
In the News! 

Swinomish: Sovereignty in Action 

Leading the effort to address the oral health crisis in Indian Country, the Swinomish 
Indian Tribal Community has become the first tribe in the Lower 48 states to em-
ploy a dental therapist to provide basic oral health services. 

“There are too few dentists in Indian Country,” said Brian Cladoosby, Chairman of 
the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community. “We cannot stand by any longer and allow 
Native people to continue to suffer tooth decay at a rate three times the national 
average. We have developed a tribal approach to solve a tribal issue. This solution 
will help our people immediately address their oral health needs in ways that have 
not been possible until today.”  

Supported by a W.K. Kellogg Foundation grant in partnership with the Northwest 
Portland Area Indian Health Board, the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community pro-
gram is modeled on a successful oral healthcare delivery model used by Alaska Na-
tive communities for over 10 years.    Continued on back 

The Coquille Indian Tribe and the Confederated Tribes of Coos, Lower Umpqua, and 
Siuslaw Indians have received approval from the Oregon Health Authority for a pilot 
project to integrate mid-level dental providers into their health care systems. The 
pilot will operate under an Oregon law approved in 2011 that promotes innovative 
and data-driven improvements to the state’s oral health system.  

“Our intent is to increase access to care for our tribal members. The rates of un-
treated tooth decay are four times higher nationally for native preschool-aged chil-
dren compared to their non-native peers, and those numbers are reflected here as 
well.  That is unacceptable. We need to turn those numbers around, and this a step 
in the right direction,” Mark Ingersoll, Chairman of the Confederated Tribes of Coos, 
Lower Umpqua and Siuslaw Indians said.  Their dental clinic cares largely for their 
own members, as well as members of other Tribes within the 5-county service area.  
With one full time dentist at the clinic, the need for more providers is acute.  The 
tribe plans to hire an experienced DHAT this year to start providing services and has 
sent one of their members to the 2-year Alaska DHAT Education program.  

The Coquille Tribe is also recruiting a student from their community to receive DHAT training.  “This model of care really focuses 
on quality and the continuity of care that comes from training and hiring members of our own community.  We know they are 
far more likely to stay here and be a part of our health care system, unlike the itinerant dentist model that is common in the 
Indian Health Service system,” Brenda Meade, Tribal Chairperson of the Coquille Indian Tribe said.  The tribe is newly establish-
ing an oral heath component as part of their health care services.  “We are building from the ground up and having a DHAT as 
part of the team means we can serve more people with better care at lower costs. It just makes sense.” 

The tribes are partnering with the Northwest Portland Area Indian Health Board.  “We know that many Oregonians struggle to 
get the dental care they need. But American Indians are among those who suffer the greatest oral health disparities because of 
access to care. That is why we are excited to bring a proven, innovative solution to Tribes in this state, and at the same time 
demonstrate the benefits of this provider to all those in need,” Joe Finkbonner, NPAIHB’s Executive Director said. 
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Questions or comments? Contact Pam Johnson, Native Dental Therapy Initiative, pjohnson@npaihb.org, 206-755-4309 

    Follow us on:  

Washington State Legislative Update:  

The Tribal Sovereignty and Oral Health 

Access Bill (HB 1441 and SB 5159) saw 

unprecedented progress this legislative 

session due to Tribal leadership and 

community involvement, as well as me-

dia attention daylighting the challenges 

of oral health access in Indian Country 

(see front page!) While the bill ulti-

mately failed to be brought to a vote, 

our collective efforts built a strong 

foundation for future legislative work 

to turn the tide on oral health dispari-

ties.  

Thank you to all of you who added your 

voice!  

Attending the hearing on HB 1441 are: Ray Peters, Squaxin; Mel Tonasket, Col-

ville; Brian Cladoosby, Swinomish; Meredith Parker and Patsy Bain, Makah; 

Dr. Mary Williard, Alaska DHAT Education Program 

Continued from front… 

Although dental therapists – known as dental health aide therapists (DHATs) in the Alaska Native program – are banned from 
providing many basic dental services in Washington and most other states, the Swinomish Tribe has licensed and employed a 
dental therapist on the Tribe’s reservation as an exercise of their inherent tribal sovereignty. With too many Swinomish Tribal 
members – particularly children – suffering unnecessarily and potentially facing life-threatening conditions because they lack 
access to dental care, dental therapist Daniel Kennedy joined the Swinomish Dental Clinic team to help ensure that all Tribal 
members have access to reliable, high-quality and culturally competent dental care.  

Oral health research shows that historical traumas have caused Indians to lead the nation in oral disease rates. By age five, 75 
percent of American Indians and Alaska Natives experience tooth decay. Recent Federal statistics for Washington, Oregon and 
Idaho show that Indian children suffer tooth decay at three times the national average. Low-dentist-to-patient ratios in Indian 
Country mean that many Indians lack access to regular dental treatment and prevention services. Turnover among providers in 
Indian Country interrupts continuity of care and inhibits the delivery of culturally competent services. 
 
DHATs were first certified to practice in Alaska more than 10 years ago by the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium. The pro-
gram today has expanded care to more than 45,000 Alaska Natives in need of preventive and restorative care. Dental therapists 
were also authorized to practice in Minnesota in 2011 and in Maine last year. Attempts to authorize them in Washington have 
failed repeatedly because of political opposition from organized dentistry. 

In June, the Swinomish Indian Tribal Community began working in partnership with the Northwest Portland Area Indian Health 
Board to bring this new and innovative dental resource into the Pacific Northwest. This past summer, a Swinomish Tribal mem-
ber was sent to Alaska to begin her two year dental health aide therapy training.  
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