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The Veterinary Feed Directive: 
The Why, What, and How Guide 
for Livestock Producers

Why? 
THE FOOD AND DRUG ADMINISTRATION (FDA) has taken 
regulatory action to ensure drugs used to treat bacterial 
diseases in both humans and food animal species are used 
appropriately and safely. This regulation applies to all food-
producing animals, even those not intended for actual food 
production. This regulatory action is designed to address public 
concerns regarding antibiotic resistance, food safety, and 
animal health and welfare. Veterinarians now have greater 
oversight of antibiotic use in feed and water used to treat 
food-producing animals. In summary, the FDA developed the 
following judicious-use strategy for antimicrobials:

The use of medically important antimicrobial drugs in food-
producing animals should be limited to those uses that are 
considered necessary for assuring animal health. The use of 
medically important antimicrobial drugs in food-producing 
animals should be limited to those uses that include veterinary 
oversight or consultation.

The FDA has deemed antibiotic resistance one of the most 
serious threats to animal and human health. The Veterinary 
Feed Directive (VFD) is a regulation driven by the FDA to 
address public health concerns and food safety, to protect drug 
efficacy, and to aid in the judicious use of medically important 
antimicrobial drugs in food-producing animals. Medically 
important antimicrobials (MIAs) are drugs used to treat 
disease in both animals and humans. The FDA proposed that 
addressing these issues by increasing veterinarian oversight 
and transparency in the use of MIAs will reduce the incidence 
of antimicrobial resistance. Essentially, this new rule ends 
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How and When?
The VFD addresses two principles to 1) limit the use 
of MIAs in food animals to therapeutic applications, 
and 2) provide veterinary oversight of MIAs. The 
principles were designed to ensure judicious use and 
good judgment in using and prescribing 
antimicrobials and to enforce drug-residue 
withdrawal times. Table 1 describes the VFD 
implementation timeline.

What Is a Veterinary Feed
Directive?
A VFD is a written statement issued by a licensed 
veterinarian that authorizes and supervises 
the purchase and use of an approved VFD drug 
or a combination VFD drug in animal feeds. A 
combination VFD drug is an approved combination 
of new animal drugs intended for use in animal 
feeds. The VFD expires within six months from the 
issue date and cannot be used once it has expired. 
Refills and top dressing on feeds are not permitted 
with VFD drugs. If additional treatment is needed, 
the VFD must be reissued by the veterinarian. All 
parties, including veterinarians, producers, 4-H 
livestock/poultry participants, and feed mills, must 
keep records for two years as per federal guidelines. 
However, states have the authority to increase the 
length of time records are kept. It is important to 
understand that this regulation affects everyone 
who is raising food-producing animals, including 
those responsible for a single animal or hundreds 
of animals. Table 2 describes common feed-use 
antibiotics affected by the VFD regulation.

Five important terms should be understood as they 
apply to the VFD regulations. These terms include 
the Veterinary-Client-Patient Relationship (VCPR), 
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daily dosage, and the length of treatment, and must 
be available for a follow-up in case of an adverse 
reaction or therapy failure. The veterinarian 
can help ensure the appropriate drug is used to 
minimize the chance of antibiotic resistance, and to 
keep antibiotic residues out of the food supply.

Expiration Date
An expiration date is the legal period of time 
authorized to feed an animal a feed containing 
a VFD drug. The date of expiration should be 
calculated by the calendar date, not the number of 
days. For example, if using a six-month expiration 
date for a VFD, if the VFD is written on July 10, 
then the expiration date will be January 10 of the 
following year. The expiration date of the VFD is 
also the last date any VFD feed can be fed—do not 
use the VFD feed after this date. If further treatment 
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Table 3. Affected water-use antibiotics.
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Table 5. Examples of products requiring prescriptions (Rx) versus a VFD.

Water-Soluble Drugs Requiring an Rx Drugs Used in Feed Requiring a VFD

Oxytetracycline HCL Soluble Powder Aureomycin 4G Crumbles (chlortetracycline)

L-S 50 Soluble Powder (lincomycin and speco37.1 C
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Most importantly, work with your veterinarian 
regarding animal health issues.

In the past, livestock owners/managers had the 
ability to purchase supplements fortified with 
chlortetracycline, mineral supplements, range 
meals, and special-purpose feed blends (starter 
rations and milk replacers). Producers still 
have access to nonmedicated feed options, but 
all medicated formulations of these products 
now require a VFD. For example, in the past, 
chlortetracycline was used for weight gain and 
feed efficiency, control of bacterial pneumonia, 
treatment of scours and anaplasmosis, and has 
been used for extra-label purchases for grazing 
fescue and treatment of pink eye, foot rot, and liver 
abscesses. Chlortetracycline can no longer be used 
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Dairy Cattle
Scenario: A herd of dairy heifers develops 
pneumonia. Tetracycline products are labeled to treat 
and control this disease. Because treatment might 
include tetracycline used in feed, you will need to 
contact your veterinarian for a diagnosis and a VFD. 
You must follow the VFD order and product labels for 
the duration of use, as well as dosage. Also, talk with 
your veterinarian about any other feed additives 
in the dairy heifer mix to prevent feeding an illegal 
combination product.

Swine
Scenario: A group of weaner pigs develops enteric 
(intestinal) bacterial disease from Salmonella 
choleraesuis. Prior to the VFD regulation, 
swine producers could use Tylan in water or 
chlortetracycline in feed to treat this health 
problem. Tylan now requires a prescription from a 
veterinarian and chlortetracycline requires a VFD. 
However, Meca1ian7 >>es2nchlorte
0 Tw0 VFD. 



Additional Information
Fact Sheet: Veterinary Feed Directive Final Rule 
and Next Steps (FDA): https://www.fda.gov/animal-
veterinary/development-approval-process/fact-sheet-
veterinary-feed-directive-final-rule-and-next-steps

Merck Sharp and Dohme. Merck Veterinary Manual 
(Pharmacology). 11th ed. Online version. 2016. 
Kenilworth, NJ: Merck. https://www.merckvetmanual.
com/pharmacology

Veterinary Feed Directive Information
Drugs with Veterinary Feed Directive (VFD) 
Marketing Status: https://www.fda.gov/animal-
veterinary/development-approval-process/
drugs-veterinary-feed-directive-vfd-marketing-status

Veterinary Feed Directive (VFD): https://www.fda.gov/
animal-veterinary/development-approval-process/
veterinary-feed-directive-vfd

Veterinary Feed Directive Producer 
Requirements (FDA): https://www.fda.gov/animal-
veterinary/development-approval-process/
veterinary-feed-directive-producer-requirements

Veterinary Feed Directive Requirements for 
Distributors (Who Manufacture VFD Feed) (FDA): 
https://www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/development-
approval-process/veterinary-feed-directive-
requirements-distributors-who-manufacture-vfd-feed

Veterinary Feed Directive Requirements for 
Veterinarians—For Veterinary Students (FDA): https://
www.fda.gov/animal-veterinary/development-
approval-process/veterinary-feed-directive-
requirements-veterinarians-veterinary-students
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