I am honored to be here today and to have the opportunity to speak to all of you.  I am amazed at what a wonderful community you have, a community that cares so much about others that they are willing to take the time out of their days to participate in this RAIN AIDS walk fundraiser.  I think we also need to acknowledge the CareTeam volunteers that give so much unconditional love and spiritual support to our care partners.  That is, the people with HIV/AIDS that the CareTeam volunteers serve.  Many of these Care Partners say that they are still living and doing well as a result of the help that they have received from the care teams.  


   So what is HIV? Human Immunodeficiency virus, or HIV for short, is a virus that kills the cells within the body that fight off infection and disease.  AIDS, which stands for acquired immune deficiency syndrome represents the group of health problems one gets when HIV destroys their immune system.  Since the immune system is what helps the body fight off illness, when one gets AIDS they can easily become sick and can even die.


Many people don’t worry about getting HIV because they think that the AIDS drug will keep them from becoming sick. This is not true. Even the use of AIDS drugs will not prevent an infected person from eventually dying of AIDS.  These drugs, if one can afford them, which many people even here in the United States cannot, can sometimes even make the user sick because of their high toxicity levels.   

Because it usually takes many years for severe signs of HIV to develop, many people do not know that they have it.  However, a lack of symptoms in an infected person does not mean that they cannot spread HIV on to others.  This is why if you think you have been somehow exposed to the HIV virus, it’s important for you to have a blood test to evaluate the situation and if necessary learn the best way to take care of yourself and protect others.  A blood test is the only way in which one can determine if they have HIV or not.  You cannot tell just by looking at people whether they are HIV positive or HIV negative.   Don’t assume that if a person is very healthy that they are not infected with HIV.  This could be a fatal mistake. 

Nobody knows exactly where HIV originated.  Some scientists believe that it originated in the Democratic Republic of Congo.  They believe this because among other reasons, the oldest sample of the HIV virus to date was found there.  Other scientists have different ideas about the origin of HIV and have also provided valid evidence for their ideas. For example, some researchers say it may have originated in Europe.  They say this because they have found that many people whose ancestors originated in Western Europe and Western Asia have certain mutant genes that may offer protection against HIV infection.  When one has two of these genes they seem to have a high level of immunity to the HIV virus.  When a person has one of these genes, they tend to have a delayed onset of AIDS.   Meaning it takes more time for the symptoms to develop than it does in those without the gene.   This leads them to believe that at some point in time a virus similar to HIV appeared in Europe and Western Asia and caused the gene mutation to occur long before the virus outbreak is believed to have begun in the Congo.   It is believed that the virus has been in the United States since the 1960’s.  Since then, the virus has become a nation-wide and a worldwide killer.  


Secretary of State Colin Powell, just two weeks ago, called the global HIV/AIDS pandemic a catastrophe far worse by orders of magnitude than any other catastrophe, problem, or crisis we currently have on this earth.  According to UN AIDS, there were over 3 million deaths due to AIDS in the year 2001 alone. In the same year, 5 million people contracted HIV.  Last year, of 14,000 new infections per day, 2,000 were in children under 15, and 6,000 were in youth ages 15 to 24 years old.  This means that almost 50% of all HIV infections occur in youth.  Even, according to statistics, here in the United States.  


As many of you have probably heard, most HIV and AIDS cases are found in Sub-Saharan Africa.  This does not mean that people here in the US, here in North Carolina, are not at risk.  In fact, the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services reports that by December 2001, there were fifteen thousand, two hundred and seven people living with HIV/AIDS in the state. According to the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services this number could actually be much higher, as many people with HIV or AIDS don't realize they have it, or don't report it to local health officials.


Though this is a large number, the good news is that compared to many other states, North Carolina has been able to keep its HIV/AIDS levels down.  Here in North Carolina, only 3% of HIV infections, and 1% of AIDS cases occur in those aged 13-19 years old.  In order for HIV infection rates to remain low in this state, youth need to become educated about HIV and AIDS, and they need to pledge to themselves to remain HIV free.  I’ve made that pledge, and I hope all youths here today will do so as well.  Since there is currently no cure for AIDS, prevention and education are the only ways to stop it.


In North Carolina, 80% of new HIV infections are among African Americans.  As an African and an American, this alarms me.  Since some of us have a choice as to whether we get HIV or not, it saddens me deeply to see that so many young people are knowingly risking their lives. If it is true that genetically people of African descent are not as protected from HIV/AIDS infection as those of European descent, then African Americans need to be twice as careful in keeping themselves safe from HIV.  However, it is possible for people of all ethnic backgrounds to get HIV and we ALL need to be alert about the virus.        


In general, the best way for youth to avoid HIV is to steer clear of drugs, alcohol, and other substances that may cloud judgment, to refrain from intimate relationships at a young age, and to find strength within one’s spirituality.  I hope that all youth here today will choose not to get AIDS' so they can pursue and fulfill their dreams.    


I was asked to speak about what is in my heart and on my mind.   In my village in Zimbabwe and throughout the country, there are many children who have been orphaned by AIDS.  Seeing these children struggling to survive in the villages and on the streets touched my sister and I so profoundly that we decided to take action.  We started a program, Assisting AIDS Orphans, which helps AIDS orphans in several African countries by sending them clothing, toys, and school supplies.  We are also thinking about finding ways in which the children we help can become educated at local schools for little or no fee.


Assisting AIDS Orphans has just begun a youth HIV education program in which youth educate other youth.  Currently, 30 young people from around the world are involved in the project.  

It is not only important to care about yourself in relation to AIDS, but care about others as well.  By this I mean educate friends, family, and community members about the virus, and even help those who have AIDS and need support.  For example by joining the RAIN AIDS CareTeams, you can help many people in your community who are affected by HIV.  

Since 1992, RAIN has:  Completed prevention education training sessions for over seventeen hundred individuals, served almost 300 clients, and has provided over fifty-two thousand volunteer hours.  Currently, RAIN has 66 CareTeams that serve over 200 CarePartners.  They also provide HIV/AIDS education in Mecklenburg and 12 surrounding counties. 

Even though some of you here are very young, you can all do something to help in your communities.  I know children as young as seven who have raised thousands of dollars for various community service projects.  I know nine year olds who have founded their own organizations, and teens who have traveled the around the world helping others.  No one is too young or too old to make a difference.  I ask that as you are walking along in the RAIN AIDS walk, you think and talk about what you can do to help.  Remember that by participating in this event, you are taking steps towards making your community, making the world, a better place.

I want to end my speech today by reciting a poem. This poem, entitled “When I Awake”  was written by Lianne, a  14 year old from Ohio

When I Wake  

When I wake, I want to see others understand 
I want to see others caring, and reaching out a hand. 
I want to see them laughing, not worrying about tomorrow 
I want to see them peaceful, and not soaked in their sorrow. 

When I wake, I want to make the world a better place 
I want to see people listen, and not just see someone's face. 
I want people to look inside, and see who they truly are 
I want to see people helping others, who are near and far. 

That's my dream for the world 
I hope it will come true. 
But the only way for this to happen, is with the help of you.
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