Health and Safety Advisory for Laos Volunteers

Thank you for volunteering with the Health Frontiers Laos project.  Volunteers are responsible for obtaining current information on health and safety prior to their departure.  In this document we provide links to several sources of information that we suggest you review prior to your departure.

On arrival in Vientiane, you will be required to sign a Waiver of Liability, releasing any claim of action against Health Frontiers for any injury, theft or illness you may incur.  By signing this Waiver, you will also acknowledge that you have read and understand this document and the advice given.

Health
For the most updated and complete recommendations for travel to Laos, you are advised to visit the updated CDC website:

http://wwwn.cdc.gov/travel/destinationLaos.aspx
On this site it is recommended you visit a travel doctor at least 4-6 weeks prior to your visit to allow any vaccinations time to take effect.  The following vaccinations are currently recommended for travel to Laos:

· Travelers should be up to date on MMR, DPT and polio immunizations

· Hepatitis A

· Hepatitis B

· Typhoid Fever

· Yellow Fever is not present in Laos, but if you are traveling to Laos from a country where yellow fever is present you should carry proof of vaccination.

The following vaccines may be recommended based on length of stay and areas visited:

· Rabies

· Japanese Encephalitis

Malaria:  According to the CDC there is no risk of malaria in the city of Vientiane, however risk exists in all other areas of the country and in many other parts of Southeast Asia.  Chloroquine resistance is high, so prophylaxis with malarone (atovaquone/proguanil) or doxycyline is currently recommended for travel outside of Vientiane.  (Mefloquine can be used but only in limited areas due to resistance – see CDC website for more information).  You should consult the CDC website and your physician to determine the best choice of malaria prophylaxis for you and your family.    
Please also note recommendations on use of insect repellant and bednets when traveling to malaria-endemic areas.  Prevention of malaria can also be effectively accomplished using insect repellant, which will help prevent other mosquito-borne infections such as Dengue Fever, as well as bednets treated with permethrin if staying outside of Vientiane in a malaria endemic area.    

http://wwwn.cdc.gov/travel/contentMosquitoTick.aspx
You can also visit the CDC website for updated information on Avian Influenza as well as seasonal influenza virus and vaccine recommendations.  
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/yellowbook/2010/chapter-2/influenza-seasonal-avian-pandemic.aspx
Safety
From the CDC website:

Motor vehicle crashes are a leading cause of injury among travelers. Protect yourself from motor vehicle injuries: avoid drinking and driving; wear your safety belt and place children in age-appropriate restraints in the back seat; follow the local customs and laws regarding pedestrian safety and vehicle speed; obey the rules of the road; and use helmets on bikes, motorcycles, and motor bikes 
The above safety recommendations from the CDC should be observed by both drivers and passengers. Please consider carefully before choosing to drive a motorized vehicle – consider what your insurance covers (if anything) and the legal responsibility you would have in the event of an accident in Vientiane.  Transportation by other means is generally recommended.
Many volunteers choose to get around by bicycle while in Laos and are responsible for their own safety.  Bicycle helmets may be available at some shops in Vientiane. Lightweight motorcycle helmets are available. However, if you plan to ride a rented or borrowed bicycle in Laos, it is highly recommended that you BRING YOUR OWN HELMET and wear it while riding at all times.  
For other safety concerns, we advise you to visit the State Department website before your date of travel.  Specific cautions are noted for common tourist destinations outside of Vientiane (Vang Vieng), so please review if you plan to travel during your visit.
http://travel.state.gov/travel/ 
“Travel Warnings” will indicate if there is a current warning issued by the U.S. government against traveling to Laos (as of September, 2010 there is no such warning).

There has been an upsurge in the number of petty thefts and break-ins in Vientiane, affecting both Lao and expatriates.  Many of these have involved purse-snatchings of people riding bicycles or motorcycles.   The increase in crime has been associated with use of illicit drugs in Vientiane.  In some cases the perpetrators have carried weapons.  While Health Frontiers cannot guarantee that any measure will be completely effective in preventing such incidents, the following precautions are strongly recommended:

· Stay in housing recommended by Health Frontiers

· Avoid riding a bicycle alone in Vientiane, especially at night.

· If you choose to ride a bicycle, do NOT ride with anything in the basket that may draw attention, and leave all valuables at home.

· Avoid walking alone in Vientiane at night.

· If you need to go somewhere with your passport, significant amounts of cash or other valuables, we recommend you go by tuk-tuk with a recommended driver.

· Lock all valuables you will not be needing in the safe at the Health Frontiers office.

If you plan to travel outside of Vientiane, particularly north to Vang Vieng, Luang Prabang or Luang Nam Tha, please refer to the most recent State Department Public Announcements available at the above web address and discuss with the Health Frontiers team before planning your travel to help ensure a safe journey for you and your companions.

If you have any further questions or concerns about this information, please contact Melanie Anspacher at melanieanspacher@yahoo.com
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