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Empowering Marginalized Drug-Affected Youth through Innovative Local Initiatives 

Executive Summary 
In the post-COVID-19 era, drug consumption rates have been rising dramatically 

across the globe. While the international community and states are adopting policies and 
measures ranging from prevention to harm-reduction to address this issue, local actors 
are developing alternative bottom-up approaches to foster the social inclusion of 
marginalized drug-affected youth into society. As part of this collective effort, this 
research attempts to showcase and analyze good practices of exemplary innovative 
initiatives in empowering marginalized drug-affected youth in Monrovia, Geneva, and 
Berlin. This is a population that is especially vulnerable yet also possesses great 
potential to contribute to their communities and promote peace. Building on the 
accumulation of findings by the four preceding Applied Research and Capstone Projects 
carried out by Master’s students at the Geneva Graduate Institute in collaboration with 
Angie Brooks International Centre for Women’s Empowerment, Leadership 
Development, International Peace and Security, this year’s project was launched to 
study how local initiatives empower marginalized drug affected youth. For this purpose, 
data was collected through semi-structured interviews/written correspondence with 
various relevant actors, fieldwork, literature review, and analysis of other secondary 
data, including news articles.   

The research identifies three categories of innovative activities implemented by 
initiatives, namely: a) workshops and skills training; b) mental and social support; and 
c) sports, arts, and cultural activities. While the first two categories have a significant 
impact on the target population, sports, arts, and cultural activities are particularly 
effective in approaching the marginalized drug-affected youth for their wide range of 
positive functions. By spending joyful moments with peers outdoors, such activities 
provide youth with an opportunity to discover an alternative way of living, beyond 
“stuck” environments of drug-trafficking or use marked by prevailing hopelessness. 
They also serve as a relatively cost-efficient way for initiatives to reach out to a broader 
population of youth, build trust, and raise awareness about drugs. Furthermore, youth 
can develop agency by organizing events themselves, while fostering personal growth 
as they wish to improve their performance, whether in sports or the arts. 

Findings from primary and secondary sources were analyzed in a cross-sectional 
manner to better grasp the organization and management of the selected initiatives. The 
themes that emerged include gender, funding, partnerships, involvement of youth, 
trust-building, role of initiatives in reducing violence, and empowerment.  

●​ Regarding gender, only a few initiatives offered programs specifically for women, 
though most explicitly or implicitly considered gendered aspects of the challenges 
faced by marginalized youth.  

●​ Initiatives face a varying degree of anxiety in regard to the recent public funding 
cuts. This is leading to a gradual shift towards private funds, alongside the pursuit 
of innovative means for funding or income generation. 

●​ Initiatives’ multi-layered partnerships can be categorized into three groups: 
horizontal cooperation with other initiatives, delicate relationships with public 
authorities, and engagement with communities to which the youth belong.  
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●​ Involvement of youth is crucial for most initiatives, as it develops the youth’s 
agency, extends the initiatives’ impact through role modeling, and facilitates the 
initiatives’ trust-building process with the target population.   

●​ Initiatives foster trust-building with the youth through the way in which they 
directly approach them, as well as the types of partnerships they form with the 
police and other influential community actors. 

●​ Innovative initiatives play a key role in reducing violence in communities by 
creating spaces where marginalized youth can feel connected, valued, and belong 
to a community, particularly fostered by sports, arts, and culture. 

●​ Initiatives empower the youth’s assets, agency, contribution, and environment, in 
line with the Positive Youth Development framework. 

To conclude, the report evaluates five key topics: i) the importance of a holistic 
approach and involvement of youth; ii) the complex perspectives on multi-layered 
partnerships; iii) new approaches developed to ensure financial sustainability; iv) the 
significance of community-building and initiatives’ roles in it; and v) the impact of 
sports, arts and cultural activities. Furthermore, practical ideas for the way forward are 
suggested as a starting point for discussion, including the potential collaboration with 
the public sector and other community-led initiatives, and the organization of “fun” 
activities involving the youth. Finally, the report outlines several areas for further 
research. 
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Glossary and List of Acronyms 

Glossary 
Crack:​ “A smokable form of cocaine that is less expensive than powder 

cocaine” (GI-TOC, 2024). 
 
Drug-affected:​ For this project, emphasis is placed on excessive consumption of 

drugs, which is often associated with marginalization and affects 
public health and security (Chermack & Blow, 2002; Moore et al., 
2007). 

 
Kush:​ A drug originating from Sierra Leone, rapidly spreading across West 

Africa, typically containing psychoactive ingredients that consist of 
either synthetic opioids or synthetic cannabinoids (GI-TOC, 2025). 

 
Marginalized:​ “People (who) are excluded from active participation in the 

economic, political, social, and cultural life of their communities and 
plus to the opportunity to fulfill their dreams and achieve their full 
productive potential” (World Bank, 2013). 

 
Youth:​ People between the ages of 15-35 in Monrovia (African Union, 

2006), and people between the ages of 15-24 in Berlin and Geneva 
(UN, 2010).1 

 

Acronyms for organizations 
ABIC:​ Angie Brooks International Centre for Women’s Empowerment, 

Leadership Development, International Peace and Security 
ARP:​ Applied Research Project (formerly called the Capstone Project) at 

the Geneva Graduate Institute 
Gangway e.V.:​ collectively refers to Gangway Mitte City and Gangway Sports 
GCDP:​ Global Commission on Drug Policy  
GI-TOC:​ Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime  
GYA:​ Gardnersville Youth Alliance 
LDEA:​ Liberia Drug Enforcement Agency 
NEPI:​ Network For Empowerment Progressive Initiatives 
NASCOL:​ National Student Command of Liberia 
UN:​ United Nations  
UNODC:​ United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

 

1 This project adopts the relevant regional definitions of youth to reflect the reality of 
each target city. For the context of Liberia, the age range is wider, as this is when people 
complete their transition to stable work and become independent (Akwetey, 2006; 
Honwana 2012; Fortune et al., 2015). 
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A.​ Introduction 

Drug consumption rates have been rising dramatically post-COVID-19, affecting 
communities across the globe and exacerbating challenges to public health and security 
(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2024; Dossen et al., 2024). 
Alongside the increase in synthetic use, there has been a rise in hospitalizations and 
fatalities related to Kush*2 in West Africa and crack* cocaine in Western Europe, 
particularly in marginalized* communities (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and 
Drug Addiction, 2024; UNODC, 2024). These trends are coinciding with shifts in the 
global drug trade routes, in which West Africa is becoming increasingly integrated 
(UNODC, 2023; Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-TOC), 
2024; GI-TOC, 2025). Moreover, the continued rise of new drug consumption methods, 
such as vaping, is raising concerns about the risks of lasting brain development damage 
in youth,* a group with the highest susceptibility to drug use (UNODC, 2024; 
Olawole-Isaac et al., 2018; Schramm-Sapyta et al., 2009).  

Faced with these global challenges, there have been two predominant drug policy 
frameworks: the punitive approach on one side of the spectrum and a growing 
decriminalizing approach on the other. Over the years and accumulated research, the 
prohibitionist international drug policy framework has not only proven ineffective in 
addressing drug problems but sometimes even the direct cause of drug-related harm 
(Bewley-Taylor & Tinasti, 2020). A variety of governments, civil society actors, and 
United Nations (UN) agencies are advocating for reform (Global Commission on Drug 
Policy (GCDP), 2024; GI-TOC, 2025). In this context, a number of governments are 
shifting their approach to addressing drug issues following Switzerland’s 
groundbreaking four-pillars policy that places human rights, harm reduction, and public 
health at the core of drug policy. Today, at least 93 countries have needle and syringe 
programs, 94 countries have opioid agonist therapy, and 18 countries have drug 
consumption rooms (Harm Reduction International, 2024). Furthermore, the importance 
of a community-based approach is emphasized in tandem with the harm reduction 
framework in providing aid to drug users (GCDP, 2024; UNODC, 2024). 

In view of the aforementioned global trends, and by building on the four 
preceding Applied Research Projects (ARP) and Capstone Projects reports written in 
collaboration with Angie Brooks International Centre for Women’s Empowerment, 
Leadership Development, International Peace and Security (ABIC), this project aims to 
provide the partner with concrete best practices by various local initiatives that are 
contributing in empowering marginalized drug-affected* youth as further detailed in the 
following sections. 

I.​ Research Objectives  

In the context of a growing understanding that drug-related issues require local 
pragmatic solutions, preceding ARPs have identified the role of local initiatives, 
particularly in Monrovia, Geneva, and Berlin that are actively working on the 

2 Asterisks (“*”) refer to the terms provided in the glossary when they appear in the text 
for the first time. 
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empowerment of marginalized populations that often include drug-affected youth, to 
facilitate their reintegration into society (Belvedere et al. 2024; Elder & Trang, 2022). 
While youth is the age group with the most potential to positively contribute to the 
broader society (Ghebrehiwet et al., 2020), their drug consumption rates are increasing, 
particularly after COVID-19 (Marchand et al., 2022).3 As analysis of a wide range of 
community-based initiatives that address such issues remained limited in the previous 
ARP reports, this project aims to further explore innovative local initiatives that 
socially, politically, and economically empower marginalized drug-affected youth 
(Belvedere et al. 2024; Elder & Trang, 2022). With ARP 2023/24’s view on football and 
sports as an “alternative promising avenue,” this year’s project particularly delves 
deeper into initiatives with strong efforts in organizing activities related to sports, arts, 
and culture, and creating a network of partnerships. Moreover, in light of the 
deteriorating global funding situation, the project also focuses on the initiatives’ 
financial sustainability. Additionally, the participation of female drug-affected youth in 
initiatives and their implications will be analyzed, in consideration of their increased 
vulnerability given their heightened marginalization and stigmatization, as indicated by 
preceding ARPs (Belvedere et al., 2024; Stringer & Baker, 2018). Finally, this project 
aims to explore these local initiatives' role in empowering marginalized communities to 
reduce drug-related violence and cultivate positive peace. The key question explored is: 
What evolving initiatives exist to socially, politically, and economically empower 
marginalized drug-affected youth in the three selected cities? (more details in Appendix 
1). 

II.​ Methodology 
In order to address the research gaps and explore the key question, a mix of 

primary and secondary data collection was conducted in Monrovia, Geneva, and Berlin 
(see Table 1). Inductive research was employed, where generalizations and themes were 
developed from specific observations in the data collection and analysis process. 

As for primary research, in-person and online semi-structured interviews, 
fieldwork, and participant observation were conducted by the research team. In order to 
maintain the quality of interviews and their interpretations, the attendance of two, if not 
all three, members of the research team was ensured. Oral consent for utilizing 
information shared for academic purposes was provided in all forms of research.  

City-level officials working on drug-related issues and innovative non-profit local 
initiatives focusing on empowerment efforts in the three cities were contacted via email 
and social media outreach. Snowball sampling was simultaneously conducted. While it 
was intended to focus the scope of research on innovative initiatives on marginalized 
drug-affected youth, the specificity of such a target required the broadening of the scope 
of initiatives and relevant interlocutors selected to those who worked with one or two of 
the relevant target: the marginalized, the drug-affected, and the youth (see Table 2). 

3 Olurishe (2019) also states that “In most parts of the world youths constitute the 
majority of persons with drug related problems, and this is usually irrespective of 
ethnicity or geographical location.” 
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Forty-one people and organizations were contacted, resulting in fourteen 30-75 
minutes long semi-structured interviews (in-person/online via Zoom or WhatsApp call) 
with ten organizations (more details in Appendices 2 and 3).4 Written correspondence 
via email was also conducted. Interlocutors included initiative founders, board members 
of initiatives, social workers, a volunteer, and a medical doctor formerly involved in 
harm reduction. Additionally, the research team conducted fieldwork in Geneva, 
including a physical visit and informal conversations with shopkeepers and employees 
in Les Grottes, near the harm reduction site Quai 9, as well as in Bateau Lavoir. The 
team also observed Quai 9 from the outside. Finally, a member of the team conducted 
participant observation through her monthly volunteering at Jardin de Montbrillant in 
Geneva. 

As for secondary data, these were primarily conducted through the analysis of 
governmental and organizational resources on national and policy trends, as well as 
news articles, in addition to academic literature. Additional information on 
organizations was gathered through published activity reports. An interview with Pierre 
Maudet, Geneva Council of State from the Department of Health and Mobility, 
conducted by the ARP 2023/24 team in French, was also analyzed.5 

Some methodological limitations are to be noted. Firstly, all interviews conducted 
by the current research team were in English, in which none of the interlocutors or 
interviewers were native speakers of. This language barrier may have limited 
participants’ ability to fully express their thoughts, adding nuance to both questions and 
responses. Secondly, the sample may be skewed due to a relatively low response rate 
and the fact that some initiatives declined interviews or selected specific interlocutors 
based on their English proficiency. Thirdly, frequent connection issues in online 
interviews with Monrovia participants disrupted the flow of conversation, affecting the 
quality and depth of some responses. It is also important to be aware of the research 
team’s positionality as Master's students of European and East Asian backgrounds, from 
a Western institution, who have limited exposure to the African context and culture. 

The analysis is divided into two sections. The first will focus on the initiatives’ 
activities themselves. The second will explore the common themes observed across 
three cities, highlighting the significance of such themes and their relevance in the 
initiatives’ operations, as well as their relationship to empowerment. 

 

 

 

5 Quotations referring to Pierre Maudet will be based on the research team’s translation 
from French to English. 

4 The research team contacted Karuna Drugstop and Bateau Genève through multiple 
channels, including personal outreach by the previous ARP team via existing contacts, 
as well as individually through emails and volunteering inquiries. However, no positive 
responses were attained, prompting the outreach to alternative initiatives across the 
three cities. 
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Table 1: Overview of Methodology6 

 
Table 2: Intersection of Marginalized Drug-Affected Youth 

 

B.​ General Trends: Drug Trends and Policy Reactions 
Alarming drug situations are observed in Liberia, Switzerland, and Germany 

(Belvedere et al., 2024). This section intends to provide an update on each country 
alongside a summary of the drug and policy landscape, which will serve as the basis for 
the main findings and discussions of this report. 

6 All information gathered from the interviews will be cited with the name of the 
organization and date of interview, based on this table. 
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I.​ Liberia 
In Liberia, drug issues are rooted in the two civil wars the country experienced 

from the end of the 20th century to the beginning of the 21st century, when child 
soldiers were systematically forced to consume drugs excessively to blur their moral 
compass (Ani et al., 2025; ABIC, 2024). With the absence of comprehensive policies 
and rehabilitation policies in the country tailored to address drug addiction after the end 
of the Second Liberian Civil War (1999-2003), drug addiction has not only remained as 
an issue for ex-combatants but has also affected the wider population including the 
succeeding generation who grew up in households where drug use was a norm (NEPI, 
2025a; ABIC, 2024; Kanata, 2016). In line with this increased number of drug-affected 
youth, the term zogos, which originally referred to child soldiers and ex-combatants, is 
now used to generally describe youth involved in drug consumption, who often live on 
the fringes of society, predominantly residing in ghettos (Banks, 2023; Kane, 2023). 
Many suffer economic hardships, limited access to education, high unemployment, and 
psychological aftermath of the civil war, confining them in the vicious cycle of drug 
consumption habits (Banks, 2023; Kane, 2023; Kanata, 2016). Indeed, it is estimated 
that there are 100,000 drug users in Monrovia only (Global Action for Sustainable 
Development, 2023), and 80% of people with substance use disorder in Liberia were 
unemployed youth aged 20-39 in 2017 (United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), n.d.). Furthermore, despite these underlying historical and social factors, in 
which they are victims of systemic neglect, zogos are nationally perceived as a security 
threat. Their growing population, involvement in direct violence, and exploitation by 
the government and politicians for violent and disruptive activities—allowing the state 
to maintain plausible deniability for such actions— in addition to drug users’ tendency 
to commit petty crimes, have further cemented this perception (Nebo, 2022; ABIC, 
2024). The entrance of Kush to the Liberian drug market from Sierra Leone around 
2019 (GI-TOC, 2025) has made the situation for these marginalized drug-affected youth 
even more dire (NASCOL, 2025; NEPI, 2025a; GI-TOC, 2025). Under the influence of 
this drug, users face effects like loss of consciousness, skin lesions, sores, and 
significant limb swelling, with overdoses often killing them (GI-TOC, 2025). As put by 
NASCOL, in Liberia, “young people are perishing” (NASCOL, 2025).  

In view of these circumstances, President Boakai declared a public health 
emergency and commenced the “Kush Must Go” anti-drug campaign, a key initiative 
aimed at combating illicit drugs and substance abuse in the country (Women Voices 
Newspaper, 2024; Agence France, 2024), while strengthening the Liberian Drug 
Enforcement Agency’s (LDEA) collaborations with drug authorities of other countries 
in the region such as Sierra Leone (Ogunade, 2024). However, in the draft recast budget 
submitted to the legislature in September 2024, there has been a huge budget cut from 
what was originally announced in the Kush Must Go Campaign (Women Voices 
Newspaper, 2024; Koinyeneh, 2024), and while LDEA has been successful in arresting 
several drug dealers, the situation seems to have only deteriorated with the increasing 
number of dealers involved in the trade (Buta, 2025; Johnson, 2024). 

II.​ Switzerland 
Switzerland has positioned harm reduction at the center of its drug policy since 

1991 in response to the heroin epidemic of the 1990s, setting a new international model 
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for addressing drug use (Confédération Suisse, 2017a). Prioritizing the reduction of 
drug-related harm and negative consequences for users and society, rather than its 
criminalization or abstinence, the Narcotics Act of 2008 enshrined the four-pillar drug 
policy of prevention, therapy, harm reduction, and repression in law (Confédération 
Suisse, 2017b). Complemented by the collaboration with direct-service organizations, 
Swiss drug policy has been formalized and recognized internationally for its integrated 
approach. This remains present in the current landscape, as Pierre Maudet, Geneva 
Council of State from the Department of Health and Mobility, explains the allocation of 
resources to address the drug situation, particularly of crack, requiring to bridge 
“security, health, and social aspects” in a “cross-cutting” and “multidisciplinary” way 
and work with “police officers, doctors and social workers” (Maudet, 2024). He claimed 
there is a broader political consensus from “the extreme right to the extreme left” among 
the Grand Conseil in Geneva to address the drug situation. This was evident when the 
three-year action plan against crack cocaine (2023), grounded in the four-pillar policy, 
was presented and faced only minimal debate given the shared and strong impetus 
(Maudet, 2024). 

Despite its successes, however, Switzerland also faces persistent challenges. 
Among Western European nations, it reports some of the highest drug consumption 
rates in youth under 18 years of age, with 22.3% of 15-year-olds having used cannabis 
at least once in their lifetime (Delgrande et al., 2019). Moreover, adolescents who are in 
a critical period to initiate substance use, which peaks between the ages of 18 to 25, are 
less likely to receive support from harm reduction practices (Stowe et al., 2022). The 
lack of institutions and services tailored to their needs, in addition to their vulnerability 
to access resources for their dependence on adults, highlights the existing 
marginalization that is largely unaddressed in drug-related policies (Harm Reduction 
International, 2022; Stowe et al., 2022).  

While such general shortcomings of the harm reduction policy should be noted, 
the Swiss model is still proving to be effective on the ground (Nguyen, 2025). 
Furthermore, despite the crack situation remaining a pressing issue, Geneva’s Quai 9 
observed a stabilization in the number of regular consumers of the drug in the end of 
2024, particularly due to the Geneva three-year action plan, as well as involvement of 
Quai 9 and preventive and repressive activities of police (Swissinfo.ch, 2024). 

III.​ Germany 
Germany is considered to have a progressive model regarding drug policy, 

incorporating harm reduction as a pillar in its national strategy. Following the enactment 
of its generally preventative National Strategy on Drug and Addiction Policy in 2012, 
Germany has integrated Switzerland’s pioneering four-pillar approach to drug use: 
prevention, counseling and treatment, harm reduction, and supply reduction and law 
enforcement (Pfeiffer-Gerschel et al., 2017; Commissioner of the Federal Government 
for Drug and Addiction Policy, 2024). Germany’s legalization of cannabis possession 
and cultivation for recreational purposes under the Cannabis Act 2024, following the 
legalization of cannabis flowers for medical purposes in 2017, signals the country’s 
evolving progressive stance in drug policy (Manthey et al., 2024). 
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However, these policies have not significantly improved the drug situation. The 
government has been facing public criticism for a response perceived as ineffective to 
the increasing emergence of crack (Witting, 2025; Hildebrandt & Magro, 2025), 
coupled with a further rise in cocaine consumption following the legalization of 
cannabis (Schöbel, 2025). Indeed, in April, the President of the Federal Criminal Police 
Office (BKA), Holger Münch, warned of a “cocaine surge” (Witting, 2025). Moreover, 
a worrisome observation expressed by Gangway Sports in Berlin (2025) is the increase 
in racial profiling of drug consumers in Germany. Finally, the recent entrance of 
fentanyl in German black markets signals a looming threat of a synthetic opioid 
epidemic in Europe (GI-TOC, 2024; Nguyen, 2025).  

C.​ Innovative Activities 
As noted in the Methodology section, marginalized drug-affected youth are 

situated at the intersection of multiple social issues and target groups, which deepens 
their vulnerability. Nevertheless, organizations implement innovative activities aimed at 
empowering and supporting them holistically. While many activities and initiatives 
overlap in approach, they can generally be grouped into three categories: workshops and 
skills training; mental and social support; and sports, arts, and cultural engagement. 

I.​ Workshops and Skills Training 
The purpose of activities organized by initiatives can be categorized into those for 

education/awareness raising and for employment. 

1.​ Education and Awareness Raising 
Initiatives carry out specific workshops and skills training with the aim of 

educating and raising awareness as detailed below:  
●​ National Student Command of Liberia (NASCOL):  

o​ National enhancement classes provide academic support for students 
preparing for the West African Senior Secondary Certificate Examination, 
held every Saturday from February to May; 

o​ Drug awareness campaigns consist of workshops and campus visits focused 
on the impact and prevention of drug use. 

●​ Gardnersville Youth Alliance (GYA) visits Monrovian schools and ghettos to 
present actual substances and explain the effects of drugs, how to “Say No To 
Drugs”, and how to stay away from substances, in collaboration with the Liberia 
Drug Enforcement Agency (LDEA). 

●​ Stop Suicide provides 90-minute in-person workshops to students and aims to 
combine these with other activities such as theatrical plays in Switzerland’s 
French-speaking parts. 

●​ Monrovia’s ABIC provides entrepreneurship-related workshops. 

Education and awareness-raising are essential, especially given that peer pressure 
is one of the major drivers of drug use among youth (Ani et al., 2025; Lange et al., 
2018; Olurishe, 2019; Ghebrehiwet et al., 2020). Moreover, NASCOL’s approach 
linking formal education with drug consumption highlights their close relationship in 
the Liberian context. In other words, raising awareness about drugs through workshops 
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serves not only as a preventive measure but also as a means of keeping students 
engaged in formal education, particularly in Monrovia for some organizations. 

NASCOL’s activities, alongside GYA’s, are particularly innovative as they directly 
involve the youth in designing and operating these activities in Monrovia. Students who 
have participated in awareness-raising activities join the team and grow a sense of 
responsibility and investment as they are directly engaging in informing other students 
about drug issues that affect their communities. This helps prevent drug use, while also 
reintegrating people who are already drug-affected by fostering a sense of belonging to 
a socially driven team (NASCOL, 2025; GYA, 2025). 

However, it is to note that conducting workshops with the objectives of educating 
and awareness-raising is not a stand-alone approach. Rather, it forms part of a holistic 
one, which is complemented by other forms of empowerment, including medical, 
mental, and social support, and being engaged in sports, arts, and culture, as also 
confirmed by Stop Suicide’s activities in Geneva (Stop Suicide, 2025). 

2.​ Employment 
Bateau Genève and Bateau Lavoir provide internships and professional training to 

contribute to the operations of their cafe/bar, a social enterprise run by Geneva's 
marginalized people. Their aim is to enable marginalized people’s long-term 
employment, independence, and socio-professional reintegration (Bateau Lavoir, 2024; 
Belvedere et al., 2024). 

II.​ Mental and Social Support 
Mental and social support is provided from varying angles across initiatives. The 

Network For Empowerment Progressive Initiatives (NEPI) does so specifically through 
their activities in Liberia, while some incorporate it through the way in which they 
operate. Furthermore, mental and social support is indirectly provided through efforts in 
reintegrating youth into their communities and building trust with them.7 Additionally, 
ABIC promotes youth engagement by encouraging their direct participation in 
communities to prevent electoral violence and support inclusive, democratic and 
peaceful elections through the Women Situation Rooms in the Liberian context (ABIC, 
2024). 

1.​ Support Through Program Activities 
NEPI (2025a) explicitly provides mental and social support as part of their 

activities, as their target is specifically isolated ex-combatants of the Liberian Civil War. 
They employ Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, which evaluates their thoughts and 
emotions about themselves and their experiences and reflects on the effects of war. 
Marginalized drug-affected youth are also provided with simple daily tasks such as 
visiting banks and supermarkets, in which they can receive structured guidance, with 
the objective to foster skills of self-control and discipline (NEPI, 2025b). 

7 See also, Section D.IV. 
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2.​ Support Embedded in Organizational Operations 
Several initiatives, including ABIC, Gangway Mitte City, GYA, and NEPI, 

employ a street work approach. This involves identifying their target in public spaces 
and visiting them in their own environment, with the objective of “getting to know 
them, establishing trustful relationships, and understanding and answering their needs 
and talents” (Segulin et al., 2019). The target’s needs are assessed, and information is 
added to an archive for future reference and support (Gangway Mitte City, 2025; NEPI, 
2025a). As part of street work, these organizations also refer youth to further specialized 
support such as mental, social, and juridical institutions, in order to maximize the 
mental and social support accessed (Gangway Mitte City, 2025; NEPI, 2025a).8 Café 
Cornavin also offers to accompany marginalized people when making such visits (Café 
Cornavin, 2024). Working in an ethics-driven approach that is centered in respect and 
tolerance for “the most excluded populations,” indirectly fosters and implements social 
support (Giraldi & De Boevé, 2008; De Boevé & Toussaint, 2012). 

III.​ Sports, Arts, and Culture 
Following ARP 2023/24’s call for further research on football and other sports in 

the empowerment of marginalized drug-affected youth (Belvedere et al., 2024), this 
project places special focus on sports, in addition to arts and culture, as tools for 
empowerment and social inclusion. Studies have found that sports play a significant role 
in social health —well-being that comes from connection and community— by 
increasing social interaction and enhancing self-esteem, stress relief, social 
connectedness, social support, and peer bonding (Eime, 2010; Eather et al., 2023). 
Particularly with marginalized communities facing lower access to healthcare and social 
resources, sports’ role in social health and general social outcomes makes them a 
critical tool for their empowerment. Literature demonstrates its potential to foster social 
networks, enhance community cohesion by breaking down barriers, facilitate 
cross-cultural interaction, and support personal development and growth (Karstensen et 
al, 2024).  

Alongside sports, engagement in artistic activities offers platforms for authentic 
storytelling and self-representation, enabling participants to reclaim agency and reshape 
public perceptions (Jeffers, 2012; Bhimji, 2015). Moreover, collective art practices 
foster a sense of belonging and solidarity, as seen in Muñoz-Bellerín and 
Cordero-Ramos’s (2021) work, arguing that theater allows participants from 
marginalized groups to reclaim their voice and assert themselves at the heart of the 
public sphere, and reconstruct their identity as full-fledged members of society. Across 
literature, arts-based participation emerges not just as a tool for self-expression but as a 
form of agency and community-building. 

In order to delve deeper into activities involving engagement with sports, arts, and 
culture to empower marginalized drug-affected youth in all three cities, the following 
innovative initiatives are studied:  
●​ Gangway Sports: 

8 See also, Section D.III. 
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o​ Daily street-level sports activities are organized in different marginalized 
neighborhoods across Berlin, inviting local youth to join and play; 

o​ The Hoop Life Project is a 13-year-long monthly street basketball event 
organized in different parts of the city, open to young people of all skill 
levels, accompanied by DJ sets and barbecues; 

o​ The Street League is a football competition in small neighborhood courts; 
o​ They make connections with sports clubs to lower the barriers of 

marginalized youth for continued engagement, by negotiating with them to 
give youth priority in waiting lists and reduce participation fees; 

o​ Excursions are organized to other cities in Germany and abroad; 
o​ Graffiti-writing, street painting, and textile-making are carried out. 

●​ GYA: 
o​ Large football competitions in Monrovia’s ghettos are organized annually; 
o​ Choirs and singing competitions for religious young people are organized in 

cooperation with churches; 
o​ Sports events are organized, using the occasion to raise awareness of drugs 

and their effects. 
●​ Stop Suicide: 

o​ Theater plays by professional actors on sensitive topics of mental health 
difficulties are carried out, following workshops where participants get 
trained practically on these issues and how to deal with people who are 
struggling mentally across French-speaking Switzerland; 

o​ They participate in and organize football activities and tournaments to reach 
a wider target (e.g., asylum seekers).  

●​ Café Cornavin: 
o​ Chill-out activities are where Geneva’s marginalized people listen to music, 

view films, and go swimming; 
o​ They facilitate engagement with culture through museum visits and 

attending concerts and theater performances. 
●​ Happy City Lab: 

o​ Artistic installations are placed in urban public spaces in collaboration with 
cities worldwide, though based in Geneva. 

1.​ Fun as a Way Out of “Stuck” Situations  
With youth living increasingly sedentary lives, those in marginalized 

neighborhoods often grow up in households affected by drug use or drug trafficking, 
finding themselves trapped in “stuck” environments with limited opportunities to break 
out of them (see, for example, Gangway Sports, 2025; ABIC, 2024). Football and other 
sports, in addition to art and culture in Monrovia, Geneva, and Berlin, allow youth to 
engage in easy and fun activities. This engagement enables fostering relationships with 
their peers, increasing movement, and exploring an outdoors life outside of their often 
drug-affected households, as they are provided time and physical distance from their 
marginalization, and from drug consumption in the case of marginalized drug-affected 
youth (Gangway Sports, 2025; GYA, 2025; Café Cornavin, 2025. See also, Kanata, 
2016). Similarly, excursions and the discovery of other cities and countries facilitated by 
organizations provide an opportunity to explore the world outside of the socio-spatial 
bubbles in which they are constrained (Gangway Sports, 2025). Moreover, these 
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creative activities are a way to easily motivate the youth to participate and be physically 
present where the activities are organized. As a result, the initiatives can strategically be 
in direct contact with a larger number of youth and increase their awareness of the target 
population’s situation by relying on their consistent participation and physical 
observations (Gangway Sports, 2025; Stop Suicide, 2025). 

Geneva’s Stop Suicide (2025) additionally enhances engagements in digital 
platforms by working with graphic designers to make their website and materials for 
workshops appealing. In doing so, they aim to engage with more youth in a consistent 
and fun manner, to address taboo topics in a relatable and interactive way. 

2.​ An Opportunity to Raise Awareness   
Initiatives in all three cities were identified to use the occasion of sports 

tournaments and competitions, as well as arts and cultural activities, to raise awareness 
about drugs, their effects, and how to seek help for those coping with addiction, in a 
warm and positive setting. Whereas in Monrovia, the GYA (2025) has formal 
presentations before sports games, showing participants the drugs and demonstrating 
their mental and physical effects, in Berlin, Gangway Sports (2025) uses sports events 
as an occasion to informally approach youth that seemingly cope with drug issues, 
providing them advice and information on how to seek support. Despite the topics being 
focused on suicide prevention in Switzerland, Stop Suicide (2025) complements 
workshops with theater plays to raise awareness on mental health, seeking support, or 
helping loved ones struggling with difficulties; always with young actors, for 
participants to identify with them. This innovative and engaging way to discuss 
stigmatized topics can be replicated to inform audiences about drug issues. Currently, 
the organization is also developing a video game as an alternative approach for the same 
purpose. Furthermore, public art also has the potential to raise awareness about taboos 
and difficult topics to the general public by installing them in large spaces and making 
people unable to “escape” from seeing and thinking about them (Happy City Lab, 
2025).  

Singing at the church or the mosque has another kind of awareness-raising effect, 
i.e., religious self-awareness. GYA (2025) mentioned that when youth sing together at 
their religious institutions in Monrovia, they are mentally brought back to the times 
when their families took them to worship, when they lived a religiously moral life 
following the teachings of the Bible or the Qur’an. In turn, this pushes them to reflect 
on the “bad things” they have been doing, including the use of drugs, which is 
discouraged by religious leaders and prohibited by the state (GYA, 2025). This process 
was explained to motivate the youth to drop “bad habits” and return to what is 
considered a “moral life” by their religion and change their behaviors. 

3.​ Form of Agency and Self-expression 
According to Gangway Sports (2025), sports and arts have a profound impact on 

fostering participants’ connection to themselves, as they explore their bodies and 
increase their physical capabilities. The Berlin-based organization highlights how young 
people have limited opportunities to do so when remaining in closed spaces and 
resorting to their mobile devices for escape (Gangway Sports, 2025). Moreover, artistic 
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activities including rap sessions, street painting, and writing graffiti on walls enable the 
youth to express themselves, connect to their voice, and share their feelings, passions, 
and thoughts with the outside world (Gangway Sports, 2025). This self-expression 
through art develops their agency, empowering them. Finally, the opportunity for youth 
to organize sports events themselves, such as the football matches observed with 
Monrovia’s GYA (2025), is another important channel for youth to practice their 
agency, developing their capacity to independently initiate activities with peers in their 
neighborhood. In a similar manner, youth could also be given the opportunity and skills 
to carry out theater plays themselves.9 

4.​ Sense of Personal Growth 
By engaging in sports and choir groups, the youth embark on a quest to improve 

their performance. For this to be achieved, many are motivated to make a conscious 
effort to improve physically and emotionally, leading them to consume less drugs over 
time (Gangway Sports, 2025; GYA, 2025). Eventually, these activities become hobbies, 
or an alternative way of life, being exposed to, becoming part of, and creating new 
social circles that tend to be less affected by drugs, encouraging a distance from 
drug-affected environments. As youth improve, some of them are then connected to 
other sports clubs or choirs, giving young people a dream for a new life to aspire to 
(Gangway Sports, 2025).  

5.​ Public Art as a Way to Foster Social Inclusion and “Togetherness” 
Dan Acher, founder of Geneva-based Happy City Lab, explained that he uses 

artistic public installations to create occasions for people to come together and develop 
a sense of belonging beyond the individual. According to him, art has a unique function 
in connecting attendants to one another as well as to the physical space, by bypassing 
the brain’s cognitive, judgmental, and analytical filters to reach people's emotions 
(Happy City Lab, 2025). Furthermore, placing large-scale artistic installations in 
deprived areas attracts people from diverse backgrounds, bringing the audience in touch 
with areas and fellow inhabitants that they would not have likely met otherwise. Such 
events encourage social mixing and cultivate both a sense of unity and pride among 
local residents and the marginalized neighborhood, as well as a feeling of being seen 
and respected, as visitors and media gather in their spaces to appreciate art (Happy City 
Lab, 2025). 

D.​ Cross-Sectional Analysis 

I.​ Gender 
Preceding ARPs indicate that female drug-affected youth are more marginalized 

and less likely to seek treatment due to heightened stigmatization compared to their 
male peers (Belvedere et al., 2024. See also Stringer & Baker, 2018). While most 
initiatives recognize the importance of considering gender differences and approaches, 
only a few have activities specifically targeting women. For example, NEPI in 
Monrovia solely focuses on ex-combatants, primarily men. Gangway Mitte City in 

9 Its success and feasibility can be noted referring to youth-led theater initiated to raise 
awareness on HIV-AIDS in Uganda (Frank, 1996). 
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Berlin and Stop Suicide in Geneva, on the other hand, equally target men and women,10 
while having certain specific gender considerations. Gangway Mitte City (2025) avoids 
situations where two male staff members approach a woman on the street at night; Stop 
Suicide (2025) encourages sharing feelings, especially emphasizing that this is not a 
sign of weakness for young boys. Along this line, a notable exception is ABIC, which 
gives specific attention to encourage the quantity and quality of active participation in 
the activities, and to provide training, role models and mentorship for leadership roles of 
young women in their communities, particularly through their Women’s Situation Room 
initiatives. 

Gender is a complex issue, particularly when initiatives engage in sports activities 
(GYA, 2025; Gangway Sports, 2025). While GYA (2025) notes some female 
participation in baseball events, football matches are attended only by male youth, with 
young women often joining as spectators. Similarly, Gangway Sports (2025) reports that 
latter hesitate to play basketball alongside the former, as they would not be perceived or 
treated as equals, leading them to organize female-only matches to ensure a safer space. 

II.​ Funding  
With funding to civil society organizations plummeting globally, especially after 

the election of President Donald Trump in the U.S. (Erasmus & Glencorse, 2025) and 
Chancellor Friedlich Mertz in Germany (Braun & Griera, 2025), several non-profit 
initiatives working on the empowerment of marginalized drug-affected youth are facing 
unprecedented financial realities (Boampong & Hallberg Adu, 2025). The concerns 
about the present and future funding are especially prevalent in Berlin and Geneva, 
where organizations have demonstrated higher dependency on public funding, 
compared to those working in the Liberian context. According to the Berlin-based 
Gangway Sports (2025), the reduction in public money suggests a pivot towards private 
money, entering new and unexpected forms of cooperation with actors like 
multinational corporations, posing new considerations and concerns, and indicating “a 
complete different game” that they need to navigate through. This was exemplified by a 
funding proposal from Amazon.com, Inc., which, while needed for sustaining Gangway 
e.V.’s operations, raised internal concerns over the inclusion of corporate branding on 
the organization’s platforms: a situation perceived as risky for "social washing" that 
would compromise Gangway’s values and identity. Eventually, the organization 
negotiated an agreement with Amazon.com that allowed cooperation without displaying 
the company’s logo (Gangway Sports, 2025). Additionally, Happy City Labs received a 
similar funding proposal by a private corporation for an art installation project, which it 
rejected on the grounds that adding the company’s logo would contribute to social 
washing, contradicting the organization’s values (Happy City Labs, 2025).  

To respond to these new challenges, Gangway e.V. is refocusing its attention on 
developing competent fundraising teams in their attempt to adapt to “this scary but real 
changing situation,” as put by their Sports team (2025). This search for funding beyond 
public sources was also identified in cases of organizations that are not receiving cuts, 

10 In the case of Stop Suicide, this is a conscious choice of not having a gender-specific 
activity because it will reproduce harmful gender stereotypes. 
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yet are diversifying their resources. This includes Stop Suicide’s effort in scaling up 
their attendance in philanthropic events where they advocate their work to individual 
philanthropists (Stop Suicide, 2025).  

Innovative strategies to increase private funds have been developed as well. 
NASCOL's one-dollar micro-donation fundraising campaign mobilizes support from 
often Monrovia’s low-income communities with contributions of minimal amounts, as 
donors are invested in their communities’ flourishing (NASCOL, 2025). Moreover, 
multiple initiatives in the city demonstrate relative resilience to changes in external 
funding, as they operate largely volunteer-based with minimal financial resources 
(GYA, 2025; NASCOL, 2025). Their activities often require little to no budget, relying 
instead on the drive and motivation of community members who participate not for 
compensation, but out of a shared commitment —motivated by “humanity”— to see 
their communities thrive, as expressed by Windor from NASCOL (2025). 

Other initiatives in Geneva, such as Bateau Genève and Bateau Lavoir, operate as 
social enterprises, generating income through the management of restaurants or bars 
(Bateau Genève, 2025; Bateau Lavoir, 2024). Additionally, Stop Suicide (2025) 
generates additional income by charging the institutions involved in organizing events 
for their theatrical plays, to balance their costs for other activities. While these models 
present promising avenues for financial sustainability, most initiatives examined have 
not yet developed or explored such income-generating strategies. 

III.​ Partnerships 
Partnerships are essential for initiatives to effectively carry out their activities and 

bring about impact (Belvedere et al., 2024), as was confirmed by the interviews and 
initiatives' cooperation with diverse actors. Their partners can be divided into four 
categories11 based on their function and relationship, namely: a) other organizations 
working in relevant fields; b) public authorities (particularly the police and drug 
authorities); c) community to which the youth belong to; and d) financial partnerships.  

1.​ Other Organizations Working in Relevant Fields 
Horizontal partnerships with other organizations are key to holistically supporting 

youth, by complementing the initiatives' activities. As aforementioned,12 many adopt a 
street work approach, referring individuals to organizations better equipped to meet 
specific needs. Particularly in Monrovia, youth struggling with severe addiction are 
connected to medical or rehabilitation services when they are unable to participate 
effectively (GYA, 2025; NEPI, 2025a). Initiatives also collaborate to amplify their reach 
and maximize their impact: Stop Suicide works with an organization supporting queer 
people to connect with a wider audience and deliver workshops and theater (Stop 
Suicide, 2025), Monrovia’s GYA and NASCOL maintain close communications to 

12 See, Section C.II. 

11 These categories are not meant to be exhaustive, since the interlocutors were not 
sharing every and all partners they have. Rather, the category is aimed to give the reader 
a better understanding of the key actors and their nature, and not a mapping of the 
network surrounding these initiatives. 
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share experiences (GYA, 2025; NASCOL, 2025), and Gangway teams partner internally 
and with other non-profit organizations supporting marginalized populations (Gangway 
Mitte City, 2025).  

2.​ Public Authorities 
Initiatives’ relations with the police or drug agencies vary between Liberia and the 

two European cases. In Monrovia, while police and the LDEA seem to be a source of 
insecurity and fear to drug users, as confirmed by one interlocutor (GYA, 2025), 
initiatives seem to be more cooperative with public authorities than in the other two 
cities. For example, ABIC has engaged with the police to ensure security when 
marching on the streets, and GYA organizes education sessions and sports events for 
drug-affected youth in collaboration with the LDEA. In contrast, European initiatives 
show caution in their engagement with the police. Specifically, Gangway e.V. has a 
clear “no cooperation with police” policy (Gangway Mitte City, 2025; Gangway Sports, 
2025), while Geneva’s Quai 9 creates a medically (Maudet, 2024) and emotionally safe 
place that the police will avoid intruding, given their trust and respect towards the 
organization (Nguyen, 2025).13 

3.​ Community to Which the Youth Belong To 
In their efforts to reach their target population, initiatives in all three cities 

identified (institutionalized or non-institutionalized) communities that youth belong to 
as points of contact. However, the specific approach to them varies depending on the 
initiatives’ purposes and the nature of these communities, shaped by their social, 
cultural, and geographical context. For example, initiatives often collaborate with 
schools to collectively speak to youth for educational purposes (GYA, 2025; NASCOL, 
2025; Stop Suicide, 2025). Moreover, Gangway Mitte City (2025) identifies the 
homeless community (also referred to as the “camp”) and ABIC (2025a) the gangs, as 
initial contact points to engage the youth. In addition, it is noteworthy that religious 
institutions such as churches and mosques were highlighted in both Monrovia and 
Geneva as key outreach spaces, considering the leaders' influence on the behavior of 
religious youth, especially in Monrovia (GYA, 2025; NASCOL, 2025; Stop Suicide, 
2025). Finally, although the importance of engaging community leaders, including 
religious figures, was acknowledged across all three cities, initiatives in Monrovia 
seemingly place greater emphasis on their role than their counterparts in Europe. 

In this approach to communities, two distinctions could arguably be drawn 
between larger, institutionalized organizations and smaller, community-based/youth-led 
initiatives. On the one hand, the latter initiatives, like GYA and NASCOL, seemingly 
perceived communities that youth belong to (such as gangs, religious institutions, and 
the “camp”), as stakeholders and potential collaborators. On the other hand, established 
institutionalized organizations in all three cities, such as ABIC, Gangway e.V., and Stop 
Suicide seemingly tend to view such communities more as target groups to approach (as 

13 Nguyen’s observation is based on his experience as a former medical doctor in Quai 9 
from over two years ago. This was supported by the team’s observations when 
conducting a physical visit. See also, Section D.V.  
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opposed to partnering with communities); a distinction that may derive from differences 
in the origin, organizational nature, and size of respective initiatives. 

Furthermore, communities can be created by the initiative and the youth 
themselves, utilizing the organization’s physical space and/or through sports, arts, and 
cultural activities. This could be observed by the sense of community that has emerged 
among the drug-affected people in Quai 9 in Geneva (Nguyen, 2025).  

IV.​ Involvement of Youth 
In the academic domain, the concept of youth participation is considered to be 

controversial in relation to empowerment theories (Kamruzzaman & White, 2018,) with 
some emphasizing its necessity (Iwasaki, 2016; Diraditsile 2020,) while others criticize 
the voidness of participation (Kamruzzaman & White, 2018; Ile & Boadu, 2018). 
Nonetheless, there is a general agreement that participation and involvement are key 
aspects also for the youth to effectively gain control over their lives and/or the 
community they live in, or in other words, exercise all three layers of empowerment for 
youth: individual, organizational and community (Israel et al., 1994). Furthermore, this 
research affirms that the involvement of youth in the organization of activities and 
management of initiatives not only empowers them but also transforms them as role 
models for their peers, enhancing the scope of the initiatives’ efforts. 

The above approach is manifested in all three cities in various ways. In Monrovia, 
GYA and NASCOL are initiatives created by the youth and rely on their voluntary 
participation, as they proactively organize activities, including sports events and 
awareness-raising campaigns, as key members of the initiatives. NEPI places 
importance on role models, by involving youth who have gone through the programs 
and experienced a positive change, to support young newcomers and “walk them 
through the steps” (NEPI, 2025b). In Berlin, Gangway Sports forms teams of paid 
volunteers that come from marginalized neighborhoods where they work, increasing the 
organization’s ability to achieve higher participation and impact in its target population 
while providing a role model (Gangway Sports, 2025). In Geneva, Stop Suicide goes a 
step further in emphasizing the importance of “being young” to connect with the youth, 
by maintaining their staff young. Specifically, it actively recruits interns, collaborates 
with universities, and accepts apprenticeships, with the aim to allow emotional and 
mental proximity, as well as a better understanding of the broader societal contexts and 
issues of fellow young people (Stop Suicide, 2025). 

V.​ Trust-Building 
Building trust with the youth that the initiatives work with is key to meaningfully 

engaging them in activities and having an impact on their lives. Speaking to young 
people with “respect” and “transparency,” maintaining a consistent presence, and 
showing commitment to listening, are widely understood as foundational values for 
establishing a solid and trusting relationship, especially with marginalized people, who 
often do not feel heard by other members of society (NASCOL, 2025). Moreover, as 
mentioned in the previous section, adopting a peer-to-peer approach is also central to 
building trust, as peer workers are often seen as “one of us” by the target group and 
become easier to relate to at a personal level. For example, Stop Suicide’s staff 
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composition of young people allows the target group to better associate with and relate 
to them, making it easier to open up to them (Gangway Sports, 2025; Stop Suicide, 
2025). 

The partnerships that organizations select also play a role in the trust-building 
process with target populations. One of the key actors in this regard is the police. Based 
on the descriptions provided by the organizations interviewed, distance from the police 
is used as a strategy to develop trust with youth, as the police are widely perceived as a 
threat to the marginalized population in Berlin and Geneva. More specifically, Gangway 
e.V. maintains a policy of “no cooperation with police” as they acknowledge that 
marginalized populations are often antagonized by authorities for occupying Berlin’s 
public space, in order to make young people feel safe and supported (Gangway Mitte 
City, 2025; Gangway Sports, 2025). With their clear “no cooperation with police” 
policy, Gangway e.V. builds trust among those who might otherwise avoid engagement. 

On the other hand, in Monrovia, while police and drug agencies are similarly 
perceived as a threat by drug-affected youth, all organizations maintain closer relations 
with these authorities. GYA, in particular, works actively with the LDEA. Recognizing 
the fear that many youth feel toward their role in enforcing the law, GYA overcomes 
this by introducing LDEA officers in a more “friendly” way, expressing that they are 
"here like a team, and the officers are your friends" (GYA, 2025). 

Awareness of influential and trusted members at a community level and partnering 
with them is also another strategy by which initiatives not only build trust with the 
youth and their communities but also seem to legitimize their activities. For instance, 
GYA collaborates with churches for drug awareness campaigns. Religious leaders are 
widely respected and viewed as legitimate moral authorities who can “speak to their 
members’ conscience,” thereby strengthening trust in the initiative through their 
partnership (GYA, 2025). A similar approach was described by Stop Suicide (2025), 
partnering with churches in different cities to share relevant resources and expand their 
outreach to religious youth in Switzerland.  

VI.​ Role of Innovative Initiatives in Reducing Violence  
The importance of transforming youth into agents of change, or peace 

ambassadors, is a key area that ABIC focuses its work on, particularly through Women 
Situation Rooms and ABIC's 'Peacepreneurs' initiatives (ABIC, 2024; ABIC, 2021). 
With drug-affected communities often being key sites where violence takes place, the 
empowerment of youth from these communities is pivotal to reducing violence and 
promoting peace. Creating space for joy, connection, and movement—through sports, 
arts, and everyday activities—can effectively foster belonging and offer youth 
meaningful alternatives to hopelessness and isolation, ultimately promoting 
peacebuilding within marginalized communities.  

1.​ Peacebuilding through Sports, Arts and Culture 
Sports and arts play an essential role in building peace in various ways. In the 

work of Gangway Sports and GYA, sports activities in marginalized communities of 
Berlin and Monrovia attract children from families that are often drug-affected or even 
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involved in drug trafficking (Gangway Sports, 2025; GYA, 2025). As Gangway Sports 
(2025) shared, as they grow older, many of these children find an easy way to make 
large profits by helping with “family business”, with relatives asking them to move 
drugs around their neighborhoods. In this context, sports play an important role in 
keeping youth outside of “stuck” drug-affected environments. By engaging in sports, 
young people develop new (i.e., less drug-affected) social circles and adopt healthier 
and more social ways of living that revolve around sports, which as a result would 
increase the potential of youth to gradually move away from these drug-trafficking 
networks as they grow older (Gangway Sports, 2025). By taking part in such activities, 
youth then become role models for other members of their community, showing peers 
that a way out of family-linked drug-trafficking is possible and within reach, having a 
positive spillover effect in marginalized neighborhoods.  

2.​ Fun as a Pathway Out of Hopelessness 
According to interlocutors at NEPI (2025a), many young people that face 

marginalization in Monrovia turn to drugs as a way to cope with hopelessness, and “the 
best way to cope with that sense of hopelessness is [...] (to) take drugs,” leading youth 
to remain in a self-perpetuating cycle and inflict violence on their communities. In this 
context, creating space for fun activities with collective engagement can combat the 
hopelessness that youth have towards drug use. For example, participation in sports 
tournaments offers youth an immediate alternative to boredom and social isolation in 
the aforementioned “stuck environments” (GYA, 2025). Singing competitions, football 
tournaments with barbecues and music, or even simply playing games with peers 
outdoors, provide meaningful activities to the daily lives of the youth from marginalized 
environments. According to Monrovia’s GYA (2025), being part of a team and 
experiencing the positive reinforcement of collective achievement, such as the pride of 
winning a football game, motivates participants to reconsider their habits, reduce drug 
intake, and seek healthier routines, for the benefit of the team, triggering self-reflection. 
This process often begins with small, personal commitments, such as cutting back on 
substance use or choosing to spend more time with peers involved in sports. Over time, 
consistent engagement in these activities helps youth distance themselves from violence 
and crime, replacing harmful behaviors with structured and socially meaningful 
alternatives. 

Even in settings such as the Quai 9 consumption site, a sense of lightness and 
shared experience was observed, with people sharing coffee, playing board games, 
showing intimacy and friendly feelings. As Dr. Nguyen (2025) noted, whereas drug 
consumption sites in North America tend to be dominated by despair, often affected by 
violence, the fun atmosphere that is developed in Geneva’s, makes it a site of peace, 
improving not only the social conditions but also the health outlooks of the people, 
suggesting that it is not drugs but the surrounding culture that “kill” people. 

Taking part in such fun, low pressure activities, in turn, plays a key role in 
community-building and bringing people together. By participating in choirs and 
tournaments, social bonds are built within communities, across people from different 
segments. This cultivates a sense of unity and fosters a feeling of belonging that not 
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only is an antidote to isolation and hopelessness but also builds stronger and peaceful 
relations within the drug-affected population (GYA, 2025).  

3.​ Cultural Interventions in Marginalized Urban Spaces  
Happy City Lab founder Dan Acher described how artistic interventions, such as 

light installations and “city rituals” that are accompanied by public dance events, can 
transform urban spaces and individual behavior by bringing “light” and positive energy 
to marginalized areas (Happy City Lab, 2025). These events foster unity and connection 
among socially isolated residents, promoting peacebuilding by creating shared public 
experiences. Similar efforts at Café Cornavin, where Geneva’s marginalized youth 
gather to play games, share meals, enjoy music, or watch films, further support a sense 
of belonging and peace among marginalized people (Café Cornavin, 2025).  

VII.​ Empowerment 

The understanding of the concept of empowerment reflects each initiative’s 
approach to its target group, the nature of its activities, and their underlying objectives. 
Given that the initiatives’ responses reflect the basis of Positive Youth Development 
(PYD), which perceives youth as an asset rather than an issue, this framework will be 
applied to analyze the initiatives and their perception of empowerment. The PYD refers 
to an approach that “aims to build the competencies, skills, and abilities of youth that 
they need to grow and flourish throughout life” (Hinson et al., 2016). This framework 
identifies four key aspects for a successful PYD program: assets, agency, contribution, 
and enabling environment (Hinson et al., 2016; Chowa et al., 2023). All four 
components emerged in the organizations’ understanding of empowerment, highlighting 
the diversity in approaches to uplift, support, and develop youth. 

While the understanding of empowerment can reflect initiatives’ activities’ 
purposes and approaches, it is to note that for many of them, conducting activities 
particularly related to sports, arts, and culture, their primary and initial aim is to offer 
time and a temporary mental and physical distance from drugs and the negative stigma 
surrounding them. The development of agency and cultivation of individual will to 
foster skills and gain independence may be considered as the ultimate objective and a 
long-term outcome that is rather an effect or result of taking part in these activities. 

1.​ Assets 
Assets refer to the skills and resources youth should have to achieve the desired 

outcomes (Hinson et al., 2016; Chowa et al., 2023). This is reflected in how ABIC 
practices livelihood skills training and NASCOL aims to foster hard and soft skills to 
have Monrovian youth engaged in activities outside drug consumption (ABIC, 2025a; 
NASCOL, 2025). As depicted in the purpose of workshops, the attainment or 
strengthening of skills is emphasized as they facilitate employment, which eventually 
leads to independence and reintegration into their communities, an assumed common 
desired outcome of drug-affected youth, especially in Monrovia. 

Stop Suicide (2025) believes that the youth already have this capacity within 
themselves, expressing that empowerment is “putting the emphasis on what the people 
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are already doing that is good and trying to reduce what is bad.” Hence, the initiative 
provides youth with guidance on how to manage certain situations, rather than having 
the mindset to practically teach a completely new value or skill. This reflects the PYD 
framework, as this was founded to emphasize youth’s strengths, seeing them as assets to 
be developed, in contrast to predominant approaches to managing “problem behaviors” 
through a preventative lens (Hinson et al., 2016; Chowa et al., 2023; Catalano et al., 
2004). 

2.​ Agency 
Agency is defined as the youth’s ability to employ the assets, make decisions, and 

act for their goals (Hinson et al., 2016; Chowa et al., 2023). Agency particularly 
correlates with Israel et al.’s (1994) theory on individual empowerment.14 They identify 
three factors in the individual’s ability to make decisions and have control over their 
personal life: i) personal efficacy and competence; ii) a sense of mastery and control; 
and iii) a process of participation to influence institutions and decisions. 

Activities are also delivered in a way that manifests their conceptualization of 
empowerment by fostering a sense of agency. Practically, Gangway Mitte City (2025) 
supports youth and Berlin’s marginalized communities to “reach a point where they can 
deal with their struggles by themselves,” by providing relevant and/or necessary 
resources, as well as facilitating their accessibility to them. At a more personal level, 
connecting with oneself, such as their physical bodies, through movement and sports is 
emphasized by Gangway Sports (Gangway Sports, 2025). As a result, exploring and 
learning from one’s own body enables youth to find and connect with hobbies and 
oneself. They gain a tool to express themselves, in which the arts can also become one. 
By expressing their voice and practicing to do so, they develop their agency. 

Agency is also fostered at a conceptual and psychological level. Gangway Mitte 
City (2025) repeatedly underscored that their support is provided while ensuring that 
their decision-making with not only the public but also the organization is “always on 
their terms,” raising awareness of and explaining the possession of their own rights. 
Concerned by the sense of “helplessness” and “hopelessness” the youth feel as NEPI 
(2025a) describes, leading to their drug consumption and consequent marginalization, 
empowerment also means promoting their mental and emotional health.  

Fostering agency also includes demonstrating and making aware alternative ways 
of living and “transform(ing) their thinking [...] to help them see that life is possible” to 
a point where “they can stand on their own and really build upon where they're standing 
from without looking back again.” (NEPI, 2025a). This was echoed by Gangway Sports 
(2025), highlighting the significance of such, especially in times of loneliness and 
exposure to the “completely, social media world, [...] hanging on their phones all the 
time.” NASCOL (2025) understands empowerment and carrying out their “vision” 
through “self-innovation,” by cultivating the tools and resources to do so. This 
contributes to the sense of competence and control as alluded to by Israel et al. (1994). 
Essentially, agency allows marginalized drug-affected youth to identify and act on what 

14 About the theory, see, Section D.IV. 
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they want to and can do with their gained confidence and independence, emphasized by 
ABIC, NEPI, and Gangway Sports.  

Regardless of the activities provided, as Gangway e.V. and GYA explicitly 
mention, the youth’s agency is to be respected. Gangway Mitte City (2025) aims to 
empower marginalized Berliners to the extent that they recognize their agency and have 
the capabilities to act upon it, and GYA acknowledges that the Monrovian youth 
themselves are the ones who make the final decision to stop or abstain from their drug 
consumption (Gangway Mitte City, 2025; GYA, 2025). 

3.​ Contribution 
Contribution of youth concerns engagement to their own and the community’s 

positive development (Hinson et al., 2016; Chowa et al., 2023). This form of 
empowerment is rather significant, as most results in this research link youth to their 
positive impact on themselves and on their communities. In the case of marginalized 
people, this first step oftentimes includes reintegrating into their communities. Geneva’s 
Café Cornavin (2025) directly links their understanding of empowerment with the 
activities they carry out. They explain, empowerment is to enable “reintegration through 
the involvement of certain users, volunteers, individuals [...] from various state services, 
students, and interns in tasks related to the association's activities.” 

ABIC’s understanding of empowerment through contribution is also portrayed. 
Entrepreneurship programs are intended to empower them long-term, as it allows 
drug-affected youth to “come up with their own ideas… [and] thoughts, while 
contributing to [the] society that in turn also give[s] them… income resources to 
maintain themselves, maintain their family” (ABIC, 2025a). Moreover, rganizing 
Women Situation Rooms to promote Liberian youth, especially females, to be 
politically involved, in addition to guiding marginalized drug-affected youth on how to 
gain trust in their communities,15 depicts how they can contribute to society through 
political means (ABIC, 2024). As a result, they can influence their communities and 
reduce violence in the Monrovian context.16 

4.​ Enabling Environment 
An enabling environment is explained as a social, normative, structural, and 

physical environment that encourages and recognizes the youth as well as promotes 
their social and emotional competence to thrive (Hinson et al., 2016; Chowa et al., 
2023). As aforementioned,17 community-building efforts also form a social environment 
where youth can gain assets, exercise their agency, and contribute to others. 

Both ABIC and GYA view the creation of supportive structural and institutional 
environments for youth to be sustainably employed to then become independent and 
self-sustaining as a key form of empowerment. GYA (2025) stresses the significance of 
providing youth with the time and physical distance from drug-affected environments, 

17 See, Section D.VI. 
16 See also, Sections D.IV and D.VI. 
15 See also, Section C.II. 
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allowing them to gradually shift their lifestyles. In contrast, ABIC (2025a, 2025b) 
envisions a more transformative change by promoting entrepreneurship in Monrovia’s 
marginalized neighborhoods as a way to instill structure, stability, and self-reliance. 
Stop Suicide (2025) has also emphasized the creation of safe spaces where taboo 
subjects can be openly discussed, stigma is removed, and transition to social acceptance 
happens, ultimately describing empowerment as “being free from stigmas, being free 
from preconceived ideas.”  

E.​ Discussion and Conclusion 
This research has intended to shed light on local innovative initiatives that aim to 

directly or indirectly empower marginalized drug-affected youth by exploring the 
question: What evolving initiatives exist to socially, politically, and economically 
empower marginalized drug-affected youth in the three selected cities? In this report, 
the global trends on drug and governmental response in the target cities were first set 
out, followed by showcasing innovative activities categorized into three: a) workshops 
and skills training; b) mental and social support; and c) sports, arts and culture, with a 
particular focus on the third category. Initiatives and their activities were then 
thematically analyzed, comparing the good practices of each: a) funding, b) gender, c) 
partnerships, d) involvement of youth, e) trust-building, f) reduction of violence, and g) 
empowerment. 

I.​ Key Takeaways 
The research’s key takeaways can be summarized into five points:  

a.​ It is crucial to have a holistic approach to marginalized drug-affected youth that 
includes skills training and medical and social support, involving youth in the 
management of the initiatives, as well as in the design and implementation of their 
activities.  

b.​ Multi-layered partnerships are forged in all three cities, including collaborations 
with other initiatives and communities the youth belong to, with the aim of 
building trust and holistically supporting youth. This at times requires managing 
delicate relationships, particularly with public authorities, which vary according to 
the local context and initiatives’ positionality. 

c.​ Initiatives are exploring new ways to ensure financial sustainability, such as 
developing models for income generation or involving communities for both 
raising funds and reducing expenses. Moreover, they seek private funding, 
resulting in the confrontation of new challenges and considerations such as the 
risk of contributing to “social-washing.” 

d.​ Community-building can foster and highlight the youth’s potential to enhance 
peace and security in their communities. Local initiatives often serve as a hub and 
a safe space that brings people together and fosters a sense of belonging.  

e.​ Sports, art, and cultural activities offer youth hope by taking them out of “stuck” 
situations, such as drug-affected homes, fostering a sense of belonging. These 
create physical and social spaces for community-building and provide them with 
tools and activities to express their voice and develop their agency, through which 
they enjoy a sense of self-improvement and personal growth. Moreover, the 
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activities are a low-cost and effective way for initiatives to reach out to youth, 
facilitating their communication and serving as a tool for awareness raising.  

II.​ The Way Forward: Practical Ideas 
The discussion above leads to the pivotal question of how these findings on good 

practices can be put into practice, particularly in the case of Monrovia. While 
acknowledging the limited direct contact with the local context of Monrovia, the 
following outline of potential activities and suggestions of an alternative way forward 
can be presented, with the hope that these will serve as a starting point for reflection and 
dialogue for the project’s partner organization, ABIC. 

In relation to partnerships, further collaborations with the public sector may 
reinforce the effectiveness of the initiatives. While the public sector has developed 
prevention and/or harm-reduction expertise, the persistence of the marginalization of the 
drug-affected youth calls for an alternative approach that empowers them through 
collaboration with private/non-profit initiatives that have on-the-ground knowledge and 
direct human-level contact with young populations (Johnson, 2024; Ogunade, 2024). 

Another type of partnership to be explored includes cooperation between 
institutional initiatives like ABIC and strongly community-led initiatives such as 
Monrovia-based GYA and NASCOL. While institutional initiatives may have more 
resources and a wider range of experience, these ground-level initiatives, holding 
stronger and closer ties with the community, could offer deeper insights into the precise 
situation and needs. They are often better positioned to influence, mobilize, and engage 
youth effectively. In a similar vein, partnerships with local artists who can lead social art 
activities (e.g., street art, public installations) can be considered. These activities would 
consist of community members co-creating art in their neighborhoods and bringing 
change to their physical and social environment, including in the ghettos. Partnering 
with community-led initiatives and local artists is a means to involve the community, 
rooted in their own will and desire to transform the drug-affected environment. This can 
also be achieved through avenues besides partnerships, such as voluntary participation 
or realistic, smaller contributions by the community (as seen in NASCOL’s one-dollar 
fundraising campaign).  

Simple and fun activities such as sports tournaments and theater plays can also be 
organized by the youth themselves with the initiative’s support to involve youth. Other 
activities that can be potentially further explored based on the research team’s members’ 
individual field experiences working in local initiatives include the following:  
●​ Excursions to discover their country and nature; 
●​ “Women’s time” activities where participants sing, dance, and put makeup on one 

another; 
●​ Photo shooting activities where youth can dress up and be taken a photo of their 

“best selves”; 
●​ Simulation activities where they can try out different professions.  

Such activities would explore and experience alternative ways of living, develop 
the youth’s agency, and spark a sense of hope by taking them out of “stuck” situations, 
while equipping them with skills and confidence in tandem with realizations of their 
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own capabilities. In turn, these activities could prepare them for more practical and 
intense workshops like Slum Peacepreneurship Hubs that provide skills training with 
the goal of enabling an independent life. 

III.​ Looking Forward: Areas for Further Research 
This research focuses on local innovative initiatives that socially, politically, and 

economically empower marginalized drug-affected youth in Monrovia, Geneva, and 
Berlin. This is not to sideline medical dimensions of drug use, including its varying 
forms, effects, and treatments, as well as the role of the public sector, particularly in 
stakeholder coordination, funding mechanisms, and political decision-making 
processes, in addition to the coexistence of prevention, repression, and harm reduction 
strategies. In contrast, this should form part of a holistic approach that addresses local 
drug-related challenges. 

In light of the findings and the limitations of this project, further research can be 
conducted on the following: 
●​ The mapping and analysis of the entire network of partnerships, focusing 

particularly on the collaboration between institutional and ground-level/grassroots 
initiatives; 

●​ The role of art in public spaces and how it shapes behavior, especially in 
drug-affected environments; 

●​ The collection of primary data on the short-term and long-term impacts of sports, 
arts, and culture activities from the participants’ perspective; 

●​ The potential and required steps to practically implement the suggestions provided 
and/or proposed by ABIC, reflecting Monrovia's local context and its changing 
landscape. 

This report seeks to bridge the prevailing pessimism surrounding the worsening 
drug situation with the optimism and hope found in youth empowerment. As 
hopelessness remains a persistent driver of drug consumption, this research highlights 
how “fun” —through creative and community-based activities— can serve as a 
powerful antidote, fostering agency, resilience, and connection among marginalized 
drug-affected youth. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: List of Research Questions 
1.​ [BACKGROUND QUESTION] What are the obstacles faced in the city-level 

implementation of drug policy objectives? The objective is to showcase locally 
implemented initiatives that empower drug-affected and marginalized youth 
(considering the gender aspect), with the foundation of the preceding 5 ARP 
reports’ findings. 

a.​ What issues do target cities face concerning drug-affected youth, 
particularly in public health, local security, and positive peace? 

a.​ What are policies implemented to address these issues? 
a.​ What factors prevent implementation on the ground? 

2.​ [KEY QUESTION] What evolving initiatives exist to socially, politically, and 
economically empower marginalized drug-affected youth in the three selected 
cities?  

a.​ What efforts are taking place by initiatives to reintegrate marginalized 
drug-affected youth in society (who is driving them, how have the 
initiatives evolved, what are their activities’ key elements)? 

a.​ How are marginalized drug-affected youth socially empowered? 
a.​ How are marginalized drug-affected youth economically empowered? 
a.​ How do initiatives create channels for marginalized drug-affected youth 

to be politically integrated and empowered to make their voices heard? 
a.​ What is required to sustain these initiatives (including financial 

sustainability)? 
a.​ To what extent do women participate in these initiatives? How do 

initiatives reach out to women? 
2.​ How can marginalized drug-affected youth actively contribute to reducing 

violence and promoting peace and security? 
3.​ How are the approaches used and lessons learned applicable, adaptable and/or 

transferable?  
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Appendix 2: List of Interview Outreach and Responses 
Response rates:  

●​ Monrovia: 47% (7/15); interviews conducted with 6 out of 7 initiatives due to a 
delayed response. 

●​ Geneva: 31% (5/16); interviews conducted with 4 out of 5 initiatives due to a 
delayed response. 

●​ Berlin: 20% (2/10). 
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Appendix 3: Details about Organization Activities 
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