Dentist's Work Routine Includes Regular Volunteer Time in Jerusalem

Dr. Saul Pressner arrived in Israel on August 8, 2015, to volunteer for a week at the Trudi Birger Dental Clinic, through a special program called Dental Volunteers for Israel (DVI) – his last visit to DVI was only in May! DVI provides free dental care and oral health education to thousands of needy children in Jerusalem every year, regardless of race and religion, thanks to the benevolent support from friends and visiting volunteer dentists from around the world. When Dr. Pressner was in dental school (at UPenn) his Dean was Dr. D. Walter Cohen, a longtime honorary board member of DVI – Dr. Cohen’s involvement inspired Dr. Pressner to come volunteer for the first time in 2012. This is Dr. Pressner’s sixth visit as a volunteer at DVI, and according to him, it certainly won’t be his last! “I love coming to Israel – I love giving back to Israel too – I like to come twice a year if I can!”
Though there are a significant percentage of needy children and youth in Jerusalem, dental care is often more of a necessity than it is for other kids.  Their dental problems are typically far more severe than children in better economic situations, who typically have better diets and superior hygiene habits. Poor children desperately need dental care to do well in school. If they don't receive it, an education gap is formed and held open by their suffering. The attendance and performance of these children in school is directly related to their success in escaping the cycle of poverty. DVI provides critical basic services to the poverty stricken communities of Jerusalem. The total population of Jerusalem is a mere 800,000, which includes over 200,000 children living under the poverty line. Volunteer dentists from around the world, together with their Israeli colleagues, perform between 1,000 and 1,200 treatments each month.
And they have an amazing experience in Jerusalem while doing it. Dr. Pressner keep coming back “It’s easier and more comfortable, since I know my way around and have already discovered some of the most spectacular out of the way places that standard tours don’t show you. I’m always looking for different things, off the beaten path; this year I went to the City of David and received a VIP tour – it was great! I brought another DVI volunteer dentist (Dr. Laura Aretz from Germany) with me and she really enjoyed learning the history of the City of David and the early history of Judaism in Jerusalem.”
In 2014, 116 volunteer dentists from around the world performed almost 10,000 treatments, helping thousands of needy Jerusalem children improve their dental health, and to stay in school. But it's not just about quantity -- DVI works hard to maintain high standards of care, in the belief that every needy child should receive the same level of care he or she would get if their family could afford a private dentist. A skilled pediatric specialist is always supervising in the clinic. Dr. Pressner states "DVI is professional, with state-of-the-art dental equipment and materials, and experienced multi-lingual dental assistants. This enables us to give the kids the highest quality treatment available."  During the past 35 years, over 4,500 dentists have volunteered at DVI. Because of this, DVI is the most cost-efficient free dental clinic in Israel.  In addition to volunteer dentists, a large proportion of the supplies and materials used, and even some of the equipment, is donated by major manufacturers and distributors in the United States.  At the top of the list are Henry Schein, Premier and Septodont.  Due to the generosity of these and other companies, the DVI clinic's total operating budget remains a fraction of what it would cost to operate a clinic of equal size in the private sector in Israel.  DVI has 5 dental chairs, a 6th dedicated X-Ray chair, plus a 7th dedicated to a full-time hygienist. Most volunteers are General and Pediatric dentists, but there is a definite need for help from other specialists, especially Endodontics. 
Yet what Dr. Pressner finds exceptional about DVI is the required oral health education program:“what attracted me to DVI was the emphasis on comprehensive care, for a population who would never receive it otherwise.” Every DVI patient goes through a progressive oral health education curriculum, from nutrition to teeth brushing to the impact of smoking on oral health.
During Dr. Pressner’s volunteering, he treated a new patient to DVI, who came in for urgent care. Fifteen-year old Achiya Hemo from Ramot required an urgent root canal on the lower left first molar. This boy had been in significant pain for three days, but after treatment felt immediate relief. Dr. Pressner was very concerned about Achiya and asked his dental assistant to call the family to check on him the next day and indeed he was tremendously improved and able to return to school. 
Another day Dr. Pressner did a filling and sealants on a very pretty young religious girl, Rivka Cohen. Rivka is 13 years old from Romema, and hopes to be a kindergarten teacher one day, but most importantly, she hopes to keep mitzvoth and be a good Jew and someday a good Jewish mother; Rivka and her siblings have been DVI patients for years and always feel better by the time they leave.
 

Thanks to the influx of volunteers, in the last two years DVI has had 3 dental chairs occupied almost every week of the year and has thus been able to increase its patient load – however, DVI has seen a couple of difficult years financially, with donations down. While an observer visiting the clinic will see an amazingly diverse picture of kids receiving much needed dental treatment, and being educated about nutrition and prevention of dental problems, the clinic is in need of additional funding to provide more treatment to more patients. In 2013, the DVI clinic became completely computerized, and expanded the age range of patients accepted. DVI now treats children ranging in age from 4-26, including youth at risk and IDF soldiers who’ve completed their military service but cannot afford dental care. In 2015 DVI began treating children with cancer and their families, children of refugees and children of foreign workers – most of these new patients have black rings around their teeth and have never seen a dentist before. DVI dentists want to do even more, but need additional funding and donations. Dr. Pressner states "It’s important to help those less fortunate near home, but it also feels great to be able to help the needy children of Jerusalem – and there are so many of them in need".
Dr. Pressner is program chairman of Manhattan’s chapter of Alpha Omega, President-Elect of the Academy of Biomimetic Dentistry, is on the Dean’s Council at University of Pennsylvania School of Dental Medicine and maintains a family practice in Manahattan, on the Upper East Side – learn more about Dr. Pressner at http://www.newyork-cosmeticdentist.com/
For more information about or to Donate to DVI, please visit http://www.dental-dvi.org.il or email michelle@dental-dvi.org.il
