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June 13, 2005

National Network of Libraries for Health Task Force 

Canadian Health Libraries Association
Dear Task Force Members:

In 1965, the U.S. Congress passed the Medical Library Assistance Act, which gave the U.S. National Library of Medicine (NLM) extramural grant authority and also required NLM to establish the Regional Medical Library Network, now known as the National Network of Libraries of Medicine (NN/LM).  Forty years later and more than 5,000 members strong, the Network has played an essential role in NLM’s efforts to equalize access to health information across the United States.  
In the 1960s and 70s, the NLM and the Regional Medical Libraries focused on establishing inter-organizational arrangements, policies, and procedures to facilitate interlibrary lending and to train librarians in hospitals and academic health centers to provide online search services for researchers and health professionals.  In the late 1970s and 1980s, NLM was able to use this existing NN/LM infrastructure to build a national serials holdings database, implement a nationwide automated document request and routing system, and begin to train health professionals to search MEDLINE directly.  From 1990 on, the NN/LM has played a critical role in NLM outreach to underserved health professionals, through exhibiting at health professional meetings, providing thousands of training sessions, and supporting document delivery to unaffiliated health professionals via Loansome Doc and other mechanisms.  The NN/LM has also been a key partner in NLM’s efforts to establish and improve Internet connectivity in hospitals and community-based organizations across the country.  Since 1998, when NLM expanded its direct target audiences to encompass patients and the general public, the NN/LM has been invaluable in outreach efforts involving public libraries, public health departments, schools, churches, and other community-based organizations.  In recent years, the NN/LM has also assisted NLM in facilitating access to electronic full-text via LinkOut for Libraries and PubMed Central.  Today the NN/LM is a key player in expanding the GoLocal feature to connect the authoritative consumer health information currently available in MedlinePlus to information about local health services available in communities across the United States.
Over the past four decades, NLM has developed a succession of electronic services to improve access to high quality health information. Thanks to the Internet, most current NLM services are available around the world.  Through participation in defining requirements, testing, and evaluation, the NN/LM has helped to ensure that NLM services are useful and usable by their intended audiences.  Even more important, however, have been NN/LM activities to coordinate and carry out training, outreach to health professionals and the public, and integration of successive generations of NLM’s products and services into local operations and environments.   The NN/LM continues to be essential to the success of NLM’s efforts to improve access to high quality health information across the United States.  We believe it provides tremendous value for the relatively modest federal investment in supporting its operations and outreach initiatives.
Although there are differences between the U.S. and Canada in the organization of health care and of national library and information services, a judicious Canadian investment in a National Network of Libraries of Health is highly likely to provide similar benefits to the citizens of your country.   I wish you every success in your endeavors to establish a firm basis for such a Network in Canada.







Sincerely yours,








Betsy L. Humphreys








Deputy Director

PAGE  
1

