TRAVEL ADVICE
ASK YOUR PHARMACIST?
Eamonn Brady is a pharmacist and the owner of Whelehans Pharmacy, Pearse St, Mullingar. If you have any health questions e-mail them to info@whelehans.ie

QUESTION
I’m off to Ghana for 6 weeks on charity work. I would just like some travel advice and advice on how to stay healthy when there. What vaccines and malaria medication will I need? Also I take medication for asthma, will there be a problem bringing this over?
ANSWER

Firstly I answered a question in the examiner on august 8th regarding precautions to take when flying, you can refer to that article for appropriate flying advice. I will go through the main issues people enquire about in my pharmacy in relation to travel abroad. 

Jet lag

Our bodies adjust to a natural rhythm that promotes sleeping at night and being active and alert during daylight hours. When we travel across different ‘time zones’ our normal rhythm is altered. This can cause sleep disturbances, inability to concentrate and irritability which is more commonly known as ‘jet lag’. 

In order to prevent jet lag you should get a good night sleep before the journey. Also you should rest as much as possible during the flight. Some people find that changing their watch to the destination time helps. 

On arrival at your destination you should get active as soon as possible and adjust your meals and activities to local time as soon as possible. Exposure to light allows your body to adjust. Try not to sleep until nightfall when you arrive at your destination otherwise you will be out of tune with the local time. If you need a nap when you arrive, keep it short, otherwise you will be wide awake at night and it will take your body longer to adjust. Also avoid alcohol, it will only take recovery from jet lag longer. 
There is no medication licensed in Ireland for jet lag. Melatonin is available in the USA, however research is limited. 

Eating and drinking in developing countries

The following information may help you from developing diarrhoea and an upset stomach while visiting Ghana. 

· Boil water before drinking or drink bottled water. Make sure the seal is not broken on the bottled water, if in doubt ask for carbonated water and make sure it is fizzy.

· Do not get ice with your drinks.

· Use bottled or boiled water for brushing your teeth and do not open your mouth while in the shower.

· Avoid unpasturised milk, shellfish, soft cheeses, lukewarm food and empty restaurants!

· Avoid roadside food vendors selling ice cream and unwashed fruit.

· Avoid buffet style food that appears to have been lying there for a while. 

· Be very strict with hygiene when using the bathroom. Never use communal damp towels, use paper disposable towels or a hot dryer.

Diarrhoea

Even after the above advice it is possible to get diarrhoea. If you get diarrhoea it is important to rest and to drink plenty of clear fluids. It is important, especially in hot climates, not to become dehydrated. 

You should bring some rehydration sachets such as Dioralyte with you as a precaution. 

Sometimes it is helpful to let the diarrhoea run its natural course as it is the body’s mechanism of clearing bacteria. However if this is not possible, Loperamide (Imodium) will relieve the symptoms by slowing down the movements in the gut and restoring natural balance. I would advise taking some with you on your journey. If diarrhoea lasts for more than 48 hours, and you are unable to drink or passing blood, it is important to get medical attention. 
It is important to note that diarrhoea will make some other medication less effective, for example, the contraceptive pill. 

Preventing insect bites
Malaria is most commonly passed by mosquitoes and is prevalent in tropical climates like Ghana. 

Malaria prevention medication is therefore needed for your trip. There are 3 main options and your GP can advise you on the one to suit you best. Malaria prevention is only available with a doctor’s prescription. 

The best way to reduce your risk of contracting Malaria is to avoid getting bitten by mosquitoes. Malaria mosquitoes usually prefer low light hours after dusk until dawn. You should apply a good mosquito repellent for further protection. Also keep your legs and arms covered to reduce the risk of bites on the skin. 
Avoid wearing dark colours as they can attract mosquitoes. Also avoid strong perfumes, hairsprays and aftershaves as they too attract mosquitoes. 
Use air conditioning if available as this tends to keep mosquitoes away due to the lower temperature. It is important to close all windows and shutters at night. 

Avoid rivers and ponds in the evening time as this is where mosquitoes breed. 

Repellents containing Deet are the most effective, however Deet repellents should be avoided in children and people sensitive to Deet. As you are asthmatic it is probably best to avoid Deet products.
Sun protection

Most people make the mistake of not applying sun cream regularly. It is important to reapply sun cream every 2 to 3 hours. Apply at least 30 minutes before going into the sun. An SPF factor of 15 or more should be used. Remember, sun cream should be reapplied after swimming and bathing. 

Animal contact

In the unlikely event that you are bitten by an animal while travelling it is important to wash the wound for 5 minutes under running water with soap. Rinse and pour an iodine preparation or 60- 100% alcohol on the wound and get medical help immediately. Do not have the wound stitched for at least 48 hours. It is important to see a doctor on return form the journey if bitten. Rabies is a slight risk but a vaccine is generally only recommended if you are staying in the long term or there is an increased risk of bites where you will be working or staying. Speak to your GP about such risk. 

Travelling with medication

Travellers are generally discouraged from taking medication on flights unless it is for the immediate journey. However, as you are an asthmatic you may feel that you need your inhalers on the flight. This is generally not a problem with the airline as items up to 50grams are allowed in hand luggage. It should be noted that any liquids, creams or gel medications should only be carried on flight if they are essential for the flight. 
You should get a letter form your doctor or pharmacist explaining the medication you need for travelling. 

Vaccines

There are 4 vaccines recommended for Ghana. These are typhoid, Hepatitis A, Diphtheria and Polio. Other vaccines may be recommended by your GP depending on your special occupational risk while staying in Ghana. 

It is important to note vaccination recommendation and malaria advice vary depending on what country you visit. 

Holiday pack

I would like to add that convenient holiday packs are available in Whelehan’s Pharmacy and sun creams are half price all summer.

Good luck with your trip!

Disclaimer: Information given is suitable for the person above only; Please ensure you consult with your healthcare professional before making any changes recommended 
