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THE PROS AND CONS OF HI V TEST BEFORE MARRI AGE

By: ROSLI WATY RAMLY

KUALA LUMPUR: Conpel ling Muslimcouples to be tested for the H 'V virus
before they tie the knot may seeman ideal way to ensure heal t hy progeny
but there can be serious inplications.

The suggestion that Muslim coupl es undergo pre-nuptial H V testing was
made by Mnister in the Prine Mnister's Departnent Datuk Dr Abdul Ham d
O hman recently.

But such a recommendation warrants an indepth study before it can be
taken in earnest by the authorities.

A Muslimnmarriage i s proceded by an engagenent which can | ast between
si x months and a year and according to the minister's suggestion, the HV
test should be carried out just before the marriage i s sol emni sed.

Picture this scenario: the weddi ng plans have been finalised, guests
have been invited and the couple, their fanmilies and relatives are eagerly
awai ting the big day. Then conmes the H V test and either the bride or groom
i s diagnosed as infected with the virus which causes Al DS. \Wat happens
next ?

Al so, what happens if the couple concerned is determned to marry each
ot her, regardl ess of the outconme of the test?

According to doctors, babies born of parents who carry the H V virus
face a 30 percent risk of being infected as well.

Sone feel that the mandatory H 'V test as a prerequisite for marriages
between Muslins is unfair as non Mislins are exenpted from undergoi ng
simlar tests.

Insisting that his proposal woul d not inconveni ence anybody, Dr Ham d
argyed that it was, in fact, beneficial as it would bring about a future
generation of Muslinms who are healthy and secure.

Under the proposal, the "kadi" or registrar of marraige can only issue
the certificate of approval to Muslimcouples to marry after they are
tested and proven free of the HV virus.

Some wi ves-to-be may be happy with the proposal as it would assure them
of life partners who are free fromAIDS and other sexually transmtted
di seases.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, neanwhile, said that the
proposal coul d be discussed by the Cabinet because the matter not only
i nvol ved the Muslins but the non-Mislins as well.

Consi dering the growi ng nmenace the disease i s posing, the governnent
has i nmpl erented various neasures to check the spread of AIDS. Medica
records state that an average of 300 HIV cases are reported throughout the
country every nonth.

Al DS rel ated deaths are expected to i ncrease, as no nedi ci ne or vacci ne
has been di scovered to counter the deadly H V virus.

Since the discovery of the first four cases in 1986, the nunber of HV
carriers has increased to 13,945 as of October |ast year.

Mal aysi an Al DS Counci | president Marina Mahat hir expressed uneasi ness
over Dr Hanid's proposal, saying that it is an infringenment of a person's
basic rights.

"It's certainly discrimnatory as well for it is only conpul sory for
Muslinms to undergo the HV test, while for non-Muslins it is done on a
vol untary basis," she said.

Marina said that the proposal should be acconpani ed by ot her neasures
as well and they include counselling before and after the test.



If the result is negative, it does not mean that the couple is free
fromHV for there is a "wi ndow period" or incubation period of about three
mont hs during which the virus can exi st undetect ed.

To be entirely certain that the virus is not present, a couple nust
undergo a second test three to six nmonths after the first, explained
Mari na.

"If one of the partners is diagnosed as HV positive, will the couple
be forbidden frommarrying and will help be extended to the infected
person?" she asks.

She stressed that it is inproper to cite the outcome of a HV test as
the reason to restrain a couple fromgetting married.

"It is also inpossible to keep the result of the test a secret because
if the marriages cerenony is cancelled, everybody will beconme suspicious
and this will cause a | ot of enotional trauma to the couple concerned and
their famlies," said Marina.

She does not disnmiss the possibility of couples affected by the
proposal, tying the knot in another country.

Rel i gi ous schol ars, academ cs and comunity | eaders, neanwhile, want
the government to | ook into the proposal carefully and study its
implications before inplenenting it.

They feel that the test should only be subjected to those in high-risk
groups |i ke dadah addi cts and peopl e known to have | ed a proni scuous
lifestyle and those who have undergone bl ood transfusions.

Ahrmad Awang, president of the Mal aysian U ama Society, wants to know
who will foot the bill for the test if the proposal is inplenented.

Medi cal specialist Datuk Dr Hashim N k Omar felt that the proposal is a
"waste of tine and noney". It also further conplicates the existing
adm ni strative procedures which have to be observed before a Miuslim
marriage i s sol emmised, he said.

At present, Mislimcouples in nbst states have to attend a marri age
course and obtain a certificate of approval in order to get married

"Doctors will face a dilenma as nmedical ethics dictate that they should
not divulge their patients' health status to a third party,"” said Dr
Hashi m

Parlianmentary Secretary to the Health M nistry Datuk M Mahal i ngam sai d
exi sting regul ations required hospital authorities to obtain the pernission
of a person first before a sanple of his or her blood is taken for testing.

The sane procedure, he added, applied to H'V testing and, hence, it
cannot be carried out forcibly.

Honorary Secretary of the Consultative Council for Buddhi sm
Christianity, H nduismand Si khism R Thiagaraja, disnissed the proposal,
saying that the problemof HV infection is related to each individual's
nmor al conduct .

To curb the spread of AIDS, the authorities should take a positive
approach without hurting the feelings of any party. Any proposal conpelling
bl ood tests, he said, should be inplemented cautiously to avoid HV
carriers frombeing treated with contenpt. -- Bernama
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