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Abstract: 

The first telemedicine pilot project in Ethiopia will soon be implemented.  It will start with teledermatology services helping patients in remote hospitals to get access to doctor’s advice in Addis Ababa.

_____

Background 

Experiences and documents evidence the paramount importance of application of telecommunication technology in the development of health services in the world.  Telemedicine, as one application of this technology, has been well experienced in the developed countries enabling them to have an easy access to medical consultation and treatment which resulted in significant reduction of medical costs and suffering of patients.  Currently, some developing countries are also reported to undertake telemedicine projects with the objective of upgrading the health status of their people backed by the ITU and other domestic and international partners both in terms of expertise and financial assistance.

Ethiopia being one of the least developed countries, essentially needs telemedicine services as these will contribute significantly towards the development of the national healthcare services.  This country as the home of a huge population (the current estimate of which is about 63 million), obviously cannot afford to mitigate the health problems of the people with its limited financial resources and scarce health professionals.  Most of the qualified health personnel like specialists, doctors, health officers have established their lives in the capital and other urbanized areas, which only makes the situation worse. This is reflected by the inaccessibility of health services to the majority of the people residing in remote areas. Inadequate roads and transportation is also the other major problem contributing to the inefficiency of the national healthcare system. Besides, the geographical location of the inhabitants is not convenient and it needs intensive effort and huge capital to ensure coverage of basic health services for the population distributed over a land of one million square kilometers.

Due to all this the present health status of the country is found to be one of the worst in the world as presented in the health indicators mentioned below:


Infant Mortality Rate (IMR)

-  105/1000


Maternal Mortality Rate (MMR)
-  560 – 850/100,000


Life Expectancy at Birth

-  47 - 54



Health Service Coverage

-  45%

The above figures indicate how poor the status of the health service is, and calls for an urgent introduction of telemedicine service.

In order to alleviate the aforementioned problems the ITU initiated a telemedicine project which is coordinated by the National Telemedicine Coordinating Committee (NTCC) established two years ago with a view to introduce telemedicine practice in Ethiopia. Thus, attempts are being made to implement the pilot project networking of ten hospitals in different regions. The diagram of the network is presented in the annex.  Therefore, stakeholders are expected to actively get involved and play their respective role in the implementation of the project, which is believed to lay ground for the application of Internet and other means of communication technology to mitigate the health problems of the country.

Telemedicine can be a good tool for emergency cases as in equipping health personnel in remote health stations with appropriate procedure and information when they perform face-to-face treatment during delivery period that is established to be one of the major causes for increment of maternal mortality rate.  Likewise, workplaces such as manufacturing, agriculture, mining and quarrying industries can be beneficiaries of the service at the latest phases of the project which will be helpful in minimizing agony of injured workers that may result from work accident.

The benefit of telemedicine is so tremendous that once this service is introduced people residing in remote areas will minimize wondering in looking for the whereabouts of doctors and pain will significantly be reduced as a result of getting quick medical advice and treatments through internet, video conferencing and other available means of communication. The service is believed to greatly reduce travel cost and other related expenditure associated with getting medical treatment in higher hospitals located in urbanized areas that will eventually come up with saving of the meagre economy of the country. It will also facilitate exchange of experiences and views amongst health professionals.

Generally, telemedicine services - because they requires relatively little investment - can have a significant contribution towards the achievement of the overall objective of the healthcare policy in Ethiopia and satisfy the statement mentioned in the national healthcare policy that reads “equitable, accessible, sustainable, affordable and acceptable healthcare system for the people”.  Therefore, in connection with this, the national committee has already outlined the program of the project and carried out preliminary activities in the area of awareness creation, coordinating the Ethiopian Telecommunication Corporation (ETC), the Ministry of Health and other pertinent organizations to come together and discharge their responsibilities in the realization of the project.

Present Status

At present, the ITU is making an effort to introduce telemedicine practice in Ethiopia initiating a project in three phases with the objective of tackling diseases prevailing in the country.  The National Telemedicine Coordinating Committee (NTCC) is now ready to get into implementation of the telemedicine pilot project as the built up of the necessary infrastructure and its capacity to run telemedicine service is publicized to be adequate by the ETC.  Earlier the ITU senior expert has come to Ethiopia and carried out the need assessment, visited hospitals to be networked and come up with comments on the feasibility of the project based on the proposal prepared by the NTCC.

As part of the preliminary activities of the project, diseases encountering the majority of the population have been investigated and prioritized to be undertaken at different stages of the project.  During the visit some commonly known diseases challenging health professionals such as skin infections, cardiac, tuberculosis of respiratory problems were identified to prevail in the country according to the responses of the hospitals selected for this project.  Therefore, in the first phase of the project priority is given to consultation of dermatology, which will be followed by radiology and cardiology in the later phases.  The priority given to dermatology is justified by the serious shortage of specialists, and Internet is preferred to be a good vehicle to make medical consultation and treatment possible, particularly to people living in rural areas.

The national committee is working in close collaboration with domestic and international partners like WHO, ECA, UNESCO, E-Health Solution, WorldSpace, Tokai University of Japan, Addis Ababa University, ETC, Ethiopian Telecommunication Agency (ETA) etc. exhibiting their full commitment towards the success of the project.

The ITU has already bought the equipment of the system like servers, digital cameras, and other essential accessories, and made them available to be installed at the central studio and the remote hospitals selected to be networked.  The Ethiopian Telecommunication Corporation has already announced that it has upgraded its network infrastructure mentioning that there will be no problem to efficiently run the service.  The corporation further showed its commitment to render free service, at least during the project period.  In fact, the technology is of interest to ETC in generating additional tariff in the future after the project when the people come to know the benefit and effectively utilize the service.  The newly upgraded infrastructure, ISDN & DDN, are believed to be capable enough to successfully transmit the data in the telemedicine service required at this time.  Thus the existing telecom network and the Internet will be employed as the platform to carry out the service.  The agency is also playing its role to put the project into practice through persistent involvement in revising and updating the existing legislation with the view to create conducive legal environment. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that volunteer groups who need to deliver free medical services through the Internet are also encouraged to take part in the project. 

Challenges

· Lack of knowledge and practical experiences among professionals in the field of telemedicine.

· Lack of awareness among the public about the benefit of telemedicine service.

· Financial constraints to further furnish health stations in very remote areas with terminal equipment.

· Lack of basic infrastructure like electricity and telecommunication network in rural areas.

Opportunities

· Encouragement and assistance made by international organizations like the ITU, World Bank and other partners in the promotion of the service.

· Initiative taken by the government to involve private participation in the telecommunication sector.

· Development of the telecommunication infrastructure.

· Participation of the Ethiopian Telecommunication Agency in facilitating the practice of telemedicine service.

Conclusive remarks

Telemedicine service is proved to be an effective tool to develop health care in remote areas where people are challenged with severe constraints of health services. It is also believed to be beneficial for exchange of experiences and up-to-date health information among physicians which in turn upgrade the quality of the health service.

The pilot project currently undertaken on telemedicine in Ethiopia is expected to bring about behavioural and cultural change among the people which will come up with improvement of the national healthcare system within a reasonable period of time. 

In the future, when the practice of telemedicine service is fully implemented, it is also anticipated that health professionals in the central hospital will have access to health information in developed countries that will let them outreach health centers sited far apart in different regions. 

__________
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Contact point:
Mr. Seife Mulugeta, ETA, Addis Ababa, Tel. +251 1 515766/Fax: +251 1 531255
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