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LAFAYETTE, La.

T he canefields andthe bayousof Louisiands Cajunheartlandwvhir pastthe pickup'scrackedwindshield.
GregoryFolseis atthe wheel.He wearsgreenscrubs His dentalinstrumentsanda grinding tool he usesto
repairdenturesarestowedbehindthe seat.

Most of his 1,800 patientsiretoo fragile to go outfor dentalappointment®r denturefittings, so he goesto
them, ridinga circuit of eight parishes.

Theyrepresena crosssectionof the region'selderly, pooranddisabled:Cajunfishermenyetiredfarmers
andoil field workers,youngerpeoplecrippledby illnessor trauma,frail HurricaneKatrinanursing home
evacueesincluding onewho floatedon amattresdor sevenhoursandlost herdenturesTherewasa
madam,too, but shehasgoneto herreward.

Many, until he seeghem innursing facilitiesandisolatedhomes havenot hadan oral examfor years.
When Folselooksinto a new patient'smouth,he oftenfinds decayrampantinfection,the brokenstumpsof
ruinedteeth,evenoral cancers.

The painanddiseasespeakto a lack of dentalbenefitsanddentalcare.

Evidencelinks oral diseasdo heartandrespiratoryproblems andstudiesshowthat theold, frail andpoor
havethe worstdentalconditionsof anyonein the country.

Most of thosewho had dentalinsuranceduringtheir working lives lost it whentheyretired.Medicare the
nationalhealthinsuranceprogramfor seniorcitizens,doesnot coverroutineoral healthor dentalservices.
Privatedentalinsurancads limited andtoo costly for many.And the price of dentalcarecanoverwhelm
peopleon fixedincomes:A pair of denturescancosthundredssometimegshousands, oflollars.

Most of Folse'spatientsareon Medicaid the public healthcareprogramfor the poor, which offers a scant
patchworkof dentalbenefits.

Evenin stateghat subsidizesomecare,thereis a shortageof dentistswho will treatseniorsandthe
homeboundandwho arewilling to acceptMedicaid,with its complexitiesand historically low
reimbursementates.
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In Louisiana,for instancefewerthan50 of about2,000 dentistprovidedenturessaidWard Blackwell,
executivedirectorof the LouisianaDental Association Fewerthanfive attemptto meetthe broaderoral
health-careneedsof thefrail andold in nursing homes.

Folseestimateghat hedonatesnoreserviceshanhe bills to Medicaid.But he drawsdeepsatisfactiorfrom
his work -- andsometimes sackof crawfishalongtheway.

In Abbeville, Folsepulls up toallittle housewith crawfishtrapsstackedut front. He'shereto adjustElaine
Sherman'slenturesHe washedis handsat her kitchensink.

"So you werehurtin', Sweetheaf®'

* % %

Whena nursing homéiasa smallbeautyshopthat offerswater,good lightanda little quiet spacef-olse,
47, triesto setup thereln the beautyshopatthe River OaksRetirementManorin Lafayette southwest of
Baton Rouge therearealsobingo suppliesanda priest'svestments.

He checksthe chartof his nextpatient.The 74-yearold mansuffersfrom dementiaandis delusional.
Sometimessuchappointmentscangetpretty wild," the dentistsays.

But he thinksthat everythingnot just dentalschool,but alsohis yearsasa cowboyand his experience
riding alongwith his countrydoctorgrandfatherPhillip Robichauxpreparechim for this work.

A nursegently butfirmly brings thepatient.His gum diseasas advancedand someof his teetharesoloose
he could swallowthem orinhalethem. Atimely $100 extractiortansave$50,000 wortlof surgery,
hospitalizationand complications.

"Thosearebad.I'm goingto takethoseout for you," Folsesays.At first, the manbalks.
"How bad?"

"They arerealloose."

"Not to me."

"l wantto take'emout. | don'twantthem tomakeyou sick.Theyareinfected."

Folsedoesnot takeno foran answerHe leansin, projectingcalm authority.He doesn'tweara maskor
safetyglassesHe leadsby exampleandnonverbakues.WhenFolseopenshis mouth,the patientopenshis.

He givesthe patientshotsof local anesthetic.

"Greatjob," the dentistsays."You aredoinga greatjob."

And slowly, carefully,he drawsout the worst of the man'syellow teeth.

"The othersarein horrible shape,'Folsesays."But thesethreewerelife-threateninglyloose."

The nursing homesn Folse'sircuit pay him a monthly stipendof $6 apatient.He servesastheir medical
director.With anoffice managemwho keepstrackof the caseloacanda young partime dentistand
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hygienist,Folseprovidesexamsyespond4o emergencieandtriesto meetthe overwhelmingneedhe sees.
"It's way worth the moneywe pay," River Oaks'director,Guy Sarver says.

Sarverseesanirony in the lack of Medicaiddentalcoveragdor the old andpoorin Louisianaandmany
otherstates:' They'll pay for eyeglassesr penileimplants.But theywon't pay for teeth."

Dentalbenefitsvary by stateand oftenby year,basedon budgetaryglecisionsLouisianacoversonly
dentures.

Marylands dentalservicedor seniorcitizensunderMedicaidareconfinedto emergencyandtraumacare.
In Virginia, adultsarelimited to medicallynecessarpral surgeryandextractionswvheninfections
compromisetheir health.The District recentlyintroduceda comprehensiveentalpackageor adults.A few
statesoffer nothing.

* % %

In 1965, wherPresidenLyndonB. Johnsorsignedthe Medicareand Medicaidbill into law, neither
programincludedroutinedentalcare.

In Medicare'scase,'the justification wasthis is a routineserviceyou don'tneedinsuranceor," said
Marilyn Moon of the Silver SpringbasedAmericaninstitutesfor ResearchAdult dentalcoveragewvaslater
madeoptionalunderMedicaid.But lawmakershaveremainedeluctantto expandbenefits,giventhe
program'sspiraling costs.

Privatedentalinsurancds expensiveaswell. A planfor AARP membersn Lafayette for example offers
annualpremiumsstarting at$424.20. Théulk of Folse'spatients beforeenteringnursing homedjved on
fixed Social Securityncomesof less thar$1,000 amonth.

Folseestimateghat addinga dentalguaranteainderMedicaidfor the agedand disabledwould cost$700
million a year.He advocatedor sucha provision,anda bill wasintroducedin Congressn 2005. Itnever
movedpastthe committeelevel.

Lastyear,galvanizedby thedeathof a 12-yearold PrinceGeorge'sCountyboy, Congressried to includea
dentalguarantedor the childrenof the working poorin an expansiorof the State Children's$lealth
InsuranceProgram.The expansiorwasvetoedtwice by thepresidentand shelved.

Benefitsfor seniorsandthe disabledneverenteredthe discussion.

* % %

Thetwice-divorcedFolselives on afarm north of Lafayette.His hay cropthis yearwill helppay the bills.
He alsosellsa baling machinecalledthe Bale Band It. Whenhe driveshis circuit, he sometimegets"hay
calls" from peoplewho wantto buy hayor from Bale Band It customers.

"Sometimesa balewill bust,andit's notthe BandIt's fault,” he says."You gotta knowwhatto do."
Folsedrives40,000 to50,000 milesa year.He neverusesa map.

He wasbornfarthersouth,downin RacelandHis grandfatherthe countrydoctor,wasa big influence.So
washis father,a livestockauctioneerFolseworkedcattleto pay his collegebills. He thoughtaboutgoing to
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veterinaryschool,but thenhe found dentistry. Thadeajust hit him oneday.

"Senioryear,we did a rotationin nursing homesTheresidentgeally inspiredme,"” Folsesaid."They hadso
muchneed.”

After graduationhe workedin a nice office with regularhealthypatients But he startedvisiting nursing
homeson Fridays, higlay off. He wasoverwhelmedagainby whathe sawandhow he felt treatingthe frail,
the derangedthe forgotten,the truly grateful.

He thought,"This is really what | wantto do."

“Nine hundredpatientswith severegum diseaseor abscesdHalf of my patients| takeeverybodythat has
swelling. Everybodyin pain. Everybodythat'sgot looseteeth.And | helpthem asbestl can.With funding.
Without funding. Thefamily payssome the nursing homesSometimesio onepays.It doesn'tmatter.l do
it."

Therewardsareoftenintangible.

"l hada patientin a wheelchair.She had stroke.She waso happyto getherdenturesShe reachedown
andgrabbedher purse.She reacheuhside.She founda pieceof bread.” 'Heredoc,'shesaid. Takeit." |
didn'twantto takeherlast pieceof bread.No telling how long it hadbeenat the bottomof herpurse.

"We haveto give out of beingwealthy.She gavdo me out of herpoverty.”

* % %

Sixty milesnorthwestof Lafayette,at a nursing homen PinePrairie,Folsegetshelpfrom a young dentist,
WendyMcCurdy, who heardhim lectureat the LouisianaState Universityschoolof Dentistryandwas
intriguedby thechallenge®f hiswork. "My motherhasworkedwith specialed kids all my life," McCurdy
says.

They setup inthe beautyshop.A little signoutsidethe doorreads:"Haircut $6, Shampo@andset$7. . . .
Washandblow dry $3."

"Comeon in, SugarPlum," Folsecallsto thefirst patient.

A line quickly formsat the door.

He finds troublesno oneelsewould, saysSandraBook, nursing facilityadministrator’'Someof these
peoplearein pain, but they can'ttell you. Withoutan exam,you can'tell if they havea big old ulcerin
their mouth."

At a nursing facilityin thetown of Eunice,theyarealsowaiting.

"Hey, Mr. Teethman!"shoutsonefellow.

A womanstopsFolsein the hallway.Herroottips areexposedShe wantshem pulled. Anotheis
impatientlyawaiting herdentures:'My teeth.Wherearethey?"

On hisway to his nextplace,Folsestopsat a cemetenyto visit the graveof a fragile old womanwho died
recentlyfrom complicationsof a facial abscessShe hadnanymedicalissuesput aninfectionin her mouth
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finally overranherbody'sdefenses.

"This is an exampleof oral healthbeinga matterof life anddeath,"he says."Over the pastsevenor eight
years,I've seenoral healthcontributeto the deathof atleastoneor two ayear."

In manycasesan oral cancerprovesfatal. Othertimes, it's pneumoniawhich canbe linked tobacteriain

the mouth."l seepneumonigpatientsall thetime. | know oral health,and oral hygieneis a significantfactor
in that disease Folsesays.

* * %

He'sdriving pastfields of sugarcaneandscrubwoodsto delivera pair of denturego a retiredretail clerkin
St. Martinville.

Smokefrom a canefield curlsin the blue sky. Driving overa coulee,a drainagecanal. The sunis setting.A
hawk s on thewire. Driving over a blackbayouwith a shrimpboat.

"l can'tforgetto stopatthelabto getthat repair,’he says.

OvertheVermillion River, the sky is changingfrom blueto black. Thereis a line of dark cloudson the
horizonoverthericefields.

In Abbeville, ElaineShermans feeling betternow that herdentureshavebeenadjusted She ancher
husbandishedtoday.

"| havegumboand crawfish&AtouffdAeandfried garfishballs," shesays."Homemadebreadand pecan
pie."

He stays fordinner.
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Dentures Dental

Professional local dental office Schedule an appointment today!
storefront.dexonline.com

Aspen Dental House
Uptown Dallas Texas Dental Practice General and Cosmetic Dentist
www.aspendentalhouse.com

Low-Cost Dental Implant

The Absolute Lowest Prices For Dental Implants Nationwide!
www-Dentallmplants.info
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