
A 
loud burst of applause 

greeted Pascale , a 
nursing student , when 
she declared in the 
Executive Board room 

at WHO Headquarters in Geneva: 
"There are no 'good' or 'bad' 
AIDS patients. For me AIDS is the 
revelation of the non-acceptance 
of differences between people''. 

The issue of tolerance was 
clearly of utmost importance to 
the young people who had come 
to WHO on World AIDS Day , 
l December 1988 , to participate 
in a Youth Forum . They were 
students from the John Knox 
Centre (Colgate Unive rsity), the 
University , and the "Bon Secours" 
school of nursing , all three in 
Geneva, and a scout group from 
Annemasse, France. 

Other participants included 
experts from the WHO Global Pro
gramme on AIDS , a doctor from 
Lausanne , a member of the Gen
eva AIDS group, and a health 
educator from Berlin - a consul
tant with WHO and other groups 
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and h1mself an AIDS patient Jane 
Ferguson, from WHO's Division of 
Family He alth, acted as 
moderator. 

On the issue of faithfulness as a 
means of preventing AIDS, the 
consensus a mong the young 
guests was voiced by Mark , a 
student at the University of Gen
eva, who said that the real moral 
issue , which had been revealed 
by the AIDS epidemic, is that 
people have to learn to become 
more accepting of other people's 
lifestyles, rather than making 
negative judgements . 

In fact , faithfulness was felt to be 
a rather unrealistic concept . As 
Olivier, one of the French scouts , 
expressed it: "At our age , can we 
commit ourselves to be faithful all 
our life? " . Parents had to learn to 
accept the fact that the ir children 
wished to make their own de
cisions about their sexual life, 
and they had also to become 
more open to differences. 

Condoms proved to be a deli
cate issue . Sylvene, from the Gen
eva University, said that young 
people could be divided into the 
"pill generation" and the "con
dom generation ''. People aged 
between 14 and 24 were not a 
unified group of the population. 
Olivier, 16, said that he himself 
had started his sexual life with the 
condom, because he had been 
warned about the danger of AIDS. 
But he admitted that , although for 
him the condom "ought to be part 
of o n e's routine travel ling 
baggage", he still felt that a first 
sexual relationship should be full 
of poetry - while using a condom 
is more than a little prosaic. Using 
condoms was a more question
able affair for "older" young 
people who had started their 
sexual activity without it , just as it 
was for adults. Partners might 

very well interpret the request for 
use of a condom as a lack of 
mutual trust 

The issue of information and 
education was discussed at length 
round the table . The young 
people thought that there was 
either too much information or not 
enough, in the sense that the 
media sometimes used AIDS to 
make a sensational story, with the 
result that the public felt that AIDS 
was "something that happens to 
others ". In this sense , said Ann , 
from the University of Geneva , 
information became misinfor
mation which bred nega tive 
reactions . 

Since most young people still 
have not come across anybody 
who actually has AIDS, it was 
difficult for them to realise that 
this is a problem that threatens 
them directly . All too often it 
requires the impact of a personal 
tragedy to bring home to them 
how serious a problem it is . 

On the other hand, they fe lt that 
scientific information was often 
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lacking or was - as Florence, a 
girl guide from France, pointed 
out - too theoretical and often too 
contradictory to be effective. So 
there was a great need for unsen
sational and sound information . 
But as Pascale put it: "A great p art 
of this awareness will come from 
us . It is we who must motivate and 
mobilise ourselves and give our 
own testimony ''. • 
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Some of the participants in the World AIDS Day Youth 
Forum, held last December in Geneva, are pictured on 
these pages. The Forum was opened by Dr jonathan 
Mann, Director of the Global Programme on AIDS 
(facing page, top left). 
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