
Be a healthy traveller 
International travel is now a routine matter 
for millions, whether for business, to seek 
work or for tourism. Simple personal precau
tions can help to avoid food-borne illness 

by Robert F. Davies 

® ver the past three decades , 
tourism has emerged as one of 
the fastest growing items in 

world trade. This trend is expected 
to continue, so that by the 
year 2000 it could even be the 
world's largest single industry. Cur
rently it is estimated that inter
national tourists spend more than 
US $100 thousand million annu
ally, and this in turn has a profound 
effect on the economies of many 
countries . Developing countries are 
now the destinations of nearly 20 
per cent of international tourists, 
as increasing numbers of travel
lers from industrialised countries 
are tempted by more exotic 
destinations. 

In the past their small numbers 
represented only limited exposure; 
but today these millions of travel
lers are vulnerable or susceptible to 
a· wide range of infectious diseases 
during their visits. Regardless of 
destination, the most frequent ill
ness is diarrhoea. 

An international conference on 
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travellers ' diarrhoea in 1976 eo
sponsored by the World Bank and 
the Pan American Health Organ
ization concluded that " fear of sick
ness is one of the major deterrents 
to receipts of a large share 
of the world's tourist dollars by 
under-developed countries." This is 
further highlighted in the 1984 re
port of a Joint FAO/WHO Expert 
Committee on Food Safety, "The 
Role of Food Safety in Health and 
Development ," which states that 
" travellers' diarrhoea is now a 
widespread phenomenon , affecting 
about 20 to 50 per cent of all 
travellers." 

Depending on the location and· 
the frequency of attack rates , this 
has conjured up several well-known 
terms for travellers ' diarrhoea in
cluding: !as Turistas, Hong Kong 
Dog, Montezuma's Revenge, the 
Pharaoh's Revenge , Tokyo Trots , 
Delhi Belly and so forth. But be
hind the joking lies a syndrome 
with .a spectrum of quite serious 
clinical symptoms. 

Diarrhoea! illness affecting 
travellers to areas with low stan
dards of hygiene is usually due to 
exposure to microbial agents not 
normally prevalent in the travellers ' 
home country. Consequently visi
tors should minimise their expo
sure to these infectious agents. 
Studies of sporadic and epidemic 
outbreaks have shown -that con
taminated food and beverages are 
usually the most important vehicles 
for transmission of these agents. 
Travellers must know which foods 
and water sources to avoid and 
which they may reasonably be as
sured are safe. This is particularly 
important since most reported 
food-borne diseases are the result 
of food prepared, mistreated or 
mishandled in restaurants or food
service establishments. 

Certain foods present special 
risks since they provide a good 
medium for the growth of bacteria 
that cause food-borne illness. These 
include perishable foods that con
sist in whole or in part of milk and 
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milk products , eggs, meat , poultry , 
fish and shellfish. The tourist should 
also beware of eating foods bought 
from street vendors ; these are often 
prepared in insanitary environ
ments and from ingredients of 
doubtful quality . 

On the other hand , meals eaten 
in airliners or aboard cruise ships 
ought normally to present little risk 
for tourists , who have come to rely 
on high standards of hygiene and 
food preparation . Airlines and ship
ping companies are well aware of 
their responsibilities for maintain
ing these high standards , as adverse 
publicity can severely affect their 
reputation , with consequent losses 
m revenues. 

Health advice to 
travellers 

The World Health Organization , 
through its regularly up-dated pub
lication Vaccination Certificate Re
quirements for International Travel 
and Health Advice to Travellers, 
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lists some personal precautions that 
should be taken against food-borne 
and water-borne diseases. These 
can be summarised as follows: 
- A void drinking water or milk if 

its safety is not known. 
A void eating any uncooked food 
apart from those fruits and veget
ables which can be peeled. 
Ensure adequate washing and 
disinfection of all uncooked veg
etables and salads, otherwise 
avoid them. 
Thoroughly cook all meats and 
fish. Avoid eating raw meat, 
fish and shellfish (at certain 
seasons, various species of fish 
and shellfish contain poisonous 
biotoxine even when well
cooked). 
A void eating ice cream and ice 
unless they come from known 
and reliable sources. 
Don't wade, wash or swim in 
fresh water which may be con
taminated with human sewage 
(or infected with various dis
ease vectors). 

Travellers beware! Tasty snacks on dis
play in a VietNam street, and (above) a 
mobile food-stall in Calcutta, India. 
Photos WHO/P. Al masy 

While medical advice to travel
lers is " don 't drink the water," 
some studies indicate that water is 
not necessarily the prime factor in
fluencing traveller's diarrhoea. The 
responsibility appears to lie rather 
with food or raw vegetables con
taminated with disease-producing 
orgamsms. 

For the benefit of the traveller 
and to safeguard the reputation of 
the countries to be visited, advice 
on health precautions is generally 
provided in advance by travel or
ganizations to their clients . Both 
health authorities and travel agen
cies have a responsibility to ensure 
that tourist accommodation is of 
an acceptable standard , so as to 
minimise the possibility of food
borne illness. • 
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