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What do you get when you cross an orthodontist, a South American sausage van and 
community capacity in rural Australia? The Carevan Foundation. 

Background 

Two million Australians are living in poverty, of which 12% are children up to the age of 
seven. On census night in 2006, 105 000 Australians were homeless.  The rural townships 
of Albury Wodonga and Northeast Victoria encounter the highest rates of homelessness 
and socio-economic disadvantage in Australia. 
Research demonstrates that homelessness and low socio-economic status are clearly 
associated with poor oral health.  Low income adults are 25 times more likely to have all 
their teeth extracted and child dependants of health card-holders have over 50% more 
decayed teeth than dependants of non-card holders. 
Australia’s National Oral Health Plan recognises that disadvantaged and homeless 
Australians carry the highest burden of disease. The plan identifies oral healthcare for 
these groups as a priority action area.  The plan calls for a community development 
approach to implement targeted oral health promotion and prevention programs. 

Aim 

The  Carevan  Foundation  was  established  in  2009  by  Dr  John  Brabant,  a  rural 
orthodontist.  The Carevan aims to feed and support the homeless and disadvantaged in 
rural Australia. The mobile Carevans, painted with unique artwork, have become local 
icons contributing to social awareness and inclusion and empowering the community to 
take real action against poverty apartheid. 

Methods 

The Carevan has developed two successful programs to support its aim.  The ‘Kids 
Cooking & Caring’ program promotes compassion alongside nutrition and cooking skills to 
young people and contributes to the sustainability of the Carevan. 
The ‘Sun Smiles’ program provides oral health life skills and a community fluoride 
varnish program to address the high level of dental decay in rural disadvantaged children. 
The program also enriches the rural clinical placements of Charles Sturt University 
dentistry  and  oral  health  therapy  students  by  providing  a  community -based  service 
learning elective. 

Results 

In two years the Carevan has engaged 350 community volunteers and local businesses to 
provide 12 000 nutritious meals to rural people in need.  It has fostered community spirit 
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and the creation of community capacity to address the needs of the most vulnerable. 

Conclusion 

The Carevan model has the ability to be incorporated into rural communities Australia 
wide. Could the Carevan empower your community too? 
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