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ABSTRACT

The development of veterinary specialization in Europe is described, from its inception in 1989, through the establishment of

the European Board for Veterinary Specialisation (EBVS) in 1996, to the establishment of the supervising European

Coordinating Committee for Veterinary Training (ECCVT) in 2005. Currently there are about 1,500 European veterinary

specialists in 21 different disciplines, which can be organ, species or discipline oriented. Each specialization is supervised by a

college. Each college has representatives on the EBVS, which defines the rules, oversees procedures within the colleges, and

deals with appeal procedures. The ECCVT, which consists of representatives from the European Association of Establishments

for Veterinary Education (EAEVE), the Federation of Veterinarians in Europe (FVE), and the EBVS, is the supervising body that

can approve procedures for the recognition of European veterinary specialists and acts as a liaison between the veterinary

profession and relevant European and international bodies with respect to matters relating to post-graduate education.

INTRODUCTION
The term ‘‘specialization,’’ as used throughout this article, is
restricted to a defined period of post-graduate training and
should not be confused with ‘‘differentiation’’ or ‘‘tracking,’’
which take place at the pre-graduate level.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
In 1989, a group of 26 veterinarians met at the World Small
Animal Veterinary Association (WSAVA) Congress in
Harrogate, England, to discuss the diversity and variety of
veterinary specialists in Europe. It was proposed that a
draft document on veterinary specialization be formulated
by a working party for presentation to the Federation
of Veterinarians in Europe (FVE) and the Advisory
Committee on Veterinary Training (ACVT) of the
European Commission (EC). The European Association of
Veterinary Specialisation (EAVS) was founded in 1990 as a
University Enterprise Training Partnership (UETP) within
the COMETT program of the European Union. Under the
chairmanship of Dr. Hans Koch, EAVS acted as a facilitating
organization, hosting a number of meetings of represen-
tatives from a variety of specialty organizations. A first
version of a document Veterinary Specialisation in Europe was
placed before the ACVT and FVE in February 1990. The
proposed structure for the organization and recognition of
veterinary specialist training was amended in subsequent
meetings, and the final version of the working document
was completed in March 1991.

Within the framework; and in line with the principles laid
down in the working document, representatives of interna-
tional societies involved in veterinary specialization met as
a liaison committee. This committee consisted of two repre-
sentatives each from the European Society of Veterinary
Dermatology, the European Society of Veterinary Internal
Medicine, the European Society of Veterinary Ophthal-
mologists, the European College of Veterinary Surgeons,
and the European Association of Veterinary Diagnostic
Imaging. The liaison committee succeeded in harmonizing
the proposals of the respective organizations for trans-
national specialization and developed broadly similar

concepts for a constitution, bylaws, and interim regulations
for the recognition and training of specialists. In February
1992, the ACVT unanimously accepted their Report
and Recommendations for the Transnational Organisation of
Veterinary Specialisation, which laid down a structure for
the organization of veterinary specialization in Europe. The
report emphasized the need for a clear distinction between a
specialist qualification and a particular expertise, and there
was agreement on the fact that veterinary specialist
qualifications could be based only upon a substantial and
measurable amount of training.

The structure laid down in the report included the formation
of a Coordinating Committee for Veterinary Specialisation
(CCVS), consisting largely of ACVT members, and a Board
of Veterinary Specialisation consisting of representatives
from all the recognized European specialist colleges.

A symposium on veterinary specialization in Europe,
organized with the help of the EAVS, was held in
Luxembourg in May 1993. At this meeting an interim
Board of Veterinary Specialisation was set up to coordinate
specialization in Europe, since the European colleges then
being formed needed an independent body to which
they could report. This provided a voluntary structure,
which could be converted into a legal structure, which
in turn could be converted into a legal framework if
the European Commission agreed, at a later stage, to
introduce a directive to incorporate the Report and
Recommendations for the Transnational Organisation of
Veterinary Specialisation. The liaison committee, comprising
two members from each of the colleges (or societies, where
the colleges were not yet fully established), voted to become
the interim Board of Veterinary Specialisation in May 1993,
since it was agreed that the liaison committee fulfilled the
criteria for such a body. It was recognized that the colleges
required a governing body to enable them to develop
further, since founding diplomates were already being
appointed and qualifying examinations were starting to be
held. In April 1994, the European Board of Veterinary
Specialisation (EBVS) met to discuss its constitution and
bylaws. The plan created was that member colleges would
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first get provisional recognition and would be given five
years to comply with the necessary criteria to become full
members of the EBVS. The constitution and bylaws con-
tained a set of articles that would become effective should
the European Commission decide to install the CCVS.

THE EUROPEAN BOARD OF VETERINARY
SPECIALISATION (EBVS)
Since the European Commission never implemented the
recommendations of the ACVT on veterinary training, the
veterinary profession itself took the initiative to implement
a system for veterinary specialization. The EBVS was
officially registered in 1996 as a non-profit organization
at the Chamber of Commerce of Utrecht, The Netherlands.
The EBVS and the colleges are now fully operational, but
the proposed supervising body, the CCVT, is still lacking.
Initially in 1991 there were five European colleges, but this
number had increased to 21 by 2005 (Table 1). During this
period there was a notable increase in the number of
veterinary specialists in Europe (see Figure 1). A distinction
should be made between European societies or associa-
tions covering a specific field of veterinary medicine and
the European colleges. The societies or associations are
interest groups open to anyone interested and are quite
distinct from the colleges, which are open only to proven

specialists in their discipline with established credentials.
The continuing lack of formal support from the EC for
veterinary specialist training has not prevented a rapid
growth of veterinary specialization in Europe, as is evident

Table 1: Colleges recognised by the European Board of Veterinary Specialisation

Abbreviation College Number of Diplomates*

ECAMS European College of Avian Medicine and Surgery 24

ECAR European College of Animal Reproduction 168

ECBHM European College of Bovine Health Management 3

ECEIM European College of Equine Internal Medicine 40

ECLAM European College of Laboratory Animal Medicine 74

ECPHM European College of Porcine Health Management 1

ECVA European College of Veterinary Anaesthesiology 74

ECVBM–CA European College of Veterinary Behavioural Medicine—Companion Animals 6

ECVCN European College of Veterinary Comparative Nutrition 33

ECVD European College of Veterinary Dermatology 47

ECVDI European College of Veterinary Diagnostic Imaging 62

ECVIM–CA European College of Veterinary Internal Medicine—Companion Animals 142

ECVN European College of Veterinary Neurology 58

ECVO European College of Veterinary Ophthalmology 41

ECVP European College of Veterinary Pathology 263

ECVPH European College of Veterinary Public Health 216

ECVPT European College of Veterinary Pharmacolgy and Toxicology 53

ECVS European College of Veterinary Surgery 21

EVDC European Veterinary Dentistry College 20

EVPC European Veterinary Parasitology College 19

*As of 2005.

Figure 1: Growth in the number of veterinary
specialists in Europe
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from the current memberships of the specialist colleges
(Table 1).

The EBVS has constitutional members and observers.
The members are the specialist colleges, and each college
recognized by the EBVS has the right to appoint
one representative and one alternate representative. The
observers are the ACVT, the European Association of
Establishments for Veterinary Education (EAEVE), and the
FVE. Each of these organizations has the right to appoint
one representative. The members of the board elect an
executive committee consisting of a president, the past
president, a vice-president, a secretary, and a treasurer. Each
member of the executive committee must be re-elected
every year. The maximum term of office of the treasurer and
secretary is six years, and the maximum term of office of the
president and vice-president is two years. A candidate for
president should have been a member of the executive
committee for at least two years.

The objectives of the EBVS are to (1) define guidelines for
the recognition and registration of specialists in areas of
veterinary medicine in Europe; (2) recognize and monitor
Veterinary Specialty Colleges in Europe; (3) award the title
‘‘European Veterinary Specialist in [name of specialty]’’
to veterinary specialists who meet the board’s criteria;
(4) maintain a register of specialists recognized by the board;
and (5) provide information on specialization in veterinary
medicine in Europe to authorities, private organizations,
veterinarians, and owners of animals.

THE EUROPEAN COLLEGES
The following criteria must be fulfilled before a new college
can be recognized by the EBVS: the college must (1) ensure
improved veterinary services; (2) fill a clear and demon-
strable need; (3) have a sufficient body of potential
diplomates; (4) cover a distinct and identifiable specialty
supported by scientific knowledge; (5) have clearly stated
standards for admission to membership; (6) have an
approved residency training program supervised by a
European Veterinary Specialist; and (7) have an alternative
training route that is equivalent to the residency training
program. EBVS recognizes only scientific, evidence-based
veterinary medicine that complies with animal-welfare
legislation. EBVS further defines that having a distinct and
identifiable specialty supported by scientific knowledge
excludes, by definition, specialties in the fields of supple-
mentary, complementary, and alternative medicine for
which there appears insufficient evidence for clinical
effectiveness. Within EBVS’s definitions such fields include
veterinary homeopathy, chiropractic, and acupuncture.
Specialists or colleges that practice or support implausible
treatment modalities with no proof of effectiveness run the
risk of withdrawal of their specialist status. Colleges that
can be recognized by EBVS can be discipline, organ, or
species oriented. Table 1 lists all colleges recognized by
EBVS and the respective numbers of specialist in these
colleges (as of 2005).

In general the constitution and bylaws of each of the
European colleges are very similar; most include the
following objectives: (1) to establish guidelines for post-
graduate training and experience prerequisite to become a
specialist; (2) to examine and certify veterinarians as

specialists; and (3) to encourage research and dissemination
of knowledge. To be members of a college, diplomates must
(1) have a satisfactory moral and ethical standing in the
profession; (2) have passed the certifying/examination
procedure; (3) keep records of their work; (4) spend at
least 20 hours per week working in their specialty; (5) be
active in the college; and (6) attend annual general meetings.
The board or the executive committee of a college is
responsible to approve all business and policies to do with
the college. The composition of these boards should include
a president, a vice-president, a treasurer, a secretary, and
two members of the college.

An education committee for each college is responsible for
setting and approving the criteria for training. The standard
program should consist of four years’ post-graduate
training. In the clinical specialties, this period includes a
one- to 1.5-year rotating internship followed by a 2.5- to
three-year residency program under the direct supervision
of a diplomate in the specialty. Alternative routes
are possible. A credentials committee should evaluate
and approve the credentials of candidates before
they enter a training program and evaluate whether the
prerequisites for examination have been met before
examination. The examination committee organizes and
conducts the examination process. The fiscal committee
controls the finances of the college. There is an agreed
format and time frame for appeal, for example, against
denial of approval of the training program or adequacy
of credentials.

FURTHER ATTEMPTS TO CREATE A SUPERVISING BODY
Following the dissolution of the ACVT, the EBVS has
continued to promote the concept of a Coordinating
Committee for Veterinary Specialisation (CCVS) and has
sought contact with other veterinary professional organiza-
tions to accomplish this goal. One of the tasks of the
coordinating committee would have been to act as a liaison
between the veterinary profession and the European
Commission and to arrange the legal protection of veter-
inary specialist titles. This would have smoothed the
process considerably. Despite the fact that there is no legal
protection of the specialist title and the EBVS has no
monopoly on specialization, it is important to realize that
the competent authority of an EU country cannot discrimi-
nate against other EU nationals if they have a specialist
qualification that is of equal or even higher standards than
their own. The fact that EBVS specialist titles are at the
highest achievable level (as currently defined) means that
every EU country must accept these titles. On a number of
occasions a diplomate from one of the European colleges
has successfully appealed a decision by the competent
national authority that a diplomate title from one of the
European colleges could not be used in that country.

In June 2002, an EBVS task force met with representatives of
the FVE and the Union of European Veterinary Practitioners
(UEVP) in order to (1) investigate possibilities within the
existing structure to accommodate advanced training
geared toward increasing the quality of veterinary care in
Europe (in particular, to define the difference between
species-related diplomates and competent practitioner
qualifications); and (2) look at where national
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qualifications might interact in this process. At this meeting,
the possibility of an advanced or competent practitioner
qualification for a target species or discipline was discussed,
further strengthening the need for a coordinating
committee.

The remit of the CCVS, as previously outlined by the ACVT,
was updated by the task force in June 2002, with the
following stated objectives: (1) to act as a link between the
specialist veterinary groups and EC bodies, in particular
the Council of Europe, the European Commission, the
European Parliament, and the Economic and Social
Committee; (2) to approve the formal recognition of
veterinary specialties within the veterinary sciences; (3) to
determine the overall qualification levels and training
requirements for clinically based post-graduate education;
and (4) to monitor and promote the structure of veterinary
services to the public at its relevant levels.

To ensure that the task force is representative of the entire
veterinary profession in Europe, and to explore a way
forward to complete the original structure for veterinary
specialization in Europe, as conceived by the ACVTover the
previous 10 years, the EBVS enlarged it to include both FVE
and EAEVE representation at its meeting in April 2003.
The presidents and vice-presidents of the EAEVE, FVE,
and EBVS agreed at their April 2003 meeting that a post-
graduate coordinating committee was needed to oversee the
whole field of veterinary post-graduate education, includ-
ing both European veterinary specialists and competent
practitioners. Although there is only one clearly defined
level of specialization, which requires about four years of
post-graduate training, it is in the consumers’ interest that
first-line practitioners be not only licensed to practice
veterinary medicine but also competent for the species
under consideration. This practitioner’s qualification could
be obtained after a period of post-graduate training but
could also be obtained at the pre-graduate level if the
veterinary curriculum is targeted at the specific field
of veterinary medicine through some form of tracking
(e.g., companion animal practice, bovine practice).
It would be the task of the post-graduate coordinating
committee to implement the proposed structure, in coopera-
tion with the FVE, EAEVE, and EBVS. Both the veterinary
schools and the specialist colleges could participate in
offering post-graduate educational programs for veterinary
practitioners, and it was considered important that agree-
ment be reached on the way the structure should be
implemented.

EUROPEAN COORDINATING COMMITTEE FOR
VETERINARY TRAINING (ECCVT)
After prolonged discussions within the EBVS, EAEVE,
and FVE, it was finally agreed in 2005, at their respective
annual meetings, to establish the European Coordinating
Committee for Veterinary Training (ECCVT). The remit
of the ECCVT is to coordinate the policies of the FVE,
EAEVE, and EBVS on veterinary pre- and post-graduate
training and to act as liaison between the veterinary
profession and relevant European and international bodies
on matters relating to veterinary post-graduate education.
Furthermore, the ECCVT will have a supervising function
over the EBVS. The first meeting of the ECCVT was held in
November 2005, and the constitution, policies and proce-
dures, and minutes of the 2005 annual general meeting of
the EBVS were approved. Apart from approving the EBVS
policy on evidence-based medicine, the ECCVT recom-
mended that all veterinary schools, national veterinary
organizations, and specialist colleges in Europe work only
with scientific and evidence-based methods.

Although it has taken nearly two decades to achieve a
framework for veterinary specialization in Europe, this is
hardly surprising given that during this time the EU and its
structure have matured and the nations within the EU have
evolved to work toward common goals and standards. The
EBVS now finally has a supervising body that can approve
procedures for the recognition of European veterinary
specialists, as originally proposed by the ACVT in 1992.
The structure of veterinary specialization in Europe now
appears to be well founded.
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