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Telemedicine – cheap?
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Since seafarers have the second most dangerous profession in the world (UK Financial Times) shipping companies should make sure they have quick access to medical attention after any accident. What is the cost of telemedicine?
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By Tristan Wood, managing director, Livewire Digital 
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Telemedicine can mean the difference between life and death at sea, but also save operators money because patients can be monitored and treated remotely.  

Treating disease or injury while at sea can be a life or death situation. Although cruise liners and large vessels usually have excellent medical facilities on board, the extent of medical expertise on a smaller craft may be only a qualified first-aider.

Telemedicine - the remote diagnosis and treatment of injury or disease - is the perfect technology for smaller boats. It’s now practically and financially feasible to use a satellite link to transmit video images back to shore for review by an appropriate medical authority.

In a survey conducted by MERMAID, a leading supplier of telemedicine services, 95 per cent of respondents, including paramedics, said they thought the services substantially improved medical care on board. 

All of those interviewed said that the quality of care had improved, and that all medical staff were comfortable with the systems. 

Knowing that a ship has a telemedicine system offers crew a greater level of care, and also contributes greatly to the ‘feelgood factor’ of those onboard. 

For passenger charter ships, the ability to demonstrate a working telemedicine system is a strong differentiator from competitors and a hugely useful selling point. 

Although it’s not yet mandatory, US cruise operators have often installed telemedicine facilities as a reaction to litigation, because they can confidently argue that they took all reasonable precautions to protect passengers’ safety. 

This trend is likely to cross the Atlantic and also to trickle down to other vessels.

Wise operators will beat the rush and make the small financial investment in a telemedicine system for a big return in passenger and crew safety and confidence.
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Dangerous profession

According to a 2001 United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation report, fishing is the most dangerous job in the world, with the UK fatality rate some 50 times the national average for workers. 

Merchant seamen don’t fare much better, coming second in the running order for the most dangerous UK profession. 

Perversely, it’s merchant vessels that are least likely to install telemedicine systems due to financial pressures, although the frequency and gravity of injuries is likely to be greater. 

Given the range of medical problems that can befall passengers at sea, a telemedicine system can aid in the diagnosis and treatment of minor ailments or injuries, and help remote medical staff to assess the urgency of more serious cases. 

Although there’s no substitute for having a trained medical practitioner aboard, it’s not always practical on vessels. Installing a telemedicine system is the next best thing.
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Cheaper

Several factors contribute to keeping down hardware and installation costs. 

A telemedicine system can piggyback on the ship’s existing network, and it is possible to use an inexpensive webcam to provide video capability.

A ship’s telemedicine system is likely to be used infrequently, so it’s not a resource-hungry application. 

Additionally, it makes only sparing use of expensive satellite uplink time, so it’s an easy task to use the same system for communications back-up, Internet and email access as well. 

A telemedicine service subscription can cost under $500 a year, it should fall within even the tightest budgets.

Once installed, a telemedicine system can save lives and money. A medical emergency can require a vessel to return to shore for the patient to receive treatment - an expensive and frustrating overhead for maritime operators. 

Again, telemedicine can help by allowing a remote doctor to assess the urgency of a patient’s condition and advise accordingly. 

If treatment can wait until the vessel is next due to go ashore, expensive re-routing can be avoided.
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Broken ribs

Some high-profile examples illustrate the benefits a telemedicine system can bring. 

During 2002’s Volvo Ocean Race, Grant Dalton and Ross Field were diagnosed with broken ribs, but remained on board, so their yacht didn’t have to make a detour. 

The severe gastro-intestinal blockage suffered by Keith Kilpatrick of Amer Sports One on leg two of the race was closely monitored by doctors on shore using equipment installed by Livewire Digital. 

A costly airlift was averted, although Mr Kilpatrick went ashore for medical attention at the end of the leg.
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Easy to use

For any telemedicine system to be successful, it has to be easy to use. 

Staff must be able to use it confidently and without a second thought, concentrating on the patient rather than tweaking hardware or software. 

Ultra reliable hardware is needed, especially to handle the satellite uplink, so operators should ensure they use the services of a reputable supplier to install the best datacommunications system they can afford. 

Having a communications link fail during telemedical observation could result in serious or even fatal consequences. 

Fortunately, cost-effective, standards-based hardware will provide all the reliability you need.

Tristan Wood is managing director of Livewire Digital (www.livewire.co.uk) - experts in maritime satellite communications.

