
Now, after Peter passed away on 29 May 2007, we have the 
sad duty to remember his extraordinary contribution to the 
development of a European youth sector. His impact on what 
we call today the triangle of Youth Work, Youth Research and 
Youth Policy and more particularly on the people who work 
and worked in this sector is immense. It’s up to all of us to 
carry forward his life’s work and testimony.

Peter joined the Council of 
Europe in 1972 as the fi rst 
tutor of the then newly-es-
tablished European Youth 
Centre in Strasbourg. In 
1985 he became Deputy Di-
rector of the Centre. From 
1995 to 1999, Peter was 
Executive Director and ins-
trumental in establishing 
the European Youth Cen-
tre Budapest, which be-
came the fi rst permanent 
service of the Council of 
Europe in a country of 
Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. Since 1999, he was 
Head of the Youth Depart-
ment and Deputy Director 
of Youth and Sport. Peter committed his whole career to the 
development of the Council of Europe youth sector and was 
instrumental in shaping youth policy, youth research, youth 
work and youth participation in Europe. 
For obvious reasons it is impossible to highlight all his contri-
butions and stages of life in a professional career that lasted 
more than 40 years. We would like to concentrate on the cur-
rent key priorities of the Directorate for Youth and Sport in 

the period 2006-2008 and show how clear it is to see where 
Peter has left his indispensable marks:
- Human rights education and intercultural dialogue 
- Youth participation and democratic citizenship 
- Social cohesion and inclusion of young people 
- Youth policy development

   Human rights 
education and 
intercultural 
dialogue 

When the European Youth 
Centre was created in Stras-
bourg in 1972 as a residenti-
al out-of-school educational 
establishment, one of the 
leading ideas was the ‘in-
tercultural learning labora-
tory’. The youth fi eld started 
to work with intercultural 
issues as part of their objec-
tive to foster youth mobility. 
At this time stakeholders in 
intercultural programmes 
agreed on an educational 

concept which aimed at creating and experiencing tolerance 
of ambiguity, solidarity, empathy and creativity. This was a 
combination of critical work on prejudice and cultural domi-
nance with values coming out of youth and community work. 
Peter, as a fi rst tutor in this time, established and designed 
the work priorities, the working methods and the programme 
in a pioneering way. But he did not only invest in the deve-
lopment of practice, he always stressed as well the political 
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When the editorial team of COYOTE magazine decided to dedicate an article to Peter Lauritzen 

on the occasion of his planned retirement in November 2007, we did not know that this would 

sadly become an obituary. The original idea for this article was to look back at his professio-

nal career and particularly to the last 10 years when the Partnership between the Council of 

Europe and the European Commission was one of his many priority areas.



dimension of the work in the Centre, emphasising the need to 
live and work with basic values and convictions. Thus, within 
the Council of Europe intercultural dialogue and intercultural 
learning were embedded in a universal discourse on Human 
Rights on the one hand and a very specifi c discourse on the 
Council of Europe’s core values on the other. 

This approach generated the “all different – all equal” cam-
paign against racism, anti-Semitism, xenophobia and intole-
rance in the nineties and is at the origin of the recent new 
campaign on “Diversity, Human Rights and Participation”. It 
also governs the Human Rights Education Programme and 
the COMPASS process, which must be seen as a success story 
as such. Consequently Peter focused his energies to a large 
extent on crisis regions where he saw the strongest need for 
intercultural dialogue and human rights education, be it in 
the beginning in Eastern and Central Europe (and his engage-
ment in building up the European Youth Centre in Budapest), 
be it in South Eastern Europe and the Balkan region or in the 
cooperation within the EuroMed region. 

But Peter saw also the risk of overloading the intercultural 
issue: in a Council of Europe internal text he stressed that 
“many confl icts in the world are simply rooted in political 
interests, social injustice and economic power. However, 
challenges like understanding the globalisation process, buil-
ding the enlarged Europe and opening a promising future for 
children and young people require intercultural competence, 
which should become part of the school curriculum and of 
youth and community work in the future. What has been des-
cribed for the youth fi eld is just as valid for other sectors of the 
house – promoting the intercultural issues into a value and 
knowledge-based understanding of the Europe we live in”.   

Youth participation 
and democratic citizenship 

The promotion of youth participation and democratic citi-
zenship is one of the corner stones of the work of the Council 
of Europe in the youth fi eld. In this context, particular value 
is attached to encouraging and educating young people to fur-

ther participating in public life. It was Peter who paid constant 
attention to relevant research on this subject, showing that 
young people are highly positive toward democracy as a form 
of government, but are increasingly critical towards the way 
its institutions work, declining participation in elections and 
membership of political parties. 

Peter encouraged his colleagues and partners in the Council 
of Europe’s youth sector to actively engage in the develop-
ment of policy tools and educational and training activities 
with particular focus on: specifi c democracy related issues 
such as participation in local and regional life; the role of 
non-governmental youth organisations as a place for learning 
and practicing democracy; participation in democratic insti-
tutions and processes and access of young people to decision-
making. The Council of Europe European Youth Campaign on 
diversity, human rights and participation, which was strongly 
promoted by Peter, is just one example of Europe-wide activi-
ties aimed at promoting active participation of young people 
in further building democracy. 

Last but not least the unique co-management system in the 
Council of Europe must be mentioned: Peter was a commit-
ted advocate of putting the issue of participation into practice 
in this way, often likening the position of the European Youth 
Centre in Strasbourg to the idea of putting a youth club in a 
ministry. He accompanied various periods and modifi cations 
of this system and played an active role in protecting it and 
developing it further. Today it is an exemplary model for pro-
moting participation and partnership in democratic institu-
tions since it shares decision-making powers equally between 
representatives of governments and youth organisations.  

Social cohesion 
and inclusion of young people 

It was Peters’ deep conviction that it is impossible to build 
a Europe of Social Cohesion, which is one of the Council of 
Europe’s main goals, without integrating into the mainstream 
society so-called deprived urban areas, which exist in many 
municipalities in the member states. Poverty, marginalisation 
and social exclusion in such areas he saw as a clear violation 
of human rights of the people living there, as they experience 
negative effects on their life chances as a result of the sim-
ple fact that they live in those neighbourhoods. Especially for 
children and young people, growing up in such circumstan-
ces means a lack of development chances and limited parti-
cipation in the society right from the start; which represents 
a blatant discrimination. Therefore he believed that a major 
strategy for fi ghting against exclusion and discrimination was 
to foster identity, cultural diversity and citizenship.

In his speech “The social city as a space for citizenship in hu-
man rights education for young people” on the occasion of the 
conference ““Children and Youth policies in Europe – a chan-
ce for disadvantaged neighbourhoods” 2005 in Berlin, Peter 
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underlined that the most fascinating challenge in Europe is 
its incredible cultural diversity and - as a consequence – the 
various identities of its citizens. He saw Europe as a source of 
enjoyment and rejoicing, but also a potential for stereotypes, 
prejudices, misunderstandings, intolerance and racism. 

His crucial question was how such a big European organisa-
tion as the Council of Europe, with such a wide mandate can 
reach out to citizens in Europe? How can it reach out to young 
people? Is there any chance that this organisation could make 
a useful contribution to young people in urban areas? Does 
it have any relevance to the concept of the ‘social city’? His 
answer to these question was simple: 

“For us, in the Council of Europe, working with young peo-
ple on items such as citizenship and identity in a changing 
world means, paradoxically, to go local. In a second step it 
means to confront what makes up our own identity – Human 
Rights, Democracy, the Rule of Law – with the concrete life 
circumstances of young people 
and to show how relevant these 
concepts are to living a decent 
life. In a third step it means to 
develop youth policies and to see 
to it that these are closely connec-
ted to youth and community work 
practice. Without opening the big 
chapter of what youth policies are 
about in Europe I would like to 
point to the triangle of ‘personal 
development – employment – citizenship’. By proving the re-
levance of working with young people, of empowering them 
and by including them into the running of public affairs youth 
and community work is a key area exactly for better employ-
ment prospects and active citizenship”.

Youth policy development 

It is only about 20 years ago that the Council of Europe star-
ted to focus more strongly than before on youth policy deve-
lopment and on supporting youth policy in member states in 
order to create the conditions necessary for an effective par-
ticipation of young people in society and for ensuring their 
well-being and social inclusion. The fi rst Ministerial confer-
ence 1990 in Lisbon stressed the need for more research on 
youth issues and the 1995 informal Youth Minister meeting in 
Luxemburg decided to start Youth Policy Reviews in member 
states. Since then in total fourteen reviews and in addition 
(since 2002) eight youth policy advisory missions were car-
ried out. 

Peter did not only administer these activities; he developed 
their conceptual framework and participated actively in most 
of them. Thus, the reviews and advisory missions contributed 
to better understand what youth policy is about in Europe. 
In his speech in the Luxemburg EU Presidency conference 
“Organising Dialogues between youth fi eld actors through 

networking and trans-sectoral co-operation” in 2005 he un-
derlined that the event was “the fruit of a long historical pro-
cess of ever-increasing co-operation between research, civil 
society and public authorities in the area of European level 
youth policy”. He recalled that at the very beginning of Eu-
ropean cooperation in the youth fi eld there was not much or 
even no cooperation between research and policy or research 
and youth work practice. 

It was also the result of Peter’s efforts when the third summit 
of Heads of State and Government of the Council of Europe 
in Warsaw 2005 adopted an action plan in which “developing 
youth co-operation” played a prominent role. According to the 
plan, a youth perspective will be integrated in all Council of 
Europe activities and its unique position in the youth fi eld will 
be further developed. It was for the fi rst time that the summit 
had given such a degree of attention to the youth fi eld.

Peter was dreaming of a Council of Europe framework conven-
tion on youth policies and a White 
Paper process at the Council of 
Europe, complementary to the 
White Paper on Youth in the Euro-
pean Union. This would bring the 
triangle of researchers, NGO’s and 
governments together in order to 
prepare for the future of this sec-
tor in the Council of Europe. To-
day, his vision produces fruit and 
we are quite advanced: the Council 

of Europe is going to draft the “Agenda 2020”, a document 
which will pave the way for the organisation’s youth policy in 
the next decade. 

When defi ning youth work and youth policy Peter saw as a 
main objective the provision of opportunities for young peo-
ple to shape their own futures. Thus youth work is a summary 
expression for activities with and for young people of a social, 
cultural, educational or political nature; it also includes sports 
and services for young people. In this understanding youth 
work belongs to the domain of ‘out-of-school education’, to 
culture and to the domain of social inclusion and welfare. It 
aims towards the personal and social emancipation of young 
people from exploitation and dependency. According to this 
defi nition Peter aimed at mainstreaming youth in all Council 
of Europe activities and giving a youth dimension an impor-
tance in the whole range of Council of Europe activities. This 
applies particularly when looking at the core values of the 
organisation, Human Rights, democracy and rule of law, but 
also to social cohesion, intercultural dialogue and civil society 
development. However, he also saw the risk when mainstrea-
ming youth to foster the marginalisation of the youth sector 
in the organisation. For this reason he strongly insisted on 
the unity and cohesion of all youth activities, from education 
to the European Youth Foundation, from mobility schemes to 
study sessions, from campaign activities to joint programmes 
with partners such as the European Commission.
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Peter saw as a main 
objective the provision 

of opportunities for 
young people to shape 

their own futures.
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Final remarks

Many more items could be highlighted and many more areas 
could be tackled to which Peter contributed in an extraordina-
ry way: the whole area of recognition of non-formal learning, 
the dimension of quality in youth work and of indicators to 
measure such quality, the tendency of professionalisation of 
youth work(ers), the specifi cities and needs in regions such as 
South Eastern Europe, Eastern Europe and in EuroMed, the 
Third Sector development…….. also his contribution to the 
Youth Partnership between the European Commission and 
the Council of Europe could be another story as such: situated 
between critical scepticism, full backing and alignment. 

It remains to carry on his legacies, his visions and challen-
ges, his historical memory and sociological thinking, his 
ability to anticipate needs and trends, his independency in 
the way of thinking, his institutional scepticism with regard 
to goals, strategies and methods. By reinforcing networks 
and dialogues he contributed to overcome the different tri-
bes, as he called the various groups in the youth sector (and 
beyond), and to create real partnerships and friendship. 

When we opened up a special tribute section to Peter on the 
Partnership web site, contributions fl owed in from the diffe-
rent corners of Europe and even from Brazil. He has been a 
reference for youth work across Europe and gave his imprint 
to intercultural youth programmes, European youth workers 
training, non-formal education and needs-based youth poli-
cies, as it was expressed in one of the condolences. Others voi-
ced that, over many years, we have all appreciated his warm 

and generous personality and respected his solid professional 
competence. His forceful intellect, analytic strength, sense 
of humour and his dedication to the promotion of a plura-
list, participative and culturally diverse Europe was and will 
remain an example and guideline for many. As one tribute 
stated: he was an inspirer and a challenger. Peter Lauritzen’s 
legacy for European youth work, youth policy and non-formal 
education represents both a cherished value and a great res-
ponsibility for us.
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