Situation of the Virtual Health Library in Belize

Introduction
The Belize VHL initiative was launched by PAHO/WHO Belize in October 2003 as a means of joining the expanding network of Internet libraries on health sciences information throughout Latin America and the Caribbean. This initiative is intended for users countrywide and regionally with assured universal access to scientific and technical information. The project is being coordinated by the Belize National Library Service with the guidance of an Advisory committee.
The project followed an agreement by national institutions to adopt the VHL methodology, and to collaborate on sub-projects designed to ensure its success. To facilitate the process a National Committee was established with membership from the Ministry of Health, the University of Belize, PAHO/WHO Belize, Nurses Association of Belize, Karl Heusner Memorial Hospital, the National Library Service as Executive Coordinator, Belize Family Life Association, National Drug Abuse Control Council, Coastal Zone Management Agency, and the Belize Chamber of Commerce and Industry.
In December 2003, during the Second Meeting of the VHL Committee, a Press Release was sent countrywide on this new innovative project. The Committee was designed to serve as an editorial body that defines priorities, orients members, identifies responsibilities and mobilizes resources.  In an effort to have the Belize Government completely aware of the VHL Initiative, and to have an input, a representative from the Ministry of Health was invited to be a member of the Committee.
VHL Advances and Challenges 

The Executive Coordinator of the VHL initiative, being aware that all potentially participating institutions did not possess all the capacities necessary to fully become a cooperating centre, administered a 17 point questionnaire early in 2004 to 22 institutions in Belize.  A situational analysis gleaned from the 50% response revealed that although these were committed to participate in the VHL Initiative, their digital, documentation, organizational and dissemination capabilities were neither equitable nor standardized.  Cooperating centers identified represented diverse document-producing areas: academic and research institutes, scientific societies, government area and health services, NGOs, and international agencies.  

The situational analysis revealed that personnel need training in organizing and processing their materials, as only the larger institutions had these in place.  A train the trainer process was considered essential in the project, which will involve a trainer from abroad. 

Most institutions have computers for general office use, but only 4 were dedicated to the resource center.  The VHL operates under the Internet information and communications paradigm, meaning that the Internet is intended to provide universal and equitable dissemination of up-to-date scientific knowledge.  Progress in computer coverage thus requires targeted public policies and significant investments in information and communications technology infrastructure.  In developing countries such as Belize, the decision-making capability based on up-to-date information is reduced as compared to those having access to the Internet.  Correspondingly, it is essential that adequate computer equipment be made available.

Six institutions responding did not have websites.  It is important that institutions are able to identify themselves to maintain credibility, and even if they do produce and intermediate information the failure to serve their users efficiently will result in their leadership and survival threatened.

The survey had only a 50% response, but it is determined that there are more institutions that fall into the category of potentially providing scientific and technical health information.  Mobilization will be essential to reach these institutions countrywide, as well as to conduct on-site monitoring during the period of the project and beyond.

Institutional Support
With the technical support from PAHO/WHO Belize, the VHL Committee and Stakeholders benefited from a workshop on Project Management during March 2004. This Workshop resulted in the development of an Action Plan for the implementation of the Virtual Health Library in Belize which was presented in June 2004. 
When realized, the project, which anticipates a two-year span will result in an improved management, accessibility and sharing of health information among all stakeholders.  Specifically, these are indicated by:
· The strengthening of information sources and institutional capacity, realizing an increase in organized national health information by 5% by 2006.

· A standardized management system in place for local documentation through the VHL model.

· All stakeholders trained in the VHL methodology and in the cataloging of national health information and documents.  It is also anticipated that all stakeholders will adapt the VHL methodology in terms of database, standards and systems.

· Memorandum of Understanding signed by stakeholders, and a management system manual compiled.

· The VHL in Belize joining others regionally and internationally that have become functional and effective in providing information.

· The VHL being adapted countrywide, resulting in those persons and institutions gaining satisfaction by being able for the first time to access valuable health resources.

After various meetings, the action plan was reviewed in which capacity building and funding was considered priority. A project proposal was initiated from this meeting to acquire more funds. 
This project was completed and presented to the VHL Committee in September 2004. The proposal was sent to several local and International donor agencies namely Belize Telecommunications Limited, Michael Aschcroft Foundation, British High Commission, Organization of American States, Inter American Development Bank, Japanese Overseas Cooperation and UNICEF. Unfortunately, no one responded.

A copy of the Proposal was also sent to BIREME and IKM/PAHO in December 2004.

In March 2005, the Committee met to discuss other ventures for capacity building. During this time, the Committee also discussed about the development of a VHL portal for Belize. With the technical assistance from PAHO, the portal was developed and presented to the Committee which they approved. BIREME has agreed to host the portal on a temporary basis.

The PAHO Office in Belize is also willing to host the Belize VHL portal until a national institution is identified with the capacity to maintain the portal.

Presently, the VHL Committee is engaged in discussion with the Ministry of Health to get support from them.  The Belize Chamber of Commerce and Industry is also willing to coordinate with its membership for some funds towards this project. The Committee is also considering resending the proposal in the form of computer equipment request to the private sector.
VHL Methodology
There have not been any advances in the use of the VHL Methodology since capacity building is of importance for the VHL stakeholders. Most of the national information sources are not organized due to lack of human and training resources. 

However, the goal of the VHL in Belize is to improve decision making by creating a knowledge-based Belizean society for health information. To achieve increased knowledge and understanding of health information available in Belize, it will be necessary to develop a system of accessibility and sharing of health information among all stakeholders.

The overall objective of the project is to provide stakeholders on a countrywide and regional basis with assured universal access to scientific and technical information.  The specific objectives are to:

· Develop bibliographic standards for VHL exchange of information 

· Train stakeholders in library techniques and VHL methodology.

· Put in place a decentralized system for cataloging of health documents available in Belize.

· Acquire equipment and furniture to address weaknesses identified in situational analysis.

Human Resources and Information Technology

To become a cooperating center, it is essential that an institution have: (a) adequately trained human resources to compile, select, process, and index the bibliographic documents; (b) computer equipment allowing installation of software and databases; and (c) leadership in the area so as to establish contacts with other institutions to identify relevant scientific literature.  In keeping with the Initiative to develop the VHL in Belize, with the purpose of expanding and strengthening the flow of scientific and technical health information, it is incumbent on the Executive Coordinator to ensure equitable and universal access to relevant sources of information for health development. 

It is the expectation of VHL that Belize will be able to participate in the operation of other countries’ information sources through an effective network.  However, because of the limitations of some institutions, the initiative becomes challenged because to operate a network of data sources using an electronic format will call for advanced information methodologies and technologies.  In essence, it will entail using the Internet as compared to the traditional model of printed paper.

The VHL Initiative in Belize in its commitment to promoting the flow of scientific and technical health information in Latin America and the Caribbean, is helping to expand and strengthen this flow so as to have equitable and universal access to sources of information for health development.  Belize’s resource centers that have expressed a commitment to be a part of the VHL are desirous of enjoying the local capability to adequately participate.  
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