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Frequently Asked Questions About 

Cannabis, Cannabis-Derived, and Cannabis-Related Products 
 

What are cannabis, marijuana, and hemp? 

Cannabis is a plant, belonging to the Cannabaceae family, which has been said to contain more than 400 

different types of compounds, approximately 80 to 100 of which are cannabinoids. Other biologically active 

compounds in the plant include terpenoids, flavonoids, and omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids. 

 

The two cannabinoids of most current interest within cannabis are delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and 

cannabidiol (CBD). THC is the compound responsible for most of the psychological effects associated with 

cannabis (i.e., it is psychoactive). CBD is non-psychoactive and may help to block the “high” associated with THC.  

 

At the federal level, parts of the Cannabis sativa plant have been controlled under the Controlled Substances Act 

(CSA, 21 USC § 802[16]) since 1970 as ‘marihuana’ (more commonly known as marijuana). When the Agriculture 

Improvement Act of 2018 (2018 Farm Bill, Pub L 115-134) was passed in December 2018, it defined ‘hemp’ as 

“the plant Cannabis sativa L. and any part of that plant, including the seeds thereof and all derivatives, extracts, 

cannabinoids, isomers, acids, salts, and salts of isomers, whether growing or not, with a delta-9-

tetrahydrocannabinol concentration of not more than 0.3 percent on a dry-weight basis.” It also removed 

‘hemp’ from the CSA, which means that cannabis plants and their derivatives that contain no more than 0.3 

percent THC on a dry-weight basis are no longer controlled substances under federal law. Parts of the cannabis 

plant not meeting the definition of ‘hemp’ and included within the definition of ‘marihuana’, and their 

derivatives, remain under Schedule I of the CSA.  

 

 

Does the passage of the Agriculture Improvement Act of 2018 (2018 Farm Bill) mean that CBD and other 

cannabis-derived (including hemp-derived) products are now “legal” for veterinary use and sale?  

De-scheduling a substance and its derivatives does not automatically make their manufacture and 

marketing/sales for use as therapeutic products (i.e., drugs) or food “legal.”  

 

The FDA has authority under the federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FDCA, codified at 21 USC § 301 et seq. 

with implementing regulations at 21 CFR § 1.1 et seq.) to regulate products containing cannabis or cannabis-

derived compounds for use as drugs or food, and that authority was preserved under the 2018 Farm Bill. This 

means these products and the manufacturers of them are subject to meeting the same requirements as FDA-

regulated products containing any other substance. This is true whether or not the cannabis or cannabis-derived 

products are classified as ‘hemp’ under the 2018 Farm Bill.  

 

‘Drugs’ are defined under the FDCA as “articles intended for use in the diagnosis, cure, mitigation, treatment, or 

prevention of disease in man or other animals; and articles (other than food) intended to affect the structure or 

any function of the body of man or other animals.” ‘Food’ is defined as “articles used for food or drink for man 

or other animals.” 

 

 

Are CBD and THC ‘drugs’? 

When it comes to their use as therapeutic agents and their inclusion in animal food or feed, FDA has indicated 

that both CBD and THC are considered to be ‘drugs’. Two reasons have been provided for why.  
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First, because when THC and CBD are intended for use in the cure, mitigation, treatment, or prevention of 

disease, or when they are intended to affect the structure or function of the body of humans or animals, they 

meet the definition of a ‘drug’ under the FDCA.  

 

Second, THC and CBD are active ingredients in drug products that have already been approved under the FDCA, 

21 USC § 355. Substances for which substantial clinical investigations have been instituted and for which the 

existence of such investigations have been made public—and the products containing those substances—are 

considered to be drugs. THC (dronabinol) is the active ingredient in the approved human drug products Marinol 

capsules (and generics) and Syndros oral solution. CBD is the active ingredient in the approved human drug 

product Epidiolex.  

 

 

Has FDA approved any veterinary (animal) drugs containing cannabis or cannabis-derived compounds such as 

CBD? 

No, there are currently no approved animal drugs that contain cannabis, are derived from cannabis, or are 

related to cannabis.  

 

FDA has, however, approved one cannabis-derived and three cannabis-related human drug products. Epidiolex 

contains a purified form of CBD. Marinol and Syndros include the active ingredient dronabinol (a synthetic THC), 

and Cesamet contains the active ingredient nabilone (a chemical that is similar to THC and is also synthetically 

derived).  

 

 

What about the numerous cannabis-derived products, including various types of CBD, being marketed for 

pets? As a veterinarian, should I be administering, prescribing, dispensing, or recommending them? 

As veterinarians, when we look to administer, prescribe, or recommend products, we are generally doing so 

with intent to prevent, mitigate, treat, or cure a disease or condition. Products for animals for which therapeutic 

claims are made that have not been evaluated and approved by the FDA are unapproved animal drugs. 

Unapproved animal drugs are considered to be “unsafe” under the FDCA, because they have not been shown to 

meet FDA standards for safety and efficacy for their intended use.  

 

The FDA approval process assures that drugs are evaluated as to whether they work, what the proper dosage 

might be if they do work, how they could interact with other drugs, and whether they have dangerous side 

effects or other safety concerns.  

 

Examples of what FDA has indicated1 it considers to be therapeutic claims associated with the marketing of CBD 

products for animals include the following: 

“…CBD and other chemicals found in cannabis have an antitumor effects and could be used to improve 

standard treatments…” 

“…Due to its anti-inflammatory effect, cannabinoids may provide relief of joint pain and swelling, and 

decrease joint destruction and disease progression…” 

“…how [product] may help your dog or cat…reduce cancer-associated symptoms, aid in decreasing 

severity of dementia, reduce bronchial spasm in asthmatics…” 

“…for all pets, but especially for those with arthritis, allergies, anxiety or behavior issues, compromised 

immune systems, diabetes, digestive issues, nausea, chronic pain, cancer, seizures…” 
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There are currently no approved animal drugs derived from cannabis. Animal drugs must generally receive 

premarket approval by FDA via the New Animal Drug Application (NADA) process. The manufacture and 

marketing/sales of drugs in interstate commerce that have not been FDA approved is a violation of federal law. 

 

The use of unapproved drugs can put patients at risk and may create legal risk for veterinarians who administer, 

prescribe, dispense, or recommend them because they have not been evaluated for efficacy and safety by the 

FDA. Risk may be heightened when approved treatments are available and are not utilized, or when patients for 

which unapproved drugs have been administered, prescribed, dispensed, or recommended are adversely 

impacted (either side effects or treatment failures).  

 

 

My state has laws that allow cannabis to be sold for medical use without FDA approval. Doesn’t that mean, as 

a veterinarian, that I can legally use and/or recommend them for my patients?  

No. To date, laws that have been passed by states that remove state restrictions on the use of cannabis for 

medical or recreational use by people do not apply to their use in animals.  

 

A veterinarian’s use of cannabis and its products for their patients may additionally be regulated at the state 

level via state veterinary medical practice acts or state pharmacy laws. A 2018 law2 passed in California 

amended section 4883 and added section 4884 to the Business and Professions Code that allows veterinarians 

(other than those employed by or having an agreement with a cannabis licensee) to discuss cannabis within the 

veterinarian-client-patient relationship and sets a deadline of January 1, 2020 for that state’s veterinary medical 

board to develop guidelines for those discussions. However, that law also expressly prohibits a licensed 

veterinarian from administering or dispensing cannabis or cannabis products for an animal patient. With respect 

to state pharmacy laws, in Maryland a statement3 issued on March 1, 2019 by the State Board of Veterinary 

Medical Examiners indicates, “Although the General Assembly may change state law at some point, right now, in 

Maryland, all products containing cannabidiol, except for Epidiolex, are Schedule 1 Controlled Substances.” 

 

These are just a couple of examples as to why it is always important for veterinarians to understand their 

responsibilities and obligations under both federal and state law.  

 

 

Is it legal for veterinarians to sell CBD products? 

It largely depends on the intended use of the product and how it is labeled and marketed. Even if a CBD product 

meets the definition of ‘hemp’ under the 2018 Farm Bill, its marketing and sale must comply with other 

applicable laws, including the FDCA and its regulations and those at the state level. 

 

FDA has expressed its concern regarding products containing CBD and other cannabis-derived compounds that 

are being marketed for therapeutic use without approval by FDA. They have stated that, “Selling unapproved 

products with unsubstantiated therapeutic claims is not only a violation of the law, but can also put patients at 

risk, as they products have not been proven to be safe or effective.”4 Therapeutic claims include not only those 

on the label of the product, but also those used in promotion (e.g., websites, advertisements, circulars, 

testimonials) that suggest the intended use(s) of the product.  

 

The marketing of unapproved treatments also raises the possibility that animal owners may choose to use these 

unapproved products in lieu of approved therapies to treat serious diseases and conditions in their animals, 

which may result in treatment failures and increased animal suffering.  
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Do CBD or THC quality for extralabel use in animals? 

The Animal Medicinal Drug Use Clarification Act of 1994 (AMDUCA) permits veterinarians to prescribe extralabel 

uses of approved human and animal drugs for animals under certain conditions. Currently the only FDA-

approved cannabis-derived or cannabis-related drug products are approved for use in people and include 

Epidiolex (purified form of CBD), Marinol and Syndros (active ingredient dronabinol, a synthetic form of THC), 

and Cesamet (active ingredient nabilone, which has a chemical structure similar to THC and is synthetically 

derived). Other forms of CBD and THC are not currently FDA approved and, therefore, are not eligible for use 

under AMDUCA.  

 

Extralabel use must comply with the provisions of AMDUCA and its regulations (21 CFR § 530). Extralabel use is 

possible only on the lawful order of a licensed veterinarian in the context of a veterinarian-client-patient 

relationship and only in circumstances when the health of an animal is threatened or suffering, or death may 

result from failure to treat. In addition, extralabel use of an FDA-approved human drug in a food-producing 

animal is not permitted if an animal drug approved for use in food-producing animals can be used in an 

extralabel manner for the use. If scientific information on the human food safety aspects of the use of the 

approved human drug in food-producing animals is not available, the veterinarian must take appropriate 

measures to ensure that the animal and its food products will not enter the human food supply.  

 

 

Can CBD or THC products be marketed for animals as dietary supplements? 

No. Technically there is no such thing as a ‘dietary supplement’ for animals, because the Dietary Supplement 

and Health Education Act of 1994 (DSHEA) does not apply to products intended for use in animals. What this 

means is that the only evaluative route for veterinary products is as ‘drug’ or ‘food’ under the FDCA.  

 

Additionally, with respect to products for human use, FDA has concluded based on available evidence that CBD 

and THC products are excluded from the dietary supplement definition under the FDCA (21 USC § 321(ff)(3)(B)(i) 

and (ii)). Under that section, if a substance is an active ingredient in a drug product that has been approved 

under the FDCA (21 USC § 355), or has been authorized for investigation as a new drug for which substantial 

clinical investigations have been instituted and for which the existence of such investigations has been made 

public, then products containing that substance are excluded from the definition of a ‘dietary supplement’. 

 

 

Can THC and CBD be legally added to animal food or feed (including treats) that is distributed in interstate 

commerce? 

No. All ingredients in animal food (including treats) must be approved as food additives or generally recognized 

as safe (GRAS) for their intended use in the intended species. If an animal food contains an ingredient that is not 

the subject of an approved food additive petition or GRAS for its intended use in the intended species, that 

animal food is considered to be adulterated under the FDCA (21 USC § 342(a)(2)(C)(i)). 

 

FDA coordinates with state feed control officials to recognize ingredients listed in the Official Publication of the 

Association of American Feed Control Officials (AAFCO) as being acceptable for use in animal food. At this time 

there are no approved animal feed petitions or ingredient definitions listed in the AAFCO Official Publication for 

any substances derived from ‘hemp’. The AAFCO provides additional information in its AAFCO Guidelines on 

Hemp in Animal Food, which was updated on May 1, 2019.   

 

Under the FDCA (21 USC § 331(ll)  it is prohibited to introduce or deliver for introduction into interstate 
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commerce any food, including animal food or feed, to which has been added a substance that is an active 

ingredient in a drug product that has been approved under the FDCA (21 USC § 355), a drug for which 

substantial clinical investigations have been instituted, and for which the existence of those investigations has 

been made public. This includes THC and CBD. There are exceptions, including when the drug was marketed in 

food before the drug was approved or before the clinical investigations involving the drug had been initiated, or 

in the case of animal feed, that the drug is a new animal drug approved for use in feed and used accordingly to 

approved labeling. FDA has indicated that none of these exceptions applies to THC or CBD.  

 

 

But I have heard there is therapeutic potential in these products for animals, so how do I tap that? 

Yes, from what we can tell from anecdotal accounts and the limited research that has been conducted thus far 

on animals, there very well may be therapeutic potential associated with cannabis, cannabis-derived, or 

cannabis-related products for conditions affecting our patients. Unfortunately, while there is some peer-

reviewed information in the literature on human clinical applications and additional information available from 

the study of animals to better understand the physiological actions of cannabis-derived compounds or as models 

of human disease, further research is needed to assess the safety and effectiveness of these substances for the 

treatment of diseases or conditions in animals. The conduct of that research is what can lead to an approved 

new animal drug. To get a new animal drug approved, researchers can contact the FDA and establish an 

Investigational New Animal Drug (INAD) file with the FDA Center for Veterinary Medicine (FDA-CVM).  

 

The AVMA has advocated for improved access to cannabis for research and has encouraged those wanting to 

market cannabis and its derived or related products for therapeutic use, or as a component of animal food, to 

work with FDA to gain approval for their products. Good news is that the removal of ‘hemp’ from the CSA as a 

result of the 2018 Farm Bill may make it easier for researchers to study cannabis and its derivatives that fall 

under the definition of ‘hemp’, including CBD. 

 

 

What safety concerns may be associated with these products? 

There are many cannabis-derived products being marketed and sold as animal health products, but—to-date—

FDA has not approved cannabis for any use in animals. Accordingly, the agency has indicated that it cannot 

assure the safety or effectiveness of these products and cautions pet owners against their use. 

 

In addition to lack of FDA-approval, the quality, purity, and strength of cannabinoid products matter and can be 

difficult to determine. Currently many of these products include insufficient labeling, and analyses by 

ConsumerLab5 and a report6 published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) indicate that 

many of these products contained greater or lesser amounts of cannabinoids than indicated on their label. In 

addition, there is considerable inter-laboratory variability in analytical results, including when the same sample 

undergoes multiple evaluations.7 There may also be large differences in potency between human and animal 

products (human products typically are more concentrated than those manufactured for pets) and, because of 

how some products are manufactured, contaminants are possible. Potential contaminants include chemicals 

intentionally added to increase yield, weight, or potency (e.g., pesticides, synthetic cannabinoids, metal 

particles); substances unintentionally incorporated during production (e.g., molds, bacteria); and solvents used 

as part of extraction processes (e.g., ethanol, petroleum-ether, butane).8 All of this presents additional 

challenges to safe and effective use, as well as an increased risk of toxicosis.  

 

Most reported cases of toxicosis from cannabis appear to be from unintentional exposures: getting into an 

owner’s “stash,” ingestion of edibles (e.g., candies, baked goods, chocolate bars and chips containing cannabis), 
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consumption of vape cartridges, or the inhalation of second-hand smoke. Many of these accidental exposures 

have involved products high in THC and/or have been complicated by the presence of other toxic ingredients 

included in cannabis-containing products, such as chocolate, raisins, macadamia nuts, caffeine, xylitol, lead 

(vape cartridges), or the packaging itself.  

 

With CBD oils and tinctures becoming increasingly popular for people and pets, however, the ASPCA Animal 

Poison Control Center (APCC) has reported9 an increase in calls about cannabinoid treat and tincture ingestion, 

primarily by dogs. Many of these dogs who ate more treats or consumed more tincture than recommended 

exhibited clinical signs after ingestion and those signs were consistent with those in dogs suffering from THC 

overdoses. While the ASPCA APCC has shared information about these adverse events, we’re told that FDA has 

not yet received similar reports associated with the intentional administration of cannabis products to animals. 

If you are aware of such incidents, we encourage you to report the adverse event to the FDA here: 

https://www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/report-problem/how-report-animal-drug-side-effects-and-product-

problems.  

 

 

Is FDA taking action against cannabis, cannabis-derived, or cannabis-related products, including CBD? 

Yes. The FDA has sent warning letters1 to companies allegedly illegally selling CBD products because it was 

claimed they could prevent, diagnose, treat or cure disease. A recent warning letter10 addressed a product 

containing CBD that was marketed for use in dogs.  

 

In some cases, there were alleged additional violations of the FDCA because these products were marketed as 

dietary supplements or because they involved the addition of CBD to food. And, in some cases, letters were co-

signed by the Federal Trade Commission, because of concerns about unsubstantiated advertising, which is a 

violation of the Federal Trade Commission Act (FTC Act, 15 USC § 41 et seq).  

 

The long-term availability of unapproved cannabis products (including CBD and other hemp-derived compounds) 

in the marketplace will ultimately be determined by whether FDA takes enforcement actions. FDA indicates that, 

when deciding to take action, it considers multiple factors, including agency resources and threats to public and 

animal health. FDA also communicates with federal and state agencies when making decisions about whether to 

initiate federal enforcement actions.   

 

Given this complex legal environment, within which FDA is sending warning letters regarding some products, 

why are so many CBD products available to my clients? 

Confusion and uncertainly exists related to CBD-containing products because of intersections between the CSA, 

FDCA, 2018 Farm Bill, and inconsistent state laws, as well as differences between products intended to be used 

therapeutically as drugs, food/feed, or food additives, and between those intended for human versus animal 

use. FDA has conveyed that it is currently working to define its regulatory strategy related to existing CBD 

products, as well as considering lawful pathways by which appropriate products containing cannabis, cannabis-

derived, or cannabis-related compounds can be marketed. That review includes how these legal pathways can 

be made more predictable (and thereby make it easier for manufacturers to obtain approvals). At the same 

time, some believe strongly in the potential positive effects of cannabis-derived or cannabis-related products, 

including CBD, or see a business opportunity in their manufacture and distribution. Ultimately, the long-term 

status of cannabis-derived or cannabis-related products, including CBD, for use in veterinary practice will 

depend on the clarity provided, and actions taken by, the FDA. 
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