Medical assistance out of the backpack

(Note: Pictures are provided. I have got two, one of the thing in a bag and one opened up, I think they are good quality, so one could be quite big…)

London-based VitalLink has developed a travel companion for the medical emergency. She even speaks

The VitalLink concept was developed by Royal Navy harrier pilot Allison McDonald more than five years ago when he realised there was not enough remote support for medical emergencies.


Only around 18 months ago the company found investors, a range of private investors to be more specific, and started selling the system on a large scale. Customers include adventurers – Virgin boss Richard Branson took VitalLink on his balloon and the equipment has also seen the top of Mount Everest - and film crews travelling to remote areas. 

But a main market for the technology is quite naturally shipping, an industry that is not provided for sufficiently with remote medical care; private yachting as well as offshore oil industry and merchant shipping is in need of more compact and easy-to-use solutions.

Costs and costs

Most remote medical centres support VitalLink, for instance MedLink (MedAire), which sells VitalLink as well as providing the vital 24/7 medical support on the other end of the line. The cost of the VitalLink system lies at around $20,000, which isn’t cheap for individual use, but the device can also be rented or leased.

The seemingly high cost may be an off-putting aspect at first, but a couple of example demonstrate what is actually a main selling point for VitalLink: eventual cost savings.

Some months back, Telemedic Systems was approached by a shipping line, which had had an incident in the middle of the Atlantic ocean: a member of crew was taken ill with a strong chest pain; because there was no advise available, the seafarer was taken to a hospital ashore.

It turned out the pain was not related to a cardiologic condition, but a simple muscle pain. The crewmember was taken all the way back to the vessel. The company was left with costs of $100,000 for fuel and $80,000 for a delay in contract.


Situations like those are exactly where remote medical assistance comes in. In medical emergencies it can provide a valuable diagnosis, which can then be followed up with simple, local treatment or other measures.

The medical unit

VitalLink comes in a backpack and is fully mobile. In terms of communication with the medical centre, the portable device is compatible with any means, such as Inmarsat (even Mini-M), Iridium, GSM and landline.


The top part of the device is the patient display unit (PDU), based on a flat screen similar to a laptop screen. The PDU can be plugged into the mains, but also has a battery with a capacity of 2,5 hour operation time.


The bottom part is a medical unit with measurement equipment for heart rhythm (ECG), blood pressure (NIBP), blood oxygen (SPO2), temperature and pulse.


The instruments are attached to the ‘patient’; during that time there is a voice prompt guiding through the procedure; the system is automatically checking whether the equipment is used correctly and if that’s not the case it will give instruction how to adjust.

PDU is displaying windows for the functions checked; and via the wireless connection to the medial unit, the instruments can be initiated. This wireless connection can bridge a physical distance between the two VitalLink components over up to 100m. This is very vital where the patient display unit has to be moved closer to the communications equipment, but the patient cannot. 

The medical centre

Connected to the means of communication, the PDU is establishing a dial-through connection via a standard number to the medical centre, which picks up the screen on their own monitors, a replication of the PDU.


Now, they can both communicate via email messages if the ship does not have a second channel for voice communications. The system can also transfer files, for example voice files and digital images.


According to VitalLink, video streaming doesn’t make sense as the quality isn’t good enough (yet) and doesn’t necessary give a better impression of the patient’s situation anyway.


There is also the possibility to send help files of any kind from the medical centre to the PDU. They can carry instructions in word and images to assist the possibly untrained personnel on the vessel.


During the actual diagnosis, the system doesn’t have to be online. Doctors replay the ‘incident’ offline as VitalLink automatically keeps copies of all screens. Afterwards, the vessel can be contacted with diagnosis and advice. It is also possible to initiate the instruments at the medical unit from the support centre.

Industry gains

Telemedic Systems is particularly encouraging private yacht owners to have the system, and the whole of the maritime market makes up more than half of VitalLink’s customer base.

According to the company, there is very high demand for a solution such as VitalLink, as it costs much less than diverting the ship. 

On the downside, one could seriously wonder whether shipping lines care more about the cost savings than the welfare of their crew. Merchant shipping has so far been neglected in terms of medical care, whereas the cruise and ferry industry has always been ahead in adapting new technologies to provide remote medical assistance. Quite obviously, it is the customer focus that makes the difference.


As the systems themselves are designed in a way that enables their use by non-medical staff, and no extra training is necessary, there is not much more required to provide a better medical service for the maritime industry. It could, after all, save lives as much as it saves unnecessary costs.

