
presented a number of challenges, particularly when trying to compen-
sate for the unique setting in which we were working. Additional con-
siderations included how to secure equipment, not only when rolling 
on the ocean wave, but for more serious scenarios like the shock from 
a blast. I found myself having to go into the weeds of various guide-
lines and HTMs to interpret their applicability for our environment. 
Everything from the water production onboard to the steel thickness of 
bulk-heads and deck-heads (walls and ceilings) for radiation protection 
needed to be carefully checked. 

In the end, testament to the mammoth engineering feat taken 
on, we now have a fully functional medical and dental primary care 
facility onboard. The complex in its entirety is an impressive sight, 
even housing a full theatre and ward area for up to 11 casualties. The 
approximately 700 sailors and several hundred civilian contractors who 
operated the ship on the initial sea trials were well catered for in the 
healthcare setting.

Once at sea all sailors have what are considered their ‘emergency 
roles’. These are positions they must adopt, at speed, should the ship 
suffer fires, floods, aircraft crash on deck, man-overboard or various 
other serious events, all of which can result in potential casualties. The 
emergency role of the Dental Officer has traditionally been to lead 
the Medical Headquarters and co-ordinate casualty care. Whilst at 
sea this was the next part of my job role to learn. We use radios and a 
state of the art ‘Damage Surveillance’ computer system to communi-
cate with an augmented emergency medical organisation of up to 65 
sailors. Interestingly this organisation includes the dental nurse and 
practice manager who undergo Level 3 First Aid training and can be 
‘first on the scene’. 

In such emergency situations, my role very basically is to ensure all the 
teams are accounted for in the correct positions, requests for additional 
medical equipment are met, all casualties are accounted for and moved 
appropriately, the ship’s Command team are made aware, and CASEVACs 
(evacuations via helicopter) liaised as necessary. We exercise these roles 
routinely and use fake casualties to adopt lifelike scenarios. With alarms 
wailing and people shouting and running these can feel like stressful 
evolutions; they can also occur at any time for real. It certainly adds an 
edge to the standard clinical day. The situation must be managed carefully 
to not disadvantage a patient, but in all likelihood they are flying out of 
the dental chair when a general alarm sounds!

Another role of the Dental Officer is the Entertainments Officer. 
Onboard we may be referred to as DentO or indeed EntO! Luckily I had 
some experience organising my Graduation Ball at university but this 
is a secondary job where my clinical training doesn’t help much! Whilst 
alongside I was the officer in charge of a Fireworks Nights for the Unit, a 
‘Horse Racing’ evening raising charitable funds and various quiz nights 
to entertain the sailors. At sea we need to be more inventive but a TV 
system means we are able to organise shows which can be self-filmed 
and broadcast throughout the ship in the evenings. I am also 

I am privileged to practise dentistry in one of the most unique 
settings, not only across the profession but within the Armed 
Forces. For the last 18 months I have been living in Rosyth, 

Scotland as part of the first ship’s company aboard the UK’s newest, 
and biggest ever, aircraft carrier HMS Queen Elizabeth. In June the 
ship sailed for the first time as part of the Sea Trials programme, during 
which time I have not only provided dental services but have played a 
wider role putting both the medical facilities and sailors through their 
paces in training. I am currently enjoying a few weeks commuting from 
home to our berth in Portsmouth before the ship readies to sail again.

To begin with my job was part-clinical and part-administrative. I 
was working out of a small single-chair clinic providing primary dental 
healthcare to the ship’s company, whilst also being part of a team of 
doctors and medics setting up the medical complex onboard. This 
18-month period saw the ship finally come together and turn from a 
construction site to an impressive 65,000 tonne warship. Liaising with 
industry to ensure we had a fully compliant dental facility within this 
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organising the inaugural ball for the ship’s company at Christmas, 
so there is plenty to keep me busy out of surgery.

Life is certainly interesting onboard a warship. Whilst ‘days off ’ 
don’t exist at sea and the onset of clinical fatigue can be a risk, there 
are plenty of other things to drag you away from the dental chair 
and allow you to mix with the wider ship’s company. This includes 
sport, very much encouraged onboard and easily organised with 
several large well-equipped gyms and a 4.5 acre flight deck. Whilst 
it has potential to feel claustrophobic, essentially living with your 
patients (and not having any windows), the ship is certainly large 
enough should you need to find a quiet corner. I have a particular 
nominated empty compartment where I disappear for a spot of yoga 
if occupational strains require release. The sense of camaraderie 
with colleagues is also very important and many feel almost like 

family when you spend so much time together and are ‘all in the 
same boat’, to excuse the terrible pun!

I have a few more months and some more sea-trials to undergo 
before I move on from this role. I hope I will leave a legacy of a func-
tioning dental department and at least some ‘Operating Procedures’ for 
my various roles that make sense to my successor. I am very aware that 
I will look back at this as being a true highlight of my career. Certainly 
it has been everything that my 22-year-old self hoped for when a 
smartly dressed Naval Officer delivered a recruitment lecture over a 
lunch at university. I was hooked then, and now feel a great deal of 
pride that I have reached where I am today. 

The BDA is looking for dentists to submit their stories for their 
‘We are dentistry’ campaign. To tell your story please visit https://www.
bda.org/wearedentistry. 

In the last few weeks of the summer, the BDA 
Benevolent Fund helped two students who had difficulty securing 
accommodation, as it was impossible for them to raise the deposit - 
often the equivalent of four or six weeks’ worth of rent. The charity 
helped by giving them the means to secure somewhere to live. Without 
this, they planned to sleep in the library, hoping to remain unnoticed. 
They can now focus on their studies, get their degree and be set for life.

If you, or anyone you know within dentistry, are dealing with 
financial difficulties, please do not hesitate to contact the BDA 
Benevolent Fund. All contact is confidential and if the charity can 
help, it will. If not, it will try to point you in the right direction.

The BDA Benevolent Fund would like to wish you well, and 
extend its thanks for your support and generosity throughout the 
year. Every £1 donated goes directly to a dentist and their family in 
crisis, so your help really does support someone in need.

To donate, please visit www.justgiving.com/bdabenevolentfund 
and contribute online or send a cheque payable to ‘BDA Benevolent 
Fund’, at BDA Benevolent Fund, 64 Wimpole Street, London, W1G 
8YS. If you are UK taxpayer, a further 25% of the value of your 
donation can be claimed from the government, so please be sure to 
complete a Gift Aid form.

For more information visit www.bdabenevolentfund.org.uk.

Help ease festive hardship among dentists and their families

Christmas is an extra reminder of what life can bring – good or bad. 
The BDA Benevolent Fund is asking you to spare a thought for those 
within the profession who are struggling this festive season. Dentists 
aren’t immune to bad luck and circumstances can change very quickly. 

Professor Ros Keeton, Chair of the BDA Benevolent Fund, said: 
‘We recently supported a middle-aged dentist who had been a 
highly successful associate. Like many, he took the next step and 
purchased his own practice. Sadly, for a variety of reasons, it didn’t 
work out as expected and he ran into significant debt. He was 
horrified to find himself in such a situation. He just didn’t think this 
was something that would happen to him. Thankfully, someone 
suggested he contact the BDA Benevolent Fund and we were able 
to provide financial support to help with his living costs, weekly 
food bills and the mortgage – while he sorted out his business. He 
returned to working as an associate and hasn’t looked back since.

‘Physical or mental illness, accident, divorce and family bereave-
ment can all change a person’s life suddenly, and some people will 
find themselves unable to work in the short or long-term. 

‘Over the festive period, we get more requests, and we give out 
additional grants. We want dentists to feel a sense of normalcy 
and know that the profession is there to support them. We do not 
want children to miss out on Christmas presents, or for someone to 
spend New Year’s Eve alone because they cannot afford to travel to 
spend time with their family.’

The BDA Benevolent Fund aims to help dentists resolve their 
financial difficulties by getting back to work, either in dentistry or 
with a new opportunity.

Professor Keeton said: ‘Short-term support like this is important 
to help people retain their dignity but, of course, our purpose is 
much longer term. Work provides a sense of well-being as well as 
the obvious aim of generating an income’.

The charity also supports dental students and recently qualified 
professionals. 

‘Some young people have no family support and come from 
deprived backgrounds. They’re assisted with student loans and 
bursaries and they work part-time, but sometimes this just isn’t 
enough to live on.’
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