
November 2018 – Antibiotic Resistance 
 
Many times I get approached by patients, friends and family members wanting me to write them a 
prescription for antibiotics.  It is very rare when I give someone a prescription under those 
circumstances, and when it happens, I am very familiar with their case.  Why be so careful, you ask?   For 
one, most usually, the person does not have a bacterial infection and therefore, does not need antibiotic 
treatment.  In just about 100% of cases, their symptoms stem from a viral infection, (usually the 
common cold), or they are suffering from allergies.  Like all medications, antibiotics can cause side 
effects, some of which can be life-threatening.   As a physician, I must take into account every aspect of 
patient care, and this is especially true when it comes to antibiotic therapy.    
 
In addition, one of the main reasons to exercise extreme caution when using antibiotics is the subject of 
this month’s article, and it has even been given its own special brand of recognition-an annual 
observation week.   U.S Antibiotic Awareness Week, USAAW is from November 12-18.  In fact, it is not 
just limited to the United States, but it is now a global concern and has been designated as World 
Antibiotic Awareness Week, or WAAW.  Why is this such a big deal both here at home and abroad?  Let’s 
cover antibiotic resistance to see just how big a problem this is becoming and how to address it. 
 
The continuous overuse and misuse of antibiotics in both human, as well as animal health have led to 
the advent and rapid spread of resistance.  Obviously, this involves both physicians and 
veterinarians.  According to literature dealing with this topic, 80% of antibiotics sold in the United States 
in a given year was for animal use, and roughly 60% of those agents were also considered important for 
human medicine.  Many of these medications used in food animals are the same or very similar to those 
used in humans.  Resistance means the pathologic microorganisms have developed the ability to survive 
the drugs meant to kill them, and it may be acquired either through new mutations or by transfer of 
genetic material between pathogens.  Long-term use of a single antibiotic can lead to resistance not only 
to that particular drug, but to multiple drugs.    This has become one of the most serious public health 
concerns, and it threatens our ability to treat infectious diseases.  The Centers for Disease Control, CDC 
reports each year in the U.S., two million people or more become infected with bacteria which are 
resistant to antibiotic therapy.   As a result of this resistance, at least 23 thousand people lose their 
lives.  Additionally, this leads to increased complications and healthcare costs, reportedly tens of billions 
of dollars.  The problem is that serious. 
 
So, we know that overuse and misuse by way of prescriptions being written is one root cause.  Another 
route is by way of the abuse of antibiotics in food animals.  This comes about due to the inappropriate 
use of antimicrobial agents in healthy animals to promote faster growth using less feed.  This  so-called 
Production or Non-Therapeutic use is another root cause.  This usually involves adding sub-therapeutic 
doses of antibiotics to the feed or water of an entire herd or flock of healthy animals.  Feed efficiency 
and Growth Promotion are not related to disease management.   Interestingly enough, the mechanism 
of how these drugs promote growth with less feed is not completely understood, but the result seems 
to include changes in animal metabolism and faster growth.  
 
As a result of use in our food animals, some of this resistance is passed along to humans.  Resistant 
animal pathogens can reach humans through the food supply, by direct contact, or by environmental 
contamination, such as soil or water.  Dissemination of pathogens through the food chain can take place 
in food processing and packaging processes, where the organisms found in contaminated meats and 
other food products have been shown to be transmitted to humans through the food supply.  Cross 
contamination of fruits and vegetables can also occur when wastewater is used to irrigate crops. 



 
Examples include:  Methicillin Resistant Staph aureus, MRSA has been found in meat and 
poultry.  Patient exposure to swine or livestock has been associated with an increased risk of 
community-acquired and healthcare-associated MRSA human infections.  Also of note, E. coli infections 
in food animals have been linked to  human infection, including the urinary tract and sepsis.   In 2013, 
The CDC estimated there were 1.2 million Salmonella infections, of which, 100,000 cases were drug 
resistant.  Recently, news reports have shown chickens to be the main source of salmonella infections in 
humans.  Lastly, Campylobacter species infection has been associated with antibiotic resistance, 
especially to the antibiotic Cipro, as this pathogen has been identified as a major source of foodborne 
illness.   
 
In 2013, the FDA implemented a plan to begin phasing out the use of antimicrobial agents to promote 
animal growth and to improve feed efficiency.  The CDC has supported these efforts to minimize or 
eliminate nontherapeutic uses of antibiotics in our food animals.  The Preservation of Antibiotics for 
Medical Treatment Act, (H.R. 1150) is designed to protect eight classes of antibiotic agents important for 
treating infections in humans.  There are other similar laws to help stop the inappropriate uses of 
antibiotics in our food supply, because we now know there is a link between antibiotic use in food 
animals and antibiotic-resistant infections in human beings. 
 
The reason I chose this topic is not to scare anyone about eating beef, pork, dairy,  turkey or chicken.  I 
eat chicken every week.  The reason I wrote about this subject is because it has now finally being 
recognized as a major human health threat.  It has now even received an annual observation week, and I 
wanted you to be aware such a problem exists.   
 
Such cognizance is a must, as education will go a long way in fixing what’s broken.   We must address the 
overuse and misuse of antibiotics in both humans and animals that can result in antibiotic-resistant 
strains of bacteria.  In turn, this will lead to decreased morbidity, mortality and healthcare costs.   
 
One take-home point is to never use anyone else’s antibiotics.  Don’t treat yourself.  That decision 
should be left up to your doctor based on his/her medical findings. 
 
It just so happens USAAW/WAAW takes place in November, as does one of our biggest holidays.  All this 
being said, I’m still going to enjoy my turkey.  You should, too.   
 
HAPPY THANKSGIVING! 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 


