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Veterinary Medicine as an Essential Service
The new normal will have the word "distancing" in it, likely for
months. Veterinary medical services are deemed an essential
service in Ontario, and provision of veterinary services is (as per
the College of Veterinarians of Ontario) is up to the discretion of
the veterinarian. As always, veterinarians play an essential role to
ensure we're producing safe, sustainable food from healthy
cattle. Practicing strict social distancing and hand hygiene is a
must, whichever services a veterinary practice elects to provide.
Distancing, Hand Hygiene, Don't Touch Your Face!
Spacial awareness during herd and sick cow visits is a must. Make sure there's good restraint options
available for cattle to ensure everyone is safe. Be aware where the farmer or the veterinarian is standing
and, if at all possible, stay out of each other's "bubble". One cow-length is a good physical-distancing
guideline on farm. Wearing gloves for farm visits and washing them frequently is a practice many have
adopted, while continuing with routine biosecurity practices. Some clinics have elected to deploy
veterinarians directly from their homes; only visiting their practice to collect medicines, sterilise
equipment, drop off samples and dispense medicines. It is important that, no matter how well-intended,
veterinarians do not enter farm houses or accept any beverages or food from clients. All of us, farmers
and veterinarians alike, must remain cognizant of our potential role in transmitting disease.
Communication
Veterinary clinics will likely initiate screening questions for every farmer that calls the clinic, asking
questions similar to the self-assessment quiz available on Ontario.ca. Veterinarians may also contact
farmers ahead of any routine herd health visits to ensure that those visits are proceeding as planned. If
individuals on-farm are sick or self-isolating, the farmer may wish to keep visitors (including veterinarians)
to a minimum, and may choose to reschedule that visit. When a veterinarian is on-farm, they should
interact with only one farmer per visit.
Any changes in veterinary clinic policies during this time should be communicated to farmers through as
many channels as possible - receptionists can discuss these when farmers phone, or clinics may plan
social media posts, or mail outs - all can be helpful. Similarly, if situations on farms change suddenly (i.e. a
farmer is self-isolating) getting in touch with the veterinary clinic is prudent to avoid any accidental visitors
to the farm and reschedule any planned farm visits.
Drugs and Medication Access
Many cattle or mixed animal clinics are discouraging farmer drop-ins and/or farm drop-offs of
medications, others are having the farmer phone when they're coming and getting their medicines ready
beforehand, and having payment over the phone for front-door or porch pick-up; both of these are viable
options to help minimize exposure of farmers/clients to veterinary clinic staff and vice versa.
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"Telehealth" Whenever Possible
We live in a world with better and better internet connectivity. If possible,
prudent, and in the animal's best interest, this could be an option in
certain circumstances to enable veterinarians and clients to minimize faceto-face interactions. These veterinary interactions do take up a significant
amount of veterinary time, training and energy, so farmers should be
prepared that there will likely still be a cost for these phone consultations
to access veterinary expertise. Individual veterinary clinics can advise their
farm clients regarding how/if telemedicine will work for that practice.
Stay Away if You're Sick
No one should be working if they are sick. Period. There's an assessment tool that could and should be
deployed before veterinarians head out to a farm: https://covid-19.ontario.ca/self-assessment/#q0. This
can also be used in veterinary clinics and on farms to help assess employee health on a frequent basis.
If you or an employee are sick you must stay at home and phone Telehealth or your personal doctor's
office. There is a public health algorithm used to determine whether a COVID test is necessary. If no test is
warranted, sick individuals still need to self-isolate until asymptomatic. If an individual receives a positive
test result, Public Health takes over and initiates their investigation, including all contacts of the positive
case (they will come to the workplace and investigate). They (Public Health) will give directives in this
circumstance.
Cattle and COVID
From Dr. Scott Weese, of the Ontario Veterinary College:
"Cattle should be lower risk from what we know about SARS but it’s easier to prevent a problem than deal with
one. If sick people stay away, we don’t have to wonder what to do about exposed livestock. People that are selfisolating should consider that self-isolating from people and animals. If they have to go to the barn (e.g. single
person small dairy operation), social distancing would still apply (stay away as much as possible, practice good
hand hygiene and cough etiquette…)"
Disinfecting Surfaces
It is unknown how what exact role fomites/objects/surfaces play in transmission of this virus. A recent
article (https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMc2004973) found that the virus can remain infective
on plastic and metal surfaces for up to 72 hours, which is a good indication to sanitize often. Farm vehicle
door handles, and interior surfaces such as steering wheels, gear shifts, radio surfaces, cup-holders
should be disinfected frequently, and before leaving the farm. Personal protective equipment should also
be disinfected prior to leaving the farm, and both farmers and veterinarians should wash their hands
frequently.
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Useful Links for Cattle Veterinarians and Farmers:
There are a ton of resources available for veterinarians and for farmers that relate to COVID-19. OVMA
and CVMA have a collection of their own material, as well as links to other important information.
AABP's recommendations: https://www.aabp.org/members/resources/AABPcv19info.pdf
OVMA's FAQ page: https://www.ovma.org/veterinarians/coronavirus-faq/
OAHN's COVID-19 Resources for Veterinarians and Producers: https://oahn.ca/resources/covid-19related-resources-for-veterinarians/
CVMA's COVID 19 page: https://www.canadianveterinarians.net/coronavirus-covid-19
Mental Health Resources:
For Veterinarians:
i matter: www.i-matter.ca
CVMA: https://www.canadianveterinarians.net/mental-health-resource-list
For Farmers:
OMAFRA: http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/about/mental-health.htm
Farm Biosecurity Links for Farmers:
National Biosecurity Standards and Biosecurity Principles (livestock, poultry, bees):
https://inspection.gc.ca/animal-health/terrestrial-animals/biosecurity/standards-andprinciples/eng/1344707905203/1344707981478
National Farm-Level Biosecurity Planning Guide: https://inspection.gc.ca/animal-health/terrestrialanimals/biosecurity/standards-and-principles/proactivemanagement/eng/1374175296768/1374176128059?chap=0

WWW.OAHN.CA

The Ontario Animal Health Bovine Network
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