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* Youth-related issues are cross-cutting and multifaceted; however,
Papua New Guinea does not have a standardised definition of “youth”
and this poses significant challenges.

* Various organisations and institutions apply different age categories
and criteria when defining youth, making it difficult to systematically
assess, plan and implement interventions, monitor, and evaluate the
outcomes of programs intended to benefit them.

* Thelack of consistency in definitions can lead to policy misalignments,
hinder comparability of data across agencies, and result in the
exclusion or misrepresentation of certain groups of young people.

* A uniform national definition of youth should be adopted across
all government sectors to remove inconsistencies in policy, data
collection, and program implementation.

* Standardisation will ensure effective targeting of resources, improve
planning, and strengthen monitoring and evaluation of youth-
focused initiatives.
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oung people are the future of Papua New Guinea
-y (PNG). Their participation in all aspects of society and
in the country’s economy is crucial. The issues affecting
young people are increasingly becoming a serious development
challenge for PNG, due to the growing population and a
significant youth bulge. According to Melpa (2022), youths
in PNG face many challenges, including lack of quality
education, mismatch between skills and labour market needs,
high unemployment rate and few economic opportunities.

These challenges are significant because large numbers of
excluded young people transition into adulthood without a
secure future. Such disadvantaged young adults end up being
considered as youths in many support projects and programs,
but this makes it difficult to deal with youth involvement in
social problems. When large youth populations are confronted
with economic hardship, political instability and high youth
unemployment without any support mechanisms to support
their livelihoods, conflict and unrest can arise, like the January
10 event in 2024 when protest over wage deductions erupted
into full-scale riots and looting in Port Moresby and other
provincial towns and cities.

While the issues affecting youths are cross cutting, there is
no standard definition of youths in PNG. It is difficult to
assess, monitor, and evaluate issues affecting various youths
when different organisations use their own definitions of
youth. Having different definitions of youth may result in
policy inconsistencies, data collection and comparison issues,
exclusion or misrepresentation and program design challenges.
More importantly, it makes it difficult to effectively plan, budget
for and allocate resources as well as monitor and evaluate the
impact of implemented projects to address youth issues across
the country.

Considering the above, this article discusses how the term
“youth” is defined globally, by our neighbouring Pacific
Island countries, and highlight the concerns with how PNG

defines youth in different contexts. The article concludes with
recommendations for policymakers to simplify the systems in
PNG and to better align with international practice.

Who are youths?

International definitions

The term “youth” is applied differently depending on the
purpose, country or organisational context in which it is used.
The United Nations (UN) defines youth as those persons
who are aged between 15 and 24 years, without prejudice to
other definitions by its Member States. The UN definition is
used for statistical purposes and for global youth development
programs. In contrast, the Commonwealth youth program
defines youth as anyone between the ages of 15 and 29 years.
The Commonwealth extends the age range, acknowledging the
extended transition period young people face today in areas like
education, employment and establishing independent lives.

The South Pacific Community defines youth as individuals aged
15 to 24 years, aligning their definition with UN standards.
Within Pacific Island countries, in the Solomon Islands, youths
are defined as individuals between the ages of 15 and 35 years,
as noted by the Solomon Islands National Youth Policy 2017-
2030. They recognise this youth group as a critical demographic
group that contributes to the country’s social, economic and
cultural development. Similarly, in Fiji, youths are also defined
as individuals between the ages of 15 and 35 years old. This
definition is used by the Fiji National Youth Policy 2023 -2027
and youth organisations in the country. Both Solomon Islands
and Fiji align their definitions with broader regional definitions
used in the Pacific.

What are the definitions of youth applied in
Papua New Guinea?

The definition of youth in PNG differs from its Pacific
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neighbours and that of the United Nations. The PNG National
Youth Development Authority Act (2014) defines ‘youth' as
those individuals between 12 to 38 years of age. However, the
current National Youth Policy (2020 — 2030) has narrowed the
age range of youth to include those aged between 12 to 30 years.
This inconsistency in the definition between the National Youth
Policy and the Act needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency.

According to Pamphilon et al. (2022), report on developing
rural youth as farmers of the future, the PNG Government
has divided the youth population into three cohorts for the
purpose of future research and development programs. Below is
a classification of these cohorts by their age brackets:

* The youngest cohort (12-18 years) need sport and fitness
development, education on sex and reproduction, as well as
general and basic education.

e 'The middle cohort (19-24 years) need training for
employability, skills development, clear career pathways
and, where possible, higher education.

e The oldest cohort (25-30 years) need to become
independent, pursue careers or work, and acquire skills for
family and community life.

Having clearly defined those youth age segments, the
government now needs to provide the opportunity to have
tailored youth programs targeted at these different age groups.

What are the concerns with the variation in
definitions of youth between sectors?

Regardless of the national definition of youth in the policy,
which covers 12 to 30 years of age, the application of the
concept ‘youth' within PNG differs for legal and political
purposes. In the justice system, the cut-off age for treating
young people as juvenile perpetrators or survivors, dealt with
under the children’s court, is between 10 to18 years of age and
the legal age of consent for marriage is also 18 years. Though
the voting age is also 18 years, the age for standing for political
office is 25 years.

For statistical purposes the National Statistical Office’s (NSO)
categorises youths as 15 to 24 years olds. The official estimates
of the PNG population show that this age group comprised
21.6 percent of the total estimated population of 11,781,559
in 2021. This percentage of youth population might increase
when NSO publishes its final figures for the 2024 census. And
when this age category is expanded to cover 12 to 30 years-old,
almost 40 percent of the population fall into the category of
“youths”.
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Table 1 below summarises the statistical definition of youths by
the respective organisations.

Tablel. Statistical definitions of youth by different
organisations

United Nation

Commonwealth Secretariat

Ages 15 to 24 years

Ages 15 to 29 years

South Pacific Community | Ages 15 to 24 years

African Union Ages 15 to 35 years

Pacific Island Countries Ages 15 to 35 years

PNG NYDA Act 2014 Ages 12 to 38 years
PNG National Youth Policy | Ages 12 to 30 years
2020-2030

PNG National Statistical Ages 15 to 24 years
Office

PNG Electoral Commission | Age 18 years

PNG Juvenile Justice Sector | Ages 10 to 18 years

The overlapping definitions can make it harder to track specific
youth data, unless it is clearly segmented. Nationally, without a
streamlined or single definition, it is hard to speak of youths as
a single category. Added to this are the differences in policies,
plans and programs to address social, legal and political issues
facing youths.

Additionally, it is also difficult to compare PNG data with
UN data or policies of UN member states and neighbouring
countries of the Pacific that adopt different national definitions.
Hence, having a standard definition will assist researchers to
conduct research and policy makers to develop programs,
implement and provide monitoring and evaluation of progress
in youth development.

Recommendations

PNG’s definition of youth is different to that of the rest of
the Pacific. PNG’s definition is also not consistent within the
country, as political or legal definitions are also different to
the definition used in policy and the National Youth Act. The
National Youth Policy (2020-2030) covers those aged between
12 to 30 years of age as youth while the Act extends to include
the ages from 12 to 38, which is incredibly broad, encompassing
nearly 40 percent of the population.

The definition of youth should be revisited, and a uniform
definition should be adopted and applied across all government
sectors. Adopting a single national definition of youth across all
government sectors will ensure that policies and intervention
programs are correctly targeted to the eligible groups.

The recommended definition is to adopt “youth as those between
the ages of 15 and 35 years of age”. This is in alignment with
the definition used by PNG’s Melanesian Pacific neighbours,



_inquire
1nf(_)rm
influence

Solomon Island and Fiji. Using this definition will allow PNG
to better compare intervention outcomes for young people and
the effectiveness of policies that target young people with the
efforts of its neighbours.

Conclusion

PNG faces significant demographic challenges, with a
pronounced youth bulge. This requires the need for effective
policy and interventions targeting young people. However,
the varied definitions of “youth” within government confuses
the situation and inhibits policy design, implementation and
effective measure of progress across the government. This
article recommends adopting a single definition that aligns
with the rest of the region. Improved policies will help to
empower young people to realise their potential and contribute
to nation-building.
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