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HIGH- LEVEL EVENT - 
LAUNCH OF THE FIRST GLOBAL REPORT: 

“PROTECTING YOUTH IN CIVIC SPACE”  
 

Friday, June 18th, 2021  
09:00AM – 11:00AM EST 

  
 

BACKGROUND 

 
Lack of action and accountability for human rights, climate, peace and security, gender, 
humanitarian, and other issues, often motivate young people to become active in civic spaces 
by advocating for and implementing the change they want to see. Despite the notorious 
exclusion of youth from political and decision-making spaces due to their age,1 young people 
worldwide carve out informal and creative ways of belonging and influencing public affairs, 
through youth organizations, movements, and collectives.  
 
However, young people’s safety while exercising their right to freedom of speech and right to 
freedom of peaceful assembly and of association is increasingly under threat. A number of 
youth testimonies in The Missing Peace: Independent Progress Study on Youth, Peace and 
Security highlight the issue of lack of protection, and how various agendas created at the 
international level that aim to increase youth participation are in fact used to shrink civic 
spaces locally.2 The United Nations Secretary-General (UN SG) has repeatedly remarked that 

 
1 United Nations General Assembly resolution 39/33, Youth and Human Rights: Annual Report of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, A/HRC/39/33 (28 June 2018), 
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1640929?ln=en.  
2 Graeme Simpson. The Missing Peace: Independent Progress Study on Youth, Peace and Security. 2018. 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1640929?ln=en
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young people and their families are subjected to threats and retaliation for their cooperation 
with international organizations and mobilizing efforts in civic space.3 UN Special 
Rapporteurs, concerned by the repressive response to youth-led peaceful movements 
worldwide, have called for respect of young people’s rights under international human rights 
law and thorough investigation of cases of violence against youth.4 Unfortunately, young 
people’s insecurities in the civic space were only exacerbated with the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic.5  
 
The importance of protection in civic space was emphasized in the UN SG’s Call to Action 
for Human Rights and it was one of the three key priorities in the UN’s Guidance Note on 
Civic Space. In his first-ever report on YPS, the Secretary-General called for the development 
of dedicated guidance on the protection of young people, including those who engage with 
the UN, as part of a new Common Protection Agenda for the UN system. This call was also 
reiterated by numerous Member States during the latest YPS VTC of the UN Security Council 
in April 2020.  
 

HOW AND WHY THIS PROJECT STARTED  

 
Even though the issue of safety and protection in civic space is not unknown to most young 
people or practitioners in this field, until now, there have been no attempts to collect data on 
a global scale regarding threats and harassment that youth face in civic space. This produced 
a concerning gap for any policy and decision-makers looking to develop evidence-based 
recommendations and solutions to enable safer civic spaces for young people. The Protection 
Working Group, under the Global Coalition on Youth, Peace and Security, has started a 
research project to address this gap and provide guidance. Commissioned by the Government 
of Norway and Office of the Secretary-General’s Envoy on Youth, and led by Ambassador Ms. 
Rita Izsák-Ndiaye (the former UN Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues and the current 
Personal Representative on Children and Security at Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe), research on Protection of Youth in Civic Space was conducted in 2020, 
in consultation with 500 young people worldwide.  
 
Results of the research demonstrated that young people experience a wide range of threats 
that present a significant obstacle to their safe exercise of political and civic rights. Young 
women, youth minorities, youth migrants, refugees, internally displaced youth, non-citizens 
and stateless youth, as well as youth with disabilities, LGBTQIA+ youth and youth in rural 

 
Available at: https://www.youth4peace.info/system/files/2018-10/youth-web-english.pdf.  
3 “Secretary General’s remarks on Human Rights Day: Youth Standing Up for Human Rights.” United 
Nations Secretary-General, https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-12-10/secretary-
generals-remarks-human-rights-day-%E2%80%9Cyouth-standing-for-human-rights%E2%80%9D-
delivered.   
4 “Joint Statement on Recent Violent Escalations During Youth-Led Protests Around the World” by the UN 
Secretary-General’s Envoy on Youth and UN Human Rights Experts, Office of the Secretary-General’s Envoy on 
Youth, 30 October 2020, https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/2020/10/joint-statement-on-recent-violent-
escalations-during-youth-led-protests-around-the-world/.  
5 A global survey conducted by the International Labour Organization confirmed these findings and noted that 
right to participate in public affairs has been negatively impacting 1 in 3 young people globally, Youth & COVID-
19: Impacts on Jobs, Education, Rights, and Mental Well-Being, available at:  
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf.  

https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/The_Highest_Asperation_A_Call_To_Action_For_Human_Right_English.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/sites/www.un.org.sg/files/atoms/files/The_Highest_Asperation_A_Call_To_Action_For_Human_Right_English.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/CivicSpace/UN_Guidance_Note.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/CivicSpace/UN_Guidance_Note.pdf
https://undocs.org/en/S/2020/167
https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/content/security-council-open-debate-youth-peace-security-statement-chair-peacebuilding-commission
https://www.youth4peace.info/system/files/2018-10/youth-web-english.pdf
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-12-10/secretary-generals-remarks-human-rights-day-%E2%80%9Cyouth-standing-for-human-rights%E2%80%9D-delivered
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-12-10/secretary-generals-remarks-human-rights-day-%E2%80%9Cyouth-standing-for-human-rights%E2%80%9D-delivered
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-12-10/secretary-generals-remarks-human-rights-day-%E2%80%9Cyouth-standing-for-human-rights%E2%80%9D-delivered
https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/2020/10/joint-statement-on-recent-violent-escalations-during-youth-led-protests-around-the-world/
https://www.un.org/youthenvoy/2020/10/joint-statement-on-recent-violent-escalations-during-youth-led-protests-around-the-world/
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/wcms_753026.pdf
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communities are often the most marginalized and vulnerable groups, for whom access to 
justice and accountability in civic space is, at times, close to impossible. 
 
If young people are encouraged to be active, global citizens and advocates for human rights 
and peace in their communities, it is then an imperative to ensure their safety. As it was noted 
elsewhere, “justice, human rights and the rule of law are not just about protection, but also 
strategic vehicles of prevention, essential for sustaining peace.”6 In other words, young 
people’s safety is an urgent concern for us all, and an essential component of enforcing 
meaningful youth participation and the realisation of international commitments for youth.  
 

  EXISTING HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORKS ON PROTECTION OF YOUNG PEOPLE 

 
Safe participation in public affairs is a young person’s human right. Protection is one of the 
central pillars of the Youth, Peace and Security agenda; moreover, safe and equal 
participation in public affairs is a human right, enshrined in Article 25 of International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Article 21 of Universal Declaration on Human Rights 
and the 53/144 Declaration on Human Rights Defenders.6  
 
Therefore, this project builds on the collective efforts to protect human rights defenders and 
civic and political rights in the civic space, prescribed not only in international human rights 
law, but also included in various civil society and/or UN frameworks, for example “The Three 
Ps - Participation, Protection and Promotion” created to facilitate the implementation of the 
Secretary-General’s Call to Action for Human Rights.  
 

ABOUT THE PROTECTION WORKING GROUP OF THE GLOBAL COALITION ON YOUTH, 
PEACE AND SECURITY  

 
The Global Coalition on Youth, Peace and Security (GCYPS) is the leading platform for shaping 
global policy and practice on youth, peace, and security. The GCYPS is co-chaired by the 
United Network of Young Peacebuilders, Search for Common and the United Nations 
Peacebuilding Support Office and United Nations Population Fund.  
 
To coordinate efforts among different stakeholders, an independent Protection Working 
Group (Protection WG) was created, under the Global Coalition on Youth, Peace and Security. 
Office of the SG’s Envoy on Youth and Search for Common Ground are the Co-Chairs of the 
Protection WG, collaborating with more than 60 experts from the United Nations community, 
as well as youth-led and youth-focused civil society organizations, to strengthen human rights 
protection mechanisms and sensitize them to the unique needs of young people in civic space.   
 
 
 

 
6 United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (Paris, 1948), 
https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/; United Nations, Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC)(New York, 1989), https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/crc.pdf (applicable to 
youth younger than 18); United Nations, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (New York, 
1966), https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/ccpr.pdf; United Nations, Declaration on 
Human Rights Defenders 53/144 (1999), https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/RES/53/144.  

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/CivicSpace/UN_Guidance_Note.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/CivicSpace/UN_Guidance_Note.pdf
https://www.youth4peace.info/node/347
https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/crc.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/ccpr.pdf
https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/RES/53/144
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OBJECTIVES 

 

● Launch the first-ever global report on the topic of protecting youth in civic 

space  

● Bring young people’s protection concerns to the international agenda in a 

safe manner, and propose  concrete recommendations for addressing those 

concerns  

● Inform a wide range of stakeholders (international, regional organizations, civil 

society, youth, governments) about the urgency of protecting young people  

● Provide encouragement and support to young people whose safety should be 
recognized by everyone as an essential part of healthy, democratic societies  

 

EVENT FORMAT 

 

The virtual 2-hour event will bring together high-level government representatives, 
representatives of the United Nations, international and regional organizations, civil 
society and youth.  The event will be broadcasted online for a wide audience. 

 

Due to the safety and security concerns that might arise as a result of young people’s 
involvement in discussing sensitive topics, such as experiencing threats and barriers in the 
civic space, as well as due to potential risk for re-traumatization, in specific segments the 
event organizers will use a visual character, an avatar called Nova, who will relay the 

sensitive messages that might put young people at risk if they presented these messages 
themselves (please see the example image).  

 

Nova is an abstract and ethereal 

character design based on the 
“Nova Explosion” – an 
astronomical phenomenon that 
occurs when a white-dwarf star 
absorbs gas from the nearby 

companion star  until it becomes 
unstable and generates a burst of 
energy. Nova reflects the 
instability of civic space and the 
explosion of energies that young 
people generate, seeking to 
generate a great impact.  

 

The event will consist of three different parts:  

 

1. High-level introduction and launch of the first-ever report on Protection of Youth 
in Civic Space. The purpose of this segment is to set the stage for discussion on the 
importance of creating enabling and safe civic spaces for youth; acknowledge the 
importance of collecting data on threats and barriers that youth face when 
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exercising their civic and political rights in civic space, on a global scale; and to 

provide hopeful reflections on next steps, as well as words of encouragement for 
young people and other practitioners invested in making civic spaces safer for all.   
 

2. Interactive panel discussion: The purpose of this panel discussion is to present and 

build on the key outcomes and findings of the report on Protection of Youth in Civic 
Space, based on field experiences and operational expertise of practitioners 
working in the human rights field. The panel discussion will contribute to an 
increased understanding of specific and unique threats that young people face in 
the civic space (compared to older counterparts); current gaps and challenges 
limiting the safety of young people in civic space; as well as strategies to strengthen 
capacities of organizations, institutions and individuals, building on 
recommendations from the report and lessons learned by youth, practitioners in 

the UN system, EU and civil society.  
 

3. Closing virtual round-table discussion: Commitments and Next Steps. The 
purpose of this final section will be for member state representatives and young 

people to reflect on the discussions, and create commitments building on the 
discussion outcomes and recommendations from the report on Protection of Youth 
in Civic Space.  

 

AUDIENCE ENGAGEMENT  

 

● The event will be livestreamed and available to a wide audience through UN WebTV 
● Leading up to the event, a global campaign has been launched on June 1st 2021, 

led by United Network of Young Peacebuilders and the Communications Task Force 

of the Global Coalition on Youth, Peace and Security; the goal of the campaign will 
be to mainstream the key findings and outcomes of the report and mobilize a broad 
audience on different social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
as well as to introduce the Avatar Nova, who will present the youth testimonies 

from the report in a safe and meaningful way.  
 

TARGET AUDIENCE  

 

● Young people  
● Government representatives 
● Policy and decision-makers, practitioners in youth-focused and youth-related fields 

in civic space  

● Representatives of international and regional organizations  

 

 

 

 
 

 

http://webtv.un.org/topics-issues/global-issues/watch/maintenance-of-international-peace-and-security-climate-and-security-security-council-open-vtc/6234686966001/?term=&page=9
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GUIDING QUESTIONS 

 

1. Why is it important to implement an age lens (together with a gender lens) 

when analyzing experiences of agents in civic spaces? In what ways are 

young people affected by threats and barriers differently, compared to 

older human rights defenders and peacebuilding agents in the civic space? 

Why is it important to have tailored approaches to protection of young 

people? 
 

2. How can we ensure that the data on the protection issue is collected in a timely 

manner, systematically, and disaggregated on the basis of different identity 

categories in the future? Why is this necessary? How can this report help 

practitioners in this field and everyone who wants to create safer civic spaces 

for youth? 

 

3. What can the international and regional organizations, as well as 

governments, do to ensure that young people continue their work in human 

rights, peace and security, and other fields, safely and without fear of 

reprisals?  
 

4. How do we transform relationships that are fundamentally seen as 

adversarial towards relations that lead to justice, healing and 

reconciliation? How do we transform the perpetrator mindsets toward a 

shared protector mindsets? 
 

5. How can we implement a broader approach to protection - one that 

includes participation, prevention and promotion, not just protection 

responses? 

 

 

EXPECTED OUTPUTS 

 

The questions, issues and conclusions developed during the discussions will inform a 
follow-up report brief, which will include concrete recommendations and commitments 
that need to be put in place in order to support and advance the protection of youth in 
civic space. Key takeaways from this event will feed into the work of the Protection 
Working Group under the Global Coalition on Youth, Peace and Security. Moreover, the 
outcomes of the event will be shared with the UN Task Forces advancing the Common 

Protection Agenda under the UN Secretary-General’s Call to Action for Human Rights.  

 

  


