Dear Friends,

 
There have been some amazing advances in veterinary medicine in the past few years.  Sophisticated diagnostic tools, once available only to human patients are now being used regularly in animal practices.  These include ultrasound technology, magnetic resonance imagining (MRI) and computed tomography (CT scanning).  Laser surgery, radiation treatments, chemotherapy and even kidney transplants are becoming common in veterinary practices.  All of these improvements add up to higher prices at your local veterinary hospital.

As veterinary services have expanded and evolved, so has the Pet Health Insurance Industry.  In 1982, the first pet insurance company, Veterinary Pet Insurance opened for business.  Thirteen years later in 1995, just a handful of companies existed offering pet insurance.  Less than 1% of American pet owners had such health insurance.  Today, there are numerous companies offering a variety of pet insurance policies and 5% of all American pet owners have literally bought into the concept.

Policies are now available not only for dogs and cats, but for birds and many types of exotic pets.  In the early years, policies concentrated mainly on covering catastrophic illnesses and injuries.  They didn’t cover basic costs such as yearly preventative care.  Today, many companies tailor policies to cover everything from spaying and neutering, yearly vaccinations, dentistries, and prescription medications.  If you are willing to pay a little extra, some insurers even offer options covering boarding expenses when an owner must be hospitalized or costs incurred if an animal is lost, stolen or dies.

There are still some restrictions in most policies.  Pre-existing medical conditions and hereditary defects (such as hip dysplasia in some breeds) are often excluded from coverage.  Higher premiums are often charged for newly insured older pets, making it more attractive to insure pets when they are young and healthy.  And some insurers will not cover pets over nine years of age at all.

There is often a yearly cap on what a company will pay in a particular circumstance.  For example, an insurance company may charge a premium of $13.00 per month to insure a healthy 3 year old dog.  One day the dog decides to ingest his owner’s cotton sock and it requires immediate surgical removal.  The surgery is successful and the company pays 100% of all expenses, up to $1000, after a $100 deductible (or co-pay).

Examples of other circumstances that might be covered by a basic policy are motor vehicle accidents, bone fractures, burns, and allergic reactions to an insect bite, or the expenses of any first time illness.

Most claims are handled through reimbursement to the client, not the veterinarian.  A claim form, provided by the insurance company, is filled out and signed by the attending veterinarian.  The client pays the doctor and is then reimbursed by the insurance company within 2 to 3 weeks.

When shopping for pet insurance, ask a few questions.  Will you be able to use the veterinarian of your choice?  If you have more than one pet, does the company offer multiple pet discounts?  Is the company registered or licensed by the state?  Decide what your expectations of the insurance coverage are and choose the company that best fills your needs and those of your pet.  A variety of companies can be found on-line, simply by searching under the words “pet insurance.”

Ultimately, the greatest benefit of having pet health insurance may be emotional.   When an animal companion becomes seriously ill, the caregiver finds himself torn between his love for the pet and the financial dilemmas involved with diagnosing and treating an illness from which there may be no recovery.  Insurance removes the financial burden and when money is no longer an issue, the caregiver can concentrate on what is best for the animal’s quality of life, rather than how much he can actually afford to spend.

Love,    Bootsie 

