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The Program Health for All - implemented in Sao Tome and Principe by Instituto Marquês
de Valle Flôr (IMVF) since 1988 – has put in place a programmatic and stepwise strategy
for the integrated provision of preventive, primary and specialized healthcare in this
archipelago. Acknowledging that the transformation of health systems is a complex and
lengthy process, the Program has built a broad coalition of relevant stakeholders over
30 years of intervention: The Ministry of Health of Sao Tome and Principe, the
Portuguese Cooperation, the Portuguese Directorate General for Health, the European
Commission, the Gulbenkian Foundation, Academic Institutions, Public and Private
Health Structures and other Technologies and Communication’s Companies.
In a country marked by geographical isolation, external dependence, fragile public
policies in the health sector and with an enormous deficit of health professionals, the
efforts undertaken by the Program – together with national authorities - have already
allowed the transition from a dysfunctional health service to a decentralized health
service of national coverage. The adopted approach has proven fruitful as Sao Tome and
Principe´s health indicators currently rank among the best in Sub-Saharan Africa.

From one district to the whole national territory……from primary healthcare
to specialized care
Initially implemented in the district of Mé-Zochi since 1988, the program was gradually
extended to all 7 districts of the archipelago and local health centres have progressively
integrated a wider range of services, namely hospitalisation, diagnostic tests,
community pharmacies and better working conditions. These improvements have
allowed the reinforcement of the role of the healthcare centres as the first line of action
and interaction with the communities.
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With the provision of preventive and primary healthcare duly consolidated in the
country, a new challenge was embraced in 2009: The Health for All – Specialties. This
intervention aimed to complement the healthcare supply chain in the country with
specialised assistance of secondary and tertiary care in Hospital Dr. Ayres de Menezes,
the central hospital of Sao Tome and Principe.
Aiming at introducing faster and more adequate solutions to an integral healthcare
provision, reducing the number of medical evacuation cases and improving local
medical expertise, the Health for All Program has also included the creation and
structuring of specialized health services, as well as the conduction of short-term
regular missions of Portuguese specialists to the country.
The existence of a wide array of specialized consultations, exams and surgeries- that
previously would require treatment abroad - is now a reality in the country. The missions
of the Portuguese specialists in loco have also allowed the training of Sao-Tomean
physicians and other health staff on evaluation, follow-up and stabilization of a broad
spectrum of clinical conditions.
In order to contribute to the creation of new generation of proficient national health
specialists capable of responding to the country's assistance needs, long and short-term
training programmes in Portugal have also been conducted. Different technical and
clinical specialities have been selected in accordance with the country’s training needs
as identified by the Sao-Tomean Ministry of Health (MoH).
In addition, the intervention has also ensured the strengthening of healthcare facilities
through the acquisition and distribution of medicines, medical and surgical supplies,
further contributing to the improvement of healthcare provision in the country.
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Telemedicine, a capacity building and development tool…
The development of a Telemedicine platform - operational since March 2011 - has
broken time and space barriers and has transformed the health cooperation landscape
between Portugal and Sao Tome and Principe. This technology not only enhances the
monitoring and supervision of more complex clinical cases but also promotes the
training of Sao Tomean health professionals at distance.

Encouraged by the results obtained after two years of Telemedicine practice between
Portugal and Sao Tome and Principe, IMVF sought to go further, capitalizing on the
acquired experience and aiming at improving the performance and cost-effectiveness
of this platform. IMVF has, therefore, initiated a process that has culminated in the
creation of a new telemedicine platform in 2015, the Medigraf® NG, which puts
Portugal at the forefront of technology information and communication for healthcare
promotion. This new platform is compatible with any equipment or means of medical
diagnosis and is low cost. The main features of this equipment are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Requires only 2MB internet bandwidth;
It can be used in a PC or laptop without special requirements;
It allows the incorporation of a clinical process including examinations files;
It has a scheduling tool;
It allows consultations in live stream, remote or emergency;
It has internal communication tools through internal mail and chatroom;
It allows simultaneously sharing of consultations (or trainings) in various parts
of the world;
It currently integrates multiple devices, allowing real time broadcasting of the
following: vital signs screens, echocardiography, echography, mammography,
endoscopy, conventional radiography, among others.
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A major breakthrough has been the integration of several ophthalmological
equipments, allowing a thorough observation under the supervision of an
ophthalmologist – working thousands of miles away - and also enabling the uploading
and saving of reports and all images of medical examinations completed. The Teleye®
- included in the project iSEE - was born out of the collaboration between IMVF and PT
innovation (now Altice Labs) and includes a slit lamp, one autorefractometer/keratometer, a retinographer, a tonometer and a high-definition camera.

The integration of this equipment with Medigraf® allows an observation of equal
quality as the face to face one, guiding the ophthalmologist at distance to the
acquisition of diagnostic tests. This tool has revolutionized the way of looking at health
cooperation in the field of Ophthalmology, further enhancing the accessibility, equity
and quality in ophthalmological healthcare provided in a country without a single local
specialist in this area.
Accordingly, the Telemedicine platform has allowed the conduction (at distance and
with sound and image precision) of more than 3 thousand clinical sessions of different
specialties, including Ophthalmology. Moreover, more than 80 thousand exams and
clinical archives have been introduced in this platform so far. Since 2010 and far as the
Ophthalmology specialty is concerned, 14 945 medical consultations, 2 287 pre and
post-operative nursing assessments and 218 Laser YAG interventions have been
conducted. Additionally, 2 229 surgeries have been performed (191 of which were
performed on children) and 2 175 ultrasound and other ophthalmological
investigations have been carried out during the short-term missions.
As with the other medical specialties included in the Program, special emphasis has also
been placed on the conduction of Ophthalmology-related trainings, combining
theoretical and practical courses (both in Sao Tome and Portugal) with on the job
supervision in loco and through the Telemedicine Platform.
From scratch and in just 9 years, in a country without any Ophthalmologist resident, the
prevalence of avoidable blindness and visual impairment in Sao Tome and Principe
dropped 48,4%, largely exceeding the 25% target set by the UN Global Action Plan to
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be attained by 2019. Moreover, an average cataract surgical rate above 1058 per million
inhabitants /year and a cataract surgical coverage (eyes) of 70% were attained.
A more regular monitoring of clinical cases at distance is now possible. Moreover, the
Telemedicine tool allows a timely and improved diagnosis and corresponding
therapeutic orientation or even the schedule for a forthcoming visit of specialists to the
country. This feature favours a better resolution of the patients’ clinical condition
allowing, in many cases, the avoidance of medical evacuation. On the other hand, in the
case medical evacuation happens, the system provides prior identification, at distance,
of the clinical condition of the patient, enabling the identification and preparation of
the host hospital(s) and physicians(s) available to receive the patient in Portugal, and
not less important, an increased humanization of the evacuation process. In such a
context, 74 sight-saving referrals and successful medical evacuations to Portugal were
timely undertaken.
As shown in Table 1, the short-term medical missions expenses of Ophthalmology
conducted under the Project iSEE represent only 16,76 % when compared to the
equivalent costs for treatment in Portugal according to the DRG (Diagnosis Related
Group). If we consider the minimum traveling and accommodation expenses for at least
one week for treatment in Portugal, the saving amounts to 97% of the expected costs.
Accordingly, the results achieved so far highlight a clear efficiency in the use of
resources available taking into consideration the number of interventions that have
been carried out.

Descriptive

Costs with Ophthalmology
Missions

Equivalency to DRG value
in Portugal

Flight and accommodation costs of
Ophthalmology Missions (27 missions
covered by 132 specialists) + costs of
equipment and supplies

849 200 EUR

-

-

890 373 EUR

-

4 117 5 347 EUR

849 200 EUR

5 065 720 EUR

-

22 417 500 EUR

Consultations and exams during the
short-term missions (total of 14 945)
Surgical interventions (total of 2 229
patients) including general and locoregional anaesthesia
SUB-TOTAL 1
Equivalent costs for evacuation and
assistance of 14 945 Sao-Tomean
patients (flight+ accommodation
during 1 week in Portugal)
SUB-TOTAL 2
TOTAL

22 417 500 EUR
849 200 EUR

27 483 228

Table 1: Financial aspects of the iSEE intervention between 2010-2018
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A PARADIGM FOR OTHER INTERVENTIONS
The methodology adopted by the Health for All Program has been based upon a
meticulous analysis of the real needs, constrains and potentials of local partners
and of the country itself. The strategy of intervention is therefore, since the
beginning, in constant harmony with the public policies and strategies in the
domain of health, as well as in harmony with the best international practices, as
drawn by WHO – World Health Organization, to healthcare provision in
Developing Countries. The intervention logic has, therefore, been strongly
anchored on the correlation between the analysis of a global agenda and the
local, context-sensitive implementation of activities in order to maximize the
impact of the Program.
Overall, the approach adopted and the introduction of a cohesive set of services
exponentially promoted the accessibility, equity and effectiveness in healthcare
services provided in Sao Tome and Principe. The intervention has shown
substantial clinical, human, economic and social gains, vital to support the
sustainable development of the country as it provides Sao Tome with the skills
and effective techniques for the prevention, treatment and monitoring of
complex clinical cases that until now could only be solved across borders.
The Program provides a comprehensive operational and clinical replicable
paradigm for the implementation of effective and efficient aid in the health
sector and has been able to overcome economical and geographical barriers to
health assistance with an extreme impact. Accordingly, it has been showcased in
several organizations. Its results have been disseminated across medical and
scientific communities also proving the attention that has been payed by the
Program to scientific investigation related to the epidemiological challenges in
the country.
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Health for All in numbers
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Health for All: awards and merits
Awards
2009 | Health for All - Changing the Paradigm of Healthcare Provision in Sao Tome and
Principe - Case Study: 1988-2008 : honourable reward under the 2008 Edition of Bial
Awards.
2013 | Medigraf 3.0 receives awards in the Category Changing Lives of AfricaCom and
Broadband Infovision Awards 2013, standing out as an app in the health sector with the
ability to improve the living conditions of people.
2015 | European Society Award assigned every year by the European Parliament with
the purpose of compensate exceptional activities developed by groups, citizens
associations or organizations in the domain of promotion of a wilder European citizens
integration, cooperation, European spirit reinforcement and in the scope of the values
consecrated under the Charter of the Fundamental Rights of European Union.

Distinctions
2009 | Health for all recognized as of Public Utility by the Portuguese High
Commissioner for Health (Ministerial Order nº 6243 of 5th March 2008 and by the
Portuguese MoH (January 2013).

2011 | The Health for All project is selected by the United Nations as one of the world’s
15 most inspiring stories and is presented as an example of good practice in capacitybuilding and sustainable development in the High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness
held in Busan.
2011 | Visit of the President of the Democratic Republic of Sao Tome and Principe,
Manuel Pinto da Costa, to the Headquarters of IMVF in recognition for the work
developed in Sao Tome over the last 25 years, particularly in the health sector.
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2012 | Cooperation Protocol between the Portuguese Directorate General for Health
and the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs of Sao Tome and Principe that allows wider
and regular use of telemedicine in Sao Tome and Principe.
2013 | Silver Medal for outstanding services awarded by the Portuguese Ministry of
Health distinguishing the work developed by IMVF in the healthcare sector for the
population of Sao Tome.
2013 | Allocation of Public Utility Status by the Sao Tome and Principe government for
IMVF’s 25 years of work in the country in the sectors of health, education and food
security. Delivery of individual recognition diplomas to the responsibles, specialized
physicians, nurses’ technicians and other staff who integrate the Health for All project
2015 | Ceremony of recognition of IMVF’s work held at Sao Tome and Principe
International House, in Lisbon.
2015 | Merit Municipal Medal given to IMVF in recognition of its contribution in the area
of cooperation by the City Council of Palmela.
2018 | Recognition as one of the Best Practices On People-First Public-Private
Partnerships for the Sustainable Development Goals granted by the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE)
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