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Surgeon General Urges •
Thorough Sex Education
B/Geci Connolly
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Surgeon General David Satcher
yesterday urged parents and teach
ers to provide children with a thor
ough sex education that promotes
abstinence but alsopermitsdistribu
tionofcontraception in schools.

Inacomprehensive report onedu
cating . children about sexuality,
Satcher also asserts that homosexu
ality is not a reversible lifestyle
choice and that committed, ""mutu-
ally monogamous" relationships are
an acceptable alternative to mar
riage.

Despite the controversial nature
of the topic—and intense pressure
from all sides—^tchersaidhe was
releasing the document because the

nation faced an array ofgrave public
health problems related to sex, such
as unintended pregnancies, anti-gay
violence and tlie spread of sexually
transmitted diseases such as AIDS."

"We have created an environmen>
where there's almost a conspiracy of
silence when it comes to sexuality,"
he said at a news conference. "It's
talked about in the wrong places in
tlievwongways."

Tlie 30-page document from the
surgeon general, whoperiodically is
sues authoritative reports on impor
tant public healtli matters, was re
leased after two years of work. That
included an exhaustive review of sci
entific literature, conferencesand in^
put froma widerangeofsources, in-
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eludingreligious leadersand people
who would "qualify as commercial
sex workers," Satcher said. "I lis
tened to all of them."
• During the report's preparation,
Satcher came under intense pres
sure from conservative forces—in
cluding President Bush— lobbying
for "abstinenceonly^ programs and
liberal groups that pushed for an en
dorsement of explicit, detailed, safe-
sex information.
. Satcher withheld the report dur
ing the Monica S. Lewinsl^ scandal
for fear it would feed anti-Clinton
^ntiment, said a department
$ource. However, Satcher spokes
man Damon Thompson denied that.
When George W. Bush won the
White House, some activists feared
Etcher would be forced to water
down his views.

Despite his soothing tone and dip
lomatic rhetoric, Satcher ultimately
issued a candid assessment of sex in
America, completewith his ownde
lineation of the risks and rewards.
But the "Call to Action to Promote
^xual Health and Responsible Sex
ual Behavior" did not appear to
achieve his goal of "common
^ound."

The Bush administration dis-
lanced itselffrom the report Spokes
man Ari Reischer took pains to note
that Satcher was appointedbyPresi
dent BillClintonand that the report
was "commissioned by the previous
Administration." Satcher's appoint
ment does not expire until 2002.
< "In an attempt to pleaseeveryone,
rm not sure he willpleaseanyixxiy,"
said Heather Cirmo, a spokeswoman
for the Family Research Coundl, a
conservative group. She credited
Satcher with putting abstinence
back on the agenda but was dis
appointed the highest-ranking doc
tor in the country did not stress the
failings of most forms of contracep
tion.

? Educators need to "tell the whole
l^th about condoms and s(h^^
Safe sex," she said.
i Liberal activists praised Satcher
for his tolerance of different sexual
behaviors and emphasis on a wide
huige ofeducation^ approaches. '
? Etcher said he endorsed the dis
tribution of condoms and other
forms of contraception in the com
munity because there is insufficient
scientific data to conclude that "ab-
Stinence-onl/*education works.

Nevertheless, thereport repeated
ly endorsed abstinence untfl a per
son becomes invoked in a stablemo
nogamous relationship. But it did
not Umit that relationship to mar
riage because "marriage is not per
fect," Satcher said.
•. Satcher called for tolerance of ho-
mosejmality, noting that "to date,
there is no evidence that sexualori
entation can be changed."

"We're certainly not trying to get
anyone in any religious group to
change their views,"he said. "We're
just saying these are people, these
are humanbeings."

^veral conservative groups com
plied that although Satcher was
quick to preach tolerance for homo
sexuality, hedidnotfocus enough on
thevirtues ofmarriage.

"According to Satcher, marriage
is almost an afterthought," said An
drea Lafferty, headoftheTraditional
V^es Coalition. "What children in
high-risk areas really need to hearis
that it is marriagethat works—not a
setofmonogamous relationships."
, Althoughthere is nosubstitutefor
abstinence orgood parenting,Satch
er said, it would be unrealistic to ex
pect those to solye every problem,
making comprehensive sex educa
tion necessary.
I "Schools must bethegreat equal
izers in assuring that all (iildren
^ve a basic understanding of es
sential sexual health matters," he
^d. "We can't leave children float
ing in the wind; children must have •
access to the information they
need."


