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Madam Chair,  

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Colleagues and friends,  

It’s a great pleasure and a privilege to be here today and to address you on the significant 
and timely topic of “Youth and the Internet: Fighting Radicalization and Extremism”.  

Allow me first to thank UNESCO for their leadership in organizing this significant and 
timely conference, which will help us to better understand how youth can lead the 2.0 
battle in fighting radicalization and extremism. 

As you all know, the current generation of young people is the largest the world has ever 
known. While this young population offers unprecedented opportunity – for innovation, 
development and economic growth – today’s young people must also live with the 
growing threat of violence and armed conflict. 

More than 1.5 billion people live in fragile and conflict-affected states or in countries 
where levels of criminal violence are very high. 40 percent of those are youth. This 
violence extracts enormous and long-lasting human consequences, most notably on the 
younger generations who suffer greatest from these conflicts.  

Over the past decade, the world’s attention has increasingly shifted onto terrorism and 
violent extremism. This has resulted sometimes in a misguided and false perception of 
youth as a “threat” to global and national security.  

We have heard warnings of the risks associated with the youth “bulges” and surging 
populations of young people driving increased violence and insecurity. Some of these 
warnings almost associated the conflicts with the large youth population in countries 
affected by conflicts. A notion that I will challenge later on in my remarks. But let me 



now say that these dramatic images and assumptions have falsely fueled the negative 
stereotypes about youth around the globe. Labeling young people as a problem or 
potential threat is not only wrong, but also counter-productive to our efforts in countering 
violent extremism. 

Now when it comes to youth and the Internet, there is almost an obvious correlation 
between the two, we can't think of ICT without relating its power to youth. Worldwide, 
youth are nearly 2 times more networked than the global population as a whole.  

In most of the world’s least developed countries, young people are nearly 3 times more 
likely than the general population to be using the Internet. And 30 per cent of the world’s 
youth have been active online for at least five years. Within the next five years, this 
number is expected to double in the developing world.  

While ICTs have opened incredible opportunities, the same technology that facilitates 
such communication can be easily utilized and exploited for the purposes of violent 
extremism. The vast reach of ICTs provides extremist recruiters with a global pool of 
potential recruits. These recruiters are able to adapt their messages to certain sectors of 
the targeted audience, including minors and young adults nursing sentiments of injustice, 
exclusion, or humiliation. 

Extremist groups - such as ISIS, Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram - spread hateful 
propaganda, radicalize and recruit vulnerable young men and women to join their ranks. 
They succeed precisely because they promise young people what they are lacking in their 
own communities – false opportunities to engage with their peers and platforms and a 
sense of belonging, where they can bond over grievances and their desire for a just and 
fair world. 

The numbers support the ability of these extremist groups to recruit. An estimated 
number of 25,000 foreign terrorists fighting from over 100 Member States have travelled 
to Syria and Iraq, Afghanistan, Yemen, and Libya and between mid-2014 and March 
2015 there was an estimated 70 per cent increase in foreign terrorist fighters worldwide. 

Manipulative messages of violent extremists are effectively spread over Twitter, 
YouTube and other social media, attracting young people in search of purpose and 
adventure. Between September and December of last year, nearly 50,000 Twitter handles 
supported ISIS with an average of 1,000 followers each.  

These groups are increasingly sophisticated in their virtual recruitment techniques. ISIS 
disseminates around 90,000 tweets per day and reportedly developed a Twitter app last 
year that allows subscribers to pass over control of their personal Twitter feed to 
militants. This app effectively allows ISIS to tweet from each individual subscriber’s 
account and vastly amplifies the reach of its propaganda with the simple click of a button. 



This foreign terrorist fighters’ phenomenon clearly demonstrates the magnitude of the 
problem and how quickly and easily global recruitment campaigns can be mounted. 

Indeed The United Nations is very concerned by the spread of violent extremist groups 
and the hateful ideologies that promote violence and terrorism around the world. While 
working with and for youth remains a priority of UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, 
we are now expanding that focus to include young people’s role in countering violent 
extremism and the promotion of peace. 

In August, my office will co-organize together with PBSO, UNFPA, UNDP, SFC and 
UNOY, the Global Forum on Youth, Peace and Security, hosted by the Hashemite 
Kingdom of Jordan. This forum will offer a unique platform to build a holistic look at the 
broader agenda related to youth, peace and security, and mark a new global shift towards 
this agenda by harnessing political will and provide a framework for action. 

Just to give you a sense of the youth response to this initiative, we have received over 
11,000 applications for the Global Forum, which is an excellent testimony of the 
engagement of youth in this subject. As we go through these applications, we are once 
again reassured that young people are leading large-scale projects and initiatives at the 
grass-roots level aimed at preventing violent extremism and building peace. 

And later this year, the UN Secretary-General will present a “United Nations Global Plan 
of Action to Prevent Violent Extremism” to the General Assembly. His plan will propose 
ways in which the global community can address the causes of violent extremism and 
provide Member States with concrete recommendations for action on the local, national, 
regional and global levels. 

We are working hand in hand with the UN System agencies to ensure youth priorities are 
reflected in the Global Plan of Action. We believe that meaningful engagement of today’s 
generation of youth in preventing violent extremism is an important pre-condition to 
building lasting peaceful societies.   

As mentioned by the Secretary-General in the recent Security Council debate on youth 
and countering violent extremism and promoting peace, placing the world’s young people 
at the forefront of international peace and security is both a demographic and democratic 
imperative – peaceful and inclusive societies cannot be sustainably built without the 
engagement and support of youth, which in many conflict-affected or post-conflict 
countries account for more than 50 per cent of the population.  

We also note the UN Security Council resolution 2178 (2014), which specifically 
encourages Member States to empower youth in efforts related to effectively countering 
the violent extremist narrative that may lead to the commission of terrorist acts. 



Moreover, the UN Guiding Principles on Young People’s Participation in Peacebuilding 
is an important contribution from the IANYD to enhance the debate and guide the actions 
on youth participation in peacebuilding efforts.  

And also the Security Council Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC) and its Executive 
Directorate (CTED) consider youth empowerment a vital tool in securing a viable 
environment for preventing the spread of violent extremism. That’s why they have 
already begun working in this area, by establishing links with key private corporations, 
civil society organizations, and other partners and industries, and by assisting the 
Counter-Terrorism Committee to organize a special meeting on preventing the use of the 
Internet by violent extremists and their supporters, planned for later this year.  

Although these are all significant steps in the right direction, much work remains to be 
done. And here allow me to share with you few areas that require more collective efforts: 

First, at the policy level there is a gap that needs to be filled. We must shift the global 
conversation on the role of youth to further examine the linkages between youth, peace 
and security and other thematic area.  

There are two significant policy frameworks, reinforced by Security Council Resolutions 
close to youth, peace and security: the first is the Children in Armed Conflict (CAAC) 
and the Women Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda, however both frameworks have 
significant gaps in regards to youth. To date, there is no overall, comprehensive statement 
of youth policy or global vision for action on youth in the context of peace and security. 

Today the majority of the youth sector believes that there is a need for a Security Council 
resolution on youth, peace and security similar to the council’s important resolution on 
women, peace and security. Such a resolution could elevate the youth engagement in 
peace and security and offer a much needed mechanism to ensure a more systematic 
approach to working with young people in issues related to countering violent extremism 
and peace building.  

Second, Governments, Media and the research community must work together to look 
past stereotypes and generalized assumptions, when it comes to theories related to the 
youth bulge.  

As I mentioned at the beginning of my remarks, countries with large youth population 
should see youth as an opportunity not a liability. Research shows that countries with a 
high proportion of young people have not suffered or engaged in violence, even in 
conflict settings. Rather, the higher risk of violent conflict is in countries where youth 
“bulges” overlap with limited educational and employment opportunities, long-term 
economic decline, and exclusion from social, cultural and political participation. And this 
is yet another reminder that if we to win the battle online in countering radicalism and 



extremism, we have to work also offline in addressing some of the root causes that are 
driving youth to hit a feeling of hopelessness and marginalization.  

Third, we must better understand why and how young people are radicalized and 
recruited into extremist groups, and we need more data about the situation of young 
people in conflict zones. We also must do more efforts to apply a gender sensitive look in 
understanding recruitment and radicalization strategies of these groups. 

Finally, we need resources and mechanisms to lift up the moderate voices and create a 
youth critical mass that could win the 2.0 battle. We must improve efforts to empower 
young people in peace building processes by giving young people the education and 
resources necessary to create their own youth-led and self-initiated activities.  

Ladies and gentlemen,  

Youth are eager to play a role in countering violent extremism and peace building efforts 
and against all odds they have been playing significant roles. 

In countries like Colombia and Sri Lanka, young people are at the forefront of 
reintegration and reconciliation processes across communities. In the Middle East and 
Europe, they are implementing large-scale education and awareness raising campaigns 
aimed at educating their peers on adverse impacts of extremist ideologies. 

We need to celebrate and support more the work of youth networks such as the Network 
of Youth Peacebuilders, which is a network of 60 youth organizations in 45 countries, 
some of them present with us today.   

Networks of young peacebuilders and activists confronting extremism online can often 
do more than most public programmes. Young, tech savvy people can assist in targeted 
counter-narratives via a wide range of communications platforms. These counter 
narratives can be disseminated easily through discussion forums, images and videos – in 
multiple languages to reach a broad, geographically diverse audience. 

So let us build on this. Let us look past stereotypes and generalized assumptions to 
promote youth participation in countering violent extremism and peacebuilding on all 
levels as equal partners, as promise for peace, not peril. 

Today’s youth generation has proven over and over that with proper investments and 
empowerment they have all the necessary credentials and tools to build lasting peace. 

We must rise to their expectations and work together not to fail them. 

I thank you very much. 


