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Abstract

BACKGROUND: Treatable sexually transmitted infections are very common in developing
countries and quite often are inadequately treated or remain untreated despite the fact that they

enhance the transmission of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).

GOAL: To estimate the prevalence of HIV, syphilis, chlamydial infection, gonorrhea, and
trichomoniasis among female sex workers in Port Moresby and Lae, Papua New Guinea, and to

collect data on associated behaviors.

STUDY DESIGN:Self-identified female sex workers recruited through our peer-mediated sexually
transmitted disease (STD)/HIV risk-reduction community outreach program were invited to
participate in the study. Participants underwent pretest counseling, were interviewed, and were
asked to self-collect vaginal swab specimens for the detection of STDs and to provide 10 mL of

blood for HIV and syphilis testing.

RESULTS: A total of 407 female sex workers, 207 in Port Moresby and 200 in Lae, were enrolled
in the study. The overall prevalence rates of HIV, syphilis, genital chlamydial infection, gonorrhea,
and trichomoniasis among these women were estimated to be 10%, 32%, 31%, 36%, and 33%,
respectively. The sex workers in Port Moresby had a significantly higher HIV infection rate (17%)
than those in Lae (3%) and a significantly lower trichomoniasis rate (21%) than those in Lae
(44%). Mixed infections were common, occurring in 45% of the cases. Despite a high rate of
symptoms, the rate of treatment-seeking was low. Condom use among the sex workers was very
inconsistent; 85% reported that they did not use condoms at all times when having sex with their
clients. Common reasons cited were dislike by clients, unavailability, alcohol use, and familiarity

with a client.
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CONCLUSIONS: STDs are very common among female sex workers in Port Moresby and Lae
and very often present as multiple infections. Despite STD/HIV awareness campaigns, unsafe sex-
particularly irregular use of condoms-continues among sex workers and their clients. Barriers to

safer sexual behavior need to be addressed, as do improvements in provision of STD services.



