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Chapter 15 
 

MOBILE DENTISTRY 
 
Mobile dentistry means that your dental equipment can be moved from place to 
place, in a bus, truck, trailer, airplane, boat, ship or some such transport. Portability 
and mobility are two different things. A portable dental unit is one, which you can 
fold up and carry in your hands to another location. A mobile dental unit is one 
that can be moved to another location, but probably not physically carried. 
 
In this chapter we will discuss mobile dentistry in several types of vehicles. You will 
notice that a lot of the same principles apply to each one in design and function. 
Please understand this is only a broad overview of what is available and very 
general in its discussion. 
 
Mobile Coach or Diesel Bus 
There are as many designs available as you have imagination. You can go to the 
manufacturer and have one custom built from the ground up with your own 
specifications. You can take a standard floor plan and have it modified to suit 
your needs.  Or, you can buy a good used coach and make your own design 
changes right at home.  A number of years ago, we did the latter. 
 
The size of your motor coach or bus, and your budget will be the limiting factors for 
the mobile clinic you design. It is fairly easy to spend $1million on a custom-built 
vehicle. So first of all, decide what your budget will be. How much money do you 
have at your disposal for this project? Then, decide how much room you will need 
for the dental equipment and services that you intend to deliver. Will you need 12’ 
x 8’ wide, 24’ x 8’ wide, 36’ x 8’ wide or 50’ x 8’ wide? 
 
It will be important to decide the parameters of services that you intend to render 
for patients. Just like we set the parameters of care for portable dentistry, you will 
have to establish your goals for the mobile dental clinic. Will you strive to do 
extractions, restorations, cleaning, endodontics, dentures, crown and bridge? 
Once you determine the parameters of service, then you can make an 
equipment list of what you need and how much room it will take to install the 
equipment. Many decisions must be made before designing and building a 
mobile clinic. 
 
It is important to see if the structural design of your coach can accommodate the 
floor plan you want. Many standard walls and floors in motor homes and buses will 
not support dental equipment. Walls must be braced with extra support for x-ray 
units and the floors braced for the weight of a dental chair. Remember, when you 
are moving down the road, this equipment is bouncing up and down in the 
vehicle. The walls and floor must be able to support the added weight and stresses 
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of heavy equipment. Tie downs must be designed to hold your equipment in 
place in case of a sudden stop or sharp turn. An x-ray not properly braced can 
literally collapse the side of your coach or pull through the wall. 
 
Know what the walls and floors are made of before you buy. Most are made of 
wood but some have metal ribbing.  Make sure you can make the structural 
changes necessary for dental equipment before your purchase. Check the 
capacity of the suspension with all of the added weight in the coach. Consider 
dual axles over single axle suspension as well as length, size and where you will be 
using the vehicle. Standard wiring is not adequate for dental equipment. Codes 
may require conduit and a larger gauge of wire. Each unit should have a 20-amp 
breaker switch. X-ray units should be on their own designated circuit with a 
mechanical ground. The power cord leading to the coach from an outside source 
should be large enough to carry the entire coach. That source of electricity should 
be from a breaker panel, not a 110V plug in a receptacle. Have a competent 
electrician design your electrical distribution. 
 
Plumbing can be one of the biggest headaches in a mobile coach. Design the 
plumbing to be hidden behind cabinets or under the floor, not across walkways. 
Use the proper Type-K hard copper required for dental equipment and have drain 
plugs in several places on your water lines. Since the water lines run under the 
floor, they are more subject to freezing in cold weather. The drain plugs under the 
floor will make it possible for you to open the sinks and drain the entire system of 
water. This can save you an expensive repair bill later if cold weather freezes an 
undrained line. 
 
Most coaches are self-contained, having their own water tanks and sewage 
holding tanks.  Coaches have a water hose connection on the outside to run a 
hose from a standard house faucet to the motor home. This enables you to leave 
the pressure on the waterlines in the coach. All the wastewater is collected in a 
sewage-holding tank under the chassis for proper disposal in a sanitary sewer. You 
must not dump this water along the side of the road.  The holding tank is equipped 
with a long flexible hose to put the wastewater in a dump station or sanitary sewer. 
Remember, this water is contaminated with a wide variety of bacteria, so it must 
be disposed of properly. 
 
Wheelchair access for a coach is difficult because they sit so high off the ground. 
In addition, the entry doors are smaller than standard doors and wheelchair 
access to the bathroom is impossible in a standard floor plan. Check to see that 
your dental chair and equipment will go through the entry door of the coach. It 
may be impossible to squeeze equipment through it.   
 
It is important to plan your every detail well in advance, when considering a motor 
coach for a mobile dental clinic. Talk to others who have owned and operated 
them. Many universities and health departments have tried to develop ongoing 
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programs for rural low-income care with mobile clinics. Know well the initial cost 
involved and the ongoing overhead involved. 
 
The amount of time it takes to move your clinic on site, set up, and pack again will 
surprise you. It is normally best to stay at one location as long as possible before 
moving to a new location. In other words, you must consider your productive time 
against down time to make your budget balance. 
A commercial chauffeur's license and a commercial vehicle tag are required to 
operate the coach. If you have a church or non-profit organization funding the 
project, there are tax-exempt tags in most states. Insurance is high on mobile 
clinics and you will probably have a "special" exorbitant rate figured for you. I 
would look at these cost factors in advance of starting a mobile care clinic. 
 
There are several pages of standard design examples for you to look at. These are 
not recommendations, but some reference to start from if you are considering a 
mobile clinic. 
 
Trailer Clinics 
Many things which were mentioned about mobile coaches, would also apply to 
trailers.  Again the variety stretches as far as your imagination.  In general, you will 
find that trailers are usually less expensive than motor coaches. You have much 
more flexibility when deciding on a floor plan because they can be longer and 
wider than coaches.  It is possible to put two or ten trailers side by side and open 
them up into a large clinic.  Companies will lease you a trailer, rent you a trailer, or 
build it to your specifications. You can lease a property with utilities without buying 
land to put it on.  The outside can be landscaped to be as attractive as any 
permanent building.  Insurance would be reasonable and taxes low also. 
 
First, decide on your floor plan and function before anything else.  Secondly, be 
aware of the structural design of floor and walls to hold your equipment.  It may 
be necessary to pour footings if the trailer will be in one spot very long.  This will 
permit supports to be placed under the floor joists around the perimeter of the 
trailer to level and support the frame.  Thirdly, insulation in the walls, ceiling and 
floor are really important in trailer design. Underpinning to suit your needs and side 
skirts with insulation may be necessary in your environment to prevent freezing. 
 
Have a competent electrician and plumber work with you to conform to the 
codes of your community.  Your local dental supply dealer can give you the 
specifications necessary for your dental equipment and be sure to talk to others 
who have previously owned and worked in trailers.  You can glean a wealth of 
knowledge and save lots of money by listening to their experience.  I would 
consult many experienced individuals about mobile dentistry before I made the 
investment.  The same would apply to a trailer used for a permanent clinic.  Talk to 
those who have already had experience in this specialized area of mobile clinic 
design. 
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The example diagrams of trailer designs are not endorsements, but food for 
thought.  Again, several universities and health departments have operated trailer 
clinics for years.  They have a wealth of knowledge to share with you.  Also 
consider the military mobile dental clinics. 
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TESCO Turtle Top Mobile Dental Van 
 

800-227-3572  
www.tescobus.com  
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