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The will to say "no

Ri na QOmar

THE question still remains: If there are so many canpai gns and resources
avai | abl e, together with so many school outreach programes, why is the
nunber of H V-infected young people still rising?

Dati n Paduka Marina Mhathir, president of Ml aysian AIDS Council, and
Dr Ang Eng Suan, executive director of the Federation of Family Pl anning
Associ ati ons Ml aysia (FFPAM share their thoughts on this situation.

"I don't think we're doing enough,” said Marina. "W have a problemwth
expandi ng our programmes, not only financially but in ternms of human
resource."

And it's not just about resources - negative attitudes surroundi ng sex
education act as a hindrance to the proper spread of information

"We can't even tal k about condonms! Every tine we do, we're accused of
promoting pronmi scuity anong teenagers,” says Marina. "In the neantine,
teenagers are not really getting the information they need to keep
t hensel ves safe.”

She believes that policy-nmakers shoul d wake up and deal realistically
wi th the young.

"Adults don't have enough insight into the lives of young people. They
need to understand and address the diversity of the youth. They're not al
the sane, they all have different experiences.

"We should bring in young people to design these programmes for us, even
play a part in the policy-making because they, as peers, would have a
better picture of the lifestyles and behavi ours of young people today."

She believes that merely educating young people with the facts and
figures is not enough.

"Teenagers may know enough about H V/ AIDS to, say, pass a quiz. But is
t he know edge enough to change their behavi our?"

The i nmportance of pronoting safe behaviour is why she says that H V-
awar eness programes shoul d al so address the dynam cs of relationships and
gender rel ations.

"CGender bal ance is one of the contributing factors to this problem Boys
are raised to think they are superior, and anong their peers, are expected
to know everything about sex. But the reality is that many of themremain
i gnorant about nany issues surroundi ng sex.

"Grls, on the other hand, are self-conscious and nost tines fee
inferior, and are not really aware of how to assert thenselves. Many young
girls still feel that the only way to keep a boyfriend is to have sex with
him regardl ess of whether she wants to really do it or not."

Mari na would also |ike to make sure all teenagers know t he power they
have over thensel ves, through the choices that they can take, even through
the sinple act of saying "yes" and "no".

"The difference of getting or not getting infected is often a result of
a choice that is nade in a person's life. How the choice is made is
determ ned by the know edge t hey have and the environnment they are in,"
she says.

"W just have to nake them aware that they have the power to nake these
choices over their lives."

The FFPAM al so believes in trying to educate teenagers not just in the
bare facts of H V/AIDS, but also in relationship situations.

"Though the awareness (of HI V/AIDS) is there, the life skills and skills
of prevention are needed to conplenment this know edge as well," Dr Ang



says.

These life skills, as she calls it, are basically a guideline to
appropriate boy/girl relationship behaviours.

"W (FFPAM never discourage boy-girl relationships. After all
interaction and dating is a normal part of grow ng up.”

VWhat FFPAMis trying to pronote is healthy rel ationshi ps between young
peopl e, within an appropriate code of conduct.

"W want themto know of issues that may arise in a relationship and how
to react in certain situations. For exanple, howto say no if you' re not
confortable wi th doing sonething, with soneone,” she expl ai ns.

These skills of asserting one's self and knowi ng one's choices in a
situation would not only be valuable in dating and rel ati onship scenari os,
but also when it conmes to peer pressure in other things, |ike substance
abuse.

"W want to be able to provide these skills to teenagers, along with the
factual know edge about safe sex and prevention of HV infection. But we
can't work alone, we need a concerted effort by all parties to reinforce
t hese nessages,” she says.

These "parties" she refers to are the other factors of influence in a
teenager's life - parents, community, religious organisations, the
Government, NGOs, schools and their own peers.

"If everyone worked together on armng our teenagers with the know edge
and the ability to protect thenselves, then we m ght see sone changes."
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