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61 Minutes: AAEP’s 2014
Business News Hour

Wild horses are still a
welfare concern to the public.

Drs. Chuck Johnson, Mike Pownall
and Marybeth Whitcomb
presented highlights from the year.
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By Amy Grice, VMD, MBA

elfare concerns continued to make
the news in
2015. National
sentiment
about wild horses is driving changes
in their management, but population
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increases are rapidly making the situation unsustainable. The wild horse
population grows 15-20% each year,
but the Bureau of Land Management’s
budget does not. Trouble lies ahead, and
equine veterinarians will be needed to
help shape a solution, according to the
61 Minutes panel.

But not all welfare concerns involve
horses! The panel reported on several
human welfare studies. The first explored
the workforce’s fear of taking vacation
due to job stress and poor finances. Others outlined the benefits of activities with
horses in relieving stress in children and
symptoms of Alzheimer’s in adults. Increasing these types of programs may be
key in involving more people with horses.

Industry Numbers

The veterinary panel reported a 14%
decline in the number of horses on commercial horse farms in the 2012 USDA
Census of Agriculture, but noted that
these results did not include horses used
for racing, showing or recreation.
On a positive note, numbers of mules,
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donkeys and burros had increased slightly.
The census is conducted every five
years, and the American Horse Council hopes to hear good news in 2017 in
response to their oversight of industry
efforts to increase participation in horserelated activities. The industry program
Time to Ride launched an ambitious
national campaign and contest in 2014
called the “100 Day Horse Challenge”
with the goal of introducing 100,000
new people to a horse experience between May and September by signing
up 1,000 stables and instructors to host
events. These hosts (veterinarians were
welcome to participate) competed for
$100,000 in cash and prizes by introducing new people to a horse experience.
The presenters noted that a similar
program is planned in 2015 and asked
the audience to consider involving their
practices in this effort. “We all know the
wonder of horses or we wouldn’t have
chosen our profession! For a strong future, we need to share our passion with
others,” noted the panelists.

The panel also reported on several
surveys that showed the overall veterinary market improving, with modest
growth (2-5%) in revenues. Unfortunately, these revenue improvements were
not from an increase in patient visits, but
from higher fees, according to the studies. In yet another survey exploring why
sales of practices have declined, the top
reason cited was that owner finances did
not allow retirement.
On the topic of the veterinary pharmaceutical industry, panelists reported
that growth was robust due to mergers
and acquisitions, but without the effect of
these actions, revenue increases were just
2.5%. In 2015, the usual price increases in
this sector will be expected to continue to
drive revenue increases. The rapid pace
of large firms acquiring small, successful
companies is expected to continue into
the coming year, they added.

Legislation

Legislative news shared by the group
included the reinstatement of Section

179 bonus depreciation, which was
welcome news to many veterinarians.
Another hard fought win in 2014 was
The Veterinary Medicine Mobility
Act, which amended the Controlled
Substances Act (CSA) to clarify that
veterinarians are allowed to transport,
administer and dispense controlled
substances and medications outside of
their registered offices and hospitals.
Impressive bipartisan support for legislation to protect Tennessee Walking
Horses from the cruel practice known
as “soring” allowed the bill to reach a
congressional milestone by earning its
300th co-sponsor in the U.S. House of
Representatives. The parallel Senate bill
had the support of 57 co-sponsors.
In the bad news department, the
panel shared that two U.S. senators reintroduced the Fairness to Pet Owners
Act in the House of Representatives in
2014. This law would require veterinarians to provide written prescriptions for
all medications regardless of medical
circumstances and includes a number

Getting more
people involved in
horses and horse
THINKSTOCK

ownership was
working in 2014
with Time to Ride.
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OR YOU COULD JUST
USE WEST NILE-INNOVATOR®
Mosquitoes may be small, but as transmitters of West Nile virus, they can cause big
problems for your horse. Talk with your veterinarian about WEST NILE-INNOVATOR®, the
West Nile vaccine that has helped protect more horses than any other.1
1
Data on file, sales report data from 2001 through October 2012, Zoetis Inc.
All trademarks are the property of Zoetis, Inc., its affiliates and/or its licensors. ©2013 Zoetis Inc. All rights reserved. EQB13005
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of costly provisions that would further
erode profitability of the profession.

to die by suicide than the general public.
Mentoring programs have been shown
to help in Australia, where a veterinarian
commits suicide every 12 weeks.

to grow. New schools, as well as class
size increases, have raised the number
of available seats domestically, and a
Vet Industry News
growing number of U.S. students are
The group reported on a BEVA
attending veterinary colleges in other
study showing that being an equine
Debt and Vet Economics
countries. In 2013, more than 25% of the
veterinarian was the most dangerous
Findings from the second an4,460 new U.S. veterinary students were
of all civilian professions in the United nual AVMA Economic Study held in
attending foreign colleges, according to
Kingdom. In a survey of 620 UK veter- Chicago in October 2014 yielded some
data from the Association of American
inarians, they found an average of 7-8
sobering news for students beginning
Veterinary Medical Colleges. Average
injuries during a 30-year career, with
a career in equine veterinary medidebt of graduating veterinary students
bruising, fractures and lacerations the cine. Sadly, an average college graduate in 2014 was $135,283. Oddly, female vets
most common injury. Legs (29%) were with a bachelor’s degree may do better
tend to fare worse, with women carrying
most commonly affected, followed by
financially than to those who become a a higher average debt burden and having
heads (23%). The injuries were mostly
veterinarian and work a full career as a lower expected earnings.
caused by hind limb kicks (49%), fore- veterinary associate. An equine practiAshley Hall, a University of Minlimb strikes (11%) and crushing (5%).
tioner at age 65 might expect to be more nesota veterinary student, said in an
Nearly 25% of the injuries required
than $500,000 behind a person with a
interview with the Star Tribune, “I will
hospital admission, and 7% resulted in bachelor’s degree and an average-salary be paying off my loans for the rest of
loss of consciousness. They concluded
job. However, the panel also shared
my life. I probably will die with a loan
some good news. National overcapacity debt.” That comment led the panel into
by saying, “No equine veterinarian
of veterinarians, which was 12.5% in
will be shocked by the fi nding that
a troubling look at senior citizen debt.
38% of ‘worst’ injuries were infl icted
2013, is projected to decrease to 6% over The total outstanding debt load held by
by pleasure horses and 48% when the
the next few year based on an increasseniors grew to $18.2 billion in 2013,
client was handling the horse!”
ing pet-owning U.S. population.
up from $2.8 billion in 2005, according
News items on the high suicide rate
Despite increasingly dire predictions
to a report released by the Government
about the economics of the profession,
of veterinarians struck a sad note. It is
Accountability Office. About 80% came
thought that access to lethal drugs might the group reported that enrollment
from loans seniors took out for their
be why they are four times more likely
in veterinary schools has continued
own education, and the remainder was
for their kids.
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Technology

Enrollment in veterinary schools has continued to grow, with more vet schools and
increased class sizes opening the way for even more veterinarians to graduate.
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Telemedicine is a field seen as one
of the hottest opportunities in human
health care as a potential means to lower
health costs, and this idea is also taking
root in veterinary medicine, said the
panel. New offerings include a company
called MDLive and a smart phone micro
lens that allows any smart phone to be
used as a microscope. IBM’s Watson, of
Jeopardy fame, is being used as a diagnostic tool in Canadian small animal
hospitals. There is even an ultrasound attachment called MobiUS that works with
a smartphone, making imaging more
mobile than ever! Nintendo Wii video
game applications are being developed
to train veterinary surgeons to perform
laparoscopy and other tasks.
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