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WHAT IS NHS DENTISTRY?
NHS dentistry provides oral health services to the UK public, funded through NHS England. It covers everything from routine check-ups to complex surgical procedures. Care is delivered through over 6,900 contracted NHS dental practices, Community Dental Services (CDS) for vulnerable patients, and Hospital Dental Services for specialist needs. All UK residents are eligible, with charges based on treatment complexity — though many groups are fully exempt including children, pregnant women, and those on qualifying benefits (NHS England, 2024).
WHO USES IT?
Children under 18 (free), pregnant women & new mothers (free), adults on Universal Credit or low income (free), and all other UK residents (charged by band).
WHO PROVIDES IT?
NHS-contracted dentists, dental therapists, hygienists & nurses — all regulated by the General Dental Council (GDC, 2024). Community and hospital dental services provide care for people with complex needs.
	22.9M
NHS dental courses 2023/24
	50%
Adults seen in last 2 years


NHS CHARGE BANDS 2024/25
	BAND 1
Exam + X-ray + Scale & Polish
£26.80

	BAND 2
Fillings, Extractions, Root Canal
£73.50

	BAND 3
Crowns, Dentures, Bridges
£319.10


FUNDED BY
NHS England via the Unit of Dental Activity (UDA) contract. Overseen by Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) since 2022. Regulated by the GDC.
	BRIEF HISTORY OF NHS DENTISTRY
	1858
	Dentists Act
First regulation of dental practice in the UK — only qualified dentists could practise (GDC, 2024).

	1948
	NHS Founded		
Free dental care introduced for all UK residents under the new National Health Service (Rivett, 2011).

	1951
	Charges Begin
Patient charges introduced just 3 years after launch — costs far exceeded government budget projections.

	1990
	New Contract
Shift toward capitation model; dentists paid per registered patient rather than per treatment.

	2006
	UDA System
Unit of Dental Activity contract introduced — widely criticised for incentivising quick, low-complexity work (Nuffield Trust, 2023).

	2023
	Recovery Plan
NHS Dental Recovery Plan launched to address growing access crisis and 'dental deserts' (NHS England, 2023).

	2024
	New Premium
New Patient Premium introduced to incentivise dentists to take on new NHS patients (NHS England, 2024).



CURRENT FUNCTIONS OF THE SERVICE
NHS dentistry delivers six core services across primary care, community and hospital settings:
	🦷
Examinations
Regular check-ups, X-rays, oral cancer screening & diagnosis of decay or gum disease (NICE, 2022).
	🪥
Preventive Care
Scale & polish, fluoride varnish, fissure sealants & oral hygiene advice to reduce disease risk.

	🔧
Restorative
White/amalgam fillings, root canal treatments & tooth restoration to preserve natural teeth.
	✂️
Extractions
Removal of badly decayed, broken or impacted teeth — done under local anaesthetic.

	👶
Child Dentistry
Free NHS care for all under 18. Preventive focus: fluoride, sealants & dietary advice from an early age.
	🏥
Hospital & Specialist
Complex oral surgery, maxillofacial care, sedation services & treatment for medically compromised patients.
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	HOW THE SERVICE WORKS
	📋
STEP 1
Register
Patient contacts NHS 111 or searches NHS.uk to find and register with a local dentist
	📅
STEP 2
Book Appt
Appointment booked — urgent same-day or routine within a few weeks depending on need
	🔍
STEP 3
Examination
Dentist examines teeth, gums & soft tissues. X-rays taken if needed. Treatment plan agreed.
	💳
STEP 4
Payment
Patient pays band charge (1–3) or is exempt. Referral made to specialist if needed.



ACCESS TO NHS DENTISTRY — UK ADULTS 2023
Source: NHS Digital (2023) NHS Dental Statistics England 2022–23
	
	
	

	50%  NHS Dentist
Seen NHS dentist in last 2 years (2023)
	30%  Private Only
Patients who only use private dental care
	20%  No Access
Have not seen any dentist recently



TWO KEY CHALLENGES — UK-SPECIFIC, EVIDENCE-BASED
	CHALLENGE 1
Access Crisis & Dental Deserts
The Issue
Millions of adults across the UK cannot access an NHS dentist. In 2023, only 50% of adults had seen an NHS dentist in the past 2 years — the lowest rate since records began. Rural and deprived areas are especially affected, with some regions having no NHS dentist accepting new patients at all.
Why It Matters
People are forced into DIY dentistry (self-extraction reported widely), unnecessary A&E attendances for dental pain, or unaffordable private fees. The British Dental Association estimates 12 million people are on waiting lists. Health inequalities worsen as poorer communities suffer most.
Evidence
NHS England (2023) Dental Recovery Plan; Healthwatch England (2023) 'A 2-tier dental system is emerging'; BBC (2023) Dental Deserts investigation; BDA (2023) Access Crisis Report.
	CHALLENGE 2
NHS Contract Failure & Dentist Exodus
The Issue
The 2006 Unit of Dental Activity (UDA) contract remains deeply flawed — paying dentists the same fee for a check-up as for complex multi-appointment treatment. This has driven thousands of dentists to leave the NHS. NHS dentist numbers fell 4% in 2022–23. NHS England projects a shortage of 4,800 dentists by 2040.
Why It Matters
With fewer NHS dentists and the same or growing population, waiting times increase and access worsens. Practices return NHS contracts as financially unviable. The government's 2024 New Patient Premium was a step forward but the BDA (2023) warns it is insufficient to reverse the trend without full contract reform.
Evidence
Nuffield Trust (2023) NHS Dentistry: A Service in Crisis; NHS Digital (2023) NHS Dental Statistics England 2022-23; BDA (2023) Workforce Survey; Health Foundation (2022).



KEY STATISTICS AT A GLANCE
	12M
Adults on NHS dental waiting lists (BDA, 2023)
	4%
Fall in NHS dentist numbers 2022–23
	4,800
Projected NHS dentist shortfall by 2040
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Community Mental Health Services

1. Explanation of the Service
Community Mental Health Services (CMHS) are NHS-funded services that provide assessment, treatment and support for individuals experiencing serious mental health conditions outside of hospital settings. Services are delivered by Community Mental Health Teams (CMHTs) — multi-disciplinary teams comprising psychiatrists, community psychiatric nurses (CPNs), social workers, occupational therapists and psychologists (Mind, 2021). The aim of CMHS is to promote recovery and independence in the community. Referrals are typically made by GPs or hospitals, and eligibility is determined through a formal needs assessment. Services are commissioned by Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) and support adults with conditions such as schizophrenia, bipolar disorder and severe depression (NHS England, 2022).
2. Brief History of Community Mental Health Services
Prior to the 1950s, individuals with mental health conditions were largely confined to large psychiatric hospitals, where care was often custodial rather than therapeutic (Shorter, 1997). The Mental Health Act 1959 encouraged a shift toward community-based care, reinforced by Enoch Powell's 'Water Tower Speech' in 1961, which called for the closure of psychiatric hospitals and the development of community services (Rogers and Pilgrim, 2014). The NHS and Community Care Act 1990 formalised community care responsibilities, and the NHS Long Term Plan (2019) committed to expanding mental health services through new integrated community models (NHS England, 2019).
3. Current Function of the Service
CMHTs currently provide psychiatric assessment and diagnosis, medication management, psychological therapies such as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), crisis intervention and social support including housing and employment assistance (NHS England, 2022). Early Intervention in Psychosis (EIP) services support younger individuals experiencing a first episode of psychosis, while Crisis Resolution and Home Treatment (CRHT) teams provide intensive short-term support to prevent hospital admission. Services follow a recovery-focused, personalised approach in line with 'No Health Without Mental Health' (HM Government, 2011). Digital tools and remote appointments have also been integrated following the COVID-19 pandemic (King's Fund, 2021).
4. Two Challenges Faced by Community Mental Health Services
Challenge 1: Workforce Shortages
A significant challenge facing CMHS is the shortage of qualified mental health professionals. NHS Digital (2022) reported over 27,000 vacancies across NHS mental health trusts in England, representing a vacancy rate of approximately 24%. High caseloads and burnout contribute to staff turnover, directly impacting service delivery and increasing waiting times. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) set targets to expand the mental health workforce; however, the Royal College of Psychiatrists (2023) has warned that recruitment and retention challenges continue to undermine progress, with many patients waiting months for assessment and treatment.
Challenge 2: Inadequate Funding and Rising Demand
CMHS face the dual pressure of rising demand and constrained resources. The COVID-19 pandemic significantly increased the prevalence of mental health conditions, with the NHS reporting a 25% rise in referrals to community mental health services between 2020 and 2022 (NHS England, 2022). Despite mental health receiving a growing share of NHS funding, the King's Fund (2021) noted that services remain underfunded relative to physical health, with many patients facing lengthy waits for treatment. This highlights persistent inequalities in how mental and physical health are resourced and prioritised within the healthcare system.
5. Conclusion
Community Mental Health Services play a vital role in supporting individuals with serious mental health conditions. Despite significant progress since the era of institutionalisation, the service continues to face challenges around workforce capacity and funding. Addressing these issues is essential to ensuring that CMHS can meet growing demand and deliver the person-centred care that patients and carers deserve.
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