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Disclaimer: This submission represents personal professional opinion, and does not represent the views of Charles Sturt University.   

The current shortage of veterinarians is affected by a complex interplay of multiple factors, reflecting intersecting effects of supply, demand and, in this case, 

attrition from the profession. Between us we have more than 40 years’ experience in university and private veterinary practice; we are both clinical academics 

with experience of research, didactic teaching, work integrated learning and university leadership in multiple locations in Australasia; one (SLR) has long 

tenure in university practice, the other (HL) is about to leave the tertiary sector in favour of a senior staff position in a specialist private practice. We offer a 

joint submission as our combined perspectives cover a spectrum of practice and experience within the profession and have included informal quotes and 

input from colleagues and students from three Australasian veterinary schools. 

In addressing factors we have observed to be contributory to a lack of graduate success and retention, we have attempted to group linked problems, to 

identify contributory or explanatory factors for each (left column), and to link each to potential solutions (right column). The following is not intended as 

direct or implied criticism of any individual person, university or veterinary programme, but is intended as a critique of factors adversely affecting the 

profession, including veterinary degree programmes, or factors which might effectively address the identified problems. We have not celebrated successful 

interventions and initiatives because these have not yet been sufficiently well implemented to address the current shortage.  

We have identified problems grouped under four themes: 

1. University problems and shortcomings, 

2. Limitations faced by private practices contributing to veterinary education, 

3. Lack of awareness or regard for career options outside clinical practice, and 

4. Student / graduate factors.  
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Appendix 1: Contributions of Regional Veterinary Laboratories to veterinary capacity 

Emeritus Professor John Glastonbury 

 

RVL’s are a great first line of defence for biosecurity. They ensured highly qualified and skilled veterinarians were 

stationed in rural Australia, and provided a hub for the local veterinary profession.  

 

New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland had a network of regional veterinary laboratories:  

 NSW – Wagga Wagga, Orange, Armidale and Wollongbar; central laboratory - Menangle 

 Vic – Hamilton, Bendigo, Benalla and Bairnsdale; central laboratory – Attwood 

 Queensland – Toowoomba, Rockhampton and Townsville; central laboratory – Yeerongpilly 

The Wagga Wagga laboratory had a staff of four Veterinary Research Officers, most of whom were former 

Departmental trainees, Laboratory Medical Scientists in charge of each section – bacteriology, serology, parasitology 

and histology, laboratory and clerical support staff. 

Specimens were received from livestock producers via their chosen veterinarian, private or government.  

Being local, farmers were able to bring whole animals into the laboratory for post mortem examination. This gave the 

Veterinary Research Officers direct contacts with farmers in distress and need. Farmers would receive a provisional 

answer straight away.  

Now there are only centrally placed laboratories in each state, the only animals they receive for post mortem are those 

that will fit into an esky, ie poultry and foetuses.  

Each year, each regional laboratory received about 3,000 to 4,000 specimens, which were for disease diagnosis, 

exclusion of emergency animal disease, disease eradication programs and regulatory testing. Now the central 

laboratories are only receiving about 5000 samples for the entire state, and do virtually no post mortems.  

During the 40 year life of the Wagga Wagga laboratory, 46 papers were published in refereed scientific journals. An 

added bonus of this was that often the co-authors were field staff, government or private veterinarians. This simply no 

longer happens. Four former staff of the Wagga Wagga went on to become Associate Professors or above in academia.  

The local farming community felt that they “owned” their own laboratory. When the Wagga Wagga laboratory was shut 

in 1995, I know of two sole practitioners in small towns who walked out immediately because they felt that they no 

longer had the local support. With the spread of universities into regional Australia, there is a chance to adopt the Land 

Grant system of the United States. In NSW, you could have jointly operated laboratories at Wagga Wagga with CSU, 

Armidale with New England, Lismore with Southern Cross and Camden with University of Sydney. When CSU vet school 

was first set up, Kym Abbott and I suggested this to Geoff File, an Executive Director with NSW Agriculture and were 

scoffed at. 

Cadetships 

Out of my graduating class of 65 in 1967, there were three of us on Cadetships with the Pastures’ Protection Board 

(now Local Land Services) system, five with the Department of Agriculture and about four with the Commonwealth 

Department of Primary Industries. 

The three of us with the PP Board System worked out our 5 year bonds but about half of the Agriculture Department 

group paid off their bonds on graduation and all of the DPI group did likewise. The trouble is that the Department of 

Agriculture no longer provides a field service and only has a Head Office in Orange, they rely on Local Land Services for 

this activity. Therefore they no longer need trainees because they are not a large employer of veterinarians? 



 

In the “good old days” there used to be eight District Veterinary Officers employed by the Department of Agriculture 

strategically placed around the state. In each District Veterinary Office, there was also at least one Veterinary Officer 

and two or three lay stock inspectors.  

Despite the HECS debts, I suspect that the bonds associated with any cadetship scheme would have to be very high to 

ensure that the graduates fulfil their bond commitments.  

With a hefty government subsidy, Local Land Services could be encouraged to offer cadetships. 

Cadetships are very expensive: mine paid all university fees, a very liveable living allowance monthly, bought all my text 

books and paid for and arranged all my AHEMS type experience.  

There will always be monumental hassles over what constitutes the duties of official veterinarians versus private 

practitioners – this debate still rages on in the Sheep Vets’ mailing list. More official veterinarians would add fuel to the 

fire.  

It is unlikely any government would provide cadetships for prospective veterinarians provided that they worked for the 

bond period west of the Great Dividing Range.  

 

John Glastonbury 

22 July 2023 




