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Introduction

U
p until the end of the First World War, horses 
and other animals were a common sight on the 
battlefield, either as chariots of war, or as the 
backbone of the supply train. By the late-19th 
and early 20th Centuries, national armed forces 

(including that of Canada) had added veterinary services to 
their order of battle in order to ensure these vital animals were 
protected from disease and treated for injury. But with the 
advent of mechanised warfare, the majority of service horses 
were retired - and in some cases (including Canada), the sup-
porting veterinary corps were disbanded. However, as the 
decades passed, modern warfare changed yet again, with great 
armour battles based in Europe and Africa becoming far less a 
feature of combat. At present, 21st Century warfare places a 
much greater focus upon counter-insurgency campaigns in 
which the military is not fighting through the objective, but is 
living with it. The complexity of operations in which insur-
gents are engaged, not on battlefields, but within living, work-
ing societies, requires the development of new tools, as well as 
the return of some old tools. This article will argue that the 
use of the modern military veterinarian, whose efforts are 
focused upon building sustainable agriculture in order to stabi-

lize societies through better public nutrition and increased 
opportunities for trade, is one such tool that should again be 
employed by the Canadian Forces.

Brief History of the Royal Canadian Army 
Veterinary Corps

Prior to 1910, veterinary support to the military forces in 
Canada was provided by a regimental system. Local vet-

erinary practitioners would hold a commission in a mounted 
unit, and would leave practice for 10-15 days per year to train 
with and supervise the regiment’s horses. Only one or two 
regiments had permanent veterinary officers.2

In 1910, there began a gradual move to replace the 
Regimental Veterinary Service with the Canadian Army 
Veterinary Service, which included the Canadian Permanent 
Army Veterinary Corps (the regulars), and the Canadian Army 
Veterinary Corps (the reservists).3 By the start of the First 
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Horses and Chargers of Various Units, by Sir Alfred James Munnings, 1 January 1918.
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World War, this reorganisation had not yet been completed, 
but sections from Winnipeg and Montréal were sufficiently 
developed to form the backbone of the Canadian expeditionary 
veterinary services, referred to as the Canadian Army 
Veterinary Corps – Canadian Expeditionary Force (CAVC-
CEF). During the initial move to England in October 1914, the 
CAVC supervised the shipping of 7636 horses in 14 ships, 
with the SS Montezuma carrying the largest number,  973 ani-
mals. During the crossing, only 86 horses (less than one per-
cent) were lost.4

In time, two veterinary hospitals were set up in Europe: 
No. 1 Canadian Veterinary Hospital in Le Havre, France, and 
No. 2 Canadian Veterinary Hospital in Shornecliffe, England. 
The latter eventually housed the Canadian Veterinary School 
and the Instructional School for Farriers. 
No. 1 Canadian Veterinary Hospital was one 
of eighteen Imperial Veterinary Hospitals 
established on the lines of communication, 
and it supported, not just Canadian equines, 
but all horses of the Imperial Army.5 At its 
peak, No. 1 Canadian Veterinary Hospital 
had stabling for 1364 horses, although at 
one point, the number of horses under care 
exceeded 2000.6

In addition to the hospitals, veterinary 
support extended to the field forces, where 
221 officers and sergeants cared for the 
23,484 horses of the Canadian Expeditionary 
Forces, as well as other horses of the Imperial 
forces. Their role was not only to treat minor 
illnesses, but also to provide supervision and 
preventative measures to ensure the fitness of 
the fighting horses. More serious cases were 
transferred to the veterinary hospitals, and 
replacements were provided through the 
remount units. Mobile veterinary sections 

provided additional services and a link to 
the veterinary hospitals.7

At this formative time in its history, 
the role of the veterinary service as a 
whole was to reduce animal wastage. 
During the entire war, the Canadian gross 
wastage rate (including animals evacuated 
to hospital, missing, and dead) was 26 
percent, where the dead wastage (those 
who died, were killed, or destroyed) was 
9.5 percent. During the war, the Canadian 
Corps returned 80 percent of injured 
horses back to the line, where they con-
tinued to move soldiers, ammunition, 
food, water, guns, and so on, into com-
bat.8 In November 1919, the CPAVC 
received the Royal designation, in honour 
and recognition of its excellent perfor-
mance during the war, a title that was 
later extended to the CAVC in 1936.9

The interwar years brought about the 
mechanization of the Canadian Army, as well as reorganiza-
tion and rationalization. The result was a smaller RCAVC, 
whose role was accordingly diminished like that of other 
units. However, the twilight years of the Corps were character-
ised by a leadership (including that of the RCAVC itself) 
which did not foresee a role for the veterinary corps beyond 
the welfare of the military horse. As a result, on 1 November 
1940 the RCAVC was disbanded by a recommendation of the 
Treasury Board, which was approved by the then-Governor-
General, the Earl of Athlone. The annual cost savings achieved 
was just $10,334.10 The demise of the Corps was lamented by 
contemporaries in editorials appearing in The Canadian 
Journal of Comparative Medicine and Veterinary Science;11 in 
one such editorial, the decision-makers were characterised as 
suffering from “muddle-headedness.”12

Troops of the Canadian Light Horse advancing from Vimy Ridge, 9 April 1917.
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Fort Garry’s on the March by Sir Alfred James Munnings, 1 January 1918. 
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The Modern Military Veterinarian

If military veterinarians are no longer looking after the health 
and welfare of the Regimental horse, then what is their role 

in modern warfare? The US Army Field Manual 4-02.18, 
Veterinary Service Tactics, Techniques and Procedures (TTPs), 
specifies three broad functions for the military veterinarian: 

1.	 food safety, food security, and quality assurance;

2.	 veterinary medical care; and

3.	 veterinary preventive medicine.13

These three functions are also the core of civilian veteri-
nary medicine. The first function, that of food safety, food 
security, and quality assurance, does not have much of a pub-
lic profile, but, in fact, Canada’s food sup-
ply is secured and monitored in large part 
by veterinarians (meat inspectors being the 
best-known example). Anyone with pets 
would be familiar with the second function, 
that of veterinary medical care. The third 
function, veterinary preventative medicine, 
prevents disease in animal populations (i.e., 
via vaccination, proper nutrition, effective 
breeding, etc.), but is also an important part 
of the human medical system that identifies and helps prevent 
transmission of ‘zoonoses’ (diseases that pass from animals 
to humans).14

All these veterinary functions also constitute a vital con-
tribution to the “One Health” concept - an emerging field of 
study which connects veterinary, human and environmental 
health  into a comprehensive, synergistic approach to plane-
tary health. One Health promotes the tenet that the environ-
mental, medical, and veterinary health disciplines must be 
linked in order to provide a solid foundation for progress. 

It is “…a movement to forge co-equal, all-inclusive col-
laborations between physicians, veterinarians, and other scien-
tific-health and environmentally-related disciplines,”15 and is 
supported by government agencies and professional associa-
tions worldwide.

The modern military veterinarian can employ the above 
three functions in support of three broad military roles:

1.	 support to conventionally-deployed forces;

2.	 support to civil authorities; and

3.	 support to operations other than war.

The first role, support to conventionally-deployed forces, 
can be executed by providing care to military working dogs 

and other military animals, support to the 
military medical system by providing vet-
erinary medical intelligence on the ‘zoono-
ses’ of a particular area of operations, and 
advice and support to commanders on the 
safety of local food procurement. Training 
can be provided to soldiers with respect to 
safe practices around indigenous animals. 
This role is largely part of medical care and 
force protection.

The second role, support to civil authorities, directly rein-
forces provincial and federal veterinarians during an emer-
gency. This can be done by operating in regions and condi-
tions where civilian veterinarians cannot, as well as advising 
commanders during domestic operations that involve livestock 
(such as rafting of cattle in the New Brunswick floods of May 
2008 by CF Engineers)16 [see Figure 2], and assisting authori-
ties during the 2001 outbreak of Foot and Mouth Disease in 
the United Kingdom). Although animal care and welfare may 
seem unnecessary to military planners, it must be acknowl-

edged that the evacuation of civilians from an area of 
operations is more easily accomplished if provisions 
have been made for the care and transport of their ani-
mals (whether pets or livestock). For instance, it has 
been informally estimated that as a result of Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005, up to 50 percent of the human fatali-
ties could be attributed to people refusing to evacuate 
without their pets, or returning to the disaster zone in 
an attempt to rescue their pets.17 A Zogby International 
poll found that 61 percent of pet owners would refuse 
to evacuate their homes if they could not take their 
pets.18 Given that about 56 percent of households in 
Canada contain at least one cat or dog, that there are an 
estimated 8.5 million cats and 6 million dogs in 
Canadian households,19 and that many pets are consid-
ered part of the family (even to the point of being 
regarded as “furry kids”), the human emotions involved 
can be intense, and therefore should be a factor in plan-
ning for domestic operations.

The third role, support to operations other than 
war, is perhaps the most relevant for Canada, given that 
Canadian Forces are, and likely will continue to be, 
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deployed to disaster zones (such as Haiti) or to developing, 
“failed/failing states” (such as Afghanistan, Congo, and 
Sudan). Canadian Army Counter-Insurgency Operations rec-
ognizes that the military may be the only element of power 
capable of working in such environments.20 The root of much 
civil strife, though framed in ideological arguments, is gener-
ally linked to quality of life. Issues like lack of food, disease, 
and a poor economy are often the result of agricultural failure. 
By improving the state of livestock health through emergency, 
routine, and preventative medicine, and by improving live-
stock hygiene, the modern military veterinarian can assist in 
improving food production and in reducing animal and human 
disease, thereby establishing a base from which to improve the 
economy through increases in local market activity. When 
working with non-governmental organisations and government 
agencies such as the Canadian International Development 
Agency (CIDA), separate areas of operations 
would usually be defined. CIDA would not nor-
mally contemplate directly-supported or joint 
projects with the military. Rather, the likely 
modus operandi would see the military on the 
ground first, providing veterinary services during 
the stabilization period. Later, CIDA could, 
through their programs, replace and expand upon 
the military veterinarians’ initial work. The mili-
tary could provide reconnaissance data to CIDA 
and ensure a smooth handover.21

All three of the above military roles can be 
supported by one or more types of military vet-
erinary tasks, as outlined below. 

The Role of Modern Military 
Veterinarians amongst Canada’s Allies 
and Other Armed Forces

Given that, historically, the military veteri-
narian was closely tied to the horse, and 

that in Canada, the move towards adopt-
ing the ‘Iron Horse’ led, in part, to the 
disbandment of the RCAVC, it is not 
surprising that similar moves were afoot 
amongst Canada’s allies and other mili-
taries during the mid-20th Century. 
Australia and New Zealand disbanded 
their veterinary corps in 194622 and 
194723 respectively. 

However, many other armed forces 
still have active veterinary services, both 
Regular and Reserve components. 
Currently, notable allied services include 
the United States Army Veterinary 
Corps,24 and the Royal Army Veterinary 
Corps (UK).25 The 55th International 
Military Veterinary Medical Symposium, 
held in 2009 in Marseilles, France, saw 
the participation of military veterinarians 
from Austria, Croatia, Slovenia, Morocco, 
Denmark, the Netherlands, the United 
States, France, Italy, Germany, Poland, 

Belgium, Norway, and Finland.26 The 19th annual Asia-Pacific 
Military Medical Conference held in 2009 in Seoul, South 
Korea, had a total of 36 military veterinarians participating 
from Malaysia, Nepal, the Philippines, South Korea, and the 
United States.27 The United States,28,29 German30, and British31 
armies have had veterinary services in Afghanistan, where 
both the US32 and the UK33 have had members of their veteri-
nary services killed in action. Both International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) and NATO have used veterinary 
programmes in Afghanistan.34,35 Civilian veterinary programs 
have also started in some parts of Afghanistan.36,37 The Indian 
Army has had veterinary detachments in the Sudan38 where 
they worked with Canadian Civil Military Cooperation 
(CIMIC) Officers.Clearly, in all these cases, the modern mili-
tary veterinarian has found varied and valuable work to 
undertake, as these armies do not rely upon the horse.
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Military personnel and local farmers/veterinarians escort cattle across the flood-swollen  
St. John River, 2 May 2008.

UN forces from India assisting a camel in the Sudan.
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How Could Canada Use the Military Veterinarian?
Development/Force Protection

Perhaps the greatest value of military veterinarians is their 
second-order effect of force protection, derived from the 

first-order effect of development work. Very basic veterinary 
projects, such as parasite removal, vaccination, improved 
nutrition, and better breeding can significantly improve animal 
production among a given local populace. Increased produc-
tivity yields more food, better human health, more economic 
activity, and, ultimately, a greater number of local citizens 
who experience higher levels of happiness, satisfaction, and 
perhaps even gratitude. Insurgents are not likely to provide a 
veterinary service to the community. Therefore, in an insur-
gency, the military veterinarian provides an essential service 
that the locals are unlikely to jeopardize. This has the potential 
to lead to better intelligence, fewer Tier II fighters, and a more 
stable community that sees value in the military presence. The 
insurgency then appears unable to look after the needs of the 
locals, and it loses legitimacy. At a more advanced level, vet-
erinary involvement in Agri-business Development Teams 
(ADTs)39 can assist in stabilizing and growing the agricultural 
economic base of society, aiding the supported community to 
increase its capacity to meet its most basic of psychological 
needs. Once the security situation has improved, in part due to 
veterinary activities, the greater civilian veterinary resources 
of governmental and non-governmental organisations can con-
tinue to build upon the foundations established by the military 
veterinarian.

As a partner in global animal health and security, the 
military veterinarian also has a role to play in keeping foreign 
disease out of Canada. Work done overseas in identifying for-
eign disease, and in the implementation of appropriate decon-
tamination or quarantine procedures, can assist the Canadian 
Food Inspection Agency in preventing foreign disease out-
breaks in Canada that would jeopardize the food upon which 
our health and economy depends.

Domestic Operations

The potential scope of Canadian 
military veterinarians in Domestic 
Operations is vast. The most likely 
scenario would involve aid to civil 
powers in response to a natural or 
man-made disaster. Every disaster 
will have an animal component, 
whether pets, livestock, or wildlife. 
The military veterinarian would be a 
valued resource in these operations, 
providing liaison with other govern-
ment departments on animal issues, 
and providing service on the ground 
where civilian resources are unable 
to operate, or have been exhausted. 

The Canadian Veterinary 
Medical Association has recently 
established the Canadian Veterinary 
Reserve (CVR) as a civilian tool for 
emergencies.40 Initially, the CVR 

was formed to give the Canadian Food Inspection Agency a 
surge capacity in the face of a foreign animal disease outbreak 
on Canadian soil. It has subsequently expanded to a point 
where it can provide individual and small veterinary team sup-
port, both domestically and abroad. Currently, this support is 
voluntary and it provides only the services of veterinarians, 
without any equipment. A military veterinary capability could 
support and even serve as the vanguard for the CVR, due to its 
faster deployability and to the greater acceptable risk assumed 
by military personnel. A military veterinary capability would 
also have its own equipment and could access greater resources 
through the military supply system. In the case of a Domestic 
Operation where the military is supporting an evacuation (i.e., 
floods), military veterinarians can be deployed into the evacu-
ation area to care for and rescue pets and livestock prior to 
transfer to civilian authorities. 

Many animal rescue organisations now provide mobile 
shelters to assist with disasters, but their access to the disaster 
area may be restricted for security and mobility reasons. 
Anecdotally, it has been suggested that there have been 
instances in which civilian organizations attempting to rescue 
animals have been mistaken for looters.41 The military veteri-
narian can serve as the bridge between these civilian organiza-
tions that provide the majority of care, and the secured area of 
operations. The animal rescue world is a highly complex envi-
ronment incorporating legally mandated SPCAs and humane 
societies, charitable organisations, emergency measures organ-
isations, well-meaning individuals, and so on; military officers 
unfamiliar with this world would find it difficult to integrate 
effectively with these groups. A military veterinarian would be 
expected to have some mastery of the complexities surround-
ing animal issues and the associated agencies, including gov-
ernment departments, official and unofficial non-governmental 
organisations, and well-meaning but sometimes misguided 
individuals. The military veterinarian could play a valuable 
role as a commander’s liaison with this dynamic and often 
emotional environment.
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Indian Army veterinarians administering aid to a cow.
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Arctic Sovereignty

Currently, very few veterinarians work in remote parts of 
Canada, especially the North. Army veterinarians could use 
these regions for training exercises, achieving realistic training 
by running triage facilities and quick impact projects (i.e. vac-
cine clinics) while providing service to currently under-ser-
viced communities. Adding veterinarians to Arctic sovereignty 
missions would add extra legitimacy to Canada’s presence and 
additional services to its citizens in the North. A recent exer-
cise, Operation Nunalivut 10, worked with the Danish forces’ 
SIRIUS Dog Sledge team. The team was there to conduct a 
familiarization patrol around CFS Alert.42 With a force of 
military veterinarians, the Canadian Forces might, in future, 
consider the use of service dog teams in the North, in conjunc-
tion with the snowmobiles and ATVs currently used by 
Rangers and other forces.

Research

Although this would admittedly be beyond the likely 
scope of the Canadian Forces, military veterinarians can serve 
as important partners in military research. Research into bio-
logical defence - a component of Chemical, Biological, 
Radiological-Nuclear, and Explosives (CBRNE) - can be 
directly supported by military veterinarians, as many biologi-
cal agents are of animal origin (i.e. anthrax).43 The US Navy 
Marine Mammal program not only trains marine mammals for 
service, but conducts important research with respect to their 
health, as well as methods of protecting them from the effects 
of military equipment.44  

Service Animals

Several federal government departments have active 
working dog programs, including the RCMP Police Dog 
Service and the Customs and Border Services Agency, whose 
dogs detect narcotics, firearms, currency, and agricultural 

products. The Canadian Forces also has working animals, 
including the Military Police Working Dog Trial.45 In both 
Bosnia and Afghanistan, pack mules and donkeys have been 
used by the CF where access by vehicles was difficult. 

Goats have been used by CIMIC teams in Afghanistan as 
reparation for damage and injury caused by CF actions. The 
CF contracts civilian companies46,47,48, to provide explosive 
detection dogs in Afghanistan,49 which led to a Safety Digest 
notice after a soldier was bitten.50

The Bottom Line

To deny the intensity of human emotion where animals 
are concerned, because the object of the emotion is an animal 
rather than another person, is both naïve and unrealistic. Not 
having a plan to cope with the animals located in an area of 
operations can make it more difficult than necessary to assist 
the local populace. There are also situations in which only 
military or specially-trained veterinarians could operate, such 
as security and CBRNE environments. Decontamination of 
animals is likely to be necessary when civilians are being 
decontaminated. Veterinary expertise could be useful for the 
biological portion of CBRNE, given that many of the agents 
involved are of animal origin.

In these operations, civilian veterinary involvement must, 
of necessity, be limited, especially in the initial phases of 
disaster operations, and over the longer term in areas with 
security problems. A military veterinarian can be part of 
reconnaissance teams and the Canadian Forces’ Disaster 
Assistance Relief Team (DART), and can undertake regular 
rotations through theatres of operation.

Some military responsibilities in these areas would 
include gaining support of the local population for the mis-
sion, mitigating some of the root economic causes of the con-
flict, and enhancing domestic services, such as water and food 

supplies. The military veterinarian provides a 
bridge until the security situation permits civilian 
veterinarians to resume or establish their practice.

By working with the communities within an 
area of operations, providing basic training for 
local veterinarians and farmers, and facilitating 
the delivery of supplies such as vaccinations and 
de-worming products, the military veterinarian 
can start programs aimed at the well-being of agri-
cultural livestock that will increase the productiv-
ity of local herds and flocks. The improvement in 
overall conditions of the people and through them, 
the society itself, can assist the military com-
mander in shortening the period between the com-
mencement of military operations and the hando-
ver of a secure area of operations to civilian 
authorities. Many of the projects spearheaded by 
military veterinarians can be relatively inexpen-
sive and short-term, but can also provide lasting 
benefits, even after the operational forces depart. 
Handover to reputable NGOs or agencies, such as 
CIDA, would bolster long-term sustainability.
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Canadian soldier Corporal Scott King returns from grazing Hughes, the two-year-old 
donkey pet of Canadian soldiers in Afghanistan, 2 April 2008.
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The Reactivation of the RCAVC: 
What Would It Look Like?

A reactivated Royal Canadian Army Veterinary Corps, 
structured within the Army Reserve, would not have to be 

a large or expensive program. It could be 
completely ‘scalable’ to available resources, 
giving flexibility to changing operational 
environments. The foundation of the Corps 
would be established veterinarians and regis-
tered veterinary technicians (RVTs) subse-
quently trained as Army Reserve soldiers. 
Recruiting would be restricted to those already 
qualified and licensed in a province of Canada. 
Both these professions have training, certifi-
cation, and regulatory systems in place. The 
training bill would be limited to basic soldier 
skills and the professional ‘delta’ between the 
civilian and military veterinarian. This could be contracted to 
our allies’ existing programs, as well as domestic programs 
from other government departments (i.e., Canadian Food 
Inspection Agency (CFIA) and Department of Agriculture 

courses) and Emergency Measures 
Organisations. CFIA already runs a 
foreign disease course, and is involved 
with the CVR in developing the all-
hazards training piloted in Ottawa in 
March 2010.

Establishing the RCAVC within 
the Army Reserve would be beneficial 
for many reasons. The veterinarians’ 
clinical and surgical skills could be 
maintained through private practice, 
eliminating the need for hospital 
infrastructure. Veterinarians and regis-
tered veterinary technicians would 
maintain their provincial licenses 
through mandated continuation train-
ing, reducing the training bill. In 
return, the military could provide 
compensation through pay and bene-
fits, which would be cheaper than 
designing, building, and delivering 
the training itself. As noted earlier, 
several of Canada’s allies already pos-

sess strong veterinary corps. Their training programs, doctrine, 
and TTPs could be adapted to Canadian needs.

The number of veterinarians and RVTs needed would be 
a function of government and military policy. As this topic has 

not been the subject of discussion for some 
time, there is no formal policy to which refer-
ence can currently be made. For the sake of 
this discussion, the Army’s Managed 
Readiness Plan (MRP)51 could be used as the 
basis of the planning assumptions. For exam-
ple, the MRP calls for up to two Army Task 
Forces to be deployed at any one time. The 
minimum veterinary capability would be a 
veterinary detachment: one veterinarian and 
two RVTs. Using a five-to-one ratio for force 
generation, one Task Force could be sustained 
with six veterinarians and twelve RVTs. Thus, 

with two Task Forces in the MRP, the RCAVC would need a 
minimum establishment of twelve veterinarians and twenty-
four RVTs. This is a relatively modest structure compared to 
the current US Army Veterinary Corps of 2700 members.52 
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CIMIC operator Captain Kent MacRae, a reservist with the Prince Edward Island Regiment, escorts 
a goat to an Afghan family.

“A reactivated Royal 
Canadian Army 

Veterinary Corps, 
structured within the 

Army Reserve, 
would not have to 

be a large or expen-
sive program.”
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Conclusion

The notion that the military veterinarian became obsolete 
with the service horse is erroneous. Militaries around the 
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currently providing valuable service.53 The Canadian Forces 
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operations to be focused upon failed and failing states - where 
the foundation of the economies of at least some of these is 

agriculture - not reinstating the RCAVC might be considered 
short-sighted. Every conflict involves people, and all civiliza-
tions rely upon animals for food, work, and companionship. 

The Canadian Forces exists in an era where inter-state 
conflict is limited, but intra-state conflict is more common. 
The nature of these conflicts will often call for intervention 
lasting years or even generations. One cannot effectively 
repair a failing state without helping to provide the means for 
that state to feed itself and generate livelihoods for its people. 
That fact alone justifies the presence of the military veterinar-
ian in modern conflict. 

The RCAVC was forged during one of the most brutal 
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