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1.	Q:   What is BITNIS?,  Why is it useful?


	A:   The BITNIS service provides access to the US National Library of Medicine’s database systems through electronic mail.  The NLM is the world largest biomedical library and the largest library in a single technical field.  NLM’s databases are used by thousands of  biomedical professionals, scientists, and students around the world, as well as general public.


	The more than 40 biomedical databases available at NLM are accessible through different telecommunications means like:  direct dial-up modem connections, Public Data Networks (like Tymnet),  and the Internet.  However, these interactive access methods can be  not affordable, inconvenient, or unavailable in certain world regions.  Especially in some developing countries, and in rural and remote regions.


	BITNIS makes use of relatively inexpensive, widely available electronic mail services to provide a cost effective access to the extensive NLM information resources.


	The usefulness of BITNIS is based on two facts:  The cost of an electronic mail message is often a fraction of the cost of sending the same information through other interactive electronic means when international or long-distance communication costs are involved  (even less expensive when the infrastructure being used for e-mail is also used for other applications, as it is usual).  Additionally, basic e-mail functionality often requires less expensive telecommunications and computer resources than those required for satisfactory remote interactive communications.  Additionally, BITNIS implements an administrative structure that simplifies the management of this service to international collaborating institutions and end-users.


	The BITNIS technology comprises a Server computer acting as the interface between the e-mail network and the NLM databases and a user software called BITNIS User Interface (BUI).  The minimum user system requirements, which are intentionally kept as low as possible, are a PC with MS-DOS, a MEDLARS access code, and access to some e-mail service capable of communicating to the Internet.


	BITNIS has proven to be useful, and some times the only practical alternative, to access the NLM databases from several regions in Latin America, Africa, and Eastern Europe, as well as  from Asia and the Middle East. BITNIS has also been used from remote locations in Europe and North America.








2.	Q:  Why the e-mail access to the NLM databases  is not included in Grateful Med by default?.


	A:    The BITNIS service  started as a limited,  independent R&D project supported and developed by international organizations and the Office of International Programs of the NLM.   BITNIS was meant to serve a very limited and specific set of users and for a limited time (while better telecommunications technology and the needed administrative resources for remote interactive database access was being made available to those users).  As such, BITNIS had for many years little influence in the internal NLM development efforts.  The NLM’s Grateful Med (GM) software was designed from the beginning for interactive, on-line access to the NLM databases.   Obviously, the electronic-mail access method provided by BITNIS is not interactive, but “batch” type.   GM is the result of many years of  development efforts at the NLM and it provides searching aids that are extremely useful to the users of the NLM databases.  However, much of the interactive functionality of GM is incompatible with the “batch” access mode, and this software requires computing and communications resources normally not available to the users BITNIS was aimed to help.  The BITNIS engineers have created software that modifies GM’s standard behavior to make it compatible with “batch” searching (see next question). 


	By other side, the BITNIS User Interface (BUI) software assumes the users of the BITNIS service have access to some standard electronic mail service capable of exchanging messages with computers in the Internet.  Due to the huge variety of e-mail access systems available worldwide, it is very difficult to integrate e-mail handling capabilities into GM (or the BUI).  


	In the last few years, NLM took responsibility for developing and maintaining the BITNIS service.  Support for electronic-mail access to the NLM databases could be incorporated in future versions of Grateful Med.





3.	Q:   Why does BITNIS emulates interactive access instead of providing a pure “batch” access mechanism (i.e.,  why does BITNIS return the dialog resulting from an interactive database session)?.


	A:   As a multi-institutional, international-collaboration effort, BITNIS was developed independently of NLM’s internal technology and development efforts  (see previous question).  In an effort to provide inexpensive access to the NLM databases from developing and rural regions around the world, the BITNIS project used  NLM’s existing technology and administrative resources.  The service was developed “around” the NLM technology instead of as part of it, optimizing this way the efficiency and costs of development.  The BITNIS server makes use of the existing interactive database systems at the NLM and the BUI software uses NLM’s GM to help users formulate searches and review search results.


	In this context, the BITNIS technology provides a “front end” to NLM’s interactive database technology.  This “non-invasive” development approach has allowed developing and deploying this service internationally in record time and at minimum cost.





4.	Q:  How can I retrieve more references from BITNIS?


	A: If the number of searches your search selected for printing exceeds 20 pages of information (i.e., 20 "CONTINUE PRINTING?" questions appear in your results), you will receive the following warning message in your BITNIS search results:


   Your search exceeded the maximum number of pages allowed


	If you want to retrieve the rest of your references, you will have to resubmit your search to the BITNIS server, with a slight modification.  Edit your "name.OUT" file and modify the "print" command in your search request as in the following example:


   print skip 25 include ... (rest of the original command)


replace "25" by the number of the last reference returned in your search results.  In this example your search will retrieve the next available references starting with the reference number “26". You may need to repeat this process several times to get all your references. The number of references displayed in every page will vary depending on the format requested in the print command, the amount of information available in every reference, and the size of the Abstract in every reference, among others.





5.	Q: I'm sending my search request by e-mail to the address "bitnis@bitnis.nlm.nih.gov" but I get it bounced back with an error message saying "unknown host".


	A: Probably your network requires a different syntax for the BITNIS gateway's e-mail address. Check with your Systems or Networks Administrator for the correct syntax to use.





6.	Q: Where can I get more information on the BITNIS Service, the US NLM, and how to improve my searching techniques?


	A: You can subscribe to some discussion lists in the international networks using your e-mail system. Send an electronic mail message to "listserv@bitnis.nlm.nih.gov" containing nothing but the following line in the body:


	subscribe bitnis-l  Your Name


	Replace "Your Name" by your own name. "bitnis-l" (or "BITNIS-L") is the name of the discussion list you are subscribing to. You will periodically receive messages from other subscribers to the list regarding their experiences in the system. You can send contributions or questions to the rest of the subscribers to the following e-mail address:


	bitnis-l@bitnis.nlm.nih.gov


	Note that you should not send your contributions to "listserv@ bitnis.nlm.nih.gov".


	You can also get technical and administrative assistance from your closest BITNIS contact or from “vcid@spine.nlm.nih.gov”.  The NLM Web page is also an excellent source of information:  “http://www.nlm.nih.gov/”.





7.	Q: How can I subscribe to the service?.


	A:   In Latin America, contact the Pan-American Health Organization  (Dr. Carlos Gamboa) in Washington, D.C., telephone +1-202-681-3212,  fax +1-202-223-5971, e-mail  gamboa@nlm.nih.gov.   Outside Latin America, contact the NLM Office of International Programs, telephone +1-301-496-8834, fax +1-301-496-4450, e-mail  ip@nlm.nih.gov.   For technical questions, please contact Mr. Victor Cid, NLM, telephone +1-301-496-8471,  fax +1-301-480-3127, e-ma
