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Introduction

NHS Devon continues to work collaboratively with NHS England, local dental providers, public health teams and system partners to improve access to NHS dental services and support the sustainability of the dental workforce across the county.

This briefing provides an update on key developments since early 2026, including dental contract reform, progress on procurement, workforce initiatives, and local actions to improve access and oral health outcomes.

Key priorities for NHS dental services in Devon

	Dental contract reform
	· Overseeing and supporting the implementation of the national dental contract reform.
· Information on the dental contract reform can be found later in this briefing. 

	Stabilisation sessions
	· Following the successful commissioning of stabilisation sessions in 2025/26, contracts with existing providers are being extended through 2026/27 to continue supporting patients until complex care pathways are fully implemented as part of the national dental contract changes.

	Mobilisation of newly procured dental contracts
	· Ensure newly appointed providers are effectively supported through mobilisation to deliver services in line with contractual requirements and performance expectations.
· Information on the new dental contracts can be found later in this briefing.

	Urgent dental care
	· Build on the momentum achieved in 2025/26, which saw a 5% increase in urgent dental activity from 2024/25, to further strengthen access to urgent dental care services across Devon.
· Ensure delivery of urgent dental care in line with contractual requirements, including the mandated 8.2% associated with contract reform and the enhanced focus on urgent care within newly procured dental contracts.
· Maximise utilisation of urgent appointments and improve patient pathways, ensuring timely and effective access for patients with urgent treatment needs via continued improvements to the dental helpline.

	Access for vulnerable groups
	· Work with Public Health to ensure greater equity of access to dental services for vulnerable groups, including people experiencing homelessness, children and older people.
· Mobilisation of new NHS dental contracts around Devon, encouraging providers to address the needs of vulnerable populations as part of their services.  

	Access for children

	· Review the provision of paediatric dental services across primary, community, and secondary care to understand current capacity, pathways, and opportunities for improvement. Having implemented First Dental Steps and an expanded Supervised Toothbrushing scheme, a focus on understanding innovative service opportunities will guide commissioning decisions.
· Maintain commissioning of Supervised Toothbrushing and First Dental Steps, alongside other oral health initiatives for children in 2026/27.
· Increase the number of children accessing NHS dental services, with an ambition to improve access rates between March 2026 and March 2027.
· Establish reporting mechanisms during 2026/27 to monitor trends in paediatric dental extractions and support longer-term reduction in extraction rates.

	Dental workforce
	· Continue to support growth of the dental workforce across Devon, including delivery of ‘golden hello’ incentives and progression of applications during 2026/27.
· Work in partnership across the system, including via the Devon Dental Workforce Group, to progress workforce attraction and retention strategies, including participation in recruitment events, training initiatives and collaborative approaches to promoting dental career opportunities.



National contract reform

National reforms to NHS dental contracts came into effect in April 2026, aiming to make NHS dentistry more sustainable and rewarding for practices.

These changes are an important and positive step. They introduce improved national payment and claiming options to support patients in higher needs groups or those requiring urgent care, measures to financially support and embed quality improvement, and proposals to ensure best use of skill mix in the dental clinical workforce to ensure professionals are better enabled to contribute to NHS treatment.

Key elements of the reform for 2026/27 include:

· A new requirement for unscheduled (urgent) care activity, with providers required to deliver 8.2% of their contract value as unscheduled care, supported by enhanced national payment arrangements. Payments for urgent care within the national contract will rise by 76%, with upfront funding to help manage capacity. 
· Introduction of complex care pathways, with higher, pathway-based payments to support the ongoing management of patients with more complex needs.
· Expanded opportunities for preventive care, including enabling trained dental nurses to apply fluoride varnish for children.
· Changes to denture-related activity and payments, alongside additional remuneration options, helping better reflect treatment complexity and improve financial flexibility for practices.
· A new Quality Improvement scheme offering £3,400 per year for participating practices, while tariff-based payments create fairer remuneration.
· Funded annual appraisals for clinicians, supporting professional development and workforce retention.

Overall, these reforms aim to improve access, support prevention, and ensure patients with the highest needs receive appropriate and ongoing care, while strengthening the long-term sustainability of NHS dental services.

Access to an NHS dentist

Patients are not registered with a dentist in the same way they are with a GP, and individuals can access services at a dental practice located in any area if the practice is accepting new patients. 

Advice for people who need support accessing a dentist is:

· If you need urgent dental care, contact 111
· To find an NHS dentist taking on new patients, visit the NHS webpage Find a Dentist
· A detailed FAQ is available on our website here.

Additional dental appointments

In February 2025, the government committed to delivering 700,000 additional urgent dental appointments each year to improve access, particularly in areas with the greatest need. 

In February 2026, NHS England broadened this commitment to include all dental activity (courses of treatment), allowing systems greater flexibility to use funding and capacity to meet local needs. This marks a shift from a narrow urgent care target to a wider focus on improving overall access, continuity of care and prioritisation of high‑need patients, while retaining a strong urgent care safety net.

NHS Devon’s recent procurement, in collaboration with NHS Cornwall and Isles of Scilly, has secured new dental contracts in areas experiencing greatest need. These contracts will contribute towards delivering Devon’s allocation of additional dental activity as part of the national ambition to expand access to NHS dental services. 

New dental contracts

NHS Devon, in collaboration with NHS Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly, has completed a joint procurement process to secure new NHS dental contracts in areas of greatest need across the region. The procurement is divided into geographic lots across Devon and Cornwall. 

The procurement included four Devon lots:

· Lot 1 – Plymouth South and West (54,000 units of dental activity (UDAs) / £2,160,000 per annum)
· Lot 2 – Torquay and Paignton (33,000 UDAs / £1,320,000 per annum)
· Lot 3 – Barnstaple, Bideford and Ilfracombe (22,000 UDAs / £880,000 per annum)
· Lot 4 – Barnstaple, Exeter, Torbay and Plymouth (Out of Hours) (5,222 urgent care appointments / £657,972 per annum)

The Devon lots have a combined annual value of £5,017,972, with providers contracted to deliver a total of 109,000 UDAs per annum. The potential total contract value is:

· A potential 7-year contract value of £35,125,804
· A potential 9-year contract value of £45,161,748

Contract award for all lots took place on 23 March 2026, following conclusion of the procurement standstill period. Contracts for the Devon lots have been awarded as follows:

· Lot 1 and Lot 2 – Damira Dental Studios Ltd
· Lot 3 – Harunani & Co Group of Dental Surgeries (trading as Dentistry For You)
· Lot 4 (Out of Hours) – Herts Urgent Care (HUC) Limited

Services are being mobilised during 2026/27. These new contracts will support improved access to NHS dental services across Devon, with a particular focus on urgent care and patients with higher levels of need.

Orthodontic service in North Devon and Torridge

The newly commissioned orthodontic service, provided by The Curve Dental in Barnstaple, went live on 1 April 2026. More information about the service can be found on their website: www.thecurvedental.co.uk/our-treatments/nhs-orthodontics 

Early feedback from the service has been highly positive, with patients reporting a high standard of care and overall experience.

The provider has successfully completed the initial Barnstaple waiting list allocated at mobilisation and is now working collaboratively with the orthodontic practice in Northam to transfer a number of the longest-waiting patients. 

In parallel, the service is continuing to accept new referrals from general dental practitioners.

Dental workforce

One Devon dental workforce webpage 

NHS Devon has developed a dedicated dental workforce webpage hosted on the One Devon website. 

This provides a centralised source of information for prospective dental professionals, showcasing the range of workforce initiatives and incentives funded and supported by NHS Devon, and signposts users to the Devon Local Dental Committee (LDC) website, which hosts up-to-date information on current dental vacancies across Devon.

The British Dental Conference and Dentistry Show

NHS Devon secured an exhibition stand at the British Dental Conference and Dentistry Show (Birmingham, 15–16 May), with representation from ICB colleagues and wider system partners. This provided an opportunity to promote Devon as an attractive place to work, highlight current vacancies, and showcase the range of workforce incentives available.

The event generated strong engagement, with 40 attendees expressing interest in employment opportunities in Devon and consenting to receive further information and ongoing communications regarding current and future vacancies.

This was also an opportunity to meet with national stakeholders and engage in discussion around how we can address the challenges facing NHS dentistry in Devon.

‘Golden hello’ recruitment scheme

NHS Devon has committed to continuing the national ‘Golden Hello’ recruitment incentive to support the attraction and retention of dentists delivering NHS services. The scheme provides a financial incentive to dentists taking up eligible roles in Devon, paid in instalments over an agreed period.

The initiative supports practices to recruit into hard‑to‑fill NHS posts, strengthens workforce stability, and encourages longer‑term commitment to NHS dentistry, while helping ensure continuity of care for patients.

The tables below set out the current position, showing posts actively being recruited to through the scheme and those where recruits are now in post:

Actively Recruiting
	Area
	Number of posts

	Plymouth
	6

	Cullompton
	2

	Tiverton
	2

	Dawlish
	1

	Paignton
	1

	Holsworthy
	1

	Bideford
	1

	Barnstaple
	1

	Total
	15



Recruited (In Post)
	Area
	Number of posts

	Exeter
	2

	Barnstaple
	1

	Torrington
	1

	Total
	4



Postgraduate dental bursary funding

NHS Devon provides postgraduate bursary funding to support dentists in developing advanced clinical skills and progressing their NHS careers. The scheme contributes towards the cost of approved postgraduate courses at regional universities, with funding paid directly to the provider.

This initiative supports dentists to broaden their scope of practice, enhance confidence in managing more complex cases, and build longer‑term careers within NHS dentistry, while continuing to deliver care in Devon.

Specialist dental trainee funding

NHS Devon offers financial support to specialist dental trainees undertaking training in the South West, providing an annual contribution towards training expenses such as courses, conferences, and other related costs.

This funding helps reduce the financial burden of specialist training, enhances access to professional development opportunities, and supports trainees to establish and continue their careers within Devon.

Employee Assistance Programme (EAP)

NHS Devon commissions a comprehensive Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) to support the wellbeing of NHS staff, including dental professionals. The service provides free and confidential access to a range of support, including a 24/7 helpline, counselling, financial advice, and health and wellbeing resources.

The programme is designed to support workforce wellbeing, helping staff to manage the pressures of clinical practice, maintain a healthy work–life balance, and feel supported in their roles.
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