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Introduction

The Vatican Youth Symposium (VYS) 2025 convened to prompt participants to consider how youth can
envision and create a form of progress that, in the words of the late Pope Francis, is “healthier, more
human, more social, and more integral.” With the adoption of the Pact of the Future in 2024, the

international community recognized the role of youth and future generations as one of the five pillars of
building a sustainable future. In light of this, youth, currently comprising half of the world’s population,

must be placed at the forefront of the public deliberations shaping local, national, and international
policies.

As delegates of the VYS and supported by youth worldwide, we are guided by these principles and by
those of the late Pope Francis’ important encyclical on climate change that addresses ecology, climate
science, ethics, practical politics, and international relations, Laudato Si.

In this vein, we have outlined specific recommendations drawn from the themes discussed during the
VYS, such as education for sustainable development, sustainable cities and communities, human rights,
climate action, the role of innovation and entrepreneurship in building a sustainable future, and the
world in the post-2030 era.

Although these discussions took place with a reduced group of young leaders and sustainability experts,
we invite young people worldwide to endorse our recommendations and stand with us in accelerating
action towards sustainable development.

1. Promoting Education for Sustainable Development

Recommendation: We shall provide youth worldwide with access to quality education and equip
current and future generations with the skills, knowledge, and agency to thrive in a rapidly changing
world by integrating the SDGs into curricula, promoting digital and technological literacy, and
empowering educators through training, resources, and collaborative networks.

Considering that human capital is the most important form of capital in societies, education remains the
most effective tool for societal transformation. Yet, as the 2024/25 Global Education Monitoring (GEM)
Report evidences, there is still considerable progress to be made on this front. We recognize that
prioritizing universal access to education is a high-return investment for youth and future generations,
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serving as a key tool to advance sustainable development and address some of the most pressing
challenges of our time, including inequality, economic disparities, and climate change. We therefore
strongly recommend that stakeholders support the hundreds of millions of children being left behind in
order to give them access to quality education. A quality education that is inclusive and intersectional
and helps all students fulfill their potential.

We also underscore the importance of progressing Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). To
address this, we recommend equipping current and future generations by empowering their activism
with field and grassroots activities and tools, and by incorporating the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) into class curricula.

Moreover, in the current digital age, technological competencies have become a required skill set in the
workforce. Therefore, relevant stakeholders must ensure their workforce has adequate skills across all
education initiatives. Rising innovative technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (Al) shall also be
designed with consideration and care to prevent a greater digital divide, the gap between those with
access to technology, digital literacy, and the Internet, and those without. We shall also continue to raise
awareness on the importance of logic — the science of correct reasoning — and promote education in
critical thinking as we navigate the Al revolution. The workforce will undoubtedly undergo a
transformation, and young people are at risk of being uninformed, unprepared, and without agency to
shape the world they want to see. In this context, competencies such as adaptability, flexibility, and a
willingness to learn and engage with emerging tools stand out as core strengths for young people,
enabling them to navigate evolving environments and contribute effectively to innovation and change.

To this end, we have to appropriately train current and future generations. Teachers and educators are in
the position to bring change and build an equitable future, from the classroom to the policy level.
Providing educators with training, accessible resources, and other relevant opportunities — whether
formal or informal — is of foremost importance. Lastly, facilitating a supportive network and having
collaborative initiatives and partnerships can unlock the full potential of not only the students and
teachers but also the potential of other involved stakeholders to advance education and the educational
system towards sustainability.

2. Building Sustainable Cities and Communities

Recommendation: To build sustainable, inclusive, and resilient cities of the future, governments and
municipalities, private sector actors, and citizens shall collaborate efficiently to integrate nature-based
or environmentally friendly solutions, prioritize citizen participation, and invest in education and
locally-led innovation while ensuring no one and no place is left behind.

Today, half of the world’s population lives in cities. By 2050, that number will rise to 70%. These figures
underscore the importance of investing in cities, as only by building efficient, innovative, green, and
human-centered communities can we effectively meet the necessities of the world population and
achieve sustainable development.



Although cities have traditionally been seen as separate from or even in conflict with natural ecosystems,

the ongoing decline in biodiversity and wildlife makes it clear that nature must become an integral part

of urban environments. According to the IPBES Global Assessment Report (2019), around one million

species are at risk of extinction, many within decades, due to human activities. Nature-based solutions
(NbS) offer a powerful framework for sustainable urban development, supporting climate neutrality,
advancing social justice, and addressing key infrastructure, economic, and societal challenges. The
financial dimension of NbS is also critical, as securing investment is essential to move from concept to
large-scale implementation.

However, these efforts can only be sustained if city leaders and policymakers effectively engage citizens
in the decisions that will shape the present and future of our cities. In this context, politicians have a
duty to uphold the rights of current and future generations, well beyond the current electoral terms. We
call on local governments to foster active citizenship and engagement both through formal and informal
avenues of participation.

Meanwhile, private sector engagement is essential for building resilient cities. Actors should adopt and
scale risk management, climate adaptation, and social impact strategies that directly support vulnerable
communities. This includes investing in resilient infrastructure, innovative financing for nature-based
solutions, and partnerships that address systemic challenges such as housing, mobility, and disaster
preparedness. By aligning business practices with local sustainability goals, private actors should move
beyond Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) to become long-term partners in urban transformation.

As the population of cities continues to rise, the inclusion of all citizen groups is of utmost importance.
We need to invest in civic education, training, and mentorship at the local level for the citizens of today
and tomorrow. Those responsible for designing and shaping our cities — whether urban planners,
architects, mayors, or policymakers — must prioritize locally led solutions for global issues, which means
co-designing local-first policies. Multi-level governance then has a role to play. For example, national
governments collaborating and financing sub-national governments should be prioritized, recognizing
that cities are often the first responders to climate change and are uniquely positioned to co-design

context-specific solutions within communities. Ultimately, building the cities of tomorrow requires strong
partnerships, accessibility, and a shared vision for resilient, inclusive communities that leave no one
behind and no place behind.

3. Advancing Human Rights

Recommendation: To protect and uphold human rights globally, we reaffirm that marginalized
communities should be meaningfully integrated into the solutions, that regulation of rights should be
prioritized in all spaces, whether physical or virtual, and that long-term recovery strategies must be
integrated to build a peaceful and just society.
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As we witness democratic backsliding and rising geopolitical tensions, the outbreak of new and
prolonged conflicts, and deepening social injustices and inequalities, human rights remain more relevant
than ever. The SDGs play a key role in this effort, with 92% of the targets intrinsically linked to human
rights. Aligning global frameworks around these shared values is essential for achieving lasting progress

and peace. We therefore call for a renewed international commitment to human rights, dignity, and
mutual respect.

First, we reaffirm the principle of “leaving no one behind” by ensuring that those most affected by
injustice are actively involved in co-designing policies and programs that uphold their rights, guarantee
their seat at decision-making spaces, and are supported with the necessary resources to meaningfully
participate in high-level dialogues.

Women and girls, in particular, are among the most negatively impacted, and yet also play a critical role
in driving change. Their contributions, whether through female-led projects or other forms of direct

advocacy in policymaking spaces, continue to be underfunded. To solve this, women and girls’ leadership
has to be recognized and supported across all areas, through the provision of funding, visibility,
representation, protections, and resources, from the digital space to conflict zones and marginalized
communities.

Second, with the significant rise in technology and Al, digital spaces have become unregulated, widening
the digital divide. We recognize that Al is a tool, not a solution. Its impact, whether positive or negative,
depends on the use, regulation, and monitoring. Without a rights-based approach to its governance, we
risk Al aggravating current inequalities and injustices. We then support the idea that effective solutions
should be human-centered and can come from using Al to assist in scaling up efforts, processing data, or
improving access, as long as it's as effective as the data is built upon. We call to advocate for a human
rights-based approach to technological advancement that is inclusive, ethical, accessible, and
gender-sensitive, ensuring digital rights and privacy are respected and upheld accordingly.

Third, as global human rights violations and violent conflicts rise, the number of refugees and trafficked

persons continues to grow. Addressing these challenges requires stakeholders and countries to

champion peace-centered solutions. Our recommendation for the post-crisis phrase is that through
robust data gathering, the integration of socio-emotional skills and peace education into the school
curricula, the creation of safe spaces for dialogues, and meaningful engagement of youth-led grassroots
initiatives, we can contribute to healing and rebuilding affected communities while focusing on the
long-term recovery and reintegration of individuals.

To confront the issues undermining human dignity and prevent further escalation, we strongly
recommend adopting an intergenerational and cross-sectoral approach that effectively includes young
people. Through this approach, we can strengthen global peacekeeping initiatives, uphold justice, and
protect the rights of present and future generations.
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4. Aligning Goals for Climate Action

Recommendation: We ask stakeholders to design and implement urgent climate-forward solutions
that are inclusive of youth leadership, rooted in science-based research and results, and that bridge
cross-cultural partnerships by honoring the legacy and knowledge of all communities, including
indigenous groups.

We stand at a critical point in human history. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change (IPCC), the world has exceeded the 1.5°C global warming limit. Climate disasters have intensified,
displacing millions and threatening livelihoods worldwide. With almost a million species at risk of
extinction, biodiversity is rapidly declining. These challenges are not distant; they are immediate and
require urgent and coordinated action.

In the fight against climate change, raising awareness through science-based research and results plays a
central role in climate activism. No generation in history has had the kind of access to information that
the current young people of today have. Yet, we are also facing the greatest digital divide in history. For
this reason, we recommend using today’s technological tools to design and build sustainable strategies,
from driving decarbonization to advancing climate education and reshaping climate financing systems.

We also recognize that these solutions often emerge from open and constructive dialogues, where all
parties and stakeholders have the space to represent and present their perspectives and ideas. All
climate negotiations, such as the Conference of the Parties (COP), must put young people at the
forefront of the policy table, as they will be the most affected by the decisions being made.

Lastly, partnerships and collaboration are essential to the fight against climate change, bridging the gap
between countries, cultures, stakeholders, minorities, and other marginalized communities. It is crucial
to prioritize, respect, and integrate the ancestral knowledge of indigenous communities to safeguard and
prevent the degradation of vital ecosystems like the Amazon rainforest. As such, we call upon the
international community to support young people with the funding, platforms, resources, and
opportunities to collaborate with businesses, governments, and other international bodies.

5. Scaling Up Innovation and Entrepreneurship

Recommendation: We shall recognize the crucial role of businesses in sustainable development,
whether by supporting universities and academia as innovation labs and incubators or by directly
prioritizing investment in youth-led businesses and young entrepreneurs to harness the potential of
intersectoral, inclusive, and socially responsible partnerships.

Innovation can be a force for good, tackling pressing global challenges with creativity and determination.
Entrepreneurs, in turn, can become agents of change by harnessing technologies to meet unmet needs
and driving economic growth through scalable solutions. We recognize that businesses operate at the
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intersection of many spheres, from politics and economics to moral challenges, skills development, and
education. Therefore, the private sector must be an integral partner in sustainable development efforts,
given its incredible potential to support public institutions in building a sustainable future. Youth
entrepreneurs are especially critical, not merely as beneficiaries of these systems, but also as active
shapers.

Despite their potential, youth-led businesses and young entrepreneurs face persistent challenges,
particularly financial support. While funding is important, it is not the only part of the equation.
Governments, investors, and institutions must also invest in training, capacity-building, mentorship,
access to local and international opportunities, the development of soft skills, and building a strong,
effective, and supportive network. All of these can be harnessed through intersectoral partnerships,
whether through consortia or alliances that include investors, governments, peers, and other relevant
partners, where innovators can come together to align for their common goals and meet the need for
financial support.

Universities and academia also have a key role to play. Through initiatives like “Universities for Goal 13,”
we can foster entrepreneurial mindsets, teach relevant skills, and act as living innovation labs that
encourage experimentation and social impact. After all, academia and industry function as
complementary forces. While academia offers innovation and bold ideas, industry can provide technical
feasibility, practical experience, financial support, and any other type of investment.

Lastly, in light of the current global social context, the values of both companies and consumers are
playing an increasingly central role in shaping economic dynamics. It is no longer optional for innovation
and entrepreneurship to be aligned with the values of sustainable development, such as inclusion,
equity, and accessibility; it is a necessity. Therefore, innovation and entrepreneurship must place the
inclusion of underrepresented communities at their core to create a truly resilient and successful future.

6. Shaping the World Beyond 2030

Recommendation: We urge the international community to institutionalize youth participation in
governance and crisis response, systematically track progress on youth inclusion, and invest in both
financial and human capital to empower youth, while formalizing intergenerational learning that
enables them to access diplomatic and policymaking spaces and supports older generations in
adapting to evolving job market demands, fostering meaningful collaboration across generations that
creates mutual benefits for youth and institutions alike and accelerates long-term, systemic change.

2025 marks 10 years since the adoption of the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement. With only five
years remaining, we are nowhere near achieving the 17 SDGs. The world beyond 2030 will not simply be
an extension of today; it will be a product of the decisions we make now, and it will be defined by how
our young generations, who will be leading the decision-making seats tomorrow, choose to move
sustainable solutions forward.



Youth representation is often treated as an option rather than a necessity. As such, we call on the
international community to strengthen formal youth participation, integrating them in crisis responses,
and to incorporate mechanisms that hold governments accountable for meaningful youth engagement.
Tracking the metrics and data on the progress made in youth inclusion and governance can facilitate
accountability and transparency to build a more equitable post-2030 world.

Moreover, financing for sustainable development is one of the greatest challenges to driving meaningful
change. Investors must invite young people to the table and allow for capital flows to support long-term
solutions. At the same time, we recognize that human capital continues to be at the core of sustainable
development. Therefore, investing in human intelligence and critical thinking can guide us in
implementing solutions grounded in science-based evidence, ethics, and logic.

Finally, with the most diverse global community in history, effective multilateralism and collaboration are
vital to reaching our shared mission. We must create and promote spaces where youth can engage
directly with policymakers, government, and diplomacy. We also recognize the value and knowledge of
elder generations, so we support intergenerational allyship and education, one where youth can
observe, listen to, adhere to, and learn from the lessons of previous generations.

As we look ahead to the next five, 10, or more years, the role of young people and the value of
meaningful collaboration should not be underestimated, as they are essential to driving sustainable
development, fostering innovation, and shaping inclusive, resilient communities.

7. Conclusion

As the delegates of the Vatican Youth Symposium, convened by the Sustainable Development Solutions
Network Youth (SDSN Youth), we applaud the progress made to date. However, we acknowledge that
much more remains to be done by stakeholders across industries and sectors. Essential to this effort are
young people, whose meaningful participation must be ensured. They must be granted a seat at the
decision-making table to contribute their lived experiences, knowledge, expertise, and skills in shaping
inclusive and effective policies.

As a group of 72 attendees of young professionals and subject-matter experts, representing 38 countries,
we are deeply committed to advancing these priorities well beyond the discussions held in the Vatican
City in April 2025. Through our respective organizations and initiatives, we will continue to shape and
influence education and climate policies, promote sustainable and inclusive communities, champion
human rights, and leverage innovation and entrepreneurship as catalysts for change. We envision a
post-2030 world that is peaceful, just, and sustainable — not only as a shared aspiration but as a rightful
outcome for current and future generations, grounded in collective action and enduring commitment.
This is not just the future we want, but the future we deserve.
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