Written evidence from People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals (PDSA) (PPM0028)

PDSA response to Inquiry on Pet Parasite Medication

PDSA is pleased to be able to respond House of Lords Inquiry into Pet Parasite Medication. 

As the UK’s largest veterinary charity, PDSA is dedicated to supporting people and their pets during difficult times. We believe no pet should be denied the veterinary care they need because of the owner's financial hardship. By providing free and low-cost vet care at over 40 PDSA Pet Hospitals across the UK we prevent suffering, help to relieve poverty and keep people together with their much-loved pets. In the last year, the charity treated over 422,000 pets and supported more than 339,000 clients. We receive no government funding, relying entirely on generous public support to fund our vital services. 

PDSA feels that there are number of health and welfare concerns that should be considered carefully if there were to be a change in the classifications, or removal, of parasiticides as a result of the limitations to accessibility.

Parasites, especially fleas, can be an underlying component of skin conditions. These conditions are known to cause pain and suffering to patients if left untreated. There are a number of sources of evidence of the prevalence of skin conditions already being presented to veterinary surgeons across the UK, these all suggest that the incidence is very high:

1. RVC/VetCompass paper on disorder prevalence in dogs illustrates the high incidence of dermatological cases attended by UK veterinary surgeons:
Prevalence of Disorders Recorded in Dogs Attending Primary-Care Veterinary Practices in England | PLOS ONE
 
Of particular relevance is this infographic:
Prevalence of Disorders Recorded in Dogs Attending Primary-Care Veterinary Practices in England | PLOS ONE
 
[image: ]

The equivalent RVC cat publication (Prevalence of disorders recorded in cats attending primary-care veterinary practices in England - ScienceDirect) concludes that “ The most prevalent diagnosis-level disorders were periodontal disease (n = 499; prevalence, 13.9%, 95% confidence intervals [CI], 12.5–15.4), flea infestation (n = 285; prevalence, 8.0%; 95% CI, 7.0–8.9) and obesity (n = 239; prevalence, 6.7%; 95% CI, 5.7–7.6).”

2. PDSA - uses VeNom clinical coding, whilst coding in the consulting environment (where coding is optional) is not as consistent as in the surgical setting (where coding is a primary data entry), it is possible to utilise the data to identify patterns or relative prevalence of conditions. 2022 coding data were previously analysed and the Presenting complaints and Diagnoses entered were grouped into appropriate categories (where similar or related codes had been used), this provided visibility of the most frequently coded presenting signs or diagnoses. The table below shows the top 5 categories entered:

	Clinical code category
	Number of code entries (n=15,708)
	% of codes entered

	Dermatitis/Allergy
	3099
	20%

	Musculoskeletal
	2048
	13%

	Gastro-intestinal
	1404
	9%

	Ear
	1220
	8%

	Mass/Swelling
	1170
	7%



It may be seen from the coding breakdown above that skin conditions, the vast majority being allergic skin conditions, make up a significant proportion of the coded workload at PDSA.

3. RSPCA also report a high proportion of the cases that they attend are related to skin, and more specifically parasite related, conditions, their submission may provide further detail on the prevalence.

The importance of effective ectoparasiticide cover availability for pets suffering skin conditions is well recognised – ISCAID state that a basic tenet of managing skin conditions is to “Find and correct or manage PRIMARY CAUSE (e.g. ectoparasites, allergies, endocrinopathies)”, access to ectoparasites for any pet with skin problems is essential.

Whilst these products occasionally are not fully effective (for reasons explained below), it is likely that they are effective enough to prevent some animals from developing clinical issues to the point where they visit a veterinary practice – the prevalence of skin conditions in the UK if these products were not available is unknown (although historic prevalence may give an indication) and PDSA feels that it is likely to be higher, with the current levels being attended potentially only representing the tip of an iceberg.

When looking at this issue overall, PDSA feels that it is useful to apply a One Health approach. PDSA recognises that some respondents may base their perceptions, and submissions, driven by specific priorities. However, we would like to encourage a balanced approach that considers the relative merits and demerits of reclassification based on a consideration of all aspects of one health as outlined in the table below:

	Factor
	People
	Animals
	Environment

	Issue
	Irritation and stress from infestations – CAPC suggests to - “Address flea infestations on pets as a public health concern; people in infested environments are often bitten by newly emerging fleas, inciting an allergic response, and fleas transmit a number of zoonotic agents”.

Bartonella potential zoonosis – prevalence and impact unknown



Tick borne diseases – however these ticks attaching to people is not influenced by these products.

Products may be absorbed and present in people – this may be of particular concern in children.
	Fleas are ubiquitous and clinically significant.

In young puppies and kittens roundworms are ubiquitous and clinically significant.

Products are safe and still effective.

Resistance – level unknown, never been proven.

Suspect most infestations or breakdowns are due to non-compliance or high household burden and lack of integrated control methods.

Levels of skin issues we may see if these products are unavailable generally are unknown – but likely to be higher.


	Presence of the actives has been demonstrated in waterways, bird nests.


	Impact of issue
	Unknown
Shown to be mainly/selectively effective on invertebrates
	Fleas can cause severe skin issues if the pet becomes allergic – significant welfare concern.

Flea induced anaemia – puppies and kittens especially.

Worm burdens in young puppies and kittens can cause unthriftiness, impactions and death.
	Unknown

Need to establish impact of these products from impact of multiple other chemicals/pollutants in our waterways – relative importance.


	Positive impact of change in classification
	Unknown

Where pet owners switch product, some products have different methods of application e.g. oral, which may make it easier for the client to medicate their pet in some cases.
	More animals may get more effective prevention through improved compliance and broader spectrum of action of alternative products.
	Presence of the actives is likely to reduce - however, reclassification may have no impact if the presence of other potentially more harmful pollutants isn’t quantified and addressed.

Potential for Improvements in invertebrate diversity or density – currently unknown/unproven.


	Negative impact of change in classification
	Cost – adding additional resource, points of contact, checks and controls into the supply chain will inevitably mean that the cost of these products to pet owners will increase.
RCVS under care rules state that a physical examination by a veterinary surgeon must be carried out before prescription of a POM-V product, adding to inconvenience and costs (presumably a consult fee is often being charged).
Some owners may switch to alternative ineffective products and waste their money.

Accessibility and availability – it is reasonable to assume that not every outlet currently supplying these products will invest in SQP resource and will make the decision to ceases supply. Reducing the number of sources of supply.

Convenience – Pet owners will not be able to access these products in the way that they currently do and will have to make additional effort to source them.

Travel to source product – if additional trips are necessary to access these products are made, this comes at a cost to the owner.
	Skin problems directly related to, or exacerbated by, parasites increase.

2 Million dogs and 2m cats are unregistered with vets (PDSA, 2025) and many that are registered are financially constrained and are unable to afford higher priced products – owners that are currently covering their pets with these ectoparasiticide products may choose not to – which is likely to result in welfare issues. Some pet owners may turn to ‘alternative’ ineffective products which are likely to result in welfare issues.
	Impact of additional travel to source products on transport emissions.

If skin condition prevalence does increase, the carbon footprint of attending and treating such conditions would likely be far higher than that associated with prevention.

	Likely balance of impact
	Likely to be negative
	Highly likely to be Negative
	Potential to be positive



PDSA is particularly concerned by the likely impact on cost and accessibility of parasite control – particularly in light of the findings in our recent Pet health inequality report, which finds that many owners are struggling to afford day-to day and veterinary care for their pets, some are having to make very difficult decisions on pet care and their own living standards to maintain their pets quality of life. PDSA believes that if any reclassification results in increased costs (direct or indirect) that this could have a significant negative impact upon the levels of effective parasite control provided to the nations pets. In particular this would likely impact on those that are vulnerable (in terms of finance or access), those owners with greater resources are likely to switch to alternative classes of products or will find accessing these products, once reclassified, easy - while those that are vulnerable will be left without options that may be effective treatments for true parasite problems? 

This category of products currently form an important element of contextualised care, PDSA’s medicines stewardship guidelines states the following: as veterinary surgeons “our overarching declaration as members of RCVS states: “ABOVE ALL, my constant endeavour will be to ensure the health and welfare of animals committed to my care." – utilising the principles and approaches set out in our parasiticide statement, and a contextualised care approach, we should continue to make use of the most effective products we can to protect the welfare of our patients, taking into account the means and needs of their owners. These products are still effective products, and if that is all the owner is able to access then we should support them to utilise them in the most responsible way they can to maximise the potential benefits for their pet, whilst at the same time minimising other potential impacts.”

PDSA must at this point declare a conflict of interest in that we do, like most other veterinary practices, sell these products and other parasiticides and generate income from such sales. This income is then channelled back into the funding to support the provision of our charitable benefit (although unlike many other large organisations we do not have a health plan product). PDSA is currently rolling out a parasiticide framework based upon our stewardship principles, which encourages an evidence and risk based tailored approach to parasite treatments within our Pet Hospitals, with clear guidance given to teams to allow them to assess local geographic parasite risks and individual patient risk factors. Our veterinary teams educate clients about the range of parasite products available and suitable, including non-prescription products, and how these can support a targeted parasite regime that clients can use consistently, safely and effectively.

PDSA notes the comments in the session Oral evidence - 10 Jun 2026 and would largely agree with the comments made in response to Q16:
Dr Elizabeth Mullineaux: “In an ideal world, these would be prescription-only products because they would then be sold with proper advice, and vets would move to using them in the same way that we use other antimicrobials, but we need to think about some of the most vulnerable households. I do not want to go back to where I was 30 years ago, where I got houses that were infested with fleas and people with masses of animals who really could not cope with that, and would probably be unable to cope with the costs of some of the POM-V products as they are at the moment. We need to shift that market to make things more affordable.”
Many private veterinary surgeons agree that veterinary practices are nowadays not regularly presented with high levels of severe flea allergic dermatitis, as Dr Mullineaux describes used to be the case in her extensive experience, this is probably a consequence of only seeing a relatively narrow proportion of the pet owning public demographic. The experience of the charities particularly is that this issue is still present, and there is concern that if decisions arising from this inquiry, and the VMD call for evidence, are not evidence based and grounded in reality (rather than a view of an ideal world) then there could be a significant ‘step back in time’ for many pets and households.

PDSA would question the assertion that the same reduction of risk to the environment, whilst having minimal animal welfare impact, could not be achieved through better owner education on the need for prevention, particularly the most appropriate frequency of application, product choice, product stewardship, animal management e.g. swimming, bathing, whilst keeping the products generally available? We note that the recently launched VMD campaign Be Spot On Aware - Using Flea and Tick Treatments already addresses many of these elements and if it gains traction could contribute significantly to reducing levels found in the environment. 

PDSA believes that it is paramount to prevent a significant negative animal welfare impact in the absence of significant evidence of a positive impact on one of the other one health factors – if these particular products are reclassified then another safe, effective and environmentally friendly alternative should be made generally available and affordable, to minimise those potential negative animal welfare impacts and demonstrate a balanced approach.

However, there appears to have been little research into environmental presence or impact of potential alternatives to these products, to which some may switch, it may be a case of ‘better the devil you know’. Persistence is important – transferring high use of a product that does degrade for high use of a chemical with likely lower immediate impact, but that that persists in the environment (forever chemicals) and may enter food chains, could have worse long term consequences (DDT may be a case in point).

PDSA believes that to reclassify these products at this time, with large gaps in evidence, without making an alternative effective, safe and more environmentally friendly product generally available would, on balance, have a greater potential negative impact on animal welfare than is acceptable for a currently unquantified potential benefit on the environment.

This table above shows that there are many unanswered questions in this matter, and PDSA hopes that the evidence gathered during this exercise addresses many of these questions – particularly:
1. How will a reclassification affect the purchasing habits of pet owners?
2. How will a reclassification affect availability of these products?
3. Will there be an increase in skin conditions, and therefore a negative impact on animal welfare?
4. What is the impact of these actives on the environment at present?
5. Will reclassification have a positive impact upon density or diversity of invertebrates in our waterways?
6. What is the net impact of any reclassification from a one health perspective.
If these questions remain unanswered then PDSA is concerned that there will be unintended (although potentially foreseeable) consequences of a decision to reclassify these products at this time.

Note – PDSA is currently in the research phase for its 2026 PDSA PAW report and has included questions relating to the current parasiticide purchasing habits of UK pet owners in this year’s research. PDSA will be pleased to discuss these data when they become available.


PDSA (2025) PDSA Animal Wellbeing (PAW) Report 2025. Unpublished.
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