
Veterinarian Incentives 
Iowa’s livestock sector is a vital component of our state’s agricultural economy. According to 
the 2014 Iowa Ag Economic Contribution Study, statewide output attributed to livestock 
production and further processing is accounts for approximately $31.6 billion and is responsible 
for more than 122,000 jobs. Twenty-three of Iowa's counties derive at least one-fifth of their total 
agriculture and agriculture-related jobs from the livestock and meat processing industries.  
 
One important component of that livestock-related workforce is veterinarians. These doctors, 
their staff, and clinics are important to the vitality of the communities they serve. They provide 
diagnostic services, medication, and expertise for the care of both large and small animals. 
However, there has been some concern expressed about the availability of private practice large 
animal veterinarians. Data is showing that fewer graduates of vet schools are interested in 
pursuing large animal medicine and the ones that do are often recruited and hired by larger 
companies to service their network of producers. Thus, as existing private practice community 
veterinarians retire without a younger veterinarian filling their shoes, it may become more 
difficult to find routine or emergency large animal care, especially if you are an independent or 
smaller producer.   
 
In 2003, Congress authorized USDA to create the Veterinary Medicine Loan Repayment 
Program to encourage veterinarians to locate in certain underserved areas in exchange for 
forgiveness on student loan debt. Congress amended the law in 2008 to consider geographic 
areas of veterinary practice that have a shortage of veterinarians related to food animal (large 
animal) medicine, public health, epidemiology, and food safety. It was deemed that priority 
should be given to agreements with veterinarians for the practice of food animal (large animal) 
medicine. 
 
On an annual or as needed basis, the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA), an 
agency within USDA, solicits nominations for veterinary shortage situations from all State 
Animal Health Officials (SAHO) and appropriate Federal Animal Health Officials (FAHO). 
NIFA strongly encourages all SAHOs to involve leading animal health experts in their state in 
the identification and prioritization of shortage situation nominations. A review group of federal 
and state animal health experts is convened by NIFA to evaluate the nominations from each state 
or territory. Following review, this group categorizes each nomination as "Recommended" or 
"Not Recommended" for designation as a shortage Area. On behalf of the Secretary of 
Agriculture, the NIFA Administration makes the final decision for designation. Each state is 
allotted a maximum number of spots. View the FY2019 allocation table to see each states' 
maximum number of allocations. 
 



A veterinarian entering into an educational loan repayment agreement under the USDA program 
must agree to provide veterinary services in shortage situations for a determined period of time. 
If he or she commits to at least three years in a designated shortage area, the government may 
pay up to $25,000 of student loan debt per year. Loan repayment benefits are limited to payments 
of the principal and interest on government and commercial loans received for the attendance at 
an accredited college of veterinary medicine resulting in a degree of Doctor of Veterinary 
Medicine or the equivalent. 
 
As of March 2019, there were seven spots in the program available in Iowa. The chart below 
describes where these shortages have been identified.  
 



 
 
Additionally, some states also provide state-based incentives. Iowa does not currently offer any 
state-based incentives for veterinarians to locate and practice in underserved areas. According to 
the American Veterinary Medicine Association (AVMA), nineteen other states do offer some 
incentives. Those states include Arkansas, Connecticut, Georgia, Illinois, Kansas, Kentucky, 



Louisiana, Maine, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, Oklahoma, 
Pennsylvania, Texas, Vermont, Washington, and Wyoming. The benefits afforded to participants 
vary from state to state but are generally focused on providing student loan debt relief.  
 
Discussion Questions: 
1. Do you feel like your farm is able to get veterinarian assistance when needed? 
2. Do we currently have a shortage of independent large animal veterinarians in Iowa? 
3. If we do have a shortage, should the schools be allowing more students into programs? 
4. Should the government offer incentives to veterinarians or would it be better to let market 

forces direct location decisions? 
5. Is the USDA federal program adequate or should Iowa develop its own state-based program? 
6. If Iowa does develop state-based program, what kind of incentives should be offered? Should 

it be loan forgiveness as other states have done or something else? 
 


