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BACKGROUND
Rebecca Sutton (University of Glasgow), Jaremey McMullin (University of St. Andrews), and Christine Bell
(University of Edinburgh) convened an event on youth peacebuilding in Scotland and the world with
support from the new Scottish Council on Global Affairs (SCGA). Held on 28 April 2022 in the Bute Room of
the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh, they welcomed representatives from the Scottish Youth
Parliament, the Centre for Good Relations, YouthLink Scotland, Action on Sectarianism, Sense Over
Sectarianism, and Beyond Borders Scotland, alongside researchers and academic colleagues from the
Universities of Glasgow, Edinburgh, and St. Andrews.
Also joining the event were Shatha Altowai and Saber Bamatraf, Yemeni artists and youth activists, and
Graeme Simpson, Director of Interpeace USA and the lead author of The Missing Peace: The independent
progress study on youth, peace and security.

EVENT GOALS
Learn from community activists and practitioners their ideas about youth peacebuilding through
the youth work they do;
Build connections and understanding between academics in Scotland working on youth
peacebuilding and youth activists/practitioners;
Discuss ways to involve young people in the peacebuilding agenda and work of the SCGA through
participatory action research and inclusive engagement strategies;
Explore ways to connect youth work, research, and foreign policy.

'ARABIA' & INTRODUCTIONS
Roxani Krystalli of the University of St. Andrews, the event’s facilitator, briefly introduced herself and the
schedule for the afternoon, saying, "This event is not a typical academic conference and is designed
instead to be a freeform forum for listening and consultation to bring together different actors in Scotland
working on youth and peacebuilding."
She emphasised a narrative approach to the discussion of
youth peacebuilding, challenging participants to kindle our
imaginations of peace, its temporalities, modalities,
articulations, and, importantly, its absences and the silences
therein. She said that many of us might not think of the youth
work we do as peace work, but encouraged us to consider
our proximity or distance from ‘peace’ and ‘peacebuilding’ in
thinking about the challenges and opportunities facing young
people.
Roxani then introduced Yemeni artists Shatha Altowai and
Saber Bamatraf. Shatha’s drawings lined the perimeter of the
Bute Room and served as a visual reminder of the means by
which art is simultaneously personal expression and
peacebuilding. Shatha sketched the participants and our
discussion throughout the afternoon. Her images of our
proceedings are included in this report to visually recall the
connections forged and to mentally prompt how peace work
has confounded but also sustained our engagements with
young people and each other.
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Shatha’s partner, Saber, a self-taught pianist, then played his original composition, 'Arabia', which he
composed whilst still in Yemen during the 2019 airstrikes on Sanaa. He introduced the piece by
acknowledging the coexistence of danger, beauty, nature, sadness, and joy throughout the conflict
After ‘Arabia’, Roxani asked us to introduce ourselves without the usual organizational monikers and instead
with a story about what brought us to be in this room together and what drives us to do the work we do. The
introductions were deeply personal and moving, and included reflections such as “growing up with fear”,
“being born with trauma in my DNA”, and being “moved towards a life of advocacy and activism after fascists
called my unborn child a rat”. The intergenerational violence experienced by many participants animated
their desires to dedicate their lives to the work of peace.
The final introductions were offered by Professors Peter Jackson and Phillips O’Brien of the Universities of
Glasgow and St. Andrews, respectively. As founding directors of the newly inaugurated SCGA, they offered
their personal and institutional support to those gathered and for ongoing collaborative opportunities with
SCGA on youth peacebuilding as a theme.
The introductions established the broad experience base of participants, who are working on violence
prevention, dialogue-based approaches to deescalate sectarian conflict, and amplifying youth voices through
collaboration rather than through extractive storytelling.

BEING HEARD
After the round of narrative introductions, Roxani asked us to consider what it means to be meaningfully
heard in our work. Key comments included:
“We talk about being a consultative society but so long as our words don’t match our actions, are we
really?”
“Engaging with feedback constructively by focusing on both the positive and negative and recognizing
the power of praise and criticism.”
“Being meaningfully heard prevents digression to endless conversation at the expense of action.”
Three key points emerged out of this first discussion theme about youth inclusion. First, listening and being
heard are structural, linked to issues of visibility and legibility. Second, with respect to youth, there is a
difference between token representation and participatory collaboration. Third, we noted the absence of
large numbers of young people at events such as ours, and the difficulty of engaging diverse youth actors,
but cautioned that this absence does not imply a lack of diverse youth activism in Scotland, which is taking
place in powerful ways all around us. Felix Schofield, a member of the Scottish Youth Parliament (SYP) and
attendee, said “I feel relief that events like this can happen and that youth voices are finally being listened to
but even greater collaboration is needed.” His words echoed the challenges most of us experienced in our
youth peacebuilding work.

THE ARAB SPRING: FROM YOUTH ASPIRATION TO DISAPPOINTMENT
TO NEW POSSIBILITIES
Before lunch in the Board Room and rooftop deck of the museum, Shatha and Saber shared key insights from
a TED talk they previously delivered about the ups and downs of youth peace advocacy during active war,
based on their experiences of living in Yemen during the Arab Spring and outbreak of civil war. Shatha said
the Arab Spring started off as an exhilarating expression of youth discontent with the prevailing political
system and an opportunity to build a country that more closely reflected the talents and aspirations of the
Yemeni people. She explained that this initial excitement dissipated when the revolution was ‘kidnapped’ by
rival elites. Still, in a sign of progress, the National Dialogue Conference of 2013-14, marked the first time
Shatha had seen youth face to face with the country’s powerbrokers at the negotiating table instead of on
the streets.
As Saber continued the narrative, he explained how the hopes of youth political empowerment were dashed
by the 2014 coup. In attempting to exert control over the country, rebels shut down the public spaces so
vital to Yemeni youth who had few other venues in which to socialise and interact. While this was
particularly damning to women who were all but erased from the public sphere, spaces of resistance and
expression were to be found in the cafés and tea shops.
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These spaces hosted cultural events that served as forms of resistance to violence and oppression. Saber
noted how the coexistent of resilience and resistance with misleading and monolithic visions of Yemeni life
propagated by the rebels was germane to understanding how the work of peace unfolds. In effect, Saber
reminded us how peace is made possible, and indeed more durable, during its time in the crucible of
violence.

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION
We divided into two smaller groups to discuss three prompts:
1) What does peace mean in the context of your work?
2) Where does peace work take place?
3) Who participates in the work of peace?
With respect to the first question, many
within our group rarely used the language of
peace to describe their work. Christine Bell
noted that “peace is an abstraction that is
more recognizable by its absence than its
presence." She continued that the work of
peacebuilding was “merely the newest
articulation of what was formerly known as
solidarity and pacification with foundations
in the anti-nuclear movement."
Despite working to end violence in its varied
manifestations, peace was not the stated
objective for most of the organizations
represented. Kate Nevens explained this by
acknowledging “the racialized connotations
of peace work insofar as it was something
others needed but we did not”, with the others
invariably representing the people and places
of the Global South.
In addressing the spatial dimensions of peace, our group recognized that peacework occurs in everyday
spaces. Whether that be the streets, parks, sports pitches, community centres, or the home, peace work was
done in the visible, accessible, and available spaces where people interacted. However, as many of us noted,
these public and private spaces were constantly under assault and the activities occurring within were
increasingly seen with suspicion. Sarah Robinson Galloway shared an experience about young people
congregating by a street bench. Upon speaking with the youth, they simply said they had nowhere else to
go. Given the restrictions placed on indoor gatherings from the COVID-19 pandemic, the development of
recreational land, and the closure of other public spaces, the bench was seemingly their only option. Yet
this anecdote spoke to a much larger point raised by others: by policing, criminalizing, and discouraging
sincere attempts at building community under such adverse conditions, dialogue, collaboration, trust, and
progress were forestalled. Framing this in a wider theory of change, Mark Adam’s stated, “attempts at
fostering relationships without accompanying structural change will fail to dismantle the conditions that
reproduce violence."
The final prompt set in motion a discussion on the challenges of inclusivity and responsibility. Felix
acknowledged that empowering youth through organizations like the SYP was a means of inclusion.
However, he expressed concern that he and his generation were responsibilized for carrying out policy they
had no hand in making. So, while youth issues remained relevant and priority items, substantive youth
involvement in the decision-making process remained inadequate. While youth were the main actors
involved in the peace efforts, our group further reflected on others involved in the peace process. Mark
acknowledged the many layers of peace, which he understood to mean “peace within oneself, peace within
one’s family, and peace within one’s postcode." This intimate yet expansive understanding of peace
underscored the relevance of connecting actors and organizations working to affect peace across its many
domains.
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‘LISTENING KEYNOTE’: GRAEME SIMPSON
Graeme started by acknowledging both Scottish and global contexts of youth peacebuilding. Local and
global intentions can complement and frustrate each other. Scotland, he said, along with other countries
like Sweden and Finland, might be tempted to view peacebuilding as something to be exported and
projected by their foreign policy. But what if our actions start from the reverse perspective: to learn from
the experiences of those engaged in seemingly intractable conflict? Only through engagement with
humility and empathy can our efforts further peace-centered work.
Graeme said that in writing The Missing Peace, he found striking similarities among the young people he
talked to around the world. Principally, the primary interface between the youth population and the state
tends to be a repressive criminal justice system in which the anxieties of a mobile, young populace fueled
false narratives about crime and deviance. Young people have to navigate dangerous spaces made even
less safe through violent policing, diminished economic opportunity, and inequitable distribution of
resources. Discussing Alcinda Honwana’s work on how young people are suspended in a period of
‘waithood’ because of lack of social and economic mobility that further marginalises them in society, he
pointed to a parallel rights realisation gap for youth.
Exclusion is a form of violence, he argued. So long as youth are excluded from policy, practice, and
scholarship and held as only a minority constituency and organising force, conflict will continue.
Consequently, those looking to engage youth must transform the power of cynicism into a dynamic force
for progress. That young people are skeptical of adult outreach is unsurprising. Refusing and rejecting
institutions is both acceptable and understandable when those institutions have acted against young
people’s interests for so long. A process of institutional remaking means transforming our working
practices in research, policy, and advocacy to better engage the youth constituents our work aims to
serve.
At the same time, the category of ‘youth’ should not be romanticised or made to signal monolithically:
young people have diverse beliefs and ambitions. Engaging youth, therefore, means embracing the
complex and contradictory ways youth agency manifests itself.

“While many of you
were getting older, I was
getting younger. I was
learning to go and meet
young people instead of
having them come to
me.” - Graeme Simpson
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JOY THROUGH PEACE WORK & ‘THE ALLEYS’
The final discussion prompt asked us to reflect on how to find joy and sustenance through the work of
peace. Key comments included:
• "Peace is difficult to sustain and can feel like a losing battle, leading to the question, 'what’s the point?'"
• "The point of peace is a promise for a better tomorrow and, while it may feel like tomorrow will never
come, the pursuit thereof creates a legacy of peace.”
Roxani ended the session with a call to action: to be more intentional and action-orientated in our youth
peacebuilding work, our need to move beyond the metaphor of offering young people a seat at the table to
instead travel out to go and sit with the young people with whom our work seeks to engage.
Saber played another of his compositions, ‘The Alleys’, which he said was a tribute to his adoptive home of
Edinburgh and its many vertical, winding, playful footpaths. A moving response to the bittersweet nostalgia
of ‘Arabia’ and its tribute to the many things lost and left behind during and after war. ‘The Alleys’ rooted
youth peacebuilding in a politics of place, not something that happens ‘out there’ (in Yemen or elsewhere)
but the kind of urgent work that also takes place in our communities, in our homes, and in ourselves.

NEXT STEPS
A brief survey is being administered to participants from the event to identify impressions of the gathering
and next steps for action within and beyond Scotland. These findings will be shared with the SCGA in order
to support the development of a youth-led and youth-focused component of the new Council.
In addition to the survey’s findings, other possible next steps are as follows:
Scope the possibilities of forging trans-national linkages between youth in Scotland and young activists
in countries around the world working at the forefront of peacebuilding issues like climate justice,
sustainable livelihood, and preventing violence against youth in all the forms it takes (police brutality,
violence against LGBT youth, and gender-based violence).
Conduct a listening tour for academics, advocates, and practitioners to learn directly from young people
engaged in community, justice, equality, climate, and other activism around Scotland, and to learn from
young people the key challenges and obstacles that get in the way of achieving their activist goals.
Facilitate engagement and mobility initiatives between Scottish youth and other youth peacebuilders
(e.g. in Northern Ireland) to share lessons learned in youth peacebuilding and engagement with the
global Youth, Peace and Security Agenda.
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Saber Bamatraf (Yemeni artist and youth activist)
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Phillips O’Brien (University of St. Andrews)
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