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A youth policy with ' no place to go？'
Alliance Secretary General Vita Yeh Ta-hwa: People engaged in youth work quite clearly understand that youth work is professional work helping others, spending time in exchange for space. It requires the long-term, stable involvement of professional personnel and specialized agencies, which collectively plan all kinds of young projects and events, while also helping youth make a smooth transition into adulthood. If budgets and funding are insufficient, then specialized personnel and agencies are usually in a tight spot. 
According to a central government evaluation of local government social welfare performance for the fiscal year 2004, counties and county-level cities usually lack youth affairs-related NGOs as well as the legally required specialized agencies and personnel deployment. If we include counseling personnel deployed by “youth guidance committees” – specialized local government units, which are in charge of juvenile delinquent counseling or re-socialization and social protection cases (the currently existing youth guidance committees have hired a total of 75 people islandwide) – the number of specialized personnel truly engaged in youth work does not exceed 500. Satisfying the needs of the more than 4.5 million people defined as youth, with such limited personnel is actually quite difficult. 
I have been involved in youth work for a long time and often discover that our government does not attach as much importance to youth as the governments of other countries. Although now the Youth Policy White Book points out a direction and path for youth work, youth issues still continue to be problematic, since under current youth policy state funding is allocated to disadvantaged and special youth. 
The government is evidently seldom able to take a systematically established standpoint, giving full consideration to the commonness of ordinary and special youth and widespread welfare needs. This has caused the low-level development and marginalization of youth work today. Youth work can only fight on all fronts and follow whatever new methods or new projects that exist. In terms of policy there is not much room for continuity. If after government restructuring we do not make an all-out effort to develop youth policy, this visionary white book will finally be reduced to a youth policy with “no place to go.” We would even get bogged down as adults argue with each other and make claims as to who has sovereignty over our youth. 
Is it necessary also for youth work to ‘rectify its name?’
In the past, youth-related policy has always habitually lumped together children and youth. Against the backdrop of limited fiscal resources, they were equally put under the big policy umbrella of “children and youth protection.” But that way we often easily overlook the developmental needs of youth for independence and autonomy, while putting too much of a “protection” halo on the youth work approach, which makes it impossible for us adults to face the anxiety and bewilderment in our hearts, when youth earlier than expected engage in adult behavior. As a result, we have numerous laws which discipline youth behavior. 
Frankly speaking, in comparison with innocent children, trouble-making youth clearly attract much less concern about their wellbeing, while a lot of their behavior is subjected to norms. From sexual behavior, to career development and school life there are countless laws disciplining youth, but the crowding out effect on corresponding budget and resource allocation is nonetheless most severe, so that in professional discourse, youth in the end become the most easily labeled and most easily stigmatized group in our work. 
If we continue to keep youth under the big umbrella of children and youth protection, then youth (policy) will never be able to advance and will eternally remain a crippled welfare policy. I personally believe that we have to remove the spell of childcare work on youth work. In other words, we should view children and youth affairs in dependently and separate from each other, while also pushing for the amendment of relevant children and youth policies and laws. More importantly, after government restructuring, the relevant youth affairs units need to clearly have the word “youth” in their name. What leaves us wondering, however, is that the under the current draft version (of government restructuring) only the health and the homeland security ministries have set up “child and family care departments,” while youth disappear within the organizational framework.
Organizational restructuring vs. a cross-agency youth affairs mechanism
According to the present draft version of the “Executive Yuan Organic Law” the current youth policy affairs agencies – the National Youth Commission and the Child Welfare Bureau (under the MOI) – will be merged with other agencies. Which specialized agencies will then promote youth policy?
The Executive Yuan will probably make the current “Youth Advisory Committee” the platform for integrating policy across Cabinet agencies, but the current “Youth Advisory Committee” is only in charge of policy planning and has only advisory function. It does not compile a budget or have designated staff at all, as there is only one fulltime staff from the Child Welfare Bureau who concurrently does secretarial work for the Committee. After government restructuring, the Child Welfare Bureau will also be merged. If we do not clearly designate a Cabinet agency with specialized personnel and secretarial executive units that in the future will be primarily in charge of youth policy affairs, it will be actually really difficult to build the “Youth Advisory Committee” into an integrative cross-agency platform.
1. What kind of youth policy affairs platform do we need?
So what kind of youth policy affairs platform do we want to establish after all? The day before yesterday I heard a news report that deeply impressed me. In Chiayi City two youngsters went to a sex shop to buy condoms. Police sent the case to the Social Affairs Bureau for punishment on charges of violation of the “Children and Youth Welfare Law,” since the MOI in September last year listed sex shops as off limits for people under 18 years of age. But health authorities objected to the police action, believing it was putting back the clock, given that the government is running big information campaigns to establish safe sex thinking, telling youth that they should use condoms, and given that new laws even stipulate that hotels provide condoms. The Social Affairs Bureau, for its part, thought that police did nothing wrong in handling the case, since the MOI late last year listed sex shops as off-limits for youth. I believe that in the future we will have a rising number of cases, which will require cross-agency coordination due to similar differences over the interpretation of the law and due to different value orientations of our work targets and the agencies primarily in charge of them. But if we do not establish a rational, transparent, public work platform for policy coordination across Cabinet agencies, a work platform that is able to coordinate, integrate, evaluate and plan, instead of providing only the current cross-agency advisory functions, then basically it will be truly difficult to promote relevant policy that is in the best interest of youth. On top of that, adult experts and scholars as well as policy makers are no longer familiar with or able to understand the various new interpersonal problems of youth that stem from the Internet. As a result, the European and North American countries all allow youth to actually participate in policymaking and include them in advisory mechanisms. The objective is to formulate public policy that is able to reach the world of youth life, to admit tat they have the ability to make themselves heard about their rights and needs, and to become responsible members of society. 
Therefore admitting that youth representatives directly participate in relevant policymaking and advisory mechanisms, and acknowledging that youth is able to participate in solving their own difficulties is the kind of spirit that we should look into when establishing an integrative cross-agency platform for youth policy in the future. This message has already clearly manifested itself in opinion polls for the Youth Policy White Book and at the National Youth Conference.
2. Across which Cabinet agencies do we need to coordinate?

According to the content of the Youth Policy White Book, youth affairs can by no means be coordinated by one single Cabinet agency. If we follow the draft version of the “Executive Yuan Organic Law,” roughly the following Cabinet agencies will have something to do with youth affairs: the ministry of the interior and homeland security, the ministry of education and sports, the ministry of justice, the ministry of labor and human resources, the ministry of health and social security, the ministry of culture and tourism. 
From what has transpired so far, the Executive Yuan will place youth affairs under the ministry of health and social security with the child and family department serving as specially designated unit. But from the perspective of actual work experience – and under the premise of trimming organizations and personnel – we will inevitably return to the contradiction of squeezing designated youth personnel and budgets, once youth affairs are incorporated into the child and family department. When the time comes for relevant specialized agencies to act and handle youth affairs across various ministries, I am afraid that this won’t be easy. It would only be following the same old road of carving up youth policy. 
Therefore, I personally believe that if the “Youth Advisory Committee” truly wants to function as an integrative cross-agency platform, it needs to establish under the Committee permanent secretarial units, hire designated personnel for its secretariat, while also establishing policy-oriented work groups, which conduct research and discussions on special youth policy issues. These work groups should directly admit a certain share of youth as well as invite the broad participation and involvement of non-governmental youth organizations and youth workers. They would serve as advisors and participate in policy making so that the Committee has a channel for communication and dialogue among same-level Cabinet agencies with different ideologies and policy stances. 
Pooling the strenuous efforts of many people, the “Youth Policy White Book” was completed after two years of hard work. Releasing it at the same time as a new premier takes office, will, we hope, will mark the beginning of a tradition and continuity that would mean it won’t end up as a one-shot effort. New Premier Frank Hsieh voiced the pledge of a “stable Cabinet.” We also hope that he will respond to the Youth Policy White Book and tell us how the state is going to start to invest in the 4.5 million youth of Taiwan. Moreover, in terms of government restructuring, we hope that Premier Hsieh will listen to the ideas of youth organizations, and that above all when it comes to promoting future youth affairs, he will regard them as members of civic society who should duly be given an opportunity to fully participate and express their views.
