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Introduction
The "United" in Mathare United FC is not just another part of the club's name. Mathare United started in 1994 as another way to unite the community in Mathare, one of Africa's largest and poorest slums located just a few kilometres from the central business district in Nairobi.

Mathare United is a professional extension of the Mathare Youth Sports Association (MYSA) which started in 1987. From an initially small self-help youth sports project, MYSA rapidly became a community development project using sport as the starting point. From 1988 MYSA pioneered the linking of sports with slum garbage and environmental cleanups, AIDS prevention, tackling teenage drug and alcohol abuse, using music, drama and dance to highlight key social problems, feeding and freeing jailed kids, providing leadership training with over 400 annual awards paid to the school of their choice to help young leaders continue their education and other community development programmes. 

Today over 15,000 youth on over 1,200 teams participate in the MYSA programmes. Another 10,000 youth from eight countries participate in the MYSA initiated project in the Kakuma refugee camp in northwest Kenya. MYSA leaders are also helping implement projects in Botswana, South Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda. MYSA coaching instructors trained by the Royal Netherlands Football Association Academy (KNVB) have led coaching courses in Mozambique, South Africa and Zambia. One of those top instructors is also the Head Coach of Mathare United.

A main aim of MYSA is to help develop the leaders for building the new Kenya. MYSA 'graduates' are now working in both the private and public sector and include two medical doctors. Twelve young men and women from MYSA are studying on football scholarships in the USA. Another MYSA graduate is completing his studies as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University and will soon qualify as an actuary.

In 2001 MYSA and Mathare United were awarded the first CAF/African Youth Development Award in Johannesburg. In 2002 Mathare United was named "CECAFA Model Club" for East and Central Africa. In 2003 the Mathare youth were awarded the Prince Claus Award for cultural achievement in Amsterdam and in 2004 the International Fairplay Award in Athens and the World Sports Academy/Laureus Sport for Good Award in Lisbon. The Mathare youth have recently been nominated twice for the Nobel Peace Prize.

What are key aspects of the Mathare United approach?

Since stating in 1994 Mathare United rapidly rose through the lower leagues in just five years. Before even reaching the top league, Mathare United surprised the leading clubs and media by winning the national Moi Golden Cup championship in 1998. Before that match the media called our them "the slum boys". After that historic victory the media called them "the defending champions". 

The following year Mathare United won promotion to the Premier League and soon established itself as one of the top and most nationally popular clubs in Kenya. Mathare United has finished among the top four Premier League clubs every year since then and won several more cup titles.

1. Mathare United is likely the only top Premier League club in Africa or even worldwide:

2. Where every player and the coaches and club officials all come from the same slum;

3. Where every player comes from the same youth football development programme;

4. Where every player signs the same contract with the same allowances and performance pay;

5. Where every player has a contractual obligation to do 60 hours of community work every month;

6. Where every player must coach a youth team;

7. Where every player must referee at least five youth matches every month;

8. Where every player is trained on AIDS prevention and is an AIDS fieldworker in the slums; 

9. Where every player wears an anti-AIDS logo on their track suit and match uniform;

10. Where every player is part of a micro-finance savings, loans and training programme.

Why do the Mathare United players do this? Key reasons include:
-
The Mathare youth all faced tough challenges every day since the day they were born and readily accept new challenges and opportunities to earn their way on and off the field;

-
It is one of the core values of the club and MYSA that those who benefit most from the community have an obligation to put something back into the community;

-
Mathare United and MYSA believe that players who are engaged in challenging and satisfying activities off the field will perform better on the field;

-
The players know they are acquiring practical skills and experience off the field that will help them survive economically when their playing days are over.

What are key aspects of the MYSA approach?

1. Key aspects of the MYSA approach include:

1. Give youth a sporting chance: The greatest challenge in Kenya and many other African countries is to secure social justice and fairplay for the poor majority of people. That poor majority too often remains marginalized in national development and external aid policies. The majority of that poor majority are women and kids. That is why the MYSA motto and main goal is to "Give youth a sporting chance" both on and off the field. MYSA is a self-help youth and community development project using football as a starting point.

Give girls a sporting chance: For the first decade MYSA operated largely as a boys organization as the boys 'knew' girls can't play football, the girls didn't believe they could play football and, as they needed their daughters to help at home, their mother didn't want them to play football. MYSA started by changing the attitudes of the girls who, once fully engaged in the MYSA programmes, then helped change the attitudes of the boys and their mothers. The girls also then helped change and transform the organizational culture and attitudes and especially on AIDS prevention.

Link football with community service: From the start the main guiding principle in MYSA is "You do something, we do something; you do nothing, we do nothing". In 1988 MYSA first linked the football teams with clearing the accumulated garbage and blocked drainage ditches which killed kids in the slums. The Captains made sure their players participated because teams earn points in the league standings for each completed cleanup project. Today the community service includes AIDS prevention, tackling teenage drug and alcohol abuse, feeding and freeing jailed kids and fighting periodic epidemics in the slums.

Ensure youth are the owners and decision-makers: MYSA is owned and managed by the youth themselves. Only youth in the Mathare and neighbouring slums can be elected leaders and staff in MYSA. The average age of the hundreds of MYSA leaders and volunteer coaches and referees is 15-16 years. Their decisions cannot be wrong for them and are always acted on as they are implementing their own decisions.

Give youth the chance to learn by doing: Poverty is a lack of money but even more so it is a lack of choices. The MYSA sports and community service programmes give youth in the slums a wide range of new choices for using their time and energy to test and develop their talents on and off the field. Daily life in the slums is tough but the dominant attitude of the youth in MYSA is that "There are no problems, only challenges" and that difficulties only become mistakes when the person or organization fail to learn from them.

Help youth to help themselves by helping others: For mothers in the slums, sharing and cooperation among neighbours is essential for survival. MYSA gives their sons and daughters the same chance to help themselves by helping others as volunteer leaders, coaches and referees. MYSA helps them acquire new skills through its various training courses and to build their CVs by awarding certificates for a wide range of achievements on and off the field. The best leaders are seconded to help youth start similar projects in other poor communities in Kenya as well as Botswana, Southern Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda.

Let the best youth leaders earn they way to the top: The Mathare youth choose their own leaders. The MYSA leaders are elected annually by their peers from the bottom up, from the league committees in each of the 16 MYSA zones and then to the overall Sports Council and Community Service Council and then to the top Executive Council. 

Help the best young leaders stay in school: The MYSA training courses are not enough if poverty keeps talented young leaders out of school. In addition to certificates for exceptional performance, MYSA youth also earn points for different voluntary activities on and off the field. Those with the most points by age, gender and zone earn MYSA Leadership Awards which are paid to the school of their choice for their tuition and books. Over 400 MYSA Leadership Awards are now earned annually. MYSA also helps with their education and learning by running small slum libraries and study halls.

Ensure organizational and financial transparency: MYSA keeps full and accurate records for all activities (e.g. matches, cleanups, training courses, awards, etc) and all MYSA records, accounts and meetings are open for all members, the media and public. MYSA conducts and publishes independent annual audits and also has a Board of Trustees to ensure wise use of major assets.

Plan for organizational sustainability: From the start and still today the MYSA staff are recruited entirely from among the best volunteer leaders. With its expanded training courses, MYSA produces many more talented young leaders than available staff positions. So the older and experienced staff are seconded to help youth in other poor communities to start similar projects in and outside Kenya. MYSA is also developing a new staff 'retirement' and training policy to minimize the gap between the ages of the staff and youth so MYSA can always be owned and managed by youth.

Plan for financial sustainability: The families of MYSA youth are far too poor to pay any membership or other fees for MYSA activities so it is difficult to generate income to reduce its dependence on external donors. In 1994 the Mathare United professional team was started with the aim of gradually generating enough revenue to help reduce that dependence. But that aim was frustrated by chronic mismanagement and corruption in Kenyan football. Fortunately, recent initiatives by FIFA in cooperation with CAF and the new Kenyan Sports Minister now make that a more realistic aim.

Can similar programmes be replicated in other countries?

If the youth in one of Africa's largest and poorest slums can do it, so can the youth in other communities in and outside Kenya. Moreover, top Mathare youth leaders are already helping youth in several other countries to undertake similar programmes linking self-help youth sports with community development activities. 

1. Some of the key initial steps include:

1. Help the youth to form and register their own teams and leagues by sport, zone, age and gender;

Form zonal/league management committees consisting of the volunteer coaches/captains;

Ensure free and fair elections with democratic decision-making by the youth at all levels;

Secure playing fields and basic equipment;

Link the sports activities directly to community improvement projects;

Keep accurate and open records, minutes and public accounts with annual audits;

Set clear rules and apply them firmly and fairly to all members;

Provide special training and incentives for the best volunteer leaders, coaches and referees;

Help the best young leaders to stay and excel in school;

Set annual and longer-term goals, plans and priorities.

The sports and community service activities which the youth in other communities may choose to do may differ. But how they organize themselves and how they make their choices have already been pioneered and tested by the Mathare youth. 

What MYSA has demonstrated more than anything else is that the most important factor for success is that the youth themselves do the choosing and also do the doing.
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