Queen Mary University plans free dental surgery in East London amidst oral health inequalities
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Plans have been unveiled for a new free dental surgery in East London, aiming to address significant oral health inequalities in the area by providing care to more than 5,000 patients annually. Queen Mary University of London has proposed opening the surgery in Barking town centre, within Maritime House on Linton Road, which is owned by Barking and Dagenham Council. The council is expected to approve leasing the ninth and tenth floors of the building to the university and allocate £4.1 million in funding for the surgery’s fit-out, supported by contributions from local property developers.
The proposed facility aims to deliver primary and urgent dental care free at the point of use, specifically targeting underserved populations such as migrant communities, those experiencing homelessness, looked-after children, ex-offenders, and individuals with limited internet access. The university’s application highlights the dire state of dental health and access in Barking and Dagenham, describing it as one of the worst affected areas in the UK for dental disease and access to NHS dentistry. The surgery is planned to train 130 dental students annually, thereby marrying education with community outreach and potentially alleviating the local shortage of NHS dental services.
This initiative aligns with broader government strategies to reform and recover NHS dentistry, particularly in areas designated as ‘dental deserts.’ The UK government’s plan involves increasing dental workforce capacity, introducing mobile dental units to reach isolated communities, and emphasising prevention and equitable access. Moreover, an expansion of training for dental professionals aims to improve service availability, with the new Barking surgery fitting into this context by nurturing future dentists while directly providing care.
Queen Mary University’s experience with similar projects lends credibility and insight into the potential impact of the Barking surgery. The university recently collaborated with Barts Health NHS Trust and Community Health Partnerships to open the Kenworthy Road Dental Clinic in Hackney, a £3.2 million facility that delivers about 7,000 free dental appointments yearly and trains around 300 dental students. This clinic has successfully served an area marked by high dental decay and limited access to care, showcasing a model that could be adapted for Barking.
Meanwhile, Barking and Dagenham Council faces financial and logistical challenges regarding Maritime House, which it purchased in 2022 for £19 million. Initially estimated repair costs for the building’s exterior were £550,000, to be covered over ten years by tenant service charges. However, more detailed inspections revealed substantially higher repair needs, prompting the council to seek approval to borrow £4.6 million for refurbishments. The building’s occupancy is currently below 50%, generating lower rental income than projected, which has resulted in an annual operating loss. Despite these challenges, the lease to Queen Mary University hinges upon completing these essential repairs.
This proposed dental surgery represents an important step towards addressing entrenched oral health disparities in Barking and Dagenham, integrating dental education with community service while reflecting national efforts to expand NHS dental access. The council’s cabinet is scheduled to decide on the lease and funding in the coming week, a decision that could significantly improve dental care availability for thousands in one of London’s most underserved areas.
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