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PROFILE

IMPROVING DENTAL
HeALTH IN LATVIA

One of many endeavors for Dr. Arlene Dagys

Laura Pratt

atvia was once known as

the Switzerland of the
North. A little inlet

tucked into the bend of
sweden’s elbow, this small Baltic
country is characterized by
rolling hills, hundreds of lakes
and beautiful coastlines. Riga is
the capital city, with close to one
million people living along the
southernmost dip of the Gulf of
Riga, which feeds from the
Baltic Sea. As a city with an open
port, Riga captured the interest
of the Russians. Before 1940,
when Laivia was an independent
tountry, tremendous rebuilding
ook place. After 1941, when the
CO.mmunists took it over, every-
thing was left to fall into a state
of disrepair. Old buildings and
leaking pipes are the rule. Torn
‘Urtaing hang in the windows.
' ‘Q_‘ Streets are still made of
‘eient cobblestone. Although
‘Ll:;ld gained back its independence, a blanket
mln--("r.'l to have dropped ()\..fel‘ the whole country, dis-

aging progress of any kind.

)Iltl:Vflx a curious l.)lEl.C{‘,.f(}l' Toronto orthodontist and
i s;lrm_ Dcn.tal Association {Tiﬁl])l}(:r Dr. Arlene Dagys
‘llelu(m_ up for two weeks with a bag of. cl.ema! equip-
ing rﬂf-m‘ l'wr.arm‘. D1 D.agys, wllm S])C(.:l?l]l:{(ts in treat-
Palients with facial birth defects, visited Latvia as
-,fzt;”é an ()qg('ri:lg' effort, overseen by }hrce .a]umni
niversity of Toronto’s Faculty of Dentistry, to

W

Inese Maulina.

Dr. Arlene Dagys {left) reassures the mother of
a newborn with a severe bilateral cleft lip and
palate. Behind them is Latvian orthodontist Dr.

improve the condition of dental
health of people living in the
Baltic States. The team of two
dentists and a hygienist has made
several trips to date, lecturing
and providing clinical demon-
strations in order to bring
Latvia’s dental health back to
acceptable standards. There,
Latvian dentists (or stomatolo-
gists, as they are known in
Central and Eastern Europe and
the former Soviet Union) strug-
gle with outdated, malfunction-
ing equipment in a society which
only recently has come to realize
that fluoride is not a poison and
can be used in dentistry.

Karina Mierins, the project
organizer and a dental hygienist,
invited Dr. Dagys along partly
because of her Lithuanian heritage.

“She has very high standards
in her clinical work,” Mierins
said. “And I thought she related

g e | &

| well with the orthodontists who were there. She took a

more casual approach to giving lectures, rather than
formal. I think that made people more comfortable.
She was approachable and they appreciated her com-
ing to share her knowledge and, with what they had to
work with, 30 or 40 years behind here, trying to help.”
Dr. Dagys was one of several specialists who periodi-
cally arrive from Toronto to lecture and provide clini-
cal demonstrations to the dental staff of the Latvian
Medical Academy in Riga. She and her colleagues paid
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their own way for the
trip—about $1,400 per
person. They stayed at
the Health Centre
Jaundubulti, in a little
town on the Jurmala
shore of the Baltic Sea,
half an hour west of Riga,
from which they were
shepherded for safety’s
sake. Their accommoda-
tions were a once-grand
but now dilapidated sana-
torium, where Russian
government officials used
to go for restful mini-vaca-
tions. She stayed in her
own little apartment,
with a bed, a television set that didn’t work, and a little
balcony that overlooked a garden.

Everyday, the Canadian dental contingent would
tumble into a jeep for the ride into Riga, passing
native Latvians in four-hour-long food line-ups.

At night, the team would often attend parties at the
homes of locals who wished to thank them. One night
they had a giant eel barbecue. On another, they
toured the nightclubs of Estonia. On one of the last
nights, Dr. Dagys’ colleagues recall, she passed out
some bubblegum among the guests of a gathering.
The Latvians were entirely unfamiliar with the sub-
stance and collapsed in great gales of laughter at the
bubble blowing that ensued.

The state of things over there, Dr. Dagys recalls, was,
from a dental standpoint, “pretty sad.” Standard infec-
tion control practices, such as using a new pair of
gloves for every patient, are luxuries many Latvian
dentists cannot afford.

Because the water is polluted from the Occidental
Petroleum filtration plant along a coast which has never
been monitored by pollution control mechanisms, it is
undrinkable. That meant waterless high-speed drilling,
which would burn the tooth. And the quality of their
dental plaster and stone was brittle and porous. Dr.
Dagys also quickly discovered that there are no diapers
in Riga. Babies, handed to her wrapped in a towel,
would invariably dampen the dentist. “I'd be doing
laundry every day,” she
remembers. “I kept think-
ing, if I can’t brush my
teeth in this water, what
will it do to my clothes?”
When Dr. Dagys opened
her supply bag of masks,
gloves, needles, bone
plates, screws, impression
materials and impression
trays, the Latvian ortho-
dontists all began to cry.
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The Latvian orthodontic staff presenting Dr. Dagys with a farewell
gift — a traditional Baltic amber necklace.

Dr. Dagys served on the ODA Board of Governors for six years.
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As for the state of oral health she witnessed ther
Dr. Dagys says she was particularly surprised g S{'L:
orthodontic appliances on children whose mouth
were filled with cavities. A crucial step in dental infe,
tion prevention, it seems, had been overlookeg
“Parents and grandparents there feed children cang;
nonstop,” she says. “One of the biggest rations Latviay
get is sugar and children are looked upon as precioy
objects.” Unfortunately toothbrushes and toothpasie
weren’t accorded the same respect.

Dr. Dagys was also unpleasantly surprised to exper
ence the disrespect with which cleft lip and palate
orthodontists were regarded by their Latvian colleagues
“They didn’t treat them as equals. Cleft lip and palate
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orthodontists were looked at as inferior because they |

were working on less than ideal people. In fact, such
dental procedures are often much more complicated.”

Dr. Dagys should know. Orthodontics is a specialty
to which she has wholeheartedly dedicated her life.
That is not to say she never considered doing anything
else. Before dentistry, she had to overcome the lure of
teaching physical education. But after all those after
noons spent behind the scenes in her uncle’s Toront
dental office, her career choice came into clear foct*
And the four years she'd spent in fascinated syrpath!
of the mechanics of her friend’s braces in high scho®
suddenly made sense.
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iasm for the field. Later, while practising
pruce Ross, then chief of dentistry and
a1 the Hospital for Sick Children, and Dr.
oftD in cel, 2 staff {Jl'fht.}d()['ll.i:fl, during her firstyear
I"-“'i( I y, she made up her f‘ﬂll](] u‘} abandon anoth-
8 o that had temporarily detained her — pros-
o p;!sslf.’(,a“wf“:. “With prosthetics, you're trying to
ic 4 that are in the wrong spot and, with den-
d crowns, put them in the right position,
re’ ag Jf trying to treat problems with artificial
[nsuril‘l It “_..r,,,'u;d to do it by more natural means.”
eans: ,rthodontist was born.
[hus: g (Dl' Dagys divides her time between a private

-1'(,(.I;1}I"_ﬂ t.,,-llu')’dumics in Toronto’s Beaches area,
""'““'f’t)'olsili“” as a staff orthodontist at the Hospital
il (I-k Children’s Craniofacial Treatment and
Centre. She also finds time to serve on the

tive of about a dozen dental associations, includ-
T.x‘:{:;tc Ontario Association of Dental Specialists,
:.:t-_r(_' § )
orthodontists, wht':re she is :‘i('_‘CI‘.t.‘l'clll}i—l]‘c‘&.‘;‘tlI'C‘l'; :‘m(l
the American Cleft l’aIatc/?,ra11lotac.ml Association,
where she sits on the executive council. She has been
Jetive in her local component society. For six years,
pr. Dagys represen ted Toronto East on the ODA
Board of Governors. She currently sits on the ODA’s
Annual Spring Meeting Committee.

Dr. George Sandor, a Toronto oral and plastic sur-
geon, also went to Latvia with Dr. Dagys group. “I
remember probably the most touching thing I saw
while I was there was when I went down to the clinic
one day and Arlene was demonstrating how to tape
the upper lip and feed newborns [born with cleft lips
and palates]. It was a very touching scene.” He says the
Lawian doctors were unfamiliar with this procedure
and that she performed it with such precision and
Gre, it took his breath away. “It was at that moment
that there was this change that probably made the
whole trip worthwhile. She left an indelible mark on
these people with a very simple demonstration.”
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Dr. Dagys, who shares a cramped office with several
Ofthodontists in the basement of Sick Children’s
:::E'“}'Ihdﬁ never reg:‘etw(l.hel' (“a!‘f.‘t:l' choice.
e '|(‘)|( ontics is a great profession. It's very 1‘c.wau'd-
B, l:C ]! sults ol'. your treatment zu‘it very visual.
1"'i‘|:'cctr I[l‘“u. appreciated F}y everyone. When )’(_)l_l.d(_) a
Yoy ||'1.\-]» ‘Ing or a mm'gu'l on the back of .a bridge,
l"I”i(.‘lj,]',: l;rnu‘. own satislaction, and |'.)(}35|bl}-‘ your
in I‘i‘nphl.-u ut Ihcrc:.l, you.hav(: a great improvement
herers ‘: e Ilct.‘lll_. bite, Sll'l‘ll(" ill.ld o\il':!'all appearance.

ki great personal satisfaction [in that].

3 Q;ﬁgi“;iit't! doesn’t leave a lot of Lim‘c for l.r‘e}\fcl, I:n..lL
"'_'I{I sh 3 says that should the opportunity to visit Latvia
Slog

N

e are hep knowlct.lgc with the orthodontic profes-
als 1]y . ; .
there ever come up again, she wouldn’t hesitate.

et 38
e, though, she’d bring over a box of diapers.
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Pray s a Toronto-based freelance writer.

he is president; the Canadian Association of
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TERM LIFE INSURANCE

RATES FOR NON-SMOKERS
AGE | $250,000 | $500,000]$1,000,000
30 $228. $340. $630.
35 $200. $350. $650.
40 $215. $380. $710.
45 $268. $485. $920.
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55 $490. $930. $1,810.
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