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When a Toothache Becomes a Crisis: Dental Care Access in Itasca and Koochiching Counties

For many individuals and families in northern Minnesota, accessing dental care is not as simple as
scheduling an appointment. In Itasca and Koochiching Counties, long wait times, limited provider
availability, and insurance challenges make even routine care difficult to obtain. What begins as a
manageable issue can quickly become something more serious.

In Koochiching County, options are limited. There are two primary dental offices serving the area, and
even when accepting new patients, appointments may be booked as much as nine months out. For some
individuals, this means traveling to Bemidji or Duluth. Others seek care across the border in Fort Frances
and pay out of pocket. For many, however, travel is not a realistic option. Transportation, time away from
work, and cost create barriers that are difficult to overcome.

In Itasca County, the landscape appears different, but the outcome is often the same. The area is
technically considered to have an adequate number of dentists, yet that designation can make it more
difficult to attract new providers. Without access to incentives such as loan forgiveness, recruiting
dentists to rural communities remains a challenge. Local providers note that demand continues to
exceed capacity, not only for dentists, but also for dental hygienists and assistants. Even clinics that are
interested in expanding services often lack the staffing needed to do so.

Across Minnesota, more dentists are retiring each year than are entering the workforce, and not all
graduates remain in the state. As a result, individuals and families who do not already have an
established dental provider often face significant delays in accessing care.

What this means in practice is straightforward. If an individual does not already have a dental provider,
establishing care can be difficult. For individuals and families with limited incomes, the challenge is even
greater, with additional barriers related to transportation, cost, and time away from work. Insurance
presents another layer of complexity. Many providers are not able to accept large numbers of patients
covered by public insurance due to reimbursement rates that do not fully cover the cost of care.

KOOTASCA Community Action sees these impacts regularly through its work in both counties. More than
half of the low-income individuals and families enrolled in KOOTASCA’s Head Start early childhood
program rely on public insurance. For many, it is the only pathway to accessing dental care. However,
coverage does not guarantee access.

Even when an appointment is available, attending it can be challenging. Individuals and families often
face competing demands, including work schedules, transportation limitations, and the need to respond
quickly when cancellations arise. Some are instructed to call daily in hopes of securing an earlier
opening. If successful, they must be prepared to rearrange their day on short notice. For many, this is not
feasible.

Access to specialty dental care further complicates the situation. Services such as oral surgery, pediatric
dentistry, and endodontics are often booked months in advance or require travel outside the region. In
response, local dentists frequently perform more complex procedures within their own practices. While
this helps address immediate needs, it also places additional strain on an already limited system.



Dentists in the region have also collaborated to establish a rotating on-call system to respond to urgent
dental needs, including for individuals enrolled in IMCare.

When individuals and families are unable to access consistent dental care, problems do not remain
minor. Some make difficult decisions, including having all of their teeth removed and replaced with
dentures because it feels more manageable than ongoing treatment. Others experience pain, infections,
or serious complications that could have been prevented with earlier care.

Service providers in the area have also shared that individuals are sometimes judged or treated
differently because of the condition of their teeth. Assumptions may be made about their health,
hygiene, or personal responsibility, which can lead to feelings of embarrassment or reluctance to seek
care. These experiences can create additional barriers, reinforcing a cycle where individuals delay or
avoid care altogether.

Children are also affected. Dental pain can make it difficult to eat, sleep, and focus in school, which can
impact learning and development over time.

Dental care is often viewed as optional, but it is an essential component of overall health. Oral health is
closely connected to broader health outcomes, and delayed care can lead to more serious and more
costly conditions. For individuals and families living in poverty, navigating the dental care system can be
especially challenging, often resulting in care that is delayed until it becomes urgent.

There are ongoing efforts to improve access. Children’s Dental Services brings mobile clinics into the
region and partners with organizations such as KOOTASCA to reach individuals and families directly.
These clinics are consistently filled shortly after appointments are released, and waitlists are common.
While these services provide critical support, they are limited by staffing and cannot meet the full level
of need.

Local providers and partners continue to advocate for solutions. Expanding loan forgiveness programs
may help attract more dental professionals to rural communities. The University of Minnesota is
exploring ways to increase dental education capacity. There is also interest in developing a public health
dental clinic to better serve individuals and families who rely on state or county insurance.

KOOTASCA Community Action plays an important role as a connector in this work. By working closely
with individuals and families, providers, and community partners, KOOTASCA helps bring forward the
experiences of those most affected while also supporting collaboration around potential solutions. This
includes facilitating access to mobile clinics, supporting families in navigating available resources, and
ensuring that community voices are part of ongoing conversations about improving access.

“We hear from individuals and families all the time about how hard it is to get dental care, and the
impact that delayed or missed care has on their quality of life. At the same time, we hear from providers
who want to do more. Our role at Community Action is to listen and make sure those experiences are
part of the conversation as solutions are considered.”

— Marta Carrigan, Executive Director

If you or your family have experienced challenges accessing dental care, KOOTASCA invites you to share
your experience.

Share your story at: https://www.kootasca.org/contact/voice/
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