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Q:  What are digestive enhancers?
A: Digestive enhancers (also called antibiotic “Growth Promoters”) are compounds which can be safely added into animal feed to improve the efficiency of food digestion in the animal’s stomach. This means that the animal grows well because it is making the most efficient and best use of its food.  Other types of products to enhance digestion are available but they not have been through the same science-based rigorous European authorisation system. Antibiotics licensed as digestive enhancers have been specially selected to remain in the gut, not to pass into the animal’s body, and especially chosen as compounds not used in human or veterinary therapy.

Q:  How and why do digestive enhancers work?
A:  The intestines of all animals, even humans, are populated by bacteria.  Some aid digestion and some release toxins which damage the gut wall. The damaging bacteria compete with the healthy bacteria and reduce the conversion of feed into elements which can be absorbed through the gut wall. The damaging bacteria colonise the gut wall and cause it to thicken to fight the invasion. They also produce toxins which inflame the gut, increasing gut movement which can lead to diarrhoea – which means that digestion is reduced and food is wasted.

Digestive enhancers help control the numbers of undesirable bacteria in the intestine and allow better absorption of nutrients: all this creates a bacterial balance within the intestinal microflora. This means that animals stay healthy and produce consistently wholesome and high-quality meat products to the consumer at an affordable price.

Q:  Is there any need for EU farmers to use digestive enhancers?
A:  EU farmers are coming under increasing competition from farmers in other parts of the world whose production costs are lower. The use of digestive enhancers helps to make a significant contribution to keeping EU production costs competitive, by shortening finishing times, lowering feed conversion rates, improving performance by promoting better condition and vitality, reducing death rates and reducing the need for therapeutic treatment. Keeping the cost low reduces the need to import cheaper, sometimes less welfare friendly and perhaps less healthy food from non EU countries.

The use of digestive enhancers has made a significant contribution to the price stabilisation of foods of animal origin over the past 30 years. This has helped consumers with middle and low incomes, where food accounts for a large part of their expenditure.

Q:  Do digestive enhancers damage the environment?
A:  No, in fact the opposite - digestive enhancers benefit the environment. As they improve the animal’s consumption of food, this means that less farmland is required to produce the animals’ food. Due to healthier intestines that result from the use of digestive enhancers, fewer unused nutrients are lost into the environment, such as nitrogen and phosphorus entering waterways. Fewer waste gases are produced, it is estimated that 15% less methane (a major ‘greenhouse’ gas) and 33% less ammonia are released into the environment as a result of the use of digestive enhancers. Animals fed digestive enhancers also consume of less water and produce smaller amounts of manure. There is also a reduced requirement for fossil fuels for the transportation of feed and manure.

Q:  Do digestive enhancers cause resistance in antibiotics for human medicine?
This question has received much attention recently.  As mentioned earlier, compounds for use as digestive enhancers are chosen as those not used for treatment of human disease. However, some come from the same families as drugs used in man, so there has been debate about the likelihood of resistant bacteria from animals passing to man.

Despite much effort in this area, no link has been proved between digestive enhancers and resistance in human medicine.  The independent Heidelberg Appeal Nederland Foundation report (1999) concluded 'documented cases showing spread of antimicrobial resistant Gram positive bacteria from livestock to humans is in essence non-existent'.  However, despite this absence of evidence, several compounds formerly used as digestive enhancers have been suspended from use in the EU on a "precautionary" basis.

NOAH regrets the way in which this has been carried out, since it was contrary to the regulatory process set up within the EU to govern digestive enhancers, and indeed was contrary to the advice of the independent expert committee (the Scientific Committee for Animal Nutrition) set up specifically to examine the evidence available.

Q:  Why do we need digestive enhancers, when, world wide, we should be relying on more natural methods, such as organic farming?

A:  Currently, the world is using a land area equivalent to South America to feed itself. Relying solely on organic farming would use the equivalent of all the land in South America, North America, Europe and much of Asia - leaving little room for wildlife. 

The world’s population of over 6,000 million is predicted to double by the year 2050. It will require all man’s ingenuity to ensure that food supplies are adequate for the growing population. Even today, many of the world’s population do not receive an adequate diet. Livestock products at an affordable price can make an important contribution to rectifying this situation.

Digestive enhancers improve the feed efficiency of animals and would therefore help conserve the world’s resources.
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