
CAREER AS VETERINARIAN 
A veterinarian or a veterinary sur-
geon (vet) is a physician for ani-
mals and a practitioner of veteri-
nary medicine. Veterinarians main-
tain the health and welfare of ani-
mals and treat sick or injured ani-
mals on an individual or herd ba-
sis.  
 
Most veterinarians look after dogs, 
cats, or other ‘domesticated’ ani-
mals. Those working in clinical set-
tings often practice medicine in a 
limited field such as ‘companion 
animal’, pet medicine (small ani-
mals such as dogs and cats), pro-
duction medicine or livestock me-
dicine. Production medicine in-
cludes specialities in dairy cattle, 
beef cattle, swine, sheep, and 
poultry, equine medicine (e.g.  
sport, racetrack), laboratory ani-
mal medicine, reptile medicine or 
ratite medicine.  
 
Becoming a vet is an extremely 
challenging prospect. Besides hav-
ing a passion for animals, you will 
need to be very strong academical-
ly and meet several other require-
ments, to be accepted to study the 
Bachelor of Veterinary Science 
(BVSc).  
 
Being a vet definitely also has 
its highlights. The best thing 
about being a vet includes saving a 
puppy or a kitten that was suffer-
ing from a dreadful disease or one 
that has been injured in an acci-
dent. It gets even better if you see 
a pet on an ongoing basis, growing 
older until about 15, and, as a vet, 
you know you have played a small 
part in that dog or cat’s life.   
 
Working with animals presents 
many challenges and is also most 
rewarding, especially with farm 
clients (whom a vet sees almost 
every week, compared to the 
house pets’ once a year). Here the 
vet plays a crucial role in the suc-
cess of the farm: a vet is part of a 
team, looking at aspects like nutri-
tion, medicine, and the general 
wellbeing of the animals.  

The work a vet does directly im-
pacts the bottom line of the farm 
because, in the end, the farm still 
has to make money and they 
cannot make money if the ani-
mals are not optimally healthy. 
 
Day-to-Day Life of a Vet 
 
The day-to-day programme of a 
vet largely depends on what their 
role is, where they work and 
what their preferences are, but 
no day is, in general, ever the 
same.  
 
In the context of a veterinary 
practice like TAH, each branch 
has set opening hours, which 
the vets adhere to.  TAH also 
has Emergency and Specialist 
Centres which are open 24hrs 
and the vets work in shifts. 
TAH vets often stand in for 
others when they take leave 
or in case of emergencies. As 
a result, it  is not unusual for 
vets to work outside of normal 
office hours.  
 
During a ‘normal day,’ a vet in 
practice will first, check 
on the hospital / 
overnight 
patients.  
 

New patients due for operations, 
will then be admitted, checked (by 
the doctor and nurse), prepared 
and operated on.  
 
The doctor also prescribes medica-
tion. Most of the TAH practices have 
more than one doctor on shift, 
which allows one doctor to continue 
consulting while the other performs 
operations. Discharges are usually 
done in the afternoons from rough-
ly 16:00, whereafter the vet catches 
up on admin before heading home. 

 
Emotional  

Requirements of 
A Vet 

 
Veterinarians 
should be un-

derstanding, 
patient, and 

concerned for 
animals and 

their owners. 
They must in-

spire confidence 
in their clients.  

They often 
need to 



be good team players with strong 
leadership qualities.  
 
Being a vet can sometimes also be 
emotionally challenging and stress-
ful and you have to have a strong 
character. You literally experience 
the highest highs and the lowest 
lows. Some of the difficult situa-
tions vets have to deal with are: 
• Not being able to save an ani-

mal due to the degree of illness 
or injury. 

• Seeing and treating extreme 
cases of neglect and abuse. 

• Like in any medical science, 
things can go wrong and an 
animal can die unexpectedly 
and unexplainedly.  

• A vet sometimes knows he or 
she can medically assist an ani-
mal but are unable to, due to 
financial constraints of the pet 
owner. 

• Very long working hours 
(sometimes at strange times of 
the day) and crazy busy peri-
ods. 

• Having to put a pet down due 
to age or illness and expe-

riencing the owners’ pain in-
directly. In this instance, a vet 
also has to emotionally, sup-
port the owners. This can of-
ten lead to ‘compassion fa-
tigue’.  

• Demanding clients with high 

expectations of what the vet 

is able to deliver. 
 
Skills needed by a Vet 
 
Veterinarians need to have excel-
lent animal-handling skills and 
the ability to diagnose and solve 
animal health problems. Clinical 
and surgical skills are needed 
when veterinarians examine, test 
and medicate animals suffering 
from infections or illnesses, treat 
and dress wounds, set fractures, 
perform minor to complex sur-
gery, euthanise animals when 
necessary and provide preven-
tive care by vaccinating animals 
against diseases to maintain the 
health of individuals and popula-
tions.  
 
The general practice veterinarian 

spends a third to half of his or her 
time in surgery. Animal neutering 
operations are done in most veteri-
narians’ practices. Many veterinari-
ans also perform orthopaedic pro-
cedures, bone setting, dentistry 
and trauma surgery. This surgery 
requires good hand-and-eye coor-
dination and fine motor skills. 
 
A very big part of the small animal 
veterinarians’ day involves building 
relationships and communicating 
with clients.  
 
The technical skills of a veterinarian 
are no good without the ability to 
build trust, educate the client and 
agree a treatment protocol, Typical-
ly the veterinarian will need to 
effectively advise on aspects like 
treatment options and costs, ani-
mal feeding, behaviour, and breed-
ing. 

Diagnostic tests and procedures 

performed by a veterinarian in-

clude X-rays, ultrasound, ECG, skin, 

blood, urine and faeces examina-

tions and require technical and in-



terpretation skills. Vets should pre-

ferably not have any allergies to 

animals.  

 

Opportunities for a Vet 

 

People with veterinary degrees can 

branch out into related areas like 

the control of serious animal dis-

eases at the national or interna-

tional level. Other options are:  

 

• The development of medicine 

and procedures to be used in 

veterinary medicine and sur-

gery. 

• Playing a leading role in veteri-

nary research and research  

ethics. 

• Providing guidelines for the 

managing of the health and 

welfare of animals including 

laboratory animals, intensively 

farmed animals, captive wild 

animals, and animals in quaran-

tine facilities, animal shelters 

and primary processing esta- 

blishments, becoming involved 

in upliftment programmes that 

promote animal health and wel-

fare in developing areas and 

countries. 

• Certifying the health status of 

animals and products of animal 

origin for international trade 

purposes or specialising in      

zoonotic diseases and working 

towards ‘one health’ for hu-

mans and animals. 

• Veterinarians may choose to 

specialise in medical disci-

plines such as pathology, radi-

ology, surgery, dermatology, 

dentistry, ophthalmology, gy-

naecology or internal medi-

cine, after post-graduate train-

ing and certification. 

 

Related Veterinarian Fields 

Should you be interested in the 

veterinary field, but not necessari-

ly want to become a veterinarian, 

other options are: 

• Veterinary Nurse. 

• Veterinary Technologist.  

• Laboratory Animal Technolo-

gist. 

• Animal Health Technician. 

• Veterinary assistant. 

  

Studying to be a Veterinarian  

 

The only institution that offers 

BVSc is the University of Preto-

ria through their Faculty of 

Veterinary  

Science at Onder-

stepoort. Vet stu-

dents spend the 

first year of the de-

gree in Hatfield, 

Pretoria and the 

remaining years 

of the degree on 

the veterinary 

campus.  

 

The biggest 

learning curve is after graduation 

when you started working in the 

field and experience what you have 

learnt first-hand. 

 

Supplementary Info 

 

https://www.up.ac.za/programmes/

year/2020/term/veterinarian 

https://www.up.ac.za/faculty-of-

veterinary-science 

https://educonnect.co.za/veterinary

-science-at-up/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=tbjReBvCrcc 

http://www.sava.co.za/category/

public/career-info/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=LmElWvLiFPE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=qlC0kx5rtp4 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=EACOJSDotL8 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=MB-QZ8e5N-I 

https://www.pethealthcare.co.za/

PetFriendly/Articles/interviewing-

vet-dr-melissa-charles 

https://www.thesprucepets.com/

day-in-the-life-3384124 
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