Sir Robert Francis QC, Chair of Healthwatch England

“I lost a filling right at the start of lockdown - phoned my dentist
and was told to buy some temporary tooth repair paste. I had a
check-up appointment for May which was postponed to December.
The dentist re-opened in June but was only dealing with
emergencies. I have phoned them a few times but still get told they
are only dealing with emergencies. Yesterday (9 September) they
told me that (a) they are not dealing with anyone on ‘my’ list (i.e.
needing treatment but not in pain) and that (b) they will have to
cancel my December appointment. I am in despair.”
Experience reported to Healthwatch England

“Caller wanted to find out how they can register with an NHS
dentist. They stated they had tried 20 different dental practices in
the area, but no one was willing to take them on. They wanted to
know what else they can do to register with an NHS practice.”
Healthwatch Hertfordshire

"The patient was undergoing dental treatment pre-Covid-19 (fillings
and root canal) but due to the outbreak the treatment was paused.
She then had toothache. The pain was manageable, but the patient
felt that the longer she left it her teeth could get worse. The
practice has only been seeing emergency patients, but the dentist
did prescribe antibiotics. He said that once the pain subsides, she
could have an appointment. At the appointment her teeth were xrayed, and it was confirmed that she needed root canal treatment.
The dentist said that he wasn’t going to do it and that she should
have this treatment privately at another practice. His reason was
that root canals take too long, and he wanted to focus on seeing
patients that required fillings, check-ups - basically short
appointments.” Healthwatch Birmingham

"Before COVID-19 lockdown, caller was due to have root canal
treatment, but his appointment was delayed because of the
pandemic. He has been experiencing pain in that tooth for the last
few weeks. He has been given antibiotics twice when he called NHS
111 to get an emergency appointment, but there weren’t any
available. He was told to call his own dentist for an emergency
appointment. He did this and his request has been rejected twice by
the dentist. He is very unhappy about this and the dentist is still
refusing to see him. He is incredibly frustrated and is not sure what
to do next.” Healthwatch Essex

Case study: The dangerous consequences of no access to
dental treatment
"On the 12 August [Wednesday] I called my local practice where I
am a registered patient, as I was experiencing mild toothache. I was
advised that the dental practice could not carry out aerosol
generating treatment due to COVID-19 restrictions, so they
extended an upcoming appointment to 9th September with a view
that this treatment would likely be available by then.
"In the early hours of Saturday morning [15 August], I woke with
excruciating pain which worsened through the day and I
experienced swelling around the lower jaw. Late afternoon I called
NHS 111 who had a dental consultant call me back. This person
advised that there isn’t any emergency treatment in the local area
until 9am minimum the following day and gave me a number to call,
which I did.
"The pain worsened by the evening and a NHS 111 call left me with
the option to go to A&E which I was advised would result in a long
wait as it would not be treated as priority and they probably would
just give me stronger pain killer and so it would probably be best if I
sat it out until morning.
"I managed to see an [emergency] dentist on Sunday 16 August,
who advised I would need root canal to treat a suspected tooth

abscess. They referred me back to my dentist with a prescription for
antibiotics which
"I immediately acquired and started to take. I tried numerous times
the following day from 8.45 am to get through to my dentist and it
went to voicemail straight away. Eventually late afternoon someone
picked up the phone as I was leaving a message and said they
couldn’t provide any more emergency appointments that day and to
call in the morning but booked me an appointment for Friday 28
August.
"The evening after I noticed a red patch down my neck and called
NHS 111 again. The doctor I spoke to advised I had developed
cellulitis and prescribed stronger painkillers and additional
antibiotics which my husband collected immediately, and I started
to take straight away. I called my dentist in the morning and the
receptionist arranged a call back. The dentist was reluctant to see
me but offered to have a quick look. I went and she said I did need
urgent treatment, but was unable to do root canal, and referred me
back to the emergency dentist - who called me and said the best
option was an extraction at my own dentist.
"I called my dentist and she said that they could not do an
extraction due to the swelling and she didn’t think the anaesthetic
would work. By the afternoon I had developed a temperature and
tried calling my own GP for advice and was told that the best o ption
would be to try NHS 111 or go to A&E as they didn’t have capacity
to call me back even though it was an emergency. So, I went to A&E.
After a 2 hour wait to see a triage nurse, they admitted me. I was Xrayed, the infection drained, and then put on IV antibiotics

overnight and the following day and put on the emergency surgery
list.
"Fortunately, I didn’t need to go for emergency surgery, but they
had to put me through 4 courses of antibiotics with a potential
second night for observation. The doctors allowed me to leave on
the grounds the dentist had agreed to treat the tooth within seven
days. I managed to book an appointment for the Wednesday 26
August. I have just received a text saying this appointment is
cancelled and again all I get when I call is voicemail.
"I wanted to highlight this case to you as there seems to be a failing
in the local emergency provision which is having undue impact to
individual’s health but also massive undue burden on the already
stretched A&E and hospital services. If the emergency dentist had
treated me, it is unlikely that the follow-on events would have
happened.”
Healthwatch Gloucestershire

"A lady called for advice in relation to COVID-19 dental access for
her friend who had been up all night in agony. Her friend had been
advised by her dentist that a root canal and a crown is needed but
that ‘due to Coronavirus this is not available on the NHS and only
available to you privately’, at a cost of over £1,000.” Healthwatch
Central Bedfordshire

"Patient needs an appointment after two courses of antibiotics
during lockdown, which haven’t resolved the issue. They are
unhappy that practice websites are out of date as they say they are
accepting NHS patients and when you call, they say they haven’t
accepted any for a long time.” Healthwatch Suffolk

Case study: Healthwatch Milton Keynes
Healthwatch Milton Keynes worked with their regional NHS England
and Improvement Head to clarify access issues and manage public
expectations.
Getting in touch with their Regional NHS England and Improvement
Head of Commissioning, Healthwatch Milton Keynes outlined the
issues people were having with accessing dental care and asked
what was being done to improve the situation.

This allowed Healthwatch Milton Keynes to understand the pathway
of accessing a dentist; and the pressures and constraints of dentists
during this time.
Healthwatch Milton Keynes shared this information with the public
in various ways:
•
Updated their website and social media with the correct
information and an explanation of why it was tough to get a dentist,
and how and when to seek treatment.
•
Developed a template email response to save hours spent on
all the calls and emails regarding the issue.
•
Posted an 8-minute video on their website explaining the
issues, covering topics they were discussing with members of the
public up to 20 times a day. They review and update with any
changes e.g. the NHS 111 triage process.
As a result of the initial contact, all Healthwatch in the East of
England are now able to meet weekly with the NHS East of England
and Improvement team to clarify any issues and address concerns.
Healthwatch Milton Keynes also agreed to seek consent from
people with specific complaints (rather than concerns) and the
Dentistry Team would contact them to investigate further.
"Having the information to be able to effectively and appropriately
signpost people has lessened the calls and emails we were receiving
by 90%. The East of England team were helping to hold dental
practices in our area to account.” Tracy Keech, Interim Chief
Executive Officer, Healthwatch Milton Keynes

"I am having difficulty in finding a dentist. I was previously
registered with XX dental surgery. Before COVID-19, I telephoned to
make an appointment and was informed I was no longer registered
with them as I hadn’t booked an appointment with them for some
time. I explained that I hadn’t received a letter informing me of this,
where they said they had emailed.
"Unfortunately, the email address that was used was for my
previous employer. Again, I explained I hadn’t received the email
and asked if I could re-register to which I was informed ‘no’. I have
now had a filling come out and the tooth is very sharp.”
Healthwatch Swindon

"Feedback from a dentist. They were given no advance warning of
the Government’s plan to reopen dental practices – they were
confused about the guidance and said there was no PPE for them to
use in order to reopen safely as they were not given time to
prepare.” Healthwatch Sheffield

"Yesterday I visited my dental practice because one of my teeth had
started to crumble. Their COVID-19 procedures were great from the
moment I got there...until my actual appointment. I went in to see
the dentist (wearing my mask) who wasn’t wearing a mask. I
proceeded to tell the dentist my issue assuming he would put on a
mask or visor to look at my tooth, this included mentioning my
health condition (IBD) and that I am pregnant. I was taken aback
and too anxious to say anything, but the dentist did not put a mask
on at any point and therefore examined my teeth with no
protection for him or me. I am now very concerned that if he had
the virus without symptoms that he may have passed it on to me. I
have gone to great lengths to keep myself and my diabetic husband
safe during the pandemic and will be furious if that was the incident
that makes me unwell.” Healthwatch Shropshire

“A British family who were living in New Zealand, moved back to
Bristol in August 2019, but failed to find an NHS dentist even before
the COVID-19 pandemic. They paid privately for their older son to
have two extractions. The family are claiming Universal Credit due
to job loss from COVID-19. They feel that the cost of treatment has
significantly been eating into their family’s reduced income. Besides
dental problems, their son also has jaw and ear problems that affect
his quality of life. They were advised by the hospital to take their
son to a dentist, but they were unable to afford private dental care
because of the cost of ongoing treatment which would be needed.”
Healthwatch Bristol

“I had to make a few calls about a dental problem and after talking
to two nurses and one dentist I was seen within a week. I waited in
the car, they called me on my mobile, I was met by a nurse at the
side door, given sanitiser for my hands and was offered a mask. The
dentist was extremely thorough and explained the procedure in
detail. Removal of a very decayed, very loose back tooth was
painless and quick. Aftercare pack was explained, and I was given a
number to call if I was worried about anything. Well done our NHS!”
Experience reported to Healthwatch England

"I had broken my crown. Went two weeks ago- dentist and dental
nurse were amazing. I’m terrified of the dentist, but they were so
professional and kind. PPE was fantastic, I felt so safe.” Experience
reported to Healthwatch England

"I would like to bring to attention the awful situation of care home
visiting restrictions. Even my mum’s care home isn’t allowing them
outside for fresh air and sunshine. As far as visiting goes. We and
our loved ones need contact. It is unacceptable the way the elderly
are treated during all this. I would ask everyone to get involved
with putting the residents in care homes first for a change.”
Healthwatch Sunderland

“I’m a carer for my wife who is disabled & high risk if gets Covid she
as Covid symptoms needs a test today otherwise no test available
either home kits or drive through. She’s not long out of hospital
recovering from sepsis there’s no test available other than
Aberdeen!” Healthwatch North Yorkshire

“The hospital tried to discharge me without testing if I no longer
had COVID-19. They kept saying I have got to go as I was medically
fit. The government had changed the rules which insisted NHS
hospitals test people before they were sent back to care homes.
They did not do this. My daughter stated the law to them on several

occasions. My care home refused to take me back until they had
carried out a test.” Experience reported to Healthwatch England

