
ISSUE: Education 
FACT: In the region, enrolment rates in secondary and tertiary education are only 64 and 25%, respectively

Although overall enrolment rates have increased throughout Asia-Pacifi c, access to education remains an issue, 
particularly for marginalized groups. For instance, in some countries in the region, youth with disabilities are four 
times less likely to attend school than their classmates without disabilities. Such exclusion can be due to a lack of 
appropriate facilities, support services or trained teachers, as well as discrimination and social stigma. 

Girls from lower socioeconomic backgrounds face multiple challenges and are up to 26% less likely to complete 
secondary education than girls from richer families. Along with economic barriers, female youth face obstacles 
resulting from social attitudes against educating young women, early marriage or pregnancy and a lack of safety 
and proper sanitation at schools.

The skill mismatch is another issue. In the region, 51% of employers have diffi  culty fi nding young graduates with 
adequate skills, as compared to the global average of 35%. This is partially the result of the lack of information about 
the skills and education required in the labour market, out-dated curricula and inadequate resources. It is therefore 
critical to improve information about the skills and experience employers need today and in the future and link this 
information with educational and career counselling as well as enhance the quality and relevance of education. 
One way to increase the relevance of education is through Technical, Vocational Education and Training (TVET), 
with a focus of green jobs. Better teacher training and curricula that are aligned to labour market demands are 
also necessary to improve the current situation as well as implement SDG 4: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”

ISSUE: Employment
FACT: National youth unemployment rates are up to 10 times adults ones 

Along with a regional youth unemployment rate of around 11%, as many as 41% of all youth in some countries are 
not in employment, education or training (NEET). Another concern is that up to 85% of youth in some countries are 
working in low-productive jobs, often in the informal sector, which presents issues related to inadequate earnings, 
hazardous working conditions and exploitation. Informal employment also hampers sustainability and economic 
growth by underutilizing the potential of workers while not contributing to tax-benefi t schemes.

A major source of informal labour consists of the young migrants from rural areas who move to cities in search of 
opportunity; this is not surprising given that urban areas account for 80% of the region’s GDP. Unfortunately, for 
many it is not a choice, as some employers resort to forced migration, resulting in 20 million young people suff ering 
from extreme forms of abuse.

Youth Take Centre Stage in 
Sustainable Development

 717 million young women and men aged 15 to 24 
live in the Asian and Pacifi c region.

WHERE  The youth population in the region reached 
its peak in 2010, and in the coming years is expected 
to drop due to falling fertility, but there are signifi cant 
subregional variations. In South and South-West Asia, 
where almost half of the region’s youth population lives, 
the number of young people is still growing, while in 
East and North-East Asia it has been declining for almost 
a decade. These demographic changes will profoundly 
impact socioeconomic development in the region.

WHY Following the recent adoption of the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), countries in the ESCAP region 
are in a prime position to harness the full potential of 
their youth populations so as to promote inclusive and 
sustainable development. Success depends on better 
involving and including young people in all steps of 
development by recognizing that they can play much 
greater roles in decisions that infl uence the challenges 
and opportunities they face and the environments they 
live in. The youth bulge in South and South-West Asia has 
the potential to spur growth if well-placed policies that 
empower youth are implemented. At the same time, the 
demographic trends underway in East and North-East 
Asia further increase the importance to fully integrate 
young people into the labour market.

WHO



SDG 4, Target 4 acts as a call to “substantially increase the number of youth and adults who have relevant skills, 
including technical and vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship.” Investments in access to 
both green jobs and entrepreneurship can help address youth unemployment. Support for youth entrepreneurship 
can be seen in many nations throughout the region, including China, India, Mongolia, and the Philippines, where 
more than 2,000 initiatives that promote young entrepreneurs have been created. Reaffi  rming the importance of 
engaging all sectors of society, including youth, in sustainable growth, SDG 8 states: “Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.”

ISSUE: Health
FACT: Approximately 890,000 deaths of youth in the region are preventable

Many youth in the region face signifi cant health threats from road accidents, reproductive health, mental health, 
tobacco and substance abuse and violence.  Preventing the deaths of nearly one million youth requires addressing 
informational, fi nancial, and infrastructural barriers so as to ensure access to essential health services. Part of this 
includes increasing knowledge about the associated risks of certain behaviours and where help can be found.

In this respect, a lack of adequate sexual education contributes to a variety of challenges, including over 690,000 
youth living with HIV, as well as unwanted pregnancies, unsafe abortions, sexually-related violence, and the spread 
of sexual transmitted infections and diseases. 

Unsafe sexual activity can become even more dangerous when combined with the use of drugs and alcohol. Use 
of illicit drugs is as high as 13% in the region and some countries report that one-tenth of all youth are problem 
drinkers. Tobacco is another habit which often begins in youth but has lifelong health implications; some 40-60% of 
youth in Indonesia, Palau, Papua New Guinea and Timor-Leste are tobacco users.

ISSUE: Participation in decision-making processes 
FACT: Youth electoral and civic participation is declining in many countries across the region

Vital to ensuring the political participation of youth is to strengthen their political engagement and rights. A fi rst 
critical step to do so is through the formulation and implementation of eff ective national youth policies. Given 
the lack of such policies, an important emerging trend is the decreased interest in “formal politics” coupled with 
increased engagement in non-electoral participation such as activism and lobbying. 

Wide-scale survey results show youth’s commitment to politics with an “honest and responsive government” ranking 
fi rst out of 16 development priorities. These results also reveal that 61% of youth regularly follow political news, 
indicating their interest, and the importance of providing channels for participation. Therefore it is necessary to 
ensure that they have adequate space and opportunity to do so.

Youth Take Centre Stage in Sustainable Development

ESCAP’s Work
ESCAP works to enhance knowledge, capacity and regional cooperation to improve the situation young people face, through 
assisting Governments to develop comprehensive national youth policies and engaging young people in its programmes. It acts 
as the Asia-Pacifi c regional focal point for the World Programme of Action for Youth. It also supports the implementation of the 
Secretary-General’s Five-Year Action Agenda, which aims to deepen the youth focus of existing programmes on employment 
and entrepreneurship; political inclusion; citizenship and protection of rights; and education, including comprehensive 
sexuality education. Specifi cally, ESCAP:

• Undertakes research on the situation of youth in the Asia-Pacifi c region, focusing on the SDGs and identifying trends and 
good practices on youth participation in development and decision-making, as well as the formulation and implementation 
of youth policies. 

• Is an active member of the joint Regional Coordination Mechanism-United Nations Development Group Asia-Pacifi c 
Thematic Working Group on Youth to enhance the impact of the United Nations youth development work in Asia-Pacifi c. 

• Over 2014–2017, is leading the implementation of an interregional project to strengthen the capacity of Governments in 
Asia and the Pacifi c, Africa and Western Asia to respond to the needs of youth in formulating inclusive and sustainable 
development policies, by, among other means, developing  an interactive toolbox of policy and programme options. 
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