LIVING POSITIVELY

By Hannah Renglich, Kayley Harrington 

On Tuesday afternoon, five youth gathered to share their personal experiences in a forum on Youth Living with HIV/AIDS.  Identifying themselves as positive, it soon became clear that this had more than one meaning.

As each speaker made an introduction to the session and shared his/her personal story, the panel comprehensively covered a number of key issues in need of attention in the struggle to curb the AIDS pandemic.  From respect to human rights, elimination of stigma and discrimination, and access to funding and treatment, the concerns of the group were immense.  The coordinator of the Youth Programme for the conference, Alex McClelland, moderated the panel and is an amazing example of the key contributions HIV-positive youth can make.  

Natasha Yong discovered that she was HIV-positive accidentally, after donating blood at school in Singapore eight years ago.  With all of the conference attention to promoting access to testing, however, Yong believes that “it’s just not right for people to be able to test for HIV if they don’t have access to treatment,” making reference to the great number of people in rural and remote communities in Asia.

Marco Gomes, a Canadian living with HIV, highlighted the importance of funding in order to give HIV-positive youth access to treatment, peer-education and support networks.   

“When we test positive, we go into hiding and it allows HIV/AIDS to spread underground,” said Henry Luyombya of Uganda, who reinforced the importance of not allowing HIV-positive youth to be pushed into the background. 

In contrast to the acute discrimination described by many of the participants, Makoti Edwin of Tanzania announced, “I don’t believe in stigma and discrimination because the people I tell are going to learn something from me.”  As the chairperson for the Network of Young People Living with HIV/AIDS, Edwin pushed strongly for the need to enhance the optimism in positivity, encouraging all present to spread the message that HIV is not something that should cause a person shame.

“I’m living positively,” said Mary Ndung’u of Kenya, as she enumerated the ways in which access to services must be enhanced for other youth.  Perhaps even stronger than the powerful words delivered by the panel of HIV-positive youth was the visual impact they made, as a team of strong, hopeful, resilient and determined advocates for the virus that has infected and affected their lives.

