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GUIDELINE FOR 
CLIENT CONFIDENTIALITY 

And 
DISCLOSURE OF INFORMATION  

1. Introduction  

1.1 Veterinarians have a responsibility to maintain client confidentiality.  However, the 
Board rec ognises there c an be oc c asions when the p rinc ip le of c lient 
confidentiality is over-ridden by the veterina rian s need to d isc lose information.  
This Guideline p rovides veterina rians with p rinc ip les to c onsider when dec id ing 
whether to ma inta in c lient c onfidentia lity; and conversely when it is appropria te 
to disclose information concerning clients and patients.  

1.2 S.12 of the Veterinary Practice Act 2003 provides that:  

The Board must exerc ise its func tions under this Ac t with the ob jec t of p rotec ting 
anima l hea lth, sa fety and welfa re and the pub lic interest by ac hieving and 
maintaining high p rofessiona l standards both of c ompetenc e and c onduc t in the 
provision of veterinary treatment in this State.   

This Guideline has been developed in accordance with this object.   

2. Confidentiality  

2.1 The Board has developed genera l p rinc ip les in rela tion to c onfidentia lity and the 
veterinarian p rovid ing ac c ess to rec ords.  These p rinc ip les have been based on 
the Federal Privac y Ac t (1998) inc orpora ting the Nationa l Privac y Princ ip les, 
Freedom of Information leg isla tion, and the Code of Professiona l Conduc t.  The 
general principles include:  

A. veterinary surgeons should not p rovide c op ies of patient med ic a l history rec ords 
to other non-veterina ry third pa rties unless the c lient has agreed to the rec ords 
being provided.   The exceptions to this are listed in Section 3  Disclosure below.  

B. Insuranc e c ompanies a re c onsidered to be non-veterinary third pa rties.  They 
may request veterina ry surgeons p rovide a c opy of pa tient med ic a l history 
rec ords when c onsidering c la ims made by c lients.  In these c irc umstanc es, the 
insuranc e c ompany should ensure they have rec eived the c lient s permission to 
ac c ess their pa tient med ic a l history rec ords for the pa rtic ula r anima l before 
approac hing the veterina ry surgeon for a c opy.  If the insuranc e c ompany does 
not have the c lient s permission, the veterina ry surgeon should seek the c lient s 
permission before providing a copy of the records.  

C. sec ond op inions sought by c lients a re deemed to inc orpora te the c lient s 
agreement to p rovide patient med ic a l history rec ords to the sec ond vet.  
Complete rec ords should be p rovided . X-rays p rovided under these 
c irc umstanc es should be returned to the orig ina l vet when no longer required , if 
requested. 



VE TERIN ARY SURGEON S BOARD 
OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA 

  

185 FULLARTON ROAD DULWICH SA 5065    Ph: 08 8331 9433    Fx: 08 8364 4688    e-mail: admin@vsbsa.org.au  2

D. c op ies of c lient s pa tient med ic a l history rec ords should be p rovided to c lients on 
their request.  It is a t the d isc retion of the veterina ry surgeon as to whether 
c harges a re made for photoc opying the rec ords; if so, the c harge should be 
based on cost recovery only.  

E. c op ies of x-rays should be made ava ilab le, if possib le, to c lients when requested .  
The p rac tic e is entitled to c harge for the c opy of the X-ray/s.  The orig ina l of the 
radiograph/s remain the property of the practice.  

F. c op ies of pa tient med ic a l history rec ords may be withheld from the c lient if the 
client has outstand ing ac c ounts with the p rac tic e.  But in the interests of the 
anima l, c op ies should not be withheld from a sec ond veterina rian if a sec ond 
opinion is requested by the client - even if the client has outstanding accounts.  

G. veterinary surgeons should not p rovide c op ies of c lient payment rec ords or other 
persona l c lient deta ils to others 

 

unless the c lient has agreed to the information 
being made available.  

2.2 The Board rec ommends tha t a ll veterina ry p rac tic es d isp lay a full Privac y 
Statement so tha t it is ava ilab le for a ll c lients to read .  Plac ing the Privac y 
Statement in the waiting room is suggested.     

3. Disclosure  

3.1 The Board c onsiders there a re some exc ep tiona l c irc umstanc es where the need 
to disclose information over-rides the above genera l principles for c lient 
c onfidentia lity.  These c irc umstanc es a re based on c ommon law and the 
p rinc ip les embod ied in the Veterinary Prac tic e Ac t, Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals Act, Livestock Act and the Dog and Cat Management Act.  They include 
circumstances where:  

1. animal health, safety and/or welfare may be compromised 
2. there is a clear public interest in disclosing information   
3. personal safety is compromised 
4. legal proceedings require disclosure    

3.2 Animal health, safety and/welfare 
The Board c onsiders the veterinarian should dec ide whether d isc losing 
information will be in the best interests of the anima l.  In making the dec ision to 
d isc lose, the veterina rian should ac t in good fa ith, and be c lea r on the reasons 
that disclosure is in the interests of the animal/s.  

3.3 Public interest 
Disc losing c lient rela ted information and pa tient history information is c onsistent 
with p rofessiona l ethic s if the d isc losure is in the interests of the pub lic .  Principles 
for d isc losure in the pub lic interest inc lude:    
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To prevent and minimize the risk of contamination and disease 

 
To control the spread of disease and infections 

 
To investigate the source of disease and infections 

 

To prevent risk of harm to humans or animals  

These p rinc ip les may be invoked under a variety of c irc umstanc es 

 

some 
examp les inc lude a dog or c a t show; a c ommunity mic roc hipp ing event; 
identific a tion of d isease and infec tions in livestoc k.  Disc losure and reporting 
should be made to the organizing or mandated authority.  

3.4 Personal safety 
There are two elements to personal safety  

1. the sa fety of other pa rties , and  
2. the sa fety of the reporter  (i.e. a veterinarian).  

1. In rela tion to sa fety of other pa rties , d isc losing c onfidentia l information to 
relevant authorities is c onsistent with the Code of Professiona l Conduc t if 
the veterinarian reasonably believes an animal/s may cause harm or injury 
to another person/s or animal/s.  

2. In rela tion to the persona l sa fety of a reporter , (e.g. a veterina rian 
reporting inc idents of anima l abuse) the Board rec ognises tha t there may 
be c irc umstanc es where the veterina rian may be p lac ed a t some 
persona l risk if reporting anima l abuse.  For example, by d isc losing this 
information to relevant authorities (i.e. polic e, RSPCA, government 
agencies), the perpetra tor may be ab le to link the information to the 
veterinarian.  This reduces the anonymity of the reporter .  

In making the dec ision to d isc lose information about inc idents of anima l 
abuse, the veterina rian should assess their level of persona l risk and 
ba lanc e this with their p rofessiona l ob liga tions as a respec ted member of 
the c ommunity, and the now researc hed ind ic ator tha t anima l abuse 
may be an indicator of domestic violence and child abuse.  

3.5 Legal proceedings 
The Board rec ognises tha t there a re c irc umstanc es where the veterina rian may 
be required by law to disclose information relating to clients.         

Approved by the Veterinary Surgeons Board of SA: August 2007   
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