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INTRODUCTION

As South Africa celebrates 31 years of democracy, it is
imperative to reflect on the progress made in oral health
and identify areas where improvements are still needed. Oral
health is a critical yet often overlooked component of public
health, directly impacting overall well-being and quality of life.
Despite strides in policy development and service delivery,
significant disparities remain in access to oral healthcare,
particularly in rural and historically marginalized communities.
One of the most effective ways to bridge these gaps is
through public-private partnerships (PPPs). Collaboration
between the government, private sector, professional
organizations, and academic institutions has the potential
to enhance service delivery, improve access, and drive
innovation in oral healthcare.

ORAL HEALTH AS A GLOBAL PRIORITY

The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 3.5
billion people worldwide suffer from oral diseases, with
low- and middle-income countries disproportionately
affected. Poor oral health is not only linked to pain and
tooth loss but is also associated with systemic conditions
such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and respiratory
infections.

Globally, governments are recognising the importance of
integrating oral health into primary healthcare systems. South
Africa has made commendable progress, but the country still
faces significant challenges, including workforce shortages,
unequal distribution of dental professionals, and a lack of
sustained funding for public oral health programs.

Public-Private Partnerships in Oral Health

PPPs are essential for addressing South Africa’s oral health
challenges. The private sector, including corporate sponsors,
dental product manufacturers, insurance companies, and
NGOs, can complement government efforts by providing
funding, expertise, and technology. Effective PPPs align with
national policies and contribute to sustainable, long-term
solutions rather than temporary relief efforts.

Successful global examples of oral health PPPs include:
¢ Brazil’s “Smiling Brazil” Initiative — A collaboration
between the government and private partners to
expand access to dental care for over 120 million
people.
e The UK’s NHS Dental Model — A blended approach
that balances public and private dentistry services.
¢ Rwanda’s School-Based Oral Health Program — A
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government-private sector initiative that promotes
preventive oral care among schoolchildren.

South Africa’s Public-Private Initiatives
South Africa has already seen some success with public-
private partnerships in oral health, including:

e SADA’s Collaboration with the National Department
of Health — Supporting professional development and
policy advocacy.

® University and Research Institution Partnerships —
Advancing community-based oral health programs
and training.

e Corporate-Sponsored Initiatives — Programs such as
Colgate’s “Bright Smiles, Bright Futures” have helped
improve oral hygiene education in schools.

However, these efforts must be scaled up and
institutionalized within the broader healthcare system.
A key concern is the lack of structured, long-term PPP
frameworks, which can lead to inconsistent funding and
delivery.

Challenges in Implementing Effective PPPs
While PPPs hold immense potential, there are several
obstacles to their effective implementation in South Africa:

1. Limited Funding & Sustainability — Many PPPs
operate on short-term funding cycles, making it
difficult to sustain long-term oral health programs.

2. Regulatory & Policy Barriers - Bureaucratic
challenges often delay private sector involvement in
public health initiatives.

3. Workforce Distribution Issues — Rural areas remain
underserved despite government incentives for dental
professionals.

4. Integration into the National Health Insurance (NHI)
Framework — Uncertainty about how oral healthcare
will be funded under the proposed NHI system.
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The Way Forward: Strengthening PPPs for Oral Health
Equity

To maximize the impact of PPPs and improve oral health
outcomes in South Africa, the following steps are necessary:

e Stronger Policy Frameworks — The government must
develop clear guidelines for PPP engagement in oral
healthcare.

¢ Expanded Investment in Technology & Infrastructure
— The private sector should be encouraged to invest
in mobile dental clinics and teledentistry solutions to
reach underserved areas.

e Scaling Up School-Based Programs - School
oral health programs must be expanded to ensure
preventive care reaches children in disadvantaged
communities.

e Enhanced Collaboration Between Stakeholders — A
multi-sectoral approach involving government, private
industry, academia, and civil society is essential for
sustainable progress.

Conclusion

Oral health is a fundamental part of overall health and
should be treated as a national priority. While South Africa
has made significant progress in oral healthcare over the
past 30 years, persistent inequalities highlight the need for
innovative and collaborative solutions.

Public-private partnerships offer a pathway to improving
oral health outcomes by leveraging resources, expertise,
and infrastructure from multiple sectors. To build a healthier
future, South Africa must strengthen policy integration,
expand private sector engagement, and advocate for
sustained investment in oral healthcare.

By fostering stronger partnerships, we can work towards a
future where quality oral healthcare is accessible to all South
Africans, regardless of their economic or geographical status.

=351



