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This  short  communication  summarizes  the  strengths  and  weaknesses  of  current  organisational  struc-
tures  in  government  veterinary  services,  as  well  as  future  technical,  financial  and  societal  challenges
and  related  necessary  competencies  for government  veterinary  services  of  the  future  as  discussed  by  an
expert  panel  at ISVEE2015.  First,  participating  representatives  of  veterinary  services  of diverse  geograph-
ical  backgrounds  and  statements  from  the  audience  confirmed  that  non-technical  skills  such  as ability
to  work  in  teams,  adaptability  to new  environments  and  situations,  social  and  communication  skills  are
increasingly  seen  as  important.  The  second  challenge  faced  by veterinary  services  is related  to  capacity
issues,  i.e.  to have  enough  manpower  to  plan  and  deliver  according  to legislation  in  a period  of shrinking
budgets.  New  and emerging  diseases  can  result  in  sudden,  massive  increases  in the workload  of veteri-

nary  services.  Technical  complexity  has  also  increased  for some  hazards.  Staff skills  in veterinary  services
therefore  need  to  be  continuously  updated,  and it is  essential  to establish  cross  technical  collaboration
with  other  sectors  including  food  safety,  public  health  and environment.  ISVEE  conferences  were  seen as
an opportunity  to  provide  a global  platform  to  develop  skills  needed  by  veterinary  services,  now  and  in
the future.

© 2016  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.
National Veterinary Services can be defined as organisations
hat regulate and implement animal disease surveillance and con-
rol activities in livestock and sometimes wildlife, aquatic and pet
nimal populations in pursuit of national objectives. While specific
esponsibilities will vary between countries and regions, these typ-
cally include objectives that the animal keeper of an individual
olding is unable to achieve on his/her own and therefore have
o be delivered by either private sector groups (e.g. a group of

armers together or farmer organisations) or by the public sec-
or (i.e. government veterinary services). Over the last decade, the
xtent of division of responsibilities between the private and public
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sector has evolved, depending on an individual country’s policies
or the regional trends among trade partners such as, for exam-
ple, the European Community. This broad definition of veterinary
services was  specified for the purpose of the round table discus-
sion held at ISVEE2015 to focus only on the role of Government
Veterinary Services (GVS). The discussion panel members jointly
represented veterinary services, academia and international organ-
isations across all continents and therefore were able to reflect
on the strengths and weaknesses of current organisational struc-
tures as well as to consider future technical, natural and societal
challenges.

The challenges faced by veterinary services can be divided
between capacity issues, i.e. to have enough manpower to plan
and deliver according to legislation (Berger et al., 2009) and expec-

tations, and capability issues, i.e. to have staff with the right
competencies (Alonso et al., 2013). Across the world, the resources
available to government veterinary services for the delivery of their
activities are increasingly limited. For example, the budget of the
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K Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra)
as reported to face cuts by 25–40% over four years. Such reduced

esources mean that technical advice needs to adjust to economic
onstraints. At the same time, the tasks that need to be covered
y GVS appear to be constantly increasing as the size and diversity
f animal agriculture expands, consumers are more aware of food
afety issues and new hazards emerge. One solution could be to
stablish novel partnerships. For example, in England, Defra aims
o develop the GVS into a cadre of expert leaders and specialists
ho can work with the private and third sector bodies who share

heir goals, and can contribute resources such as manpower or diag-
ostic capability. Surveillance is a specific example of an essential
ctivity where a key contribution can be made by farmers and ani-
al  keepers in general (Willeberg, 2012). This is recognised to be

articularly important in the context of novel hazards. So-called
passive” surveillance provides an opportunity in this context. It
s based on animal keepers and other key stakeholders such as
unters being observant and reporting unusual events for investi-
ation. Syndromic surveillance is a relatively new approach for the
esign of surveillance programmes that is based on non-specific
isease manifestations (Dórea et al., 2011). These are collected and
nalysed to provide early warning when unusual patterns and sig-
als are observed.

A further challenge for veterinary services is related to changes
n social norms and behaviour, resulting in changed expectations
rom the wider public, and more specifically consumers, regard-
ng what are acceptable disease management policies and what
re not (Christensen, 2012). For example, burning of suspect or
nfected carcases during a Foot and Mouth Disease outbreak was an
ccepted approach up to 2001, however the public outcry at that
ime has led to this being abandoned as a method of carcase disposal
n the UK contingency plan, despite its efficacy (Donaldson, 2016).
hese wider considerations that are needed in the development
nd implementation of disease surveillance and control mean that
VS increasingly struggle to recruit individuals that have not only

he technical skills but are also able and willing to adapt what is
hown to be the most effective solution under research conditions
o what is feasible in the field and acceptable for society.

Non-technical skills such as ability to work in teams, adaptabil-
ty to new environments and situations, social and communication
kills are increasingly seen as important. This was emphasised by
he general call for more leadership. Leadership skills are not com-

only taught explicitly as part of the veterinary curriculum, yet are
een as essential success factors to build trust between livestock
ndustry partners and the public. Communication was identified
s a key requirement in this context. This includes transparency
egarding disease information as well as the ability to communi-
ate with farmers, consumers and the media to achieve a proactive,
pen relationship. A gap was therefore identified between current
eterinary curricula and the requirements of future employers in
overnment veterinary services (Bok et al., 2014; Bachynsky et al.,
013; Mellanby et al., 2011).

New and emerging diseases can result in sudden, massive
ncreases in the workload of veterinary services. For example, at
he peak of the outbreak of highly pathogenic avian influenza in
he US poultry sector, over 300 federal government staff, 180 state
overnment staff and 3000 federal government contract employ-
es specifically hired for HPAI response were deployed to the field
USDA, 2016). A significant challenge identified in post-outbreak
eviews was a scarcity of veterinarians with management and lead-
rship skills to oversee the work of the contractors (Willeberg,
012; Bok et al., 2014). In general, it is no longer sufficient to

nderstand disease control measures and the epidemiological
ature of a pathogen, but also to take into account market reac-
ions, trade agreements and consumer perception. Expectations
egarding communication during an outbreak have also changed
y Medicine 137 (2017) 151–153

massively with the advent of social media including Twitter and
similar channels that demand immediate response (Dale et al.,
2011; Charles-Smith et al., 2015). If not managed carefully, com-
munication can rapidly absorb substantial parts of GVS capacity
during an outbreak.

Technical complexity has also increased for some hazards. For
example, antimicrobial resistance is a hazard that reaches across
animal species, industries and even ecosystems. We  are no longer
fighting against pathogens, but try to control the spread of spe-
cific genes that can be present in a range of bacteria and their host
animals (Muellner et al., 2015). Staff skills in veterinary services
therefore also need to be updated to reflect and keep up with the
emergence of new threats and establish cross technical collabo-
ration with other sectors including food safety, public health and
environment.

The value of a forum like ISVEE was seen in the sharing
of experience from the successful implementation of methods
and approaches. This is of benefit to veterinary services, particu-
larly also for transboundary diseases (TADs) where field expertise
remains limited to affected countries, in particular in developing
countries where TADs are endemic. As well as sharing ‘best prac-
tice’, failures should be communicated openly as they are likely
to provide essential lessons. Future organisers of ISVEE confer-
ences should not only include presentations of technically complex
studies, but also to report on their practical applications and how
effective these were. Outbreaks and other issues emerging between
ISVEE conferences could be identified and used as session themes
to encourage presentations addressing practical challenges for
veterinary services. Also, sessions that would illustrate how sci-
entific findings were translated into progress in disease control
would be welcome. It could be useful to use these to create links
between ISVEE conferences, with encouragement for presenters
who described new methodologies in one conference to return to
the next and describe how they worked in practice.

In summary, the forum concluded that although veterinary ser-
vices tend to be strong technically, they need to remain committed
to continuing education particularly in fields that interface with
social sciences. Competencies related to communication, behaviour
science and economics are particularly needed. At the same time,
also technical knowledge in technical areas is needed, such as novel
diagnostic techniques and epidemiology of emerging diseases. As
all of this should be achieved in a situation of shrinking bud-
gets, cross-national collaboration offers an essential opportunity
to share knowledge and experience. An opportunity was  therefore
identified for ISVEE to provide a global platform to develop skills
needed by veterinary services, both governmental and private. For
example, keynote speakers or session leads could be provided by
non-veterinary experts such as journalists or social science profes-
sionals. Competencies in risk communication were seen as essential
for GVS to fulfil their mandate in the future.
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