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GOING on holiday should mean returning home loaded with souvenirs, not weighed down by an illness. Unfortunately, falling sick on vacation does happen if you are unlucky enough to eat something that has gone bad or if you get bitten by a malaria-carrying mosquito.

Life! provides a travel health checklist with the help of Dr Annelise Wilder-Smith, doctor in charge of the Traveller's Health and Vaccination Centre at Tan Tock Seng Hospital, and Dr Veronica Tay from the Resource Development Department of the Health Promotion Board.

BEFORE YOUR TRIP

Check with your doctor about vaccinations six weeks before you leave. Different parts of the world have different health hazards, and vaccinations are a good idea especially if you are travelling to a developing country.

Vaccinations are available at The Travellers' Health And Vaccination Centre at Tan Tock Seng Hospital (tel: 6357-2222), Singapore Anti-Tuberculosis Association, polyclinics and some private practitioners. For a list of the required vaccinations, log on to Health Promotion Board Online at www.hpb.gov.sg and select 'All ages' for the section on Travel Health. You can also call HealthLine on 1800-223-1313.

If you do not have enough time to get a vaccination, you will need to exercise common sense on your trip. For example, avoid cold and uncooked food, like salads and raw seafood. Do not consume tap water or ice cubes if you are unsure of the water source.

Along with your camera, a travel first-aid kit is another holiday must-bring-along. Basic essentials include anti-diarrhoea pills and hydration salts for diarrhoea, painkillers, antiseptic creams, antidecongestants and plasters. If you are travelling with children, take along medicine for fever and pain. If you have a long-term medical condition like high blood pressure, make sure your doctor prescribes enough medicine to last the whole trip.

Depending on where you are going, pack motion-sickness pills if you are going on a boat trip, and high altitude-sickness pills if you are climbing a mountain. Bring sunblock and an insect repellent if you are going somewhere tropical.

There are worse things that could happen on holiday than getting ripped off by souvenir-toting touts. You could fall ill or meet with an accident. So ensure that you have sufficient travel insurance to cover not only medical and hospital costs, but also general accidents, medical evacuation, loss of luggage and money, as well as delays due to strikes.

Use your common sense at all times. Dr Wilder-Smith says: 'For example, when it comes to eating, always keep in mind the 'boil it, peel it, cook it or leave it' rule. That's how you can help avoid eating anything that could make you ill.'

DURING THE TRIP

Dining on foreign cuisine can be a lip-smacking, belly-patting experience. But it can also leave you clutching your tummy in agony if you do not watch what you eat. Contaminated foods can cause vomiting, diarrhoea, typhoid, cholera and hepatitis A.

To be on the safe side, avoid uncooked meat and fish, salads, peeled fruits, raw vegetables, tap water, ice cubes and unpasteurised milk. Drink only bottled water or water that has been boiled.

You want to spend all the time you can exploring the great outdoors. Sadly, many travellers spend a lot of their time indoors getting to know their hotel bathroom better than they would like to. Diarrhoea is the most common traveller's complaint. Symptoms include abdominal cramps, nausea and slight fever. Aside from the discomfort, the biggest concern is a loss of fluids. To rehydrate the body, drink lots of water, isotonic fluids, black tea that has been diluted with water, or watery porridge. Avoid eating spicy and oily food, as well as citrus foods. See a doctor if your stools are bloody or if you have a fever.

One of the best souvenirs to bring back from a holiday is a great tan. But not if you get sunburnt in the process. Bring along a sunblock and a wide-brimmed hat to protect yourself.

Getting up close and personal with the locals is a great way to get to know a country. But not when the 'locals' include mosquitoes. Get bitten and you could find yourself sick with malaria and dengue fever - two of the most common mosquito-borne diseases.

To avoid getting bitten, avoid wearing perfume or cologne as this attracts insects. Mosquitoes that spread malaria bite at dusk and during the night. So when you go out in the evenings, cover yourself up in long sleeves and trousers. But avoid wearing dark clothing because it attracts mosquitoes. And if possible, use an insect repellent both during the night and in the daytime.

There are no vaccines or preventive tablets for dengue fever. If you are going to countries where malaria is common, ask your doctor for anti-malaria tablets. Start taking them a week before your trip.

AFTER YOUR TRIP

Visit your doctor if you were unlucky enough to fall ill on holiday, or if you were in contact with ill people. Some illnesses take time to develop and you may not become ill until after you get home.

Consult a doctor if you feel unwell, or have been to rural areas, developing countries or a place with a recent epidemic of an infectious disease.

If you have travelled to an area that has a high incidence of malaria, continue taking anti-malarial drugs for four weeks after you return.

A full medical checkup is advisable if the trip is longer than a month.
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