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“May this be the dawn of 
the grandmothers’ movement.” TORONTO STATEMENT, p. 3-4
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As of December 1st, the 

Stephen Lewis Foundation 

(SLF) has provided funds to 

more than 150 projects in 

14 countries across 

sub-Saharan Africa.
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I n August 2006, on the eve of the XVI International 
AIDS Conference in Toronto, SLF hosted the 
Grandmothers’ Gathering, an unprecedented meet-
ing of 200 Canadian grandmothers and 100 African 

grandmothers and project facilitators from 11 countries 
in sub-Saharan Africa.

The Grandmothers’ Gathering brought together a remark-
able group of women from diverse backgrounds and 
experiences; joined by a profound 
sense of solidarity, resolve and 
a willingness to listen and 
learn from one another. 

The Gathering provided 
a forum for African 
grandmothers to set 
the agenda for sup-
port and talk about the 
intense challenges they 
are facing. Even in the 
midst of grappling with loss, 
poverty and isolation, each   
of the women assembled displayed tremendous courage.  

Canadian grandmothers came from all walks of life, and 
quickly realized that they had the potential to form a 
national grandmothers’ movement, in solidarity with and 
in support of their African counterparts. 

The grandmothers’ concerns and key points were 
incorporated into the Toronto Statement (reprinted on 
p.3-4), which was presented to representatives from 
UNAIDS and the XVI International AIDS Conference at 
the close of the Gathering.

The extensive media coverage of the Gathering helped 
to put the voices, experiences and needs of African 
grandmothers on the world stage, and has gener-
ated a flood of enthusiasm for the Grandmothers to 
Grandmothers campaign. 

Since the event, more than 80 new groups have formed 
in Canada, raising awareness and funds. In Africa, 
grandmothers have also been mobilizing in their com-
munities: many projects have created new initiatives 
that target grandmothers caring for AIDS orphans.

The Grandmothers' Gathering film and report will be 
available in early 2007.

DEAR FRIENDS:

I admit that this is slightly self-serving, but I do want to say 
how proud I am of  the Foundation. Not only is our remark-
able staff  getting vast sums of  money out the door and right 
to the community grassroots of  Africa as promised, but with 
the astonishing success of  the Grandmothers’ Gathering, the 
Foundation took a step to becoming an international presence 
in the world of  HIV/AIDS.

I had always dreamed that might be possible, but never 
expected it to happen so speedily. The Gathering was Ilana’s 
brainwave, and has it ever taken off. Not only are we hearing 
from grandmothers and their supporters right across Canada, 
but we’re also hearing, more and more frequently, from the 
African grannies, many of  whom came to Toronto and now 
feel completely comfortable about writing to the Foundation 
and listing their needs. 

I knew we had struck an international nerve when I received, 
in early October, a phone call from the World Bank, expressing 
an interest in helping grandmothers in Africa, but wanting to 
consult with the Foundation first! I’ve never been a fan of  the 
Bank, and I must admit that I was grinning throughout the day.

All of  which is to say that the Foundation is carving out for 
itself  a vital role in the fight against the HIV/AIDS pandemic 
in Africa. The grandmothers are a dramatic example of  that, 
but the constant rollout of  grants and support for projects 
gives us our strong and continuing rationale.

Naturally, I want to express endless appreciation for the 
extraordinary country-wide support we receive. We treasure 
it. Africa treasures it. The Foundation is saving lives and 
meeting needs and doing it with great heart, commitment 
and respect.

  Many many thanks, 

Stephen Lewis
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"A
s grandmothers from Africa and Canada, we 
were drawn together in Toronto for three days 
in August 2006 by our similarities: our deep 
love and undying devotion to our children and 

grandchildren; our profound concern about the havoc that 
HIV/AIDS has inflicted on the continent of Africa, and in 
particular on its women and its children; and our under-
standing that we have within us everything needed to 
surmount seemingly insurmountable obstacles. We are 
strong; we are determined; we are resourceful; we are 
creative; we are resilient; and we have the wisdom that 
comes with age and experience. 

From one side of the globe we are African grandmothers, 
raising the children of our beloved late sons and daughters.  
We come to the end of this historic gathering filled with 
emotions:  we are grateful for the chance – at long last – to 
make our voices heard.  We are relieved to have had an 
opportunity to tell our stories, to share our experiences, to 
describe our hardships and our pain, to share the anxieties 
and express the sadness that descended on us late in our 
lives, and to receive respectful acknowledgement for the 
ongoing grief that scars our daily existence.  

THE TORONTO STATEMENT

Each of our stories is different, each of our experiences is 
unique, and yet we are here as representatives of count-
less women who share in our tragedy:  for every grand-
mother here today, there are fifty, sixty, seventy thousand 
at home. We have needs today, needs for the short-term 
and needs that will never go away. It is our solemn duty 
to the millions of grandmothers whose voices have never 
been heard that gives us the courage to raise those 
needs to demands — on their behalf, and on behalf of the 
children in their care.

Grandmothers are worth listening to. We demand to be 
heard.

In the short-term, we do not need a great deal, but we 
do need enough: enough to safeguard the health of our 
grandchildren and of ourselves; enough to put food in 
their mouths, roofs over their heads and clothes on their 
backs;  enough to place them in school and keep them 
there long enough to secure their futures. For ourselves, 
we need training, because the skills we learned while 
raising our children did not prepare us for parenting grand-
children who are bereaved, impoverished, confused and 
extremely vulnerable.  We need the assurance that when 
help is sent, it goes beyond the cities and reaches the vil-
lages where we live. In the long term, we need security. 
We need regular incomes and economic independence in 
order to erase forever our constant worry about how and 
whether our families will survive.

We grandmothers deserve hope. Our children, like all 
children, deserve a future. We will not raise children for 
the grave.

(continues on p.4)©
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OTHERS’ GATHERING
13 August 2006

OTHERS’ GATHERING
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