Antibiotics for Animals

Briefing Document No. 6 (revised)

Animals, just like humans, can suffer from disease. Healthy animals mean healthy food.  NOAH believes it would be a rejection of our responsibility towards the production of healthy food to deny animals access to medicines which keep them healthy. Animals need antibiotics too.

Introduction
The introduction of antibiotics has saved countless lives. Without antibiotics, pet and farm animals would endure pain and suffering and the safe production of food would be endangered. The removal of antibiotics from veterinary medicine would cause great welfare problems. This position paper addresses four issues facing the UK animal health industry.

*
The correct use of antibiotics in the treatment of sick animals.

*
The vital use of antibiotics to ensure animals do not fall sick.

*
The beneficial use of antibiotics in animal production.

*
The question of whether resistance to antibiotics can be linked to eating meat and milk products.

It concludes: animals need antibiotics, too.

Licensed Products
Like human medicines, by law all animal health products require official product authorisation before they can be marketed. Approval is granted only when data collected over many years’ research are approved by independent UK and European scientific and technical experts. These data include full dossiers on quality, effectiveness and safety for animals and especially safety for users, consumers, and for the environment.

Of special importance is the evaluation and operation of withdrawal periods - the time during which treated animals cannot be slaughtered for food; neither can their products enter the human food chain. Extensive testing by highly sensitive methods and enforcement of the required withdrawal period by vets and farmers ensures safety of food from such animals1.

Antibiotics
The term “antibiotic” is usually used to describe a medicine which destroys or inhibits the growth of bacteria. Their continued responsible use has given man and animals freedom from many diseases and safe and efficient food production on farms.  It is important to recognise that the term covers a very wide range of compounds, split into many different classes.

In animal medicine, antibiotics are used in three main ways: to treat an individual or an outbreak of disease, to prevent outbreaks occurring, finally, to enable farm animals to derive maximum benefit from their food.

Many more different kinds of antibiotics are used in humans than in animals and all those involved in the development, testing and approval of new products support rigorous assessment together with decisions based on objective scientific data.

To Treat Disease
When animals fall ill, they may need medicines and courses of antibiotics are prescribed when necessary. These antibiotics are available only with a veterinary prescription and it is the veterinary surgeon who decides what to administer and when to use them. Antibiotics may be given by tablet, by injection, in drinking water or in food and their prescription will be for as short a period as necessary to beat the disease.

Most farm animals are relatively young and, like children, are susceptible to many infectious diseases. Without antibiotics, their condition can deteriorate rapidly, resulting in suffering and, potentially, an unpleasant death. Disease can also spread to other animals and humans.

To Prevent Disease
Prevention is always better than cure, particularly in farm flocks and herds where disease can spread rapidly.

To prevent outbreaks of infectious disease at particular times when most at risk, and animals are known to be susceptible,  courses of appropriate antibiotics may be prescribed by a veterinary surgeon.

In Production
Farm animals need to benefit fully from the food they eat so that they develop properly, the condition of breeding stock is improved and the high quality, good value food products the modern consumer demands are provided.

A selected group of antibiotics, reserved for animals use only is used to help growing animals digest their food more efficiently, get maximum benefit from it and allow them to develop into strong and healthy individuals.

Resistance to Antibiotics?
Not all antibiotics work against all bacteria. It is important to choose the right one and to follow the tried and tested correct dosage levels and treatment recommendations.

Concerns that antibiotics may be losing their effectiveness are not new.
Resistance to antibiotics is seen most commonly in hospitals where antibiotic usage is high and where the ‘selection pressure’ creating and maintaining a pool of resistant bacteria is also high.

There is currently genuine concern that use of antibiotics in animals may compromise the effectiveness of related medicines in man.  Some groups are calling for a ban on the growth promoting antibiotics because of this perception.  Whilst not accepting that there is real threat to human health, the animal health industry recognises the seriousness of the concern and its own responsibility in this area.  As a result, extensive studies, set up in conjunction with the relevant regulatory authorities, are underway to help shed more light on this subject.  In addition, a group of leading scientists, including Nobel prize winners, working under the auspices of the Heidelberg Appeal, is conducting a further independent assessment of the published information on this issue.

For decades, investigations in multiple countries, and multiple species, have been conducted and no conclusive evidence produced. There have been multiple resistant Salmonellae in Europe for 30 or more years. In 1980’s, high incidence of Salmonella typhimurium  DT204C was a major concern; that disappeared over time. More recently, Salmonella DT104 has been the issue, but that is now on the decline. So the situation is certainly not static as far as food poisoning bacteria are concerned and is often unrelated to medicines used in farming.

In the early part of 1998, the World Health Organization held a major workshop, attended by leading scientists, that focused on the assessment of one particular group of antibiotics that has given rise to this concern. At the end of this session, health officials called for more research, but agreed that there was little documented impact on human health resulting from their use in livestock.

Similarly, a major French Government investigation, published in January 1998, concluded that whilst the growth promoting antibiotics could result in resistance development that was a potential risk to man, it is "probably of insignificant magnitude". It is important to recognise that the antibiotics used for growth promotion have a narrow, "gram positive" spectrum of activity. They have no significant application in human medicine nor do they affect the "gram negative" food poisoning bacteria like E.coli and Salmonellae.

The very latest in-depth review conducted by the US National Research Council and released in July 1998, concludes “that the use of drugs (antibiotics) in the food-animal production industry is not without some problems but  that it does not appear to constitute an immediate public health concern”. They, too, suggest further work along the lines currently being undertaken.

Conclusions
*
Antibiotics are essential for animal health and welfare and offer significant environmental benefits.

*
All antibiotics used in animals are thoroughly tested and independently assessed prior to their approval for use.

*
Farmers and their veterinary surgeons have responsibility for observing post-treatment withholding periods to avoid residues in the final food.

*
All groups involved in food production are in the process of agreeing common “Responsible use policies” for all medicines, including antibiotics.

*
The genuine concerns about potential impact on human health are being addressed by industry and independent bodies.

*
There is not a crisis. There is no documented case where use of antibiotics in livestock has been proved to cause treatment failure in people.

*
Antibiotics must remain available for animal usage.
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1  NOAH regularly publishes, and revises as necessary, a comprehensive listing of manufacturers’ recommended and approved withdrawal periods.

Interesting Statistics:
*
As well as assisting animal welfare, by improving feed utilisation, antibiotics in animal production actually reduce the amount of wastes excreted. Without their  use, the manure surplus would increase by 7 million cu m in Europe each year - enough to cover the centre of a major city 1m deep in slurry.

*
The removal of antibiotics in animal production from the diets of pigs, beef cattle and poultry in France, Germany, Italy and the UK would result in the increase of 78,000 tonnes of nitrogen and more than 15,000 tonnes of phosphorous being released each year. Additionally, their removal would increase the daily release of methane (a gas which enhances the greenhouse effect) into the environment by 1,246 million cu m.

*
High-yield farming and livestock production saves 10 million sq. miles world-wide of land for growing food. (Dennis Avery, FEDESA Forum, November 1994).

What is NOAH?
The National Office of Animal Health Ltd represents the manufacturers of animal medicines in the UK. Formed in 1986, its 34 corporate members and 8 associate members control 51 companies holding licences to sell animal medicines: together they supply 95% of the UK product market for pets, sporting and farm animals. All the leading suppliers of licensed animal medicines are members of  NOAH, and abide by the NOAH Code of Practice for the promotion of their products. 

