Reading Time: 6 minutes

Should you change your summer travel plans?
Even in the best of times, travel poses health challenges. It disrupts your routine
and sleep schedule. It presents unhealthy food choices and exposes you to germs.
All of this weakens your immune system. Throw COVID-19 into the mix, and it reads
like a high-risk itinerary.

Does this mean you have to stay home this summer or into the fall?
It depends, says Maria Luisa Alcaide, M.D., director of the Infectious Diseases
Research Unit at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine.
“Until we have effective treatments and a vaccine, or we see the global numbers
of COVID-19 decrease significantly, I prefer people to stay close to home,” Dr.
Alcaide says. That said, you must weigh the risks versus benefits. You may have to
travel for work or to help a relative. Maybe your family’s emotional health would
benefit from a change of scene after weeks of sheltering in place.
“If you decide to travel, accept that you’ll need to do it differently this year,” says Dr. Alcaide.
So, travel in the age of the coronavirus looks different, but just how different?

Plan and act accordingly
“Evaluate your risk factors and those of the people
you’re traveling with or visiting. Most people
experience mild symptoms and recover at home.
People age 65 and older and those with conditions
such as diabetes, obesity, heart, or lung disease have
a much greater risk of getting very sick if they become
infected with COVID-19. This is not the year to take the
entire family to see grandma or to visit theme parks
with your diabetic teenager,” says Dr. Alcaide.
Likewise, consider potential destinations carefully.
“You don’t want to catch the coronavirus hundreds
or thousands of miles away from your regular doctor.
Dealing with a different hospital and potential out-of-network charges only increases stress. And if you’re asymptomatic or in the
early stages of the virus, you risk spreading it to other communities.”

Will getting tested before departure help you avoid these pitfalls?
“Testing before traveling indicates that you don’t have an active infection at the time of travel. You may still become infected
during the trip. You should self-quarantine while awaiting test results. Also, consider the restrictions you will be subject to upon
your return home. You may have to self-quarantine, may not be able to return to work, or your employer may deduct vacation days
from the time you spend in quarantine.”
When contemplating travel during a pandemic, Dr. Alcaide advises checking the CDC COVID Data Tracker map and
Travel.State.Gov for disease prevalence and travel advisories. “Some destinations may require proof of testing or require that
you self-quarantine for 14 days upon arrival. Some borders and certain airplane routes may be closed. ” Check your destination’s
health department website and with your airlines for current information.
If you develop signs of illness before leaving, no matter how minor, call your doctor. Your immune system needs to be functioning
well before you venture out, and you don’t want to spread the disease to other areas and infect other people.
As part of your planning, inquire about cancellation policies for hotels or flights. You may want to purchase trip insurance if it
covers health-related cancellations.

So, you’ve decided to travel. Now what?
Dr. Alcaide advises domestic over international travel and, if possible, driving to your destination. “Cruises are environments where
infections spread rapidly. That was the case with COVID-19. If there’s an outbreak during a cruise, there’s a risk of not being able to
get off the boat, as we’ve seen recently.”
She’s a little less wary of airports and planes. “They are strengthening hygiene and cleaning processes, and masks are required.”
It’s easier to avoid crowds on road trips. You can further lower your exposure by bringing your own food or ordering takeout.
If you’re traveling for vacation, choose a less-crowded destination where you’ll spend more time outside. Avoid standing in lines
or mingling in crowds. If you’re staying at a hotel or resort, call ahead to ask if they’re open and to inquire about their health and
safety protocols. Many have ramped up cleaning practices.
Traveling for pleasure lets us leave everyday concerns behind. This year, however, safety guidelines must follow you wherever you
go. Maintain social distancing of six feet or further, wash your hands frequently, use hand sanitizer when necessary, wear a mask
in public, and avoid touching your face. Pack plenty of masks and disinfectant wipes to clean high-touch surfaces. “There is some
evidence that UV-C germicidal light wands effectively kill bacteria on surfaces, but for commonly touched surfaces, disinfectant
wipes or regular cleaning products are highly effective.” If you’re flying, Dr. Alcaide advises wiping down armrests, tray tables,
touch screens, and seat belt buckles with a disinfectant wipe. Getting through security is another matter. There’s no avoiding it,
but you may minimize your time in line by applying for a T.S.A. PreCheck pass.
Taking care of your health, near or far from home, is the best way to protect yourself against the virus. Get sufficient sleep, eat
healthy foods, limit or avoid alcohol, exercise regularly, and manage stress.

What if you get sick while traveling
You’ve taken all the precautions. What happens if you develop a suspicious sniffle or cough?
“Don’t panic, but don’t procrastinate. Take your temperature – a thermometer should be in your travel kit. If it’s normal or your
symptoms are mild, call the nearest urgent care center or walk-in clinic. Ask to speak with a health care provider through a
telemedicine appointment. If that’s not available, mask up and go to the office. The provider will ask a series of questions and
may test you for the virus. If you have a high fever, cough, and shortness of breath, go to the nearest hospital E.R.”
Until you get your test results, you will need to self-quarantine, as will your travel partners. If you test positive, self-quarantine for
14 days, even if it means not making it to your destination because you’re stuck in a hotel room. Whether you recover on your own
or need hospitalization depends on your age, underlying medical conditions, and severity of symptoms.

All of these precautions take the fun out of traveling, don’t they?
“Like other viruses, COVID-19 is probably here to stay. However, we will gradually return to a less restrictive lifestyle. Like other
academic medical institutions, Miller School researchers are studying this virus to develop solutions. We will conquer or at least
control it as we have with many other illnesses,” Dr. Alcaide says.
Fortunately, Miami-Dade County offers plenty of staycation options. “Evidence does not suggest that the virus is transmitted via
water. You’re safe at the beach or boating, but only if you stay at least six feet apart from others, in or out of the water or waiting in
a line,” says Dr. Alcaide. Be strategic as you staycation. Go early and leave before it’s crowded. And try to avoid public restrooms,
concession stands, water fountains, crowded water parks, marinas, and public pools.”
Dr. Alcaide says there is a tendency to forget precautions and take more risks when we travel. “We must not forget that this virus is
highly contagious and capable of causing severe disease and death. And we still don’t have an effective treatment or vaccine.”
There’s no denying the emotional lift travel provides. However, if you decide to stay put, your mind can roam even if your body
stays home. Use this time to plan a future excursion. There’s no harm and no risk in being an armchair traveler.
To get screened for COVID-19, call your doctor or 305-243-0164 for a UHealth Virtual Clinics telemedicine appointment.
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