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She did not dare
to tell her mum

about grandpa’s

sexual attacks

Arecent spate of court cases involved men who sexually abused their family members
for years. In the past decade, there have been more child sexual abuse cases investigated
by the authorities. Selina Lum and Wong Shiying examine why the culprits could get
away with the abuse for so long and what can be done to prevent it.

The first time she experienced a
French Kkiss, it was with her grand-
father.

From the time she was eight till
she was 14, Ms Sofia Abdullah’s
(not her real name) grandfather
would repeatedly sexually violate
her in his bedroom - with the door
open - while her brother and
cousins watched TV outside.

For years, she kept silent, angry
and blaming herself for what had
happened, afraid that reporting
him would tear her family apart.

She finally broke her silence at
the age of 20, telling a friend about
the abuse while she was attending
university in England.

It took her another 12 years be-
fore she told her mother about it,
when she was 32. By then, her

grandfather had been dead for
more thanadecade.

The civil servant, who is now in
her 40s, told The Sunday Times
she had kept silent to protect her
mother, as she would have been
devastated if she had found out
what her father had been doing to
her daughter.

Now an advocate for women’s
and children’s rights, she has
penned a memoir, titled The Years
Of Forgetting, which pieces to-
gether a series of vignettes on the
attacks. It is published by Epigram
Books.

Said Ms Sofia: “She (my mother)
was so close to her father, I didn’t
want it to destroy her world. But
then, at some point, I thought that1
had to do it for our relationship, so

that it would not suffer because
there was a chasm between us.”

She wrote about how, growing
up, she blamed nenek (Malay for
grandmother) for not doing her
duty to “serve” grandpa. She has
since made her peace with her
grandmother.

“She didn’t know any better. He
was the patriarch of the family, the
religious guy. There was nothing to
even hint that this was happening.
He was outwardly a good guy. Very
wellliked, and very sweet, soft, shy
and quiet.”

The fact that her grandfather was,
on the surface, a kindly patriarch
was also why she felt there was no
point in speaking out, she said.

Ms Sofia had also blamed herself
for the abuse.

“Ifeltlike Iwasa Lolita. And it was
ridiculous, because when I sought
therapy, obviously, any 10-year-
old, eight-year-old, can’t actually se-
duce amuch older man.”

While she remembers certain in-
cidents, she has no recollection of
how often she was abused.

“You dissociate because it’s so
painful,” she said. “It’s happening
to my body, and my mind is some-
where else. I became so good at
that.”

Over time, she picked up rock
climbing and it helped her to be
more present as she was forced to
unite her mind and body during
the exercise.

The effects of the abuse lingered
after her grandfather died.

She got married in 2005 but di-

vorced three years later. She be-
lieves her issues with sexual inti-
macy contributed to the break-
down of her marriage.

She saw sex as something that
was “dirty”; it was three months be-
fore she consummated the mar-
riage with her husband.

GROWING PROBLEM

The worrying thing is that Ms
Sofia’s experience is not unique,
and more cases are surfacing here.
A spokesman for the Ministry of
Social and Family Development
(MSF) told The Sunday Times that
there was a general increase in the
number of child sexual abuse cases
investigated by its Child Protective
Service (CPS) in the past decade.

There were 58 such cases in
2010, which jumped to 210 in 2019.
This was consistent with the over-
allrise in child abuse cases.

Of the 1,088 child abuse cases in-
vestigated by the CPS in 2019, 210
were linked to sexual abuse.

Close to 90 per cent of perpetra-
tors in child abuse cases were fam-
ily members involving a parent or
step-parent.

The MSF spokesman said that
over the years, the ministry has in-
troduced more rigorous screening
tools and training for social work-
ers, educators and health profes-
sionals to sharpen their ability to
pick up safety concerns for chil-
dren - like physical injuries or emo-
tional outbursts — and seek appro-
priate intervention.

MSF has also stepped up public
education efforts, which helped in
uncovering more cases with child
protection concerns, said the
spokesman.

A report last year by the United
Nations International Children’s
Emergency Fund (Unicef) on child
sexual abuse, which looked at
global research, said younger chil-
dren are most likely to be sexually
abused by a family member or care-
giver.

This is because younger children
spend more time at home, com-
pared with older ones and adoles-
cents, who spend more time out-
side the immediate family.

Figures from the Sexual Assault
Care Centre, run by the Associa-
tion of Women for Action and Re-

search (Aware), also showed an in-
crease in sexual abuse cases involv-
ing family perpetrators - from 99
in2018 to127last year.

These cases have remained
steady at about 12 to 13 per cent of
all sexual abuse cases the centre re-
ceived over the past three years.

PUNISHMENT AND PREVENTION

A spokesman for the Attorney-Gen-
eral’s Chambers said cases where
the sexual abuse is intra-familial
would normally attract heavier
punishments, in view of the fact
that there is often an element of
abuse of position, breach of trust
and also because of the inherent
difficulty in detection.

Aware’s head of research and ad-

vocacy Shailey Hingorani believes
comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion, delivered in an age-appropri-
ate way, could mitigate the chal-
lenges in detecting intra-familial
sexual abuse.

“Children can be taught that their
bodies are autonomous and deserv-
ing of respect from everyone, even
theirloved ones,” she said.

Dr Daniel Fung, the Institute of
Mental Health’s chief executive of-
ficer, said it is also important to
teach children to tell somebody
should they have an uncomfort-
able encounter with an adult.

Ms Sofia believes it is important
to have open conversations on
child sexual abuse to change peo-
ple’sattitudes.

She said: “Aslongas we thinkit'sa

| feltlike lwas
alolita.Andit
wasridiculous,
because when

I sought therapy,
obviously, any
10-year-old,
eight-year-oid,
can'tactually
seduce
amucholder
man.
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Youdissociate
becauseit's

so painful.

It's happening
tomy body, and
my mind
issomewhere
else.lbecame
sogood at that.

Ms Sofia Abdullah (not her real name)
has written a memoir, The Years Of
Forgetting, which features a series of
vignettes on the sexual abuse by her
grandfather, who is now dead.
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stigma, we will keep sweeping it un-
der the carpet, and more kids will
have theirlives destroyed.”

selinal@sph.com.sg
sywong@sph.com.sg

Child sexual abuse cases probed
by Child Protective Service
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Sexual assault cases reported to the police
involving young and vulnerable victims

9,200

Number of cases from 2017 to last year.

753

Number of cases of family member perpetrators with
victims under 18 yearsold.

96

Number of cases of family member perpetrators with
victimsaged 18 and above.

Cases involving family member
perpetrators at Aware’s
Sexual Assault Care Centre

99

Number of casesin 2018.

98

Number of casesin 2019.

[27

Number of cases last year.

Grooming,

selt-blame

and fear: Why cases
stay buried for years

Many intra-familial sexual abuse
cases can stay hidden for years be-
cause victims may not know they
are being abused or are afraid to
gettheirabusersin trouble.

Ina 2003 review by the Institute
of Mental Health (IMH) on 38 lo-
cal child sexual abuse cases, 16 vic-
tims told someone about the abuse
within aweek, and 15 made the dis-
closure in one to eight months.

But seven children delayed dis-
closure for one year or more.

LYING FOR THEIR ABUSERS

Association of Women for Action
and Research’s (Aware) head of re-
search and advocacy, Ms Shailey
Hingorani, said victims of intra-fa-
milial sexual abuse may not recog-
nise they have been abused.

This is especially if the perpetra-
tor had established trust by lavish-
ing gifts and attention on a young
victim before gradually escalating
hisactionsto abuse.

She said: “This process is de-
signed to confuse the victim into
not recognising abuse for what it
is, or feeling complicit in the acts
and therefore responsible for
them.”

She said that even if victims un-
derstand they have been abused,
many fear they will not be be-
lieved.

Said Ms Hingorani: “Fear of not
being believed is the No. 1 reason
given to Aware’s Sexual Assault
Care Centre by survivors (of all
kinds of sexual violence) for why
they do not want to disclose their
experiences to officials.”

In cases where the victim is
young and the perpetrator is
known to the family, listeners of-
ten react by blaming the child and
dismissing the child’s experiences.

“It can be very hard for even
loving parents to accept that their
spouses or relatives could be
abusers,” Ms Hingorani said.

In the case of intra-familial sex-
ual abuse, a victim may feel protec-
tive towards both the abuser and
other family members.

Said Ms Hingorani: “They may
worry about the perpetrator be-
ing taken away if they report the
abuse, which would likely be
hugely disruptive to the family
unit, especially if the perpetrator
isabreadwinner.”

Ms Nurul Nadiah Mohamed
Noor, manager of the Ministry of
Social and Family Development’s
child protection investigation
team, said some victims blame
themselves for splitting up the

WHATVICTIMS FEAR

Fearof not being
believedisthe No.1
reasongivento
Aware's Sexual
Assault Care Centre
by survivors (of all
kinds of sexual
violence) for why
theydonotwantto
disclose their
experiencesto
officials.
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MS SHAILEY HINGORANI, Aware's
head of research and advocacy.

family after speaking out about
the abuse. “There have been in-
stances where children denied or
changed their accounts in hopes
that things would go back to the
way they were,” she said.

IMPACT OF ABUSE

Dr Daniel Fung, chief executive of
IMH, said it can be more difficult
for victims to grapple with the
abuse if the perpetrator is a family
member, as opposed toa stranger.

He said: “Victims can paint a
stranger as a bad person, but it’s
very different when the perpetra-
tor is their mother or father. They
can’tnotlove them.”

Trauma canlead tolong-term ef-
fects on mental health, including
depression, post-traumatic stress
disorder and sexuality issues
where the individual becomes hy-
per-sexualised or frigid.

Dr Fung said there can be “trans-
generational transmission” of
child sexual abuse, where victims
become perpetrators ifthey do not
seek treatment for their trauma.

“If sexuality becomes a subject
they avoid, they may not be able
to develop a good relationship
and may choose to use sex as a
tool for control,” he said.

WARNING SIGNS

Dr Fung said victims of sexual
abuse could show inappropriate
sexualised behaviour, such as
playing with their private parts in
public or kissing their classmates.

He added that they could also
become secretive or show signs of
fear, like having nightmares and
wetting their beds.

Ms Nadiah said a victim could
be getting unusually close to a fam-
ily member and meeting him se-
cretly.

But Dr Fung said it can be hard
to tell if a child has been sexually
abused just based on these signs,
as they could arise from other fac-
tors such as stress, for instance.

“On top of supervising them
closely, it’s good for parents to
check in with their children if
they spot any behavioural
changes,” he said.

Wong Shiying and Selina Lum

Building rapport
with victims key
to solving sex crimes

As a police officer investigating a
serious sex crime, he once spent
half an hour on the floor talking to
a girl about Korean pop stars be-
fore she felt comfortable enough
toshare her story with him.

Deputy Superintendent Ker Boon
Tat, 34, told The Sunday Times that
having a connection with the vic-
tim iskey to solving crimes.

“Rapport building is very impor-
tant in our field of work as we need
to gather information as quickly as
possible in order to establish the of-
fence,” he said.

The officer-in-charge at the Seri-
ous Sexual Crime Branch of the
Criminal Investigation Depart-
ment leads a team of officers who
investigate offences such as rape
and sexual assault by penetration.

One challenge in investigating
such crimes, especially in cases in-
volving children, is getting a clear
account from the victim.

While some can be eloquent and
forthcoming, others can be with-
drawn and feel embarrassed about
sharing their experience.

“They do want to speak up. It’s
just that you might not be the one
they want to speak to because
you're a total stranger. That’s when
rapport building comes in,” said
DSP Ker.

While an adult may be better at
piecing events into a flowing time-
line, some children do not have a
good sense of time, he added.

The police have enhanced initia-
tives to make sure victims feel
taken care of during investiga-
tions, he said.

The police work with volunteers
with backgrounds in psychology, so-
cial work and counselling to pro-
vide emotional support for victims.

A multidisciplinary interview
process removes the need for a vic-

tim to travel to different places to re-
count traumatic incidents over and
over again to different parties.

The process is streamlined into
one interview with police officers,
doctors and child protection offi-
cerspresent at the same time.

After getting the victim’s ac-
count, investigators will interview
the suspect and gather corroborat-
ing evidence such as surveillance
footage and other witness ac-
counts.

“We do take whatever the ac-
cused says seriously, so the ac-
count of the accused will be investi-
gated and verified,” DSP Ker said.

In cases involving family mem-
bers, such as a father accused of
abusing his child, the question of
whether a witness account is inde-
pendent can become an obstacle
inthe investigation process.

“If the mum is very sure that the
child is lying, we cannot say that
the mum is supporting the father,
because the mum might know
more than us,” DSP Ker said.

Since September 2018, the police
have been doing video-recorded in-
terviews for serious sex crimes.

This allows the court to take into
account the interviewee’s de-
meanour and decide whether that
statement is admissible, and how
much weight to place onit.

If a perpetrator pleads guilty in
court, the case can wrap up within
a year. But for those who contest
the allegations, it could be two to
three years before the trial.

When asked if it was difficult to
remain objective, DSP Ker said: “At
the end of the day, we have to be
professional. We are not judges, so
we cannot determine whether the
person is guilty or not. Our objec-
tiveis to find the facts.”

SelinaLum
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Deputy
Superintendent
Ker Boon Tat
says initiatives
have been
enhanced to
ensure victims
feel taken care
of during
investigations. In
cases involving
children, aids
like a doll and
model house are
employed during
the interview
process.
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Protecting victims
of iIntra-familial
child sexual abuse

When the Ministry of Social and
Family Development is alerted
to a case of intra-familial child
sexual abuse, its Child Protec-
tive Service (CPS) ensures the
childis kept safe.

This entails having an adult
who can ensure the child is not
left alone with the perpetrator,
said manager of the CPS investi-
gation team Nurul Nadiah Mo-
hamed Noor, 29.

The safe adult - usually the
child’s relative - is proposed by
the family and assessed by the
CPS on his or her ability to keep
the child safe.

A safety plan will then be
drawn up to determine the
child’s living arrangements and
the rules family members have
toadhere to.

If the child cannot remain at
home, she will stay with a rela-
tive or family friend while inves-
tigations are ongoing.

If no one is able to care for the
child, she will be placed with a
foster family or children’s
home, but only as a last resort,
said Ms Nadiah.

The child’s views are consid-
ered in the formulation of the
safety plan.

Ms Nadiah said: “A child could
request that her grandmother
move in with her because they
are close. She would also be
asked to rate how safe she feels
at home with her parents on a
scale of zero to10.”

But family members do not al-
ways agree on the child’s care ar-
rangements.

In such cases, CPS officers en-
courage them to prioritise the
child’s needs, but the matter
will be taken to court if a com-
promise cannot be reached.

Ms Nurul
Nadiah
Mohamed Noor
says the
toughest cases
involve adults
who blame kids
for the abuse.

For cases brought to trial, the
ministry works closely with the
police to allow the child to give
her testimony separately, such
as via video link, so she does not
have to be in the courtroom
with the perpetrator.

While the safety plan is in
place, the perpetrator will be re-
ferred to a psychologist for
help, and educated on keeping
proper boundaries with the
child.

Only after CPS officers have
assessed that the child is no
longer at risk of abuse is the
safety plan withdrawn.

With six years’ experience,
Ms Nadiah said the toughest
cases involve adults who blame
the children for the abuse.

She said: “In a case where a fa-
ther sexually abused his daugh-
ter, for instance, we try to get her
mother to be the safe adult but in-
stead she blames the
child...These situations are upset-
ting because the child has al-
ready suffered the traumatic inci-
dent and on top of that, she is be-
ing blamed by someone she
looks to for support.

“After all these years, it still
baffles me how such situations
can happen. These children are
vulnerable and depend on their
parents completely. To have
that trust breached can be very
traumatising.”

Wong Shiying

Past cases

MAN SEXUALLY ABUSED ALL THREE DAUGHTERS

A cleaner, 55, who sexually assaulted his three
daughters over 14 years, was jailed for 33 years
last month.

He targeted the girls when they turned 11 or 12
yearsold.

He raped the eldest girl for years until she
turned 16 or 17. He then turned his attention to
his second daughter, whom he raped and sexu-
ally assaulted several times a week.

He molested his youngest daughter when she
was 11. A year later, he gestured to her to have sex
with him but she shook her head and cried.

She confided in her friends and teacher the next
day. The teacher took her tolodge a police report.

STEPFATHER GROOMED AND RAPED TEEN

A 53-year-old man, who groomed his stepdaugh-
ter into repeatedly having sex with him when
she was 13, was jailed for 26 years for rape in June
last year.

In 2013, the girl shared her curiosity about sex
with her stepfather, who then asked if she
wanted to have sex with him.

Between January and August that year, he took
her to different isolated locations to rape her.

She gave birth to a son in 2014 and her stepfa-
ther was confirmed to be the father.

She eventually made a police report after being
urged to do so by a child protection officer, but
even then indicated her intention to protect her
stepfather.

WOMAN'S LOVER RAPED HER DAUGHTER

A former taxi driver, 47, was sentenced to 34
years’ jail and 24 strokes of the cane in 2018, for
raping his girlfriend’s daughter.

He molested the girl when she was seven or
eight, moving on to rape her when she was 11,
evenwhen others were at home.

The girl’s mother turned a blind eye to the abuse
evenafter the girl told her about the attacks.

She finally sought help from the man’s wife,
who referred her to a social worker, and a police
report was made.

The mother was jailed for six months for not re-
porting the abuse.



