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Legal aspects of the day-to-day 
professional experience and 
veterinarian practice: the necessity 
to create favorable conditions 
to permit a more active role of 
veterinarians in animal welfare

On June 7th, ICALP1 members were 
invited by the Faculty of Veterinary 
Medicine of the Autonomous 
University of Veterinary Medicine 
of the Autonomous University of 
Barcelona to attend the Ethics 
Seminar organized for the 
Veterinary Medicine students, 
during which three experts in 
matters of ethics and animal welfare 
and professors of the Master in 
Animal Law and Society of the 
Faculty of Law of the Autonomous 
University of Barcelona intervened

Dr.  Marti  Pumarola,  Vice-
president of ICALP, Doctor in 
Veterinary Medicine, Professor 
of the Autonomous University 
of Barcelona and Responsible 
for the Diagnosis of Animal 
Nervous Diseases in the Murine 
and Comparative Pathology 
Unit of the UAB2; Dr. Jordi 
Serratosa, Associate Professor 
in Alimentation Legislation and 
Ethics and Veterinarian Legislation 
at the UAB3; and Dr. Albert Lloret, 
Clinician and Teaching Collaborator 
in Internal Medicine of the Internal 
Medicine Service of the Fundació 
1 International Center for Animal Law and Po-
licy.
2 https://derechoanimal.info/en/people/marti-pu-
marola 
3 https://derechoanimal.info/en/people/jordi-ser-
ratosa 

Hospital Clínic Veterinari of the 
UAB4, exchanged their knowledge 
and first-hand experience with the 
students of Veterinary Medicine of 

the UAB with regards to an issue 
of the utmost importance for all 
veterinarians, that they will all have 
to face one day or the other in the 
exercise of their profession: this 
of animal ethics, and specifically 
during the Seminar that we 
attended, in relation to practical 
cases concerning, on the one 
hand, the euthanasia framework 
or lack thereof, and, on the other 
hand, the controversy revolving 
around the process of lodging a 
complaint against animal abuse as 
a veterinarian.

Through the study of practical 
cases built from the examination 
of actual patients, various concrete 
and far-reaching questions 
emerged, beyond the traditional 
and purely veterinary issues 
related to diagnosis. How to 
report a case of animal abuse? To 
whom? What evidence to bring? 
What differences exist between 
cases of animal abuse and cases of 
4 https://derechoanimal.info/en/people/al-
bert-lloret 

child abuse or domestic violence? 
Is the veterinarian responsible 
for complaining on behalf of the 
animal mistreated or suspected of 
being mistreated? Who protects the 
veterinarian when he or she raises 
such an action? What systems exist 
or must exist to implement the 
protection of the animals and of 
those who want to protect them? 
What is the role of veterinarians 
when faced with controversial or 
implicit cases of animal abuse?

The answers to these questions do 
not seem to be easy at first sight 
in the diary practice of veterinary 
medicine, given the current state of 
animal law. Focusing on the issue 
of reporting cases of suspected 
or obvious animal abuse, it was 

agreed that it is easy to identify to 
which authorities such complaints 
must be addressed (the police, the 
veterinary school, the municipality, 
SEPRONA…). Nevertheless, the 
real problem seems to lie in the 
consequences of such complaint 
that are to be faced by the 
veterinarians.

As a matter of fact, in comparison 
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to the issue of child abuse in which 
case doctors do not have to face 
directly the parents or guardians 
during the process of report - while 
there exists in the meantime an 
early warning system to raise 
doubts related to suspected cases 
of abuse that doctors can trigger 
without having to lodge a complaint 
in their own name to alert the social 
services - on the contrary, in the 
case of animal abuse, veterinarians 
find themselves obliged to report 
personally the facts that they have 
witnessed or that gave rise to their 
suspicion of abuse, which is often 
accompanied by a feeling of being 
‘left alone’ in a process that does 
not protect them whatsoever at any 
stage. Veterinarians are aware of 
this difficulty, especially in light of 
the fact that they could instead be 
instrumental in providing animals 
with a higher and more efficient 
level of protection and a far better 
quality of life if only they could 
afford not being directly exposed 
in the process, particularly in times 
when animal mistreatment and 
keeping of animals in poor living 
conditions are in reality numerous.

The total absence of anonymity for 
the veterinarians when reporting 
animal abuse can unfortunately be 
a reason for not doing so, unless in 
most extreme cases of animal abuse 
where it appears impossible to 
remain silent or to not take the risk 
of being exposed - the latter instance 
being, additionally, punishable by 
criminal sanctions. This state of 
affairs poses a serious problem 
and obstacle in terms of animal 
protection, that veterinarians 
are charged with every day. 
The question that remains is 
how to achieve an active role of 
veterinarians in the field of general 
animal welfare, and not only in 
the most extreme cases of animal 
cruelty and animal mistreatment 
that do not leave room for choice.

At the moment, the Spanish 
government seems to have made 
clear its intention to double 
its efforts to foster a culture 
of responsible ownership of 
companion animals5; in this 
5 On April 12th, 2018, was presented in Madrid 
the Action Plan for Responsible Ownership of 
Companion Animals (PATRAC in Spanish) by 
the Spanish government, as part of the official 
campaign launched by the Ministry of Agricultu-
re and Fisheries, Food and Environment to raise 
awareness about the issues related to the adoption 

El tratamiento de los Animales se contempla a día de hoy como un espacio holístico de estudio y acción, pero no 
hay demasiados ejemplos de verdadera cooperación científica organizada, salvo el que, desde hace años venimos 
practicando en la UAB y esfera UAB algunos profesionales del Derecho, Veterinaria, Ciencias Clásicas, Ciencias 
de la Salud, Sociología, Biodiversidad. De ahí la coherencia de la creación del ICALP (International Center for 
Animal Law and Policy).

context, the necessity to design and implement a Protocol of Report of 
animal abuse and animal ‘badfare’6 has to be taken even more seriously 
than ever before. It is to be hoped that the adoption and dissemination of 
this Protocol may be the subject of a measure within the framework of a 
responsible ownership policy, which could give it a national impulse and 
scope of application.

 Veterinarians are at least the first witnesses and sole experts that 
are apt to determine if the biological and behavioral needs of companion 
animals are met. The current sense of powerlessness among veterinarians 
to face animal abuse by their own means is detrimental to the animals they 
primarily care for, for the very reason veterinarians do not enjoy a proper 
‘alarm’ system that would resemble this of doctors in hospitals who can 
work in collaboration with social services to carry out inquiries into the 
welfare and treatment of their patients, nor dispose of the services that 
would be entitled to do so. For the rest, veterinarians lack the possibility of 
not taking the full responsibility for a complaint, which, in addition, could 
threaten the reputation and survival of those veterinary centers that would 
report ‘too much’.

 To conclude with, the adoption of an Action Protocol would allow 
veterinarians to become key players in the welfare of animals, without 
taking the risk of being threatened in the everyday performance of their 
diary mission of caring for animals. In the same order of ideas, clear rules 
are expected to delineate the obligations and prohibitions of all parties 
surrounding the tough question of the euthanasia of companion animals. 
The veterinarians cannot be left alone without guidance nor framework 
to decide the path to follow neither in situations of having to decide over 
animal euthanasia nor of having to bear the entire responsibility of reporting 
a suspected case of animal abuse in their moral duty to ensure compliance 
with basic standards of animal welfare.
and care of companion animals. Indeed the campaign has been designed so as to achieve the general objec-
tive of promoting a change in attitudes towards the adoption and keeping of animals in society, because ani-
mals still suffer too often from abuse or neglect from their owners due to ignorance and lack of knowledge 
of the animals’ needs, lack of anticipation of the consequences of adopting an animal, and general lack of a 
realistic commitment. A website has been launched to address the gaps in knowledge about basic principles 
of ownership and care of domestic animals, at the same time as the hashtag #eresresponsable after which 
the website has been named.
M. Lercier, ‘Chronicle on the Spanish government’s Plan of Action for Responsible Ownership of Compa-
nion Animals presented by the Minister for Agriculture and Fisheries, Food and Environment in Madrid, 
April 12, 2018’, published in dA: La web de los animales con derecho, accessible at: https://derechoanimal.
info/en/activities/chronicles/patrac-chronicle-spanish-governments-plan-action-responsible-ownership
6 The contrary of a state that can be described as ‘welfare’, without reaching the gravity of a situation of 
animal abuse.


