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Consultation: Reform of the Veterinary Surgeons Act 1966 – FAQs
General

1. What is a consultation? 
A consultation is a process that invites people to share their views on an issue to help inform decision-making. Government consultations can cover almost any area of policy. They are generally open to the public and designed to gather the views from people with a particular interest in the policy or policies under consideration. 

2. How long is this consultation open?
This consultation will be open for 8 weeks, closing on 25 March 2026

3. What will happen after the consultation?
The Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) will publish a formal response. This will help set out the next steps for potential legislative reform. 

4. What is the Veterinary Surgeons Act 1966 (VSA)?
The VSA is legislation that governs the veterinary sector and underpins what activities can be completed by veterinary surgeons, and non-veterinary surgeons.

5. What is legislation?  
Legislation is a law or set of laws that have been passed by Parliament.
Primary legislation is the term used to describe laws passed by legislative bodies in the UK (such as Parliament). It is usually called an “Act”. The VSA is an example of primary legislation, therefore updating this Act will require primary legislation.
Secondary legislation is delegated legislation made by a person or body under authority contained in primary legislation. This can include Statutory Instruments (SIs), which is how more limited updates have been made to the VSA and related legislation previously.

6. Why is VSA reform needed? 
The VSA is outdated legislation that is no longer fit for purpose for a modern veterinary profession. There have been many changes in the sector since 1966: 
a. Most veterinary practices are now owned by large businesses instead of individual veterinary surgeons, but businesses are not regulated like professionals are, 
b. Pet ownership (especially small animal ownership, such as dogs and cats) has increased with over half of UK adults owning a pet, 
c. The role of veterinary nurses and other Allied Veterinary Professionals, such as veterinary physiotherapists and farriers, has increased, 
d. There have been advances in technology and scientific knowledge.
There have been calls by the public and the profession for many decades asking for reform.

7. When will any legislative changes take effect? 
Primary legislation must go through Parliament to become an ‘Act’. This requires obtaining a ‘bill slot’, which has not yet been secured. The bill could then take up to a year to work through Parliament from when it is first presented at the start of the parliamentary session. It may take several years before legislative changes properly come into force.

8. How will the reform affect pet owners/consumers?
There are two main items;
a) The Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) are currently concluding a market investigation. The outcome of their market investigation and any findings which require a change in legislation will feed into this.  We will be reviewing the responses to this consultation with the analysis of their market investigation.
b) We hope to introduce a protected professional title for veterinary nurses and increase the number of tasks they can do alone (plus make it clearer what they can do), which may increase your choice on the care of your pet. Additionally, we wish to add Allied Veterinary Professions (AVPs) into the Act over time. This will ensure that people in these professions are qualified and will make it clearer who pet owners can go to for different services. Pet owners can also be assured in the knowledge that their pet’s health and welfare will be the central priority.

9. How does VSA reform apply to veterinary professionals across the UK?
There are some aspects of devolution (where Devolved Governments of Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland could elect to do something different); however, the VSA applies to all nations of the UK. This consultation is being launched by the UK Government on behalf of the Scottish Government, Welsh Government, and Northern Ireland Executive, as we recognise the importance of having a cross-UK approach to regulating veterinary professionals and businesses.

10. What are Allied Veterinary Professionals?
The term “allied veterinary professional” (AVP) is used to describe someone who works alongside veterinary surgeons and veterinary nurses to care for animals. This includes professionals such as veterinary physiotherapists, cattle hoof trimmers and equine dental technicians, among others.

11. How will the proposed changes be funded? 
The proposed changes will be funded through existing renewal fees for veterinary surgeons and registered veterinary nurses, new fees for any newly regulated allied veterinary professionals and new fees for veterinary and animal healthcare businesses (all payable to the regulator). There will be no additional burden to the taxpayer for the proposed changes.  

12. How is the Competition and Markets Authority’s (CMA) Market Investigation linked to VSA reform?
The CMA launched their market investigation into veterinary services for household pets in May 2024. At the end of their investigation, they might choose to order veterinary businesses to take specific actions, and they can make   recommendations for government to consider taking forward. Their final report is due in Spring 2026. The CMA’s provisional recommendations were released in October 2025 and include a recommendation to reform the VSA. 

13. What is the RCVS?
The Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) is the current regulator and standard-setting body of veterinary surgeons and registered veterinary nurses in the UK.

License to Practise 

14. How is ‘licence to practise’ different from just being registered?
Currently, veterinary surgeons who graduate with an eligible qualification are automatically registered as members of the RCVS. A licence to practise is different because it covers more than just qualifications. A licence to practise would require veterinary professionals to a) demonstrate they are fit to practise (self-declaration on skills, health, character, criminal convictions), b) hold an eligible qualification, c) have a suitable level of English language, d) pay a fee to the regulator, e) have the minimum required level of indemnity insurance. This is standard practice for healthcare regulators in the UK.

15. Why are the different licence types needed? 
Having different types of licences would promote inclusivity and flexibility in the veterinary profession, reducing barriers to participation particularly for those with disabilities.

16. Why is regulation of Veterinary Nurses and Allied Veterinary Professionals (AVPs) important? 
Regulation of Veterinary Nurses and AVPs is important because it will provide better clarity on roles for both professionals and the public. The proposals would legally protect the titles of veterinary nurses and AVPs to reflect their expertise and their increasing role in modern veterinary care. Regulation should allow clearer delegation of tasks to registered veterinary nurses and licensed AVPs where appropriate and improve public trust in the professions. Additionally, with AVPs being regulated for the first time (in most cases) it will protect animal health and welfare by making sure that they are qualified for the role and follow Codes of Professional Conduct. 

17. Who decides what Veterinary Nurses and Allied Veterinary Professionals (AVPs) are allowed to do? 
The regulator could have the power to determine what activities are appropriate to be carried out by Veterinary Nurses or AVPs. There will be some activities that can only be carried out by veterinary surgeons. Determining the scope of activities for different groups would be subject to consultation by the regulator. This would address the current confusion surrounding Schedule 3 of the VSA.

18. Which AVPs will be regulated and who decides? 
This has not been decided at this early stage, but many different groups of AVPs have expressed support for regulation of their professions. Recommendations as to which professions should be regulated will be made to government by the regulator.

19. Will farriers be regulated? 
Farriers in Great Britain (but not Northern Ireland) are currently regulated under the Farriers (Registration) Act 1975. Possible reforms to the VSA include the regulation of farriers under the same legislation and regulator as the wider veterinary team. 

20. Will farmers be regulated?  
No, they would not.

21. What does revalidation mean? 
Revalidation means the process of checking veterinary professionals are still competent and safe to continue working in their roles.

Fitness to Practise

22. What does ‘fitness to practise’ mean? How will professionals be assessed as being fit to practise? 
A fitness to practise system is an alternative to a disciplinary system. It will be run by the regulator and aims to aid people get the right support needed prior to issues worsening rather than being punitive. It aims to protect the public and animals from veterinary professionals who do not meet the required standards. This is standard across other healthcare regulators.

Professionals would need to declare themselves fit to practise when gaining a licence to practise and at renewal/revalidation. Additional information or assessments by the regulator may be requested if there is a specific need.
Under a fitness to practise system, professionals could be assessed against various criteria such as any serious misconduct (going against the Code of Professional Conduct), professional performance being seriously below what is expected, not having the necessary knowledge of the English language, a conviction for a criminal offence, a long-term physical or mental health condition (or disability) that means that someone cannot work safely (for themselves/their patients) in the area they are working in, even with reasonable adjustments in place. This could include substance abuse and alcoholism. 

23. How will a fitness to practise process be fair? 
While the main purpose of a fitness to practise system is to protect the public and animals from people who do not meet required standards, the proposed fitness to practice process has been designed with fairness and inclusion in mind. The process aims to provide early support and interventions for veterinary professionals. In all fitness to practise cases, the burden of proof would be on the regulator, unless otherwise stated. This would be to the civil standard (on the balance of probabilities) of proof, bringing the veterinary regulator in line with other professional regulators. 

Practice and Business regulation 

24. Why are so many veterinary practices now owned by large corporate groups? 
In the 1960s veterinary practices were owned by a veterinary surgeon but this has gradually changed since the 1990s, due to a change in the legal guidance of practice ownership beyond that of only veterinary surgeons. Today, approximately 60% of veterinary practices are owned by large corporate veterinary groups.  

25. How will a ‘veterinary practice’ be defined? 
Veterinary practices would fall under the term “veterinary or animal healthcare business”. A veterinary or animal healthcare business would include any entity which is a provider of veterinary clinical and animal healthcare or a veterinary service that is delivered in the UK. That veterinary or animal healthcare business might be responsible for one premises or more than one. The definition of the businesses in scope, would be linked to the definition of a “veterinary act”, meaning that care that is delivered through this entity cannot be delivered by someone without a licence to practise.

26. What might business standards include? How will this differ from the Practice Standards Scheme (PSS)? 
Required business standards would be determined by the regulator, but might include setting high but achievable clinical and regulatory standards. These standards would be a requirement, rather than voluntary as PSS currently is. 

27. Who will be responsible for practice standards? 
An independent regulator, who is also responsible for the regulation of veterinary professionals. See the governance section for further details.

Governance

28. What is governance? 
Governance is the framework by which organisations are directed and controlled. It identifies who can make decisions, who has the authority to act on behalf of an organisation, and who is accountable for how an organisation and its people behave and perform.

29. What is a Royal College? What is a Royal College that regulates? 
Many professional sectors (particularly in human health) have a Royal College which is separate from a regulator. In healthcare settings, the Royal College carries out professional leadership activities, such as post-graduate education standards for a profession. Being called a Royal College means an organisation has received a Royal Charter, which is a formal document issued to an organisation by the monarch, granting it special status, rights, or powers. The RCVS is an unusual organisation because it is both a Royal College and a regulator, sometimes referred to as “a Royal College that regulates”. 

30. What is professional leadership?
Professional leadership is the term given to activities such as guiding, influencing, and inspiring individuals within a professional context to achieve shared goals, uphold standards, and drive progress in a specific field. This can include activities such as setting non-mandatory standards, running a fellowship programme, and providing guidance on specialism-specific activities.

31. Who regulates the veterinary professions now and who will regulate them in the future? 
The RCVS currently regulates the veterinary professions. Potential reform of the VSA suggests two different governance options for regulation of the professions. The first option would mean the RCVS continues to regulate alongside conducting professional leadership objectives. The second option would mean the RCVS continues to regulate but it drops its professional leadership functions.  
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