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As the saying goes, “Vive la différence!” And la différence is
rapidly becoming apparent on the Internet. As federal Health
Minister Allan Rock commented last March, “the need to en-
hance the sensitivity of the health system to women’s health
issues has gained increasing recognition.” Today, much of
the effort to balance the gender equation in health informa-
tion is taking place on the ’Net.

Health Canada’s Women’s Health Strategy, which Rock
unveiled last year (www.hc-sc.gc.ca/datapcb/datawhb
/womenstrat.htm), seeks to address biases in medical re-
search and practice. The Canadian Women’s Health Net-
work (www.cwhn.ca), which is supported by that “strategy,”

offers a range of online resources, with everything from ill-
ness and chronic pain to disabilities and disease prevention
being covered. The site also posts research from the 5 Cen-
tres of Excellence for Women’s Health (www.hc-sc.gc.ca
/datapcb/datawhb/cewheng.htm) and elsewhere.

Government departments are not the only ones to catch
the women’s health wave, because plenty of nonprofit and
commercial sites now specialize in this area. The Women’s
Health Clinic in Winnipeg (www.pangea.ca/whc/) offers a
“holistic approach and emphasizes prevention, education and
action.” It has a range of services for women of all ages.
Meanwhile, Sympatico’s HealthyWay site (sympatico
.healthcentral.ca) has a huge array of medical information.

Most of this is aimed at the public, but some may be of use
to clinicians. The site includes disease-specific information
and health “centres,” one of which focuses on women. It not
only covers topics of interest to women but also offers current
health news items from Canadian Press and Reuters.

Moving beyond Canada’s borders, the Estronaut site
(www.estronaut.com) presents itself as a forum for women’s
health. Dr. Karen Sarpolis, one of the principals behind this
commercial venture, hosts “Ask A Women’s Health Doctor,”
which promises to deliver timely responses to emailed queries.

The Women’s Health Interactive Web site (www
.womens-health.com) specializes in the design, development
and delivery of health education for women through the use of
interactive digital technologies. It offers an extensive selection
of subject matter divided into broad “health centres.” It also
includes decision-making trees to help people identify prob-
lems and find solutions. — Michael OReilly, mike@oreilly.net

On the Net

Women’s health care rides an Internet wave

holds and breadwinners, girls turn to
prostitution, and the AIDS cycle be-
gins anew. Every day, said the panel,
the world sees about 16 000 new cases
of HIV infections, and just 12 will be
in Canada. The vast majority will be in
impoverished, developing countries,
particularly in Africa.

“When you see these children, you
see the pain in the back of their eyes,”
said Dr. Abiola Tilley-Gyado, senior
health adviser with PLAN Interna-
tional, which operates aid programs in

43 countries; Foster Parents Plan is its
Canadian arm.

The HIV/AIDS epidemic is also
turning the clock back on progress in
African countries, where life ex-
pectancy has been declining since
1990. Sub-Saharan Africa is already
home to 68% of all HIV/AIDS pa-
tients and 90% of AIDS orphans, and
the region’s overburdened social and
health systems are threatened with
collapse. “It’s been a huge step back-
ward,” says Tilley-Gyado. The AIDS
epidemic also has profound economic
effects. The epidemic in Thailand is
expected to cost the Japanese economy
1.2% of its GNP this year.

But it’s not all doom and gloom.
PLAN International, for example,
provides testing facilities and post-test
clubs that offer peer support and
counselling, while Nkya has created a
women’s support network in West
Africa that gives grants to the needy,
offers one-on-one peer support and
distributes condoms. In one project,
the number of women in a brothel-
based business had declined from 300
to 15 in 3 years.

A new guide to twinning
HIV/AIDS organizations in Canada
with those overseas is available at
www.icad-cisd.com/publications. —
Barbara Sibbald, CMAJ
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