
PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE
Francisco Maia, PT, DPT, CCRT

Th e Animal SIG would like to keep you informed of the in-
credible work and advances being done in California in terms of 
Animal Physical Th erapy. To provide an update, Karen Atlas has 
written the following article.

RIGHTING THE WRONG IN CALIFORNIA 
ANIMAL HEALTHCARE POLITICS: 
AB 814 WOULD SAFELY EXPAND ACCESS TO 
ANIMAL PHYSICAL THERAPY
Karen Atlas, PT, MPT, CCRT
August 18, 2023

Animal healthcare politics have heated up in California! Ani-
mal lovers are hopeful and eager to see change on the horizon. Th is 
is an update to my previous article, How Politics and Self-Interest 
Th warted Positive Regulatory Change for California Consumers 
and their Animals:...a Call to Action! (Orthopaedic Practice Vol. 
34/number 2/ 2022)  

AB 814 addresses a mounting crisis in access to healthcare ser-
vices for California pet owners. Th e cause for the crisis is multifac-
eted, but one reason is simple supply and demand. Th e steep in-
crease in pet ownership since the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled 
with a relative decline in the number of practicing veterinarians, 
has led to long wait times for veterinary appointments, out-the-
door lines at emergency clinics, and practices closing their doors 
to new patients. Th is is a nationwide problem, but in Califor-
nia there is a bright spot: AB 814 will make one area of animal 
care more accessible, specifi cally animal physical therapy (APT) so 
more lives can be touched and improved. 

AB 814 would:
•   Provide consumers with more choice of and access to qualified 

physical therapists certified in animal rehabilitation.
•   Lead to economic and business growth (as evidenced by the 

thriving rehabilitation industry in states like Colorado).
•   Increase competition within the marketplace to keep prices 

for rehab services from skyrocketing.
•   Promote inter-professional collaboration between PTs and 

DVMs and improve the way rehab services are delivered.
•   Allow mobile animal physical therapist practitioners to reach 

rural areas and provide house calls for those who cannot 
travel to a clinic.

•   Allow equine veterinarians to refer their animal patients to 
qualified equine physical therapists. Th ere is a large unmet 
need for horse rehabilitation.

•   Break the current rehab monopoly and prevent anti-trust/
restraint of trade litigation within the field as it relates to 
animal rehabilitation (Precedent has been set in North 
Carolina Board of Dental Examiners vs. Federal Trade 
Commission Supreme Court case in 2015)

INTRODUCTION OF AB 814:  THE ANIMAL PHYSI-
CAL THERAPY ACT OF 2024 (COOPER’S LAW)

AB 814 was introduced in California early this year. Th is criti-
cal piece of legislation passed the full Assembly handily with bi-
partisan support (Assembly Business and Professions Committee 
14-1, Assembly Appropriations Committee 12-3, Assembly Floor 
66-2).  

AB 814—Th e Animal Physical Th erapy Act of 2024 is au-
thored by Assembly Member Josh Lowenthal (D-Long Beach). 

 At its heart, AB 814 will allow veterinarians to refer their 
animal patients to a qualifi ed animal physical therapist, expand-
ing access to APT for pets recovering from surgery, injuries, and 
managing chronic conditions (including age-related issues). It’s 
not just pets that will benefi t. California has a large population of 
working animals who serve our state, including search-and-rescue, 
law enforcement, airport security, drug/contraband detection as 
well as ranch herding and guardian dogs, and horses who need 
to be in top physical condition for their work. APT returns these 
essential working animals to their duties sooner should they get 
injured.  

And let’s not forget about canine and equine athletes, emo-
tional support dogs, personal protection dogs, and specialty ser-
vice dogs like guide dogs for the blind. Th is piece of legislation has 
far reaching positive benefi ts for so many sectors of our society, 
and the people and animals of California.

Key Provisions of AB 814:
•   Additional education mandates for physical therapists:  Th e 

physical therapists providing this care would be required to be 
properly trained in animal-specifi c coursework to ensure com-
petency and protect consumers from unqualifi ed practitioners.   

•   State registry is established: Only qualified animal physical 
therapists would be registered with the State. 

•   Veterinary referral is necessary: After an animal’s veterinarian has 
established a Veterinary-Client-Patient-Relationship (VCPR), 
examined and diagnosed a pet, and determined physical rehab 
is safe and appropriate, they can refer their animal patient to a 
qualifi ed animal physical therapist. 

•   Veterinary supervision is required: Once the animal has been 
referred to an animal physical therapist, rehab services would be 
rendered under either direct supervision (veterinarian must be 
on the same premises) or indirect supervision (veterinarian may 
be off site). Th e veterinarian determines the level of supervision 
on a case-by-case basis.  

•   Liability is addressed:  AB 814 makes clear that liability is placed 
on the treating therapist and not the referring veterinarian.  

Th e Animal Physical Th erapy Coalition (APTC) is sponsoring 
Assembly Bill 814. Th e broad stakeholder contingent that makes 
up the Coalition includes veterinarians, physical therapists, regis-
tered veterinary technicians, leading educators, search and rescue/
law enforcement handlers, as well as the most important stake-
holder of all…pet parents.  
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https://www.orthopt.org/uploads/APTSIG%5b6%5d.pdf?fbclid=IwAR0tiI9XfaDhMJ_VJzL6gnCiBm9KDgbk4jo4qQ7sjV2pmicycoPRNhN42P0


In addition to the thou-
sands of individuals who have 
shown support in the form 
of petition signatures, dona-
tions, and letters, there are 
now over 50 non-profi t and 
professional entities which 
have joined the eff ort—in-
cluding one of the nation’s 
leading animal welfare or-
ganizations, Best Friends 
Animal Society. Prominent 
and leading board-certifi ed 
veterinary surgeons and neu-
rologists have also joined this 
eff ort, understanding that 

cooperation and collaboration ultimately benefi ts animals by ex-
panding access to vital physical rehabilitative care. Improved pro-
fessional unity will also advance our shared commitment to care 
for the companion and working animals in our communities. Th e 
growing list of Coalition supporters can be found at:  APTC sup-
porters

While a widespread and diverse coalition supports the bill, AB 
814 is opposed by a narrow contingency of naysayers who seem-
ingly either do not fully understand the language in the bill, or 
have other interests at stake, including fi nancial ones. Th e Vet-
erinary Medical Board (CVMB) and the California Veterinary 
Medical Association (CVMA) both remain opposed to AB 814. 
Th eir offi  cial positions are in stark contrast to the faith and sup-
port of many of their members and California consumers who 
understand AB 814 is all about common sense, collaboration, and 
improving access to care for animals. Despite the minority opposi-
tion, the bill remains favorable among legislators.

CVMB ATTEMPTS TO DISCREDIT APTC: MAKES 
SUDDEN CHANGE IN POLICY NARRATIVE

Th e CVMB leadership has attempted to discredit the Animal 
Physical Th erapy Coalition’s eff orts. Th eir claim involves weaving 
a change in narrative into the dialogue. Th ey say that CVMB’s 
regulation enacted in 2022 changed nothing about the level of 
supervision required for a non-veterinarian to perform animal 
physical rehabilitation (APR). 

Th ey accused the APTC of misleading policy makers when 
APTC stated that the board’s regulation reduced access to rehab 

care by making it more diffi  cult for qualifi ed physical therapists to 
provide animal physical rehab services in California.  

 However, prior to the regulation, APR was not defi ned in 
California statute or board regulation. Th us, it was historically un-
derstood that if APR is to be considered the practice of veterinary 
medicine, then it could be performed by unlicensed assistants at 
the level of supervision determined by the veterinarian—whether 
that be under direct or indirect supervision.  

Th e regulation dramatically changed that landscape; fi rst, by 
defi ning APR/APT as the practice of veterinary medicine (vs the 
practice of physical therapy). Second, the regulation changed the 
supervision level and allowed indirect or direct supervision for 
RVTs, but required direct supervision for everyone else, including 
qualifi ed animal PTs. Remember: Animal physical therapists have 
yet to be named legitimate providers of animal rehab services in 
the practice act, so we remain in the legal category of “unlicensed 
veterinary assistant.” Th is was the change that specifi cally put pre-
viously existing and LEGAL practices out of compliance when the 
regulation was enacted. To date, the board has failed to respond to 
queries made regarding their sudden change in narrative that fi rst 
began in August/September 2020 during the regulatory process. 
(APTC letter in response to the CVMB attempt to discredit not 
only myself but the entire Coalition as well)

AB 814 is in the California State Senate; 
Extends to a 2-Year Bill

Ultimately, we have made AB 814 a 2-year bill in the legislative 
process to make sure we get it right. In close collaboration with 
Assembly Member Josh Lowenthal, the Coalition will work this 
Fall over the legislative Recess to strengthen the bill to ensure we 
are increasing access to care, providing the services we are trained 
to perform, and to ensure we are reducing the cost to implement 
the bill given California’s ongoing budget defi cit. Th ough this will 
take more time than originally hoped, we believe extending this 
bill into 2024 is necessary to accomplish all our goals. We are 
encouraged by and incredibly appreciative of the hard work done 
to date by Asm. Lowenthal, and the Assembly and Senate Com-
mittees. We are hopeful for the solution being signed into law in 
2024!

Need for Continued Advocacy:  How to Help
We have made extraordinary progress this year in getting 

AB 814 through the Assembly. But we still need to get it passed 
through the Senate in the upcoming legislative year (3 diff erent 
stages—Senate Business, Professions, and Economic Develop-
ment Committee, Senate Appropriations Committee, Full Senate 
Floor). Th en we will need Governor Newsom’s signature. It’s not 
an overnight process to pass a Bill, but the wait will be well worth 
it.

Th ere are several ways to help advocate for this cause. We need 
your continued support. I am so grateful for everyone who has 
contributed! Your united eff ort and action have made this a tre-
mendously successful campaign so far.

Here are 3 ways to help:
•   GIVE:  Because this eff ort will extend into 2024, this also means 

more fundraising is necessary. Running an eff ective advocacy 
eff ort is expensive. It costs money to hire lobbyists, lawyers, and 
to pay travel expenses for members to attend policy meetings. 
Contribute by check or online at GO FUND ME: CLICK 
HERE

 

Apple, a rescued shelter dog, benefits from hands-on gait training in the underwater treadmill. She went 
from severe paresis and abandoned in a shelter to walking, running, and thriving in her forever home. 

 

Search and Rescue teammates, K9 Ceri with handler Donna Sanford received 
specialized care from Karen Atlas, PT, MPT, CCRT after being deployed to find 
the missing after the Montecito Debris Flow tragedy in January 2018. PT 
helped return Ceri to the brutal conditions the next day so she could resume 
her duties. 

 

64 Orthopaedic Practice volume 35 / number 4 / 2023

A
N

IM
A

L
 P

H
Y

S
IC

A
L

 T
H

E
R

A
P

Y

64 Orthopaedic Practice volume 35 / number 4 / 2023

http://www.caapt.org/supporters.html
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/xfi4p2o5pyiyruzhv8rek/VMB-Board-President-Letter-FINAL.pdf?rlkey=6ck4gccron1exeaz7x9a59x2u&dl=0&fbclid=IwAR27P0prt7resVkg8h7BdpRc5TeKD64oRu3PAhX6_cJLe30HbtC5uy22FUU
https://www.gofundme.com/f/increase-access-to-animal-pt-in-california


 •   WRITE:  A letter writing campaign is underway for the Sen-
ate Committee on Business, Professions, and Economic De-
velopment. Letters must be submitted to the legislative portal  
(Instructions on how to submit letter--CLICK HERE) Note: 
Previous letters cannot be re-sent because their content is no 
longer current. New letters are needed at each step in the pro-
cess.

 •   SHARE: Let's shine a bright light on animal physical therapy 
and the increased access AB 814 will allow! Growing public 
awareness translates into legislators hearing this issue matters 
to voters! Share widely on social media platforms. Follow and 
Share on Facebook:  Animal Physical Th erapy Coalition.

Th e time is now. Let’s move our shared professional values 
forward by supporting the advocacy work essential to changing 
minds and laws. Th e Coalition is so encouraged by the unprec-
edented outpouring of support from a wide array of interests. We 
remain committed, engaged, and eager, working our way patiently 
through the legislative process to get AB 814 over the fi nish line. 
Join us so more animals can get the care they need in Califor-
nia. And since California often infl uences other state policy mak-
ers, getting it right here will likely make a profound positive im-
pact for our professional future nationwide.  

In it together,
Karen

Karen Atlas, PT, MPT, CCRT
President:  Animal Physical Th erapy Coalition

 

Karen Atlas, President of the Animal Physical Therapy Coalition testifies 
before the California Assembly Business and Professions Committee to 
advocate for AB 814. 

Looking for a
change?
WeCanHelp!

BECOME CERTIFIED

IN

CANINE REHABILITATION

www.caninerehabinstitute.com
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http://www.caapt.org/take-action.html
https://www.facebook.com/animalphysicaltherapycoaltionAPTC



