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No harmful effects found in Irish 
Health Research Board review 
An Irish Health Research Board (HRB) review of the relevant scientific evidence has found 
no proven harmful effects from optimally fluoridated water.

The HRB, which published its findings in June 2015, examined previously conducted systematic
reviews, expert body reports and a number of individual studies completed since 2006.

In a scene-setting introduction to its own report, the HRB says that in Ireland fluoridation is
considered “a sound public health practice” that promotes good oral health, is cost-effective and
able to reach large populations.

An essential dietary nutrient
Acknowledging that fluoride added to water could be considered “an essential dietary nutrient”, 
the HRB cautions that as with all such nutrients it is possible to have either too little or too much in
the diet.  

It also stresses that many of the concerns about possible negative effects of fluoride result from
areas of the world with high naturally occurring levels in their water supplies.  Studies in such
areas, says the HRB, often compare populations exposed to high naturally occurring fluoride with
those exposed to naturally occurring fluoride at or around the same level as found in communities
operating community water fluoridation schemes.

Bone fractures - no definitive proof of protective or harmful effects
The HRB says that a Public Health England analysis (2014) of bone fracture rates in fluoridated
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and non-fluoridated areas of England, together with a Swedish study (Nasman et al, 2013), has
confirmed the findings of systematic reviews by the University of York and the Australian National
Health and Medical Research Council that artificially fluoridated water does not appear to have an
observable effect on fracture risk.  The HRB points also to the absence of skeletal fluorosis in
artificially fluoridated areas.

After analysing the available scientific literature, the HRB concluded that the relationship between
fluoride in drinking water and bone health is inconsistent, with “no definitive proof of protective or
harmful effects”.

IQ - no evidence of detrimental effects from water fluoride levels found in
community water fluoridation schemes
The HRB believes that concern about fluoride and IQ has arisen from studies conducted in
fluoride-endemic regions of China and other countries, such as India, Iran and Mexico, where
fluoride in the water is naturally present at very high levels due to the particular type of rock
formation. 

It says: “Studies which report findings indicating a lower IQ in children who are drinking fluoridated
water are reaching this conclusion from an analysis of children drinking water with very high levels
of fluoride, compared to children who are drinking water containing fluoride at low levels similar to
community water fluoridation levels.”

Another issue with studies from these countries, says the HRB, is that since fluoride is naturally
occurring, food may be contaminated with high levels of fluoride from the soil and from coal used
to cook the food.  

The HRB argues that these studies are of low quality in that they do not take full account of other
factors that could also cause a lowering of IQ – for example, nutritional status, socio-economic
status, iodine deficiency, and other chemicals in the ground water (arsenic or lead).

“Studies which report findings indicating
a lower IQ in children who are drinking
fluoridated water are reaching this
conclusion from an analysis of children
drinking water with very high levels of
fluoride, compared to children who are
drinking water containing fluoride at low
levels similar to community water
fluoridation levels.”

Irish Health Research Board report
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However, the HRB report highlights a New Zealand study by Broadbent et al as the only one to
have examined fluoride and IQ in an artificially fluoridated area.  The HRB describes it as being of
“an appropriate design to infer causality” and says that it found no evidence of a detrimental effect
on IQ as a result of exposure to community water fluoridation.

Cancer incidence and mortality - no evidence of an association
The HRB highlights the conclusions of the earlier York review which, after an analysis of 15
studies, concluded that no association had been detected between water fluoridation and mortality
from any cancer, or from bone or thyroid cancers specifically.  

The HRB points also to a 2006 report from the World Health Organisation which states that, in
spite of the large number of studies conducted in a number of countries, there is no consistent,
high quality evidence to demonstrate any association between the consumption of intentionally
fluoridated water and either morbidity or mortality from cancer.

The HRB identified only one relevant post-2006 study – a 2014 analysis by Public Health England
which found no evidence of any association between all-cancer incidence and water fluoridation in
English communities.

Specifically, on the issue of osteosarcoma, the HRB report concludes that no link has been proven
by any studies conducted to date.

Cardiovascular disease - a Finnish study suggesting slight protective effect
but studies in areas of high natural fluoridation lack methodological rigour
The HRB identified only one study exploring the possibility of cardiovascular risk in an area with
fluoridated water at the level used in community water fluoridation schemes.  The results of this
Finnish study, it says, suggested a slight protective effect.

“In spite of the large number of studies
conducted in a number of countries,
there is no consistent, high quality
evidence to demonstrate any association
between the consumption of intentionally
fluoridated water and either morbidity or
mortality from cancer.”

WHO - Fluoride in Drinking Water, 2006
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Several other studies have taken place in areas with high naturally occurring fluoride in their water
supplies, the HRB acknowledges.  However, the results are unable to demonstrate a proven link
with coronary heart disease because of a lack of “methodological rigour”.  

Renal effects - no definitive conclusions but PHE analysis found lower rate of
kidney stones in fluoridated areas
Alluding to a review (Ludlow et al, 2007) of studies exploring whether fluoridated water has any
renal effects, the HRB says the authors could draw no definitive conclusions about a possible
association. 

The HRB report highlights a Public Health England analysis (2014) which found that the rate of
kidney stones was almost 8% lower in fluoridated areas of England compared with non-fluoridated
areas, following adjustment for age, gender, deprivation and ethnicity.  The rate was also lower
before these adjustments.

Other conditions - no causal links established
From the available research, the HRB concludes that no causal links have been established
between water fluoridation and hypothyroidism, depression (where it describes claims as
‘speculation’), Alzheimer’s disease, autism, ADHD or arthritis.

Overall conclusion
In a press statement issued when its report was published, HRB chief executive Dr Graham Love
says: “Having examined the research available, the HRB has found no definitive evidence that
community water fluoridation is associated with positive or negative systemic health effects.”

The HRB is generally critical of the design of previously conducted studies that have purported to
find possible links between water fluoridation and negative health effects.   

“Having examined the research available,
the HRB has found no definitive evidence
that community water fluoridation is
associated with positive or negative
systemic health effects.”
Dr Graham Love, 
HRB chief executive


