18th March 2020
The Editor
The Irish Times Building
 24-28 Tara Street 
Dublin 2

Dear Editor,

We the undersigned, representing a broad cross section of the dental profession, have been forced to write this public letter as a matter of absolute urgency. This follows the extremely troubling, and indeed dangerous, advice we have received as a profession from the Chief Dental Officer of the Department of Health. 
In correspondence from the Chief Dental officer dated 16th March we are “advised that dental practices can remain open and there is currently no need for change in practice.” In the same correspondence we  are also informed we do “not need to avoid certain procedures.” 
The procedures that would particularly concern us are those that generate aerosol spray, which effectively include most procedures carried out in dentistry. These have the potential to expose all patients and dental workers to significant risk of contracting COVID-19. Aerosol generating procedures are accepted as being the highest risk procedure to carry out in a patient affected by COVID-19, and the personal protection equipment (PPE) requirements are far in excess of those available in the typical dental setting. 
Nevertheless the Chief Dental Officer advises us that “If a patient is asymptomatic the evidence is that aerosol equipment can be safely used in dental practice, as long as they are adhering to the Dental Council codes of practice.” There is in fact no such evidence whatsoever, as this is a novel virus. The very mechanism of transmission is still being debated. 
Even more troubling, the evidence base is rapidly growing that asymptomatic transmission is not only possible, but likely. The statement made by the Chief Dental Officer in this regard is frankly reckless beyond belief. It endangers all patients, dental workers and our wider society, as dentistry could potentially end up a substantial route of transmission of this virus.
In contrast the HSE has in fact moved (correctly) to an entirely different protocol, with all their public clinics and hospital units ceasing all elective procedures. They are treating only the most urgent emergencies, and their dentists are advised to keep aerosol generating procedures to an absolute minimum. 
Fortunately the vast majority of private dental practices have voluntarily suspended all elective procedures despite huge financial consequences, and are scrambling to upgrade their protective equipment as best they can to allow a very basic emergency service to operate. Many of us will endeavour to try and treat urgent emergencies such as swelling and bleeding to keep those patients out of our hospitals for as long as we can, even if by doing so we place ourselves in harm’s way. However some practices continue to operate as normal, reassured by the flawed advice we have received. 
We need our Chief Dental Officer to step up and act decisively. Her advice is at complete variance with that from almost every other jurisdiction. Elective dental procedures must stop. Otherwise even more lives in our vulnerable and elderly populations in particular will be lost. 
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