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Regarding the Use of Human Antiviral Drugs in Wildlife Patients 

Avian influenza virus and other emerging viruses (e.g., SARS-CoV-2) are increasingly a significant 
threat to the health of native wildlife, zoo species, poultry, and people around the world.  There 
are currently four approved antiviral drugs, in two classes, for the treatment or prevention of 
Influenza A virus in humans. These are the adamantanes (amantadine and rimantadine) and the 
neuraminidase inhibitors (oseltamivir and zanamivir).  The drugs are not approved for use in the 
treatment or prevention of influenza or other viral infections in animals.  

If and when a strain of highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) capable of transmission to 
humans and adapted to human-to-human spread arrives in the United States, Tamiflu® 
(oseltamivir phosphate, Roche Laboratories, Inc., Nutley, NJ) will be used as the first line of 
defense for preventing a catastrophic viral epidemic in humans.  On March 22, 2006, the FDA 
published a final rule prohibiting the extra-label use of adamantine and neuraminidase inhibitor 
classes of antiviral drugs in chickens, turkeys, and ducks (Regulations.gov and FDA 21 CFR 
530.41). 

Unfortunately, all currently circulating influenza viruses are already resistant to adamantane 
antiviral drugs (such as amantadine and rimantadine). 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC558527/ 

Public health professionals whom we have consulted have recommended in very strong terms 
that antiviral drugs NOT be used in wildlife.  When Tamiflu® is used and then metabolized and 
excreted by people or other animals, it can persist in the environment for extended periods, 
potentially leading to avian influenza viruses acquiring drug resistance (Singer et al. 2007).  
Using these medications in wildlife for the prevention of other viral diseases (parvovirus, 
distemper, feline leukemia, etc.) might well lead to a highly resistant form of avian influenza 
and other viruses in the environment for which there would be no useful treatments should 
humans become sick.  

More recently, concerns regarding SARS-CoV-2 and its variants include antiviral selective 
pressures and mutations in the virus, leading to antiviral drug resistance from animals that may 
have been exposed to these drugs. RNA viruses, in general, exhibit high mutation rates and are 
thus more likely to develop antiviral drug resistance.  

The NWRA Veterinary Committee has recently been made aware of some rehabilitators and/or 
practitioners using acyclovir for the treatment of canine distemper virus (CDV) in raccoons. 
Acyclovir is an antiviral drug that is used mainly in human herpesvirus infections. Its use in 
animals’ herpesvirus infections has been limited because poor of bioavailability. Canine  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC558527/


distemper virus is not a herpes virus. This Paramyxoviridae family is similar to human measles 
virus. CDV is an RNA virus, and not a DNA virus that acyclovir targets (Weese 2022). There are 
no studies that have evaluated proper dosing or safety in raccoons.  

Given the regulatory prohibitions, lack of evidence demonstrating efficacy, and global concerns 
for the potential for a world-wide human health crisis surrounding influenza or other emerging 
viruses (e.g., SARS-CoV-2), the NWRA Veterinary Committee strongly advises that wildlife 
rehabilitators not use these drugs in wildlife patients and that veterinarians not prescribe 
antiviral drugs for extra-label use in free-ranging wild animals.  
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