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Development is underway in New Zealand on a powerful software system that aims to radically improve patient care, cut costs in the health system and be a source of accurate health statistics.

The system is aimed at primary care practitioners, and will maintain integrated records of all administrative and clinical activities associated with the care and health status of patients.

The Foundation for Research, Science and Technology is supporting Auckland medical software company, Medtech Global Ltd, in its drive to capture a share of the world market with its comprehensive and technologically advanced package. The Foundation has invested almost $600,000, but total development costs are in excess of $1.2 million, with the balance being met by Medtech.

The Medtech system provides secure record keeping between primary, secondary and community health sectors, enabling an holistic record of treatment, from a patient's first visit to the doctor, through referral and discharge from hospital, to community-based care such as physiotherapy.

Planned voice recognition capability means medical technicians can easily enter data without unnecessary downtime for those without keyboard skills. The system also incorporates decision support programmes for doctors who will be able to refer to clinical advice online and will eventually include a telemedicine function for rural and outback doctors who consult via the Internet when unable to physically attend patients.

The powerful new product will significantly change Medtech's existing software, which is used by many of New Zealand's general practitioners, and enable it to build greater export capability.

"New challenges are posed by the health sector and we need to be able to capture information from electronic machines, such as x-ray and scanners, to provide better interactive capability," says Medtech Managing Director, Vino Ramayah.

The company has faced many major technology challenges to synchronise the different applications within the software and to ensure the package meets exhaustive overseas protocols, maintaining absolute security and provide seamless integration.

Medtech's Technical Director, Roger Brown, says challenges included constant upskilling by personnel, creating a product with international capability and ensuring the footprint or load on the system is light.

"I believe this will improve New Zealand's reputation for innovation and reinforces our leading edge in health management and funding. Overseas people now recognise New Zealand produces some smart products in this sector," says Mr Brown.

Mr Ramayah is confident the new generation Medtech will not only save money but will be able to provide immediate statistical information. For instance, if a vaccine programme is being considered, the system will be able to track the spread of disease throughout the country and identify areas for specific targeting, which enables health dollars to be spent more effectively in trouble spots.

"It is a compelling solution because it directs funders and managers of the health system to focus more directly," he says.

Incorporating clinical support programmes for doctors during diagnosis is considered another crucial addition.

Medtech's new powerhouse version is being piloted in New Zealand, which Mr Ramayah says is an excellent test bed because it is a developed country with diverse demographics. It will then be launched on the international market, using New Zealand as the showcase.

Operationally, the new programme involves three tiers, separating the logic, graphics and database. This gives greater flexibility, allowing the voice recognition to be converted to other languages, without having to alter the logic.

"To be an international company, we must be able to take this product to different countries.

"We are shooting for the stars to complete the project in a short timeframe and we have been able to do it more quickly as a result of the investment from the Foundation without it taking all our cash flow, which is needed to respond quickly and make changes during development," he says.

Foundation Business Manager, Tom McLeod, says Medtech is proving its ability to redevelop an earlier concept to meet a changing market, particularly the expanding corporate medical market.

"It is a great result for Medtech and New Zealand and shows how research and development can help grow new export capability," says Tom McLeod.

Mr Ramayah, originally from Singapore, has extensive experience in expanding companies internationally, and will be using his world wide contacts to help push Medtech's case globally.

"This brings us to the cutting edge of what is available internationally. It is a solution that can influence how health care can be delivered and give enhanced delivery to the individual, and that's exciting."
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