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State’s doctors expand care with telemedicine

BY CAROLYNE PARK ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

Three women dressed in colorful saris talk with Little Rock doctors from a video screen at the front of a conference room at the
University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences.

The women are doctors at the CARE Institute of Medical Sciences, a hospital more than 8,700 miles away in Hyderabad, India.

Each Thursday, videoconferencing technology allows them to participate in sessions on treating high-risk pregnancies hosted by Dr.
Curtis Lowery, UAMS director of obstetrics.

“We can have an exchange of ideas,” said Dr. V. Shanthi, an obstetrician at the private Hyderabad hospital.

The health-care industry is increasingly turning to modern communications technology to bridge geographical barriers between
doctors, and between patients and doctors.

Telemedicine — sometimes called telehealth — can be anything from patients calling or e-mailing their doctor for advice, to a
surgeon using a remote-controlled robot to operate on a patient thousands of miles away, said Devon Herrick, health economist and
senior fellow with the National Center for Policy Analysis, a Dallas-based nonprofit research group.

“It's the use of information technology to increase access to care and improve productivity,” Herrick said.

St. Vincent Health System uses telemedicine technology to monitor home health patients, and Baptist Health uses it as an “extra set
of eyes” to watch intensive-care patients 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

Telemedicine has tremendous potential to cut rising healthcare costs and improve access to medical care, health-care officials said.
But there are obstacles to extending services, such as medical licensing requirements and the United States system of paying for
medical services.

There will always be a need for people to visit doctors’ offices in person, Herrick said.

“Face-to-face meetings are the optimal way to have a physician visit,” he said. “The physician can respond to how you look, talk and
act, and they can ask follow-up questions.

“Telemedicine will never replace the face-to-face physician visit.”

But telemedicine could be used in a large number of cases in which face-to-face contact isn’'t necessary, such as prescription
renewals and lab tests.

Overall, the health-care industry has been slow to utilize communications technology used in other industries for decades, Herrick
said. Lawyers, accountants and other professionals talk to clients via telephone and e-mail, but many doctors are just beginning the
practice.

“Telemedicine is increasingly becoming an acceptable way to interact with physicians,” Herrick said.
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it easier to practice.
“| think it will be like a snowball effect,” Herrick said.
Lowery of UAMS said the health-care system will have to adjust.
“Right now health care is one size fits all, and that's a problem,” he said. “[Telemedicine] allows you to match needs with resources.

“In three to 10 years, | think this will be the way medicine is practiced. It will be an integral part of what we do.”

b 'i :
Arkansas Democrat-Gazette/ STEV E KEESEE Dr. Curtis Lowery at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences

moderates a weekly medical teleconference with Arkansas doctors and hospital staff in Hyderabad, India.
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Arkansas Democrat-Gazette/STEV E KEESEE Dr. Curtis Lowery (standing, background) at the University of Arkansas for
Medical Sciences confers with hospital staff in Hyderabad, India, on high-risk pregnancy cases.
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