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Abstract

Responses are needed to address the regional and health disparities in health policy in the vast area of
Hokkaido. Hokkaido has both economically sound large cities blessed with medical practitioners and
sparsely populated regions where sufficient medical practitioners and even their continued existence
cannot be guaranteed because of population drain. In reality, as well as the average number of cavities in
12-year-olds in Hokkaido being much greater than the national average, the intra-prefectural disparity in
tooth decay in infants and schoolchildren is striking. For specialist oral treatment for the mentally and
physically handicapped, there are regions in which one must travel several hours for a medical
examination, another considerable health disparity. To address such health disparities as in these two
groups, policies in Hokkaido have shifted from a previous emphasis on individual-oriented approaches
to an emphasis on public hygiene approaches.

A measure introducing fluoride mouth-rinsing programs (FMR), which have proven effective in
leading prefectures, has been devised to address regional disparities in tooth decay in infants and
schoolchildren. This was clearly laid out in the “Hokkaido Prefectural Ordinance for Improving Oral
Health” established by the Hokkaido Prefectural Assembly in June 2009. The Hokkaido Board of
Education as well as the Hokkaido Department of Health and Welfare have taken this opportunity to
spread FMR as an important policy. The number of municipalities that have introduced FMR has rapidly
increased from 27 of 179 prior to the ordinance to 159 as of October 2013. The aim is to introduce FMR
to all municipalities within the next 5 years.

In light of the health disparity of the massive time burden for transportation to consultations,
measures addressing dental service for the disabled are aimed at providing local primary oral health
and regular dental check-ups throughout Hokkaido. Oral health programs for the disabled at health
centers and the creation of the “Hokkaido Cooperative Medical Practitioners System for Oral Health of
the Disabled”, which established Governor-designated cooperative medical practitioners, have been
under implementation since 2005. Designating one or more persons as cooperative practitioners in all 21
secondary medical care zones in Hokkaido contributes to minimizing these regional health disparities.

As oral health disparities are easily influenced by social factors, they tend to appear striking even
among various health issues. The role of the local government in health policy is especially great, so it
must continue to take leadership aiming to reduce such health disparities.

keywords: health disparities, local government, oral health, fluoride mouth-rinsing programs (FMR),
dental service for the disabled
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