Expedition Medicine

Expedition medicine is challenging, exciting, and character building - and also hazardous, hard work, and usually poorly paid. 

The expedition medical officer has many responsibilities and tasks, most of which will be completed before the trip leaves the United Kingdom. These tasks include making a risk assessment of the environment that the team is travelling to and the activities being undertaken, gathering medical information on those travelling on the expedition, assembling appropriate medical kit, and providing advice about immunisations. During the expedition the medical officer is responsible for assessing and managing those who become ill or injured and for arranging their evacuation in the event of emergency.

Pros and cons and of expedition Medicine 

Advantages 

· A cheap or free way to travel 

· The only way to visit certain areas 

· Enhances personal development 

· May develop medical skills and experience 

Disadvantages 

· Trips often lengthy and may adversely affect career planning or cause problems with colleagues 

· Undertaking trips during annual leave is hard work and not restful 

· Having to cope with a serious incident in a remote area 

· Risk of litigation

Preparing for the expedition – 10 top tips 
1. Contact the medical officer who was involved with the organisation’s previous event or one who has been on similar events. Don’t forget to ask.....

· What was the organisation like to work for?

· Were their any conflicts among the organisers?

· What medical and non medical challenges had to be addressed?
· How did you prepare?

· What did you take?

· What did you use?

· What would you have done differently in retrospect?

2. Communicating with team members
Write to expedition members (organisers and clients) in good time.

· To introduce yourself and provide you contact details for any queries

· To provide advice on immunisations & malaria prophylaxis. (http://www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk/ is a useful resource)

· To provide advice on how they can manage the potential medical problems they are likely to encounter on that type of expedition e.g. diarrhoea and vomiting, constipation, skin infections etc.
· Issue a brief questionnaire to discover their
Previous medical history
Drug history (prescription and non-prescription)

Allergy (drug, dressings etc)

Travel health insurance details (Company, Policy number, 24 hour emergency contact telephone number etc)

Next of Kin (Name, relationship and telephone number)

· Provide a timetable detailing by what time they should have

Had their immunisations etc

Had a dental check up

Sorted their travel health insurance (which must also cover international repatriation costs)
Acquired your recommended first aid items

3. Identify the likely risks (physical & medical) that are commonly encountered with the type of expedition (motor sport risks are very different to hiking), the country and type of terrain being covered.

4. Assess the local facilities (location, types and standard of care offered) that can be used during the event.
The British Embassy or High Commission in the area are often a useful source of information. Determine the options for evacuating a casualty (helicopter, yak, mule, stretcher, etc). Helicopters have an absolute altitude ceiling depending on the aircraft, season, weather, and load to be carried--for example. Establish methods of summoning assistance (radio or runner) and for carrying casualties, either with a dedicated stretcher or one improvised from expedition equipment. Recovery to Britain can be organised by specialists such as International Medical Rescue (01737 360335), so keep a record of names and numbers to contact in an emergency. 

5. Communications

It’s imperative to sort out your communications before you go. Will the teams mobiles work in that area (Is there mobile phone coverage, do you have the correct type of mobile e.g. quad band, do you need to use SIM cards bought in that country etc? Have you a list of everyone’s telephone numbers and the appropriate international codes?). Do you have a back up plan if mobile phones fail to work? If you will be considering satellite phones check if they are permitted in the countries you’re entering. If you are considering short wave radio check if they are permitted in the countries you’re entering.

6. Medical supplies
Choosing supplies and deciding quantities are always difficult. You have to balance the need for medications and kit that you are likely to use in managing the common or serious medical scenarios against the space, weight or funding restriction placed upon you by the nature of the event or organising body.

This is where discussions with other expedition doctors or doctors who have worked on similar events can be very useful.
7. Sort out your indemnity
Think through the medico-legal position before the expedition starts, as crown indemnity will not apply! Always ensure you know who ‘carries the can’ if things go wrong – is it you or the organising body? Make sure that the issues of liability have been explicitly addressed.
8. Health during the expedition 
The doctor is responsible for supervision of general health as well as treating specific disorders.
Strategies to maintain psychological health – tired, hungry team members falling out with one another is a recipe for misery.

One of you roles is to listen for and actively manage tensions developing within the team.

Ensure that everyone is aware of the basic tips for avoiding travellers’ diarrhoea.
Ensure that everyone has and uses water purification methods if sealed bottled water is not available.

When a camp is established make sure that the latrine is located downwind, downstream, and at least 20 m from the main sleeping and cooking area. When it becomes too malodorous, lime (usually available locally) or carefully ignited paraffin can be used. The latrine must be filled in on departure.

Sunburn and de-hydration is common in many locations and at high altitudes. So ensure everyone carries and drinks enough fluids and has high protection sunscreens (factors 30 - 50). 
If altitude sickness is a potential risk then consider plan prophylactic measures and how you would mange mild to severe cases.

9. Ensure that you keep good medical records of any significant medical event – An expedition diary is a great way of doing this (but you have to update it every day!).
10. Make sure you have the appropriate skills and knowledge for the type of event. There are a number of excellent courses in expedition and wilderness medicine e.g. those run by the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine, UnderOak expedition training courses or EML expedition training courses http://www.expeditionmedicine.co.uk/uk.php 
Remember the role of the medical officer on an expedition is a challenging and greatly rewarding one. The key to success in the role is to undertake adequate risk assessment, planning, and training before departure. 
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