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O n October 10, the Alabama
State Board of Veterinary

Medical Examiners (ASBVME) will
vote on an administrative rule that
would prevent anyone who is not a
licensed veterinarian from hiring vet-
erinarians to conduct spay or neuter
surgeries at non-profit and low-cost
clinics. The four spay/neuter clinics
currently operating in Alabama will
be shut down if the board passes
Rule No. 930-X-1-39. Before voting,
the ASBVME will hold a public hear-
ing in Montgomery, at which time
the public may offer written and oral
comments.

A series of controversial events
preceded this latest move by the
ASBVME. In June of 2011, the board
sent a “cease and desist” letter to the
Alabama Spay/Neuter Clinic in
Irondale, claiming that the clinic was
in violation of the state’s Veterinary
Practice Act, which stipulates that a
licensed vet must own the clinic.
Although the clinic was owned by a
licensed veterinarian, Dr. William
Weber, once executive director Mark
Nelson and staff moved operations
to a leased building, the ASBVME
insisted that the structure itself must

be owned by a licensed vet. After
much public outcry, Alabama
Spay/Neuter continued to operate. 

Alabama House Bill 156 (HB
156), also known as the “Spay-
Neuter Clinic Protection Bill” and
sponsored by Rep. Patricia Todd of
Birmingham, would have provided
an exemption to the Alabama
Veterinary Practice Act for non-profits
and similar low-cost spay/neuter clin-
ics. Speaker of the House Mike
Hubbard of Auburn failed to bring
HB 156 to the floor for a vote
despite approval by the House (73-
23) and Senate (27-3). 

In the aftermath, the ASBVME
has renewed efforts to restrict servic-
es offered by low-cost spay/neuter
facilities in the state, specifically four
nonprofit clinics that would probably
be forced to close: Alabama
Spay/Neuter Clinic in Irondale;
Wiregrass Spay/Neuter Alliance in
Dothan; Alabama Animal Alliance in
Montgomery; and North Alabama
Spay/Neuter Clinic in Huntsville.
Collectively, the four facilities have
spayed and neutered approximately
100,000 animals in the past five
years. The new rule, if passed, will
make ownership provisions in the
Veterinary Practice Act much stricter.
Alabama Spay/Neuter’s executive
director, Mark Nelson, owns the
facility’s equipment and oversees the
clinic’s support staff. 

“Basically,” says Nelson, “they’re
saying that it would be unlawful for
veterinarians to use veterinary materi-
al or equipment provided to them
from anyone other than another vet-
erinarian,” says Nelson. “We have a
contract with Dr. Weber, who owns
the veterinary medical practice.
[Weber also owns and operates a pri-
vate practice, the Eastwood Animal
Clinic.] We provide all the equipment
for veterinarians that work for him.
And that’s how all the other [non-
profit] clinics operate, as well. They
have contracts with a practice. They
provide the facility, they provide the
equipment. They’re [the ASBVME]

trying to add new rules to make sure
that there’s no way the four clinics
can be compliant with state law.”

Dr. Margaret Ferrell has worked
at the Alabama Spay/Neuter Clinic for
two years for Dr. Weber. When not at
Alabama Spay/Neuter, she also works
as a “relief ” vet at private clinics to
fill in for veterinarians when they
want to take time off.

Ferrell says the ASBVME ques-
tions “how we could do so many sur-
geries and maintain the quality of
care. They could just visit and see
that it is possible.” 

Dr. Ferrell says that there have
been three unannounced inspections
in the two years that she has worked
at the clinic. Regarding the ASBVME’s
actions, she remarks, “I’ve heard that
a couple of board members have a
personal vendetta against us. There
are rumors that we compete with pri-

vate practitioners and we take away
their business. I do some ‘relief work’
in private practices, and the vets that I
talk to are still scheduling the same
number of surgeries that they always
have. So they’re not seeing a dent in
their income from us being open. The
fact is there’s just a lot of working
poor people that can’t afford regular
prices or even some of the discount
prices that private practices offer. A lot
of our clients don’t even have a veteri-
narian. Yes, we do get the occasional
client who wants to save some money
that has a regular veterinarian and
could pay $200 for a dog spayed, but
in a free market, there’s nothing
wrong with that. We offer excellent
quality of care. I set the standards very
high for this clinic.”

Dr. Rhonda Parker is the State
Chair for Alabama Voters for
Responsible Animal Legislation
(AVRAL). Parker shared AVRAL’s opin-
ion in an email about the demise of
HB 156 and the actions that critics
believe the ASBVME Board will take
to shut down low-cost spay/neuter
clinics in Alabama: “Why Hubbard let
the bill die is the subject of consider-
able debate. All we know for certain
is that the Speaker killed a bill that
would have passed. If the ASBVME
has it their way—and they will—
thousands upon thousands of ani-
mals in Alabama will face the same
fate HB 156 did: death.” 

As to whether nonprofit clinics
draw money away from private prac-
tices, AVRAL responds: “In April of
2012, the Federal Trade Commission
wrote a letter supporting HB 156
and stated, ‘It is our understanding
that the Board has routinely inspect-
ed the existing nonprofit clinics, and
none have been cited for substan-
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dard quality of care or facility condi-
tions. FTC staff believe the bill is like-
ly to benefit consumers by increasing
consumer access to, and choices
among, spay and neuter services for
their pets.’ The FTC views the
ASBVME’s maneuvering as an
attempt to monopolize services.
They’re right.” 

Parker adds, “No one denies that
much of this tragic problem would
be remedied if people would alter
their pets. Some owners are irre-
sponsible and allow their pets to
breed. Others cannot afford for-profit
spay/neuter, which can run from
$100-300. Nonprofit clinics charge
between $60-80 on the high end;
grants and subsidies often enable
them to alter pets at even lower
prices. Nonprofit clinics save ani-
mals’ lives by reducing shelter popu-
lations. In the four areas where non-
profit clinics operate, shelters have
seen a steady decline in intakes.“

Linda Askey, also of AVRAL, trans-
ports adopted dogs to new homes in
northern states. According to Askey,
“They take Alabama dogs. If you go to
Fluffy Dog Rescue in Wisconsin, they
almost exclusively take dogs from
Alabama shelters. There’ll be 11 dogs
in one transport, and sometimes two
and three cars in the effort. There are
a lot of people spending their own
money to do what they can. At a time
when money is so tight, not only for
municipalities but for individuals and
for homeowners, we’re going to go
backwards and close these low-cost
spay/neuter clinics?”

Askey understands the need for
low-cost clinics, even for pet owners
who use a regular veterinarian.
“Personally, when I rescue a dog that
I intend to keep, I take them to my
vet,” she says. “I want them to be
their vet for everything in their lives.
But when I pick up one that I know
that I’m going to adopt out or in the
case of three feral cats that I’ve seen
on the porch—that’s where the
spay/neuter clinic comes in for me. It
seems bizarre that we have a veteri-
nary system where you have this rule
that the clinic has to be owned by a
licensed veterinarian. And yet we
have physicians operating in hospi-
tals that they don’t own.”

Mindy Gilbert, Alabama State
Director for the Humane Society of
the United States, wonders if the
ASBVME’s new rule will place some
animal shelters in violation of veteri-
nary practice act provisions.

“Well, the language of some of
the proposed rules can be interpret-
ed that humane societies will be
affected,” Gilbert says. “There is
some language that if a veterinarian
works for a nonprofit, then the non-
profit has to be owned by a veteri-
narian. Humane societies and their
nonprofit boards are not owned by
one person. The other issue may be
that responsible animal shelters have
a vaccination program for animals
that they own in order to maintain
health within their facility and to try
to prevent release of contagious dis-
ease into the community when they
place animals through adoption.
There is some language in there that
makes it a violation for a non-veteri-
narian to be in possession of veteri-
nary materials; I’m not sure what
their definition of veterinary materi-
als is. I think this is going to be open
to a lot of interpretation. I’m not

sure what the intent is here by the
Vet Board. I think they want these
spay/neuter clinics to go away, but
I’m not real clear on what their
intent is for these other items. And I
think that’s a real problem for the
sheltering community.”

Black & White also contacted the
Alabama Veterinary Medical
Association (ALVMA) to learn why the
association has not taken an official
position on the ASBVME proposed
ruling. According to Dr. William
Allen, ALVMA’s executive board presi-
dent, “Well, there’s not a consensus
amongst our membership. . . . In our
situation, the membership is so divid-
ed. I think majority opinion is proba-
bly that spay and neuter clinics, being
incorporated clinics, have a right to
be in our state. There are already
incorporated clinics in the state that
have been for a number of years. We
understand the state board’s con-
cerns. They have some legitimate
concerns. But it’s difficult to change
the rules after people are already
there with incorporated clinics, and
many privately-owned veterinary clin-
ics are incorporated, and this change
of rules would affect them.” 

As to the central question about
whether low-cost spay/neuter clinics
are making a difference, Allen says, “It
depends on whose statistics you read.
In some select areas it has made some
minor differences, but it has not made
major differences on the number of
animals that are put down. But, if
you’re that one animal that’s put
down—and it may have saved your
life—it makes a lot of difference.
Depends on your point of view.” &
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