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The international reviews of national youth policy conducted by the Council of 
Europe inevitably address and comment rather more on matters of concern and 
contention. These are sometimes identifi ed by the nations under review as priority 
areas for focus, and sometimes by the international review team during its refl ec-
tions and deliberations.

The raising of such issues is intended to contribute to debate rather than dispute 
– to encourage a constructive interrogation of the relevant territory rather than 
destructive dismissal of the critique.

The international review team hopes that this will be the case for this report as 
much as it was for those that preceded it.
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Executive summary

The 13th Council of Europe international review of national youth policy is the fi rst 
to be conducted in a Commonwealth of Independent States country that was for-
merly a member of the Soviet Union. Armenia is distinct for other, more traditional 
reasons – not least its historical claim to being the fi rst Christian country. Today, 
well over 90% of its population are ethnic Armenians with a declared membership 
of the Armenian Apostolic Church.

Armenia has had a troubled and often traumatic history and still faces signifi cant 
social, political and economic challenges. Making sense of youth policy and under-
standing the circumstances of young people is not possible without reference to 
the delicate and diffi cult circumstances faced by the country, which in the past 
have led to signifi cant waves of political and economic migration.

Armenia’s independent constitution was fi rst adopted in 1995 and Armenia 
became a member of the Council of Europe in 2001. The international review’s ref-
erence to “perspective” is intentional, for youth policy – like the country itself – is 
young and still rapidly developing. This perspective seeks to engage with youth 
policy in Armenia from a position of “critical complicity”: it hopes that the observa-
tions made, even those that provoke the most intense criticism, will support the 
constructive development of Armenia’s youth policy.

Youth policy in Armenia is formally defi ned as “serving the needs of young people 
aged between 16 and 30”. Youth policy itself is offi cially concerned with creating 
the conditions (socio-economic, legal, politic-al, spiritual, cultural and organisa-
tional) under which young people may realise their potential and thereby benefi t 
their society. There are, however, competing defi nitions of “youth policy” in differ-
ent documents, with different aspirations attached to each. Nevertheless, there 
has been a gradual refi nement of the principles and framework of youth policy over 
time, as Armenia moves towards the establishment of a youth law. And, despite 
the huge pressure on public resources in a country confronted by signifi cant levels 
of poverty, there has been a dramatic growth in fi nancial commitment in support of 
youth programmes. Furthermore, a dedicated youth minister with deputy minister 
status within the Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs has been making transparent 
efforts to strengthen the structures for the delivery of youth policy. There is, as a 
result, considerable activity at the centre of governance and in the capital city of 
Yerevan, although youth policy development at regional and local level remains in 
a relatively embryonic form. The nature of co-ordination between ministries, 
between government and international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
(of which there are a substantial number in Armenia), across the national youth 
NGOs of Armenia and within the marzes (the local authorities) has also been a 



8

Y
o

u
th

 p
o

li
cy

 i
n

 A
rm

en
ia

cause for concern. Youth participation in decision-making processes was con-
sidered to be very variable. Despite some youth councils with high-level con-
tacts, the National Youth Council was perceived as a closed “club”.

In relation to the domains of youth policy, a range of challenges was identifi ed. 
Armenia is going through the complex process of modernising its systems of edu-
cation, training and the labour market and thus much remains uncertain and in 
fl ux. Nevertheless, in formal education, it will need to consider the balance 
between university and vocational learning, particularly in the context of the cred-
ibility of the qualifi cations awarded by many of its private, non-accredited univer-
sities. There may be a need for greater attention to teaching and learning styles, a 
stronger emphasis on information and guidance systems and a serious appraisal 
of the role and function of “non-formal” education in the learning pathways of 
young people. Within the labour market, the current focus on enterprise support is 
worthy of further development.

The young people of Armenia face a range of health issues (not least concerning 
physical fi tness and sexual health) for which there do not appear to be robust pol-
icy responses, though there are some pilot initiatives. A particular focus needs to 
be placed on the question of young people’s awareness of, as well as access to, 
health services. In housing, there is an intense shortage of available accommoda-
tion for young people, especially in Yerevan. Young people generally “get by”, but 
there is a strong case for the development of a youth housing strategy which takes 
a range of different models of provision into account.

In certain areas of youth policy, such as social protection and family policy, the 
international review team felt it did not secure suffi cient understanding to advance 
a perspective. With regard to leisure, however, the team was impressed by the 
mixture of traditional cultural pursuits with more contemporary leisure interests, 
though there was a serious question about the extent to which young people had 
access to the latter.

A more calibrated and individualised approach to youth justice would appear to 
merit consideration, given the current somewhat basic approach – though clearly 
this has potentially demanding resource implications. In relation to military serv-
ice, the Armenian army is the largest youth organisation in the country and is 
greatly respected by young people. Any alternatives to military service are only a 
recent development for young men, and they are considered by external interna-
tional commentators to be exceptionally punitive. Concern has also been expressed 
about the ill-treatment of conscripts: consideration might be given to improving 
the conditions of young men in the army, including training for future occupations. 
Nevertheless, the overwhelming trust in the army is one component of the tradi-
tional values and belief structure of young Armenians, which also includes their 
continuing attachment to the Armenian Apostolic Church (though there are con-
cerns that this may now be starting to dissipate).

Despite considerable public rhetoric about youth participation, there remains a 
signifi cant lack of trust in formal institutions (arguably a legacy of communism), 
which has impeded the promotion of youth involvement. Moreover, it appears that 
certain opportunities do not even appear to be extended to some sub-sections of 
the youth population. On other “cross-cutting” issues, there are huge challenges 
related to social inclusion, which cannot simply be left to “the market”, as some 
people suggest. Youth information services are underdeveloped and would benefi t 
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from exploring models from other countries, especially as access to new technolo-
gies improves and the expansion of regional youth centres takes hold.

Young people in Armenia stand to gain a great deal from engagement with the 
European Union’s youth programmes and from participation in youth activities run 
by the Council of Europe. This may help to open up Armenia’s intellectual and con-
ceptual, if not (yet) its political and geographical borders. It will certainly encour-
age a positive experience of mobility and internationalism, which is currently often 
not the case for some young Armenians who are subject to traffi cking or form part 
of the international labour force of migrant workers.

On matters that contribute to supporting youth policy, youth research in Armenia 
did not appear to play much part in infl uencing the direction of youth policy. 
Indeed, it was not clear how much youth research was going on. Nor was it clear 
how much training, if any, is available for individuals working with young people 
(though a lot was learned about the thousands of lawyers and nurses training in 
Armenia each year). Finally, it was unclear how good practice was disseminated 
and what kinds of platform for dialogue existed. All three issues require attention 
if youth policy in Armenia is to move forward in an informed and confi dent manner.

Even though Armenia has recently endorsed a State Youth Policy Strategy, the 
debate on youth policy is, in many ways, just beginning. It is a debate that must be 
taken beyond the “inner circle” that has, to its credit, driven youth policy and prac-
tice so far. It is also a debate that must fi nd a path between tradition and moder-
nity, refl ecting the cultures of young people and the values of Armenian society. 
Finally, it is a debate that has to tread between an “affi rmative” position character-
istic of traditional Armenia and an “anticipatory” position that looks to the future 
of Armenia.
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Yerevan, the capital city of Armenia, could (almost) be anywhere in Europe: a bust-
ling metropolis of wide roads, new vehicles, leisure choices and a variety of restau-
rants. It seems almost familiar, but not quite, because there are also numerous 
residual signs of its communist (Soviet) inheritance: fewer fast-food outlets than 
one might expect and less evidence of the incessant development and re-develop-
ment of commercial and consumer activity than would typically be found else-
where. Nevertheless, it conveys an atmosphere of relative affl uence and relaxed 
consumption.

Yet, minutes from the city centre, one sees a very different picture – former Soviet 
tower blocks and cramped living apartments with drying washing hanging on virtu-
ally every balcony. Roads are full of potholes, over which older, rustier vehicles 
negotiate their route, and people in drab and worn clothing shop in traditional 
markets and at small kiosks selling confectionery and cigarettes. Not much further 
afi eld, children and young people grow up in housing with corrugated iron roofs 
and no direct running water – although, increasingly, they may be living relatively 
close to new, gated suburban communities constructed to standards expected in 
better-off parts of the United States.

Armenia is, then, simply from superfi cial and immediate observation, a land of 
contradictions and these contradictions become more frequent and more pro-
nounced the more one explores and probes beneath the surface. There is not just 
one, but many crossroads where choices have to be made. One of those choices 
concerns the structure, scope and substance of Armenia’s policies for its 800 000 
or so young people.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This is the 13th international review of national youth policy to be carried out by the 
Directorate of Youth and Sport of the Council of Europe. The fi rst took place in 
Finland in 1997 and, since then, there have been various revisions to the process, 
which are discussed below, since each review in one way or another explored 
uncharted waters. The review of Armenia, however, was especially challenging, as 
it was the fi rst CIS1 country to seek such a youth policy review and, as such, had far 
fewer reference points than any other country hitherto reviewed. The countries pre-
viously reviewed2 often had some “connecting strands” in their particular 
approaches to the formulation and execution of youth policy, or at least a common 
attachment to the European Union, either through established or new membership 
(for example, the Netherlands or Cyprus), an established relationship (for ex-
ample, Norway), candidacy (for example, Lithuania) or reasonable prospects of 
joining (for example, Romania). As such, there were processes linking them to the 
European Commission White Paper on Youth (European Commission 2001), which 
is quite irrelevant to Armenia in formal terms, though it may be of strategic interest. 
Thus, most members of the international review team were starting from a “blank 
sheet of paper”, with their reference points largely being countries of a comparable 
size (such as Wales, Latvia or Slovenia). Three members of the review team, how-
ever, were from Poland and Slovakia and therefore able to communicate in Russian, 
as well as having some shared cultural traditions and experiences of a communist 
past.

Without a national report3 to serve as a foundation stone for the international 
team’s enquiry, questions posed were always tentative and sometimes naïve and, 
though the team members learned much during their two visits, they left Armenia 
with many questions still unanswered and awaiting documentation they had 
requested. Missing information included:

1. Commonwealth of Independent States – formed by a number of countries from the now disbanded 
Soviet Union.
2. Finland, the Netherlands, Sweden, Romania, Spain, Estonia, Luxembourg, Lithuania, Malta, Norway, 
Cyprus and Slovakia.
3. The Armenian Youth National Report was received by the international team towards the end of May 
2006. It is this edition that is referred to throughout this publication.  It is an impressively thorough docu-
ment, using both existing data and material from a specially commissioned survey of 1 000 young people 
(0.012% of the youth population). Different sections strike rather different balances between empirical 
description of the current social condition of youth in Armenia, analysis of issues and advocacy for mea-
sures that should be implemented in the future. The similar title mentioned in the bibliography below is an 
edited version (2008) of the report received by the international team and cannot be used for accurate 
reference to quotations made hereafter.
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•  fi gures concerning military service: those involved, those doing alternative 
service and those avoiding service altogether;

• an abstract of the Youth Law that was imminent by the time of the second visit;

•  details of former Komsomol and Pioneer4 property: extent, location, current 
use, responsibility;

•  information about administrative regulations and procedures for the registra-
tion of non-governmental organisations (NGOs);

•  more detail about schooling and teacher training and about the status of differ-
ent kinds of universities and the numbers of students catered for;

•  whether or not there is any independent academic research on young people 
and the role, if any, of the HAUK Youth-Public Analytical Centre in this.

In addition, in the course of conversations with young people in Armenia, a request 
was made for short “a day in the life” accounts describing a typical day for indi-
viduals within the very different groups the team met. None, however, were 
received.

The international review team therefore acknowledges the weaknesses and defi -
ciencies within the body of knowledge it accumulated on youth policy in Armenia.5 
It believes, however, that it succeeded in constructing a suffi ciently informed pic-
ture to refl ect on current aspirations and developments and, in turn, to offer critical 
feedback that may further assist such progress.

4. Former Soviet youth organisations.
5. The international team was asked during the National Hearing whether it felt its information was 
“enough”. It is never enough and there is always more to be sought or explored. An international review, 
therefore, has to work on the material secured from a. the programme of visits made by the international 
team, b. literature provided by the host country, c. literature encountered by the team and d. additional 
material provided from unanticipated further sources.
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Chapter 2: The international review process

First, it is helpful to provide a brief outline of the international review process. This 
has evolved over the years since the fi rst review in 1997. Evolution and adjustment 
have informed both the formal structure of the process and the less formal relation-
ships between international review teams and those within the countries concerned.

The essential model is one in which a prior visit is made to a volunteering country, 
to determine its rationale for putting itself forward and to establish any signifi cant 
contemporary concerns relating to its young people (such as educational drop-out 
or criminality). This preliminary visit, by a senior member of the Directorate of 
Youth and Sport of the Council of Europe, helps to shape an agenda and a pro-
gramme of meetings for a fi rst visit. It also helps inform decisions about the com-
position of the review team, especially the characteristics and specialist know-
ledge required of the three invited members of the team (who are usually, though 
not always, established youth researchers), one of whom serves as the rapporteur 
for the team. The other members of the team are one or more members of the 
Secretariat of the Council of Europe, and nominees from the two statutory organs 
of the Directorate of Youth and Sport: the European Steering Group for Youth (CDEJ) 
and the Advisory Council on Youth, representing youth organisations in Europe.

•  For the review of Armenia, the international review team was composed 
of the following members:

• Jan Sipos, Slovakia (CDEJ)

• Milosz Czerniejewski, Poland (Advisory Council on Youth)

• Peter Lauritzen (Council of Europe)

• Joanne Hunting (Council of Europe)

• Gavan Titley (youth researcher)

• Ditta Dolejsiova (youth researcher)

• Howard Williamson (youth researcher, rapporteur)

Every review has involved both meetings at the “centre” (with ministries and 
national organisations) and closer to the ground (with youth projects and regional 
and local administrations). Ideally, the review team receives a national youth pol-
icy report prior to visiting the country, to anchor its understanding and develop 
positions for further enquiry. This has not always happened and did not in the case 
of Armenia. With or without a national report, the international team has endeav-
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oured to fi nd useful reference points – such as the European Union White Paper on 
Youth (European Commission 2001) – to help make sense of and develop an 
appropriate understanding of a country’s youth policy. In the case of Armenia this 
proved to be particularly inappropriate, and other “markers” had to be found, such 
as documentation by the United Nations and the World Bank.

It is also important for the review team to be clear about its precise role, for this 
may differ according to the country concerned. There is, however, always room for 
misinterpretation, such as assumptions that the team is somehow monitoring per-
formance or judging activity against other countries. In fact, the team is solely con-
cerned with assisting youth policy development and progress, whether through 
tough criticism or softer advice. Either way, its report and observations are designed 
to support the country concerned in thinking through ways of addressing weak-
nesses and building on strengths. The international review team’s position is one 
that could perhaps be best described as “critical complicity”: a commitment to a 
positive and effective youth policy and a desire to work constructively to that end. 
As one member of the international team in Armenia explained: “This is not a moni-
toring exercise. We are trying to work from the inside of the country – its feelings, 
culture, history, challenges.” The point was reiterated during another meeting:

The critical eye of the foreigner has been asked for by Armenia. We are not here to offer a 
superior eye or to impose European standards. Our job is to understand, and then to 
provide good examples about programmes, co-operation, approaches and, after the con-
sultations, to help promote a good youth policy for this country.

As well as casting a fresh eye on the national picture of youth policy, the review 
process allows individual countries to share their knowledge and understanding 
with other countries, which might benefi t from models developed elsewhere. There 
is also the incremental production of an overall youth policy across Europe: a 
framework (see Williamson 2002) that may assist in the development of shared 
standards and approaches. To these ends, the fi ndings of each international 
review are now presented, both in the host country at a public hearing and to rep-
resentatives of all 47 member states of the Council of Europe at one of the twice-
yearly Joint Council on Youth meetings of the Directorate of Youth and Sport.6

The international team visited Armenia on two occasions, in June and November 
2005. The fi rst visit was somewhat disorganised and there appeared to be a degree 
of misunderstanding about what had been agreed and what was required. As a 
result, considerable time was wasted on unnecessary travel, the absence of inter-
preters and alterations to the programme. The international review team did not 
feel that it exploited the full potential of that visit, and it left Yerevan with rather 
more questions than answers! However, many of these questions were addressed 
during the second visit, which was organised and managed impeccably by the 
hosts and allowed the international team to “catch up” considerably. Many thanks 
are therefore due to the Deputy Minister for Youth Affairs, Lilit Asatryan, and her 
team, who conferred their hospitality on us.

6. Twice a year, at the European Youth Centre either in Strasbourg or Budapest, both the CDEJ and the 
Advisory Council on Youth (the co-management structure of the Directorate of Youth and Sport) meet both 
in parallel and then together. At least one international hearing of a youth policy review is usually on the 
agenda.
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Chapter 3: The nation in question

Armenia has a population of just over three million. It is a homogeneous country 
and over 90% of its citizens are ethnic Armenians, declared members of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church and speak the Armenian language. There are several 
small communities of Kurds, Greeks, Russians, Jews and others. Since the Nagorno-
Karabakh confl ict, Azeris have emigrated from Armenia and Armenians have left 
Azerbaijan.

With almost 100% of Armenians able to read and write, literacy levels have been 
impressively high, though there are signs of a small decline. There remains a high 
commitment to educational participation and achievement, though the links 
between education and employment have become increasingly tenuous, not least 
because of the overall demise and transformation of the economy since the implo-
sion of the USSR in 1991. Prior to that, under the old Soviet central planning sys-
tem, Armenia had developed a modern industrial sector, supplying machine tools, 
textiles and other manufactured goods to sister republics, in exchange for raw 
materials and energy (The World Factbook 2005). Armenia has few raw materials of 
its own and experienced severe economic decline in the 1990s, coupled with a 
chronic energy shortage. It is now, however, a net energy exporter through its 
nuclear power plant at Metsamor,7 and has stabilised its economy through a com-
bination of market liberalisation, international aid and foreign direct investment. 
Armenia remains, nevertheless, a poor country (see below), a situation which is 
exacerbated by high levels of disability (from the 1988 earthquake and war), mili-
tary expenditure (6.5% of GDP) and responsibility for refugees (around a quarter of 
a million from Azerbaijan) and internally displaced persons. For a combination of 
historical, political, economic and geographical reasons, Armenia faces and experi-
ences distinct challenges concerning the mobility and migration of its people, both 
within and beyond its borders. It is divided, administratively, into eleven provinces 
known as marzpetarans or marzes (a province = a marz).

Armenia has existed through centuries of suffering. Its history has frequently been 
troubled, traumatic and sometimes tragic. Sandwiched between the Tsarist and 
Ottoman empires before the turn of the 20th century, Armenia achieved a brief but 
diffi cult period of independence following the end of the First World War. Without 
the anticipated support of the victorious western European allies, however, it 
became absorbed within the emergent Soviet Empire, repeating its earlier absorp-
tion into Russia in 1828. By 1920, Armenia’s choice was a stark one: between 

7. Armenia does not have suffi cient generating capacity to replace Metsamor nuclear power station, 
though this is under considerable international pressure to close because it is built on an earthquake fault 
line.



18

Y
o

u
th

 p
o

li
cy

 i
n

 A
rm

en
ia

nationalist Turkey and Soviet Russia. As Hovannisian (2004, p. 304) has observed, 
“it was in fact no choice at all”. The autonomous Republic of Armenia only became 
a reality once again in 1991, following the collapse of the Soviet Union. This has, 
however, produced further diffi culties and Armenia continues to lean towards 
Russia for support and connection, despite also wishing to establish and develop 
its links with Europe and the wider world. The “Russian crisis” of the late 1990s 
showed just how vulnerable Armenia’s dependency can make it: “a decade of eco-
nomic hardship has worn out the reserves of the population, pointing to the crucial 
importance of sustained, broad based economic growth” (World Bank 2002, p. 6).

According to at least some of the international NGOs working in Armenia, it is more 
like a developing country than a transition country – described in a recent report as 
a “small, resource-poor, landlocked country in the Caucasus” (World Bank 2002, 
p. 4). This report suggests that, at the end of the last millennium, over half of the 
population were living in poverty and a quarter in “extreme poverty” (based on the 
food poverty line). Indeed, World Vision Armenia’s 2004 Annual Review, quoting 
the National Statistical Service of Armenia, confi rms a rural poverty rate of 47% and 
an average monthly income of just US$21.4.

The World Bank report (2002) does, however, detect signs of improvement in the 
country’s socio-economic circumstances, though many of its population remain 
seriously at risk. While some have benefi ted from new enterprise and commerce, 
very low real incomes persist for many and there continues to be a very unequal 
distribution of wealth, producing “a sharp rise in inequality”. Other factors have 
also contributed to persistent high levels of poverty in Armenia (though there has 
been some decline in extreme poverty). Limited national resources have meant 
that expenditure on education has been very low and health care has also deteri-
orated. The World Bank concludes that more needs to be done to improve the busi-
ness environment (a range of proposals are made); that more investment is 
required in education (especially to provide all children with basic education once 
again); that there needs to be reform and more expenditure on health and that 
attention needs to be given to maintaining the real value of pensions and means-
tested family benefi ts, and their prompt payment. All these recommendations 
would contribute signifi cantly to the alleviation of poverty.

The very specifi c circumstances facing Armenia today, its desperate troubles in the 
past decade and its long history of struggle for survival, mean that it is virtually 
impossible to disentangle one issue from another: they are all locked together in 
response to, and/or as a consequence of, the chaos and confl ict that has charac-
terised that history. The position of young people and the construction of youth 
policy is no exception. Making sense of the purpose of youth policy in Armenia and 
of the circumstances of young people is not possible without reference to these 
delicate and diffi cult episodes throughout the history of Armenia. This includes the 
recurrent waves of emigration, which mean that the number of Armenians spread 
throughout the world is three times greater than those in Armenia itself. Money 
transfers from abroad assist the survival of both the state and individual families 
and communities. But, even so, some Armenians still choose to leave, at least 
temporarily, and go to work – both legally and illegally – in other countries, notably 
Russia and other former member states of the Soviet Union (such as Belarus and 
Ukraine). They also send remittances home that bolster the local and overall econ-
omy. Were it not for these complex, and often rather invisible, economic relation-
ships forged on the anvil of family and social ties over generations, it is diffi cult to 
see how Armenia could sustain itself.
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There is, perhaps inevitably, something of a siege mentality within Armenia, which 
produces a particular assertiveness about identity and a commitment to the nation 
of Armenia and to nation-building. It is important to record this point here, since 
one of the fundamental tensions and dilemmas for resolution, or at least recogni-
tion of its co-existence, is to fi nd a balance between an inward perspective – preoc-
cupied with the problems that directly surround Armenia – and a more outward-
looking focus on Armenia’s place in Europe. The international review team met 
people who somehow held both positions comfortably in their heads without 
acknowledging any sense of contradiction.

Armenia became a member of the Council of Europe in 2001 and has participated 
in its work ever since. Various monitoring reports on its compliance with the values 
and standards of the Council of Europe have, however, suggested that Armenia is 
still falling short in terms of meeting the obligations and commitments to which it 
signed up in 2004 (Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 2004a). A 
report by the International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights (2005) draws 
attention to a range of human rights violations in relation to, inter alia, free and fair 
elections, media freedoms, peaceful assembly, the independence of the judiciary, 
arrest and detention, police misconduct, conditions in prisons, religious tolerance, 
military service and conscientious objection, and the rights of homosexuals. (Many 
of these issues have direct bearing on the experiences of young people and the 
framework of youth policy in Armenia.)

Armenia’s independent constitution was fi rst adopted by nationwide referendum 
on 5 July 1995. The international review team’s visits to Armenia took place in July 
and November 2005, shortly before, on 27 November, the constitutional referen-
dum was due to take place. This is the fi nal stage in Armenia’s proclaimed inten-
tion to fulfi l its commitments to the Council of Europe, despite the caveats noted 
above.

This year, Armenia intends to complete the fulfi lment of the implementation of all 
the commitments undertaken at the country’s accession to the Council of Europe. 
The Council of Europe has expressed its satisfaction with the process of the imple-
mentation of Armenia’s commitments. The fulfi lment of the remaining commit-
ments depends on the introduction of amendments in the Armenian Constitution, 
for which a referendum is to be conducted this year. The completion of the process 
of implementation of the Council of Europe’s commitments will reaffi rm that 
Armenia is on the irreversible path of constructing a democratic society, based on 
the rule of law and where human rights are duly respected (Council of Europe 
Information Offi ce in Armenia 2005, p. 9).

The case for change and development

The above alludes to an “irreversible path” but, in many respects, Armenia remains 
at a crossroads. Its political and economic situation remains precarious. There is a 
“frozen” confl ict that shows little sign of resolution and a diplomatic stand-off with 
an adjacent country. This is already producing huge challenges for the integration 
of Armenia into the global economy. Politically, it seeks to avoid the turbulent, 
though fortunately not violent, change that has taken place recently both in Ukraine 
and Georgia: as one respondent put it, “we want to avoid becoming orange or rose; 
we want to stay yellow”.

Both the literature examined and the people the team talked to testify to the per-
sistent dependency “mind-set” of the Armenian people – waiting for something to 
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happen rather that seeking to make things happen. There is, as a result, a stated 
policy goal of promoting greater participation in civic, economic and political life. 
Whether or not this is received wisdom and more rhetoric than reality has remained 
diffi cult to determine, but the international review team concluded that there 
appear to be few other options at the moment. This belief guided much of its 
enquiry and exploration. It was clear, however, that a range of other factors 
impeded such development. Firstly, the widespread presence of international aid 
agencies (these were obviously absolutely critical, literally, to the survival of 
Armenia during the mid-1990s, following war and a profound energy crisis) does 
promote a sense that help and assistance from outside will remain on hand. 
Secondly, there has always been a reliance on the Armenian diaspora that has 
helped to stabilise families and subsidise unemployment. The international review 
team was told that the diaspora provides over US$1 billion per annum in support 
of “day-to-day living” as well as capital investment, thus providing support (and 
theoretically reinforcing a dependency culture) in a different way from international 
aid NGOs. It should be noted that those US$1 billion also include the allocations of 
citizens who left for temporary work abroad. Thirdly, it was argued more than once 
that “employment is not a problem, it is a matter of participation” but, invoking 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, it is diffi cult to persuade people to engage more 
proactively in wider social, economic and political life when they lack the resources 
for even basic decent living conditions.

The international review team frequently heard the belief expressed that the “light 
at the end of the tunnel” would be when Armenia became a member of the 
European Union. Yet this will mean a considerable shift from what is currently a 
tightly knit “high context” society of strong values, long traditions and commit-
ment to family and religion, to a more disparate “low context” situation of more 
fl uid and fl exible beliefs and far greater relativity. Some might not see this as 
progress but, if it is the direction of travel for Armenia, then there will be sacrifi ces 
as well as perceived benefi ts from engagement with Europe on the long road 
towards deeper and wider European integration.

Armenia fi nds itself once again at a crossroads between a democratic future within 
Europe and the prospect of an inward-looking regime leaning towards the CIS and 
Russia. There is undoubtedly a willingness to advance along the road towards 
Europe (Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe 2004b, p. 11).

The international review team learned of the widespread desire for Armenia to 
open up more to the outside world and to Europe. Young people in particular were 
eager to engage with the world beyond Armenia’s borders – conceptually, virtually 
and physically. For such aspirations to be realised, there is clearly a need for 
change and development across political, economic, cultural and legal spheres. 
The establishment of a coherent, broad-based and opportunity-focused youth pol-
icy is one part of that process. What follows is an appraisal of those developments.

Conceptualising “youth”

The political documentation in Armenia clearly defi nes the term “youth” in the con-
text of state youth policy. They are young people aged between 16 and 30 – citizens 
of Armenia and some foreign citizens living in Armenia. Youth policy also targets 
the NGOs that serve them. 

In discussion, however, many other age-based defi nitions of “youth” were put for-
ward, including the 0-18 age group defi nition of children utilised by the United 
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Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and references to young people aged 
14 who are permitted to leave school and work if their parents agree to this.

What puzzled the international review team was that it did not hear a more ana-
lytical discussion about the concept of “youth”. This was surprising as, in Armenia 
more than in many other countries, there are starker and more striking contrasts in 
the life course of different groups of young people. Some are in military service 
both in the border regions and central parts of Armenia while still very young, while 
others continue with their education well into early adulthood. There appeared to 
be an absence of “youth sociology” of this kind, which might produce a typology of 
transitions for Armenian young people. These would include, for example, the male 
students whose academic learning culminates in a doctorate and who are not con-
stitutionally required to do military service at all. They would also include young 
women who move rapidly from schooling into married life and motherhood (a tran-
sition that is still strongly encouraged in Armenian culture). They would similarly 
include young people living in rural areas who do not complete their studies and 
subsequently become unemployed, but are not counted as such in offi cial classifi -
cations because they are living “on the land”.

Such a sense of short-term and long-term, desired and undesired transition routes, 
coupled with some idea of their success or failure, would have been helpful to the 
international team. What happens, for example, to the 3 000 lawyers who qualify 
each year, or the 10 000 nurses? Are young people defi ned largely by the fact that 
they are still in education, or members of the myriad of NGOs which have sprung 
from student groups? Where do other young people fi t in? The international review 
team had a feeling that “youth” was rather differently conceived in Armenia than 
elsewhere in Europe, as represented in the youth transitions literature.

Conceptualising “youth policy”

The stated goal of youth policy in Armenia is:

To provide socio-economic, legal, political, spiritual, cultural and organisational condi-
tions and guarantees for social realisation of the youth and for using their creative power 
for the benefi t of the society most completely (Government of the Republic of Armenia 
2005, p. 3).

This broad statement was rendered more concrete by the Deputy Minister for Youth 
Affairs at the start of the second visit of the international review team:

Young people are not just consumers any more. The inheritance from the Soviet system 
was young people simply as consumers, but they can no longer live with the mind-set of 
their parents (though many still do). Now we have to teach young people to fi sh, not just 
to eat the fi sh. Now there is freedom of speech and youth now have to be active and cre-
ate their own conditions, not rely on the government. Young people are the policy actors, 
not policy consumers.

However, the idea of “youth policy”, like the ambivalent concept of “youth”, lacks 
clarity in a different way. The international review team detected a kind of “twin 
track” in the evolution of thinking about youth policy in Armenia. The fi rst dates 
back to the “Concept on State Youth Policy” of 1998 (see footnote 8) and can still 
be seen, in a very similar form, in a statement on Youth Policy in Armenia produced 
by the Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs in 2005. The second seems to have 
started much more recently, with a mission report commissioned by UNICEF in 
2004 (Denstad and Flessenkemper 2004), subsequently fi nding its way into gov-
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ernment policy as a Youth Policy Strategy for 2005-07, or even 2008!8 (Government 
of the Republic of Armenia 2005).

The fi rst track outlines the key youth policy areas that are being implemented by 
the ministry (in the order presented):

• ensuring the protection of the rights of young people;

•  provision of youth employment and guarantees relating to their work and 
implementation of state youth personnel policy;

• supporting the affairs of young people (this is about youth entrepreneurship);

• state assistance to young families;

• provision of guaranteed social services;

• assistance to talented young people;

•  formation of the necessary conditions for the spiritual and physical develop-
ment and civil, patriotic upbringing of young people;

• supporting the activities of youth organisations;

• supporting international collaboration among young people.

This document goes on to describe the range of activities and aspirations in greater 
detail within a slightly revised framework of “youth policy”:

• informative/analytic and youth research;

• leisure, spiritual/physical and patriotic upbringing;

• spiritual/cultural aspects;

• socio-economic side;

• youth NGO activities – co-ordination and development;

• science/education;

• youth co-operation (diaspora, local NGOs, international);

• other activities.

The second track of youth policy – conceptualisation and formulation – has a very 
different tone and content. Although the document (Government of the Republic of 
Armenia 2005) initially reiterates much of the content of the Youth Policy in Armenia 
statement, it then moves on to an analysis of the situation of young people in 
Armenia, framed around four themes: socio-economic aspects, education, health 
care and citizenship. There are then 14 pages of cogent and powerful analysis of 
the challenges facing Armenian youth on these fronts. It goes on to set out a youth 
strategy which, it is argued, has to be embedded within a set of principles linked to 
participation. Indeed, of the four priorities “of governmental measures for 2005-
2007 in the fi eld of governmental youth policy”, the very fi rst concerns youth par-
ticipation:

8. The National Report (p. 17) says the strategy is for 2006-07 and expresses rather different objectives 
from those mentioned above: “the improvement of youth living conditions, organisation of their leisure 
time and increasing the level of their participation in public, political and civil developments”. It also says 
that the strategy document “was worked out by UNO Children’s Fund (Unicef) and approved by the RA 
Ministry of Culture and Youth Affairs minutes of session six, on February 2, 2006”.
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• to stimulate participation of young people in society;

• to enhance the employment chances of young people;

• to promote a healthy lifestyle among young people;

•  to strengthen the human and institutional capacity of the youth sector and 
increase knowledge about young people.

In the detailed exposition which follows of what should be included under these 
headings, there are references to the formation of youth councils, the adoption of 
the European Charter on the Participation of Young People in Local and Regional 
Life, the ratifi cation of the European Convention on the Promotion of a Transnational 
Long-Term Voluntary Service for Young People, a plethora of business advisory and 
orientation programmes, the need for non-formal education and youth-friendly 
(sexual) health education and care services.

One should not be surprised at the direction and content of this second document. 
The consultants commissioned by UNICEF, who produced the report on which this 
second document is heavily based, were both respected former members of the 
European Youth Forum. Their advice and recommendations are to be expected 
(and make sense in view of the evidence presented, though this was also select-
ively chosen).

What puzzles the international review team is how the two versions of Armenian 
youth policy are to be reconciled and amalgamated. One (the second) speaks to a 
modern European agenda, grounded in distinctive, evidence-based challenges 
facing young people in Armenia and seeing youth not as the problem, but as part 
of the solution. The other (the fi rst) addresses a different contemporary reality for 
Armenia: one which still wishes to place emphasis on the family, on producing 
soldiers and mothers, perhaps (implicitly) on preserving the genetic pool neces-
sary for the survival of Armenian identity. Its twin concerns are with the defence 
and sustenance of the nation, rather than empowering youth for their own auton-
omy and self-determination.

Throughout its meetings and deliberations, the international review team recur-
rently encountered these dual – and in many respects alternative – concepts of 
youth policy in Armenia. Those the team spoke to invariably started by projecting 
the more progressive, somewhat idealistic, second version but then had a ten-
dency to fall back on the more grounded and pragmatic version – one which is 
probably better understood by most of them and closer to their hearts.

A further version of the objectives of youth policy in Armenia, giving primacy to 
both nation-building and youth participation, is outlined in the National Report 
(p. 24): “to create national and common to all mankind values, responsibilities for 
motherland and nation deep awareness development among young people, legis-
lative, economical and organisational conditions and guarantees for self-orienta-
tion and self-assertion”.

Delivery of youth policy – structures and fi nance

Legislative framework

State youth policy of the Republic of Armenia, which is one of the most important func-
tions of the state, has strategic importance. It aims at providing legal, economic and 
administrative conditions and guarantees for comprehensive development, self-realisa-
tion and self-expression of the young generation, conscious of national and universal 
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values and having a deep understanding and feeling of responsibility towards their 
motherland and own people, with the ultimate goal of ensuring political, socio-economic 
and cultural development of the Republic of Armenia (Government of the Republic of 
Armenia 2004, p. 3).

The state youth policy of the Republic of Armenia, which is one of the most important 
governmental activities, has strategic importance here. It should be aimed at creating 
legal, economic and organisational conditions and guarantees for all-round develop-
ment of young people who would have access to the values common to all mankind and 
to the national ones, who realize deeply their responsibility before the motherland and 
Armenian people (Government of the Republic of Armenia 2005, p. 2).

Both of these quotations are included here, since they refl ect the gradual refi ne-
ment of the principles and framework of youth policy over time, as Armenia moves 
towards establishing a youth law. Immediately after the second quotation above, 
it is asserted that “the sphere of youth strategy has been shaped in the country 
today”, and the strategy then states, signifi cantly, that “youth NGOs are the most 
organised entities of the state youth policy and they always should be the carriers 
of the state youth policy and basic means of its implementation” (Government of the 
Republic of Armenia 2005, p. 2). It was within this framework that the international 
review team sought to explore the principles, policy and practice of Armenia’s 
evolving strategic thinking in relation to its young people.

At the time of the international review there was still no youth law, though one had 
been tried and rejected in 2002 and another was apparently in process. By the end 
of 2005, the draft of the Law on State Youth Policy had been approved by the 
Government of the Republic of Armenia and was waiting to be ratifi ed by the 
National Assembly (Parliament). That youth law has been almost a decade in the 
making, starting with a state youth policy concept or conception9 in 1998, which 
determined “the basic provisions and directions based on which the State Youth 
Policy of Armenia is developed and implemented”. Reference is made elsewhere in 
this text to those documents, since the broad framework concerning the subjects 
of state youth policy, its principles and its primary areas of focus have remained 
substantively unchanged. Signifi cantly, its fourth section, entitled “Priority 
Measures Necessary for the Implementation of State Youth Policy”, identifi es three 
critical issues:

• the creation of a legislative framework for the effi cient implementation of state 
youth policy;

• the development and implementation of integrated and targeted youth-related 
programmes, as well as integration of youth problems into environmental, social, 
cultural and economic state programmes;

• the establishment of an appropriate state infrastructure (youth centres, infor-
mation/analysis centres at national and regional level, youth funds and so on) for 
the effi cient implementation of youth policy (Government of the Republic of 
Armenia 1998b, p. 4).

9. The international review team received two slightly different documents, one entitled “Concept on 
State Youth Policy”, the other “Conception of State Youth Policy”, both produced in 1998. The cover of the 
latter also states “Adopted by the Government of Republic of Armenia, Yerevan, 1998”. There is little differ-
ence between them, apart from the occasional substitution of different words, such as “aim” instead of 
“direction”, and “formation” instead of “creation”. One wonders quite why such words were changed! The 
State Youth Policy conception established by RA Government decree No. 789 as of 14 December 1998 
remains, however, “the fi rst and yet the only legal normative document, by regulations of which the RA 
State Youth Policy is directed” (National Report, p. 20).
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Clearly, as this report indicates, all three are not just desirable requirements but 
essential components of an effective youth policy.10

Finance

There is, perhaps inevitably given the economic challenges facing Armenia, a huge 
gap between the aspirations of youth policy and the capacity of the government to 
resource them. The state budget, for a population of three million people, was said 
to be not much more than €400m,11 though it was claimed that this “would increase 
dramatically over the next few years”. Just 1% of the state budget is for youth 
issues. (It should be noted, however, that direct budget allocations for youth pro-
grammes have risen 1054% since 1997 (National Report, p. 21). Indeed, the reason 
the fi rst draft youth law in 2002 was rejected at its second reading was because it 
made excessive social commitments in the context of the existing budget. It was 
simply not deliverable. The current proposed youth law is declarative – a state-
ment of aspirations and intentions – and sits alongside other legislation in employ-
ment, housing, volunteering and welfare, which have a more direct impact on 
young people. The value of the new law, if passed, is that it would have more 
authority than a government decree.

The annual budget of the Youth Policy Department within the Ministry of Sport and 
Youth Affairs is around €450 000, of which two thirds (€300 000) is for distribu-
tion to NGOs through the Centre for Organising Youth Events (see below). A further 
€40 000 was raised by the ministry in 2004 from various international organisa-
tions, but this was still insuffi cient to deliver all its strategic intentions. The youth 
strategy will, it was conceded, have to be adjusted according to the resources 
available. This may be the reality but there is, equally, a debate to be had over 
whether or not stringent resources – the constant anxiety over suffi cient fi nance 
– impede the construction of an overarching vision of what young people in 
Armenia need. The point was well made by Denstad and Flessenkemper in their 
observation of the workshop they held as part of their mission to develop a youth 
strategy in Armenia:

At times, one could have the impression that participants had no idea what was needed 
to be undertaken to improve the situation of young people. Participants were not able to 
discuss issues at the strategy level, but almost immediately jumped into specifi c activ-
ities or suggested legislative projects (Denstad and Flessenkemper 2004, p. 2).

Neither recourse to legislation, nor commitment to practical projects, nor even 
fi nancial resources are, ultimately, what is needed for youth policy developments. 
These have to fl ow from a shared national commitment to a vision and, as noted 
above, that vision could be argued to be a varied and partial one, subject to very 
different levels of loyalty from those involved in the youth policy fi eld.

10. It was argued by some, however, that real and important youth policy lay outside offi cial “youth policy” 
in the areas of education, family and marriage. Laws were being passed in these areas, based on European 
standards. And though laws alone could not solve problems, they did provide a “clarity fl ow”!
11. Wales, albeit part of the United Kingdom, has a delegated budget for “devolved functions” (i.e. not 
including defence, criminal justice, taxation and so on). That budget, for three million people, is around 
€18 billion – over 40 times greater than that of Armenia, with fewer commitments! Another parallel would 
be Slovenia, with a population of two million people, where the state budget is in the region of €800 mil-
lion – double that of Armenia, though still relatively modest by western European standards, for two thirds 
of the people.
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Structures for delivery

 Vertical delivery

At the heart of the endeavour to turn the vision for youth policy in Armenia into a 
reality lies the Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs of the Republic of Armenia. Within 
the ministry is a Youth Policy Department (established in 1995, now with seven 
specialist staff but, critically, led by a dedicated “youth minister”, a deputy minis-
ter within the ministry).

The Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs, therefore, through the Youth Policy 
Department, was described as the government’s “agent” for carrying out youth 
policy. The specifi c functions of the department are to:

• propose legislation;

• make amendments;

• provide strategic advice to government;

• carry out projects;

• support training;

• promote international projects for international co-operation;

• establish memoranda of understanding with counterparts elsewhere;

• liaise with ministers and deputy ministers;

• engage in practice through the Centre for Organising Youth Events;

• collect and analyse information on young people.

The state youth policy of the Government of the Republic of Armenia, the inter-
national review team was told, enjoys the close and increasing attention of the 
president, given the “big challenges faced by the government in relation to young 
people in Armenia”. The deputy minister herself suggested that youth policy 
development and delivery fell into two distinct stages – the fi rst (between 1997 
and 2002) was “just starting”, the second (since 2003) was attempting to “advance 
and strengthen” cross-ministry co-ordination and to establish regional and local 
youth councils: “the National Youth Council can’t deal with the more local issues, 
so we intend to develop similar councils within the regions and localities”.

Also linked to the Youth Policy Department is the Centre for Organising Youth Events, 
a non-commercial state organisation, established by government decree in 2002. 
The centre now has some 18 staff, whose responsibility is to decide upon grant allo-
cations to NGOs and the programmes and projects they are pursuing. This process 
was outlined to the international review team by one director of an NGO:

First of all you have to be registered with the ministry, which happens after you have 
completed a detailed questionnaire. Then you can apply and the application is reviewed 
by a Reviewing Committee in the Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs, then it goes to the 
Finance Ministry to review the budget, and then it goes to a third committee in the Centre 
for Organising Youth Events – and, if it gets past all these, then they sign an agreement 
with you and the money is released and you report back to the Youth Events committee.

That particular organisation received under US$10 000 in 2004, though the grant 
received fi nanced two particular projects. (Resources can stretch quite a long way 
in Armenia – a point it is important to remember.) The centre is also responsible for 
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fund-raising from non-governmental and international sources, commercial activi-

ties and youth-related information. Some of the centre’s staff are physically located 

within the ministry, thus ensuring close dialogue and co-ordination.

The direct lines for the delivery of state youth policy are therefore as follows:

Structures Implementing the State Youth Policy and Policy-Related Non-

Governmental Organisations and Foundations in the Republic of Armenia

Government of the Republic of Armenia
Ministry of Culture and Youth Affairs of the Republic of Armenia

Council of Youth 
Affairs, Prime 

Minister’s Offi ce

Deputy Minister 
for Youth Affairs

Committee of 
Education, 

Science, Culture, 
Sport, Youth 
Affairs of the 

National Assembly 
of the Republic of 

Armenia

Government min-
istries, parlia-

ment, state com-
mittees and 

councils

Youth Policy 
Department

National Youth 
Council of the 

Republic of 
Armenia
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the “All-Armenian International Youth Centre” Fund, about which the international 

team received little information; see also National Report, p. 21, footnote 2.
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The impression received by the international review team was that while there is 
quite a lot going on at the centre and in the capital, there is only a limited sense of 
regional or local governance of youth policy and youth issues. The ministry itself 
acknowledged that regional centres were only now being established and the team 
was told that there was, routinely, only one person in the regions responsible for 
youth issues and no-one designated to that task at more local levels (for example, 
in the villages). More than once, it was noted that although Armenia now has a 
progressive legal system (the 1999 law requiring education for all was often cited), 
there are still few mechanisms for implementation and even fewer for enforcing the 
law. As a result, often very little happened.

The international review team remained unclear about the specifi c responsibilities 
of those working within the Youth Policy Department and concluded that the pri-
mary path in the delivery of youth policy was through programmes provided by 
youth NGOs – subject to suffi cient funding, some of which was available through 
the ministry (see below). For example, the Memorandum of Understanding between 
the ministry and World Vision Armenia made provision for co-operation in the 
realms of supporting children with special needs “after they reach adolescence”, 
participation and the involvement of the public (“with a special emphasis on 
youth”) and the provision of “informal education courses” (World Vision Armenia 
2005, p. 1).

The international review team also failed to fi nd out what had happened to the 
network of buildings that had been available to young people under communism. 
In many former communist countries, these had typically disappeared in the “wild 
west” environment that followed the collapse of communism, but in some coun-
tries they had been retained for use by young people under new arrangements. 
Some such buildings in Armenia, the team was told, were being used by the church 
and village communities for leisure and non-formal educational activity, but no-
one provided any evidence of the scale and nature of such provision, or any 
detailed account of its usage by young people.12

The impression the team gained is that the likelihood of good ideas being put into 
practice is very much contingent on individual persistence and motivation, though 
clearly those with greater institutional, political and resource back-up are at an 
advantage. Many talented Armenians seem to go abroad for a while but then come 
back. They face the challenge of working in a more adverse environment but are 
accorded considerable respect for attempting to do so. As one such individual 
commented:

I have a lot of friends with skills who went abroad and they also came back. We are the 
social security for our families. And perhaps there is also the status of being here. And 
everything is just developing here and so is more challenging. Lower salary, more head-
aches, longer hours, working weekends! But it is interesting. I enjoy working in the non-
governmental, non-commercial sector.

The deputy minister was equally buoyant in her commitment, suggesting that the 
next steps in youth policy delivery were:

• the government to accept the Youth Law;

• to secure acceptance of the youth strategy;

12. During the visit for the National Hearing, the international team learned that the pan-Armenian Youth 
Centre was based in a former Komsomol building, though many people mistakenly thought that it was 
newly built.
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• to establish the regional youth councils in the marzpetarans;13

• to join the Partial Agreement on the Youth Card;

• to explore other European initiatives in order to bring back best practice.

 Horizontal delivery

Youth is a cross-ministry issue and responsibility, and the Deputy Minister for Youth has 
full authority, though if you were sending a letter to another minister, it would go through 
the Minister of Culture.

There is clearly a prevailing view, from many quarters, that youth policy in Armenia 
remains fragmented and unco-ordinated, though those who advanced this view 
also acknowledged how much better things had become through the energy and 
commitment of the Deputy Minister for Youth Affairs.14 She had “pulled things 
much closer together”, at least at the level of government and national pro-
grammes. It was noted that Armenia was not alone in not having a government 
willing or able to step forward and co-ordinate international NGO activity, though 
this was now very much needed. After all, the independent Armenian government 
had relatively little experience of this kind of relationship and, furthermore, many 
NGOs did not want to be restricted, preferring instead to pursue their own priorities 
and objectives, which tended to derive from their experts’ reports. International 
NGOs, it was felt, often worked with different government ministries in different 
ways, and they also supported national NGOs, including youth NGOs. There were, 
it was alleged, rather too many “suitcase” international bodies, disbursing funds 
in a somewhat scattergun fashion. On many occasions it was suggested that youth 
NGOs were not formed to pursue issues or interests but to get grants (see below).

Although there were some cynical remarks (“there is clear evidence of intentional 
non-co-ordination”), most respondents pointed to developments that they 
regarded as signifi cant in contributing to a more coherent approach to youth pol-
icy: the status of youth NGOs, the youth ministry’s website, the youth newspaper, 
youth councils, and a growing awareness of the youth fi eld and youth issues. 
Indeed, criticisms that “very little is joined up, integrated, or cross-sectoral” were 
tempered by recognition that there had been “reasonably signifi cant develop-
ments in just two years, within a culture that appears resistant to change”. At a 
municipal level, efforts were being made to co-ordinate the work of youth NGOs 

13. The establishment of regional youth centres is described as an “unprecedented programme” in the 
National Report (p. 18). They will be the regional representatives of the Centre for Organising Youth Events, 
in collaboration with local self-governmental bodies, regional public and international organisations. Their 
objective is “to make the State Youth Policy available for regional youth, effi ciently involve them into the 
programs, raise the level of awareness about youth policy. The regional youth centers will be governed by 
the management councils formulated by the representatives of the above-mentioned organisations. The 
youth centers will act as recourse (sic) centers, where young people will have opportunities to use different 
services necessary for them (legislative and health councils, computer service, library, reading room), get 
knowledge through organized classes, professional orientation, and productively organize their leisure” 
(National Report, p. 18). The youth centres will be established in the regions of Lori, Shirak, Sjunik, Tavush, 
Gegharquniq, Vajots Dzor, Aragatsotn, Kotajk, Ararat and Armavir (National Report, p. 144). In parallel, 
there is the creation of councils on youth affairs for the marzpetarans, designed to promote the inclusion 
and participation of young people (National Report, p. 25).
14. Between the international team’s visits and the National Hearing, the post of Deputy Minister for Youth 
changed hands. During the National Hearing visit, the new deputy minister contested this allegation that 
youth policy was “fragmented and unco-ordinated”. The response of the international review team was 
that this was a widespread perception, but it would be quite willing to register the deputy minister’s posi-
tion as well.
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and to establish a regional council, following consultations with young people 
through a youth conference. Such horizontal co-ordination at the regional level of 
the marz is not only important for itself but also in terms of relating national policy 
to local government.

Structural questionsStructural questions

Recommendations:

The international team feels that such developments need to be consoli-
dated and developed. This is likely to be best achieved through a more 
formalised cross-ministry structure (an inter-ministerial committee/group 
on youth affairs), stronger governmental co-ordination of the work of inter-
national NGOs and a more formalised network of national youth NGOs. 
Bringing each of these “levels” to the same table would, over time, help to 
inform a more robust and connected youth strategy for Armenia, which, in 
itself, would build up the existing Youth Policy Strategy and aspirations to 
deliver it through the development of regional youth centres. Regional 
youth strategies could ensure the achievement of national strategy object-
ives through the engagement of relevant national youth NGOs at the 
regional level.

Youth organisations

The mission of the organisation is: to develop a new generation of highly professional 
lawyers, who have new modes of thinking and will promote to the establishment of the 
rule of law, democracy and the formation of civil society in Armenia, where the people are 
aware of their rights and their rights are protected (Armenian Young Lawyers Association 
2003, p. 7).

The Armenian Young Lawyers Association (AYLA) was founded by a group of law 
students in 1995, with the aim of supporting a new generation of lawyers in advanc-
ing Armenia as a sovereign, democratic, legal and social state. AYLA claims to be 
one of the most recognised youth NGOs in Armenia and one that commands con-
siderable trust. It engages in a range of activities (including free advocacy for vul-
nerable social groups) and is well connected internationally. It is not typical of 
many other youth NGOs which are as often, or more often, donor-driven and only 
active when donor fi nance permits, rather than constructed on a clear set of values 
and principles and a defi ned mission and developed in response to identifi ed and 
evidenced need, as AYLA is.

The activities of NGOs in Armenia were reinvigorated following independence from 
the Soviet Union. They are regulated by the Law on Non-Governmental 
Organisations, adopted on 4 December 2001 (National Report, p. 112). There are 
around 4 000 NGOs registered with the Ministry of Justice.15 About half of NGOs are 
either specifi cally youth NGOs or they deal with youth issues, though many do not 
function actively.

A recurrent concern expressed was that while many NGOs were focused on import-
ant themes – such as social activities, human rights, environment, women’s 
issues, refugees, people with disabilities, education and young people – the rules 

15. This is according to the National Report, p. 113. The State Youth Policy Strategy, p.18, says there are 
“about 3 000”. This fi gure was repeated in discussions, where it was suggested that only about 10% were 
youth organisations, and many of these were hardly active: “one man shows, or just for projects”.
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governing their existence are restrictive and stifl ing of initiative. This was disputed 
by government offi cials, who felt that NGO laws were “quite open and transpar-
ent”, but many others said that NGOs were trapped by rules, regulations and 
patronage, and especially by the law forbidding NGOs to conduct business activ-
ities, which means that they cannot raise funds through commercial measures.

Youth organisations were said to be rather weak and “not consistent with inter-
national standards” in Armenia. The government, it was alleged, exerted too much 
control over them. As the international team discovered on other fronts, there 
appeared to be a lack of transparency and trust between NGOs and the government, 
though things appeared to have improved considerably since the Deputy Minister 
for Youth Affairs analysed the structure and function of youth NGOs in Armenia, 
prior to implementing a new approach to delivering the support they needed. The 
transparency of that approach seems to have been welcomed by many youth NGOs, 
though perhaps the most vocal support came from benefi ciaries.

More signifi cant is the apparent lack of trust in youth NGOs and limited involve-
ment in them on the part of the vast majority of young people. Though NGOs may 
have a value to those involved, only 7.2% of young people in the national report 
survey trusted NGOs (National Report, p. 113). The National Report suggests that 
youth NGOs are playing a decreasing role in the lives of young people and is explicit 
in suggesting that youth NGOs should be much more active in:

• delivering youth programmes;

• co-ordinating volunteering activity;

• forging coalitions;

• leading campaigns.

Once again, it has to be recognised that youth NGOs in Armenia are still on a sharp 
learning curve, endeavouring to position themselves between being, what an 
Australian researcher once described as, heads of a movement or arms of the 
state.

The National Report points to the critical contribution made by student organisa-
tions to youth policy in Armenia:

The development and activity of student organisations played a great role in infl uencing 
the establishment of youth policy in Armenia. Preceding the formation of a youth NGO-
sector they proved an actual incentive in the sphere of “organized youth”. Until 2000-01 
many important actors in the youth sphere of both state and social sectors were the 
building blocks in the formation and development of student entities in different state 
institutions of higher education (National Report, p. 117).

Though such activism appears to be in decline, this point should not be forgotten, 
nor the fact that “student bodies played a great and in some ways a decisive role 
in the foundation of the Armenian National Youth Council (1997)” (National Report, 
p. 121). The international team met students from the Student Confederation of 
Yerevan State University and learned a great deal about its activities, energy, inter-
ests, focus and service. The National Report (p. 119) notes, however, that “the wide 
masses of students are not suffi ciently motivated to get involved in the activities of 
self-governed student bodies and do not see SCs [student councils] as protectors 
of their interests”.

Nevertheless, despite this proclaimed widespread apathy and mistrust among 
young people, including students, Armenia has made concerted efforts to estab-
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lish and support a range of youth councils.16 Indeed, there is a youth council linked 
to the parliament and one to the prime minister’s offi ce; there is a youth council in 
Yerevan under the mayor’s offi ce and there are emergent regional youth councils, 
following a decision to set them up at a youth seminar in 2003. Inevitably, it is 
argued that these assist contact, co-ordination, the exchange of information and 
the identifi cation of shared areas of interests. Others, including the international 
team for some time, feel confused about their relationship and respective roles. 
The youth council related to parliament is constituted through representatives of 
student councils and other youth organisations. It can advise on legislation that 
may affect young people – but so does the youth council linked to the prime min-
ister! Regional youth councils are composed both of representatives of youth 
organisations and independent (self-determined) members. The government has 
initiated an award for young people who have made an active contribution to this 
development.

The Armenian National Youth Council became a member of the European Youth 
Forum in November 2005. Within Armenia, it contributes – as part of the expert 
council – to decisions about the disbursement of government resources to youth 
NGOs for projects and programmes.

Despite discussions with a number of national youth NGOs, representatives of the 
National Youth Council and government offi cials, the international team felt it still 
had more questions than answers. There appeared to be something of an inner 
circle of more privileged youth NGOs, that were almost as much part of government 
as independent from it, and that certainly benefi ted from government patronage 
and fi nancial support. The understanding of a genuine civil society appeared to 
remain elusive.

Youth organisations and youth structuresYouth organisations and youth structures

Recommendations:

The international review team applauds the efforts being made in Armenia 
to promote and support youth NGOs and youth structures, in a variety of 
ways and at a range of levels. However, though much progress has been 
made in a relatively short time, there is clearly a long way to go in terms of 
compliance with international standards and concepts. Most signifi cantly, 
it is important for “civil society” to be understood as self-organised and to 
be separated from the state. More concretely, there needs to be a more 
robust communication strategy to ensure that young people know what is 
available to them and why their engagement and contribution is important. 
Youth organisations themselves will have to direct more energy and effort 
to persuading young people that they are trustworthy and attractive. The 
National Youth Council should consider dispelling external perceptions 
that it is too closed a “club”, by refl ecting on its criteria for membership, 
mechanisms for appointment, contact with member organisations and fre-
quency and location of meetings. It might wish to think about an annual 
general assembly. The government also needs to establish a more robust 
strategy for enabling and ensuring youth participation not just through hier-
archies of youth councils but through involvement in decision-making 
across structures of governance.

16. Though very little indeed is said about this in the National Report.
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Chapter 4: The young people the team met

Apart from the students at Yerevan University and the young people who were 

involved in professional meetings, the international review team was fortunate to 

meet two groups of “ordinary” children and young people, who revealed how they 

spent their lives and anticipated their futures.

Both groups suggested that their time was always occupied, largely through study-

ing and partly through purposeful leisure activity, especially sports. They had no 

time, they said, for casual play! About a third made use of the Internet, which is 

consistent with fi ndings presented in the National Report. Few, however, had trav-

elled outside Armenia and then only to Georgia and Russia (admittedly many were 

under the age of 16, whereas the National Report (p. 43) indicates that some 29% 

of young people over the age of 16 have been abroad).

The young people held great hopes that diligent study would enable them to go to 

university and that university qualifi cations would help them to achieve their occu-

pational aspirations, which were very varied: music, design, engineering and med-

icine. Virtually all the young people said that they would like to travel in the future, 

though they remained attached and committed to the traditions of their homeland. 

Going to church was “part of our life”. Their musical preferences incorporated 

Armenian, Russian and Western styles.

They appeared relaxed about their current lifestyles, though all said that despite 

being very occupied – and preoccupied – with studying, they would like a wider 

choice of leisure and entertainment options, especially a cinema. This seemed to 

be part of a general desire to have more access to, and contact with, the wider 

world – to share understanding of different life experiences.

Few of the young people were confi dent, and a number expressed deep uncer-

tainty, about the future. Most of them worried about their ability to earn enough 

money; one commented: “I have no guarantee of positive things happening to me 

in the future.” This was why they were all so committed to their studies – to 

strengthen the probability of securing a more certain future. But, as one of them 

said, this focus on studying also had the effect of narrowing their development:

Personally I think it is not so good to concentrate only on studies. I don’t think it is 

needed to paint life in just one colour. We need to be involved in different things.
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Dimensions of “ youth policy ”– key domains of youth policy

i. Education, training and employment

The young people the team met were convinced that investment in learning would 
translate into better employment prospects, consistent with their aspirations. Yet 
virtually all those professionals who commented on education and the labour mar-
ket in Armenia said that a radical overhaul was urgently required, and that this was 
only just starting to be effected. As the National Report (p. 56) observes:

The development of the RA educational system in the present phase is closely bound to 
the international trends of public development which, in their turn, are conditioned by 
the irreversible changes taking place in the global economy.

Elsewhere in the National Report (p. 63), this point is reinforced:

Substantial changes and reforms in education are of critical importance as at present it 
is a top priority to educate a generation ready to meet the challenges of the future.

In this respect it is essential not only to convey the knowledge to students but, at the 
same time, to shape an informed and involved citizen capable of making decisions.

This second quotation captures the challenge in Armenia to construct an education 
system that not only connects more closely to changing labour market demands 
and needs, but also supports the cultivation of greater initiative and self-direction 
amongst young people, in order to foster participation in civil society and exercise 
of more widespread entrepreneurship.

Time and again, the “dependency culture” in Armenia was mentioned. This was 
attributed fi rmly to Soviet traditions, within which the Armenian economy fl our-
ished by complementing industry and commerce in other parts of the Soviet 
Union.17 Occupational destinations were guaranteed, according to levels of educa-
tional achievement. Making the transition from the old planned Soviet economy to 
a market economy has proved to be extremely painful, exacerbated by the energy 
crisis of the early 1990s, confl ict with Azerbaijan and the blockade with Turkey.18

The National Report provides a good descriptive account of the structure of gen-
eral, professional and higher education in Armenia. Here, therefore, this report will 
only identify some of the more salient challenges in the provision of both formal 
and non-formal education, vocational training and the labour market. It is import-
ant, however, to emphasise that these are all inter-related, or should be. The over-
all challenge for Armenia is to re-connect these relationships in the context of a 
changing society and economy.

 Formal education

Virtually all children in Armenia start their formal education at the age of 7 (though 
this will soon reduce to 5 or 6) and move through to the eighth grade of general 
education. Some children do drop out, though this is very rare, although the State 
Youth Policy Strategy reports that some 6-7% of children aged 7-16, notably girls, 
do not attend school.

17. In 1991 there were 890 factories in Armenia of which 600 were dealing with chemical production – dirty 
and dangerous work, with no complete product “in order to stay subordinate to Moscow”. Only three 
medicines were partially produced; now more than 100 are completely produced.
18. The international team was told that a report to the European Parliament had suggested that US$5 
million of trade is lost because of the blockade with Turkey.
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The international team heard a considerable amount of discussion about the edu-
cation of young people with disabilities: indeed, disability in general seemed to be 
a signifi cant item on many agendas (see below). The team learned that, historic-
ally, children with disabilities had been completely segregated from other chil-
dren, but that there were now a number of integration initiatives, including training 
teachers to work with children with physical disabilities. There were still special 
schools (around ten) for children with more profound learning disabilities. Within 
and beyond schooling, however, aspirations for the greater integration of people 
with disabilities were often obstructed by the design of buildings. There was, for 
example, no wheelchair access.

At the level of higher education, it was conceded that behind the impressive fi g-
ures (such as the fact that Armenia has some 70 private universities and 20 state 
universities19), there were major questions about standards, quality and relevance. 
Armenia is a signatory to both the Lisbon Process and the Bologna Declaration20 
(signed in May 2005), and is therefore committed to signifi cant educational reform. 
Part of the Bologna Declaration, for example, requires at least 70% of students 
leaving higher education to be working in the profession for which they have been 
educated. Currently, only the American University in Armenia would comply with 
this standard. It was observed repeatedly that too many students were training for 
professions that were not in suffi cient demand in the labour market. Lawyers and 
nurses, trained in their thousands in Armenia, were often used to illustrate this 
point, though it was also noted that many went to work abroad or, in the case of 
women, had children and ceased to work.

The fundamental concern of the international review team was the content of learn-
ing throughout an individual’s education. Clearly young people in Armenia learn a 
lot and there is a huge cultural commitment to education. Yet encyclopaedic 
knowledge does not transfer to a capacity to refl ect on, question, analyse and distil 
material within the context of particular aims or frameworks. This latter kind of 
aptitude, one which is thought to be more essential for learning societies and glo-
bal economies,21 appears to remain relatively subordinated within Armenian learn-
ing culture. After all (the question was asked rhetorically), how can someone learn 
economics for fi ve years and still have little idea about the practicalities of setting 
up their own business? There still appears to be a fi rmly traditional pedagogy, one 
in which the teacher transmits knowledge, rather than one in which learners 
develop understanding. The latter “learner-centred” approach relates signifi cantly 
to the practice of non-formal education (see below), but is also, increasingly, a 
dimension of formal education in many countries.

The National Report indicates fi rmly that major educational reforms are now in 
progress. It does appear to the international review team that these are a critical 

19. Some of the private universities are accredited by the state; others are not. The credibility of non-
accredited universities is declining, though they are cheaper to study at and therefore still attractive to 
some young people. For the future, however, it was suggested that the competition will be between state 
and accredited private universities; non-accredited “universities” will die out or re-focus their provision 
to lower level, more vocational learning.
20. Concern was expressed at the National Hearing that the Bologna Process and the greater mobility thus 
permitted for “highly qualifi ed specialists” might have the adverse effect of exacerbating the “brain drain” 
from Armenia.
21. A group of very bright students in Prague in 1999 came up with the “learning requirements” in conditions 
of globalisation. This they summed up as “FREUD in a human envelope”: educators needed to support young 
people in developing – within the proliferation of information available through the Internet and elsewhere 
– a capacity to Find, Retrieve, Evaluate, Use and Defend whatever they chose to make use of.
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element of a process whereby Armenia can move from being – in at least some 
ways – a rather closed society (in both geographical and intellectual terms) to one 
which seeks to broaden its horizons towards Europe and open up both its intel-
lectual and, in time, geographical borders.

 Non-formal education

It was surprising how frequently the international team was told that non-formal 
education was of paramount importance in Armenia. It is, of course, a central ele-
ment of the State Youth Policy Strategy (“one of the priorities”), though it was 
acknowledged that, apart from the Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs, there was 
little input on this front from the government and it was left largely to international 
NGOs. Other people, it was conceded, “are not really aware or interested in this”.

The State Youth Policy Strategy accepts that a system of non-formal education is “a 
rather new phenomenon”, but that the challenges faced by the young people of 
Armenia cannot be solved without a creative approach, fl exibility and personal 
responsibility. These attributes can be engendered through non-formal education: 
“one of the main methods promoting participation, activeness and social integra-
tion of youth.”

Establishing a robust platform for the development of non-formal learning oppor-
tunities is, however, proving rather diffi cult. The National Report (p. 70) suggests 
that non-formal education “is considered to be one of the foundation stones of 
youth policy” and that an important measure of youth policy “is how the Government 
enhances the active educational processes outside the formal education system”. 
Yet the culture of the formal education system inhibits acceptance of other 
approaches. Notwithstanding the fact that most young people in Armenia have 
never heard of the concept – and that even the small minority who have generally 
cannot describe what it is22 – the applied methods invoked are fundamentally 
alien. Young people:

draw a clear line of distinction between roles (teacher and learner), often consider the 
proposed exercises not serious and ridiculous. This is a consequence of formal (aca-
demic) education approaches, which almost exclude interactive methods, or, for exam-
ple, simulation exercises (Markosyan et al. 2002, quoted in the National Report, p. 71).

In order to redress this situation, the Ministry of Labour and Social Issues is in the 
process of preparing a concept paper on non-formal education, outlining its ration-
ale, purpose and application.

It was suggested that the reason the idea of non-formal education was mentioned 
so frequently to the international team was because it was one of the easiest ways 
to get grants – in order to carry out “training” through non-formal education – 
which, in turn, sustained the existence and survival of many youth NGOs (see 
above). During the fi rst visit of the international team, only one youth NGO 
described its provision with more specifi city: the use of non-formal education was 
in parallel with formal education – a supplement, not a substitute. It was about 
“building confi dence and initiative, not just about fi lling their heads and then lock-
ing the ideas in”! During the second visit, however, the international team met with 
a number of other youth NGOs. It was clear that there was some groundswell in the 
promotion of non-formal education, even within the domain of professional and 

22. Those who can have invariably attended training courses run by the Council of Europe at one of the 
European Youth Centres in either Strasbourg or Budapest.
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vocational studies, where work was being done with schools and colleges and in 
sectors such as hairdressing, clothes design and computing. These NGOs were 
clearly part of a network that was advancing the cause of, and case for, non-formal 
education in Armenia (see Markosyan et al. 2002).

 Vocational training

The international team struggled to make sense of the scale and form of vocational 
training provision. It learned that there used to be vocational schools that pre-
pared technicians for working in Soviet enterprises, but these had mainly col-
lapsed after 1989. Some new vocational schools had been created and the private 
non-accredited “universities” also offered vocational preparation (in sectors such 
as hairdressing).

The problem lay not just in provision but also in demand for such courses. Young 
people in Armenia invariably wanted higher education qualifi cations and more 
learning. This was certainly what the team found in their discussions with young 
people.23

The team was told that education is valued almost above all else in Armenian cul-
ture. As a result, parents and families will do “almost anything” to support their 
children in getting a university education. So, although the team was told that 
young people from the regions often came from poor families and could not afford 
a university education, they were also told that families and young people them-
selves stretched their resources to the limit to support such study. The minimum 
salary had improved, from €5-6 a month a few years ago, to an average wage of 
around €150 a month. Many families received support from relatives abroad, and 
young people today were also willing to “work in a gas station or as a waiter” to 
fi nance their studies, whereas in the past they were not.

There is, therefore, both a cultural and labour market challenge regarding voca-
tional preparation and training.24 Though there have been training programmes 
established by the government, 90% of young people do not seem to be aware of 
them. The 2003 Poverty Reduction Strategy Programme suggests that even those 
who take up such programmes are not successful (in the sense that they do not get 
a sustainable job afterwards) for a number of reasons:

•  employers do not honour their promises to recruit trainees (they do so for a 
month but no more);

• the training provided is not relevant to the market;

23. Though the international team asked for fi gures, these were not provided. The State Youth Policy 
Strategy, drawing on a 2002 education, poverty and economic activities survey, reports that just under half 
of young people do not continue their education after graduation from school because of an absence of 
fi nancial means. However, the country’s authorities indicated that on 1 September 2005, the number of 
students enrolled in public and private education establishments was 97 765, and that in accordance with 
2005 offi cial statistics, the number of young people was 821 600, meaning that only 11.9% were participa-
ting in higher education.
24. This is not unique to Armenia! In many countries there is not “parity of esteem” between vocational 
and academic learning, despite repeated and concerted efforts to achieve it. Moreover, there is often a 
fundamental misunderstanding of vocational training – a view that it is simply and solely concerned with 
practical competencies. In fact, in many vocational areas, there is an increasing need for a repertoire of 
interpersonal and social skills as “service” expectations increase – not just in developing sectors such as 
tourism and hospitality, but also in more traditional sectors such as plumbing and construction. Thus 
there is a growing overlap between the knowledge, skills and attitudes that have traditionally been linked 
to particular forms of academic, vocational and non-formal education and learning.
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• the time available is not enough to train people properly;

• too many people are training, producing a surplus.

Nevertheless, in response to labour market demand for skills in new technologies, 
the Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs is organising computer training and technol-
ogy specialisation – involving mainly young people – throughout the country.

 Labour market

The mismatch between learning by young people and labour market demand mani-
fests itself in high levels of youth unemployment, or the employment of young peo-
ple in sectors and at levels that are not commensurate with their qualifi cations. 
Some sectors (such as the law) are saturated; other sectors (such as new technolo-
gies) are unable to recruit suffi ciently skilled young people.

Labour market statistics in any country are notoriously diffi cult to interpret, and 
Armenia is no exception. Unravelling the numerous statistics provided concerning 
both participation and non-participation of young people in the labour market 
proved to be almost impossible. Indeed, the National Report (p. 30) indicates that 
although just 4% of young people (34 00025) are registered as unemployed with the 
employment services, 22% of the young people in its specially commissioned sur-
vey declared that they were without work. There are suggestions that unemploy-
ment has decreased in recent years (and evidence of an upturn in the economy, 
from a stagnant position to 10-13% growth, according to the National Report, 
p. 28), but there is also evidence of a decrease in taxpayers! It was often diffi cult 
for the international team to “square the circle” between claims of very high levels 
of unregistered unemployment and parallel claims of enormous participation in 
higher education – if so many are in education, then there is unlikely to be so much 
youth unemployment.

Few people challenged the view that levels of real employment may well be under-
estimated, and that levels of real unemployment are defi nitely underestimated. 
There are few incentives for young people to register as unemployed, for unemploy-
ment benefi ts are available only to people who have worked for over one year.26 It 
was also suggested, on many occasions, that there is a shadow economy in 
Armenia comprising perhaps as much as 30% of the employed workforce. The 
National Report (p. 31) says that “non-formal employment has quickly widened and 
strengthened”.

Young people in Armenia appear to be deeply suspicious of public employment 
services. Even if they choose to register as unemployed, registration is a bureau-
cratic nightmare. Should they be offered a job, even at the minimum wage of 
US$30 a month, then they are no longer considered unemployed but “unwilling to 
work”. Alternatively, they may be required to undertake service in the community 
in return for state benefi ts, and indeed many young people are on such pro-
grammes. Given such distrust in public services, a host of private training and 
orientation services have been established, and one fi fth of the young people in 

25. This nevertheless constitutes 28% of the total number of registered unemployed. 
26. Only about one third of young people had even heard of the State Employment Service, according to 
the survey conducted for the National Report (p. 31). The National Report (p. 29) also draws attention to the 
fact that “employment” is very broadly defi ned – to include students and those doing military service – 
and may even include “numerous unemployed people”, such as those living on farms in the countryside: 
“such problems … may have great infl uence on the statistic picture.” 
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the National Report survey had made use of them, though another fi fth expressed 
no trust in these services either (National Report, p. 33).

The government is very keen to promote more enterprise and self-employment. 
Beyond overcoming barriers to do with the alleged “dependency culture” among 
young people in Armenia, the National Report (p. 34) claims that although two 
thirds of young people in its survey expressed a wish to have their own business, 
there were perceived barriers to achieving this, such as fi nancial problems, taxes, 
duties and corruption. Nevertheless, in partnership with the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) and the Armenian Young Women’s Association (AYWA), the gov-
ernment has established a Start and Develop Your Business Programme, which 
runs throughout the country. This involves courses in business planning, start-up 
and mediating business loans. The international review team heard only a brief 
account of these developments, but wondered how much this training for enter-
prise incorporated active learning methodologies such as group work, project 
development, work simulations and mini-enterprise – models of which have 
already been tested and evaluated elsewhere.

The government also recognises that young people’s orientation to the labour mar-
ket is very low level. Hence the need for a more extensive and comprehensive voca-
tional education and training (VET) system, to prepare young people for the labour 
market or provide them with appropriate experience. Armenia has been co-
operating for fi ve years with both the Swedish Labour Market Board and the 
Lithuanian Labour Board, and is now acquainted with those systems. The govern-
ment is working closely with international NGOs (notably the World Bank and the 
ILO) to produce a co-ordinated approach to understanding and responding to new 
labour market demands, particularly recognising that Yerevan constitutes a very 
different economic/labour market context to that found elsewhere in Armenia.

There are many commendable plans, designed to strengthen young people’s 
engagement and attachment to the labour market, in the pipeline. The team heard 
of a proposed law concerning work experience, to give students the right to a paid 
or unpaid internship during their studies. They also learned of plans to develop 
volunteering possibilities that would be counted as important and legitimate experi-
ence, though it was not clear quite how this would be achieved. The Department of 
Social Security spoke of starting to address the predicament of young people who 
had not completed their general education and had no educational qualifi cations. 
The international team was told that this was one of seven groups for whom active 
labour market measures are being organised: three-month training courses, spe-
cialist six-month courses, a small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) business 
programme and the enhancement of the public works programme that has been in 
place since 2001.27

The most protracted and entrenched labour market problem for Armenia arises, of 
course, from its relation to neighbouring countries. Conditions militate strongly 
against effective, successful private sector business enterprise – the communica-
tions and social infrastructure is relatively weak, costs are invariably higher and 
markets are more limited. The advantages for business that often prevail else-

27. The most signifi cant proposal arising out of the National Hearing was that there should be a “tax holi-
day” for the fi rst two years of employment. The government response was that there could be no such state 
intervention on this front: “it has to be a completely free market”. Members of the international review 
team challenged this position, maintaining that even the most virulent free market economies still often 
had dedicated strategies to support young people in fi nding their fi rst place in the labour market – through 
training programmes, employment subsidies, recruitment incentives and other measures.
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where – taxation, geography, incentives, possibilities for diversifi cation – do not 
exist in the same way in Armenia. In contrast, everything is likely to be squeezed 
into a cul-de-sac, from where there is no obvious exit route.

The social, economic and political situation in Armenia makes its challenges 
around education, training and employment all the more pronounced. Armenia 
cannot solve these challenges alone, but needs support in creating and improving 
the conditions in which young people can forge their pathways of transition with 
more confi dence, trust and security.

 Education, training and the labour market Education, training and the labour market

Recommendations:

The international review team recognises the immense and complex chal-
lenges facing Armenia in “modernising” its approaches to education, train-
ing and the labour market. It commends the steps that have already been 
taken and suggests that key areas that demand sustained focus are:

• the balance between university and vocational education;

• the (lack of) value of much (private non-accredited) university education;

• the possible value in establishing a state non-profi t vocational training 
centre;

• a rebalancing of pedagogical methods, to accommodate less didactic 
and more active learning, for both personal and enterprise development;

• a stronger emphasis on information and guidance systems relating to 
career pathways and transitions to the labour market;

• a serious appraisal of the role and function of non-formal education 
within the “learning pathways” of young people;

• the establishment of enterprise support initiatives such as the kind of 
micro-credit programmes that have proved successful in other parts of the 
world (especially in Africa and South America).

ii. Health

Young people are typically one of the healthiest groups in most countries, though 
increasingly they experience disproportionate psycho-social problems arising from 
their growing dislocation from clear and certain roles within their communities and 
societies (Rutter and Smith 1993). In Armenia, however, considerably fewer than 
half of the young people surveyed for the National Report considered themselves 
to be “completely healthy”. The National Report (p. 92) suggests that:

The destructive earthquake of 1988 that occurred in Armenia, the war in the following 
years, widespread poverty, unemployment and social polarisation have had their nega-
tive effects on youth health.

Such health challenges are exacerbated by the reported evidence that almost 
three quarters of young people do not participate in physical culture and sports 
and over half do not trust doctors (National Report, p. 94). Indeed, the National 
Report (p. 93) suggests that only just over a quarter of young people will consult a 
doctor for an illness or disease that they do not consider to be life-threatening, with 
over two thirds preferring to take advice from family members.
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Health care, particularly sexual and reproductive health care, was traditionally 
designed for married women and prospective mothers. For other young people, 
and especially other young women, there remain signifi cant perceived barriers to 
accessing medical services (see National Report, p. 97). These may have been for-
mally addressed through recent legislation in Armenia,28 but it is clear that the 
perceptions remain. Indeed, the international team was told that explorations of 
the health and development of young people, made as recently as 2004, revealed 
that virtually nothing was going on: “there was no policy, no implementation, no 
data on young people in general and health in particular”. Though contraceptives, 
including condoms, can be purchased in pharmacies, their cost can be prohibitive, 
according to the health section in the State Youth Policy Strategy – though the 
National Report (p. 103) survey suggests that the main reason for not using con-
doms is that they “decrease pleasure”. A third of young people surveyed used con-
doms only occasionally, or not at all.29

Health is, however, now a central focus within the State Youth Policy Strategy, in 
response to growing concerns about reproductive ill-health, sexually transmitted 
infections and risk behaviours in relation to both legal and illegal substance use 
(tobacco, alcohol and drugs). There are high levels of unwanted pregnancy and 
subsequent abortions (many self-induced) among young people.30

Practical measures remain, it appears, few and far between. The State Youth Policy 
Strategy mentions the three new youth health centres that have been established 
since 1997 (two in Yerevan, one in Vagarshapat). These provide free sexual health 
education courses, as well as information materials, medical counselling and 
referrals. UNICEF is supporting the development and implementation of a pilot 
“healthy lifestyles” education programme in 16 schools, training teachers in its 
delivery through interactive methods. This started during the academic year 2003-
04. UNICEF is also supporting the integration of youth-friendly health services 
within mainstream health services. There are currently negotiations with the gov-
ernment over the funding of this initiative.

The government, however, did not appear so committed to such “modern” and 
responsive approaches to health provision for young people. Indeed, the point was 
made that responsibility for health lay largely with the family (cf. mothers), thus 
confi rming the perspectives of young people surveyed for the National Report. The 
Ministry of Health also mentioned the UNICEF projects, but said its role was limited 
to providing approval and a modest fi nancial contribution, although “there may be 
more involvement in the future”. The government, it conceded, did not do much 
direct work in this area, indicating that it was mainly the domain of NGOs and inter-
national organisations.

28. The State Youth Policy Strategy reports: “The major achievement in the legal situation is the adoption 
by the National Parliament of the Republic of Armenia of the Law on ‘Reproductive Health and Reproductive 
Rights of Human Beings’ (Law on RH&RR), in December 2002. This Law incorporates internationally recog-
nized Sexual and Reproductive Rights that have been defi ned in Human Rights terms by the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation, with special attention to the Rights of Adolescents.”
29. This fi nding obviously upset some of the young people at the National Hearing. They questioned 
whether these were  “objective facts”, suggesting that many young Armenians did not have sex at all, so 
of course they had not used condoms. This is not, however, what the National Report seemed to be sug-
gesting.
30. This proved to be a hotly debated issue during the National Hearing, where it was felt that abortion 
should be totally condemned and that young women who did not want their babies should still go to full term 
and then put them up for adoption. One passionate speaker proclaimed that “no Armenian life shall be lost”.
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It was, indeed, NGOs that appeared to have a much stronger grasp of appropriate 
responses in policy and practice to the health needs of young people. Between a 
fi fth and a quarter of young people cannot reproduce, because of wider health 
issues and reproductive tract problems. Many young adults have suffered stress 
and injury during the confl ict with Azerbaijan. The energy crisis of 1993-94, when 
there was electricity for no more than half an hour a day – and often no food – has 
taken its toll on the young adult population, who were children at that time. And, 
though the prevalence of HIV/Aids31 is arguably not as signifi cant in Armenia com-
pared with some other countries, it is still a source of concern. A national HIV/Aids 
centre has been established to devise a response. World Vision Armenia also has 
a dedicated HIV/Aids programme:

I learned a lot of new information about HIV/Aids from this campaign organized by World 
Vision and I will share this with my friends and peers because I realized that everybody 
should be aware of HIV/Aids and try to have some input in the fi ght against HIV/Aids 
(Marina, teenage girl from Stepanavan) (World Vision Armenia 2004, p. 15).

It was claimed that there were not, in general, signifi cant problems concerning 
alcohol use and drug consumption among young people. Smoking, however, is 
“one of the most dangerous factors infl uencing health in Armenia, since it is a very 
widespread and deeply-rooted habit” (National Report, p. 106). The international 
team was sometimes concerned about the basis upon which such assertions were 
made and – as with other statistics provided – with the reliability of data. 
Nonetheless, the international team noted that, despite the huge health chal-
lenges of the recent past, there is now the possibility of a relatively healthy diet 
without the commercial pressures from fast food outlets that have produced major 
problems concerning childhood and teenage obesity elsewhere. The team did not 
witness excessive alcohol use.

These points do not mean, however, that health issues are unimportant in Armenia. 
The National Report (Chapter V) refers to some very signifi cant challenges. Like 
many other features of youth policy in Armenia, these challenges derive from rapid 
and dramatic social change as the traditional support, control and guidance mech-
anisms of family and community lose effi cacy, while alternative strategies for pro-
viding information, advice and intervention have yet to be developed. Meanwhile, 
young people are establishing more open lifestyles that are typically characterised 
by greater risks to health.

HealthHealth
Recommendations:

The international team believes that the Government of the Republic of 
Armenia, through its Ministry of Health, needs to take a much more robust 
strategic lead in ensuring a strong and coherent response to the youth 
health challenges in Armenia, especially concerning the sensitive issue of 
sexual and reproductive health (and the use of condoms as the primary 
preventative practice to avoid transmitted infections as well as unwanted 
pregnancy).

The pilot initiative of UNICEF is to be commended and could pave the way 
for an even more comprehensive personal, health and social education 
programme of learning within the general education curriculum.

31. Very precise detail concerning HIV/Aids and sexually transmitted infections is provided in the State 
Youth Policy Strategy and in the National Report (pp. 105-106).
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There needs to be more attention given to the provision of information con-
cerning both the prevention of health-risk lifestyles and access to health 
services.

The international team feels that more emphasis should be placed on 
health checks and other preventative measures.

The critical issue is to develop a framework of health care that allows young 
people to access it with confi dence, when they may feel the need to do so.

iii. Housing

Housing was mentioned as a signifi cant problem for young people, especially stu-
dents moving to Yerevan and newly married couples, yet the National Report 
(pp. 39-40) suggests that young people do not believe they have a problem. This is 
because young people, including young married couples, tend to live with parents. 
The National Report notes, importantly, that the housing challenge is very different 
in urban and rural areas. In the latter, housing is not so much of a problem – there 
are places to live, just no employment and poor communications.

The key issue for Armenia is the changing structure of families, which will produce 
a very different pattern of demand for housing. The traditional family type (rural, 
multi-member, many children) is rapidly being replaced by a very different family 
type – urban, two parents and just one or two children.

The government recognises the new challenges concerning housing and, indeed, 
the State Insurance Fund is seeking to develop a mortgage lending policy – though 
whether this will really benefi t young people is diffi cult to tell. There is, neverthe-
less, a desire to stimulate both private and public sectors in order to establish a 
more mixed economy of housing provision.

The international team found it diffi cult to grasp the scale and diversity of the hous-
ing issue as it affected young people. It was, nonetheless, made aware that there 
was a spectrum of issues, ranging from the demand for student accommodation in 
the capital city to the abject lack of any proper housing for those within the refugee 
and displaced persons community. Moreover, there seems to be a tension emerg-
ing between private (foreign) investment in housing and creating a public response 
to housing need. This tension is exacerbated by a reported shortage of building 
materials and workers – meaning that the private and public sectors are in compe-
tition with each other, rather than working in a more complementary way. Private 
demand is driving up prices of materials and labour, making it much harder for 
NGOs (such as Habitat for Humanity) to sustain their housing plans.

These questions suggest that any response needs to be perhaps unique and cer-
tainly creative.

HousingHousing

Recommendations:

The international review team recognises that, although young people 
themselves do not identify housing as a signifi cant policy challenge, there 
are major housing dilemmas emerging in Armenia. Creative responses are 
certainly required. A mortgage market will only respond to one aspect of 
these dilemmas. There will still be a need for hostels, special housing, rural 
accommodation and rented housing.
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There may be a case for accelerating vocational preparation for skills across 
the housing sector.

Self-build projects and programmes might be considered.

Shared cost (mortgage and rental) arrangements should be explored.

An overarching housing strategy – developed through consultation between 
government, NGOs and the private sector (banking and insurance, land 
investment and property development) – should be produced.

iv. Social protection

Under communism, the issue of social protection did not arise: people had jobs,32 
housing and health care as part of the “social contract”. Since independence, with 
the economic and energy crises, and the war, there were no resources to consider 
establishing a new system of social protection. Now, however, the international 
team was told that “measures are being put in place”.

For young people, current measures are very limited. There is a meagre unemploy-
ment benefi t (of US$4 a month) but eligibility is contingent on having been in 
employment for at least one year.

The international team was not informed of the new measures being proposed and 
is therefore not in a position to comment on this policy domain, except to note that 
“safety net” support, even if provided in return for participation in further training 
or engagement in public works, is a characteristic feature of youth policy through-
out much of the rest of Europe.

The international team did not learn enough on the subject of social protec-
tion to feel comfortable or confi dent enough to advance any specifi c recom-
mendations.

v. Family policy and child welfare

One area in which there has been some attempt at providing social protection has 
been in relation to families. There has been a point-scoring system for supporting 
families, which appears to have alleviated the worst of poverty (those living below 
the poverty line has reduced from 50% to 40% over the past ten years). The World 
Bank Report (2002) certainly testifi es to the value of these benefi ts when they are 
paid on time.

The National Report (p. 35) maintains that the family “must be the object of special 
attention, getting assistance for full implementation of its activities” and, to this 
end, the government makes an allocation of some 24 million Armenian drams33 for 
the social assistance of families. As a result, the birth level, which had dropped 
dramatically during the 1990s, has marginally increased.

Yet, although family relations are regulated strongly by the constitution (National 
Report, p. 35) and state youth policy includes all families where a parent is below 
the age of 30, the family is also a rather private institution. Various NGOs spoke of 

32. The phenomenon of unemployment only got offi cial recognition in Armenia in 1992 (National Report, 
p. 27)
33. US$1 = c. 350 drams.
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some of the challenges they faced intervening with families, especially in relation 
to the promotion of child protection. Their work was often restricted to children 
who had already been abandoned and were already being looked after in institu-
tional care. World Vision Armenia, for example, has been running a programme 
since 2004, concerned with the protection of “children in especially diffi cult cir-
cumstances”. While this does include children from “vulnerable families”, it is still 
clear that intrusion into family life – even for child protection purposes, and despite 
many references to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child – is, 
in terms of traditional Armenian culture, something of a step too far.

As with social protection, the international team did not feel it learned 
enough about family policy and child welfare to make any specifi c propos-
als or recommendations. Nevertheless, there are clearly models of policies 
concerning family support and child protection elsewhere that would repay 
further enquiry and exploration.

vi. Leisure and culture

In Soviet times, cultural scenarios, lists and the number of presentations were given from 
above by the government, in the form of instruction, activities of cultural houses and dif-
ferent folk, theatre and other presentations held for youth. Today young people have to 
look after their cultural requirements themselves, but they don’t often succeed (National 
Report, p. 50).

In 1998, the President of the Republic of Armenia established the Armenian Youth 
Fund, which is described in the National Report (p. 19) as “the most important arena 
for solving main youth problems”. It has fi nanced and implemented numerous youth 
events. The president also established, in 2004, the Youth Award of the President of 
the Republic, which “is granted to talented and gifted young creators in the sphere of 
fi ne art and cinema, music and literature”.

From the international team’s discussions with young people, it appeared that they 
had little time for “leisure”, though many were involved in more traditional cultural 
pursuits. There remains, in Armenia, a strong focus on traditional culture – con-
tests of piano and violin players every year, puppet shows and annual festivals for 
national minorities. The Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs has a culture, leisure 
and entertainment plan, with specifi c elements geared towards engaging young 
people in cultural elements of life: children’s literature, cinema and theatre.

In visits to the marzes, the international team heard that “although we are in the 21st 
century we are still a traditional society”. Young people were still usually dependent 
on their families and the bearers of family traditions. Of course, this is also the case 
in many other parts of Europe: the issue is how tradition and modernity are woven 
together. Do they clash or complement one another? Young people in rural Armenia 
might well continue to be the bearers of tradition (for a while at least), but young 
people in Yerevan are already exposed to a range of global infl uences.

The State Youth Policy Strategy places great importance on sustaining Armenia’s 
cultural and spiritual heritage and ensuring that young people experience patriotic 
education (National Report, p. 73). Young people seem able to weave together 
such traditions and more modern infl uences. In terms of music, for example, 
roughly equal proportions prefer Armenian, American and European, and Russian 
pop music (National Report, p. 81). The National Report (p. 79) notes that young 
people embrace “both national and universal modern cultural values”. Parents 
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involve their children from an early age in singing, music, dancing and sports. By 
the time they are students, their leisure preferences are music, reading, television 
and Internet clubs (National Report, p. 63).

The international team was aware that young people do seem to spend most of 
their time in structured activities of one kind or another (education, work, leisure). 
Even in Yerevan, there did not appear to be any distinctive youth scenes. Outside 
Yerevan, young people would have liked access to the cinema or the theatre and to 
Internet cafes and video games – though most said that their favourite hobby was 
reading. The international team was conscious of young people looking smart and 
stylish, but not in the “brand name” fashion and sports styles of western Europe: 
there are few multinational brands available, even in Yerevan (which is in itself a 
statement about the economic struggles of Armenia).

There does not seem to be a huge commitment to sports (low levels of physical 
activity are certainly a concern for health reasons – see above). The international 
review team asked on a number of occasions what had happened to the former 
Pioneer and Komsomol buildings, which might have had potential for diversifying 
leisure opportunities for young people. The response was unclear.34 Many had 
been taken over by the private sector, but some were still in use for community 
purposes, such as leisure and play spaces for children and young people. They 
are often owned and run by the local community or the Armenian church (see 
below), though there may also be some state involvement. Some such buildings 
are not currently in use, but may be developed as part of the regional youth centre 
strategy that is intended to offer job search support and make other provision for 
an older age group. Following discussion with the president about state-owned 
camps, these are going to be given to youth NGOs for management and develop-
ment. There is, to date, one example of this taking place: a village situated 
between Yerevan and the international airport had a “culture club” surrounded by 
casinos. This has now been given to the YMCA for development as youth provi-
sion, because parents wanted their children to do something constructive, rather 
than go to the casinos.

Leisure and cultureLeisure and culture

Recommendations:

It is a great achievement if the sustaining of traditional cultural attachment 
can be connected positively to more contemporary leisure interests and 
pursuits.

The main issue in Armenia concerns the unequal access to a range of both 
traditional and modern leisure possibilities. Endeavouring to provide a mini-
mum access entitlement for all young people might be a paramount strategic 
goal, as new provision is developed and old buildings are brought into serv-
ice to meet the leisure and other needs of children and young people.

34. There was some attempt at clarifying this issue during the National Hearing visit, but this was largely 
to draw attention to the fact that the pan-Armenian Youth Centre is located in a former Komsomol building.
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vii. Youth crime and justice

The National Report (p. 108) suggests that just under half of all crimes committed 
in Armenia in 2003 were perpetrated by young people (under the age of 30): 
“mainly by men and connected with overusing drugs”. It is not untypical for young 
people to be the main group engaged in offending behaviour – as a general state-
ment – and it is appropriate that the ministry reported paying more attention to 
youth offending than before. There were intentions to work more closely with the 
police and to consider issues around crime prevention in particular.

As in all countries, criminal statistics are notoriously unreliable and extremely dif-
fi cult to interpret. Verbal accounts sometimes clash with published fi gures. The 
international team was told that petty crime is “not too bad” amongst young peo-
ple, but simultaneously the team learned that “petty deviance is commonplace; 
people break all kinds of rules in Armenia – it is more of a general cultural prob-
lem”. The State Youth Policy Strategy asserts that the “hard social situation has led 
to the involvement of a large number of young people in crime aimed at satisfying 
their needs”. Police records suggest that the number of young people aged 14-17 
who committed offences in 2004 was 3 051, of whom 432 had previous convic-
tions. Yet the UNICEF country report for 2000 states that the number of registered 
crimes committed by teenagers was 526,35 20% less than the previous year.

The international review team suspects that there is a considerable iceberg of 
undetected, unreported and unrecorded crime committed by juveniles in Armenia. 
A police offi cer observed that many young people are purposefully busy with their 
education and leisure pursuits and not at all involved in “street life” – “but there 
are some who don’t want to do anything, and if they have no interest in doing any-
thing, they are likely to be interested in crime”. In his opinion, youth criminality 
was increasing and “we need some help in thinking about what to do about it”.

The policy response to youth crime is, currently, relatively limited. There is no sin-
gle age of criminal responsibility – it varies between 14, 16 and 18 for different 
kinds of offences (National Report, p. 147). Young people under 14 who offend may 
be placed in special sheltered institutions that are “not prisons, more like orphan-
ages or correctional houses”. There is only one youth prison36 in Armenia, housing 
some 8037 young people aged between 14 and 18. This institution was built for 
much larger numbers in Soviet times, when more young people were imprisoned. 
Young people held there do receive some rudimentary daily education, including IT 
(though the International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights report (2005, p. 13) 
described this curriculum as “fi ctitious”, and also criticised the absence of any 
kind of psychological support). They care for animals and birds and prepare their 
own food. Visits are permitted twice a month. According to the staff, the future of 
the young people there is very contingent on whether or not they get a job on 
release.

The international team did not learn of any intermediate provision for young people 
who broke the law. There are no dedicated youth courts, though specialists on 
juveniles are now present in each court. As the police offi cer suggested, a serious 
debate is urgently required.

35. If this means recorded crimes it is remarkably low. The pro rata fi gure for England and Wales would be 
around 10 000.
36. Abovyan CEI (criminal-executive institution).
37. Again this is strikingly low if contrasted with the 180 or so young offenders aged 10-17 from Wales 
(population 3 million, like Armenia) who are held in prison or other secure accommodation.



48

Y
o

u
th

 p
o

li
cy

 i
n

 A
rm

en
ia

Youth crime and justiceYouth crime and justice

Recommendations:

The prevalence of youth crime does, at least on the surface, appear rela-
tively low. Nevertheless, a more calibrated approach to understanding 
youth offending (for example, distinguishing between acquisitive and inter-
personal crime, or confi rming the scale of drug-related crime) would allow 
for thinking about different kinds of responses.

The government’s engagement with the police on this issue is to be wel-
comed and could perhaps be developed, through bringing in NGOs and 
perhaps external experts. Community-based responses seem conspicuous 
by their absence and yet should be the starting point for preventing offend-
ing and re-offending, and promoting an approach based on the three plat-
forms of responsibility, restoration and re-integration.

viii. National defence and military service

Time and again, the international team heard that the Armenian army was the lar-
gest youth organisation in Armenia, a point emphasised in the National Report 
(p. 138). Among young people, there is a greater degree of trust in the army than 
any other government institution. All young men (aged between 18 and 27 years) 
are required to serve in the army for two years,38 and there are few exceptions or 
exemptions (the main ones being having two or more children or remaining as stu-
dents in postgraduate higher education.39 And although there has been a law on 
freedom of conscience and belief since 1991, those who objected to military ser-
vice for religious reasons were, until 2003, still convicted and imprisoned. The 
National Report (p. 139) notes that “the controversy of interrelation between mili-
tary service, religion and beliefs was retained until 2004”.

At the end of 2003, however, the Law on Alternative Service was adopted,40 permit-
ting two alternatives to military service: 36 months alternative military service, car-
rying no arms, or 42 months work service in the community. The international team 
was told on a number of occasions that both of these alternatives are regarded as 
a punishment, yet youth NGOs are reluctant to take a stand against these provi-
sions, in terms of either their content or their duration. Referring to relations with 
Azerbaijan, one individual commented, “as long as the situation is precarious, we 
can’t do anything”. Research suggests that a third of the population has a negative 
opinion of alternative civilian service (National Report, p. 139) and, despite a wave 
of criticism from external observers and international bodies about both condi-
tions in military service and alternative service, there appears to be very little 

38. The World Factbook – Armenia (June 2005) says 12 months.
39. “An important point to mention is that in view of the special attention to enhance the development of 
science, the constitutions of RA research students have the right to get deferment (delaying the mandatory 
military service in RA Armed Forces), and afterwards this right maintains its effect if they defend their can-
didate thesis in due course before the established deadline and start working using their profession” 
(National Report, p. 68).
40. “[A]n especially lamentable issue was the avoidance or refusal of a number of young people (mainly 
Jehovah’s Witnesses) to serve in RA Armed Forces as a result of which numerous young people were called 
to justice for deserting.
The law on ‘alternative military service’ passed in 2003-04 was aimed at addressing the diffi cult problem 
of those refusing military service because of their religious beliefs, which enabled a number of young 
people to serve in RA Armed Forces without going against their beliefs” (National Report, p. 78).
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debate inside Armenia.41 Even the progressive AYLA did not seem to have a defi ned 
position on the matter.

The external criticism has focused both on the circumstances of military service 
and the conditions of alternative service. The European Council of Conscripts 
Organisations report of 1999 and the International Crisis Group report raised issues 
such as the compulsory sending of conscripts to Karabakh, when this is meant to 
be voluntary, and the huge numbers of fatalities during conscript induction rituals. 
There are also questions about the preparation of young people for life after mili-
tary service. The International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights (2005, 
pp. 13-14) advances a range of criticisms relating to alternative service, including 
its “punitive” duration, the absence of any obligation to inform conscripts of this 
alternative, and the “unbearable”42 conditions, in some. There were 49 alternative 
labour service places available in 2004, but only 20 were applied for: all the appli-
cants were Jehovah’s Witnesses.

National defence and military serviceNational defence and military service

Recommendations:

The distinct circumstances of Armenia do, perhaps, make national defence 
and military service more of a priority within “youth policy” than elsewhere. 
The international team recognises this fact. So, indeed, do most young peo-
ple in Armenia, according to survey data which points to a. their support 
and trust in the army and b. their general hostility to alternatives to military 
service.

The few who do elect to take an alternative option have, allegedly, been 
treated very badly. The international team suggests that a closer look at the 
structure and content of alternatives to military service would ensure both 
fi rmer adherence to human rights and a genuine alternative for the few 
young people who may wish to consider it. (It is an appalling indictment of 
this option to read that some participants seek a prison sentence rather 
than completing it.)

The international team was also concerned about reports of the ill-treat-
ment of conscripts. Attention needs to be given not just to this issue, but 
also to ways of using time during military service for additional vocational 
training and other ways of preparing young people for their futures beyond 
their national service.

The international team believes that youth NGOs should be more assertive 
in contributing to a debate about the infrastructure, procedures and prac-
tices relating both to military and alternative service.

41. The issue was a signifi cant focus of comment and discussion at the National Hearing, where the over-
whelming view was that any alternative service had to be provided under conditions of “less eligibility”, 
compared to those fulfi lling their national duty and serving in the military.
42. Six men performing alternative service in the psychiatric boarding house of the town of Vardenis wan-
ted to terminate their service and serve a prison sentence instead. Their parents told the International 
Helsinki Federation for Human Rights that they had to work with seriously ill people, wash them and their 
laundry. They were forbidden to leave the territory of the hospital and they were accommodated in one 
room and had no possibility to shower. They had to work from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. and eat the same food as 
the patients, which was sub-standard. Military police checked on them several times a week and threate-
ned them with charges for not carrying out military service. The director of the hospital told the parents that 
he only carried out orders “coming from above”, which advised him to create unbearable conditions for 
those performing alternative service (International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights 2005, p. 14).
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ix. Values and religion

Young people believe that the Armenian Apostolic Church should be involved in 
promulgating actively national and universal Christian values: “in this respect, the 
importance of the Armenian Apostolic Church clergy operating in the RA National 
Armed Forces is highlighted as an important factor in developing military and patri-
otic spirit in young soldiers” (National Report, p. 76). Indeed, the vast majority of 
the Armenian population (94%, according to The World Factbook) are members of 
the Armenian Apostolic Church: “being a national Christian Church, it manages to 
become the main uniting force for the Armenian nation and the satisfi er of the lat-
ter’s spiritual needs in social life” (National Report, p. 75). The history of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church is a mandatory subject within the general educational 
curriculum, and the National Report (p. 75) maintains that the church now has still 
greater prominence in the lives of young people than even a decade ago. It is also 
argued that it helps the Armenian diaspora “to preserve national identity and 
national education” (National Report, p. 76). In contrast, however, the National 
Report (p. 88) also deplores the subordination of spiritual values to more material 
and “surface value” concerns:

As a result of this, most of youth adheres to an insuffi cient value system and prioritises 
irresponsibility towards state and society, idolises material values and neglects civic 
obligations.

Once more, as with the debate around leisure and culture, one sees a creative ten-
sion, confl ict and possible reconciliation between tradition and modernity.43 It is 
quite clear that many young people in Armenia are being exposed, more and more, 
to other values: Western values, democratic values, European values. The ques-
tion (also addressed in the National Report, p. 85) is how these are being absorbed 
and made sense of within the Armenian context, culture and history – a tradition of 
patriotic education, Christian morality and humanism. There is huge pride in 
Armenia as the “fi rst Christian country”. The Armenian Apostolic Church is insepar-
able from Armenia’s national identity. The church continues to provide both spir-
itual and more pragmatic support for the majority of young people.

Nevertheless, there are small minorities of people who do not subscribe to this 
church, and follow new religious movements. The National Report (p. 74) describes 
those religious organisations currently registered in Armenia, and discusses those 
which are not (National Report, p. 77). Concern was expressed to the international 
team about the increasing affi liation of young people to “dangerous” sects that 
were active in exploiting the uncertainties being experienced by young people in 
diffi cult times.

Values and religionValues and religion

Recommendations:

Armenia has formal legislation concerned with liberty of conscience and 
freedom in the expression of religious beliefs. The International Helsinki 
Federation for Human Rights (2005, p. 13) – following some criticism of a 
campaign against Jehovah’s Witnesses after it was fi nally granted offi cial 

43. A recurrent preoccupation during the National Hearing was how “traditional Armenian values” were to 
be protected against the intrusion of alternative values arising from globalisation and “European integra-
tion”.
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registration in 2004 – reports that a new law on religious activities is being 
drafted.

For the vast majority of the population, there is daily affi rmation – through 
the activities of both the Armenian Apostolic Church and the state – of a 
framework of values that inform the national identity. Over the last decade, 
this has proved supportive for the majority of young people.

The international team is aware, however, of encroachment on this main-
stream position from two sources: a. more modern, alternative/additional 
values deriving from non-Armenian and democratic contexts; b. competing 
religious organisations, both offi cial (i.e. those registered) and those des-
ignated as “sects” in Armenia.

The international team recognises concerns about the potentially negative 
infl uence of both of these. It also acknowledges the desire on the part of 
many people in Armenia, including the government, to preserve and sus-
tain traditional values. It recommends, however, that the way to address 
these issues is through information and discussion, so that young people 
can make informed choices.
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Chapter 5: Themes – key issues for youth 
policy

Participation and citizenship

The year in which the international review of youth policy in Armenia was con-
ducted was also the European Year of Citizenship through Education. Apparently, 
Armenia set up a National Committee to co-ordinate activities on this front (the 
theme for March 2005, for example, was “education for the participation of young 
people in local and regional life”) but the international review team heard no direct 
references to this programme of events.44

Nevertheless, youth participation was described by the Deputy Minister for Youth 
Affairs as “the most important problem in the country”. She suggested that when 
young people did get involved, they could address many of the wider challenges 
facing them in Armenia, “but young people don’t get involved enough”. Certainly, 
in terms of political participation, the National Report survey (p. 124) indicates that 
“only 3.6% are members of some political party and 5% have confi dence in a polit-
ical party”. Armenian youth, as a rule, “does not show active participation either in 
local governmental or nationwide election processes” – they are indifferent, think 
their vote will make no difference, and don’t trust the justice and transparency of 
elections. Only 30 of the 80 political parties in Armenia have youth wings and only 
fi ve MPs (just two with a party affi liation) under the age of 30 were elected in the 
parliamentary elections of 2003 (National Report, p. 123).

This refers, of course, to political participation and the United Nations World 
Programme of Action for Youth defi nes youth involvement across four dimensions, 
which are repeated in Armenia’s State Youth Policy Strategy:

• economic participation (work and entrepreneurship);

• political participation (decision-making and the assignment of authority);

• social participation (involvement in public and community life);

• cultural participation (self-realisation and creative self-expression).

The National Report (p. 111) maintains that:

44. The Armenian authorities indicated that, in accordance with the State Youth Policy Strategy for 2006-
07, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Culture and Youth Affairs will come up with an initia-
tive to join the European Charter on the Participation of Young People in Local and Regional Life.
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The institutions dealing with the issue of participation are political parties, NGOs, trade 
unions, student unions and other youth associations, as well as mass media which are 
the main instruments ensuring youth participation ….

The issue of youth civic participation is one of the critical problems in the frameworks of 
governmental policy on youth affairs.

The State Youth Policy Strategy suggests that there have been slow improvements 
in the development of youth participation and civil society, but this is “not suffi -
ciently developed”. There is passivity around political engagement and inadequate 
engagement of youth NGOs in the formulation of youth policy. In addition, there are 
funding problems around building volunteering and youth organisations, and poor 
provision of culture and sports institutions (particularly in rural areas) inhibiting 
possibilities for self-development.

The State Youth Policy Strategy provides statistical and other information about 
the progress of youth participation in Armenia – this does not need repeating here. 
Suffi ce it to say that, since the appointment of a Deputy Minister for Youth Affairs 
and a discrete state budget for the youth sector (since 1998), there have been sig-
nifi cant steps forward, although there is still a serious defi cit of trust in both gov-
ernment and NGOs.

Civic and political participation is a substantial item in the National Report (Chapter 
VI) but, despite everything that it says, there are issues that are not covered. 
Though everyone who is born in the Republic of Armenia has formal citizenship, 
there are key questions about the capacity of certain sub-sections of the youth 
population to participate: young people in remote rural areas, refugees and intern-
ally displaced persons, as well as those who come from small minority ethnic 
groups. Those who do secure possibilities for participation – through, for example, 
privileged positions within favoured youth organisations, or through governance of 
universities – are arguably a very small, and elite, minority. Of course, the legacy of 
communism is a lack of trust in institutional, organised life and it will take time to 
strengthen mechanisms and structures for participation and an active sense of 
citizenship. The entrenched dependency culture – waiting for something to hap-
pen – clearly also has to be addressed. And, for many young people, their need to 
survive socially, educationally and economically is likely to reduce both their 
capacity and motivation for active participation.

In Armenia, it seems, participation is integrally linked to the issue of information 
(see below). Greater transparency, trust and institutional reliability are fundamen-
tal pre-requisites to fostering a greater commitment to participation in civic and 
political life. Many people who spoke to the international team felt that they were 
not properly informed and that all relevant and important information was kept 
close to a few favoured youth NGOs that themselves sought to protect their own 
privileged position.

Participation and citizenshipParticipation and citizenship

Recommendations:

The international team believes that serious attention needs to be paid to 
the revised European Charter on the Participation of Young People in Local 
and Regional Life, ensuring youth organisations are fully engaged in debate 
on governmental policy matters that may affect young people, ensuring a 
critical dialogue with youth NGOs, and promoting the value of such pro-
cesses through media communication, thereby building trust and encour-
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aging more young people to become involved. This might be best advanced 
under the patronage of the president.

Combating social exclusion and promoting inclusion

The National Report identifi es two particularly vulnerable groups of young people 
in Armenia: those with disabilities and refugees. The challenges that face them 
are, in many respects, simply accentuated versions of those that face most young 
people – such as education, employment, housing, social and cultural opportuni-
ties. In other respects, however, their challenges are distinct and unique and 
require a dedicated policy response if their greater social inclusion is to be secured. 
There is also a dramatic urban/rural divide that demands attention.

There are around 130 000 people with disabilities, including not only those with 
disabilities through birth and accident, but signifi cant numbers disabled through 
the earthquake and the war. These include considerable numbers of young people. 
One might have thought that this would have produced a more accepting attitude 
towards people with disabilities but, according to the main disability NGO, 
PYUNIC,45 there is still limited acceptance and little acknowledgement of their dis-
tinctive support needs.

During the 1990s, Armenia received almost 400 000 refugees, primarily as a result 
of the war with Azerbaijan and the confl ict over Nagorno-Karabakh (National 
Report, p. 53). Some initially hoped to return; others wanted to stay. When it 
became clear that none would be able to return, the government established a 
refugee integration policy. Besides typical problems faced by all excluded groups, 
refugees often came from urban areas and struggled to adjust to rural living. Many 
also spoke Russian, rather than Armenian. YMCA Armenia has been one of the 
more active NGOs in working with refugee children and young people, focusing on 
ten villages and organising a summer camp for each one, where children aged 
12-14 are trained in computers, and participate in games and other (non-formal46) 
learning activities. It is hoped that these children and young people will take the 
ideas and methods back to their villages and disseminate them. However, one 
continuing concern is that refugee young people are unable to participate in youth 
development programmes outside Armenia, a position about which the Deputy 
Minister for Youth Affairs has persistently sought some kind of resolution.

One third of the population of Armenia live in rural areas. It is from those areas that 
many young people emigrate both to the cities and to other countries (see below). 
Many young people go to Yerevan to study and then never return to their native 
regions. Many take seasonal work in Russia and other countries and return home 
in between. There is very little employment in the villages, though offi cially there is 
very little unemployment either, because most people are attached to land. There 

45. PYUNIC, the Armenian Association for the Disabled, receives much of its funding through the Armenian 
diaspora, especially from the United States. It campaigns for disability rights and makes direct provision 
for people with disabilities. For example, it provides some 200 wheelchairs, while the government pro-
vides 500. PYUNIC appears to have strong and positive relations with government departments and belie-
ves that it has helped to change attitudes around disabilities for the better, particularly since the earth-
quake and the war.
46. The Director of YMCA Armenia spoke of carrying out some human rights and democracy education, 
through games, using training programmes and methodologies from European partner organisations, and 
also materials such as the T-kits of the Council of Europe Directorate of Youth and Sport.
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is also very little opportunity for community participation and social life, which is 
usually only available in more urban and populated areas.

By broader European standards, a very large proportion of young people in Armenia 
would be considered as “excluded”, though perhaps many are not thought of as 
such within Armenian norms and according to their reference points. Most young 
people still benefi t, for example, from the support of their families. There are, 
therefore, different conceptions of exclusion and these generate different ideas 
about inclusion. There is clearly, however, a need for dedicated attention to the 
specifi c needs of groups of particular young people. Though market forces may 
slowly improve the position of many young people, they cannot be relied upon to 
improve the lot of these excluded groups.

Combating exclusionCombating exclusion and promoting inclusion and promoting inclusion

Recommendations:

At least three distinctive groups of young people are more clearly socially 
excluded than others, even in the diffi cult and challenging social and eco-
nomic context of Armenia. These are young people with disabilities, refu-
gees and those who live in remote rural areas.

The international team heard repeatedly that the hope of social inclusion 
rested on improvements in the market economy. This is not a realistic prop-
osition or belief. The “market” cannot be seen as a value system and left to 
itself – this will inevitably produce even greater social polarisation. There 
has to be action and activity beyond the market: democracy, individuality, 
civil society, state intervention. A balanced social market economy has to 
be the aspiration, not unfettered capitalism, which will compound the 
exclusion of many. To promote social inclusion, there need to be strategies 
that are enabling, restricting and regulating – regional development plans 
that consider the needs of young people, especially those who are most 
marginalised. The whole concept of civil society is based on values that 
mediate and interplay between the public administration and the market. 
The market has to operate within a set of rules established by the state. The 
market is beyond trade.

The international team felt that Armenia needs to convene a high level 
debate that may help to demystify the “market” as some kind of sacred 
entity, and support the development of a strategy that may address the 
worst excesses of exclusion currently being experienced by some groups of 
young people.

Youth information

One of the main alternatives to a didactic approach to learning is for young people to 
“download”, digest and distil information for themselves. It is now a truism to speak 
of living in the “information age” and the “knowledge society”, but there are now 
numerous sources of information available beyond the family, school and church – 
through the mass media. The National Report (p. 126) acknowledges this fact:

The provision of a decent life for a young man (sic ) is impossible without the accessibility 
of information and communication. This is the main reason for top-listing information 
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among European and international standards of youth national report assessment. This 
chapter (6.3) of the report is dedicated to that issue. 

There are three issues here: the provision of information, the capacity of young 
people to access it and the skills of young people to make constructive use of it. In 
Armenia there are signifi cant obstacles at all three stages (National Report, p. 134). 
While in many countries the Internet is now almost taken for granted, over half of 
young people in Armenia say they do not have access to it (National Report, p. 64), 
and television remains the most widespread information source (National Report, 
p. 68). The international team also heard, from both experts and young people, 
that boys tended to make far greater use of the Internet. Even where girls had 
access to the Internet (through their schools, for example) they appeared not to be 
actively encouraged to learn how to make best use of it.

There are piecemeal efforts to improve the provision of information to young peo-
ple. The Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs has published a youth newspaper since 
2004 and the ministry has, since 2005, also operated its own website: www.youth-
policy.am (National Report, p. 18). At the start of 2006, there was the intention of 
broadcasting a youth television programme twice a month:

which will represent youth needs, tasks and expectations, will elucidate those youth 
public events, which are missed from main press, it will acquaint the passive part of 
youth with NGO’s life and assist the process of integration in international public life 
(National Report, p. 18).

The Armanian Young Lawyers Association (AYLA) has published and distributed 
leafl ets to raise awareness amongst young people of their legal rights (see National 
Report, p. 143). The planned youth centres in the regions (see above) will also sup-
port the dissemination of information of relevance and interest to young people, 
particularly as they will allow access to the Internet.

Youth informationYouth information

Recommendations:

There have been some questions raised about the objectivity and imparti-
ality of the media in Armenia (see International Helsinki Federation for 
Human Rights 2005, pp. 4-6. This notwithstanding, the international team 
welcomes the commitment by the Ministry of Sport and Youth Affairs to 
improve the volume and quality of youth information provision.

The international team believes that Armenia needs to consider reinforcing 
youth information strategy, possibly through the offi ces of a youth informa-
tion agency. There are models and concepts of youth information services 
– covering issues such as the ethics of youth information provision and the 
human support required.

Youth information is very closely connected to wider advice and guidance 
services, which are clearly required by young people in relation to employ-
ment, vocational direction, educational studies, mobility options, ICT train-
ing, health issues and business and enterprise development, for example.

Regional youth centres, which are ideal “satellites” for the delivery of a 
structured youth information service, are being set up, as well as training to 
ensure that information is appropriately channelled and young people are 
properly supported as they endeavour to make sense of it and act upon it. 
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Only if it is done in this way will such provision be perceived as transparent, 
reliable and trustworthy.

Multiculturalism and minorities

Armenia is a strongly homogeneous society. Though the Armenian diaspora consti-
tutes a minority in many other parts of the world, in Armenia itself there is almost 
no concept of a minority. The World Factbook (2005, using data from 2002) reports 
that the ethnic composition of Armenia is 93% Armenian, less than 1% Azeri (“as 
at the end of 1993, virtually all Azeris had emigrated from Armenia”), 2% Russian 
and 4% other,47 mostly Yezedi.48 The latter “have been living with the Armenian 
people, side by side, since remote times” (National Report, p. 82), but recently 
their population has declined because of emigration.

Thus, within Armenia, there is little point in speaking of multiculturalism49 and 
such talk, coupled with considerations of intercultural learning, relate more to 
potential new horizons for the region in the future.

Mobility and internationalism

The new horizons that are sometimes anticipated for Armenia and Armenians are 
unlikely to be achieved until a range of obstacles has been overcome. In relation to 
Azerbaijan and Turkey, these are long-standing political issues beyond the remit of 
this report, but they do obstruct the possibilities for engagement by young people 
in Armenia within the wider international context of youth development. Of course, 
many young Armenians secure their own personal development through mobility, 
supported in both material and emotional ways by relatives among the Armenian 
diaspora. Other young Armenians, regrettably, experience “internationalism” 
through the increasing prevalence of traffi cking, particularly of young women.

Many Armenians (some estimates suggest approaching one million people) have 
left Armenia for good since 1991, because of the serious social and economic prob-
lems. Young people constitute about 20% of these – possibly, therefore, up to 
200 000 individuals – with signifi cant consequences for marriage and family for-
mation, as well as broader demographics. Armenia, for other reasons as well, has 
a low fertility rate (1.32 children per woman) and therefore an ageing population. It 
has been referred to as a “cemetery country”. Yet, paradoxically, the long history of 
emigration from Armenia has contributed to its survival, for it has relied upon 
remittances from abroad, not just for supporting families but for economic renewal 
and development (investment and business enterprise). It is estimated that over 
US$1 billion enters the Armenian economy in this way each year.

Many more Armenians work abroad, particularly in current CIS and former Soviet 
countries such as Georgia, Belarus and Ukraine. The question of tax and social 

47. See National Report, p. 82.
48. See The World Factbook for more information about minorities in Armenia: https://www.cia.gov/cia/
publications/factbook/geos/am.html.
49. There is arguably, however, an urgent case for talking about the place of minorities in Armenian 
society. This was not an issue that was raised during the international visits, but it was advanced during 
the National Hearing, when a young person from the Polish minority asked the “international experts” how 
such minorities were perceived and treated in other countries and what was being done in those places to 
stem the tide of emigration. Illustrations of different approaches – in Norway, Cyprus, and South Korea – 
were given in response.
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insurance payments in those countries – and whether there should be remittances 
for Armenia to support future unemployment and pension payments to individuals 
who have worked there – is a continual issue for negotiation. Young Armenians 
also often say that, if they had the chance, they would leave the country as emi-
grants or migrants (mainly as a result of social and economic problems) in order to 
provide for their families and improve their living conditions. However, more severe 
border and visa restrictions and requirements have limited the possibilities of 
doing so legitimately, which has led to a sharp increase in illegal migration and the 
illegal transportation of migrants. This has taken place in parallel to the illegal traf-
fi cking of people, notably young women (National Report, pp. 148-150).

The issue of migration (both legal and illicit) and traffi cking is also a major focus of 
the State Youth Policy Strategy. Even prior to the acceptance of the youth strategy, 
the government of Armenia had taken legislative steps to comply with inter-
national standards in establishing the prevalence of traffi cking, carrying out pre-
ventative activities, as well as providing support and assistance to those affected.

The international team received competing perspectives about the issue of internal 
migration within Armenia. The National Report (p. 44) suggested that around 10% 
of young people have changed their place of residence in the past fi ve years. Some 
young people disputed that there was an automatic tendency for internal migration 
from the countryside to the cities; there was now some value in staying in the coun-
try. Though they may earn little money, there was the important support of the 
family and a growing commitment by the state to support regional development 
through regional youth centres, training programmes for the young unemployed (in 
traditional rural skills) and business support. Provision of cultural festivals and 
activities and increasing access to the Internet were also growing. Some student 
organisations and regional NGOs reported that the situation was no longer as 
bleak in the countryside, and that the pace of out-migration by young people was 
slowing down. There was now perhaps more optimism about the future than had 
existed just a few years ago.

Beyond work and studying abroad, there is the issue of Armenia’s connection with 
broader international (notably European) youth development activities, especially 
as Armenia is now a participant in the European Neighbourhood Policy of the 
European Union 2006-13. The Deputy Minister for Youth Affairs has been a very 
active participant in the work of the Council of Europe Directorate of Youth and 
Sport over the past few years. The European Voluntary Service (EVS) element of the 
EU Youth Programme (soon to be Youth in Action) now has a co-operation agree-
ment with the Caucasus. All these developments suggest that there is space for 
development for young people in Armenia, with relation to constructive mobility 
and international links.

Mobility and internationalismMobility and internationalism

Recommendations:

The international team believes that Armenian youth policy may benefi t sig-
nifi cantly from engaging more closely with the EU Youth in Action pro-
gramme and the European Neighbourhood Policy. The EU and the Council 
of Europe Directorate of Youth and Sport can serve as a bridge, combating 
the isolation of Armenia and opening up its intellectual and conceptual, if 
not (yet) its political and geographical, borders.
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The international team feels that Armenia should seek closer collaboration 
with the practical measures of the EU Youth in Action programme, which 
are already established in relation to the European Voluntary Service (EVS).

The Armenian diaspora may wish to consider mechanisms for supporting 
more communication, contacts and exchanges between Armenian young 
people and their counterparts in the wider Europe.

Equal opportunities

The State Youth Policy of RA must encompass a suffi cient number of resources, along-
side already existing entities, in order to implement an effective policy aiming at the 
provision of equal rights and opportunities for both men and women at the level of the 
younger generation (National Report, p. 133).

In 2004 the Armenian Government approved the 2004-10 national Action Plan on 
the Improvement of Women’s Situation and the Enhancement of their Role in 
Society:

The programme aims at meeting commitments and obligations defi ned by international 
documents and will foster provision of equal opportunities and equal rights for both men 
and women as a prerequisite for shaping a democratic and legal state and establishing a 
civic society (National Report, p. 130).

Formal communication with the international team constantly emphasised the 
commitment in Armenia to equal opportunities. The National Report (p. 131) men-
tions that “the traditions of equal involvement in elementary education go back to 
the 19th century”. It goes on, however, to indicate that a disproportionate number 
of men continue their studies to doctoral level.

The international team heard of a special gender project with eight different lines 
concerning different issues in employment and addressing seven different “vulner-
able” sub-groups of women. The international team also heard of equal access to 
education for people with disabilities, and that all organisational services were 
open to everyone, irrespective of religion, sexuality or ethnic group.

The day-to-day reality conveyed to the international team was, however, very differ-
ent. Irrespective of qualifi cations, there was still a strong expectation that women 
would leave the labour market and produce a family. The international team heard 
deep concerns expressed about traffi cking women. Conversely, there was little dis-
cussion on the subject of domestic violence. The team also did not hear any dis-
cussion of the rights of gay men and women, despite awareness of the damning 
indictment of Armenia’s treatment of homosexuals in a report by the International 
Helsinki Federation for Human Rights50 (2005). Although the disability NGO, 
PYUNIC, maintained that the state accepted the right of disabled people to social 
protection, the international team heard about widespread discrimination against 
people with disabilities in social and economic life.

As a result of this dissonance between offi cial rhetoric and “regulation” and 
reported reality, the international team concluded that Armenia remains some way 
distant from where it could or should be in relation to European standards and 

50. “Armenian legislation does not contain a single provision on discrimination based on or due to sexual 
orientation” (International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights 2005, p. 14).
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practices. There are, of course, always elements of such dissonance in most coun-
tries, but the gulf to be bridged in Armenia appears to be considerable.

Equal opportunitiesEqual opportunities

Recommendations:

Most countries now formally express their commitment to equal opportun-
ities by stating that people will not be discriminated against on the grounds 
of gender, race, disability, religious persuasion or sexual orientation. 
According to the Armenian Constitution, all forms of discrimination are pro-
hibited.

The international team had little direct contact with anyone who might con-
ceivably have had direct experience of unequal opportunities. Indeed, its 
meetings were almost exclusively with senior professionals who were 
clearly part of a privileged elite.

Evidence of discriminatory practices were, however, received secondhand 
through verbal reports or written documentation. This information was, 
nevertheless, suffi cient for the international team to have concerns about 
the prospects in Armenian society for young people who did not conform to 
mainstream, dominant characteristics in that society.51

51. Owing to considerable delay, for various reasons, in the scheduling of an international hearing for the 
Armenia youth policy review before the statutory bodies of the youth sector of the Council of Europe, it is 
important to register here two reports that have appeared since the production of the international review 
team’s international report in mid-June 2006.  First, there was the report of the European Commission 
against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) on Armenia (30 June 2006).  Second, there was the report by the 
Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights following his visit to Armenia on 7-11 October 2007.  
Both reports highlighted progress made in areas such as equality, women’s rights and the situation of 
minorities.
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Chapter 6: Supporting youth policy

The idea of youth policy remains a relatively new concept in Armenia (it is relatively 
new everywhere), but there is already a signifi cant core of advocates for more 
coherence and development. This includes the material and strategic support of 
the diaspora, through the pan-Armenian International Youth Centre Foundation 
and the All-Armenian Fund.52 It counts among its political supporters both the 
president and the prime minister, and more specifi cally the offi ce of the Deputy 
Minister for Youth Affairs (Ms Lilit Asatryan, at the time of the review) who had 
acquired a reputation across Europe for dynamic engagement with the youth po-
licy agenda. There is no reason to suppose that her successor as deputy minister, 
Mr Arthur Poghsyan, will not sustain the momentum for youth policy development 
in Armenia. Beyond the government, there are the international donor organisa-
tions which often have a specifi c interest in the needs of children and young peo-
ple, and the general NGOs and specifi c youth NGOs within Armenia that are 
endeavouring to develop specifi c services for young people. The youth NGOs 
receiving government support (through the Centre for Organising Events) are per-
ceived by some to be over-deferential to the political administration, but they are 
nevertheless active in supporting youth policy at the levels of both policy and prac-
tice. The point here is not to discuss the wider infrastructure that might play more 
of a part in Armenia’s youth policy (which, no doubt, would be a good thing), but 
to identify the key players and structures that are already doing so. This is, in the 
view of the international team, a very useful foundation on which to build.

There are, however, professional (rather than political) cornerstones, which help to 
sustain youth policy development: youth research, training and mechanisms for 
the dissemination of good practice.

Youth research

A page towards the beginning of the National Report (p. 22) is dedicated to empha-
sising the importance of having a research dimension to youth policy formulation 
and development. Nevertheless, the international team was told that, for many 
reasons, research-based understanding of young people in Armenia tends to be 
rather fragmented and sometimes of questionable reliability.

There are a number of signifi cant reports, but these have often been produced for 
international donor organisations or for specifi c purposes. The international team 
heard that “researchers are not very objective”, suggesting that too often reports 
were prepared to suit an agenda that was already in progress. “The numbers may 

52. The Armenian authorities underlined that there are no fi nances allocated from the diaspora through 
these above-mentioned funds for youth policy implementation. 
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get twisted”, it was suggested, in order to secure further funding for particular 
pieces of work.

Nevertheless, the view was that independent and more reliable youth researchers 
were gradually emerging, including those who were charged with producing the 
National Report. There was, however, a feeling that, even if youth research fi ndings 
had increasing credibility, they would not necessarily infl uence the policy debate, 
unless they were championed by members of the political elite. In some respects, 
this is not surprising (it is the case everywhere, to some extent), but the message 
was that the fragments of youth research that do exist (“nothing comprehensive, 
but it all contributes”, one individual said) are rather disconnected from the youth 
policy-making agenda and debate.

Youth researchYouth research

Recommendations:

Whatever the defi ciencies of their focus and fi ndings, there were 5 000 
Russian youth researchers in Soviet times. The international team passed a 
door in Yerevan saying “HAUK – Youth-Public Analytical Centre”, but sur-
prisingly never heard from them.

Studies of themes and issues concerning young people (such as HIV/Aids) 
appear to be segmented, often prepared in isolation in response to the 
needs and demands of international NGO priorities and activities.

The international team believes that there needs to be a negotiated but 
more systematic approach to youth studies, with – in time – a dedicated 
group of people studying the lifestyles and transitions of young people in 
Armenia. There is clearly a need for a sociology of youth – the model that 
exists in Slovenia would be worthy of exploration.

Training

The main training that has been carried out in Armenia on youth issues seems to 
have been done by a small group of individuals whose experience is through 
European networks (the Council of Europe, and the SALTO centres53). There is now 
a trainers’ pool in Armenia, and at least one Armenian youth trainer is a member of 
the Council of Europe’s trainers’ pool.

Once again, this is a foundation on which to build, but the next step is to consider 
the balance, range and content of training practice. However limited it may be, 
there is a risk that it will remain over-functional (focused on “how to” – method-
ology) rather than more thematic (focused on “what to” – key issues and objec-
tives). There is also a risk that training practice ends up hiding within its own proc-
ess – doing training for its own sake or because it is a way of securing fi nancial 
support. Finally, there were concerns expressed by the international team that 
newsletters and websites become the sole mechanism for distributing information 
and ideas. This can create an unhealthy dependency on these components, at the 
expense of others, such as the YMCA summer camp for children in the villages – 
which has much more chance of producing enterprise and leadership, as well as a 
multiplier effect on the children’s contemporaries who did not take part.

53. SALTO stands for Support, Advanced Learning and Training Opportunities. The SALTO centres are 
resource centres working on European priority areas within the youth fi eld.
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Training

Recommendations:

Training – from vocational skills and enterprise training to training for par-
ticipation in civil society – requires a balance of knowledge and under-
standing, some achieved through didactic learning and some through more 
active (non-formal learning) methodologies.

It is generally agreed that the latter is underdeveloped in Armenia, despite 
it being considered a central element of the current State Youth Policy 
Strategy.

For it to be effective and to have a demonstrable effect on young people 
across a range of issues and challenges in their lives, the provision of train-
ing in Armenia needs development and coherence. The international team 
feels that a training strategy needs to be established, one which can har-
ness and develop existing practice; otherwise, the more ad hoc and react-
ive approach that currently prevails will continue.

The dissemination of good practice

The international team witnessed or heard of many islands of good practice – the 
disability projects of PYUNIC, World Vision’s child assessment plan, the work of the 
Armenian Young Lawyers’ Association (AYLA) and the regional training by the 
YMCA. The question that always has to be asked is the extent to which knowledge 
about such programmes (their design, costs, methodologies, impact) is dissemin-
ated and discussed in a broader context. Can they be replicated and multiplied? 
What have been the main challenges and weaknesses around their delivery?

Too often, the team felt, programmes and projects take place in a climate of com-
petition and therefore some secrecy. Glossy brochures telling of unhindered suc-
cess (without going into too much detail!) are the order of the day. There is a reti-
cence about admitting diffi culties or sharing the bases of success. Where ideas are 
pulled together and shared, this seems to be a product of accidental contact, 
rather than a structured and systematic organisation. The international team heard 
very little about quality standards, external scrutiny or purposeful evaluation.

In June 2005, the very fi rst NGO market ever took place in Armenia, where NGOs 
literally “set out their stalls”. This was an important stepping stone in improving 
transparency in the work of NGOs and broadcasting what they believe they are 
doing best. It is perhaps a model to be replicated in the regions, possibly through 
the new regional youth centres that are being established.

The dissemination of good practiceThe dissemination of good practice

Recommendations:

The international team felt that there continues to be inadequate collabora-
tion and communication between organisations contributing to the youth 
policy framework in Armenia – whether thematically or geographically.

NGOs generally, and youth NGOs in particular, need platforms for debating 
and sharing good practice with each other and informing a wider public (not-
ably politicians and funders) of the successes and challenges in their work.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

One individual the team spoke to summarised a host of issues that were repeat-
edly expressed to the international team:

The Soviet Union collapsed and the huge industries were privatised. People couldn’t run 
these industries (because of supply chain problems) and things were made worse by the 
war and the ensuing blockade. Even when we do make a surplus there is no market, we 
can’t sell because of the blockade.

The people who run this country grew up in Soviet times and are still trapped in that 
mind-set. That is the problem. I think that young people are becoming more innovative 
and self-directing and ready for progress. Young people in Armenia are looking towards 
Europe with optimism, but things remain hard for them.

We need to think about our country in the 1920s. After the Ottoman Empire, Armenia 
joined the Soviet Union – we had an economy, industry and health. Armenia was a leader 
in the Soviet Union. Maybe it killed personal initiative, but young people with education 
knew they could get a job.

There is a mind-set and a collective memory – a history – in Armenia that must be 
taken seriously and cannot be overlooked. But there is also a contemporary con-
text – a modernity – in which young people express frustration about being unable 
to realise their aspirations and potential, signifi cantly because they cannot live in 
harmony with their neighbours.

At another meeting, the point was made to the international team that “we need to 
think hard about what kind of young people we want to have in Armenia and there-
fore should be considering what we should be doing for the children – because 
they will be the youth of the future”. This may seem almost a platitude, but it 
implicitly captures a tension that was witnessed repeatedly by the international 
team. Is youth policy about producing soldiers and mothers who can protect and 
sustain the identity and integrity of the Armenian nation? Or is youth policy about 
preparing young people who have enterprise and initiative so that they can play an 
equal and active part, both economically and through civil society, in an enlarging 
Europe?

This is a tension in youth policy, but it is a tension derived from the profound pres-
sures and challenges facing Armenia – between past and present, East and West, 
traditional and modern values, passivity and activity, acceptance and argument. 
There is also an Armenian context of offi cial politics and policies and an Armenian 
world of young people, with their specifi c dreams and aspirations. The key word 
that threads through all these dilemmas and tensions is “reconciliation”, and the 
key question is how might this be achieved? The international team heard from an 
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individual speaking on the subject of establishing civil society and engaging with 
the wider Europe:

It is always a question of values and ideas. In a globalising world, we need to fi nd our 
place as Armenians – to keep our culture and identity. I can’t say if we are an open or 
closed society, but I know we need to have a dialogue about values. Democracy can be 
developed in any country, but to establish civil society takes time. There is a problem of 
voluntary engagement by young people in the work of NGOs. Education is the critical 
thing – it affects everything. We have to think about what kind of education to provide, 
the liberal and democratic values to provide, so the youth can build the country. But we 
must not forget where we have come from and who we are.

I think the market makes itself, but not completely on its own. The market is also affected 
by the ideas that prevail in any society, and by the political and geographical conditions. 
We are still struggling to fi nd the right path.

The path for young people in Armenia has, until very recently (and one must not 
forget the recency of “modern” developments) been clearly mapped, guided and 
governed by family, school and state. It is now less clear, less certain and more 
risky – particularly for young people struggling to secure the basic essentials of 
life. For those young people, speaking of “spaces for creativity” and engaging in 
“non-formal” learning probably has something of a hollow ring. Both personal 
identity and prospective futures have become less fi xed and more precarious. No 
wonder the National Report suggests that many young Armenians remain deeply 
anxious about their futures.

There are, nonetheless, youth policy initiatives that must be attempted and devel-
oped: the promotion of participation, the provision of information, the securing of 
trust in offi cial procedures and institutions, the encouragement of enterprise and 
healthy lifestyles and effecting change in the structure and content of the general 
education curriculum. There are perhaps also other more “private” issues (such as 
sexuality and possibly disability), which are not yet acknowledged as “public” 
issues, which should be legitimate components of youth policy.

Even though Armenia has now endorsed its State Youth Policy Strategy, the debate 
on youth policy is in many ways just starting. It is a debate that needs to be taken 
beyond a political and professional inner circle, though this has driven policy and 
practice so far. It is a debate that needs to pull together the many strands of exist-
ing youth policy – which are currently being delivered by a disparate group of play-
ers – and to knock them into a more coherent and structured form, realisable with 
the resources that are currently or prospectively available. And it is a debate that 
needs to establish the desired balance and interaction between an affi rmative 
position, characteristic of traditional Armenia, and an anticipatory position relating 
to Armenia’s aspirations for the future.
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This international review of national youth policy in Armenia is the 13th in 
the series carried out since 1997 by the Youth Directorate of the Council of 
Europe. Like preceding reviews, it aims to fulfil three distinct objectives:

– to advise on national youth policy;

–  to identify components which might combine to form a harmonised 
approach to “youth policy” across Europe; and

–  to contribute to a learning process in relation to the development and 
implementation of youth policy.

This review proved especially challenging, as Armenia is the first CIS country 
to seek such a youth policy review. This report goes from the historical 
background through to the present day, presenting information collected by 
the international review team, along with its analyses and recommendations 
concerning the development, perspectives and challenges for the future of 
youth policy in Armenia.
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The Council of Europe has 47 member states, covering virtually the entire 
continent of Europe. It seeks to develop common democratic and legal prin-
ciples based on the European Convention on Human Rights and other refe-
rence texts on the protection of individuals. Ever since it was founded in 
1949, in the aftermath of the Second World War, the Council of Europe has 
symbolised reconciliation.
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