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VILSECK, Germany – The Bavaria Medical Department Activity is offering orthopedic services to Bavaria beneficiaries as part of a 90-day pilot program running Jan. 22 – April 16 at the Vilseck Army Health Clinic.

The pilot program is a Europe Regional Medical Command initiative designed to gauge what type of demand there is for orthopedic services in Bavaria. Previously, all beneficiaries were referred to the economy or had the option to travel to another military health facility for orthopedic care. 

“It’s beneficial to the patient because it’s local access to an orthopedic specialist,” said David Melaas, the orthopedic physician assistant running the clinic. “If the patient wishes to stay within the military health system, he or she can.”

According to Melaas, one of the most noteworthy parts of the orthopedic clinic is its telehealth capabilities. Telehealth allows physically separated patients and providers to discuss treatment plans using a video teleconferencing system. 

“Potential is unlimited with this technology,” Melaas said. The technology is still being developed, but the possibility is there for instruments that could see into a patient’s nose or mouth. Although not required for orthopedic evaluation, he said this could be used by other professions or for preoperative anesthesia consultation if needed.  

This relatively new technology is being offered for orthopedic patients who may need surgery, which is typically done at the Heidelberg Health Center or Landstuhl Regional Medical Center. By using this technology, patients save themselves an average of three to four trips to Heidelberg or LRMC because they have their appointments locally with the orthopedic physician assistant and connect with their surgeon using the video teleconferencing system. 

“We’ve had three patients go through the process, and they love it because they don’t have to travel three hours away,” said Sgt. Jacob Bacahui, orthopedic technician. 

According to Bacahui, the telehealth program also benefits the Soldier’s unit because it saves the unit from supplying a driver each time the Soldier would have a pre-surgery appointment in Heidelberg or LRMC. Appointments following surgery would also be conducted locally. 

“Their first post-op appointment would be here with me,” Melaas said. “If there are problems, I can always pull up the surgeon in Heidelberg using the VTC machine so he can see the patient.”

Bacahui also said there are processes in place to help protect a patient’s personal information while using the video teleconferencing system. 

“The electronic signal is secure and it’s encrypted,” Bacahui said.
 
Patients are briefed on the electronic system and must sign a consent form before consulting with a provider using the video teleconferencing system.

In addition to its telehealth capabilities, the orthopedic clinic also provides services such as: ordering and interpreting X-rays, magnetic resonance images and computed tomography; referring patients to physical therapy and pain management; splinting and casting fractures; and prescribing medications. 

The orthopedic clinic is currently open to all service members in the Bavaria footprint. However, certain Family members also qualify for treatment.

“Right now, it’s only for active duty patients until we get an idea of what the demand is,” Melaas said “However, it is open to Family members who have acute fractures that are non-operative. We can manage those patients with splinting or casting here instead of sending them on the economy.”

At the end of the 90-day pilot program, Melaas said ERMC and BMEDDAC officials will look at the data and determine if they want to offer orthopedic services permanently.

“It just depends on the demand and if patients see a benefit to the services,” Melaas said. 

Beneficiaries interested in using the orthopedic clinic should contact their primary care manager for a referral. 

Editor’s note: If you’ve experienced the telehealth program and want to share your story with the community, contact BMEDDAC public affairs at DSN 476-4605, civilian 09662-83-4605. 
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Caption: Sgt. Jacob Bacahui, orthopedic technician, and members of the Vilseck Health Clinic staff demonstrate how the teleheath system works at the orthopedic clinic Feb. 3. The clinic is offering orthopedic services to beneficiaries in Bavaria as part of a 90-day pilot program Jan. 22 – April 16.
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