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Pre-Departure Health Briefing
Introduction:

Living and working in a different country from your own can be rewarding and exciting.   The volunteer's experience should be a positive one and in order to achieve this they must maintain good health.  

When you arrive you must allow time for your body and mind to adapt to the new environment.  For some people this may take two weeks, for others it may take months.  People are all different but the risks to their health whilst abroad are generally the same.

Always remember:

Nothing is too trivial






Seek medical advice early






You are not alone!

This handout is only a general introduction on how to stay healthy whilst abroad and is used to highlight some of the major points discussed during your pre-departure session .  You should brief yourself further using specialist health handbooks or websites (please see “Further Information” section at the end of this handout)
SECTION 1

Discover your Health Support Networks

During the first few days of your project, everything will be new, exciting and strange. This is an important time to adjust to your new environment - and part of this is finding your way around.  

It is important to know where your nearest hospital or clinic is, emergency telephone numbers, and whether there is an Accident and Emergency Department.  You may need this information yourself, or for a friend or colleague.  You should also ask for advice from your Project Supervisor about a recommended local doctor.  If appropriate, register with this doctor straight away - don’t wait until you are ill!
Local pharmacies will usually sell all the basic medication you need.  If you are on regular medication and need repeat prescriptions, please ask your GP at home to prescribe as big a supply as possible (usually 3-6 months’ worth).  If you need more during your project, you can try the local doctor or pharmacy.  Make sure you have the exact details of your medication.  Different countries use different pharmaceutical companies so the brand name of your tablets may be different.  If you are not sure, check with your family or GP back at home.

If you have any type of medical condition which may affect your work or life during your project PLEASE inform someone at your project.  If you become ill, then someone will know how to deal with the situation and will be in a better position to help you.
Medical Insurance

Please make sure you have full and appropriate medical insurance for your project.    It is important to know in advance what it covers and, more importantly, what is exempted.  

You must be aware of emergency procedures for your project and who to contact, when and how in the event of an emergency.

SECTION 2

What are the main health risks?
I
Food and Water Safety

There are many diseases transmitted via dirty food and water, for example hepatitis A, typhoid, and cholera.  Diarrhoea is also a big risk for people travelling to a new environment. 

How can I avoid this risk?

*
Always wash your hands before eating, after going to the toilet, and 
before handling food

*
Only eat freshly cooked food or food that is hot

*
Do not eat food that has been re-heated

*
Do not eat uncooked food unless you have prepared it yourself

*
Do not use ice in your drinks

*
Drink hot tea or coffee.  If you are drinking bottled drinks make sure


the seal has not been broken.

*
If you think the water is very dirty do not use it for drinking, brushing your


teeth or for washing food unless you have treated it first.

*
Do not eat ice-cream

*
Do not drink unpasteurised milk

Diarrhoea

It is not unusual to have an attack of diarrhoea soon after arriving in your new country.  The symptoms should resolve after 2 or 3 days.  During an attack of diarrhoea you must make sure you drink plenty to replace the fluid you have lost (see "recipe").  You can also drink boiled drinks such as weak tea or hot water.  Avoid milky drinks, coffee and alcohol.   Do not drink quickly as this may make you feel nauseous or cause vomiting - sip your drinks slowly.

If the diarrhoea continues for more than 3 days, or if you are passing blood or mucus, you must see a doctor immediately.

Recipe for rehydration solution:

You will need:
1 litre of clean water,  4 full teaspoons of sugar,  1/2 a teaspoon of salt
II
Nutrition

When living in a new environment for a considerable length of time (6 weeks or more) it is important to discover and maintain a new daily routine, including mealtimes.  Meal times can vary in different cultures depending on the pattern of the working day, the climate, the cooking facilities and the types of foods available.  It is always important, however, to eat regularly and vary your diet as much as possible.

A poor diet can lead to many health complications such as lethargy, insomnia, hair loss, skin problems, anaemia, dental problems, anxiety and increased susceptibility to infections.  If you feel that your diet is not adequate, and certain vitamin and minerals are lacking in the food available (ie. you do not have access to fresh fruit, vegetables, or milk products) then you may need to take vitamin supplements.  
III
Climate and Air quality

If you are travelling to a country where the climate is very different to your home-country then you must give your body time to acclimatise to the new environment.

Hot and Humid:

In hot and humid climates your body will lose a lot of fluid through sweating.  This means that you must replace this fluid to avoid dehydration.  You must therefore increase your daily intake of fluid.

How do I know if I am dehydrated?  You may feel:

-  dizzy and disorientated
-  headache
-  faint
-  your urine will be dark and less than normal    -  your skin may lose its elasticity
In hot, humid climates you must SLOW DOWN!  Do not rush or exercise too much.

You must remember to keep good personal hygiene. Fungal infections can occur very easily if you do not keep
clean and dry.  Insect bites, cuts and scratches can

become infected if you do not keep them clean and covered until they heal.

Avoid wearing synthetic clothing such as nylon etc.  Natural materials (cotton, silk etc) will help the body
keep cool by allowing it to 'breathe'.

The Sun:


The sun can be very dangerous indeed if you do not act sensibly.  You must not sit in strong sunlight without protection, for example a high-factor sun-tan lotion, a hat,

clothing that covers your arms and legs, sunglasses.  If you feel faint, dizzy and disorientated this may mean that you are dehydrated or that you have sunstroke.  Sunstroke and heat exhaustion can be very serious conditions and you should seek medical advice as soon as possible.

Cold:



Your body can not "acclimatise" to cold weather but it must be protected as much as possible.  The body can create heat itself by producing energy from food.  It is therefore important to eat properly and regularly in a cold climate.  It is also important to wear layers of clothing so that air is trapped in-between. As the air heats it insulates the body underneath.  Natural fibres such as cotton, silk, leather and fur are most effective.

Pollution:


In some industrial cities there is a high level of air pollution.  Although there is nothing you can do about this you may find that you have more chest infections, coughs
and colds than usual.  If you suffer from asthma or hay fever you may not be able to work in these areas as your condition may become worse.
IV
Accidents
Road traffic accidents are the major cause of death in travellers abroad.

· You must follow any traffic regulations at all times. 

· If you are travelling on public transport make sure that it is a well-known Company with a good reputation (seek local knowledge).

· Do not travel on buses or trains that are too full.

· Do not use taxis that are not in good condition.  

· If there is a seat belt always use it.

· If you are travelling by motorbike always wear a helmet and clothing that covers your arms and legs. 

· Try never to travel in the dark.  Try to time your journeys so that you always travel during daylight hours.

· Always tell someone where you are going and what time you expect to arrive at your destination.

· Never travel on your own if possible.

· Never hitch a ride with someone you do not know.

V
Personal Security and Safety

Although you are aware of the risks to your personal safety in your usual home, this is not the case in a new environment.  You must think carefully about your safety before entering a situation.  Try to remember the following points:

· Do not use a map or guidebook in public, decide on your route before 

leaving home

· Always travel on transport with other passengers - do not get into a 

taxi or train carriage on your own

· Never take a large amount of cash out with you

· Do not display jewellery or expensive personal belongings (cameras

etc)

· Do not walk out after dark unless you have to or unless the area is

well-lit

· Do not give your address or contact number to people you have just

met (ask them for their number and tell them you will contact them!)

You may initially feel “anonymous” in a new environment but you are often quite the opposite.  You are “different” and therefore more obvious.  Be extra aware of your surroundings.
VII
Cultural Adaptation
Living and working in a new environment can be exciting but can also be stressful.  It is important to take time to “acclimatise” to your new home.

Different people adapt in different ways.  Some people like to work to a routine and need to find an appropriate one as soon as possible.  Others can cope with a little chaos.   Only you know what personal strategies will help you to adapt and avoid becoming too stressed.  Here are some examples of factors that could cause you difficulties in the first few weeks of being a volunteer:

Expectations:

The reality of your initial impression of your new home may seem better or worse than your expectations.  Either way, remember that most things are not “better” or “worse” - they are just different.  Look for things that are “good enough” not “perfect”.  This does not mean that you should compromise over your safety or standard of work/lifestyle but that you should do the best you can.

Work:

Whenever you start a new job there will be periods when you feel useless!  Stand back and take time to watch and learn during the first couple of weeks until you become familiar with your colleagues, clients and their working styles.  If you don’t understand something ask for more information.  Make clear statements and explain clearly to people if you feel stressed or unhappy at work - don’t always assume that they will notice!

Social relationships:

Don’t forget that work is not the only reason why you are a volunteer!  You need to balance your routine with a fulfilling leisure pastime.  Forming new friendships may be one of your personal objectives but relationships need time and effort.  Make sure you give them this attention so they don’t become an added stress!

Attitudes:

You may be working or living in an environment with different working standards and different values to your own.  If this becomes a problem, try to talk them through with someone at the project.

Privacy or loneliness:

Living with other people, especially if this is your first time away from home, can be stressful.  Individual differences can cause tensions, especially if you are living with other volunteers and have little time to yourself.  You may be the type of person who needs a lot of company to relieve tensions, or you may like your own “space”.  Whichever strategy you use, you need to recognise and acknowledge the problem.  If you can’t agree then at least try to accept that everyone is different!

It can often be lonely to watch other volunteers seeming to “cope so well” while you feel miserable and homesick.  Talk to other volunteers.  You may discover that what they “seem” is not always what they are.  Many people experience the same feelings when they first arrive in a new environment - some are just better at hiding them than others!

Strategies:

· Don’t let your work become the overall purpose of your life!  Find an outside interest or hobby

· Sleep and eat properly

· Keep physically active
· Talk to someone about your feelings and worries

· Take time to recover from illness

· Take time to keep your friendships strong

· Keep a sense of proportion and your sense of humour!

· Keep in touch with your friends and family at home

· Writing things down can help (a diary, a letter to yourself…)

FURTHER INFORMATION
Useful Websites:

www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk
Provides vaccination information, anti-malarial advice and details of many tropical diseases

www.gov.uk/government/organisations/foreign-commonwealth-office
Foreign and Commonwealth Office for travel news and security updates on all countries

www.nomadtravel.co.uk
sale of travel health products and travel equipment

A Few Recommended Travel Health Books:

Bugs, Bites and Bowels: Travel Health  by Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth

Travellers’ Health by Dr Richard Dawood

The Travellers’ Good Health Guide by Dr Ted Lankester
SUGGESTED ADDITIONS TO A GENERAL FIRST AID KIT

· Paracetamol or other mild painkiller

· Antihistamine such as chlorpheniramine (Piriton) for allergies

· Antacid indigestion remedy

· Oral rehydration sachets or measuring spoon to make salt and sugar rehydration solution

· Preparation for mouth ulcers e.g Bonjela

· Antiseptic liquid/powder spray/cream  

(NB. In hot climates antiseptic creams tend to keep wounds wet which can lead to infection therefore use drying antiseptics e.g, diluted tincture of iodine).
· Calamine lotion for bites/itches

· Anti-diarrhoeal, eg. loperamide for emergency use!

· Athletes foot powder e.g. Clotrimazole (Canesten)

· Insect repellent

· Sun and lip screen

· Water purifying tablets 

· Pointed tweezers

· Blunt curved forceps if travelling in tick country

· Condoms
/contraceptive needs

You may require

Acyclovir (Zovirax) if you suffer from cold sores

Adrenaline injection if you are allergic to stings

Anusol or similar preparation if prone to piles.
Antimalarials if travelling in malarious areas
Laxative if prone to constipation

Supply of regular medications including contraception
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