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Bishop Cesare Bonivento PIME

PASTORAL LETTER

To all the Parents and Teachers

of Vanimo Diocese

ON THE HIV/AIDS 
AWARENESS 

IN THE SCHOOLS 

Dear Parents and Teachers, 

Re:  A very dangerous HIV/AIDS Awareness is going to be given to our  school children.

One of the main concerns of our Country in this moment is the fast spread of HIV/AIDS. 

It is already of common knowledge that 2% of our population is affected by HIV/AIDS infection. However there are solid reasons to think that this infection is much higher than that. 

If this infection will increase, the consequences will be felt very soon by the whole fabric of our society: 

· Our hospitals will be insufficient to care for all the sick 

· The work force will diminish rapidly 

· The economy will suffer 

· The Government services (health, education, works etc) will be gravely affected

· A lot of parents will die

· The numbers of orphaned and consequently of the street children will increase. 

It is therefore  the obligation of everybody and of all the institutions to give the right information to our people in order to contain and possibly eliminate this plague. 

Special attention must be given to the children in the schools. If they receive good education, they will be spared from such infection, instead if they receive wrong education, they will be the victims of it and the current situation will be terribly aggravated. 

A. The Commitment of the Catholic Church

The Catholic Church in PNG has been in the front line for many years now in giving the proper HIV awareness to as many people as possible.  

At National level, the Catholic Bishops Conference has the following departments fighting against HIV/AIDS:

· The HIV/AIDS Office

· The Catholic Family Office

· The Health Office 

· The Education Office

· Caritas

At Diocesan Level we have the following offices committed to providing HIV/AIDS awareness:

· The HIV/AIDS Office, helped by a team of volunteers

· The Diocesan Family Centre, with a big number of coordinators

· The Health Office

· The R.I Office, with a network of volunteers

· All the Parishes with their pastoral teams.

It is commonly accepted in the Catholic Church and confirmed by the experience that a person is able to avoid HIV/AIDS infection not only if she/he receives adequate information regarding the origin, the nature, the deadly gravity of this infection, but also and above all if she/he lives the Christian values, which remind us of the dignity of the human being, created by God and called by God to a life that will never end. 

These Christian values are the best protection against HIV/AIDS. Without these values, any awareness on HIV/AIDS infection will be insufficient, and possibly misunderstood and misused. The books prepared by the Catholic Church in order to give HIV/AIDS awareness are very much attentive to those values, and therefore they are the best help given to the children in the schools to avoid HIV/AIDS. ( # 1)

B.  The Commitment of the Government

We have to acknowledge that the determination to fight HIV/AIDS is also present in the Government and particularly in the National Education Department. However this year a surprising “Student Resource Book” on HIV/AIDS Awareness has been given to the students in the Vocational Schools by the Technical Vocation Education & Training Division of the National Education Department. This book has already caused strong reactions in many Parents and Teachers. It seems to them that it is extremely graphic and lacking of moral values, to the point that the children are invited to, rather than being discouraged from bad behaviour. Probably the content of this book will be proposed and made available to all the students in PNG. 

It is worthy of note that some weeks ago, a teacher in the Government Schools came to me showing me this book, and telling me. “Bishop, how can I teach these things? It is against my conscience and against the good of my students. What should I do?”. I felt very much embarrassed, because I did not know yet about the circulation of this book in the Government Schools and, to my big surprise, also in some of our Catholic Agency Schools. So, I felt obliged to go through it attentively. The result of my study is as follows. 

C. The content of this new “Student Resource Book”
I found out that in this book:

1. The HIV/AIDS Awareness is detached from any religious frame. There is no mention of:

· God, as the Creator of human kind 

· God, as the source of our behaviour 

· The Natural Law

· The marriage/family instituted by God

· The Law of God 

· The Ten Commandments.
2. There is no indication of moral values helping the children in their sexual moral behaviour. The following moral values are totally absent:  

· The respect for the Law of God and of the Ten Commandments 

· The respect for the Natural Law

· The esteem for the family, which is the basic element of any human society

· The importance of marriage for the welfare of the community and of the country

· The human right of any child to be born in a family, where there is its real father and its real mother 

· The responsibility of the Father and of the Mother in raising the children

· The need to avoid sex outside marriage

· The reference to the basic principles of pedagogy and psychology.

3. Sex is always good at two conditions: 

·  If it is consensual: p. 56; 59. If there is consensus, sex:

· Can be done between married people and also with unmarried people: p. 36,37, 60, 61, 63 

· Can be of any kind: p. 56-57 (Any sensible person will be scandalized by such teaching)
· Can be done at any reasonable age: p. 60

· If it is safe, Sex is safe when it avoids the risk of  contracting HIV/AIDS: p.21; 22.
4. Safe sex can be obtained in two ways: p. 22-25

· If there is no intercourse
· If one uses condoms always and correctly.

5. The great goal of this book is not to teach the students to avoid sex, but to teach them to have safe sex: p. 22-25

6. If somebody uses safe sex,  he is not to be afraid to perform the following sexual activities, because they have no risk or they have only low risk of HIV/AIDS transmission: p.22, 29, 73: 

· No risk of HIV transmission: 

· Masturbating yourself

· Reciprocal masturbation

· Kissing (kissing with tongues)

· Hugging, fingering, talking.”

· Low risk of HIV transmission:

· Oral sex (sucking or licking the sexual organs)

· Vaginal sex using condom correctly and consistently; 

· anal sex with condom.
7. The way to avoid unsafe sex is called “life skill”. Life skill means to substitute “sex  without condoms” with the sexual activities mentioned at N. 6: p. 28, 29, 57.
8. The sexual activities mentioned at N. 6 are presented as advisable and acceptable to the students. For instance let us read what this book says about masturbation::

“People may choose to masturbate by themselves or with another person (a safer sex technique). Masturbating is normal. For some people, it is an important way of finding out about their body’s responses. Masturbation does not cause weakness or poor physical health and will not affect a person’s fertility. Masturbation is a healthy sexual behavior”: p. 58. 

The other sexual activities mentioned in N. 6, are never presented as morally bad in themselves; on the contrary they are considered positively because they are done in a “safe’ way.  

9. The words “Christian values” are quoted several times, but those values are never identified, probably because they are against what is proposed in this book. The only Christian value which is indicated is “compassion/caring”, because it helps the people to fight the stigma against HIV/AIDS patients. Actually this way to mention the “Christian values” means to misuse them.

D. Strong worries among the Parents and the Teachers

While we appreciate the intention of the Government to protect the students from HIV/AIDS infection, we have to say that the experts who prepared this book were not able to comply with the expectations of the Government. In fact this book is gravely unsuitable to our students, to the point that one can easily predict that it will obtain exactly the opposite of what the Government is aiming at.

I am sure that the summary of this  “Student Resource Book” will raise strong objections and worries in all the parents, as it happened when there was the first attempt to introduce this kind of HIV Awareness in our Diocese at Baro Primary School in 2004. Most of the Parents may not even be suspicious that their children are going to have such deadly moral training, in full contradiction with the most basic civil and Christian teachings.

I am also quite sure that a big number of teachers will feel greatly embarrassed to give this sort of teaching to the children. They may feel that in this way their dignity is crushed and humiliated.  In fact the teacher, is basically a pedagogue, meaning a man helping the children to shape their life with the acquisition of strong values both religious and civil, not a man who will provide with some information which will damage the soul and the life of the little ones.

But there is something else that should discourage everybody to use this book. 

E. Scientific flaws in this “Student Resource Book”
This “Student Resource Book” contains a lot of scientific flaws. In fact its unshakable trust in the effectiveness of condoms leads the Author to a lot of incorrect statements and contradictions. I highlight just some of them as an example, while I remain available to anybody who wants to know all the others. In this book:

1. “Safe” and “safer” are used as synonymous: p. 29; 33, 73, 78. It seems that the Author does not know the historic and scientific difference between the two. It is commonly accepted that only the true abstinence and the faithfulness between two faithful partners are immune 100% from infection of HIV/AIDS: this is why they are qualified as “safe” ways to avoid HIV/AIDS. All other sexual activities are risky, because they have in any case a percentage of failures: condoms included. Consequently condoms can not be qualified and taught in the schools as a “safe” way to avoid HIV/AIDS. It must be downgraded to a “safer” way: it means that they fail sometimes, and they are risky. If an educator does not make such a distinction, he/she tricks the students and he/she puts in danger the health of his/her pupils.

2. The Author quotes the failure rates of condoms, when they are used consistently and correctly. Scientifically this type of using condoms is called “perfect use failure rates”. But he never mentions the “actual failure rates”, which shows the reality and indicates a far grater condoms rate failure than those indicated in this book. These failures rates,  could put the student on alert; however they are totally ignored: p. 36. Why? In this way the Author gives the students wrong and unfair information and he instills in them a false confidence in a tool which has already betrayed so many people.

3. Different rates of “perfect use failures” are given about male and female condoms: p. 32/33, 67. That makes the students confused, and anybody reading that, becomes suspicious about the competence of the Author. 
4. Advising the students to negotiate safe sex like deep kissing, oral sex and intercourse with condom instead of penetrative sex (p. 22, 23 29),  is dishonest and dangerous,  because they are not safe at all. In fact there is still the risk of blood to blood contact which may cause IHV/AIDS: p. 21. Moreover the saliva itself as well as skin to skin contact may become the bridge to some STDs (= Sexual Transmitted Diseases). This is particularly true for oral sex which has been linked to throat cancer. Such an advice is gravely irresponsible because again it gives false confidence to the students and it puts them at risk to get HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. 

5. Female condom is considered safer than the male condom. This is a big misinformation because all the condom producers admit the female condom has a higher failure rate than the male condom. The “actual failure rate” of female condoms is around 21-25%, and the rate of “perfect use” is around 5%.; in any case its failure rates are much higher than those of the male condom.   To say that female condoms are safe 99% (p. 32/33) is cheating the female students, and  putting their lives at risk.. Condoms are not a protection, they are simply a deadly risk 

F. Considerations

I presume that any sensible person, especially Fathers and Mothers, will be shocked that such teaching will be imparted to the children. It seems unbelievable that it is seriously proposed that our children must acquire that kind of knowledge in order to avoid HIVAIDS.

A lot of people who examined this book have the impression that we are not seeing a new strategy of fighting HIV/AIDS, but rather an attempt to eliminate the basic moral values of our society, under the pretence of protecting the children from HIV/AIDS.

Parents and teachers around the world are objecting to this kind of indoctrination. Why then are our teachers obliged to follow and impart this teaching, if we have other and more effective ways of  protecting our children from HIV/AIDS? 

Considering then the frame of this “Student Resource book”, the presence of grave scientific flaws, the misuse of the Christian values, and the lack of pedagogy and psychology it is very easy to predict that there will be heavy consequences in our schools and in the whole country. 

The whole country is currently very worried for the increase of sexual crimes and violence.  One has only to read the daily newspapers in order to realize the increase in criminal sexual activities in the country. The current situation is already more than alarming. We do not need anything aggravating such situation. 

It seems that the Author of this book is quite convinced that this kind of HIV/AIDS awareness will not cause promiscuity among the students. Why is it, then, that he informs and insists on the obligation for any boarding school to make condoms available to the staff and to the students: p. 47. If the Author is so sure that no promiscuity will be caused by this book, why does he give such strong recommendation?

Knowing the weakness of the students and the “actual failure rate” of condoms, which is around the 12-15%, we can conclude that such advice will cause a lot of bad consequences among the students.  Certainly this is not the way to contain HIV/AIDS among the students.

For all these reasons it can be easily predicted that the students in our primary schools will read this book as an invitation to sexual activities, rather then as a discouragement.
G. Suggestions 
For all these reasons I feel obliged to call upon the National Education Authorities, the Teachers and especially the Parents as follows:

1. The Department of Education should reconsider its strategy of fighting HIV/AIDS. 

· It is a matter of fact that, after spending so much money on condoms for so many years, the National Authorities have not even been able to contain the HIV/AIDS infection. The general trust in the use of condoms revealed itself as a huge misconception, at the cost of so many lives. It would have been much more effective to concentrate the attention of the whole Country on true abstinence and true faithfulness, as  some African countries have with very positive results: cf CWNews 5th May 2008.( #  2).

· Therefore with great respect we advise the Education Department to withdraw this “Student Resource Book”, because it is gravely undermining the good of our society. We suggest to the Education Authorities to entrust a thorough revision of this book to a special Committee, fully respectful of the religious and civil values of our Country. The vast majority of the Parents and of the Teachers would applaud to such intelligent decision.

2. The Teachers have no obligation of giving HIV/AIDS Awareness by following this “Student Resource book”. For the following reasons:

· Nobody is to teach the children anything against the Ten Commandments, as the above mentioned alternatives to “sexual penetration” do: see C 6, p. 7. The Lord Jesus says:  “…Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened round his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea.” (Mt 18: 6). Papua New Guinea is a Christian country by Constitution. Therefore any kind of teaching must be in tune with the Christian morality, especially with the Ten Commandments.  

· No teacher can be forced to act against conscience. Following one’s conscience is one of the most important human rights. Fortunately the “conscientious objection” is already admitted in all the books currently in use by the “primary teachers training institutions”. For instance in the “Lecture’s Guide” p. 70, it is written as follows: “If you do not feel confortable, please ask a colleague to help or have the demonstration led by an external resource person (e.g. HIV/AIDS trainer from Provincial AIDS Committee)”. If a trainer instructing the future teachers is allowed to appeal to the conscientious objection, much more will be a teacher teaching the little ones, who are much more sensitive to these topics than any adult. 

· Good books for teaching HIV/AIDS awareness are available in the Catholic Agency Schools: cf. Note # 1. They cover the whole subject in the proper way, without hurting the psychology of the little ones, and being based on a good pedagogical method. They highlight the many religious and human values, which help the children in making good use of their sexuality, and at the same time they help them to be protected from the infection of HIV/AIDS. The use of these books is already foreseen and hallowed by the Department of Education. For instance,  “HIV/AIDS & STIs Resource Book” p. 19 clearly states: “Church agencies have developed their own HIV Policies to guide their workers. The Catholic and Anglican churches have got excellent ones. If you teach in an agency school you should be able to find a copy of their policy”.

3. The Parents have the right and the duty to choose schools where a good moral HIV/AIDS Awareness is given to their children. The Government Schools must be sensitive to this right of the Parents. If instead they impose an HIV/AIDS Awareness against the will of the Parents, the Parents have no other choice than looking for a suitable school. 

· An Education without religious values will never positively orientate the life of the children. This Education is assured in the Catholic Schools. Therefore I invite the Catholic Parents to protect all their children by enrolling them in the Catholic Schools of our Diocese. 

· All the Parents have to remember what Jesus said to the Apostles and to the Mothers holding their children and asking Him to bless them: “Let the children come to me!” Jesus is the One we have to give to the children. To make them lose Jesus is the greatest damage we can cause to them, because Jesus is “the Way, the Truth and the Life”.

CONCLUSION

I am sending the blessing of the Lord to all of you: Parents, Headmasters and Headmistresses, Teachers, Boards of Management, Parish Priests, Sisters, Catechists, Pray Leaders and Church Leaders and I invite all of you to be vigilant in this difficult moment so that the teaching given in our Schools be according to the Gospel and to the PNG Constitution.

I remind everybody that the family is the most important element in our society. If the family is strong, our Country will be strong. To teach the children to deal with their sexuality according to the Gospel means to strengthen our future families and to make our Country great. The fight against HIV/AIDS can not be a reason to undermine the  Christian education of our children as well as the future of our families and of our Society. This fight against HIV/AIDS will be effective and positive only if it is respectful of God’s Law. 

Through the intercession of Mary Immaculate, may the Lord Jesus bless and strengthen you all.  

 + Cesare Bonivento PIME

        Bishop of Vanimo 

             30-5-2008

Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus

NOTES
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Personality Development  and Human Sexuality, Sr. Helen Warman, Catholic Bishops’ Conference 2005

Personality Integration, Sr. Mary Anthida Kueckmann, Catholic Life Apostolate, 1991

Dare to Love, Sr. Helen Warman, catholic Bishops Conference, 2008

# / 2

The unshakable trust in the effectiveness of condoms shown in this “Student Resource Book” (p. 17; 35) is denied  by an increasing number of medical researchers. Just recently, on the 9th of May 2008 the news spread that a team of Harvard University Researchers have found that condom-distribution campaigns have not significantly reduced the spread of the disease in Africa; and they concluded that the most effective way to curb the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Africa should concentrate on promoting sexual restraint. The Harvard study found that programs designed to discourage sexual promiscuity had a strong positive impact in several countries. The most successful program was in Uganda, where a government-backed campaign produced a reported 50% drop in the number of people reporting multiple sexual partners. Similar programs led to a reduction in the rate of HIV/AIDS infection in Kenya, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, Malawi, and Ivory Coast as well. Therefore, they concluded, not condom, but true abstinence and true faithfulness must be considered the key to fight HIV/AIDS. 
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