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Giving pill
selectively
is OK: Docs

A pill for HIV-free
people at high risk
Who the drug is suitable for:
Healthy individuals who are
HIV-free but at high risk of
exposure to the virus, such
as heterosexual couples
where one partner is
infected, and men who have
sex with men.
Price:
$1,500 for 30 pills, or a
month’s dosage

Some would prescribe HIV/Aids drug
preventively to people at high risk
By MELODY ZACCHEUS
SOME doctors here say they
would prescribe HIV/Aids treatment drug Truvada as preventive
medication for individuals at high
risk of exposure to the disease.
These people could be wives
and partners of infected individuals, as well as sex workers who are
at risk if their clients refuse to use
condoms.
Though Truvada has not yet
been approved for use here as a
preventive drug for HIV, at least
two doctors – general practitioner
Tan Kok Kuan and Dr Koh Yin
Ling, an infectious diseases consultant at Singapore General Hospital – say they would prescribe
the drug “carefully” and “selectively” for that purpose.
Doctors are allowed to prescribe this off-label use of drugs
at their discretion, based on their
own clinical experience.
Dr Koh said: “We really have to
be stringent in our selection, and
ensure that the patient comes
back for regular check-ups. We
must also provide counselling to
patients to whom we prescribe
the drug.”
Truvada, used since 2004 to
treat HIV, was approved on Ju-

ly 16 by the US Food & Drug Administration as a preventive drug.
It has been available here since
May as a treatment option.
It is not known whether the
Ministry of Health (MOH) will
clear it for preventive use.
An MOH spokesman said the
most reliable preventive measures
continue to be abstinence, being
faithful, and correct and consistent use of condoms.
For Truvada to be effective as a
preventive tool, it must be taken
daily by healthy individuals before
they are exposed to the disease.
When used thus, it has been
shown in clinical studies to reduce
infections by up to 75 per cent.
But advocate groups here for
the prevention of HIV/Aids say
that allowing Truvada to be used
in this way may promote a false
sense of security.
They warn that using this drug
should not mean giving up safe
sex practices, including condom
use.
Such practices have proven effective in preventing the spread of
HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).
A spokesman for SGRainbow, a
non-profit social group for young
gay and bisexual men here,
warned that Truvada may create

Truvada (above) has been used since 2004 to treat HIV and was approved on July 16 this year by the US Food & Drug
Administration as a preventive drug. It has been available here since May as a treatment option. PHOTO: BLOOMBERG

WORRIED ABOUT COMPLACENCY
We’ve been taught the ABCs of sex – abstinence, being faithful and using
condoms. I fear the introduction of Truvada will make users complacent
and that they will begin to treat it like a form of immunisation.
– A spokesman for SGRainbow, a non-profit social group for young gay and bisexual men here

complacency: “We’ve been taught
the ABCs of sex – abstinence, being faithful, and using condoms. I
fear the introduction of Truvada
will make users complacent and
that they will begin to treat it like
a form of immunisation.”
Experts say Truvada would be
useful for specific groups of people, but that general HIV prevention should focus on educating
people about safe sex.
Mr Bryan Choong, 35, centre
manager at Oogachaga, a counselling organisation whose clients include gays and bisexuals, said:
“Prevention through education
and awareness is still cheaper

than treatment or medication-based prevention.”
Associate Professor Leo Yee
Sin, the head and senior consultant of the Department of Infectious Diseases at Tan Tock Seng
Hospital, said about 300 patients
are now taking the pill as treatment for HIV.
She said: “It’s commonly used
in combination with another anti-HIV drug for the treatment of
HIV infection.”
To ensure it is being used effectively, those on the drug should
have repeated HIV testing while
on it and be monitored for side effects, said a spokesman for Action

for Aids, a charity promoting
Aids-related research here.
He also warned that Truvada
does not protect the individual
from STDs such as Hepatitis B,
Hepatitis C, syphilis and gonorrhoea, which only condom use
can prevent.
Clinical studies in the US
showed no decrease in condom
use by test subjects.
In the US, the drug label is required to include instructions for
counselling by the health-care provider.
At a cost of $1,500 a month for
30 pills, Truvada is not cheap.
Assistant restaurant manager

How it works:
Two medications – 300
milligrams of tenofovir and
200 milligrams of
emtricitabine – are used in
combination to reduce the
chance of HIV infection by
blocking the action of
reverse transcriptase, an
HIV protein which
replicates in host cells and
infects the body.
The pill, which is
available only by doctor’s
prescription, must be taken
daily. Safe sex practices
should not be abandoned as
consumption alone may not
prevent infection.
Side effects
Nausea, abdominal pain,
loss of appetite and
diarrhoea. Serious but rare
side effects include kidney
problems and bone loss.
Russell Headech, 23, an unmarried heterosexual, said he would
not use it but opt for proven safe
sex practices.
“Condoms should suffice. The
drug is pricey and is just not
worth it unless you have special
circumstances and are at high risk
of exposure,” he said.
Last year, 461 new cases of
HIV infection were reported
among residents here; 46 per cent
of infections were acquired
through heterosexual sexual transmission, and 42 per cent, via homosexual sexual transmission.
melodyz@sph.com.sg

A THIRD
WHALE SHARK
IS WASHED UP
Villagers pose for
photographs as they
stand on a dead
whale shark, the
third one washed
ashore in Indonesia
in two weeks, at
Parangkusumo
beach, Yogyakarta.
The 7m-long,
two-tonne shark
was first spotted by
villagers on Friday
evening.
Experts say the
sharks may have
been seeking
plankton, but could
have become
trapped during high
tide, unable to swim
back into the sea.
Whale sharks, the
world’s largest fish,
are classified as
“vulnerable” by the
International Union
for Conservation of
Nature.
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Macau police raid casinos, hotels

Community, coordination can
ensure people get help early on

HONG KONG – Macau police
raided casinos and hotels in an
operation with the Chinese and
Hong Kong authorities after a series of murders and attacks targeting guests.
Police questioned nearly
1,300 people and detained 149 of
them for further investigation as
part of an operation codenamed
“Thunderbolt”, according to a
statement from the Unitary Police Service of Macau sent via
mobile text message.
The crackdown on violent
crime is a reminder of the deadly
gang wars in Macau in the late
1990s, towards the end of Portuguese colonial rule.
Criminal groups known as triads fought for control of casino
VIP rooms and loan-sharking operations, resulting in the deaths
of 40 people in shootouts.
The jailed leader of the 14K triad, “Broken Tooth” Wan Kuok-

By RACHEL CHANG

koi, is near the end of his prison
term after being sentenced to 15
years in 1999.
“Crime comes inevitably with
casinos,” Macau lawmaker Au
Kam Sun said in a telephone interview. “The police make a
clean-up every now and then to
keep the triads in check.”
Macau police arrested 17 people last Thursday for cheating in
three of the city’s casinos.
Those detained were involved
in a scheme where casino dealers
took bribes and used tiny cameras to take images of cards on baccarat tables, Macau’s judiciary
police spokesman Chan Kin
Hong said by telephone.
The case involved HK$90 million (S$14.4 million) and took
place at three casinos in Macau
city and the Cotai Strip, including those run by American
casino operators, Mr Chan said,
without giving the names

of the casinos.
Also on Thursday, Hong Kong
police arrested 130 people and
seized HK$8 million in cash and
property in anti-triad raids to
combat money-laundering as
part of the “Thunderbolt” operation conducted with the Macau
and Guangdong law enforcement agencies.
Officers seized HK$3.4 million in various currencies, 11
watches and two cars.
Those arrested were allegedly
involved in money-laundering,
operating illegal gambling establishments and other triad-related offences.
The spree of violence started
after Mr Ng Man-sun, who has a
controlling stake in Amax Holdings, was hospitalised after being beaten up in a restaurant at a
casino operated by his company,
The New York Times reported
on June 28.

Macau New Century Hotel
stopped accepting guests after
the assault because “certain unidentified persons” had been staying there for a long time, the
South China Morning Post reported on July 3.
Mr Ng – also known by his
nickname “Market Wai” – had
requested to remove eight of the
nine existing directors of the
Amax board, to be replaced by
five new directors, according to
a company statement to the
Hong Kong stock exchange on July 16.
The attack on Mr Ng was followed by the killing of a Chinese
woman in a residential neighbourhood near the Venetian
Macau casino, and the murder of
two men at the Grand Lapa Hotel, which is operated by Mandarin Oriental International, said
the South China Morning Post.
BLOOMBERG

SOCIAL assistance should be about
catching people before they fall and
not just after a crisis arises, said
Acting Minister for Manpower Tan
Chuan-Jin yesterday.
Speaking at Darul Arqam, the
Muslim Converts’ Association of
Singapore, during a ceremony to
disburse financial aid, Mr Tan said
this can be done if a community is
close-knit. The problem is that
some of those struggling may not
be part of a larger community, and
thus come to the attention of grassroots leaders or voluntary welfare
organisations (VWOs) only after
they hit crisis point.
He also called for closer coordination and “mutual reinforcement”
among the “many helping hands”
of social assistance, which include
VWOs, religious organisations like
Darul Arqam, grassroots and the

Government. “We have many helping hands, but I think in banding together we can have a collective
brain that coordinates the multiple
hands that are out there,” he said.
The ceremony yesterday disbursed money collected via “Zakat”, an annual tithe collection
from the Muslim community.
Close to $145,000 was given out
to 587 recipients in the form of cash
and NTUC FairPrice vouchers.
Darul Arqam also provides
short-term monthly assistance to
selected families with financial difficulties; last year, 297 families received monthly assistance.
During his speech, Mr Tan noted
how Singaporeans are responding
more quickly and genuinely when
others are in need. “That’s something we should value...” he said.
“It’s in the process of caring and
reaching out that we are able to
change as a society.”
rchang@sph.com.sg

