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"Remember that someday the AIDS crisis will be over. And when that day has come and gone there will be people who will be alive who will hear that once there was a terrible disease, and that a brave group of people stood up and fought and in some cases died so that others might live and be free." --Vito Russo, 1988



Introduction

The international conference on AIDS and STI in Africa is a critical 
gathering place for leaders across various sectors to come together to a 
common arena to discuss progress made with fighting HIV/AIDS in the region, current and emerging challenges and strategies for future interventions. It creates the opportunity to: share lessons learned from community to national interventions, identify best practices, foster inter sectoral partnerships and networking, secure fresh commitments from stakeholders and set new goals for the years ahead. However, one major concern has been, the level of representation of young people from the preparatory stages to the main conference.

For the first time at an ICASA, there was a youth forum, which brought 
together young people from across Africa to discuss their challenges, to 
make their presence felt in a major regional event and it provided the 
spring board for action for the future regional events. Another concern is 
how to maintain the momentum and ensure that the huge investment made to ensure the participation of youth at the Nairobi conference is not lost.

This report is the outcome of a four-week online consultation of young 
leaders from across Africa on: the challenges faced by young people in 
accessing the previous ICASA, lessons learned from the Nairobi ICASA, 
possible level of youth involvement in the 2005 ICASA and post conference 
follow-up initiatives and strategies.

It is hoped that this document will serve as a strategic guide to effective 
youth participation at the Abuja 2005 ICASA and ensure the mainstreaming of youth issues and activities into the conference agenda.

Young people in Africa, especially girls are particularly vulnerable to 
HIV/AIDS as a result of a myriad of cultural practices, inadequate 
communication between parents and children, inadequate youth friendly 
reproductive health facilities and services, and poor standard of education. 
The 2004 UNAIDS Global AIDS report shows that over 6 million young people between ages 15- 24 are living with HIV in Africa.

African youth represent the hope for the future! Fama Hane Ba head of UNFPA Africa Division affirmed this when he said “the present generation of young people have the potentials to lead Africa out of poverty (and HIV/AIDS).” Young people have been at the forefront on the fight against HIV/AIDS. They have been involved in regional and cross regional networking and have formed strong alliances that present hope for the future.

The XIV ICASA therefore creates the opportunity for them to celebrate their 
strengths, especially progress made after the Nairobi ICASA, to showcase 
their outstanding initiatives, to highlight their challenges and to forge 
partnerships among themselves and with adults from their countries and other parts of Africa. The focus of the XIV ICASA is HIV/AIDS and the family. 
Focus areas are likely to be around; the role of women in the family, early 
childhood and girls education, defining masculinity and femininity and the 
role of boys and girls in the family, parent-child communication, safe sex 
negotiation, coping with the development challenges of adolescence for both parents and adolescents.

Part one of this report talks about challenges to youth participation in 
previous ICASA and how they can be adequately addressed. Part two examines the Nairobi ICASA youth forum, with the hope of drawing from lessons there to develop an improved Abuja youth program. Part three explores possible youth activities at the Abuja ICASA and levels of youth involvement at the committee level in the preparation for the conference. Part four seeks to establish possible follow-up strategies to ensure that youth participants translate what they learn from the conference into real actions within already existing policy and development frameworks. Part five is a list of recommendations and possible next steps for the young people across Africa on the best ways to organize and move to Abuja with the youth force.
Part One:

Challenges of Youth Participation at previous ICASA's

Although the e-consultation was meant to discuss strategies for effective youth participation at the XIV ICASA holding in Nigeria in December 2005, it was imperative to discuss the experiences of young people in their attempts to participate at previous ICASA's in order to make recommendations that will address these challenges and come up with the best strategies for effective youth participation at ICASA 2005.

During the first week of the consultation, young people from all over the region deliberated on critical factors that have prevented their participation at previous ICASA's and came up with several solutions on the way forward to 2005. Below are some of the challenges identified.

Inadequate publicity of the ICASA

“I first knew about what icasa is all about through the internet when information was being passed about this forthcoming conference. This means if I did not have access to the net I would not be able to access this information at all”

FRANCIS OJOK
UGANDA

“A lack of information about previous ICASAs has crippled the youths who have great potential to participate. Most times the coferences are not well publicised especially in schools & higher institutions of learning.”

SAMUEL GONAHASA

“Target people should be identified including youth organistions ,school adresses, and other resource persons. letters should be written well in advance to these institutions telling them initially what icasa is about ,how they can contribute and the benefits of icasa. Then particular information about specific meetings such as the forthcoming one should also be sent in advance.”

Francis Ojok
Uganda
This is a major challenge which is not peculiar to just ICASA but other international conference and policy processes. Often, it is only those who make deliberate efforts to find information about these processes that get any useful and detailed information. The challenges that are posed by inadequate publicity to international events are numerous and way beyond even these conferences in themselves.

· Inadequate publicity makes international AIDS Conferences like any political gathering and since most African countries have lost confidence in the political system in their countries, they do not take the outcomes of conferences or processes they consider as political very seriously. Hence, this downplays the importance and significance of these conferences to the community;

·  Inadequate publicity makes fund raising very difficult for young people as most potentials have to be able to verify and appreciate the importance of the event before releasing funds and most often, they lack the time and patience to do this;

·  Inadequate publicity makes community level post conference follow-up activities very difficult. This is because, most people attach very little significance to what they no little or nothing to, they will hardly appreciate what follow-up actions young people who participate in these conferences bring back home to share;

·  Inadequate publicity makes it difficult for NGOs and CBOs to work along the programming directions of major international decision making processes and this ultimately reduces the pace of progress made with halting the spread of HIV.

Lack of funding

Almost all the young people participating in the consultation agreed that funding is a major challenge to youth participation at the previous ICASA. Although efforts have been made severally by donors and governments to have as many young people attend these meetings and will still make such in the case of ICASA 2005.It was however noted during the discussions that, no matter how much is invested in the participation of young people at these events not all who desire to attend the meetings will have the opportunity. In other to maximize the participation of the few who have the opportunity to attend these events, the following principles are necessary.

· That the young people attending these meetings are have a clear knowledge of the issues on the agenda and have a youth position paper which can be developed through an online dialogue;

·  That youth issues are mainstreamed into the conference program to ensure that young people are not just isolated into a separate arena and miss out of the place where the real decisions are taken;

· The young people thoroughly scrutinize the agenda to see the sessions related to young people and where high level delegates from the UN and governments will be programs focused on youth and the way forward;

· That mechanisms be put in place to ensure that young people follow the conference processes from their countries through technology (web casts of youth related sessions) or an online summary of daily proceedings at the conference;

· That mechanisms be put in place to ensure that those young people who attend the conferences report back to their communities.

Defining Youth in Africa

“I do suggest that the definition of youth has to be more inclusive as that is the whole purpose of participation of young people. But restricting the definition of youth as being ' those who are not legally adults, depending on the country that is usually 18-21 years of age' would not be a solution…May be ICASA could have a more inclusive definition of youth as those between 15-39. How about that?”
Piyoo Kochar
This issue was discussed very extensively during the consultations. Although it is clear that it will be difficult to take a consensus position on this matter, 29 years was a more visible position taken by young people. There are several indices, which can be used to determine the end of youth. From the age definition in the national youth policies in Africa, a youth is anywhere between ages 15- 35 and this is a good standpoint considering Africa's peculiar challenges. Some of the key factors which may be used to judge the end of youth can be drawn from the end of adolescence and these include: age of graduation from school, marital, socio-economic status, employment, financial independence and life expectancy within a particular country. While it is hoped that the ICASA secretariat will be able to take a position that represents the realities on ground, it is equally important for the AU and ECA to take this issue into serious consideration during the next ADF meeting, which is incidentally focused on youth leadership. If it is possible, a charter or policy should be adopted by the AU Commission, which will include the age definition of youth in Africa. If this happens, conference organizers within the region will not have to struggle about age for young people as this will be very clear.

“I would think someone 30-40 years old would be mature enough and have the economic power to be able to develop and live up to their talents and open up closed systems. “
Alexandra Govere, 16 Zimbabwe

Mainstreaming Youth Participation

“If the youth are not involved right from the start that will affect greatly the outcom of all the programmes”

FRANCIS OJOK

Uganda

Often, young people participating in international meetings are separated into an isolated arena called "youth forum." While this creates a unique place for young people attending these meetings to share ideas, experiences, resources, best practices and foster partnerships for progress, it limits the level at which young people are able to speak up on the issues that affect them. Young people's presence and presentations at the plenary and high level panels is very crucial, it creates the best place for them to push their course and seek help on issues that affect them.

Mainstream support for youth led SRH/HIV/AIDS Initiatives

“…even here in nigeria the story is the same the youth are not given the enabling environment to display their talent.as a matter of fact such a closed system kills creativity.”
Chris Kwaja, Nigeria
It was clear from the comments in the discussion that young people in most African countries hardly get the support they require for their activities at the community level. As a result of this, they do not have practical projects to showcase at international events and may hardly get an abstract accepted. The cumbersome processes and high cost requirements to get legal status for an organization in these countries worsen this challenge. It is imperative for governments and agencies to work out a mechanism that will ensure that young people's organizations get the support they require to carry out their activities with a certain level of recognition and community endorsement.

“So many young people do astounding work in the pockets of their communities and their voices are not heard at the national and international level due to the fact that information about conferences like ICASA only circulate amongst major stakeholders in the sector...and largely on the internet at different forums such as this...you hardly find posters deployed nationwide or across the region...adverts in newspapers across the region and radio jingles....”

Olawale Rotimi, Nigeria, 21

 

International Travel Policies

This poses a major barrier to even the young people who get funding to attend international conferences. Most often, these young people loose out the opportunity of participating in these events as a result of their marital status, socio-economic background, education or employment. While it is imperative to scrutinize those who enter any country, it is also important that care is taken not to deny deserving young people of the opportunities to attend international conferences. For ICASA 2005, it is imperative for the secretariat to work with the Federal ministry of internal affairs to ensure that all registered delegates who have the relevant documents are granted travel visa's.

Lack of coordination of youth participation

I agree with you that it is often difficult to save enough for conferences(transportation,accomodation,feeding,fees etc....)......I think we can beat this challenge if we go as a united force that is to look for funds to attend.It usually helps it you start months before to lobby.....

Chilambe Katuta

Zambia

Young people's participation at previous ICASA has not been adequately coordinated. For example donors spearheaded the Nairobi 2003 youth forum and the youth did not have any opportunity to discuss well before conference. Therefore, they could not come to the conference with any position. It is clear that most of the work on the agenda and decisions to be made at international AIDS Conferences take place before the main conference itself, therefore the young people wishing to participate in these conferences need to be able to organize themselves in order to be able to make any meaningful inputs into the conference processes.

Suggested Steps/ Actions

Participants in the e-consultation suggested that in order to ensure effective youth participation and involvement at ICASA 2005, the challenges faced by young people in accessing the conference should b addressed through the following ways;

· That the ICASA Secretariat should work with the local and international media and through country focal points to ensure that adequate publicity is given to the 2005 ICASA in order to create the needed awareness and make post conference follow-up very easy;

· That young people should begin from now to mobilize into national clusters to look for funding in order to secure enough places for themselves at the meeting;

· That adequate funds be set aside by government and donor agencies to support the participation of young people at ICASA 2005;

· That the necessary mechanisms be put in place to ensure that youth organizations are able to get the support they need to carry out their activities at the community level;

· That the secretariat works with ISPs and media organizations to provide web casts and video conferencing of the conference processes so young people can follow proceedings from their communities;

· That young people are involved in the planning phases of the ICASA through representatives in the scientific and community program committees, a youth focal point at the secretariat and a youth committee;

· The secretariat should liaise with the ministry of internal affairs to ensure that all registered delegates get relevant travel visas to enter Nigeria for the conference.

Part two:

Lessons Learned from Youth Participation at Nairobi 2003

During last ICASA in Nairobi, we said "Nothing for us without Us".
Munyao wa Kilonzo
Kenya



For the first time in the history of ICASA, young people from across the region were supported to attend the conference by three key donors UNICEF, UNFPA and Pathfinder,. They represented diverse backgrounds and organizational interests and were doing several levels of work in their communities. The youth delegates had a pre-conference workshop and a youth forum where a large array of activities took place. The formal opening of the Youth forum was attended by UN Special envoy for AIDS in Africa, Steven Lewis and the guest of honour was Kenya’s youthful nominated Member of Parliament Ms Cecil Mbarire. This is a very remarkable sign of god things to come for African youth.

“For the case of Nairobi, I personally was lucky to get sponsored because i had my abstract paper accepted. many other youth dont get get opportunity to submit papers, we also have to look into this issue.”
Luyombya Henry Hudson

Uganda

“In my opinion, this week would be a good time to look at Nairobi in retrospect and find out some of the most important challenges in terms of youth involvement and lets see how we can ensure that these challenges do not repeat themselves in the Abuja ICASA.”

Azubike Nwokoye

Nigeria

The second week of the electronic consultation created opportunity to reflect on the Nairobi ICASA and draw lessons learned by those who participated at the event, in order to ensure adequate planning to avert or reduce the negative lessons learned and perfect the Abuja 2005 Youth activities. Clearly, the young people who attended the conference learned several lessons and the diversity of these lessons would form a critical mass of ideas to help in organizing the ICASA 2005 Youth program. Some of the lessons are outlined below.

· Throughout the conference, the issue of the age which defines youth came up and many felt sidelined as they had been funded from their various countries on the bases of the fact that they are youth, only to get to Nairobi to hear something contrary. This issue was not resolved until the end of the conference;

· The youth forum and other youth activities at the conference were more donor driven and did not have so much openings for young people to share experiences. Clearly, it was only meant to satisfy the expected outcomes of the donors and so young people had very little inputs to make;

· Young people were isolated from the main conference arena to a separate place through the youth forum and this greatly limited their chances of speaking at the places where the real decisions are taken;

· The young people who attended the event complained that they did not have any concrete evidence like a certificate to show that they attended the event. This is very key concern. Young people need certificates of participation for each international conference they attend, in case they will need to show evidence in the future.

In order to make improvements at ICASA 2005 through the lessons learned from the Nairobi ICASA, the participants in the e-consultation suggested the following steps be taken.

· The activities of youth at ICASA 2005 are mainstreamed into the main conference program and that young people be involved in planning the youth program, are granted spaces to speak at the plenary and in high level discussions that will take place during the conference;

· Special identification tags be made for youth delegates in order to help them gain attention from session chairs to present the issues that affect them;

· The registration process should be made as easy as possible in order to make it easy for young people to register.

· A certificate of participation be created for young people to serve as evidence that they attended the conference, in case it may be useful to them in securing a job in the future.
“there were some contradictory assessments of youth participation and visibility … Some people--youth and others--felt that a lot of progress had been made in getting youth issues and voices more visible, at least at the ICASA, while others were upset and spoke out about what they saw as lack of adequate representation, both in numbers of youth who attended (and scholarships for same), and the focus on youth issues.”

Janet Feldman
Kenya

Appendix

FROM ABUJA TO BANGKOK TO ABUJA

DABESAKI MAC-IKEMENJIMA

dabesaki@yahoo.com
Abuja 2004: 

The national AIDS Conference held from May 2-5 2004 was well attended and created the most needed opportunity for stakeholders from across various sectors including youth and people living with HIV to discuss progress made and future interventions. Remarkably, this is one major forum where people could give feedbacks and get updated knowledge on progress made and best practices. The opening ceremony represented various interest groups as reflected in the presentation of goodwill messages by youth, PLHAs, the donor community etc and this is sign of better things ahead.

For many that attended the conference, Abuja 2004 will be remembered for the numerous lapses that were witnessed at the conference. As a person and delegate at the conference, I will like to look at a few that I observed myself.

1. Communication between the conference secretariat and prospective delegates and stakeholders was very poor to the extent that many emails sent pre-conference have not received responses until now. Also in this regards, many of those who had abstracts accepted and those who received scholarships did not get pre-confirmation until some of them got to the conference venue.

2. Pre-conference registration: Confirmations for payments registration fees paid to the respective designated Banks did not receive confirmation from the conference and some applicants had to re-contact the conference secretariat to be sure that their fees had been received.

3. Publicity: Overall the publicity for the national AIDS Conference was not very impressing. Although the conventional media of publicity may have been used, they did not create the needed awareness to the populace of Nigeria. Unfortunately, even within Abuja, there was very little awareness about the conference. A conference of such magnitude and importance should have been heard of by virtually everyone even if they may not participate. The awareness that people are gathering for such an event also serves as a message that AIDS still exists and people need to be careful.

4. The secretariat: I am uncertain about this but I feel that the conference secretariat would have been more decentralized to make the responsibilities for every unit easy to carry out.

5. Conference programme and abstract books were not ready/ available until after the opening ceremony of the conference. 

6. Registration materials for the conference were not readily available and most participants did not get their nametags till the end of the conference. The conference bags were not available to many participants.

7. The media center was very small and had a very slow Internet connection, which made it difficult for any meaningful communication to take place between media representatives and their organizations from taking place.

8. The activities for youth at the conference were not mainstreamed into the conference process and this is a major concern.

9. There was no transportation facility available for participants to move from major hotels to conference venue.

BANGKOK 2004-

 The XV International Conference on AIDS will be remembered for many remarkable things and I will like to highlight some key features of the conference from a personal perspective.

Communication: Pre-conference, the website was open to provide basic information from early in 2003 and a mailing list was set-up to facilitate the dissemination of the conference invitation programme once it was ready. Communication between the conference secretariat and prospective participants and interest groups was mutual and most inquiries got the needed responses within 48 hours from when they were made. People easily got the help they needed to facilitate their participation at the conference. The contact details of all prospective participants were in a database to facilitate easy access to personal information and information dissemination form the conference secretariat.

Secretariat: The working team for the conference was uniquely decentralized, so that each unit focused on its responsibility adequately. The conference secretariat had several components and each of these had smaller units working in them.  For example, the youth programme was under the community programme office.

e- payment systems were utilized in payments of all relevant fees and confirmations were received almost immediately for all payments made.

Publicity: the XV International Conference on AIDS received enormous publicity from all quarters. Various stakeholders publicized the event and made the globality of the conference felt across borders.

Welcome to Bangkok! The youths of Thailand were engaged in volunteer activities to make the conference successful. On arrival at the airport, help desks were available to support participants through the various processes with the immigration and delegates were assisted to find transportation to their respective hotels.

The conference programme and abstract books were available as at June 25. Most of the sessions had been confirmed. Additional sessions, which were not included in the programme book or had been rescheduled or had changes, were included in the extended programme book along side the late breakers abstracts. Smaller versions of the programme for each of the programme units like the leadership programme were made available to ease delegates of the problem of carrying large volumes of books through out the conference.

Registration: On-site registration was done at the global village section of the conference venue in order to prevent unaccredited persons from accessing the conference venue. Yet the GV itself represents a clear idea of the conference and created the opportunity for unregistered persons to have a feel of the conference processes. Registration was divided into different categories and all registration materials were on hand.

There was transportation available to all delegates from their hotels to the conference venue in the morning and from the conference venue back to their hotels in the evening.

The media center at the Bangkok conference was robust with Internet facilities, message-editing systems and conference rooms

All meeting rooms had projectors, Laptops, interpreter and technical support staff.

Special programmes

· PLHA Lounge

· Global Village Youth Lounge

· Cultural programme

Bangkok 2004!

As a youth delegate and member of the Global Youth Coalition on HIV/AIDS Workgroup, the Bangkok 2004 AIDS Conference was a very challenging one and is the beginning of many great things for youth globally.

1. A youth secretariat with 3 staff was set-up pre- conference to lobby for youth activities within the conference committee and to ensure maximum youth participation at the conference.

2. A youth scholarship, which supported 150 international youth to attend the conference, was set-up.

3. Youth spoke at the opening, plenary and closing along side special youth sessions held throughout the conference.

4. Youth issues were at the fore during the conference process.

Moving from Bangkok to Abuja 2005

The intent of the efforts put into writing this paper is to ensure that lessons learned from Bangkok are transferred to Abuja to make ICASA 2005 the best ever organized ICASA. I will therefore make a few recommendations.

1. That ICASA 2005 Secretariat be decentralized as much as possible to make for effective labour division and facilitate progress.

2. That the best method of payment (preferably e-payment) be used for registration to make participant registration easy.

3. That the ICASA 2005 website be given enough publicity as soon as it comes-up to create awareness about the conference.

4. That a staff be dedicated in each unit to respond to correspondences.

5. That all events and activities to be included in the conference programme be confirmed well in advance to ensure that the programme book is ready before hand. All accepted abstracts can be in the abstract book(s) while those accepted later as late breaker- abstracts can be published in an extended abstract book.

6. That a standby generator be kept on hand to forestall power outage during the conference and compliment NEPA’s power supply.

7. That welcome and support facilities need to be provided at all major entry points for international guests to facilitate their smooth movement to the conference venue.

8. That the Abuja 2005 be equipped with facilities that will help media representatives do their work easily and effectively.

9. That transportation services be arranged for delegates’ movement from their hotels to the conference venue and back everyday of the conference.

10. All sectors of the country especially the tourism sector be partnered with in the preparation for the conference. Organised tours can be arranged to various tourism sites within Nigeria.

Moving the African Youth Force to Abuja

 The Bangkok conference had a remarkable preparatory process for youth and is the only single conference in which the presence of youth was felt so much and in a meaningful way. 

I feel that for the ICASA 2005 meet to be successful, the following need to be done:

1. Set-up a youth secretariat comprising experienced youth who will be able to plan negotiate for and set-up the youth activities at the conference.

2. Include a youth on every major committee of the conference to enable them lobby and justify the need for their involvement.

3. That youth voices are represented at the opening, plenaries and closing and that youth issues form the nucleus of post conference planning and activities.

4. Abstract written by youth are given priority and special attention.

5. That cross regional dialogue be held among youths to find out the issues that affect them most and what kind of activities they will like to see reflected on the ICASA 2005 Conference programme. 

6. There are several international and national AIDS Conferences before ICASA 2005. Youths should be supported to attend these conferences to gather experiences that they will use to boost the youth activities at ICASA 2005.

In the UNAIDS 2004 Global AIDS Epidemic, the agenda for action for youth and HIV, young people have been identified to be especially vulnerable to HIV, but they are also the greatest hope for changing the course of the AIDS Epidemic. When young people are given appropriate tools and support, they cab become powerful agents for change.
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