Italian cruise line criticised after gastroenteritis outbreak passengers disembark unannounced in Shetland
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An Italian cruise line has faced significant criticism after thousands of passengers experiencing gastroenteritis symptoms were allowed to disembark in the Scottish town of Lerwick, Shetland. The Costa Favolosa, part of Costa Cruises, had been on a seven-day voyage from Hamburg when reports of “mild gastrointestinal illness” among passengers arose. This incident, which occurred on 20 May, has raised concerns about public health protocols in the cruise industry, particularly regarding communication and preparedness when health issues arise on board.
Dr Susan Laidlaw, director of Public Health at NHS Shetland, indicated that the local health authority was informed of illnesses aboard the Costa Favolosa only late on the day of the vessel's arrival. Although the ship's medical team was addressing symptoms among a “small number of passengers,” the lack of timely notification led to a worrying situation in Lerwick as close to 3,000 passengers took to the town's streets. Local businesses were unprepared for the potential health risks, with one manager expressing frustration that more precautions couldn’t have been enacted in advance. Sonia Robertson, managing director of R. Robertson and Son bus company, described the immediate cancellation of tours after a passenger became visibly ill on a coach, which she noted could have severely impacted the local business and its staff.
The Lerwick Port Authority emphasised that cruise liners must declare any health concerns before docking. However, this protocol was not followed in this case, underscoring a critical gap in operational safety. Local coffee shop owner Celia Smith lamented the absence of precautionary measures like hand sanitiser and face masks in her establishment, stating that the community had received “absolutely no warning” about the outbreak. This incident poses broader questions about the responsibilities of cruise companies and port authorities in safeguarding public health, especially as cruise travel ramps up in popularity post-pandemic.
The resurgence of gastrointestinal illnesses on cruise ships has been an ongoing issue, with reports of multiple outbreaks in recent years. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has been monitoring these incidents closely through their Vessel Sanitation Program, which mandates that ships report outbreaks if they exceed 3% of passengers or crew members exhibiting symptoms. Earlier this month, high-profile cases, such as the outbreak on P&O Cruises' Ventura, which affected over 500 individuals, highlight the challenges that cruise lines face in managing health concerns effectively. 
Indeed, 2023 has seen a record number of gastrointestinal illness outbreaks, surpassing pre-pandemic levels. Officials noted that by mid-year, the number of outbreaks reported had reached eleven, coinciding with the resurgence of cruise travel. These outbreaks not only create health risks for passengers but also threaten the reputations of cruise lines, which often face scrutiny over their health and safety protocols. 
In response to the Lerwick incident, Costa Cruises claimed that they had followed the necessary guidelines and implemented enhanced disinfection and sanitation on board. However, stakeholders at the Lerwick Port Authority have communicated their intention to tighten procedures to ensure that documentation concerning health is completed correctly and promptly before ships dock in the future.
Public health officials recommend basic hygiene measures, such as thorough hand washing and the use of bleach-based disinfectants, to mitigate the spread of gastrointestinal infections. As cruise lines continue to navigate the complexities of operation amid rising passenger numbers, these preventive measures will remain critical in protecting both guests and local communities from outbreaks of illness. 
The recent outbreak on Costa Favolosa serves as a poignant reminder of the vulnerabilities inherent in the cruise industry and the need for stricter adherence to health protocols to safeguard public health.
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