
Travel health guidance on board cruise ships

Planning a cruise? Being prepared will help you have a safe and 
healthy holiday.

Key advice:

• see your GP, nurse or travel clinic for vaccines and malaria advice well in
advance of your cruise

• get travel health insurance

• be safe – watch out for accidents, slips and trips

• be SunSmart – protect your skin from the sun

• eat and drink sensibly – follow good food and water hygiene

1 Before you go:

Do your research

You can check NaTHNaC’s Country Information Pages for vaccine and malaria advice for your 
cruise destinations. If you have health or mobility problems, book an appointment with your 
doctor, nurse or travel clinic before booking your trip, this gives you a chance to discuss any 
concerns you may have and decide if a cruise is suitable for you.

Emergency medical care and insurance

Get comprehensive travel medical insurance. Medical care on cruises can vary.
Treatments, including medicines, are not usually free. Take a good supply of any regular 
medicines, including contraception.
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Vaccines

Arranging a travel health appointment well before your trip gives you time to ensure you have 
any recommended vaccines and are appropriately protected.
If you have already booked your cruise, take a printed copy of your itinerary along to
your appointment. This helps establish which vaccines you need and if you are at risk of malaria.

2 Travel health guidance on broad cruise ships

As well as all the recommended travel vaccines, check you are up to date with all your UK 
vaccines, including MMR; you may also want to consider having a flu vaccine.

Malaria

Many cruises only stop on land during the day, when malaria-carrying mosquitoes do not bite, 
so most cruise passengers do not need antimalarials. However, if your ship stops overnight 
in malaria risk areas or you are staying ashore overnight in risk regions, you may need to take 
antimalarials. Check your requirements with your travel health adviser, make sure you take any 
recommended tablets as advised and remember to finish the course.

Yellow fever

If your cruise is stopping in yellow fever risk regions, get advice from a yellow fever vaccination 
centre (this vaccine can only be given by these centres) because you may need yellow 
fever vaccine. A list of yellow fever vaccination centres is available at: www.nathnac.org/
yellowfevercentres.aspx?comingfrom=travel

Travel sickness

Even if you don’t normally get travel sickness, you might experience it on a cruise, so ask your 
chemist for advice about anti-sickness medicines before you travel.

While you are away

Check out your ship’s medical facilities and emergency evacuation procedures when you arrive. 
If you have any health problems, let the ship’s doctor and/or nurse know and, if appropriate, 
give them a written summary of your medical history. Your GP should be able to provide this.

Food, water and alcohol

Outbreaks of diarrhoea and gastrointestinal infections have been reported on cruise ships. 
Close contact with other passengers means infections can spread more easily. Reduce your 
risk of infection by following food and water and personal hygiene precautions, including hand 
washing and using alcohol-based hand sanitisers. This is particularly important during and after 
shore visits.

Try to avoid excessive food and alcohol consumption and never leave drinks unattended. Drink 
plenty of water, especially in hot weather and if you are very active.

www.nathnac.org/yellowfevercentres.aspx?comingfrom=travel
www.nathnac.org/yellowfevercentres.aspx?comingfrom=travel
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Insect bite avoidance

Follow advice on avoiding insect bites at all times. Insect-spread diseases such as chikungunya 
and dengue fever are common in many cruise destinations. For many of these diseases, like 
dengue fever, there are no vaccines or drugs to prevent them, so avoiding insect bites is the 
only way to protect yourself.

Respiratory infections

Coughs, colds and respiratory infections can spread quickly on cruises, so follow good 
personal hygiene and avoid close contact with any ill passengers to help reduce your risk.

Legionnaires’ disease is a type of pneumonia, which is caused by inhaling a fine spray of 
water contaminated with Legionella bacteria. Outbreaks have been reported on cruise ships 
relating to whirlpools, hot tubs and spas. If you have any concerns about the upkeep of spa 
facilities on board you should avoid using them. Older travellers, smokers and anyone with 
health problems like diabetes, chest conditions, heart problems or immunosuppression are at 
increased risk of complications.
Report any illnesses early to the ship’s medical team and crew.

Safety

Falls, slips and trips are a hazard on cruises and could cause you a serious injury. Decks and 
stairs easily become wet and slippery. Take care, particularly in rough and stormy weather and 
when you are getting on and off the ship. Never sit on balcony or deck railings as this increases 
your chances of falling overboard.
When you go ashore, respect your destination’s culture and be careful about personal safety.

Check the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) website’s security advice for your
destinations before you go.

Take care when swimming and avoid swimming at night or after drinking alcohol/taking drugs. 

Sexual health

Remember alcohol can lower your inhibitions, potentially putting you at risk of sexually 
transmitted infections. If there is a chance you might have casual sex, be prepared: take in-
date, good quality condoms with you.

Sun

Some cruises may expose you to extreme weather and temperatures so pack appropriate 
clothing. You may underestimate your risk of sun damage – especially in colder destinations, so 
protect yourself with high factor sun cream, clothes, sunglasses and a hat.
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When you get back

If you have any symptoms such as a lasting cough, fever, flu-like illness, or persistent 
diarrhoea you need medical advice. Remember to tell your doctor you have been on a cruise. 
If your ship was in malaria risk areas overnight, you need to get immediate help. An urgent 
malaria test must be arranged. This is important even if you took antimalarials and have been 
back for a while.

Links

Cancer Research: SunSmart

Centers for Disease Control: Cruise Ship Travel

NaTHNaC: Travelling with medicines

NaTHNaC and Public Health England: Malaria – information for people travelling overseas

NHS Choices: Motion sickness

NHS Choices: Travel Health
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http://www.sunsmart.org.uk/
http://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/page/cruise-ship
http://www.nathnac.org/travel/factsheets/Medication.htm
http://www.hpa.org.uk/webc/HPAwebFile/HPAweb_C/1279888824011
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/Motion-sickness/Pages/Introduction.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/travelhealth/Pages/Travelhealthhome.aspx



