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In the Eastern Mediterranean Region the need for a modern biomedical information 

service has been obvious for some time, and has been recognized in WHO's activities 

related to the development of health manpower, literature and research. 

There has been remarkable progress in information technology to match the 

"information explosion" at recent years, with the introduction of automated means 

of information control and satellites for rapid information transfer. It is only 

by the use of this technology that the scientific community as well as the many 

other potential users of information can have access to the information becoming 

available in the scientific literature nowadays at an exponential rate. 

In the health sciences the need for information is perhaps even greater than 

in other technological fields because of the capacity of the human system to 

benefit from advances in medical sciences made in any part of the world. 

A survey of health-literature and information services in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region, in 1974/1975, showed the poor status of those services, 

and suggested the creation of national "centres of excellence" for medical 

literature, and other centres for more sophisticated and specialized services 

to research and education. 

The Regional Medical Library 

With a view to meeting national and regional needs and priorities in 

biomedical information, the Pahlavi Library of Medicine of the Imperial Medical 

Centre of Iran was established, thanks to a generous contribution of the 

Government of Iran. Its resources include more than 2 000 current periodicals 

in English, French and German. There are complete collections of same period-

icals, in a few cases dating back to 1823. The library has direct access to 

leading biomedical information systems such as MEDLINE (Medical Analysis and 

Retrieval System On-Line), CATLINE (Cataloging On-line), AVLINE (Audio-Visual 

Information On-line) and CANCERLINE. It is planned also that it will have the 

largest collection of non-print materials in the Region. 
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The Pahlavi Library of Medicine was designated as a WHO Regional Medical 

Library from 1 January 1978. 

The primary purpose of the WHO Regional Medical Library is to transfer to 

Member Countries in the Region, as well as to certain neighbouring countries, 

information about health services and medical care, health manpower development, 

medical education and research. 

Its services will develop in two stages. The first, which began in 

January 1978, consists of the following: 

computerized bibliographies produced in Teheran through on-line biomedical 

information systems which include MEDLINE, AVLINE, CATLINE and CANCERLINE; 

a document delivery service which photocopies and dispatches articles 

available in the Library. 

The second stage is planned to include the following additional services: 

further on-line access nodes (or sub-terminals) in a number of national 

or sub-regional focal points, allowing direct communication with the 

computer facilities in Teheran; 

a data bank for medicine and public health in the Region; 

"current-awareness H and other bibliographical services of direct interest 

to the Region; 

training of medical librarians and auxiliary library personnel; 

collaboration with other national focal points or sub-regional systems 

in the exchange and processing of information, documents and non-print 

materials; 

the fostering of research in information transfer and related technology 

to meet the needs of developing countries; 

information and advice on audio-visual aids. 
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The services of the WHO Regional Medical Library are rendered through a 

regional network co-ordinated by WHO. Requests from individuals or institu

tions are received through the designated national focal point. They are 

forwarded to the WHO Regional Office by an air pouch service, and from there 

to Teheran, also by pouch. Material is dispatched to national focal points 

for distribution through the same procedure. 

National focal points, thus, link users to the system. They should, 

therefore, be leading medical libraries or national information or research 

centres and capable of becoming national centres for biomedical information. 

Computer-based information systems 

The capacity of a regional system to meet its users' needs depends on the 

strength of the specialized information systems it employs. 

The basic system available to users is MEDLINE. It is a computer system 

for recent biomedical literature maintained by the National Library of Medicine 

(USA) . It permits on-line (immediate) access to over 800 000 references to 

articles published within the previous two years in approximately 3 000 of the 

world's most important health and medical journals. It has a back file, at 

present accessible only in the USA, of more than a million references for the 

years 1972 to 1975 inclusive. 

CANCERLINE is a specialized information service on carcinogenesis, cancer 

therapy and other related topics. It provides access to some publications not 

included in MEDLINE, and covers more than 3 500 journals in addition to selected 

monographs. It provides on-line accessibility to references from 1963 onwards. 

The third system, AVLINE, gives access to non-print items which have been 

reviewed and recommended by panels of experts designated by the National Library 

of Medicine. Starting in 1977,AVLINE now maintains references to approximately 

6 000 items, with a rate of growth of about 150 items per month. 

Other systems available already or soon are CATLINE comprising information 

on book form materials, and TOXLINE (Information on Toxicology on-line). 
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Use made of the WhO Regional Medical Library 

The Pahlavi Library of Medicine began to function as the WHO Regional Medical 

Library for the Eastern Mediterranean on 1 January 1978. 

In its first five months it conducted 1 380 MEDLINE searches for 12 Hember 

States. Requests have came from medical practitioners, medical and health 

science faculty staff, research workers and allied health personnel. 

The library is also starting a quarterly "current-awareness" information 

service which will provide a computer printout of items referring to Member 

States with national focal points. Each focal point will be sent a printout 

of references to its country during the previous three months. The national 

focal points are expected to disseminate the information to the appropriate 

research workers and institutions. 

The Library has met 67% of 605 photocopy requests received from outside Iran 

to the end of May; as back issues are built up - to more than 2 000 periodicals 

from 1970 onwards - this proportion is expected to increase considerably. Also, 

other units of the Regional network are expected to be able ultimately to share 

in meeting the increasing demands on photocopying services. 

These figures, modest though they may be, represent the beginning of a 

sophisticated, up-to-date service to the health professions. 

Future developments 

The services described represent the beginning of the first stage of the 

Region's collaboration in the transfer of biomedical information. 

The ultimate aim must be the development of national systems of biomedical 

information. This is a function which national focal points should be supported 

to assume and for which they should obtain material resources and trained manpower. 

They should also co-ordinate national policy on biomedical information and be free 

to communicate with other corresponding national, regional and international systems. 
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The direct line of communication between the principal terminal in Teheran 

and biomedical information data banks in the USA enables neighbouring countries 

to establish nodes (or sub-terminals) for national or sub-regional purposes. 

These nodes would cost much less in capital, cable connections and maintenance 

than the principal terminal and would have the same access to the various data 

banks. The Pahlavi Library of Medicine has already developed the technology 

for simultaneous communication with several such nodes. 

Collaboration among the libraries which comprise the Regional biomedical 

information network in respect of a document delivery service could begin 

immediately. Those which possess large collections of periodicals could, 

between them and the WHO Regional Medical Library, fulfil almost all photo-

copying requests of research workers in the Region. In this respect, a 

"union Catalogue" would be useful as a means of indicating sources. 

It would be premature to forecast the ultimate effect of the exposure of 

users in the developing countries to the facilities offered by today's informa-

tion technology. But the decreasing cost of collaborative computer-based 

information systems is likely to stimulate the growth of information networks 

to fill much of the information gap in these countries. Any input by Member 

States to information development, whether at institutional, national or 

regional levels, is likely to be a worthwhile investment. 


