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The Flint Water Crisis: An
Opportunity for Dentists to Help

The Flint water crisis
remains an unprecedented
tragedy for the Flint
community and Michigan as
a whole. In this article, the
president of the Genesee
District Dental Society tells
how dentistry stepped up to
the challenge to assist Flint
residents and help address
the potential serious health

issues they continue to face.

By Traci Domzler, DDS

Past-President, Genesee District Dentzl Society

1w Flint water crisis proved to be
T‘:m unprecedented tragedy for

the Flint community on so many
levels. As a result, the dental
profession was catapulted tw the
spotlight due to the need to address
the oral health ramifications of the
lack of fluoride in the drinking water,
as well the presence ol excess lead in
the water supply,

This was an opportunity for orga-
nized dentistry to show what we are
made of. I am proud of how quickly
the Genesee District Dental Society
came together with the MDA, ADA,
and various community-based organi-
zatlons to address the dental needs of
the residents of Flint.

I would like to begin by giving a
Drief pverview of the events that led
up to the Flint water crisis. Initially. the
¢ity of Flint purchased its water supply
from the Detroit Water and Sewerage
Department. According to some re-
ports, in the spring of 2013, State Trea-
surer Andy Dillon and Gov Rick Sny-
der’s chilef of stafi. Dennis Muchmore,
proposed to the Flint City Council that
it terminate its contract with Detroit
Water and Sewerage Department and
purchase water instead from Karess-
nondi Water Authority (KWA). Both
entitivs distribute water from  Lake
Huron. This was suggested as a means
by which the ¢ty could allegedly save
money, The Flint City Council passed a
resolution to switch Flint’s water sup-
ply from Detroit Water and Sewerage
Department to KWA by a vote of 7to 1.

It was estimated that it would take
KWA a few years, at a cost of $270
million, to construct pipelines and

pumping stations, as well as get on-
line, in order to supply water to Flint,
Therefore, Flint would need an inter-
im water supply until the project was
completed, Flint's water plant was put
Into vperatlon, and In April 2014 the
Detroit Water and Sewerage Depart-
ment reluctantly terminated its con-
tract with FlinL. It was at this time that
Flint began to receive its water, on an
Interim basls, from the Flint River. The
Flint River had served as a backup wa-
ter source for the city of Flint.

Almost immediatelv. the residents of
Flint began to complain about the color
of the water, the development of rashes.
and concerns about bacteria, They also
complained about the odor and taste of
the water. As the community began to
protest, a resident contacted the 1.5,
Exvirommental Protection Ageney. and
this began a serles of Investigations by
govermnental agencies.

Boil-water advisories were called
due to the presence of e-coli and co-
liform in the water. A lead advisory
was ultimately called because stud-
ies showed that there was excess lead
in the water as well, The excess lead
was present in the water because the
water from the Flint River is highly
corrpsive, and it was never properly
treated with anti-corrosive agents.
Therelore, lead was leaching into the
waler from the pipes. The University
of Michigan-Flint tested its water and
found high Jevels of lead In certain
arcas. Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha began
researching her patients, and found
high blood levels of lead in children.

There was also a slsmificant rise in
cases of Leglonnalres” disease in Gene-
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see County, particularly in Flint. Seven-
ty pereent of the Legionnaires' cases
involved patients who were exposed o
Flint water approximately two weeks
prior to the onset of symptoms, Ten
people were reported to have died from
this disease, Several states of vmengen-
¢y were finally called, which ultimately
reached the office of the president of
the United States. Although President
Barack Obarma called for a state of
emergency for Flint, he refused to call
it a national disaster,

As a result of the Flint water crisis,
residents were told to elther place
lead flters on their faucets, or use
bottled water for drinking, cooking,
bathing, brushing their teeth, etc, Al-
though Flint was reconnected with
Detroit Water and Sewerage Depart-
ment in October of 2015, the damage
was already done. The lead pipes still
needed o be replaced, and those who
used lead filters had to be very careful
to follow manufacturer’s instructions
with regard to maintenance of those
filters, The filters remove most of
the chemicals in the water, including
chlorine. However, the presence of
unknown bacteria was still a concern,
In addition, Flint residents no longer
trusted their local, state, or federal
government. As a result, the vast ma-
jurity of the residents still use only
bottled water to this day,

From a dental perspective, the Flint
water Crisis presents many concerms,
First, the excess lead inthe water could
have adverse effects on oral health.,
There are some sludies that show a
link between lead exposure and an
Increased Incldence of dental canes,
Secondly. we know that populations
in areas where the water supply is not
fluvridated demoenstrate a substantial
increase in the development of desn-
tal caries. Third, since plastic water
bottles contain bisphenol-A, or BPA,
a known carcinogen, there are con-
cerns Lhat this Loxin is being leached
[rom the bottled water. Finally, the
Flint community was exposed to high

(Continued on next page)
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lewels of bacteria, as well as danger
aits chemicals called trihalomethanes
{THMs}, a disinfectant byproduct that
can cauge Hver amd kidney damade.
Lumeg-term exposure b this chlorine
byproduct has alse been linked Lo can-
cet, This excessive amount of chilorine
wirg added to the contaminated water
to contrel the bacteria, We know that
there is an interdependency beteeen
oral health and overall health, and
mare studies will be needed W lolly
wnlerstand this relationshlp,

GDDS responds

Within the past year the Genesee
District Dental Sveiety has been in-
vwolved i imitiatives o sesist amd in-
form the residents of Fling, Dr, Martin
Werschky and [ atterdled a ineeting or-
ganized by the Genesee County Medi-
cal Bociety. which lestured D Vivek H
Murthy, surgeon seneral of the United
States, as the suest speaker, Represen-
tatives from various areas of the health
care profession woere present. We woere
able b ask Dr. Murthy questions about
the: government's role in providing re-
Tl t thes Flint comimunity as it strugs-
wrles b deal with the altermath of ¢on-
suining contaminated water. | told Dy
Murthy that it was imperative that so-
ciety begins o understand e impact
that oral health bas one overall health
anl vice versa, | asked Dim o better
educate the federal government on
wral health issues as they conternplate
funding lur e waler crisis,

A the medical sHcieTy and eotnimi-
nity-baged organlzationg began work-
ing togtether to assist Flint residents,
[ urged them to keep dentistry at the
forelrant as well, D Moty stated that
althoush ot much s knowe about
the impact of lead on oral health, he
kmnorws that lemd 18 absorhed Into the
Bbone, This undersceores the need for
all individoals e have a demtal bome

s that they are treated (even if they
only require preventive cared and
minitored throughout their Hietime,

I was able to speak with O Mur
thy again when he came hack to Flint
mumths later. The purpose of his visit
was primarily a follow-up, but at least
we are mainlaining relaliovnships on
the lederal level,

U Mareh 23, 2016, the Genesses
District Dental Soclety hosted a round-
tabsle meeting at the Flint Goli Club ta
digcuss Lhe Flint water crisis, In addi-
thows to e, natterdance were Drs, Jay
Wersehky, Raviond Gist, Scott Mor-
timer, Steven Tait, and Steven Sulians,
all af the Genesee District Dental So-
ciely; Karen Burgess, CEO/execulive

We have to anticipate
thot the presence of lead
in the water supply, the
consumplion of water
olmost solely from plastic
bottles, and the lack of
Aueride from the water
supply will more than likely
have unforetold health
consequences that will
manifest over o period of
many years.

director of the Michlran Dental Asso-
ciation; Dr. Mark Johnston, then-MDA
president; April  Stopeevnski  (rom
the MDA Dr Gary Johnson from the
Genesee County Health Departiment;
Carel Lutey, director of Mot Chil-
dremw's Health Clinie {MCHC): Chris
Farrell, divector of Oral Health ol the
Michigan Department of Health and
Hurman Services: Lo Eunbkel from the
Greater Flint Area Health Coalitlon;
br. Lawrence Reynolds from MOHC,
Evilia Jankowski from the Genesee
Intermediate School Districy; Jill Phil-
lipes froms the Junior Leaeue of Fling
Farlene Eetolin from the Michigan Oval
Health Caalition; Jane MoeGinley from
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the American Dental Assolation; and
Dr. Brian Jacobson from Delta Dental.

We discussed whatl each of our or-
ganizations was doing, and planming
tr dlo, to assist the Fling community,
As we went around the table, it was
amazing to find that cach individuoal
or wrganization, had already begun
Ly help address the dental needs of
the community, Bottled water was
belng provided tn abundance, and
Muorlde was bBeing administered to
school children by dentists and den-
Lal hysrienists, Most of the [oous was
o children, particularly the younser
omes, because their teeth were still
developing,

Delta Dental Fund donated $504, 0440
L fund two programs Lhal would pro-
igde a Muorde mouth ringe to sclueol
childeen in grades K6, and fluaride
varmish to children in the Hend Start
Program. These programs would be
administered through the Michigan
Department of Health and Human
Services and Mottt Childeen's Health
Center.

The MDA contacted the GDDS o
affer funds and wther resources in
the respomse W the Flint waler crisis.
Fuilalic Service Announeeinenis wWere
developed that would manifeat in var-
lous media such as television, radlo,
and social media platforms. This is a
greal way o educate society, as well
direct imdividuals to their local, state,
and natiomal dental organizationg for
further mfprmation. This {5 just the
beginning, as our collaboratiom with
the MDA is ongoing,

Jaint initiative

e July 12, HbLE, Dvs. Jay WerseTiky,
Srott Mortimer, Steven Talt, and [ met
with Johmn Girwood, a researcher from
the University ol Michigan School ol
Dentistry, We discussed the possilil-
ity af collaborating on a jolnt indtiatve
to assist the residents of Flint afected
by the water crisis. Mr. Girwood had
already begun working with Dr Mona
Hanma-Atgisha Defore the Fling water
erisls occurred. Their researel focused
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ant training physicians o apply fuaride
vamish o children's leeth between
the agies of 463 vears old, fdlowed Ly
a referral tooa local dentist, Some of
the barmiers inclhuded scceptanee by
plwsicians and patients. time, and re-
imbursement, o name a lew. Although
their eforls should be commmended,
1 personally Belews that only dental
professionals should provide Auoride,
This 15 one example of the meed for
wreater communication between the
dental pridession and society,

Fwips contacted last vear for an i
terview by a writer named Erie Martin
Tram thoe Acacenny of General Dentistey,
The article appeared in the September
HLE issee ol AGD fipoct I was ene
titled, “What You Can Learie fronin Flist
anil Dther Water Crises” 1 discussed
the safety precautions that all dentists
should use in their offices, including
imstalling a closed water system, Other
dentists were interviewed for the arti-
e as well, [ was very informarive,

Finally, Dr. Ray Gist amd 1 appeared
an welevision a lew times ower the past
vear o discuss the adverse eflects
that a lack of fworide can have on aral
hiealth, We also used these st il
ties o educate the eommunity an the
carmection between oral health and
awerall health, and the importance of
having a dental home, The Tast telewvi-
sian segent that we did was spore
sored by the Genesee Health Plan. They
dlidl & fantastic job putting it together.

Althvugh we have begun to make
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progress in our efforts to help the Flint
communily, we must have short-lerm
arvd lomg-term plansg in place, wherebny
consistent multldisciplinary involve-
ment 15 malntained over the course
of many years. As | mentioned carlier,
this crisis is unprecedented, We have
to anticipate that the presence of lead
In the water supply, the Congumption
of water almaost solely from plastic
buttles, and the lack of fluoride from
the water supply will more than likely
have unforetold health consequences
that will manilest over a period of
ATV YEars.

Thee Flint water crisis is one of imnany
challenges we are lacing in dentistry
forlan. Thesre are leggislative issues that
threaten the professton of dentistey,
the challenge of access b care 5 o
pwing, and there are concerns about
declining membership naliomally, Lo
e a few, Now, more than ever, we
st stard strong amd work togiether
for the huture of dentistry. The local
dental socicties, state dental associa-
tiuans, and the American Dental Associ-
ation must be the recognized authori-
ties o oral health, We st be at the
forefront of all inltatives concerming
wral Tiealth, and e the ones that every
seamnent of society looks two for indor-
mation pertaining o osal health issues,

I am confident that we will not just
persevere through these challenses,
bt we will affect change that will
impact dentistry for generations to
Come. .
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Keep your
patients smiling.

When vour patisnts call and
havs o be plocsd on bald vou
zan kasp them informed and
entertained while they wail.

‘Whether you have new office
hours, o new localion or simply
a new service fo offer, MikeRo
MOH con help you kesp your
patients up to dote.

For mare Inforration, call
211.349.a91717
or 1.800.892 HOLD




