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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Ethnographic Study of Long-Haul Truck Drivers for Risk of
HIV Infection

THE STUDY

In order to understand the risk for HIV which Thai truck drivers face, it is
necessary first to study their lifestyle, norms and the conflicting pressures which
influence their behavior. There are over 200,000 men who drive 10-wheel trucks
on day-trips as well as trips that require many days away from home. The focus of
this study were several truck routes which link Bangkok with the northeast and
north geographical regions (see Figure A). Truck drivers are suspected of being at
risk of contracting and transporting HIV because of their high-risk lifestyle, their
extended periods away from home, their reported use of amphetamines with alcohol
and their sexual promiscuity. It is the intent of the principle investigators that the
results of this study are applied in the development of interventions to slow HIV
spread among this group of Thai men which must surely already have achieved a

significant level of infection.

This is a qualitative research study which used participant observation,
observation, small group conversations, focus groups and in-depth personal
interviews. In addition, a sample of 60 individuals was selected for a structured
interview to tabulate background characteristics of these men. The data collection

was conducted during August 1990 through January 1991.
THE TRUCK DRIVERS

The long-haul, ten-wheel truck drivers in this study are mostly between the
age of 25 to 34 years and have been driving trucks for nine years. Almost all are
currently married but few spend much time at home. Most of these men were rice

farmers before turning to trucking as an occupation. Their average daily



MAJOR TRUCK STOPS ALONG NORTH, NORTHEASTERN ROUTES
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expenditures (for food and basic necessities) is $7.00. Almost none of the drivers
owns the truck himself; they are driving for a company or the individual owner of
the truck. The typical round-trip takes three to five days and covers many
provinces. All trucking is within Thai borders. Along the truck routes there are
three to four major truck stops (see Figure A). These stops are characterized by
large areas in which to park the trucks, market stalls, repair shops, restaurants and
brothels. The repair shops, restaurants and brothels generally operate 24 hours a
day.

Perhaps because of their lifestyle or a social stigma, the truckers do not
socialize very much with men outside their profession. There is a tendency in Thai
society to view truckers as reckless, irresponsible and macho. There is the general
belief that truckers are constantly under the influence of amphetamines and alcohol
which this study finds to be the case.

RISK BEHAVIOR FOR HIV

All Thai truck drivers who travel long distances take amphetamines (in pill
form). The truckers are under considerable economic pressure to complete as many
trips as possible. Truck owners often pay by the trip or pay a perdiem while
delivering goods. The truckers believe that consuming small amounts of alcohol
helps "release” the effect of the amphetamine. In addition, the truckers believe that,
to purge the amphetamine, they should drink one-half glass of whiskey neat or have

sexual intercourse.

The truck drivers usually visit the prostitutes at truck-stop brothels after
they have been drinking whiskey. They will go individually and prefer to switch
partners often ("'for variety"). A minority have regular commercial sex partners.
The truck stop brothels offer low- fee, short-time sex for $2.00 to $5.00 per
episode. As arule, the truckers will visit the brothels on the return leg of their trip.
The drivers feel that it is perfectly natural to sleep with prostitutes and all drivers
know the location of brothels along the truck route. Few truckers use condoms for



the common reasons that condoms interfere with the pleasure of sex and because
they report that the amphetamines and alcohol "give them more confidence in

themselves".

The truckers believe that the brothels should be safe because, if a prostitute
had HIV she would not be allowed to continue work in the brothel. Nevertheless,
truckers are beginning to switch from the patronage of brothels to restaurants (in
which the waitresses are also prostitutes) in the belief that these higher-prices sex
workers ($4.00 per episode) and their occupation as waitresses puts them at less
risk of HIV. Further evidence of denial is reflected by the truckers belief that local,
low-fee prostitutes are least risky for HIV because the foreigners (i.e., the HIV
carriers) would not sleep with these women. The sub-sample of 60 truckers found

that 15% had an episode of STD in the past six months.
POTENTIAL FOR EDUCATIONAL INTERVENTIONS

Although all the truckers have heard of "AIDS" they pay it scant attention
because they feel it is far removed from their daily life. Thus, their factual
knowledge of HIV/AIDS is quite low. They can recite that wearing condoms of
prevents AIDS but they cannot describe how HIV is transmitted. There has never
been a targeted health information campaign (on any subject) directed at the truck
drivers as the subject population.

This study strongly indicates that a targeted HIV prevention campaign for
truckers is urgently needed. The truckers must be helped to see how they are at
great risk of contracting and spreading HIV. Because they have been socially
victimized for their use of amphetamines, an appropriate strategy should emphasize
their contribution to the rapid economic development of Thailand. In appealing to
their sense of occupational solidarity, such an educational campaign might point out
how the truckers are passing HIV to one another through use of common
commercial sex establishments and the practice of high risk behaviors. Initially,

printed materials in simple language would be displayed at truck stops, as bumper



stickers and in pamphlets for distribution. Another option is to integrate messages
into the late-night radio program "Truckers Pal" which is widely listened to by
long-hual drivers.

This study has revealed a relationship between use of amphetamines and
risky sexual behavior through the mutual connection of alcohol. There is a need
for an intensive effort to reduce the consumption of the (already illegal) oral
amphetamines. At the same time, greater public recognition of the positive
contribution of truckers to Thai society might help to encourage greater social
responsibility among this group instead of fomenting anti-social reaction by further
victimizing them in the context of the AIDS crisis.

RESEARCH PRIORITY

The next step in research should be a national sample of long-haul truck
drivers to confirm the general patterns of risk behavior identified in this
ethnographic study. A more quantitative approach might help to identify factors
which characterize low-risk behavior and which could be the focus of a modelling

effort to rapidly create the image of the modern truck driver.
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