Youth Opening Reception

By Hannah Renglich

The opening reception for youth took place on Saturday night at Toronto’s Olympic Spirit as the conclusion of the Youth Pre-Conference and the welcome to all of the youth delegates who had not been able to attend the past three days’ events.  As excited youth filtered through the doors, the talented musical acts warmed up on the main level and the Condom Project set up upstairs.

The evening was a unique blend of education and entertainment, with performances from Soul Influence, an African a’cappella group, Zaki Ibrahim, Juice, Melissa Larkin, and the mixing talents of DJ Tiesto.  However the serious nature of the HIV/AIDS epidemic was not played off by any means, as powerful leaders in the AIDS fight took the podium to give opening addresses at the event.  


Dr. Peter Piot, the Executive Director of UNAIDS, is a conscious youth ally who took the time to speak with the Toronto YouthForce’s media team, delivering the critical message that “you cannot fight AIDS if you don’t include everybody who is affected by it.  That means young people.”  Dr. Piot, for all of his credentials and accomplishments, is refreshingly aware of the need for an interdisciplinary and intergenerational approach to the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  “Young people are often not taken seriously in many societies.  That’s a reality and that’s true also in international organizations,” he conceded, therefore Dr. Piot is a strong advocate for getting youth around the table in HIV/AIDS policy- and decision-making.

The glitter of the event was provided by Alicia Keys, the pop superstar/activist who has co-founded Keep a Child Alive, an international organization dedicated to the fight against HIV/AIDS.  The same age as the AIDS pandemic, Alicia Keys’ youth and ability to “tell it like it is” was a refreshing addition to the evening. “I use condoms. Use condoms,” she urged, adding that “there’s no real need in hiding the fact that we’re gonna have sex.” 

Perhaps the most inspiring speaker for the evening was Kerrel McKay, a youth AIDS activist from Jamaica, whose father passed away from the disease over six years ago.  Her words resonated with people from all walks of life as she proclaimed, “We all know that young people are greatly affected.  We all know that in most cases, young people are better able to reach their peers.  We all know that youth have a lot to contribute to the response and can make a significant difference if they are assisted by those who have the necessary resources.  Stating the fact that we all know, let’s all act together now.”

As youth flow into the Metro Toronto Convention Centre still buzzing from their special welcome to the conference, they will make an important impression on the week’s proceedings, as they lead workshops, seminars, and rallies.  Dr. Piot mused that “we base our communication still on words, words, words.  We need images and stories.” This challenge is one that the devoted youth delegation will be more than happy to fulfill.

