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Protecting the health of the British traveller

• Develop national guidance

• Surveillance of hazards abroad

• Yellow Fever Programme

• Share information/expertise widely

• Collaborate with others sharing 

our aim

• Train health professionals to 

provide best quality, evidence-

based advice

• Initiate research, collect and 

analyse data to help achieve goals



Foreign and Commonwealth Office

• 270 diplomatic offices 

• 169 countries and territories, 

9 multilateral organisations

• 14 new posts since 2010 

ambition for 12 more by 2020 

• 12,654 officers and family 

overseas

• 14,171 duty travellers



Plan

• Relevance of travel medicine

• Risk assessment and limitations

• Data informing recommendations

• Key resources



Why is travel medicine important for a global 
traveller?

• Exposure adverse health outcomes outside home 

country

• Importation of non-endemic diseases into country of 

origin 

• Exportation non-endemic diseases to country of 

visit/work 

• Broader public health implications



The traveller in translocation of disease

• Today’s increasing pace 

and scale of travel means 

enhanced opportunities 

for disease spread

• No place is more than a 

day from any other 

location

Barrett, A. The re-emergence of yellow fever. Science 361 (6405), 847-848. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aau8225

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aau8225


The travel medicine continuum

Prevention

Contingency

planning

Treatment

Treatment



Risk assessment in travel medicine

• Estimate baseline risk for the 
average traveller 

• Consider specific risk factors 
relevant for the individual that 
may modify the “average” risk 

• Consider role of interventions 
such as vaccines and 
prophylaxis

• Account for individual risk 
perception and risk tolerance 

Leder K et al.  Risk Assessment in Travel Medicine: How to Obtain, Interpret, and Use Risk Data for Informing Pre‐Travel Advice, Journal of Travel Medicine, 2015



Aim

• Ensure that overseas work suits the individual’s 

medical needs 

• Immunisations, malaria prophylaxis, advice on other 

preventive measures 

• Appropriate support while overseas/on return to home 

base



What are the challenges? 

• Diverse group 

• Occupational hazards

• Changing disease patterns in over 220 countries

• Preventive/therapeutic interventions change

• Limited evidence base

• National and international guidelines differ

• Understanding and communicating risk



Travellers are:

• Going to more remote/exotic locales

• Doing more ‘risky things’ while abroad

• Older, younger, have co-morbidities, 

immunosuppressed…



They are online, researching widely, talking to 
each other



Their judgement can be poor..

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/dec/28/selfies-danger-death-2015

Flaherty GT.  The ‘selfie’ phenomenon: reducing the risk of harm while using smartphones during international travel, Journal of Travel Medicine 2016



Epidemiology of travel related illness or injury

• Exact nos. travellers to locations not known

• Cases of illness in difficult to ascertain

• Traveller recruitment

• Specific diseases

• Tropical destinations

• Poor response rates 

• Failure to control for possible confounders

• Even less information on those who travel for work 



Risk of illness or injury - Aggregated data

• 100,000 travellers to 
developing country for 1 

month:
• 50,000 some health problem 

• 8,000 will see a physician

• 5,000 will be confined to bed

• 1,100 will be incapacitated in work

• 300 will be admitted to hospital

• 50 will be air evacuated

• 1 will die

Angelo KM et al. What proportion of international travellers acquire a travel-related illness? A review of the literature, Journal of Travel Medicine 2017



Risk of vaccine preventable disease

Steffen  R et al. Vaccine‐Preventable Travel Health Risks: What Is the Evidence—What Are the Gaps? Journal of Travel Medicine, 2015

Steffen R. Travel vaccine preventable diseases—updated logarithmic scale with monthly incidence rates, Journal of Travel Medicine, 2018



Vaccination recommendations

https://travelhealthpro.org.uk/factsheet/11/country-specific-information--rationale



Risk of malaria

Chiodini PL, Patel D and Whitty CJM. Guidelines for malaria prevention in travellers from the United Kingdom, 2019. London: Public Health England; August 2019

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/812824/Malaria_imported_into_the_United_Kingdom_2018.pdf

Checkley AM et al. Risk factors for mortality from imported falciparum malaria in the United Kingdom over 20 years: an observational study. BMJ 2012
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Pre-travel considerations

• Risks dependent on itinerary, duration and season of 

travel, purpose, lifestyle, and host characteristics

• Destination 

• Individual

• Occupational

• Fitness to travel and work overseas

• Organisational



Pre-travel considerations

• Risk assessment will help identify:

• Preventable risks

• Avoidable risks

• Manageable risks

• Unexpected risks



Risk management 

• Requires consideration of:

• Interventions such as vaccines and prophylaxis

• Risk/benefit of interventions

• Risk perception and risk tolerance of the traveller



Destination related factors – TravelHealthPro

• Country pages

• News items

• Outbreak database

• Factsheets 

http://travelhealthpro.org.uk/



Country information



Surveillance of events worldwide - outbreaks



https://travelhealthpro.org.uk/latest-news



Individual factors

• Less experienced

• Pre-existing diseases

• Immune compromise

• Pregnancy

• Older travellers

• Migrant workers

https://travelhealthpro.org.uk/factsheets



Pre-existing conditions

• Effect of travel, environment, and common 
endemic diseases

• Adequacy (and accessibility) of local/regional 
medical facilities  

• Adequate supply of medication/equipment

• Efficacy of preventive measures

• Liaison with treating doctors 

• Careful planning



Occupational factors

• Traditional occupational hazards

• Long hours, isolation, frequent travel

• Lack of normal infrastructure

• Security 

• Psychosocial hazards

• Managing occupational risks in overseas context



Fitness to travel and work overseas

• Degree of detail varies according to risk

• Employer may impose specific requirements

• Destination may impose restrictions

• Job may have specific requirements

• Should take into account equality legislation

• Little data on how this should be done

• History has good utility
Greuters S et al. Evaluation of Repatriation Parameters: Does Medical History Matter? J Trav Med 2009

Moshe S et al. Comparison of three methods of pre-employment medical evaluations.  Occ Med 2007

Mcloughlin DC et al. In-depth review - Aircrew periodic medical examinations.  Occ Med 2003



Managing the outcome

• Very few absolute contraindications

• Are there any enabling options?

• Custom and practice may lead to excessive 

caution

• Decision may have to be based on organisational 

needs



Caution – risk is dynamic

https://www.who.int/emergencies/zika-virus/situation-report/29-december-2016/en/



Ebola - events can have unintended consequences

https://www.google.co.uk/maps/@8.406212,-13.1708066,11z



Pre- travel

• David (63), freelance camera man travelling to 

Brazil for 1 month filming a wildlife documentary.  

• Will travel to rural areas of Minas Gerais, Espirito 
Santo, and Ilha Grande in Rio State   

• He is fit and well 



Destination factors - Brazil



Pan American Health Organization / World Health Organization. Epidemiological Update: Yellow Fever. 6 March 2019, Washington, D.C.: PAHO/WHO; 2019 

• Brazil: July 3017-March 2018 - 920 confirmed cases 

(>4,000 suspected cases), 300 deaths

• Cases exported internationally - Argentina (4), Chile (3), 

France, Germany, Netherlands, Romania, Switzerland, 

UK (German national in transit)



Age and risk of travel 

Weinberger B et al. Biology of Immune Responses to Vaccines in Elderly Persons, Clinical Infectious Diseases, 2008



52 37 77



Yellow fever vaccine associated adverse events

Lindsey et al. Adverse event reports following yellow fever vaccination, 2007-13.J Travel Med. 2016

https://nathnacyfzone.org.uk/factsheet/58/yel-and-and-yel-avd





52 37 77



Pre-travel

• Yetunde attends clinic with her 7 month old baby 

boy

• They are visiting friends and relatives just outside 

of Port Harcourt, Nigeria 

• They will be staying for  2 months

• The child is up to date with childhood 

immunisations



52 37 77



https://www.who.int/immunization/monitoring_surveillance/burden/vpd/surveillance_type/active/measles_monthlydata/en/



Other considerations



A polio free world

https://travelhealthpro.org.uk/news/365/polio-public-health-emergency-of-international-concernDonaldson LJ. Eradicating Polio. BMJ 2018;361:k2077



Pre-travel

• Mark and Vicky (in 40s) are moving to New Delhi  

on a expatriate assignment for a multinational.  

• They have a 5 year old son who has cystic 

fibrosis

• He has mild asthma which is well controlled with  

occasional salbutamol.



52 37 77



Poor air quality

https://aqicn.org/city/delhi/

https://www.who.int/gho/phe/outdoor_air_pollution/exposure/en/

https://www.rcplondon.ac.uk/projects/outputs/every-breath-we-take-lifelong-impact-air-pollution



Medical care abroad

Miller R et al.  Travelling abroad with cystic fibrosis: Assessment of risks and healthcare requirements. Respiratory Medicine 2017

Hirche, T.O. et al Travelling with cystic fibrosis: Recommendations for patients and care team members.  Journal of Cystic Fibrosis, 2010



While abroad

• Sarah (39), based in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia with 

her husband who works for an NGO there  

• His job requires travel throughout the country.

• She has recently found out she is pregnant

• This is her  first pregnancy



Zika virus – what is the risk?

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/zika/epidemiology-update/en/ 

Polen KD et al. Update: Interim Guidance for Preconception Counseling and Prevention of Sexual Transmission of Zika Virus for Men with Possible Zika Virus Exposure — United 

States, August 2018. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2018

https://www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/

https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/zika/data/index.html



While abroad

• Robert, accepts a long term assignment to rural 

China for an NGO.  On arrival informs employer 

he has bipolar affective disorder and is on lithium. 

Last hospital admission was 6/12 ago



Travel and mental health

• Long distance travel is known 
to aggravate pre-existing 
psychosis

• Number of other stressors that 
could precipitate illness 

• Lack of normal support system

• Medical culture and psychiatric 
care available may be limited

• There may be challenges in 
obtaining medication and lack 
of facilities capable of 
measuring lithium

Seeman M. Travel Risks for Those With Serious Mental Illness. Int J Travel Med Glob Health.2016



On return

• Tariq, (60) is an outpatient manager

• He has just completed the Hajj

• He has been feeling unwell for four days but 

continued working

• His manager sends him to A&E with increasingly 

severe cough, shortness of breath and high fever.

• He has type 2 diabetes



https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/RRA-2jul2019-hajj-mass-gathering.pdf

ECDC. 24-08-2018-RRA Severe respiratory disease associated with Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus (MERS-CoV) 

https://ecdc.europa.eu/sites/portal/files/documents/RRA-Severe-respiratory-disease-associated-MERS-CoV-update-29-aug-2018.pdf



Final thoughts

• Assessing the risk in travel medicine has its 

challenges

• A logical approach using up-to-date resources 

essential

• As is understanding the data that informs 

recommendations



Thank you
dipti.patel@fco.gov.uk

dipti.patel9@nhs.net

https://travelhealthpro.org.uk


