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On the 26th of March 2026, the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) published its final decision following its market investigation into the supply of veterinary services for household pets in the UK. In its report, the CMA emphasises the essential role of regulation in ensuring that commercial pressures do not undermine the provision of treatments that best meet the needs of pets and their owners. 

Summary of Remedies Relating to Veterinary Medicines

Requirements:

a. Standardised price lists published online and in premises.
b. Prices for common flea, tick and worm products published and a link to the Veterinary Medicines Directorate (VMD) Register of Online Retailers made available.
c. Clear explanation of what is included in pet care plans and the prices of items when bought outside the plan.
d. Raise awareness that a written prescription is available and medication may be cheaper if bought elsewhere.
e. The RCVS to produce distribute and publish on its website standardised literature on the written prescription process to be used by veterinary businesses to raise awareness among pet owners required by point.
f. The RCVS to produce and distribute a digital version of a flyer to be provided to pet owners receiving long term medication.
g. Written prescriptions issued by end of consultation (hard copy) or within 48 hours (digital).
h. Clear information on availability of alternatives when prescribing and dispensing own brand medication.
i. Charges for written prescriptions are capped at £21 (incl. VAT) for the first medication prescribed within a consultation and capped at £12.50 (incl. VAT) for additional medication prescribed in the same consultation and policies and procedures on the duration of prescriptions must be in place to prevent circumvention of the fee cap.
j. RCVS to: carry out a review of the relative medicine prices of FOPs and online pharmacies three years after the medicines remedies have been implemented. 
k. RCVS to: clarify guidance on prescription duration, including for flea, tick and worm medicines.


l. The VMD considers ways to improve the usability and accuracy of its online retailer lists.

Points for Consideration: 

a. Defra, the VMD and the RCVS should consider the balance between animal welfare, public health objectives, environmental protection and the need to ensure veterinary services in the UK can deliver competitive prices, innovation and growth in step with technological change and consumer demand. In this context a review of the Cascade rules to ensure appropriate weighting between welfare, public health and competition should be considered.
b. The VMD and the RCVS should provide clarification, under existing rules, of the circumstances in which cost may be taken into account when prescribing according to the Cascade.
c. The VMD should consider a review of the advertising restriction to minimise impacts on competition and consumer information.
d. The VMD should consider ways to stimulate further reclassification of veterinary medicines to increase access to these products outside a FOP.

CMA Analysis
Market Outcomes and Competition Concerns

· The CMA reports that, between January 2023 and July 2024, average prices at five large veterinary groups (LVGs) were higher than those charged by independent practices. Specifically, their average prices were, taken together, 18.3% higher than average prices at independent practices for consultations, treatments and medicines. Despite these higher prices, satisfaction was significantly lower, with only 26% of customers at LVGs reporting satisfaction, compared with 47% at independent practices. 

· The CMA notes that these higher prices persist despite evidence that some LVGs benefit from lower operating costs in parts of their business, for example through reduced medicine costs achieved via purchasing power. This suggests that cost savings are not being passed on to pet owners. 

· The CMA also found that four of the six LVGs assessed generated profits that materially exceeded their cost of capital over a sustained period. In a well-functioning market, the CMA would expect a greater proportion of these profits to be competed away through lower prices or higher investment in quality. The profitability evidence is therefore consistent with the CMA’s wider conclusion that competition between veterinary businesses is weak. 

Transparency and Information

· The investigation found that medicine prices are rarely made available to pet owners at veterinary practices. In addition, pet care plans are often presented in a way that does not allow pet owners to assess their value. Marketing materials frequently emphasise potential annual savings without providing a breakdown of the costs of individual treatments or products, or comparing savings against third-party medicine prices. 

· On medicines, the CMA found that commonly prescribed products are typically available from online pharmacies at prices 50 to 60% lower than those charged by veterinary practices. As a result, many pet owners could save between £200 to £300 pet year by purchasing medicines online rather than directly from a veterinary practice. However, only 26% of pet owners whose pet had been prescribed ongoing medication reported purchasing it from an online pharmacy.

· While 57% of respondents were aware that they could request a written prescription, a significant minority (38%) were not. Many pet owners continue to purchase medicines directly from their veterinary practice due to trust in their vet or convenience. Nevertheless, 69% of respondents had not attempted to, or were unable to, compare medicine prices, indicating that most were unaware of the potential savings available online. 

· The CMA identifies several additional barriers that limit price comparison and switching, including high fees for written prescriptions, limited information about the quality of medicines sold by online pharmacies, inefficiencies in the written prescription process, and the use of Own Brand medicines, which can make price comparisons with third-party retailers difficult. 

Own Brand Medicines

· The CMA proposes that  that veterinary businesses operating one or more practices that sell Own Brand medicines should be required to inform pet owners when a clinically equivalent reference product is available and what the product is. Its analysis found that price differences between Own Brand medicines sold at CVS- or IVC-owned practices and clinically equivalent alternatives sold through CVS’s and IVC’s online pharmacies could exceed 50%.

Regulatory Framework and Consumer Detriment

· The CMA concludes that the current regulatory framework is ineffective and in need of reform. It argues that the system is outdated and no longer reflects the structure of the modern veterinary industry. In particular, there is no mandatory oversight of veterinary businesses themselves. Historically, this was less significant as most practices were owned by individual vets who were personally regulated. 

· Overall, the CMA estimates that consumer detriment attributable to veterinary practices is around £1 billion over five years. It notes that the true level of detriment could be significantly higher, particularly due to losses arising from pet owners not purchasing medicines online at lower prices. High medicine prices at practices contribute directly to the profitability of those businesses and are therefore captured, in part, within the CMA’s profitability analysis. 

CMA Proposed Remedies and Recommendations
The CMA does not consider there to be a single solution to the issues identified. It is therefore making recommendations to government to replace the current regulatory framework with one that is effective and proportionate, and to the Veterinary Medicines Directorate (VMD) in relation to the regulation of veterinary medicines. 

Veterinary Businesses

· One proposed remedy is to require veterinary businesses to publish prices for a standard list of services. This list would be more comprehensive than is currently available on most practice websites and would include, among other things, prices for vaccinations and parasiticide products. Practices would also be required to provide a written estimate setting out the likely cost of a recommended treatment pathway where the total cost is reasonably expected to be £500 or more, including VAT. 

· The CMA also considers it essential that pet owners are made aware of the potential savings available when purchasing medicines online. To support this, veterinary businesses would be required to inform pet owners at key points, such as when booking an appointment or when a medicine is prescribed, that they are entitled to request a written prescription. Written materials must also explain that medicines may be significantly cheaper online. Although some vets noted that it is unusual for businesses to direct customers to cheaper competitors, the CMA concluded that the dual role of veterinary practices as both trusted advisors and commercial sellers justifies this additional obligation. 

· Veterinary businesses would be required to provide written prescriptions promptly. Paper prescriptions must be provided before the pet owner leaves the practice, while electronic prescriptions must be issued within 48 hours. The CMA also proposes measures to make alternatives to Own Brand medicines easier to identify, including a requirement for vets to inform pet owners when clinically equivalent alternatives are available from third-party retailers. 

· The CMA has decided to cap fees for written prescriptions at £21, including VAT, for the first medicine prescribed during a consultation, with additional medicines capped at £12.50 each. These caps will be adjusted annually for inflation. 

Veterinary Medicines Regulations

· The CMA has reviewed the regulation of veterinary medicines and recommends that the VMD ensures its list of authorised online retailers is accessible and easy for pet owners to use. It also recommends that the VMD and RCVS review whether their prescribing guidance is sufficiently clear on the duration for which medicines can be prescribed, as this has been identified as an area of uncertainty. 

· Concerns were raised by stakeholders regarding parasiticide prescribing practices, particularly where these products are included in pet care plans, with potential implications for environmental impact and disease resistance. While these issues fall outside the scope of the CMA’s investigation, the CMA has raised them with the VMD for consideration. 

· The CMA also expresses concern that regulatory bodies may not give sufficient weight to the impact of regulatory restrictions on competition and consumers. This could result in higher medicine prices and, in some cases, pet owners not obtaining medicines their pets require, with potential consequences for animal welfare. 

The Cascade and Advertising Restrictions

· The CMA received substantial evidence from vets, veterinary organisations and animal charities about the impact of the cascade on access to affordable medicines. It recommends that the VMD and government consider amending the cascade to better reflect the role of cost in pet owner decision-making, or at least clarify when cost may be taken into account. The CMA also asks the VMD, Defra and the RCVS to consider how reclassification of medicines could increase access outside the veterinary practice setting and whether advertising restrictions on POM-V medicines could be relaxed without undue risk to public or animal health. 

· The VMD told the CMA that financial reasons alone do not justify the use of human medicines under the cascade, but that each case must be assessed individually where authorised veterinary options have been fully explored and animal welfare is at risk. The CMA considers that this position does not fully address evidence that cascade restrictions can prevent access to lower-cost alternatives in some circumstances. 

Reclassification and Market Impacts

· The VMD has indicated that many veterinary medicines are unlikely to be reclassified due to the need for veterinary oversight. However, stakeholders suggested that some medicines may retain higher classifications for longer than necessary, partly due to the way reclassification is driven by marketing authorisation holders (MAHs). The CMA recommends that the VMD and other relevant bodies consider ways to stimulate reclassification, particularly in light of the removal of the requirement to renew marketing authorisations. 

· The CMA acknowledges that reduced medicine sales or lower prices may affect some businesses financially. However, it notes that much of the sector earns profits above the cost of capital and should be able to absorb these changes without increasing prices for other services. It also highlights opportunities for cost reduction, such as improving prescription processes and using buying groups more effectively. 

· The CMA has decided not to pursue standardised medicine pricing, citing the complexity, cost and administrative burden of setting and enforcing such prices, and considers that promoting competition from online pharmacies is a more proportionate approach. 

Implementation

· All veterinary businesses operating veterinary practices will be required to comply with the CMA’s remedies. Smaller businesses, defined as those operating fewer than 15 practices, will have 12 months to implement the requirements, compared with nine months for larger businesses. The RCVS will be required to update its website and product standardised materials within nine months of accepting an undertaking from the CMA or an Order being made. 
		NOAH’s Privacy Policy can be found at :A member of AnimalhealthEurope and HealthforAnimals
www.animalhealtheurope.eu/
https://healthforanimals.org/
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