Trip Report

Harm Reduction 2008, Barcelona

The 19th International Conference on Drug-Related Harm (the Conference) was held from May 11-15 in Barcelona. This marked the second year that young people participated in a coordinated and profiled way, and the first year Youth RISE operated as a functioning international network during the conference. 

Background:

The 17th Conference (in Vancouver) culminated with a plenary led by young people under the age of 25, which was immediately followed by the launching of an international youth network for harm reduction. During the 18th Conference, (in Warsaw) young harm reduction leaders and mentors coordinated a Youth Satellite, one of the Youth Network’s then-volunteer coordinators spoke at the opening ceremonies, there was a Youth Major Session, where all of the presenters were under 25, and a Youth Network member spoke at the closing ceremonies. The Youth Network was more formally established through a partnership with the International Harm Reduction Association (IHRA) and funded through the UK Department for International Development (DFID), and became was is now known as Youth RISE in November 2007. This activity marks a positive progression in youth participation in the Conferences. However, this year’s conference yielded mixed results with regards to youth visibility and inclusion. 

Harm Reduction 2008:

This year, Youth RISE chose to focus its limited staff time and funds towards strengthening the infrastructure of the network, rather than coordinating larger sessions such as Satellites. It was felt that this would benefit the longer-term sustainability of the network, and would strengthen the capacity of the youth International Working Group (IWG) members to develop youth-specific harm reduction in their regions. 

Through DFID funding, two scholarships from IHRA and four scholarships from UNICEF, Youth RISE was able to support 11 IWG members to travel to and participate in the Conference in Barcelona. This included members from Argentina, Canada, China, Guyana, India, Romania, Russia, Rwanda, Spain, Vietnam, the UK and USA. Youth RISE planned IWG-specific activities, including:

· A pre-conference welcome meeting on night of arrival,

· A training on the Convention on the Rights of the Child led by Human Rights Analyst and IHRA staff Damon Barrett,

· A strategic planning session to develop the vision, goals and priorities of Youth RISE for the next two year, and beyond,

· A day-long peer training, that included an introduction to harm reduction principles and discussions of their applicability for young people, prevention based harm reduction initiatives, implementation of harm reduction initiatives in the form of street outreach, mobile outreach and drop-in centers, night life and club drug harm reduction outreach and pill testing initiatives (including a later site visit), overdose prevention and feedback and discussions.
Youth RISE coordinators worked with IHRA to select abstracts (from submitted and scored abstracts) for a Young People’s Session, which also included a presentation from one of them on ‘Voices of Young Women in Harm Reduction.’ Youth RISE was also involved in the Conference Planning Committee for the 4th Annual Alcohol Harm Reduction Conference. One of Youth RISE’s coordinators presented ‘Youth Perspectives on Alcohol’ and two Youth RISE IWG members spoke on a panel session. Youth RISE members attended a variety of Satellite Sessions, and were able to both address youth issues within the Satellites, as well as report back on the content from those sessions.

Two key advocacy opportunities for Youth RISE came in the form of smaller meetings. The first was the opportunity to meet Paul Hunt, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Health.  The youth-specific issues presented to Mr. Hunt included: the denial of basic human rights and child rights when young people are denied access to harm reduction services, the fact that young people remain silent and often un-accounted for in the global debates on harm reduction and drug policies and the need for leadership opportunities for young people within the harm reduction movement, in recognition of both their Rights to participation and their Rights to achieve the highest attainable standard of health.

The second highlighted advocacy opportunity included the opportunity to meet Mr. Antonio Costa, the Executive Director of UNODC. The youth specific issues presented to him included: the lack of funding for and commitment to youth drug-related programmes that are not solely prevention based, the lack of representation from UNODC within the UN meetings and task teams addressing youth and HIV/AIDS, the need for greater coordination between UNICEF, UNAIDS and UNODC with regards to young people’s issues and the need for UNODC to broaden it’s scope and address youth issues that fall outside of its prevention-based Global Youth Network. Mr. Costa and Kristian Kroll, UNODC director of HIV programmes, agreed to work with Youth RISE to address these issues and gaps.

These examples all represent positive developments for young people within the global harm reduction movement. However, there were a number of challenges that surfaced as well. While Youth RISE was able to devote its resources to strengthening it’s core, this seemed to detract from the network’s ability to support young people to have a larger presence within the conference. Youth speakers, or speakers specifically addressing young people’s issues, were not included in any of the plenary or major sessions. Due to Youth RISE’s limited capacity to solicit and support young people to develop abstracts, four of five presenters in the Youth People’s Session were speaking on behalf of youth, but not identified as young people themselves. While the formation of Youth RISE was mentioned by IHRA Executive Director, young people’s issues were not highlighted during the opening or closing sessions. 

Therefore, while there were significant ‘behind the scenes,’ structural and capacity building developments within Youth RISE, youth issues seemed to ‘fall off the radar’ and the conference delegates were not as exposed to youth-related content as they were in the previous two years. Funding also presented a significant barrier to young people’s participation in the conference, and will continue to be as Youth RISE has no funds secured for the upcoming year’s conference. 

Recommendations for the upcoming year:

· Youth related issues should remain integrated or ‘mainstreamed’ within the conference programme, without Youth RISE having to explicitly advocate and coordinate inclusion,

· Youth presenters or presenters addressing young people’s issues should not only be relegated to youth-specific sessions, they should instead be incorporated within other themes, such as gender, human rights, people who use drugs, research etc,

· Themes that are more relevant to young people in some regions, such as stimulant use, non-injecting drug use, emerging drugs and drug trends, research on youth, substance use and harm reduction, young people’s Rights and harm reduction, and innovative and creative harm reduction programmes should be highlighted,

· Young people should be involved in the design of the conference programme, 

· Young people’s travel and registration should be subsidized,

· Dedicated funds should be allocated to supporting Youth RISE members, particularly coordinating members and speakers, to attend the conference.

Lets work together to ensure our participation keeps growing and more young people are included within the global harm reduction movement!

If you have further suggestions or feedback, please write to us at:

info@youthrise.org
Thanks!

Caitlin Padgett 

Youth RISE Co-coordinator

