 Filling the descriptive representation gap? Youth Platforms in Global Environmental Governance[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This work was supported by the Fonds de la Recherche Scientifique - FNRS under Grant n° T.0020.21.] 
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Abstract

Youth are official stakeholders of global environmental politics (GEP) since 1992, and several youth platforms have been created within the framework of the United Nations since the 2000s. However, recently, the oppositional voice of youth, through climate protests, has increased worldwide. While official youth platforms have been active over the years, this article asks to which extent they mitigate a descriptive representation gap in GEP. Academic investigation on these platforms is extremely limited. To fill this gap, we track the creation history and the governance evolution of four transnational youth platforms, investigating two research hypotheses. To create new data, our methodology relies on official documentation, observations at international meetings and interviews. Results show the fragility of youth platforms in GEP. However, a strong ownership of these platforms by youth enables them to get a certain leeway for effective representation, of youth, and of civil society more broadly.

Keywords: CYMG; global environmental politics; GYBN; non-state actors; YOUNGO; youth; youth platforms; UN-MGCY.    

Introduction

The voice of youth has become increasingly visible in global environmental politics in recent years. Particularly, youth have become prominent actors as protesters in the climate debate at the transnational level since 2018, when the Fridays for Future (FFF) movement initiated by Greta Thunberg became a worldwide movement. Besides FFF, various youth-led initiatives contesting current environmental politics are visible at the local, national and international levels around the world (e.g., climate trials, Leave Fossil Fuel Underground, and plastic-free movements), leading to an increasing number of studies on informal youth actions globally (Belotti et al., 2022; Fisher & Nasrin, 2021; Terren & Soler-i-Martí, 2021).

These youth protests are a sign that youth expectations might not be met by international processes. This is problematic because: (i) the worldwide population is young with a median age of about 31 years; (ii) yet, youth is an underrepresented age group in national (Stockemer & Sundström, 2022) and international policy processes (Holzscheiter, 2024); (iii) youth are especially vulnerable to environmental changes being mostly present in regions that will face major environmental impacts - among others, the median age is of 19 years on the African continent (United Nations, 2022), while being de facto the least responsible for such changes (Godsland, 2021; Gasparri et al., 2022); (iv) the youth of today are the implementers of the worldwide environmental agenda of tomorrow and, as such, bring longer-term perspectives to international discussions; (v) in several domains, youth have been found to be agents of transformative change (Knappe & Schmidt, 2021); and (vi) youth are often considered as the age group that is closer to future generations (Knappe & Renn, 2022). Considering the share of the world population they embody, their low responsibility, their high vulnerability, their future role for global environmental politics’ implementation, and their closer relation to future generations, youth should be one of the most critical stakeholders in global environmental negotiations.

Yet youth[footnoteRef:2] are unexpected actors in global politics compared to other state and non-state actors (NSAs), and their participation in international processes is complicated by additional barriers. First, the category of youth is not made by professionals, compared to non-governmental organizations (NGOs), businesses or scientists, but by volunteers: all youth are voluntary actors in global governance (Orsini, 2022; Knappe & Schmidt, 2021). It means that their number is expected to be limited and that youth capable of participating in international processes – financially privileged and well-educated individuals – dominate in these spaces (Kolleck & Schuster, 2022). The bureaucratic and socio-economic barriers to representation, the knowledge resources and competitiveness of the routes to representation, and the spatial ordering and subversive tactics on site at the summits all affect youth (Buhre and Josefsson 2024). On top of that, young age means that youth can suffer from a lack of confidence compared to other stakeholders: their self-perception as weak policy actors may limit their influence on the policy process (Thew, 2018). [2:  There is no unique definition of youth in global environmental politics. On the one hand, YOUNGO, the youth constituency of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) accepts individuals under 35. On the other hand, the upper limit for youth is 30 for UN sustainable development negotiations. We consider the broader YOUNGO definition in this paper.] 


In addition, the dynamics of international negotiations are not in favor of youth. While the “agreement-making” process of global environmental politics increasingly depends on acceptance and legitimation by NSAs (Hughes et al. 2021), the instrumentalization or tokenization of youth is still visible in international processes, whereby governments and international institutions symbolically invite youth at the table without meaningfully engaging with their claims (Bullon-Cassis 2024; Orsini & Kang, 2023; Josefsson & Wall, 2020; Yona et al., 2020), showing that overall, global politics are still dominated by a seniority culture. 

This means that the number of youth able to attend international processes is much lower than the share of youth among the worldwide population: descriptive representation, the extent to which representatives resemble those being represented (Pitkin, 1972), is very low for youth in global politics. Yet descriptive representation is a fundamental element of the legitimacy of political decisions, and studies at the national level show its importance for political mobilization (Angelucci et al. 2025).

The importance to support youth involvement in formal environmental policymaking at the international level has been recognized as early as 1992 by the United Nations (UN). From the 1990s, with a new creation wave in the 2000s, youth platforms[footnoteRef:3] have been formalized at different venues related to environmental negotiation processes, including the United Nations Major Group for Children and Youth (UN-MGCY), YOUNGO (the official children and youth constituency of the UNFCCC, the Children and Youth Major Group to UN Environment (CYMG), and the Global Youth Biodiversity Network (GYBN, the main youth group for the Convention on Biological diversity, CBD). But these platforms have gained limited attention in international studies. [3:  We use ‘platforms’ as a generic term as the formal youth groups present in international environmental negotiations vary regarding their statuses: some are official youth constituencies, some are not (see below).] 


For example, while the UN-MGCY has been operating since the 1992 Rio Summit within sustainable development negotiations, there are only a few academic analyses of its actions and discourses (Cumiskey et al., 2015; Knappe & Renn, 2022; Orsini, 2022). Other studies cover climate change politics (Thew 2018; Thew et al. 2020; Thew et al. 2021; Marquardt et al. 2023). To our knowledge, no scientific study exists of GYBN and of the CYMG so far. And yet, scientific work has shown that “the heightened competition among young people (…) needs to be tackled by means such as a more equitable distribution of resources and the encouragement of collaborative rather than individual voices, both in online and offline contexts” (Bullon-Cassis 2024, 16, our emphasis) and youth platforms are key instances of such collaborative voices.

To fill this gap, and with the view to analyze how collective representation could help bypass material barriers, this article asks to which extent official youth platforms have been able to fill the descriptive representation gap in global environmental politics, i.e. by helping youth to more easily engage in international processes. To so do, we track the historical development of international youth platforms related to climate change, biodiversity, and sustainable development, and investigate, in a comparative way, their creation and governance. We first review the existing literature on NSAs in global environmental politics and suggest research hypotheses on youth platforms (Section 1) and detail the methodology (Section 2). We then present the results for each hypothesis (Sections 3 and 4). Finally, we conclude (Section 5) on the challenges and opportunities of official platforms to support youth in global environmental politics. 
[bookmark: _Hlk143506068]
1. Researching NSAs in global environmental governance

Youth platforms are the main international instruments adopted by international institutions to support youth presence in international environmental negotiations[footnoteRef:4]. In this section, we review the literature on NSAs’ in global environmental governance that specifically explains their emergence and governance, to draw hypotheses for our research. [4:  The UN youth delegate programme is another instrument, but it relies on its implementation by national governments.] 


1.1. Explaining the emergence of NSAs in global environmental governance

[bookmark: _Hlk116481528]NSAs have increasingly engaged in global governance, especially after the Cold War (Arts 2006; Kuyper et al. 2018; Tallberg et al. 2013). Since then, participatory governance has become “a ubiquitous feature of contemporary liberal and capitalist societies” and is now an operational model of global governance (Kwon 2019: 927). Global environmental governance is no exception and has often been used as an example of broader governance dynamics (Steffek and Nanz, 2008).

Studies have reflected on how NSAs have entered the international scene. On the one hand, international institutions have asked for more NSAs’ engagement, according to a top-down logic. Bernauer and Betzold (2012) argue that such involvement of NSAs has been welcomed within environmental politics on the premise of greater legitimacy. Indeed, NSAs can act as watchdogs of states’ implementation of agreements, partners in transnational networks, and protesters in case of disagreement with the adopted agenda (Kuyper et al. 2018). Discussions within the framework of international summits led governments to adopt formal ways to involve NSAs in international negotiations. Agenda 21 adopted at the Rio Summit lists nine civil society groups, the “major groups” (NGOs; farmers; indigenous peoples and their communities; local authorities; women; the scientific and technological community; business and industry; children and youth; workers and trade unions), and emphasizes their engagement in achieving sustainable development. While NGOs were formally recognized by the UN Charter, Agenda 21 broadened the meaning of legitimate actors and specified the major groups that “should all be involved” (UN DESA 2012: 150). 

Following this rationale, international organizations have continued to orchestrate NSAs so they could become real partners in the implementation of environmental objectives (Bäckstrand and Kuyper, 2017). Indeed, the implementation of the global sustainable development agenda would require the involvement of multiple actors (UN DESA 2012). In sustainable development, multi-stakeholder partnerships, which include NSAs, have emerged as an important governance component alongside national policies and multilateral agreements, especially since the beginning of the 2000s after the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development (Glass et al. 2023). Based on a survey, Glass et al. (2023) argue that NGOs primarily contribute to practical implementation; research/education actors contribute with expertise; and business actors contribute to funding for sustainable development. NSAs are therefore performing important activities, for instance, in climate governance (Nasiritousi and Hjerpe, 2016), representing “a distinct feature” of such governance (Bäckstrand et al., 2017: 574; see also Hale 2018). In this context, the official recognition of major groups was supposed to lead to the progressive creation of constituencies of civil society within international negotiation processes. 

On the other hand, NSAs have been self-mobilizing, often creating networks at multiple levels, following a bottom-up trend, that progressively filled-in the empty shells of the official major groups and constituency system[footnoteRef:5]. Sometimes organized into “transnational advocacy networks” as labelled by Keck and Sikkink (1998: 1), they have developed on topics raising normative content and informational uncertainty, such as human rights and environmental issues (Tarrow 2001). Such networks have been backed and inspired by an increasing number of non-state participants to international negotiation meetings. For instance, the number of NGO participants to climate COPs has incrementally increased over the last three decades, peaking in the conferences where important decisions were made about new nationally determined contributions and global stocktake (Kuyper et al. 2018).  [5:  The recognition of major groups does not come with their recognition as proper organizations. This means that their members have to create separate entities such as Children and Youth International within UN-MGCY or the German Youth Association for the Protection of Nature related to GYBN, for funding and legal status. This complicates the visibility of youth that have to organise around platforms and additional organizations.] 


However, the bottom-up dynamic is possible only when NSAs have material, organizational and discursive resources sufficient to overcome the participation barrier at the international level. As a result, most NSAs come from the Global North, at the detriment of the Global South (Hanegraaff and Poletti 2023) and civil society representation mostly rely on professional NGOs rather than on individual participation (Hadden 2015). 

From this literature, we take the insights that top-down and bottom-up dynamics can be at play for the creation of youth platforms. However, due to youth strong need of material support, we formulate Hypothesis 1 (H1): The creation of official youth platforms within international environmental negotiation processes has relied on a top-down dynamic, whereby international institutions have supported the costs of their set-up to increase youth descriptive representation.

1.2 Explaining the functioning of NSAs in global environmental politics

Limited studies have scrutinized so far how stakeholders’ groups involved in decision-making during international environmental negotiations function in practice. As explained by Flavell (2023: 398): “much has been written about the role and legitimacy of civil society in environmental governance (...), but rarely is the basic concept of constituencies, envisioned in their current form, scrutinized or criticized.” Moreover, current research is lacunary on several aspects. First, it exclusively concentrates on constituencies within climate or sustainable development goals’ negotiations, neglecting other environmental policy areas. Second, it concentrates mostly on three out of the nine major groups, which are NGOs, businesses, and the scientific and technological community. 

In any case, research has shown that civil society groups foster the involvement of a high number of actors. Orsini (2011) has analyzed the dynamics of the business and industry major group within the international biodiversity negotiations, showing how it confers a group identity to industry, while lobbying is still undertaken individually. Hadden (2015) has investigated the organizational decision-making process of the environmental NGOs group within climate change negotiations showing its dynamics of conflicts and alliances. Haas (2015) has analyzed how the scientific community has organized in different international environmental regimes through coherent epistemic communities.

Such studies, while recognizing the usefulness of officially bringing the voice of civil society in international processes, have warned that the current constituency format for global civil society weakens activism because each major group usually has to come with one unique voice. This leads to the adoption of minimum common denominator positions and leaves less room for agreeing on socially progressive voices (Gabizon, 2016; Hadden 2015). 

Moreover, the fragmentation of the constituency system along different civil society categories according to the major groups’ system appears problematic when several actors, such as indigenous women NGOs, can belong to three different groups (i.e., indigenous, women or NGO groups). Flavell (2023: 399) calls the division of constituencies by identity markers as “pigeonholing civil society” which hinders the full participation of intersectional organizations. The list of major groups is also considered as ‘arbitrary’ (including women, but not men; youth but not the elderly) and ‘logically incoherent’ due to overlaps between the categories (Willets, 2011).

From such literature we formulate the following hypothesis: Hypothesis 2 (H2): Youth platforms foster the involvement of youth in global environmental politics, increasing descriptive representation; yet they weaken youth positions around a least common denominator and make youth siloed with respect to other civil society groups, undermining the effects of increased descriptive representation.

[bookmark: _Hlk143506388]
2. Methodology

Our study builds on a multi-dimensional research design. First, we develop a case-based approach, investigating four youth platforms within global environmental governance to compare across cases and go beyond the climate case. We analyze official youth platforms in climate change, biodiversity, sustainable development goals and the broader environment topics, that correspond to the most active and influential fields within global environmental governance since 1992, each with its own institution for decision-making and implementation, respectively the UNFCCC, the CBD, the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD), which later became the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) for the sustainable development goals, and UN Environment (formerly UN Environment Programme, UNEP).

Second, we used mixed methods to consistently collect and analyze data on these youth platforms. We started by searching relevant documentation on the platforms through desk research. Most documents were found online through website visits and keyword search. To get information on the historical development of these platforms, we also searched the youth participants coming from these platforms on the list of participants to the major negotiation meetings of our case studies, i.e. annual UNFCCC COPs, biannual CBD COPs, and annual CSD/HLPF meetings and UN Environment Assembly meetings. Following this method, we managed to identify and obtain interviews with 7 youth who have extensive work experience in youth platforms (appearing several times on the lists). We also conducted field research to observe the daily activities of youth platforms at Stockholm+50, YOUNGO during COP27 & 28; GYBN during COP15; and UN-MGCY during HLPF 2023. We took notes during these meetings and secured 12 additional interviews with youth currently involved in the platforms. In addition, we conducted 3 interviews with members of the CBD secretariat. The interviews (see Annex) were conducted with open questions adapted to the interviewee’s experience and lasted between 15 min and 1h each. Although we only interviewed a limited sample of youth, we interviewed people from each of the studied platforms who had extended knowledge of their history and functioning. We always asked our interviewees to mention other key contacts for our research topic and secured interviews with these key contacts. In addition, we have followed the current research effort to produce data on youth by youth themselves (Bullon-Cassis 2024: 2). Finally, we received interviewees’ consent regarding their participation in our study.

Third, for data analysis, we qualitatively analyzed the collected official documents, the interviews and the fieldwork notes. For the interviews, we used the NVivo software to make automatic searches in the interviews, code their content, and identify useful quotations to explain the development and functioning of youth platforms. 

3. Explaining the creation of youth platforms in global environmental politics.

In this section, we test H1 by confronting it with our results on the creation dynamics of the different youth platforms. We present our results for the four youth platforms chronologically, from the oldest to the most recent, followed by a synthesis that partially supports H1.

3.1. The UN-MGCY: concretizing the representation of youth within international sustainable development negotiations from the top
[bookmark: _Hlk143511012]
Principle 21 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, adopted in 1992 at the Earth Summit, was the first document to acknowledge the importance of “the creativity, ideals and courage of the youth” in achieving sustainable development (UN, 1992). Agenda 21, adopted in the same conference, listed the nine major groups and, particularly for youth, Chapter 25 emphasized that it is “imperative that youth from all parts of the world participate actively in all levels of decision-making processes” (United Nations Sustainable Development 1992), pointing out that youth bring unique and necessary perspectives into international discussions.

The UN-MGCY was therefore created precisely from a top-down impulse. It first started as a platform active mostly during the Earth Summits, receiving support from different governments and international institutions at these occasions (Interview 12[footnoteRef:6]). Progressively, its scope has broadened over time to cover the whole work areas of the UN including human rights, peace, migration[footnoteRef:7] and humanitarian action, with mandates from General Assembly resolutions and bilateral agreements with UN agencies. The UN-MGCY aims at promoting meaningful participation of children and youth in the whole UN processes (UN-MGCY, n.d.a; Cumiskey et al. 2015). Today, it is still strongly linked to the institutions that helped for its creation and has reporting obligations towards the UN system, regularly submitting periodic reports to the UN DESA, the HLPF and the General Assembly.  [6:  We assigned a random number to each of our interview to preserve anonymity. ]  [7:  For a study of the role of MGCY for migration see Josefsson 2023.] 


3.2. YOUNGO: from host governments’ support to youth impulse in the UNFCCC
  
[bookmark: _Hlk144994938][bookmark: _Hlk151741423]In climate change negotiations, youth have attended UNFCCC COPs since COP1, although their participation was initially scattered. Youth participation increased progressively, also at the initiative of some COP host governments since COP5: at COP5 (Bonn), COP6 (Hague) and COP8 (New Delhi), events focusing on children and youth were held in parallel to official negotiations (UN Joint Framework Initiative on Children Youth and Climate Change 2010). At COP11 in Montreal, the government of Canada sponsored Canadian youth environmental organizations for the organization of an International Youth Summit (UN Joint Framework Initiative on Children Youth and Climate Change 2010). Those youth-focused events were, however, not integrated into the decision-making process of the COP. 

The first organized action for the recognition of a proper youth constituency within the UNFCCC was undertaken at COP10 in Buenos Aires. Young people who participated at the conference drafted a declaration to call for “the recognition of a Youth Constituency Group within the COP in order to assure youth participation” (UN Joint Framework Initiative on Children Youth and Climate Change 2010). Subsequently, the first formal meeting of youth participants was organized in Montreal in 2005 before COP11. At that time, youth gathered under one unique name: the International Youth Climate Movement. After four years, at COP15 in Copenhagen in 2009, YOUNGO was recognized as the formal constituency to represent children and youth in UNFCCC processes (Thew et al., 2021; Marquardt et al., 2023).

3.3. GYBN: a co-dynamic of youth engagement and governmental support in the CBD

For biodiversity, it is during the International Youth Conference on Biodiversity, a youth summit hosted by the government of Japan before CBD COP10 in Japan in 2010 (Interview 3) that the idea of an international youth network for biodiversity negotiations concretized. Some youth who participated in the event had observed YOUNGO’s activities at UNFCCC COPs and decided to organize a similar youth-led network for biodiversity (Interview 9).

An international interim steering committee was established for such a network and in 2012 GYBN was officially launched at a kick-off conference held in Berlin with support both from the German Ministry for the Environment and the German Youth Association for the Protection of Nature (GYBN 2016). The same year, the CBD recognized children and youth as a constituency at COP11 (Curlo 2021) and GYBN became a major youth platform within this constituency. At COP11, the CBD Decision XI/8 acknowledged “the importance of youth participation in decision-making process at all levels” and invited “Parties to continue to provide support for youth initiatives and other networks that support the three objectives of the Convention, such as the Global Youth Biodiversity Network” (CBD, 2012). This institutionalization process of GYBN also continued to benefit from the support of the government of Japan. After the youth summit in 2010, the Japanese government increasingly saw an opportunity to cooperate and support youth, due to youth dedication to biodiversity and efficiency in implementing concrete projects: “Under the CBD, Japan created the Japan Biodiversity Fund for developing countries in Aichi and involved relevant stakeholders. The Aichi targets involved youth. Some stakeholders, like youth, were more successful than others. GYBN used that support so well with very clear outputs and outcomes” (interview 3). Support from Japan also helped GYBN to get support from other donors.

3.4. CYMG: from a top-down dynamic of UNEP to youth engagement after Rio+20

Before 2003, UNEP had no specific platform for youth engagement. Since 2003, it ran a youth advisory council which consisted of seven advisors from the six UNEP regions and one indigenous community representative. This council advised UNEP about youth participation and communicated UNEP’s work in the corresponding regions and communities. The members of the council were elected during the Tunza International Youth Conferences, which were organized annually by UNEP between 2003-2013, for promoting youth participation in sustainable development, and served for two years (UN Joint Framework Initiative on Children Youth and Climate Change 2010).

Because of the importance of the Rio+20 Summit, the CYMG (previously UNEP-MGCY) was established in 2012, to specifically deal with the environmental aspects of the conference. When the UN Environment Assembly was formalized in 2013-2014, the nine major groups were also formalized within it to guarantee the representation of civil society within UNEPs’ work: the CYMG was officially created with a mandate based on resolutions adopted by the UN General Assembly and the UN Environment Assembly (UNEP-MGCY, n.d.). In 2018, youth engagement as CYMG became more formalized with youth providing more inputs (Interview 4). The CYMG also started to expand its working scope beyond engagement within UNEP by organizing events in parallel to the UN Environment Assembly (UNEP-MGCY 2021). 

3.5 Synthesizing: The triggers for the creation of youth platforms

On the basis of our analysis, we identify three triggers for the creation of youth platforms: international institutional pushes (i.e., IOs, declarations, reforms); governmental support (i.e., support for youth events, funding); and a youth push (i.e., self-organization).

There have been institutional pushes for the creation of several youth platforms as synthesized in Figure 1. UN-MGCY corresponds to Agenda 21 and CYMG to Rio+20. However, the formalization of youth participation in the climate change and biodiversity conventions was not immediate. In climate negotiations, the first official youth constituency was established by the UNFCCC Secretariat and the parties in 2005, more than 10 years after the adoption of the Convention. In CBD negotiations, it happened 20 years after the adoption of the Convention.

[image: ]

Figure 1. The number of youth participants at UNFCCC and CBD COPs and the creation years of youth platforms within global environmental governance.

Governmental support is also visible. Before YOUNGO’s establishment, several COP host countries organized parallel youth events and provided opportunities for youth to gather. In the case of biodiversity, Japan played an essential role in providing momentum for GYBN. The Japan Biodiversity Fund, a public fund established by the Government of Japan at COP10, has been one of their largest donors and the most consistent in their support of GYBN (Interview 9). Both international institutional pushes and governmental support confirm H1. 

[bookmark: _Hlk144994971]The third trigger, self-organized initiatives of youth, refuting H1, is only partly validated. The historical statistics of youth participants in the international negotiations of the UNFCCC (Orsini & Kang 2023) show that the establishment of YOUNGO is not the result of an increasing number of youth participants in this process. It is the creation of YOUNGO that appears as the starting point of youth involvement in the negotiations (see Figure 1). However, the picture is more mixed for GYBN: it is the involvement of key youth individuals that fostered the creation of the platform. GYBN was founded by a handful of youth participants who observed YOUNGO’s activities at UNFCCC COPs (Interview 9). 

[bookmark: _Hlk151741483]This reveals a domino effect between the UNFCCC and the CBD youth platforms’ creation processes. We identified a similar effect in the desertification convention, even if this case was not covered by our research. The establishment of the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) Youth Caucus as the formal youth constituency at UNCCD COP14 was the result of a collaboration among other youth constituencies. The first Facilitation Committee for the Caucus was organized by youth from the UN-MGCY and YOUNGO. Later in the process, the team incorporated inputs from existing youth platforms including UN-MGCY, YOUNGO, GYBN and CYMG (UNCCD Youth Caucus, n.d.). While youth platforms in global environmental politics have evolved in different tracks, mutual learning dynamics exist among the platforms, especially in their creation processes. Furthermore, as explained by one interviewee, the existence of youth platforms facilitates a “peer-to-peer learning process” among UN agencies about the need of more active involvement of youth in their governance (Interview 12).

Our results confirm the crucial importance of a top-down stimulus for the setting up of youth platforms. As such, the support of their creation by international institutions confirms the will to increase the descriptive representation of youth.

4. Explaining the functioning of the youth platforms

In this section, we investigate H2 by detailing how youth representation is performed within the platforms once created in each case, followed by a synthetic analysis that refutes H2.

4.1. The UN-MGCY as a meta-level structure for youth representation

Membership of the UN-MGCY is open to both organizations and individuals. Any organization that works on youth; and individuals under 30, can become members. As of 2020, UN-MGCY counts 8,000 member entities from around the world: West and Central Africa (23.01%), South and Central Asia (16.68%), East and Southern Africa (16.42%), East and Southeast Asia (9.45%), North America (9.08%), Western Europe (7.64%), Latin American and Caribbean (6.09%), Middle East and Northern Africa (5.64%), Eastern Europe (4.36%), and Pacific (1.64%) (UN-MGCY, n.d.a). This marks a great numerical representation of youth but an overrepresentation of youth from the Global South within the platform. Knappe and Renn (2022) also pointed out that, in 2015, the spokespersons and conference participants of the UN-MGCY were often recruited from European and North American NGOs. Furthermore, as the UN-MGCY membership and activities are all voluntary without official financial sponsorship, many active members at international conferences consider that they represent a very specific, privileged fraction of young people who have the time and resources to engage in international politics (Orsini, 2022).

[bookmark: _Hlk151741520]The large geographical scope of its membership and broad thematic scope makes the UN-MGCY a mega governance structure that is complex and abstract at the meta level. The UN-MGCY has Organizing Partners (OPs) (usually two), who serve as facilitators and officially represent the UN-MGCY at HLPFs. Additionally, the UN-MGCY has Focal Points appointed for different regions and topics. National platforms and caucus coordinators also exist with certain mission mandates (UN-MGCY, n.d.b). The activities related to specific topics are covered by respective groups, working either separately or in coordination with the UN-MCGY. The UN-MGCY tries to ensure a certain level of participation for the youth groups, but financial support and guidance are not provided (Orsini, 2022). Most of all, the fact that UN-MGCY covers many topics and scales makes it somehow less sharp in its contributions to sustainable development governance. However, the group is efficient in producing encompassing documents for transversal important events. For instance, the UN-MGCY prepared two comprehensive documents to inform the Summit of the Future (UN-MGCY, 2024; UN agencies and youth partners, 2024) on the basis of worldwide on-site and online consultations. 

4.2. YOUNGO and the importance of representing youth positions on thematic issues

[bookmark: _Hlk144994988]YOUNGO represents youth organizations as well as young individuals under 35 years old within the work of the UNFCCC. As of 2022, YOUNGO consists of more than 4,000 members including youth experts, NGOs, students’ groups, activists and grassroots organizations. Members communicate via the official mailing list of YOUNGO (YOUNGO 2023). A member described YOUNGO as a diverse community that plays a role of a platform for people from different movements and organizations (Interview 20). However, like UN-MGCY, YOUNGO is run through the voluntary work of its members (Interview 17) and this fact results in two features: i) it tends to reflect participation of youth from the Global North or privileged background who can afford international activities (Yona et al. 2020; Thew 2018) and ii) it has a high membership turnover (Thew et al. 2021).

The YOUNGO governance structure consists of two focal points (one from the Global North and one from the Global South), a Global Coordination Team, and 24 thematic working groups on transversal issues (climate funding; climate education, etc.). The decisions are made based on consensus and all entities have an equal voice. As explained by one interviewee, the consensus-model used by YOUNGO is not always effective when veto can be raised for a paragraph or a line. But this system ensures that everyone can be heard and agree with the outcome (Interview 10). As members work remotely from each other, they often share information and communicate through online platforms and cloud services such as WhatsApp, Google Groups and Google Docs. Online participation to meetings is always possible, and translation is provided by YOUNGO volunteers when needed to ensure a greater participation of all youth. YOUNGO is entitled to produce a consensus voice of youth and has been able to produce important messages during climate COPs including on climate education (Gaborit et al. 2022: 424). Since COP26, YOUNGO prepares a policy document, the Global Youth Statement, for each COP. 

4.3 Regional networks with alumni for knowledge transfer: GYBN

GYBN’s membership is open to individuals under 30 years old and youth organizations engaged in biodiversity issues. Active members over the age limit wishing to continue to engage with the network are represented through an Alumni Community and an Alumni board. The Alumni members often serve as trusted advisors and mentors to GYBN’s work (GYBN, 2016). 

GYBN’s main coordination and decision-making body is the Steering Committee, consisting of 8-15 representatives from all world regions and two Focal Points, one from the Global South and one from the Global North. In addition, GYBN is organized in Working Groups that deal with specific issues such as policy, outreach and capacity building (Global Youth Biodiversity Network, 2016). Most importantly, GYBN has a decentralized structure: as of 2022, GYBN has more than 40 chapters in 172 countries for 558 organizations (GYBN, n.d.). The platform extensively uses online tools to ensure the widest participation of youth. Finally, all members of the platform are volunteers. GYBN has received funding from governments, but such funding is very limited and devoted to specific projects not necessarily related to international negotiations’ advocacy. GYBN has been active in biodiversity COPs, especially on nature-based solutions that it has contributed to denounce, for them to be replaced by more inclusive and efficient ecosystem-based solutions (fieldwork observation). It has prepared an extended youth policy document for COP16 (GYBN, 2024). 

4.4.  CYMG: Active involvement at regional level

[bookmark: _Hlk151741548]Membership to CYMG is open to all youth-led organizations (age limit 30 years old); to all youth-serving organizations and to any individual aged under 35. CYMG’s unpublished data indicates that there are 920 organizational members and more than 4,000 individual members as of 2023. The platform has two global focal points (with 2-year mandates) elected by members, one from the Global North and one from the Global South, six regional groups and 17 thematic working groups/portfolios. All the positions are filled with volunteers.

The CYMG’s large and worldwide-spread membership makes it difficult to organize in a centralized manner. CYMG’s governance can be described as “a mix of a centralized and decentralized [structure]” (Interview 4). The focal points support regional and thematic groups by providing advice, but do not engage deeply in their events. For example, while the CYMG prepares a Youth Environmental Assembly before each UN Environment Assembly, regional groups organize regional Youth Environmental Assemblies autonomously. The activity level of regional groups often depends on respective UNEP regional offices’ support. In any case, most CYMG members need to seek for their own financing opportunities. CYMG submit their position statements to the UN Environmental Assembly sessions and initiate campaigns throughout the year on plastic pollution, green jobs, strengthening science-policy interface, and intergenerational collaboration (CYMG, 2024). 

4.5.  Inclusiveness and horizontality as ideals

All youth platforms share the common goal to include as many members as possible in their activities. They all gather a high number of members and adopt horizontal structures for decision-making, where only focal points have a specific participation status. Limited hierarchical functioning underlines a common ideal that all youth should have a say within the platforms. Such an ideal is also operationalized in the extensible use of videoconferencing, online working spaces and social media, that youth have used for decades for consultations. Another feature of these platforms is transparency (information was easy to obtain) and a multilayered governance structure. 

The horizontal structure of youth platforms enables a broader descriptive representation of youth, at least for the drafting of statements, to balance the fact that only privileged youth can afford to be present at international meetings, something that youth representatives are aware of. Moreover, to facilitate the participation of youth able to attend international events, they organize training sessions prior to the COPs for comprehending the complexity of international negotiations, including the Conferences of Youth (COY) organized since 2005 before each climate COP (UN Joint Framework Initiative on Children Youth and Climate Change, 2010); the Youth Blast meetings organized by youth before each HLPF meeting since 2008 (UN DESA, n.d.); and the Youth Environmental Assembly organized by CYMG before UN Environmental Assembly since 2020 (CYMG, 2020). GYBN published a guidance book for all youth participants to CBD meetings (GYBN, 2016) and organized a Global Youth Summit prior to CBD COP15 and COP16. These events train youth and prepare them for the negotiations. After their own experience within youth platforms, some former YOUNGO members have initiated a training program for national youth delegates (Young Negotiators Academy, n.d.). 

Horizontal structures are however also chosen to accommodate the lack of resources that such platforms have: they are all based on voluntary work and have limited funding (no paid staff). In addition, most of their members are students, interns or unemployed, i.e. they are non-professional actors without paid jobs, which appears in great contrast to the NGOs or business major groups. One CYMG member pointed out at HLPF 2021 that “engagement with multilateral processes falls under the terms of employment for most stakeholders, but this is not the case with youth. Youth often need to make the decision between financial stability or engagement, meaning only those who can afford to and have the means to engage will engage” (interview 3). In this context, horizontal governance enables to collect all possible contributions from the members, whatever their scope and duration. Moreover, turnover is high in these youth platforms.

Also, concentrating power on certain individuals would be risky as youth is a specific age group and individuals will eventually have to leave the constituency. As explained by one UN-MGCY member: “The other major groups have no cutting point (not to be older than 30 or 35) so it is easier for them (to maintain members and their expertise). If you are a woman, you usually stay as a woman for all your life. There are no limits in their involvement” (interview 13). As Thew et al. (2020) point out, youth have been thus encouraged to jump into other ‘adult’ constituencies to amplify their voices effectively through paid roles.

Horizontal organizational structure also comes with risks. The horizontal structure of youth platforms does not favor a clear identification of the different roles of its members which can create confusion. Moreover, any member can post information to other members, resulting in the risk of too much information that can overwhelm youth participants. The same logic applies for meta-structures as the UN-MGCY. Finally, because no clear hierarchies exist within the platforms, some individuals can also misbehave without being appropriately controlled by the group.

Compared to existing research on other major groups, the youth we interviewed do not appear to suffer from being siloed in a fixed group or having internal tensions, within the platforms, that would lower down their positions to a weak least common denominator. Youth actors often possess additional identities, being indigenous people, women, scientists, or farmers, and are used to navigate these identities. As youth is an age category, they are liminal actors who somehow play a boundary role in global politics (Orsini et al. 2024). Their position therefore often includes such diversity: what Thew et al. (2020) have observed, that the claims of youth in climate negotiations changed from “emphasizing their own future vulnerability to amplifying the present vulnerability articulated by other stakeholders”, is confirmed by our empirical analysis.

Our results on the functioning of youth platforms therefore partially confirm H2: the platforms increase the descriptive representation of youth. Compared to other major groups, it seems youth platforms suffer less from being siloed, but rather navigate on the multiple identities of youth to diversify their claims.

5. [bookmark: _Hlk143510435]Conclusion

This article analyzed the creation and functioning of youth platforms in global environmental politics to investigate the broader question of the descriptive representation gap in international environmental processes. Regarding H1, our research confirms that a top-down stimulus coming from international institutions is essential for the creation of youth platforms, while sometimes also supported by youth in a bottom-up dynamic. Regarding H2, our research reveals that youth platforms gather a high number of members, even if not all of them can attend negotiations. Because youth present at international processes are highly aware of their privilege, youth platforms have invested in online tools and consultations that enable the broader representation of youth. They are also organized horizontally with several sub-divisions to enable positions to be built across sub-topics. According to our interviewees, youth platforms are efficient in communicating their messages, including broader civil society concerns beyond youth interests and bridging different civil society identities. 

Taken together, these results enable to discuss whether youth platforms are able to solve the descriptive representation gap in global environmental politics. On the one hand, our research reveals that these platforms act as efficient support for youth involvement. On the other hand, once created, these platforms benefit from very few financial resources. As such, the difficulties of other civil society groups to organize their representation might appear as a rich man’s problem for youth, who do not have a professional status. Understanding youth’s descriptive representation in global environmental politics sheds light on the privilege of the youth who can participate in international events, but also of the major groups constituted by professionals compared to youth.

Our research also indicates that the fragmentation of the different youth platforms across different environmental topics could be problematic. As the number of youth constituencies is growing, possibility to ‘shop’ youth platforms is rising. A former global focal point of YOUNGO explained in an interview: “if (certain) youth is not telling you what you want to hear, you can change (the youth partner). (In this way), you tokenize youth” (interview 8). To overcome such problems, youth platforms have tried to collaborate from one negotiation setting to the other. Several individuals have multiple platforms’ membership, facilitating collaboration. For example, on the 12th August 2020, the International Youth Day, an Open Letter Campaign entitled ‘Youth #ForNature” was launched to deliver youth voices to global leaders who would attend international environmental meetings in 2020 and 2021. This letter was part of the Youth #ForNature Initiative led by the UN-MGCY and involved GYBN and YOUNGO. They asked world leaders for immediate actions to achieve the 2050 vision of “living in harmony with nature” agreed in the CBD framework and in line with other environmental agreements (UN-MGCY 2020). In 2021, YOUNGO, GYBN, and Youth4Nature produced a common statement on nature-based solutions.

Our analysis on the descriptive representation of youth in global environmental politics leaves room for studies on the substantive representation of youth. The existence of youth platforms and the increased descriptive representation of youth they provide does not necessarily mean more political power for youth in decision-making. In-depth investigation on the substantive representation of youth would enrich the growing discussion on youth as agents in global environmental politics.  
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Annex – List of interviewees (in chronological order) and their function at the time of the interview
1. [bookmark: _Hlk152320820]Saba Loftus, former CSD/HLPF youth expert, 6 July 2020
2. Marie-Claire Graf, former YOUNGO global north focal point, 19 May 2022
3. Bas Thunter, YOUNGO, 20 April 2022
4. Zuzanna Borowska, YOUNGO, 10 May 2022
5. Xan Northcott YOUNGO Global North focal point 2022, 25 May 2022
6. Bjoern Fonden, YOUNGO, 3 November 2022
7. Vladislav Kaim, YOUNGO, 15 November 2022
8. Saher Rashid Baig, YOUNGO, 16 November 2022
9. Yugratna, UN-MGCY OP 2023, 17 November 2022
10. Yosr Khedr, YOUNGO, 11 December 2022
11. Julius Pahl, GYBN, 15 December 2022
12. Melina Sakiyama, GYBN, 16 December 2022
13. Sanda, GYBN Madagascar, 18 December 2022
14. Niel Pratt, CBD secretariat, 13 March 2023
15. Maria Crespo, CBD secretariat, 13 March 2023
16. Chantal Robichaud, CBD secretariat, 13 March 2023
17. Pramisha Thapaliya, former UN-MGCY SDG2 global focal point, 10 July 2023
18. Sameh Kamel, UN-MGCY OP 2023, 11 July 2023
19. Hemavathi S Shekhar	YOUNGO Global South focal point 2023, 17 July 2023
20. Nadège Carlier, former YOUNGO member, 28 august 2023
21. Gyubin Hwang, CYMG global focal point, 12 October 2023
22. Anonymous, CYMG member, 27 November 2023
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