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Young people are said to be ‘‘the future’’ of the world.

Holding this to be true, then Africa is ‘‘the future’’ of the

world—but that only if the potential of its young people is

fully harnessed. Unfortunately, currently that does not

seem to be the case. Africa is estimated to have a popu-

lation of 1.2 billion people, of whom 20% are young people

aged between 14–24 years (United Nations 2016). By

2030, the target date for the sustainable development goals

(SDG, United Nations 2015), the number of youth in Africa

might have increased by 42%. Africa’s youth population is

expected to continue to grow throughout the remainder of

the twenty-first century, more than doubling from current

levels by 2055. This huge population of young people can

be harnessed and thus spar human capital development—

through what is called the ‘‘demographic dividend’’. The

United Nations Population Fund (2016) defines the

demographic dividend as ‘‘the economic growth potential

that can result from shifts in a population’s age structure,

mainly when the share of the working-age population

(15–64) is larger than the non-working-age share of the

population (14 and younger, and 65 and older)’’. Unfor-

tunately, unless Africa addresses the sexual and

reproductive health (SRH) of its young people, the demo-

graphic dividend cannot be achieved.

One of the major challenges of young people today in

Africa emanates from their sexual and reproductive health

and rights. Good sexual and reproductive health is defined

as a state of complete physical, mental and social well-

being in all matters relating to the reproductive system. It

implies that people are able to have a satisfying and safe

sex life, the capability to reproduce, and the freedom to

decide if, when, and how often to do so. The International

Conference on Population and Development Programme of

Action (United Nations Population Fund 2014) and the

2030 SDG Agenda (United Nations 2015) reaffirm the

centrality of universal access to sexual and reproductive

health and rights to sustainable development, leaving no

one behind the SDG target 3.7, which calls for universal

access to sexual and reproductive healthcare services

including family planning, information, education, and

integration of reproductive health into strategies and

programs.

Unfortunately, the majority of young people in Africa

do not experience good sexual and reproductive health and

rights. The sexual and reproductive health challenges fac-

ing young people are the product of the inherent charac-

teristics of the young people and the environment in which

they live. The youth are typically a highly energic group

with characteristic risk-taking behavior. The typical Afri-

can setting is characterized by poverty, unplanned rapid

urbanization, limited access to social services, gender

inequalities, political instability among others. As a con-

sequence, there is limited good environment for protecting

and nurturing young people. Problems such as illiteracy,

high fertility, poor access to sexual and reproductive health

education, intimate partner violence, gender inequity,

stigma, discrimination, judgmental treatment, lack of con-

fidentiality, drug addiction and inability to physically

access services are important barriers to care for adoles-

cents in Africa (United Nations Population Fund 2008). A
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poor state of sexual and reproductive health and rights also

kills. Globally, maternal mortality is the second largest

cause of deaths among adolescent girls aged 15–19. Of all

births globally each year, around 16 million (11%) are

among girls in this age range; about 2 million are among

girls under the age of 15 (WHO 2020).

The attainment of the SDG target 3.7 will need a com-

prehensive multisectoral evidence-based focus on the

youth because they contribute a big chunk of the popula-

tion. On a positive note, many countries in Africa have

invested in various infrastructure that provides the SRH

services in general. However, these may not necessarily

serve the young because they are a unique group that

requires a variation in approaches (McManus 2014). To

optimize the potential of young people in Africa, more

solutions such as school-based programs, outreaches,

integration in cross-sector programs are urgently needed. In

this interconnected world with globalization, Africa’s

young people are not only important to Africa, but also to

the world. For instance, as Europe ages, Africa has the

potential to provide the future workforce and consumption

that will spar the world. The potential of young people is a

catalyst to social and economic development, which makes

investing in young people’s education and health a global

priority. But this requires continuous investments in young

people through nutrition, health care, access to sexual and

reproductive health education, quality education, jobs and

skills in order to maximize their human developmental

potential (World Bank 2019). I call upon national gov-

ernments and communities to take the drivers seat, and the

partners and the United Nations to support.
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