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The KO Telehealth Initiative began as an effort to utilize telecommunications to achieve specific KO health goals.  In 1998, K-Net developed a proposal to the Health Transition Fund to develop a telehealth services network. This proposal was not funded by Health Canada, but was highlighted by community leaders as an important way to improve community well_being. In May, 1999, K-Net's Broadband Consultation demonstrated broad interest in telehealth services by community members and health staff. 

A subsequent telehealth consultation was initated on a regional basis in January 2000. The project was directed by Dr. Ed Brown, Director of NORTH Network and identified the Keewaytinook communities as a distinct region within the Northwest. The consultation pulled together local health needs with specialist referral data.  The final report supported implementation of telehealth in the KO First Nations and became the basis for a working partnership between Keewaytinook Okimakanak and the NORTH Network. A copy of the report is on the KOHS Telehealth Website: http://health.knet.ca/telehealth/consultation.html  

In July of 2000, KO Health Services supported the proposal by the NORTH Network to expand videoconference health services to northwestern Ontario. During this period, KO began delivery and evaluation of a tele_psychiatry pilot in Poplar Hill and North Spirit Lake. The pilot demonstrated how videoconferencing could meet the urgent need for psychiatric services in remote First Nations. An evaluation of the pilot project is in its final stages. 

The KO Health Services/NORTH Network partnership will connect the five Keewaytinook First Nations to a network of more than 50 hospitals in Ontario and Manitoba. It will include major referral hospitals like the Sioux Lookout Zone Hospital, the Winnipeg Health Sciences Centre, Thunder Bay Regional Hospital and the Hospital for Sick Children and Sunnybrook Hospital in Toronto. Clinical consults will follow historical referral patterns for the region. 

The aims of the project are to improve health services in each community, reduce isolation for health staff,  improve access to specialists and to demonstrate how telehealth can be delivered through the Kuh_ke_nah Network. Throughout the project we will share what has been learned with other First Nations in the area so they can adopt telehealth services in their community. 

The project will establish a regional approach to setting up and scheduling appointments, ordering technology, training staff and renovating telehealth rooms. Helpdesk services will be distributed within the network. K-Net Services will provide technical workstation and network support. Clinical support services will be delivered by regional and local Telehealth Coordinators and by the NORTH Network’s Toronto HelpDesk. 

Telehealth sessions will be scheduled and supported by local telehealth coordinators. Each telehealth session is a private connection between a health care provider and the patient. Most of the telehealth sessions will be videoconferences: visits to specialists, health education programs and training. Telehealth will generally take place from about 8:30 in the morning to 5:00 at night.  

Telehealth services will be delivered on the Kuh_ke_nah network.  K-Net will be integrated with the NORTH hub at Sunnybrook hospital and provide deploy the first quality of service, encrypted IP service in the Sioux Lookout district. Virtual Private Network tunnels will connect telemedicine workstations in each community. 

The KO Telehealth Initiative is guided by Orpah Mckenzie, Director of Health Services. Community Telehealth Coordinators have been hired in each First Nation. KO is supporting the CTCs with a Regional Coordinator who will book sessions, monitor clinical services, and support the delivery of telehealth sessions from the KO Balmertown site, a Health Educator who will provide ongoing training and support for local coordinators and Regional Medical Directors in Red Lake and Sioux Lookout. I have been engaged as Project Manager to coordinate implementation and support the development of region-wide services.

The KO Telehealth Initiative is a model for delivering integrated consultant services across the region. During the demonstration phase the project is developing and packaging training materials and establishing skills baselines that can be adapted and used by other communities and building relationships among regional First Nations health organizations and individual tribal councils. This work is focused on the ultimate migration of an appropriate and fully supported First Nations telemedicine program. 

