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Presentation to Joint Committee on European Union Affairs 
concerning the “Future of Europe” debate  
 
Good afternoon Chairman, Deputies and Senators, we would like to thank the Committee for 
this opportunity to respond to the white paper on the ‘Future of Europe’. I will be introducing 
us and then I will hand over to my colleague Robert to outline our views on the White 
Paper's Scenarios and then I will conclude with a few examples of where the European 
Union can work with member states on social policy to improve the lives of young people in 
Europe and beyond.  
We propose to discuss the various scenarios in the White paper and offer an idea of how 
young people could receive each of the five potential directions for Europe outlined within.  
 
We are representing The National Youth Council of Ireland. NYCI is the representative body 
for the voluntary youth sector, comprising some 49 organisations working in every 
community in Ireland with up to 380,000 young people aged 10 to 24 years. On the 
European level NYCI is a member of the European Youth Forum and, in partnership with the 
Department of Children and Youth Affairs, implements the EU Structured Dialogue process, 
known as Young Voices in Ireland. The EU Structured Dialogue process is a mutual 
communication between young people and decision-makers in order to implement the 
priorities of European youth policy cooperation and to make young people’s voice heard 
in the European policy-shaping process. This gives young Irish people a voice on the 
European stage and also gives the NYCI an opportunity to link into the perspective of young 
people across the EU member states.  
 
Robert and I have been involved in these consultations at European, national and local  
levels and have drawn on the outcomes of these consultations for our presentation here 
today.  
 
 
Robert will now discuss each direction offered in this report and review it in the context of 
impact in relation to young people.  
 
The first scenario suggests ‘Carrying On’: 

 As young people we feel this suggestion isn't really a tenable choice. The concept of 
a static Europe is not an option for the future. Since the inception of the European 
project, we have seen its form, spheres of influence and reach exist in a continuous 
state of change. Change is one of the few constants in Europe  and as young people 
what we ask is that we have the opportunity to be engaged in shaping this change. A 
simple way to hand young people the ability to engage would be to extend the voting 
rights to sixteen and seventeen year olds and therefore the ability to vote in the 2019 
European Parliamentary elections. In Ireland alone this would facilitate 127,000 
young people aged sixteen and seventeen to have a say in deciding who represents 
them in the next European Parliament. 
This would give young people a sense of engagement and ownership in the future of 
Europe. While a referendum is required to allow young people aged 16 and 17 to 
vote in the Dail and Presidential election, this is not the case for local and European 
elections. The Oireachtas could extend voting rights to young people aged 16 and 17 
by means of legislation.   

  Giving young people the opportunity to democratically engage would counteract the 
of feeling disconnect from Europe 

 



The second scenario is to strip back on integration, bypassing more controversial areas of 
policy; to reduce the European Union to Nothing but the Single Market; 

 Obviously the single market brings many benefits in relation to the economy, trade, 
tourism etc. which is important for a small open economy like Ireland. 

 However stripping the EU back to a economic and trading block is not the answer to 
the current challenges facing Europe. Such a scenario would suggest that the EU will 
reduce its role on social issues, and from our perspective this would be a negative 
development. Young people want the EU to be more active on social issues, not less 
active.    

 
The next scenario offered is allowing Those who Want More to Do More, creating what the 
report has dubbed as a ‘coalition of the willing’. A cluster of some fifteen countries willing to 
embrace more integration in terms of criminal jurisdiction, social and economic policy and 
defence.  

 While as young people we welcome further integration because this will likely lead to 
further progression and harmonisation in social policy, our initial feedback on this 
suggestion is a retaliation against a ‘two speed/two tier Europe’ in the context of the 
impact it may have on young people. In a Europe where member states differ when it 
comes to social policy, further division within the union could amplify the sense of 
alienation towards Europe for the young people not within this internal union.   

 However we recognise the need to be conscious of the current trends within the 
union; we are currently seeing what could be described as an informal ‘Coalition of 
the Unwilling’. States who would rather face sanctions from the European Union 
rather than take in a quota of migrants. This begs the question of whether a two 
speed Europe is inevitable, and if so how does Ireland and Europe play a role in the 
continuation of engagement with young people on this ‘second level’. As young 
people we hope this scenario doesn't come to fruition.  

 A consultation on Brexit organised by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
demonstrated that young people wish to remain in the EU and be part of ita future 
and beyond that to embrace. They do not want to see a divided Europe.  

 
Doing Less More Efficiently - A scenario in which the EU focuses on key issues, such as 
those suggested in the white paper: trade, counter terrorism, security and migration.  
 

 Efficiency is welcomed. However, we would like to express our concern at the 
selection of policy areas the EU proposes it would focus on and as a broader point to 
offer our concern on the lack of clarity around how these focal policy areas would be 
chosen. If we're doing much less, who chooses what the focus areas are?  

 A Europe which focuses purely on trade, counter terrorism, security, migration, the 
management of borders and defence could be perceived by young people as a step 
away from the idea of the European project we are working towards: a Europe where 
security is found through interdependence, rather than a Europe assisting in 
regulating borders to foster a sense of security.  

 We feel this scenario, offers a regressive path for young people and Europe as a 
whole, based on our view  that social policy needs to be valued as an integral part of 
the union. Europe needs to be a civic, social and cultural presence in the lives of 
young people as well as an economic one.  

 
Doing Much More Together 

 Throughout this presentation we have hopefully communicated young people's 
desire for a Europe which tackles social issues as well as economic ones. This final 
scenario is an opportunity for that. ‘Doing much more together’ is an opportunity to 
see a Europe which acts as a cohesive unit. We believe a European approach to 
social policy will be beneficial to young people.  



 A Europe working together is a Europe which can be a decisive actor on the 
international stage. For example: 

- The SDGs; Europe could weigh in heavily on this strategy to ensure a sustainable 
world, a strategy that young people are engaging with worldwide.  Europe needs to 
create the engagement mechanisms for civil society. We need to bring the 
Sustainable Development Goals to the heart of policymaking at European and 
Member State level.  

- The climate; like human rights, this issue is one which has proved the need for it to 
be engaged with on a transnational level and young people have a clear stake in the 
future of our climate.  

- Migration; Europe could realise a response to the migration crisis by not only 
engaging with the migrants who need assistance, but tackling the causes at an 
international level.  

 
Europe could use its collective power to look outward and have a positive global 
influence.  It is Important not to be inward looking and instead to help tackle issues such 
as poverty, inequality and social injustice on a global level. We are more powerful 
together.  

 Whenever a heavily integrated Europe is mentioned on a political stage, we feel 
as young people it is essential to bring up the point that while we should value the 
benefits of integration, we should also be cautious to move at a speed which 
does not alienate those who feel disconnected from Europe. Yes, an integrated 
Europe holds benefits for young people, but forcing this integration upon those 
who feel disconnected may be detrimental. This ties into the need to break 
Europe out of the ‘Brussels bubble’ making Europe accessible and present in 
young people's lives.  

 
In conclusion, we see the benefit for young people for a Europe that does much more 
together, but economic and political decisions need to be placed in context. Too often the 
EU over promises and under delivers, for example, we welcomed the decision of the EU 
institutions to allocate €6bn to address youth unemployment and to implement the EU Youth 
Guarantee. We heard a lot about how the EU Youth Guarantee would make a big difference 
in the lives of young people. While it is welcome that youth unemployment has declined from 
31% in 2012 to 13% in 2017, the implementation of the EU Youth Guarantee in Ireland has 
been disappointing. This is not just our view, but one shared by the European Court of 
Auditors. So when the EU promises action it must do more to ensure implementation.  
 
As we envisage the Future of Europe we should look beyond the most popular or easy 
option, in order to create the best outcomes for Europe and for those who will carry on this 
project, Young People. A Europe where social policy, and in general the idea of shared 
values are the heart of the union are seen as important as policies on trade and economic 
development.   The social and economic dimensions of the EU should be seen as different 
sides of the same coin, you can’t have one without the other. While Article 2 (3) of Treaty of 
the European Union states the EU will establish an internal market it also states that the EU 
must aim at full employment and social progress, and shall combat social exclusion and 
discrimination, and shall promote social justice and protection, equality between women and 
men and solidarity between generations and protection of the rights of the child [ http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:FULL&from=EN ] .   
 
These elements are what we are asking for when we call for a European approach to social 
policy.  Nowhere better are we seeing this in action than through the Erasumus+ 
programme, which empowers young people across Europe to engage through mobility to 
active citizenship and has a focus on youth work, education, training and sport.  It is 
important that Europe recognises that non formal and formal education are key drivers to 
socio-economic progress and continues to invest in this hugely successful programme.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal


 
Young people should not be treated as tokens, but as key actors in playing out the future of 
Europe. When designing the Europe that we want, young people must be considered in the 
democratic processes of the union. Europe needs to continue to fund initiatives that 
encourage young people’s engagement in influencing policy such as the EU Structured 
Dialogue process that we are both involved in through NYCI.   
 

“The Future of Europe” debate is very important to young people and we thank you for 
recognising this and inviting us here today.  Thank you for your attention, we would welcome 
any questions our presentation has raised.  

 

 


