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Due to a technical omission there is no full transcript of this input available, the text underneath has been constructed from written notes, with approval of the speaker.

In general three different roles are attached to youth policies: 1) capacity building, 2) empowerment and 3) advocacy. Building the capacities of youth, empowering youth and advocating (the rights of) youth to others. 

Presently, many governments and institutions are involved with the development and implementation of youth policies. For example, the European Union will, most likely, adopt the White Paper on Youth Policy on November 21 2001, after it was prepared through several large participative consultations of young people and their organisations. The Council of Europe will discuss during the Conference of Youth Ministers in November 2002 the priorities of youth and education within the Council of Europe. 

In general, a youth policy should be integrative and inclusive and it can be perceived as a contract between governments and young people. Starting from the commonplace that today's youth is tomorrow's future, one can safely state that youth policies are essential to prepare for the future. It can be seen as a sort of life insurance for the system in place and therefore it is usually understood that having no youth policy means a serious lack of planning for the future. Because youth policies should be inclusive they should also be ideologically neutral or at least open.

In this sense, “…you cannot not have a youth policy…” (You cannot not communicate says Paul Watzlawick). Even though there exist enormous differences in Europe on this level, merely everyone has administrative procedures for youth and young people in place to control them, to develop their potential, to provide opportunities for them, to make them loyal citizens or followers. 

Thus, more specifically, a youth policy has three functions. The first function refers to modernization of the nation state. Within the Council of Europe, the many of the 43 Member States are literally living in different times and try to pursue their own way towards modernity. For example, some countries prepare themselves actively for the knowledge society or for a post-modern service economy and therefore an ever-increasing space of the non-profit sector. Youth policies can then help working towards that kind of modernisation by creating time and space for the (youth) non-profit sector, and associative life to expand. However, other European countries struggle with unacceptable poverty levels or they have no or little tradition in imagining legitimate power outside the state apparatus at all. For them, youth policies can create a first basis, a step towards a new kind of modernity, allowing the dynamics of a free society to gain space. The second function one can attach to youth policies is to strengthen civil society. You can distinguish three different understandings of civil society. The first one goes back to the philosophers of the Scottish enlightenment and has had a strong influence on the French revolution and the resulting concept of a secular state. This kind of society allows for private property, associations can be founded and will enjoy protection by the state. Common values are herein reduced to the minimum that the state needs to maintain it’s functioning. In this understanding, civil society does not imply democracy, it is not bound to particular values. It is simply society minus state. The Council of Europe, and other European and international organisations, have changed this rather negative understanding radically around. They linked the concept of civil society to common and universal values, to Human Rights. In this second understanding, civil society organisations become vectors of democratic life, of the rights of the individual, of social justice and of the environment. Even though there still exist large debates in the European continent if we should speak therefore of citizenship in Europe or European citizenship, this second understanding of civil society defines its subject as a community of values.

The third understanding is most prominently represented and researched by Lester Salomon of the John Hopkins Centre of Civil Society Studies in Baltimore. In this understanding we are talking of civil society as the economy of the non-profit sector, the fastest growing sector in the world economy. It can be perceived and understood as an associative patchwork creating the necessary trust in order to establish business relations and thus be strongly connected to the development of the economy of a country. Today, Salomon argues, we witness a global development of the same sort. 

If we put these three understandings of strengthening civil society into relation with the first function of youth policies and modernisation one can safely say that all these understandings exist parallel. One can observe that in many of the new member states of the Council of Europe, in Central, Eastern and South Eastern Europe there exists a kind of free mix of the understandings of civil society. In their contexts, the first understanding of civil society is the most common practice, but the community of values is referred to for political declarations and Sunday talks. The third understanding remains a kind of inaccessible vision. The reason for this situation of mixing has to do with the countries referred to here living practically in several modernity's at the same time a double reality.

Hence, the third and last function of youth policies can serve this matter. It is the promotion of active citizenship. If one, wants to successfully contribute to civil society developments being spread equally across Europe, some very strong links have to be created. We need to make sure that countries work towards the values of the Council of Europe, which is equivalent to working for the principles of universal Human Rights, for equity and fairness and against any positions of religious, ethnic, national or cultural superiority. This can be considered a prerequisite to forming a sustainable social and economic order permitting citizenship. Only by accepting this bond between values and the social fabric there can be chance that creativity, entrepreneurship and solidarity will emerge in the civil society and thus create the basis for a growing economy. This means on the other hand that arguments like "first we build the economy, then we see how much we can afford in education and associative life" are outlived. Today, the relation between the level of general education and societal activity and the economic development can no longer be overlooked and this gives and enormous importance and responsibility to the associative movement as the main provider of non-formal education and a key player in educational reform.

Taking all of the above into account we can see that youth policies are strongly linked to non-formal education. Participation, democratic culture and the acceptance of minorities have to be learnt. Learning to be, acquiring life skills, develop individual quality in tune with social qualifications, defend an interest, advocate specific agenda's, form coalitions and teams, all of this makes the curriculum of non-formal learning. It is the educational approach of the associative movement ever since it appeared as a political subject. Therefore we can see that the contents of most youth policies focus on areas such as: fighting against gender and cultural discrimination, providing access to the labour market (employment issues), healthy life styles for young people and the creation of democratic and participative structures. All of these issues can be addressed through a wide range of approaches, such as democratic fora, interaction and involvement, training, research, setting up budgets, etc. And all of this can be done on all levels, through advising and/or co-ordinating bodies, from national to local. Most youth policies attempt to be innovative in their own way. 
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