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Abstract  The objectives of this study were to describe the characteristics of Men who
have sex with men (MSM) and estimate the number MSM involved in the sex trade in
Phuket.  Key persons were identified from organizations involved with MSM and face to
face interviews were conducted.  During these interviews, other key persons were identified
and subsequently interviewed. Data from the government health service and Patong
Entertainment Business Association were used to estimate the number of MSM involved in
the sex trade.  We found that the behavior of Phuket MSM differed by district. The majority of
MSM in Muang district were students.  Senior MSM advised junior MSM about hormonal
replacement and gay social life.   They were not concerned about condom use.  In Kartu
district, local MSM were more likely to work in cabaret shows, while those who came from
the northern or northeastern region were more likely to work in the sex trade.  Few local
MSM from the sub-districts of Kartu and Talang districts publicly acknowledged themselves
as gay for reasons that included their behavior being contrary to the Muslim religion and
their family’s  acceptance. Some MSM got married to females in order to disguise their
sexual identity. Local MSM occasionally had sexual relationships with gay men, heterosexual
male students, heterosexual males, and tourists.  The number of MSM involved in the sex
trade in Phuket increased from 59 in 1997 to 1022 in 2002. The HIV prevalence was 13.07%
in 2003. Effective intervention is in urgent need.  Chiang Mai Med Bull 2005;44():
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According to the 2004 UNAIDS report
on the global AIDS epidemic, Thailand still
has a problem  in the population of men who
have sex with men (MSM).(1) Most of the
HIV-affected populations have been well
described in Thailand.  Many intervention

programs were launched, such as 100% con-
dom use, campaign peer education, and anti-
retrovirus treatment among pregnant women.
However, the MSM population has not been
well studied in Thailand, compared with other
countries.(2-9)  The findings from those studies
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conducted abroad may not be generalized to
Thai MSM because of social and cultural
differences.(5, 10-12)  Gathering information from
this population is difficult, as being homo-
sexual is taboo in Thai and many other soci-
eties.(5, 11-17) HIV seroprevalence among ho-
mosexual men attending a clinic at King
Chulalongkorn Memorial Hospital, Bangkok,
was 6%.(18)  A report from the U.S. Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention found that
the prevalence of HIV among Bangkok
MSM was 17.3%.  A pilot study of com-
mercial MSM was conducted in Bangkok. It
showed potential HIV transmission among this
group.(19) Trends of the HIV epidemic in many
countries are increasing among the MSM
population.(2,4,20) This population, particularly
members using illicit drugs, serves as a bridge
for HIV transmission to and from other popu-
lations such as heterosexual men, heterosexual
women, drug-using heterosexual men, and
drug-using heterosexual women.(11,12,16)  Be-
havior change is an effective means of pre-
venting the spread of HIV.  Different strate-
gies are needed for MSM subgroups such as
homosexual men, bisexual men, transvestite
men, drug-using homosexual and bisexual
men, transsexual men, and heterosexual male
prostitutes.(10,21-23)

An important mission of the Thai Ministry
of Public Health is to reduce HIV incidence.
To implement effective interventions, epide-
miological data on MSM is in urgent need.
The aims of this study were to describe the
characteristics of MSM in Phuket and esti-
mate the number of MSM involved in the sex
trade.

Method
A descriptive study was performed from

March to August 2004.  Organizations in ei-

ther the government or non-government sec-
tor were contacted.  These organizations
included all community hospitals, the provin-
cial health office, district health centers, pri-
vate clinics, and the Patong Entertainment
Business Association.  Key persons were
identified from these organizations. Some
MSM who did not publicly acknowledge
being gay were identified by MSM from the
same networks. These MSM had received
information about the study from their col-
leagues.  Interviewers conducted face-to-face
interviews after explaining the study.  During
these interviews, other key persons were
identified and subsequently interviewed.

The number of MSM involved in the sex
trade was retrieved from routine systems of
the government sector. This included all hos-
pitals and the Provincial Health Office.   Ad-
ditional data were retrieved from registration
records of the Patong Entertainment Business
Association and a thesis conducted in Phuket.
The author of the thesis was also interviewed.

Our study was reviewed and approved by
the Ethics Committee of the Provincial Health
Office, Phuket, Thailand.  Verbal inform con-
sent was performed in our study with regard
to confidentiality and some of interviewees did
not publicly acknowledged being gay.

Results
Ten MSM from 3 districts were inter-

viewed.  Four of them were health workers.
Their ages ranged between 25 and 45 years.
Their exact age was unobtainable since some
of them did not  publicly acknowledged be-
ing gay and verbal inform consent was per-
formed in our study.
1.  General information

There are 3 districts in Phuket, namely
Muang, Kratu, and Talang.  Phuket is well
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known to tourists from all over the world for
its beaches, islands, and diving.  Besides natu-
ral tourism, Phuket’s nightlife is also famous.
Most of the entertainment businesses are lo-
cated in Patong Beach of Kratu district. The
second most common location is Muang dis-
trict and there are only a few entertainment
places in Talang district. In the past twenty
years, Patong has changed dramatically due
to tourism, commerce and the entertainment
business.  The cost of living is quite high.

2.  Characteristics of MSM
Differences  in behavior by district and

networks of MSM were found.
2.1 Muang District

The majority of MSM were students
and adults. For students, most MSM attended
high schools and convocational schools.  This
group tended to publicly acknowledge being
gay as early as in high school.  Senior MSM,
(MSM who studied in senior junior high
school) gave junior MSM (MSM who stud-
ied in junior high school)  advice regarding
hormonal and gay social life.   They were less
likely to be concerned about condom use.

Adult MSM, who worked or resided
in Muang district, did not want to express
themselves as gay or bisexual. Some of them
got married to females, but still had sexual
relationships with other MSM secretly.  MSM,
who were white-collar workers, had their own
social networks.  Occasionally, they had
sexual relationships with MSM from the sex
trade.

2.2 Kratu district
Almost all entertainment businesses

are located in Patong sub-district, particularly
along Patong beach.  These include pubs,
bars, nightclubs, show girls, cabaret shows,
karaoke bars, and massage parlors.  In this

study, most MSM, who were involved in the
entertainment business, worked in the Soi
Bang La and Royal Paradise areas.  MSM
who were born or resided in Phuket (local
MSM) were more likely to work in cabaret
shows, while those who came from the north-
ern or northeastern region were more likely
to work in the sex trade.  Other cabaret
shows that were not located in the Patong
area provided show services at hotels. These
MSM might have several shows per night by
moving from hotel to hotel.  Sometimes, they
traded sex for money.

Some local MSM who resided in
other sub-districts publicly acknowledged
being gay, while many of them did not because
their behavior was against the Muslim religion,
and unacceptable for their family.  Many
MSM had occupations that were not related
to the sex trade.  Sometimes they had sexual
relationships with tourists in addition to their
friends in the same network. Some MSM who
publicly acknowledged being gay got married
to females to disguise their sexual identity.
Some parents of these MSM believed that
getting married might help their offspring
change their behavior to a heterosexual
orientation.  Among this group, however,
some MSM had secret sexual relations with
other MSM.

2.3 Talang District
Generally, MSM in Talang district

were born or resided.  This was different from
those of Patong district, where the majority
of MSM were from the northern and north-
eastern region of Thailand. Similar to some
sub-districts of Kratu district, Many local
MSM did not publicly acknowledged being
gay. Two of the reasons cited were, being gay
was against the Muslim religion, and their
families did not accept gay behavior.  These
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MSM were more likely to have occupations
that were not related to the sex trade such as
merchants, salon stylists, and general labor-
ers.  Although they had their own ones, they
might interact with other networks in some
social events such as beauty contests and the
turtle egg laying festival in Nai Yang beach.
MSM from other provinces also participated
in these events.    Some older MSM had sex
with young gay men, heterosexual male stu-
dents, tourists, heterosexual males, and other
gay men.  These older MSM were more con-
cerned about using condoms, particularly
those who had friends who had died from
AIDS. However, sometimes they did not use
condoms if they thought their partners were
free of HIV infection or condoms were not
readily available. A few MSM, who publicly
acknowledged themselves as a gay queen,
lived their lives with male partners as a mar-
ried couple.

For student MSM in Talang, the char-
acteristics were similar to those of Muang dis-
trict, who publicly acknowledged being gay
as early as in high school, where senior MSM
advised junior MSM regarding hormonal re-
placement and social life, and there was less
concern about condom use.

3. Estimated Number of MSM
The number of MSM involved in the sex

trade was retrieved from Patong Hospital,
since most of this group worked in Patong
district. The numbers increased from 59 in
1997 to 1156 in 2002 (Table 1).

Discussion
Thailand still has the problem of AIDS with

its MSM population, based on UNAIDS re-
port on the global AIDS epidemic 2004 and
the XV International AIDS Conference in

Bangkok, Thailand.(1) Many HIV/AIDS in-
terventions have been successfully imple-
mented in target populations of Thailand.(24)

Large MSM groups reside or work in 4 tourist
provinces in Thailand; Chiang Mai, Chon
Buri, Bangkok, and Phuket. MSM, who
worked in the entertainment business and
traded sex for things that they wanted, moved
in and out of these provinces.  The latest re-
port of HIV prevalence among MSM in
Bangkok was as high as 17.3%.(1) Based on
the sentinel surveillance data from Patong
Hospital, the HIV prevalence rate among
MSM decreased from 13.53% in 2000 to
9.26% and 4.16% in 2001 and 2002, respec-
tively.  In 2003, HIV prevalence increased to
13.07%.(25) This trend was similar to that
observed in Phuket province, since the ma-
jority of the MSM population reside or work
in the Patong subdistrict of Kathu.  While the
HIV prevalence rates in pregnant women
dropped from 4.22% in 2000 to 1.82% in
2002, sexually transmitted infection (STI)
rates increased from 1.37 per 1000 popula-
tion to 2.62 per 1,000 population.(24) The
highest rate of STI was gonorrhea (1.31 per
1,000 population). Among these STI cases,
commercial sex workers (CSW) accounted
for 81.57%.  In addition, the number of MSM
involved in the sex trade increased from 59 in
1997 to 1,022 in 2002.(26) These data may
reflect an on-going spread of HIV among
some high-risk groups such as MSM.

Some of the reasons why MSM charac-
teristics differed by district may be due to the
demographic characteristic of MSM. In
Muang district, the majority of MSM were
students, since many colleges, convocation
schools, and high schools are located in this
area.  In addition, young gay men are more
likely to express their homosexual orientation,
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particularly when they reach high school.
These young MSM also came from other dis-
tricts or other provinces.  Friends and seniors
had some influence on their behavior.  In con-
trast, the MSM who had white-collar occu-
pations were less likely to publicly acknowl-
edge being gay. Most of the entertainment
businesses were located at Patong beach,
Kartu district. Therefore, many MSM who
worked in the entertainment businesses lived
in this area.  Besides Phuket MSM, there
were also many MSM from the northern and
northeastern region working at Patong beach.
Many MSM were residents of Phuket and
not involved in the entertainment business.
However, some of these MSM did not pub-
licly acknowledge being gay and got married
to females in order to disguise their sexual
identity.  These local MSM still had sex with
tourists, young gay men, heterosexual male
students, heterosexual males, and MSM from
different networks.  They may be a bridge
population of HIV transmission to low risk
populations.  There is no specific program for
this group to access health services or HIV/
AIDS education. This finding provides useful
information for further and effective interven-
tion.

It is difficult to ascertain the exact size of
the MSM population in Phuket, particularly
of those who do not publicly acknowledge
being gay. The number of local MSM in each
district might range from 20-30 based on
face-to-face interviews. The real numbers may
be higher, since some MSM did not publicly
acknowledge being gay and interviewers did
not count them as MSM.  The number of
MSM involved in the sex trade has increased
over the past 5 years (Table 1). In general,
this group moved in and out of Phuket
throughout the year to social events or activi-

ties in other provinces, including Chiang Mai,
Bangkok, and Chon Buri. Therefore, the num-
ber of MSM could vary.  This group could
not be identified easily, since they did not reg-
ister the new addresses they moved to.   In
addition, some lived in apartments or dormi-
tories that were illegally operated.   Never-
theless, our reported numbers are still useful
for health planning. Over 1,000 MSM are
involved in the sex trade.  This group could
access health services and receive health edu-
cation from the government sector.

This study has some limitations.  Firstly, it
was an exploratory study to confirm the char-
acteristics and social networks of MSM, and
further qualitative studies are needed.  Sec-
ondly, the number of MSM may be underes-
timated, since some MSM might not have been
included in the government sector database
during the data collection period.  In conclu-
sion, this study provides useful information for
further analytic study.
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Table 1. The number of MSM involved in the
sex trade in Patong district, Phuket.
Year
Business 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Beer Bar - - 32 - 386 386
Gay Bar 59 172 698 559 636 636
Total 59 172 730 559 1022 1022
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ลักษณะและจํานวนของชายรักชายในจังหวัดภูเก็ต

ลักขณาไทยเครือ, พ.บ.,1  สุรางค  ศีตมโนชญ, วท.ม.2

1ภาควิชาเวชศาสตรชุมชน คณะแพทยศาสตร มหาวิทยาลัยเชียงใหม,
 2โรงพยาบาลถลาง อําเภอถลาง  จังหวัดภูเก็ต

บทคัดยอ วัตถุประสงคการศึกษาเพื่ออธิบายลักษณะชายรักชายและประมาณจํานวนของชายรัก
ชายท่ีเกี่ยวของกับธุรกิจทางเพศในจังหวัดภูเก็ต โดยทําการสัมภาษณชายรักชายจากองคกรหนวย
งานตางๆที่ถูกระบุโดยเครือขายวาเปนผูท่ีมีขอมูลหรือกวางขวางในวงการ ในขณะท่ีสัมภาษณแต
ละคนจะระบุและติดตอชายรักชายคนอื่นๆใหผูวิจัยทําการสัมภาษณตอไป การประมาณจํานวน
ของชายรักชายใชขอมูลจากหนวยงานราชการและชมรมผูประกอบการสถาณบันเทิงปาตอง พบ
วาพฤติกรรมของชายรักชายแตกตางกันไปในแตละอําเภอ ในอําเภอเมืองมักจะเปนกลุมนักเรียน 
ชายรักชายรุนพี่จะแนะนํารุนนองเกี่ยวกับการใชฮอโมนทางเพศและวิถีชีวิต กลุมน้ีไมคอยให
ความสําคัญในการใชถุงยางอนามัยเทาไร ในอําเภอกระทู ชายรักชายท่ีเปนคนทองถิ่นมักจะ
ทํางานทางดานการแสดงคาบาเรท ในขณะท่ีผูท่ีมาจากภาคอีสานและเหนือจะเก่ียวกับธุรกิจทาง
เพศ    พบชายรักชายท่ีเปนคนทองถิ่นของตําบลอื่นๆในอําเภอกระทูและถลางเพียงจํานวนเล็ก
นอยท่ีกลาเปดเผยตัวเองเน่ืองจากไมเปนท่ียอมรับของศาสนามุสลิมและครอบครัว บางคนแตง
งานเพื่อปกปดสภาพ คนทองถิ่นกลุมน้ียังคงมีเพศสัมพันธเปนครั้งคราวกับชายรักชายดวยกัน ชาย
ท่ัวไป เด็กผูชาย และนักทองเท่ียว จํานวนของชายรักชายท่ีเกี่ยวของกับธุรกิจทางเพศเพ่ิมข้ึนจาก  
59 คน ในป พ.ศ. 2540 มาเปน 1022 ในป พ.ศ. 2545  ความชุกของการติดเชื้อเอชไอวีจากการ
สํารวจในป พ.ศ. 2546 สูงถึงรอยละ 13.0 การควบคุมปองกันโรคท่ีมีประสิทธิภาพจึงเปนเรื่องเรง
ดวนในขณะน้ี  เชียงใหมเวชสาร  2548;44():
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