
Moloka‘i 
 
The Hawaii Department of Health brought about 20 Moloka‘i community members together to 
listen to their insights and brainstorm potential solutions to improve oral health on the Friendly 
Isle on Friday, November 3, 2017. 
 
This was the first of eight town hall meetings, seven of which were held on the neighbor islands, 
from October to December 2017. A statewide meeting will be held in May 2018, at which 
neighbor island participants will be invited to attend. The strategic plan will be developed and 
distributed statewide in September 2018 and sent to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, which provided a grant to support the strategic planning process. 
 
The Moloka‘i town hall meeting, held at Liliuokalani Trust in Kaunakakai, officially kicked-off a 
statewide listening tour to gather input for a statewide oral health strategic plan. The session 
was facilitated by the Hawaii Public Health Institute (HPHI), a partner with the Hawaii 
Department of Health. 
 
"We're off to a great start! We could feel the passion from the participants and their genuine 
concern for others in their community,” said Dr. Gavin Uchida, dental director with the Hawaii 
Department of Health. “There was a lot of great information. We appreciate all of their 
viewpoints.” 
 

“The session helped bring to the surface problems that we expected to hear, but also those 
specific to Molokai,” Dr. Uchida said. “This is not the end of the conversation; this is just the 
beginning.” 
 
“Some of the things we learn from Moloka‘i can be used for the other islands; and what we learn 
from the other islands may apply to Moloka‘i,” Dr. Uchida said. “We’re looking forward to visiting 
the other islands, understanding their concerns and discussing ways we can collectively have a 
positive impact on oral health in communities across our state." 
 
Moloka‘i Town Hall Meeting Highlights 
 
The Moloka‘i town hall meeting provided a wealth of ideas that will be considered for the 
statewide oral health strategic plan. Here are some of the highlights: 
 

• Policy and Programs  
The Moloka‘i group discussions also focused on policy changes that will help improve 
oral health care. One recommended statewide policy was requiring oral health exams for 
school entry, similar to physical exams. A bill requiring students to have a physical exam 
to enter the seventh grade passed in the last legislative session, and similar legislation 
could be introduced for oral health.  
 
To ensure all adults have access to quality oral health care, the Moloka‘i group also 
recognized the need to modify Medicaid benefits to go beyond extractions and cover 
preventive and restorative care. This is expected to be a topic of discussion in all of the 
town hall meetings on all of the islands. 

 
 
 



§ Provider Recruitment and Retention  
The Moloka‘i town hall meeting discussion showed that one of the barriers to oral health 
care on Moloka‘i is the recruitment and retention of providers to ensure reliable access 
to quality oral health care on the island. 

 
Besides the dental services offered by the Molokai Community Health Center, there are 
currently three other licensed, practicing dentists in private practice on Moloka‘i. 
According to the latest census statistics, Moloka‘i has a population of 7,345. Although 
the ratio of providers to total population is appropriate, some of the providers may not 
accept Medicaid patients, which may limit access on the island. 
 
Attracting providers — and having them stay — is a challenge on the island. Dr. Paula 
Gardner, who has been dental director of Molokai Community Health Center since April 
2017, felt a growing affinity for Moloka‘i ever since she became a regular visitor to the 
island in 2010. 
 
After retiring from private practice in the North Bay in San Francisco, she relocated 
because of the love of the people and place. As a way to help alleviate provider 
turnover, she said her vision is to mentor a homegrown Hawaii dentist as part of her 
succession plan. 

 
• Oral Health Education 

Discovering ways to bring oral health education to where families gather, whether it’s the 
baseball field or some other location, will be important to note as the oral health strategic 
plan is developed.    
 

• Oral Health Integration 
Participants in the Moloka‘i town hall meeting noted that professionals that provide social 
services and behavioral health services may not currently emphasize the importance of 
oral health care and its impact on overall health with their clients. The group explored 
ways to integrate oral health with other health services to eliminate compartmentalization 
and silos. 
 
The Moloka‘i group also recognized the need for more coordination and collaboration 
among dentists and agencies or programs that refer patients to dentists at the Moloka‘i 
Community Health Center or those in private practice.	

 
 


