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THE MILLINIMUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS

BUILDING A VIRTUAL HEALTH LIBRARY IN GUYANA

INTRODUCTION

PAHO and its collaborative partners including the University of Guyana Library are involved in the development of the Virtual Health Library, VHL, using appropriate technology to enhance access to health information in Guyana.  The VHL is intended to provide high quality and reliable health information in a cost-effective way in an attempt to bridge geographic or electronic barriers.

The specific goals include:

· Enhancing the access to health information by sharing knowledge acquired from other countries, as well as providing access to other collections through the use of specific Information Mediation system including shared-technology.

· Improving the communication of communities of practice in the area of health sciences and human development, through the use of the Internet, communication services such as interactive distributed databases, online access to journals and e-mails.

· Supporting and facilitating access to computer networking for NGO’s public health organizations and individuals interested in promoting health, thereby influencing social policy that will benefit rural areas.

· Increasing the cost-effectiveness of the delivery of health information throughout the Caribbean.

· Demonstrating the effectiveness of new collaborative approaches to planning, funding and implementing nationwide delivery of health information.

2. THE LOCAL ENVIRONMENT 

In Guyana, there is a core of experience librarians and health professionals who can assist in the realization of the goals of the Virtual Health Library.  The health professionals include personnel from libraries, the health sector and public health workers.  These must all play an integral role in the building of the Virtual Health Library.

Other environmental factors include the Ministry of Heath sector reform strategies that emphasize health promotion.  The strategies proposed are aimed at improving the physical, social and mental health of all Guyanese in order to promote a better home, work and general living environment.  Ensuring that health services are accessible, affordable, timely and appropriate given the available resources is also a part of this strategy.  Part of the strategy also includes ensuring that health standards are developed, implemented, monitored and updated.

The general public in Guyana needs to be more exposed to health information.  Access to health information also helps caregivers to provide higher levels of health care.  The environmental factor therefore takes consideration of the need to promote healthy living styles through continuing education, training and management systems, by increasing the flow of information via the network and electronic media, including the Internet.  This is aimed at empowering individuals to take responsibility for their own health and for disease prevention.

In Guyana, there is also the need for the development and publishing of research.  The national research output includes unpublished papers, reports from Workshops, Conferences and publications on research results. The Guyana Health Information Digest is a publication of the Communications for Better Health Project (CBH), which is a University of Guyana/University of Texas Medical Branch (UG/UTMB) collaborative project.  Other publications include The Current Health Information Guyana produced by the Faculty of Health Sciences in collaboration with the University of Guyana Library, The Guyana Medical Sciences Library Bulletin and the List of publications received by PAHO/WHO Documentation Centre, Guyana.
3.  BENEFICIARIES
The project hopes to benefit policymakers, healthcare providers, consumers and all practitioners of wise health care practices.

The hypothesis is that health information, judiciously collected and effectively communicated, can help professionals to provide better health care.  Patients who are the recipients of such health care will in turn become enlightened consumers.

4. STAKEHOLDERS IDENTIFIED TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS PROJECT

In planning for the Virtual Health Library in Guyana, a number of stakeholders were identified.

Institutions and organizations that are considered stakeholders in this national health information initiative are:

Ministry of Health

Ministry of Public Works, Communication & Physical Development

National Nutrition Council

National Insurance Scheme

Non-governmental organizations in Health

Private Hospitals

Public Hospitals

National Library

Faculty of Health Science

International School of Medicine

Guyana Medical Association and Council

Guyana Nursing Association and Council

Pharmacy and Poison Board

Guyana Pharmacy Association

Central Board of Health

Government Analyst Department

Public Health Authorities

Life Insurance Companies

Pan American Health Organization

Regional Health Authorities

United Nations Children Fund (UNICEF)

Guyana Agency for Health Education, Environment and Food Policy (GAHEF)

The Communications for Better Health (CBH) project coordinated by the Faculty of Health Sciences is another essential stakeholder, as it could become a crucial partner in the realization of this project.

5. CHALLENGES

The agenda for the creation of a Virtual Health Library in Guyana has taken cognizance of the challenges being in the establishment of this library, the infrastructure that exists for the establishment of such a library, and the way forward for the project.

Challenges related to the creation of a Virtual Health Library include the following:

· Building adequate technological infrastructure to support the Virtual Health Library.

· Getting the attention of the national planners especially in relation to securing national counterpart funding for the project.

· Securing adequate funding for the establishment and sustaining of the project.

· Breaking the barriers of insularity in order to secure a commitment to resource sharing.

· Securing the appropriate technology for the provision of access to information.

· Provision of adequate training for the key players of the project.

The above represent some of the more severe challenges being faced in the establishment of the Virtual Health Library in Guyana.

The dissemination of information in Guyana still remains traditionally manual-based.  Up until now also, the dissemination of health information still remains largely the domain of the medical libraries, the Faculty of Health Sciences, and to some extent, the Science Division of the University of Guyana Library.

Research information is also largely unpublished and in most cases, is not widely circulated.

The development of a national policy would therefore have to be realized by means of a countrywide consultation.  Guyana faces an additional challenge, which is posed by its peculiar geographical conditions, and this would also have to be addressed.

Integral to the creation of the Virtual Health Library is the building of the appropriate technological infrastructure for the promotion of the Virtual Health Library. The technological infrastructure, which presently exists, have be enhanced to support the concept of the Virtual Health Library.

On the other hand, the opportunities for the creation of a Virtual Health Library revolve around the fact that while systems are still traditionally manual based, information professionals have had some degree of exposure and training to modern information technology, while the University of Guyana is in the vanguard of offering training in the use of modern information technology.  The country has also benefited from its participation in regional and international health information systems such as MEDCARIB, SIAMAZ 9The Amazonian Information System) and the Communication for Better Health (CBH) project.  There is therefore an awareness of the use and benefits of the technology.

Guyana’s unique geography demands urgent attention with regards to the establishment of Virtual Health Libraries.  A sprawling 83,000 square miles, inundated by land masses separated by vast rivers, some communities, especially those in the hinterland areas, are hardly ever the recipients of up-to-date and necessary health information. The basic technological infrastructure does not even exist in these communities.  The Virtual Health Library will therefore be seen as a step towards erasing this gap in the ‘haves’ and the ‘haves nots’.  It is recognized that there will be infrastructure challenges.  These will be addresses.

6 PROGRESSION ON THE VHL IN GUYANA 

Current Status

The process to develop a VHL in Guyana was launched in 2004, with the visit by a team from BIREME.  During this visit a workshop which addressed all aspects in establishing a VHL was held for all stakeholders. A planning committee under PAHO’s leadership was subsequently launched. As present the Country Office is providing technical and administrative support to the working of this committee. At post implementation, PAHO – Guyana will provide technical support and linkages with BIREME; and house and maintain the assets for the operation of the VHL.   

At this juncture, most of the activities of the work plan developed by the planning committee for its implementation have been executed and its implementation is well advanced (please TABLE I below detailed update).  Preparation of a limited VHL at PAHO’s Library using its IT assets is completed.  
The Organizations represented on the Planning Committee:

1. University of Guyana Library 

2. University of Guyana Faculty – Health Sciences

3. Ministry of Health  

4. St. Joseph’s Mercy Hospital

5. Georgetown Public Hospital Corporation

6. UNICEF

7. The National Library

8. Guyana Medical Council

TABLE I

Activities completed by the Planning Committee
	Activity
	Current Status

	1.0  Draft a Agreement for review by all the stakeholders 
	This is complete 

	2.0 Develop work-plan , identify 

      priorities, etc. 
	Work plan completed and implementation activities in progress 

	  3.0 Conduct needs assessment exercise  

      with stakeholders 
	All stakeholders responded and assessment exercise completed 

	 4.0 Identify focal persons for development   

      of VHL architecture
	These persons have been identified

 

	  5.0 Identify system requirements 

      (software/hardware), financial and 

      human resources required
	These have been identified; server acquired and commissioned, and workstations installed. 

	   6.0 Develop a brochure (this will be used in 

         promoting the VHL concept)
	Draft completed

	   7.0 Design VHL homepage
	Ongoing

	   8.0 Identify personnel for training
	These persons have been identified

	   9.0 Train personnel on VHL and VHL 

      Operations
	Not started  


b) Support for establishing the VHL in Guyana

The establishment of the VHL in Guyana is consistent with the Ministry of Health sector reform strategies that emphasise health promotion. These strategies are aimed at, inter alia, ensuring that health services are accessible and affordable; and that health standards are developed, implemented, monitored and updated.

The initiative forms an integral part of PAHO’s technical cooperation programme with the Government of Guyana executed by the Ministry of Health. The MOH has two high level representatives on the NAC and thus it is integrally involved even from the inaugural meeting. PAHO is playing the lead role in the implementation of the VHL in partnership with the stakeholders and will also house the VHL.  PAHO has been providing and will continue to provide technical and administrative support to the development and operating of the VHL. These include but not limited to the following:

1. General management of the VHL

2. Coordinate and organize meetings of the Planning Committee on a regular basis.

3. Technical support for the E-site for the management of the VHL services; and

            Maintenance of the IT systems links with BIREME to sustain technical methods  

            and standards.   

The stakeholders include a wide cross section of institutions and organizations as shown in the list attached. The focal point for the VHL will be the Library of the University of Guyana.  

Constructive linkages have been established with VHLs in Caribbean countries such as Barbados and Jamaica. A member of the Planning Committee visited the PWR - Jamaica to observe first hand the operations there and the library at the University of the West Indies as part of the training for the establishment of the VHL. Available information from other PWR’s were accesses and distributed to members of the Planning Committee to inform them of successes as well as teething problems to assist in guiding the planning process.

No difficulties have been encountered in the adopting of policies on open access, and adoption of public-domain policies. It is envisaged that any emerging barriers will be surmounted swiftly given that the VHL is a nationally sponsored institution.

Full effect will be given to “open access” and the facility will not be established solely for the health professional and caregivers. This message will be widely propagated, hence in that environment, the VHL will be relevant to all sectors and private individual, who can access information on their health and health related issues

c) Information technology infrastructure and human resources 
The VHL initiative is centered on key stake holders with the aim of having each of them host a VHL of the health and scientific information they maintain. However, most of them neither have the necessary IT infrastructure or human resources to adequately implement and maintain a VHL.

PAHO has therefore decided on an incremental approach whereby the office will initially setup a VHL. The IT component of the VHL  will be provided, hosted and maintained by PAHO’s IT department while the selection, compilation and updating of the VHL information will be managed and maintained jointly between PAHO and the University of Guyana, the designated focal point of the facility.  

PAHO has acquired the server to host the VHL and its high speed internet connection via satellite will enable the fast access to the VHL website from the internet. The internet is readily accessible in all of Guyana and in many other parts of the country so the VHL will be easily to the public. However, the country office has already acquired and installed four workstations in its library. These are primarily to provide access to the public who do not have access to the internet or who need to use other facilities in the library simultaneously. 

After the VHL has been implemented and functional PAHO will then provide technical assistance to other stakeholders in the areas of IT training and equipment to assist in the establishment of their own VHL so that there will eventually be an effective network of VHL information available to the public. 

A key component to the successful implementation of the VHL is training. Training of PAHO IT staff is crucial as the IT staff will then be responsible for all training of other IT personnel of the stakeholders.

