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With the shortage of dentists and dental services 
in rural and remote areas, and the complexities 

and costs involved in building fixed infrastructure, an 
innovative approach was needed.

transforming a former school bus into a customized 
luxury dental coach was the answer. taking over three 
years to complete, the planning, design, and building 
has been a mammoth undertaking for the sole dentist 
and his family. Funding has come from significant 
personal input as well as a contribution from a federal 
funding grant. 

Grass roots Dental was the only successful 
northern territory applicant for the fifth round of 
the national rural and remote Health infrastructure 
Program. this Federally funded scheme provides grants 
to assist health practitioners set-up infrastructure 
to increase health services in remote areas for the 
private sector. the funding partially contributed 
to the purchase of state-of-the-art dental, radiology 
and sterilization equipment, rivalling any city-based 
dental practice. this funding, in addition to extensive 
private capital, has lead to an impressive, eye catching, 
fully equipped mobile dental surgery that has the 
capacity to support any dental procedure that would 
be available in a fixed surgery. 

the mobile service is completely unique and 
designed to suit the territory lifestyle. the reception 
area can seat 12 people in air-conditioned comfort, 

perfect for the tropical down pours of the wet season. 
Although there are different mobile dental units in 
service around the country, the majority are for public 
dental health. Most of these government services are 
limited to provide examinations and X-rays only to 
patients eligible for government care. 

Grass roots Dental has the equipment, sterilization 
centre and the expertise of a dentist who has worked 
in the dental field for over 20 years, and will be able 
to provide a comprehensive dental service including 
examinations, preventative care, and advanced 
restorative treatment available on a regular basis. this 
will be the first service in Australia to provide such a 
comprehensive private dental service in such a remote 
location.

The aims and objectives of the Mobile 
Dental Service are to:
u	 Access to local dental services has been identified 

as the main limiting factor in seeking dental care 
in regional areas. the service will provide access 
to private dental services for the residents of 
Jabiru and surrounding area. the clinic will be 
available 52 days a year, making approximately 
780 appointments available for the residents and 
their families to access locally throughout year.

u	 improve the oral health of residents in the 

Jabiru region. there is a large gap in 
infrastructure between public and 
private services in regional areas, with 
private services being non-existent 
in Jabiru. the dental service would 
provide residents with preventive 
dental care (which mostly attracts a full 
rebate from private health insurers).

 Complex treatments that have been 
neglected due to travel difficulties 
can be easily managed locally, before 
getting to the point where extraction is 
the only option.

u	 support the work productivity of local 
industry by providing a local dental 
service, negating the need to travel 
to Darwin to access dental services. 
With the surgery located within Jabiru, 
residents would only require a short 
time off work to attend an appointment, 
instead of two days to account for the 
round trip to Darwin.

The story behind the bus fit out – 
Dr Quentin Rahaus
We have been working on the concept of 
a mobile surgery for some time now. Our 
great distances here in the top end mean 
people tend to give general dental treatment 
a low priority due to the inconvenience of 
having to take a day off to travel to Darwin 
for an appointment, stay overnight and 
drive back the next day. 

Jabiru is a town 250km from Darwin, 
located in Kakadu national Park. A 
dentist travelled there some time ago, 
but the service and the facility has fallen 
by the wayside. lack of access to fixed 
infrastructure is the main problem, with 
the most practical way to proceed being a 
mobile clinic.

Mobile dental units have been in 
use many years, but mostly restricted to 
government services using caravans or 
trucks. Being a private practice, we wanted 

something as close to a fixed clinic as 
possible, to provide a full service, with no 
limitations on treatment or the ability to 
sterilize instruments. 

And it needed to be something that 
was large enough to provide shelter in 
the tropical wet season downpours. After 
exploring many different options, we 
settled on the idea of a coach – but it had 
to have the right engine configuration and 
layout to accommodate the air conditioned 
plant room and have enough internal head 
room, and flat floor. An exhaustive search 
continued until a suitable model Mercedes 
Benz was found in Kempsy, nsW. After 
acquiring a license upgrade the day before 
purchase, i drove it to Brisbane where the 
coach-builders completed the rebuilding 
work on the body. this included stripping 
the body panels, raising the entire roof by 
420mm to the maximum height allowed 
on the road, re-cladding inside and out, 
followed by a custom paint colour. 

Apparently, it s quite rare to paint a bus 
green (our practice colours), so it took a lot 
of convincing to get this step done. this 
required several interstate trips to oversee 
the upgrades prior to the pickup where 
my father, a friend and i drove it back to 
Darwin for the next phase of the fit-out.

Building a dental surgery is challenging 
enough, but putting it on wheels was even 
more difficult. We completed most of the 
installation work ourselves, as it required 
customization of nearly everything to 
stabilize and protect delicate equipment 
from movement. Finally, our graphics 
could be placed, before rolling it out for 
the first test run. it has been extremely 
well received by all within the Jabiru 
community. While permanently based 
there, it has the ability to service a very 
wide area. 

i chose the Fimet neo as the chair for 
the mobile dental coach. to me, it is an 

obvious choice. We have had to be very 
innovative in our fit-out and design, and 
had to use a chair that met certain criteria. 
Fimet chairs are very easy to work on. 

A knee-break chair is an ideal choice. 
While being very comfortable for patients 
to sit in, the very compact footprint of 
the neo, takes up very little space in the 
surgery. i really like the ergonomic design 
of the chair with different back and head 
rest adjustment that allows patients to 
be easily positioned and that is really 
comfortable and less tiresome for the 
operator to work in. 

the trendelenburg feature gives the 
ability to position children without the 
need for cushion inserts. 

seating a person, particularly the 
elderly, into a knee-break chair is much 
easier, as they don’t tend to slide down the 
front section when entering the chair. 

Above all, i find patients are more 
comfortable seated without their legs 
sticking out in front of them when in the 
upright position. i also find prosthetic work 
and implant registrations much easier 
with the patient sitting in an unstrained 
position. it is also much easier to have a 
general conversation with someone seated 
in a more natural position. 

Jeff Clohessy, from Fimet, organised the 
technical support. it took some convincing 
to get the order (being the first neo outside 
Finland), but it has been well worth it. And 
it is nice to be able to go to work in a world 
heritage listed national park, while using 
such great equipment. 

Jeff’s technical knowledge and 
understanding of the general layout that 
was required was invaluable. For example, 
the chair can’t rattle or vibrate while 
travelling and he solved that. this is 
such an unconventional way of running 
a surgery and Jeff had the knowledge to 
answer any technical questions. u

Dentist in Kakadu 
... all aboard!

Chair:  Fimet Neo (first in Australia)

Suction:  Metasys

Air:  Cattani

X-Ray:  Soredex Minray + Digora 
Optime Scanner

Infection control:  Miele thermal disinfection 
3phase instrument washer

Autoclave:  Melag 40B Premium class 
(RO Plumbed)

The residents of Jabiru will soon have a dentist visiting 
them every fortnight. Grass Roots Dental is committed to 
‘bringing dentistry to the people’.
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