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Distinguished colleagues, ladies and gentlemen: 

We have come a long way in our understanding of the consequences of HIV/AIDS pandemic. What began nearly two decades ago as a mysterious ailment that seemed confined to specific groups has now shown itself for what it really is: a plague that is systematically devastating entire societies.

The statistics you have heard are chilling in the enormity of the picture they paint: a 10 per cent growth in the number of HIV-infected people worldwide, the disease spreading like wildfire through the vast populations of the developing countries, the goals of development threatened as never before.

The global anatomy of the pandemic that Peter Piot of UNAIDS has just described shows the extreme urgency of the situation. And those numbers are framed by one terrible, inescapable fact – that it is young people, people up to the age of 24, who are bearing the brunt of the casualties. 

As the latest UNAIDS report shows, of the 6 million people newly infected with HIV this year alone, half are between the ages of 15 and 24. That represents five young men and women every minute, nearly all of them in the developing world. 

That, ladies and gentlemen, is where the battle against HIV/AIDS must be waged. The key is prevention. We must do everything necessary to arm young people with the knowledge they need to protect themselves and their communities.

Young people from 10 to 24 currently represent nearly a third of all the people of the developing world – and if HIV/AIDS continues on its present track, it is hard to imagine how the developing countries can possibly cope with the added human and economic burden of millions of new AIDS cases. 

The virus is already wiping out, almost at a stroke, the substantial reductions in child mortality that were achieved in the 1980s and the first part of this decade – and AIDS is well on its way to producing tens of millions of orphans. In eight sub-Saharan countries, more than 25 per cent of children under 15 have already lost their mother, their father or both parents.

Ladies and gentlemen, at a time when rich countries have made substantial progress in controlling the virus, the unfolding catastrophe of HIV/AIDS in the developing world is a measure of how profoundly the human rights of children and young people in those countries are being violated.

Young people are disproportionately at risk because, in a time of sexual awakening, they are deprived of the right to health services and nutrition, including information on how to avoid HIV infection, HIV testing, and protection against coerced sex.

That is why countries must summon the political will to launch a massive campaign of prevention aimed at those most vulnerable to HIV – the poor, the powerless, and the voiceless, especially children and young people. 

As the 1998 AIDS Epidemic Update points out, the course of the disease, possibly for decades to come, will be determined by whether or not we can help empower young people themselves to block its spread. That means harnessing their natural energy, idealism and commitment. 

And it means a vast HIV-information campaign targeted at young people – as well as global access to HIV testing. Although individual confidentiality must of course be maintained, communities need to know the prevalence of HIV. And programme planners, local leaders and young people themselves need to have some yardstick to determine whether effective efforts are being made to reduce the spread of the disease.

UNICEF and its development partners have already developed clear programming principles based on the importance of placing young people and their concerns at the centre of the battle against HIV/AIDS – beginning with the needs of the most disadvantaged and vulnerable. 

In fact, those principles are already being put to use in such places as the hard-hit southern African nation of Zambia, where increasing numbers of young people are working as educators and peer counsellors, helping to de-stigmatise HIV/AIDS for other youths, and easing the burden on overstretched health workers.

The same principles are also energising peer-driven programmes in Ukraine, Sri Lanka, Kenya, China, Swaziland and Viet Nam. 

These principles can also be seen in Cote d’Ivoire, where members of the Scout movement are carrying preventative messages to marketplaces, using songs and street theatre; or in Mexico, where pharmacy owners, barbers and hair-dressers are dispensing vital information on how to prevent and treat HIV/AIDS; and in Malawi and other countries in sub-Saharan Africa, where young people operate call-in radio shows and help write newspaper help-columns.

What is needed now are increased efforts to promote youth participation and commitment; more services aimed at youth; more parental involvement; more education and information, using schools and other sites; more protection for girls, orphaned children, and young women; and more partnerships with people with HIV and AIDS. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the theme of this year’s World AIDS Campaign is mobilising young people as a force for change. 

Using that force to its fullest will require far more commitment and resources than we have yet seen – from governments, donors, and civil society, including non-governmental groups, communities, families, and the private sector. 

Prevention of HIV/AIDS must be accompanied by efforts to help vulnerable countries create health systems that can cope with the effects of the disease, including the reduction of the risk that mothers already infected with the virus will transmit it to their infants. For that, countries need income support, debt relief and strong social safety nets. 

And the word needs to go out – in ways that all of you, as journalists, can best devise.

Thank you. 
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