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Returning Travellers from Asia –the 
European Experience

• Travel medicine is changing
• Returning travellers and travel medicine
• Returning travellers from Asia to Europe –

information sources
• Spectrum of Illness in travellers returning 

to Europe
• Trends in disease prevalence I travellers 

returning from Asia



Can We Learn from Returning 
Travellers?

Lessons

• Diagnosis and management of 
imported illness

• Awareness of the travel – associated 
illness as differential diagnosis

• Emerging resistance to drugs for 
prophylaxis and treatment of tropical 
illness

• Disease risk to travellers

• Patterns of disease transmission 
(surveillance)

• Informs pre-travel advice

Limitations

• Poor capture of minor illness, diseases 
with long latent periods or 
asymptomatic infections

• Poor recording of travel history – travel 
history missing or inadequate

• Lack of denominator data

• Little data on illness or deaths abroad

• Published studies reflect ‘interesting’
cases’ and often have long time lag
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What Determines the Range of 
Illness in Returning Travellers

• Disease prevalence in local population

• Health status and age of traveller

• Traveller profile (type of traveller (VFR, business, 
tourist), area visited, activities, accommodation -
importance of detailed travel history

• Popularity of destination country varies with country of 
origin – often reflects historical connections.
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Travel to Asia from Europe
• Europe has explored, traded  and waged war 

with Asia for thousands of years.

• Travel to Asia from Europe continues to increase 
– and still encompasses exploration (holiday and 
“gap-year” travel), trade (massive trade with 
India, China) and military activity.

• Travel from Europe to Asia declined after  SARS  
- now showing recovery



Europe?Europe?

Asia?Asia?
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Data Sources on Returning 
Travellers to Europe

• National Public Health 
Departments

• U.K. Health Protection Agency 
(HPA)

• Health Protection Scotland (HPS)

• ECDC

• Eurosurveillance

• EWGLI (European Working Group 
for Legionella Infections)

• GeoSentinel

• TropnetEurope

• Published papers
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Results-
Travel from Europe to Asia

• Denominator data incomplete / difficult to 
access

• Traveller characteristics to Asian regions 
similar to those to other regions

• Popularity of different destinations within 
Asia varies from one European country to 
another:
U.K. – south Asia (India)
France – Indian Ocean (La Reunion)



Results – Spectrum of Illness

• Non-infectious illness (accidents, injuries, pre-existing 
chronic illness) causes significant morbidity

• Spectrum of disease for travellers returning to Europe 
similar to those returning to other countries

• Differences  in range of diseases depended on Asian 
region

• Disease risk was determined more by country visited 
than country of origin



Davis Xiaohong M. et al  for the GeoSentinel Surveillance Network, 2008. 
Short report: Health Risks in Travelers to China: The GeoSentinel Experience and Implications for the 2008 Beijing Olympics. 
Am.  J. Trop. Med. Hyg: 79(1) 4-8.



Results - Who Gets Ill?

• Young (25 – 40)
• Male 
• Long stay
• VFR
• Poor accommodation





Range of Illness in Travellers Returning from 
Asia to Europe

Top Ten (in alphabetical order)
• Dermatological
• Diarrhoea –acute
• Diarrhoea – chronic
• Dental
• Febrile illness
• Genito-urinary
• Non-diarrhoeal gastrointestinal
• Non-specific
• Psychiatric
• Respiratory
• Underlying chronic illness



Freedman D. O. et al for the GeoSentinel Surveillance Network. Spectrum of Disease and Relation to Place of 
Exposure among Ill Returned Travellers.NEJM 2006;353: 119-130



Good News!

In a survey of 794 travellers presenting to 
the Berlin Institute of Tropical Medicine 
(2003-2004), travel to Thailand was 
significantly associated with a decreased 
risk of illness.

Rack et al, J. Travel Med (Se pt-Oct 12(5) 248-532005)



Trends in Illness in Travellers Trends in Illness in Travellers 
Returning to Europe from AsiaReturning to Europe from Asia



Going up…

• Dengue fever
• Chikungunya



Going down…

• Typhoid
• Some diarrhoeal illness



Getting Interesting…

Malaria 
- Plasmodium knowlesi (Malaysia, 

Philippines)
- Multi-drug resistance

Hepatitis E
- Autochthonous transmission in European 

countries



Conclusions

• Variations in disease spectrum occur depending on country / region 
visited within Asia 

• Variations to a lesser extent depend on country of origin – no clear 
pattern – reflects travel patterns of country of origin

• Certain groups of travellers are over-represented among travellers 
returning home ill – many do not receive pre-travel advice

• Some diseases are becoming  more common in travellers returning 
to Europe and may emerge as a significant health risk to travellers 
and to those in the country of origin

• Resistance to prophylactic and treatment drugs is increasing

• The study of returning travellers informs pre-travel advice




