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Thinking of Setting up a Practice 
Travel Clinic? 
Sarah Buckley 
 
People of all age groups are travelling more frequently, and to more exotic locations than 
ever before, and travel health is now a recognized medical speciality, with a faculty within 
the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow. Training in this field has 
historically been rather ad hoc, learnt on the job rather than formally. This is changing 
rapidly, and doctors and nurses considering setting up a travel clinic within their local 
practice should consider carefully the challenges they will face. 
 
Consider first your reasons for considering setting up a clinic – are they primarily 
financial, or driven by a member of the practice team who has an interest in this field? 
The whole team must be included in this decision as a travel clinic will impact on all of 
them. You will need to carry out a simple audit to ascertain how many travellers you see 
on average every week. Are there enough to justify the expense of setting up a 
clinic?  
 
There are many advantages in having a dedicated travel clinic: 

· The practitioner is in ‘travel health mode’ and attuned to patient queries 
· Equipment required is all in one place  
· Adequate time can be given to the traveler 
· Travellers are presented with a professional setting and can feel confident of a 

good service 
· Required databases can be set up in advance 
· Travel goods and medical kits can be displayed ready for sale 
· Travellers registered with other practices may be attracted by a specialist 

organised service 
 
Some practice members may feel that travel health is already being dealt with adequately 
in day to day clinics, but it is highly likely that in the future, clinical governance in trusts 
and primary care groups will require effective measuring of standards of care and 
outcomes of service delivery. This may be difficult when care is delivered in such an ad 
hoc manner. At present many practices will see travellers with ‘simple’ needs, and refer 
others to a specialist clinic, and some practices will undertake partial care of the 
traveller, leaving the rest to those establishments that stock the more esoteric vaccines. 
Which does your practice do at present? What is considered to be ‘adequate’ care?  
 
Administering the correct vaccinations for a proposed trip does not in itself constitute 
adequate care – the advice given to a traveller is of paramount importance. Even a rather 
‘ordinary’ trip to the Mediterranean should include adequate advice about food and water 
precautions, sunburn, travel insurance, and personal safety – all rather more than can be 
dealt with in a standard consultation. How much time do your travellers get at an initial 
consultation? Travellers planning a holiday in the tropics need at least half an hour, and 
those undertaking complex itineraries need considerably more. Can your practice devote 
this sort of time to your travellers? 
 
Many travellers are understandably confused about their travel health requirements, as 
they may receive conflicting advice from their practice staff and a practitioner at the 
specialist clinic. This is not a satisfactory situation, and may result in the traveller losing 
confidence in their practice staff. The conclusion may be that a practice should either 
invest in the time and/or training required to provide a high quality service to travellers, or 
should consider opting out of providing this field of care. Diabetic and asthmatic patients 



have for some time now been cared for by practice staff who have devoted time to 
specialist study and qualifications, and travellers must receive the same high 
quality of care. 
 
What training should be considered a baseline for practice staff giving travel health care 
and advice? A study day will stimulate interest, but is unlikely to provide adequate 
training in itself, as not all required subjects will be covered. However, study days are 
very useful for keeping up to date and networking with other travel medicine 
professionals. A basic accredited course is a good place to start, be it a distance 
learning or residential course – (details of some courses are given below). This will 
involve a financial and time investment. Nurses who are experienced in travel health, but 
may not wish to undertake any formal travel health training, could use the RCN 
competency framework to progress their level of expertise. 
 
The practical aspects must also be considered – the room, vaccine fridge, equipment, 
resuscitation equipment, databases, information sources, leaflets, policies and protocols, 
travel equipment for sale, and PGDs must all be organised. Would you use your normal 
practice IT software, or would you consider specialist travel medicine software? 
 
Providing a high standard of care in pre-travel health is no longer a question of sending 
the patient into the practice nurse for a couple of vaccinations – the traveller should 
expect and deserve more than that. Travel health practitioners should be highly skilled in 
giving advice and information, in counseling and public health education – they can also 
benefit from specialising in a rewarding and much appreciated service. 
 
Courses 
Introductory Course. TREC ‘Basic Requirements’. Glasgow and Edinburgh. Cost £250. Email 
admin@trectravelhealth.co.uk 
Online course. London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. Can apply at anytime. Cost 
is £200. Email contact - shortcourses@lshtm.ac.uk 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. Five day course held annually in the 
spring. Cost is £720 at present. Email contact - shortcourses@lshtm.ac.uk 
Health Protection Scotland. Foundation Course. Six month distance learning course with 2 
residential days at Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow. Course are 
twice yearly. Cost of course £700. Further information email TMdiploma@hps.scot.nhs.uk or 
Tel: 0141 300 1132 
Health Protection Scotland. One year diploma course, with two residential weeks at Royal 
College of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow. Course run annually. Cost of course £2200. 
Further information email TMdiploma@hps.scot.nhs.uk or Tel: 0141 300 
1132 
 
Publications giving information on setting up a travel clinic: 
Travel Health for the Primary Care Team. Dr Mike Townend. Chapter 8, Setting up a travel 
service in the practice. MA Healthcare Limited 2006. £25.99. ISBN 1 85642 267 4 
Immunization Childhood and Travel Health. Dr George Kassianos. Chapter 49, Travel Clinics.  
Blackwell Science Ltd. 2002. £41.99. ISBN 0 632 05581 2 
 
The following is also essential reading: 
Competencies: an integrated career and competency framework for nurses in travel health 
medicine. J Chiodini, S Grieve, L Boyne, A Jordan. Royal College of Nursing 2007. ISBN 978 
1 904114 39 0 
 
Sarah Buckley is a specialist nurse in travel medicine. 


