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Homeopathic
veterinary medicine
SIR, – On August 20, The Veterinary
Record published a studiously neutral
review of homeopathy in veterinary prac-
tice (Hektoen 2005). Ironically, only a
week later The Lancet dared to reach a
conclusion on the subject (in human
medicine): ‘Surely the time has passed for
selective analyses, biased reports, or fur-
ther investment in research to perpetuate
the . . . debate. Now doctors need to be
bold and honest with their patients about
homoeopathy’s lack of benefit . . .’
(Editorial, August 27).

Attempts to achieve even-handedness
often lead to disproportionate credibility
being accorded to the weaker side, and
this is evident in Dr Hektoen’s paper.
Despite acknowledging that homeopathy
is not rational, she appears to accept the
homeopaths’ glib explanations of simi-
lars and potentisation, and to suggest we
look favourably on the practice based
solely on ‘the public interest and the pos-
itive experience that clients and thera-
pists clearly indicate having’. What about
the experiences of the animals?, one
might ask.

The lengthy reference list mainly cites
proponent publications, omitting the

papers describing credible controlled tri-
als of homeopathy in veterinary patients,
all four of which report no difference
between treated and control groups
(Taylor and others 1989, Scott and others
2002, de Verdier and others 2003, Holmes
and others 2005). The third of these con-
cludes, ‘In the European Union this
implies a considerable risk for animal wel-
fare, since in some countries priority is
given to homeopathic treatments in
organic farming.’

Also omitted was an examination of
homeopathic provings, which were erro-
neously stated to involve giving ‘material
doses of the substance . . . to healthy indi-
viduals’, when in fact these are performed
with the same extreme dilutions used for
treatment. The process often lacks control
subjects and is never properly blinded,
with much of the output relating to emo-
tional and psychological matters. The
extrapolation of these subjective experi-
ences to animal patients is a paradox of
veterinary homeopathy, as remedies are
never proved on animals.

Essentially, homeopathy is a narrative
exercise. An extensive repertoire of expla-
nations has been developed, with any-
thing that might happen following the
administration of a remedy (including
deterioration) being covered in terms of
the remedy ‘working’. Inevitably, positive

perceptions are reported, as almost any
experience is capable of being interpreted
as positive.

This review invokes special pleading
for an admittedly non-scientific method
based on the fact that some very vocal and
enthusiastic people seem to like it,
together with an exaggerated view of the
value of the placebo effect. In human
medicine, a positive change in the attitude
of the patient may arguably be a genuine
benefit. However, what benefit can it be to
an animal to apply rose-coloured specta-
cles to its owner? 

Is it not now time to join with The
Lancet in calling for an end to the ‘politi-
cally correct laissez faire attitude’, and
remember that we are a scientific profes-
sion, concerned with objective benefits for
our patients, rather than with popularity
and turf protection? 

Simon Baker, Chevers Pawn Veterinary
Centre, Rookery Road, Blackmore,
Ingatestone, Essex CM4 0LE

Christopher Booth, Niall Taylor,
Orchard Veterinary Group, Wirral Park
Road, Glastonbury, Somerset BA6 9XE

Alex Gough, Downs Referrals, 59 Great
Brockeridge, Westbury on Trym, Bristol
BS9 3UA

Morag Kerr, 6 Corfe Close, Southwater,
Horsham, West Sussex RH13 9XL
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SIR, – In the August 20 issue of The
Veterinary Record (vol 157, pp 224-229),
Dr Hektoen has provided an eloquent pas
de deux with homeopathy, yet has also
managed to avoid some rather sobering
facts. Unless 200 years of science is wrong,
homeopathy does not, and cannot, work.
When compared with placebo, there is no
single disease that responds better to
homeopathic treatment and no single
homeopathic drug that is significantly
more effective (Ernst 2002, Shang and
others 2005).

However, science and fact do not
appear to have anything to do with homeo-
pathy. Thus, the only real question is not
why homeopathy may appear to work;
rather, why anyone thinks that it does
work.As such, more studies, better studies,
and so on, are utterly pointless, unless the
subject would be of interest to psycholo-
gists. The time has passed for more clini-
cal research to perpetuate the homeopathy
charade. Putting a nonsensical, prescien-
tific fantasy about powerful medical effects
obtained from endless dilutions on equal
footing with scientific medicine creates a
greater threat to sound veterinary care than
does ignoring such a fantasy entirely.

Happily, there are signs of enlighten-
ment about homeopathy. In 2000, the 
UK Parliamentary Select Committee on
Science and Technology issued a report on
‘complementary and alternative’ medicine,
recommending, ‘any therapy that makes
specific claims for being able to treat spe-
cific conditions should have evidence for
being able to do this above and beyond the
placebo effect’. In 2005, after a five-year
trial, the Swiss government withdrew
insurance coverage for homeopathy.
Recently, the European Board of Veterinary
Specialisation (EBVS) has changed its
bylaws to include the statement that the
EBVS only recognises scientific, evidence-
based veterinary medicine that complies
with animal welfare legislation. Specialists
or colleges who practise or support
implausible treatment modalities with no

proof of effectiveness run the risk of with-
drawal of their specialist status. No credit
points can be granted for education or
training in these so-called supplementary,
complementary and alternative treatment
modalities. Homeopathy does not fulfil the
requirements for scientific evidence-based
veterinary medicine and is not an accept-
able treatment modality according to the
EBVS standards. Swedish veterinarians are
not allowed to practise homeopathy and
the Dutch are soon likely to withdraw their
recognition of veterinary homeopaths.

Science has never been the point of
homeopathy. That is why it is impossible
to make a science-based argument to
refute it to true believers. Homeopathic
dogma and its kindred delusions (to para-
phrase Oliver Wendell Holmes) appeal 
to the taste of the consumer, and such
dogma is not swayed by scientific facts.
Veterinarians, and veterinary organisa-
tions, need to be forthright and truthful
with their clients about the lack of benefit
of homeopathy. If veterinary medicine
sometimes fails to address the individual
needs of some clients for personal atten-
tion, then it needs to address that failing.
That, however, is another subject entirely.

David Ramey, Ramey Equine, PO Box
9114, Calabasas, CA 91372, USA

Arnold Goldman, Canton Animal
Hospital, LLC, 198 Albany Turnpike,
PO Box 987, Canton, CT 06019-0897, USA

Moe Milstein, Blueridge-Cove Animal
Hospital, 165 Riverside Drive, North
Vancouver, BC, V7H 1T6, Canada
David Haas, Lihue Veterinary Hospital,
3113 Oihana Street, Lihue, Kauai,
HI 96766, USA

Howard C. Robinson, Westcoats Farm,
Stanhill, Charlwood, Horley, Surrey RH6 0ES

Paul R. Plante, 10460 NW 37th Terrace,
Doral, FL 33178, USA

J. T. Lumeij, Faculty of Veterinary
Medicine, Utrecht University, Yalelaan 8,
3584 CM Utrecht, The Netherlands
Mike Graper, Cornerstone Equine
Services, 2680 Kennedy Road,
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Robert Imrie, 448 NE Ravenna Blvd,
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Valerie Devaney, PO Box 818, Norco,
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Silvan Urfer, Institute of Animal
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CH-3001 Berne, Switzerland 
Philip J. Johnson, College of Veterinary
Medicine, University of Missouri, W-203
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Rosalind Dalefield, 
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Paula Yankauskas, Lamoille Valley
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David H. Jaggar, 5139 Sugar Loaf Road,
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Dr Hektoen replies: Homeopathy has
existed for about 200 years. It has survived
through several periods of popularity and
decline, but has always had the ability to
provoke. Due to the implausibility that
the highly diluted homeopathic remedies
have any specific effects, as well as the lack
of documentation of clinical effects in the
treatment of human or animal disease,
this is understandable and no surprise. It
may be such a provocation that leads
Baker and colleagues and Ramey and col-
leagues into describing my stands and
attitudes towards homeopathy in ways
that I do not recognise, and that I do not
think can be supported by what I have
written in the paper (Hektoen 2005).

First, I do not accept the homeopathic
principles of similars and potentisation.
The description of these principles is
included as background information, and
I assume that the readers of The
Veterinary Record are able to assess the
scientific limitations of these principles
themselves. Secondly, I would like to
point out that the paper is not a system-
atic review trying to evaluate the evidence
base regarding efficacy of homeopathic
remedies. Therefore, no specific clinical
trials are mentioned in the text, and thus
none is omitted, not consciously and not
unconsciously. However, the most impor-
tant systematic reviews and meta-analy-
ses that were available at the time the
paper was written are referred to in the
text. These were included to illustrate the
status and amount of clinical research in
this field, as well as the controversy of
their conclusions (see, for example, Ernst
2002).

However, even if I agree with the
‘implausibility of homeopathy’, I do still
think that it is justified to take an interest
in this phenomenon. I also find it possible
and justified to do research in this field,
even when rejecting the homeopathic
principles (although I am fully aware that
there are many different views on this
question as well). What makes the utilisa-
tion of homeopathy an interesting phe-
nomenon from my point of view is the
clash between the ‘unexplainable and
unbelievable homeopathic theory’ and 
the numerous patients (or in veterinary
medicine their owners) who utilise home-
opathic remedies and apparently experi-
ence positive effects. These effects may be
mediated by other mechanisms than spe-
cific effects of the remedies as such, but
may still be valuable. Some of the ques-
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tions raised are: Why do patients/owners
choose a therapy that most medical doc-
tors or veterinarians oppose? What moti-
vates their decisions? Are they ‘fooled’, and
if they are, by whom? How are these seem-
ingly positive experiences mediated, and
what implications does the utilisation of
homeopathic remedies have for animal
health and welfare? 

A couple of years ago I interviewed a
group of dairy farmers using homeo-
pathic remedies as a part of their herd
health management (Hektoen 2004). I
did this in order to improve the under-
standing of the question ‘Why and how
do dairy farmers use homeopathy?’.
Positive experiences from treatment of
personal health problems, desire to
reduce the use of antibacterial drugs,
personal involvement in herd health
management and the desire to find alter-
natives when conventional veterinary
medicine had no good solutions to offer
were some of the factors motivating this
use. Looking at health and production
parameters, the only difference between
these herds and control herds in which
homeopathy was not used was a signifi-
cantly lower use of antibacterial drugs in
the herds using homeopathy. There were
no obvious indications of negative
implications for animal health or wel-
fare. This does, of course, not demon-
strate that the homeopathic remedies
have any specific effects (most likely
these results reflect a high clinical cure
rate in cases of clinical mastitis).
However, it demonstrates that these
farmers are able to fulfil their aims of
producing high-quality milk and reduc-
ing the utilisation of antibacterial drugs
through the use of homeopathic reme-
dies. This was a very important aim for
them, and even though I am not able to
support the homeopathic principles, I
am able to understand that the farmers
appreciate this as a good result.

These same farmers also provided an
interesting perspective in relation to the
statement: ‘Now doctors need to be bold
and honest with their patients about
homoeopathy’s lack of benefit’, quoted
by Baker and others. These farmers all
knew that homeopathic remedies are
highly diluted, and they all found it hard
to understand that these remedies could
have any effect in disease treatment.
However, the lack of understanding and
documentation of effect was not impor-
tant to them. They valued personal expe-
rience far more highly than scientific
evidence or the opposition to homeopa-
thy encountered within the veterinary
profession. Therefore, I doubt that
homeopathy will ‘disappear’ no matter
how much the medical or veterinary
professions dislike it or argue against it,
and I doubt that studies like the one of
Shang and others (2005) will end the
discussion or the use of homeopathy.
How we as veterinarians should relate to
homeopathy is not basically a question
of whether we should include an ‘unsci-

entific discipline’ into our repertoire,
legally allowed or not. It is more a ques-
tion of how to relate to the owners who
are using homeopathy for their animals.
In my opinion it will probably be more
beneficial for animal health and welfare
to conduct an open dialogue than to dis-
play a completely critical attitude, also in
the face of disagreement. The back-
ground for this is basically that it will
reduce the risk that the owners will not
also seek advice from conventional vet-
erinary medicine. This is especially
important in severe cases.

For me, the utilisation of homeopa-
thy is an excellent example of the fact
that veterinary medicine and decision-
making in issues related to animal health
and welfare in general is much more
than medical interventions and their
specific effects. The interest in homeo-
pathic treatment among farmers and pet
owners is in many ways a reflection of
the inadequacy of conventional veteri-
nary medicine to take into account their
experiences, aims and personal motiva-
tions, and thus an inability to solve their
problems. Dialogue does not automati-
cally imply acceptance, but in the same
way that patient-centred medicine may
provide benefits within human medi-
cine, a more client-centred medicine
may provide benefits within veterinary
medicine, also for the animals (see, for
example, Shaw and others 2004).
Studying the ‘unscientific utilisation of
homeopathy’ has taught me a lot about
farmers, their decision-making processes
and also a lot about myself and the lim-
itations of what I provide as a tradi-
tional, conventional veterinarian. This
knowledge is relevant far beyond the
question of specific effects of homeo-
pathic remedies.

Lisbeth Hektoen, Department 
of Production Animal Clinical 
Sciences, Norwegian School of
Veterinary Science, PO Box 8146 Dep,
0033 Oslo, Norway
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