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VA VistA® System
VistA® and 'M' are still very much alive and well.
Introduction

The Veterans Health Administration of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has a long, successful, and interesting history of using information technology to meet its mission. The Veterans Health Administration (VHA) has had automated information systems in its medical facilities since before 1984, beginning with the Decentralized Hospital Computer Program (DHCP) with its extensive clinical and administrative information systems capabilities.  The Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology Architecture (VistA) delivered significant enhancements to the original system especially in the area of ambulatory care.  With the subsequent release of the Computerized Patient Record System (CPRS) for clinicians in 1997 and the nation-wide deployment of VistA® Imaging in the late 1990's and early 2000's, the VistA system has become known as one of the most advanced health information systems in the world.  
Background

The Veterans Health Administration (VHA) operate the nation’s largest medical system. It provides care to approximately 4.5 million veterans out of an eligible population of 25 million. VHA currently employs approximately 180,000 healthcare professionals at 170 hospitals, more than 800 community and facility-based outpatient clinics, over 135 nursing homes, 43 domiciliaries, 206 readjustment counseling centers, and various other facilities. In addition, VHA is the nation’s largest provider of graduate medical education and a major contributor to medical and scientific research. VA medical centers are affiliated with more than 152 medical and dental schools, training more than 80,000 health-related students and residents each year. More than half of the U.S. practicing physicians have received training in VA hospitals. VA is the second largest funder of biomedical research in the U.S. VA also provides healthcare services to active military personnel during wartime and the general population in times of national disasters.

Each VA Medical Center, and its associated outpatient and long term care facilities, are computerized to a degree that often surprises the uninitiated. The VA VistA
 system has its roots in the late 1970s when initial development of this controversial new system was undertaken by what was then known as the "Underground Railroad". 
(See http://www.hardhats.org/history/hardhats.html )
The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) began deploying the VistA system, then known as the Decentralized Hospital Computer Program (DHCP), in all of its medical facilities around 1984. The initial "core" system consisted of a limited number of clinical and administrative software modules which included patient registration, outpatient clinic scheduling, inpatient admission/discharge/transfer (ADT), pharmacy. laboratory, and radiology.  The Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology Architecture (VistA), supporting ambulatory and additional clinical and administrative modules delivered significant enhancements to the original DHCP system. With the subsequent release of the Computerized Patient Record System (CPRS) for clinicians in 1997 and the deployment of VistA Imaging in the late 1990's and early 2000's, the VistA® system came into its own and became recognized as one of the most advanced health information systems in the world.  (See http://www1.va.gov/vista_monograph/  )
VistA® Across The Country

Over the past decades, the VA VistA® system has been adopted by a number of other non-VA healthcare provider organizations across the country. The following are some examples of these.

The Department of Defense (DoD) and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) have a longstanding tradition of health information and technology sharing spanning the past several decades. In 1983, the Department of Defense (DoD) was first provided copies of the VistA® application software. In 1987, two DoD facilities, March Air Force Base and Fitzsimmons Army Base, began extensive testing the VistA software. In 1988, SAIC was awarded a $1.01 billion, eight-year contract to design, develop, and implement its solution. The SAIC solution involved modifying the VA VistA system to meet DoD requirements for what is known as the DoD Composite Health Care System(CHCS) which is used at all major Military Treatment Facilities around the world. The VA and DoD continue to collaborate on a number of health information systems initiatives, e.g. FHIE, C/HDR.
The Indian Health Service (IHS) and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) also have a longstanding tradition of health information and technology sharing spanning the past several decades. In 1984, the Indian Health Service began implementation of 60 systems using VistA® software. Many components of the RPMS health information system are still based on the VistA system. They refer to their system as the Resource and Patient Management System (RPMS).  The system is an integrated solution for the management of clinical and administrative information in hundreds of IHS healthcare facilities of various sizes and orientations around the country. Over the years, a number of key RPMS software modules have been incorporated into the VistA system, e.g. Health Summary, Womens Health. 
The National Hansen's Disease Program (NHDP), based in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, is primarily responsible for inpatient and outpatient care and treatment of Hansen's disease (leprosy).  In addition to the clinical programs in Baton Rouge, the NHDP Center also coordinates outpatient care for Hansen's disease patients throughout the U.S. at BPHC grant funded clinics as well as private physician offices. They first brought up the VistA system in 1989 and updated their VistA infrastructure in 2000.  They currently have a patient database size of 16,082 patients. 
Oklahoma has moved forward with the acquisition and implementation of  VistA® and CPRS in their seven intermediate and long term care State Veterans Homes at Norman, Claremore, Talihina, Clinton, Ardmore, Sulphur, and Lawton.   Their architecture involves a centralized system using a single VistA database residing in Oklahoma City. They awarded a contract to Implement VistA in early 2004.  The first facility was up and running by May 2004 and the project was successfully completed well ahead of schedule in the summer of 2005, with all seven healthcare facilities now using VistA. 
Others Activities - Washington state, the D.C. Department of Health, California, and the state of Hawaii have implemented VistA® systems in a limited number of facilities. West Virginia, Texas, Michigan, and several other states that have expressed an interest in acquiring and implementing VistA® and CPRS. The VA has also given VistA and CPRS Read Only secure access to authorized providers at over 70 State Veteran Homes across the country. Further, the VA has also received numerous other calls from local city and county governments expressing an interest in possibly acquiring and using the VistA® system. As interest grows, the number of commercial vendors willing to support VistA implementations has increased and they have formed a trade organization known as the VistA Software Alliance (VSA).  

VistA Around The World 
American Samoa - Lyndon Baines Johnston (LBJ) Tropical Medical Center is located in Pago Pago and is the only medical facility in America Samoa.  The facility is a 160-be hospital that provides health care to approximately 70,000 people.  It has services such as laboratory, pharmacy, dietetics, radiology, dialysis, and mental health services.  Before they implemented the Veterans Health Administration Information Systems & Technology Architecture (VistA®) system, LBJ had no computer system at all and all record keeping was paper-based, which resulted in a loss of revenue and duplication of many medical services.

LBJ management  did not have the resources to develop their own system or to buy a commercial solution, so they approached the VA Medical Center in Honolulu about the possibility of acquiring and using the VistA® system. The VA recognized that military veterans would benefit from this initiative since the VA has no clinics in Samoa and all veterans are treated at the LBJ Tropical Medical Center.  The Pacific Telehealth & Technology Hui helped to coordinate the collaborative efforts of all parties who eventually worked on this project. Organizations collaborating on this highly successful project included the Honolulu VA Medical Center, VA Headquarters, WorldVistA, Air Force, National Guard, University of Hawaii, LBJ Tropical Medical Center, and a number of small IT vendors.

The system was successfully deployed in 2003. Overall, the implementation of the VistA® system went quite well and the employees are enthusiastic about using the system.  Very few calls have been made by the LBJ Tropical Medical Center to the Honolulu VA Medical Center for help or assistance.  At this point in time, the VistA system continues to be used successfully and over 85% of the population of America Samoa has now been entered into the LBJ Tropical Medical Center's computerized patient record system. Currently there are no plans to further enhance the VistA® system in America Samoa.  The LBJ Tropical Medical Center will simply continue to use the standard system released by the VA and will keep it patched and up-to-date.  The VA VistA® and Computerized Patient Record System (CPRS) appear to be more than adequate to meet the long term needs of the center.  
Egypt - In 1990 a project was launched to implement a health information system at the National Cancer Institute (NCI) in Cairo, Egypt.  NCI is the leading cancer centre in Egypt, delivering cancer care for about 12,000 new cancer cases every year. The VA VistA® system was selected for adoption by their organization. Customization and conversion to Arabic of many parts of VistA® was achieved in-house, with cooperation from staff at the VA and the University of Wurzburg in Germany.  VistA software applications that were implemented included: Patient Registration, Inpatient ADT, Surgery, Laboratory, Pharmacy, Radiology, Record Tracking, Nursing, Engineering, and an early version of the VistA Clinical Imaging module. In 2000, NCI updated the original VistA system to run on InterSystems's Cache. They also started working on a GUI interface for ADT, Lab, Radiology, an other modules. Some of this software is purely in Arabic, some in English, and some mixed.

Nasser Institute Hospital (NIH) was opened in July 1987. NIH is the largest tertiary reference center for the Egyptian Ministry of Health & Population (MOHP). It consists of 885 beds distributed over more than 40 medical specialties and sub-specialties ranging from ordinary medical and surgical services to the most sophisticated BMT and Open heart surgery. They initiated a hospital information system project in 1997. The aim was to implement a system in up to 4 hospitals.  They received US AID funds and awarded a contract to a company called Maximus to customize and implement the VistA system. As of January 2005, at least 2 hospitals in Egypt are running components of the original VistA software installed by Maximus. They collaborate with and receive extensive support from programmers at the National Cancer Institute (NCI). Both the Nasser Institute Hospital (NIH) and the National Cancer Institute (NCI) plans to implement VA Computerized Patient Record System (CPRS) and VistA Imaging modules. They also hope to integrate their VistA® systems with their other IT systems, e.g. Telemedicine, Cancer Registry, Quality Assurance, Decision Support. 

Mexico - In May 2004, representatives of the Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social (Mexican Government Social Security Healthcare System) visited the VA Medical Center in Washington D.C. to learn more about the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs comprehensive health information system known as VistA®. The IMSS operates a government chain of 40 large tertiary hospitals, 223 regional hospitals, and over 1200 clinics. The IMSS is a non-profit state-owned organization and is the main health care provider in the country. They decided to move forward with a pilot test of VistA in one of their facilities by the end of 2004. This proved to be a success and as of the end of May, 2005, the VistA implementation project in Mexico is continuing to move forward. They reported having VistA installed in 4 hospitals with 10 more hospitals gearing up. The plan is to have 25 tertiary hospitals running VistA by the end of 2005. The goal for 2006 is to bring up VistA in approximately 100 additional general hospitals by the end of that year. 
Germany - The German Heart Institute in Berlin opened in 1985. It is a hospital specialized in cardio-thoracic surgery and cardiology. They have more than 8,100 inpatient admissions each year and did 4,557 Open Heart Procedures and 2,797 Cath Procedures in 2002. In 1992, the German Heart Institute started adding software modules from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) VistA® system to its existing system. VistA offered a low cost alternative to purchasing a solution from established IT vendors in Germany at that time.  The VistA "Kernel" software modules were adopted and incorporated into the framework of the German Heart Institute's existing health IT systems. It gave the Institute a set of software tools that allowed for greater flexibility in new application development. In addition to the Kernel, the Institute implemented a number of VistA applications such as Laboratory, parts of Blood Bank, and Anatomic Pathology, Record Tracking, in addition to other internally-developed applications that were built using the VA FileMan and ScreenMan tools. The Institute continues to use VistA and their plans for the future include possibly implementing the complete Blood Bank, Radiology, Order Entry, Clinical Imaging, and other VistA software modules. 
Other Activities - VistA software modules have been installed in healthcare institutions around the world, including Mexico, Finland, Germany, Egypt, and American Samoa.  Many healthcare organizations in other countries have contacted the VA and are evaluating the possibility of using VistA, e.g. Panama, India, Jordan. The Open Source community has begun to embrace VistA and an organization called WorldVistA has emerged which is focused on further developing and supporting the growing global VistA community.

The VA and VistA's Future

Two long range IT strategies are being pursued by the VA. A internal strategy has been developed to move the existing system towards what is known as  “HealtheVet” VistA, an ideal health information system to support the future veterans health system. Planned enhancements to VistA® include a Personal Health Record (PHR) module, a Health Data Repository (HDR), and web-enabled front end, to name just a few.

An external strategy has also been developed known as "HealthePeople" VistA.  This effort involves collaborating with other organizations outside the VA on health IT standards, electronic health records (EHR), personal health records (PHR), health information exchange (HIE) solutions, public health and disease surveillance systems, and sharing health IT expertise. 
One of the key HealthePeople VistA initiatives involves the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) who are collaborating with the VA on an initiative to transfer the VistA® electronic healthcare record (EHR) suite of software to the private physician office setting. The VistA Office EHR (http://www.vista-office.org/ ) project was initiated in response to direction received from the President of the United States. It combines the strengths of a number of public and private sector organizations collaborating to make available a high-quality, public domain EHR solution that has already been developed and widely deployed by the federal government.  VistA Office EHR is an alternative to more costly solutions being made available from private vendors that are not affordable to smaller practices and healthcare provider organizations. 
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