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TIME FOR A NEW COMMONWEALTH DENTAL HEALTH PROGRAM

It is almost a decade since the cessation of the
Commonwealth Dental Health Program (CDHP).
Introduced in 1994 and lasting for a period of two years,
the CDHP was lauded for its many achievements which
included:

e improving access to dental care for people on low
incomes;

* demonstrating the capacity and willingness of public
and private sector dentists to work together to achieve
positive oral health outcomes; and

* highlighting the benefits of leadership by the
Commonwealth Government.

Waiting lists

An evaluation of the CDHP' found that it significantly
reduced waiting lists for publicly-funded dental care.
Before the introduction of the CDHP 47.5% of those
with health care cards waited less than one

month for care while 21.1% waited for

more than 12 months. Following the
introduction of the CDHP, 61.5%
waited less than one month and only
11.3% waited beyond one year. This
was achieved for a relatively low cost
(approximately $100m per vyear),
however, with cessation of the CDHP

waiting lists grew S|gn|f|cantly Estimates put the growth
in waiting lists between 20% and 55.42% in the 12 to
24 months after the CDHP ended. Today, it is estimated
there are over 600,000 people on public dental waiting
lists in Australia, with waiting times, in some areas,
stretching beyond three years.*

Current situation

In recent years a series of reports have highlighted the
poor oral health of certain groups relative to the broader
population. This has been referred to by Spencer as
the ‘polarisation of oral health’ in Australia. These
groups include people disadvantaged by their
socioeconomic stgtus Aboriginal and Torres Stra|t
Islander peoples,  older people mlgrants and
people living in rural and remote areas.

As well as these inequalities in oral health, recent
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research suggests a reversal of the positive progress
Australia made in child oral health in the early 1990s.
This comes at a time when the link between oral health
and disease and geeneral health and disease has been
clearly established.

A question of responsibility

Despite this, Commonwealth and State/Territory
Governments have consistently argued that
responsibility for dental care lies with the other party.
For example, the leader of the Opposition and the
Shadow Health Minister have argued:

“The Minister for Health, Tony Abbott, has called dental

services a ‘nightmare’ ... He knows full well dental

services are a Commonwealth responsibility under the

Constitution ... It is time the Howard Government

stopped ftrying to pass the buck and showed the

national leadership necessary to get Australlans the
dental care they need and deserve.”

On the other hand, the Prime Minister has

“The Minister for Health, argued:

Tony Abbott, has called

dental services a
‘nightmare’...”

“Now [dental care] has traditionally been an
area of State responsibility. It has never
been [a Federal responsibility] until ... one
programme that was introduced by the former
Government as it has always been an area of State
responSIb/llty

What needs to be done?

The ADA urges the Commonwealth Government to
take a leadership role in the provision of targeted
oral health care to Australia’s most disadvantaged
groups.

Evidence is strong that:
* many people have difficulty accessing dental care and

this is detrimental to their oral health and general
health; and

e a program, such as the CDHP, improves access
to dental care for those Australians genuinely in need.

The ADA has identified what is required and would be
happy to work with the Commonwealth Government to
formulate a comprehensive plan.

Mr Robert Boyd-Boland, Chief Executive Officer

Email: adainc@ada.org.au




AUSTRALIAN DENTAL ASSOCIATION INC.

References

1.

2.

10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Brennan DS, Carter KD, Stewart JF and Spencer AJ (1997) Commonwealth Dental Health Program Evaluation
Report 1994-1996, AIHW Dental Statistics and Research Unit, The University of Adelaide, p. 73.

Zigarus S (2001) Time for a new national dental health scheme, Brotherhood Comment, August, Brotherhood of
St Laurence, Fitzroy, pp. 12-13.

Submission made by Dental Health Services Victoria to Senate Community Affairs Committee, Inquiry into Public
Dental Services, 1998. Accessed from
http://www.aph.gov.au/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/1996-99/dental/report/c03.htm

on 5 July 2005.

Australian Dental Association (2005) Submission to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Health
and Ageing ‘Inquiry into Health Funding’, St Leonards.

Spencer AJ (2004) Narrowing the Inequality Gap in Oral Health and Dental Care in Australia, Australian Health
Policy Institute Commissed Paper Series, The University of Sydney, p. 11.

Spencer AJ, op. cit.

Sanders A and Spencer AJ (2004) Social inequality in perceived oral health among adults in Australia, Aust NZ J
Public Health 28:159-166.

Anglicare Tasmania (2005) Sick to the Back Teeth: Oral Health and Access to Dental Care for Low Income
Tasmanians, Background information for media, Social Action and Research Centre.

Australian Research Centre for Population Oral Health (2003) Oral Health of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Persons, DSRU Research Report No. 14, The University of Adelaide.

Trewin D and Madden R (2005) The Health and Welfare of Australia’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Peoples 2005, Australian Bureau of Statistics and Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, ABS Catalogue No.
4704.0, AIHW Catalogue No. IHW14, Canberra.

Australian Research Centre for Population Oral Health (2005) Oral Health and Access to Dental Care — Older
Adults in Australia, DSRU Research Report No. 18, The University of Adelaide.

Australian Research Centre for Population Oral Health (2005) Oral Health and Access to Dental Care — Migrants
in Australia, DSRU Research Report No. 19, The University of Adelaide.

Australian Research Centre for Population Oral Health (2005) Oral Health and Access to Dental Care — Rural
and Remote Dwellers, DSRU Research Report No. 20, The University of Adelaide.

Armfield JM, Roberts-Thompson KF and Spencer AJ (2003) The Child Dental Health Survey, Australia 1999:
Trends Across the 1990s, AIHW Catalogue No. DEN 95, The University of Adelaide, Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare, Dental Statistics and Research series No, 27, p. 27.

Ellewshaw A, Spencer AJ and Slade GD (2005) Oral Health in South Australia 2004, Population Oral Health
Series No. 4, AIHW Catalogue No. POH 4, Canberra, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare.

Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council (2001) Oral Health of Australians: National Planning for Oral Health
Improvement, Final Report, Steering Committee for National Planning for Oral Health, p. ii.

Beazley K and Gillard J (2005) Dental Crisis Needs Urgent Action, Federal Labour Joint Statement, Hon Kim C
Beazley MP, Federal Labor Leader and Julia Gillard MP, Shadow Minister for Health, 8 June.

Transcript of The Prime Minister The Hon John Howard MP, Television interview with Kerry O’Brien, 7.30 Report,
ABC TV, 2 April 1998. Accessed from http:// www.pm.gov.au/news/interviews/1998/obrien0204.htm on 5
September 2005.

Contacts: Dr Bill O’Reilly, President  Mr Robert Boyd-Boland, Chief Executive Officer

Australian Dental Association Inc. 75 Lithgow Street, St Leonards NSW 2065 PO Box 520, St Leonards NSW 1590

Tel: 02 9906 4412 Fax: 02 9906 4736 Email: adainc@ada.org.au




