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lnformatics is of course not a panacea, especially if it is used as a purchased 
gadget implanted as a foreign body. Yet it represents today the most efficient 
instrument man has so far invented to help him to analyse and solve problems. 

B Within the next 20 years, Informatics and telematics are not just 
informatics and telematics will have new technologies. Their capacity for 
entered almost every form of sociaL being readily integrated into activities is 
economic, scientific and educational much more important than the speed 
activity. Way before the turn of the with which they operate or the volume 
century, a majority of the high school of information which they handle. It is 
leavers and practically all of the technical not just a question of doing things more 
college and university graduates , rapidly but of doing them more 
throughout the world, will be familiar meaningfully. 
with the use of computers, telecommuni- Let me first clarify two fundamental 
cation databanks and information issues. First, the recourse to the most 
services. advanced technologies is not a luxury for 

The ensuing informatics literacy will the poorest countries of the world; they 
represent a significant socio-cultural leap are the ones who need it most to make 
because it will bring about substantial the quantum jump which they will never 
changes in mental structures, ways of be able to achieve with "appropriate" or 
thinking and decision-making processes "adapted" technologies alone. (The latter 
in all sectors of life. This transformation may even become a cause of back-
has already begun and will gain great wardness!) 
momentum within the next decade. Second, introducing these technolo-

The "informatisation" of society which gies does not necessarily lead to an 
the world is undergoing requires a imitation of the development models of 
future-oriented perspective of a minimum the industrialised countries. If a political 
of 10 to IS years for the elaboration of choice has been made for an endogenous 
strategies in these advanced technolo- development with its system of socio-
gies, as well as in the defining of policies cultural values, there is no reason why 
for their application to national and these technologies cannot be harnessed 
regional development. This approach is to achieve the societal goals which are 
rather different from the one used in sought. The bias does not come from the 
preparing medium-term (three to five technologies themselves but from the 
years) plans, which tend to favour linear environment. 
projections of past trends and to neglect It is true that we are going through a 
the future impact of the mutations in transitory phase where, throughout the 
gestation. world, the commercial supply of informa-

One of the constraints of long-term tic and telematic products, with the help 
strategies is the urgency of starting of huge publicity campaigns and a very 
immediately so as not to accumulate dynamic salesmanship, is way ahead of 
delays which can be quite costly. the social demand. The suppliers are 

Informatics and telematics are not just new technologies, nor should they be seen as 
luxuries for the world's poorest countries. 

therefore imposing a type and rate of 
consumption which does not always 
correspond to the needs. Identifying such 
needs requires a policy and clearly 
defined objectives which the majority of 
users have not taken the trouble to 
elaborate. 

Notwithstanding the great diversity of 
the world and the great differences in the 
levels of economic development, the 
irrepressible trend which no one any 
longer questions is that we are moving 
from a society of production based on 
raw materials and capital to a society of 
knowledge, the ingredients of which are 
human resources and information. 
Information-related activities already 
represent over 55 per cent of the gross 
national product and of the labour force 
of the industrialised countries. This is the 
area in which the North-South gap is the 
most blatant (the Third World accounts 
for less than three per cent of the world 
production and activities in information), 
and it is also the major cause of the 
growth of this gap. 

People dealing with health are those 
who ought to be most at ease with 
informatics and telematics, if only 
because their development owes a great 
deal to the biological model which 
has inspired cyberneticians, systems 
specialists and computer information 
scientists. In addition, we can think of 
organic life as a process of absorption, 
processing and transmission of informa
tion. Life stops when the body can no 
longer receive or emit information. 
Today the proper and efficient use of 
relevant information has become 
indispensable for the survival of human 
societies as well. 

The main issues which strategies and 
policies in informatics and telematics for 
health have to face are those of finance, 
management, training and research. What 
ought to be emphasised is that the need 
for these new technologies is, at times, 
inversely proportional to the level of 
development of a country. Informatics 
may well become one of the basic 
ingredients of any health policy, 
and may even turn out to be a very 
efficient instrument for primary health 
care strategies. 

One does not have to undertake 
sophisticated cost analyses to assess what 
can be gained by investing in informatics 
support to such areas as the management 
of drinkable water or the control of 
epidemics. No country, as poor as it may 
be, can afford not to make a minimal 
effort to use informatics and telematics to 
effectively improve the health of its 
population, especially at a time when 
human resources have become the main 
key to development. 

Such a strategy must bear in mind the 
specific characteristic of all the advanced 
technologies: their need for a critical 
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mass, an economy of scale and invest
ment in research and development. All 
these conditions need to be fulfilled if we 
are to expect viable results. As many 
developing countries cannot meet these 
requirements on their own, special atten
tion ought to be given to sub-regional 
and regional strategies without losing 
sight of the specific needs of each 
country. o 

As we have already said, one of the ~ 
great strengths of informatics and tele- .8 

0 

matics is their high integrative capacities, S: 
particularly through the use of informa
tion networks which are becoming the 
nervous system of modern society. 
Regional economic integration and 
South-South cooperation are thus becom
ing a necessity, for reasons which go 
beyond the traditional geopolitical and 
socio-cultural arguments. 

That informatics, telematics and all of 
the information-related industries have 
become political phenomena, nationally 
and internationally, due to their 
economic and cultural weight, is a reality 
to be taken into account by those who 
make political choices which condition 
the technological options. I stress this 
point in order to highlight the role of 
decision-makers and the need to associate 
them at the highest level possible in the 
elaboration of such strategies before the 
experts can do their work efficiently. 

One of the greatest challenges facing 
humanity, in its attempts to improve the 
quality of life, is the management of an 
ever-increasing complexity, which is 
more and more felt in every area 
including health care. This is a result of 
the fast rate of increase of knowledge and 
of the inability of society to handle this 
new knowledge in a socially relevant 
manner. The reliance on informatics, 
telematics and artificial intelligence can 
be of great help in reducing the gap 
between the development of knowledge 
and its proper social use. 

One could very well ask: What is the 
relevance of all of this to primary health 
care, to the reduction of infant mortality, 
to the eradication of disease, to the 
supply of drinkable water, to the under
taking of immunization campaigns or to 
the control of malnutrition? The answer 
is "information." None of these vital 
issues can find proper solutions without 
proper information. Hence any improve
ment in information processing repre
sents a direct contribution to the 
objectives sought, provided one has a 
policy which promotes the collection of 
such information and its rational use. 

Knowledge - which has become the 
most strategic raw material in all the 
domains of human activity - is simply 
information produced by sound research 
and managed by people well-trained in 
the pursuit of clear objectives and goals. 
Informatics is of course not a panacea, 
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Word processors in operation in the Ministries of Health of Ethiopia and of Kenya. 

especially if it is used as a purchased 
gadget and implanted as a foreign body 
in an environment which does not meet 
its minimum conditions. Yet it represents 
today the most efficient instrument 
which man has so far invented to help 
him to analyse and solve problems. 

narrow schemes of technical "assistance." 
The mission of WHO in this area will 
probably turn out to be one of the most 
stimulating and rewarding enterprises for 
its member states. • 

Strategies in informatics and telema
tics, in the health sector, cannot afford 
not to be inserted in broader nationaL 
regional and international strategies. 
Open systems of information and experi
ence exchange in a spirit of true interna
tional cooperation are more vital than 

Microcomputers gain ground in Egypt 

Egypt has had a health information system with a wide-based data 
collection system for many years. It collects a wide range of routine data 
from the points of seroice delivery throughout the country, and forwards 
them to a centre for processing and analysis by the Ministry of Health. 

At this centre the entry, processing, and analysis of the entire nation's 
data are carried out, partly because adequate expertise and facilities do not 
exist at intermediate levels. Despite the use of informatics support at the 
central level, the immense workload has led to long delays and the 
preparation of information of limited practical use in health planning, 
management, and training. 

This situation led to a joint WHO-Egypt study in support of the five-year 
health plan (1979-82) with a view to strengthening health information 
systems for the management of health resources. For this study a pilot 
operation was established in two provinces, Fayoum and South Cairo. These 
operations used microcomputers to support data collection, validation, 
processing, printing, and distribution from and to users. 

Microcomputers are particularly appropriate to the conditions prevailing 
in Third World countries such as Egypt, and help to ensure the timeliness 
and quality of usable health information. They are less sensitive to 
environmental conditions than mainframes and need no expensive flooring 
or air-conditioned rooms. The joint study project demonstrated the viability 
of processing data at an intermediate point in the hierarchy. It also showed 
that less time was used for servicing the information system, and accuracy 
was increased when the data were keyed in by those who collected them. It 
satisfied critics who cited lack of expertise, difficulties in maintenance, cost of 
operation, and effects on employment as reasons against this approach in 
Third World countries. Indeed health personnel in developing countries have 
proved perfectly competent to operate microcomputers with proper training. 

Microcomputers are now used in four out of 28 provinces in Egypt and the 
system is gradually expanding to cover the remaining provinces. The centre 
supplies software'#, trains in its use and provides back-up services. The funds 
for purchasing thf equipment come from the provincial level. 
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