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Prelude 

When I am making this paper on ‘Building social peace and harmony in South Asia: Initiative by the youth’, at the same time, Egyptian youths are protesting in the streets of Cairo for establishing civilian democracy, Syrian youths are demonstrating in the streets of Hom’s and Damascus to topple ‘Modern Pharaoh’, Bashar Al Asad; Tunisian youths are celebrating the anniversary of ‘Arab Spring’, which was started by the immolation of their local hero, 26 years old Muhammad Bouazizi, Palestinian youths are chanting slogans in the streets of occupied territories for establishing a sovereign Palestine where they can live peacefully and respectfully. So, it is a relevant question to ask ‘What we are doing?’ Another question would be ‘What can be done?’

Defining “Youth” and some key statistics on South Asian Youth 

The Operational definition and nuances of the term “Youth” often very from country to country and region to region, depending on the specific socio-cultural, institutional, economic and political factors. The United Nations define youth as persons between the ages of 15 and 24. On the other had, commonwealth define youth as persons between the age group of 15 to 29. National youth policies of Bangladesh (adopted in 2003) define youth as persons belonging to the age group of 18 to 35 years. 


According to the United Nations, youth’s make up one fifth of South Asia’s demography (2010); making it both the most populas and most densely populated geographical region in the world. About one third of the total population of Bangladesh is youth and young people. Approximately 45 million people fall within that age range. India alone has some 200 million young people. This is the largest number of young people ever to transition into adulthood, both in South Asia and in the world as a whole. According to the population labor force survey 2006, the population of youth in Pakistan was 41.81 million which represented 27% of the total population of Pakistan. 

Defining “Peace” and “Harmony” 

We all want peace in every sphere of our life. We want peace in our family, society and country. But most of us don’t know, what is peace? Because, we can’t touch it rather we can feel it. That’s why, prominent peace theorist, Johan Galthung defines peace as follow-

“Peace is absence of violence” 

From this definition of peace, we can easily say that, if we don’t feel violence in every strata of our social, political or economic life, then we can called it peace. Just as a coin has two sides, one side alone being only one aspect of the coin, peace also has two sides: absence of personal violence and absence of structural violence. We shall refer to them as “negative peace” and “positive peace” respectively. Negative peace is a temporary solution, whereas, positive peace is a permanent one. Peace and harmony are interrelated. By establishing social harmony we can ensure peace in the society. Communal harmony is an important element for a just and peaceful country. In general, social harmony means that, a society where people of different faith, color and race live happily without any discrimination or violence. South Asia is a region of diversity where people from different religions live in. India is a Hindu majority country with it’s significant number of Muslim population. Bangladesh has Muslim majority with more than 10 million Hindu populations. Pakistan is a Muslim majority and an Islamic country with significant number of Christian population. So, keeping social harmony in South Asia has been a burning issue for several decades. 

The Role of Youth in Building Social Peace and Harmony in South Asia 

Youth is the future hope of nation. In this period of life, a youth can do good/ bad things for his/her family, society and country. South Asia is a region of 1.6 billion people where most of them are facing the curse of poverty and illiteracy. We know that, one fifth of south Asia’s total populations are young people. That’s why, they are the main workforce of this region. So, young people can make a positive change in this region through their initiatives. Young people can say goodbye to poverty and unemployment by developing small enterprises which will facilitate job opportunities for another 10 to 20 young people. That’s why, youth entrepreneurship should be encouraged and supported by the govt. Youth of South Asia, can play a vital role for eradicating illiteracy from this region by giving volunteer service to educational institutions. Young people can play a positive role to stop communal violence. They should aware their community about the benefit of communal harmony. There are many intra-state and inter-state conflicts in South Asia. Young people can create pressure to their respective government to solve these conflicts politically, not militarily.  That’s why, a strong South Asian youth platform is needed, from where young people can raise their voices against all kinds of conflicts. All the countries of South Asia are now experiencing the transition period of democracy. So, youth of South Asia, should work as a watchdog with the civil society for establishing stable democratic environment. Terrorism and drug addiction are two main social problems of South Asia and the world as a whole. That’s why, Youth of South Asia should say in one voice:- 

“NO TO TERRORISM AND NO TO DRUGS

WE WANT PEACEFUL AND RESPECTFUL PATHS.” 

At the same time South Asian leaders should take comprehensive action plan to stop terrorism and drug trafficking. Communications among the South Asian youths should be enhanced and facilitated by the Governments and NGOs. For instance, Bangladeshi youth may go to India while Indian youth can go to Pakistan to understand the diverse socio-cultural and political environment of South Asia. It will help to build mutual respect and better understanding among them. In future, when they will lead their countries, then there will be a positive approach among them. That’s why, Youth study group should be formed among the South Asian Youths. 

The Youth of South Asia has showed their potentials in many international forum. By harnessing this potential of South Asian youths, we can make a prosperous and peaceful South Asia. 

The Role of Youth in Building Peaceful and Prosperous Bangladesh

Bangladesh has a rich historical heritage and strong cultural traditions and values. The economy of Bangladesh is a rapidly developing market-based one. Goldman Sachs included Bangladesh in its Next Eleven list. Besides various active roles in the UN organizations, Bangladesh is playing a vital role in other regional organizations like SAARC and OIC. In UN peacekeeping operations, Bangladesh is among the top troop contributing countries in the world.  Remittances from Bangladeshi youths working overseas are the major source of foreign exchange earnings. Exports of garments and textiles are the second most contributors in foreign exchange earning. Most of the laborers, supervisors and managers working in these sectors are from the youth generation. Shipbuilding industry is flourishing in Bangladesh. Youths are the men behind the machines there as well. As far as the national images and values are concern, Bangladeshi youth have never lagged behind when called upon to meet a challenge. Let there be no doubt about their strength, power and capability. The task of nation building is enormous and can be divided into many phases and compartments. It has some work for everybody but the youths are the ones needed for most to the tough works. Bangladeshi youths are well aware of it. But sometime, the youth is misguided to a larger extent by some evil sources making them irresponsible towards the society they live in. For instance, a section of the youth have resorted to becoming political workers, mainly extorting money from general people in the name of collecting funds for the party. Sometimes they simply serve as mercenaries with the sole duty of fighting and even committing crimes if needed for politicians and collecting fees for such nefarious services.
The burning issues of today are the future of coal and gas sectors, resolution on transit and the stand on Tipaimukh dam. The decisions on these issues will have immense and long term impact on the country. The youths must gather enough knowledge on these issues to raise their voices. Believing what the political parties and various committees advocate can actually be harmful. In this time of free flow of information, the youths should have the zeal to gather all necessary documents and statistics in a bid to understand how Bangladesh will be better off in the negotiation process. More youths should be part of the political process. In current context, young people are often viewed as lacking the skills needed to become part of the political process. Consequently, they are not invited to the table. The very idea of youth citizenship - young people participating as equals - is a stretch for many adults. The irony is, however, that once at the table, young people are often viewed as a threat to adult power. Proper steps should be taken both by the government and development agencies to better equip young people to be involved in the political process.
Concluding Remarks

We, the youth of South Asia, have some dream about this region. We want a different South Asia, where there will be no poverty, no hunger, no disease and no violence. We do not want to see any arms race in this region. We want nuclear free South Asia, where we can go to sleep without any fear. We have a dream of South Asian Union, like European Union, where there will be no border restrictions and killings. We, the youth of South Asia want peace not war. 
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