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SPEECH  
 

It is a great pleasure for me to be here today to address 

such a distinguished audience on this momentous 

occasion. 

Let me start, if I may, with a quote.  In 1933 talking about 

the history of the veterinary profession in Canada, CA 

Mitchel wrote: 

"One of the most important factors in the life of a 

profession is the history and tradition that surround 

it.   

In fact the esteem with which a profession regards 

its traditions is a fairly reliable index of the progress 

made." 
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Standing here today, in such splendid surroundings, in a 

building steeped in history and tradition, to celebrate a 

profession itself steeped in history and tradition – it is 

clear that 250 years on from its official founding, the 

veterinary profession has indeed made indelible progress 

which has helped shape our world.   

I have just arrived from a meeting of Agriculture Ministers 

in Brussels, where we discussed dioxins in Germany; the 

Commission's recent communication on bee health; and 

also African Swine Fever in Russia.  

This serves as a snapshot of the sort of issues that may 

emerge each and every month – relating to food safety, 

food security and animal health… 

…all of which underline the importance of the veterinary 

profession, and the high profile matters that your 

profession deals with every day.   

We have 250 vets working within the services of the 

European Commission. There are around 200,000 vets 

working across Europe.   

That's 200,000 vets playing a diverse, often unseen role, 

with many safeguarding the food chain, from farm to fork, 

for over 500 million people.   
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There are further 6.5 billion people on this planet, in this 

increasingly interconnected world, with people and 

animals moving in ever greater volume and with ever 

greater frequency.   

Animal diseases do not respect borders.  It is therefore 

essential that we work at an international level, looking 

for international solutions and working with partners such 

as the OIE, WHO, and FAO.   

It is thus, of great satisfaction to me to  see colleagues 

from these core organisations here today.  

The EU One Health campaign, which I trust many of you 

will be familiar with, emphasises the interconnected 

nature of animal and human health.   

Even if the root of "one health" can be found in 

Bourgelat's visionary founding principles 250 years ago, 

at a time when he was much criticised for recommending 

human clinical training for the veterinary curriculum, I am 

not sure that even he could have foreseen the incredibly 

diverse role that veterinarians would go on to play today. 
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In private practice, on farms, in public administration, 

veterinarians play a vital role in society.  We face a range 

of challenges – environmental, social, financial – 

challenges which the veterinary profession has not 

created but is, nevertheless called on to play its part 

towards providing answers.  

For example – climate change, the increased price of 

food and energy, access to water, increased migration, 

the increasing world population and constrained 

resources for tackling animal diseases…  These are 

common problems which call for common solutions.  

It was "common problems requiring common solutions" 

that was one of the imperatives for the development of 

the European single market.   

Gradually, through necessity, a fragmented national 

approach to tackling animal diseases was replaced by 

harmonised rules, bringing with it a host of benefits – not 

least the enhanced ability to eradicate diseases, and also 

to ensure animal welfare – an issue of huge importance 

to EU citizens.   
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Within the EU we have had to act to address issues for 

social, political and economic reasons, to embed ethical 

and moral issues like animal welfare into how we make 

policy – not just on animal health but across the whole of 

EU policy.        

And within the EU, vets have been at the forefront 

dealing with BSE, Foot-and-mouth disease, avian 

influenza – events which led us to redefine our strategy 

for animal health and animal welfare, looking more 

towards policies based on prevention in preference to 

cure.   

Yes, we have suffered crises within the EU.  I would like 

to be able to stand here today and promise you there will 

be no more.  But, of course, I cannot.  

However our measure of success (or failure) should not 

however be the number of crises that we suffer.  Our 

measure of success should be our ability to act quickly, 

decisively and effectively in the face of such crises.   

By being prepared, by working together, we can 

progressively improve.  In May this year, as part of the 

EU Veterinary Week, we will hold a conference to look at 

that very issue – emergency preparedness.   
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One of the key features of the EU Animal Health Strategy 

is a fundamental review of the animal health law which 

will provide a single clear regulatory framework – and 

which will enable us to build on the successes of the EU 

harmonised model.   

As Commissioner for Health and Consumers, I want to 

make European citizens healthier, safer and more 

confident.   

Events like this, and throughout Vet Year, promoting 

public awareness, are valuable opportunities to show, as 

a profession, that veterinarians are essential towards 

achieving these goals. 

Of course with our desire to facilitate healthier, safer and 

more confident consumers, we must acknowledge the 

obligations we have towards the animals that provide our 

food. 

Vets play a vital role in ensuring a better understanding of 

animal welfare, and the positive value it can bestow.   
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This is why animal welfare education forms a key 

component of the new EU animal welfare strategy.  This 

is a subject on which the Commission has already held 

its first conference and sees as vital for the future 

acceptance of higher welfare standards, not only within 

the EU but throughout the world.  

More generally, the value of education, skills and training 

is vital to the constant development of the veterinary 

profession.   

Education, Research & Development, constant 

innovation, investment in skills and training are central 

tenets of the EU's strategy for growth within its 

Europe2020 strategy. 

Vets play a much wider role than is generally recognised 

by wider society – from the inspector at Charles de 

Gaulle airport checking imports; the vet vaccinating 

against bluetongue; the vet in the armed forces helping 

with development projects abroad; to the local vet 

performing surgery on a family pet.   

***************************************************************** 
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As I have said, the European Commission attaches a 

great deal of importance to the veterinary profession not 

least because of the many important challenges it will 

have to meet in the years and decades to come.   

The profession has come a long way in 250 years.   

Best Wishes for the next 250 years.  

It is a great honour to declare World Veterinary Year 

2011 open. 

Thank you. 
End 
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