Stories from the field: how SFCG youth leadership training is
helping youth find a voice

It is the nature of youth to question, to stretch the boundaries of the known
and the safe in an effort to establish their identity — as weary parents the world over
can attest. In Nepal, however, this youthful voice is often muffled by societal or
generational divides, or prevented from being heard because skills and support
structures are lacking. During Nepal’s 10-year conflict the teenage desire for
empowerment was also manipulated by various political parties, who handed it over
in the form of a gun.

As the country steps shakily towards peace its youth continue to define their
role within the emerging ‘New Nepal’. SFCG youth leadership training sessions are
instrumental in educating youth about their rights and the roles they can play in the
peace process, and providing ongoing support through partnership with various local
youth networks.

In Mid- and Far-West Nepal, the voice of youth is growing stronger. This was
one of the country’s most conflict-affected areas during the conflict and an area of
particular SFCG focus.

Recognizing the potential of youth to foster peace in their communities, SFCG
works with ‘multiplier’ youth leaders from across caste, ethnic, and political lines
into dialogue and peace building processes. This entails engaging youth in solution
oriented dialogue and supporting cooperative peace building actions at the
community level, an approach known in SFCG as From Dialogue to Cooperative
Action. It brings youth leaders in a dialogue process where they learn tools and
techniques of conflict analysis and finding common ground non-adversarial solutions
to conflict. During the course they also harness their leadership skills so that they can
play a constructive role in critically indentifying the dividing lines of conflict within
their own communities and reaching out to other youth in finding creative ways to
foster community peace. SFCG also works and partners with different youth-led
organizations and provide financial, technical and material support to initiatives that
foster cooperation amongst youth who are traditionally on different sides of the
dividing lines and bring people together in support of the peace process.



Here are some stories of youth whose lives have been transformed as a result:

From bearing arms to fostering peace: Prashanti’s story

Prashanti*, aged 17

—(

When Prashanti was 15 she ran away to join the Maoists. “There were no
youth clubs in my village”, she says. “In our society it is not easy for girls to go
outside the family, so | was involved in the household, supporting my mother, doing
housework and studying at school.” Chafing under what she perceived as
restrictions, Prashanti heard that life with the Maoist armed group was much more
open, and went to investigate.

“However, | didn’t find what | thought | would”, she says. “They were more
restrictive than the family. There was training from morning to evening, and no
certainty of food. | was feeling so uneasy. | did not get the chance or permission to
phone my parents. If | wanted to go outside they used to send a friend with me or
sometimes give me a time limit. Then | knew how bad that place was.

“l was not interested in staying there anymore. After three or four months |
met a friend who had also lost interest in the group and wanted to join school again,
and we realised that we had made a mistake. One morning everyone was in the
clearing and | told them that | had a headache, and when everyone went to the
training | escaped from there.”



However, when Prashanti returned home she found herself rebuked by
family, teachers and friends. Her parents were furious, informing her that they had
“already died” for her, that her actions had shamed them by “cutting their nose” (a
symbol of prestige), and threatened to marry her off. They did not speak to her for
two months. School proved no better, as Prashanti found that friends and teachers
alike ridiculed her for being in the Maoists. “I had returned because of my interest in
studying and that inspired me to stay”, she says. “But | felt sad. | wondered what to
do, because there was no support at school or home.”

Prashanti heard about SFCG from a staff member who came to her house and
described the organisation’s work in the district. She participated in its youth
leadership training, joined a local youth network supported by SFCG and became
involved in activities throughout the district, including an intergenerational Dohori
lfestival addressing the subject of reintegrating Children Associated with Armed
Forces or Armed Groups (CAFAAG) back into the community. The event used Dohori,
or traditional sung dialogue, to raise awareness of and allow emotions associated
with this highly sensitive topic to be aired in a healing public environment.

“After returning from the group | realised | was not the only person facing
that type of problem”, she says. “I felt it was my life’s purpose to bring youth facing
these types of problems into such clubs and related activities ... The youth from my
community were also narrow-minded and | was inspired to involve them in these
activities and also inspire others to be involved.”

It's now two years since Prashanti became involved in youth work and her
outlook has transformed. A list describing her emotional state before being involved
in the network paints a bleak picture: “Frustrated, drained; why such a restriction on
us and why does no one listen to us? What is the purpose of surviving like a bird in a
cage? My life is meaningless.” She describes her current state, however, as happy,
motivated and with the desire to raise awareness in her community.

It took four or five months for her family’s anger to shift. Two key factors in
this change were the praise Prashanti’s parents received about her contribution to
the youth network and community, and the visits her parents received from SFCG
staff, after which her parents supported her wholly. She is now also accepted by her
peers: “There is no discrimination in the youth network either. Sometimes | forget
that | was involved in that group.”

Prashanti is philosophical about her experience with the armed group and
credits it as the inspiration for her current involvement in youth work:
“There are both positive and negative things [about the experience]. If | did not get
involved in that activity my study would not be damaged. On the positive side, if |
didn’t join that group | would not be interested in working in this field. | wouldn’t
have the chance to speak with more youth.”

Dohori is a style of folk music performed as musical conversation. While it is usually about romance and flirtation,
SFCG used it to dialogue about peace and conflict issues.



“There is a Nepali saying that we either learn from reading or by doing. As | have this
type of experience, | am interested in sensitising people about youth and
[promoting] youth clubs.”

She is acutely aware of the traditional limits placed on girls within her society: “Our
community is deeply rooted by conservative feelings and perceptions”, she says.
“People often think you should not speak because you are a girl.” However,
Prashanti sees her purpose in a broader light: “On one hand | am a woman, and yet |
am also a youth. | want to continue for other youth.”

*Name has been changed to protect identity.



Raising voices: Nagendra and Ramnarayan’s story

Nagendra Kattel (aged 22) and Ramnarayan Chaudhary (aged 20)
District Youth Network for Peace, Kailali

Ramnarayan Chaudhary (left) and Nagendra Kattel (right)

Although his verbosity and enthusiasm suggest otherwise, Nagendra Kattel
once feared speaking in his community. “People don’t have a habit to speak”, he
explains. “They fear that what they want to say might be wrong, and that other
people will have a negative perception of them. Therefore they only used to listen.”
Raised in the small and poor village of Chuha in Nepal’s far west, he had little, if any,
contact with outside. “If we had any interest in things outside, we were not able to
ask about that; we feared that it would be wrong [to ask]”, he says.

It's a theme that resonates in conversation with youth throughout western
Nepal. Ramnarayan Chaudhary describes how “I also thought if | spoke | would be
wrong. We [youth] didn’t have a habit to speak in seminars or meetings because we
didn’t have the skills or confidence. We generally used to follow the decisions the
elders made, but didn’t speak because we feared that the elders might be angry with
us for being young and wanting to be more knowledgeable than them.”

Despite being more active than most youth in his community, Nagendra
found himself unable to impact the decision-making body in the village: “Sometimes,
when there were decisions being made, we [youth] were invited to community
works that were being decided by others”, he says. “We wanted to give another
alternative to such decisions as where to put a new road. But we could not speak in
these cases.”



Part of this reluctance to speak was the fear of lacking adequate skills to live
up to community expectation: “If people wanted to speak they feared the
community would give them responsibility, and then they felt they would not have
the skill to complete that task”, Nagendra explains.

It’s therefore remarkable that both young men are now active members of
the communities they once felt disempowered by: at the age of 22 Nagendra is the
president of District Youth Network for Peace, Kailali, and Ramnarayan, aged 20, is
one of its program co-ordinators. It’s all the more striking considering that neither of
them were aware of youth leadership or peacebuilding activities when they were
growing up; according to Nagendra: “We weren’t interested in social activities or
development — we did not have knowledge about that sort of thing.”

Their catalyst was an SFCG youth leadership training in Kailali: “It inspired us
to work for youth, and work for peace, and we started different activities for peace
related to the village”, says Nagendra. “We began encouraging people to join the
club not only for football but to benefit society.” Ramnarayan echoes his sentiment:
“l was not only interested in keeping this learning within me; | was also interested in
serving this learning to others.”

However, the training not only offered the leadership tools both Nagendra
and Ramnarayan thirsted for, it also introduced them to like-minded youth from all
over the district. The participating youth were chosen from 12 Village Development
Committees (VDCs) throughout Kailali and, once they became aware of each other’s
presence and their mutual purpose, they decided to form a youth network.

District Youth Network for Peace Kailali was formed in 2006. It was registered
as an NGO two years later and became eligible to receive grants to fund its youth
programs. In 2009 it signed a partnership contract with SFCG. As a result, the
educated have become the educators, co-facilitating the very same youth leadership
training sessions that transformed their own lives:

“That training was a stepping-stone for me to be here, and if | did not get the
chance to be involved in that training, | could not be in this position” Nagendra says.
“By it | realized my role and responsibilities and tried to understand conflict analysis
tools, and also realized how to change myself and change others.”

Now equipped with leadership tools and the funds to implement them, both
Ramnarayan and Nagendra have worked prolifically in their communities. An SFCG
media tool called Let’s Return Home® addressing the highly sensitive subject of
reintegrating children associated with armed forces or armed groups back into their
communities was performed as a drama in the local Tharu language:

“We had our challenges to make that”, says Ramnarayan. “Many people said,
‘You are involving many girls in that club; if anything goes wrong you will be
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responsible for it"”. He explains that girls in his community are generally forbidden
from being involved in certain social activities, such as drama. “However, after
performing the drama the perception of community toward returned youth
associated with armed groups became positive, and the parents who did not give
permission for their daughters to be involved in drama later came to us and
requested that their daughters be included.”

“After the Let’s Return Home program, our youth network also started to
reintegrate these youth into our clubs and invite them to interact in youth network
programs”, says Nagendra. “They are still working with our club and network.”

Today Nagendra and Ramnarayan have made a profound shift from the timid
youth who once felt too intimidated to raise their voices in the community. Indeed,
speaking is the most powerful tool they now possess. When questioned about the
most significant effect his involvement in the youth network has had, Ramnarayan
answers, “I can speak. | have leadership capacity in my community and society. | no
longer feel uneasy speaking with people from outside or creating relations with
different people. | always discuss about my society — how to make contribution to it
and my community.”

Nagendra agrees. “lI want to be recognized as a youth who changed to make a
difference in the life of many youth, and who can affect many youth in a positive
way”, he says.

One of the most notable differences is the attitude of elders in the
community. Where youth were once ignored or distrusted by adults they are now
asked to be role models for younger generations: “We are requested by different
parents to involve their children and youth in our activities”, Nagendra smiles. “They
request we make their children like us.”



From illiteracy to educating youth: Siwani’s story

Siwani Chaudhary, aged 21
District Youth Network for Peace, Bardiya

At the age of 21, Siwani Chaudhary has just completed her School Leaving
Certificate (SLC) exams. This is all the more remarkable considering that, until the
age of 14, Siwani had only undergone three months of schooling in her entire life.

“My parents did not give me permission to go to school”, she says. “They sent
me to the field to cut grass instead. | spent two years with the cattle and goats ... |
was really desperate to go to school and used to cry, seeing my friends going to
school. When somebody would ask me why | was not in school, | used to cry, hearing
that.”

Siwani is the fifth of 10 children in her family. Each of her three brothers was
given an education but none of her elder sisters were. “It was because of the
conservative thinking of my parents”, she says. “They wanted to see me in the
household and fields. My parents were also illiterate ... One of my brothers married a
girl who had completed high school. My sister-in-law used to always talk about
school. She also wanted to send me to school but she did not have any authority
because she had just come to our family.”

An elder boy in the village supported Siwani’s desire for an education and she
began to attend school with him, without her parents’ knowledge: “After returning
from school | used to go to the jungle to cut grass so that my parents would not
know that | was at school”, she says. “At that time | had forgotten everything,
including the alphabet. But | got the courage and joined Grade 4 and discovered all
the things.” She paid the registration fee with money she had earned herself selling
handmade crafts. Eventually, her village brother persuaded Siwani’s parents to let



her continue her education. “My parents and my family did not give me money for
stationery and other things but despite my position | continued my study”, she says.

At the same time Siwani was involved in the local club but her presence was
curbed by the fact she was a girl. “We went to our elders’ club to learn our
traditional dance but we were not there openly”, she explains. “If the daughter goes
outside the house it is not a prestigious thing for my parents or the community,
because it is ‘cutting the nose’ of the parents” [symbolising loss of prestige].

However, the determination that won her an education also handed her the
tools to overcome such limitations. She was invited to attend a youth leadership
training session run by SFCG, and for the first time was exposed to like-minded youth
outside her village. It was a pivotal point that illuminated the potential of both
herself and other youth:

“We did not have any knowledge about our rights, nor know how to find an
authority to claim our rights. We did not know what a youth club was. We were just
involved in grazing the cattle and goats. After the SFCG training we realised that
youth should do something, that youth also have authority and rights, and that we
can also contribute to the nation.”

As a result of her training, Siwani developed the confidence and skill to
address youth issues with the village leaders. “At first parents and other
stakeholders were not happy with us, thinking that we were not doing good”, she
says. “Later we tried to make good relations with parents, political parties and other
stakeholders through different discussions and interactions. Now we have been
getting the chance to participate in different forums.”

Siwani began to work on programs in her community and became involved in
forming a district-level youth network with youth she had met at the SFCG training.
She is now the chairperson of a Village Development Committee (VDC)-level youth
network, visiting different clubs in her village and organising training sessions. “Now
| observe the changes in me as a girl who was too shy to say her name in front of
other people becoming a youth leader”, she says.

Life at home has also transformed. Her younger sister received an education
after Siwani paved the way, and two of her siblings are also involved in youth work.
“My personal life has changed” she says. “I was not getting lots of affection from my
family and now | have it, and that is the greatest thing for me. | also got exposed to
outside, and the chance to go to Doti. I've also had the chance to learn about youth
rights and have developed my speaking and talking capacities. Thus | have saved
myself.

“l am inspired by the training provided by SFCG. We are able to bring the
scattered youth together. We also gained the trust of our families and community.
Despite being a female of marginalized community, | want to make my identity
myself as a capable youth.”



Empowering vulnerable youth: Ashish’s story

Ashish Gupta, aged 25
District Youth Network for Peace, Bardiya

Ashish Gupta runs a small business and was first alerted to youth issues in the
conversations he shared with troubled youth who came into his shop and described
how they were being exploited by various political parties:

“When | listened to their plights, | felt sorry for them ... | felt that these were
ordinary village youths and either lacked knowledge or wisdom; they were easily
connecting themselves to any political parties and allowing the party to exploit them
to fulfil its own self-interest.”

Ashish had also experienced intimidation by political parties whose members
would visit his shop but refuse to pay for goods or services. Although resentful, he
was wary of standing up for himself for fear of retaliation, and empathised with the
powerlessness experienced by the youth: “When | heard their problems | compared
them with myself; | was also a youth and there were some similar problems between
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us.

Ashish began to ponder how such issues could be addressed when he heard
about SFCG’s programs and its support of local youth networks through a friend:
“One of my friends worked with SFCG and said if we got organised we would have
chance to get support from that.”

Its approach resonated with him:



“When | listened to the SFCG staff, somewhere inside my heart | thought that | need
to associate myself with this organisation. | started to ask myself, ‘How can we
mobilise the community youth and make them aware of the problems of the
community and of the youth?"”

He joined Youth Network for Peace in Bardiya, an organisation supported by
SFCG, and began to put his ideas into practice:

“Now we are working towards increasing awareness among the youth by organising
street dramas in the community, organising awareness programs to guide them on
how can they take leadership of the community and contribute to the development
of the community. We also orientate youth on how a political party is supposed to
work for the youth and what types of political activities benefit the youth. We also
organise training programs to develop leadership skills among youth, and | am
satisfied with the progress we have made so far.”

Within a year of joining the network, Ashish has managed to impact the
vulnerable youth that first concerned him: “I have supported many youth and there
are so many changes. Now they do not straight to work; they ask about the purpose,
the salary, the nature of goods. They also analyse the pros and cons of the role
before getting involved in it. They are in very good situation now.”

Although he still runs his business, Ashish has found his truer purpose, saying:
“Even today, wherever the youth need our support, we are willing to go there to
help them.”



