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Cannabis in Veterinary Medicine 

What You Need to Know



The 1930’s saw the start of cannabis 

prohibition across North America

Cannabis Legislation



Early Drug Prohibition 

in Canada
 1908 – Opium Act

 1911 – Opium and Drug Act (added morphine/cocaine)

 1920 – Opium and Narcotic Drug Act

 1923 – Narcotics Drug Act Amendment Bill

 1937 – First seizure of Cannabis by Canadian police

 1960s – Surge in popularity > harsher penalties

 1961 – Narcotics Control Act

 1969-1972 – Le Dain Commission

 1996 – Controlled Drugs and Substances Act

 1998 – Industrial Hemp Regulations



Industrial Hemp Regulations (IHR)

1998

 Is an exemption to the Controlled Drug and 

Substances Act (CDSA)

 Hemp production requires license, regular 

inspections, and is limited to approved strains

 Plants must contain less than 0.3% TCH

in leaves and flowers.

 Exemption only applies to seeds and stalks – not 

leaves/flowers, etc.

 Hemp is an under-utilized source of medicinal 

CBD

 Unlike in the US, even products derived from stalk, 

if they contain CBD, fall under CDSA as CBD is 

Schedule II drug.



2001:  MMAR 
(Marihuana 

Med.AccessReg.)

2013:  MMPR  
(Marihuana for 

Med.Purp.Reg.)

2016:  ACMPR 
(Access to Cannabis 

for Med.Purp.Reg) 

Medical Cannabis Legalization



Over 235,000 Canadians 

Accessing Medical Cannabis 

through the ACMPR
(as of Sept. 2017)

Growth of approx. 30% each quarter



But some important individuals 

were left out of all these new 

regulations…



…and what about these guys?



Why Should We Care About 

Cannabis for Animals?

 They get sick and suffer, much like we 

do.

 They each have an Endocannabinoid 

System that responds to exogenous 

cannabinoids – much like we do.

 They add value to our lives – in so many 

ways!

 Their value is reflected in the money that 

we spend on them.  



16.4 million pet dogs & cats 

in Canada
(data from Canadian Animal Health Institute)



Pet Industry 

 $$$ INDUSTRY

*source:  2015 Canadian Pet Market Outlook prepared by consumer research firm Packaged Facts.

source:  Packaged Facts’ most recent report 2016.  source:  North American Pet Health Insurance Association



Today’s Presentation

 Review of legislative issues that affect our 
ability to access safe and effective cannabis-
based medicine for animals

 Current uses of veterinary cannabis

 Special Considerations for Animals

 New legislation and its impact on Vet. Med.

 Some potential risks and dangers of using 
cannabis for pets 

*  diagnostic challenges

*  common co-toxicities

 Choosing a pet product

 Future direction of veterinary cannabinoid 
medicine



*  Ancient Greeks used 

cannabis to dress wounds on 

their horses.

*  Cannabis was a common 

ingredient in many medicines 

(both human and animal) until 

the start of prohibition in the 

1930’s.

*  Renewed interest in veterinary 

cannabis in last 10 years, 

following surge in human 

medical use.

History of Veterinary Cannabis



ACMPR

Health Care Practitioners

Marginal note:Authorized activities

7 (1) In addition to being authorized to possess fresh or dried 

marihuana or cannabis oil in accordance with section 3, a health care 

practitioner may conduct the following activities in regard to a person

who is under their professional treatment:

(a) transfer or administer the substance; or

(b) provide a medical document.

Marginal note:Transfer

(2) The health care practitioner may also transfer the substance to an 

individual who is responsible for the person under their professional 

treatment.

Marginal note:Medical document

8 (1) A medical document provided by a health care practitioner to a 

person who is under their professional treatment must indicate

(a) the practitioner’s given name, surname, profession, business 

address and telephone number, the province in which they are 

authorized to practise their profession and the number assigned 

by the province to that authorization and, if applicable, their 

facsimile number and email address;

(b) the person’s given name, surname and date of birth;

(c) the address of the location at which the person consulted 

with the practitioner;

(d) the daily quantity of dried marihuana, expressed in grams, 

that the practitioner authorizes for the person; and

(e) the period of use.



Provincial Veterinary 

Associations and By-Laws

 No current legal routes for 

prescribing or access

 Risk of Professional 

Misconduct

 Lack of Evidence Based 

Medicine to support 

recommendations

 Medical Cannabis is not 

fitting with current 

“Standard of Care”







Pets are considered property under 

the Criminal Code of Canada

=

(With some added provisions regarding 

neglect/cruelty)

LOOPHOLE?



But that hasn’t stopped retail…



CBD vs. THC

CBD Pet products predominate.  Why?

Spill-over from the US where CBD is ‘legal’ in 

all states

 Less enforcement even here where it is still a 

Scheduled II Controlled Substance

 Low toxicity; Well tolerated; Range of 

therapeutic effects; Media Coverage

Perception that THC is ‘toxic’ to dogs





What are pet owners 

treating with CBD?

According to study by CSU and published in the 

JAHVMA in 2016, pet owners reported that medical 

cannabis helped either “a moderate amount” or “a 

lot” for the following conditions:

JAHVMA = Journal of the American Holistic Veterinary Medical Association



For Dogs:  Pain Relief (95%)

 Age-related behavioral changes 

(93%)

 Seizures (92%)

 Inflammation (92%)

 Sleep quality (89%)

 Anxiety relief (83%)

 Nausea reduction (82%)

Muscle spasms (79%)

 Anti-cancer activity (73%)

GI issues (71%)

 Noise phobias (65%)

 Skin conditions (62%)



For Cats:

 Pain relief (100%)

 Sleep quality (96%)

 Inflammation (90%)

 Nausea reduction (86%)

 Anti-cancer activity (82%)

 Skin conditions (75%)



Compared to People?

To name a 

few…



Endocannabinoid System



Endocannabinoid System

The ECS is an extremely complex 

system, and while our understanding 

of it has grown dramatically over the 

last couple decades, we have so 

much more to learn!



Endocannabinoid System (ECS)

 Found in all mammals, 
birds, fish, reptiles, 
amphibians, and even 
some invertebrates, but 
not insects. *

 Largest receptor system in 
the mammalian body

 Regulates many body 
functions and helps to 
maintain homeostasis.



Endocannabinoid System

Comprised of 2 main cannabinoid receptors +

• CB1 & CB2

• GPR18, GPR55, GPR12

• 5-HT1a, TRPV1

 ECS includes receptors, neurotransmitters & 

enzymes (AEA, 2-AG, PEA, FAAH, MAGL, etc.)

 The ECS is modulated by both endogenous 

cannabinoids, as well as exogenous 

cannabinoids (including phytocannabinoids).



Terpenes



Terpenes

 Responsible for the 

aromatic properties of 

cannabis as well as other 

plants

 Secreted by the plants 

resin glands

 Also bind to receptors in 

the body to produce a 

range of physical effects

 Monoterpenes may be 

metabolized in cats by 

glucosidation (vs. 

glucuronidation in many 

other species)



Endocannabinoid System



 Snippets from prior studies on 

PK/metabolism/absorption







Lack of Species-Specific 

Research 



Current Studies in Veterinary 

Cannabinoid Medicine

Pilot Study on Pharmacokinetics, Safety, and 

Clinical Efficacy of Cannabidiol Treatment in 

Osteoarthritic Dogs









Incoming Legislation and 

Proposed Changes



Proposed Approach to the 

Regulation of Cannabis

8.6.1 Proposed framework for NHPs with 
cannabis

The approximately 220 NHPs with cannabis 
that are currently authorized for sale will 
continue to be available to Canadians. These 
NHPs contain parts of the cannabis plant that 
fall outside of the legal definition of cannabis 
in the CDSA (or are exempted from the CDSA 
by virtue of the Industrial Hemp Regulations) 
and contain no more than 10 ppm THC. It is 
proposed that new NHPs similar to these 
would also be permitted under the Cannabis 
Act and its regulations if authorized by Health 
Canada.

A new pathway is proposed for NHP 
submissions containing parts of the cannabis 
plant subject to the proposed Cannabis Act, 
such as products derived from cannabis 
flowers containing cannabinoids such as CBD. 
To minimize the risk of psychoactivity, the 
same 10 ppm THC limit would be applied to 
such products. These submissions would be 
required to demonstrate robust safety and 
efficacy evidence under the NHP regulatory 
framework.

The 10 ppm THC limit applicable to all NHPs 
with cannabis would be established in the 
Natural Health Product Regulations.

8.8 Veterinary Drugs

Similar to drugs for human use, veterinary 
drugs must undergo Health Canada's 
drug review process before they can be 
sold. As part of the review process to 
ensure they are safe, effective, and of 
high quality for their intended animal use, 
applications are reviewed against the 
factors for requiring health practitioner 
oversight. Any submission for a new 
veterinary drug with cannabis would be 
examined through this review process.

8.9 Veterinary Health Products

Veterinary health products are used to 
maintain or promote the health and 
welfare of animals. They are low-risk drugs 
in dosage form, such as vitamins, minerals, 
and traditional medicines. Like NHPs for 
humans, VHPs can contain ingredients 
such as hemp seed derivatives containing 
no more than 10 ppm THC, which will be 
exempt from the proposed Cannabis Act. 
These products will remain available as 
they are now, limited to a maximum of 10 
ppm THC.



Risks/Dangers of Cannabis 

for Pets



Increased 

access to 

cannabis, 

combined with 

reduced stigma 

attached to its 

use, means more 

potential for pets 

to be exposed 

to cannabis.



THC Toxicity in Dogs

 Minimal dose required to see side effects/signs of 

toxicity on initial exposure:  0.25mg/kg - 0.5mg/kg of 

THC

 (Ex.  10kg/22lb dog ingesting 2.5mg of THC = <0.1 

gram of a typical high THC strain of dried material)

 Minimal Lethal Dose:  >3g/kg (controversial based 

on differing studies).  

 (Ex. 10kg dog = 1.5kg of dry flower @ 20mg/g)

 Symptoms seen within 30min of ingestion, and can 

last up to 72hrs.



THC Toxicity – Common Signs

JVECC 2012

*Ataxia (loss of balance)                                       88%

*Lethargy (or agitation) 75% (25%)

*Disorientation                        53%

*Dilated pupils 48%

*Urinary Incontinence                                            47%

*Hyperesthesia  47%

Tremors/Seizures 30%

Vomiting 27%

Low heart rate, low body temperature, low BP, coma

*JVECC = Journal of Veterinary Emergency and Critical Care



Diagnostic Challenges 

Facing Veterinarians

 Fear of judgement/legal action

 Test kits measure 11-OH-delta9-THC (human 

metabolite) vs. 8-OH-delta9-THC (produced by 

dogs)

 Dogs require relatively low levels to show 

symptoms

 Time to produce positive urine test?



THC Toxicity - Treatment

 Supportive Care (keep warm, quiet, reduce 

external stimuli)

 Monitoring of vital signs

 Maintaining normal BP and Hydration (IV Fluids)

 Rotate body position every 4hrs

 Preventing further absorption (induce vomiting?, 

activated charcoal?, IV Intralipid)

 Diazepam for agitated patients

 Atropine for significant bradycardia

 Antiemetics/NPO for vomiting



OR….



Confounding Issues

 Other toxins commonly found 

in edibles (fats, chocolate, 

raisins, macadamia nuts, etc.)

 Ingestion of synthetic 

marijuana (Spice, K2, Skunk, 

etc.) can have more 

pronounced effects on heart 

and increased risk of seizures.

Presence of pesticides, solvents, fungal 

contamination, etc.

Other recreational drug ingestion

Pre-existing medical conditions/medications



Potential Drug Interactions 

 Need to be aware of effect of other drugs 

on the ECS (ie. Omega-3 fatty acids, 

NSAIDs, etc.)

 Be cautious of the cumulative sedative 

effects that can be seen with other 

sedatives/narcotics

 Monitor closely when using hypoglycemic 

medication, blood pressure meds, 

warfarin/heparin

 Cytochrome P450 Interactions



A family of 6 main enzymes that occur primarily in 

liver cells where drug metabolism occurs.  

CYP1A2, CYP3A4, CYP2C9, and CYP2C19 enzymes, 

are known to be affected by cannabis, specifically 

CBD.

 The CYP3A4 enzyme is involved in the metabolism of both THC & 

CBD.  

 CYT3A4 Inhibitors (such as ketoconazole) have been shown to 

increase concentrations of both CBD and THC.

 CYT3A4 inducers (such as rifampin) have been shown to reduce THC 

levels by 20-40% and CBD levels by 50%-60%.

 However, in one study, omeprazole (a 2C19 inhibitor) did not 

increase serum concentrations of CBD.

 Even with these unexpected results, 2C19 inhibitors and inducers 

should be assumed to have similar effects on CBD concentrations as 

the 3A4 inhibitors and inducers until further studies provide a better 

understanding.  

CYTOCHROME P450



CYP3A4

Phenobarbital
St. John’s Wort

Clarithromycin

Itraconazole

Ketoconazole

Erythromycin

Fluconazole

Diltiazem

Barbiturates

Glucocorticoids

Phenobarbital

St.John’s wort

CYP2C19

Omeprazole

Diazepam

Amitriptyline

Chloramphenicol

Clomipramine

Clopidogrel

Cyclophosphami

de

Progesterone

Propranolol

Chloramphenicol

Cimetidine

Fluoxetine

Ketoconazole

Omeprazole

Prednisone

St. John’s wort

CYP1A2

Amitriptyline

Clomipramine

Propranolol

Theophylline

Ciprofloxacin

Cimetidine

Fluoroquinolon

es

Broccoli

Insulin

Omeprazole

CYP2C9

Meloxicam

Piroxicam

Amitriptyline

Fluoxetine

Fluconazole

Metronidazole

Phenobarbital

Rifampin

St.John’s wort

Common Vet Drugs Involved with 

CYP450



Special Considerations for Pets

 Animals can’t tell us how they’re feeling, so close observation 

and record keeping is essential.

 Cannabis (particularly THC) can enhance the senses.  Theirs are 

already hypersensitive compared to ours. Further enhancement 

may be unsettling for them.

 Dogs in particular, as less likely to take it easy when feeling 

‘high’, and may therefore be more likely to stumble and fall if 

overdosed.

 Many pets (particularly dogs) have atopic dermatitis – cannabis 

may be a potential allergen as well.

 Pets groom themselves, and other pets.  Topical applications 

should be applied with this in mind to avoid unintended oral 

ingestion/risk of toxicity

 THC can, and has been, used in pets.  “The poison is in the 

dose.”



Administering to Pets

Tinctures Hash oils/RSO Smoke

Commercial Oils 
(mg/ml)

Keif Vaporizing

Capsules Hash/Shatter/Wax Edibles containing

xylitol, chocolate, 

raisins, etc.

Treats for pets Butters

Fresh 

greens/Juice/Tea

Transdermals and 

Patches?



Administering to Pets

As with people, if you choose to use cannabis for 

your pets,

START LOW, GO SLOW!

Remember: Dogs seem particularly sensitive to THC 

on initial exposure, but will develop tolerance to 

adverse effects with continued low-dose use, 

allowing dose adjustments.  

Stay well below 0.5mg/kg of THC when starting.

Doses below 0.2mg/kg unlikely to produce any 

outward clinic effects.



Administering to Pets

CBD Dosing:  Anecdotal reports suggest 

CBD doses as low as 0.05-0.1mg/kg once 

daily can be effective, but can increase as 

high as 1-5mg/kg twice daily. 

 The “Entourage Effect”:  Products that 

utilize a complete range of compounds 

from the whole plant may be safer and 

more therapeutic than those that utilize a 

single compound. 

 Keeping records of what you try and the 

relative effects are important for human 

patients, but even more so for animals!  



Choosing a Product for Pets:

 Legal

 Manufacturer Reputation

 Provides actual amounts/potential amounts of 
THC/CBD

 Provides source of original product

 Safe extraction techniques

 Provides laboratory analysis including:

cannabinoids, 

terpene profile, 

testing for pesticides, microbes, and solvent 
residuals

 Lists all ingredients (avoid additives such as 
colouring, preservatives, and particularly Xylitol)



Laboratory Analysis



Cautions:  Although cannabis is remarkably 

safe, if an animal that is taking other 

medications, please be sure to discuss your 

animal’s cannabis plan with your veterinarian.  

 Do not use cannabis in immature or pregnant 

animals.

 Set Up for Success:  Arrange the home 

environment so your animal feels safe and 

comfortable at all times.  An animal that 

receives an inappropriate dose of cannabis, 

they may be overly sensitive to bright lights 

and loud sounds.

 Keep a journal.  Record all symptoms, better 

and worse.  

Tips for Pet Parents



What’s on the Horizon?

Concerns regarding increased toxicities, lack 

of regulation/control of pet products, lack of 

veterinary guidance.

 Potential for explosion of new CBD pet 

products on the market – liquids, capsules, 

treats, food additives, etc.

 Development of new protocols for treating 

pets with whole plant/plant-derived 

cannabinoid medicines



What’s on the Horizon?

 Development of veterinary pharma-

ceutical products derived from cannabis

 New delivery systems for pets (intranasal, 

transdermal, patches, topical products, 

etc.)

 Public pressure to drive the profession to 

become better educated, and 

hopefully encourage changes in 

legislation

 Rapid increase in cannabinoid research 

for pets



QUESTIONS?
cavcm.com


