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The article presents a programme aimed at fighting urban poverty and youth 
unemployment, by promoting migrant integration and urban regeneration. 
In order to do this, the programme technically and financially supports young 
people from deprived neighbourhoods in the creation of social enterprises 
able to capitalise on their experiences and skills to answer the needs of local 
communities. The programme is inspired by the Agência de Redes para a 
Juventude, a socially innovative organisation created in Rio de Janeiro and 
already replicated in London and Manchester. Due to its particular condi-
tions, Palermo can constitute an ideal setting to implement a similar initia-
tive, targeting local and migrant youth from degraded or marginalised areas. 
Stimulating social entrepreneurship and multicultural, multiethnic interac-
tions within the target group can be instrumental in addressing social and 
economic inequalities and providing vulnerable youth with opportunities for 
social mobility. In addition, the programme methodology favours the struc-
turing of innovative enterprises, based on the exchange of knowledge and 
experiences among participants and able to promote social cohesion as well 
as urban, economic and cultural development of the affected areas. The ar-
ticle briefly introduces the context, the programme goals and structure and 
the questions that must be answered to implement the initiative in the city 
of Palermo.

Reactivating 
the City through 
Multicultural Youth 
Entrepreneurship

Sara Rizzo > Right to the Future > 
Reactivating the City through Multicultural Youth Entrepreneurship

Youth unemployment is one of the greatest social and economic challenges 
EU governments have faced in the last decade. The total of young people 
not in employment, education or training, is currently around 14 million in 
the EU (Bamber, 2014, p.5). The youth unemployment rate in Italy (15-24 
years old) reached 43% in 2014 and was nearly double the EU-level youth 
unemployment rate (21.9%). In the southern regions of Italy, youth face an 
even greater challenge in entering the labour market: in Campania, Sicily, 
Sardinia, Basilicata and Calabria, the youth unemployment rate stood above 
50%. Those with low levels of education are three times more likely to be 
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unemployed, or not in education or training (NEET), compared to those with 
tertiary education, while young people with an immigration background 
are 70% more likely to be at risk than nationals. At 22%, Italy had the high-
est proportion of youth that are NEETs among EU Member States in 2014 
(OECD, 2016, p. 15). 
Within the framework of potential efforts and strategies to boost employ-
ment, entrepreneurship is increasingly accepted as an important means and 
a valuable additional strategy to create jobs and improve livelihoods and 
economic independence of young people. Yet, there is still a general lack of 
in-depth research and concrete data on youth entrepreneurship. The main 
reason is that young people specific needs and particular entrepreneurial 
potential as well as their critical contribution to economic and social pro-
gress are underestimated. This is particularly true when it comes to young 
people from disadvantaged or migrant backgrounds. A range of constraints 
impede them from starting and maintaining a successful business: among 
them, social and cultural attitudes and beliefs operating within a particular 
community or environment; lack of business training and assistance, as well 
as entrepreneurial role models and appropriate network; difficult access 
to start-up finance; burdensome administrative and regulatory framework 
(Schoof, 2006, p. 23). Most youth entrepreneurship programmes focus on 
high potential and innovative project, excluding disadvantaged youth while 
favouring those who are university-educated and have business ideas more 
likely to have a great economic impact. Although quite understandable, this 
approach excludes a great number of youth who may be able to create a 
sustainable job for themselves (OECD, 2016; p. 25). 
At the same time, there is still inadequate attention to the complications 
that can arise in neighbourhoods where migrants have found accommoda-

Fig.1_ The project “Livreteria 

Popular Juraci Nascimento” in 

action in the São Carlos slum.
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tion, where existing residents are often on low incomes, there is competition 
for jobs and housing and public services are both under pressure and subject 
to cuts (Perry, 2012; p. 6).
Given these premises, the article presents a youth social entrepreneurship 
programme whose goal is to simultaneously promote job creation, migrant 
integration and urban regeneration in the city of Palermo, Sicily. 

Programme Goals and Structure
The programme at issue is inspired by the Agência de Redes para a Juven-
tude, an organisation created in Rio de Janeiro in 2011, with the aim of 
technically and financially support urban slum youth in using their own ex-
pertise and abilities – usually undeveloped due to a lack of opportunities 
– in order to devise creative solutions to the problems of local communi-
tiescused omnent of French Studienlist at. It is directed to youth aged 15-
29, inhabiting urban peripheral and degraded areas. The main goal of 
the programme is to make slum youth aware of their role as protagonists 
of local development, by providing training and network for them to turn 
their ideas into realities and foster innovation in deprived neighbourhoods. 
As its founder Marcus Faustini states, the Agência challenges the stereotype 
‘that people in favelas are lazy or drug dealers. They have no history, no or-
igins; they are ignorant and can’t do anything’ (Williams, 2015). Since 2011, 
the Agência has trained more than 2500 favela youth and supported more 
than 100 projects in 32 different favelas. Many of the entrepreneurial pro-
jects have been able to grow and secure funding from alternative sources. 
Among these projects, the Providenciando a Favor da Vida has reached its 
fifth year of operations, yearly attending 80 low-income young women who 
deal with unplanned pregnancy. The Livreteria Popular Juraci Nascimento, 
which encourages children to read by moving around the favela with cus-
tomized tricycles full of books, is widening its scope and professionalise man-
agement by counting on the support of the British program _SocialStarters. 
The Notas Viajantes, in turn, was nationally and internationally awarded for 
a documentary that uses music and storytelling to break down stereotypes 
about the favela of Batan. These projects have positively affected their cre-
ators’ life path and self esteem, benefited the community and served as in-
spirational stories for other young people from the same background. Due 
to its success, since 2012 the Agência has been replicated in London and 
Manchester, while Stanford University is conducting an impact evaluation 
research that will be published in 2017.

Due to its particular conditions, Palermo could constitute an ideal setting to 
replicate the program, by choosing both local and migrant youth as target 
group. On the one hand, Palermo suffers from high levels of poverty, youth 
unemployment and urban decay. On the other hand, over the years the large 
immigrant population has been able to settle, adapt to the local reality and 
create strong and resilient communities, endowed with both labour and en-
trepreneurial skills. Yet, the majority of existing enterprises are mono-ethnic, 
and local and migrant population often coexist without fostering positive 
communication or collaboration. On the contrary, the programme in ques-
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tion intends to favour the exchange of knowledge and points of view among 
participants from different cultures and backgrounds. Indeed, it believes 
that stimulating multicultural interactions among local and migrant youth 
can facilitate the emergence of innovative enterprises able to revitalise de-
graded neighbourhoods and promote social cohesion. If successful, the pro-
gramme has the potential to be scaled up in other Italian cities, abandoned 
and semi-abandoned villages, as well as in other European cities.
The programme is a “full service” provider for youth business start-ups, since 
it offers training, assistance, funding and advisory support. The combination 
of all of these features in a single programme is relatively rare (Schoof, 2006; 
p. 95). Firstly, the programme envisages mentoring and a two-month capaci-
ty-building session, during which young people receive a participation grant. 
Every week, participants are provided with a different tool, through which 
they cultivate their interests and ideas, discover and develop their abilities 
and understand how they can answer local needs with the help of local net-
works. At the end of the capacity-building session, an external committee 
selects the proposals that are ready to be executed during a three-month 
pilot period. Participants whose proposals were selected get a microloan 
with low or no interest rates, aimed at pushing them towards independence 
and financial sustainability. At the same time, emerging entrepreneurs are 
continuously assisted by tutors and receive business orientation and coun-
selling by other entrepreneurs and local businesses working in related areas. 
In addition, the selected proposals would be included in an online platform, 
aimed at giving visibility to the emerging enterprises and facilitating their 
interplay with public authorities as well as those who want to contribute as 
volunteers, consultants or sponsors. 

Fig.2_ One of the funded 

projects identified car washing 
as a profitable entrepreneurial 
opportunity for disadvantaged 

youth of the Santa Veridiana 

favela.
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To sum up, the programme pursues the following goals: 

1. Fighting urban poverty and youth unemployment: on the one hand, the 
programme creates employment opportunities for self-employed youth 
as well as for other young people from disadvantaged backgrounds be-
ing employed by young entrepreneurs. On the other hand, it provides 
youth with the opportunity to acquire self-confidence, organisational, 
interpersonal and business skills that improves their general employ-
ability. 

2. Spurring the socioeconomic integration of migrant youth: the pro-
gramme is based on non-formal learning and training methods aimed 
at unlocking participants’ potential, taking advantage of their past expe-
riences and providing them with the self-confidence, skills and funding 
needed to be successful in the workplace, either as entrepreneurs or 
employees. At the same time, the programme fosters multicultural dia-
logue and the creation of ethnically heterogeneous enterprises. 

3. Promoting the urban regeneration of degraded areas: the aspiring so-
cial enterprises should be able to generate a profit for their owners and 
a benefit for the surrounding area and its inhabitants. Proposals are 
structured starting with a deep analysis of local challenges and poten-
tial, with the aim of improving people’s wellbeing. Exchange of knowl-
edge and experience among participants facilitates the emergence of 
innovative proposals, able to foster urban, economic and cultural devel-
opment of the interested areas and respond to the needs of vulnerable 
groups often neglected by local authorities. 

Meeting the Key Implementation Challenges
In order for the youth entrepreneurship programme to be implemented as 
an effective urban poverty reduction and migrant integration strategy, the 
following issues must be investigated (Chigunta, 2002; Schoof, 2006): 

1. Which is the attitude of the target group towards entrepreneurship? 
Understanding the barriers faced by different underrepresented and 
disadvantaged groups in business creation and self-employment, as 
well as their motivations to engage in entrepreneurial activities, is the 
first step towards the provision of an appropriate response able to pro-
mote entrepreneurship among specific target groups.

2. How could business assistance and training be made more supportive 
for young entrepreneurs from disadvantaged and migrant background? 
Answering this question means exploring formal and non-formal meth-
ods, mentoring, business counselling and company visits needed to 
trigger young peoples’ potential, creativity, initiative and social respon-
sibility, through the acquisition of related knowledge, skills, attitudes 
and values. At the same time, it is important to investigate how to fuel 
entrepreneurship opportunities starting with the skills and experiences 
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young people from disadvantaged backgrounds acquire in the informal 
sector, where they often work. 

3. Which forms of start-up funding are the most effective to improve the 
access to finance for young entrepreneurs? In order to answer this 
question, key financing constraints must be analysed, together with 
successful microcredit programs and specific loan schemes that envis-
age new types of collateral, such as having a business plan, demonstrat-
ing commitment towards the project and social responsibility.  

4. How should the regulatory framework be improved in favour of young 
entrepreneurs? Which kind of government support could be valu-
able? The response to this question requires a deep investigation of 
strategies, initiatives and policy-instruments to reduce administrative 
burdens that are time and cost consuming for young entrepreneurs, 
such as businesses registration costs and procedures, unsupportive tax 
regimes, lack of transparency, unprotected property rights, ineffective 
competition law etc. The issue is particularly compelling when it comes 
to youth from migrant background.

The Non-Profit Sector should be pioneer, trendsetter and advisor in the pro-
cess of fully investigating these matters. NGOs, associations of young en-
trepreneurs and all organisations providing any kind of network or service 
platform for young entrepreneurs have direct contact with the target group 
and could then provide valuable first-hand experience and knowledge on 
the issue. Private foundations, universities and other think tanks, in turn, 
can contribute with innovative pilot projects and schemes, best practice cat-

Fig.3_ One of the participants 

of the English version of the 

Agência presenting his project.
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alogues and databases together with primary and secondary research in this 
rather new study field (Schoof, 2006; p. 73). A synergic approach between 
these stakeholders is required to take the first steps towards a successful im-
plementation of the programme. This could increase both public and private 
interest in youth entrepreneurship as a tool for socio-economic inclusion and 
urban reactivation and hopefully affect the policy process.
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