
LARRY M
IC

H
EL

T
hree years ago, Jeff Hocker’s chocolate lab Chelsea 
stopped eating. Her nose dried up and crusted over. 
After four days, he took her to a veterinarian and an 
ultrasound revealed a tumor in her bladder. “Immediately, 

they wanted to do exploratory surgery,” the Palm Springs event 
producer and public relations executive recalls. “They wanted to 
do chemo and radiation, and then figure out what we could do 
from there.” 

Hocker says the estimated cost was more than $2,500, on top 
of  the $1,100 he’d already spent on the initial tests. So, he headed 
over to PSA Organica to meet with owner Julie Montante, who 
advised him on treating his dog with medical marijuana. First, 
he fed now 13 ½-year-old Chelsea non-flavored yogurt to “coat 

her stomach,” then put her on a healthy diet, alkaline water and 
Rick Simpson Oil – a highly concentrated cannabis oil – for a very 
short amount of  a time. “Between the three of  those things, the 
symptoms completely went away,” Hocker says. “Three years 
later, she’s still alive.”

Despite the fact that marijuana remains illegal under federal law 
and there is no scientific evidence it cures diseases in pets, Hocker 
is one of  an increasing number of  pet owners incorporating 
cannabis into treatment of  furry friends, as more states like 
California legalize it for human medical use. Most of  these 
products only contain the chemical compound cannabidiol, or 
CBD, found in the marijuana plant – which does not get humans 
or animals high. Some owners like Hocker may choose to use 

products that contain higher amounts of  tetrahydrocannabinol, 
or THC, known for is psychoactive effects. Research, however has 
shown it is toxic to animals.

“Animals have different metabolisms than we do,” says Alex 
Berezow, a senior fellow of  biomedical science at the American 
Council on Science and Health. “Animals, particularly dogs, 
don’t process the active ingredient in marijuana – THC, 
tetrahydrocannabinol – the same way that humans do.”

Berezow says dogs should never be given THC and notes side 
effects such as hallucination, lethargy, incontinence and more. “It’s 
really a terrifying experience for the dog,” he explains.  

“Dogs are not tiny humans,” Berezow continues, noting the 
need to respect animals’ unique metabolic needs and quirks. 

RELAX AND 
RELIEVE
San Diego native Erika 
Valentina Doria created 
Cannimal, a line of full spectrum 
hemp CBD and medical cannabis 
formulas for pets after her cattle 
dog mutt, Eva, passed away from 
cancer in 2013. We caught up with the 
founder to learn more about the brand.

WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO CREATE CANNIMAL?
Losing [Eva], she was only nine years old. It was really hard 
for me. I hospiced her for about six months. The vet told me 
she had a month to live, and I like to think I kept her alive for 
at least five more months using alternative medicine. At the 
time, however, I was really afraid of using cannabis for my dog 
because there was no research available and it was very limited.

SO, HOW DID YOU LEARN ABOUT CANNABIS?
When the industry started booming about five years, I started 
getting involved. In the last few years, I’ve worked for some 
of the biggest, most well-known hemp CBD companies. I’ve 
worked in bulk, wholesale, international distribution deals. I 
have a pretty deep involvement on the hemp side of the things. 
I’ve also worked on grows. … As I got more and more involved 
in the medical cannabis industry and the medicine behind it, I 
was really inspired to create this thing for dog owners who have 
pets who are battling cancer or battling issues that people are 
using cannabis for. Why not help our pets?

WHAT DO YOUR CUSTOMERS TELL YOU THEY USE THE 
PRODUCTS FOR?
Pain and inflammation, and anxiety and stress, which are the 
two most common things that people are hoping to address in 
their dogs.  

DO YOU HAVE TIPS FOR 
YOUR CUSTOMERS?  
I’m not an advocate for getting dogs 
high. I really did create this product to 
address ailments and issues. I always 
recommend to dog owners to watch 
your pet closely. You have to be a 
responsible pet owner to use products. 

ANY OTHERS?
Always make sure that [on] the 
products you’re using, the dosage – 
meaning the milligrams per serving – is 
clear. Second, use a full spectrum oil 
or other type of product if your dog has real issues that you’re 
trying to address. It’s more effective in treating ailments and 
medical conditions. The third thing is make sure it’s tested 
cleaned for pesticides, toxins and metals. 
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“They don’t eat vegetables, they don’t eat chocolate, and they 
don’t smoke pot because they’re not tiny humans, so we shouldn’t 
treat them that way.”

Montante says she has given CBD oil to multiple rescue animals 
and “they start perking up, feeling better.” Joy of  Life Wellness 
owner Joy Brown Meredith, who also serves as president of  Main 
Street Palm Springs and vice president of  the Police Advisory 
Board, gives a VetCBD tincture to her lethargic pug suffering from 
a spine issue. While it has not healed his back, Meredith says it has 
made him “happy again.”

Many veterinarians say there is not enough research to show 
cannabis is safe for pets – and, under federal and state law, they 
would lose their license if  they incorporated it into their practice. 
Dr. John Chang, a veterinarian at Palm Springs Animal Hospital, 
says marijuana is “probably going to be something that’s pretty 
commonly prescribed once it’s legalized for pets in California 
and secondly, they do more research,” but, at this point, “there’s 
no published paper saying, ‘OK, well, if  I give this dog this much 
CBD, it’s going to affect this part of  the body this way.” He notes 
that while products are available, there is no regulation of  CBD 
and THC concentrations. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
cautions against (and has not approved) use, as the agency “cannot 
ensure the safety or effectiveness of  these products,” according to 
its website.

At this point, Chang would recommend against it. “We have 
open minds, and we’re always looking for … something that’s 
more natural for the pet,” he concludes. “But, again, we want to 
make sure it’s absolutely safe before we start recommending it.” 

For some pet owners in the meantime, the risks are worth 
taking a chance on. “I literally got three more years out of  my 
dog’s life and then some, and didn’t have to cut her up,” says 
Hocker, who now incorporates CBD oil that does not contain 
THC into Chelsea’s food. “… She would have died.” 
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