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Mission and Goals of    
 
Positive Youth Outreach (PYO) is a Toronto based, peer-driven program of the 
AIDS Committee of Toronto (ACT). PYO's mission is to empower, support, and 
affirm the lives of young people under 30 living with HIV. 
PYO's programming aims to address all aspects of young people's lives, in order to 
reduce isolation, self-destructive behaviours, and the cycle of oppression. We 
advocate for ourselves to ensure that as young people living with HIV/AIDS we 
can live happier, healthier lives as engaged active citizens. We support the 
leadership and personal development of our fellow HIV-positive peers through 
education, skills development and support by providing new opportunities. 
While our primary focus is local, we collaborate provincially, nationally and 
globally in the form of community outreach and educational activities to promote 
compassion and understanding for young people living with HIV/AIDS. 
 

Values and Principles of   
 

·  PYO values the unique life experiences of young people living with 
HIV/AIDS.  

·  PYO values the emotional and practical support that we as young people 
with and affected by HIV/AIDS give to each other.  

·  PYO values the individual needs of our members, and addresses those needs 
through non-judgmental services that respect and promote individual 
decision-making and personal development with a harm reduction approach.  

·  PYO values and embraces the diversity of our members, staff, and 
volunteers and respectfully upholds the principles of equality and access.  

·  PYO values the right to informed individual choices about health care and 
reproduction for youth living with HIV/AIDS. We support each other in 
advocating for ourselves in complicated HIV/AIDS care systems.  

·  PYO recognizes the invaluable commitment, support, skills and 
contributions of volunteers.  

·  PYO values the collaboration of other agencies and groups in the care and 
support of young people infected and affected by HIV/AIDS.  

 
 



Howdy Folks,�
 
  It is with great pleasure to bring to you this AIDS 2008 Mexico City Report - 
Special Edition of “recharge, for positive youth, by positive youth.”  
   
  In this edition we have stories, reports and photos from the XVII International 
AIDS Conference that took place in August 2008 in Mexico City.  PYO was very 
fortunate to have 6 – that’s right! Six members of the PYO program in attendance. 
 
  The conference was a five day event that began and ended with fabulous opening 
and closing ceremonies and jammed packed in between was tons of research 
presentations, activist demonstrations, live performances and a world full of 
network opportunities to participate in. 
 
  This year’s conference did have a few messages that one could not ignore.  One 
of particular importance was the beginnings of the broader HIV community 
expressing concern around the rising increase of the criminalization of HIV non-
disclosure that is happening around the world.  I myself had the opportunity to 
speak on a panel session in the Global Village titled “Criminalization of HIV:  
Good, Bad or Pointless?”  This panel session was co-moderated by the Honorable 
Justice Edwin Cameron, who is a gay, HIV+, judge and activist in South Africa.  
Please stay tuned to the next edition of “recharge” for more information on the 
topic of criminalization of HIV here in Canada.    
 
  The International AIDS Conference is a biannual event that happens every two 
years.  The last conference happened in Toronto in 2006 and the next conference 
will be happening in Vienna, Austria in July 2010. 
 
  For more information on the international conference scene check out 
www.kaisernetwork.org or www.aids2008.org 
 

Angel Parks 
Positive Youth Outreach (PYO) Program Coordinator 

AIDS Committee of Toronto (ACT) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Student Internship at PYO 
 

Hello!!!  Let me introduce myself to you all.  My Name is Lisa Hammer and I am a 
4th year Social Work student at Ryerson University in Toronto. I'm currently doing 
my placement (co-op/internship-whatever you want to call it) with Positive Youth 
Outreach, or as it's better known PYO! 
  I completed my 3rd year placement with the Toronto People With AIDS 
Foundation (PWA) and really enjoyed it.  I have already met many youth here in 
Toronto through previous drop-ins and  
as I'm sure you can tell I am very excited to be working with Angel and I look 
forward to meeting many more of you -if not in person than at least by email. 
  I will be here until April '09 so that gives me plenty of time to get to know the ins 
& outs of PYO.  I hope that if you can, you'll 'drop in' to introduce yourselves!  
Have a great season - and I hope to see you soon!   
 
Lisa Hammer 

 
 

Lisa with some…  ummm… wrestler’s at AIDS2008 in Mexico City. 



International Conference from the Perspective of a “Science Nerd”           
 
In a city of over 30 million people and nearly 20 000 conference attendees what struck me most 
about the AIDS conference in Mexico City was the feeling of hope. The conference was held for 
the first time in Latin American country, acknowledging not just the epidemic but also the need 
for openness about HIV/AIDS in a culture that isn’t always open to discussing such things. 
Despite the seriousness of the topic and the important work discussed, I saw happy delegates 
and cheerful volunteers. Sure, we were all tired of the 2.5 hours on the bus to go 6km, and the 
rain. But everyone seemed to share the same eagerness to be there, which I think is a credit to 
the type of people who are involved in the fight against HIV/AIDS. It’s hard to maintain 
momentum for a few months, let alone 25 years, yet there we all were coming back together 
again to learn new advances, and deal with old problems.  
 
I must admit, that I am a science nerd and my main area of interest is research. I want to know 
the latest discoveries, find out about new drugs and hear scientists that I look up to speak. 
While I realize this kind of thing makes most people’s eyes glaze over, research is what gives 
me hope to keep fighting. What we know now, is helping people live longer. The medications 
being used are being refined so that people can get the best effect with the fewest drugs. About 
half way through the week, when trekking through the conference center was becoming a bit 
tiresome, I had the chance to attend a group of abstract sessions that has renewed my belief 
that there is an answer to HIV out there.  
 
The sessions I attended dealt with people they called “elite controllers” or “long term non 
progressors”. Odd names aside, these people have a few things in common. They are HIV 
positive, but have never taken medications. They have lived with HIV for 10 or 15 or more 
years, with no viral load and a normal CD4 count. It sounds like science fiction when you look at 
the numbers on the screen, or the scientific jargon running across the power point slides. But 
when you meet a person who has had HIV for 26 years, and has never been sick and never 
taken meds it blows your mind a little bit. Yes, if you have HIV, you will probably die from it. But 
we all die from something; we have to start looking at people who live with HIV the way we look 
at cancer. People survive, they have children and families, and they work and thrive. The nerdy 
part of me wants to question these people, who are so long lived. I want to test them, to analyze 
them, not in a disrespectful way, but more in terms of trying to understand why they can fight the 
virus off, and how others can benefit from this knowledge. I was glad to hear that the research in 
this area is focusing on the characteristics of elite controllers so that we can have better 
understanding of how to fight HIV using vaccines or other possible interventions.  
 
Another group I learned about was called super suppressors. This is probably just another 
name that may change in the future, but it was so amazing to hear that people who live so long 
with HIV really exist.  Super suppressors have had viral loads and do take meds, but have had 
HIV for decades without getting sick. The talk now is that statistical models (yes I know boring) 
show people who are on meds can live to be as old as 69 years. To me that’s crazy exciting; 
that means you live as long as everyone else does, as long as you take your meds. Isn’t that the 
point after all, the reason everyone takes meds and goes to the doctor and deals with all the 
tests and irritation and pain and fear? We all just want to have a “normal” life.  
 
                                                                                                                See Science Nerd Con’t 
 
 
 
 



Science Nerd Con’t 
 

Being infected by or affected by HIV is isolating. You always feel like you’re the only one. I am 
married to a “super suppressor”; he has had HIV for over 22 years. He’s infected; I’m one of 
those “affected” people. There was a lot of conversation at the conference about PHA’s, and 
rightly so. The PHA lounge was a special safe space for people with HIV. But I found it isolating. 
It isolated my husband from me because he is infected and a PHA, while I am not. He could go 
inside and rest or eat but I couldn’t. We wanted to be together so mainly we didn’t go to the PHA 
lounge. I got many looks from people the one or two times I did go into the lounge, when my 
husband had specifically asked I come with him. Apparently I don’t look infected or affected. 
 
I fully respect the rights of PHA, and the safe space created for them. I do not however think it is 
fair to assume that all people who come to this conference with a partner or spouse or family 
member have the same status. I didn’t want to sit alone outside the PHLA, and my husband 
didn’t want to sit alone inside it. Oddly enough, by trying to create a safe space that 
encompassed the needs of PHLA, the lounge created a situation of further isolation. I am not 
sure how to remedy this. I don’t know if a “guest” system would work or if people would abuse it 
to get free food and drinks. I think it is something the next conference needs to work on to 
improve.  
 
Otherwise, the environment of acceptance was palpable at the conference. I didn’t realize how 
much “outside” normal I felt until I was surrounded by people who thought and talked like me. 
I’m used to phrasing my words around my husband’s status because not everyone knows he is 
positive. At the conference, no one cared if you were positive, people wore shirts saying HIV 
POSITIVE, everywhere I looked there were discussions and dialogues where people exposed 
themselves as infected, as vulnerable and hopeful. I wished I could bring some of that feeling 
back. I can’t quite describe what it is to watch someone you love be themselves, without hiding. 
It’s such a weight to carry a secret, especially when you don’t feel you can share with people 
something so personal and central to your life.  If there was something I brought back from the 
conference, it was the greater dedication to speak more often and more openly to people about 
HIV in general. It’s too easy to just not say difficult things, but that gets us no further ahead.  
 
This brings me back to the theme of hope. Two years ago in Toronto, I was a delegate and my 
husband was a volunteer. At that point, despite having had HIV for two decades, he had never 
said HIV or AIDS out loud. He couldn’t or wouldn’t talk about it to anyone but me. At the Toronto 
conference I watched him walk into the PHA lounge, I saw him talking to people and laughing. It 
changed him, and by association me. This conference was similar. While for me it’s a learning 
experience both in the sciences and emotionally, for my husband it was a week of feeling totally 
normal, totally acceptable. That is what I want everyone to feel. It’s how I want to feel here at 
home and then part of my work in HIV will always focus on that. Regardless of how much 
research or science there is on this virus, and resulting diseases, in the end it’s hope that keeps 
you going. 

Liz Racz 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



17th International AIDS Conference – By Barry Freedman 
 

Earlier this year in July, I attended the 17th International AIDS Conference (IAC) in 
Mexico City.  As a first-time delegate, I came to the event clear expectations, and left 
with the memories of an inspiring and life-changing experience. 
 
First on my agenda was a media training workshop.  Organized and supported by the 
World AIDS Campaign and the United Nations Population Fund, the seminar aimed to 
teach young people living with HIV/AIDS (YPLHIV/AIDS) how to successfully work with 
media.  The workshop was designed and facilitated by PLHIV/AIDS with relevant 
expertise including two young adults, Todd Murray, Executive Director of Hopes Voice 
International, and Marvelyn Brown, author or The Naked Truth: Young, Beautiful and 
(HIV) Positive.  Topics included navigating different forms of media, negotiating the 
interview process and developing personal messages.  The session concluded with a 
mock interview activity where we practiced our recently learned skills.  I enjoyed the 
workshop and found its content relevant and appropriate to my low level of experience.  
It also prepared me for my upcoming media interactions. 
 
Day two started with YouthForce, the official youth pre-conference.  Soon after I was 
registered for the IAC, I was invited to speak at the Opening Plenary Session of 
YouthForce, about youth and HIV in Canada.  The session started with the two Co-
Chairs highlighting key points about youth and HIV in a global context, and was followed 
by young leaders from different world regions talking about issues and themes in their 
areas.  Directly after my presentation, I was recruited by various attending media to give 
interviews.  I spoke with EFE, the Reforma and MTV New York.  I was asked about my 
Canadian perspective on topics such as access to treatment/universal access, 
stigma/discrimination and sexuality, and I was given an opportunity to share personal 
messages.  Following the opening session, two days of exciting youth-focused events 
unfolded, culminating with a celebratory gala dinner. 
 
Next up was the main conference.  It was a larger than life experience, and I always had 
more to do than I was able.  I attended some great session and was exposed to some 
interesting global perspectives on locally relevant issues, though my conference 
highlight was a meeting with other young positive leaders and MTV International.   
 
 

See Barry Freedman Con’t  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Barry Freedman Con’t 
 
In the YPLHIV/AIDS Networking Zone in the Global Village, Bill Roedy, President of 
MTV International, and his assistant, joined us for a roundtable discussion.  It was an 
open forum for mutual learning and sharing.  Mr. Roedy inquired about our lives and our 
communities, and wanted to know more about what we thought he could do to help 
support us.  He also shared details about MTV’s commitment to YPLHIV/AIDS including 
their involvement in international programming.  It was a pleasant surprise to see civil 
society interacting with a powerful and key representative of business and media.  I look 
forward to following up with MTV International about some of the proposed actions that 
were discussed.   
 
Throughout the conference I met many amazing young leaders from around the world.  
Learning about their experience was not only interesting and useful, but It also inspired 
and motivated me.  Seeing my peers in action solidified my interest and commitment to 
the HIV/AIDS community effort. 
 
As a last note, I would like to encourage all young people living with HIV/AIDS who want 
to make a difference, to consider attending events like this.  Be prepared to grow like 
you never imagined possible. 
 
Until next time, 
 
Barry Freedman                        
freedman.barry@gmail.com 
Sydney, Australia 
 
 
 
 
1. Freedman, Barry, 17th International AIDS Conference, PYO Zine October 2008. 
    Freedman, Barry, 17th International AIDS Conference, Leadership in Action 
Newsletter October 2008. 
    Freedman, Barry, 17th International AIDS Conference, www.TakingItGlobal.com, 
October 2008. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Artwork presented anonymously in the Global Village of the 17th 
International AIDS Conference 

 
 
 
 



 
AIDS 2008 Mexico: A Brief Overview 

 
The XVII International AIDS Conference (IAC) or AIDS 2008 was not one conference, but a 
dozen of them running simultaneously under the same huge umbrella. Exhibitions, satellites, 
global village presentations and affiliated events all had participants sharing and learning from 
each other on a wide range of issues – prevention, vaccines, human rights, women and children, 
treatment and vulnerable populations to name but a few. 
 
Positive Youth Outreach (PYO) was represented with a number of delegates at this milestone 
conference in Mexico City and members fully participated in the conference proceedings. With 
over 25, 000 delegates and media, this global HIV/AIDS response forum continued to highlight 
the need of engaging meaningfully and respectfully groups that have been ignored in the past, to 
respond to the epidemic – commercial sex workers, men who have sex with men, injecting drug 
users, prisoners and ethno-racial communities and immigrants. 
 
Separate satellite conferences preceded the main event, including Youth, Global forum on MSM 
and HIV, Religious leaders and HIV – all stipulated the need of capacity building skills, 
resources and equality for all so as to move the agenda forward in the HIV/AIDS response. On 
August 2nd, local and international delegates joined together by the thousands for Mexico’s first 
ever “Global March Against Stigma, Discrimination and Homophobia” that started from the 
Angel of Independence monument, up to the monumental Paseo de la Reforma and climaxed at 
the Zocalo, which are the central points of celebration and protest in Mexico. 
 
At the main conference, speakers emphasized prevention and treatments as strategies that have to 
work hand in hand, as well as advocacy for vaccines. Topics like HIV criminalization, male 
circumcision for HIV prevention, restriction to travel, accountability for HIV funding were 
topics that were most talked about in all sessions from the skills building workshops, to plenaries 
and presentations in the global village. 
 
At the closing ceremony, Julio Montaner of British Columbia’s Centre of Excellence was elected 
President of International AIDS Society, while Elly Katabira of Uganda was nominated as 
President-elect for IAS, who will assume office at the end of the conference in Vienna, Austria in 
July 2010. With a lot of information exchanged and shared, AIDS 2008 was a turning point in 
the HIV/AIDS response because the findings that were shared all focused on evidence-based 
strategies to advance prevention, care, support and treatment to create a way forward in 
achieving ‘Universal Action Now’. 
 

Henry Luyombya, August 2008, luyombya@gmail.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

YouthForce Participants leading the way in the first ever                      
Global MSM (men who have sex with men) march at the  XVII 
International AIDS Conference – Mexico City, August  2008 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



International AIDS Conference 2008 in Mexico City 
 
 

To say the conference was an eye opening experience would be an understatement!  This was my 
first IAC and it was quite overwhelming.  I received a partial scholarship which covered my 
flight and admittance to the conference.   
 
I was very nervous since I would be traveling alone and though I was well prepared I almost 
missed my flight!  I opted out of the opening ceremonies as I just wanted to get my bearings 
together before the first day and went to bed at 8pm! I woke up ready to board the bus at 7:15 the 
next morning with at least 100 other conference goers from Zona Rosa (the area I was staying 
in).  When I got to the Banamex centre I couldn’t believe the size or the amount of people.  I was 
told about 30, 000!!! After registering in the Global Village-the main area where the ‘fun’ stuff 
took place-I walked around to meet and see various other agencies from around the world.  I got 
teary eyed at almost every booth learning about their fights and their victories.  My emotions 
continued to stay high when I saw the performances going through the village with drumming, 
singing, and dancing.   
 
There were activities for kids-I couldn’t believe that there were so many kids there! There were a 
lot of booths set up to sell goods from all over the world to help raise funds for those agencies 
and individuals fighting the war on HIV/AIDS.  There was an organization setup by L’Oreal that 
was cutting hair for free all day for 6 days-they educated other hairdressers to educate their 
clients about HIV.  I was a little nervous of the amount of hair on the floor so I didn’t participate!  
It was very hard to pull away from all the actions at the global village but I had to go to the 
seminars at the Banamex.   
 
There was a whole other world over there!  The PHA lounge was amazing!  When I first walked 
in and saw all the positive people, all shapes, sizes, colours, religions, genders, healthy & sick I 
couldn’t believe it! Again, the tears made their way out!  At the Banamex there were tons of 
medical & governmental organizations and of course the seminars which I found short on time, 
brief on questions, and lacked a bit of information.  I learnt quite a bit walking around talking to 
people, reading posters/research presentations, and getting more and more information on 
organizations and what’s new in the field.   
 
The conference was definitely an experience unlike any other!  It gave me an opportunity to meet 
people who are invested in HIV/AIDS in some way, to learn about what’s going on and not 
going on, and it made me step out of my comfort zone and be more assertive!  I’m really glad I 
had the opportunity to go; and especially that I took the chance and applied for a scholarship! It 
certainly was a learning experience. 
 
 

Lisa Hammer 
PYO Student Intern 2008/09 

 
 
 



 
 

Campaign artwork from www.aides.org – an HIV/AIDS 
organization in Paris, France. 
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POSITIVE YOUTH OUTREACH 

 
 
PYO’s weekly SOCIAL SUPPORT DROP-IN is for HIV positive youth under 30.  We share 
experiences, information and support each other.  There is always a meal and we have weekly 
activities such as workshops, art or movies. 
 
The DROP IN happens every Thursday from 4pm to 8pm @ PYO. 
 
PYO’s Women’s Social will continue to be held in partnership with Voices of Positive Women.  
This is open to all ladies, including Trans-women under the age of 30.  It’s a place for young 
HIV positive women to chill out, share experiences and connect with each other.  There is 
always food and fun activities like workshops, art or movies.  A childcare subsidy is available. 
 
The YOUNG WOMEN’S SOCIAL happens is held on the second Tuesday of the month 
from 4pm to 8pm @ PYO. 
 
If groups aren’t your thing you can chat PYO offers one on one with an HIV positive peer. 
 
To find out more call 416-340-8484 ext. 281 visit PYO’s website at www.positiveyouth.com. 
 
TTC tokens are available for both programs. 
 
Positive Youth Outreach (PYO) is a peer driven program of the AIDS Committee of Toronto. 
399 Church Street, 4th Floor (at the south east corner of Church Street and Carlton Street) 
Toronto, ON  M5B 2J6 
Phone:  416-340-8484 ext. 281, Fax:  416-340-8224 
E-mail:  pyo@actoronto.org 
Website:  positiveyouth.com 
 
 

 
 


