
Mpowering 
young gay men
YouthCo brings  
acclaimed HIV-prevention 
program to Vancouver

Nathaniel Christopher

ONE OF THE UNITED STATES’ 
most successful programs for 
reducing new HIV infections 
among young gay and bisexual 
men comes to Vancouver this 
June. 

“We’re going back to an em-
powerment model, which is 
what the HIV movement was 
built on,” says Michael  Reid, 
YouthCo’s community engage-
ment manager. “It’s taking re-
sponsibility for the health of 
your community.”

The Mpowerment Proj-
ect, which will be presented 
by YouthCo, aims to expand 
HIV education and awareness 
among young gay and bisexual 
men through workshops and 
ongoing peer support.

“As community groups, we’re 
failing to reach huge segments 
of this population because 
we’re not meeting them where 
they’re at,” says Reid, who is 

supervising the project. “Young 
gay guys deserve a better com-
munity, but they have to build 
it for themselves. The Mpower-
ment Project gives them the 
tools to accomplish that.”

The workshop component 
will include information on 
sexual health and other as-
pects of sexuality, including 
how to meet guys, have enjoy-
able sex and forge long-lasting 
relationships.

Reid believes YouthCo is the 
first Canadian organization to 
implement an Mpowerment 
program, which will be funded 
in part by a two-year grant from 
the federal government, as well 

as a donation from TD Canada 
Trust. YouthCo has also re-
ceived support from the Health 
Initiative for Men (HIM), which 
helped with program planning 
and volunteer recruitment.

“I think it’s a great project 
and well suited for YouthCo,” 
says HIM program manager 
Jody Jollimore. “YouthCo has 
a history of engaging youth and 
doing that effectively, and it 
makes sense to have a program 
for young gay men at YouthCo.”

Mpowerment was developed 
in the early 1990s by research 
psychologists Susan M Kegeles 
and Robert Hays, who were 
alarmed by the lack of sexual 
health services targeted toward 
young gay men. The program 
has been implemented in more 
than 200 urban, suburban and 
rural communities across the 
United States.

Kegeles says the project 
helps foster empowering and 
supportive communities. She 

believes peers can encourage 
safe-sex practices beyond the 
reach of doctors and other pro-
fessionals. “It’s really differ-
ent if your best friend or close 
friend talked to you about that, 
as opposed to a professional 
person,” she says. “I want to 
take young gay men and get 
them enthusiastic about talk-
ing with their friends and have 
them going out and talking to 
people about their project.”

The American Centers for 
Disease Control and Preven-
tion found the frequency of un-
protected anal sex significantly 
decreased among Mpowerment 
participants.
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WE’VE MOVED FROM BEING JUST A  
SPORTS LEAGUE TO FOCUSING ON COMMUNITY.

Supporting South African lesbians › 9

EDUCATION

Homophobia is a made-up slur designed 
to “demean, demoralize and foster hatred” 
against people who oppose homosexuality, 
says Kari Simpson (centre, with RoadKill 
Radio co-host Ron Gray). JANET RERECICH

Homophobia just a  
‘made-up’ slur: Simpson

HEALTH

“Young gay guys deserve a better community, but they have 
to build it for themselves,” says YouthCo’s Michael Reid. 
NATHANIEL CHRISTOPHER

That’s misleading, says history prof
Natasha Barsotti

CONSERVATIVE ACTIVIST KARI SIMP- 
son says she has filed a human rights 
complaint against the Vancouver School 
Board (VSB) for fostering hate against 
Christians by “advocating the use of slurs 
like homophobe, homophobic, homopho-
bia and heterosexism.” 

In the complaint dated April 18, Simp-
son alleges the VSB is “actively engaged” 
in promoting hate and contempt for Chris-
tians by endorsing the anti-homophobia 
program Out in Schools, which, she claims, 
contains materials that “deliberately mock 
Christians, promote racism and under-
mine religious dictates and cultural values 
of some students and staff.”

In her complaint, Simpson describes 
words such as homophobia and homo-
phobic as “made-up.” 

They’re designed to “demean, demor-
alize and foster hatred and contempt for 
those who acknowledge the scientific, 
medical and economic harm associated 
with certain sexual practices,” she claims.

“We are indoctrinating kids with the 
directive to use hateful slurs against in-
dividuals whose opinions they don’t agree 
with,” she told Xtra on April 24.

“Exchanging one form of bullying for 
another is not the answer and should not 
be tolerated,” she says.

“We look at respecting all rights,” coun-
ters VSB chair Patti Bacchus. Calling 
homophobia a made-up word is absurd, 
she says. “It’s a way, in my opinion, that 
they’re trying to provoke an opportunity 
to get publicity.”

Simon Fraser University history pro-
fessor Elise Chenier says Simpson is 
“absolutely” right that words like ho-
mophobia are made-up. “Just like racism 
and sexism are made-up words,” she says. 

All these words are necessary to identify 
systemic problems that exist but didn’t 
previously have names. 

“To suggest that they are hateful when 
they are intended to combat injustices is, 
I would say, misleading — a misunder-
standing of what those words actually 
mean,” Chenier says.

In the glossary of its anti-homophobia 
policy, the VSB defines homophobia as 
“the irrational fear and hatred of homo-
sexuals.” Simpson says this definition 
accuses people who oppose sexual prac-
tices that are “provably harmful” of being 
mentally unstable.  

Historically, Chenier says, there has 
always been resistance when people make 
advances on issues around equality, sex-
ism and homophobia. What’s new, she 
contends, is suggesting that the very 
terms meant to describe discrimination 
are now being labelled as hate.

That conservative activists such as Simp-
son are changing strategy means their old 
strategy isn’t working, Chenier says. 

“It’s a new strategy to use the strategies 
we’re using,” Chenier says. “What we see 
is the right taking those terms and turn-
ing them around and using them for their 
purpose. Which is to say, ‘By you imposing 
your equal rights agenda on me, which 
violates my own principles, you are being 
hateful towards me.’

“That’s an interesting strategy, but I 
think it will fail,” she says. “The majority 
of Canadians today believe queers should 
have equal rights protections.”

Chenier sees Simpson’s human rights 
complaint as a marginal case and says the 
battle for hearts and minds has already 
been won. But she doesn’t believe the 
war is over. 

Asked if she believes homophobia 
doesn’t exist, Simpson pauses, then limits 

her discussion to the VSB’s definition of 
“irrational fear.” That definition ascribes 
a medical psychosis that does not exist, 
she says. “As defined within the Vancou-
ver School Board, and the degree that it’s 
suggesting that it is, no it doesn’t.” 

Asked how she would ensure the safety 
of queer students, Simpson says they 
should be treated consistently with the 
Charter of Rights. Everybody should be 
protected from hateful slurs, she says, 
including fat kids, nerds and kids who 
wear glasses. 

“We don’t have, as I say, fat-ophobia, we 
don’t have glass-ophobia, we don’t have 
nerd-ophobia,” she points out.

Simpson says she has filed the com-
plaint on behalf of “Chinese Christians 
residing in Vancouver.” 

When asked whom she is representing 
specifically, Simpson says she won’t reveal 
names to protect their safety. 

The representative complaint form, 
which bears Simpson’s signature, states 
that she has been a spokesperson for the 
group “in matters relating to the VSB” 
and that she has been asked to represent 
them here.

“What I think we see them doing is a 
strategy that the Harper government has 
adopted, which is to go after new immigrant 
groups,” Chenier suggests. “Although the 
Chinese have been in Canada for 100 and a 
half years — and in fact, many Asian people 
have played a key role in gay liberation and 
queer struggles in Canada — what she’s 
doing is parallel to what we see happening 
elsewhere, which is tapping into the more 
conservative new-immigrant community 
that we have coming now and saying, ‘We’re 
going to protect your values.’” 

Simpson says there are “a number of 
other groups waiting in the wings” to join 
her complaint but won’t specify whom. 

Bacchus says she has yet to receive 
notification of Simpson’s complaint from 
the tribunal. 


