Veterinary Miscellany – Denbigh and District Probus Club

Members of the Denbigh and District Probus Club enjoyed their February meeting with a wonderful meal at Tweedmill, St Asaph, followed by a talk titled A Veterinary Miscellany presented by Tim Mainland a retired veterinary surgeon and veterinary landlord who lives in St Asaph. He currently runs the Himalayan Balsam pulling group in St Asaph on the River Elwy.
 
Tim was a veterinary student in the 1970’s in Cambridge and he recalled short terms and very long holidays, during which they would spend about 26 weeks with vets, shadowing and learning the practical skills needed in the profession. During that period, he bought and read the first James Herriot book If Only They Could Talk, and read all of the books by the time he qualified in 1979.
 
In 1983, Tim took over a mixed veterinary practice - large and small animals, in Prestatyn and after that opened more surgeries in Holywell and on the Wirral, retiring from all of them in 2018.  He still owns some of the Wirral premises and lets them to corporate veterinary practices.
 
He explained how the veterinary profession used to be very much male dominated but now in the 2020s, 90% of newly qualified vets are women. Vets were obliged in the past to be on call 24/7 and this was shared out at practice level but now specialist out of hours practices dominate out of hours care.
 
Business structures in the profession have also changed. Practices could only be owned by a vet but now there are big corporates that dominate, owning multiple veterinary practices and controlling pricing, and not passing on savings on bulk purchases of drugs to face to face customers. Independent practices are reportedly 17% cheaper than the big corporates and the corporates will even rent premises, and not use them, to keep out the competition.
 
Many young vets are wanting to steer away from corporates and start their own practices which can be cheaper for clients.
 
Members raised the topic of pet insurance and Tim explained how it was set up in the 1970’s with Patsy Bloom’s – Pet Plan. When he was practising, about 16% of his clients had pet insurance and their insurance premium fees would have been the equivalent of 60% of the practice turnover but those clients only contributed about 10% of the amount of total practice revenue. Tim suggested everyone should consider opening and paying the equivalent of their insurance premium into a personal savings account specifically to cover any veterinary fees if needed rather than take out a policy. This works particularly well, when an owner has multiple pets.
 
There was much discussion around animal treatments particularly when owners try to prolong the life of their pets with extremely expensive treatments and interventions despite there being no cure and there may be pain and suffering for the animal by insisting on these treatments. Tim emphasised the importance of the soft skills and good communication skills needed to help owners navigate the reality of the condition of their animals. Pets may be classed as family members, and vets do try to help the owners make difficult informed choices about prolonging treatment, particularly if their pets would suffer and have a poor quality of life.
 
The topic of pet rabbits was raised and how rabbit medicine had evolved dramatically. The first port of call when a rabbit is sick is to look at their teeth as they never stop growing and can cause huge issues. Tim explained that the use of an anaesthetic is not good for rabbits and can make them difficult animals to treat successfully.
 
Following recent reports in the press and media channels, there was further discussion on drug costs for animals. New antibiotics, and biologicals particularly, can be very expensive. Veterinary practices historically tended to put an extra % on drugs to help to offset service charges. Hopefully this trend may be changing nowadays so that service charges are more accurately represented in total fees.
 
Pet owners can ask their vet for a prescription for their pet, and drugs can be dispensed on line. Ironically the big corporate veterinary groups sell drugs via their on-line pharmacies at a competitive rate. But wholesaler licence legislation does not allow veterinary practices to buy from these low cost online sources!! Also pet owners would have to treat their animals themselves with drugs acquired from these sources, and while this is fine with tablets and ointments, they may not be comfortable doing that with injections.
 
Another topic discussed was TB and badgers and Tim shared historical facts about the TB eradication scheme, testing methodologies, what happens when there are positive TB tests, as well as practical examples of when he came across TB cases during his career.
 
Members found the talk extremely interesting and really valued the opportunity to quiz Tim on a wide variety of topics.

The next Denbigh and District Probus Club meeting will be on Monday 2nd March 2026 at Tweedmill in St Asaph, when the speaker will be club member Keith Lester who will give a talk titled Lloyd’s in crisis.
 
Denbigh and District Probus Club is a group of business or professional women and men either approaching or enjoying retirement or semi-retirement.
 
New members are always warmly welcomed to the Denbigh and District Probus Club meetings.
For further information, have a look at the club web site denbighprobus.com or contact stevetootell@gmail.com
 

