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HEALTH RISKS TO NEW ZEALANDERS FROM FLUORIDE  

While our public health authorities and their advisors consider dental fluorosis to be the only side effect of 

water fluoridation at the levels currently used in this country (0.7-1 milligrams per liter), they also acknowledge 

there is a very small margin between the levels considered safe and those which can cause harm.i  

Toxicological risk assessment usually allows for a factor of 10 times below the NOEL (“No Observable 

Effects Level”, the lowest level at which toxic side effects are observed) in order to be protective of all people 

in a community, however in New Zealand the safety margin for fluoride content of tap water is only a factor 

around 1.5 times less than the level at which damage to tooth development (dental fluorosis) is observed in a 

large part of the population.ii  

The US Department of Health and Human Services National Toxicology Program is currently re-evaluating its 

risk analysis of fluoride in view of recent research linking fluoride in water to Developmental Neurotoxicity 

and Endocrine disruption. 

Other health side effects of having too much fluoride exposure are well documented, including skeletal and 

non-skeletal fluorosis, musculoskeletal disease, cardiotoxicity, hepatotoxicity and nephrotoxicity. Some of these 

effects can occur at levels below those used in water fluoridation, regardless of additional fluoride from other 

sources, particularly in people with iodine deficiency, low vitamin D and those with renal dysfunction.iii 

Although the Ministry of Health states that community water fluoridation is safe to all people in the levels used 

in New Zealand, this position does not allow for individual variation in consumption, physical differences, 

health status and the total fluoride intake from other sources such as diet, toothpaste and dental clinical 

materials. 

The desktop estimates of fluoride ingestion are unreliable and out of date, and the margin of safety between 

what is considered safe for the average healthy person (3.5 mg per day for an adult and as low as 0.6 mg a day 

for an infant) and what is considered to be a health risk is easily exceeded by those with different baseline 

factors. 

Groups identified to be at greater risk of exceeding toxicity limits include infants, young children, fetuses, 

diabetics, renal patients, athletes, outdoor workers, the elderly, high tea drinkers, high beer drinkers, Maori and 

low SES groups.iv 

For this reason, the World Health Organization strongly recommends that where health authorities implement 

water fluoridation, they must monitor total fluoride ingestion at the individual level. v 

WHO notes that community level analysis is inadequate for assuring safety of all individuals.  
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In New Zealand, water fluoridation is provided to about half the population under the assumption that it will 

help reduce tooth decay, although this is not borne out by the national tooth decay data, and its benefit in 

modern developed countries is questioned by mainstream science.vi vii viii 

 While water fluoridation appears to be an unnecessary increment to New Zealanders’ total fluoride burden 

generally, there is disproportionately greater risk to low Socio-economic groups due to poorer diet and less 

ability to avoid it should they choose to. 

There is no monitoring of dose to individuals, and no research has been done into the contribution fluoride 

overdose is making to the health burden of the country. 

Internationally, many countries have banned fluoridation either because of health concerns or because of 

human rights considerations. These countries include Japan, Scotland, Northern Ireland, China, Russia, 

Germany, Netherlands, Norway, Israel, Sweden, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Croatia, 

Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Switzerland, Luxembourg and the Czech Republic.  In fact, less than 6 

percent of the world’s population drinks artificially fluoridated water, and their oral health is not showing any 

benefit compared to those who do not.ix 

Notably the practice of fluoridating water supplies appears to breach the UNESCO Universal Declaration on 

Bioethics and Human Rights (2005), to which NZ is a signatory (along with around 160 other countries) and in 

particular Article 6 which states that “in no case should a collective agreement or the consent of a community leader or other 

authority substitute for an individual’s informed consent”.x  

We are concerned that health department policy in this area is not favored by the most robust advicexi, and 

that total fluoride levels in New Zealand are uncontrolled and may be exceeded by many citizens, affecting 

their quality of life and contributing to the burden on the health system. 

 

 

 

We suggest the public health system would be seen to be acting responsibly to better protect the health of 

New Zealanders by: 

1. Monitoring the fluoride levels in individuals, as outlined by the World Health Organization, 

particularly in fluoridated areas. 

2. Monitoring fluoride levels in patients under treatment for bone and joint diseases, chronic fatigue, 

diabetes, asthma, cardiovascular, neurological, thyroid and other endocrine diseases, and in pregnant 

women. 

3. Making fluoride testing freely available to citizens who are concerned about their fluoride intake 

levels. 

4. Undertake proper analysis of Fluoride content of foods, conduct a proper risk analysis, and 

implement fluoride content labeling. 

 

Dr. Stan Litras BDS BSc 

FIND 
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