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The geographical and temporal displacement of young people’s knowledge and agency:  impacts for food security and environmental change. 

Environmental changes associated with climate change will impact on the lives of present and future generations of people in Tanzania, of whom the majority rely on subsistence agriculture, pastoralism and use of natural resources to sustain their livelihoods (NBS Tanzania 2006). 
Whilst there is evidence that those reliant on natural resources are capable of adapting to environmental changes in African contexts (Briggs et al 2007; Moyo 2009; Sharp et al 2003) there have also been significant efforts by the international community, the Tanzanian government, and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) to mitigate for environmental changes by providing environmental education (NEMC Tanzania 2004; Hoza 2009; Mbuta 2009). State curricula in Tanzania, and various NGO projects, have sought to provide young people with knowledge of climate change and associated environmental issues (forest clearing, fish stock depletion, biodiversity). Many of these young people, particularly those in rural Tanzania, are likely to continue to rely on local natural resources in both their young and adult lives and therefore environmental changes, and the education they receive at school, may have a significant impact on their future livelihoods and food security. 
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My research has illustrated that young people, who participated in environmental education projects across three communities in Tanzania, were often more concerned with environmental problems than local adults. They had a detailed, theoretical understanding of environmental issues, for example, several young people were able to discuss the depletion of the ozone layer in detail (Smith 2013). NGO projects and state curricula were therefore somewhat successful in instilling concern for environmental issues in young people (Fig. 1). 
However, there was an apparent rift opening between the knowledges and ideas of young people and adults. Adult’s felt that knowledge learnt at school was too ‘theoretical’, suggesting that it had little ‘practical’ use value outside of school (Smith 2013). Adult concerns suggest a geographical displacement of young people’s environmental knowledges learnt at school, judged as too ‘theoretical’ to be useful in everyday practices outside of school. 
When asked about what young people would do with their knowledge, 60% of teachers interviewed made reference to young people as the ‘future’ of society (Smith 2012). 25% of local adults also variably referred to young people as “The source of the community in the future”, and that “In a generation they will be able to save the environment”. Through this discourse, adults cast young people as agents of the future, innocent of the destructive present. This seems contradictory to the fact that young people in Tanzania play an often crucial role in the livelihoods of families (Fig. 2). What it may expose is how young people are marginal from family decision-making, and may only be allocated agency to make decisions in the future. This restricts the agency of young people to a particular domain of time, a temporal displacement of their identities as environmental managers. 
The geographical and temporal displacement of young people’s knowledge and agency is not unique to Tanzania. Other research has illustrated how young people’s identities are constructed around displacement of their identity to the future, not only by adults but by young people themselves, in diverse contexts as Uganda (Van Blerk 2005), India (Dyson 2008; Jeffery 2010) and the UK (Sutton 2009). 
This geographical and temporal displacement raises questions about the value of current education projects to dealing with environmental change and food security locally. What appears lacking is a mechanism to allow young Tanzanian’s to use this knowledge in their everyday lives. The temporal displacement of young people’s agency is common across cultural contexts, yet without being able to exercise their knowledge and agency in the present, it becomes difficult to discern how they might employ this knowledge in the future. This parallels concerns expressed by Punch (2004), that formal education in the global South is unlikely to increase young people’s livelihood alternatives within their local context. Whilst young people may learn about environmental change in school, this is likely to have little effect on how they practice agriculture, pastoralism, or fishing in the present and the future. Temporal displacement of young people’s agency may act to prevent them from taking action in the present if they can only ever be envisaged as having the power to act ‘in the future’. 
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Fig. 1: Young people were able to describe environmental issues in detail in the context of the school.





Fig. 2: Young people play a crucial role in livelihood reproduction. Here young men dig for worms to be used as fishing bait.








