‘It’s time to call out racism in the profession’
Only 3 per cent of the veterinary profession identify themselves as coming from an ethnic minority
background. Here, Matthew Limb speaks to some individuals who have decided it is time to speak
out on racism and question the leading bodies on the action they plan to take to tackle it.

LEADERS at the RCVS and the BVA
have pledged to do more to address
racism following concerns raised
by individuals who say they have
fallen victim to discrimination in the
workplace.
They were responding to claims
made by members of the British
Veterinary Ethnicity and Diversity
Society (BVEDS) that racism from
vets, vet students and clients was
a ‘massive problem’ and that when
approached the bodies did not
provide the support needed.
Co-founders of BVEDS, a group
set up in 2016 to celebrate and
appreciate diversity within the vet
profession, Navaratnam Partheeban
and Marissa Robson, along with new
vet graduate Fabian Rivers, spoke to
Vet Record about their experiences.
They said that racism takes place
and must be exposed, and that their
colleagues should know the sort of
discrimination faced by vets from
black, Asian and minority ethnic
groups.
In a series of case studies, they
highlight: racist abuse, bigoted
attitudes and use of discriminatory
language; tutors and employers
failing to call out and combat
racism when they see it; offensive

questioning of vets’ origins; past
failure of professional bodies to
follow through on warnings; and a
lack of support for victims of racism
and ways to report racist incidents.
The situation is being compounded
by a fear of speaking up, which can
lead to damaging impacts on mental
health, confidence and wellbeing,
they argue.
Partheeban, who is senior lecturer
in livestock production at the Royal
Agricultural University, said: ‘A
lot of vets from ethnic and diverse
backgrounds, whom we support, will
not speak publicly about the issues
they face. The fear of backlash and
repercussions is very real and a risk
most will not take.’
But now is the time for action, he
said.
‘We need to publicise the issue and
we need to improve advice, guidance
and education at undergraduate
level.
‘We can’t just assume people don’t
want to try and change – we want
to give people an opportunity to
change.’
He said better systems were
needed to enable vets to report racist
incidents and to be supported when
they raised concerns.

The fear of
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repercussions
is very real
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most will not
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Since setting up BVEDS,
Partheeban and Robson have had
discussions with RCVS president
Amanda Boag and BVA junior vice
president Daniella Dos Santos.
Robson, who is a lecturer in farm
animal health and production at the
Royal (Dick) School of Veterinary
Studies in Edinburgh, says she
was ‘impressed’ with their levels of
understanding and determination to
address the problems.
Partheeban, Robson and Rivers
were all born in the UK and have one
or both parents who are from ethnic
minorities.
They say racism not only occurs in
isolated, rural areas where non-white
faces are perhaps seldom seen, but
in cities with more ethnically diverse
populations, and in both small and
larger establishments.
Partheeban described a past
incident when he was discussing
biosecurity with around 80 students,
when one was heard to say: ‘Our
version of biosecurity is having a gun
to keep the blacks out of our farm.’
He said: ‘Nobody said a thing. I
called him out afterwards and told
him it’s not right; he apologised.’
Robson told Vet Record that
she had to sometimes inform her
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colleagues that language they used
was not appropriate.
She said: ‘I have never worked
in a veterinary practice where I
didn’t have to educate someone that
“chinky” is not an appropriate word
for the Chinese takeaway.’
Since speaking to Vet Record,
Partheeban has experienced further
racism, which he chose to call out on
social media.
After writing a piece in Farmers’
Weekly on how to break down the
barriers to ethnic diversity in the
farming profession, he received a
racist letter in the post (see VR,
15 December 2018, vol 183, p 705).
He published this on Twitter to raise
awareness of racism among the
profession.
He said highlighting these issues
in Vet Record was ‘now even more
relevant to the wider discussion in
the profession.
‘I hope that this article will create
awareness of a massive problem,’ he
said.

How diverse is the vet
profession?

The RCVS does not hold current data
regarding ethnicity of vets and vet
nurses on the register.
The last time the college obtained
data on this was in 2014, for its
Survey of the Veterinary Profession.
At that time, only 3 per cent of
vets identified themselves as from an
ethnic minority.
An RCVS spokesperson said the
survey response rate – 27 per cent
– was ‘very good’ for surveys of this
type but it was still difficult to say
how much of a representative sample
it was.
In 2017, the University of Bath
published a study on the ethnic
make-up of universities.
It highlighted data from 2014/15
showing veterinary science was
94.2 per cent white, with just over
50 students coming from non-white
backgrounds.
Students from Black Caribbean,
Black African, Pakistani,
Bangladeshi, Indian and Chinese
backgrounds accounted for just
15 students, with most students of
colour coming from ‘other’ ethnic
groups not recorded in the census.
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‘NOBODY SPEAKS ABOUT IT BECAUSE THEY’RE SCARED FOR THEIR JOBS’
Navaratnam Partheeban felt he lost
his voice, and almost lost faith in the
vet profession, when he first raised
concerns with leadership bodies about
the racist treatment he had suffered.
He was about to do a calving on a farm
in Somerset when he was told he wasn’t
needed, the boss would go instead.
‘A practice partner suggested that the
farmer may have some issues with my
ethnicity,’ says Partheeban, who was
born, raised and educated in Edinburgh
to a Sri Lankan mum and Malaysian dad.
But what followed shocked him
more. He thought his practice managers
would stand up for him and fight the
discrimination but it was ‘agreed’
he wouldn’t work at the farm again.
‘It seemed that the requests of the
client were more important than the
issues I faced,’ says Partheeban.
He says he sought, but didn’t receive, advice from the RCVS and BVA.
‘It was the last straw . . . I went to the people who I thought would look after me and nobody did. I felt
very isolated . . . I had periods of depression where I felt I wasn’t good enough clinically, but actually
most of the issues did not involve my clinical work – it was because of my racial background.’
However, after a while he decided to press on, determined to get a hearing to prevent other vets
experiencing the same rejection.
In 2015 he wrote an anonymous blog. But he is now happy to be named.
Partheeban moved out of practice for a time and worked in the pharmaceutical industry.
‘I suddenly had a voice and therefore could start to talk about these issues and not really be scared
about the repercussions.’
He now works at the Royal Agricultural University, teaching students and doing clinical practice.
He has helped to set up the British Veterinary Ethnicity and Diversity Society (BVEDS) to campaign
against prejudice and support others with similar experiences.
‘I don’t want anyone younger now to go through what I did. I want them to have a support network
and for those people who don’t understand the issue to have somewhere where they can go and learn
about it.’
Partheeban says he has worked with some amazing vets, vet students and employers and some
very welcoming and friendly clients who vastly outnumber those with racist and bigoted attitudes.
But the problems are still more widespread than most people realise, he says.
‘What you find is a lot of it goes on with younger vets but nobody is going to speak about it because
they’re scared for their jobs. You just keep your head down and you just go through it.’
He says he applied for more than 100 jobs before landing one. He went to Wales to work mostly with
farm animals and was warned beforehand that ‘nobody has ever seen a black guy’ there.
It was effectively preparing him to accept being treated disrespectfully.
During his career he has found himself referred to as ‘a coloured vet’ or ‘a
foreign vet’, in ignorance of his Scottish roots.
At one Yorkshire practice, he was repeatedly asked, ‘Where are you from?’ by
a practice partner.
‘He said, “No, I mean where are you really from? . . . you don’t look like you’re
I don’t want from here . . . are you going to go back home when you’re qualified?”’
‘He was putting me down in front of other people and nobody supported
anyone
me
that day. I experienced racism at this practice which should never have
younger
happened. He made me feel like I don’t belong here.’
now to go
Having rediscovered his voice, he is determined to be heard.
through
‘I think people should call out racism when they see it, definitely. If you see
what I did
it, call it out.’
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The researchers said that although
additional factors including prior
academic attainment play a role
in determining recruitment to
courses, ‘the enormous inequalities
in the ethnic composition of key
professional degrees highlight
potentially major issues of equality
and access which still need to be
overcome’.

RCVS and BVA response

Amanda Boag said hearing about
the cases raised by BVEDS was
‘upsetting’.
‘That’s why we’re committed to
really opening a conversation on
this,’ the RCVS president told Vet
Record.
‘I think even one incident is too
many. My experience is as a white
woman. Certainly I think it’s hugely
important whenever we’re talking
about diversity that we listen to
people from a variety of different
backgrounds because we don’t see,
and we don’t all experience, the same
thing.’
Boag said the RCVS would shortly
be confirming the membership and
terms of reference for a new diversity
working group which would then set
out priority actions.
‘I think at this point it’s too early
to say how widespread it [racism] is.
Whatever the extent is, it’s too much.
‘There’s no one single action that
any organisation can take that is
suddenly going to address all of
the issues related to diversity, but
the college has a very important
leadership role in getting that
conversation started.’
She said the working group would
include representatives from BVEDS
and one of the first steps would be to
gather data.
As to claims the college had
ignored or failed to follow through on
previous warnings or complaints of
racism in the profession, Boag said
she did not think these had been
lodged through formal processes.
But, she said: ‘Certainly we
would apologise at any point where
someone feels the college didn’t get
back to them.’
Boag said as part of her
commitment the college would be
looking closely at how few black

‘IT’S COMPLETELY EXHAUSTING TO DEAL WITH DISCRIMINATION’
Marissa Robson says her first month
at vet school ‘set the tone’ for how she
should expect racism to be handled by
the profession.
Her tutorial group, which was made
up of about 10 other, white students,
was given a paper to review on
neutering-versus-culling of street dogs.
‘A popular student directly opposite
me says, “I think we should just cull
Chinese people instead”,’ she recalls.
‘I couldn’t believe it . . . how can he
think that is not a really offensive thing
to say, let alone with a person of southeast Asian heritage in the room.’
Marissa was born in Epsom, Surrey –
her mum is from Thailand and her dad
from Northumberland.
Marissa told the student he had said a
stupid thing, but he and ‘everyone in the
room ignored what had just happened’.
She said the incident made her feel she would have to keep her head down because of the lack of
support.
‘I talk to black and ethnic minority vet students now, and they do find that example extreme, but
they aren’t shocked by it.
‘Students are still putting up with racist or macro- and microaggressions from fellow students. And
like me at that time, they don’t feel they can call it out. There is a hesitation that the repercussions are
just not worth the risk.’
She says universities need members of staff who actively engage and promote anti-racism.
‘Experiencing racism is bad enough but having to explain why something was racist to a member
of staff can be just as traumatising. You have to build confidence that situations like this will be dealt
with appropriately.’
Marissa entered Edinburgh vet school after getting a degree in animal physiology at York university.
She went into farm vetting and says that her experiences of racism have had a ‘pivotal’ impact on her.
On work experience she heard staff and clients using racist language, which was not confronted
and challenged by other staff.
‘People frequently asked if I had ever eaten dog. I didn’t feel I was able to make any objections
without jeopardising my placement or reference.’
She says she had to ‘call out’ a practice manager for using the word ‘paki’ and raised the issue at a
practice meeting. This was met with ‘contempt’ and denials and she was threatened with disciplinary
action which she says she thwarted because she knew her employment rights.
On a separate occasion, during an interview at another workplace, she interrupted a client telling a
racist joke. A practice partner apologised and told her how well she handled the client.
‘We discussed why it is better to “nip any racism in the bud” straight away rather than be silent,
otherwise you set the precedent that it is OK to say that stuff around you, that you agree with them.
‘At the start of my career I was determined to prove myself as a female farm vet and 10 years on I feel I
have done so, but I am still struggling to find race-inclusive work environments.’
She says that as white vets are in the overwhelming majority, those who can
instigate positive action are inevitably most likely to be white, but this should
not deter them.
Marissa says those who have experienced poor treatment have solutions to
People
the problem.
‘Yet no-one has ever tried to gather opinion from people who are subjected to
frequently
this treatment as to how we would like to be treated and situations to be dealt with. asked if I
‘It’s mentally and emotionally completely exhausting to deal with
had ever
discrimination. Being a vet is so much easier. The backlash that can happen can
eaten dog
blindside you from nowhere.’
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‘I WAS TOLD TO BE REALISTIC ABOUT MY FUTURE’
Fabian Rivers wanted to be a vet from
a young age but even at around 12
was being asked whether he had the
‘look’ of a ‘typical’ vet.
‘One of my careers advisers said
I had to be “realistic” about what I
wanted to do in future and how hard it
was going to be,’ he says.
‘I remember thinking, what was this
angle about? Especially as I had the
grades and there was no indication
that I wouldn’t be able to achieve the
lofty heights of being a vet.’
Only later did it really become clear
what actually was going on.
Fabian describes himself as
philosophical and tolerant, having
inherited ‘mixed’ European and
Caribbean/Asian ethnicities – part
Indian, Cuban and Jamaican but also
part Scottish and Dutch.
But his tolerance has been tested to the limits many times during his career as a vet because of
racist comments, negative stereotyping and misplaced assumptions.
Fabian works at a practice in Birmingham, the city in which he grew up, and feels ‘lucky’ to be in
a line of work he loves. He achieved his goal after training in the Czech Republic and specialised in
exotic species’ research and practice.
He is known on social media, where he talks and writes frequently about his work and
experiences, as ‘DreadyVet’ on account of his dreadlocks.
He told Vet Record: ‘In vet clinics and as a student, I’ve had my hair style referred to in the same
light as a cat having mats.
‘A cat has mats because it has long fur and has got dirt stuck in it because it hasn’t been
groomed or hasn’t groomed itself. Being referred to like something dirty is difficult to deal with.’
He says some people assume automatically from his appearance that he must be a big fan of
West Indian music genres but this is a ‘wild assumption to make as far as I’m concerned’.
He says he has also been told, within vet circles, that ‘you don’t really act like a black person’.
‘My reaction now is, what do you mean by acting black? What do you expect of black people – to
not be able to be vets?’
Once, when he was at a conference workshop discussing with other delegates how to close a
wound on a cat that happened to be black, someone made a reference to the Black Lives Matter
protest movement ‘and how in the USA they don’t care which black animals they shoot’.
‘I felt very uncomfortable, because, deep down, I was aware that if I hadn’t been present, that
type of “joke” would have continued on unchallenged.’
He says it is hard not to be worn down by constant negativity.
‘It feels like somebody poking you with a very sharp stick and then when you say “can you
stop?”, they say “it’s only a stick”. That’s how it feels.
‘I almost feel I have to withdraw from saying something because I don’t want to be that person
who is continually telling people that I find the way they approach certain
issues or topics really objectionable.’
Fabian continues: ‘Somehow, from being the victim and challenging
someone, you are now seen as the aggressor. You are the person who’s
I’ve been
disrupted the peace over an “innocent” comment. That’s frustrating. It doesn’t
have to be intentional for it still to be racist.’
told ‘you
don’t really He says the profession should be doing more at a university level to
acknowledge the challenges people face before admission to vet school.
act like
‘I think that’s the hardest thing to put into place. For people with a
a black
multifactorial background – whether it is gender, ethnicity, finance or
person’
disability – the level playing field is just not there,’ he says.
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and ethnic minority people join the
profession in the first place.
She said it was also vitally
important that, once people had
joined the profession, everyone
behaved professionally and did not
practise discrimination.
Everybody, regardless of their
background, must have the
opportunity to fulfil their potential,
she added.
BVA junior vice president Daniella
Dos Santos, who was born in London
to Portuguese parents, said: ‘We are
keen to work very closely with BVEDS
to ensure that no-one has to go
through all the horrible things these
individuals have in the workplace
and bring it to the forefront of the vet
profession that it’s not acceptable
that it’s still happening in today’s day
and age.
‘I told them I was so sorry that they
were not provided with the support
they needed and were entitled to
and we are working to improve the
support available out there.
‘Our legal helpline is not just there
for contractual disputes, it is also
there for advice on discrimination
and things like that and I feel we
need to make that clearer.’
Dos Santos admitted she was
surprised by ‘how horrendous some
of the stories are’.
‘All members of our profession are
very much valued and it shouldn’t
come down to any ethnicity; it
shouldn’t be a factor.
‘I’m very keen to make our
profession a more diverse and
inclusive one. First of all, we need
to give vets a safe place to talk
about their experiences, and we
need to call out the profession on
unacceptable behaviour – that is
absolutely necessary.
‘We also need to start openly
talking about these situations,
which should not be happening,
in a safe environment,’ Dos Santos
added.
‘I’m very determined that in my
three years [as a BVA officer] the
profession becomes a safer, more
supportive profession, where
discrimination does not exist and
when it does exist the people who
are facing it are well supported to
call it out.’

Veterinary Record: first published as 10.1136/vr.l276 on 17 January 2019. Downloaded from http://veterinaryrecord.bmj.com/ on 17 January 2019 by guest. Protected by copyright.

FEATURE

•

19 January 2019 | VET RECORD

16/01/2019 15:23

