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Cet article relate une entrevue avec
Sisonke Msimang, un etudiat it !a
maftrise de /'Universitede Cape Town
qui a aussi ete !e coordonnateur du
fOrum pour!esjeunes auForumpour!e
deve!oppement de !'Aftique noire qui a
eu lieu it Addis Abeba en dicembre
2000.

Sonja K!inksY(IK): What are some of
the challenges that limit the partici
pation ofyouth, in particular young
women in HIV/AIDS activism?

Sisonke Msimang (SM): One of the
biggest challenges is not one that you
can blame on young people them
selves but one that has to do with the
attitudes held by the people who
work with youth. Young people are
incredibly engaged and involved in
HIV/AIDS activism at the service level,
although in developing countries they
are not so active at the policy level.
Quite often however, the people who
work with youth are extremely con
descending towards them and limit
their decision making power. It is a
real challenge to get youth to attend
regional meetings as they lack the
credentials that more senior partici
pants have. Once they are at these
meetings they are often greeted en
thusiastically by other members of
the community but the actual struc
ture ofthe meetings are not changed
so that they can fully participate.

In the African context youth par
ticipation also has the added chal
lenge ofcommunication difficulties.
There are few networks that allow
young people to travel and telephone
and email infrastructure is often not
as available to youth as it is to other
organizations and individuals.

In addition, the quality of young

women's participation is often de
termined by the young men who
are also participants in discussions
and meetings. When young men are
present there is often not space left
for young women to also participate
and speak-young men do not of
ten realize how much they talk and
how much space they can take up.
Importantly, they often feel that
discussing gender issues detracts
from discussing youth issues. The
attitude is that "we are so
marginalized as it is, why should we
be favouring girls over boys?" So
there's a clear need to educate boys
about gender.

SK: How might some ofthese chal
lenges be overcome?

SM: When we were organizing the
Youth Forum for Addis Adaba,
UNICEF was very gender-sensitive. As
part of the registration process we
asked participants to indicate their
sex and we had to apply pressure to
countries and organizations to send
more young women. Unfortunately
however, the decision about who is
going to participate is made at the
organizational level, and not at the
level of the UN country office. So in
some cases we had to go back to these
organizations and explicitly ask for
female participants. This step simply
addressed to challenge of getting
young women there but it did in
crease the number of young women
who could participate.

The other large challenge is about
the ways in which young men and
women interact and participate. This
was much more difficult to deal with,
because boys talk a lot and girls are
socialized to listen. These are learned

behaviors that take years to learn,
and in the short time we had, it was
difficult to adequately address this.
The meeting was short and so there
was limited time to get into in-depth
participation issues but there were a
number of extremely strong young
women who really spoke out and
were heard, which was great.

SIC What are some of the strongest
contributions that young women
make to discussions on HIV/AIDS?

SM: When young women are not
in the room young men often talk in
a way which is extremely gender
blind-it is assumed that everyone is
male. Young women generally seem
to be more attuned to this and al
though many of them do not explic
itly call themselves feminists they do
encourage gender inclusivityand have
very strong ideas about the need to

have strong female participation.
Young women have often been ma
jor players in issues ofcondom nego
tiation, peer education, and safety.

SIC Do you have any recommen
dations that might increase young
women's ability to be heard in HIV/
AIDS discussions at UNIGASS?

SM: Considering the controversy
around the current UN special session
on AIDS, I think that there needs to be
more attention paid to the connec
tions between young women and
other civil society members and be
tween youngwomen and young men.
This year within the United Nations
General Assembly Special Session
(UNIGASS on HIV/AIDS) there has been
a great deal of discussion whether
civil society organizations were going
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to be allowed to participate mean
ingfully at all. No one is listened to
who is not government and big gov
ernments are not listening to little
ones-young women are basically at
the bottom ofthe heap. Even though
UNIFEM is doing a lot to ensure that
there are more young women at
tending the conference than there
otherwise would be, we will need to
strategize about how to draw atten
tion to the fact that their voices will
not be heard in the rooms where
decisions are made.

Ofcourse, our job will be to make
sure that they are heard loud and
clear in the corridors, and every
where else. Young women have too
much at stake in the epidemic to
allow themselves to be silenced.

What we need to do is to increase
the discussion and connection be
tween young women and organiza
tions as well as between young
women and young men as these are
forums where changes could be
made and where young women
could develop a greater voice. fu;

part of this we also need to recog
nize that AIDS is a gendered epidemic
which means that we need to look
at how funds are being used and
distributed and how this will effect
young women in particular. We
need to start lobbying for some spe
cific commitments from govern
ments that relate to young women
and youth in particular. Right now
some NGOs are sitting at important
tables but young women are not.
We need to make sure that young
women are somehow represented at
all levels. I think it is also important
to encourage more participation in
meetings that are not directly re

lated to HIV/AIDS as well.

SK: Are there any
websites that people
could go to for more
information?

SM: I am currently
the moderator of the
African Develop
ment Forum youth
electronic discussion
forum in which peo
ple can get involved
http://www.bellanet.
-org/lyris/helper I).
This forum started
out as African but
there are loads ofpeo
ple on it and we are
expanding beyond
the continent so no
matter where you're
from, sign up! In ad
dition, they can also
sign up forthe "Break
the Silence" discus
sion list which you
can sign up on by
going to www.hdnet.
org There is also a
web page that is
focussed on the upcoming special
session (http://www.un.org/ga/aids).
This website has information on the
special session and general assembly.

This interview first appeared on June
22, 2001 as part ofthe "Friday File"
publication oftheAssociationfor Wom
en sRights in Development{AwID}. The
article is also maintained on their web

site (http://www.awid.org) as part of
their Young Women and Leadership

Program.
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