UC Davis Program Trains Future Dairy Veterinarians

Dairy veterinarians are the first line of defense against livestock disease that can threaten the overall health of a herd. Only about 100 dairy veterinarians work with most commercial herds in the state of California, with perhaps 200 more providing service to dairies on a part-time basis. As the need for qualified dairy veterinarians increases in response to the complex health problems seen on ever-larger dairies as well as the growing threat of Johne’s Disease, BSE, and other devastating diseases, the number of veterinary students choosing a career in dairy are failing to keep pace with the demand.

Between 2001 and 2005, the percentage of seniors at UC Davis selecting the small-animal track is at 58 percent, with the percentage of students seeking a path of food animal, large animal or combined at only 11 percent. Today, the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) reports that half of the 67,459 North American veterinarians are in small-animal practice with 14 percent in exclusively or principally large animal practice (including equine), and just 1 percent are identified as exclusively practicing on cattle.

UC Davis School of Veterinary Medicine is countering that trend with a unique student internship program that provides training, contacts and experience to train the next generation of dairy veterinarians. Launched in 2000 with funding from the California Dairy Research Foundation, Pharmacia (now part of Pfizer) and UC Davis, the Early Veterinary Student Dairy Experience Program (EVSDEP) introduces students to the field of dairy practice as an option and, in the words of program coordinator, Dr. Brad Smith, “gets them hooked early.”

The EVSDEP is a scholarship program designed to expose first- and second-year veterinary students to dairying and dairy practice and then offer them a mentor relationship with a practicing food animal veterinarian to enhance the experience and help direct and encourage them to pursue a career in dairy production. Dairy practice was selected because it is the area of food production that employs the largest number of food animal veterinarians in California.

For students not coming from a dairy background, the first part of the program places them for six weeks on a small- to medium-sized dairy during the summer before entering their freshman year. Some students with more experience are placed on a larger dairy. Dairies are selected based on their willingness to participate and whether they are modern facilities that utilize veterinary services. Onsite housing also is a factor in facility selection, as many students do not live in an area close to a dairy. Participating students receive a stipend of $2,000 for the summer. 

“The stipend is an important part of the internship,” said Smith. “As with all areas of study, the cost of a veterinary education has risen steadily over the last decade. Without financial support, students often find themselves unable to take advantage of programs like this and miss out on a great opportunity.” 

Incoming veterinary students receive information outlining the program and an application with their letter of acceptance. Faculty members with food animal interests review applications and identify an appropriate number of incoming freshmen to participate during the summer before their fist year. While this requires immediate turnaround, it puts students in a unique position to gain initial training before starting veterinary school in the fall.

Participating dairymen under-stand that the student is to be a worker-in-training and is expected to rotate and experience training in all areas, including calf delivery, calf raising, milking, feeding, breeding, treating sick cows, record keeping, preventive medical programs, and assisting the veterinarian during visits to the farm. After the first year, EVSDEP students interested in continuing are placed with a practicing veterinarian for mentoring during the following summer. 

Comments and feedback from participating dairies and veterinarians has been very positive. Some dairies have committed to hosting a student each year and 100 percent of the veterinarians want to continue as mentors. 

The effect on students also has been positive. One student who grew up in Los Angeles and joined the program in its inaugural year had never worked with cows. It was love at first sight! After graduation two years later he began working as a dairy veterinarian. Another student from the first program is in mixed practice doing one half small animal and one half dairy. 

“I honestly feel as though not only my direction but also my experience was shaped directly by the EVSDEP experience,” said student Sarah Lien, class of 2004. “It helped me more than anything else during my time at UC Davis.”

Fellow student, Frank Martin (class of 2004) agrees. “EVSDEP was a great program. My vet school experience was enriched and improved by my summer experiences. I would love to be a host veterinarian in the future.”

The program, which started with seven students, has grown to support 18 veterinary student scholarships each summer. Current funding comes from Pfizer and a privately endowed scholarship fund at the UC Davis School of Veterinary Medicine.

If your dairy is interested in hosting a UC Davis veterinary medicine student for the summer, call program coordinator Brad Smith, D.V.M., professor at the UC Davis School of Veterinary Medicine at (530) 752-2957 or send an e-mail message to bpsmith@ucdavis.edu. There is no charge to participate. Dairies with housing are especially desirable.

