Poonam Ahluwalia, President YES
Honorable Ministers, Ambassadors, Secretary-General Kamalesh Sharma, and fellow participants - It is my great honor to be invited to share my thoughts and dreams with all of you.  
At the onset – I want to thank the Commonwealth team led by Rajkumar Bidla and Omnea Said.  
I had the great fortune of meeting Rajkumar at the 6th Global YES Summit with was held in Sweden last year, hosted by the Swedish government and organized together with the Tallberg Foundation.  He made a great impression on all of us who had the privilege of meeting him – he is a man of compassionate heart, goodwill and action and he has brought us all together here today to see what piece of the puzzle we are each carrying, and how can we synergize our efforts.  Thank you Rajkumar – you are a great ambassador for the Commonwealth Secretariat.
To give you a brief background, YES was founded in 1998 through the efforts of many global leaders including Secretary-General Kamalesh Sharma, who at that time was the Indian Ambassador to the UN based in NY.  From 1998 – 2002 we organized 40 global consultations that culminated in the First Global Youth Employment Summit in 2002 in Alexandria, Egypt where under the Chairmanship of President Clinton and First Lady of Egypt, about 2000 delegates from a 120 countries launched the decade campaign of action which ends next year with the final Summit in Egypt in 2012.

I am going to share with you a little history of YES how this began, what we have achieved and what lies ahead.  Each of you here is a leader in your own right, and what I will share will not be anything new – but it will be my story and as we go along these two days – our stories will weave together, and we will not only bond together, but will be bound together in our efforts to provide young people with opportunities for entrepreneurship generation – not just educating youth as entrepreneurs but rather working on business formation.  

 My journey with YES

It all began in 1997 when I was a young mother of two kids, and I was hired by EDC to work on a workforce development project – we created the Best Practices in Workforce Development tool kit and I was asked to conduct workshops in Peru, India and Namibia on workforce development.  Being a young mother I was interested in what young people thought about our 
Work, and we invited them in substantial numbers to our meeting.  When we looked at the evaluations – we found that we did not get a good report card from youth.  They judged us rather harshly, and said that best practices were from the past – they wanted to live for today and tomorrow.  And that was an eye opening evaluation.  Because it was in such stark contrast to the non-youth evaluation which won us high honors at USAID for being the most highly rated workshop – I believe ever till then.  

I then started to dwell on this and recognized that we had to create the present from the future and not from the past. And that youth had to be partners on the table working with us, and not beneficiaries of our largess.

I started working on a project that USAID wanted to fund to train 1000 youth in vocational ed.  But my heart was not in it.  I felt working at the level of 1000 youth was a gesture and not a commitment to transformation.
Consider these statistics from 1998 and not much has changed:

1) A billion youth on the planet 850 million in developing countries where access to education and training, business development services and credit is limited

2) 1.5 billion children behind these youth waiting to flood the labor market, in and out of school systems

3) 1 billion people on this planet live on less than a $1 a day

4) 3 billion on less than 3 dollars

5) On average, about 70 percent of young people in the developing world are not in school past age 14.

6) Halving the world's youth unemployment rate would add at least US$2.2 trillion to the global economy

7) Half the world’s population is crushed by sheer poverty

8) Add to this diminishing natural resources, rising populations, and deadly diseases 

9) And we have a challenge on our hands

And who better to resolve these challenges than our youth? 

We can pull together the energy, enthusiasm, innovation and drive of youth to resolve these and other issues, and they need us to partner with them, to believe in them, and to mentor and support them.

Yes, we need the structures to allow for education and opportunity – but I believe that the real structure that we must create is a place to Dream.  Nothing happens without people dreaming.  You and I are here wanting to build a more just world because we dream – we dream not of handouts – but rather for a helping hand.

 I urge you to believe in youth and their capacity to innovate – the dream factories will have to be generated by us.  Ask yourself what can you do today, that will allow the youth in your community to dream, and how best can you fan these dreams so that they do not wither and die.
The recent events in the Middle East remind me of what my current Chairman Ismail Serageldin said long ago in Washington DC when he was Vice President of the World Bank at the first YES Consultation in May 1999 (and I believe Andrew Fiddaman was there!)
Let us be clear.  Half-educated, unemployed youth, with no prospect of being integrated into a better future is a prescription for disaster.  If young people do not have a stake in the existing social order and political order, if they do not feel there is a way for them, why should they sacrifice today for a better tomorrow?  Why should they have an interest in protecting the stability and social safety of that system?

Ismail Serageldin Vice President, World Bank May 1999

So I feel a Dream infrastructure is the need of the hour – otherwise we will continue to pour development money to aid countries – but not give them the magic dust to dream and co-create.

In 2006, I read that almost 20 billion dollars had been invested in Africa over the last 30 years, and yet it seemed that the development indicators had been steadily been going down.  What could the reason be for this?  Among many others, I submit to you that flying in consultants to 
do the work without building local capacity could be part of the problem.  How disempowering it would be if someone came to put your house in order, and built systems you did not understand or have a stake in.  And we at YES promised ourselves that we would work towards inspiring local action and we now have YES Networks in over 50 countries – you will be hearing from one of the YES Leaders right after me.  Most of these Networks are led by youth.  

I was lucky that I found a Dream catcher – Janet Whitla, President of EDC a non-profit that raises 125 million dollars a year for their projects in 60 countries. She hired me to follow my heart and gave me a budget to imagine and design YES.  This in and of itself is an unheard occurrence especially in the non-profit world.  But Janet is different she grows leaders. Mr. Sharma knows her well.

With her firmly behind me I began the task of assembling a global coalition of partners to organize the First Global Youth Employment Summit in 2002 in Alexandria Egypt, we then met in Mexico 2004, Kenya 2006, Azerbaijan 2008 and Sweden 2010.  Each of these Summits attracted over 2000 delegates except for the one in Azerbaijan – at 700 it was our smallest summit.
Over the last 8 years we have many accomplishments, but I will share with you three:

Mexico: At the 2004 Summit the -Mexico  govt asked us what the major outcome of the Summit was, and how it was going to be followed up – and we shared that setting up Business Incubators all over the country to inspire entrepreneurship would be key and our YES Mexico Network received $6 million dollars to pilot a model, and then the next year they raised it to 20 million and now that is annually how much funding they put into this project. In the first year itself 2400 businesses were set up.  In 2010 the President of Mexico is hosted an Entrepreneurship Forum for 10,000 Mexicans which was organized by YES Mexico.

Kenya:  In Kenya the YES Summit was going to be organized by the Ministry of Gender – based on conversations with the President’s office and GTZ the Ministry of Youth Affairs was set up and our team led by PK Joseph did a two week retreat to help the Ministry with their 5 year strategic planning with their first task being to host the YES Summit – 2000 delegates attended from 100 countries

Pakistan:  Our YES Leader in Pakistan recognized that the biggest missing piece for Pakistan was a lack of social service mindset amongst youth, and he set up many projects the most successful has been a Youth Volunteer program where young people sign up for a year of service to their communities he began with 500 volunteers a year to now it is over 1000 youth volunteers – for his work he has been awarded the Ashoka Fellows award.

So I wanted to give you a snapshot about our work – Entrepreneurship Development in Mexico, Ministry of Youth Affairs in Kenya, Social Service in Pakistan, no two countries may want to do the same thing – but the process has got to be similar – convene stakeholders to build the vision, work together to build commitment and then take purposeful action.

YES is currently active in 17 Commonwealth Countries:
	1. Cameroon 
	 

	2. Dominican Republic
	 

	3. Ghana 
	 

	4. Guyana 
	 

	5. India 
	 

	6. Kenya 
	 

	7. Mauritius 
	 

	8. Namibia 
	 

	9. Nigeria 
	 

	10. Pakistan 
	 

	11. Rwanda
	 

	12. Sierra Leone 
	 

	13. South Africa 
	 

	14. Swaziland 
	 

	15. Uganda 
	 

	16. Tanzania , and
	 

	17. Zambia 
	 


In each of these countries we are now in the process of setting up Youth Enterprise Generators (Generators) at university campuses to engage stakeholders, provide entrepreneurship education and business development services, micro franchising systems etc.

We want to set up knowledge and creative action systems that will cause transformation to quote Anna Tsing
The knowledge that makes a difference in changing the world is knowledge that travels and mobilizes, shifting and creating new forces and agents of history in its path - Anna Tsing
We are at a moment in time when each of us needs to hold the other and pin our hopes and dreams on ourselves as agents of change – it begins with each of us, individually saying YES to our collective dream of a poverty free world, a world where each young person has the opportunity to dream and to make that dream a reality. 
I ask you to make a commitment that when you leave this conference you will do everything in your power to support youth in their quest for productive work.  
Commitment is magical. It is what transforms a promise into reality. It is the energy, the electrical current that is needed to make things happen. It is the power to change the face of things.  Commitment is not easy--it is making the time when there is none, finding resources when there seem to be none. It is overcoming what appear to be impossible obstacles. It is the daily triumph of integrity over skepticism. It is coming through time after time, year after year.

And I know all of us here are committed and that is what has brought us together.

I leave you with this poem.
The Way It Is

There’s a thread you follow. It goes among
things that change. But it doesn’t change.
People wonder about what you are pursuing.
You have to explain about the thread.
But it is hard for others to see.
While you hold it you can’t get lost.
Tragedies happen; people get hurt
or die; and you suffer and get old.
Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding.
You don’t ever let go of the thread.

Thank YOU.
