¥
1
|

o R W s
- - B

. ]
x gt

e g

g,

B . S

B e T e I -
w121 i i - ; g Rl L g it - .

A8-~The"Canadian Champion, Tuesday, May 22, 2007 - | -

www_arensfiowershop.com

487 Launer Ave.
878-2881

By Stephanie Hounsell
CANADIAN CHAMPION STAFF

-
o, T LT i A 5 ¥ 4 T g o o - L TR W N T T
WM gt A TRy RN TN T gl h ' oM oy By g o e e ; ,
R e s s : e i W S el 2 .
o e 5 Pt s ) = g B R :’ . . i
R e h a g L 4 = = CRCEE 5 R el
A g SRR L £ i e e (L PR o, Ty o
o by L : L ! = ' & - i1 1 -.i,. g 1._{.1:.... ek TN am 5 1
e . ), I " _ " T [ iy e e e = i
W " - 1 < o e agilm wo e ot BT, T Y
i, s MRl K ! R £ LT, T E g " - L]

W A - . uf, e e L e !
T i A e R : b
..‘ o X, e I o o : - : i
it el e ‘u-l"" 5 ‘.It' o .

2 L i ’ .

i I 1,5
,:

t the tender age of 13, when the
world should’ve been her oyster,

Delta Hillyard found herself an

orphan.

Her father was killed and her mother
deserted her a few months later. As a way of
coping, the confused and alone youngster —
who'd also been molested as a child —
turned to drugs as a way of getting through
each day.

She tried to commit suicide several times.

Now 20 and preparing to graduate from
E.C. Drury High School, Hillyard has been
sober — from both alcohol and drugs — for
two years and her life has a new focus: help-
ing other youths who find themselves in
similar ordeals.

She counts herself lucky. She’s alive. She
didn’t overdose on drugs or get HIV/AIDS or
Hepatitis C. And she wants to make sure
none of her friends do, either.

“A lot of my friends died, and I don’t want
to see that happen to anyone else,” she said
passionately, her voice breaking, at a recent
presentation to a regional committee.

Hillyard is a youth educator with the Peer
Outreach Support Services and Education
(POSSE) Project, which services north
Halton. ‘

POSSE trains youths who then reach out
to their peers on a street level to provide
them with information and support they
need as they make choices that could affect
the rest of their lives.

Hillyard is going public with her painful
story in an effort to get the word out about
POSSE, particularly now that the group’s in
need of funding to continue.

POSSE is a project run by youth for youth
between the ages of 15 and 24, and focuses
on human rights and harm reduction.

Kimm Kent, POSSE program manager,
said the harm reduction approach is all
about reducing the dangers associated with
drug use.

“The ‘Just say no’ approach works really
well. but it’s not for everyone. This is a non-
judgmental approach for people who have
chosen otherwise,” Kent told the Champion,
adding, “The thought is you can’t quit if
you're dead.”

POSSE helps reduce the risks of drug use
by providing users with free drug use kits
and piercing equipment.

“(People say) ‘Aren’t you saying it’s okay
to use?’ No, I'd prefer that no one use crack
cocaine,” she said, adding, “We train (our
volunteers) that addiction’s not sexy.”

Although there’s no preaching to quit,
Kent said users are more likely to quit if they
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MESSENGER OF HOPE: Delta Hillyard is going public with her painful story in an effort to get the word out about POSSE, particularly now that the

group’s in need of funding to continue.

have the information and support to do so.

She acknowledges that not everyone in
the community agrees with the harm reduc-
tion philosophy; some parents don’t want
condoms handed out to their children, or to
know their children could be getting needles
and other drug paraphernalia from project
volunteers.

To them, Kent extends an invitation to
meet with POSSE members and the people
they help, and to find out more about the
project.

Other people don't believe the situation is
as POSSE reports, Kent said, adding she gets
accused of inflating her statistics that show
many teens report using substances ranging
from crack to alcohol to pot. Many ol them,
Kent said, also reported living in unstable
situations and some in abusive homes.

At a recent meeting of the Region ol
Halton’s health and social services commit-
tee, Kent made a presentation to councillors
along with Hillyard and two other youth
educators.

She explained that POSSE received a
three-year grant from the Ontario Trillium
Foundation for $224,600, but that funding
ends next year. The project is seeking sus-
tainable funding from Halton Region, as well
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as from corporations, fundraising and the
United Way — the Milton and Halton Hills
agencies have already given $6,000 for 2007.

“The future of it lies in your hands,” Kent
told councillors.

She explained the group has a mandate to
encourage safer decision making to reduce
the risks associated with drug use, sex,
homelessness, violence and discrimination.

The youth outreach workers are trained
in sexual health, anti-racism and anti-homo-
phobia, and reducing harm associated with
substance abuse, among others. They also
learn how to defuse violent situations, inter-
vene in crisis situations, and identify and
report hate crimes.

“It’s the only street-level, peer-based pro-
gram in Halton,” Kent said.

To their peers, the youth educators pro-
vide a non-judgmental, listening ear as well
as information.

Young people who don’t know where to
turn can find POSSE volunteers ready and
willing to drive them to food banks, court
appearances, shelters, etc.

They can also get emergency kits contain-
ing food vouchers, phone cards and hygiene
bags.

The youth volunteers also run a magazine

called The Undercroft, which provides a
forum for young people to express them-
selves through art or writing.

So far. Kent told committee, the trained
student volunteers have made almost 2,000
outreach contacts and distributed 11,000
condoms and 550 clean needles.

The project began in 2002, and operates
under the umbrella of the AIDS Committee
of Guelph and Wellington County.

Hillyard said she wishes she’d had some-
one like a POSSE volunteer to talk with
when she was using drugs. It wouldn’t nec-
essarily have made her quit any sooner, but
“It would've helped,” she told the Champion.

She explained it's important to not simply
tell someone to stop using drugs, but to look
at the deeper issue fueling their addiction.

In July, Hillyard is moving to Thunder
Bay to do youth outreach with a largely
Native community.

“It’s really empowering to feel I've helped
someone,” she said.

In addition to securing funding, POSSE is
also looking to expand into south Halton.

For more information, visit www.posse-
project.ca.

Stephanie Hounsell can be reached a
sthiessen@miltoncanadianchampion.com.
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