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Good oral health is essential for a healthy life.
Healthy teeth are essential for good overall health. Poor 
oral health causes pain and missed days of work for adults 
and missed days of school for children.  

Is tooth decay really a problem?
Yes. Tooth decay remains the most common chronic 
childhood disease in America.1

What’s happening in New York?
51% of New York adults said that they have lost one 
or more teeth to decay or gum disease and one in four 
third-graders has untreated decay. 2,3 Children from 
low‑income families in New York State are more likely to 
have untreated decay than their more well off peers. 61% 
of children on Medicaid were not able to see a dentist in 
2012.4 

What are the costs associated with tooth 
decay?
Poor oral health has human, financial, and social costs. 
Treatment costs for children who had extensive decay 
totaled $31 million in one year alone.5 Young children 
suffering from this type of severe decay may have prob-
lems with speech development and transitioning to solid 
foods. A 2010 study found that Medicaid enrollees in 
less fluoridated counties of New York needed 33% more 
fillings, root canals, and extractions than those in coun-
ties where fluoridated water was much more prevalent.6 
Currently less than 50% of residents in upstate New York 
have access to fluoridated water. 

What are some options for preventing decay?
Unlike many diseases, tooth decay is preventable. Here’s 
a comparison of costs for a few different prevention 
strategies:

`` Community water fluoridation: 72 cents per child per 
year; 

`` School-based fluoride rinse programs: $1.41 per child 
per year;

`` School-based programs providing fluoride supple-
ments: $3.52 per child per year; 

`` Fluoride toothpaste: $6–$12 per child per year;
`` Prescribed fluoride supplements: $37 per child per 
year; 

`` Professionally applied fluoride gel (for older children): 
$66 per child per year;7 and

`` Professional applied fluoride varnish (for children ages 
zero to seven): up to $120 per child per year.8 

Recommendation: Invest in preventing decay 
now to help reduce costs later.
Prevention is the best medicine. Stopping decay before it 
starts will help reduce costs for the State, individuals and 
families. 
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