
   

   ARE ANTIBIOTICS IN AGRICULTURE A  

         DANGER TO THE FOOD WE EAT? 

              
      Associated Press writers Margie Mason and Martha Mendoza in a 

San Francisco Chronicle found a predominance of researchers saying 

that the overuse of antibiotics in humans and animals have led to a plague 

of drug-resistant infections that killed 65,000 people in the U.S. in 

2009—more than prostate and breast cancer combined. And in a nation 

that used about 30 million pounds of antibiotics in that year. 70% of the 

drugs went to pigs, chickens and cows. Worldwide it’s 50%. 

     “This is a living, breathing problem. It’s the big, bad wolf and it’s 

knocking at our door,” said Dr. Vance Fowler, an infectious disease 

specialist at Duke University. The rise in the use of antibiotics is part of a 

growing problem of soaring drug resistance worldwide, the Associated 

Press found in a six-month look at the issue. As a result, killer diseases 

like malaria, tuberculosis and staph are resurging in new and more deadly 

forms. 

     In response, the pressure against the use of antibiotics in agriculture is 

rising. The World Health Organization concluded that surging antibiotic 

resistance is one of the leading threats to human health, and the White 

House said the problem is urgent. In 2010, the three federal agencies 

tasked with protecting public health—the Federal Food and Drug 

Administration, CDC, and the U.S. Dept. of Agriculture—declared drug 

resistant diseases stemming from antibiotic use in animals a “serious 

emerging concern.” And FDA deputy commissioner, Dr. Joshua 

Sharfstein told Congress that farmers need to stop feeding antibiotics to 

healthy farm animals.  

       Dr. Joseph Mercola, a New York Times best-selling author writes in 

countries such as Denmark, antibiotics are used only sparingly on farms, 

to treat animals that are sick. In the U.S. antibiotics are used to treat 

healthy animals. They are continuously given low-dose antibiotics in 

their feed because it makes the animals get bigger, faster. In other parts 

of the world, such as the European Union, the use of antibiotics as 

growth promoters in animal feed has been banned for years. 

     David Wallinga, MD, Senior Advisor in Science, Food and Health 

with the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy writes in the British 

Medical Journal  that the routine addition of antibiotics to animal feed  is 

not a necessary component for animal feed and is contributing to a 

coming ‘catastrophe’ of antibiotic resistance. 

    

       
   

   “  As God’s chosen ones, holy and 

       beloved, clothe yourselves with 

      compassion, kindness, humility, 

      meekness, and patience. Bear  

      with one another and, if anyone 

      has a complaint against another, 

      forgive each other, just as the  

      Lord has forgiven you, so you 

      must also forgive.” 

 

             (Colossians 3:12-13NRSV) 
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      A third variety of MRSA has evolved 

among livestock animals, and there is 

increasing concern that this strain could 

begin to infect humans all over the globe. 

David Burch, who develops antibiotics for 

use in animal feed, contends that it is not 

associated with an increase in MRSA, but it 

is unclear how this assumption can be made 

since MRSA was first discovered in pigs 

and pig-farm workers in the Netherlands in 

2004. Since then, this livestock MRSA 

strain has spread across Europe, Canada and 

the United States, causing both mild and 

life-threatening infections. Europe has 

banned the use of antibiotics; unfortunately, 

the U.S. Food and Drug Administration has 

continually fallen short in this regard. They 

have instead asked food producers to 

voluntarily limit their use of certain 

antibiotics. Denmark implemented the 

antibiotic ban and drastically reduced the 

antibiotic resistant bacteria in their animals 

and food. It also demonstrated that it did not 

hurt the industry’s bottom line. In the first 

12 years of the ban, the Danish pork 

industry grew by 43%--making it one of the 

top pork exporters in the world. It has been 

estimated that curbing antibiotic use in the 

U.S. would cost only 5$ for every 100 

pounds of pork brought to market. 

     Farmers continue to argue that antibiotics 

are necessary to have a steady supply of 

low-cost disease-free meat for Americans, 

who eat about three-quarters of a pound per 

day—roughly twice the global average. 

They acknowledge that antibiotic-free 

animals can be raised by small, organic 

farms, but say large-scale meat production 

requires antibiotics to keep animals healthy. 

They also point to a handful of studies that 

conclude the risk to humans is extremely 

low. One 2004 estimate conducted by 

scientists consulting for the meat industry, 

for instance, placed the likelihood that 

antibiotics would not work in a human due 

to animal use at 1 in 82 million. And they 

argue, it’s the overuse of antibiotics in 

humans—not animals—that’s causing a rise 

in drug-resistant bacteria.  

      A new report in 2014 says the FDA 

allowed ‘High Risk’ antibiotics to be used 

on farm animals. Antibiotic resistance 

claims 23,000 lives a year in the United 

States—and the overuse of antibiotics in 

livestock plays a role.  A stark fact is that 

80% of antibiotics by weight used in the 

U.S. are given not to sick human beings, but 

to farm animals. They are not given to sick 

animals but instead are administered to 

animals in low doses in their feed and water, 

for the purpose of growth promotion. 

     The Natural Resources Defense Council 

found that the Food and Drug 

Administration allowed 30 potentially 

harmful antibiotics—18 rated as “high risk” 

by the FDA itself—to remain on the market 

for use as additives in livestock feed and 

water. Despite internal FDA reviews that 

raised questions about the risks posed by the 

drugs, the additives still remain approved 

and many of the drugs are still on the market 

for food production. In 2001, FDA experts 

began reviewing livestock feed additives in 

use that contained penicillin or tetracycline.  

30 altogether were reviewed according to 

the 1973 safety regulations. The agency  

found that 18 of the 30 posed a “high risk” 

of exposing human beings to antibiotic 

resistant bacteria through the food chain.     

     In September, Pres. Obama issued an 

executive order saying the federal 

government will work to detect, prevent and 

control illness and death linked to superbugs 

and to improve treatment for bacterial 

infections. The order calls work against 

antibiotic resistance a national priority and 

establishes a task force led by the secretaries 

of defense, agriculture and health. Antibiotic 

misuse and overuse in hospitals and in 

agriculture contribute to the development of 

superbugs in America.             ††† 

 


