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AMID the heady flush of first love, or lust, can
two hot-blooded teenagers abstain from sex
when even grown-ups yield to temptation?

More importantly, are we willing to
live with the risk of giving them the bene-
fit of the doubt when their lives and future
could be at stake?

Risk, in this case, is spelt HIV. Just
look at the statistics.

According to the Ministry of Health
(MOH), human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)
infections have been on the rise annually, reg-
istering a record high of 422 diagnosed last
year. Those in their 20s and 30s make up the
biggest proportion of total patient load.

Does that mean they contracted the
virus only in their 20s? Do we know when
they started having sex?

According to the Durex Global Sex 
Survey Report, the mean age at which Sin-
gaporeans lose their virginity is 18.4 years
old. How many teens under 18 are having sex
if the average yardstick is 18.4 years?

Well, teens have been registering sin-

gle digits in annual HIV statistics. It may
not look significant, but each year, the num-
bers creep up quietly. This is in tandem with
the rising trend of sexually-transmitted 
infections among teens — which has also
been steadily increasing in recent years.

It was revealed last week that there
were nine teenagers diagnosed with HIV last
year, all of whom were between 17 and 19
when detected. This is up from one to four
cases each year between 2003 and 2006.

With a higher rate of premarital sex, pre-
sumably with multiple partners for some,
comes a higher risk of sexual infections.

Despite this, the Ministry of Health
is not rolling out its full-fledged HIV pre-
vention programmes for teens.

In Parliament recently, Health Minis-
ter Khaw Boon Wan explained the sensitivity
in broadcasting the ABC (Abstinence, Be
faithful and Condom-use) message nation-
wide: “Many parents will be upset with
such a campaign and we will be accused of
promoting promiscuity.”

“So, the general broadcast has a small
‘c’. On the other hand, the ABC campaign
targeted at high-risk groups will have an en-
larged ‘C’ as the main theme.”

While this is similar to the argument put
forward in the Section 377A debate — let us
not upset the majority of the population who

are conservative, or rather, heterosexual — it
does not hold water when the majority of Sin-
gaporean parents could possibly be affected.

Whether they like it or not, there is like-
ly a 50 per cent chance their children are
having sex even before they turn 18.

That the importance of condom usage is
overshadowed by the message of abstinence

is disturbing in the light of the recent HIV 
statistics.

Mr Khaw said that those in “high-risk”
groups would be given a stronger message
to use condoms. The recurring question
is, who are in “high-risk” groups, particu-
larly if we are talking about teenagers who
are exploring their sexuality?

To wait until a youth presents a sexu-
ally-transmitted infection before counselling
on safer sex kicks in is to hide behind a veil
of ignorance.

Promoting abstinence and faithfulness
is effective in keeping HIV under control,
but more focus is needed on efforts to ed-
ucate sexually-active teens about sexuality
and condom use, said volunteer group Ac-
tion for Aids. How will the authorities get
a chance to help teens when premarital
sex is emphasised as a moral wrong?

And do the sexuality and parenting pro-
grammes we have equip parents adequately
to talk to their children about condom use?

Singapore’s rapid development in the last
40 years has fast-tracked a generation that
may hold different values from those of their
parents. Whether one agrees with what
teenagers do in their bedrooms is not the
issue — and should not detract from the issue,
which is: There is a need to implement an ef-
fective solution that will not stigmatise. It
starts with acknowledging today’s realities.
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