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· EUSAIR: European Union Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region
· EUSALP: European Union Strategy for the Alpine Region
· EUSBSR: European Union Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region
· EUSDR: European Union Strategy for the Danube Region
· EYC / YC / The Youth Council / The Council: EUSAIR Youth Council
· TSG: Thematic Steering Group
· NEET: Not in Education, Employment, or Training
· IPA: Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance Program
· POPRI: An international competition for the best entrepreneurial idea among young people from the 10 countries of the Adriatic-Ionian macro-region
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The EUSAIR Youth Council (EYC) is an advisory body established in 2024 following the Tirana Declaration adopted under the Albanian Presidency of the EU Strategy for the Adriatic and Ionian Region (EUSAIR)1. It brings together 20 young representatives  (aged 18-29)  from 10 countries of the Adriatic-Ionian region (four EU Member States, five candidate countries, and one non-EU country) to contribute directly to macro-regional governance processes. 
Created through a top-down approach to provide structured input to the EUSAIR Governing Board and Thematic Steering Groups, the Council aims to embed youth perspectives within decision-making structures.

Its core objective is to ensure that youth perspectives are substantively reflected in regional policy development and implementation. The Council’s mandate aligns with the principles of the EU Youth Strategy 2019-20272 and the UNDG commitment to “Leave no one behind,” promoting democratic participation, cross-border cooperation, and youth empowerment across the Adriatic-Ionian region. In this context, our role is to provide independent, experience-based insight that strengthens the inclusivity, relevance, and long-term impact of EUSAIR policies.

This position paper examines how the three pillars of the EU Youth Strategy - Engage, Connect, and Empower - are operationalised within EUSAIR and the EYC. Drawing on our direct institutional experience, we assess the extent to which formal commitments to youth participation translate into meaningful practice. While the Strategy recognises young people as key actors, systemic barriers often confine our role to symbolic representation rather than genuine participation in decision-making, with alignment at times appearing to be expected more than independent contribution.

This document represents the independent perspectives of the Youth Council. As an advisory body established to integrate youth voices into EUSAIR processes, we write from a position of both institutional engagement and analytical observation. Our assessment reflects what we have experienced in practice, not only what appears in strategy documents.

This reflection is both timely and urgent. The Adriatic-Ionian region faces persistent NEET rates3, youth emigration, widening skills gaps, and rapidly ageing populations4, all of which challenge long-term social cohesion and economic resilience. Youth participation is therefore not merely a democratic principle but also a strategic necessity. 

While the establishment of the Youth Council marked important progress, institutional presence alone does not guarantee influence. Ensuring that youth engagement moves beyond symbolic consultation toward meaningful co-governance requires
deliberate structural attention. This paper therefore represents a first step toward the 
constructive and independent assessments needed to strengthen youth participation at a critical moment for the region’s future.
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Pillar 1: Youth Participation and Democracy (Engage) 

Under the EU Youth Strategy 2019-20272, the “Engage” pillar aims to strengthen young people's democratic participation and active citizenship by ensuring they are provided with meaningful opportunities, appropriate structures, and adequate support to influence decisions that affect their lives. For macro-regional strategies, this means systematically integrating youth perspectives into governance structures and ensuring that consultation leads to real influence.

Within EUSAIR's governance framework, youth participation is institutionalized through the EUSAIR Youth Council (EYC), which functions as an independent advisory body with consultative status1. 

Concretely, the EUSAIR Youth Council engages with EUSAIR’s governance structures at multiple stages of the decision-making process and across all five EUSAIR pillars. Specifically, EYC co-chairs participate in Governing Board meetings once a year, EYC pillar leaders join Thematic Steering Group (TSG) meetings twice annually and individual members contribute to discussions throughout the year at any given occasion1. This structure is a major strength of EUSAIR’s governance: it provides formal access to decision-making spaces for youth representatives. However, formal participation does not always guarantee quality of engagement. While consultation channels exist, sustaining meaningful and consistent engagement has proven challenging on both sides: from EUSAIR’s governance structures and from the Youth Council itself.
On the side of EUSAIR structures, the frequency and depth of interaction, feedback, and integration of youth contributions varies across thematic areas. In practice, some TSGs have built effective relationships with EYC members: they hold regular consultations and clearly show how youth input shapes outcomes. Others interact only occasionally, which can make participation feel procedural rather than meaningful. This indicates there is no standardised procedure to guarantee consistent quality of involvement. A recent and relevant positive development in this regard is the introduction of ongoing thematic briefings between EUSAIR TSGs and the Youth Council, which strengthen continuity of dialogue between both parties and shared understanding of thematic priorities.
On the side of the EYC, it is important to acknowledge that engagement has not always been steady. Other than individual fluctuations of interest and commitment, it is necessary to address the main driving factor: membership is voluntary, yet the work it demands in terms of time, energy, and expertise goes well beyond what a traditional volunteer role typically implies and conflicts with each member’s academic and professional career. The consequences are evident and practical: for example, on multiple occasions, Meetings of Members have not reached the two-thirds quorum required for decision-making, affecting the Council’s capacity to function efficiently. This calls for both internal and institutional reflection on how to strengthen shared ownership and on how to make sustained engagement genuinely feasible through mechanisms that are efficient, predictable, and inclusive.
Beyond these challenges on both sides, it is also important to recognise the real value youth participation brings to EUSAIR. EYC members contribute not only the perspective of young people but also professional and academic experience across all areas of EUSAIR. Yet this expertise is not fully utilised. When engagement focuses mainly on fulfilling demographic representation rather than shaping policy, youth input can end up confined to “youth-specific” topics instead of being integrated into broader thematic areas where it could have the greatest effect. As a result, contributions risk being underused and having less impact overall.
Finally, youth engagement must extend beyond the Council itself. EUSAIR, like other EU macro-regional strategies, faces ongoing visibility challenges, and its complex governance structures and technical language can limit young people’s understanding and opportunities to participate. In this regard, the EYC has made a meaningful contribution through its social media work. However, this cannot replace change at the institutional level: Generation Z engages through channels and formats that traditional institutional communication does not use, and dense technical language effectively excludes many young people. Clear, youth-focused communication needs to be embedded across all EUSAIR structures, and not just the Youth Council, to broaden participation and ensure the work reaches the people it most affects.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​








































Pillar 2: Connectivity and mobility within EUSAIR (Connect) 

The EU Youth Strategy 2019-20272’s “Connect” pillar encourages exchanges, joint projects, and learning mobility, all of which help young people develop skills, gain shared experiences, and build cross-cultural understanding. For macroregional strategies, this raises a key question: do governance structures merely coordinate policies or do they actively foster relationships and networks among the youth these policies affect?
Established only in 20241, the EUSAIR Youth Council is still developing relationships and procedures with EUSAIR structures. For this reason, systematic connection-building - both within the Council’s members and with broader youth - is only beginning to emerge.
In practice, the Council is starting to facilitate connections between member states, other national relevant stakeholders and relevant funding mechanisms, including Interreg programs and IPA funds. However, gaps remain: information about funding and cooperation opportunities is often technical, bureaucratic, and underpublicised, which creates barriers for young people outside institutional networks. The Youth Council seeks to act as a bridge, promoting and translating complex processes into accessible guidance, but this function currently depends on individual initiative rather than systematic procedures.
Despite these challenges, there are promising examples that demonstrate what systematic connection-building could achieve. Programs like POPRI5 have brought young entrepreneurs from across the region together to compete with innovative ideas, creating networks and tangible examples of regional cooperation in action. Similarly, Pillar 5 has started involving Youth Council members in project design and planning, moving beyond consultation toward co-creation. Yet such initiatives remain sporadic rather than systematic, making it difficult to measure progress or ensure consistent youth opportunities across the region. These examples highlight both the potential of youth-driven networks and the need for more structured, predictable mechanisms to maximize impact.
Finally, what also remains limited is the connection between the EUSAIR Youth Council and equivalent structures in other EU macroregional strategies. While EUSAIR, EUSDR (Danube Region), EUSALP (Alpine Region), and EUSBSR (Baltic Sea Region) face similar governance challenges and youth barriers, systematic exchanges among their youth councils are minimal. Ad hoc events, such as EYC participation in the 11th EUSDR Annual Forum in 2025 and the 5th EUSDR Youth Camp in 2026, provide valuable opportunities for interaction, but no regular platforms exist for ongoing communication, peer support, or joint initiatives. Establishing institutionalized mechanisms for collaboration could allow youth councils to share best practices, offer collective support, and respond jointly to common challenges. Interreg programmes may offer valuable opportunities to support such exchanges, including dialogue, joint capacity-building, and collaborative projects across the region. Beyond youth councils’ cooperation, these funding mechanisms could also be explored to make EYC engagement itself more equitable. Members contribute real expertise and skills without any compensation, which risks limiting participation to those who can already afford it. In other words, it prevents the Strategy from meaningfully connecting with disadvantaged youth communities across the region.
Strategically exploring these opportunities, where relevant and feasible, could therefore strengthen both connections among youth structures and the accessibility of the Youth Council itself.










































Pillar 3: Youth Empowerment in EUSAIR (Empower) 
The EU Youth Strategy 2019-20272’s “Empower” pillar focuses on enabling young people to take control of their lives by providing support, resources, and opportunities to develop skills and agency. Moreover, it recognizes young people and youth work as a catalyst for positive change. For macro-regional strategies, this means creating structures and initiatives that equip youth representatives to act independently, develop their capacities, and truly influence regional policies. A natural question arises: how truly empowered and autonomous can youth be if their role is limited to consultation rather than co-governance?
Within EUSAIR, several mechanisms have proven effective in enabling Youth Council members to become and operate as empowered actors. In particular, the Facility Point has played a crucial role in supporting the Council’s functioning, providing the administrative, technical, and procedural assistance needed for meaningful engagement. Equally important are the annual capacity-building and orientation programs, which not only strengthen members’ ability to navigate EUSAIR’s complex governance structures but also enhance their capacity to represent youth perspectives effectively in decision-making and multiply their impact within their own communities. 
However, it is equally important to address the significant challenges that remain and begin with the varying degrees and definitions of commitment to youth empowerment across EUSAIR actors.
More concretely, although the European Commission has continuously prioritized youth issues and capacity-building for the EYC, inconsistent support from member states undermines both the Council’s effectiveness and its internal cohesion. 
The consequences of these differences in prioritization and commitment are both practical and evident. For example, EYC representatives from Albania were unable to participate in the 10th EUSAIR Annual Forum in Crete in 2025 due to insufficient support. True empowerment requires that all members have equal conditions for meaningful engagement, including adequate financial coverage for participation and timely access to information and knowledge that enable informed contributions. Without these basic elements, youth empowerment - both within the EYC and among young people across the region - risks remaining partial or superficial.
Beyond resources, empowerment requires clarity. The EYC acknowledges that oversight matters for institutional coherence, but the current lack of clarity about when and how it can act on its own initiative means overcoordination becomes the default. The Rules of Procedures already limit Governing Board intervention to specific matters. What is missing is an equally clear articulation of the EYC’s autonomous space. At the same time, it is recognised that empowerment is co-created: while the institutional actors must provide better-defined frameworks and genuine autonomy, the Council must continue strengthening its internal capacity and shared ownership of its mandate.
Considering that today’s youth are the most educated generation ever2 and that the EYC was created to respond to their specific needs, it is essential to recognize EYC members as equal stakeholders rather than constrained advisors. This is not only a right, but also a needed practical approach: feeling that one's contributions carry real and equal weight is fundamental to sustained engagement. Ultimately, equal recognition is what transforms formal participation into empowerment and influence.
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Recommendations

Pillar 1: Youth Participation and Democracy (Engage) 
· Establish a fixed engagement cycle between the EYC and EUSAIR governance structures, with set deadlines for agenda-sharing (at least two weeks in advance), written EYC input, and structured feedback from EUSAIR bodies after each meeting.

· Hold quarterly coordination meetings between TSG coordinators and EYC Pillar leaders to align on priorities and upcoming agenda points.

· Map EYC members’ professional profiles and match them to relevant ongoing EUSAIR initiatives, so the right members are invited into the right working groups and projects from the start.

· Introduce flexible participation formats, such as online or recorded briefings and written input rounds, to accommodate members’ academic and professional commitments.

· Provide EYC members with ready-to-use communication materials (e.g. factsheets, posters, stickers) to share EUSAIR in their communities and networks and enhance overall visibility.
Pillar 2: Connectivity and mobility within EUSAIR (Connect) 
· Define a clear collaboration and role split between the EUSAIR Communication team and the EYC: EUSAIR identifies and packages opportunities; the EYC distributes them through youth networks.

· Involve EYC members in co-designing projects across all thematic pillars from the beginning, and thus not only as consultees, but as contributors to planning and development.

· Create a formal and structured channel for the youth structures of all four EU macroregional strategies and guarantee at least one annual joint in-person meeting and initiative.

· Explore the use of Interreg programmes to support collaborative projects among macro-regional youth entities and to connect to the region's youth from disadvantaged backgrounds.


Pillar 3: Youth Empowerment within EUSAIR (Empower) 
· Adopt a binding participation protocol guaranteeing full coverage of travel, accommodation, and related costs for all EYC members invited to EUSAIR events, applied equally regardless of country or personal circumstances. This is the foundation of equitable participation.

· Support the EYC’s right to act independently by clarifying in the Rules of Procedures which actions and outputs (e.g. position papers, statements, campaigns) the Council can initiate autonomously and which require institutional coordination or approval.

· Include a fixed EYC agenda point in every TSG meeting to ensure youth input is always present.

· Recognise the EYC as an equal actor within EUSAIR by including its members in the same meetings and processes as other relevant stakeholders. Where separate EYC sessions are held, make participation mutual: EUSAIR staff and senior officials should attend these sessions with the same level of commitment. 
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www.adriatic-ionian.eu
EUSAIR Youth Council


For a Prosperous and Integrated Adriatic and Ionian Region
Strategic project EUSAIR FACILITY POINT is co-founded by the European Union through the Interreg IPA ADRION Programme 2021-2027.
This has been produced with the financial assistance of the European Union. The content of the document is the sole responsibility of the INSERT BENEFICIARY'S NAME/NAME OF PP/LP and can under no circumstances be regarded as reflecting the position of the European Union  and/or IPA ADRION Programme authorities.
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