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The global conversation on the future of the development landscape has been 

steadily growing in its pitch and volume over the past few months. What 

started as a murmur two years ago has been building to a crescendo as 

stakeholders aim to influence the outcomes of the discussions that will take 

place at the UN later this year on a post-2015 development framework. These 

talks and exchanges have taken place among civil society organisations, 

governments, regional agencies, international NGOs and multilateral 

institutions. As we meet here with 38 Commonwealth Youth Ministries 

gathered around the table, it’s an appropriate moment to ask what the voices 

of young people and the advocates of youth development have been saying in 

that global conversation.  

 

I declare an interest. The Commonwealth Foundation has been an active 

participant in the discussion. Our governments have given us a mandate to 

advance the participation of citizens in governance processes to improve 

development outcomes. It is with this in mind that we partnered with the UN 

Millennium Campaign (UNMC) to take soundings from civil society organisations 

working at the national level, including youth advocates in 20 countries to 

make sure they are heard.   

 

Alongside us there have been several processes dedicated to articulating a 

youth development agenda for a post-2015 framework. These have included: a 

series of national youth consultations, facilitated by Restless Development; the 

Children and Youth Working Group of the Beyond 2015 civil society network; 

the UN’s My World youth voices platform; and the UNFPA’s Global Youth 

Forum. These and others have succeeded in opening up UN post 2015 spaces 

for youth development. The High Level Panel consultations in the UK, Liberia 

and Indonesia have each featured a youth dimension. These have gradually 

evolved into meaningful and recognised components of the post-2015 

discussion thanks largely to the advocacy of civil society organisations and 

networks.  

 



Reflecting on the outcomes of those processes, it is clear that the starting 

point for youth advocates has been that any framework, goals or targets must 

be responsive to the specific experiences, needs and rights of young people. 

They posit young people not as a constituency with problems, but people with 

capacity to innovate and desire to achieve. Young people are presenting not as 

the recipients of development – but as agents of development. They can break 

with business as usual and establish the partnerships needed, for example 

between business and civil society.  

 

But what do youth advocates want to see feature in a post-2015 development 

framework? A crude synthesis of the discussions to date indicates that there 

are three emerging areas:  

 

 Governance systems that enable participation without discrimination, 

which means providing spaces for youth voices as well as the inclusion 

of young people in processes of monitoring and evaluating 

development. This requires a commitment to accountability with an 

emphasis on principles that include integrity and transparency.  

 Development that does not compromise the environment, which means 

economic models and ways of generating wealth that are responsible. 

This requires better stewardship of natural resources and faster 

progress in meeting climate change targets.  

 Public services that enhance life choices, which means extending 

commitments to quality universal education beyond primary schooling 

and delivering healthcare services that respond to young people’s needs 

for example in relation to sexual and reproductive health.  

 

Presenting the principle aspirations of youth development advocates only gives 

part of the equation. There are also concerns. Prime among these is the issue 

of youth unemployment and underemployment. This came through very clearly 

in the consultations that the Foundation undertook in 14 Commonwealth 

countries on the future of the MDGs as part of the collaboration with UNMC.  

 

The impact of the global economic downturn on young people has been well 

documented, but the additional hardship experienced by groups that 

institutions do not connect with is a story less told. These groups of young 

people are diverse. In some instances they are young men that have fallen out 

of the education system while in others they are young women who don’t have 

access to further education or training.  

 

The challenge of youth unemployment and underemployment is also 

experienced differently across the Commonwealth. Some of the related 

concerns that we observed included:  

 



 A declining agriculture sector has led to rapid and unsustainable 

urbanisation as young people seek work in towns and cities.  

 A reliance on the informal economy to provide young people with work, 

but acknowledgement that the lack of regulation leaves them 

vulnerable to exploitation.  

 A mismatch in labour markets between the skills needed and the skills 

that young people have, leaving the educated out of work; and 

 A desire among young people to start their own enterprises, but 

frustration at the lack of access to business incentives and credit.  

 

Young people have asked why they don’t appear to feature among the current 

MDGs and there is growing support for an explicit reference to youth 

development in any post-2015 framework. Whether this comes in the form of a 

dedicated goal or whether each and every new goal should have a youth 

related target is a moot point. What is clear is that we have an opportunity to 

make sure that youth development is placed at the heart of the new 

framework.  

 

There are three things that youth development institutions can do to make this 

happen:  

 

 They can engage with national and regional processes that are shaping 

the development agenda. This will mean seeking out civil society 

organisations that are already actively participating in the debate and 

making common cause with them.  

 They can make sure that young people themselves participate in any 

process aimed at formulating a national position on the post-2015 

framework in advance of the meetings that will take place in New York 

later on this year.  

 They can make contact with agencies including the Commonwealth 

Secretariat and the Commonwealth Foundation on the ways in which 

youth advocates elsewhere in the Commonwealth are engaging with the 

post-2015 agenda.  

 

Each of these calls on institutions to be outward looking, prepared to facilitate 

partnerships and willing to participate in broad alliances. Collaboration has 

been a key theme in this conference – here we have a tangible way that youth 

development institutions can act on this imperative in order to truly place 

young people at the centre of sustainable development.  

 

 


