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Caption: the VitalLink equipment
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Caption: VitalCare, the remote assistance software produced by Global Medical Assistance

MAIN HEAD

Remote Medical Assistance

DECK

Safety onboard also concerns the health of the crew. There are several tools to help shipping companies in health emergencies, through communications with doctors on the shore. Yana Lenzner reviews them 

BODY

The idea of providing medical help to seafarers onboard, communicating with medical experts over a ship-shore communications link, is an attractive one. 

Providing instant medical help, rather than waiting until a doctor can reach the ship, can save lives. It’s also cheaper. And if the remote diagnosis can assert that the seafarer is in fact not seriously ill, then the shipowner saves the cost of flying out a doctor or, worse, diverting the ship. 

These are all valid reasons for investing in remote medical assistance technology. But these systems are not finding their way onboard, possibly because it is too hard for shipowners to see the economic benefits. 

The cost centre in a shipping company that would have to pay to fly a doctor to the ship, or cover the costs of a diversion, is different to the cost centre that would have to pay for the telemedicine service, which might be the information technology department.

Maybe this article can go some way to explain the benefits. 

SUBHEAD

Different tools 

The range of existing tools for remote medical assistance is very broad. The most basic support is still given via phone, fax and telex, yet recent years have also seen the development of advanced data-based onboard equipment that enable the remote diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions.

There are several aspects to health management onboard as it is not only about having facilities to treat emergencies, or in extreme cases, organise transportation and repatriation for crew members that have fallen ill. It is also about keeping track and monitoring the crew’s health. 

SUBHEAD

Medical Advisory Systems

http://www.mas1.com
Medical Advisory Systems (MAS), based in Maryland, USA, offers a 24/7 medical assistance and logistical support via satellite, fax, telex and radio. 

It provides medical care, physician consultancy, transportation assistance, claims handling and cost containment.

Its DocTalk and DocChat facility, enabling users to talk directly to a doctor, is provided on a pay per call or subscription basis. 

This is not about diagnosis, but a response facility to general medical questions. Detailed information can be sent out on request.

MAS draws on a network of 115,000 physicians, hospitals and clinics in the US. They do medical evaluation and physical examinations, provide surveillance systems for employees exposed to hazards. This could, for instance, be of interest to the crew on chemical tankers. 

Medical records management systems are also available from MAS.
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Global Medical Systems

http://www.globlamd.net
As almost all other providers of remote medical assistance, Global Medical Systems (GMS) offers 24/7 medical consultation, training and pharmaceutical and medical kit design and supply according to customer requirements.

The company has been providing its consultation service via phone since 1991 and serves the transportation industries and in remote locations.

GMS also provides automated external defibrillators and partners with Marine Medical International. 
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Marine Medical International

http://www.marmed.com
Marine Medical International, which provides its services mainly to the yacht market, is based both in Antibes, France, and Fort Lauderdale, US. Apart from selling the usual medical kits, recompression chambers and providing 24/7 medical support (using VitalLink), the company also markets automatic external defibrillators. Those devices can, in cases cardiac events, save lives and “require minimal device training.”

The equipment operates with long-life batteries and is runs a self-test every day to check for readiness. As with remote medical check-up tools, voice prompts are guiding the person using it. Those prompts are supported by a graphical LCD display. A training application also enables onboard training.

The device also features an ECG (electrocardiogram), yet a special function, the SMART analysis tool, automatically determines if a shock is required at all. This eliminates the need for the operator to be trained in reading ECG. Everyone should be able to use this device if the need arises. This little lifesaver costs around $3400 per unit.
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Global Medical Assistance

http://www.gma.net
Belgium-based Global Medical Assistance (GMA) specialises in providing healthcare applications to the maritime industry. Its dedicated marine care program includes 24/7 healthcare which is administered together with a medical centre based in the Port of Antwerp.

GMA provides hardware and software to the vessels, partnering with maritime software and communications company Xantic to provide cost-effective solutions for the transfer of data from ship to shore and back. 

The company has developed standardised electronic forms for easy use and transfer. It also takes care of the follow-up diagnosis of medical incidents.

The MediAssist software package features modules that concern medical communication, a medical chest, a medical log and a vaccination schedule. Messages can be sent with picture, sound X-ray and log attachments.

The software enables any medical activities to be recorded in an electronic logbook. They can be searched for and analysed at any time. Medicine can be tracked and maintained through the medicine chest module, which also sends notifications when the stock level falls.

It is possible to create to keep track of and plan for vaccination of the crew and generate reports on the medicine list and the health status of all crew members. 

GMA has recently developed a website which is accessible for shipowners and managers. All the results of a company's crewmembers are available there. The shipowner pays an annual subscription fee for which he gets a login-name and a password. 

On authorised access it is possible to see limited information to the crewmembers' fit-for-duty’ status. GMA says, “it's not that we are revealing private medical information, it's just about informing the shipowner which crewmember is fit for duty (according to our criteria) and which are not.

“In a nutshell, you could say that we are more and more focussing on taking over the medical management of a shipping company's crew than just providing telemedicine services,” the company says. 

Another management tool developed by GMA is VitalCare, which can create and manipulate medical charts via a picture editor, which is included in the application.

VitalCare charts can also be attached to the medical communication between a vessel and a shore-based doctor.
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Telemedic Systems

http://www.telemedicsystems.com
Established in the UK in 1995, London-based TeleMedic Systems has development VitalLink, a “diagnostic tool in a backpack“. 

The company says that anyone, even with minimal training, can read off another person’s – or even their own- vital signs should they become ill, and relay them to one of the doctors in a partnering medical centre around the world on a 24/7 basis. 

The technology enables the doctor located ashore to diagnose – or monitor in real-time - a patient's vital body signs and then decide the best means of treatment. 

VitalLink consists of a Medical Unit and a touch-screen Patient Display Unit housed in a lightweight rucksack. As soon as the device is switched on, voice prompts and on-screen instructions guide the user on how to attach a number of sensors to the patient's body which measure heart rhythm, blood pressure, blood oxygen levels, temperature and pulse. 

If the casualty cannot be moved, the Patient Display Unit can be connected to a suitable communication device such as a land line or satellite phone up to 300 feet (100m) away, whilst the Medical Unit stays with the casualty to continue monitoring real time their vital signs.  

The rescuer and the doctor are able to communicate with each other using voice or text transmission. Files and images can also be sent to aid medical assessment. 

Telemedic Systems is being distributed by providers of both communications services and remote medical assistance to the transportation industries.
