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Age Matters! Age-related barriers to service access and the 
realisation of rights for children, adolescents and youth 

Executive Summary – September 20171

Introduction 

 

In more than half of countries around the world, the legal age of majority is 18 years 
while the global average age of criminal responsibility is 12.1 years. In nearly a quarter 
of countries around the world, women’s marriageable age is younger than that of men, 
and yet girls often lack the ability to make independent health choices before 18. Voting 
age is almost universally 18 years, but the average global age to stand as a candidate is 
22.2 years. In short: Legal minimum age legislation is contentious, contextual and 
contradictory.  
 
Yet, minimum age definitions directly influence the realities of children, adolescents and 
young people: when they can make independent health choices, be tried and held in 
adult courts and prisons, access financial credit for business, be heard in judicial 
proceedings, or consent to marriage.  
 
In setting minimum ages, States undertake a balancing act between the need to protect 
and the desire to empower. How do States balance the empowerment of children whilst 
ensuring their safety and protection? Where does a set minimum age impede rights 
rather than promote? How are the evolving capacities of the child considered against 
the call for specific age definitions in law? Some of these questions are taken up in the 
new “General Comment on the implementation of the rights of the child during 
adolescence” of the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which advocates for 
few specific minimum ages as well as for the removal of other age limits entirely.  
 
Before the new General Comment is approved – expected for Fall 20162 – this report 
takes stock of existing age-related legal provisions for children, adolescents and youth in 
more than 70 domains. It does so for 22 countries and territories3

  

 of the Central and 
Eastern Europe/Commonwealth of Independent States (CEE/CIS) region. The review is 
based on national legislation and reporting to the CRC. 

                                                        
1 Youth Policy Labs prepared this research project and report for the UNICEF Regional Office for Central, Eastern 
Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States. The full report, published in October 2016, can be 
downloaded at www.agemattersnow.org  
2 “General comment No. 20 (2016) on the implementation on the rights of the child during adolescence” was 
published on 6 December 2016. This report was originally written prior to the release of the general comment. 
3 Please note: This report includes information on Kosovo under UNSCR 1244. In some instances, for reasons of 
conciseness, the term of “Kosovo” is used with the understanding that it refers to Kosovo under UNSCR 1244. 

http://www.agemattersnow.org/�
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It has been commissioned by the UNICEF Regional Office for CEE/CIS4

 

, in the context of 
the increased focus on adolescence as a distinct area of programming and attention 
within UNICEF. This focus has provided a renewed impetus to explore the ways in which 
minimum ages impact on the abilities of children to realise their rights, make decisions, 
express opinions, access services and be protected.  

In the CEE/CIS region specifically, adolescents’ access to health services is frequently 
contested. At the same time, rates of substance abuse and HIV infection are high in 
some countries of the region. In other countries, children and in particular girls, are 
vulnerable to exploitation.  
  
This report illustrates how national minimum age legislation in the region and 
contradictions therein may weaken the realisation of both protective as well as 
emancipatory principles of the Convention on the Rights of Child. It highlights 
inconsistencies, points to areas of potential reform, and introduces topics for future 
research. One definitive area for future reports – which can already be stated at the 
beginning of this report – is the need to look into how minimum age legislation shapes 
the realities of young people across CEE/CIS and beyond. Mapping legal barriers is 
merely a first step.  
 
Methodology and approach can be found in the full report, available online for 
download at www.agemattersnow.org  

Notation system  
Notation Definition 

10 Fixed minimum age 

10+  Lower minimum age set but the child needs to prove capacity 

0+ No lower minimum age set. Only the capacity of the child is considered. 

10* Lower minimum age set but with additional parental consent or court approval required. 

<  Indicates “younger than”  

>  Indicates “older than” 

n.a. Is used where a certain minimum age is not applicable. This is the case for upper house 
candidacy age, which does not exist in countries with unicameral systems, and in the case 
of an age for drafting in countries without military service.  

== Is used when no specific minimum age legislation could be found for specified cases and 
the assumption is, that the minimum age is the same as the overarching category. This is 
the case for emancipation through marriage or employment (assumed to be the same as 
age of majority, if not specified otherwise), part-time work (same as full-time work), 
forming or joining a child / youth organisation (treated as same unless specified 
differently for each) and for minimum wages, which are deemed to apply starting with the 
general age of employment. 

                                                        
4 As of August 2017, the UNICEF Regional Office CEE/CIS will be called “Europe and Central Asia Regional Office” 
(ECARO). 

http://www.agemattersnow.org/�


 

3 

xx Indicates that a right or practice does not exist. For example, in the case of capital 
punishment, same-sex marriage, or the right to information on the biological family. 

(   )   Exceptions to the general rule relating to the same minimum age data point. 

[    ] Additional information on a minimum age for a similar, but not the same, data point.  

Unclear  Cases where there are excerpts from legislation or policy but the specific age is unclear.  

n.d. Where no data could be found.  

Civil and legal rights  
The domain of civil and legal rights has some of the lowest minimum ages in the sample 
of this survey – for the right of the child to be heard in legal decisions affecting the 
child – as well as highly set age barriers, for example when it comes to capital 
punishment. Provisions are made that children are neither detained with adults nor 
subject to capital punishment. Yet, the age at which children are deemed to be 
criminally responsible, even if only for serious crimes, is well below 18 in all CEE/CIS 
countries. Moreover, numerous contradictions exist surrounding the acquisition of legal 
majority based on capacity versus fixed legal minimum ages in other fields, such as 
political rights or making independent health choices. 

Key findings for civil and legal rights 

- The simple age of majority across the region is uniformly 18 years.  
- Across the region the lowest possible minimum age of criminal responsibility 

is most often set at 14 years. Two countries have set ages lower than this: in 
Turkey it is 12 years and in Uzbekistan it is 13 years. It is not below the 
absolute minimum of 12, but well below the age of 18, which is suggested in 
the forthcoming General Comment on Adolescents. 

- All countries across the region have legislated to ensure that children are not 
detained with adults until at least 18 years.  

- Six countries in the region continue to use capital punishment, but all 
countries prohibit its use with children under 18 years. 

- Across the CEE/CIS, the age at which a child’s consent is required for 
adoption, foster care, change of name or modification of family relations, is 
most frequently set at 10 years.  
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Policy implications and open questions on civil and legal rights  

- Acquiring emancipation through marriage or employment may not entitle an 
individual to vote in an election, or independently consent to medical 
treatment. Such inconsistencies between minimum age legislation in 
different policy fields are contradictory and can weaken both protective and 
emancipatory rights of children. They constitute an area for future advocacy 
work.   

- In most countries the criminal justice system is the only policy field in which 
adolescents (the 12/13/14 to 18 year olds) are treated as a distinct group. 
Adolescents are thus visible when they are in conflict with the law, but not in 
a positive policy formulation. 

- It may be questioned whether it is reasonable that different minimum ages 
exist for children within the justice system for being a defendant or a 
plaintiff. 

- The criminalisation of providing information on the biological origins of an 
adopted child, as is the case in ten CEE/CIS countries, contradicts the child’s 
right to know one’s identity encoded in the Convention (Art. 7 and 8). 



 

5 

Civil and legal rights across the region 

 Country Region Age of 
majority  

Legal 
emanci-
pation 
through 
marriage 

Legal 
emanci-
pation 
through 
employ-
ment 

Number 
of years 
by which 
emanci-
pation 
can 
happen 
prior to 
majority 

MA of 
criminal 
responsi-
bility 
(MACR)  

MA for 
child 
offenders 
to be 
legally 
detained 
with 
adults  

MA for 
depriva-
tion of 
liberty of 
for arrest, 
detention 
or 
imprison-
ment 

MA for 
capital 
punish-
ment  

MA to 
seek 
redress in 
court  

Difference 
between 
MACR and 
seek 
redress  

MA to be 
heard in 
court  

MA for 
consent 
to foster 
care 

MA for 
can 
consent 
to 
adoption  

MA for 
consent 
to change 
of name  

MA for 
consent 
to 
guardian-
ship etc.  

MA for 
access to 
informa-
tion on 
biological 
origins  

Belarus 

Eastern 
Europe  

18 15 16* -3 14 18 14 18 14 0 10 10 10 10 14 xx 

Bulgaria 18 16* == -2 14 18 14v n.a.  14* 0 10 (0+) n.av 14 n.d. 14 16 

Moldova 18 16* 16 -2 14 18 14 n.a. 14 0 10 0+ 10 10 10 18 

Romania 18 16* 14 -4 14+ 18 14 n.a. 18 4 10 14 10 18 14 18 

Russia 18 16 16* -2 14 18 14 18 14 0 10 10 10 10 10 xx 

Ukraine 18 16 16* -2 14 18 14 n.a. 14 0 n.d.  0+ 0+ [7] 7* [14*]  10 [14] 14 

Albania 

Southern 
Europe 

18 16 n.d. -2 14 18 14 n.a. 16 2 10+ 12 12  (10) 12 12 [10] 0+ 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 18 [14*] 16 [16] == -4 14 18 14 [16] n.a. 14+(0+) 0 0+ n.d. 10 10 16 7, >18* 

Croatia 18 16* 
(<16*) == -2 14 18 14 n.a. 16 2 12 n.d. 12 n.d. <18* 18 

Kosovo 18 16 == -2 14 18 14 n.a. 14 0 <18 n.d.  14+ 10 14 18 

Macedonia 18 16 == -2 14 18 14 n.a. 16 2 0+ xx 12 10 16 [15] n.d. 

Montenegro 18 16 == -2 14 18 14 [16] n.a. 16 2 0+ 10+ 0+ 10+ 15+ 15+ 

Serbia 18 (16*) 16 == -2 14 18 14 n.a. 10 -4 10 10+ 10+ 10+ [15+] 15+ 16 

Armenia 

Caucasus 

18 16* 16* -2 14 18 14 
n.a. 

18 (>18+) 4 10 10 10 10 n.d. xx 

Azerbaijan 18 (0*) 17* 16* -2 14 18 14 n.a. 14 0 10 10 10 [14] 10 10 xx 

Georgia 18 17* 16* -2 14 18 14 [14]   n.a. 14 0 10 10 10 10 10 xx 

Turkey 18 (15*) 16 == -3 12 18 12 n.a. 18 (15*) 6 0+ n.d. 0+ n.d. n.d. n.d. 

Kazakhstan 

Central 
Asia  

18 16 16* -2 14 18 14 18 14 0 10 10 10 10 10 xx 

Kyrgyzstan 18 17 16* -2 14 18 14 n.a. 14 0 10 10 10 10 10 xx 

Tajikistan 18 17 16+ -2 14 18 14 18 14 0 10 unclear 10 10 10 xx 

Turkmenistan 18 17 == -1 14 18 14 n.a. unclear  n.d. 10 n.d. 10 10 10 xx 

Uzbekistan 18 16 16* -2 13 18 13 n.a. 14 (18) 1 0+ 10 10 10 10 xx 

Source: YPL for UNICEF. Data on Albania, Kosovo, Russia and Turkey is to be verified. The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) has kindly provided information on Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Romania collected by their interdisciplinary research network FRANET. This data is provisional. MA: Minimum Age. 

                                                        
v Data updated on 1 September 2017 by the UNICEF Bulgaria Country Office. 
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Political participation 
In this domain, the minimum ages for participation within political systems and 
organisations are explored. The presentation below highlights findings on voting and 
candidacy ages, as well as association rights of children, and lastly definitions of youth, 
which also shows that a definition of adolescents is absent in most countries.  
 
All countries in the region have set a minimum age at which a person is legally allowed to 
vote and be a candidate in federal or national elections. This includes the lower house and 
the upper house where applicable. While globally there is a near universal adoption of 18 as 
the voting age, there is significant disparity in the region when it comes to standing as a 
candidate. Child and adolescent participation is considered in the ability to join and form 
their own organisations with minimum ages set for participation in over half of the countries 
across the region. Lastly we have a look at the definitions of youth and – where it exists –
 adolescence across the region. 

Key findings for political participation  

- While a minimum age for voting in elections is standard across the region, the age 
at which an individual may stand as a candidate varies significantly. 14 out of the 
22 countries in the region set a higher minimum age for candidacy ranging from 
18-30 years.  

- Candidacy age has the highest minimum age across all of those included in this 
study. The countries with the higher candidacy ages were in the Central Asia sub-
region, with Turkey having the highest age.  

- The right to stand for election as a candidate is predominately acquired as an 
adult and not as a child, and uses fixed minimum ages – despite the ability in 
nearly all CEE/CIS countries to acquire legal emancipation earlier than 18 years 
old.  

- The ability to join a child or youth organisation is often not set lower than 14 
years, which is in line with other judicial and legal rights and responsibilities. 
Forming an organisation is often dependent on parental consent or capacity, with 
only three countries allowing children to independently form associations. 

Policy implications and open questions on political participation 

- Acquiring majority earlier through marriage or employment may not entitle an 
individual to vote in an election. Resolving such inconsistencies may be a point for 
future advocacy work.  

- The question at what age children can independently decide about their religion 
could be a subject for further research in the region.  
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Political rights across the region  

Country Region MA for voting in federal or 
national elections 

MA for 
candidacy in 
upper house 

MA for 
candidacy in 
lower house 

Official age 
range of 
youth  

MA for forming a 
children 
association 

MA for joining a 
children 
association 

MA for forming a 
youth association 

MA for joining a 
youth association 

MA for choosing 
a religious 
community  

Belarus 

Eastern Europe  

18 30 21 14-31 [14-18] == == 16 16 (>16*)  unclear 

Bulgaria 18 -- 21 15-29 15vi <15*vi  15 <15* 18vi 

Moldova 18 -- 18 16-30 n.d.  10 n.d.  14 unclear 

Romania 18 33 23 18-26 n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d. 16 (14*) 

Russia 18 30 21 14-30 18 8 18 14 unclear  

Ukraine 18 -- 21 14-35 15 6 15 14 [18] unclear  

Albania 

Southern 
Europe 

18 -- 18 15-29 == == 14+ 14 12 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 18 18 18 15-30 n.d. nod n.d. n.d. unclear  

Croatia 18 -- 18 15-30 == == 15 15 unclear 0+ 

Kosovo 18 -- 18 15-24 unclear  n.d. n.d. n.d. unclear  

Macedonia 18 -- 18 15-29 n.d. n.d. 15* 14* 10* 

Montenegro 18 -- 18 15-29 14+ unclear  unclear  unclear  unclear  

Serbia 18 -- 18 15-30 n.d. n.d. 14+ 14* 0+ 

Armenia 

Caucasus 

18 -- 25 16-30 == == 14* >14* 18 

Azerbaijan 18 -- 25 14-29 == == 16 16 18 

Georgia 18 -- 21 14-29 == 7* 26 [18] n.d. unclear  

Turkey 18 -- 30 14-29 n.d. 12+ 15+ 15-18  18 

Kazakhstan 

Central Asia  

18 30 25 14-29 6 6 varies  varies [16] unclear  

Kyrgyzstan 18 -- 21 14-28 unclear  == 14* [18] unclear  unclear  

Tajikistan 18 35 25 14-30 18 8 18 14 18 

Turkmenistan 18 -- 25 14-30 16 8 16 14 unclear  

Uzbekistan 18 25 25 14-30 unclear  n.d. n.d. [18] unclear  

Source: YPL for UNICEF. Data on Albania, Kosovo, Russia and Turkey is to be verified. The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) has kindly provided information on Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Romania collected by their interdisciplinary research network FRANET. This data is provisional. MA: Minimum Age. 

                                                        
vi Data updated on 1 September 2017 by the UNICEF Bulgaria Country Office. 
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Social participation 
The legislation regarding social participation varies significantly across the region, 
particularly in the spheres of marriage and sexual relationships. The region spans countries 
that permit same-sex marriage and those that punish homosexual acts with imprisonment, 
but there are clear trends and similarities amongst countries in the same geographic sub-
region. Child marriage is a global challenge and is a complex area of legislation with 
numerous exceptions and criteria. Broadly, the CEE/CIS region is in line with international 
standards in terms of heterosexual marriage and equality between the sexes in most 
countries, with only a couple notable exceptions that permit marriage lower than the 
recommended minimum.  

Key findings for social participation 

- All countries in the region have set a legal minimum age for independently 
entering into a heterosexual marriage, with nearly all countries setting it at 18 
years old. The only exceptions are Uzbekistan, where it is set at 17 years for 
females, and Turkey where it is 17 for both sexes. 

- 11 countries have set the minimum age for heterosexual marriage with additional 
consent at 16 years old and 6 States have set it at 17 years. This follows sub-
regional patterns.  

- Ukraine and Belarus are the only countries in the region to permit heterosexual 
marriage below the “absolute minimum age” recommended by the CRC and 
CEDAW Committees.  

- There is broad equality for men and women in the marriageable ages and the age 
of consent. The only exceptions are Albania (with consent) and Uzbekistan (with 
and without consent) that permit females to marry earlier than men.  

- Homosexual acts and marriage are mostly not legislated for specifically, which 
means in most cases that homosexual marriage is not possible, as marriage is 
defined as between man and woman. In Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan male 
homosexual acts are explicitly illegal. In Croatia civil unions are explicitly legal, but 
not allowed under the age of 18. 

Policy implications and open questions on social participation 

- Different marriageable ages between girls and boys present an equity problem 
and clearly call for advocacy action. Equally, the marriage ages with consent 
below the recognised international standard of 16 should be addressed in future 
advocacy work.  

- The large number of exceptions to marriageable ages across the region 
potentially also constitute an equity problem, given that is often the most 
marginalised groups that marry earlier.  

- Gay, lesbian and transgender adolescents clearly are a vulnerable group in most, 
if not all countries of the region. Their status ranks from criminalisation to legal 
invisibility and societal discrimination.  
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Marriageable ages and minimum age of consent across the region  

Country Region 

Minimum marriageable age MA of consent to sexual relationships 
Different sex Same sex 

Different sex Same sex Without approval / 
consent With consent 

Number of years by which 
the marriageable age can be 

lowered through external 
approval 

Without approval / consent With consent 

male female male female male female male female male female male female male female 

Belarus 

Eastern 
Europe  

18 18 15+ 15+ -3 -3 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Bulgaria 18 18 16* 16* -2 -2 == == == == 14 14 14 14 

Moldova 18 18 16* 16* -2 -2 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Romania 18 18 16* 16* -2 -2 xx xx xx xx 15 15 15 15 

Russia 18 18 16* 16* -2 -2 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Ukraine 18 18 14* 14* -4 -4 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Albania 

Southern 
Europe 

18 18 18 16* 0 -2 == == == == 14 14 14 14 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 18 18 16+* 16+* -2 -2 == == == == 14 14 14 14 

Croatia 18 18 16* (>16*) 16* (>16*) -2 -2 18 18 18 18 15 15 15 15 

Kosovo 18 18 16+* 16+* -2 -2 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Macedonia 18 18 16+* 16+* -2 -2 == == == == 14 14 14 14 

Montenegro 18 18 16* 16* -2 -2 == == == == 14 14 14 14 

Serbia 18 18 16+* 16+* -2 -2 == == == == 14 14 14 14 

Armenia 

Caucasus 

18 18 16* 16* -2 -2 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Azerbaijan 18 18 17* 17* -1 -1 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Georgia 18 18 17* 17* -1 -1 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Turkey 17 17 16* 16* -1 -1 == == == == 15 15 15 15 

Kazakhstan 

Central 
Asia  

18 18 16* 16* -2 -2 xx xx xx xx 16 16 16 16 

Kyrgyzstan 18 18 17* 17* -1 -1 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Tajikistan 18 18 17* 17* -1 -1 == == == == 16 16 16 16 

Turkmenistan 18 18 17* 17* -1 -1 xx == xx == 16 16 xx 16 

Uzbekistan 18 17 17* 16* -1 -1 xx == xx == 16 16 xx 16 

Source: YPL for UNICEF. Data on Albania, Kosovo, Russia and Turkey is to be verified. The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) has kindly provided information on Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Romania collected by their interdisciplinary research network FRANET. This data is provisional. MA: Minimum Age. 
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Economic participation and education 
The domains of economic participation and education are considered together due to 
their overlapping areas. This is particularly visible when considering the minimum legal 
full-time working age and the end of mandatory schooling, which shows considerable 
contradictions within national legislation. When it comes to economic rights, the 
CEE/CIS region demonstrates legislative commitment to protecting children from 
hazardous work and equal access to minimum wage schemes. Across the region, all 
States have set legal minimum ages for the start and end of compulsory education, with 
countries using an 8-10 year educational curriculum. This goes beyond the required 
minimum of primary education as stipulated in the CRC and the Millennium 
Development Goals.  

Key findings for economy and education 

- All countries have set a minimum age for admission into full-time 
employment with the age varying from 14-16 years.  

- Nine counties have set a minimum age for full-time working that is lower 
than the age for the mandatory end of schooling.  

- Economic rights for children are protected across the region, particularly in 
regards to hazardous working, limits on hours and types of work, and equal 
access to minimum wage schemes.  

- For petty dealings and independent decision-making for own income and 
property, 14 years is the common minimum age across the region but has 
numerous exceptions for consent and capacity.  

Policy implications and open questions on economy and education  

- Two areas could not be fully explored in this research. Firstly, the 
independent access of children to cash and in-kind social transfers 
constitutes a field for further research. It can be assumed that there are also 
age-related barriers associated with access to social transfers, both 
determining the time at which potential child benefits end and access to 
other benefits begin.  

- Secondly, children with special needs constitute a vulnerable group for whom 
access to education is usually formally granted. But, the question is whether 
further legal mechanisms, ensuring that necessary support services are 
available are also in place.  

- Across the region the majority of countries has not synchronised school 
leaving ages with the admission to employment. This is a further area for 
advocacy work.  

- In a broader perspective on different formats of age-related barriers, it could 
be worth while to explore why in the field of economic activity, the 
mechanisms of proving (in)capacity of the child are in reverse to all other 
policy fields, with the onus on the adult proving incapacity of the child. 
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Economic rights and education across the region 

 Country Region 
Minimum legal 
full-time working 
age 

Minimum legal part-
time working age 

Admission to 
hazardous 
employment  

MA for access to 
minimum wage  MA for inheriting  

MA to dispose of 
own income / petty 
dealings  

Start age of 
compulsory 
education  

End of mandatory 
schooling / 
Minimum school 
leaving age 

Age requirements 
concerning the right 
to special education 
support services (for 
children with 
disabilities) 

Belarus 

Eastern 
Europe 

14* == 18 == 0 0-14 [14-18] 6 17 >3 

Bulgaria 16vii 15  18 16vii 0 14 5 16 n.d. 

Moldova 16 (15*) == 18 == 0 14 7 18 unclear 

Romania 16 (15*) == 18 == unclear  14 6 17 8 

Russia 15 0-13*, 14* 18 == n.d.  6+, 14-18* 6,5 18 (15+) unclear 

Ukraine 16 (15+) 14* 18 == n.d. 15* (15) 6 17 n.d. 

Albania 

Southern 
Europe 

16 14 18 == 0 14 6 16 (19) 6 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 15 == 18 == 0 15 (14) 6 15 n.d.  

Croatia 15 == unclear  == unclear  15 5 15 n.d. 

Kosovo 15 == 18 == [35] 0 14+,15+ [16, 18] 6 15 6 

Macedonia 15* == 18 == 0 15+ 6 16 6 

Montenegro 15+ == 18 == 0 15 (14+) 6 15 6 

Serbia 15+ == 18 == 0+ 14+,15 5,5 14 5,5 

Armenia 

Caucasus 

16 14* 18 == 0 14-18 6 16 unclear 

Azerbaijan 15  (<15*)  15 18 == 0 14 6 [3] 17 6 

Georgia 16 (<14*) 14 18 == 0 7* 6 15 6 

Turkey 15 (14*) == 18 == 0 [18] 6 18  unclear  

Kazakhstan 

Central Asia   

16 0-15* 18 == 0 14* 6 (7) 18 6 (7) 

Kyrgyzstan 16 (15*)  14* 18 == 0 14* 6 (7)  15 unlcear  

Tajikistan 15 14* 18 == 0 6+,14-18* 7 16 unclear 

Turkmenistan 16 (15*)  0-14* 18 == 0 7* 6 18 Unclear 

Uzbekistan 16 15*  18 == 0 14* 6-7 14 6-7 

Source: YPL for UNICEF. Data on Albania, Kosovo, Russia and Turkey is to be verified. The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) has kindly provided information on Bulgaria, Croatia, Romania collected by their 
interdisciplinary research network FRANET. This data is provisional. MA: Minimum Age

                                                        
vii Data updated on 1 September 2017 by the UNICEF Bulgaria Country Office. 
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The right to health  
In the area of health, the legal minimum ages at which children and adolescents can access 
services, and are allowed to give independent informed consent to medical interventions 
and treatment, are higher than in many of the other domains. This includes sexual and 
reproductive and mental health services. This is most strikingly seen in the limited and 
restricted ability of children and adolescents to consent to medical treatment, access 
confidential advice, and request an abortion independently. The field of health has 
numerous consent and capacity criteria and contrasts significantly with rights afforded to 
children in other areas. The legal drinking and smoking age are fixed and consistent across 
the region, but access to harm reduction services requires considerably more research to 
understand the services available to children and adolescents. 

Key findings for health 

- Abortion is legal in all countries throughout the CEE/CIS region and all countries 
have set a minimum legal age for abortion with the exception of Azerbaijan and 
Moldova. The lowest minimum age of 14 years could be found in Georgia and 
Ukraine. 

- The age at which children can access independent medical advice is on average 
15 years, in those countries for which data was available. 

- The minimum ages for accessing services in the area of health is higher than in 
other domains, such as civic and social participation. This highlights an 
inconsistency in the presumed capacity of the child. 

- The right of children and adolescents to independently consent to medical 
treatment varies significantly across the region, with seven countries setting the 
minimum age at 18 years.  

- The ages to protect children from tobacco and alcohol through a ban on selling 
these products to children is consistently high in the region. As suggested in the 
forthcoming General Comment No. 20, the minimum age is set at 18, with only 
one exception.  

Policy implications and open questions on health  

- Overall, the high age barriers within the health domain constitute obstacles for 
children to access medical advice and treatment independently and 
confidentially. This clearly is an area for future advocacy work.  

- The high age barriers in accessing sexual and reproductive health services in 
particular are contrary to the often lower age of consent to sexual relationships 
and even marriage at younger ages.  

- The access of children to harm reduction services as well as the specifities of 
mental health services for children constitute an area for future research. 
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Health rights across the region  

Country Region 
MA to seek 
independent medical 
advice 

MA to get medical 
treatment or surgery  

MA for (confidential) 
testing and treatment 
for sexually 
transmitted diseases 

MA for medical advice 
on contraception  MA for abortion  Minimum legal 

drinking age  
Minimum legal 
smoking age  

MA to access to harm 
reduction services  

Belarus 

Eastern Europe  

14 14 [14*] 14 14 18* 18 18 n.d.  

Bulgaria 16 <18* 16’viii unclear   18 18 18 n.d. 

Moldova 16 (18) 16 16 (18) 16? 16?  18 18 unclear 

Romania 18 18 16 16 16 18 18 n.d. 

Russia 15 15+ (18) 15 15 15 18 18 16 

Ukraine 14 18 (14+) 14 n.d. <14+ 18 18 unclear  

Albania 

Southern Europe 

n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d. 16* 18 18 n.d. 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina n.d.  n.d. n.d. n.d. 16 (<16*) 18 15 n.d. 

Croatia 16 16 (<18*) 18 unclear  16 18 18 n.d. 

Kosovo n.d. unclear  unclear  n.d. 16+*, 18. n.d. 18 Unclear  

Macedonia 18 18 unclear  14 (12+) 18 18 18 16 [18] 

Montenegro n.d. 15+ unclear  unclear  18 18 18 n.d. 

Serbia 0+ 15+ 15+ 15+ 16 18 18 n.d. 

Armenia 

Caucasus 

18 18 14 (>14*) 10 >18* 18 18 n.d. 

Azerbaijan 18 18 18 [16] unclear 18 18 18 n.d.  

Georgia 18 (14+) 18 (14+) 14+ 14+ 14+ 18 18 14+ 

Turkey unclear  18 n.d. n.d. 18 (<18*) 18 n.d.  n.d.  

Kazakhstan 

Central Asia  

18 18 [16*] 18 18 18 21 18 <18* 

Kyrgyzstan unclear [<16] 16 16 16 16 18 18 n.d. 

Tajikistan 16 18 unclear  15 18 18 18 10 

Turkmenistan 18 (17*) 18 (17*) 18 (17*) unclear  18 18 18 <18* 

Uzbekistan 14 14 n.d. n.d. 18 20 20 n.d. 

Source: YPL for UNICEF. Data on Albania, Kosovo, Russia and Turkey is to be verified. The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) has kindly provided information on Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Romania collected by their interdisciplinary research network FRANET. This data is provisional. MA: Minimum Age. 

                                                        
viii Data updated on 1 September 2017 by the UNICEF Bulgaria Country Office. 
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Safety, security & ICT 
One core concern of the Convention is the protection of children and adolescents from 
harm, violence, war and hostilities. This domain focuses particularly on child and adolescent 
engagement with the military through joining voluntarily, conscription, and participation in 
hostile environments. All countries comply with the Convention and Optional Protocol, 
though scope remains to increase the minimum age for voluntary joining the military. Of 
growing concern is the protection and autonomy of children and adolescents in the digital 
sphere. This study thus also sets out to explore digital rights of children. However, 
information on digital rights proved to be very difficult to source. They form an area in which 
more comparative information on national legislation would be particularly useful.   

Key findings for safety, security and ICT 

- Across the region, five countries have a minimum age between 15-17 years for 
adolescents joining the military voluntarily. Four countries, Azerbaijan, 
Turkmenistan, Ukraine, and Uzbekistan, have set this age at 17 years, while 
Moldova has the lowest age at 16 years.  

- A majority of countries have compulsory military service, with only five countries 
not mandating conscription for young people.  

- All countries meet the minimum requirement in the CRC for children to be 
protected from participation in hostilities with a legal minimum age set – 
predominately of 18 years.  

- Moldova and Azerbaijan are the only countries to have a specific reference to a 
child’s consent for use of personal data, but in most countries legislation is 
generic and does not refer directly to children or adolescents. No country in the 
region has set a minimum age at which images and personal data of children can 
be disclosed. 

Policy implications and open questions on safety, security and ICT 

- Information on digital rights proved to be very difficult to source, but it appears 
that with regards to children’s rights to their own images and data in the digital 
sphere, there are gaps within the existing legislation. This is an area for both 
future research providing comparative information on national legislation, and 
future advocacy work.  
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Safety, security and ICT across the region  

Country Region MA to join the military 
voluntarily 

Age of compulsory military 
service / drafting 

MA to participate in 
hostilities  

MA to purchase and/or 
hold a firearm 

MA for providing consent 
for the use of their 
personal data 

MA at which images and 
personal data of children 
can be disclosed in TV, 
Press, Web. Social Media  

MA for close door rules 

Belarus 

Eastern Europe  

18 [19] 18 18 18 unclear  unclear  <16 

Bulgaria 18 -- n.d. 18ix 14*ix  unclear  n.d. 

Moldova 16 18 18 21 18 unclear <18 

Romania n.d. -- n.d. n.d. 18 16 (14*) unclear  

Russia 18 18 18 21 18 14 unclear  

Ukraine 17 18 18 21 (25) n.d. 18 n.d. 

Albania 

Southern Europe 

19 -- 19 n.d. unclear  n.d. <18 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 18 -- 18 18 n.d. unclear  <18 

Croatia 18 -- n.d. n.d. 18 unclear  n.d. 

Kosovo -- -- -- 21 (16) unclear  n.d. <18 (>18) 

Macedonia 18 -- 18 18 (<18) n.d. Unclear (<16+) 18 

Montenegro 18 18+ 18 14+ 18 18 18 

Serbia 18 -- 18 18 15 n.d. 18 

Armenia 

Caucasus 

18 18 15 18 n.d. n.d. unclear 

Azerbaijan 17 18 15 18 18 n.d. unclear 

Georgia 18 18 18 n.d. n.d. unclear  <18 

Turkey 18 20 (15+) 18 n.d. nd. n.d.  18 

Kazakhstan 

Central Asia  

19 18 18 18 10 unclear <18 

Kyrgyzstan 18 18 18 18 n.d. unclear  unclear  

Tajikistan 18 (20) 18 18 21 n.d. n.d. unclear 

Turkmenistan 18 18 18 18* n.d. n.d. Unclear  

Uzbekistan 17 18 18 n.d. n.d. n.d <18 

Source: YPL for UNICEF. Data on Albania, Kosovo, Russia and Turkey is to be verified. The EU Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) has kindly provided information on Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Romania collected by their interdisciplinary research network FRANET. This data is provisional. MA: Minimum Age. 

                                                        
ix Data updated on 1 September 2017 by the UNICEF Bulgaria Country Office. 
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Concluding thoughts on legal age barriers in CEE/CIS 
 

This report takes stock of existing age-related legal provisions for children, adolescents and 
youth across the 22 countries and territories of the CEE/CIS region. Based primarily on national 
laws and policies, as well as State Party Reports to the CRC and CRC Concluding Observations, 
this research has focused on more than 70 domains. With this in mind, the research has centred 
on the importance of specific ages in three perspectives regarding children and adolescents: the 
realisation of their rights; the barriers to accessing services; the relevance for wider policy 
affecting their lives.  
 
In recent UNICEF programmatic and strategic documents10

 

, adolescents are specifically 
mentioned in the health domain, including HIV & AIDS and nurturing adolescent wellbeing; in 
the area of social inclusion and child protection, including juvenile justice, exploitation and 
abuse, and protection in humanitarian crises; and to build assets and skills of adolescents. With 
regards to these areas, this report offers significant findings.  

First, the health domain is most striking for its high minimum ages, and the area in which legal 
age barriers are clearly obstacles for access to services. With regards to balancing children’s right 
to both protection and participation, in the health domain, it appears that protective 
considerations outweigh children’s right to participate and consent to matters affecting them. 
Additionally, this is an area where we saw most inconsistencies between policy fields, e.g. a 
young woman aged 17 could be married, assume legal emancipation, but require parental 
consent for contraception. Legal reform that removes inconsistencies and enables adolescents 
to independently receive medical advice, including on sexual and reproductive health services, 
should be a priority, not the least to create legal opportunities for young people to access 
medical and counselling services provided through the health care system, including by youth-
friendly services that UNICEF supports in the region.  
 
Second, within the field of social inclusion and child protection, it is promising to see that across 
the region a child’s consent is required for adoption, foster care, change of name or modification 
of family relations, often even at the age of 10 years. Children are also protected from the death 
penalty and from being imprisoned with adults. Additionally, all countries meet the minimum 
requirement in the CRC for children to be protected from participation in hostilities, with a legal 
minimum age set – predominately of 18 years. On the other hand, there are contradictions 
between the often rather low minimum age of criminal responsibility and the older ages at 

                                                        
10 UNICEF, 2014a, UNICEF Strategic Plan 2014-2017 c.o. and UNICEF, 2014b, Accelerating Programming on Adolescents 2014-2017 c.o. 

http://www.unicef.org/strategicplan/�
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which children can address courts as plaintiffs. Moreover, adolescents’ digital security and 
privacy remain areas that receive little legislative attention.  
 
Third, with regards to adolescents’ development of skills, the research showed that eleven 
countries have set a minimum age for full-time working that is lower than the age for the 
mandatory end of schooling. Positively, all countries ensure children are protected from 
hazardous work, and in most cases they are entitled to equal minimum wage agreements.  
Fourth, another key finding of this report is that adolescents are rarely visible in legal or policy 
terms – with the main exception of juvenile offenders. This report supports the argument that 
more action is needed, not only to “consolidate existing investments in and accelerate the 
visibility of adolescents throughout the organization”11

 

, but also to make adolescents visible as a 
group at large. 

The lack of visibility of adolescents in policy and programming is also an argument of the 
forthcoming CRC General Comment No. 20. One way in which adolescents can make themselves 
heard is through participation. In this regard, however, this research is not encouraging, as it 
shows that access to formal political participation (which is only one of many forms of 
participation), including participation in children’s and youth’ organisations, is restricted mostly 
to adults. In particular, candidacy ages are high – up to the age of 30 years in Turkey.  
 
With regards to other recommendations by the CRC General Comment No. 20, it may be said 
that most countries are found in compliance with the GC because they have set these minimum 
ages at the recommended age of 18 for marriage, access to alcohol and tobacco, admission to 
hazardous employment, and the participation in hostilities and armed forces.  
However, marriageable ages in particular are subject to numerous exceptions, e.g. with Ukraine 
and Belarus permitting heterosexual marriage below the “absolute minimum age” 
recommended by the CRC and CEDAW Committees. In terms of equality across sexuality, only 
Croatia recognises and permits homosexual civil partnerships. 
 
This is another finding of the report – the broad view that across policy domains, minimum ages 
clearly show a lack in uniformity. Minimum ages are riddled with with exceptions, additions, and 
considerations. This makes it more complicated to fully understand, monitor, and improve the 
situation for children and adolescents – not least for them as individuals attempting to 
understand the laws for themselves. And yet, numerous child rights advocates lobby for less 
strict minimum ages in several domains, allowing for flexible mechanisms that take into account 
children’s different capacities at a given age. Hence, not all exceptions and considerations are 
necessarily bad – but equally, some are also problematic for equity reasons.  

                                                        
11 UNICEF, 2014b, Accelerating Programming on Adolescents 2014-2017 c.o. 
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A nuanced review of the minimum ages debate, in the light of the different principles of child 
rights – protection, participation, equity, evolving capacity –  and including a greater degree of 
analysis (e.g. different modes by which capacity is established), could be suitable next step to 
build upon this mapping. Together with this piece of research, it could act as a starting point for 
UNICEF CEE/CIS to consider the legal minimum ages that impact on the rights, decisions and 
choices of children and adolescents. It could act as a strong foundation for further research, 
analysis and advocacy across the CEE/CIS region, within UNICEF globally, and throughout the 
child rights movement.  
 
At the end of this report, it may also be said that the exploration of some questions on 
particularly vulnerable groups – which were originally included in this research – sadly yielded 
little results. They have therefore not been portrayed here. The original aim was to also 
incorporate data on children’s access to shelters for homeless people, as well as on special 
requirements for refugee children. Excluded from the research at an earlier stage – due to 
capacity limitations – was the detailed exploration of rules applicable to children that become 
mothers. All three groups, the homeless, refugees, and teenage mothers, belong to particularly 
vulnerable adolescent populations across the region and globally. But, in depth research into 
legal age barriers of such specific groups – as well as for children with special educational needs 
– would necessitate more resources.  
 
However, it may be that for these groups, as potentially also in other domains, legal barriers are 
only one among many obstacles in realising rights and accessing services for adolescents. 
Therefore, while this study focuses on legal restrictions, and is proud to present data on so many 
countries and such diverse policy fields, its authors are also fully aware of its limitations. It is a 
desk-based, legislative review only. It is beyond the scope of this research to explore the reality 
for children, adolescents and youth – both where their rights may be violated, such as through 
early marriage, or where there are emancipatory practices below the legal age, such as doctors 
and NGOs providing contraception advice to young people unofficially. The next step of future 
research on age barriers should thus explore with children, adolescents and youth, how legal age 
barriers – together with customary, societal, political, psychological, or other barriers – 
discourage them from or enable them to realise their rights. Thereby, future research can 
contribute to UNICEF’s global approach to programming for children and adolescents, where 
they are “not only entitled to the same rights but should be provided with the same level of 
opportunity to enjoy these rights.”12

 

 

 

                                                        
12 UNICEF, 2014b, Accelerating Programming on Adolescents 2014-2017.  
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