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Condom Use in Female Sex
Workers in Italy

Recently, Albert et al.' reported the
results of an interesting study that evaluated
condom use with clients and with nonpaying
partners by 40 female sex workers of
Nevada's legal brothels. The authors con-
cluded that female sex workers may be at
greater potential risk for acquiring HIV and
other sexually transmitted diseases through
sexual intercourse with nonpaying partners
than with clients.

From October 1988 through December
1992, we collected data on condom use and
sexual habits of 102 female sex workers (93
professional and 9 intravenous (IV) drug
users) in 9 Italian cities (Rome, Florence,
Genoa, Udine, Pordenone, Bologna, Reggio
Emilia, Ravenna, and Lecco). Sex workers
were contacted directly on the street. The
median age of the female sex workers was
38 years (range: 21-55 years). They reported
a median number of clients of 100 per month
(range: 4-600 clients); the median number of
nonpaying partners was 2 per month (range:
1-16 partners). Vaginal intercourse was most
common (98% with clients and 97% with
nonpaying partners); anal intercourse was
infrequent (15%) with clients but more fre-
quent (31%) with nonpaying partners. Simi-
larly, oral intercourse was more frequent
with nonpaying partners (92%) than with
clients (75%).

Of 102 female sex workers, 97 (95%)
reported always using a condom with their
clients, whereas only 6 female sex workers
(6%) used condoms regularly with their non-
paying partners, and 64 (63%) never used
them with nonpaying partners. The 5 female
sex workers who reported irregular use of
condoms with clients were IV drug users.
Fourteen female sex workers reported hav-
ing nonpaying partners who were IV drug

users, and 6 female sex workers reported
having nonpaying bisexual partners; of these
20 nonpaying partners, 8 were HIV seroposi-
tive (3 of the latter were partners of sex
workers who were not IV drug users).

Of the 102 female sex workers, 75
(74%) reported being tested for HIV infec-
tion; 4 (5%) of these 75 workers, all 4 of
whom were IV drug users, were found to be
HIV seropositive.

Our results confirm that female sex
workers, especially Italian professional sex
workers, may not be at an increased risk for
HIV infection in their commercial sexual
activity. In fact, their self-reported sexual
practices with clients are relatively safe.
However, they do not regularly use condoms
and report anal intercourse more frequently
with nonpaying partners. Because nonpaying
partners may be at high risk for IRV infec-
tion, and because this group includes HIV-
infected individuals, it is predicted that Ital-
ian professional female sex workers may be
at higher risk for HIV infection through non-
commercial sexual intercourse. L]
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The Protective Effect of
Condoms and Nonoxynol-9
Against HIV Infection: A
Response to Wittkowski and
Colleagues

Wittkowski and colleagues assessed
the relative effectiveness of male latex con-
doms and nonoxynol-9 vaginal supposito-
ries in preventing HIV infection.' Their
reanalysis of our cohort study of condom
and nonoxynol-9 use by Cameroonian sex
workers2'3 found that the per-contact effi-
cacy of nonoxynol-9 vaginal suppositories
was 100% (95% confidence interval = 43%,
100%). We believe the putative superiority
of nonoxynol-9 over condoms reflects a
lower exposure to HIV among women who
consistently used suppositories, rather than
the efficacy of nonoxynol-9.4

Witkowski et al. state that they reana-
lyzed data that "are probably the best avail-
able for testing the efficacy of spermicides-
used without condoms-in preventing HIV
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