
Mass medication
THE proposed f luoridation of waler supplies in lhe greater
Dunedin area has rea\\ akened debate - wilh a passion nevermuch
bclow the surface - about adding (he chemiial lo public water
supplies. A vociferous and dedicated group has its teeth into the
issup again bpcause of the extensions of cify waler supplies to
norlhern towns. Citv coLlnci l lo$ lasl week were asked 10 confirm
existins fluoddatioir for 85% of Dunedin's residents, to agree that
other areas supplied by the main lTealmenl planls tMt Grand and
sourhern) receiie I luoridaled wal.er. and thtl  a local referendum
apply lo areas served by other reservoirs. This sparked an
einoiional debalp, with Ci Michael Guesl saying l"hose oppo"ed
were "akin to quacks and snake oil merchants". On the other side,
Cr Fliss Butcher raised the sceptre ofthe thalidomide disaster and
also of the mass medication featured in Hitler's gas chambers.

Fluoridation opponents are correct in one way when they use the
emotive approach of regularly repeating the words "mass medi-
cation". Everybody is being dosed with additional quantities of
fluoride. whether they need it or not, and individual choice is
eliminated (although fluoride filters can be used). Anti-fluo dation
lobbvists are also r iqhl in raising queslions and concems about
f luoirdation heallJry discussion about such matl"ers should be
encou raged. providing bol b sides adopt Lhe principle ofdisagreeing
wrthou{ belng dlsagreeable, Anc lt  Is neallny lor tne auLnonlles to
be regularly challenged and questioned because they are not
always rlgnl

It  is well  lo remember, however, lhal socieLy does, and should,
accepl o.casions when thegreatergood overrides individual r ighls,
such as.lor exam ole. \ , !  earing seat bells. or add ine iodine to sal l  and
bread. Each si luel ion has to be iudged on i ls o\ n meri ls, lvhi le
beeinning from a slandpoint of relucl,ance io inierfere wilh
ind"rvidutl choice. At l l ie same time, a wise application of
Drecaulionan principles should prompt a reluclance to add
addil ional chefi icals to waler suppliea unless they are really
needed, and only if known side-effects are tiny.

On one side ofthe argument, the FluorideAction Networkargues
the benefits are "at best dubious" and the risk of side-effects"considerable". On the other, the Minister of Health and dental
authorities state the health benefits are considerable and the risk
of harm from side-effects "minimal". Because the councillors, like
lhe qeneral public, are unable lo di"enlangle al l  lhe claims and
counter-claims and properly understand much oflhe scientif ic and
statistical evidence, who are we all to believe? Who has the most
credibility?

Ar  l h i s  a laee .  i t  has  l o  be  l he  l i ne -up  o fden la l  and  pub l i c  hca l l h
exoerls. The-v arc almost al l  empbaliCin theirvjews lhal $hal thej
cait loppind up lhe l luoride aircady natural ly occurrinB in waler
makes i ieth more resistant {o deca}. Thcy present nidespread
evidence to shorv how the teeth ofchildren in fluoridated areas are
better and Ihe\ sav they have fai led to t ind the alarm ing side effe. ls
that oDoonenls atir ibule lo I he _poison form of f luoride added lo
warer. Sensible proponent.. despfte.l luoride being widply used for
50 \ears in man\ Dlaces. also Delleve perlodlc monllorlng lor
Dos!ible side-effpcls is. iudicious. Given the pain, misery and cosl ol
aenul decay. parl ieularlylo chi ld ren and especial ly lhose trom lFss
educaled and poorer famil ies. l ,he exper(s al present overu hPlm-
inglv endorse currenl practices and so, therelore, snoulo our
co-uirci l lors as community leaderc. AlLhough f luoridation miSht be
unflecessan in an ideal world. lhe conlinued seriousness oldental
decav and the established effectiveness of fluoridation means the
comirunity should forego individual choice in thls matter'

A ci ry council commi fl ee for no\.l has agxeed nuorjdatiqn for most
oI *te city wil l  coniinue unti l  tbe next round ot annual plan and
long lerm'communily plan hearings. At that stage, a f inal decision
on ivhether to extend rel iculation would also be made These
recommendations will be discussed at the next council meeting on
November 3. Just as in 2006, councillors are showing a willin8lless
to listen to the anti-fluoride lobby, as well as the Ministry ofHealth
lr musl be hoppd lhat theJ again. even i l iust by a majority. can
disDassionatel\ consider the maller devord ol over-lhe lop
emblional clai ins. In so doing,l hpy should support and even exlend
this essen(ial public heallh measure. As Prof Murray Thomson.
trom the Univeisitv ofotaeo s School ofDenlislry, has said: "There

is a compell ing public heailh case for communih, wa(er f luori-
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