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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Plan International and youth 

Plan International has a strong commitment to work with and for children and young people. Plan 

defines youth as persons between the ages of 15 to 241. Although a child rights organisation, Plan 

over the last several years has seen an increase in demand from the community level to support the 

children we had worked with in their transition to adulthood: a transition from dependence to 

increasingly greater levels of autonomy. Plan has increasingly moved towards using the phrase 

“children and young people” in both its internal and external communications and advocacy. This has 

occurred in parallel to a trend at the international, regional and national level of increased awareness of 

the specific needs and issues faced by youth. 

This transition includes providing support to young people as beneficiaries, such as programmes to 

assist them in gaining the skills needed to secure decent jobs. However, Plan has also begun to 

recognize the potential of youth to seize their rights and contribute to positive social, economic and 

cultural change. Plan has been working to harness this potential, working to equip young men and 

women to exercise their right to participate as citizens through its Citizenship & Governance 

Programme. Likewise, a commitment was made to work with youth and engage them in the 

governance of Plan by forming Youth Advisory Panels to contribute to discussions and decisions at 

multiple levels within the organisation.    

Plan’s focus on the transition from childhood to adulthood is increasingly including advocacy work on 

youth issues, including, for example, advocacy on adolescent girls in the context of Post-2015 and 

sexual and reproductive health rights, as well as youth components of Plan’s advocacy on disaster risk 

management. In addition, Plan has formally incorporated youth economic security into its global 

advocacy strategy as it relates to Goal 4 of Plan’s Global Advocacy Strategic Framework (GASF)2, 

which is to increase employment opportunities of youth in countries where Plan works. 

The question for us at this stage should not be whether or not we should work with youth; it is clear 

that we already do, across all regions and at all levels. The question is likewise not whether we should 

work with youth at the expense of other child-related activities (e.g. ECCD). Our work for and with 

youth is not at odds with our work for and with children. Rather, it is the natural extension of that 

work, and if we want to more universally adopt a life-cycle approach (as we currently do for BIAAG3), 

supporting children in their transition into young adulthood must be an integral part of our work.  

In order to efficiently do so, however, Plan needs to think more strategically about why and how we 

work with youth, more thoroughly articulating this life-cycle approach. It is crucial that we examine the 

specific needs of this transitional period and where Plan can truly add value, as well as analyse how 

best to acknowledge and integrate the work we currently do with persons over the age of 18. We 

have an important opportunity to address these issues as the new global strategy is being drafted. 

                                                      
1 For more information on the definitions of the terms “youth” and “young people”, please refer to section 3.1. 
2 Plan International, Global Advocacy Strategic Framework, 2013. 
3 Plan International. What is a BIAAG Programme? 2013. 
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Why youth rights? 

Why conduct a study on youth rights, rather than a report examining the various challenges facing 

youth? The latter would have had much merit, but aside from the fact that such studies exist in 

abundance, approaching the question of youth from the angle of rights is particularly interesting, 

because in international law there exists no transitional period. Protection under the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child extends until the age of 18, and the transition into adulthood is rarely smooth: the 

day of his or her 18th birthday, a child in conflict with the law is transferred from a juvenile 

rehabilitation centre to an adult prison; a child is no longer considered an unaccompanied minor and is 

henceforth treated as an illegal immigrant.4  

International human rights law should be able to accompany a person throughout the life cycle: from 

childhood to youth to adulthood to old age. Human rights as they are enshrined in international human 

rights instruments apply to all people, regardless of age. However, the barriers faced during each  

phase of the life cycle are distinct; these barriers should be properly identified and addressed, whether 

this be through a separate legal instrument for youth rights or targeted advocacy to make these 

barriers more visible in existing platforms. 

Situating this study 

This study aims to provide information and reflections to be able to answer some of these questions. 

As Plan continues expanding its work on youth from the programme level to that of advocacy, the Plan 

International UN Office in Geneva has developed this study as a tool to, on the one hand, analyse the 

overall landscape of youth rights5, and on the other hand, understand how this landscape and the 

gaps identified fit together with Plan’s specific experience, focus, and expertise.  

The initiative arose from discussions at an Expert Meeting on Human Rights for Youth organised by the 

UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) in Geneva in July 2013. While 

experts at the meeting recognised that young people have difficulties realising their rights by virtue of 

age, they also noted that there is little information and research on what the gaps and obstacles are 

precisely. The discussions also reflected the ongoing debate within the international human rights 

community regarding what is needed for the realisation of the human rights of youth. There are those 

who believe that public policies and measures to implement existing rights would be sufficient to 

address the barriers faced by youth, while others believe that youth face specific vulnerabilities in the 

exercise of their rights, requiring the establishment of a specific legal framework for youth rights, as 

has been done for other groups (for example, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the 

Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, etc.)  

The present study is therefore situated within this debate, equipping us with elements for further 

discussions on this important issue. Its aim is to put Plan’s work into perspective in view of identifying 

areas for future advocacy work. The very specific focus of this study – youth rights – intends to feed 

into the discussion from one particular angle, in order to ensure a human-rights based approach to any 

                                                      
4 Jorge Cardona. “The Specification of the International Human Rights of Youth.” Introduction to International Law of Youth 

Rights. Hotei Publishing, 2015. 
5 At the time that this study was undertaken in 2014, there existed only one such other extensive, entitled “The International 

Law of Youth Rights” by William D. Angel. This book was, however, published in 1998 and was completely outdated. A 

second revised version was published in February 2015 (after the present study was completed), and contains international 

law pertaining to youth up to the present day. Angel’s book only covers international hard law and soft law, while the scope 

of the present study also includes jurisprudence of treaty bodies (General Comments and General Recommendations), 

international and regional action plans for youth, etc. 
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future work undertaken. 

1.2 Purpose 

Research questions 

This report gives an overview of international law, soft law and principles relevant for the youth and 

seeks to answer the following questions: 

- What is the international legal framework explicitly mentioning youth? What do “youth 

rights” mean concretely? 

- What are the main themes under which youth are being included in the international 

framework? 

- What has been the evolution of the subject of "youth" in documents reviewed from 1998 

to 2014?6 

- Which UN entities are including youth in their agendas, and which themes does each seem 

to emphasize?  

- Given this information, what might be the way forward for Plan in advocating for youth rights? 

Expected outcome 

The results can serve as a basis to initiate discussions within Plan on where Plan’s expertise can best fit 

within the existing debate on the realisation of the human rights of youth, with a view of feeding into 

upcoming strategy discussions. By identifying both the gaps and the existing areas of emphasis on the 

matter, we hope to maximize Plan's impact in furthering the international youth rights agenda. This 

information will allow us to identify the most appropriate and effective platforms for advocacy on 

youth, as well as make well-informed statements regarding issues related to young people.  

It is important to note that there are two broad categories of documents reviewed in this study: human 

rights treaties and resolutions, and programmatic resolutions, recommendations and strategies. The 

former are destined to give guidance to States on their human rights obligations, as agreed upon by 

the international human rights community. Programmatic resolutions, such as those adopted by the 

United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) and the United Nations Economic and Social Council (UN 

ECOSOC), as well as youth strategies published by various UN agencies, provide direction for the UN 

system on its own programming.  

By reviewing a broad variety of international and regional documents, Plan can begin to make 

informed decisions as to what type of engagement will be most effective. For example, when we 

understand how frequently and in what manner the General Assembly has been discussing youth over 

the last fifteen years, in comparison to the resolutions of the Human Rights Council, we can decide if it 

would be more effective for Plan to focus on informing UN programmatic direction or aim to inform 

the human rights agenda on youth.  

Caveats 

In the previous section, the purpose of this report was explained: that is, what the report is. It is also 

useful to be clear on what this report is not.  

                                                      
6 For more information on the reasoning behind these methodological choices, please see Annex 1, page 38. 
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1. Concrete solutions: This report is not destined to provide concrete answers to questions such 

as “Should Plan advocate for the creation of a new youth treaty?” Such questions are complex 

and require concerted discussions at many levels. This report provides one element that can 

feed into discussions within Plan on youth - that of their human rights. 

2. Analysis of the current global state of youth: In designing this report, it was decided to 

limit its scope to a legal review. There exist many studies on the key issues facing the world’s 

youth population, from employment to sexual and reproductive health rights and everything in 

between. The research gap that the present study seeks to fill is one that analyses what kind of 

explicit legal coverage youth have in the international human rights system (see footnote 7). It 

is outside the scope of this report to analyse both the legal framework and the “on the ground 

realities” of youth. 

1.3 Questions to consider 

By way of framing the content of the report, this section will highlight some of the key issues and 

questions that should be considered when discussing Plan’s advocacy on youth rights.  

Explicit or implicit inclusion of “youth” in human rights mechanisms  

As was mentioned previously, the study focuses on the explicit inclusion of youth in human rights 

instruments. This means that only instances where the word “youth” (and its various synonyms, as 

described in the “Methodology” section) was used were included in the review. This was a matter of 

methodological preferences.  

We recognise that simply because the words “youth” or “young people” are not used in an instrument 

of international law does not mean that youth are not covered; by way of being human, young people 

are, on the whole, covered by all human rights instruments. Of course, certain instruments are tailored 

to certain sub-populations (i.e. migrants, persons with disabilities, women, children, etc.); however, on 

the whole, youth are covered by existing treaties. The report concludes that, as a broad generalisation, 

“youth” are not explicitly focused on very much in human rights instruments. This does not, however, 

mean that youth do not have human rights protection, as they are implicitly included in many other 

human rights instruments.  

This raises an important and fundamental question: is the implicit inclusion of youth in human rights 

instruments sufficient? Or should youth, in order to be adequately protected under international 

human rights law, be more explicitly mentioned/referred to? Such questions were undoubtedly asked 

before the drafting of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), with many people arguing that 

such treaties were not necessary, given that both women and children were already implicitly included 

in existing human rights instruments. This report does not claim that a parallel can be necessarily 

drawn between youth and these other vulnerable population groups. This report does not take a 

position on that. It seeks only to highlight this important question and to provoke some thoughts 

regarding whether implicit inclusion of youth in human rights treaties is sufficient to for them to claim 

and exercise the full range of their rights.  

Mainstreaming versus “singling out” 

A related and equally fundamental question when thinking about what type of advocacy Plan may 
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conduct in the future regarding youth rights is that of, what we call here, “mainstreaming versus 

singling out”.  

When talking about the protection of human rights for certain vulnerable groups, such as women and 

girls, for example, we can say that there are two schools of thought. The first, which we call 

“mainstreaming”, claims that the human rights of vulnerable groups should be mainstreamed 

throughout all human rights instruments and all human rights work.  The second, “singling out”, argues 

that in order to be best protected, the rights of vulnerable groups should be afforded specific attention 

through treaties/instruments that are specific for those groups. The two are not mutually exclusive, as 

is particularly clear with women’s rights, which have not only been enshrined (that is, singled out) in a 

specific treaty, but also mainstreamed into all subsequent mechanisms and human rights work.  

In the context of youth rights, there are thus two options to ensure that youth are adequately covered 

in the international human rights framework. Youth can be “mainstreamed” throughout existing 

human rights work. This might include, for example, consistently raising the issue of youth at the 

Human Rights Council, advocating for youth to be included in all relevant policy documents, or always 

including youth in reports and recommendations to human rights monitoring mechanisms.  

The second option is that youth rights are “singled out” through a treaty that focuses solely on youth. 

This option should be approached with a fair degree of caution. The reality is that the entire treaty 

process is lengthy, and can last anywhere from 10-15 years or more.7 Even if the long and difficult 

process does result in a treaty, there is no guarantee that the outcome will be a strong document and 

does not weaken other treaties, for example, the CRC.  

Of course, the two options can be pursued simultaneously: youth rights are both “singled out” and 

mainstreamed. 

Plan’s answers to these question should result from a combination of several factors: a) the results of 

the present youth rights study, which will provide a tool to know what key issues and existing treaties 

should be targeted in future advocacy; b) Plan experience and expertise. We must look at what our 

value-added can be, given all of the knowledge and experience we have accrued in our decades 

working with children and young people. What are our strengths, and how can we best capitalize on 

them? And what will be the most beneficial approach for youth? 

 

2 METHODOLOGY 

A total of 411 documents of 13 types were reviewed for this study from the period 1998 to April 

2014. The search for relevant text in the above-mentioned documents was conducted using six search 

terms: “youth”, “young people/persons”, “adolescent”, “juvenile”, “teenager”, and “age”. These search 

terms were identified beforehand, based on knowledge of common terms used to refer to young 

people. All references of these search terms in the 411 documents were located and compiled.8 

                                                      
7 The drafting of the Convention on the Rights of the Child took a total of 10 years, although this does not include the 

process of advocating for a Convention, which already began several years before. http://legal.un.org/avl/ha/crc/crc.html 
8 See Annex 3.  
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After the compilation of all search terms was completed, all references were carefully read and 

classified under one of 12 themes, some of which were further divided into subthemes: 

1. Employment: labour standards, social security, career guidance, informal economy 

2. Education: literacy, vocational training, awareness-raising, formal education 

3. Participation: peace and development, policy-making, volunteering, right to be heard 

4. Women and girls (no subthemes) 

5. Health: sexual and reproductive health (SRH), drug use, recreation, safety 

6. Violence: armed conflict, trafficking and sexual violence, early and forced marriage 

7. Minorities: disabilities, indigenous peoples, refugees and migrants 

8. Non-discrimination (no subthemes) 

9. Juvenile justice (no subthemes) 

10. Promotion of youth rights: national/regional policy, youth spaces 

11. Youth in society: intergenerational solidarity, young families 

12. Part of list (no subthemes) 

For a more detailed description of the methodology, limitations, and further information on the 

themes, please refer to Annex 1.  

 

3 MAIN OBSERVATIONS 

3.1 Complexity of terminology regarding youth 

This analysis is drawn from information presented in an annex to this report.  

→ Annex 6. Overview of International and Regional Age Groups 

An initial question critical to any discussion on the rights of youth is what do we mean by “youth”? 

While this may seem banal, the answer to this question is, in fact, not at all straightforward. Looking at 

the graphics included below, it becomes evident that there is a lack of consensus internationally about 

the definition of the various terms for different age groups.  

Plan definitions 

Plan International has adopted the official UN definitions, which define “children” as all persons under 

the age of 18, “youth” as persons between the ages of 15 and 24, “young people” as persons between 

10 and 24, and adolescents as those from 10 to 19 years of age. It should be noted that Plan does not 

use the term “teenager”. 

Recognizing this complexity leads us to two key points: 1) it is imperative that within Plan, we be 

intentional about the terminology we use, so as to avoid confusion; 2) any international or cross 

regional efforts to improve the protection of the rights of youth will be complicated by a lack of 

agreement on the terms of discussion.  

https://planetteams.planapps.org/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/Shared%20Documents/HumanRightsandYouth_ADDITIONALANNEXES.pdf&action=default
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Figure 1: Plan International definitions 

 

 

Figure 2: United Nations definitions (including UNICEF, WHO and UNFPA alternates) 

 

Figure 3: European Union definitions

 

Figure 4: Iberoamerican definitions

 

Figure 5: African Union definitions

 



Child Rights Series ____________________________ 

10 

 

Figure 6: Asian (SAARC) definitions 

 

While not exhaustive (for example, it does not include the definitions of all regional organisations), the 

brief overview given in these graphics depicts the complexity of defining the various different terms 

used to refer to children and young people.9 At the international level, the United Nations Secretariat 

acknowledges an “official” definition, which uses the terms “youth” and “young people” 

interchangeably, defining both as ages 15-24. However, even within UN agencies, there is a lack of 

consensus on the matter; organisations including UNICEF, WHO, and UNFPA use the term “young 

people” rather as an umbrella term for both “youth” and “adolescents”, spanning from the ages 10-24. 

UN-Habitat defines “youth” as ages 15-32.10 Additionally, while there is no “official” UN definition 

(that is, from the UN Secretariat) of the term “teenager”, UNICEF does have one, namely all persons 

from ages 13 to 19. Looking at these discrepancies, it becomes evident that depending on the 

thematic focus of each agency, different definitions are useful. 

At the regional level, there is even greater inconsistency. While there is a fair amount of consensus 

across the Americas and Asia on upper limit of the term “youth” and “young persons”, the EU and 

Africa represents outliers. The EU defines “youth” and “young persons” as persons between the age of 

15 and 30, while Africa includes persons up to age 35. The African is certainly due to certain cultural, 

social and economic particularities of the African continent; however, it makes discussing youth all the 

more complex. Another important difference across regions is the EU’s definition of “adolescents”; 

while the rest of the world, including the United Nations, define “adolescents” as ages 10-19, the EU 

limits the age group to ages 15-18.  

The last notable discrepancy is in the definition of “juvenile”. While explicit definitions of the term are 

difficult to find, references to “juvenile justice” were analysed in the context of each of the 

international and regional organisations. Within the United Nations and the Americas, it seems as 

though “juvenile justice” refers to justice for “youth”, meaning all persons under the age of 24. 

However, in the EU and Asia, the term refers to justice for “children”, that is, all persons under the age 

of 18. The meaning of the term in the African Union is unclear.  

For the purposes of this study, the Plan definition will be used. 

3.2 Human rights provisions for youth 

Background 

There exist no international treaties dedicated solely to youth, only regional ones. The conversation on 

the possibility of creating an international youth charter is not new; it dates to the early 1990’s and 

                                                      
9 For more details, please see Annex 6. 
10 UN-Habitat. Youth Roundtable WUF 7 Concept Note: Youth and Human Rights. 2014. 

https://planetteams.planapps.org/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/Shared%20Documents/HumanRightsandYouth_ADDITIONALANNEXES.pdf&action=default
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was the initiative of Mr. Dimitri Mazilu, the former Special Rapporteur of the Sub-Commission on 

Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities (a position which no longer exists)11. In a 

report published in 1992 on human rights and youth, Mr. Mazilu argued that: 

“Analysis has shown that 44 years after the adoption of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, the life, liberty and security of young people in many 

countries…continue to be in danger.”  

His position was that despite the existence of a number of international human rights instruments, the 

rights of youth were still being violated. His proposed solution was to draft a “Charter of the Rights 

and Freedoms of Youth”, which listed 44 rights and freedoms to which youth were entitled, and which 

he included in the body of his report.  

The discussion was long tabled, at least officially, until July 2013, when the OHCHR held an Expert 

Meeting in Geneva to discuss the human rights of youth, in which the Plan International UN Office in 

Geneva and Plan’s Senior Economic Security Policy Advisor participated.  

During the meeting, a number of gaps in human rights protection for youth were identified, including: 

a. multiple discrimination 

b. youth employment  

c. political rights 

d. education 

e. military service 

f. health and health services, especially for young women 

g. youth in conflict with the law 

h. gender gap in youth rights 

i. LGBT rights 

Participants also discussed whether young people are in a position to exercise their rights like other 

groups, identifying barriers to the realisation of their rights, including cultural norms, weak institutions, 

the absence of disaggregated data on youth, poverty, lack of real engagement with youth and a lack of 

intergenerational dialogue. 

Several participants suggested that a binding legal instrument was needed in order to enable youth to 

fully realise their rights; there was, however, lack of consensus on the issue. Others argued that existing 

rules suffice to properly address the barriers faced by young people in the exercise of their rights and 

that what is needed are public policies and measures to implement these rights. Some concrete 

proposals were made regarding what could be useful in the short/medium term, such as the creation 

of a Special Rapporteur on youth rights and mainstreaming youth rights in the work of human rights 

treaty bodies. Although there was no overall agreement on these issues, all participants recognized the 

need for further research on the obstacles faced by young people in the exercise of their rights. 

Young People in Existing International Treaties 

These observations were drawn from the compilation of relevant text that can be found in annex to 

this report.  

                                                      
11 See E/CN.4/Sub.2/1992/36, par 13 
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→ Annex 4. Compilation of International Instruments Relative to Youth 

While there is no specific treaty for youth, most of the existing human rights treaties, apply to at least 

a segment of the youth population. The question remains, therefore, what are the human rights 

provisions relevant to youth that already exist within the international legal framework? The results of 

this review provide insight into this issue.  

It is first worth mentioning which instruments do not contain mentions of the search terms. Of the ten 

core human rights documents identified by OHCHR (not including their optional protocols), three have 

no mention of the search terms, including the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the 

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, and the Convention 

against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 

In the core international human rights treaties12 that do mention the search terms, including their 

optional protocols, 9 out of the 12 themes can be identified in the treaties13:  

1) Juvenile justice: all references to juvenile justice apply to persons under the age of 18, not 

the entire youth population. 

2) Young families: in particular, the right of men and women of marriageable age to marry and 

found a family. 

3) Employment (Labour standards): protection of young persons from economic and social 

exploitation in the workplace. 

4) Participation (Right to be heard): all references to the right to be heard are used in the 

context of children, and thus only apply to youth between the ages of 15 and 18. 

5) Health (Recreation): all references to the right to rest and leisure are used in the context of 

children, and thus only apply to youth between the ages of 15 and 18.  

6) Violence (Armed conflict): the Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) states that no 

person under the age of 15 may be recruited for military service, and thus that all young 

persons may be recruited; however, the 2002 Optional Protocol to the CRC on the 

involvement of children in armed conflict (OPAC) raises this age to 18. 

7) Violence (Trafficking and sexual violence): all references to trafficking and sexual violence 

apply to persons under the age of 18, not the entire youth population. 

8) Violence (Early and forced marriage): all references to early and forced marriage apply to 

persons under the age of 18, not the entire youth population. 

9) Minorities (Disabilities): there is no specific mention of youth in the Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities; rather, only the term “age” was used, and makes reference 

mostly to “age-appropriate services”. 

What becomes clear in looking closely at the content of the international human rights instruments is 

that, while youth are implicitly included in such treaties by nature of being human, this age group is at 

an explicit level only marginally present in such documents. None of the ten instruments contains the 

term “youth”, and the term “young person” is only used twice. Even in situations where young people 

are explicitly mentioned, most of the references apply to children, and therefore only cover a small 

portion of the youth population.  

                                                      
12 These include: International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights; Convention on the Rights of the Child (and all three of its optional protocols); Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination against Women; International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 

Members of Their Families; and Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  
13 For further explanation of the themes and how they were grouped, please refer to Annex 1. 

https://planetteams.planapps.org/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/Shared%20Documents/HumanRightsandYouth_ADDITIONALANNEXES.pdf&action=default
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The only reference that specifically addresses young people as a group is in the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which talks about the right of children and young persons to 

protection from social and economic exploitation in the workplace.  

 Conclusion: Here, we return to the question raised at the beginning of this report:  while 

young people are for the most part not explicitly mentioned in international human rights 

treaties, is their implicit inclusion as human beings entitle to all human rights sufficient?  

Young People in the work of the Treaty Bodies  

For the purpose of this study, the only two treaty body14 documents that were extensively reviewed 

were the General Comments of the Committee on the Rights of the Child (henceforth, CRC Committee) 

and all of the General Recommendations of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW Committee)15. This choice was intentional, based on the fact that Plan engages 

extensively with these two committees (although we engage increasingly with the Convention of the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities as well). 

There exist, however, a number of other “treaty bodies”, who are responsible for reviewing the 

implementation of each human rights treaty by States Parties, whose General Comments and 

Recommendations, while potentially relevant, were reviewed in an non-extensive manner, for 

qualitative reference, and not included in the quantitative analysis:  

1. Human Rights Committee (CCPR) monitors implementation of the International Covenant on 

Civil and Political Rights (1966) and its optional protocols; 

2. Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) monitors implementation of 

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966); 

3. Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) monitors implementation 

of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 

(1965); 

4. Committee against Torture (CAT) monitors implementation of the Convention against 

Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment (1984); 

5. Committee on Migrant Workers (CMW) monitors implementation of the International 

Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their 

Families (1990); 

6. Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) monitors implementation of 

the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006); 

7. Committee on Enforced Disappearances (CED) monitors implementation of the 

International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance 

(2006); and 

8. The Subcommittee on Prevention of Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment or Punishment (SPT) established pursuant to the Optional Protocol of the 

Convention against Torture (OPCAT) (2002) visits places of detention in order to prevent 

torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. 

Like the CRC and CEDAW Committees, each of these Committees periodically publishes General 

Comments or General Recommendations that serve to explain a particular article or theme of the 

                                                      
14 For more information on what a treaty body is, please see Annex 2, page 44. 
15 For more information on General Comments and General Recommendations, please see Annex 2, page 44.  
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relevant treaty, giving direction to State Parties as to how to best implement their obligations under 

said treaty. While these comments and recommendations are not binding, they often provide 

specificity that the treaty itself is unable to provide.   

While youth are only marginally present in international human rights treaties themselves, it is 

interesting to see to what extent youth have been explicitly mentioned in the General Comments and 

Recommendations of the treaty bodies that monitor their implementation. Although these documents 

are not binding, such mentions indicate a recognition on the part of human rights experts of the 

specific application of these treaties to the youth population. 

Of all of the treaties reviewed and of those who do speak of “young persons”, almost all of them 

address persons under the age of 18. This means that the protections afforded, whether it be with 

regards to juvenile justice, health, or participation (the key themes), only apply to youth between the 

ages of 15-18.   

Interestingly, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) is the only Committee 

that truly focuses exclusively on young people (age 15-24). Young people are explicitly mentioned in 

General Comments on the right to adequate housing (No. 7, art. 11), the right to education (No. 13, 

art. 16 and 24), the right to the highest attainable standard of health (No. 14), the right to work (No. 

18, art. 23), non-discrimination in economic, social and cultural rights (No. 20, art. 4, 26 and 29), and 

the right of everyone to take part in cultural life (No. 21, art. 29).  Each of the rights elaborated in 

these general comments does represent significant challenges for many young people across the 

world; however, it is surprising that so few of the other General Comments and Recommendations 

explicitly mention youth.  

Of the mentions of youth within the General Comments of the CESCR, there are is one that is of 

particular interest to note: non-discrimination.16 Of all the mentions of non-discrimination across all 

documents, this is one of the only instances where the specific discrimination against youth on the 

basis of their age is truly acknowledged. Many other mentions of the theme (see page 21), address 

non-discrimination on the basis of other factors, such as gender.  

 Conclusion: What we may interpret from these observations is that in the instances where the 

human rights of youth are explicitly discussed in such documentation, their economic, social 

and cultural rights have been prioritized by treaty bodies. This may be for a number of 

reasons, including the unfortunate mentality that young people have little or no interest in 

political participation. Many experts seem to corroborate such an assumption, citing the low 

participation rate in exercising their right to vote, as well as low participation of young people 

in political parties.17 Rather than being indicators of low interest, these factors may in fact be 

results of barriers of young people in exercising their civil and political rights.18 

Regional Youth Treaties 

                                                      
16 Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights. General Comment no. 20 (E/C.12/GC/20). “Non-discrimination in 

economic, social and cultural rights (art. 2, para. 2, of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights)”. 

2009. 
17 Jorge Cardona. “The Specification of the International Human Rights of Youth.” Introduction to International Law of Youth 

Rights. Hotei Publishing, 2015.  
18 To read about youth priorities for the Post-2015 Agenda: DFID/CSO Youth Working Group. “Youth Voices on a Post-2015 

World.” 2013. 
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The interest in including regional youth rights treaties is as follows: it permits us to analyse the only 

existing binding cross-border human rights treaties for youth and understand how they frame youth 

rights. There seems to be general consensus across the various regions that while there are no specific 

rights (read, different rights) to which youth are entitled, young people do have difficulty in claiming 

those rights because of their specific vulnerabilities, and therefore need specific protection. 

To date, there are only two regions that have adopted youth-specific treaties: the Iberoamerican 

Organisation of States and the African Union. The former adopted the Iberoamerican Convention on 

the Rights of Youth (ICRY) in 2005. This treaty has been ratified by 7 states, including Bolivia, Costa 

Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Honduras, Spain and Uruguay. An additional 9 states have signed 

but not yet ratified, and 6 states have done neither. The ICRY provides a number of rights to which 

youth are entitled, both economic, social, and cultural rights and civil and political rights. What is 

notable about this mechanism is that it provides for an accountability mechanism in the form of 

biannual reports that States parties are required to submit to the Secretariat of the Organisación 

Iberoamericana de la Juventud (Iberoamerican Youth Organisation). The OIJ then analyses these 

reports and provides feedback to States parties on compliance. There is, however, no opportunities for 

NGO participation in the submission of these reports.  

The African Youth Charter (AYC), adopted in 2006, has been ratified by an impressive 34 States. 15 

States have signed by not ratified, and only 4 States have done neither. The rights provided in this 

charter are not as numerous or wide-ranging as those found in its Iberoamerican counterpart. The AYC 

additionally lacks any kind of monitoring or accountability mechanism. The Charter does state that the 

African Union Commission (AUC) should ensure that States Parties are fulfilling their commitment to 

the Charter; however, the mechanism for doing so is not specified, and consequently, follow-up on 

implementation of the Charter has been partial, at best. 

While the AYC does provide fewer rights, principles and responsibilities than the ICRY, it is interesting 

to note that there are several that are enshrined in the AYC not included in the ICRY. These include the 

duties and responsibilities of youth, the right to the elimination of harmful social and cultural practices, 

the right to personal integrity, and the right to special care and equal access of youth with disabilities. 

In addition to the two regional youth treaties that have been adopted, the South Asian Association for 

Regional Cooperation (SAARC) is currently in the process of drafting its own Youth Charter. In May 

2014, SAARC held a Regional Consultative Meeting to Finalise the SAARC Youth Charter and Action 

Plan, and they expect to hold a summit in Nepal in November 2014 for States to sign the Charter. 

UNFPA has been integral in the drafting process of this charter; the involvement of a development-

focused UN agency rather than a human rights-based agency is already indicative of the focus of this 

important document.  

The Draft SAARC Youth Charter states that its goal is to, “adopt a rights-based approach and make 

youth equal participants with social and civic responsibilities.” However, the document does not lay 

out a clear list of rights for youth as do the other two documents. Rather, it take a different approach, 

choosing to, for the most part, ensure the protection of all basic human rights, to which youth are also 

entitled. The Charter does however, cite several specific rights to which youth are entitled; these 

include the right to employment, education, health, including sexual and reproductive health. The 

provision of specific rights for youth does not seem to be the focus of this document.   
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One interesting point to highlight is a similarity between the African and South Asian Youth Charters, 

and that is an emphasis on youth as being critical to regional development. For both regions, the 

rationale for promoting “youth rights” seems to be overall regional development. While this is true, 

and the full and active participation of youth in national and regional processes is indeed critical to 

economic and social development, one is left wondering if youth are seen as motors for development, 

rather than rights-holders per se. These documents seem to portray human rights for youth as merely 

a means to the end of economic development, rather than as an end in itself.  

 Conclusion: What we may conclude from such an analysis of the regional youth treaties, 

especially from the AYC and ICRY is that while they do not seem to acknowledge the existence 

of different rights to which youth are entitled, they do try to tailor existing rights to the 

specific vulnerabilities of youth. For example, the AYC guarantees to all youth the right to 

gainful employment, which in itself is not original (that is, the right exists in a number of other 

treaties). However, the Charter goes on to mandate that States Parties should take all 

appropriate measures to, “Ensure equal access to employment and equal pay for equal work or 

equal value of work and offer protection against discrimination,” addressing one of the key 

issues for youth in employment: discrimination in pay and in finding work. 

 Conclusion: Although the AYC and the ICRY do not create any new rights, some articles do 

provide new ways of thinking about these rights for a specific group of people in a specific 

stage of the life cycle. For example, Article 14 of the ICRY affords youth the right to their 

individual identity and personality, including the sexual orientation component of this identity 

and personality.19 

3.3 Youth-specific Documents 

These observations were drawn from the compilation of relevant text that can be found in annex to 

this report.  

→ Annex 4. Compilation of International Instruments Relative to Youth 

The documents grouped in this category are all so-called “youth-specific” documents. These are all 

documents that address youth specifically, and were therefore treated separately from the remainder 

of the documents. They were thus not coded like the others.  

Background 

The last two decades have witnessed increased awareness at the international level of the specific 

needs and issues faced by youth. The mid-90’s was the start of significant momentum at the 

international level on these issues, reflected by, inter alia, the publication of the World Programme of 

Action for Youth in 1995, a document whose goal was to guide international programming on youth. 

This Action Plan originally consisted of 10 priority areas; however, the document was amended in 

2000 to include 5 additional priority areas.20  

Three years after the publication of the original WPAY, in 1998, the Braga Youth Action Plan (BYAP) 

came out as the outcome document of the third World Youth Forum in Portugal. The forum focused 

on youth participation, youth policies, and youth rights. While not explicitly framed in terms of human 

                                                      
19 UN-Habitat. Advancing Youth Civic Engagement and Human Rights With Young Women and Young Men. 2013. 
20 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA). UN World Youth Report 2003-2013. 

https://planetteams.planapps.org/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/Shared%20Documents/HumanRightsandYouth_ADDITIONALANNEXES.pdf&action=default
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rights, the BYAP provides a comprehensive list of policy recommendations so that these rights are 

effectively realized. The BYAP was never implemented; however, the document was certainly 

influential in shaping UN policies on youth, including the revision of the WPAY in 2000, as well as the 

drafting of the African Youth Charter in 2006.21  

In the 2000s, and especially as the world plunged into a global economic crisis in 2007, there was 

increased awareness of the youth unemployment crisis raised a number of different questions 

regarding other issues facing youth: migration and its related vulnerabilities, exploitation in the 

workplace of youth, security and social unrest associated with a lack of employment opportunities for 

young people.22  

In 2012, the UN redoubled its efforts to work with and for women and young people, as demonstrated 

by the Secretary General’s 2012 Five-Year Action Agenda. As part of this initiative, the UN pushed 

more heavily for mainstreaming youth throughout its activities across all agencies, and appointed a 

Special Envoy for Youth in January 2013. It likewise published the UN System-wide Action Plan on 

Youth (Youth-SWAP), prepared by the UN Inter-Agency Network for Youth Development (IANYD) in 

2013, in order to give specific guidelines to each UN agency on how it should work with and for 

youth. 

Youth-specific General Assembly and ECOSOC resolutions 

Every two years, both the Third Committee of the General Assembly and ECOSOC’s Commission for 

Social Development adopt a resolution under the title “Policies and programmes involving youth”. 

These resolutions were treated separately from the more general (non youth-specific) resolutions, in 

that they were not included in the coding process.  

In this analysis, the two series (GA and ECOSOC) will be analysed together, as the text of the 

resolutions are usually first introduced in February at the Commission for Social Development, then 

discussed later in the year at the General Assembly.  

When examining the series of resolutions, we may divide them into two phases: 1999-2005 and 

2007-2014. Before 2007, the resolutions passed each year have largely the same text from one year 

to the next. They are less comprehensive, and the statements made lack detail. The main focus of the 

resolutions adopted during these years is largely the implementation of the World Programme of 

Action for Youth (WPAY), a strategy adopted by the General Assembly in 1995 that provided a policy 

framework and practical guidelines for national action and international support to improve the 

situation of young people around the world. These resolutions place a heavy emphasis on youth 

participation in implementation of the WPAY, increased government investment in youth programmes 

and policies, and capacity building for youth.23 

2007 represents a turning point in the series of resolutions. From this year on, the resolutions are 

much more detailed, specific, and substantive, making stronger claims and using stronger more rights-

based language (with the exception of 2004, none of the pre-2007 resolutions uses the term “rights”). 

For the first time, the resolutions discuss discrimination against youth and States’ responsibility to 

combat such discrimination. States are urged to take measures to reduce violence and increase access 

                                                      
21 UN-Habitat. Advancing Youth Civic Engagement and Human Rights With Young Women and Young Men. 2013. 
22 International Labour Organisation, Global Employment Trends for Youth, 2012-2014. 
23, This is merely an overview of a selection of the issues addressed and is not exhaustive. For more details, please see Annex 

4, pages 20-49. 

https://planetteams.planapps.org/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/Shared%20Documents/HumanRightsandYouth_ADDITIONALANNEXES.pdf&action=default
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to justice for young people, as well as to take youth into account in their economic recovery plan. In 

the later resolutions, issues relating to youth in conflict areas are addressed, with special attention paid 

to young people affected and exploited by terrorism. This shift in the resolutions may be explained by 

the 2007 adoption of a amendment to the WPAY, which expanded and deepened its focus areas, and 

perhaps the advent of the global financial crisis that had a disproportionate impact on youth. 

It is interesting to look at which countries were most influential in the sponsoring of this series of 

resolutions24. While draft resolutions that contain the full list of sponsors for each resolution are 

difficult to find prior to 2001, we may already begin to see some key sponsor countries in the 

resolutions between 2001 and 2013. During this time period, Ireland, Portugal and Senegal were the 

only countries to sponsor all seven resolutions, with Portugal and Senegal being main sponsors of a 

number of them. Costa Rica, Italy, Romania, Slovenia, Spain each sponsored 6 out of the 7 resolutions 

during these years. Finally, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, Guatemala, Luxembourg, Malta, Mexico, 

Panama, Poland, Moldova, Sweden, and the United Kingdom each sponsored 5 of the 7 resolutions, 

with Mexico often acting as a main sponsor.  

 Conclusion: The value in analysing this series of GA/ECOSOC resolutions is that it gives us an 

overview of the evolution of UN language on youth, answering our third research question. 

There has been a clear movement towards not only more specific attention paid to youth over 

the last decade, but also towards more rights-based language. The challenges faced by youth 

have been increasingly framed as challenges in fully exercise their human rights, rather than 

simply as problems of economic and social development.  

International Youth Action Plans and Strategies25,26 

For the purpose of this review, five international (United Nations) and four regional action plans or 

youth strategies were reviewed. The documents reviewed in this study are only a selection of such 

existing documents; the list is not exhaustive.  

Of the five action plans included in this study,27 there are two that merit particular focus in this section. 

The document that has provided the most significant guidance on addressing youth issues at the 

international level is the World Programme of Action for Youth (WPAY). The WPAY initially identified 

10 priority areas:   

                                                      
24 For more information on how resolution sponsorship works, click here. 
25 For more details on these documents, please see pages 155-164 of Annex 3.  
26 For this study, in addition to the numerous international action plans reviewed, three regional youth action plans and 

strategies were reviewed: the Commonwealth Plan of Action for Youth Empowerment for 2007-2017; the European Union 

Youth Strategy for 2010-2018; the African Youth Decade 2009-2018 Plan of Action; and the OECD Action Plan for Youth. 

They do not, however, have much analytical value for this study. For more information, please see Annex 4. 
27 The remaining three documents reviewed in this section consist of the youth strategies of three UN bodies: the UN 

Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Population Fund (UNFPA), and UNESCO. The priorities laid out in these 

documents reflect, naturally, the thematic focus of each of the three organisations; for more details, please refer to Annex 4. 

http://www.unausa.org/global-classrooms-model-un/how-to-participate/model-un-preparation/resolutions/sponsors-and-signatories
https://planetteams.planapps.org/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/Shared%20Documents/HumanRightsandYouth_ADDITIONALANNEXES.pdf&action=default
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1) Education; 

2) Employment;  

3) Hunger and poverty;  

4) Health issues; 

5) Environment; 

6) Drug abuse;  

7) Juvenile delinquency;  

8) Leisure; 

9) Girls and young women; 

10)  Youth participation. 

5 additional priority areas were added to the WPAY in 2005, and these included:  

1) The mixed impact of globalization on young women and men;  

2) The use of and access to information and communication technologies;  

3) The dramatic increase in the incidence of HIV infection among young people and the impact of 

the epidemic on their lives; 

4) The active involvement of young people in armed conflict, both as victims and as perpetrators;  

5) And the increased importance of addressing intergenerational issues in an ageing society 

While broad, these fifteen priority areas correspond fairly well with the themes identified in this study. 

Whether or not it was explicitly stated, it is evident in looking at the broad range of documents 

reviewed here that the WPAY has played an influential role in shaping the international agenda on 

youth over the last nearly 20 years.  

In addition to the WPAY, the other document at the level of the United Nations system that was 

reviewed is the 2013 UN System-wide Action Plan on Youth (Youth-SWAP), the most recent 

international action plan on youth. The document is the result of an extensive survey from over 

13,000 participants, including youth, and lays out a detailed plan for the entire UN system for reaching 

8 overall goals:  

1) Employment 

2) Entrepreneurship 

3) Protection of rights 

4) Civic engagement 

5) Political inclusion 

6) Education 

7) Comprehensive sexual education 

8) Health 

While the issues of employment, education, health are not new, it should be noted that listing 

entrepreneurship, protection of rights, civic engagement, political inclusion, and comprehensive sexual 

education as separate goals at the top of this list represents a positive change in response to emerging 

trends and the recognition of existing trends affecting youth. It may also reflect progress made in areas 

such as health and education for youth.  

In our interpretation, the addition of these new goals may also point to a shift in overall thinking about 

youth from the publication of the WPAY in 1995. The WPAY seems to focus on youth as victims of 

social problems, such as education, hunger and poverty, drug abuse, and delinquency, with youth 
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potential to contribution positively to society being downplayed. In the newer document, however, 

civic engagement, political inclusion, and entrepreneurship are added, indicating an increasing 

tendency, at least in the UN, to view youth as actors. 

For the purpose of this review, it is particularly interesting to note Goal 3, “the protection of rights.” 

Under this goal, the Youth SWAP commits to supporting countries to take action towards 

safeguarding the human rights of youth. As part of this goal, emphasis is placed on the implementation 

of existing human rights instruments to strengthen the rights of youth, addressing potential gaps in 

existing human rights instruments applicable to youth, and improving access to information on, for and 

by young people on rights improved.  

 Conclusion: One of the observations that arises in analysing these UN youth action plans is that 

in discussing the rights of youth, while certainly moving towards a more rights-based language 

that sees youth not only as rights-holders but as active participants in the fulfilment of their 

own rights, the UN is very cautious in type of rights language it uses. Rather than “youth 

rights” (as we talk about “child rights” or “women’s rights”), the term “human rights of youth” 

is used. Such a distinction is subtle but important. It points to the fact the focus here is on 

better tailoring existing human rights instruments for youth and informing them of these 

existing rights rather than talking about any specific need for the protection of the rights of 

youth.  

Conclusion 

How does this review and analysis add to the larger discussion of youth rights and Plan’s engagement 

with them? While many points arise, there is one overarching “lesson” to be drawn here: as youth 

issues have been increasingly framed as rights issues over the last years, the entire international 

community, both at the regional level and at the UN level, has been both cautious and intentional in its 

rhetoric. While in the broader conversation there is still debate on the best way to proceed with 

regards to youth rights, it seems as though the overall tendency in these documents is to: 1) 

acknowledge that the challenges faced by youth are in fact difficulties in claiming the same rights that 

all humans have; 2) recognise that the international community must work together to find ways of 

allowing them to claim the rights to which they are entitled; 3) believe that this should be done by 

using existing human rights instruments to address these specific challenges.  

3.4 Analysis of themes across all documents 

The following section is based on observations that can be found in annex to this report.  

→ Annex 3. Observations from Themes 

As mentioned in the “Methodology” section of this report, a total of 12 themes were identified. The 

quantitative analysis of these themes provides some interesting insights into which types of documents 

emphasise which themes, in relation to youth. Details on all themes can be found in Annex 3. The 

present section contains a selection of the observations most interesting and relevant to Plan. 

Non-discrimination 

While the name of this theme is “non-discrimination”28, it can perhaps more accurately be understood, 

                                                      
28 For more information on the definition of this theme, please see Annex 2. 
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in this context, as the acknowledgement of specific forms of discrimination. The question therefore 

sought to answer by this theme is “Do the documents reviewed recognize that youth face specific 

discrimination solely on the basis of their age?” Answering this question based only on the quantitative 

data, we see something quite interesting: the types of document with the highest percentage of 

mentions of the theme “non-discrimination” are CEDAW Committee General Recommendations and 

CSW Agreed Conclusions, the only type of documents reviewed specific for women. Interpreting this 

observation, we can argue that there is explicit acknowledgement of discrimination against youth only 

insofar as we are talking about young women (i.e. gender-based discrimination). Returning to the 

original question, we can clearly answer “no”: the documents reviewed do not explicitly recognize 

specific discrimination against youth on the basis of them being youth, with the exception of General 

Comment no. 20 on non-discrimination. 

Education 

A quantitative analysis of this theme illustrates quite well this point about non-discrimination. The 

documents with the highest percentage of mentions of “education” for young people are the Agreed 

Conclusions of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW). This observation is extremely 

revealing: as compared with the broader human rights community, the women’s rights community has 

been particularly successful in placing an emphasis on education for young people (the CSW 

Conclusions are specifically applicable to young women, of course). This is certainly a step, as in almost 

all contexts young women have greater difficulty accessing quality education. However, what this is 

indicative of is that perhaps the focus on education for young women is less to address discrimination 

on the basis of age and more on the basis of gender/sex.  

Employment 

Unsurprisingly, the type of document with the highest percentage of mentions of “employment” with 

regards to youth is ILO resolutions and recommendations. What is more interesting, however, is to see 

that the type of document speaks the least about employment for youth are the resolutions of the 

Human Rights Council. Much speculation could be done as to why this might be the case, and one 

possible reason is that the Human Rights Council defers to the ILO as the main standard-setting body 

for human rights and employment. But again, we return to the same key point. The limited work done 

by the Human Rights Council on employment and the right to work has largely been focused on 

persons with disabilities and women. Here again we see that discrimination in access to employment at 

the Human Rights Council has largely been focused on bases for discrimination other than the fact of 

being young, that is, having a disability or being a woman. Discrimination purely on the basis of being 

young has not really been recognised at the Human Rights Council. 

Conclusion 

All three of these examples help point to one central claim: for the most part, across all documents 

there is a lack of explicit recognition that young people face discrimination on the sheer basis of their 

age. While the very principle of non-discrimination enshrined in human rights law includes 

discrimination based on age, the international human rights framework generally lacks clear and 

explicit statements that young people do in fact face discrimination based on their being young people, 

in the way that it recognises distinct discrimination against women or persons with disabilities. 

However, recognition of this fact is fundamental, as it is this discrimination on the basis of age that 

inhibits young people from truly claiming the full range of their human rights. This omission is perhaps 
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indicative of a lack of true understanding of the nature of the vulnerabilities faced by young people. 

4 IN-DEPTH THEMATIC ANALYSIS  

The following section contains in-depth qualitative analysis of a selection of three themes of particular 

interest to Plan’s work. These themes include employment, participation, and violence. The reflections 

contained herein are drawn from the text of the present review of youth rights. Each section examines 

a theme from a different light, answering slightly different questions:  

1) Which employment-related themes are ostensibly missing in the documents reviewed?  

2) What is the nature of “participation”, as discussed in the documents?   

3) With regards to violence, how are youth portrayed in the documents reviewed?  

The following sections are thus by no means an exhaustive analysis of each theme; rather, certain 

angles of each theme were explored to shed light on that particular element.  

Conducting such an analysis allows us to begin to identify, within these three themes, a few very 

specific gaps, omissions, or elements that have been overlooked in international standards. By 

identifying these, we may begin to get an idea of how to match up Plan’s expertise and experience 

with existing gaps, in order to maximise our comparative advantage in conducting advocacy on youth. 

4.1 Youth and Employment  

Right to work versus rights at work 

Labour rights are traditionally divided into two categories: right to work and rights at work. The latter 

pertain to the minimum standards workers should be guaranteed. These involve promoting 

opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, 

equity, security and dignity. These rights are enshrined in many international instruments, including a 

number of ILO Conventions and international human rights treaties. These are often the rights we 

think of when we say “labour rights”. 

However, the less well-known element of labour rights is the right to work. The right to work is 

enshrined in numerous international human rights instruments 29 , most notably the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), which states that, “Everyone has the right to work, to free 

choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against 

unemployment.” The same right is likewise guaranteed in Article 6 of the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which enumerates a series of concrete actions States 

Parties must take in order to ensure the right to work. The right to work is likewise discussed in the 

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), the 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), in the ILO 

Employment Policy Convention (Convention 122), and a number of regional instruments. 

Most of the aforementioned instruments do not explicitly discuss the youth demographic; it is 

considered sufficient that they grant the right to work to all humans, young people included. Outside 

the documents reviewed, the issue is addressed in General Comment 18 of the Committee on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR), which states that:  

                                                      
29 Plan International. Putting Children and Young People's Rights at the Heart of the Post-2015 Agenda. August 2013.  
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“Access to a first job constitutes an opportunity for economic self-reliance and in many 

cases a means to escape poverty. Young persons, particularly young women, generally 

have great difficulties in finding initial employment. National policies relating to 

adequate education and vocational training should be adopted and implemented to 

promote and support access to employment opportunities for young persons, in 

particular young women.”30  

This section of the General Comment, entitled “Youth and the right to work”, is destined to make 

explicit to States their obligation to create targeted programmes for youth in order for them to enjoy 

their right to work. 

This distinction is important, and using it as a lens for analysis of the text reviewed in this study 

provides some very interesting reflections. What becomes clear is that rights at work are indeed 

present in the text reviewed, largely in the form of protection against child labour and the protection 

of youth from economic and social exploitation. The right to work, however, is barely present in the 

documents reviewed, whether explicitly or implicitly.  

Of the documents reviewed for this study, the only one that contains references to the right to work 

specifically with regards to youth are the African Youth Charter (AYC) and Iberoamerican Convention 

on Youth Rights (ICRY). These regional charters provide for the “right to work” and the “right to 

gainful employment”, respectively.   

Other documents reviewed (including regional treaties and ILO resolutions/recommendations) focus 

on the facilitation of the transition of young people into the labour market through vocation training, 

career guidance, etc. These are certainly elements of the right to work; by putting in place services 

that make it easier for young people to have access to the job market, it is easier for them to exercise 

their right to work. However, these are never framed in terms of right to work. 

ILO resolutions and recommendations, which have the highest percentage of thematic mentions of 

employment, also lack a rights-based focus. For example, the ILO’s Resolutions concerning youth 

employment from 1998 and 2003, argue the importance of youth employment for economic growth 

and development but there is no discussion about the fundamental “right to work” as it is enshrined in 

the UDHR.    

The reason for the absence of reference to the right to work is not clear, although it could be 

interpreted as a lack of willingness on the part of States to be held accountable to finding solutions for 

youth unemployment. By focusing principally on rights at work, the emphasis is placed on protecting 

those already in the job market. Even when the facilitation of youth entry into the job market is 

discussed in these documents, it is not framed as a right to work, and therefore has less weight. 

This may be reflective of a broader pattern of reluctance to frame youth issues in terms of “youth 

rights”. This is evident across the entirety of the text reviewed: with the exception of the two regional 

youth treaties. Likewise, even though the topic of youth employment has gained significant 

momentum over the last decade, and at the national, regional and international level, there is 

consensus that it is a critical issue to be addressed, the discussion is rarely framed in terms of human 

rights. Rather, it is discussed in terms of social and economic development.  

Informal economy 

                                                      
30 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR). General Comment 18: The Right to Work. 2005. 
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Although a number of themes are missing from the present review of youth in international standards, 

there is one that is particularly worth discussing: youth in the informal economy. The distinction 

between right to work and rights at work naturally leads to a discussion of the formal and informal 

economy. All persons, regardless of the nature of their employment, have rights at work. The problem 

is that securing rights at work, also known as decent work, is often weakest in the informal economy, 

as there are limited formal structures to guarantee that right.31 Here, we return to a question that 

arises throughout the analysis: how do we deal with rights that exist but for which there are no 

mechanisms for enforcement? 

Worldwide, the majority of young people work in the informal economy, and compared to older 

adults, young people are overrepresented in the informal economy. This means that young people 

have on average lower wages, fewer social benefits and protection, and often poorer working 

conditions. Across all documents reviewed, the term “informal economy” only appears in ILO 

resolutions and recommendations, as with the majority of all mentions of “Employment” subthemes. 

This is not surprising, given that 65% of all thematic mentions in this theme are found in ILO 

documents. It should be noted that ILO attention to the issue of informal economy is recent, dating 

only from 2013, and unfortunately the report issued in 2014 on the topic has surprisingly few 

references to youth.  

One exception is that the term “informal economy” appears (appropriately) in the African Youth 

Charter. According to recent estimates, non-agricultural employment in the informal economy 

represents 66% of all employment in Sub-Saharan Africa, with a high of 82% in Mali32 and, while 

exact figures are difficult to obtain, it is clear that youth make up a large portion of this group. Article 

15(4) of the AYC states that, “States Parties shall take all appropriate measures with a view to 

achieving full realisation of this right to gainful employment and shall in particular: […] (c) Develop 

measures to regulate the informal economy to prevent unfair labour practices where the majority of 

youth work.” It is the only binding document that calls on States to actively combat the nefarious 

impacts of employment in the informal economy on youth in particular. Because the AYC has an 

unfortunately weak implementation and follow-up mechanism, it is difficult to know to what extent this 

States are taking measures to implement this article. 

The absence of “Informal Economy” as a subtheme in non-ILO documents leads us to wonder why UN 

bodies such as the General Assembly and the Human Rights Council have not addressed the issue of 

youth employment and decent work for youth who are in the informal sector. Part of the answer to 

this question lies in the fact that these documents do not discuss “Employment” in general.33 As was 

speculated previously (see page 22), UN bodies may defer to the ILO as the main standard-setting 

entity on employment. However, upon analysis of documents not included in this review, human rights 

documents covering both the spheres of child rights34 and women’s rights have begun to discuss the 

impact of employment in the informal economy on children and women, respectively. Despite the 

paramount importance of the issue for youth, the human rights bodies have not picked up on it.       

                                                      
31 An exception would be the ILO Convention on the Rights of Domestic Workers, which recognises that a large portion of 

the concerned population are employed informally and that there is a need to protect also these workers.  
32 ILO. Transitioning from the informal to the formal economy. 2014. 
33 Only between 0 and 5% of all thematic mentions across GA Resolutions, Commission on Human Rights Resolutions, Human 

Rights Council Resolutions, CSW Agreed Conclusions, ExCom Conclusions, CRC General Comments and CEDAW General 

Recommendations discuss “Employment”, as compared with 42.2% in ILO Resolutions and Recommendations. 
34 The CRC Committee published General comment No. 16 (2013) on State obligations regarding the impact of the business 

sector on children’s rights, which contains an entire section on children in the informal economy. 
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Potential implications for Plan 

Employment is, of course, the only youth-related goal present in Plan’s Global Advocacy Strategic 

Framework (GASF), which seeks to “promote increased employment for youth in countries where Plan 

works”, and has as objectives to:  

1) Develop policies, positions and advocacy messages on issues of youth unemployment;  

2) Develop and implement a global advocacy plan with and for UN, EU and African Union (AU);  

3) Integrate an advocacy agenda into the Global Coalition to promote Youth Employment;  

4) Ensure meaningful youth engagement in youth employment advocacy efforts. 

With regards to the question of the informal economy raised in this section, it is worth noting that in 

June 2015, the ILO will adopt a adopting a Recommendation on the transition from the informal to the 

formal economy35. While advocacy opportunities to influence these content of this important policy 

document are limited, we hope that the Recommendation will contain concrete guidance to States on 

how to address the problem of youth in the informal economy, and that it will prove useful as a future 

advocacy tool. Other avenues for advocacy down the road may include encouraging the Human Rights 

Council to take the issue up as a key concern for the human rights of youth.   

4.2 Youth and Participation  

Evolution of the idea of “participation” 

Youth participation as a theme in this review is interesting to analyse more in depth, as it has been 

something of a buzzword for many years. Participation for all humans as an important civil and political 

rights was enshrined in the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) in 1966, and 

the concept began to become a basic operational principle of development programming in the 

1970s, in order to address the concern that local people were not sufficiently involved in 

programming.  

During the 1990s, however, child-focused organisations increasingly raised the question of the 

participation of children, and today, many organisations and UN bodies are now explicitly seeking to 

create or support opportunities for young people to express themselves and be involved in decision-

making. This is in large part thanks to an overall shift in thinking about young people as rights-holders; 

the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), has played a vital role in encouraging and shaping this 

change in attitude.36  

With regards to youth participation specifcally, the concept was originally included as number ten of 

the ten original priority areas of the World Programme of Action for Youth (WPAY) in 1995, which 

stated that, “the capacity for progress of our societies is based, among other elements, on their 

capacity to incorporate the contribution and responsibility of youth in the building and designing of 

the future.”37 Subsequent GA resolutions reiterate this commitment to participation of young people, 

reminding States of the importance of involving youth in implementation of the WPAY. 

Since then, the concept of “participation” has evolved over the last two decades. In fact, the UN 

System-Wide Action Plan for Youth (Youth-SWAP) does not even list “participation” as one of its 

                                                      
35 International Labour Organization (ILO). The transition from the informal to the formal economy, Report V(2B). March 

2015. 
36 Plan International. Children Changing Their World. 2004. 
37 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA). World Programme of Action for Youth. 1995. 
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overall goals; rather, the idea is broken up into more specific and meaningful goals, such as civic 

engagement and political inclusion.  

What is “participation”? 

In 2014, Plan, together with UNICEF, Concerned for Working Children, World Vision, and Save the 

Children, published a toolkit to help assess and strengthen the extent of child participation38. This 

“Step Change” toolkit is made up of six booklets, each focusing on a different element of the 

monitoring and evaluation process.  

This toolkit provides an outline of the different “levels of participation”, a model that echoes one 

developed by the DFID Civil Society Organisations Youth Working Group in 2010. 39  The model 

proposes that there are three distinct level of participation, from lowest to highest:  

1. Consultative participation: recognising that children’s contribution and views are valuable, 

adults seek children’s views and allow children to influence outcomes. This type of 

participation is initiated by adults.   

2. Collaborative participation: adults, having identified a problem that needs to be addressed, 

solicit the input of children, who are instrumental in the process of not only consulting on the 

problem but also developing and implementing its solution.  

3. Child-led or managed participation: children are provided with the space and opportunity to 

initiate and carry out their own activities. Here, children themselves identify the problem and 

develop strategies for finding and implementing solutions. 

Plan’s approach to youth participation 

In recent years, Plan has been able to transfer its expertise in child participation through the CCCD 

approach to young persons, aged 10 to 24. The goal of Plans’ Global Youth Engagement (GYE) 

programme is to support youth as social change agents who are recognised as equal citizens and 

development partners in societies in which their rights are realised and respected. GYE is thus the 

means whereby Plan can support the active role of young people in the promotion and defence of 

their own rights and in the elimination of poverty locally, nationally and in the international arena.40 

Plan believes that achieving ‘active’ and ‘meaningful’ youth participation is both an outcome and a 

developmental process. It requires that professionals work with young people rather than simply for 

them. The role of the professional/adult is to provide enough structure to create a facilitative 

environment while providing enough space for the young people to shape processes and outcomes. 

The structure includes clear expectations of the project and group member’s roles (including the 

professionals/adults), training in the knowledge and skills necessary for the project, facilitation to 

support group work, and opportunities to reflect. In other words, it is important to ensure that the 

young people are provided a solid foundation from which to build.41  

Both in its own activities and in international development and decision-making processes, Plan 

supports the active and meaningful youth participation that is a fully collaborative process between 

                                                      
38 Save the Children. A Toolkit for Monitoring and Evaluating Children’s Participation. 2014. 
39 DFID CSO Youth Working Group. Youth Participation in Development: A Guide for Development Agencies and Policy 

Makers. 2010.  
40 Plan International. Global Youth Engagement (GYE): A Concept Note for Proposed Steps Forward. 2008. 
41 Plan International. AIDS 2008 Youth Delegation. Charting the Path Towards Active and Meaningful Youth Participation. 

2008. 
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adults and young people, whether initiated by adults or by young people themselves. Rather than 

token participation where young people are involved merely to claim “youth participation”, Plan’s 

approach is one that sees young people as full and equal citizens and participants in society.  

What type of participation in documents reviewed? 

Using the Step Change and DFID models, as well as Plan’s own approach to child and youth 

participation, we can analyse the type of participation seen in the documents reviewed.  

When looking quantitatively at the mentions of “participation” subthemes across the documents 

reviewed, we see that the two most prevalent subthemes are “policy-making” and “peace and 

development”. “Peace and development” refers to the potential of youth to promote social change, 

while “Policy-making” refers to youth participation in both national (for example, youth parliaments) 

and international policy-making, including youth delegates at UN discussion and events. These 

mentions are largely concentrated in CRC Committee General Comments and General Assembly 

resolution. 

Upon closer, more qualitative examination of the participation-related text (in these two subthemes in 

particular), we see several patterns emerging. First, there is a difference between the way in which 

participation is discussed in the GA resolutions and in the CRC General Comments. The former contains 

phrases such as, “consider including youth representatives”; “including relevant children and youth 

organisations with a view to ensuring their input”; “the important role of children and youth.” 

Additionally, the involvement of youth organisations in policy processes is often merely listed along 

with other types of civil society organizations, such as voluntary, environmental, or community 

organisations. In these documents, such phrases seemed to be tacked on to the end of a statement, so 

as to ensure that the “participation” box has been ticked off. Using Hart’s Ladder of Participation, we 

may classify the type of participation espoused in the GA resolutions as “Assigned but informed” (4) or 

“Consulted and informed” (5) at best.  

Concern regarding this view of participation is evident in the 2013 report of the Human Rights Council 

Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, who called on States to go beyond the view 

of participation as “a formulaic bureaucratic exercise” and see it, instead, as a necessary mechanism to 

“break the cycle of material deprivation and disempowerment.”42 This view of participation can be 

compared with that depicted in the CRC General Comments, which use phrases like, “importance of 

independent monitoring of implementation by, for example, youth groups”; “promote meaningful 

participation by adolescents”; “convinced of the importance of involving youth and future leaders in 

community activities aimed at the inclusion of an respect between cultures.” In these documents, the 

contribution of young people to peace, development, and policy processes is not only seen to be 

independent and distinct from that of other groups of society, but also indispensable for the best 

possible outcome in such processes.  

Potential implications for Plan 

For Plan, who has extensive programmatic work with young people to promote meaningful 

participation, exploring potential avenues for advocacy on this issue may be very relevant. As has been 

demonstrated in this section, there is a need for both individual States and the international system to 

deepen its view of youth participation. Plan has already developed detailed guidelines on its own 

                                                      
42 UN News Centre. UN expert urges States to treat participation as ‘fundamental human right’. 2013. 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=45021#.U6rnSbEqbDJ 
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involvement of young people in international events,43 which outline Plan’s principles of participation, 

emphasizing the importance of “meaningful participation”. While these guidelines target Plan staff, 

these same principles could eventually be applied to external advocacy work, with the goal of 

influencing global standards of youth participation. 

4.3 Youth and Violence  

Youth as perpetrators of violence 

In a discussion about women or children, the term “violence” evokes images of victims: domestic 

violence against women and children, children recruited into armed forced, women subject to harmful 

practices that violate their physical integrity. Putting the terms “youth” and “violence” together in the 

same sentences, however, conjures up different images: gang violence, groups of young people making 

trouble in the streets, young men with guns. Youth violence is one of the most visible forms of violence 

around the world. It is highly mediatized, and youth are almost categorically portrayed as the 

perpetrators of violence. This observation begs the question: in reality, are youth more frequently 

perpetrators or victims of violence? But equally interesting to consider is the way in which youth are 

depicted in international documentation, as this not only reflects global opinion but also informs 

subsequent international policy on youth.  

In 2004, the UN High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change stated that youth could be a 

potential threat to security, arguing that a “surging youth population”, when combined with other 

factors, can lead to violence. One woman during this panel asked, “How have we let what should be 

our greatest asset, youth, become a threat to our security?”44 This statement perfectly captures a 

widespread attitude towards youth: youth, while having an enormous potential for positive social 

change, are rather a catalyst for conflict.  

Several studies in the early 1990s45 concluded that the so-called “youth bulge” – a disproportionately 

large youth cohort in relation to the rest of the population – is correlated to a tendency towards 

violence. Since then there has been general acknowledgement that having a large youth populations 

per se does not lead to violence; rather, youth bulges have only been statistically linked to conflict and 

state failure when they coincide with poor governance, a declining economy, or states with a high 

degree of ethnic or religious polarity. 46  Despite this recognition, however, there seems to be a 

persistent view of youth as troublemakers, at best, and violent, at worst.  

However, it has been shown that the involvement of youth in violence, rather than a result of some 

innate characteristics of being young, reflects a broader societal crisis. The Academy for Education 

Development (AED) states that: 

“When youth feel alienated, frustrated, powerless, and deprived of basic social and 

physical needs, they are easily drafted into service by violent forces, including gangs 

and armed insurgent groups.”47  

The trend towards youth participation in violence should thus be seen as a consequence of external 

                                                      
43 PAC. Principles and Guidance on Youth Participation in Major Events. 2014.  
44 UN. A more secure world: Our shared responsibility: Report of the High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change. 

2004.  
45 For example, Goldstone 1991 and Fuller and Pitts 1990. 
46 USAID. Youth and Conflict: A Toolkit for Intervention. 2005.  
47 AED. Youth as a Catalyst for Peace Helping Youth Develop the Vision, Skills, and Behaviors to Promote Peace. 2005. 
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pressures. When youth are left on the margins of society, without work or adequate education, when 

their contribution to their community is unrecognized, and when their rights are not acknowledged or 

respected, they can resort to violence as the only possible outlet for that frustration. 

Furthermore, there is a vicious cycle: youth are perceived to be violent, and therefore governments 

justify the implementation of so-called “mano dura” policies,  that often serve to encourage violence 

violence among youth, which then perpetuates the perception of youth as perpetrators of violence, 

and the cycle of violence continues.  

Youth as victims of violence 

Youth participation in violence is a fact, it must be seen as a complex confluence of factors and not 

simply an inevitability of this age group. In addition to the complex nature of youth involvement in 

violence, statistics show that youth are overwhelmingly victims of violence, although this aspect seems 

to be less mediatized and emphasized than the former.  

In all regions of the world, with the exception of Sub-Saharan Africa, where HIV/AIDS is the leading 

cause of death for young people, injuries caused by accidents and youth violence are the leading cause 

of death among young men. With the exception of Asia, Europe and Oceania, where homicides among 

youth are no higher than they are among non-youth, globally, youth homicide rates globally are two to 

three times higher than they are in other segments of the population.48 There is significant variation by 

region, with Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) having by far the highest rates of violence against 

young people than any other region.49    

Youth as agents of positive social change  

Despite the obvious emphasis on the “youth factor” in situations of conflict and violence, there has 

been a global push to recognize the potential role youth can play in sustaining the social fabric and 

promoting positive social change.50 There has been an obvious shift in how youth have been framed in 

international discourse over the last several decades. The World Programme for Youth, when it was 

drafted in 1995, included “juvenile delinquency” as one of its ten priority areas. This document stated 

that:  

“Juvenile crime and delinquency are serious problems all over the world. Their 

intensity and gravity depend mostly on the social, economic and cultural conditions in 

each country. There is evidence, however, of an apparent worldwide increase in 

juvenile criminality combined with economic recession…In many cases, youth 

offenders are “street children” who have been exposed to violence in their immediate 

social environment, either as observers or as victims. Their basic education, when they 

have it, is poor; their primary socialization from the family is too often inadequate; and 

their socio-economic environment is shaped by poverty and destitution. Rather than 

relying solely on the criminal justice system, approaches to the prevention of violence 

and crime should thus include measures to support equality and justice, to combat 

poverty and to reduce hopelessness among young people.” 

In light of this, the Youth System-Wide Action Plan on Youth (Youth-SWAP) represents a significant 

                                                      
48 Hoffman, Knox, and Cohen. Beyond Suppression: Global Perspectives on Youth Violence. 2011. 
49 UNICEF. Fast facts on Adolescents and Youth in Latin America and the Caribbean. N.d. 
50 UNDP. Youth and Violent Conflict: Society and Development in Crisis?” 2006.  
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change in mentality. The latter document does not include juvenile delinquency as one of its priority 

areas; in fact, it does not include any reference to violence at all. Rather, it frames youth in a much 

more positive light, emphasizing their active and positive role in society. 

How are youth portrayed in the documents reviewed? 

There are three main questions one can draw from the documents reviewed, with regards to youth and 

violence. The first is whether youth are portrayed generally as perpetrators or as victims of violence? 

We know very well that the concepts of violence against women (VAW) and violence against children 

(VAC) are well-established concepts both in the fields of human rights and development. However, 

does there seem to be a concept of violence against youth arising from these documents? The answer 

is, in fact, not so simple to answer.  

On the one hand, the documents place heavy emphasis on minimum age for recruitment into armed 

forces, on drugs and crime among youth, and against violence against young women and adolescents, 

areas in which youth are considered to be largely victims of violence. However, there are very few 

references to the need to provide specific protection to youth from violence. From here, we can 

extrapolate that the notion of a particular vulnerability associated with being a young person, including 

age-based discrimination, is weak. The emphasis is rather on other bases for discrimination and 

violence against youth, including sex, socioeconomic status, and ethnic or racial background, and not 

so much their youth. 

On the other hand, there is a fairly clear portrayal of young persons as perpetrators of violence. It is, 

however, framed subtly and perhaps more positively. As previously stated, there has been an overall 

global movement towards emphasizing the potential of youth for promoting cultures of peace and 

non-violence. This trend is also evident in the documents reviewed. For example, there are several 

mentions across the text of the importance of engaging young men and boys in particular in 

combatting violence against women and children because they are the seen to be the perpetrators of 

such violence. Furthermore, a number of GA resolutions, “commend…young people for their activities 

in further promoting a culture of peace and non-violence,”51 and claims that education is crucial for 

promoting a culture of peace and non-violence, “in the areas of youth...”52 Looking at these phrases in 

the context of the entirety of the text, we may interpret that the involvement of youth as promoters of 

a culture of peace is in fact seen as a way to combat violence among youth.  

We thus simultaneously answer the second question, which concerns the role of youth in countering 

violence. In the documents reviewed, youth are seen as targets of human rights education, and their 

efforts in “further promoting a culture of peace and non-violence” are considered effective methods of 

counteracting some “natural tendency” of youth towards violence, a view that, of course, Plan does 

not espouse. Such a perspective may be understood in contrast with one that views youth first and 

foremost as agents of positive change, rather than first and foremost as troublemakers. The Academy 

for Educational Development (AED) states that:  

“Youth tend to be naturally idealistic, creative, and energetic. They are positioned to 

play a very important role in managing conflicts and differences. Where they are given 

adequate opportunities for positive involvement, they can be critical to ensuring 

                                                      
51 General Assembly. Resolution 65/11, Implementation of the Declaration and Programme of Action on a Culture of Peace 

(A/RES/65/11), 3 February 2011. 
52 General Assembly. Resolution 64/14, The Alliance of Civilizations (A/RES/64/14). 22 December 2009. 
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longer-term stability, producing effective outcomes within communities, and offering 

protection from future conflicts.”  

An approach that truly recognizes and values the positive potential of youth is therefore one that puts 

primary emphasis on their role as promoters of peace and not as inciters of violence. 

The final question that emerges from the text is that of whether the discussion on youth and violence 

in the documents reviewed is taken from the perspective of human rights or rather from that of 

development. To answer this question, it is sufficient to look at which types of documents use which 

type of rhetoric. Taking GA resolutions as an example,53 the term “violence” is used largely in the 

context of non-violence and peace, or education for peace. The other mentions of the term are used to 

refer to youth involvement in crime and violence, particularly as a result of drug use. On the other 

hand, resolutions adopted by the Commission for Human Rights and the Human Rights Council almost 

exclusively talk about violence against women and children (or for the age bracket of interest to us, 

young women and adolescents). Looking more broadly beyond the documents reviewed, we see that 

the UN agency that focuses most on the issue of youth violence is WHO, who works from 

development perspective. What can we extrapolate from this observation? Perhaps that violence 

against youth and their participation in combatting it is not seen to be a human rights issue, but rather 

an issue to be dealt with by development.  

Potential implications for Plan 

One of the key lessons that can be drawn from this analysis is that violence among youth (both by 

them and against them) is more than a problem to be solved through policies and programmes. The 

perception element plays a very important role that should not be downplayed. Perceptions of youth 

as perpetrators of violence feed into the cycle of violence, and can even strip them of chances to 

maximize their potential as promoters of positive social change. Any advocacy efforts to combat 

violence against youth or create opportunities for youth to engage positively in society rather than 

resort to violence should focus on this element of perception. More needs to be done at a systematic 

level to enable young people to be actors of change, and policies that take a hardline stance against 

young people out of fear of their “violent tendencies” do potentially more harm than good.  

5 PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS AND POINTS FOR DISCUSSION 

This study aims to launch a conversation on youth and human rights, rather than to provide concrete 

conclusions. By understanding elements of the terrain, answering questions regarding where Plan 

should focus its attention in advocacy on youth becomes easier. And while this report provides some 

answers, it is particularly useful to outline some key evidence-based questions on which Plan must base 

any future conversation regarding youth rights.  

Key Findings 

 Youth are only implicitly visible in the core international human rights instruments 

                                                      
53 It should be noted that while the theme “Violence” is not present in GA Resolutions (See Annex 3), the term “violence” is 

itself is used many times. These mentions were, however, more appropriately classified under the theme “Participation: Peace 

and Development” than under the theme “Violence” 
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 It seems as though the economic, social and political right of youth have often been prioritized 

in the international framework 

 Although youth do not have different or separate rights, they do face barriers in exercising 

their human rights 

 Over the last decade, UN documentation has seen a clear movement towards more rights-

based language, and challenges faced by youth have been increasingly framed as challenges in 

fully exercise their human rights, rather than simply as problems of economic and social 

development. 

 The international community has been both cautious and intentional in its rhetoric. While in 

the broader conversation there is still debate on the best way to proceed with regards to 

youth rights, it seems as though the overall tendency in these documents is to:  

o Acknowledge that the challenges faced by youth are in fact difficulties in claiming the 

same rights that all humans have;  

o Recognise that the international community must work together to find ways of 

allowing them to claim the rights to which they are entitled;  

o Believe that this should be done by using existing human rights instruments to address 

these specific challenges. 

 Discrimination against young people is rarely seen in the documentation solely as a function of 

their age; rather, other factors such as gender, for example, are privileged as the main sources 

of discrimination 

 With regards to the three themes chosen for in-depth analysis: 

o Employment: youth “right to work” and their presence in the informal economy are 

not emphasized in the documents 

o Participation: although youth participation is an extremely common theme in the 

documents, it is not the type of meaningful participation promoted by Plan 

o Violence: youth are often portrayed in the documents as perpetrators, rather than 

victims of, violence 

Points for discussion 

As was highlighted in the beginning of this report, the questions raised here can be grouped into two 

overarching issues: 1) whether youth must be included and mentioned explicitly in human rights 

instruments, or whether implicit inclusion by way of being humans is sufficient; 2) whether the issue of 

youth should be singled out in its own treaty solely devoted to the subject, or whether it is enough (or 

even better) to mainstream youth rights into all other human rights work and adopt measures and 

policies to implement these rights?  

Youth are, of course, by nature of being humans, entitled to all human rights established in all 

international human rights treaties. It is evident, however, that there is a gap between the rights laid 

on paper, and the lived, everyday reality of millions of young people all around the world. The question 

we must ask ourselves is what the best way to bridge this gap is. Would an International Convention 
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on Youth Rights be the most effective way to promote and improve protection of youth rights? Or 

should we rather advocate for mainstreaming youth into the monitoring of existing treaties, 

encouraging treaty bodies to incorporate youth into their country review processes? 54  Another 

possibility is to advocate for the creation of a special procedures mandates for youth, for example, a 

Special Rapporteur on Youth. 

In addition to these broad questions, there are also a number of specific questions raised by this report, 

which fall under several categories. As Plan moves forward, at both the level of policy and at the level 

of advocacy, these are critical questions to be answered. This report provides a solid basis of evidence 

on which to carry out such a discussion.  

Children vs. youth? The concern on the overlap in age between children and youth (ages 15-18) is a 

real one. Without watering down the protection provided in the CRC, we must consider how to 

address this transitional phase between childhood and youth, especially as it concerns employment. As 

a child rights organisation with decades of experience working with youth, we need to realistically 

consider our value-added when talking about youth. Do young people need special protection of their 

rights as they transition from childhood to adulthood? Equally critical is to see what it means for a child 

rights organisation like Plan to work with youth including those beyond 18? What organisational 

changes are required to take into account this reality?    

The complexity of the issue: As this report has demonstrated, “youth” is a very complex thematic. 

Not only are there dozens of themes that come into play when discussing youth, but because youth 

are situated somewhere between childhood and adulthood, each of these themes is in itself complex. 

We need to identify which themes we should invest in, and then focus on those themes. Whether or 

not this theme ends up being employment, finding the intersection between the gaps in protection and 

Plan’s expertise is essential in determining where we have the greatest capacity to contribute 

meaningfully. 

The barriers to youth claiming their rights: How can we ensure that any approach taken, whether it 

is a specific youth treaty or mainstreaming, both acknowledges and addresses the fact that youth, 

because of their age, face discrimination and thus have difficulties claiming their human rights? These 

difficulties can include cultural norms, weak institutions that do not have youth friendly and specialised 

services, the absence of disaggregated data on youth, poverty among youth, lack of real engagement 

with youth, lack of intergenerational dialogue, etc. In order to remove these barriers, it is critical that 

not only legal barriers (such as minimum age to run for office, requirements for parental consent in 

accessing sexual and reproductive health services, restrictions on use of ICTs, etc.) are removed, but 

also that youth’s rights are accessible to them. This requires that human rights tools and mechanisms 

be “translated” into a language that youth can understand; the values, aspirations and demands with 

which young people can identify must be drawn out and in order for them to truly be able to 

appropriate them. This is an aspect that Plan could look at more carefully to see what positive 

contributions we could make in this area. 

Rights-based approach to development work: In addition to addressing the best way to ensure that 

youth rights are guaranteed and can be claimed, how can we bridge the gap between the progresses 

made in the “development sector” and the progress that still needs to be made in the “human rights 

                                                      
54 For an example of how certain themes that are not covered in treaties can be incorporated into treaty monitoring, please 

see Plan’s report entitled “Disaster Risk Management and Climate Change in the Monitoring and reporting of the Convention 

of the Rights of the Child”.   
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sector”? The two are inextricably linked, and the silos that have been created between the two, 

especially with regards to youth rights should be broken. How do we ensure a rights-based approach 

to development work, with an understanding that the challenges faced by youth are indeed problems 

in claiming their human rights, and not simply challenges of socioeconomic development? And what 

would this mean concretely for Plan.  

 

The reflections made in this report and the questions raised should be used as starting points for 

discussion on how to best advocate for the improvement of the situation of youth. Given the 

complexity of the subject, it is important that we enter into the conversation thoughtfully and 

patiently, ready to explore all angles of the issue.  
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ANNEX 1: METHODOLOGY 

A1.1 Methodology 

Types of instruments considered in the review 

A total of 411 documents of 13 types were reviewed for this study from the period 1998 to April 

2014. 1998 was chosen as a start date, as much momentum on youth within the international 

community started in the late 90s. Out of the total number of documents reviewed in each category, 

there were 31 documents omitted from the coding process, for several reasons: 1) there were no 

mentions of the search terms, but the documents were worth being included in the review in order to 

emphasize the lack of mentions; 2) the document was youth-specific and was treated separately for 

analysis.  

 Instruments of International Law 

- International Treaties  

o Core Human Rights Instruments (with their Optional Protocols) (19 documents, 

10 coded) 

o ILO Conventions (4 documents, 2 coded) 

- General Regional Treaties and their Optional Protocols (9 documents, 7 coded) 

- Youth-Specific Regional Treaties (3 documents, 0 coded) 

 Principle Organs of the United Nations: Resolutions 

- United Nations General Assembly (GA) Resolutions (121 documents, 119 coded) 

- Youth-specific GA and ECOSOC Resolutions  (14 documents, 0 coded) 

 Other United Nations Branches: Resolutions and Conclusion  

- Commission on Human Rights Resolutions (104 documents, 104 coded) 

- Human Rights Council Resolutions  (53 documents, 53 coded) 

- ILO Resolutions and Recommendations  (25 documents, 25 coded) 

- Commission on the Status of Women Agreed Conclusions  (13 documents, 13 coded) 

- UNHCR Executive Committee (ExCom) Conclusions  (16 documents, 16 coded) 

 Treaty Body Publications 

- General Comments issued by the CRC Committee  (17 documents, 17 coded) 

- General Recommendations issued by the CEDAW Committee  (4 documents, 4 coded) 

 Action Plans for Youth and Youth Strategies 

- International and Regional Action Plans for Youth and Youth Strategies  (9 documents, 0 

coded) 

Criteria used for the search in international instruments 

The search for relevant text in the above-mentioned documents was conducted using six search terms. 

These search terms were identified beforehand, based on knowledge of common terms used to refer 

to young people. 

o Youth(s) 

o Young people / young person(s) / young men / young women: 

References to  “young   children”,  “young  girls”,  “young  boys”,  and  “young  age”  were  o

mitted  from this search 
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o Adolescent(s)/Adolescence 

o Teenager(s) 

o Juvenile(s) 

o Age(s)/aged: Any references relating to children under the age of 15 were omitted from this 

search (including “early age” and “young age”), as well as references to “advanced age”, “old 

age”, and “age of retirement”. 

Steps of the research 

The methodology for the review can be broken into two main phases:  

o Review of documents 

 All documents55 of each of the 13 types of documents published between 1998-April 

201456 were searched using the search terms; 

 409 documentss were found to have at least one mention of at least one of the search 

terms; 

 Relevant text in each of these documents was then compiled (See Annex 4). 

o Coding 

 12 themes and 26 subthemes were identified based on content of relevant text; 

 Depending on the type of document, either each paragraph or each article where 

search terms were found was coded with one theme/subtheme. Each of these was 

called a “thematic mention”; 

o Data analysis 

 Thematic mentions were counted and compiled into graphs and charts;  

 Main observations were drawn from the data.  

A1.2 Limitations 

Given the scope of this study, there were limitations in the each step of the review process.  

o Documents reviewed:  

 The compilation of sources of international law is not an exhaustive list of: 

 Documents issued by international and regional bodies (see “Definitions” section 

for a more detailed description of documents reviewed) 

o Coding:  

 Many references could be appropriately coded under more than one theme. Such 

references were thus coded at the discretion of the author, based on which theme 

seemed to be predominant in the reference.  

 For example, a reference to HIV/AIDS among young women could be coded 

either under “Women and Girls” or “Sexual and Reproductive Health. 

 Therefore, the relatively low number of references coded as “Women and girls” is 

in part due to the fact that many references that could have been coded under 

this theme were more appropriately coded under another theme.  

 The context of each individual search term was not analysed; while it would have been 

interesting to understand how the search terms were being used (rather than simply 

                                                      
55 For GA resolutions, only resolutions adopted by the Third Committee and the Plenary Committee were searched. For more 

information, please see the section 2.5. 
56 International and regional treaties adopted before the search period were also included. 

https://planetteams.planapps.org/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/pc/Team006/UN-Geneva/Shared%20Documents/HumanRightsandYouth_ADDITIONALANNEXES.pdf&action=default
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under which theme), such analysis was outside the scope of this study.  

 Many of the references to youth were simultaneously references to children. 

Therefore, the conclusions cannot be said to strictly relate to persons ages 15-18. 

 For example, references to “juvenile justice”, often discuss person under the age 

of 18 or under the 24; this includes children as well as all or a portion of the youth 

population. 

o Data analysis:  

 In calculating the general distribution of themes across all documents, the thematic 

focus of each document was not taken into account.  

 For example, references relating to employment made up 9% of all mentions. This 

calculation does not take into account the share of mentions in ILO resolutions 

and recommendations.    

 Documents were only reviewed until April 2014; therefore, results for the year 2014 

are evidently lower than for previous years.  

A1.3 Explanations of themes 

After the compilation of all search terms was completed, all references were carefully read and 

classified by theme. Initially, there were over 20 themes identified. However, these were grouped into 

broader themes as common trends became apparent. Additionally, several specific themes were kept 

as subthemes.  

1. Employment: when this tag is used without any subtheme, the reference simply refers to general 

statements about employment (for example, unemployment among young people, national 

policies to reduce poverty by promoting employment, etc.) 

a. Labour standards: minimum age of employment, safety in the workplace, 

b. Social security: employment benefits, including sick/maternity leave, unemployment 

benefits, etc.  

c. Career guidance: career orientation and counselling services (not including vocational 

training and formation) 

d. Informal economy: protection of young people working in the informal economy 

2. Education: when this tag is used without a subtheme, the reference simply refers to general 

statements about education  

a. Literacy: promoting literacy among young people, both through formal and informal 

channels 

b. Vocational training: including apprenticeship programmes, vocational institutions, etc.   

c. Awareness-raising: informing young people about issues that affect them, including 

HIV/AIDS, human rights, intercultural understanding, etc.; the right to access information  

d. Formal education: general education in primary through tertiary education, not including 

vocational training 

3. Participation: general 

a. Peace and development: potential of youth to promote social change 

b. Policy-making: youth participation in both national (for example, youth parliaments) and 

international policy-making, including youth delegates at UN discussion and events 
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c. Volunteering: promotion of volunteerism among youth 

d. Right to be heard: with reference to Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, which provides that, “States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of 

forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting 

the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and 

maturity of the child.”57  

4. Women and girls: while references to youth classified under this theme may in fact fall under 

other categories as well (for example, sexual and reproductive health), if the references were 

specific to young women and girls, this theme was given preference.  

5. Health: when this tag is used without any subtheme, the reference simply refers to general health 

concerns and the provision of general health services 

a. Sexual and reproductive health (SRH): state of health and health services (not including 

awareness-raising on sexual and reproductive health issues) 

b. Drug use: use and abuse of illicit substances among young people 

c. Recreation: including leisure time and promotion of sports 

d. Safety: road safety and protection from mines 

6. Violence: when this tag was used without any subtheme, the reference simply refers to violence in 

general, and not one specific type of violence. References to domestic violence/abuse were not 

numerous enough to constitute their own subtheme, and were thus classified under more 

appropriate existing subthemes 

a. Armed Conflict: minimum age of recruitment of young people into armed forces; codes of 

conduct concerning children and young people in conflict and post-conflict situations 

b. Trafficking and sexual violence: promotion of measures to combat trafficking and sexual 

violence 

c. Early and forced marriage: minimum age for marriage  

Note: References to other harmful practices, including FGM, were not numerous 

enough to constitute their own subtheme, and were thus classified under more 

appropriate subthemes 

7. Minorities 

a. Disabilities: ensuring equal access to services for young people with disabilities 

b. Indigenous peoples: ensuring equal access services for young people from indigenous 

groups; promotion of cultural rights in particular 

c. Refugees and migrants: providing necessary care and assistance to unaccompanied minors; 

special protection for young migrant workers and IDPs, etc. 

8. Non-discrimination: the principle non-discrimination on the grounds of sex, age, colour, 

religion, etc., as enshrined in all of the major international human rights instruments.  This 

theme, while called “non-discrimination” (in order to reflect the basic human rights principle), 

may be better understood rather as the explicit acknowledgement of specific or extraordinary 

discrimination against young people or of a need to protect young people. 

                                                      
57 Convention of the Rights of the Child, 1989. 
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9. Juvenile justice: detention and sentencing of young people, death sentence, minimum age of 

criminal responsibility, etc.  

10. Promotion of youth rights 

a. National/regional policy: incorporation of youth into national/regional policies (including 

creating youth ministries and youth ombudspersons); data collection; resource allocation  

b. Youth spaces: creation and promotion of spaces where youth’s rights can be protected, 

including promoting nurturing home and community environments and youth-friendly 

centres and services 

11. Youth in society 

a. Intergenerational solidarity: promoting cooperation between young and older people 

b. Young families: the right to marry and found a family, as enshrined in Article 16 of the 

Universal Declaration on Human Rights; protection of the family; support to young parents 

12. Part of list: youth mentioned only as part of a list including other vulnerable populations 
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ANNEX 2: EXPLANATION OF TYPES OF DOCUMENTS 

This section provides a brief overview of the types of documents reviewed in this study, including 

details on the body that published the document, how many times per year the body meets, from what 

years documents were taken, and whether or not the documents are binding.  

The types of documents reviewed in this report span a broad range of international documentation. 

This ranges from UN documentation to that of regional organisations, from binding to non-binding. 

While they all serve to set the international agenda to some extent, they do not all carry the same 

weight. The order in which the types of documents are presented in the subsequent section is 

reflective of the degree to which these documents are binding. For example, international and regional 

treaties, as international law, are the most binding documents. Resolutions, recommendations and 

conclusions, while different, all serve the general purpose of providing guidelines either for State or 

United Nations action on specific topics. Action plans and strategies for youth serve a similar purpose, 

laying out general principles for organisational action on youth. General comments and 

recommendations of treaty bodies are arguably the least binding of all of these documents; considered 

the highest experts in the world on their field, treaty bodies provide interpretation and guidance to 

States for implementation of their commitments to the various Conventions to which they are Party. 

A2.1 International law 

International treaties 

According to the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), there are ten core human rights 

instruments. By becoming parties to international treaties, States assume obligations and duties under 

international law to respect, to protect and to fulfil human rights. These treaties are thus binding for 

the States that ratify them.58 “Treaties” is the umbrella term for all agreements under international law, 

and includes international agreements, protocols, covenants, conventions, and pacts. Some of the 

treaties are supplemented by optional protocols dealing with specific concerns, such as the Optional 

Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) on the Involvement of Children in Armed 

Conflict. For the purpose of this review, all ten core human rights instruments as well as their optional 

protocols were included in the search.  

Regional treaties 

Similar to international treaties, regional treaties are valid only for certain regional organizations, such 

as the European Union, African Union, or Organization of American States. For the States that ratify 

the documents, the treaties are binding. Only treaties with a human rights focus (including social 

charters) were reviewed in this search.  

A2.2 Principle organs of the United Nations 

General Assembly resolutions 

                                                      
58 Office of the High Commission for Human Rights (OHCHR). “The Core International Human Rights Instruments and Their 

Monitoring Bodies.” Geneva: OHCHR, 2012. Accessed from: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CoreInstruments.aspx 
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The General Assembly is the main deliberative, policymaking and representative organ of the United 

Nations, and is comprised of all 193 Members of the United Nations.59 While resolutions on designated 

important issues — such as recommendations on peace and security, the election of Security Council 

and Economic and Social Council members, and budgetary questions — require a two-thirds majority 

of Member States, other questions are decided by simple majority.60 General Assembly resolutions are 

generally non-binding towards member states. At each yearly session of the General Assembly in 

September, a Plenary Session meets, as well as six main thematic committees. For the purpose of this 

review, only resolutions adopted at the Plenary Sessions and by the Third Committee (Social, 

Humanitarian and Cultural Affairs) were reviewed.  

ECOSOC resolutions 

The Economic and Social Council deals with economic, social, cultural and health matters as well as 

human rights and fundamental freedoms. It is also is responsible for coordinating the economic, social 

and environmental work of 14 UN specialized agencies, their functional commissions and five regional 

commissions. 54 member Governments are elected to ECOSOC by the General Assembly for 

overlapping three-year terms. Seats on the Council are allotted based on geographical representation 

with fourteen allocated to African States, eleven to Asian States, six to Eastern European States, ten to 

Latin American and Caribbean States, and thirteen to Western European and other States. ECOSOC 

meets once per year for a four-week session each July.61 Like General Assembly resolutions, ECOSOC 

resolutions are non-binding towards member states. Every two years, the ECOSOC adopts resolutions 

under the title “Policies and programmes involving youth”; for the purpose of this review, only the six 

resolutions of this series have been included.  

A2.3 Other UN branches 

Commission on Human Rights resolutions 

The Commission on Human Rights was a functional commission of ECOSOC until it was replaced by the 

Human Rights Council in 2006. The Commission was intended to examine, monitor and publicly report 

on human rights situations in specific countries or territories (known as country mechanisms or 

mandates) as well as on major phenomena of human rights violations worldwide (known as thematic 

mechanisms or mandates).62 The resolutions of the Commission on Human Rights were non-binding. 

For the purpose of this review, all resolutions adopted between 1998 and 2005 were reviewed.  

Human Rights Council resolutions 

Replacing the Commission on Human Rights in 2006, the Human rights Council is a subsidiary body of 

the General Assembly. It is an inter-governmental body comprised of 47 Member States that are 

elected by the UN General Assembly for up to two three year terms. The Council meets three times a 

year, in March, June and September, and is responsible for strengthening the promotion and 

protection of human rights and for addressing situations of human rights violations and make 

                                                      
59 General Assembly of the United Nations. “About the General Assembly.” New York: United Nations General Assembly, no 

date. Accessed from: http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/index.shtml 
60 General Assembly of the United Nations. “Functions and Powers of the General Assembly.” New York: United Nations 

General Assembly, no date. Accessed from: http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml 
61 United Nations Economic and Social Council. “ECOSOC Members.” New York: United Nations Economic and Social Council, 

no date. Accessed from: http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/about/members.shtml 
62 Administrative Committee on Coordination (ACC). The United Nations System and Human Rights: Guidelines and 
Information for the Resident Coordinator System, Geneva: ACC, 2000 



Child Rights Series ____________________________ 

 

42 

 

recommendations on them. Its resolutions passed by the Council are non-binding.63 For the purpose 

of this review, all resolutions adopted between 2006 and April 2014 were reviewed. 

ILO resolutions and recommendations 

One of the specialized agencies of ECOSOC, the International Labour Organization (ILO) is devoted to 

promoting social justice and internationally recognized human and labour rights. The broad policies of 

the ILO are set by the International Labour Conference, which meets once a year in June, in Geneva, 

Switzerland.  This annual Conference brings together governments', workers' and employer's delegates 

of the ILO member States. The Conference has the task of adopting international labour standards in 

the form of Conventions and Recommendations. Additionally, the Conference passes resolutions that 

provide guidelines for the ILO's general policy and future activities. Both recommendations and 

resolutions, reviewed in this section, are non-binding.64 For the purpose of this review, all resolutions 

and recommendations adopted between 1998 and April 2014 were reviewed. 

Commission on the Status of Women agreed conclusions 

Established in 1946, the Commission on the Status of Women is one of the functional commission of 

ECOSOC. It is the principal global policy-making body dedicated exclusively to gender equality and 

advancement of women. Representatives of Member States meet once a year in New York to evaluate 

progress on gender equality, identify challenges, set global standards and formulate concrete policies 

to promote gender equality and women's empowerment worldwide. The principal output of the 

Commission on the Status of Women is the agreed conclusions on priority themes set for each year. 

Agreed conclusions contain a set of concrete recommendations on a specific theme for implementation 

by any combination of Governments, intergovernmental bodies and other institutions, civil society 

actors and other relevant stakeholders, to be implemented at the international, national, regional and 

local level. These are non-binding.65 For the purpose of this review, all agreed conclusions adopted 

between 1998 and April 2014 were reviewed. 

UNHCR ExCom conclusions 

The Executive Committee (ExCom) is UNHCR’s governing body, and meets once a year for a plenary 

session in Geneva to review and approve the agency's programmes and budget, advise on 

international protection and discuss a wide range of other issues with UNHCR and its 

intergovernmental and non-governmental partners. Members of ExCom apply and are elected for 

membership by ECOSOC; ExCom currently consists of 87 Member States, a number which has steadily 

increased from 25 members in 1958 to 87 in 2014. At its annual session, ExCom adopts conclusions, 

notably on international protection, as well as decisions on a range of administrative, financial and 

procedural issues. These conclusions are non-binding.66 For the purpose of this review, all conclusions 

adopted between 1998 and April 2014 were reviewed. 

A2.4 Treaty bodies 

                                                      
63 OHCHR. “United Nations Human Rights Council.” Geneva: OHCHR, 2012. Accessed from: 

http://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/pages/aboutcouncil.aspx 
64 International Labour Organisation (ILO). “About the ILC.” Geneva: ILO, 2014. Accessed from: 

http://www.ilo.org/ilc/AbouttheILC/lang--en/index.htm 
65 UN Women. “Commission on the Status of Women: Overview.” New York: UN Women, no date. Accessed from: 

https://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/ 
66 UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR). “ExCom Structure and Meetings.” Geneva: UNHCR, 2014. Accessed from: 

http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c8f.html 
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Each of the core human rights instruments has established a committee of independent experts to 

monitor implementation of the treaty provisions by its States parties. For this study, only the 

Committees for the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and for the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) have been reviewed, as they are 

the only two Committees with which Plan works directly.  

Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC Committee) General Comments 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child, also known as the CRC Committee, is comprised of 18 

independent experts from different countries and legal systems who are elected for four year terms 

and may be re-elected if nominated.67 The Committee normally meets three times per year in Geneva 

for three-week plenary session and a one-week pre-sessional working group. All States parties are 

obliged to submit regular reports to the Committee on how the rights are being implemented, which 

the Committee subsequently examines and addresses its concerns and recommendations to the State 

party in the form of “concluding observations”. The Committee also publishes its interpretation of the 

content of human rights provisions, known as “general comments”, on thematic issues. These are 

merely legal commentaries and have no binding effect.68 For the purpose of this review, all general 

comments adopted between 1998 and April 2014 were reviewed. 

Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee) General 

Recommendations 

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, also known as the CEDAW 

Committee, is comprised of 23 independent experts on women’s rights from different countries and 

legal systems who are elected for four year terms and may be re-elected if nominated.69 Although 

there is no fixed number of meetings per year, the Committee usually meets two to three times per 

year, and until 2012, meetings took place either in New York or in Geneva; from 2012, the meetings 

are held only in Geneva.70 All States parties are obliged to submit regular reports to the Committee on 

how the rights are being implemented, which the Committee subsequently examines and addresses its 

concerns and recommendations to the State party in the form of “concluding observations”. 71 The 

Committee also makes “general recommendations” on any issue affecting women to which it believes 

the States parties should devote more attention, known as on thematic issues. These have no binding 

effect. For the purpose of this review, all general recommendations adopted between 1998 and April 

2014 were reviewed.72  

A2.5 Action Plans for Youth and Youth Strategies 

The documents included in this section are varied in nature. The various United Nations action plans 

and strategies are documents published by the United Nations with the goal of promoting inter-agency 

                                                      
67 OHCHR. “Committee on the Rights of the Child: Membership.” Geneva: OHCHR, 2012. Accessed from: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CRC/Pages/Membership.aspx 
68 OHCHR. “Committee on the Rights of the Child: Monitoring children’s rights.” Geneva: OHCHR, 2012. Accessed from: 

http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CRC/Pages/CRCIntro.aspx 
69 OHCHR. “Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women: Membership.” Geneva: OHCHR, 2012. 

Accessed from: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/Membership.aspx 
70 OHCHR. “Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women: Sessions.” Geneva: OHCHR, 2012. Accessed 

from: http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cedaw/sessions.htm 
71 OHCHR. “Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women: Introduction.” Geneva: OHCHR, 2012. 

Accessed from: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/Introduction.aspx 
72 OHCHR. “Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women: General recommendations.” Geneva: OHCHR, 

2012. Accessed from: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CEDAW/Pages/Comments.aspx 
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cooperation on youth issues, as well as clearly lay out each agency’s goals and approach on youth 

issues, depending on the agency’s thematic focus. The regional documents consist of action plans and 

youth strategies published by regional organizations, including The Commonwealth of Nations, the 

European Union, the African Union, and the Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD). These documents provide guidelines for steps that Member states should take to improve the 

conditions of youth. None of these documents are binding.  
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ANNEX 3: OBSERVATIONS FROM THEMES 

A3.1 Observations by theme73 

A quantitative analysis of the data has its limitations, particularly stemming from certain limitations in 

the methodology. 74  With this in mind, the following observations should be understood as the 

beginning of the analysis, and not as conclusions in themselves. 

When all thematic mentions were counted (totalling 983), the overall distribution of themes across all 

thematic mentions was as follows: 

1. Juvenile justice (20%) 

2. Health (13%) 

3. Participation (13%) 

4. Employment (12%) 

5. Promotion of youth rights (11%) 

6. Education (10%) 

7. Violence (6%) 

8. Part of list (6%) 

9. Minorities (4%) 

10. Women and girls (2%) 

11. Non-discrimination (2%) 

12. Youth in society (1%) 

 

 

The margin by which juvenile justice outranks the other themes must be taken with a grain of salt; as 

stated in a previous section, most of the mentions of juvenile justice refer to person under the age of 

18, and thus only apply to a portion of the youth population. 

The following section will highlight the main observations with respect to each of the themes. For 

clarification on types of documents, please refer to Annex 2. 

Juvenile Justice 

                                                      
73 For more information, please see Annex 5, pages 9-14. 
74 Please refer to Annex 1. 
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o The Commission on Human Rights and the Human Rights Council have the highest percentage 

of “juvenile justice” thematic mentions. 

o While International Treaties have half as many mentions of “juvenile justice” as both the 

Commission on Human Rights and the Human Rights Council, they still have significantly more 

than any other type of document. 

Health 

o Thematic mentions of “health” with respect to youth are fairly evenly spread across the 

different types of documents, with CEDAW Committee General Recommendations, CRC 

Committee General Comments, CSW Agreed Conclusions and GA Resolutions having the 

highest percentage of mentions of health (about 30%). 

o Neither regional treaties nor ILO Resolutions and Recommendations have any mentions of 

“health”.  

o “Sexual and reproductive health” is by far the subtheme with the most mentions across all 

documents; next, is drug use.  

Participation 

o All types of documents have at least some mentions of “participation” of youth with the 

exception of CEDAW Committee General Recommendations. 

o While the CRC Committee General Comments have the highest percentage of mentions of 

“participation”, this is due to the fact that these documents have the highest number of 

mentions of “right to be heard”, which, as discussed before, is used only in the context of 

persons under 18.  

o By far, the subtheme with the highest number of mentions is peace and development. Many 

documents talk about the potential of youth to incite positive social, cultural and economic 

change. 

Employment 

o Unsurprisingly, the type of document with the highest percentage of mentions of 

“employment” with regards to youth is ILO Resolutions and Recommendations, with over 

40% of al thematic mentions in these documents relating to employment. 

o International and Regional Treaties have the next highest percentage of mentions of 

“employment”. 

o Neither CEDAW Committee General Recommendations, nor CRC Committee General 

Comments, nor ExCom Conclusions have any mention of “employment” for youth. 

o Of all types of documents that do include mentions of “employment”, the resolutions of the 

Human Rights Council has the fewest percentage of mentions. 

o Most of the mentions of employment are general (coded simply as “Employment”); however, 

of the substantive subthemes, “labour standards” has the highest number of thematic 

mentions. This is due to the fact that a large share of these particular thematic mentions 

discuss minimum age for employment with relation to children. 

Promotion of youth rights 

o ExCom Conclusions have the highest percentage of mentions of “promotion of youth rights”; 

this is undoubtedly due to the fact that a disproportionate number mentions of the search 

terms made reference to UNHCR’s “age, gender, diversity mainstreaming approach” (which 
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were coded as “National/regional policy”), and not, in fact to young people explicitly.  

o ILO Resolutions and Recommendations have a high percentage of mentions of promotion of 

youth rights; this is due to the fact that ILO’s Resolutions concerning youth employment place 

a heavy emphasis on national and regional policy to ameliorate the situation of youth 

unemployment. 

o Of the two subthemes under this theme, “national/regional policy” has the most mentions by a 

ratio of 14 to 1. 

Education 

o CSW Agreed Conclusions have by far the highest percentage of mentions of “education” for 

young people (young women particular, given the type of document) with nearly 35% lf all 

Conclusions reviewed making reference to the theme. 

o Interestingly, International Treaties have no mentions of “education” for young people. 

o “Awareness-raising” is the subtheme with the highest number of mentions across all 

documents; next is “vocational training”. “Formal education” and “literacy” are next, with an 

equal number of mentions.  

Violence 

o International Treaties have the highest percentage of mentions of “violence”; this is likely due 

to the fact that the two optional protocols to the CRC are largely about violence. However, 

these mentions apply to persons under 18, and thus do not apply to the entire youth 

population. 

o Neither ILO resolutions and recommendations, nor GA resolutions, nor regional treaties have 

any mentions of “violence”. 

o “Armed conflict” is by the subtheme with the highest number of mentions; trafficking and 

sexual violence trail behind with half as many mentions. 

Part of list 

o While not a theme like the others, this category was created to capture instances when the 

terms “youth” and “young persons” were used in a list along with other groups. (For example, 

“women, children, young persons, and minorities). 

o This type of usage of the search terms was most prevalent in GA Resolutions, followed by 

ExCom conclusions.  

Minorities 

o By far, the type of document with the highest percentage of mentions of “minorities” is the 

CEDAW Committee General Recommendations. This is due to the fact that the particular 

documents reviewed talk about specific groups of young women, including migrant women 

and women with disabilities.  

o While all of the other types of documents have only a small percentage of mentions of 

“minorities”, international treaties have quite a number. This is due to the fact that there is an 

entire treaty about persons with disabilities.  

o While “disabilities” is the subtheme with the highest number of mentions, the distribution of 

subthemes, between “disabilities”, “indigenous persons” and “refugees and migrants” is fairly 

even. 
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o CSW Agreed Conclusions are the only type of document without references to “minorities” 

Women and girls75 

o NO CONCLUSIONS CAN BE DRAWN: Given the limitations of the methodology of this study, 

many of the references to the search terms that could have accurately been placed under this 

category were placed under other more appropriate themes. The results (that is, 2% of all 

thematic mentions referring to the theme “women and girls”) is, in fact, not conclusive.  

Non-discrimination 

o By far, the type of document with the highest percentage of mentions of “non-discrimination” 

with respect to youth is the CEDAW Committee General Recommendations. This is not 

surprising, given the nature of CEDAW. The General Recommendations, regardless of their 

theme, are careful to emphasise that discrimination against women can be compounded by 

discrimination on the basis of age, religious identity, disability, marital status, etc.  

o None of the CRC Committee General Recommendations, ExCom Conclusions, GA Resolutions 

or International Treaties had any mention of non-discrimination for young people. 

Youth in society 

o Only five types of documents had mentions of this theme: CRC Committee General Comments, 

ExCom Conclusions, GA Resolutions, Regional Treaties, and International Treaties. Of the five, 

regional treaties have by far the highest percentage of mentions of “youth in society”. This is 

due to the fact that several regional treaties make provisions for the protection of the family 

unit, especially the young family.  

o Between the two subthemes of this category (“intergenerational solidarity” and “young 

families”), it is the former that has the most mentions. All mentions of this subtheme can be 

found in the GA Resolutions.  

A3.2 Missing themes 

There are a number of themes that are ostensibly missing from this review. While some of these gaps 

are due to the fact that there were not enough distinct mentions of these themes to warrant their own 

category, they all represent some of the gaps in the discussion on youth within the context of the 

documents reviewed.  

Harmful practices 

o Although “Early and forced marriage” is one of the subthemes included in the review, other 

harmful practices, such as female genital mutilation (FGM) were not included as separate 

subthemes.  

o Mentions of “harmful practices” were almost always given as examples of discrimination 

against women, with the focus being on eliminating discrimination, not limited to harmful 

practices.  

Domestic abuse and violence, violence in schools 

o All mentions of these types of violence were grouped together under the general subtheme 

“violence”. This is due to the fact that, unlike the subthemes “armed conflict” or “trafficking 

                                                      
75 For more information on this theme and its limitations, please see Annex 1. 
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and sexual violence”, these types of violence were almost always given in a list, as examples of 

types of violence affecting young people, rather than the focus being on those specific types of 

violence.  

Youth and security 

o Youth are often presented as being threats to security. Interestingly enough, the documents 

reviewed here did not present youth in this light. Rather, they focused on youth potential for 

creating peace.  

o For a more in depth analysis of this issue, please refer to section  

Governance 

o In a global consultation on the Post-2015 agenda conducted with 346 young people in 12 

countries, “governance” was identified as one of the most important concerns young people 

had for the world post-2015. Young people are concerned about corruption and lack of 

transparency, and want to be agents of good governance.  

o This theme, however, is not at all reflected in the documents reviewed. The term “governance” 

is only used twice: once in the Commonwealth Plan of Action for Youth Empowerment, and 

once in a Commission on Human Rights resolution with regards specifically to the situation in 

Somalia.  

o While the theme is not invoked explicitly, we could argue that the documents do so implicitly, 

by talking about youth participation in national and regional policy processes.  

Right to work 

o Labour rights is a broad issue and are made up of several types of rights, including rights at 

work (protection and respect of human life in the workplace) and the right to work. While 

there is no Convention that explicitly provides for the right to work for youth, several 

international treaties (Universal Declaration of Human Rights, International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) do lay out the right to work for all people, youth 

included.  

o It is interesting to note that within the theme “Employment”, “right to work” was not 

identified as one of the subthemes. This is merely due to the fact that the concept of “right to 

work” was not at all present in the documents reviewed. 
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