
   Interview

The Invertivet: Benjamin Kennedy
Kate Williamson
Year 4, Veterinary Science, University of Bristol
Email: lh22956@bristol.ac.uk

Benjamin Kennedy is a small animal and exotics clinician with 
a particular interest in invertebrate medicine. He graduated 
from the Royal Veterinary College in 2016 and currently works 
as a locum. He has published extensively alongside his clinical 
work, contributing to journals and textbooks. He is a steering 
committee member and journal editor of the Veterinary 
Invertebrate Society, a former council member of the British 
Veterinary Zoological Society, and a committee member of the 
British Bee Veterinary Association.

I had the pleasure of speaking with Benjamin about his career 
path, and the challenges and rewards of working in this field.

Could you give us a quick introduction to how you got to this 
point and how you came to specialise?

I've dedicated a part of my life to invertebrates, but I'm not a specialist, 
because there is no qualification that's specific to invertebrates. 
That’s why I always refer to myself as an invertebrate vet. A lot of how 
I developed in invertebrates started as a vet student. I tried to be 
open-minded; I got involved in lots of different veterinary fields. The 
thing that seemed to fit well was exotics, and I saw practice with a vet 
called Sarah Pellett, who's a phenomenal vet. She had a book on the 
shelf titled 'Invertebrate Medicine', edited by Gregory Lewbart, and I 
became quite enthralled. 

A lot of what I've achieved has been self-directed and through 
collaboration. There's an awful lot of stuff we don't know and 
with that comes a certain level of privilege, because I'm not sure I 
would be able to achieve what I've achieved in invertebrates if I was 
trying to do the same on elephants or gorillas. One of the reasons 
why invertebrates really appealed to me was because when I was a 
student, I asked myself: where can I achieve the most good? 

Could you briefly mention what you've done in terms of working 
in practice and then locuming?

I was a small animal vet that would see exotics for the first few years 
of my career. I found when I was trying to be a permanent vet it was 
difficult to have a balance between doing the invertebrate stuff and 
the demands from clinical practice. The reason the locuming worked 
well for me is that I could pick the days I wanted, and if I wanted to 
take a week off to pursue a bit of research then I could. It works out 
that about 80 to 85% of my time I'm a conventional vet.

Given that you've published quite a bit, I was wondering how you 
balance the research side of your interests with locuming and 
working in practice?

I would view it as a very constructive level of unbalance. If I wasn't 
doing the invertebrates, I don't think it would be very easy to be a 
vet. The reality is a lot of this publication stuff happens in my time. I 
think you learn to understand when to say no and when not to say 
no, when to make sacrifices, when not to make sacrifices, when to 
dedicate time and when to perhaps take a step back. How to manage 
that balance is a lifelong process.

I recently published two articles in In Practice, with some fantastic 
colleagues, on neutering exotic mammals. I'm really proud of those 
articles because I think those will help a lot of vets neuter animals 
more effectively. The research is with the mind to help animals. 
The first paper I ever wrote was on the biochemistry of plasma in 
Grammostola rosea, a very commonly kept tarantula. All of this aligns 
with what I'm philosophically doing. Ultimately, the invertebrate 
helps me work, and I work to do the invertebrates. 
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To what extent would you say that the cases you've seen have fed 
into and shaped your research interests? Are there any examples 
of that?

It pretty much all does. In invertebrates, the vast majority of what I 
see hasn't been seen before. So, an example of a farmed insect case 
where a parasite had rarely been reported. When you do one of these 
cases, you realise there's no drug residue data, and they're potentially 
food animals. That particular case, we developed data about different 
medications. If you imagine trying to administer a drug to a million 
insects, you have to learn to think quite differently. A lot of this stuff 
is ultimately not rocket science. It's just medicine. If you can do it 
on a cat, you can probably do it on a spider. But then again, that all 
extends straight through to the exotics because exotic animals don't 
necessarily have that much data either.
 
It must be such a challenge, because we're constantly told (to 
use) evidence based veterinary medicine (EBVM). But what 
about when the evidence doesn't exist?

I mean, I believe in EBVM, it’s what we are all taught, but we're not 
dealing with populations. Evidence depends on populations. In order 
to have a p value, you need an n number. If your n number is one, you 
have no tangible p value. You're dealing with individuals in clinical 
practice, which is where it's important not to be ruled by evidence-
based. We need to be questioning evidence and having a hierarchy 
of evidence, and an understanding of where a case is holistically. 
Bearing in mind, lots of evidence is biased or flawed. We're currently 
dealing with a crisis of academic fraud in many academic fields 
(including medicine). I think it's important to question every bit of 
evidence you have. 

[Retroactive note: one such example of academic fraud in medicine 
would be the case of Joachim Boldt, a German anaesthetist, who 
has, as of the writing of this article, 96 retracted papers. https://
retractionwatch.com/category/joachim-boldt-retractions/]

I've learned this lesson the hard way. In my first paper, the 
biochemistry variables included albumin. Previous papers had used 
albumin on much lower n numbers. It turns out that tarantulas don't 
have albumin. The only reason it came to light was I started to do 
a gene analysis to see if the proteins were there and I just couldn’t 
find it. The lesson there is you have to question yourself and be quite 
honest with yourself.

I was wondering what you see as the biggest issues that are 
facing exotics medicine at the moment, and what that might 
mean for future exotics vets?

I think we are on the edge and in the middle of a real crisis within the 
veterinary profession. I think you see that in the exotic and zoological 
world and the wildlife world, perhaps in more extremes than we do 
in more conventional career paths.

The turnover of clinical staff in exotic practices tends to be high, 
especially in zoos. Want to go into specialism? Well, (there are) a few 
internships, which may or may not pay very well. Then a three-year 
residency. You go through all of that, and then you're fighting for a 
job in a zoo or exotic practice, which are increasingly becoming less 
and less remunerated. Zoo salaries have not gone up in line with 
small animal salaries.

To survive in this profession, I just think it’s so important to be 
connected with who you philosophically are, and to have a plan. I 
don't think students are very well prepared for what the realities of the 
profession really are. We have to connect with being empathetic with 
each other and being supportive of each other. You don't become 
a good vet by being perfect, you become better by being reflective 
and being connected to what you do. You have to be brave, and you 
have to stand up for what you believe in and try and do something 
meaningful with your life. That's ultimately what vets are trying to do. 

Has this interview piqued your interest?

You can find more information on Benjamin’s work at            
invertivet.com.

Get involved with the Veterinary Invertebrate Society at 
veterinaryinvertebratesociety.wordpress.com – membership is 
free for veterinary students.

Find the British Bee Veterinary Association at britishbeevets.
com.

Many thanks to Benjamin for his valuable support and guidance 
on this piece.
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