
 

Heading to Bali or somewhere tropical these
holidays? Here's what you need to know
about dengue fever
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Mosquitoes such as Aedes aegypti and Aedes albopictus can spread dengue
viruses. Credit: Cameron Webb (NSW Health Pathology)

If you're looking to escape the Australian winter for your next holiday,
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don't forget where there's warmth, there will also be mosquitoes.

In turn, tropical destinations can be hot spots of mosquito-borne diseases
such as dengue. In fact, Australian health authorities have warned
travelers to Bali to be aware of the risk of dengue, with cases surging in
the region.

So here's how to protect yourself and your family on holidays.

What is dengue?

Dengue virus infection (commonly known as dengue fever, or just
dengue) is caused by viruses spread by the bite of a mosquito. The
mosquito species that typically transmit dengue are Aedes aegypti and
Aedes albopictus.

There are four strains of dengue virus. Each has the potential to cause
illness that can range from mild to severe and potentially life threatening.

Symptoms typically include rash, fever, chills, headache, muscle and
joint pain, and fatigue. People also often report abdominal pain, nausea
and vomiting.

While infection with just one of these viruses can make you sick,
subsequent exposure to other strains can have more serious health
implications. In these cases, symptoms can also include the presence of
blood in vomit, bleeding gums and breathing difficulties.

Dengue infection must be confirmed via a blood test, but there are no
specific treatments. Most people will recover on their own however 
staying hydrated is crucial and pain relief can help with symptoms. If
more severe illness occurs, seek urgent medical care.
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https://www.health.wa.gov.au/Media-releases/2024/May/Dengue-fever-warning-for-Western-Australian-travellers
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/dengue-and-severe-dengue
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/dengue+fever/
https://www.cdc.gov/dengue/signs-symptoms/index.html
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/factsheets/Pages/dengue.aspx
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/blood+test/
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/dengue-fever
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/dengue-fever
https://www.cdc.gov/dengue/treatment/index.html


 

Are travelers at risk?

The disease is now endemic in around 100 countries and an estimated 4
billion people are considered at risk. Asian countries represent about
70% of the global disease burden. Even Europe is at risk.

One of the worst years on record was 2023, but the burden of dengue
continues to grow. In the first four months of 2024, Indonesia reported 
three times as many cases of dengue compared to the same period in
2023.

Dengue is not a new risk to Australian travelers. Before COVID
disrupted international travel, the number of Australians returning from
tropical destinations with dengue was steadily increasing.

For example, between 2010 and 2016, there was an average annual
increase of 22% of travelers returning to Victoria with dengue. Almost
half of these people contracted the illness in Indonesia. Bali is well
documented as posing a risk of dengue to travelers.

International travel restrictions due to COVID abruptly stopped this
trend. But now Australians are again embracing international travel, 
cases are rising once more.

Bali isn't the only destination with a surge in dengue, but we know it's a
popular holiday destination for Australian travelers. There's little doubt
plenty of families will be heading to Bali these school holidays.

How about the risk in Australia?

Not all mosquitoes can spread dengue viruses. This is why the risk is
different in Bali and other tropical regions compared to Australia.
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https://www.cdc.gov/dengue/areas-with-risk/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/dengue/areas-with-risk/index.html
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/dengue-and-severe-dengue
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/dengue-and-severe-dengue
https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbreak-news/item/2023-DON498
https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbreak-news/item/2024-DON518
https://europepmc.org/article/med/23692160
https://www.mdpi.com/2414-6366/3/1/9
https://www.mdpi.com/2414-6366/3/1/9
https://academic.oup.com/jtm/article/25/1/tay061/5065180?login=false
https://academic.oup.com/jtm/article/31/2/taae014/7577676
https://academic.oup.com/jtm/article/31/2/taae014/7577676
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-13303747/Worrying-reason-Aussie-travellers-Bali-coming-sick.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2024/06/30/dengue-puerto-rico-mosquito-climate-change/


 

Although there are more than 40 Australian mosquito species known or
suspected to be transmitting local pathogens, such as Ross River virus,
Australia is generally free of local dengue risk due to the limited spread
of Aedes aegypti and Aedes albopictus.

While Aedes aegypti is found in parts of Queensland, thanks to
interventions by the World Mosquito Program and local authorities
dengue risk is low. These interventions include the release of laboratory-
bred mosquitoes that prevent mosquitoes in the environment spreading
viruses, as well as community education. But local cases occasionally
occur.

Aedes albopictus is not currently found on the Australian mainland but is
present in the islands of the Torres Strait. A dengue outbreak has
occurred there this year.

Keep mozzies away during the day, not just at night

While there is a vaccine available, it's not recommended for short-term
travelers. There are strict eligibility criteria for its use, so speak to a
health professional for advice.

For the majority of travelers, preventing mosquito bites is the only way
to prevent disease.

But there are differences in the behavior of dengue mosquitoes that
mean the normal measures to avoid mosquito bites may not be as
effective.

During the Australian summer, mosquitoes found in local wetlands can
be incredibly abundant. We tend to need to reach for the repellent and
cover up to stop bites as soon as the sun starts going down.
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https://journals.plos.org/plospathogens/article?id=10.1371/journal.ppat.1005070
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/clinical-practice/guidelines-procedures/diseases-infection/diseases/mosquito-borne/dengue/virus-fever
https://www.worldmosquitoprogram.org/en/global-progress/australia/cairns-and-surrounds
https://www.worldmosquitoprogram.org/en/work/wolbachia-method
https://www.worldmosquitoprogram.org/en/work/wolbachia-method
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2221169115309096
https://www.torres-cape.health.qld.gov.au/about-us/news/further-cases-of-dengue-fever-on-mer
https://www.torres-cape.health.qld.gov.au/about-us/news/further-cases-of-dengue-fever-on-mer
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.5694/mja2.50471
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.5694/mja2.50471
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/atagi-advice-on-the-use-of-dengvaxiar-for-australians


 

Aedes aegypti and Aedes albopictus can aggressively bite people but
they're not as abundant as the swarms of summer mosquitoes back home.

They also bite during the day, not just at night. So for those traveling to
Bali or other areas at risk of dengue, putting insect repellent on 
throughout the day is recommended.

What to pack for protection

If you're staying in a major resort, there's likely to be a mosquito control
program in place. This may include minimizing available water for
mosquito breeding in combination with insecticide use. Mosquitoes are
also less likely to be an issue in air-conditioned accommodation.

But if you're planning to spend time out and about visiting local villages,
markets, or in nature, it's best to protect against bites.

Light colored and loose fitting clothing will help stop mosquito bites
(and help keep you cool). Covered shoes can help too—dengue
mosquitoes love smelly feet.

Finally, it's best to take some insect repellent with you. There may not be
any available at your destination, and formulations on sale might not
have been through the same thorough testing as products approved in
Australia.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://journals.plos.org/plosntds/article?id=10.1371/journal.pntd.0010818
https://www.smartraveller.gov.au/news-and-updates/global-dengue-fever-outbreaks
https://www.health.wa.gov.au/Media-releases/2024/May/Dengue-fever-warning-for-Western-Australian-travellers
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mosquito+bites/
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/02/22/465594861/why-zika-spreading-mosquitoes-love-ankles
https://www.apvma.gov.au/
https://www.apvma.gov.au/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/heading-to-bali-or-somewhere-tropical-these-holidays-heres-what-you-need-to-know-about-dengue-fever-233670
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