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Introduction

1. The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) is the representative body for voluntary youth
organisations in Ireland.’ NYCI represents the interests of young people and youth
organisations. NYClI's role is recognised in legislation (Youth Work Act) and as a Social
Partner. The NYCI aims through its member organisations and its representative role to
empower young people to participate in society as fulfilled confident individuals. The work
of the Youth Council is based on principles of equality, social justice and equal participation
for all. In achieving these aims the NYCI seeks the emergence of a society in which young

people are valued citizens who can make a meaningful contribution to their community.
Executive Summary

2. NYCI welcomes the establishment of the Convention on the Constitution and is delighted to
have the opportunity to make a written submission to the Convention. We note that the
Convention is focusing on extending to the voting age to 17, however, our submission will
put forward the arguments in favour of reducing the voting age to 16 which is consistent

with NYCI’s campaign Vote@16 and in line with other EU member states.

3. The submission makes 9 points to support the case for reducing the vote to 16 and 17 year
olds including; promoting political participation, generating greater interest in politics,
matching rights to responsibilities, putting youth issues on the political agenda and the

European experience.
Background

4. NYCI has advocated for many years for the reduction of the voting age to 16. Following
consultation with young people, the Youth Council launched a campaign entitled Vote@16 —

A New Age in Voting in 2009. The campaign was designed and delivered by young people
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and has been replicated throughout the EU. For further information on the campaign see

www.voteatl6.ie.

5. To date there has much debate in the public arena about the lack of interest in politics and
participation in democracy amongst young people in Ireland. Much political discourse has
referred to the existence of a ‘voter apathy’ prevalent among young people. The media and
many political commentators have suggested that low voter turn-out in elections and
referenda are a result of a lack of interest in politics, particularly amongst young people. We
refute the claim that young people are apathetic towards political decisions, which affect
them. On the contrary we contend that often many young people have a fervent interest in
political life. Many organisations including NYCI engaged in activities to encourage young
people to register to vote and vote in the last General Election. As a result the numbers of
young people aged 18-24 who voted in the 2011 General Election jumped from 50% in 2002
to 62% in 2011. This proves that if we support young people to engage in our democracy

they will respond.

6. NYCI strongly believes that the age at which an individual is eligible to exercise their vote
should be reduced from 18 to 16 years of age. In our view, lowering the voting age will

serve to motivate young people to vote and increase civic engagement and participation.

Why reduce the voting age to 16?

1. Generate Greater Interest

7. Ensuring that young people can vote at 16 years of age will generate interest and a greater
awareness of politics at an earlier age. Political awareness at a younger age may lead to
more political involvement and a greater connection between young people’s involvement

in a variety of political forums such as student councils and students’ union activism.
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8.

Ensuring that political interest is cultivated at an earlier age can only be a positive step. Such
civic, social and political engagement is an integral part of an individual’s personal and social
development. Like participation in extra-curricular activities outside the classroom such as
youth organisations, sport or debating, the right to vote at 16 years of age will serve to

empower younger people with the right to influence decisions that will affect their lives.

Since the introduction of vote at 16 in Austria, research® conducted on voting behaviour of
young voters aged 16 — 18 years of age revealed the following:
e Young people are interested in politics. Two thirds expressed interest in the election

campaign.

e Turnout of the young people 16-18 years is comparable with the total national

electorate.

e Young people of 16-18 years of age did not vote more radically than the adult

population but voted in a similar way.

2. Promote Political Participation

10.

Reducing the age of voter eligibility to 16 will serve as a kick-start in the promotion of
politics to young people and young people’s participation, awareness and cognisance of
political issues affecting them. It is true that young people learn about democracy and
active citizenship in school and in youth groups, however like learning to drive, the best way
to learn is to actually put the theory into practice and get behind the wheel. Likewise giving

young people the vote at 16 allows them to practice what they learn.

3
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11.

12.

13.

Voter participation needs to be encouraged and supported. Lowering the voter age will

serve to foster a greater political consciousness amongst young people.

The earlier we engage young people in democracy and politics the greater the chance that
we will promote and sustain a lifelong interest and commitment to voting and participation
in the democratic process.

At the moment there is a big problem with the voting registration system. In a survey we
carried out in 2009* up to 26% of young people aged 18-25 were not registered to vote. This
is partly due to the fact that at 18 the vast majority of young people are moving away from
home to college, training or work and they fall through the administrative cracks. The vast
majority of young people aged 16 are in school or training, so it would be very easy for local

authorities to put young people on the register.

3. Why Not?

14.

If a 16 year old can leave school, seek full-time employment, be liable for tax and obtain a
licence to drive a tractor, why then can they not be entrusted with the civic responsibility of
voting? The youth sections of the main political parties allow young people to join at either
15 or 16, therefore the political parties themselves recognise the capacity and importance

of engaging young people as early as possible.

4. Mature Enough!

15.

NYCI reject the argument that an electorate under the age of 18 years of age would not be
mature enough to make informed decisions on voting. The current age of majority in the
Republic of Ireland is 18 years of age. At 18 years of age, an individual can run for Local
Government, marry, serve on jury duty and vote in local, general and European elections.
However, there is not a considerable difference between an 18 year old and a 16 year old in

terms of mental capacity for thought and development. An individual at 16 years of age is

* NYCI, The Truth About Youth, 2009
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mature enough to inform themselves on issues affecting their lives and engage in the

political system through the electoral system.

5. The Demographic Factor

16.

17.

Demographic trends reveal that Ireland like the rest of Europe is aging. These demographics
have serious implications for the future political arena in Ireland. If greater measures (such
as reducing the voter age to 16) are not implemented to actively engage young people in
the political system at an earlier age, the consequences for democracy will be threatened by
the emergence of a Government and political representatives elected by a minority who are
unrepresentative. Such a situation would have profound implications for future generations
and would result in the emergence of a State, which is not accountable to the majority of its

citizens.

The ideal behind any democratic system of governance is to establish a Government, which
is representative of the electorate. When a large section of the population does not or
cannot take part in the democratic process, that process cannot claim to be fully

representative.

6. Young people are informed

18.

19.

Unlike previous generations, young people are much more informed as they undertake
courses at school such as the Civil, Social and Political Education course. Unlike previous
generations who may only have had access to local and national media, young people today
have access to the internet where they can get information and engage in discussions on

issues and politics.

As young people are taught about democracy and participation at school through courses
like the civil, social and political education course, they should also get a chance to practice

it through being able to vote.
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7. Putting Youth Issues on to the Political Agenda

20.

21.

Lowering the voting age to 16 would help to engage young people with democracy and
ensure their voice is heard. If the voting age was reduced to 16, more young people are
likely to participate and engage in party politics. Political parties would benefit from
younger recruits whose vibrancy and youth could greatly contribute to the formulation of

policies, which reflect the views of a large section of society.

The involvement of more young people in Irish politics would serve to introduce innovative
and fresh ideas to the policy-making table. It would also ensure issues affecting young
people specifically would gain more prominence on the political arena because the people
affected by those issues would be able to exercise their franchise to influence the policy-

making process.

8. Why 16 rather than 17?

22.

Although the Convention has been asked to consider a reduction of the voting age to 17,
the work of the Youth Council on this issue indicates that lowering the voting age to 16
would be preferable as it is at this age that young people gain many rights and
responsibilities in society (for example, they can leave school, seek full-time employment
and pay taxes). Moreover, at the age of 16 the majority of young people are in school,
studying subjects such as Civic, Social and Political Education (CSPE), and not solely
concentrating on the Leaving Certificate curriculum. We contend that the age of 16 is an

optimum time to introduce young people to the electoral system.

9. Consistency with our European Counterparts...

23.

There is a global and European momentum towards extending the right to vote to young

people at 16 and 17 vyears old. Austria has lowered the voting age for all elections to 16.
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24,

25.

Seven of the 16 states in Germany have lowered the voting age and a region in Switzerland
has introduced it. In Austria and Germany the voter turnout of young people aged 16 and
17 was equal to that of older age groups. Other countries such as the UK and Denmark are

also considering such a move.

Vote at 16 has been introduced in the Isle of Man, Jersey and Guernsey. There are proposals
for the impending referendum in Scotland on Scottish Independence in 2014 to extend the

vote to 16 and 17 year olds.

Furthermore there are proposals by the EU Parliament to allow young people across the EU

to vote in EU Parliamentary elections at the age of 16 and 17 years.

Conclusion

26.

27.

28.

In conclusion, it is important to consider that while many believe that the voting age has
always been 18, this is not the case. In most western democracies the voting age was
initially 21, in some cases higher. In the last 60 years it has been reduced to 18 in most
countries. In fact, 2013 is the fortieth anniversary of Ireland reducing the voting age from 21
to 18 in 1973. This proves that the voting age is not static, but something that changes as

our societies develop and mature.

The argument about maturity is fundamentally flawed and should not be considered
relevant to the debate. Young people are capable of making informed decisions and many

are as knowledgeable if not more informed than older individuals.

The argument that older people know what is best for young people and will vote
accordingly is reminiscent of the arguments made at the start of the twentieth century to
deny women their franchise. During this period when the suffragette movement was
campaigning for the right to vote, those opposed to the enfranchisement of women made

8

National Youth Council of Ireland, 3 Montague St, Dublin 2.
T: 014784122 E: info@nyci.ie
www.youth.ie www.voteat16.ie



29.

30.

the same arguments used by those opposed to reducing the voter age to 16 years of age.
Those opposed to women’s suffrage believed that women were less intelligent and less able

to make political decisions than men.

History has shown that the concerns of those opposed to the introduction of the women’s
franchise were not justified. Furthermore women have contributed significantly to politics

and democracies throughout the world.

There are many benefits that can be reaped by reducing the age for voting from 18 to 16
years of age. The arguments put forward suggesting that 16 year olds are too immature to
vote or that the cost of implementing such changes in legislation are outweighed by the
many benefits of implementing a reduced voter age. We have no doubt that reducing the
voter age would not only enhance democracy in society but would enrich political life and

ensure greater inclusion.
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Appendix:

NYCI Membership

MEMBERS

An Oige

BelongTo

Boys Brigade

Catholic Guides of Ireland

Catholic Youth Care

Church of Ireland Youth Department
Club4u

Dept. of Youth and Children’s Work of the Methodist Church in Ireland

ECO-UNESCO

EIL Intercultural Learning
Exchange House
Feachtas

Foroige

Girls’ Brigade Ireland
Girls’ Friendly Society
Involve

Irish Congress of Trade Unions (Youth Committee)

Irish Girl Guides

Irish Red Cross Youth

Irish Secondary Students Union
Junior Chamber Ireland

Macra na Feirme

National Association for Youth Drama

No Name Clubs

Ogra Chorcai (merged with Foroige in 2012)

Ogra Fianna Fail

Ogras

Order of Malta Cadets

Pavee Point Travellers Centre
Peace Corps Localise
Scouting Ireland

Spunout.ie

Voluntary Service International
YMCA Ireland

Young Christian Workers
Young Fine Gael

Young Irish Film Makers
Youth Work Ireland

AFFILIATE MEMBERS

Amnesty International

Enable Ireland

Irish Family Planning Association
Irish Deaf Youth Association
Irish Wheelchair Association
YWCA of Ireland

Irish Association of Youth Orchestras

Presbyterian Youth and Children’s Ministry
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