
Creation of a Youth Advisory Committee to CONGO


1 Executive Summary

1.1 Introduction  

Youth ages 15 to 24 years make up nearly 20% of the world’s population. Globally, youth are faced with numerous challenges, among them conflict, poverty, illiteracy, and disease.  Yet often the specific concerns of youth are marginalized, as young people, especially those from developing countries, are still the most under-represented participants in decision-making at all levels.

This paper proposes that the Conference of Non-Governmental Organizations (CONGO) increase its involvement of and support for the world’s children and youth-led organizations in its work.  To begin realizing this goal, this paper outlines a model for a CONGO Youth Advisory Committee to the Board.

1.2 Youth need access to the United Nations

Since the United Nation’s inception in 1945, there has been minimal youth involvement, either through member states, the secretariat or NGOs.  Today it would be impossible to hold a conference on women's issues without women's participation, yet it is still possible to find (in and outside of the United Nations) conferences, forums and committees about youth issues, without any young people in attendance.

While young people are beginning to take a higher profile at the United Nations (for example through official Youth Representatives on government delegations and at the UNGASS on Children), NGOs run by young people are barely visible, particularly outside of special events, and few have consultative status with the United Nations.  For most youth organizations, obtaining and utilising such status is difficult and costly.  At the same time, adult-led organizations with a focus on youth issues very rarely send young people as their representatives to the UN.

Youth organizations represented by young people need to be engaged in, and visible at the United Nations.  Participation of youth is not only about exercising a right.  Involving youth, who are key stakeholders in many issues, will lead to better, more informed decision-making.  Additionally, making use of young people's optimism, energy and innovative ideas can only enhance the overall effectiveness of global civil society's advocacy and outreach.  Working with young people as partners can also provide new perspectives on solutions to problems and ways of combining the optimism and energy of young people with the experience of older adults.  
1.3 How CONGO can help to provide voice, access and the opportunity for meaningful participation to young people at the United Nations

Progress on important issues is often led by Civil Society and Non-Governmental Organizations.  CONGO has the ability to play an active, leadership role to nurture the inclusion of youth and ensure that member states and the UN system take the promises of “full and effective participation” seriously.

A way to provide meaningful participation with the United Nations NGO community would be the establishment of a CONGO Youth Advisory Committee (YAC).  Additional steps could include a YAC Representative on each of the substantive committees, a reassessment of consultative status requirements so that youth organizations are more easily able to comply, becoming CONGO members, and adapting meeting formats that are accessible to young people. 

This proposal is co-written by a number of youth NGOs and young people involved at the 56th Session of the UN General Assembly.  It is based on the belief that CONGO, through internal innovation, can help to overcome substantive structural and logistical barriers to the involvement of young people and youth NGOs in the UN system by providing a positive example of youth engagement in its internal decision making.  This paper also explains some of the barriers to youth participation in the United Nations system, the importance and value of involving young people and demonstrates how inclusion of young people will also be of great value to CONGO.

2 Rationale: Importance of Involving Young People

2.1 A key demographic with unique problems

Young people are one of the world's greatest resources - the largest single demographic group.  There are more than 1 billion young people aged 15-24 on the planet, adding up to nearly 20% of the total population.  In the developing world, where 80% of young people can be found, youth constitute up to 40% of a nation's population.

Ignoring that youth is different to adulthood contributes to the increased marginalisation of young people from society.  Over 70 million young men and women are unemployed and young people are more than twice as likely to be unemployed than are adults.  Many more suffer low wages and poor working conditions and youth unemployment world wide is expected to grow for the next fifty years.

Furthermore, approximately half of the new HIV infections are young people and at least 6,500 young people acquired the virus on a daily basis during 2000.
  The United Nations Special Session on HIV/AIDS held in June 2001, called for urgent action, and noted the process needs to involve full partnership with all groups, especially youth.  
2.2 Recognition by the UN of the importance of involving young people

Participation in decision-making is one of the key priority areas of the United Nation's agenda on youth.  There have been advances to include young people in the work of the United Nations.  Examples include youth advisory bodies to UN agencies such as the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) youth advisory council and the increasing existence of parallel youth forums at inter-governmental conferences.  However, the UN still has a long way to go before it will reflect in action the policies of “full and effective participation” as outlined in the World Programme of Action for Youth in the Year 2000 and beyond 
and the 2001 General Assembly Resolution on Policies and programmes involving youth.

Young people's right to participate has been formally recognised in Article 12 the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CROC)
.  But not only is it the right of all people to be consulted with in the process of making decisions which affect them, but young people in particular need to be consulted - after all, they will be living with the results of these decisions.  

The importance of youth participation at the United Nations has been recognised in a series of resolutions including the World Programme of Action for Youth to the Year 200 and beyond
 and the biennial resolution in the Third Committee on Policies and programmes involving youth, which have called for “full and effective” youth participation. 
Despite this, the last fifty-five years have seen minimal action to involve young people, either through member states, the secretariat or NGOs.  The UN Youth Unit is one of the smallest in the UN system consisting of only three staff and has minimal resources.  Very few departments within the UN system have Youth Advisory Councils or any form of youth consultation and only six countries, predominantly western developed countries, sent Youth Representatives to the General Assembly in 2001, despite repeated calls for Youth Representatives in Third Committee resolutions. 

2.3 Youth-led action

Youth are credible and effective partners when they are included.  In Norway in 2001 school students mounted a major mental health campaign.  In Colombia, millions rallied for peace, leading the way for a national children’s movement.  In India, child labourers have established their own organization to fight for their rights.  In South Africa youth broadcasters are organizing media produced by and for children.  

Youth have played a prominent role in the Commission on Sustainable Development meetings in New York and Geneva over the last few years and will continue to do so at the World Summit for Sustainable Development in Johannesburg later this year where youth is one of the “Major Groups”.

Young people are involved in development through government or NGO-based international service exchange organizations such as Canada World Youth, or Australian Youth Ambassadors for Development. Young people’s role in development has been particularly highlighted at international forums such as the Oxfam International Youth Parliament
, and the International Young Professionals Summit.
 

Young people are also providing cohesive input into global decision-making through national peak groups, and international forums such as the World Youth Forum, the last session of which was held in Dakar, Senegal in August 2001. The potential for young people to participate in their communities has been highlighted through events such as Global Youth Service Day.
  

2.4 Better leaders for tomorrow

Upholding human rights between present and future generations is recognised as a fundamental base for sustainable development.  Youth leaders need to be recognised as valuable contributors and encouraged and empowered to participate in the decisions taken today about the world they will inherit and pass on to the next generation.

Involving young people develops their capacity to become engaged citizens in society.  Meaningful participation in decision-making increases youth's sense of belonging and develops their skills. Shifting public action from implementing projects for youth to providing youth with support to bring about change on their own provides an opportunity for entrepreneurship, the strengthening of civil society and a real sense of achievement. 

2.5 Youth involvement for better results

Involving young people in decision-making, especially through their own non-governmental organizations, is not just good public relations, it is good public policy. Young people do not expect to be given a perfect world - instead, they want to contribute to make it that way.
Increasingly, there is recognition that Plans of Action must include all stakeholders as partners in implementation and decision-making.  To formulate the best possible policies, we need the best and most comprehensive information.  Young people can be particularly powerful partners, mobilising support and bringing time, energy, innovative ideas and a new perspective.

2.6 Key to CONGO’S aims

The strengthening of the involvement of young people within CONGO could be enormously beneficial to the organization.  It would help to achieve CONGO’s goal of providing the non-governmental community with access to the United Nations and ensuring the presence of expert NGOs in “exchanges among the world's governments and United Nations agencies on issues of global concern”.
 

(a) Representation of civil society

An organization purporting to be representative of civil society and facilitating civil society’s access to the UN can gain both legitimacy and strength by reflecting the voices of young people.  

(b) Credibility as a voice on youth issues

CONGO would be well served by the existence of an advisory body composed of legitimate youth representatives that can represent the relevant constituency and provide a credible voice on youth issues.   

(c) Increased ability to mobilize youth in support of the United Nations, and the work of global civil society

Many youth NGOs are effective and innovative in their work at the local and national level.  Engaging these NGOs would be of enormous benefit to CONGO, the UN and civil society on a global scale because it would provide access to these organizations and the constituencies they mobilise their support for key issues.

3 Background: Difficulties facing young people at the UN

While youth organizations are asking for greater participation in the decision-making processes of the United Nations, their current involvement in UN conferences and Special Sessions is uneven.  A number of youth organizations have achieved consultative status with the UN, but very few are able to make effective use of that right.  

Leaders of youth organizations normally serve their organizations for limited periods (they grow older), and many are unable to allocate sufficient time and resources to become familiar with the United Nations system and thus miss many opportunities for participation.  In addition, such organizations often lack the necessary financial, technical and human resources.

3.1 Being heard by decision-makers within member states

Considering the size of their demographic group, the unique problems they face, and the positive manner in which they often contribute, it is perhaps surprising that one of the biggest problems youth face is simply being heard.  

Young people are rarely given the opportunity to participate or be heard and this means that youth organizations often lack the framework, support and legitimacy required for sustained action.  The direct result of this is that policy implementation lacks input from this substantial grassroots constituency.

3.2 Lack of mechanisms for young people to be involved at the UN

There are very few mechanisms for which young people or youth led organizations may access the United Nations.  While calling for greater youth involvement, including youth representatives to the United Nations General Assembly, there has been minimal response from Member States to implement their own stated objectives.  Young people were included in the UN General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) on Children and the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), but these appear exceptional and had special rules of inclusion.

There are some means by which young people may be involved at the UN but each of these has its limitations and is generally under-utilised.

(a) Youth Representatives in national delegations to various UN conferences 

Despite repeated resolutions calling for youth representatives on government delegations, only 6 countries had youth representatives at the most recent session of the General Assembly.

(b) Members of Youth Advisory Councils to UN Agencies

A few Youth Advisory Councils do exist.
  Status of these, including actual ability to influence decisions, varies.  Some youth councils, such as the Programme on Space Applications Space Generation Advisory Council actually have permanent representative status to a UN committee.  Others, such as the UNEP Youth Advisory Council, only have the official status of reporting directly to the Executive Director.  While it is good to have some flexibility in the process, there needs to be mechanisms in the UN system to make it possible for youth involvement to be consistent and independent of the current politics of the organization.

(c) Country Representatives at parallel youth and NGO forums

Youth Forums have been run parallel to UN summits, for example the Youth Forum at the World Conference Against Racism in Durban in 2001.  These forums marginalize youth from participation in decisions, as there is no formal provision for input from the Forum to the Member States during discussions or after outcomes.  In addition, Youth Forums are somewhat and hoc and there is no guarantee that such a forum will exist at any particular summit.

(d) Delegates to the World Youth Forum of the United Nations

The World Youth Forum is a meeting of young people from around the world under the aegis of the United Nations to discuss and develop recommendations for UN action on key issues.  The continued existence of this forum is unclear and its effectiveness in its current form as a mechanism for providing youth access to the United Nations has been widely debated. The outcome documents produced have no formal status and are seldom referred to in the General Assembly Resolution on Programmes and Policies involving youth. To many young people the exercise is meaningless.

3.3 Lack of representation within the community of NGOs with consultative status

The obvious mechanism to obtain a youth voice at the UN is through the consultative status.

NGOs which already have consultative status could chose to involve young people to a greater extent at the UN.  However this tends to be an irregular occurrence because it is either overlooked or because youth are viewed as an inexperienced choice.  Even NGOs which deal predominantly with youth issues generally send senior people to conferences, often preferring to provide them with their United Nations passes rather than involving young people.  

Youth-led organizations have the option of obtaining consultative status themselves, however few youth NGOs have obtained such status, as it is perceived as too difficult, too resource demanding and often lacking in value given how little youth initiatives have been included in the past. 

Youth NGOs exist all over the world, and a large percentage of them are grassroots, locally focused.  Even those internationally focused with international membership are generally not wealthy enough to send a representative to the UN in New York.  As such, completing the application process and obtaining consultative status is difficult for many of these international organizations.

3.4 Specific challenges to youth-led organization

The time frames, costs and other requirements are perceived of as prohibitive for a youth NGO when one considers that many of these organizations do not have traditional structures or modes of operation.

· Youth NGOs often lack continuity.  Youth by definition, is a transitory demographic.  As young people gain education and experience and move into adulthood and working life they will leave the organizations, making it difficult to maintain institutional memory and requiring constant training of new members. 

· Youth NGOs are often run entirely by volunteers have few permanent funding streams.   The transitory nature of leadership creates an environment where long-term funding is generally not pursued. Ventures which require capital may not be deemed worthwhile or simply unattainable.

· Many youth NGOs are run during people’s “spare time” outside of university, work or school hours and hence young people have trouble attending daytime meetings.

· Many youth-led organizations are successful due to their lack of traditional structures, incorporating a horizontal structure that often functions effectively and democratically without boards, employees, books of account or other typical aspects of an organization.

Sadly, young people cannot see the point of being involved or maintaining consultative status if they are not listened to.  This is the current perception of many youth led organizations and hence there needs to be some change, or something to inspire a change in opinion so that young people feel they can add value and have a voice at the United Nations through CONGO.

4 Proposal: A Youth Advisory Committee to CONGO

Young people have insufficient access to the UN.  There are minimal mechanisms for participation, often not suited to young people or youth led organization.  Young people feel that their voices are not heard on matters concerning them.  One mechanism to help redress this problem is for CONGO to create a Youth Advisory Committee (YAC) that would provide a youth perspective to discussions by the Board and at the substantive NGO committees, and enable youth representatives to provide a voice for their peers within the United Nations. 

A YAC could provide young people with access to the United Nations and the opportunity to voice relevant concerns. It would also give young people and youth-led NGOs the opportunity to learn from CONGO and utilise the skills and experience that CONGO provides, contributing to the base of CONGO volunteers and future leadership and support.

4.1 An interim step to establishing the YAC

It is suggested that the first meeting of the YAC be in the form of a steering committee with limited numbers and term of office, perhaps six months.  This interim steering committee would discuss and document with greater precision the mandate, mode of operation, membership criteria and membership numbers for the YAC.  It would also determine the structure of the eventual youth advisory committee and facilitate an eventual membership.  As such, it would have a strictly defined time frame and mandate.

It is suggested that the CONGO Vice President, in consultation with young people nominated by the UN Youth Unit, invite young people to be members of the interim steering committee. An understanding of UN systems, including perhaps experience in other Youth Advisory Councils would be of benefit to this initial committee.  Some possible organizations with proven track records include the European Youth Forum and the Latin American Regional Youth Organization.

It is also suggested that the Vice President organise the first meeting, while subsequent meetings would be organised by nominated persons within the newly configured interim steering committee.  This convenor would report directly to the President.

4.2 Membership of the Council

It is important that the committee be representative and selected in a transparent manner. Existing youth consultative bodies within the UN system could be used as models in determining how to comprise the membership.

The Council would need to include individuals from each region, preferably from key international and regional youth bodies or from active national bodies, particularly where the regional bodies are not representative.  

Individuals will need to demonstrate that they are active and committed with a proven track record of action and advocacy for youth, and from reputable organizations that can purport to be independent and as representative as possible.  It will also be important to have representatives of various ages within the definition of youth, gender and geographically balanced and inclusive of indigenous peoples. 

4.3 Function and Methods of the Council

The basic mandate of the Council would be to:

· consider the problems facing young people, particularly relating to youth involvement at the UN;

· recruit youth representatives for CONGO Committees;

· report findings to the CONGO board and relevant substantive NGO Committees within CONGO;

· provide perspectives on youth issues and a youth perspective on other issues;

· make recommendations to CONGO on how to provide meaningful access, voice and participation to young people at the UN; and 
· work as part of CONGO to implement approved recommendations.
4.4 Meetings and a physical base
Members of the Committee will meet online or through video hook-ups ensuring that young people from all over the world, including those with minimal resources can be involved.

There will however need to be some people based at UN headquarters in New York to assist the work of CONGO New York in youth action and networking with the UN. The New York office could provide a space for operation.

It would be ideal for the initial meeting of the interim committee to be a physical meeting, to draft and adopt the charter of the Youth Advisory Committee.  This could be held alongside another meeting, such as the General Assembly, or the Youth Unit consultations to facilitate the presence of relevant young people.

4.5 Funding of YAC

The YAC will assist CONGO in raising funds to support its operations.

5 Resolution 

5.1 Proposed Resolution for a Youth Advisory Council

We ask that it be resolved at the next board meeting of CONGO:

1
to recognise the valuable contributions which young people can make and the importance of providing voice, access and participation within the United Nations system to young people;

2
in this context to create, within the framework of the Conference of Non-Governmental Organizations in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations, an advisory mechanism in the form of a Youth Advisory Committee to:

a) facilitate the continued participation of young people from all over the world,

b) consider issues discussed at the UN, and 

c) give young people voice and access to the UN and its subsidiary bodies;

3
to provide this Youth Advisory Committee with the role of:

a) advising and recommending action to the CONGO Board;

b) participating in substantive NGO Committees of CONGO;  and 

c) undertaking positive action to fulfil those recommendations;

4
 this advisory committee be comprised of no more than 15 persons appointed with attention to:

a) regional, racial, ethnic and gender balance;

b) youth ages 15 to 24, with a maximum age of 30 years;

c) experience in advocacy from youth organizations;

5
 the First Vice President convenes the first meeting in New York of the Youth Advisory Council where the Council can develop a structure, mandate, processes and member selection criteria and provide a report to CONGO on these outcomes;

6.
 meetings following the organizing meeting be online, utilising youth organizations as partners to facilitate the meeting, until such funds are raised to meet in person;

7.
 the Committee report directly to the President, with a standing position to report to the Board at each meeting.
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