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Forging a better deal for youths

Rosi han Zai n

I N Dat uk Hi shanmuddi n Hussein's office, there is a picture of two youths
who seemto | ook every bit |ike the skateboarders you see poundi ng the
street corners of Kuala Lunpur every weekend with their wheels.

One of themsports a bright yellow jersey and wears the badge of today's
counterculture look - a neatly trinmed goatee

The ot her, however, has a face that is renmarkably fanmliar to the
public. It is H shanmuddi n hinself, |ooking confortable in a | oose
wi ndbr eaker and a cap turned back-to-front for good effect.

"The skat eboarders are sone of the people who tell ne they fee
negl ected," said the 39-year old mnister whose neeting with the city's
skat eboarders was just one of the many m ssions he has undertaken to neet
youths fromall wal ks of life.

"Yet, | was informed by visiting Anerican skat eboarders that our boys
are very skilful. So what do we do now?"

What Hi shammuddin did was to inmediately get in touch with the Gty Hal
Dat uk Bandar Tan Sri Kamaruzzaman Shariff and both are now in the | ook-out
for a suitable site to provide city kids with a safe and wel | -built
facility on which they can practise their soaring 360 flips and olli es.

Since coming into office in Novenber |ast year, H shamuddin and his team
have been busy revanping the Mnistry's flagship youth programre - Rakan
Muda. The task was to ensure that the RML1.5 mi|lion Rakan Muda fund,
establ i shed since 1994, was effectively used to address the needs of
today' s yout hs.

Now, with the unveiling of the revanped Rakan Mida due this Septenber,
the Mnistry expects to fund i deas and activities which are fresh and
contenporary, enconpassing every sphere of youth interest such as sports,
music, arts, volunteeri smor new technol ogi es.

Yet, H shammuddi n understands the need to keep up with the rapid changes
affecting the youth's world and is wi dening the Mnistry doors for youths
thensel ves to step forward with their own proposals.

"Not hi ng shoul d be mi sconci eved as taboo, and nothing will be pre-judged
as negative in the Rakan Muda we are pronoting," sai d H shamuddi n.
"Provided, of course, the youths can prove to nme that what they want is a
positive devel opnent . "

Li ke an attentive suburbian dad, the Mnistry is getting to grips with
yout h interest which has grown beyond traditional sporting activities to
conparati vel y newer phenonenon like in-line skating, BMX-riding, street
soccer, and street hockey.

While giving city youths their street sports, the Mnistry has not
forgotten those in rural outskirts such as the many living in Fel da

settl enents across the country. The ideal solution for those in the
out back: notorsports events.
As Hi shammuddin plainly puts it: "In the Fel da schene, every young man

has access to a notorcycle. There should be nore notorsports activities
rather than let themride around wi thout hel mets headi ng nowhere, and for
|l ack of activities turn to unhealthy activities |ike drugs or falling prey
to hate."

Hate. An ugly word that the Government has been struggling to understand
with the recent rise of political consciousness across the country. At the
time of the interview, the Al -Miwunah crackdown was still fresh, and the
M nistry was nade even nore aware of the political mnefield youths are



bei ng drawn into.

For a Mnistry largely entrusted to be responsible of youth devel opnent,
it is by no neans an easy task producing a heal thy environment for youth
activities to flourish. Especially, considering that |atest figures show
there are 9.8 million youths in the country (defined as those between the
ages of 15 and 40).

"I have to admit candidly, for the first tinme ever to a national
newspaper, that this mnistry is considered very junior. But today, the
perception is changing,"” sai d H shanmuddi n.

"Never in the history of this country that so nmuch focus has been given
to youth devel opment and probl ens associated with the youth.
Unfortunately, | amthe one appointed to be in-charge!” he said, breaking
into cheerful |aughter.

The probl em of providing a suitable environment to devel op yout hs,
however, has been made nore difficult with the inactive state of youth
novenents in the country.

Two nont hs ago, while addressing the annual general neeting of the
Mal aysi an Youth Council, Hi shammuddin nade a startling revel ation that
only 39 per cent of over 8,000 youth groups in Ml aysia were active.

This translates into a nenbership of 415,956 - a dismal figure, when set
against the total 9.8 mllion youths. The Mnistry has ascertai ned that
there are sonme 4.7 mllion youths who have yet to register with any youth
group, active or otherwi se.

The 4.7 mllion figure now represents the target group the Mnistry
hopes it can attract into youth organisations.

In the case of the inactive youth groups, several problens identified
with as its cause include weak | eadership, unappealing activities, |ack of
funds and even the | acklustre i mage youth groups have in the eyes of the
publi c.

H shanmuddi n's calls for an enpowernent of the youth novenent, has |ed
the MYC president Saifudin Abdullah to introduce a nine-pointer plan known
as MYC Focus ai ned at achieving a strategic and workabl e plan to address
the short-termproblens of inactive youth groups.

Anong ot hers, the MYC Focus seeks to revi ew present approaches and
mechani sms to ensure the voi ce and needs of youths are better heard - a
contentious issue for the many youths who feel estranged fromthe existing
framewor k.

Also called for is the setting up of research and devel opnent work and
initiatives for to establish educati on and devel opnent schenes for youths.
"We are | ooking at ways to beef up the Mnistry, and find new ways to
cope with public expectations. One such initiative, which has gained the
support of Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad, is the setting
up of a Cabinet conmittee to | ook into youth-related problens,"

Hi shammuddi n added.

The Cabi net commttee would al so include representatives fromthe
various mnistries working with youths such as the Education, Entreprenuer
Devel opnent, Rural Devel opnent and al so National Unity and Soci al
Devel opnent ministries.

The seriousness of the Governnent at tackling youth issues has al so
pronpted the reactivation of the National Youth Consultative Council
whi ch was dormant for the past two years.

Changes to the revived council includes an ammended constitution to
enabl e the participation of non-governnental organisations, particularly
non- Musl i m and wonen- based or gani sati ons, and even opposition politica
parties.

The council's main task now woul d be to draw up a better framework and
policies towards | onger-termobjectives. This could al so possibly lead to



a restudy of the current National Youth Devel opnent Policy, which was | ast
reviewed in 1997. It is believed that the MYC has since subnmitted a 63
poi nt reconmendati on on the national youth policy.
* The stigma of politics and youth: Page 25
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