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1) Know Your Epidemic

2) What is the Purpose of Collecting the Data (Strategic Information)
3) How will this Data be used in Advocacy of HIV Prevention Strategy and service provision for MARA
4) Making sure that Young People are not “Passive Recipients, but Active Participants” in the process of making sure they are getting access to the services they need.

If there were any main take away points that I am currently leaving Geneva with, while I am on my flight returning to New York City from the 3 day meeting I had with UNAIDS, UNICEF, UNFPA, UNODC, and government officials/representatives of the Intra-agency Task Team on Young People (IATT)  they are the four mentioned above.  (As you can see the UN loves their acronyms- MARA, oh and wait I am not done MARY,  M&E, I could continue, but I will stop there, as you will see these acronyms pop up in my recap as well.)
Know Your Epidemic
This was the first order of business to be addressed at the meeting. Who are MARA (10-18yrs), MARY-Most at-Risk Young People (10-24)? Who are these young people the group is always referring to? According to the definition, ‘most-at risk’ is characterized by the behaviors that young people adopt who have a high chance of being exposed to HIV – so things like having unprotected sex, doing this with multiple-partners (for sex work), sharing injecting equipment…all these things characterise someone who would be considered ‘most at-risk’. From this young people are broken into several categories:
· Young Injection Drug Users   
· Young Men who have Sex with Men 

· Young Sex Workers 

Why these populations?- Well it comes down to their risk and vulnerability, and of course this is based upon the social, political, and economic environment in which they live in.

If Sex Work, a man having sex with a man, and a young person doing drugs is viewed as unacceptable in society. We end up with people hiding the behaviors that they engage in which then marginalizes them. Then if your government decides that they will criminalise you for these behaviors well that even leaves you more vulnerable, and your risk increases, and with MARA if you are under the age of 18 in most places you can’t even get access to harm reduction services, there are issues of confidentiality, and more than likely you need parental consent to access these services. In the Ukraine, it takes about a year after the child’s birth for a HIV positive young pregnant mother to find out if her child will be positive or not. In conclusion, we pretty much have a recipe for disaster when looking at the likelihood of HIV rates increasing among young people- which to no surprise, they are.
What’ the Purpose of Strategic Information

Well if these young people, especially adolescents are being criminalized, marginalized and they are not being supported or served even in their basic health needs, how do we then make them visible so that they do? Well we need DATA!  More importantly we need it disaggregated by age, because we know that under 18 has special ethical issues that need to be considered which is why they need to become visible in data.

As we know data is the only way governments will know that the population exists and the only way they/as well as funders will know that this population needs resources (Money!- for programming and services). Hence, governments will need a monitoring and evaluation (M&E) strategy to deal with MARA. They need to see what is currently being done in terms of programming and services…if any, and then start collecting data on the population.
How will this data be used?
Well the task team knows that the data need to be used for:

1) Advocacy to get government to have MARA/MARY as a part of their HIV/AIDS strategy.

2) To establish the kind of services, and interventions that the population will need in order to reduce the incidence of HIV infection in that particular are. 

Time was spent at this meeting developing what are the steps in using the data for advocacy: creating buy-in from stakeholders, packaging the data for decision makes i.e. advocacy tool kits, fact sheets, case studies. 
In terms of the programming and services an emphasis was placed on making sure there was a balance of qualitative as well as quantitative data when establishing these monitoring and evaluation systems. The balance is important because many times people place great emphasis on numbers and forget that there are real people with real stories behind those numbers, and its hearing these people that you really get a sense of what appropriate interventions will work best with the population in fighting HIV. Otherwise, what use are the numbers…you just reduce young people to statistics, and we all know no one wants to be a statistic. 

Young People need to be Active Participants
Well this should be a no brainer to most folks working with young people, but it is not especially when it comes to MARA. There are mechanisms (few) for older youth to be actively engaged in their own health and well-being, but what about the adolescents? We act as if they are too immature, or dealing with ‘too much’ in the world to not be engaged. What is this about? 
The fact that Youth RISE was the only youth-led non-governmental organization (NGO) represented at the consultation speaks to this very fact. There was meaningful participation at the consultation, but UN entities cannot stop there. There needs to be institutionalized mechanisms where there is mentorship of the young people who are most affected by this epidemic to lead in fighting it. To assume that all the ‘adults’ in the room will be the ones to ‘save MARA’ at the end of the day would be quite obnoxious. Young people and adolescents need to be at the table.
As recommendations there needs to be concrete examples or the development of plans of how most at-risk adolescents and young people can be supported to be at the forefront of advocacy efforts and mentored in their overall personal leadership development. In addition, ways in which young people can be involved in the M&E process as well.  This is how they will be empowered and in fact if we want to talk about protective factors from HIV this should be added as one of them. 

I will leave with this statement by Michel Sidibe, Executive Director of UNAIDS that he heard from a young person at a countrywide youth assembly meeting in Rwanda –

“We are not the leaders of tomorrow; we are rather the leaders of today.”

