People in older-
established slums tend to enjoy better access to services for 
various reasons. These include a longer lifespan over which 
some positive developments can occur, as well as better-
established ties with the political system, and more central 
locations.18 In India, for example, only those slums that have 
been officially recognized (“listed”) are eligible for public 
services or slum improvement schemes. Likewise, older 
settlements tend to be more economically productive owing 
to their proximity to employment opportunities and markets, 
and lower transportation costs and times. As a result, residents 
of older slums tend to have a relatively higher socio-economic 
status than those in newer ones, as measured by education 
and income levels, occupational structure and housing 
conditions.19

3 .6 summary
This chapter demonstrates the multi-dimensional nature of 

opportunity inequality. An understanding of the relationships 
will therefore require a more nuanced notion of the different 
outcome opportunities. Although UN-HABITAT data 
indicate that housing conditions and access to basic services 
have improved from the 1990s onward, not only for cities 
as a whole but for those living in slum areas as well, great 
disparities persist between rich and poor. Those with the worst 
housing conditions also suffer from lower access to health and 
education. The specific findings in this chapter are as follows:

Youth and, by extension, children born within families 1. 
living in highly deprived areas such as slums (and compared 
with non-slum dwellers within the richest wealth quintile) 
can have far less access to health services such as antenatal 
and delivery care as well as to immunization. Family 
resources expressed in terms of shelter (slums and non-
slums) space have a significant impact on other instrumental 
capabilities such as education and access to basic services 
(water, sanitation, electricity). Infrastructure factors such 
as sanitation influence all the health dimensions that serve 
as measures of unequal opportunities.

Combined with unsafe water supply and poor hygiene, 2. 
poor sanitation is responsible for relatively high mortality 
rates among young slum dwellers. Poor sanitation is the 
primary determinant of water, air and food contamination. 
Access to improved sanitation and safe drinking water is 
positively associated with national wealth as measured by 
GDP. Evidently, countries with higher GDP per capita 
allocate more resources to the social sector, allowing larger 
segments of society access to better infrastructure. In 
particular, this Report corroborates the association of per 
capita GDP and per capita expenditure on health. 

Lack of family resources reflects in high maternal mortality, 3. 
which is an outcome of city and national health policies. 
Mortality declines as a country becomes richer (GDP per 
capita increases) and allocates more resources to deprived 
areas. Youth in slums (i.e., shelter-deprived areas) tend to 
suffer unequal opportunity (high mortality rates) compared 
with cohorts from gated communities. The survey behind 
this report found that urban youth with greater access to 
better water and sanitation facilities during childhood 
tend to enjoy greater outcome opportunity and are less 
exposed to pervasive inequality further down the road. 

Youth and children who grew up in slum communities are 4. 
less likely to enroll in school or to complete primary or 
attend secondary school, and more likely not to complete 
schooling.The urban space divide is evident in the schooling 
profile of the large majority of youth in most cities who 
are enrolled in school: there is a large differential between 
slum and non-slum areas. Literacy rates for women are 
consistently higher among those living in non-slum areas 
relative to those living in slums.

Spatial inequality is an opportunity deprivation that has 5. 
far-reaching consequences on opportunities of outcome 
for young females. For instance, high rates of adolescent 
pregnancy and the significant role of women as domestic 
workers might be responsible for the differences in relation 
to women’s types of occupation in the labour market. 
This Report shows that the nexus of better shelter and 
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higher educational attainment for women results in lower 
maternal mortality. This provides policymakers with very 
strong empirical evidence in favour of reorienting policies 
related to female education in ways that remove disparities 
from a very young age and based on multidimensional 
factors. A combined statistical and qualitative analysis 
suggests that better educational opportunities for young 
women could result in more inclusive social and economic 
development, thereby reducing inequalities.    

The shelter-related inequality of opportunity that defines 6. 
the living conditions of young men and women are 
closely related to differences in marital status, education 
and income levels. Youth is a transitional phase where 
both males and females move from parents’ homes to live 
by themselves, or with a partner with or without children 
and establishing a family. Lack of access to living spaces, 
a problem widespread among youth in the labour and 
housing markets, is for a large part related to incomes, 
which points to huge social inequality.

Unequal access to basic services: Indian girls and women collecting water
© UN-HABITAT
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Young People’s Right to 
Equal Opportunities  

in the City

ChAPtER

04

“Give us a second chance beyond formal education”. Youth Empowerment Program Hydraform project, Kitui, Kenya.
 © UN-HABITAT
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4 .0 introduction
The notion of the “right to the city” has evolved in response 

largely to pressure from social groups and civil society 
organizations as a way of bridging the urban divide. This 
divide denies a large segment of urban dwellers access to the 
opportunities cities have to offer. The World Charter on the 
Right to the City supported by UNESCO and UN-HABITAT, 
among other agencies, comes as an attempt to relate urban 
deprivations to broader human right principles. Worldwide 
support for the notion has also led a number of municipalities 
to devise and endorse charters and other formal declarations 
to promote human rights in cities.

The “right to the city” subsumes a number of universally 
recognized fundamental rights that are endorsed, if only 
formally, in the constitutions of most countries in the world. 
Whether actionable or otherwise in any individual country, 
these rights are of a general, civil, political, social, economic 
and cultural nature. They are based on the principles of non-
discrimination (including in terms of age, physical ability, 
racial or ethnic origin, etc.), “indivisibility of human rights, 
gender equality, progressive realization, non-retrogression, 
subsidiarity, solidarity, and cooperation”.1  Through these 
multiple dimensions, the right to the city also calls attention 
to issues relating to equality of opportunity for young people 
as well as for other groups with high propensities to social, 
political, cultural and economic vulnerability.

Rights are acquired in large part through the building of 
specific sets of individual and group capabilities. Chapter 2 
stressed that development should look beyond individual 
human capital, production or higher output per capita, and 
also take in three mutually reinforcing aspects of human 
development, namely: 

i. the direct beneficial effect of economic development on 
individual fulfilment and well-being (e.g., living free of 
sickness, earning superior wages, etc.); 

ii. providing individuals the education they need to become 
effective agents of change; and 

iii. building individual skills and knowledge for better 
contributions to overall economic production. 

In other words, education is both a means and an end 
of development.2 Therefore, youth is the greatest resource 
available to any society, and the most effective way of 
mobilizing this potential knowledge base is to deploy the right 
institutions and incentives for the sake of development.2 

If this is to happen, the various dimensions of “rights” and 
opportunities must be viewed in a developmental perspective. 
When considering inequality, this Report looks beyond 
income and economic wealth in a bid to open up the black box 
of what constitutes poverty. This is why this Report examines 
the components of young people’s “right to the city” and the 
way they interact, in order better to understand equality of 
opportunity as well as what youths value as desirable outcomes 
beyond income-earning. This chapter analyses five distinct 
rights, namely, (1) the right to equitable access to all basic 
services, (2) the right to avail of all economic opportunities 
and activities, (3) the right to voice political opinions freely, 
(4), the right to enter and enjoy all areas of the city, and (5) 
the right to all social and cultural facilities and venues. The 
effectiveness of these rights as perceived by young respondents 
in the five cities under review is measured on a three-point 
scale: “No right”, “Average right”, and “Full right”. 

Ranking Basic Services Deprivations

Figure 4.1 gives a graphic depiction of the most pervasive 
deprivations in poor countries, namely, the “right to equitable 
access to all basic services”. The basic facilities include 
electricity, tenure, health, water and sanitation. 

The figure shows that Kingston is the only one among the 
five cities under review where a high proportion (67.65 per 
cent) of young people enjoy equal opportunity of access to all 
the basic facilities (as measured by the perceived effectiveness, 
or otherwise, of their right to such services). Of course this 
ranking does not give any indication about the quality of 
service provision. For instance, while a city dweller may have 

A right is not what someone gives you;  
it is what no one can take from you.  
Ramsey Clark
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FIGURE 4.1: riGht to basic sErvicEs – PErcEivEd EffEctivEnEss 

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

“access” to electricity, the problem of power outages in a 
particular city location (e.g., slum vs. non-slum) may make 
fulsome enjoyment of electricity difficult. The same could be 
said of water supply, where “access” can as well be to high-
quality supply through proper pipes or to unsafe well water of 
dubious origin. In contrast, in Nairobi, only 31.9 per cent, or 
half the proportion in Kingston, share this view. 

In the three other cities, slightly over 40 per cent of young 
survey respondents reported equal opportunities of access 
to basic services. In Rio de Janeiro, the proportion of those 
who thought their effective right to such services was only 
“average” came at 35.26 per cent, the highest of the five cities 
under review. Over 60 per cent of all the respondents in the 
five cities believed that opportunity of access to basic services 
was equitable or only moderately so. For opportunity of 
access to basic services, Lagos was ranked the poorest. In the 
five cities under review, an average of about 30 per cent of 
young survey respondents said they had no equitable access 
to basic services.

The following sections review the perceived effectiveness of 
the various economic, social, political and cultural rights of 
youths in the five cities representing four major developing 
regions of the world.

 

Providência, the 'City of God', Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
© Mauricio Hora
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FIGURE 4.2: riGht to Economic oPPortunitiEs – PErcEivEd EffEctivEnEss

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

In Lagos, 38.05 per cent of young respondents to the 
survey found the city failed to provide access to economic 
opportunities, while a roughly similar proportion characterized 
Nigeria’s economic capital as providing equal opportunities. 
This polarized pattern prevailed in Nairobi, too, with 37.34 
per cent saying the right to economic opportunities was 
not effective, against 37.97 who said it was. Along with 
Mumbai and Lagos, the Kenyan capital was where economic 
opportunities were perceived to be most ineffective. On 
average, 34.60 per cent of all youths in the survey perceived 
that their right to economic opportunities was ineffective, but 
more than 60 per cent found it effective or “average.”  

Focus group discussions echoed the major findings of 
the survey (see Box 4.1). For example, in Mumbai only a 
quarter of the young respondents found the city “inclusive” 
in terms of economic opportunity. But half reckoned that 
economic prosperity was equitably distributed. When asked 
who benefited the most, one third mentioned the educated 
class, suggesting that education is a critical factor for access 
to opportunities.

Economic Opportunity and Inclusion across 
the five Cities

In Kingston, inner-city youth say a major source of 
exclusion is the stigma attached to their residence or place of 
abode (see Box 3.1). Inner-city youth make the link between 
unemployment and crime in two respects: 

i. unemployment increases vulnerability to illegal activities, 
and 

ii. the crime and violence associated with gang warfare in an 
area causes businesses to close down. 

This has happened in downtown Kingston, where many 
businesses have relocated to uptown areas. Crime, violence 
and the concomitant absence of peace are of greatest concern 
to half (48 per cent) of young respondents from inner cities, 
followed by unemployment (28 per cent). Youth from 
all classes agreed that lack of experience is an obstacle to 
employment even with a university degree. 

4 .1 Right to Economic Opportunity 
Six types of vulnerability3 are widespread among the urban 

poor: economic, social, health, personal and psychological, 
as well as vulnerability related to housing and disasters. The 
urban poor are all the more exposed through an absence of 
mitigating institutions, including family and legal support.4 

Figure 4.2 shows how local young respondents to the 
UN-HABITAT survey ranked the degree of effectiveness 
of their “right to avail of all economic opportunities and 
activities” in the five cities under review. Lagos (39.82 per 
cent), Kingston (39.58 per cent) and Nairobi (37.97 per cent) 
came on top. 
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In order to understand the conditions that define inequality of opportunity, UN-HABITAT combined a large questionnaire-based survey and 
focus group discussions with selected local young people. In the five cities under review, the focus group discussions brought together 20 
to 35 young people aged 16 to 29.

In mumbai, a survey was carried out with 160 young people who were selected through a purposive sampling framework. The group was 
35% female. Around 76% of the whole discussion group had university education and most had well-educated mothers. A third of the 
fathers were in low-income, informal sector employment. The majority of the young people’s focus group lived in middle-class neighbour-
hoods, and a small proportion in gated communities. While the sample may look small compared with Mumbai’s population, it was still 
deemed apt to capture the nuances and diversity of India’s economic capital in terms of inclusion, exclusion and equal opportunities. 

In nairobi, the young focus group participants were drawn from very poor low-income areas as well as middle-class and rich neighbour-
hoods, with the following population densities (measured as residents per square kilometre): Kawangware (45,139); Parklands (1,233); 
Kilimani (3,582); and Pumwani (10,175). The questionnaires were distributed across a much wider area representing all the five divisions 
in Nairobi: central, Dagoretti, Embakasi, Kasarani, Kibera, Makadara, Pumwani and Westlands. Out of the 172 respondents to the survey 
questionnaire, only 20.35% ranked the city as ‘inclusive’ in all four aspects, while 79.65% found the Kenyan capital largely “non-inclusive,” 
i.e., short on equal opportunities. 

In lagos, 125 young people responded to the questionnaires. They were drawn from various ethnic, educational, economic and social 
backgrounds, with a wide range of academic backgrounds (law, philosophy, international relations, economics, political science, computers, 
electrical engineering, etc.). Most were undergraduates or postgraduate students from two of the country’s five best universities, and others 
from private and state universities spread across the major cities in western Nigeria.

BOx 4.1: un-habitat citiEs survEy and focus GrouP discussions – mEthodoloGy 

Kingston and St. Andrew Corporation (KSAC) monument to child victims of violence, Jamaica 
© UN-HABITAT
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There is also a consensus that contacts and “links” to people 
of influence are very important in obtaining a job. Upper-
income youth specifically mention corruption and nepotism as 
challenges, even when an applicant is qualified for a position.

A considerable number of youth are excluded for lack of 
educational qualifications, and find that poverty-induced (at 
least partly) low school attendance acts as a hindrance. This 
may be due to the fact that families may not always have the 
financial resources required for new uniforms and shoes, or 
to provide lunch and pay for transportation. Where these 
deficiencies combine with other, multiple deprivations and 
lack of family support, the impact on youth can be devastating. 
However, upper-income young respondents concurred that 
school curricula should place greater emphasis on life-long 
skills to develop capabilities and build human capital.

In Lagos, the main factor behind economic exclusion is 
unemployment. In an effort to provide work experience, Lagos 
state authorities have launched a special jobs programme. The 
scheme enables thousands of young people, either still at school 
(during vacations) or just out of school (but unemployed) to 
indulge in various activities of a horticultural (planting flowers 
and trees) or public works nature (digging and grading of 
roads). This, according to the Lagos City Report, is to “keep 
them busy during the vacations; otherwise they are drawn to 
the street.”5 

Micro-finance also improves economic opportunities for 
young people in Nigeria’s economic capital, as support to small 
businesses significantly reduces youth poverty. For instance, 
graduates of Skill Acquisition Centres can access small loans. 
In 2008, over 9,500 Lagos residents benefited from the 
scheme, but no age-disaggregated data is available. 

In Mumbai, the main complaint among young people is 
that they lack information on employment opportunities. Few 
have a clear idea of the kinds of employment available in India’s 
main economic centre, although opportunities range from 
the informal sector to labour-intensive to manufacturing (30 
per cent of available jobs) to high-technology jobs. The poor 
information flow largely results from institutional failures and 
severely hinders young people’s access to opportunities, with 
the repercussions this can have on other forms of exclusion. 

Young survey respondents in Mumbai blamed this lack 
of access to economic opportunities on government and 
the municipal authorities in charge of various services and 
programmes. Although 67 per cent said government policies 
were creating new job opportunities, they complained that 
it was difficult to get relevant information about these or 
government schemes for youth entrepreneurship, or job-
oriented training courses. When asked about economic 
opportunity in terms of accessible financial institutions, only 
15 per cent of young respondents in India’s financial capital 
perceived banks as “easily accessible,” and another 35 per cent 
found them “moderately accessible”.

Young respondents in Mumbai also blamed the lack 
of educational opportunities on lack of information. 
This was particularly the case with scholarships available 
from universities and other institutions. The situation is 
detrimental to most young people, but affects the poorer and 
more deprived groups to a greater extent as they have little 
alternatives.

What does the “right to the city” mean to young people in 
Mumbai?  Most (88 per cent) understand it primarily as “the 
right to all basic services”, with 50 per cent also including 
right of access to opportunities as well as to social and cultural 
spaces.

The Nairobi survey findings show that the difficulty of 
securing decent jobs is one of the major reasons for local young 
people’s poor access to opportunities.  Only 10 per cent 
of local respondents said they were employed, and the rest 
were unemployed with very few still at school. Such massive 
unemployment is officially ascribed to a combination of 
slow economic growth and rapid increases in the number of 
graduates joining the labour market. This situation is further 
compounded by the inability of both public and private 
sectors to accommodate an expanding young population.6

In the Kenyan capital, the focus group discussion provided 
very different viewpoints and experiences. Youth from poor 
areas harbour a deep sense of exclusion and inequality 
originating in family backgrounds characterized by lack of 
sustainable sources of income. Young people do appreciate that 
good education paves the way for better life opportunities and 
sustains their aspirations; but parents’ poverty and educational 
backgrounds prevent them from furthering their studies.  

Some of the young people agreed with the government’s 
explanation for the current unemployment crisis in Kenya. 
However, others were categorical that the greatest hurdles to 
employment were prospective employers’ requirements for 
“years of experience,” along with nepotism and corruption. 
The comments (see Box 4.2) from two young respondents 
(one from an upper-class part of Nairobi and another from 
a poorer district) illustrate the impact of predetermined 
circumstances as well as parental education and social status.

Parents’ education featured prominently in the reasons 
for deprivations and inequality in Nairobi. The mix in the 
participants from various economic backgrounds reflects in the 
different educational levels of their parents. In the discussion 
on access to education, a majority mentioned the importance 
of money in schooling. While the highly deprived believe that 
the system has not provided equal opportunity, those who are 
better provided see the educational system as also limiting in 
terms of lack of applicable knowledge and skills to equip them 
for self-reliance or self-employment, in the areas of business 
and entrepreneurial skills. The educational system has not 
prepared them for labour market opportunities.  Youths with 
basic education believe they could have done more if trained to 
be self-sufficient instead of focusing on formal employment.  
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Another perspective, from Rio de Janeiro, features one 
of the lowest unemployment rates in Brazil, estimated at 7 
per cent in 2006;7 however, breakdowns of recent figures on 
work and employment for the 15-24 group are not available. 
In Brazil, youth unemployment is rising. For the 15 to 19 
year age group, it rose from 13 to 23 per cent between 1995 
and 2003, while for young people in the age bracket of 
15-24 it rose from 10 to 16 per cent over the same period,7 

exceeding unemployment rates for the overall population 
and exacerbating the economic exclusion of youth. Available 
figures for metropolitan Rio suggest that the region is in line 
with the national trend, with youth unemployment figures 
higher than those for the population as a whole.8

Young people in Rio highlight the specific challenge 
they face between 17 and 23 years of age. They mention 
disproportional and fewer opportunities for economic 
advancement, in addition to the daunting task of getting 
through secondary education. A prevalent view is that youth 
are stigmatized in relation to race, gender, physical deficiencies 
and housing location, which become barriers not only when 
they are looking for work, but also with regard to access to 
education and quality of training. 

Transportation is poor in Rio suburbs, and for this reason 
employers prefer youth who live nearer the work place in 
order to reduce commuting times and costs. Most young 
people end up with lower net incomes. Women are especially 
disadvantaged in the job market, as the government does not 
offer a viable system of crèches – and women are culturally 
expected to look after children and the house. 

Young people, and the underprivileged especially, believe 
that there is a hierarchy of job opportunity that reflects a 
deep schism in a historically and culturally divided society. 
According to one focus group participant, “prejudices are 
very subtle and while a company may not offer a reason for 
denying one a job, it becomes clear when you look at who is 
offered a job and who is not”.9

Informal employment...a young man hawks his goods in Liberia © UN-HABITAT

Employees on a construction site... formal employment for just a few?    
© stephen coburn/shutterstock

Participant 1: “It depends on a whole lot of issues. Like what 
type of school you go to and who you know. I feel it is about who 
you know or who you are connected to. The biggest problem 
is awareness, and if you know certain people you get to know 
about certain things. [Employment opportunities] really are influ-
enced by your background.”  

Participant 2: “I agree. I was thinking of volunteering with the 
Red cross and was talking to a friend about it. But you can’t just 
join without knowing someone. With jobs, it is a bit difficult. 
Prospective employers will require years of experience, but how 
can you get that when you are just straight out of school? Would 
you apply for a job where you are asked for five years’ experi-
ence, which you have not, but you think you can do the job?  
Employers should welcome fresh perspectives.”

Still on the issue of equal access and equity in Nairobi, one of 
the youth from the Kawangware slum believes that the whole 
system has been compromised: 

“There have been several cases where qualified people were de-
nied the chances and incompetent people with no experience 
were hired because of corruption. Some girls with college educa-
tion are sometimes forced into sexual relations with their bosses 
to get jobs.  Boys are not exempt either. A neighbour of mine 
wanted to get a job. The manager was a lady and she said she 
wanted to invite him somewhere. Sometimes you are asked to 
bring bribes. Things are not cheap in Kenya. The government 
should provide a place where young people can go to for help.”

BOx 4.2  what dEtErminEs job oPPortunity? younG 
voicEs from nairobi
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4 .2 Right to Political Opportunity
The perceived effectiveness of the “right to voice political 

opinions freely” is assessed in Figure 4.3. Kingston and Nairobi 
score the highest rankings (45.83 per cent in Kingston and 
Nairobi 42.77 per cent) for perceived political inequality. This 
is contrary to what one expects to see in democratic countries, 
but shows how alienated the youth are, and how political 
participation is perceived in these cities. 

Lagos, Mumbai and Rio de Janeiro are rated 38.74 per cent, 
37.72 per cent and 26.45 per cent respectively on deprivation 
of political opportunity. An average of 37.65 per cent of all 
respondents believes political opportunity to be inequitable. 
However, in comparison, more than 60 per cent of the youth 
in the sample believe access to basic service opportunity is 
equitable or “average” equitable. 

Political participation in Kingston tends to be blighted by 
the existence of “garrison” communities in poor downtown 
communities. 

“A garrison, as the name suggests, is a political stronghold, 
a veritable fortress completely controlled by a party. Any 
significant social, political, economic or cultural development 
within the garrison can only take place with the tacit approval 
of the leadership (whether local or national) of the dominant 
party. The development of the garrison phenomenon is usually 
traced to the establishment of large government housing schemes 
in the 1960s and 1970s, where the allocation of units was 
done on a partisan basis” (Figueroa and Sives, 2003:65)10 

From the early development of political parties and trade 
unions in the 1940s and 1950s, political rivalry has been 

expressed through physical violence. Gang warfare in inner-
city communities has had devastating effects on community 
business, family life and community social capital. The main 
victims and perpetrators of this violence are underprivileged 
young men: male on male, poor on poor, youth on youth.11 
The situation is all the more complex as politicians wield less 
influence over gang leaders (they have fewer resources and are 
challenged by the drug trade). Nevertheless, many people still 
do not feel free to express divergent political views in these 
former garrison communities, many of which have armed 
gangs with dictatorial leaders or “dons” who run informal 
police and judiciary systems. Over half (53 per cent) of the 
youth surveyed from Kingston’s inner city and working class 
areas felt the “right to voice political opinions freely” was 
completely or almost completely absent for them. Surprisingly, 
this also applied to 32 per cent of middle- and upper-income 
youth, suggesting an insidious and broad impact of political 
tribalism. 

Political tribalism and its legacy of division (the “garrison” 
culture), along with gang warfare over turf (usually between 
community gangs, but sometimes involving gangs that are 
criminal and mercenary in intent) combine to blight economic 
opportunity and many other rights in inner-city communities. 
The violent, macho, individualistic “donmanship” culture 
which accompanies it is severely threatening in different ways 
to male and female youth. Inner-city youth felt strongly that 
police corruption was a major impediment to tackling crime 
because of the collusion of some police with criminals. Young 
people are not considered integral to the process of finding 
solutions and becoming part of the implementation of these 
solutions in Jamaican society. 
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 FIGURE 4.3: riGhts to Political oPPortunity - PErcEivEd EffEctivEnEss

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
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In Lagos, the imperative of democratization has opened 
up potential political space for youth. The government of 
Lagos state recognizes the Lagos State Youth Forum as the apex 
body for all non-religious, non-partisan, non-ethnic, affiliate 
voluntary youth organizations, clubs, associations and non-
governmental organizations. At the district level, 57 local 
Youth Forums also represent the interests of over six million 
youth. However, the dominant political parties are yet to 
evolve mechanisms to mainstream youth participation.

In Mumbai, half of the young respondents reckoned that 
public administration is not transparent. Corruption is a 
main reason, according to a quarter of the respondents. A 
third mentioned bias in favour of particular groups, which 
they do not particularly associate with lack of funding or 
resources. The process of publication and public tendering 
was mentioned by 40 per cent of respondents, while a third 
said audits and reviews were a necessary step to transparent 
governance.

In response to the question whether policy implementation 
was participatory, half the respondents felt that it was indeed. 
Policy reviews, public discussion, monitoring and evaluation 
were the most mentioned channels through which such 
participation is fostered. Municipal reforms and policies are, 
unfortunately, seen by most as benefiting only politicians, 
bureaucrats and rich youth. However, a quarter of the 
respondents felt they really benefit no one at all. 

About 75 per cent of Kenya’s population is under 30 years 
of age but this is not reflected in political representation, as 
youth are marginalized and excluded from decisionmaking. 
Young people’s understanding of political participation is 
directly related to the potential for tangible influence on 
matters that affect their lives and on public policy, instead of 
just being subject to these. Local young people also recognize 
that participation is an evolutionary process that takes time. 

Young people in Nairobi identify two possible dimensions 
of participation: (1) collaboration with public authorities, 
although that depends on how much space government is 
prepared to open up; and (2) participation through monitoring 
and pressure by or from non-governmental organizations. 

In Rio de Janeiro, young people rank the whole area as one 
of the worst states in Brazil in terms of political inclusion, for 
lack of local mechanisms for youth participation. Regarding 
potential channels for such participation, they mention 
councils and participatory budget procedures, but add that 
government does not encourage them. For young people, 
information is the key facilitator for participation. One 
respondent pointed out: “people are not aware of a service and 
therefore are not able to influence it…”13 The Rio focus group 
suggested that the first steps towards participation would be (1) 
establishing institutions that provide information to grassroots 
communities, (2) decentralizing access to information, and 
(3) ensuring access to quality information.

4 .3 Right to social Opportunity 
The “right to enter and enjoy all areas of the city” serves 

as a proxy for social equality as analysed in Figure 4.4. In 
comparison with the other cities, almost 50 per cent of 
youth in Kingston believe there is social equality in their city. 
The remaining cities are ranked as follows: Mumbai, 46.58 
per cent; Nairobi, 39.62 per cent; Lagos, 37.50 per cent; 
and Rio de Janeiro, 37.50 per cent. The “average” ranking 
in this category is 41.87 per cent. For deprivation of social 
equalities, the highest proportion is 39.29 per cent, in Lagos, 
while Mumbai ranks last (27.39 per cent). The average 
proportion of respondents on the issue of social equalities in 
the five cities is 33.82 per cent. For social equality, the total 
proportion of youth that believe the social set-up provides 
“equal” or “average” opportunities is 67.17 per cent across the 
five cities. 

Social inclusion is defined by equitable access to services. To 
young people in Kingston, this includes the following:

1. Feelings of insecurity in sections of their own community 
(inner-city and working class youth) or certain parts of the 
city (upper income youth); 

2. Inaccessibility of community resources because of the 
territorial nature of community gangs in some inner city 
areas;

3. Insufficient recreational facilities, such as parks and places 
for young people to  “hang out” and socialize; and 

4. Vulnerable youth like street boys wiping windscreens; 
students with learning disabilities who are excluded by 
teachers; and functionally illiterate children who graduate 
from primary school.

Good social relations are extremely important in Jamaican 
grassroots culture, serving as a critical survival mechanism 
among the poor. For all groups except upper-income, their 
experience of supportive, sharing neighbours or friendly 
cooperative people, or good relations among peers, came first 
or second choices. 

The first social inclusion issue raised by Kingston’s inner-
city youth is the lack of freedom to move freely in their own 
communities because of violence. Some fear going out at 
night, while others are unable to go to the other communities 
because of the territorial nature of the gangs. This sense 
of territoriality also affects community resources, such as 
football fields and training centres, which become inaccessible 
for everyone. In the inner city, considerable blame was put 
on police corruption for failing to deal effectively with gangs 
(as mentioned in section 4.2 in connection with political 
opportunity). For upper-income youth, security is a matter of 
concern if they are on foot outside their community. 
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 FIGURE 4.4: riGht to social oPPortunitiEs – PErcEivEd EffEctivEnEss

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

Youth decorate their Youth Centre, Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania. © UN-HABITAT
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Regarding some aspects of education, inner city respondents 
were impatient with the pace of upgrading of high schools.12 
One focus group participant emphasized that this “is a major 
part of the urban divide; the population should be more mixed 
in school.”13 Upper-income participants were unanimously 
critical of the secondary school curriculum and teachers; they 
also criticized the university curriculum as too narrow and 
inflexible.

 In Lagos, disgruntled youth in the 1980s were pejoratively 
referred to as “Area Boys and Girls” (see Box 2.2). Since then, 
adequate assistance has turned them into respectable citizens. 
For instance, since 1995, the Child Life-Line, a charitable, 
non-profit organization has been committed to the care 
and protection of needy children and youth, particularly in 
the Lagos metropolis. Apart from these actions from non-
government bodies, state intervention has consistently offered 
training and employment programmes for youth. Given the 
scale of demand, much remains to be done. Young focus 
group members in Lagos said the local and state governments 
were sympathetic to the challenges they face. 

Several initiatives and projects are supporting underprivileged 
youths and street boys. One example is the Skills Acquisition 
and Rehabilitation Centre, which has been expanded to 
accommodate more youths taken from the streets of Lagos. 
It was built to accommodate 1,000 but will now be host to 
2,000. Hundreds of young beggars have been rescued and 
accommodated there. On top of this, 12 certified vocational 
training centres can train more than 500 students at any one 
time. Box 4.3 echoes comments from focus group participants 
in Lagos.

In Mumbai, 70 to 75 per cent of focus group participants 
agreed that electricity, telephones and cable television services 
were mostly available. Only 40 per cent felt that services such as 
waste collection were well organised. Less than a third believed 
that recreational spaces, parks and gardens were moderately 
available. Public spaces such as seafronts, promenades, 
parks, gardens and open grounds are rapidly shrinking to be 
replaced by private clubs, associations, groups and services. 
This contributes to the exclusion of the poorer sections from 
recreational and sporting facilities and spaces. A young female 
teacher confirmed that “...this especially affects women, who 
cannot gather at street corners like men do.”14

On the question whether social restrictions hindered access 
to public or private recreational spaces in Mumbai, a significant 
42.5 per cent felt that social insecurity and vulnerability were 
a factor. Very few mentioned affordability or physical distance 
as an issue.

In Mumbai, social exclusion does not seem to be perceived 
as based on caste or religion. Focus group participants said 
it was rare to find friends’ groups based on caste lines. On 
the other hand, they pointed out that the city has always 
had neighbourhoods with regional tags: Matunga (in central 
Mumbai) is South Indian or “Madrasi”; Santacruz (a western 
suburb) is Gujarati; and Bandra (another western suburb) is 
Christian. 

Local young people are intensely aware of Mumbai’s 
egalitarian ethos. “In my home town, I would not have been 
able to do all the things I am doing here. Mumbai is a city that 
offers huge opportunities for all”, said a participant who had 
just started working after graduation.15 

 In Kenya, the National Youth Policy16 has identified the eight 
strategic areas that must be addressed if young people are to 
be better integrated:  (1) employment creation; (2) health; (3) 
education and training; (4) recreation, leisure and community 
service; (5) the environment; (6) crime and drug abuse; 
(7) the media and ICTs (information and communication 
technologies); and (8) youth empowerment and participation 
in national life.

Nevertheless, municipal authorities in Nairobi lack the 
capacity as well as the human and financial resources to expand 
social services. This is why a majority of urban youth tend to 
survive at the margins in a very precarious social environment. 
Inadequate and sometimes non-existent services, with their 
attendant health and hygiene hazards, have adverse effects on 
young people, who feel that the government is not interested 
in their welfare. Some of the youth in the Nairobi focus 
group also expressed concerns about the exclusivity of social 
infrastructures like shopping malls, public parks and cinemas. 
With reference to the public parks, many said they are not 
safe due to the risk of mugging unless you are in a group. 
The government has made an attempt to address this with 
policemen stationed in various parts of parks.

“To say that these [training] facilities are in short supply in most 
of the cities in the country will no doubt be an understatement. 
Facilities are sparsely provided, only in some selected locations 
and accessible only to a few. A good illustration is the access fee 
to the only good and modern cinema in the city. The ticket, even 
though affordable to the middle income earner, is too high for 
those on low incomes. Recreation parks also share this same at-
tribute”. One participant noted that low-income groups were ex-
cluded from services: “...refuse collection facilities are only seen 
around the gated communities whereas slum dwellers have to 
walk a long distance to dump their refuse.” Another observed:  
“...some areas live on borehole water supply provided through 
communal effort while power supply is unreliable.” All the par-
ticipants confirmed that public authorities failed to provide any 
social security or safety initiatives for young people.

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009

BOx 4.3: social Equality and inclusion: younG voicEs 
from laGos
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Young people from the poorer areas of Nairobi also feel 
excluded and many do not think the system wants them to be 
part of it, due to their lack of access to certain facilities. While 
some have never heard of the existence of some of the social 
facilities, others have but do not feel they can go there as they 
would not be able to afford anything. One gave the example 
of a guard outside a restaurant who discouraged them from 
entering, saying they could not afford anything in there. One 
youth said he excluded himself from the local shopping mall; 
he feels out of place when he sees the “posh” [i.e., luxury] cars 
parked everywhere, and perceives the place as one for the rich 
only. Another said that “...at the local mall, the guards have 
been trained just to visualize people. If you stand there for 2 
minutes, they can ask you to move away. But white people 
come and can just stand there... there is a sense of racism 
here.” 17

The challenges for youth in Nairobi are similar to those in 
Rio de Janeiro. One difference is that in Rio, social inclusion 
is understood in terms of shelter, especially for the poorer 
segments of society who have little access to housing. It is 
most common for a young person to rent or build on the 
family terrain, as confirmed by a focus group participant in 
Rio, adding that “...the young woman stays at home. The 
young man builds on top of his father’s house.”18 Some go 
into drug trafficking because they want to be independent. 
“...Loans are available, but creditors expect applicants to be in 
formal employment. Housing policies in general do not offer 
any specific plans for youth to own houses, and therefore it 
takes a very long time for them to be able to purchase one.” 
The youth in the focus group agreed that while there are many 
programmes, none cater to the less privileged or the most 
deprived who hardly ever have a steady income. 

Young people mentioned the Favela Bairro,19 where the 
lack of maintenance led to structural problems related to 
water supply (despite this, they recognize that water networks 
do exist and there is good drainage). A common complaint 
about government housing was its lack of basic infrastructure 
or transport facilities. In addition, political disputes between 
politicians from different parties lead to lack of continuity in 
projects.  Housing and urbanization programmes are treated 
as mere electoral issues. 

An important historical issue in Rio has to do with the 
differences between poorer communities from the south zone 
and those in the rest of the city. Some are nearer the city 
centre, and therefore have better access to infrastructure and 
public services, and transportation is less of a problem.

4 .4 Right to Cultural Opportunity
This final section focuses on the “right to all social and 

cultural facilities and venues”, which is used to assess cultural 
equality (see Figure 4.5). As with “full access to basic services”, 
Kingston is where the highest proportion (62.38 per cent) of 
respondents found that their right to cultural equality was 
effective. 

Next came Mumbai (46.20 per cent), Nairobi (40.99 
per cent) and Rio de Janeiro (37.01 per cent). The lowest 
proportion (31.03 per cent) was found in Lagos. On average, 
42.75 per cent of young respondents in the five cities under 
review said their rights to cultural equality were effective.  

In Kingston, the richness of the grassroots folk culture 
is widely acknowledged and appreciated across the social 
spectrum; it is officially celebrated every year through the 
Festival Competitions run by the official Jamaican Cultural 
Development Commission (JCDC). 

Kingston features many venues for the performing and 
visual arts, making for a vibrant cultural life. Jamaica’s 
renowned popular music tradition – originating in Kingston’s 
inner cities – is fully expressed in concerts all over the island 
throughout the year. Backstage support for these concerts is 
a source of part-time employment, especially for young men 
from the inner city. 

Sport in all its forms is extremely popular with Jamaicans. 
Inner cities provide the spaces required for football, basketball 
and netball.  Schools raise money to send their teams to 
compete in the United States of America. This local support 
has contributed to Jamaica’s international athletic prowess. 
Sports, especially athletics, are a source of upward mobility 
for poor youth generally, while football has played this role 
for talented inner-city male youth in particular. Sports are 
instrumental in building communities, as confirmed by a 
participant in the Kingston focus group: “The one thing that 
brings the community together is the football team.”

Culture is the most inclusive of the four dimensions of 
inequality. Perhaps the most significant instrument of social 
exclusion in Kingston is language, and the different values 
accorded to standard English and Patois. Many Jamaicans are 
still ignorant of the fact that Patois, which is the first language 
of the majority of Jamaicans, features an African syntax. Still, 
it is viewed as dialect or pidgin and definitely considered 
inferior by many. 

“Survival of the fittest “...equal opportunity must be combined with preparation and 
hardwork. Usain Bolt of Jamaica won the100 metres to set a new world record at the 
Beijing Olympics 2008.
©Pete Niesen/shutterstock
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Girls play netball at the Kampala Youth Centre, Uganda
© UN-HABITAT
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FIGURE 4.5: riGht to cultural oPPortunity – PErcEivEd EffEctivEnEss

Source: UN-HABITAT, 2009
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In Lagos, a majority of young people reckon their city 
recognizes and promotes general cultural rights. People from 
different ethnic groups freely use their own language and 
hold cultural festivals all year round. A Lagos focus group 
participant referred to the “National Youth Service Corps” as 
a major national government initiative that promotes cultural 
diversity among young people. However, “elderly people, slum 
dwellers and the uneducated are no doubt marginalized from 
access to whatever opportunities are provided for cultural 
integration”, he added.

Mumbai is a very inclusive city from a cultural point of 
view, according to local focus group participants. It is, after 
all, the film and entertainment capital of India. The film 
world allows entry to everyone and does not discriminate on 
the basis of region, class or community. Mumbai is a city with 
people from a variety of cultural backgrounds and everyone 
wants to know and enjoy other cultures as well. 

Most young people in Mumbai reckoned the city promotes 
and recognizes their cultural rights. A majority concurred 
that ethnic groups were free to use their respective languages 
and cultural expressions and organize their own festivals. The 
city accommodates new forms of interaction. Celebration of 
specific cultures, shared cultural space and accommodation 
of cultural symbols in planning were all seen as proper 
municipal initiatives for the promotion of cultural equality 
and expression.

While the direct questions in the UN-HABITAT survey 
elicited predictable answers, multi-factoral analysis pinpointed 
some undercurrents that cannot be fully captured in such a 
small sample. It is clear that at both ends of the economic 
spectrum, for the poor and the very rich, Mumbai is not 
inclusive. While this reflects the middle-class nature of the 
city, it is also an indication that those on low incomes are 
poorly integrated, if at all, in the socioeconomic and cultural 
mainstream (see also Box 4.4)

Survey results from Nairobi suggest that culture plays a 
critical role in Kenya, too. Still, the Kenya Ministry of State 
for National Heritage and Culture appears to have been 
underfunded since it was established in 2007/08, with a 
budget allocation for provisional development expenditure 
amounting to Kshs 170.72 million (or US $2.27 million), 
which nearly doubled to Kshs 331.56 million (or US $4.41 
million) in 2008/09. It will probably take some time before 
the fledgling ministry develops the capacities required to 
influence the policy process.

Participants in the Nairobi focus group stressed the 
importance of cultural heritage, but many felt that the capital’s 
cultural development was restricted by a variety of factors 
such as lack of capital investment, leisure and recreational 
centres. Any facilities currently available are expensive for 
young people, including the National Theatre and the Bomas 
of Kenya. Some participants said they had to find a balance 
between meeting their basic needs and saving for cultural 
activities. 

The focus group also emphasized the need to teach cultural 
issues, especially with regard to appreciation of other cultures, 
in order to enhance national cohesion. This would also help 
to contain tribalism. This phenomenon, according to some 
participants, is so deeply ingrained in Kenyan society that it 
will take a long time to reduce, especially in cities like Nairobi. 
Tribes stand as incarnations of the culture and norms of a 
particular set of people. However, focus group participants 
felt that the national cohesion required for a “Kenyan” culture 
may be detrimental to tribal cultural identities. 

Rio de Janeiro is also reputed around the world for its 
intense cultural life in all its various forms and spatial features. 
Cultural inclusion is favoured by convergent policies on the 
part of federal, state and municipal authorities.

A federal statute for the promotion of culture (Law N° 
8313 of 23rd December 1991) established Brazil’s National 
Programme for the support of Culture (PRONAC). 

The comparative ranking of the degrees of exclusion for various 
groups with respect to economic, social and cultural equality and 
expression give surprising and noteworthy results. 

Regarding slum dwellers, more young respondents rated them as 
“fully excluded” than “least excluded” overall. But with respect 
to economic equality, more young people rated them as “fully 
included.” On cultural exclusion, too, more young people rate 
slum dwellers as being most excluded than least excluded. To 
summarize, slum dwellers are more likely to be disadvantaged 
due to cultural than economic exclusion. 

By the same reading, youth of specific racial backgrounds are 
more likely to be disadvantaged with respect to social exclusion 
than economic.

Disabled youth are more likely to be economically than socially 
or culturally excluded.

Elderly people are less likely to be disadvantaged economically 
than socially or culturally.

Uneducated young people are more likely to be disadvantaged 
economically than socially or culturally.

Young people from low-income backgrounds are more likely to 
be more excluded socially than economically or culturally.

Foreign immigrants are more likely to be excluded culturally than 
socially.

Migrants from rural backgrounds are more likely to be fully in-
cluded socially than culturally.

These characteristics combined suggest that there is a distinct 
social and cultural divide that may not be fully acknowledged 
or accounted for. This calls for further inquiries and adequate 
measures to bridge these gaps.  

Source: Focus Group Discussions from UN-HABITAT Survey 

(UN-HABITAT, 2009)

BOx 4.4: Economic, social and cultural Exclusion of 
various GrouPs – PErcEPtions in thE fivE citiEs
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The law provides the legal foundation for the promotion, 
protection and recognition of national cultural expressions.  
The highlight of the law is a set of tax incentives that make 
it possible for businesses and individuals to claim refunds 
when they are involved in cultural activities. A number of 
local cultural initiatives aimed at young people benefit from 
the policy, although there is no information to determine how 
effective it is.

4 .5 summary 
The findings in this chapter are as follows:

Fairly large proportions of young survey respondents 1. 
reckoned that their respective cities were economically, 
politically, socially and culturally deprived. 

An average 30 per cent rank the five cities as failing to 2. 
provide equal access to basic facilities.

35 per cent of young survey respondents had a similar 3. 
opinion regarding equality of economic opportunities. 

The following proportions of respondents believed 4. 
that their cities provided unequal access to: political 
opportunities, 37.65 per cent; social opportunities, 33.82 
per cent; and cultural opportunities, 32.32 per cent. 

The Young people highlighted a number of anomalies in 5. 
youth-related policies and implementation that exacerbate 
the challenges they already face.  Their distrust of those in 
charge of urban governance is highlighted in extracts from 
the focus group discussions held in the five cities.

The major conclusions from survey returns and focus group 
discussions are as follows:

National policies are not endorsed by lower administrative 1. 
tiers: Youth policies are national but in the five cities under 
review, youth-related projects are administered through 
provincial/state or municipal resources. National policies 
are usually not endorsed by the government echelon in 
charge of resource allocation to youth programmes.  

This obviously creates a serious gap in terms of commitment 
to results. The local level is where young people either do 
or do not experience equality of opportunity. Only well-
adapted, locally relevant policy frameworks can provide 
the incentives required for innovative youth-related 
programmes on the ground. 

Coordination across policies and sectors2. : National and 
provincial/state governments in all the sample countries 
make programmes and resources available for youth 
development. But these efforts must be complemented 
by cross-sector and cross-ministry coordination. This is 
usually missing. 

Support to youth has a narrow focus3. : As shown in preceding 
chapters, the determinants of inequality are multi-
dimensional, including access to basic services and good 
quality of education. Yet government responses are often 
targeted at only two or three main areas of youth activity: 
skills acquisition, sports and, at times, access to micro-
credit and project-related jobs. The extent of demand and 
shortcomings is usually too high for small steps to have 
any significant impact on the conditions of young urban 
residents. 

 4. Policies are not targeted: Youth policies often come in 
generic formats devoid of specific approaches to different 
types of disadvantage. In most of the policies sampled in 
the Appendix, there does not appear to be any focus on 
young peoples’ rights or the best ways of strengthening 
youth awareness of and advocacy for these.

Lack of trust in municipal and law-enforcement officials5. : 
Young respondents in the five cities felt that public 
policies were not doing enough for them. Politicians were 
not perceived as people of integrity, but the occasional 
sympathizer or champion was acknowledged. Overall, 
police were not seen as sympathetic to or supportive of 
young people. 
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Due to lack of a proper ground, youth play soccer on the road in Brazil. 
© lazer no conjunto Prestes Maia UN-HABITAT
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 “Lets combine formal and non-formal education”.  
© UN-HABITAT

Leveling the Playing 
Field: Rights and Equal 
Opportunities for Youth

ChAPtER

05

Garbage collection remains a challenge in many African cities. 
Youth group members clean up their neighbourhood, Nairobi, Kenya
 © UN-HABITAT
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5 .0 introduction
This final chapter summarizes the major findings deriving 

from survey results and focus groups, and proposes a set of 
policy recommendations to deal with the challenges facing 
youth in urban areas in the developing world. The survey 
undertaken by UN-HABITAT in five cities in Latin America, 
South Asia, the Caribbean and Africa shows that equality 
of opportunity and upward social mobility are affected by 
predetermined circumstances as well as intergenerational 
factors of social origin, as measured by parents’ education and 
income status. 

Supportive institutions and policies to facilitate equal 
opportunity are required if young people from the whole social 
spectrum are to have equal choices when facing the diverse 
opportunities available in the economic, social, cultural and 
political spheres. This, in turn, calls for enactment of appropriate 
national and international mandates and mobilization of 
resources at national and municipal levels. Youth-specific (i.e., 
dedicated) and youth-responsive (i.e., well-adapted to their 
conditions) policies, programmes, schemes and even business 
endeavours must be deployed. Various cities and countries can 
offer examples of such initiatives and interventions, but they 
are typically not broad enough, or far-reaching enough, to 
encompass the wide variety of deprivations that can be found 
at all levels of society. 

The following are the major findings of this Report, 
followed by a review of key international mandates and the 
shortcomings of existing policies. In light of these and the 
findings of the UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey 2009, 
this Report proposes a number of policy principles designed 
to level the playing field for urban young people. 

5 .1 From Findings to Policies: how to 
Level the Playing Field

1. Policy must recognize the specific nature of youth 
as a period of identity formation and transition to 
responsible citizenship 

If young people are effectively to move to responsible 
citizenship in their adult lives, they must be safe, healthy and 
engaged in a positive way in their transition years. Urban 
policies and interventions must recognize youth as this 
particular period of transition  from school to the workplace, 
from parental to independent dwellings. Policymakers must 
be well aware that if young people are not adequately included 
in decisions on urban land, housing and employment, they 
are likely to express their frustration. Successful transition 
to responsible adulthood depends on leveling the playing 
field for social, political and economic opportunities, so that 
young people can build and maintain a meaningful sense of 
identity into adulthood. Cities should be able to offer this to 
their younger residents.

2. Youth-responsive policies and institutions call for 
capacity-building among urban decisionmakers and 
those working with young people 

Local leaders, councillors, mayors and municipal officials 
have a critical role to play in the development of youth-
sensitive urban mandates. They require training if they are to 
be able to expand broad-based youth participation in strategic 
urban planning and budgetary processes and to facilitate 
partnerships with key stakeholders. They must also be able 
to engage, analyse and respond in context- and group-specific 
ways. 

I shall assume, then, that the purpose of an equal-opportunity  
policy is to level the playing field. What features, in the  
backgrounds of individuals in question, correspond to the moulds 
and troughs in the playing field that should be levelled off? I propose 
that these are the differential circumstances of individuals for which 
we believe they should not be held accountable.  
John E. Roemer 
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Young people’s capacity development should be linked 
to results that they and the relevant city specifically desire. 
Progress towards targeted results should be monitored. For 
example, technical and life skills training of young people 
should result in better access to opportunities for incomes, 
housing, services and land. 

3. Education is a key determinant of opportunity 
equality.  Therefore, more urgent attention and 
allocation of resources must focus on education, 
especially for girls and young women. 

The UN-HABITAT Youth Survey 2009 shows that mother’s 
education is a significant factor in youth educational status. 
Young survey respondents saw the uneducated as those most 
excluded in their cities. More well-educated than less-educated 
respondents perceived their cities as offering opportunities 
for integration. These findings point to education as a major 
factor if all young people, and females in particular, are to 
have access to the opportunities cities make available, and to 
take advantage of them. 

Gender disparities in educational attainment are particularly 
obvious at the secondary and tertiary levels, where females are 
not at par with males. Disparities are also notable in school 
drop-out rates, with young women predominating, possibly 
due to adolescent pregnancies as well as socio-cultural 
pressures against girls’ continuing education at higher level. 

4. Review the Millennium Development Goals related to 
youth education targets

Governments should review the Millennium Development 
Goals as they relate to youth, and mobilize resources 
accordingly. Unless youth-specific data analysis becomes 
routine, and adequate local and national monitoring 
frameworks are established, there will be no tangible evidence 
on which to base or pursue well-targeted policies in favour of 
equal urban opportunities.

5.  It is important to match education and skills training 
with the technical and vocational skills in demand on 
the labour market; and to offer non-formal options for 
the acquisition of education and skills. 

So far, improved literacy rates and enhanced educational 
attainment have failed to provide more young people with 
jobs. Millions are either jobless or in unproductive jobs. Such 
provision of decent work to young people with employable 
skills remains a challenge for both the public and the private 
sectors. 

Current statistics point to alarming numbers of “idle” youth 
(those neither in school nor at work) in Latin America, Africa 
and Asia. Non-formal education and skills delivery can offer 
a second chance to those who have dropped out of school or 
are unemployed. 

6. Young people are deprived of multiple opportunities, 
and policy response must be multidimensional, too. 

National sector-specific policies do not address youth 
opportunity issues, even though young people often comprise 
the largest section of urban constituencies. The UN-HABITAT 
Urban Youth Survey 2009 and youth-related literature show 
that opportunity deprivation sets interact in complex and 
apparently interconnected ways.  For instance, the social 
inequality at work in educational and nutritional deprivation 
is certain to impair the capacity of an individual to lead a 
fulfilling and productive life, which can end up in economic 
deprivation. More and improved cross-sector coordination 
is necessary if youth-responsive policies are to achieve any 
impact. These policies must be part of broader efforts – of a 
social, economic, political and cultural nature – to bridge the 
urban divide and pave the way for inclusive cities.

7. Social and youth-oriented policies must also take 
parents’ aspirations into account.

This Report focuses on objective causal links between 
parents’ backgrounds and conditions on the one hand, and 
the opportunities these may or may not open up for offspring. 
Policymakers should be well aware of those links. At the same 
time, they should not overlook parents’ aspirations and their 
understanding of the decisive role of education when it comes 
to securing better futures for their own next generation. 
Such aspirations from uneducated parents should receive 
adequate support from policymakers and local authorities if 
intergenerational inertia is to be broken.

8. Specific urban youth data is needed for sharper policy 
focus on the diversity of youth disadvantage and to 
promote equal opportunities. 

The UN-HABITAT Urban Youth Survey 2009 showed 
sparse evidence of country- or city-specific data sets on youth 
or the degree of their political, social, economic or cultural 
inclusion. Most national surveys of well-being are carried 
out at household level, but there is a lack of youth-specific 
analysis.

9. Access to land and safe urban space is important for the 
protection, voice and empowerment of youth 

The five cities reviewed in the UN-HABITAT Youth 
Survey 2009 featured significant degrees of youth exposure 
to risk and vulnerability. In some of those cities, social 
insecurity and vulnerability were found to restrict access to 
public areas. In any city, young people need places where 
they are sheltered, protected and mentored into democratic 
and economic processes. Peer exchange between privileged 
and disadvantaged youth from different urban areas can help 
create a united urban youth lobby and support system. In 
safe places – such as the “One-Stop” and “We are the Future” 
centres supported by UN-HABITAT – urban youth can 
access information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
as well as mobilize in favour of more effective rights.
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Places where youth can access information are vital to their 
roles in urban communities, enabling them to engage in peer 
interaction, but such places require land. Serviced worksites 
where young people can upgrade their often low-productivity 
occupations and secure reasonable incomes require security of 
tenure. Youth-responsive housing and hostels need land, too. 
Once land use planning affirms the right of young people to 
a share of public land, governments can bring in partnerships 
for the establishment of information, training, health, 
production and recreation centres (a multipurpose centre can 
encompass all these) as well as for appropriate housing.

10. Need for better health policies 

Reducing inequality of opportunity will require better 
health policies and more resource allocation to healthcare; at 
the same time, inequality of health opportunities is largely 
determined by shelter conditions, and therefore can also be 
tackled though proportionally higher resources for reduction 
of shelter deprivation in slums. 

11. Specific policies for Shelter deprivation

Policymakers must deploy differentiated policies that target 
the multidimensional nature of shelter deprivation and its 
interconnections with a variety of health and educational 
opportunity inequalities. For instance, a special Educational 
Fund should be set up for youth growing in slums, with 
special attention to girls’ education.

 5 .2 By way of Conclusion
In this early 21st century, the world’s cities are found to 

combine three interrelated paradoxes – some would say 
scandals. Never have such concentrations of riches, abilities and 
opportunities been so favourable to human development. Yet, 
all-too frequently cities also concentrate high, unacceptable 
degrees of inequality as these opportunities elude major 
segments of the population.  This is the urban divide at its 
starkest.

The other paradox is that the opportunities that come with 
the “urban advantage” are more particularly denied to those, 
including children and young people, who have such obvious, 
vital roles to play in our collective future. This is all the more 
paradoxical as today, one half of humankind is under 25 years 
of age.

If there ever was a time for substantial, broad-based 
transmission from one generation to another, this must be it. 
Accordingly, this Report focused on the main obstacles which 
too many young people across the world are running against 
when looking to fulfill their potential and aspirations.  

This Report comes with an implicit warning: poor 
circumstances for today’s young people – the parents of the 
second next generation – will only perpetuate inadequate, or 
outright unacceptable, individual and collective conditions 
into an indeterminate future. 

There can be no promising individual future at the margins 
of society, on the wrong side of the urban divide. Those well-
educated but without decent jobs, if any, may vent their 
frustrations in criminal behaviour or outbursts of violence, 
while those with little education will remain hostages to 
grinding poverty and debilitating illness. Food to survive the 
day, but no health care to survive tomorrow, and no school to 
pave the way for the future: this remains the predicament of 
too many poor, underprivileged families in the slums of the 
developing world. How long do we want this to endure?

There can be no promising collective future in the absence 
of any positive legacy from and for everyone. This legacy 
takes the form of opportunities of all sorts, which give youth 
a sense of belonging with regard to the future. Education 
features prominently, as reflected in this Report. We pass the 
built-up collective knowledge of previous generations on to 
younger people who, by dint of talent, effort and inspiration, 
will enrich this legacy, in the process paving the way for a 
better, more sustainable future for themselves and for all. 
Enrolling the younger generations in primary, secondary and 
further education is tantamount to appointing them as our 
dutiful legatees. 

This quasi-testament must include everyone in the younger 
generations, without any discrimination. This is not just for 
the sake of inclusiveness. Abilities and talent of all kinds are 
waiting out there, unrecognized, for the moment when they 
can emerge, take shape and benefit the rest of society – if only 
they had the opportunity. This comes as a reminder of the 
four main dimensions of inclusiveness. If young people are to 
shape our collective future, they require four main forms of 
opportunity: economic, social, political and cultural. Youth 
need these as they coincide with the four main dimensions 
of collective life, those through which they will manage our 
legacy to the best of their abilities and prepare it for the next 
generation – their own children.

Some will consider equality of opportunity and “leveling 
the playing field” as a way of introducing a degree of morality 
in the current, divisive dispensation that can be so tangible 
in modern urban areas. Others will emphasize the need to 
mobilize every available talent in the competitive “knowledge 
economies” which cities nowadays have come to epitomize. 
But then as we already know, the social consequences of 
mounting frustration in large, dynamic segments of any urban 
community can be detrimental to economic performance and 
success. 

Far from imposing any new social order or hierarchy, 
equality of opportunity only aims at identifying and 
fostering individual potential, which inclusiveness in its 
four dimensions both channels and supports. Combined 
with an equitable give-and-take between current and 
successive generations, this process is also known as 
civilization. 
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national and Local Youth Policies in the 
Five Cities under review
A. National Youth Policies and City Youth Perception 

Responses 

A common feature of the five cities under review in this 
Report is that they belong in countries with national youth 
policies. In Brazil, Pro-Jovem (pro-youth) has supported youth 
inclusion at national and municipal levels since 2005. Jamaica 
revised its own 1994 National Youth Policy in 2001, two years 
before India launched her own and seven years before Kenya. 
Nigeria revised its 1989 national youth policy in 1999. Kenya 
drew up its national youth policy in 2008. In the excerpts 
from reports drawn up by urban experts, available youth 
programmes are described below. 

 

Mumbai, India  

In India, one of the earliest youth-specific initiatives 
was launched in 1972 under the Ministry of Education. A 
department of youth affairs was established in 1985. In 1988, 
the Indian government adopted a National Youth Policy with 
the following three main objectives: 

“promoting awareness of the country’s historical and •	
cultural heritage among youth;”

developing “qualities of discipline, self-reliance and justice •	
and promoting a scientific frame of mind;”

ensuring young people’s “full access to education and •	
training”. 

The Youth Department became a full-fledged ministry 
in the year 2000, with two independent directorates, one 
for youth affairs and the other for sports. The Nehru Yuvak 
Kendra Sanghatana (NYKS) became an implementing body 
for youth policy. In effect, it is mostly a vocational and life 
skills training institute. 

Under this policy, a Plan of Action was adopted in 1992. 
The main programmes have strengthened educational 
opportunities and supported entrepreneurial endeavours. 
The practical outcomes included youth hostels, sports 
infrastructure, award schemes, training and coaching facilities, 
grants to sports associations and encouraging sports in schools 
and colleges. 

 

In 2003 India adopted a new, substantially different 
National Youth Policy with a broader perspective on youth 
development. The new policy focuses on four main areas: 

i. Youth empowerment; 

ii. Gender justice; 

iii. Cross-sector approaches; and 

iv. Information and research networks.  

In order to facilitate cross-sector approaches, the 
policy suggests that “all ministries of the state and Union 
governments should make identifiable budget allocations for 
youth development programmes”. Currently, 12 such schemes 
are under implementation. In 2003, an assessment gave all 
programmes “poor” to “average” ratings on all counts. 

Appendix

young voices from mumbai:

India’s Youth Policy should be participatory and more pro-•	
gramme-oriented, allowing each state and city to develop 
complementary plans. 

Interest in participating in public affairs is poor because of •	
lack of time, not because nothing could be done to change 
things.

Municipal reforms and policies are of benefit only to politi-•	
cians, bureaucrats and the young rich. 

Every state and city should address region- and city-specific •	
issues, such as ensuring adequate, decent housing and im-
proved quality of employment in Mumbai.

The country’s sports policy must be reformed to integrate •	
and reflect youth policies, so that provision of open spaces 
becomes as important as providing world-class sporting are-
nas. There should be funding and other support for massive 
improvement programmes in sports through schools and 
clubs, rather than only individual scholarships. Planning of 
mega-events in sports should involve youth participation.

High schools are often further from homes than primary •	
schools, and girls typically tend to be withdrawn at the 
higher levels because they have to travel great distances to 
school.  The consequence is that even though in Mumbai (as 
in all of Maharashtra state) girls’ education has been free of 
charge up to the higher secondary stage, girls continue to 
drop out of high school because of access problems.
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While no comprehensive evaluation of the policy and 
the programmes is available, commentators tend to concur 
that India’s youth-related ministries efforts to deploy specific 
programmes have been inadequate. Indeed, within the 
dedicated ministry of youth affairs and sports, the sports 
department claimed 88 per cent of the 2008/09 allocated 
budget.

In India’s federal structure, the legislative function is shared 
between individual states and the Union. This is the case with 
health and education, whereas sport is a state responsibility. 
Setting up coordinating bodies across ministries has always 
been recognizably difficult in India. Each federated state 
should ideally formulate its own youth policy reflecting the 
national policy. This has happened only in a few states. 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

In Brazil, policies aimed at vulnerable youth over the past 
decade assumed that the large number of unemployed young 
people could be behind the country’s high degrees of violence, 
further stigmatizing the younger population (defined in Brazil 
as aged between 15 and 29).

In 2003, a  “National Programme to Encourage First 
Employment for Youth” was launched with the objective of 
promoting “the qualification of youth for the job market and 
social inclusion, as well as the creation of work placements 
for young people or to prepare them for the job market and 
alternative gainful employment”. The target group was those 
aged 16 to 24 who were unemployed or had no experience of 
formal employment, who had not completed basic education 
and whose family’s income was no higher than one minimum 
salary per head. The programme offers subsidies to companies 
that hire young apprentices. 

In 2004, Brazil’s “Programme for Education, Culture and 
Citizenship” (known as Pontos de Cultura) sought to remedy 
deficiencies in the education system. Its aim is to promote 
access to information and cultural expression through special 
teaching methods in suburbs, small municipalities and favelas, 
financing local initiatives with an emphasis on children and 
young people. 

Since 2005, this policy is backed up by a National 
Youth Secretariat, which coordinates the implementation 
of programmes by no less than 19 different government 
departments. The policy is based on six principles: 

The singularity of youth: Youth cannot be considered as a •	
short transition phase between childhood and adulthood. 
Young men and women come with their own individual 
potentials as well as specific needs and demands, calling for 
specific policies to improve their current living conditions 
and prepare them for the future. 

Protection of youth rights: The rationale is to emancipate •	
young people rather than control the lives of young men 
and women. Youth should have opportunities to put 
their capacities to productive, fulfilling use. Government 
should offer services that guarantee basic conditions for 
the realization of young men and women's basic needs 
and development. 

Valuing youth diversity: Public authorities recognize •	
that 50.5 million of young people in a continental and 
multicultural country like Brazil feature innumerable 
differences in terms of identity, forms of organization 
and expression. Diversity must be valued and inequalities 
reduced. 

Support to the most vulnerable: The National Youth •	
Policy focuses on universal policies for all, but does not 
overlook the more vulnerable. 

Integration of policies: Education, work, health, sport, •	
culture and the environment are not separate areas in 
the lives of young men and women. Government should 
guarantee that although various ministries are involved in 
policy implementation, all projects are integrated.

Youth participation: Government should create the •	
conditions required for enhanced participation and 
dialogue with youth movements. Conversely, youth 
should take an active role in designing, monitoring and 
evaluating policies.  

Pro-Jovem•	  is the single main plank in Brazil’s youth policies, 
which also involves 16 other programmes focusing on 
formal education, healthcare, leisure, culture, sports and 
the environment. 

As Brazil’s national programme for the inclusion of •	
young people since 2005, Pro-Jovem features four main 
components: 

i) ProJovem Urban is aimed at young people between 18 
and 29 who are out of school and have not completed 
basic education, but are literate. The scheme helps them 
complete basic education, and provides job training 
schemes and computing courses. 

ii) ProJovem Worker targets unemployed young people who are 
in middle or basic education or youth education courses, 
and are members of families with incomes of up to one 
minimum salary per head. The objective is to prepare 
young people for the job market and alternative gainful 
activities with professional qualifications, life skills and 
extra schooling.   

iii) Pro-Jovem Adolescent encourages socially vulnerable  school 
drop-outs aged 15-17 to return to school and ensure that 
their families receive basic social assistance and protection, 
regardless of income. 
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iv) Pro-Jovem Rural is executed at local level by municipal 
authorities and supervised by local committees. The 
scheme offers professional qualifications that match 
municipal needs.  

In Brazil, youth-specific public policies are developed by 
various tiers of government – federal, state and municipal – 
but are implemented mostly at local level through partnerships 
between public authorities and civil society.

Nairobi, Kenya 

Kenya’s Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports (MOYAS) 
was established in 2005 to promote young people’s capacity 
to participate in national development through supportive 
policies and programmes. Youth policy priorities include 
employment, empowerment, health and access to education, 
training, technologies and recreation services. The MOYAS 
mandate also includes: 

•	 Coordination	of	youth	organizations’	networks.

•	 The	development	of		youth	resource	centres.

•	 Strengthening	 polytechnic	 colleges	 and	 the	 National	
Youth Service.   

•	 Promotion	 and	 development	 of	 sports	 and	 related	
facilities.

•	 Support	 to	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	 National	 Youth	
Council.

Kenya’s National Youth Policy (2008) considers the eight 
following areas as requiring attention in order to promote 
youth interests : (1) employment creation; (2) health; (3) 
education and training; (4) recreation, leisure and community 
service; (5) the environment; (6) crime and drug abuse; 
(7) the media and ICTs (information and communication 
technologies); and (8) empowerment and participation in 
national life. Kenya’s youth policy has also categorized young 
people into priority target groups: youth with disabilities; 
street youth; youth infected with HIV/Aids; female youth; 
unemployed youth; and out of school youth. 

The policy recommends that an Act of Parliament establish 
a National Youth Council for effective implementation. The 
Council will co-ordinate youth organizations, review the 
National Youth Policy on an ongoing basis and develop an 
"integrated national youth development plan" in collaboration 
with the Ministry for Youth Affairs. The Kenya National Youth 
Council Bill was tabled in Parliament for a first reading in 
May 2009. In January 2010, the President of Kenya finally 
signed the Law establishing the National Youth Council. 
This Council will ensure the inclusion of the youth agenda in 
formulation of policy by institutions; and also promote their 
inclusion in decision making bodies.

In the meantime, a number of other policies and programmes 
could be targeted at inequalities if implemented with a youth 
focus. They include:

The Nairobi Metro-2030 plan: The strategy laid out by the •	
Ministry of Nairobi Metropolitan Development (2008) 
features “enhancing the quality of life and inclusiveness” 
as one of its objectives. 

The Sessional Paper on Micro-, Small- and Medium-•	
size Enterprises and Vision 2030 provides a framework 
for the upgrading of the informal sector’s provision 
of skills training and jobs to youth, but resources and 
implementation have not shown any urban youth focus 
to date.

young voices from rio de janeiro: 

Government policy hands over youth-dedicated resources to •	
non-governmental organizations. But young people point 
out that the courses on offer under government policies 
are either insufficient or sporadic and out of touch with the 
market. 

Youth   demand affirmative action in employment, as hap-•	
pens with some banks that set themselves quotas for hiring 
people with disabilities and blacks.

While there are good initiatives, coordination of existing •	
projects and programmes is lacking, as is political will, or so it 
seems, to improve conditions for this segment of the popula-
tion. “I don’t think that it is just a matter of competence, I 
think it is a lack of political will. We have competence, what 
is lacking is the will to see things through.”

Housing policies in general do not offer any specific schemes •	
for young people. It takes a very long time for them to be 
able to purchase a house. The young claim that although 
there are many programmes, none really meet their needs, 
especially those least privileged who hardly ever have a steady 
income. Young people also note that affordable housing in 
general is of poor quality. 

Policies that allow youth half price entrance to cultural events •	
are good but there is talk of restricting their scope.

As implemented at the local level, the Pro-Jovem programme •	
earned praise in principle, but some young people stated 
that beneficiaries were not always those who most needed 
it. 
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In 2009, MOYAS launched its “Kazi kwa Vijana” (work 
for young people), initiative, under which young people 
can be employed in community projects (water harvesting, 
repairing boreholes and roads, cleaning informal settlements, 
planting trees, etc.). The programme aims to stem the social 
ills brought about by unemployment, idleness and poverty. 
However, the jobs are temporary and labour-intensive, and 
many put females at a disadvantage.

The first Medium-Term Plan (2008-2012) laid out under 
the Vision 2030 framework recommends a comprehensive 
review of laws relating to decentralization of funds. If this were 
to become effective, access to resources could be improved at 
the local level in favour of excluded groups.

Lagos, Nigeria 

Nigeria first launched a national youth policy in 1983 and 
revised it in 1989, 1999 and then again in 2001. However, the 
policy has yet to be endorsed and enacted in all the states of 
the Nigerian federation. The Ministry of Inter-Governmental 
Affairs, Youth and Special Duties was also established in 
1999. But this recognition of youth as an important element 
in national development has yet to be endorsed by individual 
federated states.

The government of Lagos state has shown concern for 
youth through a “Support Our Schools” initiative aimed 
at raising standards. On top of providing free education in 
1,030 primary schools, 313 junior secondary schools and 303 
senior secondary schools in the state, Lagos has waived all 
examination fees in public schools and re-equipped science 
laboratories. The government of Lagos recognizes the Lagos 
State Youth Forum as a Chapter of the National Youth 
Council of Nigeria, a forum that serves as a bridge between 
youth and the government. Lagos state is also rehabilitating 
and constructing sports facilities, offering micro-credit and 
deploying youth employment schemes. 

Kingston, Jamaica

In 1994, the Jamaican government developed a national 
Youth Policy to empower young people aged 14 to 25. In 
the year 2000, the National Centre for Youth Development 
(NCYD) was set up to ensure effective coordination of, and 
collaboration on, youth-related programmes and research and 
to act as an information clearinghouse, a priority identified 
by the 1994 policy. In 2004, a five-year (2005-2009) youth 
policy was developed, serving as the basis for implementation 
of the National Youth Policy. 

young voices from nairobi:

The government must provide a place where young people •	
can go to for assistance.

Government tells us there is a Youth Fund but they don’t tell •	
us where it is. I am told that to access the Fund you must 
know Members of Parliament (MPs). I don’t know my MP. 

Vision 2030 is supposed to be for us. But we don’t know •	
the details. I know they are talking about it in the media, but 
they do not ask us about it.

Politicians are interested in young people only at election •	
time. They give us 500 shillings [or just under 7 US dollars] 
each and we believe it is the best thing ever. It is for young 
people to realize the power they can have. The things poli-
ticians promised during election campaigns, they have not 
delivered any of them. We must find channels to hold them 
accountable.

The politicians in Kenya are selfish. They don’t listen to any-•	
body except themselves. Even if young people have opinions 
about something, we sometimes do not bother as we won-
der who will listen to us anyway.

To some extent, some politicians are working for our good. I •	
am talking about people that I know. A youth group went to 
meet a certain MP and he was able to engage with them.

young voices from lagos: 

Planning takes place at all three tiers of government. When-•	
ever where there are plans, functions like monitoring and 
evaluation of the degree and extent of implementation are 
never in place. 

The autonomy enjoyed by each of the lower tiers of gov-•	
ernment provides leeway for lack of connections between 
the different programmes implemented by each of them. 
The problem basically is with leaders, whose selfish interests 
override national interest and benefits.

The (national) leader’s political party has programmes which •	
the party expects all the states whose governor is a member 
to implement, regardless of whether these programmes re-
flect the interests of constituents. 

No reduction in urban youth poverty is expected, not just •	
for lack of initiative or continuity in programmes, but also 
because the government does not involve young people in 
programme design and has no plan to alter the seemingly 
bleak future that lies ahead of them. 

Even though some young people are paraded in the media •	
to illustrate their social inclusion, they never represent the 
true interests of the country’s youths.

Public transport used to be very unreliable and expensive, •	
but since the advent of the state government’s public trans-
port service, the situation has improved tremendously.
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A national survey is planned ahead of the development 
of a new, 2010-2014 youth policy. The revision process is 
participatory, with youth organizations involved together 
with other non-governmental organizations and government 
agencies. The areas of relevance to youth come under proactive 
discussion. They include crime, violence, teenage pregnancy 
and parenting, gender disparities and young people’s role 
in national unity. The new youth policy is to focus on the 
following areas: 

Education and training. •	

Employment and entrepreneurship. •	

Health. •	

Participation and empowerment. •	

Care and protection. •	

Living environments.•	

Leisure (sports, music, etc.).•	

In the meantime, Jamaica’s other youth-supportive policies 
and programmes include the following: 

The National Centre operates five Youth Information •	
Centres; these youth-friendly spaces allow young people 
to feel comfortable discussing and accessing information 
on issues concerning them.

Action for the Rights of Children and Young People. •	
The 2004 Child Care and Protection Act introduced 
new standards for treatment. The Act makes not just 
government but every citizen accountable and responsible 
for reporting incidents of child abuse, and failing to do so 
is punishable by law. 

The High School Equivalency Programme is a secondary •	
education scheme that targets people over 18 years who 
have not completed secondary education or lack adequate 
certification for higher education. The scheme, which 
has just been launched, represents a shift in focus from 
traditional learning (classroom teaching) to independent, 
self-directed learning, using self-instructional material. 

In 2007 the Jamaican government abolished secondary •	
education tuition fees. No child can be legally turned 
away if parents are unable to pay the additional support 
fees, which are voluntary.

Despite these policies and programmes, disturbing negative 
evolutions are taking place in Jamaica, such as stronger 
networking among inner-city gangs, and persistent rises in 
the numbers of school drop-outs among boys and girls raised 
by single mothers or orphaned through urban violence.

young voices from kingston:

The problem persists because we feel the government must •	
come to us before we go to them, as opposed to taking 
the initiative into our own hands and becoming united as a 
group and moving forward. We need to move there. 

We need to assume 100% responsibility and become proac-•	
tive. A lot of people are fed up and they must start taking 
action. 

One might be qualified for a job, but because someone •	
wants their friend to get it they will give it to them, whether 
or not they are as qualified. 

corruption is even more of an issue during election time; •	
guns are traded for votes and people can be killed for voting 
for a party that their community does not support, or for 
deciding not to vote.

I wouldn’t know who to vote for, I don’t trust either (party), •	
I feel like they’re lying.
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Half of humankind is now under 25 years of age and largely urban, and yet youth exclusion features as a major aspect of the 
“urban divide” that gives its theme to UN-HABITAT’s State of the World Cities 2010/2011. This companion Report, the first of 
its kind, focuses on the dynamics of youth exclusion currently at work in four developing regions.
 
This State of the Urban Youth 2010/2011 report combines the latest academic and policy research with new statistics from  
UN-HABITAT’ Global Urban Observatory. The perceptions of over 700 youth in five representative cities, as collected through 
a survey and local discussion groups, help pinpoint the factors behind unequal opportunities in the economic, social, political 
and cultural spheres. 

The Report finds that predetermined circumstances like gender, parents’ education and location influence inequality of 
opportunity among young people, and that good-quality education is a major factor of equality. Another major finding is that 
higher school enrolment ratios boost economic growth some 15 years down the road, although improved literacy rates do not 
always result in proportional job opportunities for all.

Unequal opportunities call for a more level playing field for urban youth.  This Report recommends enhanced awareness of 
youth issues among policymakers at all levels of government, so that policies espouse the multidimensional nature of youth 
opportunity. Special emphasis must be laid on good-quality education, particularly for young females. Protection of youth 
must combine with the promotion of their voice and empowerment if they are to move to the kind of responsible, fulfilling 
citizenship that will help shape a better collective future for all.
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