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WATSONVILLE AT CENTER
OF FLUORIDE DEBATE

. Elizabeth Hernandez assists Dr. Cristina Landayan as she fills a cavity on a patient at Salud Para La Gente in Watsonville last week.

Backers continue to fight
as support wanes

By DONNA JONES and
MARISSA FESSENDEN
djones@santacruzsentinel.com

WATSONVILLE — Chew on this.

Taking a bite out of an epidemic
of tooth decay among Watsonville’s
children by fluoridating the water
seemed like a no-brainer 10 years
ago. After all, communities across
the United States have been adding
fluoride to their water to protect
teeth against cavities for more than
50 years, and no less than the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Preven-
tion hails the practice as one of the
10 greatest public health advances of
the 20th century.

But a decade after the City Council
voted to become the first to fluoridate
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in Santa Cruz County, the
chemical has yet to flow
through taps. Battles at the
ballot box and in court stalled
the endeavor and now the eost
threatens to kill it.

And nationwide, opposi-
tion to water fluoridation is
growing across the political
spectrum, from people with
libertarian leanings to ciwil
rights leaders.

It’s enough to make backers
gnash their teeth.

“This isn’t something that
we're slowly expanding across
the country and getting one
more community (fluoridat-
ed) across the United States.
This is people actually saying
we should take this out of the
water,” said Dr. Bill Maas, for-
mer director of the oral health
division at the CDC’s Nation-
al Center for Chronic Disease
Prevention and Health Promo-
tion and a consultant with a
new national campaigh back-
ing community water fluori-
dation. “It’s amazing to us how
it’s resonating with people. We
think it’s very scary.”

Fluoride foes are smiling.
And why not? After being
depicted as members of a
fanatical fringe for decades,
they’ve gained strength among
those concerned that questions

about safety and effectiveness
haven’t been fully answered.

Andrew Young, a colleague of
Martin Luther King Jr. and
former U.S. ambassador to
the United Nations, came out
in support of ending fluorida-
tion in his home state of Geor-
gia early last year. In July, the
League of United Latin Amer-
ican Citizens, the oldest and
largest Latino advocacy group
in the nation, went on record
opposing the practice and sup-
porting efforts to stop “forced
medication through the pubhc
water system because it vio-

lates civil rights.”

. Though backers scored a
big victory earlier this month
when Santa Clara Valley
Water District leaders voted to
support fluoridation, the tide
is turning against them, said
Nick Bulaich, who’s at the
forefront of the Watsonville
anti-fluoride movement. He
said supporters are growing
desperate as more and more

people are challenging them.

“You're having cities voting
it out in Alaska, Florida, New
York,” he said. “For sure, it’s
turning, and the reason is the
pro-ﬂuorlde doesn’t have any
science behind them, at least
any sound science.”

DECADES OF DATA

Grand Rapids, Mich.,
became the first community
in the country to fluoridate in
1945 and by 1950 the city’s pop-
ulation had experienced a dra-
matic drop in cavities. A year
later, the U.S. Public Health
Service adopted a policy of
supporting water fluoridation.
Today, fluoride is added to 72
percent of the nation’s public
water supplies, affecting the
drinking water of 62 percent
of Americans.

According to the CDC, the
nation saw a 40 percent to 70
percent drop in tooth decay
among children and a 40 to 60
percent decline in tooth loss in
adults between 1945 and 1999.

But California didn’t jump
on fluoridation as did other
parts of the country, and law-
makers sought to remedy the
situation with a mandate for
water systems with 10,000 or
more customers to add fluo-
ride if money was provided by

,an outside entity.

After the law went into
effect in 1998, the Santa Cruz
City Council put the decision
in the hands of voters who
promptly banned fluorida-
tion. Then the action shifted
to Watsonville, where health
professionals saw a greater
need. Again voters said no.

“It was painfully close in
both places,” said Cynthia
Mathews, who supported
fluoridation as a member of
the Santa Cruz City Council.
“It’s a dedicated opposition
movement that deals very
effectively in fear and selec-
tive statements. But when you
look at the science and the
overwhelming medical opin-
ion, it’s that this is a common

sense investment in commu--

nity heal

DRILLING DOWN

Major health organizations,
including the American Acad-
emy of Pediatrics, the Ameri-
can Medical Association, the
American Dental Association
and the World Health Organi-
zation, support water fluori-
dation.

But that hasn’t assuaged
the concerns of opponents.
They point to research such
as a 2005 study by-a Harvard
researcher who looked at the
fluoride exposure in patients
with osteosarcoma, a rare
bone cancer, and found that
those with the highest expo-
sures had a greater probabil-
ity of getting the cancer. Sub-
sequent research, includinga
second Harvard study, found
no association between fluo-
ride levels and the bone can-
cer. That’s been the case again
and again, say proponents,
who maintain foes either mis-
understand or misrepresent
the science.

Another concern is the
source of fluoride, which foes
describe as a toxic waste prod-
uct of the phosphate fertilizer
industry. Supporters, who
prefer the term “byproduct,”
note compounds meet drink-
ing water standards set by the
American National Standards
Institute and the National San-
itation Foundation as safe for
human consumption.

Opponents also worry about
dosage, particularly since flu-
oride is widely available in
dental care products and may
be present in processed food
and beverages.

“Everyone drinks different *

amounts of water,” said Bulai-
ch. “What we have is a cookie-
cutter approach.”

Studies in rats showed
it took massive doses, well
above what could be rea-
sonably expected to be con-
sumed by humans, to pose
health risks. The only effect
observed from slightly higher
than recommended levels isa
cosmetic condition known as
fluorosis.

But in recognition of the flu-
orosis issue and the increased
availability of fluoride sourc-
es, the U.S. Environmental
Health Agency lowered the
maximum recommendation
for fluoride levels in water in
Januag‘y.

DENTAL GAP

At Salud Para La Gente’s
Clinica del Valle del Pajaro on
Monday, Dr. Cristina Landay-
an prepared to fill a cavity in
the mouth of a 5-year-old. The
kindergartner already has lost
a tooth to infection and, when
he smiles, the gap is surround-
ed by metal caps.

Landayan said she was
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shocked at the condition of
children’s teeth when in 2004
she moved to Watsonville from
Hayward, where the water is
fluoridated. The little boy she
treated Monday is no excep-
tion, she said.

“It’s surprised me to see
a lot of kids like that,” Lan-
dayan said. “There’s a lot of
cavities.”

In 2001, Dientes Community
Dental Care reported that its
screening of more than 10,000
Watsonville school children
during a three-year period
found 75 percent had untreat-
ed decay.

The situation doesn’t seem
to have improved much.
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In 2010, Salud, which served
nearly 6,000 dental patients
aged 18 and younger last year,
found less than 10 percent of
kindergartners in schools
in Watsonville and the sur-
rounding area had what den-
tists considered healthy teeth.
At one school, which was not
identified, 25 percent of kin-
dergartners had pronounced
cavities.

Landayan said many factors
play into poor dental health,
including economic status,
education and nutrition. Fluo-
ride rinses and varnishes can
help, but they require families
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to take steps they may not be able to
afford. Water fluoridation might not
cure all dental ills, she said, but it helps
prevent decay and there’s no question of
access when it comes out of the kitchen
tap.

“It’s not a magic bullet,” said Salud
spokeswoman Sara Clarenbach. “But
it’s an arrow in the quiver.”

COST OF CARE

Watsonville fought forced fluoridation
all the way to the California Supreme
Court, which declined to hear its appeal
of aruling that gave state law precedence
over local ordinance — a decision that
has implications for Santa Cruz though
there have been no moves to revisit the
issue there.

In Watsonville, a handful of foes con-
tinue to grind away at the issue, often
showing up at City Council meetings to
urge officials to reconsider. Two mem-
bers of the council — Emilio Martinez
and Nancy Bilicich — have called for re-
opening the issue.

Bilicich said she’s concerned about
putting any additive in the water, espe-
cially one that’s caused so much contro-
versy and has been the subject of so many
conflicting studies.

“Yes, we have an issue with youth and
tooth decay, but what way do we address
it,” Bilicich said, “I'm all for youth, but
is there a better way, whether fluoride

pow
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Dentist Cristina Landayan, left, fills a pa-
tient's cavity at Salud Para La Gente with
dental assistant Elizabeth Hernandez.

tablets or pills or better education about
what is bad for teeth?”

In the end, the question of Watsonville’s
water may come down to economics.

Officials anticipated that installing and
operating a fluoridation system would
be on the expensive side because the
city relies on more than dozen wells and
treats its water separately at each one.
But when the lowest bid came in at $2.7

million, $1 million more than estimated,
the project stalled.

The California Dental Association
Foundation, which pledged to pay for
construction and two years of operations,
is reviewing bids. If it backs out — its
contract sets a maximum payout — fluo-
ridation is likely dead.

If the bid is accepted, fluoridation will
cost about $50 a person to implement and
short of $4 a person annually for operations.
That’s considerably more than the 50 cents
per person that formed the basis of a study
that concluded every dollar invested in fluo-
ridation saved $38 in dental treatment.

Maas, the former CDC administrator,
said the study looked at an average and
the savings could be less in some com-
munities. But he said the cost of repair-
ing decay with fillings and crowns isn’t
getting any cheaper.

“Even if you only save $4, if you prom-
ise me $4 for every dollar, I'm going to
give you as many dollars as I can,” he
said. And a “sound tooth is so much bet-
ter off.”

But opponents think it’s folly to go for-
ward even with the grant from the dental
group. Bilicich wonders what happens
after the two years are up and operations
money stops flowing. Watsonville can’t
afford to pick up the tab, she said.

Bilicich said it would have made more
sense to fluoridate in Santa Cruz, which
has one water source and treatment
plant.

“It would be less expensive with one
water source vs. 13 in Watsonville,” she
said. “That’s huge, but that’s not where
we are.”




