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VACANCY: HARPER DECLINES INVITATION TO 2006 INTERNATIONAL AIDS CONFERENCE IN TORONTO

07/28/2006 – In just a few weeks, individuals from all across the world will be swarming Toronto for the International AIDS Conference. Roughly 20,000 scientists, journalists, health experts and community leaders will be attending. Among them is rumoured to be former US President Bill Clinton, as well as Microsoft Chairman Bill Gates. However, among all these passionate faces, one will not find our Canadian Prime Minister’s.

Stephen Harper has recently sent a letter, received by Gene Long, spokesperson for the 16th International AIDS Conference, stating that he will not be attending. We have yet to come across a reason or explanation for Harper’s decision to opt out of appearing at the opening ceremony, which was all he was requested to do.

Canadians have elected themselves a prime minister that will, in the words of Bloc Québécois MP Christiane Gagnon, “move mountains to attend events when aimed at gaining electoral ground” but who will not even trouble himself for two hours of humanitarianism, the time that he would have been at the Conference for should he have decided to accept the invitation to speak at the opening ceremony.

Canada has been the host of three International AIDS Conferences to date. Of those three, one of them has been attended by our elected prime minister. That memorable occasion, which, it would seem, was a one time deal, was when Mulroney attended in 1989. Apparently, Canada has decided since then that AIDS is not an issue that is deemed worthy of our prime minister’s time. Kim Thomas, acting Director of the Canadian AIDS Society, said “It is very disappointing not the have the leader of our country there. It sends a message that AIDS is not very high on his radar…”.

Jean-Chrétien skipped the Conference when it was held in Vancouver in 1996, which prompted Nelson Mandela, then president of South Africa, not to attend. His absence was an embarrassment to Canada and lead to a heavy load of bad press. Delegates attending the conference, as well as those who are working vigorously to plan it, hope that Harper’s decision to miss the IAC does not have the same effect that Chrétien’s decision did, and that other leaders are not prompted to skip the conference.

Unfortunately, Harper has so far declined to answer questions related to his refusal to attend the International AIDS Conference in August, which leads many to speculate that his declination was not purely an oversight, after all. Some say that his refusal to attend the IAC, combined with his decline to attend the Outgames this summer, could be a statement of discrimination on the part of our prime minister. It would be a shame to link the AIDS issue to an issue of homophobia, but the reality of the stigma still exists, as much as our society would like to think otherwise. With two important, landmark, events that are planned to take place so close together, and with a decline to attend both from Harper, one can only wonder what his reasons are. 

Since 2000, Ottawa has committed over $800 million to AIDS treatment, research and prevention. Canada is underwriting the Conference a total of $5.8 million and is the eight largest donor to the United Nations AIDS Program. These are all accomplishments that Canada should be proud of that should prompt Harper to make an appearance at the opening ceremony. Canada should take pride in our contribution to the fight against AIDS, our prime minister included. 

If you are reading this article and agree that Stephen Harper should attend the International AIDS Conference opening ceremony, please send him a letter urging him to do so. His office mailing address can be found online at http://www.pm.gc.ca/eng/ or you can send us your letter and we will mail it for you. Either e-mail it to youth@aidsdurham.com or mail it to:

The AIDS Committee of Durham Region

Attn: Catherine Renaud

22 King Street West, Suite 401

Oshawa, Ontario

L1H 1A3

-30-

If you have any questions or concerns please do not hesitate to contact our office.

Sincerely,

Catherine Renaud

Youth Outreach Worker

youth@aidsdurham.com
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