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Abstract: More than half percent of Ecuador's population is under 30 years old, which stresses the State and

state officials to grant importance to discourse concerning the development of legislation on youth. This

article discusses the youth participation in contemporary Ecuadorian history and its reflections in institutional

political processes, as well as knowledge production.
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Ecuador is an emi-
nently young country, ac-
cording to the last census
in 2010, 56 percent of the
population is under 30
years old, this demograph-
ic has put stress on the
State and state officials to
grant importance to dis-
course concerning the de-
velopment of legislation
on youth, so it is normal to
hear phrases like “invest-
ing in youth is an invest-
ment in development”.
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The Constitution of the Republic of
Ecuador recognizes the youth as “strate-
gic actors in development”, in this way ar-
ticle 39 states:

The State shall guarantee the rights
of young people and shall promote the ef-
fective exercise of these rights by means
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of policies and programs, institutions and
resources that ensure and uphold, on a
permanent basis, their participation and
inclusion in all sectors, especially in pub-
lic sector spaces. The State shall recognize
young people as strategic players in the
country’s development and shall guaran-
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tee their right to education, health, hous-
ing, recreation, sports, leisure, freedom
of expression and association. The State
shall foster their incorporation into the
labor force in fair and decent conditions,
with emphasis on training, guarantee of
access to first employment, and promo-
tion of their entrepreneurial skills.

According to this focus, young peo-
ple are considered fundamental actors
for the integral development of society,
therefor it tries to get rid of the idea that
young people are the future of society, af-
firming, that they are the present and that
it is necessary to strengthen the strategic
capacity of this group.

The Law of Youth in Ecuador, passed
in 2001, defines youth as the population
between 18 and 29 years old, however,
from the sociological point of view that is
the most accepted in Ecuador, the popu-
lation of “young people” is composed of
people between 15 and 29 years old.

It is important to recognize the role
played by youth organizations and young
people in discussing regulations and pub-
lic youth policy, as well as in mobilization
processes that have marked the most re-
cent decades of Ecuadorian history.

The implementation of neoliberal
policies since the 80's has been respond-
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ed to with the emergence of new social
movements, specifically, the 90's was very
effervescent in social action and the most
important political focus was the indige-
nous movement that demonstrated a ca-
pacity of mobilization that paralyzed the
country. In the fight against neoliberalism
distinct groups and movements started
appearing with their own declarations
and political proposals, this is the case for
the women’s movement, environmental-
ists, the student movement and youth or-
ganizations.

The participation of young people
in these movements during the 90's and
2000's was significant, one that was note-
worthy was the higher education student
movement, that many times, was the first
to go to the streets to demonstrate their
disagreement with structural adjustment
measures or processes such as the FTAA
or NAFTA..

The participation of young people
was also present in the essential process-
es of 1998 and 2008 so that their propos-
als would be presentin the corresponding
Constitutions. In 1998 with demands such
as conscientious objection, sexual and
reproductive rights, and the issue of citi-
zenship, in 2008 the focus was based on
the constitutional mandate of youth, pre-
pared by a group of youth organizations
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after an intense debate about “the coun-
try of our dreams”.

The 2008 Constitution is very pro-
gressive on many issues, especially with
respect to young people, in general it
expands and recognizes other specific
rights. For the youth movement the con-
stitutional process of 2007-2008 was very
important, not only because of the ob-
tained objectives that translated into spe-
cific articles regarding to youth, but also
because it was an opportunity to con-
struct a platform for youth organizations
that discussed their problems and were
able to propose specific articles to be in-
corporated in the Constitution.

Intense debate between youth or-
ganizations expanded the Youth Consti-
tutional Mandate, a document proposed
in the front of an assembly that contains
various principles and articles, specifically
one of the principles statements estab-
lished that:

Include:Thereshouldbeoneprinciple
that the State recognizes, where the
young population is seen as strategic
actors in the development of the
country, that generate processes
of shared learning, promote their
strengths, generate new spaces
of participation, and contribute
to political, social, economic and
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processes of the

To think of the participation of so
many young people in institutional polit-
ical processes (debate about the Consti-
tution and other laws) as in social move-
ments, in general discourse it is affirmed
that young people don't participate, they
are apathetic, they are not interested in
the reality of their country; This perhaps
is due to the type of political participation
that is required for the adult centered
world, so they demand a greater presence
of youth in public institutional spaces.

According to this understanding, po-
litical participation, to a lesser or greater
extent is related to young people, in some
cases it would be a nonexistent practice
and in others it would be an exercise in
social transformation.

To explain it in a better way, the ex-
emplary information obtained from the
First National Poll about Youth and Partic-
ipation, affirms that, “if between 49% and
55% of the youth have scarce (little by lit-
tle) interest for national politics, between
71% and 74% express a high level of ap-
proach in politics in relation to the affairs
in their neighborhoods, their communi-
ties and their cities” (Ramirez, 2011:27).
Apparently, the traditional concepts that
are understood as political participation
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are insufficient to explain the reality in
which young people live, who are more
interested in their daily lives and in their
concrete relationships than in participat-
ing in abstract and distant politics, unable
to respond to their real necessitates.

The same survey results highlight
the rejection of youth participation in
structures like political parties and move-
ments, they are the least trusted institu-
tions for the Ecuadorian youth even when
compared to the national police. “Only
one out of every four young people would
be willing to serve in the military or in or-
ganized political structures (movements
or parties)”.

Generally, as demonstrated in this
survey young people are disinterested in
participating in traditional political struc-
tures, this is also due to the institutional
crisis and political parties that have been
in Ecuador in the last few decades, those
that have converted the country into be-
ing famous for overthrowing three pres-
idents and for having 6 different presi-
dents with in the same 10 years (between
1997 and 2007).

The classical structures are inade-
guate in responding to the demands and
claims of groups like the youth, who look
for representation in other forms of or-
ganizations who's practices and principles
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are more horizontal and are closer to an-
swering their concrete demands.

Youth participation in Ecuador is
shown as a specific area of concern, from
the state, academia and the youth organ-
izations, this interest is not only evident
because of the number of studies that
have been recognized in the state of the
art report on the knowledge produced by
Ecuadorianyouth, not only for the reforms
that it has provided in legal fields, by that
I mean the recognition of voluntary voting
of those that are found between the ages
of 16 and 18, hoping in this way to include
youth in formal politics and in the produc-
tive matrix.

Around the theme of youth partici-
pation there are various points for discus-
sion, starting with the fact that there are
various understanding of what participa-
tion means, many understand it only as
public participation, i.e. in the State, how-
ever, the practice of youth organizations
have realized that they should differenti-
ate between public participation through
traditional channels and forms of par-
ticipation that go beyond the public like
demonstrations in the streets to express
their voices.

Although the last government has
given drive to youth participation, it is un-
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settling for them to institutionalize their
participation, so state spaces and public
channels will co-opt their spaces for par-
ticipation. While various youth practices
have been linked to formal spaces of de-
cision-making and have fought for insti-
tutionalization and the incorporation into
legal frameworks in every country, other
activities are located outside establish-
ments as a practice of transformation and
emancipation.

In this way there can be two types of
relationships observed between the youth
and participation (that could be classified
as political), the first relationship is in re-
gards to youth and formal participation
and a second is in regards to practices of
social transformation.

With respect to the first, the incident
within the formal structures has been
hard work for the organizations that have
specific results, with this | am referring to
the recognition of youth rights in the 2008
Constitution of the Republic, however, in
the same sense, what is written in the law
is not observed in reality through public
policies that does not allow these results.

Many times the participation of
young people in the formation of public
policy ends only being instrumental, so
there isn't a process that permits real par-
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ticipation, this is also due to that youth
organizations are not numerically rep-
resentative of the young population and
are not permanently mobilized on these
issues.

With respect to the practices of or-
ganized and non-organized youth that
overflow traditional parties and that
march as a means of transformation and
emancipation and manifest themselves in
demonstrations that take to the streets,
we can say that they are forms of action
more widespread but do not hold up over
time.

In 2013 particular events that had
lead to social mobilization especially in
youth, in themes like education, the en-
vironment and sexual and reproductive
rights, all of their demonstrations are
marked as defending human rights.

During the last few years in Ecua-
dor an education reform has been imple-
mented that reduces access to higher ed-
ucation for many young people, they feel
like their right is being violated, and they
are not offered other alternatives, to this
we must add that the majority of young
people are either unemployed or under-
employed.
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The demonstrations related to ed-
ucation have been basically made up of
university students, we can't affirm that
it has been an extensive process nor sus-
tained but it has served to revive the stu-
dent movement.

The environmental issue has been
the most important in provoking the
youth, in the defense of the Yasuni-ITT re-
gion.

For more than seven years, Ecuador
proposed to leave a substantial amount
of oil in the ground in the Amazon region,
this proposal, known as the Yasuni-ITT Ini-
tiative, that emerged from the civil society,
has one central objective: to not take the
crude oil out of the ground in three de-
posits in block 43. The initiative is based
on four pillars:

1) To protect the territory and the life
of the indigenous communities in volun-
tary isolation,

2) To conserve biodiversity that is in-
comparable to any other place on earth
(the highest concentration of biodiversity
recorded by scientists thus far)

3) To take care of the global climate,
maintaining a significant amount of oil
underground, omitting 410 million tons of
CO2 from the atmosphere,
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4) To take the first step towards the
transition to a post-oil Ecuador, which
would have a demonstrating affect else-
where.

In return Ecuador waited for the fi-
nancial contributions of the international
community, that should have assumed
their shared and differentiated responsi-
bility based on the many levels of environ-
mental destruction caused by many soci-
eties around the world.

This proposal has a lot of strength
with the support of the Rights of the Envi-
ronment in the 2008 Constitution, in arti-
cle 71 that states: “Nature or Pacha Mama,
where life is realized and produced, has
rights that respect its existence, mainte-
nance and regeneration of its vital cycles,
structures, functions and evolutionary
processes”. Article 73 complements the
anterior constitutional outlook: “The State
will apply means of precaution and re-
striction to activities that can produce the
extinction of a species, the destruction of
ecosystems or the permanent alteration
of natural cycles”.

However, on the 15th of August in
2013, President Rafael Correa announced
the ending of the initiative and exploita-
tion of the Yasuni-ITT, affecting not only
the area of the most biodiversity that ex-
ists in the world but also putting risk on
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the lives of the communities that live in
voluntary isolation.

This decision was rejected by the
citizens of Ecuador, especially the youth,
who occupied plazas and streets demon-
strating their disagreement. Since the
government made this decision, environ-
mental organizations, indigenous people
and young people organized themselves
to demand a popular consensus from the
Ecuadorian community, to decided as a
whole weather or not to exploit these oil
fields.

The realization of the popular con-
sensus referring to the Yasuni-ITT is most-
ly mobilized through organized and un-
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organized youth, in the call to march and
mobilize social media has played a big
role through which information has been
shared and organized spontaneously in
the defense of the Yasuni-ITT.

The group of young people who have
organized specifically around the defense
of the Yasuni-ITT, have been called Yas-
unidos and have employed themselves to
collect signatures in order to have a popu-
lar consensus. It is important to note that
the conflict has lowered in toxicity and
now there are less demonstrations as well
as the number of youth who are involved.

The other topic that has mobilized
young people, specifically young women
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were topics related to gender violence
and sexual and reproductive rights, the
first point is in regards to the “slut walks"”
and actions surrounded by cases of fem-
ocide, the second point, is the debate that
is purposefully maintained in the legisla-
tive assembly about the comprehensive
criminal code, which was related to the
action of the practice of decriminalizing
abortion in cases of rape.

The decimalization of abortion in
cases of rape was defended by feminist
organizations, but the groups that had the
mostimpact were those made up of young
people. Despite all of the pressure put on
them, the assembly did not decriminalize
abortion in the case of rape, however the

public event put the issue into public de-
bate, to which they have been adding oth-
er collective initiatives.

As may be evident the political ac-
tion of the youth in Ecuador has had two
fronts, one in formal politics, using the
mechanisms of formal participation and
the other through social protesting out-
side of traditional spaces, the second is
the most attended by young people in the
recent years; however, both cases show
little sustained mobilization or organiza-
tion, so many young people that attend
marches like those of the defense of the
Yasuni-ITT do not belong to any organiza-
tion and their participation is more spon-
taneous and sporadic.
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