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The success of implementation of teleconsultation solutions depends on several conditions related to available IT infrastructure and non-technical factors. Krakow Centre of Telemedicine initiated the process of building the basis for Regional Telemedical Network in southern part of Poland. The analysis of possible target areas for pilot implementation revealed that teleconsultation services for chest medicine physicians could became “killer” application in medical community. 

The scenarios implemented in the Krakow Centre of Telemedicine were generally based on the concept of enabling access of peripheral medical centres to referential, university departments located in Krakow. The parameters of teleconsultation solutions were highly dependent on the available teleinformatic infrastructure of peripheral medical centres. Department of Respiratory Medicine and Department of Cardiosurgery remaining in the structure of Jagiellonian University Medical College are included in the Metropolitan Area Network built for academic institutions. However, local hospitals situated in peripheral or remote areas generally were not able to use broadband telecommunication connections and teleconsultation solutions were established on the ISDN lines or even PSTN. These solutions were based on the use of low quality H.320/H323 teleconferences. The software supporting the transfer and collaborative work on still medical images was developed to increase the functionality of  teleconsultation scenario. In few locations where the broadband fiberoptic connections were available, “high-end” MPEG-1 teleconsultation model was implemented using 2 Mbps bandwidth and offering  PAL  or NTSC TV-quality motion video as well as MP3 audio.  

The financial status of medical institutions in Poland does not allow usually for investment in sophisticated, commercial, off-the-shelf, teleconferencing solutions and that is why the teleconferencing links between peripheral hospitals and 3rd level referential centres were established with the maximum cost-effective approach. The purchase of computer equipment and multimedia peripherals was preceeded by the analysis of minimum requirements assuring the reliability of the teleconsultations performed between medical partners. The telemedical workstation used in most scenarios consisted of standard PC, with digital camera for cropping still images, camcorder, monitor/TV-set or beamer as well as the application allowing for on-line pointer synchronisation at both sides, marking the details of interest and discussion over shared medical images. In “high-end” scenarios, the MPEG-1 encoder and decoder cards with software were added.

The pilot teleconsultation scenarios were implemented between medical centres who earlier had developed extensive co-operation with the use of traditional approach encompassing the transportation of the patients and accompanying physicians to referential centre. The main focus of the teleconsultation services was enhancement of referrals in the range of respiratory medicine as well as consultations of the patients in University Departments performing invasive procedures and operations (videothoracoscopies, cardiac and thoracic surgery). 

The use of cost-effective approach and existing organizational links between medical institutions added to successful pilot implementations carried out in the Krakow Centre of Telemedicine. The growing interest in teleconferencing application of medical community resulted in considerable pressure on broadening the range of implementations.

