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Dr Rebecca Small, Medical Director at 
Bupa International, explores some key 
health challenges for an expatriate liv-
ing in China.

The world's most populous country, host-
ing over 1.3 billion people, China is a vibrant 
and bustling country that is truly unique to 
experience. In my role, I have come across 
many people who have relocated to China. 
Many of these people face similar health 
challenges to other expats around the world, 
while a combination of others can be specific 
to this distinct country.

China has experienced rapid economic 
growth in recent decades and, although 
affected by the economic downturn like 
the rest of the globe,  it holds its place as 
the world's second-largest economy. There 
has been a huge rise in industrialisation and 
mass migration to the cities to help achieve 
this status and this has brought along with 
it the problem of environmental damage 
and pollution. According to the World 
Health Organization, 20 of the world’s 30 
most polluted cities are in China and air 
quality, especially in cities, has declined to 
such an extent that environmental health 
issues are now a growing concern. Infec-
tions that affect their airways, such as 
bronchitis and pneumonia, are on the rise 
and expats can also be affected.

My advice to your expatriates living in 
China is to check their local weather fore-
cast and air quality index (from reputable 
sources) on a daily basis and plan their 
activities accordingly. When the air qual-
ity is poor, they should try to stay indoors 
as much as they can. If they have to go 
outside, they should choose times of the 
day when the air pollution is lighter, ide-
ally first thing in the morning. However, I 
appreciate that this will not always be easy 
to do, so most importantly, they should 
respond to their body’s symptoms. For 
example, if they feel tired or are having 
trouble breathing, stay indoors, rest and 
(if they have a pre-existing health condi-
tion) take any medicines their doctor has 
prescribed for them.

Environmental issues also affect China’s 
vulnerability to malaria, due to changes in 
land use and water resource management. 
Although a national malaria control pro-
gramme launched back in 1955 was success-
ful, China still faces major issues in the bor-
der areas of the country’s tropical south, and 
in central China with 74 million people in 

2007 living in high-risk areas. Even if they 
live outside of affected areas, they should 
bear this in mind if they plan to travel in 
China. Primarily, it’s important to take 
measures to prevent being bitten by mos-
quitoes. For example, they should wear 
clothing that covers their skin so that it is 
not exposed, such as shirts with long sleeves 
or long dresses. Repellent can also help to 
keep mosquitoes at bay as well as mosquito 
coils and electric vapour mats. They might 
also like to use a mosquito net to protect 
themself. These nets are often pre-treated 
with an insecticide called permethrin. They 
could also use permethrin on their curtains 
and hang them in windows or doorways 
to repel mosquitoes. Antimalarial medi-
cines are also available but resistance is a 
challenge in China. They should ask their 
doctor which type will work best for the 
regions they plan to visit. Also, be aware 
that counterfeit medicines are a concern 
in China so they should always buy their 
medicines from a reputable pharmacist – 
their doctor should be able to give them a 
list in their local area. 

While some diseases are rising with 
China’s growth, others, such as hepatitis 
B and rabies, have been a persistent issue 
and remain a threat to expats and locals 
alike. Hepatitis B causes 260,000 deaths 
a year in China and around eight percent 
of the population are carriers of the virus. 
One can get infected through contact with 
blood, unprotected sex and shared needles. 
To a large degree, jobs and lifestyle choices 
can affect the risk of getting the disease. It’s 
vital to practise safe sex but to also consider 
hepatitis B if they are a healthcare worker 
in China due to the potential transmission 
through needle-stick injuries. My advice, 
no matter what country one works or lives 
in, take extreme care, and always use sin-
gle-use or sterilised needles.

Rabies is widespread in China and has 
the second highest incidence in the world. 
It is therefore important to be careful 
around animals, including cats and dogs, 
to prevent getting bitten or scratched. 
One should not touch or feed any ani-
mals, as even those that look like healthy 
pets can have rabies or other diseases. One 
should be especially careful if one has chil-
dren and supervise them around animals. 
If anyone is bitten or scratched, wash the 
wound well with soap and water and see a 
doctor straight away.

Access to healthcare facilities will largely 
depend on where one lives. Cities such 
as Beijing, Shanghai and Hong Kong are 
internationally recognised as having a high 
standard of healthcare. However, outside of 
major cities, standards can vary and health 
facilities can be limited. Healthcare services 
in China are either public (government-
owned) or private. Both offer high standards 
of medical care, but may differ in service 
levels, such as waiting times, or the services 
they offer, for example, the type of facilities 
available. Most expats living in China tend 
to use private healthcare facilities as these 
provide quality services and access to health 
professionals who speak a range of major 
languages, which can be invaluable in a time 
of crisis. However, expats can also use public 
healthcare facilities but they will need to pay 
directly for any treatment. 

The cost of healthcare in China is rela-
tively high compared to other countries 
around the world. International private 
medical insurance (IPMI) is not manda-
tory for expats but I recommend that you 
consider having it or alternatively, self-pay 
for public and private healthcare. 

Overall, living and working in China has 
great advantages. To keep your expatriates 
healthy, take sensible precautions and seek 
advice if you are in doubt. This will be sure 
to put them in the best possible position to 
enjoy all that China has to offer.
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