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ABOUT 
THE YOUTH REPRESENTATIVE TO THE UN IS A ROLE APPOINTED 

ANNUALLY BY UN YOUTH AUSTRALIA IN PARTNERSHIP WITH 

THE DEPARTMENT OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND TRADE.

R
unning since 1999, the Youth Rep-
resentative holds an extensive, na-
tionwide consultation tour to engage 

with and discover the issues that are most 
important to young Australians. 
 
Durng the tour, the Youth Representative 
tours the country, engaging and collaborat-
ing with young Australians through extensive 
consultation with students, community or-
ganisations and other institutions, in an effort 
to identify the issues that are most important 
to youth across the nation. 
 
After the Consultation, the Youth Represen-
tative travels to New York as a member of 
the Australian Mission to the UN where they 
will attend the the UN General Assembly, 

presenting the findings of the Consultation to 
the General Assembly’s Third Committee.

 
Paige Burton is the 2017 Youth Representa-
tive to the United Nations. She is passionate 
about the role young people can play in  
international affairs, and educating their 
peers.

 
In 2015 and 2016, Paige was recognised 
for her work by Pro Bono Australia as the 
youngest ever recipient of the ‘Impact 25: 
The 25 Most Influential People in the Social 
Sector’ award. In 2017, Paige was named as 
a state finalist for the NSW Young Woman of 
The Year award.

With some participants from 
UN Youth NSW’s Gender 

Equality Summit held at the 
University of Watson. 

Presentation of Australia’s 
Youth Statement to the UN 

General Assembly. In the  
company of Australia’s  

Permanent Ambassador to the 
UN- Gillian Bird, and Senator 

Gavin Marshall. 

Students present their ideas 
for how they would change 
government policy during the 
consultation at Collaroy.

youthrep.unyouth.org.au
fb.com/UNYouthRep
youthrep@unyouth.org.au

You can find more stories, photos, and data by following along online, 
or emailing the Youth Representative with a request. 



FROM THE YOUTH 
REPRESENTATIVE
PAIGE BURTON

In 2017, I wanted to try and answer the 
question ‘what would society look like if 
we saw our young people as a product 

of their values, experiences, knowledge, 
creativity, and not just of their age. For too 
long we have dehumanised young people 
by imagining them as merely young. 
 
This year I asked tens of thousands of young 
Australians to tell me what they wish their 
representatives knew, and considered, 
about them when making policy.  
 
I travelled over 100,000 kilometres meeting 
tens of thousands of young Australians. My 
team and I went to hundreds of schools, and 
community groups. We went to universities, 
festivals, markets, and conferences. 
 
We ran thousands of consultations, and took 
them to the United Nations General Assem-
bly. But it didn’t end there. We collected 
data from every Australian Federal Elector-
ate, and I wanted to share it with you. I want 
you to share the joy of reading the nuanced, 
complicated, and thoughtful opinions of the 
young people who live in your electorate.  

Young people all over Australia spoke to me 
about issues relating to the cost of living, 
unemployment, and economic productivity. 
They shared the impact of education—both 
formal and informal on their lives. They told 
me of their desires for certainty in the realms 
of global peace and security. They artic-
ulated the importance of access to health 
services, programs, and quality public 
infrastructure. Young people expressed their 
experiences of environmental disaster, of 
unemployment, of forced migration, and of 
family violence. They shared their gratitude 
for fantastic educators, and life-changing 
programs.  
 
If I’ve learnt anything this year, it’s that our  
voices get stronger the more we listen. And 
I hope that listening closer to the young 
people in your electorate brings you as 
much joy as it has brought me. Thank you 
for taking the time to read this report.  
 
Sincerely, 



THE 2017 
CONSULTATION
WHO? WHERE? HOW? WHAT?

The consultation took place from November 2016 
to August 2017. Whilst a large majority of the 
consultation and data was collected face-to-face 

through use of paper surveys, online forms were made 
available to those unable to make it to a session of the 
Youth Representative’s national tour.  
 
The Youth Representative spent approximately one 
month in every Australian state and territory over the 
course of the year, working with a team of UN Youth 
Australia’s facilitators to run consultations. Typically, a 
consulation lasted 1.5 hours. 

 
All Australians between the ages of twelve and twenty 
five (inclusive) were able to participate in the consulta-
tion.  
 
The team visited schools, universities, other educational 
institutions, community groups, non-profit organisations, 
festivals, markets, conferences, and held open events to 
reach more young people. Approximately 45,000 young 
Australians participated in face-to-face workshops with 
the Youth Representative and team. Around 2,500 com-
pleted web forms, and thousands more followed along 
with the stories online.  

The Consultation aimed to answer the over-
arching question “what would society look 
like if we imagined young people in their full 
complexity?” and the survey took form to ask 
questions of five broad areas.  
 
1. Engagement: 
- Can you name your local Federal MP? 
- Do you feel that your opinions are repre-
sented in government policy? 
- As a young person, do you feel like your 
opinions are taken seriously by those in 
power?  
- Do you read the news/follow every day?  
- Where do you get your news?  
 
2. Youth issues:  
- What is the most important issue facing 
young people in your local area?  
- What do you think is the most important 
issue facing young people in Australia?  
 
 
 
 

 
3. General issues:  
- Which issues would you like to see the 
government taking more immediate action 
on? 
 - Why are these important to you? Do you 
have suggestions for solutions?  
 
4. Stories: 
- What do you wish the government knew, 
and considered about you and your life 
when making policy?  
 
5. Learning:  
- Are you interested in learning more about 
current events?  
- Are you interested in learning more about 
the United Nations?  
- Are you interested in learning more about 
how politicians /the government make 
decisions?  
 
And we threw in some ice-breakers for good 
measure:  
- Cats or Dogs? 
- Marvel or DC? 
- Netflix or YouTube?  
- Winter or Summer?  
- Internet or TV?  
- Bushwalk or Ocean Swim? 
 



Housing 
affordability 
Was the top issue in NSW. 

“House prices rise every year, it is 

becoming impossible for us to afford a 

house or even an apartment.” Eassie, 15.

Climate change
Was a frequent concern for young 

people in NSW. 

“I grew up overseas in a country that 

was severely affected by climate 

change.These threatening signs to LIFE 

ON EARTH will not be solved by itself.” 

Lizzy, 16.

Gender equality
Equality between genders is important 

for young people in NSW. 

“I wish the government considered 

issues of gender inequality, such as the 

gender wage gap and the effect it has 

on women” Rose, 16.

Healthcare
Improving mental health and disability 

services were of significance. 

“Access to mental health support is 

huge (Medicare psychologists have 

waiting lists for 3+ months) which is a 

long time to wait if you’re suicidal and 

can’t afford other services!” Hannah, 20.

Marriage equality
Young people in NSW called for  

government action on marriage 

equality. 

“Marriage equality: just do it so we can 

get on with other important things” 

Rand, 17.  
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The average age of the young people 
from NSW who participated in my consulta-
tion was 16.8.  Young people across NSW 
are passionate about a large range of issues 
from regional development, to curriculum re-
form.  The top five issues that young people 
in NSW would like the government to take 
action on can be found over the Watson.  
 
16% of young New South Welshman in 
the consultation say that they feel like their 
opinions are represented by those in the 
government.   
 
Responses like Tabitha’s (18): “We are not 
a lazy generation. We are a generation 
with ideas, thoughts, and dreams, who 
are frequently told they are invalid or 
unachievable.” can be seen across most 
NSW electorates, with many young people 
calling on their representatives to take them 
seriously. Of the young people from NSW in-
volved in the 2017 consultation, 36% of them 
feel like they are taken seriously as a young 
people, by those in positions of power. 
60.7% of young people across NSW follow 
the news every day. They draw on a variety 

of sources, including, but not limited to: so-
cial media feeds (predominantly Facebook, 
YouTube, and Instagram. Ocassionally 
Snapchat, and Reddit), local papers,  
free-to-air broadcast television, national 
broadcasters, radio, online foreign news 
services (such as Al Jazeera, and the New 
York Times), new media companies such as 
Junkee, Pedestrian, and Buzzfeed. 
 
61% of young people in NSW can name 
their local Federal Member of Parliament.  
 

65% of the young New South Welshman in 
the Consultation know what they plan to do 
for a career, with many concerned about job 
pathways, and relevant education with fre-
quent talk about the “future of work” leaving 
them slightly uncertain about their futures. 
 
Curious, we asked about some preferenc-
es that young people have for a range of 
things. 87% of young people in NSW prefer 
the internet to television. 76.5% prefer dogs 
to cats. Slightly more (50.05%) prefer books 
to movies. 78% of young people in NSW 
rather Marvel than DC. 51% prefer YouTube 
to Netflix. 55% prefer Summer to Winter. 
And 58% prefer a swim in the ocean to a 
bushwalk.  
 
 

 
 
  
 

NEW SOUTH WALES

“What is the important 

issue facing young 

people in your local 

community?”  

1. Mental health services

2. Housing affordability

3. Job opportunities

4. Youth engagement in 

politics

5. Discrimination

6. Drug/alcohol use

7. Education funding

8. Cost of tertiary 

education

9. Abuse/harrassment

10. Climate change

  What some young people in NSW wish you 
knew, and considered about their stories 
when making policy:  

“Young people aren’t engaging with politics because 
they aren’t represented. A minister for youth would be a 
good start!” Caity, 21. 
 
“I wish the Government knew that it terrifies me to see 
inaction on climate change (and to even see steps taken 
in the complete wrong direction). I wish the Government 
knew that it breaks my heart to see refugees seeking 
asylum in Australia, be abused and neglected in Austra-
lia’s name. I wish the Government knew how angry I am 
about so many issues, and how powerless I sometimes 
feel. But I also hope that the Government knows how 
strong our voices are, and how persistent we can be. I 
hope they know that I’ll be fighting every step of the way, 
until we have proper, long-term solutions to so many of 
the issues facing us today.” Josie, 19. 

 
“That young people can be just as capable at having 
political ideas as older people.” Thomas, 17.  
 
“Invest more in science and technology to make Austra-
lia a global leader in innovation. Don’t just spread and 
raise awareness about it. Encourage local science and 
techonology businesses to hire local Australians here.” 
Brenda, 21. 
 

92% 80% 77%
are interested in learning 
more about current events

are interested in learning 
more about the United Nations

are interested in learning 
more about how the government 
makes decisions



“I wish the government knew how 
harmful it is to have such constric-
tive narratives of minority groups 
in the media.  
At present, there are two domi-
nant narratives surrounding Asian 
people: the “pushy and rude” 
Asian and the “shy and nerdy” 
Asian. Both these portrayals are 
huge generalisations, incredibly 
restrictive and to a degree, have 
negative connotations. 
When I was younger I use to 
struggle a lot with my heritage. I 
would feel ashamed and embar-
rassed because Western media 
had told me that I would grow up 
to be someone who was seen as 
rowdy and insolent. 
Showing multifaceted stories of 
minority groups in society is vital 
in breaking the homogenous 
mould currently given to us by the 
media.” 
Simone, 17, NSW.

“Being someone who identifies as 
part of the LGBTIQ community, I 
wish the government understood 
how necessary education and 
awareness-raising is in regard to 
our rights. 
Young people are impressionable, 
so a lack of recognition, repre-
sentation, and empowerment of 
people in minority groups can 
be detrimental to communities. 
Mental health issues are extremely 
prevalent in the LGBTIQ commu-
nity, and should be addressed 
more seriously in educational sys-
tems, like the school curriculum.” 
Jac, 16, NSW.

“I wish the government knew that 
I pay well over half my income 
in rent, so that I can live a rea-
sonable commute away from my 
university. I volunteer, have work 
experience, and work hard at uni-
versity, but there’s a 25% chance 
that I won’t be able to find full time 
employment on graduating, and 
an even higher chance I won’t 
find employment within my field 
of study. 
I wish the government treated 
these kinds of issues seriously, 
rather than dismissing them as the 
baseless complaints of entitled 
young people.” 
Jonty, 22, NSW.

“I wish the government knew how 
much one teacher can change the 
life of a young kid in school.  
I’m studying physics because one 
teacher, the best science teacher 
at my all-girls school, told me that 
I could do it, and he changed my 
life forever. He stopped me from 
limiting myself to the ‘girls’ sub-
jects, and I need the government 
to know that those teachers have 
more power over our future than 
anyone else.  
If we want to see change in our 
society, we need to start treating 
our teachers the way they deserve 
to be treated.” 
Jen, 18, NSW.

“I wish the government knew how 
bad our society is at actually un-
derstanding mental health issues. 
Despite around one in five Austra-
lians confronting the difficulties of 
a mental illness in any given year, 
there is very little formal education 
on what these illnesses might be 
and on the different ways they can 
manifest. I say this not as some-
one who has all the answers and 
wishes everyone else would catch 
up; I say this as someone who 
constantly feels lost, scared and 
terrifyingly ignorant as to what is 
going on in my own head. Ending 
the stigma is only the first step – I 
wish the government knew that 
there is a big difference between 
not recoiling in fear and shame 
at the words “mental illness,” and 
actually having the confidence to 
confront your own mental health 
and be there for other people 
trying to understand theirs. Un-
fortunately, it seems like we, as a 
society, are still struggling to even 
take that first step.” 
Danny, 19, NSW.

“Growing up I spent a lot of time 
in hospitals. I was usually there for 
long-term stays. Hospitals were 
places where specialists treated 
me like a puzzle to be solved and 
where friends visited confused 
because I didn’t ‘look’ sick. Other 
than my close family, the people 
who helped me get through every 
single hospitalisation were my 
nurses.  
My nurses were the ones who 
were there to explain to me 
complicated medical jargon when 
doctors on their rounds left in a 
flurry. They were there to chat to 
me about my favourite books and 
movies at 2am when I couldn’t 
sleep because of the pain. They 
were there to help clean me 
when I couldn’t walk and feed me 
when I couldn’t lift a fork to my 
mouth (airplane sounds and all). 
If it wasn’t for the nurses I had, 
the weeks and months I spent in 
hospital would have been unbear-
able, but instead amongst all of 
the bad there was still laughter 
and silliness. There was still time 
to make ice-cream sandwiches 
and dress up as ghosts in the 
spare sheets and for a kid who 
is sick, that’s all you really need. 
I wish the government knew that 
nurses aren’t just there to assist 
doctors. Nurses are there to ac-
tively make patients’ lives easier 
and better and happier and they 
deserve to be valued so much 
more then they are.” 
Danielle, 19, NSW.

“I wish the government knew 
how important it is for me to have 
autonomy over my own body. I am 
a mother, and I am pro choice. I 
love being a mother, and becom-
ing a mother reinforced for me 
the importance of women being 
able to make decisions about 
their bodies, and their futures. In 
Australia, a woman seeking an 
abortion will meet a very different 
fate depending on which state 
she lives in - from imprisonment, 
to needing two doctors approval, 
or facing threatening picketers. 
There needs to be a national 
cohesive policy towards abortion 
that is free from stigma, and gives 
women their full legal rights.”
Jodie, 22, NSW.

“I wish the government knew how 
disheartened I am by the way that 
teachers are perceived in Austra-
lia. Since starting my education 
degree I’ve lost count of the 
number of times that people have 
questioned my career choice and 
told me that I “could do so much 
more.”  
How is it that we’ve gotten to a 
point where those who nurture our 
country’s future are so underval-
ued by the rest of society?”
Rebecca, 22, NSW. 

STORIES FROM NEW SOUTH WALES

“The government needs to take 
into consideration the young 
Australians going out on their own 
at a young age.  
It’s difficult enough to live in an 
environment that expects many 
of us to take unpaid internships 
alongside paid work to cover 
rent at 50% of our wage, without 
being constantly called lazy or 
being reminded of the fantasy that 
somehow we could afford a house 
if we avoided avocado toast.” 
Thomas, 22, NSW.

“I wish the government knew that 
I have great expectations of how 
we will deal with the challenges 
that face our cities. Urban density 
is our future. I don’t mean that 
in an aspirational sense. I mean 
to say that it is the unavoidable 
trajectory of Australian society. 
The integrity of our public domain 
and urban infrastructure and our 
commitment to environmental 
sustainability will inevitably be 
stressed. Proactive, innovative 
and design-led solutions will be 
needed to make sure our cities 
continue to be livable for all.  
ustralia is teeming with passionate 
and knowledgeable people in 
these fields so I am totally opti-
mistic about our ability to produce 
these solutions and maybe even 
lead internationally. I think the 
challenge will be committing and 
focusing support for these people 
to do their work. I also think we all 
have a responsibility to make sure 
the powers that be care about 
these issues as much as they 
should.” 
Zachary, 22, NSW.

“I wish the government knew that 
for me to travel to and from work, 
I need to take public transport. 
Young people are often labelled 
as “lazy” but in reality, we need 
reliable, and affordable public 
transport to get around when we 
have working parents.” 
Zane, 16, 

“I wish the government knew 
that there are a lot of safe young 
drivers that deserve the trust to be 
able to drive more then one per-
son home at night so their friends 
aren’t left stranded or tempted to 
make dangerous decisions.”
Lily, 17, NSW.

“I wish that the government knew 
that despite looking physically 
fine, I have a spinal injury and 
mental health issues that have 
forced me to redefine my limits. 
I wish that they could offer more 
support to those who do not fit 
the stereotype of someone with 
a disability. I know my limits do 
not define who I am, what I can 
do, and what I will achieve in the 
future.” 
Karen, 20, NSW.

“I wish the government spent 
as much time and resources on 
protecting our environment as 
they do on protecting our borders. 
Climate change will affect young 
people the most.” 
Jacqueline, 22, NSW.

“I wish the government knew that 
my dream is to work on things that 
make a difference by changing 
our world for the better. However, 
whether I get a chance to make 
that change tomorrow depends 
on government actions today.”
Daniel, 13, NSW.

“I wish that the government knew 
how much people care about the 
way that we’re treating refugees 
and asylum seekers. Compassion 
should inform our decisions.”

Mena, 21, NSW



YOUR 
ELECTORATE
THE FOLLOWING INFORMATION RELATES TO THE 

FEDERAL ELECTORATE OF WATSON

T he average age of the young person 
engaged in my consultation in  
Watson was 17. A large range of 

issues were raised in the electorate. (Results 
of top 5 issues they would like action on  IN 
AUSTRALIA over the page in blue).  
 
64% of those consulted said that they read/
follow the news every day. Most people get 
their information from online news papers 
(Fairfax, ABC, NewsCorp). A significant 
number pull information from social media 
feeds (Facebook, predominantly).
 
82% of young people consulted in  
Watson can name their local Federal MP. 
18% of young people in Watson say that 
they feel like their opinions are accurately re-
flected in current government policy. 29% of 

What some young people in Watson wish 
you knew, and considered about their 
stories when making policy:  

“I wish the government knew how frustrating it is as 
a young person living in such a vibrant and diverse na-
tion to see the complete lack of interest and investment 
in our future, and the continual resort to policies which 
seek to divide us and prey upon those who are already 
marginalised. I want to live in a nation which takes ac-
tion on climate change rather than turning its back on 
future generations. I want to live under a government 
which doesn’t condone the torture of asylum seekers 
and demonize welfare recipients, and one which rec-
ognises all aspects of my sexuality as worthy of equal-
ity. As a young person entering the legal profession, 
I want to see policies that promote access to justice, 
that increase funding to community legal centres, that 
protect young people in juvenile detention, and that 
sharply lower the disproportionate rate of Indigenous 
Australians we incarcerate. Our government should be 
judged on how well it treats people of all identities and 
walks of life, not just those most privileged.” Natalie, 
23.

“Please respect and understand the struggles that 
law abiding, good, Australian Muslims face rather 
than hating us for something that isn’t our fault. Seems 
everyone has forgotten about the terrible parts of world 
history.” Tasnova, 15.

“That the world is getting more expensive and gap 
between rich, middle class and poor is increasing.” 
Mona, 23.

“I think that they should know that their decisions 
don’t only influence older people and adults in general, 
but also, young people. It has a significant impact on 
our lives as well and unlike every other age group in 
society, we don’t have a representative in Parliament.” 
Cecilia, 15.

“What is the important 

issue facing young 

people in your local 

community?”  

1. Education funding

2. Cost of education

3. Youth engagement in 

politics

4. Housing affordability

5. Discrimination

6. Job opportunities

7. Public transport

8. Curriculum reform

9. LGBTI Rights

10. Personal financial 

issues

the young people consulted saying that they 
feel, as a young person, that their opinions 
are taken seriously by those in positions of 
power. 
 
On a lighter note: 62% of young people 
consulted in Watson prefer movies to books. 
71% prefer dogs to cats. 52% of youth in 
Watson prefer a bushwalk to an ocean swim. 
63% prefer Summer to Winter.

  
 
 

 
 

Climate change
was the top issue raised in Watson 

“Climate change has vast major im-

pacts on Australia and we must act 

immediately.” Tasnova, 15.

Closing the gap
was raised often 

“Enact treaties with Australia’s First 

Nations people, and implementation of 

community led grassroots policies rath-

er than paternalism.” Natalie, 23.

Housing 
affordability
is a concern 

“Housing affordability is a huge problem 

near where I plan on studying.” Janet, 15.

Marriage 
equality
was frequently mentioned 

“Legalise gay marriage. That’s it.” 

Preety, 16.

Gender equality
young people called for equality 

“Gender discrimination is still a prob-

lem. It isn’t over yet.” Fabiha, 15.
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82%
of young people in  
Watson can name 
their Federal MP

94% 88% 82%
are interested in learning 
more about current events

are interested in learning 
more about the United Nations

are interested in learning 
more about how the government 
makes decisions

59%
of young people in Watson 
know what they want to do for 
a career



THANKS TO OUR 
PARTNERS
WITHOUT YOU, THE 2017 YOUTH REPRESENTATIVE 

PROGRAM WOULD NOT HAVE BEEN POSSIBLE

PLATINUM PARTNERS

COMMUNITY PARTNERS

SUPPORTED BY THE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT THROUGH THE 
DEPARTMENT OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND TRADE. CONSULTATIONS 
RUN IN CONJUNCTION WITH UN YOUTH AUSTRALIA.

All opinions expressed in this report reflect the views of young people consulted 
and do not reflect any policy or position of sponsors, the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade, or UN Youth Australia.


