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CODE OF PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT 

FOR VETERINARY SURGEONS   

Section 1.   INTRODUCTION 

The Code will be used in the assessment of a llega tions of misc onduc t made aga inst 
ind ividua l veterina rians.  It p rovides a framework of p rinc ip les and p rofessiona l and 
ethical standards.  Non-compliance with any aspect of the Code will be considered 
unprofessional conduct  

Persons registered with the Veterinary Surgeons Board of South Australia are expected 
to abide by the following basic principles when carrying out their professional duties: 

 

The primary concern of the profession is for the welfare of the animals. 

 

All work performed by veterina rians is to a standard of c ompetenc e 
acceptable to their peers. 

 

Veterinarians, individually, act to promote cohesion within the profession 
and the trust of the profession by the general public. 

 

No persona l advantage is sought to the detriment of a p rofessiona l 
colleague.   

Section 2.   GUIDELINES FOR PROFESSIONAL CONDUCT  

a. Veterina rians have a spec ia l duty towards anima l welfa re and to a lleviate 
animal suffering. They must be conversant with the provisions of the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Anima ls Ac t 1985 and its Regula tions and any c odes of anima l 
welfare relevant to their fields of endeavour. 

b. Veterina rians must c ommunic a te effec tively and trea t a ll with whom they 
come into contact with respect, consideration, courtesy and openness. 

c. Veterina rians must c onduc t themselves in a manner tha t will ma inta in or 
enhanc e the reputa tion of the p rofession. (Veterina rians a re reminded tha t 
reg istra tion c an be suspended if their performanc e is a ffec ted bec ause of 
any mental or physical disability or condition). 

d. Veterina rians should not show d isrespec t for c olleagues. They should uphold a 
working environment in whic h c olleagues c an freely exc hange information to 
the benefit of patients, and society in general. 

e. Veterinarians must be conversant with and abide by all statutory requirements 
a ffec ting them ind ividua lly in their va rious p rofessiona l roles and take every 
reasonable step to ensure their observance by others. 

f. Veterina rians must keep abreast of knowledge and skills in their field of 
endeavour, and ac c ept the ob liga tion to c ontinue their educ a tion and so 
further their professional knowledge and competence. 

g. Exc ep t in an emergenc y where immed ia te relief of suffering is pa ramount, 
veterina rians have a duty to opera te only in fields in whic h they a re 
competent to do so unless supervised by a colleague with competence in the 
field.  
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Section 3.   GENERAL  GUIDELINES  

1 General Practice 

a. A registered person must not practise veterinary surgery in a manner that would 
be likely to bring the practice of veterinary surgery into disrepute. 

b. A registered person must not assume a name or desc rip tion that would be 
taken by a reasonable person as meaning that the registered person holds a 
qua lification, or has experience in, veterinary sc ience, surgery or medic ine 
unless the registered person ac tua lly holds that qualifica tion or has that 
experience. 

c. Sub rule (b ) does not prevent a registered person who is not the holder of a 
doctorate from assuming the title "Doctor". 

d. A registered person who gives a pub lic speech relating to the prac tice of 
veterinary surgery or pub lishes, by newspaper, rad io or television, a report or 
notice relating to the prac tice of veterinary surgery must ensure that the 
speech, report or notice

 

i. is not false or misleading; 
ii. does not compare the competenc e of any registered person with 

that of any other; 
iii.  is not vulgar or sensational; 
iv.  would not tend to bring the prac tice of veterinary surgery into 

disrepute.      
In this rule

   

"newspaper" inc ludes magazine, journa l or any other written 
publication. 

e. A veterina ry surgeon who opera tes or pa rtic ipa tes in a veterina ry sc ienc e 
p rac tic e must not enter into a c ontrac t or a rrangement under whic h a 
publisher or distributor of a directory or other publication includes, or agrees to 
inc lude, in the d irec tory or pub lic a tion an entry tha t advertises or p romotes 
that practice to the exclusion of any other veterinary science practice.  

f. A registered person must ensure that, a t a ll times during which premises from 
which the person provides veterinary treatment are unattended

 

i. telephone enquiries d irec ted to the p remises a re red irec ted in suc h a 
manner tha t they may be taken by a reg istered person or answered by 
rec orded message spec ifying a telephone number by whic h a registered 
person may be contacted; and 

ii. there is d isp layed a t or near the entrance to the premises a sign, 
illuminated during hours of darkness, spec ifying the name of a registered 
person and the telephone number a t which that person may be 
contacted. 

g. A registered person must not prac tise veterinary surgery in a name other than 
the person's own name or a name approved by the Board. . 

h. Desp ite rule (g ), if a reg istered person was a p rac tising veterina ry surgeon at 
the time of his or her dea th, the p rac tic e may be c a rried on in the name of 
the dec eased person by another reg istered person for a period not 
exceeding 12 months from the date of death.  

    
2.   Animal welfare  

a. A veterina ry surgeon must a t a ll times c onsider the welfa re of anima ls when 
practising veterinary science.  

b. A veterina ry surgeon who has ac c epted responsib ility for the c a re of an 
anima l should ensure tha t the anima l is not abandoned unless there is good 
reason to do so and unless the welfare of the animal is safeguarded.  
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c. A veterinary surgeon who provides veterinary services d irec tly to the pub lic 

should not, without good reason, refuse to provide relief of pa in or suffering of 
an animal. Relief may be confined to emergency treatment only or immediate 
referral to another veterinary surgeon.  

d. Any animal having an invasive procedure performed should be administered 
an appropria te level of pa in relief, that is effec tive for a reasonable length of 
time, as part of routine practice.  

3.   Correction of genetic defects  

a. It is unethical for a veterinary surgeon to perform a surgical operation on, or to 
p rovide med ic a l trea tment for, an anima l if the p rimary purpose of the 
opera tion or trea tment is to c onc ea l the anima l s true genetic sta tus so as to 
enhance its value for sale, breeding or showing in competition.  

b. A veterinary surgeon who becomes aware that an animal belonging to a client 
is suffering from a defec t or d isease that is known to be inheritab le must inform 
the client of the defect or disease and its implications for breeding programs.  

c. It is not unethic a l for a veterina ry surgeon to perform a surg ic a l opera tion for 
the c orrec tion of an inheritab le defec t or to p rovide med ic a l trea tment for an 
inheritab le d isease, but only if the p rimary purpose of the opera tion or 
treatment is to relieve or prevent pain or discomfort to the animal.   

4.    Proscribed procedures  

a. The following p roc edures may only be c a rried out by registered persons for 
genuine therapeutic purposes and records must substantiate this:  

i. declawing of cats,  
ii. tail docking of dogs, horses or cattle,  
iii. ear cropping of dogs.  

b. Bark reduc tion must only be c a rried out for therapeutic or p rophylac tic 
reasons, or as an a lterna tive to euthanasia for a dog tha t ba rks persistently. It 
should not be c a rried out as a substitute for the p roper management and 
tra ining of a dog. Veterina rians requested to perform bark reduc tion must be 
c onvinc ed tha t a ll reasonab le a ttempts have been made by the owner to 
modify the dogs behaviour by alternative and humane means. 
(See Append ix I of the Handbook for the Code of Prac tic e for Debarking and 
a sample sta tutory dec la ra tion that c ould be used to assist the veterina rian in 
ensuring tha t the owners fully understand the lega l ramific a tions of the 
procedure.)              
                              

5.   Professional practice  

a. A veterina ry surgeon should , a t a ll times, d iligently ma inta in knowledge of 
current standards of veterinary science.  

b. Professiona l p roc edures should a lways be c a rried out in ac c ordanc e with 
current standards of veterinary science.  

c. Informed decisions 
Exc ep t in the c ase of an emergenc y, a veterina ry surgeon should not 
undertake any veterina ry p roc edure on an anima l without ensuring tha t the 
owner or person in c harge of the anima l is made aware of the likely extent 
and outc ome of the p roc edure and of its p robab le c ost and any ongoing 
c osts. An example of an emergenc y is a c irc umstanc e in whic h there is an 
immediate threat to the life of the animal concerned.    
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d. Referrals 

A veterina ry surgeon should refer a c lient to an appropria tely qua lified 
veterinary surgeon whenever a second opinion or a referral is desirable.  

e. A veterina ry surgeon should not refuse a request by a c lient for a referra l or 
second opinion.  

f. A veterina ry surgeon to whom a c lient of another veterina ry surgeon is 
referred or who is asked to p rovide a sec ond op inion for suc h a c lient should 
act in the best interests of that client and the animal concerned.  

g. A veterina ry surgeon who has p reviously trea ted an anima l must, when asked 
by another veterina ry surgeon who has taken over trea tment of the anima l, 
p rovide a ll relevant deta ils of c linic a l history d irec tly to the other veterina ry 
surgeon.  

h. A veterina ry surgeon to whom another veterina ry surgeon has referred an 
anima l for trea tment or a sec ond op inion should return a ll doc uments and 
other a rtic les p rovided by the other veterina ry surgeon when the anima l is 
finally discharged or is referred back to the other veterinary surgeon.  

i. Vicarious liability 
A veterina ry surgeon responsib le for the p rofessiona l supervision of lay sta ff 
must ensure tha t the sta ff c a rry out their duties effec tively and in c omplianc e 
with relevant legislation.  

j. A veterinary surgeon should ensure that:  
i. support sta ff trea t as c onfidentia l and refra in from d ivulg ing any 

information rela ting to c lients or their anima ls ac quired during the 
course of their employment, and  

ii. support sta ff, having in an emergenc y g iven first a id to an anima l for 
the purpose of saving life or relieving pa in, report and hand over the 
c ase to the veterina ry surgeon or another veterina ry surgeon a t the 
earliest opportunity, and  

iii. information rela ting to a c lient or a c lient s anima l ob ta ined in the 
c ourse of examining or trea ting the anima l is not d ivulged , exc ep t 
when referring the anima l to another veterina ry surgeon for trea tment 
or a second opinion or with the consent of the client.  

k. Certification 
When a veterinarian provides a certificate, it must be prepared with care and 
ac c urac y: be leg ib le, bear the da te of examination or p roc edure c a rried out, 
what the certificate actually attests to, the date of issue of the certificate, and 
the name, address and signature of the issuing veterinarian. 
A veterina ry surgeon should not sign a c ertific a te rela ting to the performanc e 
of a veterinary service unless:  

i. the c ertific a te is ac c ura tely c ompleted to the best of the veterina ry 
surgeon s knowledge, and  

ii. the surgeon has persona lly performed or supervised the performanc e 
of the service. 

l. Record Keeping 
Veterina rians must ma inta in adequate rec ords of trea tment c a rried out. As 
soon as p rac tic ab le a fter trea ting an anima l or c onsulting with a c lient, a 
veterina ry surgeon should ensure tha t a deta iled rec ord of the trea tment or 
c onsulta tion is made. This rec ord should inc lude: desc rip tion of the p rob lem, 
differentia l d iagnoses, trea tment c a rried out, any x-ray film, rad iograph or 
ultrasound image rela ting to the trea tment of an anima l. The veterina ry 
surgeon should ensure tha t the rec ord is kep t in sa fe c ustody for a t least 2 
years after the relevant treatment or consultation.  
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Rec ords of any c ase should be of suc h deta il tha t any veterina ry surgeon 
c ould take over management of the c ase a t any time. Rec ords should be 
sufficient to stand alone to justify treatment and procedure. 

m. Consent Forms 
The use of consent forms is strongly recommended.  

6.   Drugs, antibiotics and other chemical or biological substances  

a. A veterina ry surgeon must ensure tha t c ond itions imposed by other leg isla tion 
(suc h as the Controlled Substanc es Ac t 1984) rela ting to d ispensing , hand ling 
or storing restricted or dangerous drugs are strictly complied with.  

b. A veterina ry surgeon is responsib le for ensuring tha t c lients a re aware of the 
need to c omp ly with the withhold ing periods rec ommended for the 
administra tion of antib iotic and other d rugs to food p roduc ing anima ls or to 
animals used in a sport that has rules about the use of chemical substances.  

c. A veterina ry surgeon may only d ispense c ontrolled substanc es to a bona fide 
c lient, tha t is, the anima l/ herd owned by the c lient must be under their c a re; 
the anima l/ herd must have been seen for the purposes of d iagnosis, or the 
premises on which the animal /herd is kept visited recently enough to have an 
ac c ura te p ic ture suffic ient to enab le ac c ura te d iagnosis, and the trea tment 
must be recorded. 

d. It is rec ommended tha t if a d rug is supp lied to the c lient for use when a 
veterina rian is not p resent an Acknowledgement of Risk & Responsibility  form 
is signed by the c lient to b ring to their a ttention the potentia l for adverse 
reaction. (Refer to the Handbook for sample copy).  

7.   Legislative responsibilities  

To ensure tha t a veterina ry surgeon is ab le to p rac tise veterina ry sc ienc e in a sa fe 
and c ompetent manner, the surgeon must ac quire and ma inta in a suffic ient 
knowledge of all laws that affect the practice of veterinary science, including:  

I.   laws regula ting the supp ly, d ispensing and storage of poisons and 
therapeutic substances,  

II.   laws regula ting and c ontrolling the use, keep ing and d isposa l of 
rad ioac tive substanc es and  rad ioac tive appara tus for therapeutic 
purposes; and 

III.   laws rela ting to c ontinuing p rofessiona l development and rec enc y of 
practice.  

8.    Special interest areas  

Before undertaking p rac tic e in a spec ia l interest a rea of veterina ry sc ienc e with 
whic h the veterina ry surgeon is not familia r, a veterina ry surgeon should ensure 
tha t he or she has the knowledge and c ompetenc e nec essary to p rac tise in tha t 
area.  
    

Last updated March 2005   
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