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Disclaimer

• This talk was prepared by David Ross in his personal 
capacity.  
• The opinions expressed are the presenter's own and 

do not necessarily reflect the views of any of the 
organisations he works with including Surgeon 
General’s Department, the Ministry of Defence or Her 
Majesty’s Government, MASTA, RCPSG or the Society 
of Apothecaries.
• I have no financial conflicts of interest in relation to 

this presentation.
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Abstract

In the last decade there have been a significant 
number of volunteers that have responded to 

assist in Humanitarian and Disaster Relief 
Operations. This presentation will describe how 
best to protect the health of these responders 

whilst deployed and on their return.
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Fragile States
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Disasters 

www.public.health.wa.gov.au/cproot/347/2/disaster%20medical%20assistance%20teams%20literature%20review%202006.pdf
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Consequences

• Death
• Disease
• Disability
• Food & resource 

scarcity
• Population movement
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Broken people?

– Women
– Children
– Elderly
– The sick (mental and 

physical)
– Refugees and IDPs



“The world community now perceives emergency relief not 
as a magnanimous contribution but as a humanitarian 

obligation.” 
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Setting/Scenario

For the purpose of the remainder of this 
presentation an individual volunteer, who is a 
healthcare worker going to work for an NGO 

based in Africa, is seeking advice from a Travel 
Health Advisor. Some of the key issues that need 

to be considered will be highlighted using the 
current evidence base.
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“Prepare, Sustain & Recover”
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The Volunteer
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• Motivation
• Availability
• Psychological Profile
• Physical health
• Team work
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Employer?
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• Language Barriers
• Experience
• Resources
• Governance
• Assurance
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“There is currently insufficient evidence to support the use of the oral cholera 
vaccine Dukoral® to protect travellers against ETEC diarrhoea. Based on a 
single trial in people travelling from the USA to Mexico, the oral cholera vaccine 
Dukoral® may have little or no effect in preventing ETEC diarrhoea (one trial, 502 
participants, low quality evidence).”
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Prepare 

• Selection
• Insurance
• Vaccines
• Malaria
• Food & Waterborne 

Diseases
• Access to Healthcare
• Training
• Evacuation
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Selection
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Individual Considerations

• Clinical skills
• Ethics
• Environment
• Equipment
• Training

4 March 2020 RossDA_Team Health



“Screening” Questions

• Effects on them 
• Effects on their home life 
• Effects on their career 
• Conditions of work of the agency they propose to 

work with, and its support and funding operations 
• Any issues of conscience to consider 
• Talking to colleagues in the field 
• What it will be like returning home 

(Campbell 2005) 
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Training
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Main Health Threat
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Travellers Diarrhoea
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TD – Key Points

• Definition
• Grade of TD – Mild – Moderate – Severe
• Hand, water & food hygiene
• Antimicrobials for moderate – severe TD
• Loperamide & Fluids for mild TD
• Anti-microbial resistance?
• Self Treatment kits?
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Malaria

• Individual Risk 
Assessment

• A, B, C, D
• Pre-impregnated 

clothing
• Chemoprophylaxis
• RDTs
• Stand by therapy
• Malaria Warning Cards
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Pre-impregnated Clothing
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Standby Treatment
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Vaccine Issues

• Risk Assessment
• Contraindications – Yellow Fever & 

Immunosuppression 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/fil
e/655225/Greenbook_chapter_6.pdf Shortages – employer responsibility 

• Rabies 
• Hepatitis B
• [Dengue]
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Rabies
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Vaccine Shortages
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Dengue
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Venomous Animals
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http://jramc.bmj.com/content/jramc/early/2018/04/05/jramc-2017-000883.full.pdf
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Sustain

• Training
• SOPs
• Communication
• Malaria
• Medications
• Alcohol
• Sexual Health
• Mental Health
• Families
• Resilience
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Sexual Health

• Education
• Reach back service
• PEPSE



Distress/Resilience
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Risk and protective factors for the course of post-traumatic stress disorder 
in frontline workers after the Christchurch, New Zealand earthquake.
Disaster Prevention and Management 2018 27 (2) 193-206
McBride,D and Porter,N.
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Families Left Behind

• Media Overload

• Anxiety Separation

• Stress Reaction

• Re-integration – “Loo 
Syndrome”
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Recover

• Screening
• Quarantine
• Management of cases
• Mental Health
• Follow Up
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Zika
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Undifferentiated 
Febrile Illness
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§ Protozoa malaria, leishmaniasis, trypanosomiasis

§ Bacteria enteric fever, brucellosis, Q fever

§ Spirochetes leptospirosis, relapsing fever

§ Rickettsia typhus (louse, flea, tick or mite-bourne), 
bartonellosis

§ Arboviruses dengue, chikungunya, sandfly fever, 
Japanese B encephalitis, West Nile fever, 
dengue haemorrhagic fever, yellow fever, 
CCHF

§ Other EBV, CMV, hantavirus, Lassa fever, Ebola

§ Non-infects Heat illness, malignancy, auto-immune 
disorders etc
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Q Fever

• Chronic Q fever endocarditis 
occurs in 1 – 5%

• Q fever fatigue syndrome 
occurs in up to 25%

• 24% of military cases feel that 
their fitness is affected at 1 
year

• 16% of military cases unable 
to pass a fitness test at 1 year
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Summary
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• Volunteers may not have fully considered all 
the implications of humanitarian work
• Selection of volunteers needs to be robust
• Risk assessment +++
• Mental health resilience discussion essential
• Assurance of NGO sector lacking
• Don’t forget those left behind
• Long term health surveillance
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