Trinidad and Tobago: A Developing Initiative

a) About the progress of the VHL in the country 

The Cabinet of Trinidad and Tobago has appointed the National Advisory Committee and the Inaugural Meeting was held in June 2005.

The membership of the National Advisory Committee reflects a cross-section of the stakeholders in Health / Government / Information / Libraries. 

Institutional representation includes: 

Ministry of Health with representation at the level of the Permanent Secretary

Pan American Health Organization with representation at the level of the Office of the PWR

Relevant Ministries

Ministry of Public Administration and Information - Telecommunications Advisor

Ministry of Local Government - Planning Officer

Regional Health Authorities

The five Regional Health Authorities are represented.

Eastern Regional Health Authority

North Central Regional Health Authority

Northwest Regional Health Authority

Southwest Regional Health Authority

Tobago Regional Health Authority

Library Services / Institutions

Caribbean Epidemiology Centre - Library and Information Services
The College of Science Technology and Applied Arts of Trinidad and Tobago - Library Services

Medical Library Services - Government of Trinidad and Tobago

Trinidad and Tobago National Library and Information System Authority - National Library Service
Tobago Regional Health Authority - Health Care Information Resources Centre

The University of the West Indies Faculty of Medical Sciences - Medical Sciences Library
The work of the National Advisory Committee is underpinned by working groups for content and for technical matters. The working groups consist of staff members from the core collaborating institutions.

It is anticipated that the national VHL would be sustainable since there is interest and support across a wide cross section of institutions and government bodies. However, an adequate level of technical and human resource capacity must be programmed, budgeted for and maintained. 

b) About political support to develop the VHL 

With regard to national and institutional support, the Ministry of Health/Government of Trinidad and Tobago has formally endorsed the work of the Virtual Health Library.

The Honourable Minister of Health launched the National Advisory Committee and the Training programme, which was held in June-July 2005 with support from PAHO/BIREME. 

The National Library and Information Service has purchased the VHL server, which has been installed at the National Library Building.

The PWR PAHO has offered technical cooperation and assistance for training programmes, support for meetings, and assistance with formulating policy. 

The UWI Medical Sciences Library has provided support in planning and coordination of meetings and in the provision of Secretariat services.

No difficulties have been noted with regard to adopting policies that aim at open access. It should be noted that in the case of the use of software, support has sometimes been a challenge in terms of language difficulties when technical support is required.

Additional political support for the VHL can be enabled in the context of information support for the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals in Health, and in the development of the e-health component of National ICT plans.

It would be important to emphasise how the access to health information can be enabled for the benefit of the various sectors - ranging from scientific and technical information to consumer heath information and health information literacy, thus making the VHL broadly relevant.

It is recommended that the VHL should be regarded as a reliable and up to date source of information for assisting citizens in managing their health. For example, current initiatives by the Ministry of Health Communications and Health Education Units to make citizens aware of the imperative for wellness could be coordinated with the availability of supplemental information through the VHL.

 c) About VHL methodology 

During recent training, participants remarked on the continuously increasing sophistication and user friendliness of the VHL products offered by BIREME.  

 Qualitative and quantitative indicators to determine visibility and accessibility have not been determined. Easy generation of statistics on use of the website is desirable. Measures such as counters for numbers of transactions, accesses, and other statistics should also be enabled.  Qualitative information could be generated from surveys and from stakeholders meetings.

Specific qualitative and quantitative indicators should be programmed for all VHLs by requiring the collection and submission of specific data to allow for evaluation and comparison.  

All collaborating partners are not currently using the same network. Some are not networked. While a certain level of networking might be hindered by this fact, increased communication could be enabled by the use of virtual collaboration tools - portals for internet-enabled communication. 

It is recognised that not all national partners may be producers of information and that some would be net users. All have indicated interest in contributing to the extent possible. A strategy for determining division of work and for quality control of data entry is in process.

d) About human resources 

While collaborators include the work of the VHL in the operational activities of each institution, it has been noted that discussion on the HR requirements for the development and sustainability of the VHL is of paramount importance. 

As noted at a meeting of the content working group, this emphasises the critical need for the identification of funds/source of funding for human resource capacity such as clerical support for follow-up with collaborating Units, and provision of a designated Webmaster for the VHL.

Turnover of staff and changes in technology require continuous training. Identification of the relevant competency levels; and the provision training to ensure awareness, knowledge or proficiency as warranted is necessary.

In June - July 2005, a training programme for technical staff and library staff was facilitated by BIREME. The objective of this training programme was achieved in two phases:

1 Installation and provision of training on the software for the VHL host server

2 Provision of training for use of other software needed for the core collaborating partners   

 A total of thirty-three persons participated in the Training Programme.

The Ministry of Health has noted the desirability of e-health initiatives and other health systems;.and has indicated plans for hiring higher level IT personnel and for upgrade of its website. 

e) About information technology infrastructure at the national level

The national ICT infrastructure of Trinidad and Tobago is in a state of expansion.  

At present, Trinidad and Tobago has a telephone line density of about 33% or about 75% of the homes in the country (T&T NICT Plan, 2003).  There is currently a monopoly in domestic telephone service provision, but there is a competitive Internet Service Provider (ISP) and Cable Television (CATV) market.

With the imminent liberalisation of the telecommunications sector including the entry of two new mobile competitors, two subscription television providers and five international facilities providers, the cost and quality of telecommunication services is expected to benefit a greater segment of the population.

At the same time, Trinidad and Tobago has developed, articulated and is in the process of implementing a National Information and Communication Technology (NICT) Plan geared to increasing accessibility of ICTs to a greater number of citizens, affording more Internet usage. This is expected to have considerable impact on the digital and economic divides which exist in the sector.  

Among the strategies articulated in the Plan are specific goals for alleviating digital exclusion, including Community access centres (telecentres), ICT education programmes for the young and old, and computer refurbishment programmes to allow the affordable access to terminals for Internet access. 

These programmes are geared to engendering a culture of usage of the Internet as a form of interaction and information sharing.  Consequently, this can make the VHL an important component in the dissemination of critical health-oriented information through this new channel. 

Notwithstanding the increasing use of electronic and digital resources, “divides” that persist must be acknowledged. The technology could also be used to provide increased access to technology that is appropriate to the community, including print–based information where needed.
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