
Report by The Small Animal Veterinary Surveillance Network at the University 
of Liverpool 
www.liverpool.ac.uk/savsnet  
 

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON COMPANION ANIMAL 

VETERINARY PRACTICE  

REPORT 1,  20 APRIL 2020 

 

The Small Animal Veterinary Surveillance Network (SAVSNET) collects voluntarily contributed electronic health 

record (EHR) data from approximately 250 veterinary practices (500 sites) and 10 veterinary diagnostic 

laboratories in the United Kingdom, representing approximately 15% and 50% of available data, respectively. 

These data are used for health surveillance and research, with the aim of improving clinical evidence and quality, 

and hence the welfare of animals under the care of veterinary surgeons in hopefully not just the UK but other 

countries too. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had wide ranging impacts on every aspect of our lives, including the veterinary 

sector, whereby we are all attempting to balance our dual responsibility to preserve animal welfare whilst also 

ensuring the continued health of the public, our colleagues and our families. We are aware that some of the 

data we collect might be of value for veterinary professionals attempting to use evidence to walk this most 

difficult of tightropes, and to that aim we have presented some of our initial analyses below. This is the first of 

what we anticipate to be regular surveillance reports. 

We are particularly keen to hear from you about how such analyses can be improved to support your decision 

making, and have plans to further develop reports over the coming weeks. However if you have any particular 

suggestions, please feel free to contact us: savsnet@liverpool.ac.uk. 

In the meantime, we hope you continue to stay safe and well at this difficult time, and as always, thank you for 

your participation in SAVSNET. 

The SAVSNET team 
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CONSULTATION DATA 

A view of 2019 consultation data ς representing pre-COVID-19 veterinary practice 

In these times of rapid change, it is important to place findings in the context of normal EHR data collection 

volumes. To serve this purpose, we have utilised all data collected by SAVSNET in 2019. In total, this corresponds 

to 1,076,631 canine and 403,074 feline veterinary consultations, and 112,979 consultations involving other or 

unclassified species. These data originated from 242 veterinary practices (520 sites) located throughout England, 

Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

As will be familiar to many veterinary professionals, certain days of the week appear to be busier, and indeed 

this is something we have observed in SAVSNET. Figure 1 displays median consultation collection volumes by 

weekday, indicating that Monday tends to be the busiest day of the week, with the weekend being generally 

associated with reduced consultation volumes indicative of increased focus on providing emergency-only 

veterinary care. It is these values which we have used for COVID-19 comparisons. 

A significant area of guidance change in response to the threat posed by COVID-19 has been the way companion 

animal-treating veterinary surgeons approach vaccination. In 2019, consultations focused primarily on 

vaccination comprised a median of 29.8% total canine, 34.9% total feline, and 28.0% other or unclassified species 

consultations per day. Unlike overall consultation volumes, vaccinations tend to be relatively most prominent in 

mid-week, though again reflective of emergency-only veterinary care, tend to decrease on Sundays (Figure 2). 

Of 2019 consultations, 76.2% of total consultations involved a dog with some form of vaccine history (regardless 

of composition) recorded at that practice, comparing with 69.1% of feline and 55.3% of other or unclassified 

species consultations. Of animals with a vaccine history, 93.2% of dogs had last been vaccinated within 12 

months of the relevant consultation, compared with 93.2% of cats and 92.8% other or unclassified species. This 

value increased to approximately 97% and 98% for those last vaccinated within the preceding two and three 

years, respectively. Due to variation in how vaccines are recorded, rapidly summarising these values by antigen 

remains a significant challenge ς this is something we are working on. 

 

FIGURE 1: Median 2019 SAVSNET consultation collection volumes, in total and by species group. 
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FIGURE 2: Median 2019 SAVSNET percentage of total consultations recorded as primarily being for vaccination, 

in total and by species group.  
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Impact of COVID-19 

To assess the impact of COVID-19 on companion animal veterinary practice, we have summarised data collected 

by SAVSNET from consultations between Monday 2nd March 2020 and Sunday 19th April 2020. Whilst clearly 

other activities will be continuing in practice which we may not capture, we believe data submitted to SAVSNET 

from booked consultations can be a valid surrogate of overall practice activity. In total, this corresponds to 

75,174 canine, 26,854 feline and 7,960 other or unclassified species consultations located in 218 veterinary 

practices (464 sites) throughout the UK. 

As explained above, to assess impact we have utilised median 2019 data as a proxy for ŀ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ǿŜŜƪ ƻŦ 

SAVSNET data collection. As such, for all analyses below, data pertaining to a Monday, for example, is being 

ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ нлмф aƻƴŘŀȅΦ As can be seen in figure 3, a trend towards decreasing consultation 

volumes was observed for approximately one week before the government announced enhanced social 

distancing measures on 23rd March 2020, with a rapid and relatively sustained reduction of 80-90% being 

recorded within two days of the announcement. 

 

Figure 3: Percentage change in consultation data volume submitted to SAVSNET between 2nd March 2020 and 

19th April 2020, compared against median 2019 data, in total and by species group.
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Considering consultations primarily focused on vaccination, approximately 75% reductions were also observed, 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎǳŎƘ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ноrd 

March 2020 (Figure 4). These reductions were consistent but more variable in scale. Following updated 

RCVS/BVA guidance being implemented on Tuesday 14th April there does appear to be a relatively increased 

percentage of total consultations being primarily for vaccination compared to the prior three weeks, though still 

ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΦ On Sunday 12th and 19th April we also noted a smaller reduction in cats 

and an increase in vaccine consultation volumes compared to 2019. As Sundays are generally associated with 

reduced consultation volumes, we would caution against over-interpreting this finding. 

Of animals visiting practices during this period, 60.7%, 51.6% and 34.8% of dogs, cats and other or unclassified 

species had recorded evidence of prior vaccination; of those with a vaccination history, time since last 

vaccination was comparative with 2019 data. Although in the past week there is some evidence of relatively less 

reduced vaccination, as overall consultation volumes appear little changed veterinary practices may be 

maintaining or perhaps increasing social distance measures in other areas. 

  

Figure 4: Percentage change in vaccine consultation data collection volume between 2nd March 2020 and 19th 

April 2020, compared against median 2019 data, in total and by species group.
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We are also aware that veterinary practices have begun to rely more on phone consultations and telemedicine 

to minimise COVID-19 risk to both staff and clients. To provide a view of our ability to detect such changes we 

also summarised charged-for phone/telemedicine consultations between 2nd March and 19th April 2020. Please 

note, frequency of this type of consultation was less than two recorded consultations per week in 2019. As can 

be seen in figure 5, the percentage of total consultations recorded as being a phone/tele consultation has 

steadily increased in all species from 23rd March. However, due to significant changes in practice workflow, it is 

likely that we are under-estimating the frequency of phone consultation/telemedicine adoption over this time 

period ς this is something we are working to correct. 

 

Figure 5: Percentage of total consultations recorded as being a phone consultation or telemedicine between 2nd 

March 2020 and 19th April 2020, in total and by species group.
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VACCINE PREVENTABLE DISEASE 

In addition to collection of veterinary practice data, SAVSNET has also collected veterinary diagnostic laboratory 

(VDL) test results for a number of years. These data for some pathogens are already summarised on our website: 

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/savsnet/real-time-data. However, in light of the various difficult decisions the 

practitioners are currently required to make in order to respond appropriately to the current crisis, we felt that 

provision of a greater depth of detail encompassing some additional pathogens might be of use. Please note 

these findings focus on laboratory confirmed pathogen reports by PCR or qPCR alone. We are aware that for 

some of these pathogens in-ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ΨǎƴŀǇΩ ǘŜǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ς these have not been summarised here. 

Additionally, this does not currently encompass suspected cases that have not undergone diagnostic testing. As 

such, these figures should be viewed as a guide and not definitive, complete evidence. We are working to provide 

enhanced views of suspected vaccine preventable disease (VPD) cases based on record within consultation notes 

over the coming weeks. 

DOGS 

Parvo 

Between 1st January 2019 and 19th April 2020, 2,478 PCR tests for parvovirus were performed by 6 VDLs; such 

samples originating from 561 veterinary practice sites in the UK. Of these, 6.2% (n=154) tested positive, with 

percentage testing positive generally varying between 5 and 10% per month over this time (figure 6). Though 

these findings only cover up to 19th April 2020, a large reduction in testing volume can be observed for this 

month. 

 

Figure 6: Number and percentage of PCR parvovirus positives tests (left axis) and number of total tests by month 

(right axis), January 2019 ς April 2020. 95% CI = 95% confidence interval.  

*Test results up to and including 19th April 2020
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To further assist decision making, we have provided the broad geographical location (by postcode area) of tests 

performed and the number of positive tests in between January and March, and April 2020 in figure 7. A total 

of 39 and 9 positive tests were recorded in January-March and April respectively; positive tests with known 

practice locations were recorded throughout the country. Please note, white corresponds to no tests having 

been performed in that postcode area in the relevant month; as such we would advise caution with using these 

data for estimating local disease risk in such postcode areas. 

 

Figure 7: Number of PCR parvovirus positives recorded by postcode area in January-March (left) and April (right) 

2020. *Test results up to and including 19th April 2020 

 

Distemper 

Between 1st January 2019 and 19th April 2020, 2,975 PCR tests for distemper were performed by 7 VDLs; such 

samples originating from 631 veterinary practice sites in the UK. Of these, 1.7% (n=51) tested positive, with 

percentage testing positive generally varying between 1 and 3% per month over this time (figure 8). Though 

these findings only cover up to 19th April 2020, a large reduction in testing volume can again be observed for this 

month. 

To further assist decision making, we have provided the broad geographical location (by postcode area) of tests 

performed and the number of positive tests in January-March and April 2020 in figure 9. A total of 9 and 1 

positive tests were recorded in March and April respectively; positive tests with known practice locations were 

not closely associated geographically. Please note, white corresponds to no tests having been performed in that 

postcode area in the relevant month; as such we would advise caution with using these data for estimating local 

disease risk in such postcode areas. 
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Figure 8: Number and percentage of PCR distemper positives tests (left axis) and number of total tests by month 

(right axis), January 2019 ς April 2020. 95% CI = 95% confidence interval. 

*Test results up to and including 19th April 2020 

 

Figure 9: Number of PCR distemper positives recorded by postcode area in January-March (left) and April (right) 

2020. *Test results up to and including 19th April 2020 
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