Report on the International Conference on Youth Sexuality and Sexuality Education in the Context of HIV/AIDS Prevention in Europe, especially in Central and Eastern Europe
The Conference took place in Warsaw on 8th- 9th September 2006.
Participants: about 100 representatives of youth organizations, NGOs, sexuality educators, governmental and non governmental organizations dealing with HIV/AIDS, representatives of Polish Ministry of Education, policy-makers, including members of parliaments and a member of the European Parliament, representatives the European Union institutions working on HIV/AIDS, sociologists, students, media.

ASTRA Network's participants: Daniela Draghici/Romania, Galina Maistruk/Ukraine, Amir Hodzic/Croatia, Wanda Nowicka /Poland. 

ASTRA Youth representatives: Anna Konovalchik/Belarus, Dmitrijs Slepakovs/Latvia, Elwira Chrusciel/Poland, Gabriella Kovacs/Hungary, Katerina Miovska/Macedonia, Lela Tevzadze/Georgia, Magda Pochec/Poland, Margarita Kapsou/Cyprus, Maria Todorova/Bulgaria, Maria Popovich/Russia, Milos Jovanovic/Serbia, Pavel Maistruk/Ukraine, Raminta Lekaite/Lithuania, Yeranuhi Hovhannisyan/Armenia.
The main themes of the first day of the conference were the assessment of the status of HIV/AIDS pandemic in CEE among young people, as well as sexuality education as part of school curricula in this region; on the second day the needs and expectations of young people were at stake.
Day one: 
At the beginning of the event ASTRA Youth representatives made a presentation of their report called “Youth's Voice – the Report on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in the Central and Eastern Europe and Balkan Countries.” The presentation was jointly made by the following report’s authors: Elwira Chru¶ciel/Poland, Magda Pocheæ /Poland, Margarita Kapsou/Cyprus, Katerina Miovska/Macedonia, Lela Tevzadze/Georgia. Additionally, presenters spoke about their organizations’ preventive actions and campaigns in the context of their countries’ situation. 
The next lecturer was the EuroHIV's representative - Giedrus Likatavicius. Mr. Likatavicius' presentation consisted of an overview and description of recent HIV-related epidemiological trends in Europe, the data relevant to young people in the CEE region and prevalence studies. He underlined the factors characteristic of the vulnerability of young people to STIs, including HIV, e.g.: early sexual debut (due to peer-pressure), greater susceptibility to the virus among female adolescents, poor information about sexual health (due to social & cultural barriers), lack of youth-friendly STI services (for screening, diagnosis and management of STIs).
Birute Vesaite - Member of the Lithuanian Parliament, presented a paper on preventive policies concerning young people and HIV/AIDS prevention programs carried out by the Lithuanian Government. The audience had the possibility to hear about the SRHR situation in Lithuania (abortion, contraception, sexuality education, sexual minorities, STIs, and HIV/AIDS). She also addressed political constraints, similar to Poland’s, hindering more effective policies in this area. Ms. Vesaite underlined youth participation as a very effective way to create good policies and programmes for young people. 
The next speaker, Lidia Geringer De Oedenberg - Member of the European Parliament from Poland, spoke about the European Union Strategy in the area of HIV/AIDS and its policies aimed at increasing access to information among young people. Ms. Geringer's presentation consisted of the introduction to European Union institutions, such as the European Commission, European Parliament, European Council, working together for an integrated approach to fight the HIV/AIDS pandemic. She also presented key documents for the HIV/AIDS issue e.g.: the UNAIDS report on Global AIDS Pandemic (2006), Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria (GFATM), Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament on combating HIV/AIDS within the European Union and in the neighboring countries (2006-2009). She stressed the significant increase of EU funds allocated for combating the HIV/AIDS pandemic.
Amir Hodzic, the next speaker, covered the issue: “School-based sexuality education - Needs and priorities in the Balkan countries”. His presentation included general information about the region, facts about the rising influence of the Church, information on the status of sexuality education in Croatian, Serbian, Bosnian and Macedonian schools - more precisely lack of access - and its impact on the low degree of awareness of SRHR among young people in these countries. These constraints and the lack of youth-friendly services lead to the low contraceptive prevalence rates, including condom use and, as a result, too many unwanted pregnancies and STIs, including HIV/AIDS. The presentation also covered an evaluation of three programs: 'Teen STAR', 'MEMOAIDS' and “Human Sexuality and the Quality of Life”. Mr. Hodzic underlined the three key factors for successful sexuality education programmes: Rights, Acceptance and Participation.
Day two:
The second day was opened by Ms. Wanda Nowicka with an address on the struggle for sexuality education in the context of the HIV/AIDS pandemic in Poland. The audience had the possibility to hear about years of battles for reliable sexuality education in Polish schools and the Polish Federation for Women and Family Planning's efforts to make it universal, free of religious influence, and based on the best standards and models.
Next, PONTON – the Polish peer educators' group co-operating with the Federation – carried out the session on their educational activities and campaigns. As a highlight, the group presented their video documentary on the needs and expectations of Polish teenagers regarding sexuality education. They also presented the results of Ponton’s educational summer action among adolescents called Ponton Aid. 
It was followed by the “European Youth's Debate on Sexuality Education and the Young People's Needs and Expectations in this Area”. This was a real hit of the conference. Among the discussants were: ASTRA Youth members, PONTON's representatives, Pupils’ Initiative, high school students, all backed by a large audience. The heated debate resulted in recommendations to the Ministries of Education from our region, enumerated at the end of this report. 
After the discussion, Karolien Dekkers, who represented YouAct and CHOICE, had a presentation on “The role of young people fighting HIV/AIDS”. The audience could hear about the young people in the Netherlands and their sexual and reproductive rights, sexuality issues of those young people, as well as programs relevant to them. Ms. Dekkers presented data on sexual debut, use of condoms, STI, unwanted pregnancy and HIV-rates characteristic of young people (under 25 years). 
Another interesting presentation during the second day was “Adolescence in the AIDS era" by Ms. Agnieszka Walendzik, who talked about children coming of age, becoming aware of their sexuality, and about parents’ perspective on their children’s sexuality. She addressed cultural taboos around youth sexuality and threats connected with lack of knowledge in the context of the HIV/AIDS. Ms. Walendzik underlined the need to reconcile education, counseling, prevention, changes of attitudes towards sexuality, and the need to respect diversity and human dignity.
Last, but not least, Ms. Alicja D³ugo³êcka, PhD, talked about sexuality education in the Polish educational system. She provided the audience with interesting and horrible stories regarding her work as a trainer of sexuality education and author of a number of books on this subject. Her assessment of sexuality education in Poland was the following: there are good materials and handbooks for teachers that are available, but not approved by the Ministry of Education; the realization of the subject is fictitious; there is a need for reliable research connected with the issue. This presentation brought the situation in Poland closer to the audience, who realized how hard it is to fight the anti-sexuality education lobby factions, supported not only by the group of regressive parents, and the Catholic Church representatives, but particularly by some policy makers. The most striking conclusion was that nobody has asked young people for their opinion about the issue.

The conference attached a lot attention to youth participation. Young people were represented by very smart and brave colleagues from the CEE region and Poland. The general message was that young people need sexuality education, which provides them with the invaluable ability to protect themselves, to make informed decisions about their health and life, and to exercise their sexual and reproductive rights. Adequate education is the main way to protect them from unwanted pregnancy and sexuality transmitted infections – including HIV/AIDS. The Youth organizations’ representatives underlined that they wanted to have reliable, scientifically-grounded sexuality education free of religious influences. 
Recommendations:
· Provide sexual education in schools that should be scientifically based, non – biased, and free on any ideology. The curriculum has to conform to scientific and medical standards, as well as human rights standards indicated by the United Nations and the European Union. 
· Sexuality education must include information on sexual and reproductive health and rights with a particular focus on sexuality, gender and sexual life, contraception, protection against Sexually Transmitted Infections inclunding HIV/AIDS, promotion of safer sexual behaviour, and other related sexual and reproductive health issues.
· Build the capacity of professional educators that should be qualified to teach sexuality education.
· Evaluate textbooks and educational programmes with regard to their accuracy in relation to scientific standards of sexual and reproductive health. Ensure that both of them include building skills of assertive behaviour in risky situations. 
· Monitor the quality of sexuality education in schools, as well as young people’s needs in order to match their expectations. 
· Cooperate with Non – Governmental Organizations that provide quality sexuality education, including peer education.
· Secure access to youth friendly sexual and reproductive health care and services, that respect the rights of privacy and confidentiality. This will certainly lead to the significant decrease in teenage pregnancy rates. 
· Ensure youth’ participation on every level of the decision – making process with regard to sexuality education, so their needs and expectations are fully met. 
