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8 October 2007
One week left to vote on fluoride referenda
People living in Southland and Otago have one week left to vote, as part of the local body elections, on whether they think fluoride should be added to drinking water.

Topping up the level of fluoride, which occurs naturally in water, is supported by a wealth of credible organisations including Plunket New Zealand, the Ministry of Health, the New Zealand Dental and Medical Associations and the World Health Organisation.  In fact New Zealanders have been drinking fluoridated water for 50 years, and statistics prove that those communities have healthier teeth.

Murray Thomson, Professor of Dental Epidemiology and Public Health at the School of Dentistry,University of Otago says there is a compelling public health case for community water fluoridation. “Children and adults have better teeth because of it, and the oral disease burden from not having community water fluoridation is more extensive than many people realise,” says Professor Thomson.

Recent New Zealand research highlights the continuing benefits of community water fluoridation, with studies in Southland and Wellington/Canterbury confirming its ongoing benefits. The Southland study showed that 10-year-old children who had never lived in a fluoridated area had (on average) twice the tooth decay experience of those who had lived all of their lives in fluoridated areas. 
“In 2002, a report was published from an evaluation of the numbers of Otago children who have had to be treated for tooth decay in hospital under general anaesthetic. It showed that almost 40% more came from non-fluoridated areas than we would expect to see if fluoridation really didn’t have any effect on the community's oral health. This is a compelling finding, and demonstrates clearly that there are greater numbers of children with very severe disease in areas without community water fluoridation,” says Professor Thomson.
Every year, about 5,000 New Zealand children need to receive dental treatment under general anaesthetic, because they either have too much tooth decay or they can’t cope with the treatment without general anaesthetic.
The benefits of community water fluoridation are not just confined to children, however. This year, an important international systematic review of studies on adults found that tooth decay experience was lower by 27% among adults living in fluoridated communities.  That shows that the ongoing benefits of community water fluoridation are as likely to be enjoyed by young adults and old people as they are by children.


The safety of community water fluoridation has been subject to regular reassessment, not least in New Zealand, where the most recent review (conducted in 2000) found no cause for alarm, but recommended continued monitoring of the evidence.


Fluoride in the water acts directly on the teeth to help reverse the very early "etchings" of the tooth enamel which are the way in which tooth decay begins. The most efficient and effective way to deliver these benefits is frequently and at low concentrations. Having fluoride in the drinking water is the most efficient way to do this.


Chief executive of the Southland and Otago District Health Boards, Brian Rousseau says, “The scientific evidence shows that there remains a very strong public health case for the continued use of community water fluoridation to improve New Zealanders' oral health and quality of life.
“We respect people’s right to make up their own mind, but ask that voters arm themselves with the facts before they vote so they can make an informed choice,” says Mr Rousseau. “People can visit www.votefluoride.org.nz to obtain further information or call a 24/7 0800 number – 0800 fluoride (358 674) to seek answers to any questions that they might have.”
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