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TOP STORIES

LI TOOTH TROUBLES

Dentists warn of
more decay with
supplement ban

ONLY IN NEWSDAY

BY DAVID OLSON

david.olson@newsday.com

A Trump administration plan
to take widely used pediatric
fluoride supplements off the
market would lead to a dra-
matic increase in tooth decay
in children, especially in places
like Long Island where drink-
ing water is not fluoridated,
dentists say.

The move, combined with
an earlier declaration by Secre-
tary of Health and Human Ser-
vices Robert F. Kennedy Jr.
that the government would
stop recommending communi-
ties add fluoride to drinking
water, represents a stark
change from the federal gov-
ernment’s decadeslong promo-
tion of fluoride. Studies over
the past 80 years have shown
the mineral dramatically re-
duces the risk of cavities.

Although fluoride in water
and in supplements for chil-
dren is endorsed by leading
medical and dental associa-
tions, there long has been oppo-
sition to it. That partly was be-
cause of conspiracy theories
and misinterpretations of scien-
tific data. But over the past sev-
eral years, some studies of fluo-
ridated water have shown asso-
ciations between fluoride and
behavioral issues and lower
1Qs in children, although often
for fluoride levels much higher
than is in most U.S. water.

The May 13 announcement
on fluoride supplements by
Kennedy and Food and Drug
Administration Commissioner
Dr. Marty Makary does not af-
fect products such as tooth-
paste, mouth rinses and topical
treatments in dental offices,
though dentists say those appli-
cations can be less effective at
protecting teeth.

The announcement offered
few details on how the govern-
ment would eliminate access to
fluoride supplements, other
than stating the FDA plans on
“taking appropriate action re-

No fluoride in
Long Island
water

Long Islanders are
among about

1%

of the U.S. population that
does not receive fluoridated
drinking water, according to
2022 data from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention,
the most recent available.

Fluoridated water
reduces cavities by about

9%

the CDC says.

garding removal of these prod-
ucts from the market” by Oct.
3l. The agency also said it
would complete a “safety re-
view” of fluoride and a public
comment period by that date.

A Tuesday Health and
Human Services email to News-
day said the FDA is “urging
manufacturers to voluntarily
discontinue the marketing of
these products” but “if compa-
nies fail to take voluntary ac-
tion, the FDA will not hesitate
to move forward with enforce-
ment measures.”

‘Political decision’

The FDA said there are po-
tential health risks from fluo-
ride supplements, particularly
for children.

Yet “there is no major rep-
utable organization that ex-
presses concerns about fluo-
ride,” said Dr. Susan Fisher-
Owens, a spokeswoman for the
American Academy of Pedi-
atrics. “This is making a politi-
cal decision about a medical
treatment,” added Fisher-
Owens, a clinical professor in
the medical and dental
schools at the University of
California San Francisco.

She said she was concerned
whether the “safety review”

would be unbiased and medi-
cally accurate.

Dentists said they or pedia-
tricians routinely prescribe flu-
oride supplements to Long Is-
land children, often as part of
a multivitamin.

“I have more people asking
more questions about how I
feel about it,” because of news
reports and anti-fluoride post-
ings on social media, said Dr.
Douglas Schildhaus, a pediatric
dentist in Woodbury. But he
said once he explains the sci-
ence, few parents object.

“What they’re proposing is
taking away the right of a par-
ent who says, ‘I want my child
to have fluoride. I don’t want
them to have cavities,’ ” said Dr.
Eugene Porcelli, executive di-
rector of the Nassau County
Dental Society.

Porcelli said before he re-
tired from his Garden City prac-
tice in 2021, “I prescribed it for
virtually all children” from
Long Island.

No fluoride in LI water

Long Islanders are among
about 37% of the U.S. popula-
tion that does not receive fluori-
dated drinking water, according
to 2022 data from the Centers
for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, the most recent available.
Fluoridated water reduces cavi-
ties by about 25%, the CDC says.

The disappearance of fluo-
ride supplements would mean
more cavities and other tooth
decay, some of which can cause
intense pain and send kids to
the hospital, said Dr. Maurice
Edwards, a Lynbrook resident
who practices in Manhattan
and is president of the New
York State Dental Association.
Dental procedures to address
decay can cost thousands of dol-
lars, he said.

The FDA announcement on
fluoride supplements included
links to scientific studies,
mostly on fluoridated water.
Yet many of the studies cited
were from countries where
water has much higher levels of
fluoride than in the United
States, Fisher-Owens noted.

Some studies have linked
U.S. water to potential health
problems. A study led by Ash-
ley Malin, an assistant profes-
sor of epidemiology at the Uni-
versity of Florida, found an as-
sociation between higher levels
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UNDER FED FLUORIDE CRACKDOWN

LINDA ROSIER

Dr. Joseph Brofsky, head of pediatric dentistry at Cohen Children's Medical Center, says limiting sugar and good dental hygiene not enough.

WHAT NEWSDAY FOUND

m Long Island dentists predict a sharp rise in tooth decay if
the Trump administration succeeds in getting pediatric fluoride
supplements off the market, a move the administration says
currently is voluntary but will be followed with enforcement

action if necessary.

® The supplements are common in areas like Long Island
where fluoride is not added to public drinking water. Fluoride
strengthens enamel in developing teeth, making them more

resistant to decay.

m Some Trump administration officials have said fluoride
may cause health problems, but major medical and dental
organizations support fluoride supplements.

of fluoride in pregnant women
in Los Angeles and a greater
probability of neurobehavioral
issues in their children such as
autism  spectrum disorder
symptoms and anxiety.

Choice taken away

Malin said she supports the
FDA's action and said the focus
should be on topic applications
of fluoride.

“The current state of the sci-
ence suggests there may not be
a safe level of fluoride to ingest

in early development, in terms
of impacts on the developing
brain,” she said in an interview.

Yet most research has found
no such associations in levels
typically found in U.S. water,
Fisher-Owens said. Other fac-
tors, such as socioeconomic sta-
tus or greater exposure to lead
or other substances, could ex-
plain neurobehavioral issues,
she said. In addition, the way
fluoride levels were measured
in Malin’s and other studies
was flawed, she said.

BARRY SLOAN

Dr. Eugene Porcelli says the decision impacts parents' rights.

As Trump administration of-
ficials increasingly spoke out
against fluoride, Utah became
the first state to prohibit fluo-
ridated drinking water, effec-
tive May 7, followed by Flor-
ida. But Utah paired its ban
with a measure to make it eas-
ier to obtain prescriptions for
fluoride supplements.

“Now we’re concerned about

that choice being taken away,
here or anywhere in the coun-
try,” said Dr. James Bekker, asso-
ciate dean of the University of
Utah School of Dentistry.

Bekker said he could tell by
looking at the level of decay in
a child’s teeth if they likely
came from an area without
water fluoridation.

Dr. Steven Feigelson, a den-

Dr. Maurice Edwards, N.Y. State
Dental Association president

tist in Commack, also noticed a
clear difference.

“I started out practicing in
Brooklyn, and when I came out
to Long Island, I found that the
incidence of decay was much
higher in children,” he said.

Gap for low-income children
The gap is especially large in
low-income children, who are
less likely to take fluoride sup-
plements and have regular den-
tal visits, said Dr. Joseph Brof-
sky, head of pediatric dentistry
at Cohen Children’s Medical
Center in New Hyde Park.

FDA Commissioner Makary
said in his May 13 statement:
“The best way to prevent cavi-
ties in children is by avoiding
excessive sugar intake and
good dental hygiene.”

“That’s half the battle,” Brof-
sky said. “The other half is fluo-
ride.”

Additionally, low-income
children are less likely to floss
and have toothbrushes that are
replaced regularly, and many
have diets that contribute to
cavities because less nutritious
food typically is cheaper, said
Dr. Greg Maddalena, chief den-
tal officer for Sun River Health,
a nonprofit that runs four Suf-
folk County dental centers that
regularly prescribe supple-
ments. They will be among
those most hurt by a lack of ac-
cess to supplements, he said.

Toothpaste and other topical
applications of fluoride are not
enough for children, Porcelli
said. Unlike toothpaste or
mouth rinse, fluoride from sup-
plements and water get incorpo-
rated into the enamel of a child’s
developing teeth, permanently
strengthening them, he said.

“For the rest of your life, you
have teeth that are way more re-
sistant to decay,” he said.
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