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We, the members of the Future Generations Initiative, are pleased to greet you 
as the first European Commissioner responsible for Intergenerational Fairness. 
We have been campaigning for the establishment of this role and now we are eager 
to collaborate with you to make sure that decisions taken today do no harm to future 
generations.

The European Union has demonstrated leadership in advancing intergenerational 
fairness, which reached a milestone at the UN Summit of the Future and resulted in the 
establishment of a UN Special Envoy for Future Generations.

Today, you have the opportunity to develop a comprehensive European framework 
for safeguarding the interests of Future Generations. An entire ecosystem of partners are 
available to collaborate with you on this historic mission.

The law of the EU provides fundamental building blocks, so does international law. 
Across the continent you will find many allies, experts, examples and knowledge that 
may contribute to the work you’ve been entrusted with.

There is a clear cross-party alliance in the European Parliament that would support 
your efforts. A bold vision for Future Generations would strengthen international 
partnerships, would have an impact beyond the borders of the Union and would resonate 
well with many of the member states that are currently developing their own legislation 
for Future Generations.

We strongly believe that Intergenerational Fairness is one of the most consequential 
elements in your portfolio. The EU has sufficient competence to legislate and implement 
a strong agenda that may have a lasting impact beyond the five years of this political 
cycle. In your hands it is the opportunity to redefine how the EU looks at its own future. 
You can count on our support and collaboration for this mission. 

Future Generations Initiative
Yours sincerely,

Dear Mr Micallef



4

European Union law 
in protection of Future 
Generations

Solidarity between generations is enshrined 
in our Treaties and the decisions we take 
today have long-term consequences for the 
next generations to come. The EU already 
has the legal foundations for protecting 
Future Generations, while important court 
decisions guide the legislators in their work.

What does it mean to “make decisions with future 
generations in mind”?

There are several rules of primary EU legislation that would justify a strong and effective 
protection to the long-term interests of future generations in the exercise of EU powers.
 
Several of the fundamental aims of the Union refer to the protection of future generations 
indirectly. Article 3 of “Treaty on the European Union (TEU)” includes:

•	 sustainable development,
•	 solidarity between generations,
•	 the protection of the rights of the child,
•	 the prohibition of discrimination based on age.

All these goals include concern for future generations, and therefore clearly posit the 
protection of their interests among the objectives towards which the EU ought to exercise 
its existing powers.
 
Furthermore, the Charter of EU Fundamental Rights acknowledges that the rights 
guaranteed “entail responsibilities and duties with regard to … future generations.” 
The Charter is binding upon EU institutions and guarantees several rights, such as the 
right to life, respect for family life, and the rights of children, all of which are relevant in 
the context of protecting the needs of future generations.
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Finally, there are existing and emerging general principles of EU law that may also pose 
an autonomous obligation for the EU to protect the needs of future generations. These are:

1.	 the precautionary principle
2.	 prohibition of discrimination based on age
3.	 the principle of intergenerational equity
 
The precautionary principle has already been confirmed to be a general principle of EU 
law that is not confined to environmental policy but applies to all segments of EU law. 
This is an important normative tool that allows taking action to prevent potential future 
harm. A strong reading of the principle even poses an obligation for EU institutions to 
take protective action against future risks.
 
The prohibition of age-based discrimination is also an established general principle 
of EU law. One of the prohibited grounds of discrimination is that of based on age. 
Measures with discriminatory impacts are also prohibited.
 
A growing body of scientific evidence clearly shows that if our generation fails to halt 
global warming or the collapse of thriving ecosystems, currently living children and later 
birth cohorts of EU citizens will have to endure unprecedented and significantly harsher 
climate conditions during their lifetimes than what has been experienced by previous 
generations in the EU. In other words, the EU has an obligation not to adopt legislation 
that generates such discriminative, disparate climate impacts for minor or future 
EU citizens.
 
Finally, future generations are now protected in some forms in more than half of the 
constitutions of the Member States, including Belgium, Estonia, France, Germany, 
Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, 
and Sweden. Even in those Member States, where the constitution is silent on future 
generations, such as in the Netherlands, domestic courts nevertheless do refer to future 
generations and protect their interests in their judgments.
 
All these suggest that the idea of protecting future generations is also becoming a part 
of the common constitutional traditions of Member States, which may mean that it is 
also emerging as a general principle of EU law, which would then create a standalone 
obligation for the EU to protect future generations in the exercise of its powers. 

How do important court decisions interpret Future 
Generations?

Domestic and international courts are increasingly stepping in to protect future 
generations, in and outside Europe, typically in environmental and climate lawsuits.
 
In April 2024, the European Court of Human Rights decision in the KlimaSeniorinnen 
case unequivocally established that future generations are at a ‘distinct representational 
disadvantage’ for being unable to speak for themselves and represent their interests at the 
negotiating table. Since future generations are likely to bear an increasingly severe burden 
of the consequences of present failures and omissions, the idea of ‘inter-generational 
burden-sharing’ assumes particular importance. This means that the current generation 
should “avoid [placing] a disproportionate burden on future generations”.
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In more and more cases, domestic courts inject a longer-term view into daily policy-
making processes, which traditionally focus on the short-term gains to protect present 
and future generations against extreme harms and risks that are foreseeable:

•	 As the Dutch Supreme Court held in the Urgenda case, not fighting against climate 
change ambitiously enough will cause extremely harmful climate impacts, which 
violate human rights even if some of the adverse climate impacts will materialize 
only from a few decades from now.

•	 In the Neubauer case, the German Federal Constitutional Court stressed that the 
present generation cannot unilaterally offload the mitigation burden onto future 
generations by delaying climate action, as this would limit the whole spectrum of 
freedom rights of citizens in the future.

•	 The European Court of Human Rights in the KlimaSeniorinnen case unequivocally 
established that protection against adverse climate impacts is a human right under 
the European Convention on Human Rights.

 
Courts also require a fair balance to be struck between competing interests and stress 
that the legislatures have an obligation to duly protect the long-term interests in day-to-
day policy and law-making:
 
•	 With the words of the German court in Neubauer, the legislature has a special 

duty of care towards future generations. This also means that present generations 
should “treat the natural foundations of life with such a care to leave them 
in such condition that future generations are not forced to engage in radical 
abstinence.” 

•	 Similarly, the French Council of State found that “the legislature must ensure that 
the choices made to meet the needs of the present do not compromise the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs, while preserving their 
freedom of choice in this respect.”

•	 As a Belgian court reasoned in the Klimaatzaak case, exposing future generations 
to the risk of major climate disruptions rendering part of the State’s territory 
uninhabitable clearly outweighs the burden of taking more ambitious measures in 
the present.

•	 In Hungary, the protection of future generations entails an obligation for the 
legislature to duly consider the interests of future generations with equal 
weight when balancing them against the short-term interests of present-day 
stakeholders. This also means in the judicial practice that decisions made in the 
present must not create harmful path dependencies for future generations.

 
At the same time, the protection of future generations goes 
beyond the urgent task of fighting climate change. It arguably 
extends to enacting safeguards against systemic, long-term 
risks, such as those posed by the planetary crisis in a broader 
sense, pandemics, or the threat posed to democracies by 
for instance the irresponsible use of emerging technologies. 
Courts have already afforded protection to the environmental 

interests of future generations. In the Neubauer case, the German court explicitly found 
that present generations must preserve the natural foundations of life for future 
generations.
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Necessary legislative steps in the EU

Today, there are no binding provisions in EU law that would realize the aims of the 
solidarity between generations and sustainable development or would give effect to a 
strong conception of the precautionary principle. 

Therefore, a clear and shared political and legal commitment is needed on the part of EU 
institutions to commit the EU to a future-conscious course of action. We must ensure 
that the basic interests of future generations are not neglected or arbitrarily undermined, 
but are duly considered and safeguarded by EU legislation.
 
In order to create such safeguards for the rights of future generations and the corresponding 
obligations on the part of EU institutions, we need the following steps:

•	 First, EU institutions need to agree on the basic definitions of future generations 
and their interests, needs and rights, by drawing on the common constitutional 
traditions of EU Member States and relevant judicial practice.

•	 Second, the EU should adopt a clear action plan to ensure that our present-day 
decisions do not cause harm to future generations. Relevant harm may encompass 
lasting, significant and irreversible adverse impacts on the essential interests of 
future generations. We must ensure that our generation does not unilaterally 
impose disproportionate burden on future generations and commit later 
generations into harmful lock-ins or damaging path-dependencies.

•	 Third, the EU should create procedures ensuring taking a longer-term view in EU 
decision-making processes. EU institutions should clarify in a binding document 
the different tasks and procedures through which they will consider and avoid 
creating longer-term adverse impacts in their legislative measures.

•	 Fourth, as children and members of youth are important actors in voicing 
intergenerational concerns, due to their temporal proximity, the EU needs procedures 
and safeguards to ensure that their perspectives are heard and taken into account.

Author: Katalin Sulyok, Chief Legal Advisor 
to the Ombudsman for Future Generations in 
Hungary
The Ombudsman for Future Generations is 
a legal watchdog office in Hungary primarily 
responsible for issues of environmental law and 
sustainable development.
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Intergenerational 
Fairness affords a 
historic opportunity 
to build an innovative 
approach to achieving 
intergenerational 
equity

A Historic Opportunity: The appointment of a European Union Commissioner for 
Intergenerational Fairness affords a historic opportunity to build an innovative approach 
to achieving intergenerational equity through the integration of future generations thinking 
combining a normative framework with a pragmatic plan of action. This augurs well for 
the European Union (EU) to lead the way in this arena and to inform and guide processes, 
not merely in the region but also at the multilateral level in line with the outcome of the 
UN Summit of the Future in September 2024.
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Background: Developments from the Multilateral to the EU
 
The appointment of a UN Envoy on Future Generations was included as a key 
recommendation in the UN Secretary Generals Our Common Agenda Report 2021, 
and was a result traceable to paragraph 86 of the Future We Want Rio+20 outcome 
document 2012, calling upon the UNSG to produce a report on ‘the need for promoting 
intergenerational solidarity for the achievement of sustainable development, taking into 
account the needs of future generations,’.

Subsequent to a series of high-level consultations by the UNSG which ended in May 
2013, the World Future Council (WFC) in partnership with UN Environment Programme 
convened a Global Conference on Implementing Intergenerational Equity: Bringing 
Future Perspectives to the Status Quo in July 2013 in Geneva, which brought together 
over 50 leading experts and policy makers, including from EU Member States (Hungary), 
on this subject. The results from this Conference fed into the UNSG led processes 
contributing to the production of the report, ‘Intergenerational Solidarity and the needs 
of future generations‘ in August 2013. This Report then gave rise to a series of high-level 
political events and conferences, ultimately leading to the UN SGs Our Common Agenda 
Report, 2021.

Intergenerational Equity and Future Generations within 
International Law

The subject of intergenerational equity and future generations have been considered 
generally under international law. Specifically within principles of international 
environmental law, going back to the Stockholm Conference on the Environment in 1972 
and several multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) beginning in recent times with 
the (Principle 3), Rio Declarations of 1992. 

One of the pioneers of bridging customary principles to strengthen international law 
on intergenerational equity and consideration for future generations is Judge C.G. 
Weeramantry, former Vice-President, International Court of Justice, and founding 
Councilor, WFC, whose celebrated Opinions in the Illegality of the threat or use of the 
Nuclear Weapons (damage caused to future generations) and the Gabchikovo-Nagymoros 
Project cases before the ICJ are of particular importance here. The latter expanded the 
concept of sustainable development to embody key principles of international law ahead 
of it being agreed by the International Law Association in 2002 (New Delhi Principles). 
The discussion within international human rights law could be said to be more recent, 
with examples such as the Rights of the Child, Right to a Healthy Environment (see, 
General Comment (GC) 26, Convention on the Rights of the Child, 2023), Right to Life, 
(See, GC 36, ICCPR) and other related developments. 

In May 2024, the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS), delivering a 
historic Advisory Opinion, dealt briefly with the notions of equity, in terms of ‘the principle 
of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light 
of different national circumstances.,’ within the provisions of the UNFCCC, the Paris 
Agreements and the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea.
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In December, the International Court of Justice, the highest court in the UN, will begin 
proceedings on the Obligations of States in respect to Climate Change, which is expected 
to provide clarity on the application of these legal principles, within a broader ambit of 
public international law, including specific consideration on the impact climate change 
has on current and future generations. 

Further development within the human rights law arena can be seen with the juristic work 
on the Maastricht Principles on the Human Rights of Future Generations, which clearly 
articulates that ‘future generations are those generations that do not yet exist but will 
exist and who will inherit the Earth and include persons, groups and peoples’ (Article 1), 
and a similar reference is made within the UN Pact for the Future (Section on Youth and 
Future Generations, page 23).

EU ‘Values’ and a new EU Strategy for 
Intergenerational Fairness   

In the normative approach these efforts connect well with Articles 
3.1, 3.3 and 3.5 of the Treaty on the EU (TEU), which captures 
‘well-being of its peoples’ ‘solidarity between generations’ and 
‘sustainable development of the Earth’, ‘ strict observance and the 
development of international law’. The pragmatic application may 

be drawn up through a high-level, inclusive and consultative process toward drafting the 
EU Strategy for Intergenerational Fairness. 

To operationalise intergenerational fairness, the EU could adopt the WFC’s seven 
principles for future-just law-making. These principles provide a roadmap for ensuring 
that legislative and policy decisions are sustainable, equitable, and inclusive of future 
stakeholders.

UNSGs Our Common Agenda Report 2021 and 
the EU leadership at the UN Summit of the 
Future 2024

The UNSGs Our Common Agenda Report captures, especially Policy 
Brief One, on Think and Act for Future Generations, key aspects of the 
advocacy efforts of the WFC within the multilateral system. This paved 
the way for the convening of the UN Summit of the Future in 2024 and its 
outcome document, the Pact of the Future which includes the Declaration 
on Future Generations.

It is of significance to note and acknowledge, the leadership provided by the respected 
Delegation from the EU during the long consultation period and during the UN Summit 
of the Future which led to a favourable outcome document. The Delegation ensured that 
there was a consistent engagement on topics connected with intergenerational equity, 
sustainable development, trust building within the multilateral system and respect and 
adherence to international law throughout the processes. 



11

Also, key aspects of the UN Summit of the Future were led by respective Members of 
the EU, including Germany, (Co-Chair of the UN Summit of the Future), Netherlands 
(Co-Chair, Declaration on Future Generations) and Sweden (Co-Chair, Global Digital 
Compact).  

The Declaration on Future Generations comprises of ten Guiding Principles, twelve 
Commitments and nine Actions. The approach followed here is terms of needs and 
interests of future generations and assessment of policies (para 28), inclusive cooperation 
with civil society, academia, science and policy making communities (29) and promoting 
an organizational culture (31) could be highlighted. Further, last October, at the Hamburg 
Sustainability Conference, it was announced that a UN envoy on Future generations (32) 
is to be appointed by the UN Secretary General. The EU Commissioner’s work here will 
be of great value to furtherance of these objectives.

Malta’s leadership and legacy of pioneering 
international law and intergenerational 
equity

It augurs well that, the EU Commissioner for Intergenerational Fairness 
is also from Malta. The Maltese Government and people have had a 
tremendous track record of championing causes for intergenerational 
equity and future generations thinking including two outstanding 
examples in initiating and strategically chairing of the Conferences 

leading to the adoption of the UN Law of the Sea Convention or the Constitution for the 
Oceans in the 70s and tabling one of the very first UN General Assembly Resolutions 
related to Climate Change as far back as 1988, which is considered as the initial efforts 
at putting the climate change issue on the UN Agenda.  

*Implementation of Agenda 21, as agreed upon by UN Member States at the Rio ‘Earth’ Summit in 1992. 
**The World Future Council has been advocating for the inclusion of future generations thinking and governance innovation, including through 
the appointment of Ombudspersons, Guardians, Envoys on Future Generations at all levels of Governance since its inception in 2007. 

Author: Neshan Gunasekera, councillor of the World Future Council
The World Future Council consists of world-leading change makers drawn from all 
parts of our Earth to bring expertise, knowledge and innovation to raise the voice of 
future generations in decision-making processes at all levels of governance.
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Finland: Parliamentary 
Committee for the Future

The Finnish Committee for the Future operates 
as a unique parliamentary body combining 
democratic oversight with strategic foresight. 
Established permanently in 2000, the committee 
utilizes futures research methodology, expert 
networks, and innovative public engagement 
approaches. Its 17 members meet twice weekly 
in closed sessions to discuss Finland’s future.
The committee’s unique position stems from its 
autonomy within the Finnish parliamentary system. With the same standing as other 
permanent committees, it sets its own agenda, controls its research budget, and 
maintains direct dialogue with the Prime Minister. This independence ensures long-term 
perspectives are integrated into legislative processes.
The committee has significantly influenced Finnish governance, acting as a bridge 
between government, parliament, and civil society. Its work has shaped government 
programs, and many of its members have risen to ministerial positions.

1.	 The Committee prepares materials and reports for Parliament on future-related 
issues, including formal responses to the government’s “Future Report” which is 
submitted once every 4-year election period by the Prime Minister’s Office.

2.	 It makes submissions to other parliamentary standing committees on future-related 
matters within their jurisdictions, serving as an internal consulting body on long-
term implications of policies.

3.	 It sets its research agenda independently (except for the government’s Future 
Report), with control over its research budget and the freedom to choose which 
issues to investigate.

4.	 Conducts research and assessments related to future development factors, 
development models, and technological developments, including the power to 
establish research networks with universities and maintain a pool of professor-level 
experts.

5.	 Function as Parliament’s official body for assessing technological development and 
its societal impacts, with the right to organize regional meetings, public forums, and 
employ modern engagement methods like crowdsourcing and social media.

Guardians of Future 
Generations in Europe 
and Beyond
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Germany: Council for Sustainable Development

The German Council for Sustainable 
Development (RNE) is an independent 
body advising the Federal Government on 
sustainability policy. It was established in 
2001 and comprises 15 members from civil 
society, business, science, and politics. The 
Council undertakes its own projects to promote 
practical sustainability and fosters dialogue 
to drive policy and societal change. Major 
achievements of RNE include the German 
Sustainability Code, policy recommendations 
on sustainability, climate action, the circular 
economy, and fiscal sustainability. It also fosters 
nationwide sustainability networks (RENN), 
engages in strategic dialogues with city mayors, 
and promotes sustainable business practices.

1.	 The RNE contributes to the development, implementation, and monitoring of the 
German Sustainability Strategy, aligning it with the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

2.	 Provides advice to the German government on sustainability matters, including 
responding to inquiries from the State Secretary Committee for Sustainable 
Development.

3.	 It raises awareness about sustainability in society and the economy, promotes the 
integration of such principles into various sectors and fosters societal dialogue.

4.	 The RNE advocates for international cooperation on sustainability issues, 
contributing to global efforts to achieve the SDGs.

5.	 Participates in inter-ministerial transformation teams, which prepare the work of the 
State Secretary Committee for Sustainable Development. These teams focus on 
various transformation areas outlined in the German Sustainability Strategy.

6.	 The RNE publishes recommendations and reports on various sustainability issues, 
such as climate policy, biodiversity, and social cohesion.
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Malta: Guardian of Future Generations

The Guardian for Future Generations in Malta, established under the Sustainable 
Development Act (Cap. 521), represents an institutional approach to protecting 
intergenerational interests through a chairperson and four members appointed by the 
Prime Minister after Opposition consultation. While having significant consultative and 
advisory powers, including information access rights and the ability to review impact 
assessments, its authority is primarily moral and persuasive rather than binding.

The Guardian’s effectiveness stems from its ability to influence public opinion and 
policy through advocacy and dialogue, working alongside the Sustainable Development 
Network to foster national discussion on sustainability. Recent youth surveys highlighting 
widespread environmental concerns (93% believing Malta’s environment is deteriorating) 
underscore the importance of this institutional voice, though its impact is limited by its 
primarily advisory nature. The Guardian of Future Generations has the following rights:

1.	 Request and receive information from any government department or public entity 
related to sustainable development matters.

2.	 To be consulted on major policy decisions affecting sustainable development and 
to review environmental and social impact assessments.

3.	 Organize public consultations and facilitate dialogue between stakeholders on 
sustainability issues.

4.	 Publish reports and recommendations to inform public debate and policy-making.
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Hungary: Ombudsman for Future Generations

The Hungarian Ombudsman for Future Generations possesses significant constitutional 
and legal tools to protect environmental interests and the rights of future generations. 
Operating under the Office of the Commissioner for Fundamental Rights, the Ombudsman 
can initiate investigations based on complaints or ex officio, propose constitutional 
reviews of legislation, and intervene in environmental administrative court cases. They 
have broad powers to examine both national and local legislative actions, monitor policy 
developments, and access relevant documents to ensure that environmental protections 
and future generations’ interests are not compromised.

The Ombudsman’s impact is particularly notable through its role in strengthening the 
constitutional connection between environmental protection and fundamental rights. 
Since its establishment in 2007, the office has consistently called upon the State to fulfill 
its environmental obligations, leading to the 2011 constitutional recognition of natural 
resources, biodiversity, and cultural assets as part of the nation’s common heritage.

1.	 As a watchdog, the Future Generations representative examines citizens’ 
environmental legal complaints and concludes them in a joint report co-signed by 
the Commissioner. 

2.	 It launches ex-officio investigations through the Commissioner to explore systemic 
problems, which could result in legislative proposals, general opinions or public 
statements.

3.	 It initiates constitutional scrutiny of acts before the Constitutional Court and scrutiny 
of local Municipality’s acts before the Supreme Court for alleged infringements. 
Intervenes in court proceedings in environmental decisions.

4.	 Acts as a permanent invitee in the work of the National Council for Sustainable 
Development, of the National Environmental Protection Council and has the right 
to be heard at the different committees of the Parliament.

5.	 Articulates the most urgent steps for implementation of environmental and human 
health related SDGs, including proposing national indicators.
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Wales: Commissioner for Future Generations

The Future Generations Commissioner for Wales was established under the Well-being 
of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 to promote a holistic and integrated approach 
to governance in Wales. This act is the first legal implementation of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals globally. The Commissioner encourages public bodies to address 
the interconnectedness of social, economic, environmental, and cultural issues and to 
collaborate toward a sustainable and prosperous future for all generations. This work 
involves conducting reviews, analyzing data, and engaging with stakeholders to assess 
progress, identify challenges, and drive meaningful actions that support a fair and 
sustainable future for Wales. 

1.	 The Commissioner offers support to public bodies in implementing the Act and 
embedding its principles in their work.

2.	 The Commissioner produces regular reports on the state of well-being in Wales and 
the progress being made towards achieving the well-being goals. These reports 
hold public bodies accountable and inform policy decisions.

3.	 The Commissioner conducts in-depth assessments of specific policies, programs, 
or initiatives undertaken by public bodies.

4.	 The Commissioner utilizes data from various sources, including government 
statistics, academic research, and public consultations, to understand trends and 
inform their work.

5.	 The Commissioner actively engages with a wide range of stakeholders, including 
communities, businesses, academics, and public sector organisations, to gather 
perspectives and build consensus.

6.	 The Commissioner could challenge a proposed development project that prioritizes 
short-term economic gains over long-term environmental sustainability, advocating 
for alternative approaches that balance both.

Authors: Enikő Fehéreková ecology officer, Béla Kuslits senior ecology officer
Jesuit European Social Centre advocates for social and environmental 
justice in the European political structures. JESC is a coordinator of the EU 
Future Generations Initiative.
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Children, youth, and future generations share intertwined but distinct political interests 
reflecting their respective stages of life and their participation in democracy. 

All of them share a vested interest in the future where their interests and rights, including 
to health, physical integrity and - intrinsically linked - a clean, healthy and sustainable 
environment, are respected and not jeopardised. Indeed, according to the Maastricht 
Principles children and youth ‘occupy a proximate position to future generations’ and 
‘their rights to be heard and other participatory rights must be respected, including when 
advocating for human rights on behalf of themselves and future generations’. As such, all 
generations share priorities of environmental justice, social justice, access to resources, 
and well-functioning healthcare, education and welfare systems.

Children, Youth and 
Future Generations

Who are they?
Children, youth and future generations are distinct rights holders and yet, many decision-
makers often put them under the same category. Although children and youth are closest 
in time to generations still to come, the lack of clear understanding of how they differ 
may lead to ineffective and inappropriate selection of participation mechanisms unfit to 
represent their interests and perspectives. So how can we define children, youth and 
future generations?

Children - Children are defined in the very first article of the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child as every human being below the age of eighteen years. 

Youth - Youth is typically defined as individuals aged 15-29 by the European Commission, 
with some programmes extending it to 35 years old as the maximum limit. The Council 
of Europe put forward a slightly different definition by considering youth as individuals 
aged between 13 and 30. 

Future Generations - Future generations are considered to be ‘those generations that 
do not yet exist but will exist and will inherit the Earth’ according to the The Maastricht 
Principles on the Human Rights of Future Generations. Although in some political debates 
‘future generations’ is used to encompass also children and youth, the term should not 
be extended beyond the generations who are not yet born. 

Political Interests: Overlaps and Differences
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However, children, youth, and future generations differ in their immediate political 
interests. 

•	 Children have immediate political interests primarily in issues that secure their well-
being and rights in the online and offline environments. They are concerned about 
discrimination and social exclusion, about bullying, protection against harm and 
protection of their mental health, access to quality education and jobs, as well as 
concerns about climate change and their right to be heard.

•	 Youth’s interests are more typically focused on their transition to autonomy, including 
access to education, fair employment opportunities, housing, and mechanisms for 
political engagement. 

•	 Future generations, while unable to participate directly in political systems, 
have a legitimate interest in maintaining freedoms enshrined by the European 
Charter of Fundamental Rights, which is linked to the ‘path dependencies’ — or 
irreversible decisions — we create. This perspective extends beyond environmental 
concerns to areas like technology, health, and democracy, reflecting the principle 
of intergenerational equity, which seeks to protect future generations from 
intergenerational discrimination.
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Moreover, children, youth, and future generations differ in their ability to participate in 
the political systems. 

•	 Children generally do not have the right to vote 
to express their preferences on political decisions 
and elect their representatives. They lack formal 
political power, but their rights to be heard on 
issues that concern them are enshrined in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (art. 12,13, 
15 and 17).  They rely on specific structures for 
child participation to be heard in decision making. 

•	 The majority of youth have voting rights, yet their 
access to decision-making processes is often limited, and where possible mostly 
facilitated by youth representative bodies or youth organisations. 

•	 Future generations rely entirely on present institutions and decision-makers to 
account for their interests, as well as existing structures (in countries where such 
exist) designed to represent them in the political system, such as ombudspersons 
or trusteeships. 

•	 For these reasons, the three groups need different mechanisms of political 
participation.

Best practice examples

The EU Children’s Participation Platform works to ensure that children’s voices are 
heard in decisions that affect their lives, in line with Article 24 of the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The Platform 
enables children under 18 to engage with policymakers through online and offline 
consultations and direct dialogues. The platform empowers children to contribute to 
shaping EU policies and protecting their rights as citizens.

The Youth Climate and Sustainability Round Tables are a space for regular, structured 
and meaningful dialogue between youth and EU decision makers. A key feature of 
this platform is the follow-up mechanism: the EU Youth Round Tables ensure young 
people’s demands are considered by requiring the European Commission to provide 
a written response to policy proposals submitted by youth representatives after each 
event. The EU Youth Round Tables take place twice a year and are hosted by the EESC 
in cooperation with the European Youth Forum, Generation Climate Europe and the 
European Commission.

Another example of meaningful engagement of children and youth in policy making 
at the national and local levels is the citizens’ assemblies, a form of deliberative 
democracy in which members of the public are randomly selected by democratic lottery 
to come together to address an often divisive or polarising issue, such as the climate 
crisis. In recent years, some of these assemblies have involved children and young 
people showing that involving all generations in this process holds significant potential 
for creatively and meaningfully addressing the climate crisis.



20

Various best practice examples on meaningful representation of future generations 
have been developed around the world. Given the fact that Future Generations 
themselves cannot speak to express their interests, their participation is usually ensured 
with a combination of strategic foresight and citizen participation. Scientific studies and 
existing examples show that current citizens - when tasked with representation of future 
generations - are willing to take a different perspective and express the perspective of 
their descendants with responsibility. ‘The Wales We Want’ consultation process, which 
led to the landmark Well-being of Future Generations Act in Wales, serves as an 
important example of these methodologies. This inclusive process brought together 
citizens, civil society organizations, local governments, and academia. The consultation 
achieved two crucial outcomes: it provided valuable content and democratic legitimacy 
to the representation of future generations, while also creating a widely supported 
policy framework. This broad support proved essential for successful implementation, 
particularly given the ‘soft’ rights granted to the Wales Commissioner for Future 
Generations. While the EU faces the challenge of scaling up such consultation efforts 
across an entire continent, the Welsh example demonstrates that investing in citizen 
engagement leads to smoother implementation and more valued outcomes.

Author: Agata Meysner, president of Generation Climate Europe 
Generation Climate Europe is the largest coalition of youth-led networks on 
climate and environmental issues at the European level.

Contributors: Suzanne Astic, Policy and Advocacy Adviser on Children’s 
Rights and Chemicals and Isabelle Kolebinov, Policy and Advocacy 
Coordinator at CRIN
Child Rights International (CRIN) is a creative human rights organisation 
focused on children’s rights.

Contributor: Tove Kjellander, Senior advisor child participation at Save the 
Children Europe.
Save the Children is the world’s first and leading independent children’s 
organisation – transforming lives and the future we share.
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1 Basic definitions

As Article 3 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) states, the EU is committed to 
solidarity between generations, yet before any serious action, a few basic concepts 
need to be defined: Who are future generations? What are their interests?

We do not raise these questions in a vacuum: there is a strong European constitutional 
tradition for the protection of future generations, the UN has recently adopted the 
Declaration of Future Generations, and numerous court decisions have developed the 
interpretation of the concept. Yet it is necessary to have explicit definitions in EU law as well.

The Future Generations Initiative suggests that an interinstitutional agreement on the 
rights of future generations would be an appropriate step to negotiate interpretations 
among EU institutions. Additional important sources for this work are the Maastricht 
Principles on the Human Rights of Future Generations and the 7 Principles for Future-
Just Lawmaking by the World Future Council.

2 What is intergenerational fairness?

Fairness towards future generations is not straightforward to define. We do not know 
the context in which they will be living, nor do we know their motivations. However we 
envision the future, our predictions are likely to be inaccurate. Nevertheless, there are 
many challenges for future generations that we can already identify, with climate change 
being perhaps the most evident example.

We can conceptualize fairness between generations using the German Constitutional 
Court’s argument in the Neubauer case: one generation must not be allowed to 
unilaterally transfer the burden of mitigating or adapting to a known challenge onto 
future generations. While this argument was initially formulated in a climate case, it can 
serve as a universal principle and be operationalized across various contexts.

3 The role of foresight: when should we act for Future 
Generations?

Strategic foresight serves as a crucial analytical framework for addressing the interests 
of future generations. This methodology enables policymakers to identify emerging threats 
of serious concern by evaluating three fundamental criteria: whether a development may 
cause a lasting, significant and irreversible decline in the well-being of future generations.

A workplan for Future 
Generations
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Beyond threat identification, strategic foresight provides essential tools for developing 
robust policy frameworks and institutional procedures necessary to implement long-
term vision. Its systematic approach helps bridge the gap between current decision-
making and future impacts, enabling policymakers to better understand and account for 
long-term consequences. Moreover, strategic foresight enhances the quality of public 
consultations on issues affecting future generations by providing structured methods for 
incorporating long-term perspectives into current deliberative processes and facilitating 
meaningful stakeholder engagement across temporal boundaries.

Strategic foresight methodologies should be incorporated into the mandatory elements 
of the Impact Assessment procedure through an update of the Better Regulation 
Guidelines. This integration would enable systematic evaluation of legislative proposals’ 
potential impacts on future generations. The assessment should explicitly consider 
the three fundamental criteria: lasting, significant, and irreversible effects on future 
generations’ well-being. Such an approach would align with existing impact assessment 
frameworks while strengthening the EU’s capacity to identify and address long-term 
intergenerational implications of proposed legislation.

4 Public participation for Future Generations: is it 
possible?

As the Maastricht Principles state, “Children and youth are closest in time to generations 
still to come and thus occupy a unique position, and have an important role to play, within 
this transition to long-term, multigenerational thinking. Accordingly, their perspectives 
and participation in decision-making with respect to long-term and intergenerational 
risks must be accorded special weight.”

The EU Youth Policy Dialogues and the EU Youth Check therefore present valuable 
opportunities to establish foundational working methods for considering future 
generations. When given the opportunity to express their concerns freely, young people 
frequently raise issues regarding their long-term future. However, research demonstrates 
that concern for and willingness to act on behalf of the future are not limited to youth. 
When public participation processes are designed with explicit long-term perspectives 
and appropriate methodologies, members of current generations typically demonstrate 
strong engagement and contribute substantively to the discourse.
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The Future 
Generations Initiative

www.fitforfuturegenerations.eu
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