
Frequently Asked Questions- Medical Records 
1. How long must I keep medical records? 

The Veterinary Medical Board requires that medical records be maintained for at least three years past 
the date of the animal’s last visit.  

          California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.3(b)  

2. What does the law require that I include in a medical record? 
 
The law states:  
(a) Every veterinarian performing any act requiring a license pursuant to the provisions of Chapter 11, 
Division 2, of the code, upon any animal or group of animals shall prepare a legible, written or computer 
generated record concerning the animal or animals which shall contain the following information: 
    (1) Name or initials of the person responsible for entries. 
    (2) Name, address and phone number of the client.  
    (3) Name or identity of the animal, herd or flock.  
    (4) Except for herds or flocks, age, sex, breed, species, and color of the animal.  
    (5) Dates (beginning and ending) of custody of the animal, if applicable.  
    (6) A history or pertinent information as it pertains to each animal, herd, or flock’s medical status.  
    (7) Data, including that obtained by instrumentation, from the physical examination. 
    (8) Treatment and intended treatment plan, including medications, dosages, route of administration,     
         and frequency of use.  
    (9) Records for surgical procedures shall include a description of the procedure, the name of the  
         surgeon, the type of sedative/anesthetic agents used, their route of administration, and their  
         strength if available in more than one strength.  
    (10) Diagnosis or assessment prior to performing a treatment or procedure. 
    (11) If relevant, a prognosis of the animal’s condition. 
    (12) All medications and treatments prescribed and dispensed, including strength, dosage, route of  
          administration, quantity, and frequency of use.  
    (13) Daily progress, if relevant, and disposition of the case.  

     California Code of Regulations, Title 16, (Section 2032.3) 

3. Must I give a copy of an animal’s medical records to a client if they request it? 

Regulations require that you provide your client with a written “summary” of their pet’s medical records 
upon request. A “photocopy” is not required but may be given to the client if you choose that option. The 
copy or summary must include all pertinent information including: 

(1) Name and address of client and animal. 
(2) Age, sex, breed, species, and color of the animal. 
(3) A history or pertinent information as it pertains to each animal's medical status. 
(4) Data, including that obtained by instrumentation, from the physical    
     examination. 
(5) Treatment and intended treatment plan, including medications, their dosage  
      and frequency of use. 
(6) All medications and treatments prescribed and dispensed, including strength,  
     dosage, route of administration, quantity, and frequency of use. 
(7) Daily progress, if relevant, and disposition of the case. 

 
 California Code of Regulations, Title 16, (Section 2032.3) 
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4. Can I refuse to provide a copy of an animal’s medical records until the client pays their 
outstanding balance due? 

No. You cannot refuse to provide a summary of medical records when requested by the client for any 
reason. This summary must be provided within 5-days of receiving the request, unless the condition of 
the animal/ disposition of the case requires more immediate provision of the records.  

5. If a client asks for a medical record summary, how far back to I have to go? 

The law requires that records be maintained for a minimum of three years past the date of the animal’s 
last visit.  Therefore, a record summary would need to include at least three years if that animal has 
been seen for that amount of time or longer. 

 California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.3(b) 

6. How long do I have to provide a medical record summary to a client? 

A summary of an animal’s medical records shall be made available to the client upon his or her request 
within five (5) days or sooner, depending if the animal is in critical condition. 

 California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.3(b) 

7. Can I charge a fee to prepare a record summary? 

Practices may charge a reasonable fee for preparing the summary or copy of the medical records, but 
you cannot withhold the records for failure to pay the fee.  A reasonable fee can include staff time, cost 
of document duplication, and postage if applicable.   

California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.3 

8. Are client/ patient veterinary records confidential? 

Yes, medical records and information contained in those records are confidential to the client and cannot 
be shared with others without their permission. As stated in the regulations, “A veterinarian licensed 
under the provisions of this chapter shall not disclose any information concerning an animal receiving 
veterinary services, the client responsible for the animal receiving veterinary services, or the veterinary 
care provided to an animal, except under any one of the following circumstances.” 

The circumstances are: 

• Upon written or witnessed oral authorization by knowing and informed consent of the client 
responsible for the animal receiving services or an authorized agent of the client. 
 

• Upon authorization received by electronic transmission when originated by the client 
responsible for the animal receiving services or an authorized agent of the client. 
 

• In response to a valid court order or subpoena. 
 

• As may be required to ensure compliance with any federal, state, county, or city law or 
regulation, including, but not limited to, the California Public Records Act (Chapter 3.5 
(commencing with Section 6250) of Division 7 of Title 1 of the Government Code). 
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• Nothing in this section is intended to prevent the sharing of veterinary medical information 
between veterinarians or facilities for the purpose of diagnosis or treatment of the animal who 
is the subject of the medical records. 
 

• Nothing in this section is intended to prevent the sharing of veterinary medical information 
between veterinarians and peace officers, humane society officers, or animal control officers 
who are acting to protect the welfare of animals. 

 California Business and Professions Code, Section 4857 

9. What do I do if I am in the middle of an ownership dispute and both parties want records? 

The California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Division 20, Section 2032.1 defines a “client” as a person 
who authorizes the veterinarian to assume responsibility for making medical judgments regarding the 
health of the animal and is the person whom with the veterinarian communicates a course of treatment 
appropriate to the circumstance.  According to the California Business and Professions Code, Section 
4857, the veterinarian, “shall not disclose any information concerning an animal receiving veterinary 
services, the client responsible for the animal receiving veterinary services, or the veterinary care 
provided to an animal…” Therefore, in each instance of an ownership dispute, the veterinarian must 
determine who the client is in accordance with CCR Section 2032.1 and remain within the confines of 
B&P 4857 in relation to that person. 

10. My practice just got contacted by another veterinary practice requesting records on behalf of a 
client/ patient.  Is it ok to send them records? 
 
Not without obtaining direct client permission.  Direct client permission can be written (signed record 
release authorization form or a written statement from the client) or witnessed oral (meaning that at 
least two people heard the client give permission for the record summary(ies) to be released.)  It is 
recommended that is witnessed oral authorization be noted with date and time in the client record and 
then initialed by all witnesses. 
 
If another practice calls to request records on a client’s behalf, your practice bears the burden or 
responsibility to contact the client directly and confirm/ document that they indeed want a record 
summary transferred. 
 
Read more about the rules of records here. 
 

11. What is required when I dispose of medical records? 

Because medical records are confidential (California Business and Professions Code, Section 4857), 
you must dispose of them in a manner that will prevent unauthorized access, such as shredding. Medical 
records include the written records, client information and radiographs. Radiographs are considered 
hazardous waste because of the silver content and must be hauled away by a registered hazardous 
waste transporter.  It is important that the identifying client information on the radiograph film be cut out 
and shredded before being handed over to a registered hazardous waste transporter. 

12. What information is required on the radiographs?  

Radiographs and digital images, except for intraoral radiographs, shall have a permanent identification 
legibly exposed in the radiograph or attached to the digital file, which shall include the following:  
   (A) The hospital or clinic name and/or the veterinarian's name, 

(B) Client identification, 
(C) Patient identification, and 
(D) The date the radiograph was taken. 
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Non-digital intraoral radiographs shall be inserted into sleeve containers and include information in 
subdivision (c)(2)(A)-(D). Digital images shall have identification criteria listed in subdivision (c)(2)(A)-(D) 
attached to the digital file. 

         California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.3 

13. How long must I keep radiographs? 

Radiographs are considered to be part of your medical records and therefore must be maintained for a 
minimum of three years after the animal’s last visit. 

14. Who ultimately keeps radiographs when they are transferred between veterinary practices? 

The California Code of Regulations Section 2032.3 states that radiographs and digital images are the 
property of the facility that originally ordered them to be prepared. Radiographs and digital images shall 
be released to another veterinarian upon request of another veterinarian who has the authorization of 
the animal owner. Radiographs and digital images shall be returned to the veterinary facility which 
ordered them to be prepared. If the veterinarian refuses to provide the radiographs requested by your 
new veterinarian, you can file a complaint with the Board. 

          California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.3 

15. What information is required on a container label for medications sent home from our clinic? 

           When dispensing a medication, a label must have the following:  
 

1) Trade name or Generic name & Name of Manufacturer and strength of the drug. 

2) Directions for use. 

3) Name or number/ identifying information of animal including species type. 

4) Name of Prescriber. 

5) Date dispensed. 

6) Name and Address of Hospital from which the medication was dispensed (including address and 

phone #). 

7) Expiration date of medication. 

8) Condition for which the medication is being dispensed if requested by client/patient. 

9) Meat and Milk withdrawal time (if applicable). 
 

            California Business and Professions Code, Section 4076 

16. What information is required on a written prescription? 

            If you are writing a prescription, you must include the following:  
 

1) The name, signature, address and telephone number of the prescribing    

     veterinarian.  

2) The veterinarian's license number and his or her federal registry number if a  

    controlled substance is prescribed.  

3) The name and address of the client.  
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4) The species and name, number or other identifying information for the animal.  

5) The name, strength, and quantity of the drug(s).  

6) Directions for use, including, if applicable, withdrawal time.  

7) Date of issue.  

8) The number of refills.  
 

            California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.2 
  

17. I am closing my practice permanently.  How do I handle medical records? 
 

Practices are required to provide medical record summaries upon client request for a minimum of three 
years past the date of the animal patient’s last visit.  Therefore, each practice must provide a method of 
client contact for a minimum of three years past the date of closure should a client request records.  
 
Each managing licensee of a veterinary facility is required to maintain a current address of record with 
the California Veterinary Medical Board.  At the very least, a client should be able to contact a practice 
through this address of record to request record summaries. 
 

18. What do I do if I need to add new information to a past medical record entry? 
 

Altering or modifying the medical record of any animal, with fraudulent intent, or creating any false 
medical record, with fraudulent intent, constitutes unprofessional conduct in accordance with Business 
and Professions Code section 4883(g). 
 
However, it is permissible to enter an addendum into the record designed by the prefix:”Addendum” 
and marked by the date that it is entered.  The addendum can clarify a past entry and add new 
information to the file. 
 
No entry should be struck out, deleted, or altered after it has been finalized.  
 
California Code of Regulations, Title 16, Section 2032.35 

19. Where can I find more information about records? 
 
Read more about the rules of records here. For further questions, CVMA members may contact the 
CVMA at staff@cvma.net or at (916) 649-0599. 
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