
The text of an introductory article that appeared in ‘APPROPRIATE TECHNOLOGY’ 

(Volume 25, Number 1, June 1998, IT Publications):

A BRAND NEW RESOURCE FOR COMMUNITY ANIMAL HEALTH
Vetwork UK is a new organization which will provide a network for animal health and welfare workers to exchange lessons and experiences across organizations. Using recent developments in information technology and communications wherever possible, Stephen Blakeway explains how Vetwork will operate without a formal organizational structure — which may be an increasingly practical and effective model for NGOs.

A GROUP OF VETS had between them more than ten years’ experience starting, running, or working with innovative community animal health projects across several continents. Almost a century’s worth of unique and valuable information, all held together by a network of friends who kept in touch at birthdays, weddings, and conferences, or when they encountered a new veterinary problem that they knew was probably only new to them, but could be solved by a friend, or a friend of a friend… Is that any way to advance the science and socio-economic progress of community animal health?

In fact, it is probably the most common way, and such loose networks of professionals who share the same curiousity and enthusiasm for their subject — whatever it is — must outnumber official NGOs by at least 100 to 1. And as these professionals continue to work, train, and move around the world, the network expands. But for everyone who, by chance, becomes a member of the informal network, there are hundreds of other professionals working in the same field in isolation, duplicating research, struggling to find answers — and reinventing the wheel.

This group of vets recognized the value of their collective knowledge, and they wanted to both share it and add to it, in such a way that their fellow professionals could learn and use the information too. They felt the need for an independent organization to facilitate this sharing of information between community-level animal health and welfare projects worldwide, and to research and document an ‘institutional memory’ dedicated to learning from the experiences of such projects — and so in May 1998 Vetwork UK was born. As well as networking, Vetwork will provide institutional and technical support to individuals or organizations, and will undertake discrete pieces of work that supplement the focus of the network, such as small action research projects or writing articles and books.

The network

The network will be built on contacts with individuals and organizations in other countries who are interested in sharing their own experiences and learning from those of others. Where local networks do not exist, Vetwork UK will encourage their formation as independent but affiliated bodies, and offer institutional support. Already a ‘Vetwork South Sudan’ is forming. The core of the network will be a newsletter dedicated to the experiences of community animal health and welfare projects and to encouraging and fostering contact between network members at all levels. The newsletter will use electronic communication as much as possible, but Vetwork UK recognizes that to include many of the people we are most keen to involve, the newsletter will also have to be printed and posted to some areas. The fledgling network received the support of the ‘International Conference on Ethno-Veterinary Knowledge’ which was held in Pune, India in November 1997; Vetwork is to be the lead agency in facilitating the post-conference networking.

While committed to supporting local initiatives as far as possible, or providing technical support to or through general development organizations that take a holistic, or integrated, approach to their work, Vetwork UK will also undertake small action research projects. These will aim to develop or refine, for example, methods of participation in community animal health and welfare initiatives; the use of ethno-veterinary knowledge; or the strengthening of the association between human and animal welfare through community projects. These projects must fit in with Vetwork’s overall objectives, and will arise from needs identified through the particular interests and experience of individual members. Vetwork is already providing technical support to Save the Children in Ethiopia; has an exhibition of photographs of southern Sudan touring Scotland as part of the Scotland–Africa initiative; and has just received funding to start a community project in Edinburgh based around human–animal relationships.

How the net works

Vetwork chose deliberately to establish itself with minimal core costs. Small action-research projects, projects such as writing books, and other pieces of work which are undertaken specifically in the furtherance of Vetwork UK’s aims, will have to be entirely self-administering; larger projects will be undertaken in collaboration with larger organizations. Vetwork will provide peer review and support. As much as possible, all administration will be done either voluntarily or as piece-work by a small executive staff. In this way we hope that Vetwork will remain flexible and viable without the need to spend too much on the organization itself.

At present Vetwork UK is a no-staff, no-office organization. This is a deliberate policy to minimize core costs and to allow fallow periods, so no one is dependent on a Vetwork salary. The organization is supervised by its Board of Directors and managed on a day-to-day basis by a management team of three, who are all volunteers and work from home. As two of the Directors live in Africa, this management structure is only possible using electronic communication. As a membership organization, Vetwork is in the process of developing an affordable way to service a membership. Inevitably Vetwork’s structure will evolve, but without the burden of high core costs, it will be in a better position to arrive at a system that best services the work it would like to do. The work will determine the structure, and not the other way around.

Management tasks that lie outside of the expertise of the Management Team (such as legal and accounting procedures) are bought in when needed. Non-management work is paid at commercial rates and could be undertaken by a director, member, or associate of Vetwork.

Vetwork will join and seek advice from the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations to ensure its work complies with charity and inland revenue legislation.

A small choice

There are four main reasons why Vetwork has chosen to adopt this management structure.


There are already many organizations implementing animal health and welfare projects, but none specifically set up as an association for the animal health and welfare workers to explore the lessons being learnt across these diverse projects.


There is therefore no need for a new implementing agency, but there is a need for a networking association which can also undertake small pieces of action research and provide support to individuals and other organizations.


In the animal health and welfare sector, there are increasing numbers of good indigenous organizations able to undertake their own projects. In line with some other modern development agencies, Vetwork prefers to work with these organizations or encourage their formation where none already exist. Vetwork Sudan is an example of one such local organization.


To ensure that their funds genuinely reach beneficiaries, donors are increasingly wary of funding organizations with high core costs. In this respect Vetwork is in a fortunate position at the moment. Animal health workers, particularly veterinarians, are generally able to get short-term work and so the Vetwork management team, all of whom are self-employed, are able to support their voluntary work by temporary paid work. The professional structure of other sectors would not make this so straightforward.

As the organization matures it will no doubt come under pressure to provide more services to an ever-expanding group of members. But many of these new members will also see the value of avoiding bureaucratic and restricting structures, and will volunteer their time and effort to keep this innovative and flexible structure fresh and effective. It’s anyone’s guess how many new born animals of how many different species Vetwork’s members have helped to deliver over the years, but right now this new NGO is itself an infant. It will be interesting to see how youthful exuberance can survive the pressures of growing up, and adapt as the organization matures.

For more information about Vetwork contact, Stephen Blakeway, 35D Beach Lane, Musselburgh, Scotland, EH21 6JX, UK. Tel: + 44 131 665 2417. E-mail: stephen@vetwork.abel.co.uk
