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Infectious diseases are a significant problem in the returning traveler and range from 
potentially life- threatening diseases such as malaria to those that are more common and 
may be less threatening such as traveler’s diarrhoea.  In the majority of patients a detailed 
travel history, dates of travel in relation to the onset of symptoms, consideration of the 
major symptom complex presentation, thorough examination and performance of a few 
key laboratory investigations may rapidly clinch the diagnosis or at least logically guide 
further investigation. The physician should be aware of the incubation periods of various 
diseases, the geographic distribution of disease and current outbreaks, and be familiar 
with the major symptom complex of most common travel- related infections. Mode of 
travel, exposures to insects, food and water, unpasteurized dairy, raw fish, animal bites 
and licks, fresh water bodies, caves, sexual encounters are important considerations. Pre- 
travel immunization, co-morbid disease, medication may affect occurrence and disease 
presentation. The risk of contracting malaria is highest in Africa and Oceania, followed 
by Asia and Latin America. Plasmodium falciparum is the commonest species in Africa 
and overall the most serious with rapid progression to complicated disease. The diagnosis 
and management of malaria in travelers is urgent, and should be considered in any 
traveler returning from a malaria transmission area who presents with an acute febrile 
illness irrespective of whether chemoprophylaxis was taken or the season. Travel-related 
infectious diseases are commonly associated with skin lesions or rashes and include 
dengue, the arboviruses and East African trypanosomiasis. The physician should focus 
initially on those infections that carry the greatest morbidity and mortality, those that are 
treatable and those that pose a public health risk. Infection prevention and control are key 
considerations for all health workers.  
 
 


