
An aspect of health technology which is most piv-
otal to the development of health care is biomedical 
engineering. Biomedical engineering approaches the 
solution of health care delivery problems from an 
innovative research and development orientation. 
This is also true for its twin brother: medical phys-
ics. Their fundamental aspect is the co-ordination 
and application of scientific measurements, the de-
velopment of devices and instruments, and interac-
tion with aspects of contemporary clinical practice.  
 These fields of engineering and physics ap-
plied to medicine are rapidly developing. And there 
is a widespread uncertainty about their nature and 
scope especially in the developing countries of the 
world, where the use of engineering/physical con-
cepts and techniques in medicine are not yet widely 
understood by clinicians and other health workers. 
With the potential benefits likely to accrue from 
various possible developments various governments 
are encouraged to enable economically sound policy 
towards acquisition and development of appropriate 
health technologies to be made, especially for devel-
oping countries. 
 The problems associated with the acquisition 
and utilisation of medical equipment and health 
technologies stems from the fact that one does not 
understand the principles on which the equipment 
designs and fabrication is based. This becomes 
clearer when the equipment breaks down or mal-
functions. Most often, there is equipment break 
down in some developing countries soon after its 
commissioning with the result that the objective ne-
cessitating its initial purchase is not achieved. 
 The factors responsible for this state of af-
fairs are multiple, most important of which include 
non-availability of appropriately trained manpower 
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at all levels, indiscriminate importation of unsuitable 
equipment in addition to a fundamental lack of an 
objective national policy on medical equipment ac-
quisition, maintenance and repair. 
 Appropriate acquisition of medical equip-
ment should, as a matter of policy, be based on thor-
ough training and education of professionals in all 
aspects of health technology and the allied fields. 
Research, design and development of medical equip-
ment in Africa and other developing countries 
should be the cornerstone of any policy on equip-
ment acquisition. This will ultimately lay a sound 
foundation for effective equipment maintenance and 
repair as many personnel effectively engaged in the 
equipment design and fabrication will be in a most 
knowledgeable position to train further personnel on 
the job for effective maintenance and repair job. 
 Most African countries as well as other de-
veloping countries of the world as at present are 
heavily dependent on imported medical equipment 
from across the globe. And most of these medical 
equipment that finds their way into Africa are not 
usually designed to withstand the inherent fluctua-
tions in the electrical power supply. Consequently, 
the useful suggestion by manufacturers to provide 
adequate power stabilisers for protection of the 
equipment no doubt add to the cost of the equip-
ment. Related to this is the issue of climatic condi-
tions. Many of the varied medical equipment that 
find their way into Africa are not usually designed 
for the continental climate. Consequently they soon 
break down and repair is not quite easy. 
 It is also that many times, technicians as-
signed to specific equipment do not have a detailed 
understanding of the principle of functioning of such 
equipment. Technical data about the equipment may 
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be unavailable or not be understood by the poorly 
trained and motivated technical staff. This hampers 
the desire for preventive maintenance and effective 
repair of such equipment.  
 One of the basic infrastructures for effective 
maintenance and repair of medical equipment is the 
availability of spare parts. This is a worldwide prob-
lem as stocking a maintenance centre with different 
spares can be quite costly. In the technologically de-
veloped countries with effective communication sys-
tem, spares can easily be obtained from the manu-
facturers/suppliers within a matter of hours for effec-
tive repair of faulty equipment. However, in Africa 
and other technologically developing countries 
where communication is at snail speed, there is in-
herent delay in repair when the spares have to be ob-
tained from outside the country or continent. 
 As a result of lack of standardization, there 
are diverse sources of equipment leading to a serious 
problem in non-compatibility of component parts of 
specific equipment. Again, the competition among 
manufacturers leads to constant and rapid changes in 
models, which invariably renders most equipment 
obsolete even before they are purchased in by many 
African countries. The net result of this is the scar-
city of spare parts, since the manufacturers of such 
‘obsolete’ equipment may not be interested in pro-
ducing spares for an already phased-out model.  
 A short-term solution to all these problems of 
health technology in Africa would be a pragmatic 
approach to the training of qualified and interested 
personnel on the principles of maintenance and re-
pair as applied to medical equipment. There is also 
the need for appropriate education and training, both 

on the principles of medical instrumentation, design 
and fabrication of medical equipment. With well-
trained medium and high level manpower, effective 
maintenance and repair can be achieved on the long 
term. 
 However, the long-term solution lies in the 
laying of a solid foundation for research, develop-
ment and production of appropriate medical equip-
ment. This should be based on the establishment and 
development of biomedical engineering and medical 
physics as innovative, research and development ori-
ented approach to the solution of the many and var-
ied technical problems of total health care delivery 
system of any nation especially those of the African 
continent. 
 The few biomedical engineers and medical 
physicists in Africa, being able to apply engineering 
and physical science principles and practice to the 
solution of problems in the fields of medical diagno-
sis, prophylaxis and therapeutics, naturally becomes 
the centrepiece of the long-standing co-operation 
and association between engineering and medical 
practice.  The long term solution of Africa’s health 
technology problem lies in their hands as profession-
als on ground. Professionals from both biomedical 
engineering and medical physics should be able to 
come together to articulate these problems in their 
fields, in their continent.  
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