
On 8-9 October 2021, 5000 young Europeans descended on the European
Youth Event in Strasbourg. Within the walls of the European Parliament,
#StandForSomething held two workshops dedicated to enabling young
people to share their views with Members of the European Parliament
(MEPs). 

Overall, 89 young participants joined the workshops with a further 22 youth
activists leading the conversations. Four MEPs joined the panel sessions for
these debates: Alex Agius Saliba, Eleonora Evi, Assita Kanko and Maria Walsh.

Both workshops followed the same format – first a set of simultaneous group
discussions allowing every participant to share their thoughts in a safe space,
followed by a plenary interaction with MEPs – but differed in the topics
tackled. Six topics were discussed: Youth employment, Mental health,
Discrimination, Sustainable consumption, Education and Youth democratic
participation.
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1.  ENDING DISCRIMINATION

Views of the young participants: Safe spaces need to be created. Schools and
society should offer outlets that enable individual empowerment and
encourage “speaking up”. Furthermore, regulation promoting inclusivity in
the workplace should be mandatory at a European level.

Additionally, intercultural cooperation has a massive role to play as it’s
essential to combating discriminatory behaviour. Can cross-border learning
through education and social activities (e.g. Erasmus+, exchanges) be
allocated more funding? Could a media campaign be set up to eradicate the
fear of the unknown that often leads to discriminatory behaviour? How can
the influence of elders regarding social and racial stigma be altered?

According to Assita Kanko, diversity is often framed as a problem, but it is in
fact an opportunity. Initiatives like the blue card and extensive public debate
on the subject have the most impact. Diversity in Europe is a competitive
advantage.

Alex Agius Saliba believes that discrimination is not the product of culture,
but rather a lack of education. Education on the different forms of diversity
should start from a young age in schools.
 

2.  AN UPDATE TO EDUCATION SYSTEMS  

Views of the young participants: The group identified as main issues the lack
of preparation for the future; absence of focus on the personal interests of
the students; unvaried learning types; lack of socio-economic conditions that
still raises a lot of problems for students and the resulting discrimination. For
the young participants, the solution lies with enhancing the curriculum:
differentiate learning type for students; teach basic soft and hard skills (basic
knowledge of taxing system or life related issues, for example); work on
mental health subjects and raise awareness on general topics and
opportunities. 2



Education systems overall need a lot of reform to prepare young people for
the 21st century. The group discussed the question of how the EU can ensure
the quality of education in the overall European territory. Schools need to
offer a subject with the context of transferable skills, a subject with no grades
but that should offer a continuous learning process all along the school path
of the students. This subject should give them the context and basic skills
that students will need during their life.

Maria Walsh pointed out that education is underfunded in the majority of
European countries. Erasmus+ is still not inclusive enough. Information about
these programmes is not always easy to find. Also, there is a lack of
information about some very important topics for young people right now,
for instance how to make a pension plan.

Eleonora Evi stated that education, though not directly an EU competence,
should be strengthened at the European level. The Conference on the Future
of Europe is an ideal time to discuss the options for achieving this.

3. HELPING YOUTH FIND EMPLOYMENT 

Views of the young participants: They noted that there is a divide within
society with regards to opportunities and information. According to them,
there are no opportunities for rural youth because of underfunding, with the
result being that they often become disengaged. How can these communities
be reached? How can young people get useful labour market information?

Similarly, they also noted that competence is not always adequately
recognised. According to the group, young people often have to learn things
by themselves in order to access entry-level jobs. How can companies’
unrealistic expectations be avoided?

Alex Agius Saliba responded with his views on how the EU should reinforce its
focus on youth. A critical component in making young people fall behind is
their background and social environment. 
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He stressed the importance of giving youth the necessary tools to establish
their skills. For him, the EU’s role in the digital transition will be key.

Assita Kanko, for her part, noted that there is currently a skills mismatch
between demand and offer in the labour market. Tackling this discrepancy
should allow young people to find a meaningful job.
 

4.  THE MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS 

Views of the young participants: Prevention in schools, better support
through creative outlets and more transparency on social media, these are
the messages that the young participants want policy makers to act on to
tackle the mental health crisis. Citizens of working and school age should be
better educated about the issue. The stigmas around mental health need to
be broken to allow citizens to share their emotions and respond to those of
others.

Assita Kanko noted that the toxic effect of perfection ideals pushed by social
media are to be blamed. Better policies need to regulate how social media
companies use young people. Online bullies should be made responsible for
their actions, which have repercussions both online and offline.

Alex Agius Saliba agreed that there is a mental health pandemic. Social media
is well-known to have an adverse impact on our mental health. As such,
educational systems should prioritise teaching young people how to use
these tools and cope with the added pressure. He would also like to see
higher-quality healthcare and tools to segregation. Crucial funding is needed
for all of this.

 5.  FAVOURING SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION
Views of the young participants: A range of topics were discussed, notably the
waste of unsold food, the important role of education and unequal purchase
power for sustainable products.
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The first proposal of the young group was to introduce a clear labelling
system across EU countries with minimum standards for products to be
introduced in the market (according to social and environmental criteria).
This would reinforce accountability and awareness amongst EU citizens.
The second proposal is a climate change taskforce comprising small
sustainable farmers, climate activists and citizens from areas affected by
climate change that should have a place at the table when discussing climate
and environmental laws.

From Eleonora Evi's perspective, there have been some steps forward in the
past few years. If you design a label that excludes production methods, for
example regarding animal welfare, you are not giving clear information to
consumers. Products need to be more transparent, not only in animal
welfare, but also concerning the climate (for instance in terms of carbon and
water footprint). The idea of bringing more people into the conversation is
great according to Eleonora. 

Maria Walsh wants to make sure the process does not contribute to the
added administrative burden; this should not demand more work from
companies than is already on their shoulders. 

6. YOUTH DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION

Views of the young participants: The group discussed the implementation of
a quota-system to ensure social diversity and ethnic inclusivity. The group
considered that there should be a sub-committee to handle this in the
European Parliament and that there should also be tools that would allow for
a more "natural" involvement of different groups. The goal is for such a
quota-system to be transitional, with the ultimate aim for inclusivity to come
naturally.

The second proposal centred around creating an EU platform with an age
limit to gather all the documents related to young people. 
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This would allow young people to access any information they need, but
could also be used as a consultation tool of young generations.

Eleonora Evi agreed with both proposals. For her, the EU and especially
younger MEPs should have a very strong say about this.

Maria Walsh liked the idea of having a one stop shop where all the
information for young Europeans could easily be found. Similarly, the youth
quotas could be started as a pilot project at the local level.
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