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Northern Ireland Youth Forum 

Report to: Youth Council for Northern Ireland


Subject: Network 4 Youth 
Date: 05 January 2008 

 

	Relevant Background Information

	The Northern Ireland Youth Forum (NIYF) was set up almost 30 years ago to represent the views of young people in Northern Ireland to Government and other decision makers.

The NIYF believe that all young people have ideas and opinions worth listening to. NIYF exist to support young people to make positive change for themselves and their community.

The NIYF is youth-led, which means that we get our direction and focus from young people. Anyone aged between 11 and 25 can join and play an active role in being heard and making change.

NIYF work with our members across Northern Ireland to help them change the way adults think about young people. Our message is that young people have great ideas, are interested in being involved and must be listened to.

This response to the Network 4 Youth consultation is derived from joint discussions between the NIYF staff team and NIYF executive committee.   NIYF have been integral in the debate on the Network for Youth since its inception.  We organised the conference in October 2006 and we have had a key role in the current consultation with young people. 

This response is based on: 

· Feedback our staff and executive committee have received about Network 4 Youth from children and young people 

· The learning taken from The Big Deal programme 

· The experiences we have had as a youth led organisation

· NIYF staff and the executive committees’ knowledge of the youth service and personal experiences
· Desk research

We can see value in all three options proposed and there are elements of each that we feel are extremely important to be included in Network 4 Youth.   

When our Participation Workers were carrying out the consultation on the options, they found the young people’s responses were skewed by their own experiences.  Those who had no experience of the youth service were more likely to choose the ‘Youth Assembly’ (C) option, as this is was the concept they found easiest to understand.  Those who were members of a youth club tended to choose the ‘Network of Networks’ (B) option and those who had experience of youth councils tended to choose the ‘Regional Youth Led Body option’ (A).  Our workers also noted that the young people found it difficult to choose one option and often they commented that a combination of the models would be more suitable. 



	Proposed Model 

	NIYF feel confident that as long as young people’s opinions are prominent in informing the model the Network 4 Youth will be a success. Given our position and remit, we believe we are well placed to be central to the Network 4 Youth.  
We recommend that the most appropriate model would be one that encapsulates all three options. We believe that this model has the potential to suit the voluntary, statutory and community sector.   This model represents a regional youth led body with local area branches based on the 11 proposed district council areas and linked to a Northern Ireland Assembly.   Within each local area branch local youth councils, youth forums, children and young people’s groups and individual children and young people can become part of the Network.
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	Explanation of model

	· The inner pink circle represents the Regional youth led body (similar to option A) 

The young people are supported by core staff,  the young people are nominated from the local area branches. They could be directly supported by a membership worker, with supplementary support from other staff members 

· The 11 blue ovals represent the proposed  local area branches based on the 11 different council areas (and proposed areas for ESA)

We don’t believe it is necessary to have a shop front for the local branches.  They could be based within the services that already exist in that area.  Participation workers with responsibility for play and youth could be based in the local area branch.   The workers could have a similar role to that currently undertaken by The Big Deal participation workers and Play Quest team 

· The pink dots represent Network 4 Youth members which could be made up of:

· Individual children and young people

· Groups of children and young people

· Youth and children’s organisations that support children to have a voice

· Youth participative structures such as youth councils, forums, committees etc. 

The Network 4 Youth members could get support from the local area branches (similar to option B) and the central office.  

· The outer circle (with the smiley faces) represents the youth population. They underpin the work of the Network 4 Youth.  It is the role of the Regional youth led body to engage these young people and signpost them into opportunities in the local area branches. 

· The green circle represents a Youth Assembly (similar to option c).  The Network 4 Youth is the mechanism that supports a youth assembly.   We believe the youth assembly should be just one part of Network 4 Youth rather than the central focus of Network 4 Youth.  

· The green dots within the green circle represent the Government, this could be at a local level right up to the Northern Ireland Executive.  Young people have a direct link to them. 

Criticisms of option C were that it may only attract a certain type of young people and it might not be suitable for younger children.  Our model enables younger children and other young people to get involved in Network 4 Youth through the local area branches.  The youth assembly may also become more appealing to children and young people through their involvement in the local area branches.   

There may not need to be 108 young people for the youth assembly.  It could just be a group of 30 to 40 young people who have a direct link to the Northern Ireland Executive.  We do not think a young person should have to be a member of a youth council to be nominated onto the youth assembly, the option should be open to any young person. 

All the elements of the model overlap, this represents each element working together to create a cohesive Network 4 Youth.  A Network where there is clear two way communication between everyone involved.  Children and young people have the opportunity to contact decision makers about the issues that are important to them and the decision makers are able to contact young people to discuss the issues that they are interested in.   The agenda should be led by young people and government equally.   




	Essential Elements of Network 4 Youth

	Management
We believe NFY should be youth led.  This could be achieved in two different ways:

Option 1:

A Management Committee exclusively of young people who like any adult Management Committee oversee the functioning of the whole organisation

Option 2: 

A joint management committee of adults and young people, in this instance the committee should always have a higher ratio of young people to adults whenever decisions are being made (similar to Funky Dragon in Wales).

Whatever option is chosen it is essential that the appropriate resources are provided to give the young people the support that is needed in their role.  

The Big Deal have recently produced ‘Guidance for Effective Youth Councils. Young people were consulted throughout the completion of the guidance.  The resource contains ten key guidance points that have been identified by young people from youth councils across Northern Ireland. These include: creating a purpose and setting goals; valuing equal opportunities; ensuring enjoyment and reward for members; being clear on who does what; and having your voice heard.  This Guidance could prove useful in developing the committee.

Direct link to public authorities and Government

We believe Network 4 Youth should have a direct link to public authorities.  Network 4 Youth can continue to promote the involvement of children and young people in decision making - providing public authorities with advice, support and training on getting children and young people involved (Similar to the current role of The Participation Network) 

Young people should also have a direct link to Government through the youth assembly part of the model.  Young people should represent youth issues rather than political party’s issues.
Measures of Quality Assurance:  Participation standards

We feel it is important that quality standards for participation are developed. In our experience participation has a different meaning to different people, we believe it would be beneficial to develop a clear understanding of the different levels and different ways children and young people can participate.   This was discussed at the beginning of The Big Deal programme as something the programme could implement.   However the time bound nature of The Big Deal programme left it inappropriate as it needs a body to carry on the legacy after the programme ends.  The Network 4 Youth would be the ideal mechanism to do this. 

Capacity building in children and young people

We feel it is important to continue to build the capacity of children and young people in decision making.  This can be achieved by delivering training and programmes to children and young people.  A similar role is currently being undertaken by The Big Deal Participation Workers and Play Rangers.   

In particular, we feel Network 4 Youth should create more opportunities for joint working between the play and youth sectors to help create a fluid transition in services through the age range 0 to 25.  In working together they could develop creative opportunities for children and young people of all ages to get involved in decision making and Network 4 Youth.

Effective practice in capacity building should be documented and shared within the sector.  

Co-ordinated approach

We believe records should be kept of all the work that is going on across Northern Ireland; it should be easy to signpost a member from one area to another area if they are doing work on a similar topic, hence joining up areas of effective practice.
It is also essential that children and young people can find out what has been achieved as a result of their and other children and young people’s involvement in the Network 4 Youth.

Policy, research and consultation 

We feel it is vital to have a policy and research team as part of the Network 4 Youth.  We need to base our work on an evidence base that is continually updated. This team should have expertise in creative consultation methods and research. The team could also specialise in doing research and consultations with younger children to ensure their voices are heard. 
Communications team

We feel it is vital to have a communications team with expertise in PR, marketing and event management.   A recent consultation by NIYF
 showed that young people feel there is not enough information available to them and that they did not know where they could access information.  Network 4 Youth has the potential to become the main mechanism that young people refer to when they want signposted to more information. 

In addition, a recent poll by Barnardo’s found that more than half (54%) of the population think that British children are beginning to behave like animals
.  We should be doing all we can to change this perception by promoting all the positive work we do with children and young people. 

Clear vision and values

We agree with the suggested vision and values and believe they are an essential part of the Network 4 Youth. 




	Conclusion

	NIYF view the Network 4 Youth as a mechanism that enables young people to raise, discuss and address issues of concern and also be a place where the Government can consult with young people on a range of issues.  The Network  should be evidence based and effectively co-ordinated so that groups can work together and learn from each other, this should be enhanced by effective external and internal communication.  

Our proposed model does not try to replicate what already exists, rather compliment existing services.  Crucially, It has the potential to compliment the voluntary, statutory and community sectors and includes younger children.   In essence the Network 4 Youth already exists.  It’s just a matter of co-ordinating all the work that is currently happening with some extra resources.  
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