1. How did you get involved in UNGASS?

Youth RISE decided that the UNGASS on HIV was a potential platform for high-level advocacy and decided to submit applications – both to participate in the actual meeting and to participate as speakers. In the applications, we detailed the fact that youth who use injections drugs, HIV and harm reduction were under-represented topics, particularly from a youth perspective, and stressed the importance of the inclusion of both young people and the topics in the High Level Meeting.

I was contacted by the Civil Society Task Force in early May, informing me that I had been selected as a Civil Society Alternate Speaker. This meant that I would have the opportunity to formally speak during the Panel on Universal Access, and that I would replace the main speaker if needed. I would also have the opportunity to participate in three day of preparatory training. 

2. What strategies / actions can you recommend to other young people?

I definitely recommend talking to other people who have been through these types of meeting before. Reading the background information, commitments and declarations can provide useful references, however, these documents do not really give a sense of what it actually feels like to be there. To me, the most useful aspect of the Civil Society Training was having the opportunity to ask questions of the speakers and activists who had participated in high-level UN meetings before, and to strategize based on their experiences and lessons learned. 

Being in the UN can be intimidating, right from the initial arrival. It is not set up to be friendly or accommodating to civil society. For those of us who are used to working in communities, or attending conferences that facilitate interaction and dialogue, these meetings are a sharp contrast. Some of the most useful advice I received beforehand was to be prepared for delegates to not pay attention to me while I was speaking, and to not take it personally. If possible, it is useful to sit in on the proceedings to get a sense of the protocol, the language used by the delegates and UN officials, and the way they interact with one another.

Having the opportunity to meet with your “constituencies” to develop unified messaging is also really important, and helps strengthen your impact. As part of our civil society training, we developed key messages and themes that we wanted to collectively weave into our presentations or advocacy, and this helps bring a unified voice to certain issues. It also helps to not feel so alone in the process. “One pagers,” and fact sheets are really useful for advocacy, as are pamphlets or fliers that delegates can take with them and (hopefully) read later.

The Youth Caucus prepared key message that were very important and served the purpose of collectively addressing issues that were relevant to young people. I think it is also important to see where young people can align themselves with other movements to ensure that young people’s perspectives are included in other statements and key messages, such as within the Gender Caucus, or the Harm Reduction Caucus. 

Most importantly is probably finding your allies and supporters, with whom you can share ideas, ask for honest feedback and debrief your experiences. There is so little time, and so many competing interests that it really can feel overwhelming to try to accomplish anything, particularly when the system is not set up to accommodate meaningful participation of civil society and young people. This is why the Caucuses, side meetings and support groups are so helpful and actually engaging.

3. What is your impression of how seriously the UN and Civil Society treat young people and youth issues?

I think this is really two separate questions…

The UN system, as it exists, is not set up to be welcoming to young people or conducive to addressing youth issues in a meaningful way. There are very limited opportunities for actual engaging with the official delegates, country missions and UN officials. While some of these people did speak to the importance of addressing youth issues within the regional and global responses working towards Universal Access, there seemed to be a disconnect between talking about the issues, and actually taking steps to connect with young people. I certainly wasn’t approached by any “higher level” officials while I was at the meeting. 

I do believe that this meeting was successful in highlighting the importance of addressing young people as a priority population - the challenge is how does this translate into funding and policy change? There is recognition that the current approaches to prevention, treatment, care and support for young people are either not effective, or not enough, and that young people continue to be at extremely high risk, or “vulnerable” to HIV infection. However, the social and economic changes that must occur on a systemic level will never occur long as governments and high-level officials are comfortable with the status quo. So, I guess I feel that the UN is serious about youth issues, but not necessarily serious about implementing serious change that will have a lasting impact.

In terms of Civil Society, there are similar challenges. My experience with the Civil Society Task Force was challenging and nuanced.  I feel that while the CSTF recognized the importance of youth participation, there was underlying ageism in some of their expectations.  An example would be that it was acknowledged that a young person would speak to youth issues, just as a drug user should speak to drug user issues, and a person living with HIV should speak to travel restrictions. However, there was resistance to young people speaking on more general topics or panels, addressing issues that went beyond the direct experience of being an “affected” young person. I think the CSTF were also in the difficult position of assuming responsibility, (whether this was actual or implied), for what the Civil Society Speakers said, and therefore being concerned that young speakers wouldn’t follow protocol or would say something too controversial. I also experienced ageist remarks from CSTF members, which was both hurtful and disappointing. That said, there were also several CSTF members who were incredibly supportive and strong advocates and allies for youth inclusion.

There were very positive responses from some Civil Society representatives. I received positive feedback for the presentation I gave and the fact that there were several youth speakers representing youth issues. I think that Civil Society is generally supportive of young people’s participation. 

I think the challenges arise from the difficulty of working with the UN structure, and at times it can seem like there are too many competing agendas, youth being one of them. I think sometimes Civil Society regional and issue specific groups feel enormous pressure to advocate for their issues and to maximize the advocacy opportunities surrounding the High Level meeting. As young activists, I think it is equally as important for us to link up with other regional and issue specific caucuses to see where we can incorporate youth issues into the broader agendas, as well as developing a strong youth-specific advocacy agenda.

