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Taking a Stand – how 
the profession and the 
industry can make big 
changes to animal 
welfare
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Moral injury and ethical conflict
• Many vets in practice feel overwhelmed 

and feel that they are simply picking up 
the pieces of breed-related disease.

• Retention in the profession is a global 
issue.

• Vets feel they are alone or can’t speak 
out – has corporate takeover made this 
worse?

• Individual vets often feel that they are too 
insignificant to make a wider difference.
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Taking a stand – three examples of 
change

• Three very different organisations and three different ways to make a change to animal 
welfare;

• Practice policy regarding assisted fertility services for brachycephalic animals.
• Dave Deane at Valley Vets in Cardiff, Wales

• Company-wide animal welfare policy.
• Vimian Group – a global animal health company covering: Specialty Pharma (Nextmune), 

MedTech (Movora), Veterinary Services (VetFamily) and Diagnostics (Indical Bioscience).

• Overhaul of all images in all communications, including advertising.
• RWAF – Rabbit Welfare Association and Fund. UK charity with global readership and reach. 
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Dave Deane and Valley Vets
• Last 15 years huge increase in demand for 

brachycephalic dogs, notably
• French bulldogs (most popular breed UK, US and other EU 

countries)
• Bulldogs
• Pugs

• One Friday evening surgery…
• Already demoralised with exponential demand
• English bulldog with existing BOAS presented for pre-mate 

advice and testing
• Dave declined on ethical grounds
• Colleague performed tests to keep client happy
• Triggered practice discussions and policy formulation
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WHAT IS OUR 
POLICY?
-  - Our clinical team have taken the 
decision not to help promote the 
future breeding of any 
brachycephalic dogs - dogs with 
flattened faces / short muzzles such 
as the French bulldog, Pug and 
English bulldog.

 - Our decision will be reconsidered 
once the Kennel Club and 
Brachycephalic Working Group* 
have reviewed current breed 
standards and implemented changes 
to develop better breed health.



WHAT IS OUR 
POLICY?

In practical terms, it means that:-

- we no longer offer pre-mate tests for brachycephalic 
bitches

- we no longer treat infertility in brachycephalic breeds

- our team will strongly advise prospective pet parents 
against the purchase of brachycephalic puppies

- we will not use, or condone the use of, brachycephalic 
breeds in any form of advertising

https://www.valleyvets.net/advice/brachycephalic-dog-
breeding-our-position-statement-december-17

https://www.valleyvets.net/advice/brachycephalic-dog-breeding-our-position-statement-december-17
https://www.valleyvets.net/advice/brachycephalic-dog-breeding-our-position-statement-december-17


WHAT IS OUR 
POLICY?

However, a brachycephalic puppy, or dog, 
that is already owned and loved by a pet 
parent will be afforded all the veterinary 
care and loving attention he, or she, needs 
and deserves. We will most certainly not 
discriminate against any canine patient.



POTENTIAL 
BARRIERS

- Speaking out is scary

- Hard even talking to friends (most my friends 
and family roll their eyes when I even mention the 
word Brachycephalic)

- Worry about upsetting clients (often ones that 
you may know very well)

- Potential pressure from management – income 
loss – (as they sadly do bring in a lot of revenue to 
the clinic)

- Conspiracy theory that vets encourage them 
(or don't discourage them enough)

- When the tides turn – we want to know we 
have done all we can



Hindsight and reflection
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• Use Social Media more to highlight the 
position statement.

• Do more to promote the policy via posters 
and video screens in our branch waiting 
rooms, to open the conversation. 

• Revisit the policy more regularly.
• Ensure new members of staff are aware of it 

and it is still relevant.
• Now in discussions with corporate owner 

ethics committee regarding potential roll-out.



Vimian Group
• Relatively young company 

• no legacy restrictions
• free reign to implement a company-wide animal welfare policy.

• Policy Team
• Ellen Broström 

• Vimian Group sustainability manager 
• Dr Dan Brown 

• Global Med. Ed. & Scientific Advisory Board Director at Movora 
• Dr Emma Milne 

• ethics and welfare consultant.

• Policy goals
• to be robust and far-reaching
• include ethics and welfare in all aspects of the group’s work from marketing to 

education to supporting staff with ethical dilemmas or conflict. 

• Animal welfare email resource
• for all employees to contact with any concerns.
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Vimian Group – veterinary education
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Vimian Group - marketing and communications
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Vimian Group – marketing and communications
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Animal welfare and ethics in marketing Page 15

5. The need to express natural behaviour – prey animals 

Prey animals do not like being;
• Restrained/unable to escape.
• On their back.
• Lifted up/off the floor.
• Held in the air.
• Alone (social species, discussed 

earlier).

Prey animals being lifted and held in the air or placed on their back. Remember, cats, like us, are prey as well as predators.
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5. The need to express natural behaviour – human <> animal interaction
Things to consider
Note that many animals find close physical contact with humans very threatening
• Does the animal have a choice? 
• Did they consent to this activity? 
• Does the animal have the chance to control what is happening?  

Tense, staring faces, ears back, looking 
away, Ears back, whites of eyes showing/eye roll.

Whites of eyes/eye roll, lip-licking.

Tense, staring face, ears back, hands from two people 
preventing escape.

Look for;
• Leaning away or looking away.
• Whites of eyes/eye roll.
• Lip-licking.
• Yawning.
• Ears back.
• Tense face.
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5. The need to express natural behaviour 
Things to consider 
• Is the behavior natural for the animal?
• Does the animal look tense or relaxed?

Mutual grooming – a natural behaviour.Relaxed, social group of horses. Friendly, social interaction.

Passive interactions between humans and animals. Relaxed animals, seeking contact themselves.

The human-animal bond is very 
important, especially in marketing but 
it can be shown in really positive 
ways.



Vimian Group
• Welfare email address will remain

• team can generally respond within hours to 
most enquiries.

• Annual reviews
• policy 
• training materials.

• Feb 2024 - Month of Ethics at Vimian
• marketing and comms training will be updated 

and repeated.

• Annual refresher training
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RWAF
• RWAF 

• one of the most trusted, global sources of 
advice on rabbit care and best practice.

• RWF is the charitable arm which relies solely 
on donations.

• Rabbiting On 
• Member magazine for RWAF is a huge source 

of images, along with their website, and raises 
funds from subscriptions and advertising. All 
surplus goes to RWF.

• We hosted an all-day ethics and welfare 
conference devoted to rabbits in 2021. 
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RWAF ethics and welfare day
• The same findings came up time and again.
• Around 1.5 million pet rabbits in the UK.
• One of the most misunderstood and 

neglected species with respect to basic 
welfare needs. 

• Often housed alone, no freedom of choice 
for outside access and exercise and little to 
no opportunity to exhibit natural behaviour.

• Inappropriate diet.
• At least half of them affected by extreme 

conformation – brachycephaly and/or lop 
ears.

• Pledged after findings of the ethics day to 
totally overhaul all images used in all 
communications, including advertising.

20



RWAF

RWAF has also started commissioning best practice photos of healthy rabbits to address the gross 
lack of such images.

Examples of previous images. Examples of recent images.



From small beginnings…
• Dave and his practice have inspired many other vets to feel that they can also stand behind this totally defensible and 

ethically correct policy statement. 
• If there is corporate roll out this could end up being policy in hundreds of practices across the UK and Europe.
• His speaking at events and other practices reaches even more vets globally.

• In 2022 alone, the Vimian Group trained over 11,000 vets and surgeons and their marketing and communications are 
seen all over the world.

• Every one of their employees now has the chance to speak confidentially about ethical conflicts and concerns, or simply 
check if an image is suitable for use.

• The RWAF website gets around 60,000 hits a month and is generally held to be one of the most reliable and trusted 
sources of rabbit care advice. 

• Rabbiting On magazine reaches another 8000 people a quarter. The images they use have a huge subliminal effect on 
demand.

• So, these things may seem like small, insignificant steps for the individual organisations, but the wider impact can be 
absolutely huge. If we can change the perception in people’s minds about what is normal or acceptable when it comes to 
unhealthy and dysfunctional body shapes, and the welfare impact of poor handling and mutilations then we, by default, 
promote healthy, happy pets equipped to lead their best lives.
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Thank you.


