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Unlocking the power of youth
For far too long, there was tendency to portray young women and men either as angry trouble-makers, or as
photogenic, helpless victims. This is a false narrative.
Yes, it is true that many young people face tremendous amounts of violence in their daily lives. In fact, the
statistics are horrifying: Approximately 430 young people aged 10 to 24 die every day through interpersonal
violence. Globally, more than 600 million young people live in fragile and conflict-affected settings; and more
than half of the world’s population of refugees are young people. But the truth is that while a
disproportionate number of young people face unspeakable hardships, only a small percentage turns to
violence. Still, this minority remains at the centre of global attention.
In the past four years, I engaged with countless numbers of officials. My message to them was one and the
same: Young women and men are not the problem, they are the solution. Listen to them, empower them and
make them part of the decision-making process.
By treating young people as a threat, governing bodies - and the media - are silencing an incredibly powerful
force for good. Young women and men are the drivers of innovation, tolerance and peace.
They are the bedrock of communities, the ones with the ideas, the energy and the courage to stand up for
what is right.
Bringing young women and men into political and social processes is a crucial step towards establishing
lasting peace and prosperity. In fact, I believe that there is and never will be a genuinely peaceful society
without empowered youth. If we are to tap into this peacebuilding potential we need transformative action at
all levels. International, national and local governing bodies have a duty to serve and protect young women
and men. I am not talking about superficial gestures - I lost count of how many times I heard that “young
people are the leaders of the future”. The fact is that young women and men are here, now and that they
should hold leadership positions today.
In December 2015, the United Nations Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 2250 on Youth,
Peace, and Security. This resolution is the first of its kind. It urges Member States to increase representation
of youth in decision-making at all levels while recognizing the threat to stability and development posed by
the rise of radicalization. Also, the full implementation of Resolution 2250 ensures that young people are able
to meaningfully participate in peace processes and conflict resolution.
A month later, the UN Secretary-General presented his Plan of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism. The plan
promotes innovative practices to address the drivers of violent extremism and build support towards the
rejection of violence. The plan calls for a comprehensive approach encompassing not only essential securitybased counter-terrorism measures but also preventive steps to address the underlying conditions that drive
individuals to radicalize and join violent extremist groups.
Of course, there is no single path that leads to violent extremism. But studies show that extremism spreads
most when human rights are violated, political space is shrunk, aspirations for inclusion are ignored, and too
many people - especially young people - lack prospects and meaning in their lives.
In the last few years, we have experienced some positive developments. In 2015, world leaders adopted the
2030 Agenda for sustainable development. The 17 Sustainable Development Goals in the Agenda are the
most inclusive global goals ever. One of the key messages for the next 14 years is that we must leave no-one
behind. There is a growing consciousness around leveraging the potential of traditionally overlooked people
and communities. The global goals do not differentiate or discriminate; rather they mandate that everyone
must be brought into the implementation process.
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Young people have a unique opportunity to become the torchbearers of the 2030 agenda. They are the ones
who must demand and endorse more sustainable means of production and consumption. They are the ones
who can innovate ways to communicate and educate about sustainability. They are the ones who can
mitigate climate change.
Over the last four years, I have aimed to amplify the voices of the thousands of young people that I have met
around the world. They are voices of hope, love and positivity. They are voices trembling with frustration and
urgency about the fate of our planet.
Yet, young people remain underrepresented at every level of government. In fact, less than 2% of
parliamentarians worldwide are under the age of 30; and more than 80 per cent of the world’s upper houses
of parliament have no MPs aged under the age of 30. I believe that if you’re old enough to vote, you’re old
enough to run for office. In fact, 73% of countries restrict young people from running for office, even when
they can vote.
This is why we have partnered with leading organizations to launch the “Not Too Young to Run” initiative. We
aim to draw attention to the widespread age discrimination in running for public office.
At a time where civil society and its work is under increased scrutiny, we have a unique opportunity to
highlight the incredible potential of young women and men as essential peace builders in governments.
So I call upon all the leaders of the world not to fear or ignore young people.
But most importantly, I call upon them to remember that they too, once were young.
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