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On behalf of the UN Theme Group on Youth, I am pleased to join this important conference. As many of you may know, the UN is an active partner of the Ministry of Youth and Sport. We are proud to have contributed to the development of the National Youth Strategy and Action Plan and are pleased to see it becoming a common reference point both within and outside of Government. We also applaud the tremendous achievement that in such a short period of time, the National Strategy has found a home in so many municipalities and is being mainstreamed into local government planning and priorities.

Youth Offices, now established in more than 100 municipalities, are providing an excellent starting point to provide youth with better access to information, opportunities to express their views, and links to employment and leisure activities. 

This is all good news. However (and there is always a however), there is still more to be done. The Youth Strategy, Action Plan and offices are major steps forward in supporting and prioritizing Serbian youth. However, there is still a significant minority that needs more. This is a minority who are missing out on an education, who lack opportunities to engage in constructive social and cultural life, and who have little hope of ever finding decent work. 

An estimated 16% of all Serbian adolescents aged 15 to 18 are out-of-school and are unlikely to complete a basic education. These boys and girls, and actually they are more often boys --20% of all boys in this age group are not in school -- are already setting out on a path of narrowed opportunity and higher risk of unemployment, poverty and a range of accompanying problems. Close to 20% of all youth are involved in illegal drug use (again more often males than females) and 70% of them began using drugs before they turned 18. Approximately 20% of youth report having recently had unprotected casual sex, 50 out of every 1,000 teenage girls get pregnant each year….and the list goes on.  
The statistics are striking and worrisome. What is clear is that there is an important “window of opportunity” during the adolescent years. We know from research that after the first 3 years of life, adolescence is the most critical period for human brain development. We also know that during adolescence, the parts of the brain that are responsible for emotions mature sooner than those which enable careful decision-making. As one expert has put it, the teenage brain is like a car with "a well-developed accelerator but a partly developed brake."  
It is during this critical developmental stage that youth must be supported to make good choices in life; to get out of things that put them at risk, and into things that will put them on a good path to the future. If we roughly calculate that 20% of young people have, for one reason or another, fallen off this so-called good path, we have a major challenge ahead of us. The cost, both in financial terms and lost human potential would be difficult to calculate, but is surely huge. We must catch these youth on time and do what is needed to keep them in the mainstream. If they have already fallen off the path, we must do more to bring them back. None of us is perfect. We all make mistakes in life, and we all need a second chance sometimes. 
Investments in second chance education specifically designed for adolescents, more and better organized leisure and recreational activities for teenagers, especially during out-of-school hours, tailored drug rehabilitation programmes, and expanded job creation are all essential. Still more challenging, is to ensure that these measures reach those who are most discriminated against in society. As we know, at the heart of the “European project” is the promotion of social inclusion. Our strategies and actions for youth must embrace this principle so that social inclusion becomes a reality for young people. 
Fortunately youth are not simply objects in need of charitable assistance. They are actors in their own right, and have incredible energy, creativity and power to make a difference. By working together with young people we can find solutions.
The UN recognizes the tremendous potential that young people have to speak out, take active leadership roles throughout society and make a difference in their communities. We regard investments in young people’s human capital development as a highly cost-effective expenditure that generates real social return. We are ready to continue working hand-in-hand with the Government to support all young people in Serbia to reach their full potential.
Thank you.
