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Healthcare for the other India

K. R. Balasubramanyam

July 22, 2008
Few people would have heard of Kavaratti; fewer still, the Indira Gandhi Tools
district hospital there. The place is part of Lakshadweep Islands, 220
nautical miles off the coast of Kerala. Till a few years ago, it was a wrong Comment
place to fall ill with a disease that required superior medical care. But _
now, patients effortlessly, albeit virtually, step into Amrita Institute of Print
Medical Sciences (AIMS) in faraway Kochi and meet up with specialist Email
doctors.
There was a time when such Facebook
patients and their attendants had to o) Diggit!
be either airlifted or shipped to _
Kochi at the government’s expense. B Newsvine!
But telemedicine—delivery of health <5 Redd
services via telecommunication
network—has changed their lives. a® Delicio.us!
This is a story not just of Kavaratti, )
- Mobi icine uni but also of many remote places in S Technorat
Healthcare at your doorstep: Mobile Telemedicine unit of
Amrita Institute of Medical Sciences |ndia. Yet, Kel’ala, Chhattisgarh, @ StumbIeUpon!
Rajasthan and Karnataka stand out
because all their district hospitals are under the telemedicine network. RSS Feed
Barring Bihar and Utt.ar Pradesh, gll pther statgs, including eig.h.t in the Complete View
Northeast, are reporting progress in implementing the telemedicine
project, spearheaded by ISRO. “Our capability to provide connectivity to A A A
far-flung and remote places through satellites has been effectively

utilised,” says G. Madhavan Nair, Chairman, ISRO.

Studies have shown that 90 per cent of ailments don’t require surgery. “If there is no need for
surgery, then a doctor need not touch the patient at all. In that case, there is no need for both
to be present at the same place,” says L. S. Satyamurthy, Programme Director, Telemedicine,
ISRO. The project targets this 90 per cent who live in urban/rural areas with no access to
speciality healthcare. A survey by Narayana Hrudayalaya (NH), Bangalore, reveals that the
technology helps rural patients save 81 per cent of the money that they would have otherwise
spent on travel and treatment. Amrita Institute’s random calculations show that each patient in
Lakshadweep Islands saves Rs 16,200.

That is only logical as the technology enables transmission of patient’'s medical records
including images, besides providing live two-way audio and video link. With the help of these,
a specialist doctor can advise a doctor or a paramedic at the patient’'s end on the course of
treatment to follow. He can even guide the doctor during surgery.

ISRO is driving the project by providing software,
hardware, communication equipment and satellite
bandwidth, all free of cost. The speciality hospitals chip in
with critical medical advice. As many as 263 district/taluk
hospitals across the country are linked to 43 super-
speciality hospitals via ISRO’s satellite-based network, and
the benefit has reached three lakh people, according to
ISRO’s Nair.
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“ISRO'’s telemedicine project
has benefitted three lakh
people” - G. Madhavan Nair,
Chairman, ISRO

As this is a rural healthcare project, ISRO has extracted a
commitment from tertiary hospitals in return for free
bandwidth. When they get patients for surgery from
telemedicine, they can collect only concessional charges.
NH and Amrita Institute, for instance, assess the patient’s
economic condition before deciding on the fee.

NH and Apollo Hospitals pioneered ISRO’s telemedicine

programme in India in 2002: while the former took over the cardiac care unit at the
government hospital in Chamarajanagar in Karnataka, Apollo introduced telemedicine at its
own hospital in Aragonda in Andhra Pradesh. It was the success of these two centres that led
some states to devise full-fledged telemedicine programmes and network all district hospitals

from 2003 onwards.

“After six years of work, the project has now reached a level of wide acceptability,” notes
Satyamurthy. “ISRO’s objective is to develop the technology first and address the issues of
last-mile connectivity in rural healthcare and create an ecosystem for bringing e-health,” he

adds.

The idea evidently is to refine and popularise the technology so that
even nursing homes in small towns can hook up with hospitals in cities
and use telemedicine independent of the government support. Some
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