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'PACIFIC ISLAND HEALTH OFFICERS ASSOCIATION

November 22, 1999

Ms. Magalie Roman Salas

Secretary

Federal Communications Commission
445 Twelfth St., SW

Washington, DC 20554

Re: Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45
Dear Ms. Salas:

The Pacific Island Health Officers Association (PIHOA) submits the
following comments in response to the Public Notice released September 3,

1999.

The University of Hawaii School of Public Health Pacific Outreach Program
and its affiliated servicing organization, the Pacific Island Health Officers
Association, were established to encourage cooperation and communication
among the U.S. Associated Pacific Jurisdictions, to promote functional and
cost-effective solutions to common health service problems, and to
collectively achieve improved health status for all residents of the U.S.
Associated Pacific Jurisdictions. PIHOA is comprised of the principal health
officers of the six Pacific countries and territories affiliated with the United
States- American Samoa, Guam, Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana
Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, the Republic of the Marshall Islands,
and the Republic of Palau.

It is necessary that there is a cost-effective means of communication among
the U.S. Associated Pacific Jurisdictions, PTHOA Office, U.S. Federal
agencies, and the rest of the world. Communication between and among all
parties is important to expedite PIHOA's strategic initiatives, project
activities, and the day to day administration of the Association. The purpose
of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 is to ensure that health care providers
in rural and remote areas pay no more than health care providers in urban
areas for telecommunications interconnectivity. The U.S. Associated Pacific
Jurisdictions should have access to an affordable range of services (voice
grade access, touch tone, access to emergency and operator services)
available to urban consumers. Services provided are vital to education,
public health, and public safety.
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Section VI- Underserved Areas
Section F: Support for Rural Health Care Infrastructure

Other than Honolulu, in Hawaii, there are no urban areas in the U.S.
Associated Pacific Jurisdictions, all meet the criteria commonly accepted
as “rural”. The U.S. Associated Pacific Jurisdictions are isolated from the
U.S. mainland and the rest of the world. Communication capabilities are a
necessity between and among the Pacific region, U.S., and other countries.
Because of cost, entry into the telecommunications era is denied to health
professionals, and others, resident in the region. The inability of health
providers to access what are routine resources such as the National Library
of Medicine or to economically consult with colleagues via email has a
clear and obvious impact on the quality of health care available throughout
the region. In order for there to be an infrastructure for health care in the
U.S. Associated Pacific, economical communications must exist. PIHOA,
as a member organization of the heads of the departments of health for the
region, fully supports the intent of Section VI(F) of the Act.

As we move into the 21% Century, yet another important reason for
improved, economical communication for the region has emerged.
Telehealth and telemedicine are both minimally operational in the region.
However, the cost of this critical innovation to the strengthening of the
health infrastructure is seriously slowing its spread and impact. Diagnostic
support for health providers is available through the Akamai program at
Tripler. This email based, digital photograph enhanced system has
provided critical support to the regional health providers and has had an
impact on the need for medical evacuations to Hawaii, Guam and the
Philippines. While these efforts have improved the quality of diagnosis
and have reduced some of the need for medical evacuations, more
affordable communication rates would allow the project to maximize in its
potential impact.

A further need for affordable rates was demonstrated earlier this year
when, through the facilities of PEACESAT and the American Samoa
Telecommunications Authority (ASTCA), two public health courses were
offered via interactive video linking students, at the University of Hawaii,
School of Public Health and the staff at the Department of Public Health in
Pago Pago, American Samoa. The Health Resources and Services
Administration, Maternal and Child Health Branch has awarded the
University of Hawaii, School of Public Health a grant to develop web-
based continuing education courses for the Maternal and Child Health staff
of health departments in the region. However, to effectively develop these
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systems, the communications support upon which they depend must be
affordable.

Section VII- Insular Areas
Section A: Defining Insular Areas

The areas formally known as the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands
retain their special and historical affiliation to one another and with the
inclusion of the territories of Guam and American Samoa retains that
affiliation through the regional efforts of the Department of Interior, Office
of Insular Affairs, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, and the
Health Resources and Services Administration of the Department of
Health and Human Services. In addition, other Federal agencies such as
the Department of Education and the Environmental Protection Agency
treat the area as a regional affiliation more than as separate and
independent entities. As such, it is the request of PIHOA that the U.S.
Associated Pacific Jurisdictions of American Samoa, Republic of Palau,
Federated States of Micronesia, Republic of the Marshall Islands,
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands and Guam be treated in a
similar manner. That is, the definition of insular areas should include the
U.S. Territories of American Samoa, Guam, and Commonwealth of the
Northern Mariana Islands and the Freely Associated States of the Republic
of the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, and the
Republic of Palau.

Section B: Rural Health Care Support

The Health Care Providers (HCP) in the U.S. Pacific Jurisdictions are in
great need of using telehealth and telemedicine to improve quality,
accessibility, and cost-effectiveness of health and medical care. They are
now deprived of the major benefits of telemedicine and telehealth
initiative, due to the high cost of connecting to Honolulu, Hawaii. Under
the current Rural Health Care Program, the HCPs in the jurisdictions are
unable to apply for rate discounts. The FCC should provide support for
rural health care facilities’ links to the nearest U.S. urban area with
advanced health care facilities- Honolulu, Hawaii.

The U.S. Associated Pacific Jurisdictions lack modern health facilities.
The cost of travel to other states or countries is very high. The health
facilities lack medical specialists and trained personnel to provide
advanced or specialized health care. As such, jurisdictions rely on
telecommunications for purposes of diagnosis, research or coordination.
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Telehealth and telemedicine initiatives would be a tremendous
improvement for their health care facilities.

In summary, we want it all! The expanded definition, the affordable range
of services, the rate discounts for rural health providers, the works! This
region has been, and remains, an integral part of the U.S. sphere of
influence in the Pacific. As tensions ebb and flow, particularly in Asia, the
need for this sphere of influence becomes more obvious and more strategic
to the United States. Agreeing with our position on the rule making for
the Act will strengthen that influence and at the same time serve as one
more example of this nation’s commitment to the people of the Pacific.

Yours sincerely_, _

N
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D. William Wood
Interim Executive Director
Pacific Island Health Officers Association




