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Association of Veterinary Anaesthetists (AVA)
RECOMMENDED REQUIREMENTS WHEN PERFORMING
GENERAL ANAESTHESIA OF DOGS, CATS AND HORSES
Veterinary anaesthetic-related mortality reduction protocol: five recommended
requirements to perform safer anaesthesia

Anaesthetic risk in veterinary medicine is very difficult to evaluate because of a lack of
studies. However, in the UK, a recent survey1,2,3 reported the following mortality rate
associated with anaesthesia:
Dog
Cat
ASA physical status category* 1-2 (healthy)
0.05%
0.11%
ASA physical status category* 3-5 (diseased)
1.33%
1.40%
*: American Society of Anesthesiologists (ASA) Physical Status Classification System
(http://www.asahq.org/clinical/physicalstatus.htm)

This suggests anaesthesia-related mortality in dogs may have halved since the
publication of a previous study4 in 1990. Over the same period, the mortality in human
anaesthesia fell 25-fold from 1/10000 to 1/250000, despite the fact that during this
period the definition of an operable patient has considerably expanded5.
In horses, the largest study6 performed on anaesthesia-related mortality indicated the
following rates:
Total
1.9%
Without colic cases
0.9%
Of colic cases
8.0%
It is possible that improvements in veterinary anaesthetic technic may reduce these
disturbing figures. With the aim of preventing problems, whilst taking into account the
economic considerations in veterinary medicine, the following requirements were
proposed7 :
Every veterinarian/veterinary surgeon who performs general anaesthesia must be able
to :
1 ensure the animal’s airway is patent
2 administer oxygen
3 perform manually intermittent positive pressure ventilation (IPPV) (e.g. using an Ambu
bag, an anaesthetic breathing system or in horses, a demand valve)
4 administer straightforward IV drugs and fluids, a venous access should be secured –
ideally with an IV catheter
5 perform basic Cardio-Pulmonary Resuscitation (CPR)
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In fulfilling these 5 requirements, the veterinarian must be competent in the use of
specific equipment and learn the techniques of intubation, intravenous catheterisation,
oxygenation and manual ventilation, all of which are relatively simple.
The requirements must be systematically applied to every patient undergoing general
anaesthesia even if no routine intubation, oxygenation or ventilation is considered. In
practice this means that before inducing general anaesthesia, the veterinarian must
make a checklist and answer positively to the following questions:
-Do I have everything required to ensure tracheal intubation?
-Do I have enough oxygen and is the equipment ready to deliver it?
-Can I immediately perform manual IPPV?
-Can I administer straightforward IV drugs and/or fluids, i.e. is the IV catheter in place
and functional? If not, is everything ready to gain IV access after induction ?
-Is a CPR procedure in place and are the emergency drugs available?

Bibliography
1- Brodbelt D, Brearley J, Young L, Wood J, Pfeiffer D (2005) Anaesthetic-related mortality
risks in small animals in the UK. Proceedings of AVA Meeting, Rimini, 20-23 April 2005, p.67
2- Brodbelt DC, Young LE, Pfeiffer DU, Wood JLN (2006) CEPSAF update results from the
Confidential Enquiry into Perioperative Small Animal Fatalities (CEPSAF).
Proceedings of AVA Meeting, Liverpool, 3-5 April 2006, pp.119-122
3- Brodbelt DC, Blissitt KJ, Hammond RA, Neath PJ, Young LE, Pfeiffer, DU, Wood JLN
(2008) The risk of death: the Confidential Enquiry into Perioperative Small Animal
Fatalities.. Vet Anaesth Analg 2008, 35, 365-373
4- Clark KW, Hall LW (1990) A survey of anaesthesia in small animal practice AVA/BSAVA
report. J Vet Anaesth 17, 4-10
5- Klafta JM (2005) Preface. Advances in anesthesia and pain management. Thorac
Surg Clin 15, ix
6- Johnston GM, Eastment JK, Wood JLN, Taylor PM (2002) The confidential enquiry into
perioperative equine fatalities (CEPEF): mortality results of Phases 1 and 2. Vet Anaesth
Analg 29, 159-170
7- Coppens P, Mathieu E (1998) Guide pratique pour anesthésier chiens et chats. Pfizer
Santé Animale, Orsay, pp.12-13

ADOPTED AT AVA COMMITTEE MEETING BARCELONA 2008

2/2

