Youth Across Borders

By Hannah Renglich
Every 5-6 seconds, a new person is infected with HIV/AIDS.  This was the potent introductory message to the Youth Working Together Across Borders session on August 14 in the Global Village at the International AIDS Conference in Toronto.  With speakers from Botswana, Canada, and Malawi, and representatives on behalf of Burkina Faso, the forum welcomed youth from around the world, giving them an opportunity to share their stories and initiatives.
The engaging youth speakers who started the session with tales from Botswana spoke so strongly about the AIDS epidemic in their home country that the rest of the session paled in comparison.  An animated young woman named Dolly delivered the news that Botswana has a 70% infection rate, complaining that too often, youth are criticized for being ignorant.  Where billboards abound in cities, rural communities have limited access to information, especially in local dialects.  “Ignorant youth?” Dolly jeered, “No.  You are ignorant not to translate the message into my language.”
The pair from Botswana agreed that access to information and services would be a critical step toward reducing the rate of infection in the country.  The small economy requires fortification to include youth, especially those heading up households.  In order to provide education to infected, affected, and vulnerable youth, an organization called SAHA, the Society against HIV/AIDS was established in 1998 and continues to teach through entertainment.
In Burkina Faso, where nearly half the population lives on less than a dollar per day, the life expectancy of the general population is 45 and illiteracy is one of the biggest challenges facing youth groups working on AIDS education projects.  In order to circumvent the issue of illiteracy, an organization called AIDS Go Away takes on AIDS education through music, creating a national competition in which children write songs about AIDS.
In Malawi, there are close to 1 million orphans; however the peer education and support of organizations such as Young Voices and Girls’ Alliance offer positive entertainment in order to spread the word about AIDS. Yet the statistics from Malawi are perhaps the most discouraging, with the average life expectancy at a lowly 37, down from 65 merely 7 years ago due to the rampant AIDS epidemic.
Canadians should feel lucky to have such a low rate of infection at merely 0.17% of the population; however, first nations communities still face the imbalance of being three times as likely as the average Canadian of becoming infected.  Due to the power of the World University Service of Canada, young Canadians have put their efforts toward combating AIDS in parts of the world that are more greatly affected.
As one concerned audience member voiced his fear that North American charity will make youth and adults alike in developing countries reliant on handouts, he reinforced that “we have got to recognize our own power first.”  In response to the general question, what do you want the world to know?, a young Canadian woman summed up the general sentiment of youth present at the XVI International AIDS Conference this week:  “Nothing should be done for us, without us.”  

For more coverage of the Youth Working Together Across Borders Session, take a listen to the podcasts up on the youth website.

