Summary of Week Two

If you missed some of the messages, hopefully this summary will catch you up!

Week 2 of the online discussion ?Youth, Gender, and HIV/AIDS? focused on prevention, specifically looking at its gender dimensions. Much discussion focused on root causes of the AIDS epidemic, religion as a contributing factor, and how youth can play a role in the fight against HIV/AIDS.

People suggested possible root causes of the AIDS epidemic and said they should be addressed in creating effective prevention programs (including, but not limited to poverty/economic hardships, ignorance, lack of sexual rights for women, male violence against women, lack of faithfulness to one?s partner, pornography, drug and alcohol use, circumcision, migration, prostitution, lack of discussion of issues regarding sexuality, cultural practices such as peer pressure, lack of treatment options, religious beliefs and institutions, morality, messages from media/advertising, clothing); most of these are directly related to gender and sexuality. 

---More to learn or mixed messages?---

In the discussions, it is easy to see how mixed messages tell us that we all have more to learn about HIV/AIDS. The following examples should not be seen as making conclusions but instead expanding the awareness of the complexities of the discussion.

In regards to ignorance of how to protect one?s self, there is the argument that having the knowledge does not guarantee that one will make the decision to protect themselves from possible infection. George (South Asian woman who lived in India, but now resides in the USA) said, ?Women aren't stupid. If they knew, they would make the right choice.? Yet James Hoyt (Colorado, USA) said ?Our son was taught about condom use and AIDS beginning at the age of 13. He told us that he was using protection, but when his girl friend became pregnant; we discovered otherwise.?

There has also been the argument that a committed relationship will protect one?s self from infection. To this, Jennifer Oriel (Australia) said, ?A report released by the Population Foundation of India in 2003 demonstrated that it is married men who are increasingly responsible for the spread of HIV among women.? Muhammad Mukhtar Alam (India) ?I think there is need to encourage patience for men and women till marriage.?

---Belief systems and prevention---

Much of the discussion also centered on religion and whether or not it has contributed to the spread of HIV/AIDS. Many people said religion did contribute to the spread of AIDS. In South Africa, Kristy Evans said ?I have facilitated workshops with (Anglican) Church groups, and found it extremely difficult to negotiate HIV prevention messages and unified responses, due to the fact that the participants were struggling with what they were going to put out there in terms of prevention messages.?

Greg Noda from New Zealand said, ?Policies developed around belief systems of a fundamental religious nature have so far failed to do anything else other than drive the people who do not fit into this religious viewpoint underground and unable to talk about themselves for fear of persecution.? However, we also heard from Muhammad Mukhtar Alam (India), ?I do not think at all that communicators of faith based instruments push the victims to the margin. It is very much the love of our eternal and temporal well being that faith based instruments are directed. We need to try utilizing the same.? From these and other responses, it?s easy to see that further dialogue is needed in regards to the role of religion in HIV/AIDS. 

---Sending messages that move us forward---

Many good suggestions came out regarding the question on what makes youth unreceptive to HIV prevention messages. Messages that are dry, geared towards a small audience (people with a certain level of literacy/understanding) as well as those that come from adults seem to be least effective. 
· Kristy Evans (South Africa) wants messages to be easily understood by everyone. She said ?When we talk about 'abstinence', 'be faithful' and all of those messages, we assume that people know what these terms mean. This is often not the case. [The] message must [be] simple and explicit.? 
· However, they must also be unique and fresh as Budi from Australia said, ?people are getting tired of being told to use condoms all the time.?
· Stella (Zimbabwe) believes that a personal experience with AIDS is most effective. ?Perhaps they will listen to other youth - all can be warned early by parents but perhaps to sit by the bed of a fellow teenager in his or hers last gasping moments of life might control teenage testosterone to remember in time that prevention with a condom is better than taking the chance to be infected.?

---Youth empowerment local and international---

When asked how youth might change harmful social and cultural practices, there were fewer responses but still some good ideas. We heard from Kennedy (Canada), simply ?we don?t play into them.? Budi (Australia) said that democracies were best for youth empowerment but in general, it?s still difficult for youth to be heard, ?it is a bit hard young people across the world to stand up and speak up.

We also heard from Alexandra (Zimbabwe/USA) who felt that the discussion was a further example of how African females are not empowered in decisions that directly affect their lives. The discussion is being hosted by the NGO Committee on Youth at the United Nations in New York in an effort to give the youth of the world an opportunity to discuss the same issues that are being discussed at the United Nations. While NGOs in New York have an international constituency, they do not always consult an international audience in deciding where to focus their attention. This discussion is an attempt to counter that. 

For the full archives, please visit: 
http://groups.takingitglobal.org/GenderAIDS/messages

For more information on our project visit:
http://projects.takingitglobal.org/genderAIDS

