Can't Afford the Vet? What to Do, Step by Step

If your pet needs care you can't pay for, you usually have more options than it
seems. This guide walks through what to do first, what to ask your vet, how
payment plans and assistance grants work, and how families combine them to
cover a bill.

Updated November 12, 2026 - By Sean Arenas, Help My Pet

The short answer

If your pet needs care you can't afford, don't rely on a single source of help. You can often
combine several: a lower-cost treatment plan worked out with your vet, a payment plan,
assistance grants that usually pay the vet directly, and a fundraiser for what's left. In an
emergency, go to the vet first and sort out payment there. If it isn't an emergency, start by
asking about lower-cost options and clinics, which can shrink the bill and give you the
diagnosis and written estimate most grants ask for.

 Emergency? Start with step 1.

* Not an emergency? Start with step 2 and step 5.

o Already have a diagnosis and estimate? Go to step 3 and step 4.

1. If it's an emergency, go how

Don't wait for money to sort itself out if your pet is having trouble breathing, has collapsed, is
bleeding heavily, is straining to pee (especially a male cat), has had a seizure, or may have
eaten something poisonous. See the full list of emergency signs (helpmypet.us/get-care/#urgent),
adapted from the American Veterinary Medical Association.

Emergency hospitals often ask for payment or a deposit before treatment, including to
stabilize a pet. Call on the way, tell them cost is a concern, and ask:

o What will it cost to examine and stabilize my pet?

e Can | get a written estimate before you do more?

o What payment options do you accept?

e If I can't cover the deposit, do you have an assistance fund, or can you point me to a
place that may cost less?


http://127.0.0.1:8766/about/
http://127.0.0.1:8766/get-care/#urgent
https://www.avma.org/public/EmergencyCare/Pages/animal-emergencies.aspx

Don't delay urgent care while waiting for a grant decision. Keep every page you're given: a
written estimate and a diagnosis are what most assistance programs ask for.

2. Ask your vet about lower-cost options

There is often more than one reasonable way to treat a problem, at different prices. Vets call
this a range or "spectrum" of care. It's fine to ask. Good questions:

e "What's the most important thing to do first, and what can wait?"

e "Is there a less expensive option that's still reasonable for my pet?"

e "Can any of this be done as an outpatient instead of a hospital stay?"

e "Can we do the treatment in stages?"

o "Can | get a written prescription so | can compare pharmacy prices?"

Ask for an itemized written estimate. It helps you compare options, and you'll need it for
grants and fundraising.

3. Ask about payment plans and pet financing

Ask the front desk whether the clinic offers its own payment plan. Some clinics also accept
outside financing or payment services, such as CareCredit, Scratchpay, Cherry or VetBilling.
They don't all work the same way, and approval, fees, interest and repayment terms vary by
service and by clinic.

Read the terms before you sign. Some financing offers "no interest if paid in full" during a
promotional period. With that kind of offer, if the balance isn't paid off in time, you can be
charged the interest you thought you were avoiding, often back to the purchase date (how
these offers work, from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau). Make sure the monthly
payment pays it off in time.

Personal loans and credit cards are another option, but interest can make the bill much
bigger. Check for grants first if you have time.

4. Apply for assistance grants

Assistance grants come from nonprofits, and most pay your vet directly rather than you. What
to know before you apply:

* Most need a diagnosis and a written estimate from your vet.

* Most must approve help before treatment. Many can't pay for care that's already done.


https://www.consumerfinance.gov/ask-cfpb/i-got-a-credit-card-promising-no-interest-for-a-purchase-if-i-pay-in-full-within-12-months-how-does-this-work-en-40/
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/ask-cfpb/i-got-a-credit-card-promising-no-interest-for-a-purchase-if-i-pay-in-full-within-12-months-how-does-this-work-en-40/

» Each one has its own rules: income, the kind of illness, your pet's age or breed, or
where you live.

« Amounts vary, funding is limited and approval isn't guaranteed. Some programs
answer within days, others take weeks.

o Apply to every program you qualify for, unless a program's rules say not to apply
elsewhere at the same time.

e Check local programs too. Your state's page (helpmypet.us/states/) lists programs near
you.

Have these ready: your vet's name and phone number, the diagnosis or medical notes, the
written estimate, how much you can pay yourself, and any income documents a program asks
for.

National programs to start with. Each has different rules, so check whether it covers your
pet's condition, where you live and the timing of treatment before you apply:

Open now, checked on each program'’s own website (22 programs). Many have narrow rules, so apply
to every one that fits, not just one.

e Animals Staying Alive: Charitable foundation, based in Texas and serving the U.S.

o Banfield Foundation HOPE Funds: Help for income-qualified pet owners whose pet has
an immediately life-threatening condition, applied through a local Banfield Pet Hospital.

 Bow Wow Buddies Foundation: Dog-focused veterinary grant program that is accepting
new applications again.

o Deaf Dog Education Action Fund - Emergency Medical Support Fund: Helps with
extraordinary vet costs for newly placed deaf dogs.

« Diabetic Cats in Need (DCIN): One-time help for diabetic cats: a year of home testing
supplies, or Lantus/glargine or ProZinc insulin.

» For The Love Of Alex - Emergency Vet Care Fund: A nonprofit that funds emergency
veterinary care for the pets of low-income families to prevent surrender or economic
euthanasia.

» Frankie's Friends: National grants for lifesaving emergency and specialty veterinary
care; cancer cases may fit the JLACF fund when under veterinary oncology care.

o Help-A-Pet: A mail-in assistance program for low-income pet owners that pays toward
vet care once per pet.

 Land of PureGold Working Dog Cancer Treatment Grant: $1,000 per dog toward cancer
treatment for working dogs.
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o Live Like Roo Foundation: Cancer-focused support and financial assistance.

e Lucy the Rescue Dog Inc.: A small nonprofit that pays a pre-approved vet directly for
emergency care for pets with a treatable iliness or injury.

» Miranda's People: Financial assistance and cancer-navigation information for families
who cannot afford cancer treatment for a dog.

+ Paws 4 A Cure: National dog-and-cat veterinary financial-assistance program.

» Pet Assistance, Inc.: Limited grants and cost-saving guidance for established pet
owners facing urgent or life-threatening veterinary problems.

o Pets of the Homeless - Veteran Pet Support Program: Pays for urgent vet treatment,
vaccines and spay/neuter for pets of veterans in housing programs, so veterans can get
and keep stable housing with their pets.

» RedRover Relief Urgent Care Grants: Small grants for an eligible urgent-treatment
funding gap after diagnosis.

o STARelief Home For Life & Pet Food Assistance: STARelief offers Home For Life
veterinary-care grants plus pet-food and emergency boarding/foster assistance.

» The Mosby Foundation: One-time financial assistance for qualifying dogs facing critical,
non-routine veterinary treatment.

o The Onyx & Breezy Foundation: National animal-welfare foundation that considers
veterinary-treatment and other animal-needs grant requests where financial hardship is
present.

o The Pet Fund: One-time financial assistance for domestic animals needing non-basic,
non-urgent veterinary care such as cancer or chronic disease.

« Veterinary Care Foundation (Good Samaritan Fund): A national charity that gives
member vet clinics money to help clients in financial crisis; you ask your own vet to
request it.

» Violet's Friends in Need Fund: A quarterly grant fund that helps pay for costly surgeries,
procedures and therapies for pets with a good chance of recovery.

5. Look for lower-cost care near you

If your petisn'tin crisis, a different clinic may cost much less for the same care:

e Low-cost and nonprofit clinics, often run by humane societies and SPCAs, for exams,
vaccines, spay/neuter and some treatment.
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o Veterinary school hospitals, which treat the public and sometimes run lower-cost
clinics.

o Spay/neuter vouchers from cities, counties and nonprofits.
e Pet food banks, so more of your money can go to care.
Search by your ZIP code (helpmypet.us/near/) to see what's closest, with who qualifies and

when each listing was last checked. A checked listing doesn't guarantee that a program still
has funding or openings, so call before you go.

Help My Pet lists 4,643 programs and clinics, each checked on the provider's own website.

6. Raise money for what's left

A fundraiser works best alongside grants and a payment plan, not instead of them. What
helps:

» A clear goal based on your written estimate.

* A good photo where your pet's face is easy to see.

« Specifics: what happened, what the vet said, and what the money pays for.

o Updates as treatment goes on. They bring in more gifts.

» Sharing it personally with friends, family, coworkers and local groups, not just posting

once.

Help My Pet builds free fundraiser pages that bring your story, your donation link and your
other sources of help together in one place. Start a free fundraiser page (helpmypet.us/start-a-
fundraiser/).

Watch out for
e Anyone who asks for money up front to get you a grant or guarantee approval. Check
how to apply on the nonprofit's own website.

o Strangers who message you after you post a fundraiser, offering to "help" for money or
account access.

» Waiting too long. Many problems get more expensive the longer they go untreated. Ask
your vet what's safe to put off.

» Signing for financing you can't pay. A missed promotional deadline can cost more than
the original bill.
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Planning for next time

Once this bill is handled, a small monthly savings account for your pet, or pet insurance
(helpmypet.us/pet-insurance/) bought while your pet is healthy, can make the next emergency
easier. Insurance usually doesn't cover conditions your pet already has. More ways to save on
food, medicine and vaccines (helpmypet.us/save-on-pet-care/).

Common questions

Will a vet treat my pet if | can't pay?

Not always. Veterinary hospitals can require payment or a deposit before providing care,
including emergency stabilization. Call ahead, explain your situation, and ask what they can
do right away, what it will cost, and what payment options or assistance funds they have.

Are there grants that pay vet bills?

Yes. Nonprofit assistance programs give grants toward vet care, and most pay the clinic
directly. Most need a diagnosis and written estimate, and many must approve help before
treatment. Apply to every program that fits, since each has its own rules and limited funds.

Can | get help after the treatment is already done?

It's harder. Many grant programs can't pay for care that's already finished. Fundraising, a
clinic payment plan, and some local programs may still help with an existing bill.

Is CareCredit the same as a grant?

No. CareCredit, Scratchpay and similar services are financing: you pay the money back,
sometimes with interest. A grant doesn't have to be repaid.

Does Help My Pet pay vet bills?

No. Help My Pet is free and helps you find programs, payment options and fundraising that fit
your pet, and can build a free fundraiser page. It can't guarantee that any program will
approve help.

Sources

* American Veterinary Medical Association: Animal emergencies that need immediate care

o Consumer Financial Protection Bureau: How “no interest if paid in full” offers work
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The latest version is always at
helpmypet.us/guides/cant-afford-the-vet/

Updated November 12, 2026. Help My Pet is free, independent and can't guarantee funding.
It does not replace advice from your veterinarian.



