Involving the Citizens of the Future

Young people are the future of our local communities and it is important that parish and town councils recognise this fact.  Nearly a quarter of the national population is made up of people under the age of eighteen. They may not be able to vote yet, but it is essential that their views are heard. 

Article 12 of the UN Human Rights Convention states that young people under the age of 18 have the legal right to formally express their opinions and for those opinions to be taken seriously. It places a legal responsibility on decision-makers to consult young people about the things that will affect them and recommends this be done through establishing youth based groups such as youth councils. For more information, please visit www.article12.com
Youth Councils

Youth councils can act as a means of involving young people in their communities and can lead to a safer, more vibrant and sustainable community for everyone. 

Youth Councils enable young people to:
· Voice their concerns 

· Participate in local government 

· Be empowered to take decisions and action to improve their local community. 

Youth Councils enable local councils to;
· Represent the whole of their community  

· Become more vibrant, modern and dynamic 

· Encourage young people to vote and become councillors when they are old enough 

· Improve services to young people 

Youth Councils enables the local community to;
· Become safer and more sustainable 

· More vibrant and progressive 

· Improve services and be more representative 

There is no set range for youth councils but most involve 11-18 year olds – as this is quite a diverse age group, the council may wish to develop some sort of mentoring system between older and younger members or between town/parish councillors and the youth councillors, to ensure that everyone develops their role and does not lose interest.
The council will need to establish how many youth councillors would be suitable for the community, bearing in mind the number who might be interested. It can be difficult to get young people to stand for election, so it can be a good idea to get at least some of the representation directly through schools, etc.  It is essential that young people choose their own representatives - it may be useful to draw up nomination forms along the lines of those used by parish/town councils and make them available to possible candidates, who should then be nominated by their peer group, not by adults.  The council might aim for a certain number of youth councillors per age group across the parish, to ensure fair representation. 
Different colour nomination forms for different age groups can be used, in order to make the nomination process simpler.  An election means young people know the parish/town council has not just hand-picked its youth councillors. However, it can be difficult to generate interest and a council may therefore invite nominations from schools, youth groups, etc.  The council may begin by creating a Youth Electoral Register – perhaps by contacting all the local schools, community groups etc in the area. It is important to check with the Local Education Authority (LEA) that this information may be collated (although there is unlikely to be a problem, providing a guarantee is given it will not be provided to anyone else for any other purpose).
It is essential that membership of the youth council is renewed regularly. Membership may be on a yearly basis, with core groups ensuring new representation is put forward at regular intervals. This is where it may be useful to get school teachers and youth workers involved to ensure the profile of the youth council is maintained. The youth council should be advertised on the local notice board, libraries, press, web-site etc in order to ensure maximum publicity. It is also advisable to run the youth council in line with the school year - perhaps commencing in the autumn, to avoid exam times. Remember that young people are not apathetic but they feel institutions do not represent them and they are powerless - make them feel they can make a difference and the youth council will be a success!
Most youth councils mirror the local government structure. The most popular type of youth councils are based around current parish/town council structures and councils may wish to use this or, alternatively, adopt a more informal and flexible approach to meetings and communications etc. It is a good idea to consult the young people involved as to how they would prefer their council to be run. A mixture of formal and informal may be the best way forward. Some formal structure is needed, so that the youth council can feed into the general workings of the council as a whole and be regarded as a serious body with some real power and influence. At the same time, some informality with regard to communications and meeting format may be more appropriate and will keep young people more interested, informed and engaged.

A youth council should operate in a similar way to a parish or town council committee and be considered a valuable part of the decision-making process.  Agendas and minutes should be prepared by the council's administration in consultation with the Chair of the youth council or other leading representative. An officer should be there to provide support if requested and providing all decisions made by the youth council are legal and within budget, there should be no reason for the local council to intervene. All youth councils, like any other council meeting, should be open to the public and minutes made publicly available. The minutes may contain recommendations and proposals to be put forward for consideration by the council. It is essential that councillors take an interest in the youth council and ensure there is adequate contact between both parties.
Enough meetings should be held to ensure decisions are agreed and the youth council is active, but not so many that people lose interest and focus. It is useful to have regular meetings, held on the same day and at the same time, so that people do not forget to attend.  It can be useful to have some kind of communication method for youth council members between meetings (possibly via a web-based group). It may also help to hold the meetings in a more informal setting, if appropriate, such as a youth centre, where the maximum number of young people will be encouraged to attend.
As with any organisation, it is essential there is a clear focus in order for the youth council to be successful. Councils may find it useful to set out terms of reference, a mission statement or youth council constitution. This will enable the youth council to work efficiently and achieve real results. By giving the youth council a real set of structures, it will enable them to act as a properly functioning organisation with power and responsibility over its own affairs.

A youth council constitution should include; 

· A mission statement and set of aims 

· The youth council structure 

· Members of the council (including the executive committee or any other committees and their roles) 

· How the youth council will operate (including how often it will meet etc) 

The youth council should not be simply a discussion group, but give real power and responsibility to the young people involved.  The council should set aside a budget for youth related issues and make sure the youth councillors have a real input into how that money is spent.  There are also funding opportunities that the youth council should be encouraged to access. It is important that councils suggest other options - such as approaching local businesses, etc. - and encourage the youth council’s ideas.  Young people may have innovative ideas on how other services (not specifically youth related) can be improved - for example, the environment and conservation. Members of the youth council may also have hidden talents - such as IT, web-designing, photographic or journalistic skills, that may be of use to the council. 

What might a youth council be interested in and what can it realistically achieve? Well, that depends on the youth council and the facilities already available. Most young people say that there is not enough to do in their local communities. A youth council can request more facilities for young people and ensure these meet the needs of young people. It can also create a system of ownership and respect among the young people that will ensure services are developed and sustained.

There are many issues affecting young people that a parish/town council may not even consider – such as (particularly in rural areas) feeling trapped through lack of transport to neighbouring towns/villages. A youth council could put pressure on local bus companies to change or provide more routes in order to meet local needs and enable access to vital services in other areas.  In addition to existing facilities, young people may have ideas for creation of such things as a skate park, snooker hall or just a safe place to meet and hang out. Youth councils are often able to apply for grants to fund these and other facilities. They can also help to identify suitable sites. Much of the time young people just want a safe place to hang out with friends and socialise. They may also want somewhere to go to for advice and help. Young people are often interested in conservation work, preventing vandalism, recycling projects and promoting the place in which they live.  If a youth council achieves real results in its local community it is more likely to keep its core membership base.

To sum up – the Council should:

· Be prepared to commit financially
· Provide support and advice when needed
· Supervise and assist with administration but avoid being overbearing
· Give the Youth Council enough freedom to operate
Other options

Some councils may feel that, for whatever reason, formation of a local youth council is not practicable or possible.  In this case, efforts should be made to involve the young people in the community by other means.  This might involve the creation of one or two non-voting seats on the local council for local youth representation, or the introduction of regular meetings with delegates from local youth organisations, schools, etc. 

Every effort should be made to consult with and listen to the young people in the parish – they are the voters of the future and should have valuable input into the local community and the local council’s decision-making process.
