“Teaching Boys to Be Men: Youth Push for Gender Equality in the Fight against HIV/AIDS” Report

The NGO Committee on Youth organized a panel discussion during the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) to examine how young people, particularly young men, are addressing the gendered dimensions of the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  “Teaching Boys to Be Men: Youth Push for Gender Equality in the Fight against HIV/AIDS” took place on March 3 at UN headquarters in New York.  

Moderated by Mr. Mawuli Dake, the panel featured Ms. Tchaiko Omawale from Conscious Movements Collective, Ms. Angela Heimburger from the International Planned Parenthood Federation/Western Hemisphere Region (IPPF/WHR), and Dr. Julitta Onabanjo from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA).  Mr. Adam Taylor from Global Justice in Washington, DC sent comments to be read.

Mawuli, who is from Ghana and works for the NGO Initiatives of Change in New York, opened the meeting by telling a story about hosting a radio show on gender equality in Ghana.  A caller asked if Mawuli was, in fact, a man: “I told him that if he was asking me if I was man in terms of macho and masculinity, someone who was difficult, who is wicked, who was violent, then I’ll be I was glad to tell him I was not a man.  But if he was asking me if I was a man in terms a man who was understanding, loving, caring, gentle and responsible, then I would be glad to say I was a man.”   

Like many of the panelists, Mawuli focused on youth empowerment and participation, which he defined as “a process by which the environment and space is created for young people, and young boys to develop skills knowledge and ability to improve their own lives, and improve their ability of relationships with other people.”

Tchaiko continued the youth empowerment theme while talking about her group, Conscious Movements Collective.  She founded CMC in New York City after graduating from college so that “young people of color from low-income communities [could] use art, media, and entertainment to work around HIV issues and to empower them to bring HIV issues into whatever they were doing.”  Currently, they’re working on a documentary about the impact HIV & AIDS have on young people of color, particularly Black and Latino youth, in New York City and why they’re so at risk.  

Tchaiko brought several members of the collective with her, and they discussed their programs and how they relate to HIV and to the collective.  For example, Tiffany Baptiste runs a program for at-risk girls and young women ages 12-25, Moses Weah tries to educate youth in low-income communities about the resources and options available to them so they don’t end up in jail like he did, and Richardo Jackson’s HEAT Program runs a discussion group on youth & HIV/AIDS in the heart of Brooklyn.

Tchaiko added that in the U.S. “there seems to be a division between young people that are working on international AIDS issues—so they’d be focusing on Asia or Sub-Saharan Africa—and… [miss] what’s actually going on in the U.S.  So what Conscious Movements is trying to do is bring those two together, [give U.S.-focused organizations] access to international people like you, and [help] people working in international organizations recognize that the problem is still really bad in the U.S. among young Black and Latino communities.”

Following Tchaiko, Angela discussed how IPPF/WHR, which works mostly in Latin American and the Caribbean, aims to provide information, services, and access to youth with youth-friendly sexual and reproductive health (SRH) programs and services.  About 52% of the population in this part of the world is under the age of 25.  IPPF is committed to having youth in decision-making roles and encourages member organizations to ensure that youth are on boards at local and regional levels.  

IPPF/WHR currently structures their programs around five crosscutting themes they call the 5 A’s: adolescents, AIDS, access to services and information, abortion, and advocacy for all of the above.  “Youth are particularly vulnerable to HIV infection because of gender power imbalances, lack of information and services, and biases against sexually active youth,” Angela said.  Another youth focus is to reduce stigma and discrimination around HIV & AIDS.  Angela also mentioned that increasing capacity for prevention, testing, and treatment for HIV & AIDS in schools is a priority.

Another goal for IPPF is to engage men in SRH.  For example, there are SRH clinics in Brazil and Colombia just for men.  Involving men is integral to the fight against HIV/AIDS since 60% of infections occur through heterosexual contact.  “The Caribbean has highest prevalence of HIV/AIDS outside of Sub-Saharan Africa, with AIDS becoming the leading cause of death among young men in the English-speaking Caribbean,” Angela said.  “Men must be actively and positively involved in efforts to reduce the transmission of STIs & HIV, to reduce the incidence of unplanned pregnancies, and to eliminate gender violence.”

Then Julitta, who is a technical officer to the HIV/AIDS branch of UNFPA, took the floor, representing the entire UN system since UNFPA coordinates youth involvement in HIV and AIDS programming for all UNAIDS agencies.  “We know more and more that the HIV epidemic is an epidemic of young people,” she said.  “We’re talking about one infection among young people every 14 seconds so the magnitude is immense.  We know that currently at least over 12 million young people are living with HIV/AIDS globally…There are currently 14 million AIDS orphans…Gender inequality, gender discrimination, gender-based violence are factors that really drive the epidemic.”  

Young people will reverse this trend, Julitta said, but they have to be involved as partners, not as tokens.  The UN system defined 5 C’s as barriers to action: commitment, coverage, capacity, coordination, and cash.  Governments have not shown themselves to be committed to the effort it will take to eradicate HIV & AIDS and consequently, coverage—as in the level of response—is low.  Capacity, which is related to coverage, is also low, and the lack of coordination between all the different agencies and partners needed to fully address the AIDS epidemic also contributes to the lack of coverage and capacity.  Finally, cash is the key to solving all the other C’s.  

UNFPA gives youth space to be trained through a six-month-old program called the Global Youth Partners Initiative.  “We started out with a founding group of 30 young people from 27 countries in the world,” Julitta said.  “The only agenda we went in with is that we need to prevent HIV and we want you to be with us as we do it, and their agenda is we want to prevent HIV too—these are our people, these are the future generation.”  The initiative works at three levels: global (how these young people can affect international agendas), regional, and country (with specific advocacy campaigns in a few countries).  “It’s really driven by these young people.  I think one of the things we’ve done is ensure there’s a continuous communication channel and that even preceded the first meeting we had in September.  They were meeting for discussion boards for at least two months prior to coming together, so they got to know each other—the partnership grew before they even met physically—and that has continued until now.”

The Chair of the NGO Committee on Youth, Ms. Emily Freeburg, talked about the Committee’s role in promoting the youth voice at the UN and told the audience about an online discussion the Committee sponsored on this same topic.  She asked for suggestions on ways to move forward.  

Emily read the statement from Adam, who is Director of Global Justice and a prominent leader of international youth advocacy around AIDS.  “There is lots of press about tragedy and degradation, not enough press about the hopeful side—youth up against the odds,” he said.  This particularly relates to youth doing AIDS activism in countries where speaking on this subject is dangerous, such as in China and parts of Africa.

He said that the CSW was valuable “to the degree that it can encourage and enforce, and make an impact on making young women and girls a priority, because the issue gets lost though it is fundamental.  I hope it is an ongoing commitment of the UN, because gender inequality and violence is injustice within the broad injustice of HIV and AIDS, and if we can’t draw attention to this, we won’t win the fight.”

The floor opened for discussion, and Karen Feinberg from the USA talked about involving universities in capacity building and youth empowerment as well as involving the private sector.  An HIV+ woman from Honduras spoke about the lack of testing resources and general lack of support for people living with HIV and AIDS in Honduras.  Ruth Poinsloo from World Association of Girl Guides and Girl Scouts (WAGGGS) South Africa brought up that HIV+ people and people with AIDS have different realities, so it should be HIV and AIDS rather than HIV/AIDS.  She also wanted to know how youth are a part of a multisectoral approach and ensure that involving men in SRH and HIV and AIDS work would not lessen the funding available for women.  

Sara Austin from World Vision talked about the need to engage younger children since the age of sexual debut is younger than 15 in many countries.  Others made excellent comments related to violence against women, integrating empowerment into youth’s everyday lives, fully funding and supporting existing programs, and educating youth on political action and activism since so many programs focus on prevention.

In her wrap-up, Tchaiko said, “I think it’s clear, it’s so clear, that young people do not get enough time to talk and the space to talk and the support.”  In this light, the NGO Committee on Youth will pursue further venues to continue this important discussion.

Resources

Youth were urged to mobilize as part of a coalition to prepare for the upcoming international HIV/AIDS conference in Bangkok, Thailand.  You can join the listserv at: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/aids2004youth.  The conference website is http://www.aids2004.org.  

NGO Committee on Youth website: http://projects.takingitglobal.org/ngoyouthcom.  

You can e-mail the chair, Emily Freeburg, at emilyf@youthlink.org.

Some of the people on the panel and in the audience participated in an online discussion on the same topic during February.  You can visit the archives of this discussion at: 

http://groups.takingitglobal.org/genderAIDS.  The project website has some resources as well: http://projects.takingitglobal.org/genderAIDS.  

IPPF/WHR’s website has a lot of info & resources: http://www.ippfwhr.org/.

UNFPA’s website contains electronic versions of many of their publications.  It’s http://www.unfpa.org/. 

Adam Taylor’s group, Global Justice, can be found at http://www.globaljusticenow.org/.  One of their projects is the Student Global AIDS Campaign: http://www.fightglobalaids.org/.

The International Community of Women with HIV/AIDS has a great website with a lot of resources: http://www.icw.org/.  As their name implies, they’re especially good at integrating a gender perspective into all aspects of the HIV/AIDS pandemic.

One of the premier U.S.-based groups working on sexual and reproductive health (SRH) for youth is Advocates for Youth.  Their website also has a lot of articles and resources: http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/.

EngenderHealth is based in New York City but has programmatic offices worldwide.  They have done some pioneering work with men and SRH.  Their website is http://www.engenderhealth.org/.  

Another U.S.-based advocacy group, Center for Health and Gender Equity, maintains an emphasis on the HIV/AIDS pandemic.  Their website is http://www.genderhealth.org/.

Instituto Promundo in Brazil does a lot of progressive work with young men around gender, youth, and health with Program H.  They also create publications and manuals so that others can learn from their success.  Most of their material is in Portuguese, Spanish, and English: http://www.promundo.org.br/english/gendyouhelpr.asp#progh. 

