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Dear Members, Alumni and Stakeholders, 

It is with great pride and joy that this Board mandate commences the long awaited
celebration for our 50th Anniversary. In 1975, student organisations from across
Europe met and set the foundations of what is now our brilliant network, the
Organisation Bureau of European School Student Unions (OBESSU). Since then, and
thanks only to the unmeasurable amount of work, dedication and activism of our
membership, representatives, volunteers and staff, have we been able to focus on
our mission - defending school students’ rights.

Fifty years onwards, our society once again stands at a turning point. We were
founded at a time of high political tension, and still today polarisation and division
fuel most of the global political landscape we encounter on a daily basis. Yet, the
student movement has persevered, and it now has more value than ever before. We
mustn’t allow hatred and polarisation to separate us. We must continue to fight for
quality education, focusing on global citizenship and peace education, and to create
an engaging, meaningful society for all, particularly youth voices together.

While we have all the right to take this joyous moment and celebrate, there is much
still to be done. In fifty more years from now, we want to see meaningful change. We
want a world centred on the voice of students, and one based in an engaging and
revitalised lifelong learning education system; a world where all students have the
opportunity to achieve their full potential. 

OBESSU Board 2023-2025
Gaia Florence Ramon Reis, Albert Janssens, Andrew Victory, Alessandro Di Miceli, 
Nathan Weber.

MESSAGE FROM THE BOARD
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MESSAGE FROM THE SECRETARY GENERAL
Many things changed between 1975 and today. But one didn’t: the bold vision with
which OBESSU was created and continues to transform itself and the world around
us. A bold vision: to unite and empower school students across Europe to take
charge of their education, their rights, and their futures. In the decades since, we
have grown from a small amount of mainly Nordic School Student Unions into a
formidable network, bringing together school student unions from across the
continent, speaking with one voice in the fight for equality, access, and justice in
education. 

When I think of OBESSU I think of school student rights, but I also think of civil rights,
of solidarity, of a global vision of change and community that starts schools and
reaches global forums, passing through national strikes, negotiation tables at
ministries, conferences and hearings within institutions. Yes, but what has OBESSU
achieved? When people think of OBESSU, they may think of our campaigns, our key
role in policy changes at National level and our victories at European level, or our
powerful conferences and events. But what they fail to look at, and what I want to
celebrate today, is what is behind every landmark victory that we have achieved: the
countless invisible accomplishments that are equally significant.

It is the quiet work of building solidarity between school students in different
countries, a sense of shared purpose, and creating a supportive space where young
people feel safe and heard. It is the tireless advocacy that takes place in policy
meetings, in negotiations, and behind closed doors—often without headlines but
always with a lasting impact, even if that means just one extra word in a policy text.
It is the many lives impacted by school student activism and its mindset for life. It is
in these invisible victories that our strength truly lies. We have built more than an
organisation. We have created a community of change where every student can feel
empowered to contribute, to challenge the status quo, and to imagine a better, more
inclusive future. This community does not just survive through the leadership of a
few—it thrives through the collective energy, dedication, and passion of many.

As we celebrate our 50th anniversary, I want to acknowledge every person who gave
even just one hour of their time to student activism, every member organisation,
every International Officer, Participant, Board Member, Secretariat Member, and every
partner and every institution that has contributed to our mission. Each one of you has
been an architect of this change.  
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Together, we have built not just a platform for student voices, but a bullet-proof
movement for justice in education and beyond.

Clearly, our work is far from finished. New challenges arise with every minute that
goes by, but OBESSU’s mission remains constant: to ensure that every student’s
voice is heard and that education is a right, not a privilege. Our mission for the next
50 years is to continue to reinvent ourselves and school student activism, to truly
change the world we live in.

Here’s to 50 years of (in)visible achievements and to the countless ones ahead.

Giuseppina Tucci
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1970S: THE BEGINNING OF OBESSU
During the seventies, there were very few active national organisations of school
students unions. The national organisations of Ireland (IUSS), the United Kingdom
(NUSS), Norway (NGS) and Switzerland (VSM) decided to organise a seminar on
school issues in April 1975 in Dublin, Ireland. In this seminar, apart from the
organisers, other member organisations from France, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and
Norway took part. This conference was a mere excuse to debate the creation of a
European project that would bring together school students and their unions.

“The annual conference of 1975 was probably the largest annual conference IUSS has
had. (..) There were delegations from all over the country, delegations from schools in
Dublin. There were proper debates, 95% of which concerned educational and school

student matters.”
Anthony Collins, Secretary General 1977-1984

After two days of discussion there was a decision to found an organisation bureau
whose task would be to prepare a pan-European organisation of school student
unions, called the Organising Bureau of European School Student Unions. In the
conference, the Statutes of the organisation were also approved (a simple two-page
document) and there was a definition of priorities regarding the following years.

The Statutes created a very light working system for the organisation, with a Bureau
that would politically guide the organisation, a Secretary General that would be an ex
officio from the Bureau and no concrete membership system. It also stated that the
organisations themselves would sit in the Bureau and not individuals. In the first two
Bureaus there were three stable organisations (IUSS from Ireland, NUSS from the
United Kingdom and VSM from Switzerland). The second Bureau, elected in April
1979 in another conference in Dublin, would have members from Norway and
Sweden, just like the first one, but this time they would be different organisations
from each of these countries.

For the first years, it was also decided that IUSS (Ireland) would host the
headquarters of OBESSU and that the Secretary General of OBESSU would be the
Secretary General of the Irish organisation. The first two Secretary General of
OBESSU came from IUSS: Tony Kinsella (1975-1976) and Anthony Collins (1977-
1984). With a very loose structure, the organisation was at the time highly dependent
on the Secretary-General in all its activity, from projects and logistics to policy
priorities.
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“I met Anthony Collins once, maybe in 1984 or before that, but essentially in those
days OBESSU was a very light organisation, the office was practically in the pocket and

the home of the Secretary General.”
Roger Hallhag, Secretary General 1984-1986

The main priorities of the organisation during those first years were access to
education, democracy and participation. Many social issues were also tackled in that
time, such as the fight against discrimination in education, linguistic discrimination
and discrimination based on race and social background. OBESSU held seminars on
several different topics (such as youth participation or youth unemployment) and
brought together representatives from different countries, even from countries which
were not yet a part of the organisation. These conferences were also used as an
excuse for the Bureau to convene, as there were no other occasions or financial
means to allow it to happen at any other separate time.

External events which gathered students and student unions representatives,
promoted by other organisations, would also be used as a networking and meeting
opportunity. An historical event, for instance, was the 11th World Festival of Youth
and Students, organised in Havana, Cuba in the Summer of 1978, with almost 20,000
young people and where many OBESSU members were present. Despite all the
logistical problems at the time, several bilateral meetings happened in Cuba that
Summer and an application to the European Youth Foundation (EYF) was put
together. This grant would be approved, and it would be the first time that OBESSU
had financial support from the EYF.

As a whole or through its members, OBESSU was also taking an active part in several
other youth organisations. A clear example of that would be Anthony Collins who,
from 1979 to 1981, would combine his work as Secretary General of OBESSU with his
election to be Vice-President of the Council of European National Youth Committees.



1980S: CONSOLIDATING THE NETWORK
During the first years, there was a rapid growth of OBESSU. The rest of the Nordic
countries joined the organisation (such as Finland and Iceland), as well as other
organisations from Austria, Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg and West
Germany. 

“The main focus was to support new organisations and organise activities where it
was possible to share ideas. (...). In Sweden and in the Nordic countries, those kinds
of organisations, like school student unions, had done things to deepen democracy. A
lot of people were very impressed with our congresses and annual meetings because

we were really skilled in practical democracy.”
Malvin Karlsson, Secretary General 1986-1989

There was still some resistance towards OBESSU, namely from the organisations
connected with the “Communist Bloc” and with the Young Communist League (YCL),
with organisations like the French UNCAL, the Danish DGS and the Finnish STL being
very much connected with their national Communist parties. Still, in 1982, also the
French join the organisation with Union National Étudiens Lycéens (UNCAL).

Also in 1982, after a lot of cooperation with the Council of Europe (CoE), namely
through the European Youth Foundation and the European Youth Centre of
Strasbourg, OBESSU was granted an observer status within the CoE, after a positive
opinion from the Secretary General and an approval by the Parliamentary Assembly.

“Within the framework of the Council of Europe's activities and programmes, our
participation was not only welcomed but also encouraged. We didn’t have a permanent
secretariat yet and were operating primarily through the infrastructure provided by the

European Youth Centre in Strasbourg. As time went on, we worked towards
establishing more professional structures, and our activities gradually expanded

beyond the Council of Europe’s scope.”
Thomas Schiess, Board Member 1990-1993

In 1984, OBESSU organised a seminar on school student solidarity campaigns. After
that, some of the member organisations in the Nordic countries came together to
organise a joint initiative under the programme “Operation Day’s Work”.
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This consisted in a fundraising for education of refugees from South Africa, in
cooperation with the African National Congress (ANC) which had schools outside the
country for young students who had left the country (particularly to Tanzania). At this
point, there was a lot of focus of OBESSU’s work not only in Europe but also in
international cooperation and support for students in other parts of the globe.

Another example of this would happen a year later, in 1985, when OBESSU organised
a clandestine mission to South Africa to state the organisation’s support for the
Congress of the South African Students (COSAS), an extremely important
organisation fighting against the apartheid regime and associated with the agencies
in exile. This trip was organised together with the representative of the University
Students’ Union in Sweden and in France and finally happened in June 1985, with the
presence of OBESSU’s SG Roger Hallhag.

These were also years of expansion of the organisation and growing influence in
countries where this didn’t use to happen. In 1985, OBESSU organises a conference
on school student structures in Southern Europe, the first event that would have the
participation of student representatives from Spain, Portugal and Malta. But the
growing influence was also expanding to the East: two years later, in 1987,
representatives from the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, of Czechoslovakia, of
Hungary and of German Democratic Republic participate in an OBESSU conference in
Strasbourg. The conference’s aim was to establish a more stable contact between
the national school students unions in Eastern and in Western Europe.

“Back in the day, one of the key things was to grow, to develop more contacts, to try to
identify people we could work with in other countries, to expand geographically to a

large extent. There was also an element of East-West cooperation, trying to see what
sort of contacts, links and communication could be developed with countries of

Central and Eastern Europe.”
Brian Carty, Board Member 1984-1986
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1990S: A GROWING ORGANISATION
The 1990’s start with a programmed called “European School Student Exchange
Programme” (ESSE, 1991-1993). It had the aim that every school student should have
the possibility of taking part in an individual exchange and spend a period of at least
two months up to one year abroad. This was a non-profit exchange programme
designed by students for students.

During these years, OBESSU also kept growing. After many approaches from Eastern
Europe from organisations that wanted to join OBESSU, finally in 1991 the first
organisation from this area of the continent joined the organisation (MAKOSZ, from
Romania, to this day still an active member of the organisation). At the same time,
the first Italian member joined the organisation: Unione Deglie Studenti (UDS) which
is still a member today. In 1995, OBESSU had already 23 members and 4 observer
members, split across 22 countries. Although the organisation was growing and
expanding very rapidly across Europe, there was still some resistance to accept
organisations from the then “Communist Bloc” as some members were afraid that it
would endanger the political independence of the organisation.

In 1993, the office of OBESSU moves to Amsterdam, where it would stay for a couple
of years. The office was a small room in the same building as LAKS, the Dutch
member organisation, but it was already a significant change with the previous years.
Until 1993 the office moved between Ireland and Sweden according to whom the
Secretary-General of OBESSU would be and with no fixed headquarters: it was in
Ireland from 1975 to 1984 (while the Secretary Generals were Tony Kinsella and Tony
Collins) and then in Sweden from 1984 to 1993 (while the Secretary Generals were
Roger Hallhag and Malvin Karlson).

“When I started, we didn’t have any office. The office and the place where we had our
meeting was always at the place of the national school student union and we had to

pay for it ourselves.”
Gert Seijmonsbergen, Board Member 1993-1995

OBESSU managed to secure some funds from the Ministry of Education of The
Netherlands allowing it to set the office in Amsterdam and, at the same time, to be
able to take a big step in the history of the organisation: to have its first paid
employee.
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“Gert [Seijmonsbergen, Board Member 1993-1995] visited one of the last General
Assemblies in 1993 and then we had the idea of “Hey, why not try to get a subsidy to
get the OBESSU office to the Netherlands?”. Without Gert going to the meeting, the

idea would not have popped up. We succeeded and then the organisation, which was a
couple of suitcases, moved over to Amsterdam.”

Maurice Gallà, Secretary General 1993-1995

Maurice Gallà, a former Board member of Laks (1986-1989) and involved in the office
move and in the securing of the funds from the Dutch government, would become the
Secretary General of OBESSU, working full-time for the organisation.

“Funding the organisation was quite hard. Therefore, we didn’t have ten people
working for the organisation. That sort of changed in the late 90’s. Maurice was
instrumental to shift things, at a great personal cost. He was our first full-time

Secretary General.”
Silke Goldberg, Board Member 1993-1995

A year later, with the organisation already established in Amsterdam and working at
full speed, OBESSU launched in Copenhagen the project “All Rights Included” which
aimed at creating a student rights charter that could sum up all the rights of students
and be ratified by all governments in the continent. This happened at last in 1995,
under the Presidency of Silke Mueter and with Maurice Gallà as Secretary General,
with OBESSU launching the European School Student Rights Charter, the first
comprehensive step made by representatives of school student organisations from
over 16 countries in defining basic guidelines for the democratisation of education
and the increase of efforts towards real participation of all stakeholders within the
respective education systems in Europe. The discussion was launched in the end of
1993 and there were two seminars on the topic until the final version in 1995 was
adopted, the first one in Alicante, Spain, from the 16th to the 21st of December 1994,
and the second one in Helsingør, Denmark, from the 18th to the 23rd of April 1995.

The charter establishes 12 fundamental rights: the right to association, to
participation, to appeal, to civil rights, to quality education, to access to education, to
maintain cultural and personal identity, to gender equality, to a flexible school, to a
proper school environment, to information and guidance and to Global and Society
Education.
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“That’s really one of the biggest accomplishments of the organisation during those
years: we gained a regular place at the table, we were invited to take part and to speak
at conferences both at the Council of Europe and at the European Union to talk about

School Student Rights and bringing in the perspectives of students”
Hanne Johnsrud, Secretary-General 1997-1999

The national organisations of OBESSU assumed the compromise of fighting for the
implementation of the Rights Charter in their national context, with success in many
different countries in Europe, where governments took the charter in consideration
when designing new educational policies. In Italy, for instance, the campaign started
in 1996 and two years later, the government officially adopted a charter for school
student rights (Statuto delle studentesse e degli studenti, 1998).

“30 years ago everyone was still getting awake somehow and seeing what can we do,
what can be done if we want to raise our voices and if we want to accomplish

something.”
Dasa Zidar, Board Member 1995-1999

“There was less recognition and involvement of students in the governance of schools.
(...) That was one of the agendas: we’re not being heard, you are making decisions

without us, you’re treating us like kids in some way!”
Martina Di Simplicio, Board Member 1999-2001
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“We had to knock at a lot of doors and insist on being invited in. We worked on making
sure that school students were heard and I think we did a very good job.”

Emilie Fauesrskov, Board Member 1997-1999

At the same time, in 1994, OBESSU launched a major project for supporting the
growth of school student unions in Central and Eastern Europe (Eastern European
Training Programme). As part of the EETP programme, a study session was
organised in the EYC Budapest for new school student organisations and a seminar
on East-West Cooperation was held the year after in Berlin. A result of this
programme was the strengthening of structures in Slovenia, Romania, North
Macedonia and Hungary, while in other targeted countries, like Poland and Slovakia,
the first steps were taken to establish school student organisations. Not directly
related with the programme, but simultaneously, new structures had emerged in
Belgium, the Baltic States, Portugal and Scotland.

“The priority in those days was establishing democratic school student structures in
the countries of the former East Bloc. We had projects where we went with buses and
cars and trains, travelled through all the Baltic States and went to hundreds of schools

and helped them to establish organisations.”
Andreas Karsten, Board Member 1995-1997

With the aim of continuing to grow its geographic representation, OBESSU launched
in 1999 the United Baltic Cooperation Project (UNBASCO) project, focused on
supporting the stabilisation of school student unions in the Baltic States and its
accession to the European network. The program would last around two years,
involving organisations from Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway and Sweden,
and would end with significant success. Today, OBESSU has two stable and
participative members in the Baltic: LMS in Lithuania and ESCU in Estonia.

“OBESSU was actively supporting the establishment of a partnership between the
Nordic countries and the Baltic States, and similar efforts were then made in the

Balkans.”
Ellen Ehmke, Secretary General 2001-2002

In 1996, the European Youth Forum (YFJ) was created as a fusion of three previously
existing platforms: Council of European National Youth Committees (CENYC),
European Coordination Bureau of International Youth Organisation (ECB) and Youth
Forum of the European Union (YFEC). 
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“OBESSU was already active in these platforms before, with several of its members
holding official positions in them, and became one of the founding organisations of
the YFJ, together with different national youth councils and international non-
governmental youth organisations.

“OBESSU had a name by then already and I think the recognition of the Commission
and the way the Commission took us seriously did make a difference. We were also

part of European and global networks. I remember that we were pretty active.”
Ákos Komássy, Board Member 1997-1998

“I was very proud at the end of our mandate about the relation with the European
institutions, which was very strong at that time. They consulted us many times and
they required written communications from us. Quite a few of our proposals were

taken by the European Commission! “
Ana Mohedano Escobar, Board Member 1999-2001
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2000S: NEW CITIES AND NEW CHALLENGES
The new millennium started with a very transformative change for the organisation:
after almost ten years in Amsterdam and many years thinking about a possible
change of location, the OBESSU office finally moved to Brussels in 2002.

“When I started, OBESSU was headquartered in Amsterdam. At that time, the office
consisted mostly of one single Secretary General and the volunteers that were unpaid.

(...) Then it moved to Brussels, and from there on the staff began to grow, and the
organisation stabilised, and it was on a trajectory to become more professionalised.”

Gustav Nilsonne, Board Member 2004-2006

“When I got hired as a Secretary General, the Secretariat office was in Amsterdam. (...)
The organisation was in a very bad financial state and was about to go bankrupt at

that time, and in order to get access to grants it was also important to be in Brussels
and to meet the right people. Even to hear about information that was important for us:

how to get the grant, what grants are there.”
Sinziana Gille, Secretary General 2002-2004

This decision came as a way to be closer to the European institutions and the many
international non-governmental organisations with which OBESSU was working at the
time. 

“My board had the plan to change the headquarters of OBESSU from Amsterdam to
Brussels. But we were not able to do it in the beginning. The board afterwards did it,
but for us, it was not possible financially. And we did do that because Brussels is the

centre of Europe, not Amsterdam, so it would be more logical to be in Brussels.”
Elja Diepenbrock, Board Member 1995-1997

“A big priority was definitely becoming more visible towards the European Union. With
the Council of Europe, we had a strong track record and there we had a quite good

standing. With the European Union it was way more difficult, the European Teachers
Platform was also well established and was regularly consulted on policies but we

were not.”
Josiane Meier, Secretary General 2000-2001

To be able to have more financial stability in the first years in Brussels, the office
was at the beginning a rather small flat, with bedrooms where the staff would sleep,
and a living room which would be used as the office itself.
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The Board would also sleep in this flat anytime they were in Brussels to make sure
that money was saved.

During many years, there was no clear, constant political alignment of OBESSU.
There were declarations and resolutions on specific issues being adopted at the
events, and the common reference to these adopted positions was the School
Students Rights Charter. After these years of waving through moments of deep
political positioning and moments of bigger position disengagement, OBESSU
members met in Naples in 2001 and decided it was time to establish the
organisation’s Political Platform. This document, approved and changed by the
General Assembly or the Council of Members, would sum up the political positioning
of the organisation and with many changes in the meantime it is still the political
centre of OBESSU’s activity. It was subsequently changed in many Statutory
meetings of OBESSU and it is currently the result of many years of deep political
discussions.

“The thing in which we were focusing was really how to share best practices and make
sure that the students' voices were heard on a local, regional, national and European

level. I spent quite some time protesting in Italy.”
Maarten Weyn, Board Member 1999-2001

“I remember how hard we worked on the new Political Platform. I was very involved in
the drafting and it was such a great experience because it allowed us to really think

through different issues and try to formulate a clear and collective position on
education and student rights.”

Antonia Wulff, Board Member 2006-2008

In 2003, the organisation launched another campaign for the growth of the school
student movement, at that time particularly in South Eastern Europe, which would
some time later lead to the establishment of an office in Skopje, with the financial
support of the North Macedonia’s government. For the one and only time in its
history, the organisation had two headquarters, one in Skopje and the other in
Brussels, and for a certain point of time it even had more employees in Skopje than in
Brussels. The team in Skopje organised a series of study visits to the Balkan
countries and the organisations that were starting to appear in those countries,
providing training and capacity building to the students involved in those processes.
The office was coordinating with Brussels the work on fundraising and project
applications.
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Our primary mission was to strengthen the capacities of school student unions in the
region and to promote initiatives for those not organized as such. We sought to equip
them with training and essential knowledge to effectively serve as representatives of

school student unions.”
Deniza Bundalevska, Skopje Office Manager

The program lasted until 2008 when the organisation understood that it’s role had
been successful and that there were now, already, a good number of established and
participative members in the Balkan countries. When the Skopje branch was close,
there were full members in Serbia, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in Slovenia, in North
Macedonia and observer members in Albania and in Croatia. 

“At the time there were no organisations in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Croatia,
Montenegro, Albania, a variety of countries where we started to engage and connect
the dots, supporting the structures that existed to understand what was happening in
other countries, what could work for them. The idea was just to share that knowledge,

experience and empower more organisations, so more organisations could join
OBESSU.”

Jovana Bazerkovska, Secretary General 2004-2007

“The priority was of course the establishment of school student organisations in the
Western Balkans.”

Georg Boldt, Board Member 2004-2006

“These countries [in the Balkan] in the post-war were, in a way, isolated. Getting to go
to OBESSU events, meeting peers from other countries, even from the neighbouring

countries in the Balkans because people did not have a chance to do that back in the
day - (...) it really helped us develop this acceptance of diversity, awareness of human

rights issues, tolerance, LGBT issues, all of this: it was very mind opening!”
Aleksandra Maldžiski, Board Member 2010-2012

Today, OBESSU still has members in Bosnia and Herzegovina (ASUBIH), in
Montenegro (UNSCG), in Serbia (UNSS), in North Macedonia (UNSHM) and an
affiliate member in Kosovo (KYC).

During the year of 2005, a relevant network for the work of OBESSU is founded: the
European Civil Society Platform on Lifelong Learning (EUCIS-LLL), later renamed the
Lifelong Learning Platform (LLLP).
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The LLLP is an umbrella organisation that gathers more than 40 European
organisations active in the field of education, training and youth. Since 2005, across
the years, OBESSU has had a very active participation within the platform, not only in
their activities but also with elected members of the Steering Committee of the
Platform.

“During our time, we designed the logo you still use today. We also celebrated
OBESSU’s 30th anniversary (2005), gathering the organisation’s founding members for

the occasion.”
Ilia Dib, Board Member 2004-2006

In 2006, in cooperation with the European Youth Foundation of the Council of Europe,
OBESSU published a Manual for School Students to introduce school students to the
work of a school student organisation with all its different aspects: from its birth to
further developments, from economic management to planning events, from
students’ leadership to media relations. This manual would be reviewed into a new
comprehensive version in 2016, called Manual for School Students - Towards New
Horizons.

“We had the idea of making this Manual for School Students. It was a way for students
from different countries to discuss what was the best way to make a student

movement that could get an effect all over Europe. It was somehow a mediation from
the different approaches that we had. It was very difficult to write, but very much worth

it!”
Martina Scheggi, Board Member 2006-2008

But 2006 was also a very important year for another structural document of OBESSU:
the School Student Rights Charter was renovated and renamed into the Declaration
of School Student Rights. The discussion started in Campobasso, Italy, from the 14th
to the 18th of December 2005, with the 1st European School Student Convention
(ESSC) and the final document was approved in the General Assembly of 2006, held
in June in Ohrid, Macedonia. 
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We started the Declaration on School Student Rights, and we began working on it in
Campobasso to prepare it for the 17th of November. (...) In general, the focus was on

building up more school student structures because, in many countries, school
students didn’t have formal recognition. There was also a need for the formal

recognition of school student rights, to engage in dialogue with governments and
discuss the needs of school students.”
Ingrid Gogl, Board Member 2006-2008

The 2nd ESSC was held at the end of 2006 in Helsinki, Finland, and this was also the
first Council of Members that OBESSU organised. From there on, the COMEM has
been happening every year and it became, alongside the General Assembly, one of
the two annual statutory meetings. The ESSC also continued to happen frequently,
with its last edition (9th ESSC) happening between the 14th and the 17th of July 2024
in Vilnius, Lithuania.

In Rome in 2007, during the 3rd ESSC, a plan was put in place on how to promote the
Declaration of School Student Rights: the plan consisted on developing the campaign
“Light on the Rights”, a series of public initiatives and protests to support student
rights, from the meetings of the European Social Forum (that happened in Malmo,
Sweden, in 2008) to national activities held in countries where the rights were at
stake, especially in Central and Eastern Europe (in countries such as Serbia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Romania, OBESSU members strongly promoted the campaign
and achieved significant results).

“We had the “Light on the Rights” campaign where we tried to lobby for European
students' rights. One of the things we always had a focus on was equal access and
high quality education, and that it should be free of all costs on a secondary level.”

Gwen Gruner-Widding, Board Member 2008-2010

A new website (lightontherights.eu) was created and used as a platform to spread
not only information about the past initiatives, but also a common calendar between
the different organisations taking part in the different actions of the campaign. The
design of the campaign was done by an Italian young graphic design student called
Filippo Rignolo.
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In March 2009, the European Parliament officially recognised the need for a
European Charter on school student rights. The Committee on Culture and Education
of the European Parliament examined the report entitled "Improving schools: a
program of European cooperation". OBESSU had carried out effective awareness-
raising work through the campaign Light on the Rights, but also in collaboration with
the European Youth Forum in order to improve that report. This joint work and the
cooperation of the German MEP Helga Trüpel, led in March to the unanimous
adoption of seven OBESSU amendments, including one that recognises the charter,
with the final report stating that "The European Parliament considers that all children
have the right to quality education and that a European charter on the rights of pupils
would be an important first step to guarantee respect for this right".

“I think it’s a big achievement that we truly enjoyed the work despite it being
exhausting, still having the sense within the board that we were doing it together and

that we had support from one another.”
Emma Hovi, Board Member 2009-2010

By the end of the decade, with the beginning of the social and economic crisis and
the rise of social tension, due to globalisation, austerity and growing inequality,
OBESSU started to actively take part in protests and demonstrations for the first time
in its history, after many years of focusing almost exclusively, with rare exceptions, in
meetings, events and trainings. OBESSU and its member organisations mobilised
many times, in different countries, to fight against budget cuts in education and
ensure school student rights. Two relevant examples would be the participation of
the organisation in the 2008 demonstrations in Malmö, Sweden, in the framework of
the European Social Forum and on the Internal Student Day 2009 (17th of November),
in protests outside the European Parliament, both of them with the purpose of
fighting for school student rights.
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Demonstration in Malmö, Sweden in 2008

“We even had a demonstration, which was something never seen before in OBESSU.
(...) In 2008 we were part of a demonstration in Malmö, Sweden, in the framework of

the European Social Forum to claim for the Charter of School Students Rights. I
remember that was the first time OBESSU had flags and banners. We had to prepare

the organisation for a protest!”
Giuseppe Beccia, Secretary General 2007-2009



2010S: RIGHTS IN TIMES OF CRISIS
The decade of 2010 started an incredible bus ride that would stay as one of the most
unique experiences in the organisation’s history. From the 9th of September to the
21st of October 2010, a team of students of different nationalities embarked on a ten
thousand kilometres bus trip to talk about school student rights and wider social
issues. OBESSU arranged the tour to fulfil this mission and go through 16 countries
in 45 days. The young travellers encouraged fellow students to be more interested in
political issues that directly affect students and their rights, inspiring them to be
more active in the democratic processes. This campaign received funding from the
European Commission's "Europe for Citizens" programme and ultimately won the 3rd
prize of the Civil Society Prize 2011 awarded by the European Economic and Social
Committee (EESC). A documentary about this campaign was made and is still
available online.

“I remember when the board came to me with this idea: “We want to drive around
Europe to activate the campaign. Do you think it's doable?”. I think my answer was

along the lines of “This is crazy. But your role is to be crazy and dream big stuff. My
role as SG is to try and make your crazy dreams work in the real world!”

Jonathan Favereau, Secretary General 2009-2011

“We drove around the entire continent, we went to the United Kingdom to organise
some protests, we had interviews with different organisations and we did a
documentary. This was also a way for us to collect culture from different

organisations and highlight them as something important for us as a broad union of
different organisations and just to be able to highlight the differences between them

and also to strengthen the identity of their organisation!”
Hreidar Mar Anason, Board Member 2010-2012

The beginning of the decade was also the beginning of the OBESSU Summer School,
which would become a flagship event of the organisation. It happened for the first
time under the name “There to Share - Summer School” in the European Youth Centre
of Strasbourg from the 24th to the 30th of May 2010. After that, the Summer School
became a very relevant discussion, development and capacity building moment and
has happened in Amiens (France), Mollina (Spain), Haapsalu (Estonia), Pristina
(Kosovo), Ljubljana (Slovenia), Bratislava (Slovakia), Sarajevo (Bosnia and
Herzegovina) and Mollina (Spain), with its ninth and last edition in 2023.
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 “What we focused a lot on was talking to member organisations and trying to
emphasise the importance of OBESSU and why it is beneficial for member

organisations to be a part of.” 
Laufey Maria Jóhannsdóttir, Board Member 2015-2017

“At that time, OBESSU priorities were more on going globally, trying to find some links
somewhere in other countries and other continents.”

Ivica Alpeza, Board Member 2010-2012

"We put a big focus on inclusion, and one event really stood out. People with
disabilities were part of both the organizing team and the participants, working eye to

eye and living inclusion. It was a fascinating and unforgettable experience."
Lara Cayo, Board Member 2010-2012

By the end of 2011, another big step is taken in the establishment of OBESSU as a
relevant and representative stakeholder in the education field. 

“We managed to expand and deepen our work, we developed good working
collaboration beyond the Education DG, working with employment skills (DG EMPL),
with some of the more economically focused units, and we joined an OECD working

group for the first time in a long time. I think we had a lot of reach and influence more
than in the period before.”

Luke Shore, Board Member 2013-2015

The European Commission established in December 2011 a Thematic Working Group
on Early School Leaving, consisting of policymakers, practitioners and experts from
27 EU Member States and established to produce policy recommendations for
bringing the rate of early school-leaving down to 10% or below by the year 2020. This
was the first time OBESSU was present in a working group from the European
Commission. It is noticeable that several of OBESSU's proposed amendments, many
of them focusing on creating an inclusive learning environment and to listen to the
voices of young people, were included in the final report with the policy
recommendations, presented in November 2013.

“For us, early school-leaving was one of the priorities, also because it was a
Commission's priority. We worked a lot with the working group that they developed in

the frame of the open method of coordination on early school-leaving.”
Eleonora Kleibel, Board Member 2012-2014
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“We talked a lot about social inclusion in education. It was a large theme of those
years, so that was a thing that we discussed a lot.”

Oona Hieska, Board Member 2014-2016

A priority at the time was also Vocational Education and Training (VET), with a
raising attention to the topics affecting especially VET students, particularly during
the financial crisis that happened by the beginning of the decade.

“During my mandate, we started getting more involved in Vocational Education and
Training. We launched a campaign and started supporting the set-up of school

student councils and focusing on the representation of VET students within OBESSU
and in European processes and fora.”

Viviana Galli, Secretary General 2011-2013

“There was a lot of discussion on Vocational Education and Training. We were trying to
be a union movement for school students, and the vast majority of the organisations

didn’t represent people in VET.”
Jessie May Seal, Board Member 2010-2012

With the Mediterranean crisis of refugees happening, OBESSU decided to establish
the work on migration as a priority for the organisation. In July 2016, OBESSU
launched the project “Seeds for Integration” focused on building bridges between
migrant students and their peers in secondary schools, providing grants for
initiatives that focused on this topic. These grants were not only attributed to the
member organisations of OBESSU but could also be given directly to teams of
students at the local or regional level.
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“Social inclusion was always an important topic, as well as democratic participation.
We had some members who were also actively working on LBTG issues, so we had a

study session about that in Budapest.”
Rasmus Benke-Aberg, Secretary-General 2013-2016

“The big priority during our time was thinking about anti-racism and the role of school
student movements. “Seeds for Integration” was about supporting migrants and
refugee school students in their paths through very unequal, very racist school

systems, and also thinking about how to make school student unions more open and
inclusive.”

Larissa Nenning, Board Member 2016-2018

““Seeds for Integration” was super cool. (...) That was probably one of the
achievements - getting to the grassroot. As a big umbrella organisation in Europe, it’s

hard to get close to the grassroot of the member organisations, even if the
organisations are like clubs or groups that are not involved in the student movement.
So, that was the thing to get grants for people, to do something cool and to increase

inclusion.”
Sara Þöll Finnbogadóttir, Board Member 2017-2019

This decade was also very relevant for OBESSU growing internally but also in terms
of the creation of new relevant networks, of which OBESSU is an active participant. 

“I started in a tiny office, we were three staff members, there were no internships, and
while roles were defined, our small team meant we often supported each other across

different tasks. It was a very small office supporting a very big organisation. We
started working with interns, which was also a very conscious decision on making

OBESSU a learning experience.”
Ela Jakubek-Grootjans, Secretary General 2016-2018

In December 2014, a group of civil society organisations that had worked together in
the European Year of Citizens came together to create Civil Society Europe (CSE), of
which OBESSU is a member together with 21 other organisations. A few years later,
in 2017, OBESSU came together with the European Youth Forum, with the support of
DG Employment of the European Commission, to create the European Apprentices
Network (EAN), a network of apprentices for apprentices ensuring their voices are
heard in the decisions and discussions that impact their life as vocational education
and apprenticeship learners, both at the European and national levels.
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“I think that whole kind of transition out of the financial crisis and getting young
people back to work, but not just seen as a tool to reduce unemployment and get work

in a horrible labour system that doesn't respect people's rights or that doesn't equip
them with other life skills. (...) We wanted the vocational students to be given the

chance to learn language, to be given the chance to have civic education.“
Rob O’ Donnell, Board Member 2017-2019

Later, in 2019, Generation Climate Europe, the largest coalition of youth-led networks
at the European level on climate and environmental issues, is founded. Since that
year, OBESSU has been taking an active part in GCE, alongside with the other 6
members of the network.

“I remember my years in the Board as years in which we were visiting a lot. Not just the
Board that was visiting the unions, but unions were sending people to events of other
organisations. For many organisations, it was very weird to have foreigners at their

national events. I see that many people that were starting with me are still working in
youth councils, in NGOs, in party politics, and usually in a way that is quite coherent

with the values we were sharing at the time.”
Giuseppe Lipari, Board Member 2018-2020

Board in 2019



OBESSU NOWADAYS
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AKS (Austria)
AS (Slovakia)
ASuBiH (Bosnia & Herzegovina)
BSK (Germany)
CANAE (Spain)
CEF (Belgium)
CNE (Romania)
CSU (Czech Republic)
DGS (Denmark)
DOS (Slovenia)
EEO (Denmark)
ESCU (Estonia)
FSS (Finland)
ISSU (Ireland)
KYC (Kosovo)
LH (Denmark)
LMS (Lithuania)
MAKOSZ (Romania)
MNL (France)
NSoA (United Kingdom)

OKÉ (Hungary)
OSKU (Finland)
RSM (Italy)
RNCE (Moldova)
SVB (Germany)
SIF (Iceland)
SSUNI (United Kingdom)
TÖS (Türkiye)
UNSS (Serbia)
UNSCG (Montenegro)
 UNEL (Luxembourg)
USO (Switzerland)
UNSHM (North Macedonia)
UdS (Italy)
SRSS (Slovakia)



The early 2020s brought many challenges, starting with the COVID-19 pandemic. For
the first time, all activities, projects, and communication with members shifted
entirely online. During this time, OBESSU focused on ensuring students’ voices were
heard by using online tools as the primary means of connection. This period was also
marked by a global political and economic crisis which highlighted even more the
importance of making student voices heard. OBESSU dedicated its efforts to
supporting school students by equipping them with the skills to participate in
decision-making, following the message “Nothing about us without us”. The
organisation directed its advocacy toward addressing the pandemic's impact on
General Secondary and VET education, providing a toolkit for online participation,
and supporting members with funding for digital tools. In the years that followed,
OBESSU conducted research involving over a thousand students and teachers across
Europe to better understand COVID-19’s effects on school students.

In June 2020, OBESSU co-founded the Global Student Forum (GSF) as a response to
different global challenges such as access to education, climate change, racial and
gender justice. From that moment, the Global Student Forum became the world’s
largest student federation and a powerful platform to represent student interests on
a global scale.

“On the main achievements side, one really cool thing that happened during my
mandate was the Global Student Forum. That was kind of historic for OBESSU to be

the young one’s in the group making sure that there is a structure globally to represent
students.”

Bicca Olin, Board Member 2019-2021

During and after the pandemic, there was a need to equip union representatives with
the skills needed for their work on national levels. Student unions were facing many
issues with funding cuts, engagement of their own membership, and returning to in
person events and education. In response, OBESSU launched the "Stronger School
Student Unions" (SSSU) program in 2020, continuing into 2021, to strengthen the
capacity of its member organisations in these areas.

“In 2021, there was a lot about rebuilding after COVID and getting on our feet. (...) In
general, focus was a lot on how to get students in the picture in every way possible, if

it’s on a union level, on a policy level or if it’s just in general making unions sustain
themselves.”

Anna Weinrich, Board Member 2021-2024
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“COVID-19 was a big hit when I started in 2021. (...) Everyone was getting tired of
online meetings and online workshops. (...) Engagement was hard to recover. On the

national level they were also facing challenges of engagement. It was just this vicious
circle of everyone just being very tired of COVID, online meetings and online things.”

Caridad Alarcón Sanchéz, Board Member 2021-2023

In April 2021, OBESSU focused on empowering students to share their vision for
Europe’s future through the "Generation D-Liberation" project. Led by students, the
project tested methods for school-level to promote youth engagement and political
debates. OBESSU also worked more closely with schools and teachers, introducing
digital guidance to support both educators and students during this time.

After two years of the pandemic, 2022 finally brought the opportunity to return to in-
person or hybrid activities. The European Union designated it as the European Year of
Youth, yet students continued to face significant challenges due to the global
economic and political crises. The year was marked by the rise of extremist
movements, new wars, and the shrinking of civic and democratic spaces. As a
response to these situations that were having a significant impact on school student
lives, their families and learning processes, OBESSU has dedicated its resources to
advocate for quality education for all.

“The main challenge for young people was tokenism. You're going to meetings with
ministers and they're not really listening to you, because you're a young person. (...)
It's always such a challenge because, obviously you want to be there, but you don't

want to be tokenized. Trying to make a change without being tokenized is really
difficult. I think this is the biggest thing that my board in general faced.”

Nadine Toye, Board Member 2020-2023

Between 2022 and 2023, OBESSU went back to look at one of its central documents:
the Declaration of School Student Rights. Under the work plan “School Student Rights
Reloaded”, funded by the European Youth Foundation, a new version of the document
was created, focused on the same strategic areas but also putting a special
emphasis on some topics that since 2006 gained a special relevance, such as mental
health or the environment.

27



At the beginning of 2023, the 10th edition of the Training Course for International
Officers came into place, happening from the 17th to the 23rd of February in
Brussels, Belgium. This is a very relevant capacity building activity of the
organisation, happening for the last two decades, and focused on the international
officers, the reference members nominated by each of the OBESSU’s organisations
that are responsible for the international work within the organisation.

In 2023 the organisation focused on the upcoming European Elections of 2024 and in
empowering first time voters. To do so, OBESSU started in January 2023 the EPiC
project that continued until June 2024, focusing on empowering young people to
engage within the decision-making processes on their local, national and European
level, and to practise their right to vote, while also advocating for lowering the voting
age to 16 at national level. As a part of the EPiC project, OBESSU took part in the
University of Youth Development in Mollina, Spain where school students gathered to
discuss the topics of democracy and participation, voting at 16 and the upcoming
European Parliament elections.

At the beginning of the year of 2024, OBESSU organised in the EYC Budapest another
study session, an activity that became common across the years, this time focused
on “(de)Grading of Education” where it discussed how to remove barriers for young
people to fully access their rights in formal education. 
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At the same time, the organisation stepped into the time capsule of reviewing the
educational systems around Europe. From the beginning of the year, OBESSU
distributed consultations within the Education2040 project and created spaces to
discuss how education should look like in the future. All inputs given by students
shaped the roadmap of OBESSU’s work in the future to navigate the challenges and
opportunities within the educational system that lie ahead.

The ongoing decade has brought numerous challenges that highlighted the
importance of student voices being heard more than ever. OBESSU has continuously
adapted its efforts to support and represent school students across Europe. Through
projects and many initiatives, policy papers and advocating for more rights, OBESSU
worked to empower young people to take active roles in decision-making and
advocate for their rights within educational systems and beyond. As OBESSU moves
forward, its mission to create inclusive, democratic, and accessible education
systems will guide its support for students in facing global, regional, and educational
challenges.
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FROM LOCAL TO GLOBAL: THE ALUMNI NETWORK 
A perspective from a former International Officer

When we think of the term alumni, it’s tempting to picture only the former elected officers -
the Board Members, the Secretary Generals, the Chairs of working groups. But that would be
too narrow. To me, anyone who has taken part in OBESSU’s activities—be it a seminar, a
study session, a campaign is part of our alumni community.

Why? Because these are the people who have experienced what makes OBESSU unique: the
ability to discuss education politics at a European level, beyond national or cultural
boundaries, and with the deep conviction that local change must be informed by global
perspectives.

During the years I was active in OBESSU (1999–2002), I joined around 20 workshops as the
International Officer of my national school student union in Germany. At that time, we were
grappling with the results of the first PISA study. We asked how we could use this moment
as a catalyst for rethinking how we learn and teach. Those conversations mattered—not just
in Brussels or Amsterdam, but in classrooms and ministries across Europe. We showed that
these weren’t isolated issues, but shared challenges for all European citizens.

In fact, I believe that most of OBESSU’s impact doesn’t happen in its headquarters. It
happens in the work our Member Organisations take back home—the campaigns they adapt,
the debates they start, the policy they influence. That’s where OBESSU’s real power lies.

Among the broad and diverse OBESSU alumni, you’ll now find members of the European
Parliament, national legislators, city mayors, business leaders, NGO founders, journalists,
educators, and more. Each participant to an event that has been touched by OBESSU makes
this network an incredible wealth in experience, perspective and connection. 

In this publication, a lot of the voice has been given to those elected to represent school
students in Europe over its 50 years of history, but the voices of the alumni network span
wider and further among the hundreds of International Officers and thousands of
participants to OBESSU events throughout its rich history. 

This is why, for this 50th anniversary it is fundamental to re-energise the Alumni Network
and its structure, not only celebrate our shared past, but invest in our collective future.

Karsten Wenzlaff
International Officer between 1999 and 2001
Secretary-General of the German School Student Association 2001-2002
OBESSU Alumni Network Advisor
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OBESSU IN THE FUTURE
 "In this day and age when we see that the fabric of solidarity which should keep our
society woven together is being torn apart and that our democratic system is under

threat, it is vital that the new generation fights on with all its energy and intelligence.
so that the Rule of Law, human rights, (...) and all those crucial elements which allows
human dignity to truly prosper in our society continue to be promoted and preserved.
Losing this fight would also mean that the rights of school students could become a

thing of the past." 
Giacomo Filibeck, Board Member 1997-1999

“My big wish would be that all the national school student unions should have a legal
basis in their country and that they should be a legal part of the school system.

Meaning involving them in the decision-making process. From the local school till the
federal ministry of education. Then of course also involving OBESSU and EYF in the

European sector.”
Hiroshima Mandee, Board Member 2002-2004

“I also think that young people could be a resistance against undemocratic
organisations, undemocratic movements. School students and young people, when

they organise, they are the future and they represent a very important resistance
against development in this political climate as it is now. I think it’s essential.”

Christian Möllerop, Board Member 2002-2004

“Being a part of this organisation helps you develop. It helps developing countries as
the people who are engaged with the organisation become stronger as individuals and

contribute more to a stronger society later in their life.”
Patrick Cedergren, Board Member 2002-2004

“I still consider that we were right when we said that we needed at the European level a
strong body that could represent the students because we believe in a democratic

Europe. I am still one of those that thinks that organising students, providing people
with a voice at all levels, is an element that is fundamental.”

Luca Scarpiello, Board Member 2004-2006

31



“I think it is important to keep being the forum where young people who are engaged in
school politics have some place to meet across borders. That for me is the main

function. You might say it is to influence some EU politicians and to fight for some
specific new thing, but that’s not how I see it. That’s going to happen at some point
either way, and also politicians will do what gets them reelected. For me, it’s about

building that bond across Europe.” 
Rasmus Volf, Board Member 2008-2009

“I think OBESSU is a really relevant organization because it provides a platform for
national student unions to talk, cooperate, do projects together, and in some sense,

strengthen European identity. (...) At the same time, there are many discussions
happening in Brussels on the European level regarding students, and OBESSU is the

only organization entitled to represent and have a voice for school students. It’s really
important that OBESSU continues to be included in these discussions.”

Daniele Di Mitri, Board Member 2012-2014

 “School students who will be impacted by OBESSU indirectly will not know about
OBESSU. So, I think the impact will get bigger and bigger. Members will acknowledge

the impact but it’s quite interesting that school students will not necessarily know
about OBESSU because it’s not the objective of it. I felt in my time on the Board that it
was important for them to know but rather to have an impact and this will happen for

sure.”
Adrian Barbaros, Board Member 2019-2021

“To end with a positive note, I think we all cannot deny that we live in scary times and
that the state of democracy is critical, but there is one thing that gives me hope: last
weekend I had a workshop with teenagers and when I looked into the room they gave
me revolutionary vibes. (...) I am sure that OBESSU will exist in 50 years. The youth

gives me hope.”
Alexandra Seybal, Board Member 2020-2022
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GLOSSARY
CoE - Council of Europe
COMEM - Council of Members
COSAS - Congress of the South African Students
CSE - Civil Society Europe
EAN - European Apprentices Network
ESSC - European School Student Convention
EYC - European Youth Centre
EYF - European Youth Foundation
GCE - Generation Climate Europe
GSF - Global Student Forum
LLLP - Lifelong Learning Platform
OBESSU - Organising Bureau of European School Students Unions
TCIO - Training Course for International Officers
UNBASCO - United Baltic Cooperation Project
YFJ - European Youth Forum
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