
Figure	2.	Art	and	History	of	Rapa	Nui. 

Figure	1.	The	wood	carved	Moai. 

CDRI to Rapa Nui - A dental outreach adventure 
 

After considerable red tape, organizing donations from a number of suppliers, 
communication with Chilean liaison, and administrative work, the senior members of 
Canadian Dental Relief International, were able to realize a dental outreach trip to Rapa 
Nui (Easter Island).   

Leaving slightly later, my group was fortunate enough to explore the historical 
monuments, plazas, and cultural sites at the stopover city of Santiago, Chile.  The 
timing was fortuitous since, just a day or two later, the streets erupted into violent 
protest against the government leading to rioting 
and even death in those very same avenues we 
had recently passed.  This was a response to 
many years of social injustice, low wages, low 
pensions, and a high cost of living finally reaching 
a tipping point.  It was a stark reminder of the 
realities of volunteerism, the tribulations some 
face, and the lack of predictability in so many 
areas across the globe.  It makes one 
appreciative of our country and the stability we 
have here. 

Our next flight from Santiago to Rapa Nui was largely uneventful except that, by 
some fluke, we were put into first class.  Being too frugal to make this move of my own 
accord, I must acknowledge that the experience has ruined travel for me.  Imagine 
being able to stretch out, lay down, and be served gourmet food aboard a flight rather 
than waking up hunched over every 30 minutes with new aches, numb toes, and the 
occasional plastic pre-fab meal? It was wonderful.  I digress… 
 Upon arrival to Rapa Nui, we were welcomed with hugs, colourful lays, and a tour 
of the small city.  We were fed massive avocado and brisket sandwiches and given a 

tour of the hospital where we would be 
working.  It was an incredibly warm 
reception which proved to be predictive of 
the duration of our stay.  We even had 
lodging with running water and showers!  
As you might imagine, the little comforts 
become luxuries in the oft forgotten corners 
of the world and we have regularly had to 
do without.   C’est la vie.   
 The dental system in Rapa Nui does 
have some shortcomings.  People in pain 
often have to line up for the dentist at 2 
a.m. to collect a ticket to be seen by the 
resident dentist.  In a line of thirty, ten 
people might get tickets and perhaps four 

would actually be seen (the exact statistics on this were not, as you’d imagine, readily 
available but many locals reported this to us).  All untreated people must line back up 
again the next day to start the process anew.  Furthermore, if one was fortunate enough 



Figure	3.	The	little	companion	who	
kept	her	owner	safe.	

Figure	4.	We	were	given	tasty	and	
colourful	gifts	for	our	work.	

to be seen, only one issue would be treated at a time, certainly no comprehensive care.  
The downside of government funded dentistry was that patient quotas did not reflect the 
needs of the islanders.  Lack of oversight in terms of time, production, and logistics in 
the form of specialists, laboratories and hygiene were apparent.  Ubiquitous politics 

aside, we brought change, albeit for the short term.   
We were able to comprehensively serve over 600 

people including the young and old, healthy and ailing, and 
even a few inmates.  Resident dentists often refused 
treatment to diabetics regardless of control level and this 
was a void we were able to fill.  Treatment primarily 
consisted of restorative work and extractions.  The pace 
was quick.  As soon as one patient was treated, the 
operatory, if you could call it that, was sanitized, and the 
next patient seated.  Instrument sterilization occurred 
constantly and in conjunction with our work effort so that we 
did not run out of clean instruments.  In comparison to much 
of the developing world, these people had reasonable 

dental health and often had only a few teeth that needed restoration or extraction.  We 
did not encounter the full mouth, carious retained roots in adults and children that we’d 
witnessed in other parts of the world (not least of which being during my time in 
Nunavut).  This made the workload per patient quite 
manageable.  The patient’s themselves were 
wonderful to work with.  They were extremely 
appreciative, often gifting us wooden carvings, lays, or 
intricate seashell necklaces as thanks for our work.  In 
terms of the workspace, we were very lucky.  We 
were provided with daily lunch at the hospital, given 
transportation to and from the clinic daily, given much 
needed use of digital radiographs (which was special in 
that we’ve often had to go without), and were able to 
use the clinic space.   

In the evenings and on two of the weekend 
days when the clinic was closed, we were able to tour 
the island. We saw cultural dance, learned about the 
unique history and of the island’s original inhabitants, 
the descendants of whom were our gracious hosts.  We were taken to the impressive 
and enigmatic Moai statues and feasted on fresh Tuna tartar.  The brave of us even 
managed a quick swim in the cold, wild waters.  Well-fed dogs and wild horses walked 
the streets and sometimes surprised us in the yard, the former of which would walk with 
us wherever we wandered.   

Outreach trips are not always able to make lasting change.  I hope that through 
the example of our work ethic, internal issues might be pushed to aim for a higher 
standard, but I remain dubious.  Perhaps, it doesn’t matter.  Sometimes, a moment of 
reprieve in this maddening world, is enough to make a big difference in the lives of a 
few individuals.  The more who get involved, the bigger the difference.   Hopefully, that 
will be enough.   



 
  

 

	
Figure	5.	CDRI	and	friends.	
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CDRI	–	is	a	non-profit	charitable	group	created	by	dentists	Ramon	Humeres,	Rolf	Kreher,	Brian	Eckert	
and	the	late	Frank	Yung.		Special	thanks	to	Maureen	Black	and	Angeles	Castaño	for	making	this	trip	
happen.	The	organization	also	had	considerable	support	through	the	collaboration	of	Gina	Pakarati,	
Georgette	Kreher	and	Francine	Couture,	Sarah	Kreher,	Tim	Mackay	and	dentists	Matthew	Kreher,	Emilie	
Thibault,	Sebastian	Villa,	Rodrigo	Alvarez	Castano.		The	trip	would	not	be	possible	without	the	
generosity	of	a	number	of	individuals	and	organizations.		Thank	you	to	all	involved.			


