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Dr. Dave Ciriani - ICD Leadership Conversations: Dr. Dave Ciriani 
 

Dr. O'Keefe: Today, I am speaking with Dr. Dave Ciriani, who's a GP dentist in Kamloops, BC 
and he's a Fellow of the International College of Dentists and we're speaking in 
the context of a series of conversations with Fellows of the International College 
about how they practice; and very often they're not practicing a full week in a 
private dental office. They're doing other things with part of their time. Dave, 
how do you spend your week in practice? Describe a typical week for me and I 
know you're not full time in your private practice. 

Dr. Ciriani: Well most weeks are just a routine week in the dental office. What's happening 
aside that, and it's not like it's a regular schedule, but I also, along with my 
associates have set up a clinic on the local, the Kamloops Indian [inaudible] at 
the Qwemtsin Health Center. And so, we do two days a month there and then 
actually at another reserve, the Squire Luxe Reserve and we go into their health 
center. 

Dr. Ciriani: And in addition to that, in the spring, I go around to the first nation schools in 
the district and just do screenings and work with the hygienist there; and 
diagnose fissure sealants for the children as part of the children's oral health 
initiative. And, we screen children too and diagnose them for fissure sealants. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Right. Now, I want to come back to how you got involved first with first nations 
communities. But first you mentioned children's oral health initiative. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Describe what that is. 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, the Children's Oral Health Initiative or COHI for short is a program from 
the federal government which just makes preventative oral health instruction 
available to first nations children that wouldn't get it before. It really not any 
different than we see in public health settings anywhere. But I think the really 
inspired part of the children's oral health initiative program is the fact that first 
nations members of the community are trained as a COHI aids and they then are 
do the instruction and the fluoride treatments so that rather than just having a 
person coming in from outside the community, they have someone who's a 
member of the community providing that information and that care. 

Dr. Ciriani: And as we know, first nations have been sort of doctored to and prescribed to 
for centuries and this way now it becomes part of the community and we hope 
part of the culture. 
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Dr. O'Keefe: So, instruction, oral hygiene instruction, education about oral health matters 
and fluoride varnish, I guess? 

Dr. Ciriani: Fluoride varnish. Yes, fissure sealants and... 

Dr. O'Keefe: Who applies the fissure sealants? 

Dr. Ciriani: In our area, the dental hygienist. Also, in some other areas, not anywhere in our 
region, but I know they are providing [inaudible], the glass ionomer restorations 
where as a preventative, 

Dr. O'Keefe: Now, you know, there are other vulnerable communities across Canada, off 
reserve or non first nations. Do you think something like the COHI could work 
with other communities? 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, certainly. I mean that's like you say this is often in public health programs 
and we see that with dental assistants and employed as part of, certainly in BC 
public health system, we have dental assistants and hygienists doing that. The 
trouble, like I say the inspired part is having someone in the community. So, I 
think it becomes when you can define a community, it becomes easier. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Right. 

Dr. Ciriani: If so, you know, in the various ethnic communities around the country, 
definitely I could see that working when it's, if you're looking at just 
socioeconomic communities, I think it becomes a little harder. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Yeah. It's the aids or the deliverers have the in with a particular type of 
community. 

Dr. Ciriani: That's right. 

Dr. O'Keefe: They're not being doctored to; that's the point that you have really made. 

Dr. Ciriani: yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: How did you get involved first with dealing with first nations communities in a 
significant way? 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, it really came out of after I graduated from dental school, I looked around 
and everything told me that there were too many dentists in southern BC and I 
saw there was a real need for dentists in the northern part of the province and 
went for a drive. 
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Dr. Ciriani: I thought it was a beautiful part of the country and said, I can try this. So, I 
practiced in Smithers for 14 years, which is in northwest BC. And a significant 
part of my patient base were first nations. And, it bothered me that, you know, 
being an idealistic new Grad that I couldn't supply the same sort of care for my 
first nations patients as I would for any of my other patients due to the 
restrictions of their plan and also the amount of need, they had. It was like first 
nations, we're 30 years behind the rest of the population. And so, it was my 
philosophy as a caregiver was like, okay, so how do I help these people? How do 
we bring them up to the same level as they should be? 

Dr. O'Keefe: Now, you practiced in Smithers for 14 years. 

Dr. Ciriani: 14 years. Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: You practice in Kamloops now, that's 900 kilometers away. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: What made you [inaudible] and head 900 Kms away? 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, Kamloops is my hometown. And, at the time, like I said, I graduated, I 
thought that there's enough dentists there and my sense of adventure, it took 
me north as well as the need. But then I reached a point in my life, a number of 
factors were happening, just my sister was terminally ill, my parents were aging. 
I've just gotten married, my wife's family was further south, and we happen to 
be home for Christmas holidays and I got a call from one of the local 
orthodontist that said, would you be interested in coming back to Kamloops? 
Because one of our colleagues has just passed away and they're looking for 
someone to take over the practice. 

New Speaker: So, I went in and had a look. It looked like a good fit. So I spent a year and a half 
where I practiced both in Smithers and Kamloops. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Brave decision with 14 years building a practice and then just moving to start 
again. Ever regret making that change? 

Dr. Ciriani: No, no. It's always, new challenges are what make life interesting. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Now, you spent many years in Vancouver, you studied and there would have 
been quite the pull to stay in the city, no doubt, what brought you back out to 
practice in rural Kamloops? 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, I have to say when I first went down to Vancouver, it was like, okay, get 
my education, get out of here. Of course, by the time you spend nine years 
down there, it becomes home. And I thought, well, but yeah, listening to  
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different presentations, we had about the need, first off, the oversupply that 
was just developing. It's nowhere near as bad as it is now. 

Dr. Ciriani: But even back then in the late eighties, there was already a surplus of dentists 
really in the lower mainland. And like you say, there w[ere] dentists coming into 
our classes at the time that we're begging for people to go up north. And, I went 
for a drive after I finished my final exams in fourth year, drove through all the 
communities that were looking and said, yeah, I could live here. And actually, to 
your question, I haven't looked back. I mean, one of my friends at the time said, 
well, why would you ever go there? And they said, you know, you're going to 
miss out the culture and all these things that are in the city. But what might the 
few of my classmates that left, we said, we actually enjoy those cultural things 
more often because we can afford it and we can go down and visit. 

Dr. Ciriani: We're not, you know, in this highly competitive atmosphere with high real 
estate costs. So... 

Dr. O'Keefe: Where I come from, they say: the closer you are to the church, the further you 
are from God. So, you probably go to the symphony orchestra more often than 
the people in Vancouver 

Dr. O'Keefe: Well, you know, that said, I have to say that the culture in small towns can be 
amazing. Smithers is an amazing community. [inaudible] is a community, 
amazing community that way. Sorry. So just before I left Vancouver, my sister 
and I went to see a classical pianist in Vancouver; and being students, we sat in 
the nosebleed section in the Orpheum theater and saw this little fellow down 
on the stage play. 

Dr. Ciriani: About a year after I moved to Smithers, the same pianist was brought by the 
Concert Society of Smithers, he played in the church. I was in the front pew. He 
was right there. He talked to us during the whole concert. And then after the 
concert, the organizer invited everyone to her house. And so we all went and 
had tea and coffee with the performer. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Just a personal encounter. And that's, I suppose that's rural life really. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yeah, it's more. 

Dr. O'Keefe: I'll bet you get asked by today's students whether they should stay in the city or 
move to, move to rural Canada, what do you tell them? county, onto Youtube. 

Dr. Ciriani: Oh, well, they don't ask because they, but when they ask me for advice, I 
recommend that they go to a smaller community, they go outside. I mean a. just 
to experience a different culture in in the sense that, you know, you meet first  



 
Keeping Canadian Dentists Informed 

5 
 

 

nations, you meet, you're no longer part of the professional community in this 
spot. 

Dr. Ciriani: Now, your friends are through the whole spectrum of society. But for just the 
profession and the amount of experience you get by going out into a small 
community, it's scary because you don't have the specialists there to back you 
up. 

Dr. O'Keefe: You're it. 

Dr. Ciriani: You're it and you have to figure it out. And, much easier today, my new 
associate, I spent a lot of time pouring back over textbooks. He just goes online 
and looks it up and he's going like, you did that, and you couldn't even watch 
videos of it. No, that did not exist. But the one thing I find though is that a lot of 
new grads say, well, no, I want to live here. And I said, and that's great. You can 
live here, but why don't you go out and practice someplace else? 

Dr. Ciriani: But there is this real mindset that, okay, once you set a practice, you have to 
stay there forever and ever. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Well, that was my question to you about Smithers and coming and changing to 
Kamloops. I have that presumption of mindset. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yeah. So, it's no, and I said, you know, in all fairness go as an associate, I mean 
there's a lot of more remote places that are looking for someone, be fair to the 
patients and to the principal and the practice. Don't plan on going for a year, 
you know, think you're going to be there for at least two. You might find you 
want to stay there for your lifetime, but at least if you do those two years a. in 
one year, you're not going to get experience, you're not going to be doing a 
service to the patients or the practice. So, you know, don't think like, Oh yeah, 
I'm going to do a year and then leave. 

Dr. Ciriani: Because I can tell you having had associates like that, it's really not optimal for 
anyone. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Right. So, you're going to go with an open mind and you gotta be patient 
yourself. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: And be prepared to just to ride into the situation. 

Dr. Ciriani: And be adaptable. You're not going to do the same things. But if you are 
someone who enjoys the outdoors particular; if you want to be sitting inside at 
the variety of restaurants, well your options were hopefully limited. 
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Dr. O'Keefe: Fair enough. now, David, you were President of the British Columbia Dental 
Association in 2013/14, and I know that you were involved in dental student 
politics as well in your time. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Why did you get involved and was it worthwhile being involved with dental 
student and dentist politics over the years? 

Dr. Ciriani: Oh, well I'm still doing it, 

Dr. O'Keefe: But you're at a meeting today at the Canadian Dental Association. We can't get 
rid of you because you love it so much. Tell us more. 

Dr. Ciriani: I got involved initially because I come from a family that is very politically 
minded and that, you know, if you're going to comment on society and you 
better be part of it. And so, when I was in dental school, there was a call. Back 
then, we had basically the students' Council for the Canadian Dental 
Association. And so, I put my name forward and won by acclamation, people 
weren't beating down the doors. 

Dr. O'Keefe: You hope never to lose a hold like that. 

Dr. Ciriani: And so, that was my first exposure. Then after I graduated, I'd say I was in 
northern BC in the Northwest BC Dental Society, we were geographically the 
largest precinct in BC, but we only had 26 dentists. 

Dr. Ciriani: So, it sort of became like, it's your term. And so, you step up to the plate. And 
then, so I went through being the secretary and vice president and then 
president of the Northwest BC Dental Society. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Would you have any words of encouragement for young people today, dental 
students, young practitioners about getting involved? 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, I think it's so important. You know, back in our day, the problem was 
always everyone was in solo practice and we all felt isolated. So, we went to 
study clubs and things just to reach out. Now, I think it's very scary for our new 
grads in that our online world allows them to be even more isolated, but they've 
also grown up where that is more than norm. And so, you know, so many things 
talk about the loss of collegiality that, you know, we have to get out and be part 
of the group. 

Dr. Ciriani: We need to understand how other practitioners work. We need to mentor each 
other. I think yes, there are those who go along in their little cocoons, but I think 
the profession's better for it. And then we, that's the only way we can foster the  
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professional wisdom and collegiality that we've always strived for. And I think 
that's one of the beauties of the profession. 

Dr. O'Keefe: We often talk around here about collegiality versus competition seems one 
diminishing the other increasing. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: But there still is a place for collegiality vital to the future of the profession. 

Dr. Ciriani: Oh yeah. If it then it breaks down into, you know, a cat and dog sort of who 
pushes their way, their claws, their way to the top. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Yes. Yes. Now I know from looking at your CV, that you're also involved in your 
community, your local community. What would you say to a young dentist 
about the pros and cons of community involvement? 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, one as you know, that's always what I've been taught is that that's your 
responsibility. First as an individual, but particularly as a professional is to 
support the community. I think looking at it more, I mean if you want to be 
more mercenary, looking at it from a practice point of view for a new 
practitioner who's establishing themselves, by being involved in the community, 
then you're known and if you're not, then, well, BCDA's numbers, I think the 
CDA's numbers as well show you can spend thousands of dollars on advertising 
and is not as good as word of mouth. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Same as through the beginning of time. Really it will be to the end. Word of 
mouth trumps everything else 

Dr. Ciriani: Yeah and it's human nature. And so, by getting out and being part of the 
community, more and more people are known, will know you, they will, they 
know what kind of person you are within and they're going like, I can trust that 
person. 

Dr. O'Keefe: So, if you give, you'll get. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Now, in Kamloops, I betcha there's high school career fairs and I bet you a 
fellow like you might be called on every now and then to talk about dentistry as 
a career. Let's say you were invited next week to speak to high school students 
in Kamloops about dentistry as a career. What would be the main points you 
would make about our profession as a career for young people? 
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Dr. Ciriani: This is one question I find very hard because I see the profession has changed so 
much during my career. At one time I would find it really easy because you 
know, I had an idea, but now it's changing so quickly. So, I think what I would 
say is, you know, dentistry is not what I have known. It's not the fixing cavities. I 
think we're developing into more public health. Things are much more dynamic 
in dentistry than they were for a long time. Like the rest of the world. There's so 
much more knowledge. Dentistry is not an easy career. Some people think that 
it's just the license to print money. But, as you know, it's, I think if you're really 
excellent practitioner, you have that caring and that caring part and empathetic 
part, it's hard some days. My new associate, I was feeling for him, he was 
treating a small child, who obviously was not happy about the experience and I 
know how much that takes out of you to nurse that child through the process. 
So, I mean, my career in dentistry I've really enjoyed, I'd like to... 

Dr. Ciriani: The amount I've been able to do for people has been very rewarding. It's unlike 
medicine, in that, especially as a GP and talking to my GP physician friends more 
and more they become a clearing house for specialists. Again, this is my 
viewpoint from being more sort of rural, I can do a whole range of procedures. 
And so, I think it's more interesting that way. So... 

Dr. O'Keefe: And you get to do things and see an end, the patient just finishes with that 
procedure and say, oh, I feel better or look better. And thank you very much 
doctor. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. And you know that there is that point. I mean why I went into dentistry is 
what I was looking. I wanted to do something that I could use my head, but also 
to use my hands because I think I love the craftsmanship part of it. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Have you got hobbies that to you use your hands or you, are you a carver or an 
artist or something? 

Dr. Ciriani: No. I have great dreams of doing that more, but time never allows. I have a lot 
of pieces. My daughter and I recently took a leather-working course and we 
were sort of, we were making leather belts, but then we're hoping to graduate 
to wallets and maybe someday saddles. But 

Dr. O'Keefe: Cause I know you're a great horse man, you're passionate about matters 
equestrian. 

Dr. Ciriani: Yes. 

Dr. O'Keefe: You'll be kicking yourself out with your own saddle. 

Dr. Ciriani: Well, possibly. 
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Dr. O'Keefe: Well isn't that wonderful. David, thank you very much for taking the time out of 
your very busy schedule to share some of your insights about practice in rural 
Canada, working with first nations communities, and I know Dave Ciriani over a 
long period of time, and what you see is what you get with this fellow. Thank 
you very much. 

Dr. Ciriani: You're very welcome. Thank you, John. 

Dr. O'Keefe: Thank you, David. 

 

 


