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Why do aquaculture 
farmers need 
veterinarians? 

 

 

Even though aquaculture production has its differences from terrestrial farm 

production (including poultry, swine, beef, and dairy), aquatic animal production has 

also many similarities with terrestrial farm production. The clearest commonality 

among these industries is the fact that poor animal health decreases the 

performance of farm animals, leading to lowered production and associated 

economic losses due to mortality and morbidity. Additionally, poor animal health has 

a negative impact on animal welfare.  

 

It is not a secret that livestock farms relied on veterinarians for many decades to 

improve their animal health, and consequently promote efficient farm production and 

increase farm profits to their current levels. Using mortality rates as an indicator, the 

beef, dairy, broiler and swine industries report rate of 1%, 5%, 4% and 5% (Hickey, 

2015) through a production cycle. Compare this with salmon production, where fish 

still suffers mortality rates as high as 20-25% (Hickey, 2015). Are fish farmers aware 

of how much they are missing out on by not employing veterinarians to work within 

the aquaculture industry? Moreover, considering aquaculture is the fastest growing 

agribusiness in the world (surpassing terrestrial production growth in 2012 [FAO, 

2012]), the question is, why are veterinarians still not seen as an important part of 

this production system? What are the perceived barriers? 
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Firstly, there is the adage that there are still limited numbers of experienced 

veterinarians working within the aquaculture industry when compared with 

veterinarians working with livestock farms. However, there many veterinarians who 

will do aquatic work if fish farmers seek them out. In fact there is a growing body of 

veterinarians joining the World Aquatic Veterinary Medical Association (wavma.org) 

and acquiring higher level certifications to practice as aquatic veterinarians. 

 

Secondly, veterinarians employed in aquatic sectors spend 75% of their time doing 

regulatory work (i.e. inspections and health certificates) versus production work (i.e. 

animal health screening, disease investigation/treatment, etc.). The time spent by 

aquaculture veterinarians on regulatory work is 5, 15 and 75 times more than 

regulatory work done by veterinarians working on swine, poultry and dairy industry, 

respectively (Hickey, 2015). However, production work done by aquaculture 

veterinarians is significantly less than the production work done by livestock 

veterinarians. This shift is possible if there are more veterinarians practicing in the 

private sectors, than in government sectors. 

 

Lastly, aquaculture as it is known today (using intensive systems) is a modern 

concept. Likewise is the idea of veterinarians working on, or in aquaculture farms. 

However, the traditional role of veterinarians in any animal production is transferrable 

to aquaculture production. Livestock veterinarians act as advisers to farmers on the 

best health management practices according to their specific agro-ecological 

necessities. Such can be the duties of veterinarians working within aquaculture 

industries.  

 

Veterinarians should not be considered professionals working only on treatment of 

animal illnesses; more importantly veterinarians should be responsible for 

implementing adequate preventive measures, such as biosecurity, and vaccination 

programs on fish farms. Veterinarians are also responsible for inspecting farm 
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animals preventing the risks of disease incursions, and ensuring that only healthy 

animals are exported, imported and distributed.  

 

Veterinarians have the capacity to help aquaculture farms with water quality 

management, nutrition, disinfection of premises, and environmental protection (e.g. 

how to correctly dispose chemicals used for fish treatment). Implementing these 

practices correctly may reduce the dependency on drugs, reducing production costs 

and consequently increasing farm profits. But more importantly, healthy aquatic 

animals are essential for food security, creation of job opportunities, economic growth 

and poverty mitigation. 
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