
The World Health Organisation (WHO) and the United Nations 
are calling for a High-level Summit on Chronic Diseases in 
September 2011 because the international health community 
has finally realised that the burden of chronic diseases, such 
as diabetes, cardiovascular diseases and cancer, is growing at 
alarming rates. The Millennium Development Goals, which 
focused mainly on infectious diseases, will expire in 2015, 
giving an opportunity to agree on new international devel-
opment commitments and health targets. The mantra of the 
oral health community over the last decade has been that oral 
health is part of general health, sharing the same risk factors 
of other chronic diseases. The upcoming summit would be a 
unique opportunity to mainstream oral health issues in a big-
ger global context. Wishful thinking? So far, unfortunately, it 
looks like a ‘miss’.

Addressing the neglect of chronic diseases in international 
health and development assistance was long overdue; a paper 
in The Lancet recently concluded that ‘neglect of chronic dis-
eases is a political, not a technical, failure since cost-effec-
tive interventions are available’. This is equally true for oral 
health. Caries affects more than 90% of the world’s population, 
between 40-90% of all 12-year-olds in low- and middle-income 
countries suffer from it and its consequences, such as pain, 
chronic infection, lack of concentration and absenteeism from 
school, low quality of life and significant impact on growth, 
development and educational performance.1 Even worse, in 
low-resource countries almost all caries remains untreated, 
exacerbating the consequences. For many populations, even in 
high-income countries, the levels of caries have reached epi-
demic proportions.2-4 Oral diseases are a serious public health 
problem, but there are realistic and evidence-based solutions 
available to address them, even in low-resource settings.

However, the current public and informal discussions in 
preparation for the summit largely ignore the most prevalent 
chronic disease on our planet, caries.5 While it is perfectly rea-
sonable to focus on conditions such as diabetes, obesity, cancer 
or cardio-vascular diseases, which are major causes of world-
wide morbidity and premature death, the important and world-
wide impact of oral diseases, particular caries, on health, health 
systems and budgets (OECD countries spend 6-12% of their 
health budgets on oral care) is largely forgotten or underesti-
mated.6,7 Is there any visible action from international stake-
holders in oral health? So far, once again, it looks like a ‘miss’.

In the past, oral health stakeholders have not succeeded 
in framing the neglect of oral health in a way that resonates 
directly with broader public health agendas.8 It would be unfor-
tunate if this was to result in oral health, once again, being 
neglected in favour of other disease entities simply because they 
have more visible advocacy campaigns during the high-level 
meeting on non-communicable diseases in September 2011. We 
believe that it is time that the global oral health community 
join forces and embark on a process of alignment and integra-
tion with the international health and development agendas. 
This would require a concerted collaboration, agreement on a 
common problem definition and the suggested solutions. First 
of all, it would require international organisations, such as the 
FDI World Dental Federation, the International Association for 
Dental Research, the WHO Oral Health Unit, as well as other 
national and international organisations, to sit and talk. With-
out joint action and bold leadership no significant changes can 
be made for the billions affected by oral diseases. The opportu-
nity of the High-level Summit on Chronic Diseases could still 
be turned into a ‘hit’, but the clock is ticking.

We join the WHO Director-General, Dr Margaret Chan, in her 
assessment during the 120th meeting of the WHO Executive 
Board in January 2007 when she said, that ‘oral diseases are a 
neglected area of international health. We have the tools and 
best practices to address them, but we need to ensure that they 
are applied and implemented.’ Dental diseases are not a niche 
area of health. It is only when oral health is incorporated within 
the current chronic disease discourse that lasting progress will 
be made. An important milestone in this process is ahead of us 
– let us not miss this unique window of opportunity!
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