Message from Anna Tibaijuka, UN Under-Secretary General & Executive Director, UN-HABITAT

This International Youth Day, I would like to express my support for the chosen theme of “Climate Change and Youth”.  Youth are not just leaders of tomorrow, but also of today.  And climate change is one of the greatest challenges humanity has ever faced, requiring us all to work together to overcome the impending crisis.  What better time, then, to strengthen our commitment to empowering youth as agents of change, partners in solving our shared global challenges?
The statistics on youth today are well known – accounting for nearly 70% of the populations of many developing countries, and up to 90% of the populations of some of the economically least developed nations, hundreds of millions of youth live in poverty.  Many of them are not literate, many lack access to decent employment, and many are living with HIV/AIDS.  

These alarming realities stand as warnings, urging us towards renewed global commitment to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals.  Yet urban transformation, with the attendant problems of slum proliferation and irreversible changes to our production and consumption patterns, presents a major challenge to the realization of the MDGs.  
With over half of humanity now city-dwellers – which will rise to three-quarters by 2030 – UN-HABITAT’s focus on urban centres is critical and timely.  Humanity is becoming predominantly urban for the first time, making the problems of cities the problems of the world, as cities themselves become both drivers of climate change and its most obvious victims.
Global warming exacerbates existing environmental and socioeconomic problems, and brings new challenges. Those most affected are the world’s urban poor, mostly youth. In spite of or perhaps because of this, youth in disaster-stricken areas have risen to the challenge and have taken on key roles in dealing with the immediate effects of such events as the 2007 cyclone in Bangladesh, or Hurricane Katrina in 2005, to name just two.

Beyond just reacting to disasters, though, youth are working across the globe to address their causes.  Initiatives in Nairobi, Mumbai, Manila, and Rio de Janeiro showcase youth as pioneers in waste-management, energy conservation, and mobilization to protect the environment.  Urban youth are neither just victims of climate change, nor mere spectators – they are active participants in generating solutions.
At UN-HABITAT, we believe it is vital to support such initiatives, working with local authorities, youth, and the urban poor to take action to offset the worst effects of climate change.  The UN has calculated that one dollar invested in disaster reduction today saves up to seven dollars in future costs.  With the rising toll of climate-change related disasters, it is clear that issues of global warming must be considered in urban planning.  

UN-HABITAT is mandated to fight urban poverty and vulnerability through shelter for all, and improvement of public infrastructure. To this end, we collaborate with government, civil society including youth and women’s groups, the private sector and scientific and professional communities. We are committed to supporting these partner groups in their efforts to address climate change.  Indeed, our Strategic Plan for the next six years is driven by the vision of sustainable urbanisation.

But we can only achieve this vision with the active engagement of youth, particularly the urban poor, as partners.  This means investing in youth, in meaningful initiatives designed to break cycles of poverty while also addressing issues of environmental sustainability.  One powerful way to invest in young women and men is through training.  

Thanks to the generosity of UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon, who donated $100,000 towards slum upgrading in Nairobi, there is a perfect example of such programmming in the Kibera/Mavoko Youth Empowerment Programme.  Based in Nairobi close to the UN-HABITAT headquarters, it aims to create a workable model for the improvement of livelihoods amongst youth in informal settlements through comprehensive capacity building.  
The intended outcome of this project, which we hope to replicate in urban centres across the developing world, is to enable youth to take advantage of the expanding construction industry, to engage actively in the upgrading and planning of their urban environments, and to successfully undertake sustainable income-generating activities that are socially and environmentally sound.
In another initiative, undertaken in response to interest from youth organisations, we are working towards establishing a Climate Change Action Corps, teams of youth who will work with our city networks such as Sustainable Urban Development Networks and UN-HABITAT Universities to effect both on-the-ground and policy change.
We are also proud to announce the theme of the coming World Urban Forum, taking place this November in Nanjing, China: “Harmonious Urbanisation: The Challenge of Balanced Territorial Development.”  Leaders from around the world, youth and other representatives of civil society will explore together how the global community can address sustainable urbanization in the context of climate change.  
Of particular interest to youth, WUF4 will launch the Opportunities Fund for Urban Youth Led Development. The Fund is intended to provide seed money for effective youth-led programmes globally, supporting youth as innovative leaders and strengthening their ability to contribute to the global response to challenges such as climate change, poverty and urbanization.
We know that climate change issues must be tackled within the framework of sustainable urban development. This includes a holistic approach to participatory governance, urban environmental planning and management, and harnessing ecologically sound technologies. It requires paradigm shifts in transport, energy, water and waste management, and it needs new partnerships between all major stakeholders, not least the people and the communities themselves, especially the youth who make up the majority in major cities around the world. 

Together, we can achieve sustainable urban development through collective local action for the attainment of global goals; but this requires turning innovative ideas into action.  I believe that young people can and will rise to this challenge.  I ask you to share my conviction, and to become pioneers in tackling the greatest challenges faced by humanity in the 21st century, with climate change at the forefront.

Thank you.
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