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REPORT OF PRESIDENT 1 
 
Mr. Speaker, Delegates, Colleagues, and Friends: 2 
 

Two years ago, I asked for your support in my bid to be the 158th president of our American Dental 3 
Association.  4 
 
I am humbled, proud, and forever grateful to have earned your vote on that day in 2020. I hope that I 5 
have continued to earn your trust and confidence as a leader and, most importantly, a servant to our 6 
profession and our Association. 7 
 
Our journey here this afternoon is the culmination of years-long marathons and months-long sprints. 8 
There is no finish line for the greatest profession in the universe, and no finish line for the essential work 9 
of the ADA. Caring for our fellow human beings and restoring within them the fundamental dignities of 10 
health and quality of life…that work will never end.  11 
 
But the last 12 months have demonstrated that there is tremendous victory in our progress. Progress 12 
cannot be made by any one leader, no matter how strong, but only by all of us—together. 13 
 
So, as I reflect on the accomplishments of the last year, I recognize that they are not mine alone but they 14 
have been ours to share. 15 
  
I’ll start with one of the major highlights. Some of you may remember 2019, when Dr. Chad Gehani 16 
opened his address as incoming ADA president with a simple question: Are we ready for transformation? 17 
It turns out, the answer was a resounding yes.  18 
 
Three years later, the reimagined Member App has arrived, fulfilling the vision that one day our ADA 19 
would be at the fingertips of all members. It’s a milestone that heralds a digital evolution for our 20 
Association.  21 
 
The release of the app accompanies the first anniversary of the revamped ADA dot org and the ongoing 22 
development of our new association management system. In 2023, we’ll enter the testing phase the new 23 
association management system whose capabilities will help the entire tripartite deliver member value 24 
more seamlessly than ever before 25 
 
Our digital evolution is a feature of overall modernization at the ADA.  26 
 
In 2020, I promised that I would put our Association under a microscope to identify our strengths, our 27 
weaknesses, and how we can ensure continued success.  28 
 
I assembled a task force to review our business model, and their work has been a critical first step in 29 
understanding the ADA’s practical challenges—like the continuous decline of market share—and in 30 
opening ourselves up to new and innovative ways of working.  31 
 
For example, the process of mission-based accounting would help us structure our budget to adequately 32 
fund ADA programs that yield the highest value and make the biggest strategic impact. It allows for more 33 
clarity in our spending so we can better align our resources with our mission. 34 
 
Our efforts ladder up to a larger goal: To maintain the ADA’s vitality and significance well into the future. 35 
Those factors are tied to how well we meet the needs of the dental teams, state and local societies, 36 
professional stakeholders, and the communities who count on us. 37 
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Our journey is just as important as our destination. Every step forward makes a difference for those we 1 
serve. The path to modernizing our Association is not being forged by expensive outside consultants, but 2 
by the talent that exists within this community-within this very room.  3 
 
Accomplishing our goals will take some time, and they certainly will require contributions from all of us.  4 
 
This year, we’ve taken many strides toward the ADA’s dream for dentistry, our patients, and for public 5 
health. As there is victory in our progress, here is some of the progress we can be proud of. 6 
 
Since its launch in 2020, the ADA Science and Research Institute has since distinguished itself as a 7 
driver of excellence in dental research, and its successes in 2022 have been no exception. 8 
 
In addition to publishing 17 peer-reviewed papers this year, ADASRI received a $2.4 million dollar NIH 9 
grant to study the responsible use of antibiotics to treat periodontal disease. This project—which is a 10 
collaboration with the University of Texas Health Science Center—is one of the many ways ADASRI is 11 
cementing its status as a trusted, well-respected voice in the science, innovation, and evidence-based 12 
practice. 13 
 
Another area of progress for the ADA is in health equity. The ADA has launched a new Health Equity 14 
Action Team, led by the Council on Advocacy for Access and Prevention. Among its important objectives, 15 
the Team has developed a collaborative strategy with our medical colleagues to promote disease 16 
prevention and education. 17 
 
For example, there is the American Academy of Pediatrics’ network of Chapter Oral Health Advocates, 18 
which is comprised of pediatricians and pediatric dentists who educate families about oral health in 19 
medical settings. 20 
 
Our engagement with the AAP and other medical groups are building the two-way relationships that drive 21 
dental-medical integration and ultimately, collaborative care for all patients. 22 
 
Connecting the dental and medical communities has been a key area of focus this year. 23 
 
In June, I participated in a fireside chat with AMA president Dr. Gerald Harmon at the One Voice for 24 
Inclusive Health Conference. We discussed how medicine and dentistry could more effectively meet the 25 
needs of people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Our organizations, along with the 26 
American Academy of Developmental Medicine and Dentistry, continue to connect on a path forward for 27 
inclusive health. 28 
 
In August, the Board of Trustees welcomed Dr. Harmon along with a leader from Pacific Dental Services 29 
to engage in strategic conversations on dental-medical integration.  30 
 
Knowing oral health’s impact on overall health, it’s important for the ADA to continue to build bridges 31 
across the disciplines of dentistry and medicine—all in the service of public health. Especially as 32 
interdisciplinary collaboration is gaining prominence in patient care.  33 
 
Additionally, with regard to patient care, I am proud of two major events that were held this year at the 34 
ADA. The inaugural Give Veterans A Smile Summit in May and August’s Eldercare Symposium gathered 35 
dentists, educators, and other key stakeholders to explore opportunities for improving access to and 36 
delivery of quality oral health services to adults over age 65 and veterans of the U.S. armed forces, 37 
whose sacrifices ensure that we can all continue to live in the land of the free.   38 
 
The ADA should also continue to build bridges and strengthen our ties with other important groups within 39 
our profession. 40 
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First, our colleagues in dental education. They have a front-row seat to our future—teaching dental 1 
students, supervising research, and setting the curricula that influences dentistry’s direction.  2 
 
In June, the Board of Trustees welcomed dental school deans from across the country to discuss topics 3 
that are important to dental faculty, staff, and students.  4 
 
Topics included faculty recruitment, current challenges in education, funding in support of clinic 5 
operations, and educational debt carried by both students and faculty. Our meeting was a step toward 6 
fully engaging our educational colleagues—as instructors, leaders, or emerging professionals—within the 7 
ADA family.  8 
 
Second, although we were unable to convene this year, leaders across organized dentistry—including 9 
those from the 12 recognized specialties and other associations— must gather to address the issues and 10 
outside forces that threaten dentistry as we know it. Like those outside of our profession who wish to 11 
reshape the benefits model or develop policy that has a direct effect on our patients.   12 
 
Dentistry is at a crossroads. I hope that in the near future, organized dentistry collaborates on solutions 13 
instead of focusing on where we disagree. I hope we take a stand—not with many diluted, discordant 14 
voices, but with one united voice for our profession. 15 
 
One area where dental unity is crucial is in our legislative advocacy.  16 
 
Policy matters, and the ADA has spent the last year advocating in service to public health. Step by step, 17 
on behalf of all patients, the ADA supports reasonable enhancements to the Medicare and Medicaid 18 
programs that will make it possible for more patients to receive the essential dental care they need.  19 
 
Advocacy also bolsters the second component of the ADA’s mission: To help dentists succeed. 20 
Particularly in the area of dental insurance, which consistently ranks as a pain point for dentists and 21 
patients around the country.  22 
 
The battle for insurance reform is often fought on the state level, and the ADA’s Department of State 23 
Government Affairs has worked alongside our constituent dental societies to bring about constructive 24 
change.  25 
 
So far this year, 14 new laws have been successfully enacted in 8 states, with a positive effect in areas 26 
such as network leasing and virtual credit cards.   27 
 
You’ve likely heard about the major ballot initiative in Massachusetts. It would require dental insurers to 28 
spend at least 83 percent of premium payments on dental services. Any unspent premium dollars from 29 
that 83 percent would be refunded to patients—not allocated toward the insurance companies’ executive 30 
salaries or administrative costs.  31 
 
Patients would see greater value for their insurance premiums, with transparency and accountability from 32 
their dental plans as well. 33 
 
Massachusetts has already instituted this percentage requirement, also known as a medical loss ratio, for 34 
medical insurance at an even higher level than what is required by federal law. Establishing the same 35 
requirement for dental insurance would be a watershed victory—not only for Massachusetts but for 36 
patients and dentists around the country. The ballot question could set a precedent for similar legislation 37 
in other states.  38 
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In addition to those of you who have generously donated, the ADA has committed $5 million toward this 1 
campaign and continues to work with the Massachusetts Dental Society to pass the initiative in early 2 
November. 3 
 4 
We’re hopeful for what could be an incredible step forward for insurance reform in the United States. 5 
 
One of the biggest steps the ADA has taken in recent years has been imperative for us. Because it’s just 6 
the right thing to do. That is the step to live the principles of diversity, equity, and inclusion.  7 
 
I come to this topic as a Cuban-American dentist who has experienced quite a few hurtful moments.  8 
 
My first year as a member of this House, I was accompanied by one of my mentors to meet an elder 9 
statesman from another district. He was proud of my enthusiasm and passion for the ADA budget. We 10 
exchanged pleasantries, and once I turned to leave, I overheard the elder statesman say to my mentor, 11 
“It’s amazing that we were able to find an intelligent spic. We have not been able to find one.”  12 
 
Although it certainly wasn’t the first time I’d been called a four-letter word, it hurt to hear this as I worked 13 
hard to serve my community. But I kept moving forward. 14 
 
Thankfully, as I made my way through organized dentistry, those who were kind far outnumbered those 15 
who were not. 16 
 
I saw that goodness, encouragement, and camaraderie permeated throughout our profession, and I knew 17 
what was possible. 18 
 
As ADA president, it was a top priority for me to cultivate a culture of respect, belonging, and 19 
representation within our community.  20 
 
During SmileCon 2021, we launched the New Day for Dentistry campaign to signal the ADA’s 21 
commitment to being a place where everyone feels welcome, where every voice counts, where every 22 
member matters, and no one is excluded. I believe in the ADA’s capacity to be a welcoming and safe 23 
place, an oasis where dentists of all backgrounds can find support, direction, and refuge.  24 
 
With the dawning of this new day, although some progress cannot be measured, we know that all 25 
progress counts.  26 
 
Like the smile on one member’s face after he came up to me and said, “I’m gay” and I replied, “And I’m 27 
Cuban.” 28 
 
Like the dentists who had dropped their ADA memberships, but after hearing me speak at an event, 29 
reinstated their memberships because they were pleased that the ADA was adopting this new culture. 30 
 
Or like the group of Muslim dentists who opened up candidly about the challenging experiences at their 31 
state dental association. Sadly, their tough stories were reminiscent of my own. 32 
  
These instances tell me about the level of comfort that these dentists—who had otherwise felt 33 
marginalized, disrespected, or unheard— now feel in bringing their concerns to the ADA.  34 
 
It also shows just how much more work we have to do to build a culture of acceptance and inclusion 35 
throughout the tripartite.  36 
 
Many of the states I’ve visited this year are already doing so, as well as the ADA’s Diversity and Inclusion 37 
Champions Network, which was introduced in May.  38 



October 2022-H  Page 2146 
Report of President 

Reference Committee A 
 
 
 

 

The ADA has done phenomenal work to drive diversity, equity, and inclusion on an institutional level. But 1 
success will require each of us to live these values in our daily interactions. 2 
 
One handshake, one kind word, one listening ear, one helping hand, and one step at a time. This is how 3 
we strengthen our community. This is how we welcome our new day. 4 
 
Each step on our journey is worth celebrating. Let’s keep moving forward. 5 
 
I’d like to close with a story I love. I’ve told it a few times, and I feel it captures the spirit of who we are and 6 
what we can be for each other, and what our Association can be for our beloved profession.  7 
 
It comes from a man who has been a dear friend to many of us and even to our children. He may be 8 
everyone’s favorite neighbor—Mr. Fred Rogers.  9 
 
In 1997, he accepted the Lifetime Achievement Award at the Emmys. Mr. Rogers was recognized for 10 
giving generations of children a sense of confidence and self-worth.  11 
 
In his acceptance speech, he said, “So many people have helped me come to this night...All of us have 12 
special ones who have loved us into being. The people who have helped you become who you are.”  13 
 
Then he asked everyone to think of these people for ten seconds. He watched the time, and the entire 14 
auditorium sat in silence. Most of the audience had smiles on their faces or tears in their eyes.  15 
 
Then he continued with this: “Whomever you’ve been thinking about, how pleased they must be to know 16 
the difference you feel they’ve made.”  17 
ADA, you have helped me come to this moment. You have loved me into being. I consider you forever a 18 
part of my family.  19 
 
I could never fully repay this community for its support over the years, but I pray that I have made you 20 
proud and represented our ADA well. 21 
 
I must admit that I had mixed feelings about coming to Houston this week. Although I consider Houston 22 
the city where I was reborn, this is also where I have experienced my darkest, lowest moments.  23 
 
In 2016, I was a newly elected ADA trustee and ready for my first Board meeting. But I did not attend. 24 
Instead I was just down the road from here at MD Anderson Cancer Center, preparing to undergo a risky 25 
surgery—the second since my devastating cancer diagnosis the year before. My physicians were unsure 26 
of the surgery’s outcome, and told me to get my affairs in order.  27 
 
I spent about 16 days in recovery at MD Anderson. The road to healing was long and rugged. I did not 28 
leave this city with good memories. 29 
 
But today, I am a survivor.  30 
 
As a man of faith, I don’t think there are many coincidences in life. But there are meaningful blessings, 31 
second chances, and beauty that rises from the ashes of darkness. 32 
 
So it is no coincidence that as I end my term as ADA president, I have made a triumphant return to 33 
Houston—cancer-free and living my dreams.   34 
 
I believe that my life was spared so that I could have an experience that has been exceedingly more than 35 
I could ever think or dream of. 36 
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That is, the experience of giving back to dentistry, the profession that has given me so much. Of giving 1 
back to this professional family, who has embraced and cared for me. Of giving back to the colleagues 2 
and friends who, through simple goodness and compassion, have been living and breathing 3 
demonstrations of God’s love. 4 
 
When I was a new dentist, my father told me that one day I’d be the president of the ADA. I wasn’t even 5 
involved in the local dental society at that time. But my father saw for me what I couldn’t yet see for 6 
myself. Now I believe that I have fulfilled a God-given purpose.  7 
 
I’ve loved this job so much that I don’t want to leave. I am grateful beyond words for what has been one of 8 
the best years in my career. All of you have made it so. For this, I thank you.   9 
 10 
To the House of Delegates, ADA Board of Trustees, ADA councils, volunteers, members, and 11 
professional team—thank you.  12 
 
To my wife Lydia, my sons Albert and Cesar, my daughter-in-law Leysi, and my grandson Bruce. And in 13 
eternal gratitude to my parents, my mother Angela and my father Dr. Cesar L. Sabates, who saw for me 14 
what I couldn’t see for myself. Thank you for your unfailing love and support.   15 
 
To the colleagues who have shown me what it means to lead, to serve, and to care—I thank you. There 16 
are far too many to name, but know that all of you are in my heart. And a very special shout out to my 17 

friends from Florida and the 17th district, along with the Florida Dental Association and the South Florida 18 
District Dental Association. I thank you.  19 
 
All of you have given me new memories to cherish for the rest of my life.  20 
 
Thank you, American Dental Association. You should be pleased to know the difference you have made 21 
in my life.  22 
 23 
To God be the glory.   24 
 
 
 
 


