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ROYAL COLLEGE OF VETERINARY SURGEONS 
INQUIRY RE: 

 
MARK KOMBERT MRCVS 

 
 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

DECISION OF THE DISCIPLINARY COMMITTEE 
ON FACTS AND DISGRACEFUL CONDUCT 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The Respondent, Mark Kombert MRCVS, faces the following charges, as set out in the 
Notice of Inquiry dated 11 December 2019: 

THAT, being registered in the Register of Veterinary Surgeons and whilst in practice at the 
Well Pets Animal Hospital Clevedon, Somerset (“the practice”): 

 
 

1. Between 5 November 2018 and 17 November 2018, stole controlled drugs from the 
practice, more particularly: 

 
(i) Ketamine; and/or 
(ii) Methadone; 

 
 
AND THAT, in relation to the matters set out above, you are guilty of disgraceful conduct in a 
professional respect. 
 

Background 

1. The Respondent has not attended the hearing.  He has been in communication with 
the College and its solicitors, and has confirmed that he does not wish to attend, 
either in person or via Skype, and does not wish to be represented.  In an email 
dated 14 November 2019, the Respondent acknowledged receipt of the Notice 
Inquiry, said that he would not be attending the hearing, but was content that the 
hearing should proceed in his absence.  The Respondent has expressly admitted all 
the charges in an email to the Clerk to the Disciplinary Committee dated 25 
November 2019.  In an email dated 3 December 2019 he confirmed that he accepted 
that the facts amounted to disgraceful conduct in a professional respect.   
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2. The Respondent has been served with the Inquiry Bundle of documents, which 
included copies of all the relevant witness statements and exhibits relied on by the 
College, and the Unused Material Bundle.  The Respondent has acknowledged 
receipt of this material, and confirmed that he did not require any of the College’s 
witnesses to attend to give oral evidence.  He has said that he did not have any 
further evidence for the Committee to consider.  The Respondent has confirmed the 
evidence contained in the Inquiry Bundle, and relied on by the College. 

3. At the outset of this hearing, the Committee accepted the submissions of the College 
that the hearing should proceed in the absence of the Respondent.  The Committee’s 
reasons for making this Decision are set out separately. 

4. In these circumstances, the Committee has been advised by the Legal Assessor that 
it is entitled to treat the evidence as to the facts as admitted, provided that it is 
satisfied that it has no reason to doubt that the evidence contained in the witness 
statements in the Inquiry Bundle is accurate and reliable.   Although the Respondent 
has admitted that his conduct amounts to disgraceful conduct in a professional 
respect, it is for the Committee to decide whether, in its judgement, this admission is 
properly made. 

The facts and evidence relied upon by the College in support of the charges 

5. The allegation is that between 5 and 17 November 2018, the Respondent stole 
Methadone and Ketamine from the veterinary practice at which he was working. 
The practice was the Wellpets Animal Hospital, Clevedon in Somerset, owned by 
Independent Vetcare (IVC). 

6. The Respondent worked at Wellpets as a locum between Tuesday 6 November 
2018 and Friday 9 November 2018; and again the following week from Tuesday 13 
November to Friday 16 November 2018. He had been engaged through a locum 
agency.  

7. After the Respondent’s first week at the practice, it was noticed that both Ketamine 
and Methadone had gone missing.  On Friday 9 November 2018, one of the 
registered veterinary nurses at the practice noticed that a bottle of Ketamine in the 
controlled drugs cabinet was virtually empty when it should have been about half 
full. She reported her concerns, and on Monday 12 November 2018, she and Ruth 
Barber MRCVS, the clinical director of the practice, undertook a check of the 
medicines kept in the controlled drugs cabinet. Their investigation found 5.5ml of 
Ketamine and 1.5ml of Methadone missing.   

8. Ruth Barber and Nicola England RVN, the Practice Manager, have given 
statements to the College in relation to this matter, explaining the systems in place 
at the practice regarding controlled drugs, and the concerns they raised when it 
was realised the drugs had gone missing. The controlled drugs cabinet (in which 
Ketamine and Methadone were stored) was situated in the practice’s prep. room. 
The cabinet was kept locked, with the key stored in a safe directly below the 
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cabinet.  The key safe itself was locked using a number code.  At the time the drugs 
went missing, all veterinary surgeons and nursing staff, including locums, were 
given the code for the key safe. The use of Ketamine and Methadone was carefully 
monitored at the practice: it was recorded in the practice’s controlled drugs register, 
as well as in the relevant clinical notes and where applicable, anaesthetic forms.  
There was no indication in the controlled drug register as to the whereabouts of the 
two missing amounts. As a result of the concerns, on Monday 12 November 2018, 
the code to the key safe was changed. 

9. On Tuesday 13 November 2018, the Respondent approached Ms England and told 
her that he needed Vetergesic (an analgesic) for a cat, but that he could not 
retrieve it from the controlled drugs cabinet, as the combination to the key safe had 
been changed.  Ms England, having obtained the new code, opened the key safe 
for him. As she did so, she was conscious of him looking over her shoulder and 
seeing the new code.  Ms England then left the prep. room and went upstairs to her 
office.  About five minutes later, she heard the controlled drugs cabinet being 
opened.  She went to investigate, and saw the Respondent at the open cabinet 
drawing something into a 5ml syringe.  When she asked the Respondent if 
everything was all right, he said that it was, and talked about the cat that had 
needed Vetergesic. 

10. Ms England was suspicious, and so went back to her office and viewed the 
practice’s CCTV footage of the interior of the practice over the previous few 
minutes.  On the footage, she saw herself speaking with the Respondent (about the 
cat) and then the Respondent going into the consultation room.  She saw that there 
was no patient or owner in the room, and she watched as the Respondent put into 
his pocket the syringe which she had seen him draw up.  She then continued to 
watch the footage until he saw the next patient. She stayed in her office, and about 
ten minutes later, the Respondent came upstairs and went into the lavatory, 
remaining inside for what seemed like a long time.  Subsequent checks at a later 
date revealed no Vetergesic missing, but an additional 3ml of Methadone 
unaccounted for. The inference is that the Respondent had in fact drawn 
Methadone into the syringe, and had gone into the lavatory to inject himself with 
this. He later (at a restorative justice meeting after police involvement), admitted to 
Ms Barber and Ms England that he had self-administered drugs in this way whilst 
working at the practice and had not been  in a fit state to see patients. 

11. On Tuesday 13 November 2018 (before the checks had revealed the further 
Methadone to be missing) there was a practice meeting at which Ms Barber told her 
colleagues of her concerns.  Ms Barber also contacted her superiors within IVC, 
informing them of what had happened and asking for advice.  They provided her 
with an NHS form regarding drug discrepancies which she was asked to complete, 
and she duly did so. Ms Barber also contacted the Veterinary Defence Society 
(VDS) for advice, and got in touch with Vetlife (a charity providing support to 
members of the profession) without naming the Respondent.  
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12. Although he had been booked to continue to work at the practice, the Respondent 
was told that he should not return after Friday 16 November 2018. Ms Barber gave 
him details of Vetlife. She told him that she was concerned about him as it had 
crossed her mind that he had taken the drugs. He neither admitted nor denied this, 
but said words to the effect, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realise that was what you were 
thinking.” He thanked her for the details of Vetlife. 

13. After the Respondent’s departure, Ms Barber spoke to the College, who advised 
her that she should contact the police.  On 23 November 2018, Ms Barber duly 
reported the matter to the police. 

14. On 4 January 2019 the Respondent was arrested and interviewed by police, in the 
presence of a solicitor.  In interview, he confirmed that he had taken both the 
Methadone and the Ketamine, and that he had taken drugs at least once a day 
during the first week at the practice. He said he had used a syringe to draw up the 
drug, and that he had then taken it home, where he had administered it to himself. 
He confirmed that he had been in touch with Vetlife but had not yet spoken to 
anyone there. 

15. On 25 January 2019, the Police administered a caution to the Respondent for theft 
of the Methadone and Ketamine. The caution involved an admission by the 
Respondent that he had committed the offence of the drugs. The caution was 
conditional, namely if the Respondent complied with specific conditions, no 
prosecution would be brought for the offence. The conditions were that he should 
attend and complete a drug awareness course within sixteen weeks, and that he 
should engage with the restorative justice process. The latter involved attending at 
the practice to discuss his offences. 

16. On 22 April 2019, the Respondent attended a restorative justice meeting with Ms 
Barber and Ms England.  During the meeting, the Respondent admitted having 
stolen the drugs and admitted that he had administered them to himself in the 
lavatory whilst on the premises. He spoke about how his drug use at the practice 
had affected cases he had dealt with, saying that he had not been in a fit state to 
see patients at the time.  He apologised for his actions.  

17. The matter was reported to the College, who asked the Respondent about the 
allegations that he had stolen the drugs. He replied with emails to the College 
apologising for his conduct. 

Controlled Drugs: Methdadone and Ketamine 

18. Methadone (methadone hydrochloride) is an opioid used in human medicine to 
treat severe pain and opioid dependence.  In veterinary medicine, Methadone 
(“Comfortan”) is used for cats and dogs as analgesia or (in combination with 
another drug) pre-anaesthesia. Ketamine is used for anaesthesia both in human 
and veterinary medicine. 
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19. Legislation categorises all controlled drugs with both a letter (A, B or C) and a 
schedule (1 – 5).  

20. The letter classification relates to penalties for offences involving controlled drugs. 
These penalties vary depending on the harmfulness of the drug when it is misused, 
Class A being the most harmful. Methadone is categorised as a Class A controlled 
drug. Ketamine is a Class B controlled drug.  

21. The schedule categorisation relates to the levels of controls and restrictions placed 
on drugs, for example the categories of professionals authorised to deal with those 
controlled drugs and specific requirements such as storing and recording 
use/supply of those drugs. Schedule 1 drugs are subject to the most restrictions. 
Methadone and Ketamine are both Schedule 2 Controlled Drugs. 

22. The British National Formulary refers to opioids and ketamine (amongst many 
others) in its section on Dependence and Misuse. 

Disgraceful Conduct in a Professional Respect 

23. The College submits that the Respondent’s conduct amounts to disgraceful conduct 
in a professional respect. This means conduct falling far short of that which is 
expected of a member of the profession, or serious professional misconduct. The 
issue is a matter for the Committee's judgment; there is no burden or standard of 
proof to be applied at this stage.  

24. When considering the issue, the College submits that the Committee may take into 
account the Respondent’s acceptance that the facts constitute disgraceful conduct. 
The Committee may also take into account submissions on behalf of the College.  

Code of Professional Conduct for Veterinary Surgeons 

25. The Committee may take into account any breaches of the College’s Code of 
Professional Conduct for Veterinary Surgeons (“the Code”) (para 18 Disciplinary 
Committee Procedure Guidance 2013).  

26. The College submits that numerous sections of the Code and its supporting 
guidance are of relevance to the Respondent’s conduct. 

27. At its outset, the Code sets out key principles, set in the context of animal welfare. 
One of those key principles is honesty: 

“Veterinary surgeons seek to ensure the health and welfare of animals 
committed to their care and to fulfil their professional responsibilities, by 
maintaining five principles of practice: 

…. Honesty and integrity …” 
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28. There is then the most fundamental tenet of the profession, set out in the first 
provision of the Code: 

“1.1  Veterinary surgeons must make animal health and welfare their first 

consideration when attending to animals.” 

29. There is also a specific section of the Code dealing with medicines: 

“1.5  Veterinary surgeons who prescribe, supply and administer medicines 
must do so responsibly.” 

30. In addition, the Code provides detailed supporting guidance (Guidance  4) on 
dealing with veterinary medicines, including specific sections on the care required 
with controlled drugs: 

“4.8  There are five schedules of controlled drugs under the Misuse of Drugs 
Regulations 2001, each subject to a variety of different controls, including, for 
example: schedule 1 - possession requires a Home Office licence; schedule 2 
- drugs obtained and supplied must be recorded in a register for each drug; 
schedule 2 and 3 - prescriptions are subject to additional requirements; and, 
schedule 4 and 5 - drugs are subject to fewer controls. Veterinary surgeons 
should take extra care when prescribing controlled drugs, to ensure that the 
medicines are used only for the animals under treatment.” 

31. The Supporting Guidance also has a section relating to the requirement of care 
when dealing with ketamine (4-36): 

“Ketamine 

4.36  As of 30 November 2015, Ketamine is rescheduled as a Schedule 2 
controlled drug (previously Schedule 4). It is therefore subject to the strict 
storage, prescription, dispensing, destruction and record keeping 
requirements that apply to all CDs in this Schedule. For further details on 
these requirements please see the VMD veterinary medicines guidance on 
CDs.” 

32. There is a section within the Code dealing with how members of the profession 
should take steps to address health problems that could lead to misconduct issues: 

“3.1  Veterinary surgeons must take reasonable steps to address adverse 
physical or mental health or performance that could impair fitness to practise; 
or that results in harm, or a risk of harm, to animal health or welfare, public 
health or the public interest.” 

33. In the context of a veterinary surgeon’s duties to the public, the Code provides: 

http://www.gov.uk/controlled-drugs-veterinary-medicines
http://www.gov.uk/controlled-drugs-veterinary-medicines
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“6.4  Veterinary surgeons must comply with legislation relevant to the 
provision of veterinary services… 

6.5  Veterinary surgeons must not engage in any activity or behaviour that 
would be likely to bring the profession into disrepute or undermine public 
confidence in the profession.” 

34. The College submits that there have been material breaches of numerous aspects 
of the Code, as set out above. The Respondent: 

• failed to make animal welfare his first consideration (he admitted 
seeing patients when not fit to do so, as he had self-administered the 
stolen drugs); 

• failed to act honestly; 

• failed to deal with medicines responsibly; 

• failed to take adequate steps to address a health issue; 

• failed to comply with legislation regarding controlled drugs; 

• engaged in activity likely to bring the profession into disrepute and 
undermine public confidence in the profession. 

 

Aggravating and Mitigating Factors  

35. The Committee may also take into account aggravating and mitigating factors at 
this stage, insofar as they are relevant to the facts of the charge itself. The 
Committee’s Procedure Guidance states (para 16): 

“The Disciplinary Committee may take into account aggravating and mitigating 
factors in deciding whether the facts proved … amount to disgraceful conduct in a 
professional respect, … if that factor is relevant to the circumstances of the charge 
and is not purely personal mitigation.” 

36. Paragraphs 25 and 27 of the Procedure Guidance set out potential aggravating and 
mitigating factors respectively. Paragraph 29 provides further guidance on which of 
these aggravating and mitigating factors might be relevant to the disgraceful 
conduct stage, and which are more likely to relate to purely personal mitigation. 

37. The College submits that the following (from paragraph  25) are relevant 
aggravating features at this stage: 

b.  risk of harm to an animal (as drugs were self-administered whilst he was 
on duty) 
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c. dishonesty 

e. premeditated misconduct 

g. breach of […] trust 

k. misconduct sustained or repeated over a period of time 

38. In the absence of the Respondent, the College would invite the Committee to 
consider that mitigating factor “c. no financial gain” from paragraph 27 is of 
relevance to the disgraceful conduct stage. Other mitigating factors (including, for 
example, any insight or admissions) would be relevant only to the sanction stage. 

39. With regards to dishonesty, the Procedure Guidance notes (paragraph 52): 

“Proven dishonesty has been held to come at the top end of the spectrum of 
gravity of disgraceful conduct in a professional respect.”  

Summary of the College’s submissions 

40. The College submits that the facts clearly amount to disgraceful conduct in a 
professional respect. The behaviour represents breaches of the most fundamental 
tenets of the profession, namely the promotion of animal welfare, the responsible 
use of medicines and honesty. 

41. Additionally, the thefts represent a serious breach of trust, both as an employee 
and as a member of the profession. The Respondent was entrusted with access to 
controlled drugs, and he abused that trust. By his own admission, he did so several 
times whilst working at the practice, and in relation to two separate drugs. 

42. The Respondent’s conduct not only risked animal welfare, it also jeopardised the 
position of his colleagues, who by necessity fell under suspicion as a result of his 
conduct. Members of staff were called into a meeting and told that there were 
concerns about missing controlled drugs. They were required to live and work 
under the suspicion of serious impropriety for a number of days. 

43. The College submits that members of the public would rightly be appalled to learn 
that a member of the profession had stolen drugs from a veterinary practice in order 
to self-administer.  The reputation of the profession would be undermined, as would 
public confidence in the profession. 

44. In summary, the Respondent’s conduct was dishonest; it constituted both a breach 
of trust and an abuse of his position with regards to access to veterinary medicines; 
it risked animal welfare and jeopardised the reputation of colleagues. It fell far short 
of the conduct expected of a member of the profession and amounts to disgraceful 
conduct in a professional respect. 

Decision of the Disciplinary Committee on the Facts 
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45. The Respondent has admitted the facts set out in the charges, in particular that 
between 5 November 2018 and 17 November 2018 he stole controlled drugs from 
the practice at Well Pets Animal Hospital, Clevedon, Somerset, namely Ketamine, 
and Methadone. 

46. The Committee has considered with care the evidence adduced by the College, 
and contained in the Inquiry Bundle, comprising the witness statements of the 
witnesses referred to above, and the exhibits to those witness statements.  That 
evidence has been confirmed by the Respondent.  The Committee considers that 
the evidence adduced by the College, and summarised above, is accurate and 
reliable.  The Committee is satisfied so that it is sure that the facts set out in the 
charges have been proved, and that the Respondent’s admission as to the facts is 
well made.  The Committee is also sure that the evidence adduced by the College 
accurately provides the background and context in which the Respondent’s 
admitted conduct occurred.  

 Decision of the Disciplinary Committee on Disgraceful Conduct 

47. The Respondent has admitted that his conduct amount to disgraceful conduct in a 
professional respect. However, this is a matter for the judgment of the Committee, 
and it is for the Committee to decide whether the Respondent’s admission is 
properly made. 

48. The Committee has considered with care the College’s submissions in relation to 
disgraceful conduct.  The Committee accepts the submission of the College, and 
the advice of the Legal Assessor, that disgraceful conduct means conduct that falls 
far short of what is to be expected of a member of the profession, or serious 
professional misconduct. 

49. The Committee accepts the submissions of the College that the Respondent has 
been guilty of numerous breaches of the Code of Professional Conduct (“the 
Code”) and its supporting guidance, as set out in paragraphs 25 to 34 above. 

50. The Committee has considered the aggravating factors as set out in the 
Disciplinary Committee Procedure Guidance, and accepts the College’s 
submissions in that regard. The Committee does not accept the Colleges 
submission that “no financial gain” is a mitigating factor, because anyone who 
steals from a practice gains materially. The Committee considers that it is a 
mitigating factor in this case that the Respondent complied with the restorative 
justice condition of his caution.  

51. In the judgment of the Committee, the facts of this case clearly amount to 
disgraceful conduct in a professional respect, for the reasons set out in the 
summary of the College’s submissions set out in paragraphs 40 to 44 above. 

52. Accordingly, the Committee is satisfied that the Respondent’s admission as to 
disgraceful conduct was properly made. 
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 DISCIPLINARY COMMITTEE 

 16 December 2019 
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