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Blánaid Daly, Professor of Special Care Dentistry, School of 
Dental Science, has built her career in community special 
care dentistry and public health. Three years ago, she returned 
from London, where she worked for 25 years in King’s College, 
to take up the professorship in her alma mater.

“I graduated from Trinity in 1983 and then worked a 
few years here in the Dublin Dental Hospital in the department 
of community dental health & general practice, before moving 
to London in 1990. The UK, with its great NHS infrastructure, 
was the place to go for training in community dental settings.”

She was hired by King’s Dental School to set up a 
community dental clinic for homeless people. “After spending 
six months talking to doctors, carers and users, to get an idea 
of the needs and how best to meet them, I set up a small pilot 
in the crypt of St Martin-in-the-Fields, providing an evening 
dental clinic. Eventually we got funding to set up in a day centre 
in Camberwell, where there were community health workers, 
psychiatric nurses and doctors and a strong re-settlement 
ethos, to get people back into housing.”

She outlines the oral healthcare needs of home-
less people: “There are two levels – first emergency care 
for toothache, and, second, embedding the practice of reg-
ular check-ups. We found that when people are ready for 
resettlement, they want to improve their teeth. Going for  
a job, you’re judged on how you look. I remember one man,  
a drug user, telling me that it was only when he began look-
ing after his teeth that his family believed his promises to  
get clean.”

After completing her PhD on the oral needs of 
homeless people, she taught on the masters in dental public 
health in King’s, and from 2010 was academic lead in special 
care dentistry, which included training specialists to meet the 
complex needs of different groups. As she explains, special 
care dentistry has a broad remit: “Homelessness, demen-
tia, physical or developmental disability – each group has 
different needs. The priority is to get people the right care, 
within the community, so that we’re not asking them to travel  
long distances.”
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≥  “In April, the government launched the National 
Oral Health Policy. It’s ambitious and innovative and 
it prioritises the needs of vulnerable people. That’s 
fantastic; the next step is to implement the policy and 
reduce oral health inequalities across the population, 
including vulnerable people.”
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Her interest in improving care for vulnerable people 
probably has roots in childhood: “My older sister had an intel-
lectual disability and, growing up, I was aware of the fight my 
parents had to make for her – there were few services available 
then. Eventually, she got a residential place as an adult, and I 
saw what a difference that made to her sense of independence.” 

The past three years have involved frequent travel for 
Professor Daly – “my husband and children stayed in London 
because my younger son was completing his education. My 
focus, the past few years, was my mother who needed care. I 
was lucky to have that time with her.”

She is delighted to be back in Trinity, which she finds 
“much more socially diverse than when I studied here, thanks 
to the Trinity Access Programme, and I’m really pleased to see 
programmes to help people with dyslexia and other learning 
difficulties.” 

She appreciates the small group teaching enabled 
by the Dental School – “we have about fifty students a year who 
are incredibly smart and hardworking” – and the interdisci-
plinarity. “I’m working on a really interesting project here with 
the Department of Microbiology and with St James’s Hospital, 
exploring the link between gum disease and diabetes. For me, 
in all my research, it’s about putting the mouth back into the 
body. The two are integral.”

She is full of praise for her predecessor as Professor 
of Special Care Dentistry, June Nunn: “She was very innovative 
and developed the speciality here in Ireland and the training 
programme; we owe a lot to her.”

Undergraduates in the Dental School are “introduced 
to the concept of providing care to adults with disabilities 
and the issue of consent in 2nd year; then in 3rd year they 
go out to the community and in 4th year they see us treating 
people in the hospital with a range of disabilities. As general 
practitioners within the community, they should be confident 
about making reasonable adjustments to treat people with 
mild disabilities.”

Professor Daly’s priority for the next five years is 
to help with the implementation of the National Oral Health 
Policy by “ensuring that there are clear care pathways and 
sufficient specialists trained to meet the needs of people with 
complex disabilities.” 

She is on the committee of the Irish Society for 
Disability and Oral Health, which has carried out compre-
hensive studies into needs: “We reckon there are just under 
13,000 people in Ireland with complex needs who can only be 
treated by specialists. There are a further 500,000 with mild to 
moderate needs who could be treated in local general dental 
practices, given the right adjustments and supports. Currently, 
the care pathways for people with disabilities aren’t in place 
and there are only a few specialists, who are coming to the end 
of their careers. I’ve calculated that we need to train a cadre 
of thirteen specialists.”

This could be done, she says, in the next five years: 
“It’s the opportunity of a lifetime to develop the public dental 
services within the HSE to meet the oral healthcare needs of 
vulnerable people.”
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≥  To read the full publication, please click here
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105 |106Annual Review 2018–2019


	(www.makingvictoriandublin.com)



