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Excellencies, distinguished participants, dear colleagues, ladies and gentlemen; 

 

It is my pleasure to address this Second National Telemedicine Symposium and 

first  Training Course on How to Build a Telemedicine Programme, which have been 

organized by King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Centre in collaboration with 

the WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean. 

I would like to reiterate and confirm the commitment of the Regional Office to 

telemedicine as a tool for improvement of health services and as part of the national 

health care system. Indeed, telemedicine has become a routine practice in many countries 

of the world and in most countries of the Region.  

Many developments and activities have taken place since the First Regional 

Conference on Telemedicine that was held in Riyadh in February 1999. At the global 
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level, WHO held an international consultation on tele-health in which experts and 

representatives from developing and developed countries met and discussed the technical, 

legal and management issues of introducing tele-health programmes at the country level.   

WHO has continued to provide support to Member States in telemedicine policy 

formulation, assessment of needs, technology selection and evaluation. At the regional 

level the activities in the field of telemedicine include establishment of a country 

programme from the regular budget for telemedicine support; consultation missions and 

advisory services for telemedicine to Member States; and financial support for the 

purchase of equipment and for human resources development in support of telemedicine 

activities.  

In addition, steps have been taken to designate the King Faisal Specialist Hospital 

and Research Centre Telemedicine Programme as a WHO Collaborating Centre to work 

with the Regional Office in development and enhancement of telemedicine programmes. 

The Telemedicine Collaborating Centre will work hand-in-hand with the Regional Office 

and Member States to reach common objectives in the area of tele-health, telemedicine 

and tele-pharmacy. Distance learning and continuing education are prime objectives for 

the designation of this Centre. More specifically, the Centre will be expected to act as a 

focal point for telemedicine services at the national level to help in organization, 

management and coordination of activities; assist Member States in development of plans 

and establishment of programmes for telemedicine services; and organize and conduct as 

appropriate training courses, seminars and workshops for telemedicine operators at the 

regional level. I hope that in your meeting you will have the time to discuss the objectives 

and the expectations from such a centre to help us in our future directions in telemedicine 

    It has been emphasized repeatedly that telemedicine applications are very diverse 

and cover tele-consultation, second opinions and any other medical speciality with “tele” 

as a prefix to it. One very important application of telemedicine which is essential for the 

existence of the health care profession and for quality health care is distance learning and 

continuing education. There is great diversity in the type, source and quality of medical 

education within the medical professions in our Region. The distance learning 

programmes should target, as a priority, those groups who are most disadvantaged within 
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the medical community, such as health workers in remote areas; students who wish to 

study, or need to study, while continuing in employment; and others with financial, 

transportation or language constraints. The distance education target group is 

characterized only by its heterogeneity, with a wide difference in age, status, ability, 

experience and source of certification.  Distance learning coupled with continuing 

education is probably the only way to bring to the professional medical body a more 

coherent structure with a unified vision as to what national health care systems want to 

achieve. 

Because of the differing professional profiles, special attention needs to be given to 

learner support services in terms of teaching materials and tutor skills. Use of information 

and telecommunication technologies has become an integral part of the learning process, 

and requires a different level and type of training for the health professionals. Medical 

colleges should work on development of programmes for training of medical faculty and 

students on information and telecommunications technologies. This training will ensure 

their full understanding of the potential of these technologies and their proper utilization. 

A typical continuing medical education programme would aim to maintain professional 

competence of the medical professionals by keeping them informed of and up-to-date 

with improvements in technology and medicine and their implications for professional 

activities. 

 A body for accreditation of continuing medical education through distance learning 

programmes should be established. This body should aim at the identification, 

development and promotion of standards for quality technology-based continuing 

medical education. The primary responsibilities of this body would be to: set and 

administer standards and criteria for providers of quality continuing medical education 

for physicians and related professionals; certify that accredited providers meet the 

standards that have been set; ensure that continuing medical education relates to health 

care and the continuum of medical education; and develop and adopt mechanisms for 

quality control of training methods and materials. 
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Medical information resources on the Internet have become available in great 

quantity and in uncontrolled quality. The Internet has become one of the most widely 

used forums for communication. It has become a tool for transmission of images, text and 

all types of information, including medical, health and pharmaceutical information. With 

the availability of the World Wide Web, anyone can set up a home page and publish any 

kind of information, which is then accessible to the medical community and the public at 

large. The problem is therefore no longer finding information but assessing the credibility 

of the publisher as well as the relevance and accuracy of information retrieved from Web 

sites.  In many cases, a web site provides incomplete or no documentation regarding the 

design of a medical study, nor are studies and cross-references made available to support 

given conclusion.  Despite these issues, however, the role of the Internet is not to be 

ignored in the continuing medical education process. The number of web sites which 

explicitly state that they provide distance medical education is increasing. The new 

challenge for medical colleges and the medical profession is how to make full use of this 

technology without compromising the quality of medical education. 

I wish your conference and workshop all success and look forward to receiving 

your recommendations and plan of action for possible collaboration with the Regional 

Office. 

 

 

 


