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Telehealth has emerged in Brazil as a strategy to support primary care practitioners in small and geographically disadvantaged cities, in order to avoid unnecessary referrals and improve service quality. The Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais provides teleconsultations and tele-electrocardiography for primary care in Minas Gerais province. The system uses low cost technology, which is suitable to poor villages. The objective of this study is to describe the evolution of the teleconsultation service by Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais from 2007 to 2011. A methodology for implementation and maintenance was developed. The service was initially implemented in 82 municipalities in 2007, and successive expansions have been performed, reaching 608 of the 853 province municipalities in 2011. The mean utilization rate per month has increased from a mean of 5% in 2007 to 60% in 2011. A total of 30,975 teleconsultations were performed, 15,052 in the past year. Of these, 53% were requested by nurses, 36% by physicians and 11% by other healthcare professionals. The increase in the number of teleconsultations has led to modifications in the service, with the adoption of gatekeepers in different areas, who can answer the teleconsultation or forward it to subspecialists. The gatekeepers answered 73% of the teleconsultations: 26% were family physicians, 18% dermatologists, 12% nurses, 10% gynecologists and 7% pediatricians. The mean response time is 23 hours: 19 hours for gatekeepers and 42 hours for subspecialists. Demand on weekends and holidays correspond to 8% and 17% are nocturnal. Most health professionals (97%) were satisfied with the service and referrals to distant centers were avoided in 81% of the cases. Cost-effective analysis showed that the service is cost-effective and economically viable. In conclusion, teleconsultation service provided by Telehealth Network of Minas Gerais has been expanding continuously, and is gradually being integrated to primary care assistan! ce in those municipalities, improving quality of care, providing continuing education, reducing isolation of primary care professionals, referrals to distant reference centers and costs.
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