
AIDS and the traveller 
by Jonathan Mann 

I f you are planning a trip , or al
ready on your way, here are 
some basic facts about AIDS . 

AIDS, the acquired immuno-de
ficiency syndrome, is a viral disease 
which breaks down the body's im
mune system leading to fatal infec
tions and cancers. AIDS knows no 
geographic, social, racial or cultural 
boundaries. First described in 1981, 
AIDS is now recognised through
out the world, with more than 120 
countries officially reporting cases 
to WHO. 

Should the traveller be alarmed 
about AIDS? 

Whether at home or travelling, 
avoiding AIDS is mainly up to you. 
If constitutes a global health prob
lem. No matter where you live or 
travel , you need to know about 
AIDS. However, you can easily 
protect yourself against this disease 
during your travels by knowing and 
following some simple rules. Fear 
of AIDS should not prevent travel 
to any part of the world. 

How is AIDS spread? 
The virus responsible (human 

immuno-deficiency virus, or HIV) 
spreads most frequently through 
sexual activity. The virus can be 
transmitted from any infected per
son to his or her sexual partner 
(from man to woman, from woman 
to man, and from man to man). But 
it is also spread by contaminated 
blood-in transfusions, on needles , 
or on any skin-piercing instru
ments. In addition, an AIDS
infected mother can transmit the 
virus to her child before , during 
or shortly after birth. 

Is AIDS spread by casual contact? 
No. AIDS is not spread by daily 

and routine activities ("casual con
tact") such as sitting next to some
one or riding in the same vehicle or 
working with people. Nor is it 
spread by insects or insect bites . 
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And AIDS is not spread by hand
shakes, swimming pools , public 
transport , food , cups, glasses, 
plates, water, air, touching or hug
ging, coughing, sneezing or using 
toilets. 

How can sexual spread of AIDS 
be prevented? 

First, those people who are not in 
danger from the sexual spread of 
AIDS are : 

" My message to the business
men of this country w hen they 
go abroad on business is that 
there is one thing above all they 
can take w ith them to stop them 
catching AIDS, and that is - their 
wife." 

Mrs Edwina Currie, 
Junior Minister of Health, 
United Kingdom 

- People who are not infected and 
who only have sexual inter
courses with a faithful uninfected 
partner, and-of course-people 
who abstain from sex. For others, 
the best advice is : 

- Do not have sex with prostitutes 
or casual acquaintances, even in 
countries that claim there is no 
AIDS problem. You cannot tell 
by appearances if someone is 
infected . 

However, if you do have sex with 
a partner who might be infected (or 
you are not sure) : 
- Remember, any vaginal, anal or 

oral sex can spread AIDS. 
- Always use a condom, each time, 

from start to finish. 
- Limit the number of sexual part

ners to lower the risk of exposure 
to the AIDS virus. 

What about AIDS and blood 
transfusions? 

When travelling away from 
home , you can reduce the risk of 
serious injury, which may require 
blood transfusions, by taking ordi
nary, everyday precautions. Wear a 
seat belt and drive carefully. Don 't 
mix alcohol or drugs with driving , 
boating or other sporting activities 
that could lead to injury. 

If you are injured or ill , avoid or 
postpone any blood transfusion , 
unless it is absolutely required. In 
many places , before blood is used 
for a transfusion, it is tested for 
AIDS virus contamination. If you 
need blood, try to ensure that 
screened blood is used. Since more 
and more countries around the 
world are now testing blood for the 
AIDS virus, blood transfusions will 
increasingly be protected from 
AIDS virus contamination. 

What about injections? 
Avoid injections for treatment , 

unless they are absolutely neces
sary. (Pills often do just as well and 
hurt less!) If you must have an in
jection , make sure the needle and 
syringe come straight from a sterile 
package or have been sterilised 
properly (by steam, boiling water 
or chemicals). For example, a 
needle and syringe which have been 
cleaned and then boiled for 20 
minutes will be safe for re-use. 

Don't take your own needles 
with you unless you have a pre
scription or a doctor's authoris
ation. Customs officials in some 
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... Don't take risks during your travel 
that could send AIDS home with 
you . .. 
Photo WHO/Zafar 

countries are very alert for sus
pected drug addicts. 

Finally if you inject drugs-no 
matter what kind-never use any
one else's equipment. 

What about skin-piercing 
instruments? 

Instruments that pierce the skin 
(like tattoo and acupuncture need
les , earpiercing equipment and 
dentists' instruments) must always 
be sterile (used only once or steri
lised between each use). As with 
needles and syringes, proper steri
lising of these instruments elimi
nates risk. In general, you should 
avoid any procedures which pierce 
the skin unless they are absolutely 
necessary. 

W oRLD HEALTH, December 1987 

AIDS: knowledge is 
the key to prevention 

You can protect yourself against 
AIDS- and therefore prevent 
AIDS-everywhere in the world , at 
home or travelling. Don't take risks 
during your travel that could send 
AIDS home with you. If this advice 
sounds strict, remember this: since 
there is no cure and no vaccine so 
far for AIDS, prevention is vital. 

For more information about 
AIDS, please consult your local 
doctor or health care provider, or 
your local, state, regional, provin
cial or national health authority, 
ministry or department . WHO works 
only through the governments of its 
166 Member States and is not able 
to answer individuals' queries. But 
as the specialised agency of the 
United Nations responsible for di
recting and coordinating interna
tional health work , WHO is leading 
the global fight against AIDS. • 

To screen or not 
to screen 

The question frequently arises 
whether or not to screen various 
categories of persons for evidence 
of infection with the HIV virus 
which causes AIDS. Proposals 
have been discussed in severa l 
countries regarding the screening 
of international travellers, foreign 
workers, students, and segments 
of, or even entire, populations. 

Last March WHO's Special Pro
gramme on AIDS convened an 
expert group of epidemiologists 
and disease control experts to 
discuss several diverse aspects 
of international travel and HIV. 
The consultation concluded that 
H IV screening of international 
travellers: 
- would be extraordinarily difficult 

to implement; 
- would not be able under any cir

cumstances to prevent the in
troduction and spread of HIV 
infections ; 

- would divert resources away 
from educational programmes 
on AIDS and measures to pro
tect the blood supply from HIV 
contamination; 

- at best, and at great cost, would 
retard only briefly the spread of 
HIV globally or w ith respect to 
any particu lar country. 

Rather than screening, the con
sultation recommended education 
programmes directed to both na
tional and international travellers. 

wHo shares the concern that, 
while screening for HIV may ap
pear a relatively simple approach 
to some of the complex problems 
associated with AIDS, in fact 
screening for HIV is extraordinarily 
complex from an epidemiological, 
economic, legal, logistic, political 
and eth ical perspective. On the 
one hand, screening for HIV infec
tion among blood donors is a well
accepted and effective, albeit 
complex, public health measure. 
In contrast, HIV screening of inter
national travellers would be, a cost
ly, inefficient public health mea
sure with minimal or no beneficial 
effect. 

wHo does not take a general posi
tion for or against HIV screening as 
a public health policy, but believes 
that the entire range of complex 
issues inherent in any HIV scree
ning programme must be con
sidered and resolved before such 
a programme is implemented. 
Otherwise, HIV screening pro
grammes may contribute extreme
ly little to, or may actually reduce, 
the effectiveness of the overall 
public health programme for AIDS 
prevention and control. • 
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