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“Massage Therapy Isn’t a Replacement for Veterinary Care”

Sheryl Lloyd made this very valid point in the article, “Pampered Pet: Local Massage Therapists Help Soothe Animals’ Aches and Pains” which appeared in the State Journal Register on December 11, 2009. 

Unfortunately, the article falsely concludes that, “…animal massage in Illinois operates in a somewhat gray area." 

The laws of Illinois are quite clear and there are numerous providers of complementary and alternative therapies in the state that work within these laws. Massage therapists that diagnose and treat animals without required consent, referral and supervision of a licensed veterinarian are not operating in a gray area; and their illegal activities have an extremely negative impact on others within their field that conform to the legal requirements and work appropriately in collaboration with a licensed veterinarian.

Illinois law states that veterinarians are the only professionals that may directly or indirectly consult, diagnose, prognose, correct, supervise, or recommend treatment of an animal for the prevention, cure, or relief of a wound, fracture, bodily injury, defect, disease, or physical or mental condition by any method or mode. (225 ILCS115/3) Unlicensed (illegal) practice of veterinary medicine can have serious consequences for the health and safety of both the animal and the public.

The veterinary medical profession is lawfully charged with delivering optimal animal healthcare, advocating for animal welfare, and protecting public health.  Treating animals without veterinary involvement or management can harm animal patients and endanger public health.  
Massage and other complementary and alternative therapies (chiropractic, acupuncture, animal psychology, etc.) can be a very relevant part of the overall health maintenance plan for animals. Illinois law allows veterinarians to collaborate with other licensed or regulated professions when the owner of an animal consents and when the veterinarian supervises and controls the treatment or care of the animal. (225 ILCS 115/4)

By virtue of their education, veterinarians – like physicians, dentists, pharmacists and other licensed health care professionals – receive a license that provides the means by which the public holds the professional accountable. 

Most importantly, the risks to public health and animal welfare increase the further veterinarians are removed from their lawful role as primary healthcare providers for animals.
There is a reason that only a licensed veterinarian can legally “…watch a way a dog walks and can tell if it’s having a problem with its hip or leg it’s having problems with.” A doctor of veterinary medicine knows that there are many causes of lameness and misdiagnosis can be very harmful to the animal. 

· For example, delayed diagnosis of a cruciate injury, can lead to long term pain and more severe arthritic changes in the knee joint. Surgical repair is needed. 
Misdiagnosis can also be harmful to people.

· For example, a doctor of veterinary medicine also knows that the delayed diagnosis and proper antibiotic treatment of Lyme disease (of which lameness is a sign) will lead to more severe illness and worsen the prognosis. Lyme disease also has the potential to spread to humans through the bite of an infected tick. 
Doctors of veterinary medicine can identify symptoms and characteristics of other diseases that can be transmitted between animals and humans. When unlicensed individuals illegally serve as primary care providers for animals, they raise the risk of spreading these diseases that a licensed veterinarian would recognize and properly quarantine. 
It is this risk to public health that led to the passage of the first Veterinary Medicine and Surgery Practice Act in 1899. The preamble to this 110 year old law reads:
“The practice of veterinary medicine in the State of Illinois is declared to affect the public health, safety and welfare and to be subject to State regulation and control in the public interest. It is further declared to be a matter of public interest and concern that the veterinary profession merit and receive the confidence of the public and that only qualified and licensed persons be permitted to practice veterinary medicine.” (225 ILCS 115/1)
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