Eritrean Youth: Vital Partners in the Government’s National Project Against HIV/AIDS

Submitted by the National Union of Eritrean Youth and Students (NUEYS)
1. Summary of the Practice

The National Union of Eritrean Youth and Students (NUEYS), an independent youth NGO run by youth and for youth, was invited to be a member of the HAMSET (HIV/AIDS, malaria, STIs, and Tuberculoses) National Technical Committee in 2001. During this 5-year project, NUEYS’ role consisted of communicating with communities so as to build on their existing mechanism to promote healthy and safe behavior, and encouraging youth groups in grassroots communities to think, plan, and organize community based projects that would be implemented by them.

NUEYS’ active participation in the HAMSET project ensured that youth, the most ‘at risk’ age group, were considered and empowered by and through the project. Such a strategy of having NUEYS part of the HAMSET project was chosen because it has been proven that people are more likely to hear and personalize messages, and thus change their attitudes and behaviors, if they believe the messenger is similar to them and faces the same concerns and pressures.

2. Level of Intervention

As NUEYS has a vast network that reaches all of the administrative zones and sub-zones of Eritrea, it was able to reach youth from all parts of the country. NUEYS conducted many awareness-raising activities, at the grassroots level, like seminars, workshops, drama and music campaigns, and established anti-HIV/AIDS clubs.

3. Problem Addressed

As youth are the most vulnerable when it comes to HIV/AIDS, awareness to youth is of utmost importance for NUEYS. Accordingly, the problems addressed in this project are as follows:

1. Lack of information on condom availability and use as well as communication outcomes among youth

2. Need for peer-to-peer HIV/AIDS awareness

3. Need for using mass media outlets to spread awareness target to youth and the community at large

4. Need for awareness outreach to those rural areas that do not have electricity and/or access to TV and radio

5. Need for providing and making people aware of the option of using female condoms

6. Training youth on care and support for people living with HIV/AIDS (PLHAs)

7. Demand for private, anonymous access to information and advice on HIV/AIDS and reproductive/sexual health.

4. Purpose of Intervention

The purpose of NUEYS’ intervention in the HAMSET project was to ensure that youth were specially targeted in campaign efforts and to empower youth to spread HIV/AIDS awareness. As Eritrea does not have a Ministry of Youth, like that of other developing countries, NUEYS as an independent NGO was able to play a role in shaping mechanisms and approaches to better fight HIV/AIDS. Through the support of the government, NUEYS was also able to increase its capacity for HIV/AIDS awareness, which allows NUEYS to continue its existing activities after the project. That is to say that NUEYS has been able to adopt sustainable approaches for HIV/AIDS awareness because of the capacity building and NUEYS increase its involvement and its cooperation with other implementing partners of the project. NUEYS’ intervention allowed HIV/AIDS awareness to be spread throughout Eritrea, through NUEYS’ strong nationwide network of youth and students (a membership of over 135,000).

5. Context

NUEYS considers health to be one of the most important issues facing young people in Eritrea today and it strives to analyze health issue from the youth prospective to develop programs and polices which are relevant to young Eritreans. Some of the biggest problems facing youth today include STI/HIV/AIDS infections, early/unwanted pregnancy, abortion, and family planning, and adolescent reproductive health (ARH) in general.

NUEYS plays an active part in addressing and improving youth problems in partnership with sector ministries and various partners such as other NGOs and the UN. As a result of this, NUEYS established 10 youth centers (out of which seven provide clinical services). Each center provides health services and recreational activities and give clinical and counseling services, condom provision, reproductive health services, peer education training and out reach programs in communities and schools on HIV/AIDS/STIs. Some Zones have attractive recreational youth centers that provide clinical services; others not due to financial problems.

6. History and Process

The process that NUEYS had adopted when it came to identifying the problem, setting priorities, conceptualizing the program, and plan its implementation, monitoring, and evaluation was one in which many youth, from different parts of the country were involved. Moreover, the HAMSET project had worked hand-in-hand with facilitating some of NUEYS’ most important strategies to achieve its organizational objectives like though the establishment of youth centers/clubs, and using them to create awareness on HIV/AIDS among the Eritrean population, especially the youth of Eritrea.

Because HAMSET was a national project, major decisions were made by the Ministry of Health to ensure coordination and that activities coincided with the ‘National Strategic Plan on HIV/AIDS/STIs’ as well as the ‘HIV/AIDS and STDs Policy and Policy Guidelines’ (both published by the Ministry of Health in Eritrea). However, the design of NUEYS’ intervention activities was decided on by youth, as NUEYS is a youth-run NGO.

Measures taken to ensure sustainability of the project activities was the capacity building component of NUEYS’ intervention. This includes both the procurement of audio-visual mobile units and other supporting equipment, as well as the establishment of youth centers and clubs. These facilities will be there for a long time as focal elements and tools for any future awareness raising campaigns. Also a large number of youth peer educators have been trained by the Ministry of Health and NUEYS; they will be a huge human asset for the organization with the health knowledge and experience they were able to gain because of the HAMSET project.

7. Steps of Implementation

The following are the many activities NUEYS conducted in an effort to spread HIV/AIDS awareness particularly among youth and in communities in general:

· Conducted survey for communication outcomes on youth focusing on the use of folk media and IPC skills in 2005

· More than 90 radio programs on HAMSET diseases had been broadcasted between January 2002 to December 2004

· Massive campaigns through cultural shows reflecting HAMSET diseases through poems, songs, and role plays have been broadcasted on national television since January 2003 NUEYS also produced a film on HIV/AIDS titled ‘Simret’

· Adverts/artciles about HAMSET diseases have been posted in NUEYS’ magazine “Youth” since the beginning of 2004. 

· NUEYS has conducted 3 study tours to regional countries so as to assess the problems faced and mechanisms used by other youth in our region.

· 4 fully equipped audio-visual mobile units have been purchased and used to spread awareness in different parts of Eritrea, with special attention given to rural areas. These audio-visual mobile units have conducted on an average of 180 outreach campaign visits since January 2002 and have targeted more than 1.2 million people throughout the country.

· As a support for the operation of NUEYS’ youth friendly centers, NUEYS headquarters has utilized the buildings, operation, and maintenance budget to purchase 5 computers, 5 printers, 6 satellite receivers, 6 televisions, and 6 video players.

· A ToT (Training of trainers) course on care and support has been given to more than 150 youth.

· NUEYS has printed out calendars to promote female condoms.

· NUEYS has established a hotline counseling service in an effort to address the needs that youth have for access to private services related to their sexual health

· Several training courses were conducted to youth on HIVA/IDS, peer education, etc. where more than 300 youth located in model communities had upgraded their knowledge and skill in the above-mentioned fields.

· More than 30 general knowledge competitions have been conducted in all six regions of Eritrea and basically targeted high school students.

· 12 counseling and HAMSET clubs have been established where trained peer educators give advice to their peers on HIV/AIDS and other HAMSET diseases by also providing them with the needed IEC materials.

8. Resources Required for the Practice

Much financial resources were needed to conduct campaigns, print out awareness materials, equipments, and the like. However, the largest resources that ensured the success of this project was the human resources, that is the youth who volunteered for the campaigns. NUEYS also took advantage of resources like the media (TV, radio, etc) and its own media outlet, its youth magazine. Audio-visual units were purchased and used to spread awareness to those who didn’t have access to television and/or radio. Such resources used for outreach campaigns proved very beneficial when it came to spreading awareness in rural areas where media technology isn’t available and where illiteracy rates might be high.

9. Indicators for Monitoring

Indicators of monitoring include information collected by surveys (i.e. rate of HIV/AIDS in Eritrea, percent of population that has heard of AIDS, percent of population that has knowledge of STIs, malaria trends, etc.) With NUEYS’ intervention in particular, indicators for monitoring include the number of youth beneficiaries as well as other members of the community who were able to benefit from NUEYS’ intervention schemes.

10. Impact

NUEYS’ participation in the HAMSET project has had a huge impact on the youth of Eritrea and the community in general. As NUEYS seeks to reach communities at grassroots level, and as NUEYS uses various media tools including films, national TV, and radio, NUEYS’ contribution to the HAMSET project has been significant. This is especially true because NUEYS specifically targets those who are most at risk, and that is the youth.

11. Role of Youth
All of NUEYS projects and activities have been planned, organized, and implemented by youth. This is very important in that it ensures that the views of youth are heard and they are allowed to become the leading actors of their own development. With the HAMSET project in particular, NUEYS was able to ensure that the interests of the youth was best served.

12. Challenges and Pitfalls
One of the pitfalls involved with this project is the fact that NUEYS should approve its projects first with the Ministry of Health. This isn’t such a big problem and NUEYS realizes the importance of this so as to insure smooth coordination and to make sure that our intervention project corresponds with Eritrea’s national health policy. High bureaucracy also made the financial approval process complex and this sometimes created a delay in the implementation of activities. One pitfall experienced was NUEYS high turnover rate of staff, which is an internal problem of the organization.

13. Critical Issues and Lessons Learnt
NUEYS learned that it is important to include TB awareness with HIV/AIDS awareness and that it should increase its HIV/AIDS information focus on targeting young commercial sex workers and youth in the military.  NUEYS has also come to realize the importance of cooperating with other HIV/AIDS awareness implementing

