
Agrowing number of islanders with appointments to see
health care specialists in Victoria, Vancouver and other
urban centres are not setting aside a whole day for travel.

That’s because travel is not always necessary.
A program introduced several years ago at Lady Minto

Hospital on Salt Spring Island makes it possible for some
patients to connect with their specialist physicians at a distance
via Telehealth. 

‘It’s a great way to save on travel time and deliver quality
health care to people in rural areas,’ says Bill Relph, Island
Health’s rural site director for the Southern Gulf Islands.

Telehealth is the use of communication technologies such as
video and audio over a secure, high-speed provincial network
to enable virtual clinical conferencing. At Lady Minto, patients
will find a quiet room where there is a sophisticated remote
control camera and a large screen that makes physicians appear
as if they are in the room.

If a doctor needs specific clinical information, such as heart
rate or blood pressure, arrangements can be made to have a
health care professional attend to such matters. Additionally,
the Telehealth room is equipped with a digital stethoscope
which transmits heart and lung sounds, and an exam camera
that transmits detailed skin, ear, nose and throat images to
specialists. 

‘The program is still evolving, but it looks very promising,’
says Relph. ‘There has been a positive response from specialists.’

Telehealth, which is provided free of extra charge to patients,
is voluntary and aims to create a similar experience to in-person
consultations. Patients are encouraged to bring family and
support members to their Telehealth sessions. They are not
required to operate the Telehealth equipment.

Typically, physicians provide the service from Island Health
Telehealth rooms. In the near future however, the Telehealth
program will offer a desktop virtual care application that can be
used from other locations. Over time, the plan is to extend the

service to patients’ homes. (Popular software applications such
as Skype cannot be used as they are not considered sufficiently
secure for the confidential nature of patient-provider
interactions.)

Telehealth is now available on Salt Spring and Mayne
Islands, but may soon be offered on other islands. 

‘The technology works for many patients and that’s why
we’re looking to expand,’ says Relph.

The provincial Telehealth program reaches far beyond the
Gulf Islands. Island Health alone has 23 communities enabled
with Telehealth and delivered 6,700 virtual care consultations
during 2015/16, with a total of 24,500 since inception nine years
ago. Lady Minto patients received 235 virtual care consultations
in the last four years. The majority have been for oncology,
followed by psychiatry, renal, and cardiology.

In addition to providing better specialty services to islanders,
the Telehealth program can help reduce the costs associated
with patient travel. To give an idea of the cost of the highly
popular Travel Assistance Program (TAP), the Ministry of
Health has provided the data below. The numbers for the Gulf
Islands region and the province as a whole are trending
upwards.

Travel Assistance Program Figures
2012/13
Gulf Islands — 21,761 confirmations, cost: $1,226,668; 
BC-wide — 118,491 confirmations, cost: 10,581,429.
2013/14
Gulf Islands — 22,793 confirmations, cost: $1,287,127; 
B-wide — 119,446 confirmations, cost: $10,881,429.
2014/15
Gulf Islands — 24,151 confirmations, cost: $1,467,832; 
BC-wide — 124,215 confirmations, cost: $11,838,544.

Patients and physicians who are interested in the Telehealth
program can call 250-519-1944 for more information or visit the
Island Health website at www.viha.ca/telehealth. 0
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