
Polycom video delivers healthcare to the rural villages 
of Southeast Alaska 
It's a common problem throughout the United States – delivering the same quality of healthcare to rural 
communities that is available to residents of more urban areas.  But perhaps nowhere is that challenge more
acute than in Southeast Alaska, a region characterized by remote and sparsely-populated communities located
900 miles from the nearest large city –- Anchorage to the north and Seattle to the south.  The area includes
the state's capitol of Juneau but only has a total population of 68,000, with 22 of its towns home to less than
1,000 residents each.  There are very few roads connecting the 25 towns and villages that make up Southeast
Alaska; instead, residents travel among communities on commercial jets, small planes, and the state-run
Alaska Marine Highway ferry system.

In addition to geographical isolation, residents of Southeast Alaska have severe weather to contend with,
including upwards of 90 inches of rain per year.  Inclement weather often makes travel impossible, creating 
a precarious situation in medical emergencies.  In fact, pregnant women from the area's rural communities
must travel to the hospital two weeks before their due dates because there are no facilities in their villages
equipped for childbirth. Traveling by ferry at the onset of labor is not feasible since the journey can take up to
a day and a half.  And with a price tag of $1,200, chartering a plane for the 40-minute flight is cost prohibitive
and might not even be an option in foul weather.

There's no question that delivering rural healthcare in Southeast Alaska is an enormous challenge, but thanks
in part to federal grants, the SouthEast Alaska Regional Health Consortium (SEARHC) was able to implement
video conferencing technology to help ease that burden. 

Leveraging Resources to Find a Solution
SEARHC (pronounced “Search”) provides healthcare to almost 12,000 Tlingit, Haida, Tsimshian and other
Native people in 25 communities of Southeast Alaska.  A tribally owned nonprofit health care institution,
SEARHC qualifies for universal services subsidies which help fund the organization's eight wide area 
network (WAN) circuits.

In addition, as a federally-funded healthcare institution, SEARHC was able to become a partner in the
statewide Alaska Federal Health Care Access Network (AFHCAN). AFHCAN is a telemedicine network linking
248 sites spanning the massive Alaska region and including military installations, Alaska Native health facili-
ties, regional hospitals, small village clinics, and State of Alaska public health nursing facilities.

“AFHCAN was a statewide project to implement telemedicine in all healthcare facilities that receive federal
funding, such as public health organizations and Native healthcare providers like ours,” explains Peter Apathy,
senior programmer and analyst for SEARHC. “It was designed primarily for store and forward telemedicine
applications, but we've been very successful in using it for real-time video conferencing in healthcare.”

Leveraging its AFHCAN funding, SEARHC first deployed video conferencing in Sept. 2000, and its use has
steadily increased since then. In a typical six-week period, the organization's 30 endpoints log nearly 600
hours of video conferencing.

One Network, Many Uses
The original implementation of video on the SEARHC network connected the organization’s regional hospital 
in Sitka and its administrative offices in Juneau. From there, video use grew rapidly and additional units were
deployed in six SEARHC clinics. Plans are in place to deploy video endpoints in three more clinics and most
locations now have two or more video endpoints in regular use.

“Our organization is quite dispersed. Video really helps bring everyone together and that's why high level buy-
in for the use and purchase of the technology has been complete,” says Apathy.  “We use video for everything
from continuing medical education to virtual family visits with Grandma who's been hospitalized and away
from home for a while.”
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“The acceptance of video conferencing
throughout our organization has been

amazing. At this point, when we look at
expanding clinical services, video confer-

encing is automatically included in the 
facility design.”

Peter Apathy 
Senior Programmer and Analyst 
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