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Europe as a Global Role Model for Combatting AMR?

During their global congress in The Hague in 2014, the 
WHO put antimicrobial resistance (AMR) at the top of 
their list of public health threats. Antibiotics are not 
exclusively prescribed to humans, but are also widely 
used in animals. Wanting to be part of the solution rather 
than the problem, veterinarians and farmers are acting 
to combat AMR. 

While antibiotics play a vital role in animal health as 
well as human health, increasing bacterial resistance 
poses a serious threat. All sectors besides veterinarians 
and farmers, including clinicians, governments, the private 
sector, academia, and non-governmental organisations 
have an essential role to play. At the moment, Europe 
seems to be taking the lead in adopting measures that 
should lead to a more responsible use of antibiotics in 
animals and thus to lower levels of AMR. Can the European 
model be an example for other parts of the globe? And 
what can be or should be the role of the animal health 
industry (AHI), veterinarians and others?

Historical Perspective
That the use of antibiotics inevitably results in 
bacterial resistance (not entirely correctly referred to as 
antimicrobial resistance or AMR) was recognised shortly 
after the discovery of penicillin. Not only are bacteria 
intrinsically resistant to some antibiotics, they can also 
develop antimicrobial resistance when regularly exposed 
to the same antimicrobial drug over time. The various 
mechanisms leading to such a resistance will not be 
discussed in this article. 

In addition to a curative use, antibiotics were in 
the past successfully used as growth promoters in 
animal husbandry. Selectively eliminating bacteria 
in the intestinal flora of animals intended for human 
consumption, antibiotics do not only protect against 
bacterial diseases, but sometimes also cause faster 
growth and more efficient conversion of food into 
muscle protein, i.e. the meat we eat. It was these growth-
promoting properties that led to substantial quantities 
of antibiotics being administered to livestock. Because 
the degree of exposure of bacteria to certain antibiotics 
was and still is considered to be a major factor in the 
development of resistance, the European Union (EU) 
decided to gradually reduce the use of antibiotics as 
growth promoters, resulting in an EU-wide ban in 2006. 
It soon became apparent that the ban only had a 
limited effect on the overall use of antibiotics: In some 
European countries, the prophylactic and metaphylactic 
use of antibiotics increased dramatically, completely 
counteracting the expected effects of the ban.

Since then, the use of antibiotics has become an 
issue of public interest in several European countries. 

Scientists expressing their concern about antibiotics 
use in animals, have increased public awareness on the 
subject, resulting in a political discussion. The increasing 
resistance of bacteria to antibiotics is considered to be 
a major problem, given the fact that it is unlikely that 
new antibiotics will be developed in the near future. 
The opinion that the use of antibiotics in livestock is at 
least partially to blame for the increasing resistance has 
become common. While it currently remains unclear to 
what extent the use of antibiotics is really responsible for 
AMR, few deny the link. As so often, distinguishing facts 
and fiction is of the utmost importance. 

This should not surprise us. Anyone who has ever 
tried to explain the method used for mass-medicating 
50,000 broiler chickens to an audience of human doctors 
knows how shocking the facts are to them. It is simply 
incomprehensible to them that only 1% of the animals 
treated antibiotically actually have a bacterial disease 
and the other 99% are completely healthy. The fact 
that mass medication is sometimes carried out using 
antibiotics that are normally used as a last resort in the 
treatment of humans hinders their understanding even 
further. Metaphylaxis and prophylaxis achieved through 
administering antibiotics to larger populations are 
therefore almost exclusive to intensive animal husbandry. 

Public awareness has not remained without 
consequences. Despite the fact that AMR is a cross-
species and cross-border problem, and the discussion 
is conducted globally, the licence to produce has come 
under threat in Europe, even more so than in any other 
part of the world. 

As a consequence, a range of private and public 
measures have been taken to formulate guidelines for and 
promote responsible use, thereby reducing the amount 
of antibiotics administered to animals. Reducing the use 
of antibiotics is not a goal in and of itself, but is rather 
to be viewed as a measure alongside other measures 
aimed at achieving the primary objective of fighting the 
development of AMR. 

The European organisations of veterinarians (FVE), 
farmers (Copa-Cogeca) and the animal health industry 
(IFAH / EGGVP) have joined forces. In 2005, the European 
Platform for Responsible Use of Medicines in Animals, 
EPRUMA, was established to promote responsible use of 
antibiotics amongst all stakeholders. Wanting to show 
that they are definitely not a part of the AMR problem 
but a part of the solution, the individual organisations 
have also taken action themselves. The European 
veterinarians, for example, have promoted the responsible 
use of antibiotics by sending out leaflets in the European 
languages. 
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Measures Taken in the EU Member States
The national authorities have not been idle. From 2011 
to 2015, several countries, e.g. France, Belgium, Denmark 
and the Netherlands, have imposed quantitative 
restrictions on the use of antibiotics. In doing so they 
have set an example that undoubtedly will be followed by 
other countries. 

In many Member States of the European Union, the 
principles of responsible use have now been widely 
adopted. Though regulated partly by public law, the 
organisation and funding to develop and adopt these 
principles are mostly private. National and EU-level 
stakeholders’ organisations have joined forces, and 
utilising sectoral quality systems, farmers have quite 
often been the initiators. 

What are the rules European veterinarians, animal 
owners and the animal health industry have to abide 
by? 
Below follows a brief listing of rules and regulations 
introduced in different EU Member States, varying per 
state.  

Critical important antibiotics (CIAs) are no longer 
permitted for mass medication. Prior to treating individual 
animals with such antibiotics, a sensitivity test is required 
to rule out antibiotic alternatives. The use of dry cow 
antibiotics is limited as well. Risk assessment based on 
milk cell number plays an essential role. In many cases, 
direct intervention of a veterinarian is not required 
and the farmer may administer the antibiotics himself, 
provided that he respects a written treatment plan. 
Conditions are imposed with respect to the frequency 
of visits by a veterinarian and the maximum quantity of 

antibiotics kept in stock. Many countries use formularies 
categorising antibiotics into first, second and third choice 
antibiotics by bacterial disease and animal species. Only 
in cases of proven necessity may veterinarians deviate 
from these formularies. In three countries, veterinarians 
are obliged to regularly report all prescribed antibiotics 
by entering information into a central, digital database. 
The information held in the database includes: the 
antibiotic prescribed or administered, the animal species, 
the name of the veterinarian, and the farm. Often the 
practice management system provides this information. 
A central check is carried out at both farm and veterinary 
practice levels. If a farmer exceeds the limiting values, i.e. 
the daily dosage per animal, he and his veterinarian are 
required to draw up a plan to reduce the antibiotics use. 
In this way full monitoring of antibiotics use is achieved. 
Another development is the increased interest in good 
animal husbandry and measures to enhance biosecurity. 
The realisation that antibiotics cannot simply be used 
as a management tool is an important stimulus for this 
development.  

What is Brussels Doing? 
On September 10, 2014, the European Commission (EC) 
published their proposal for new regulations on veterinary 
medicines in the European Union. The text focuses on 
combatting AMR. It stipulates that every treatment with 
antibiotics, even treatment with medicated feed, needs 
to be prescribed by a veterinarian. Moreover, antibiotics 
may only be prescribed by a veterinarian to animals under 
his care after prior examination and diagnosis. Regulators 
have the authority to reserve certain CIAs for human 
use only. Obviously, they may only do so for a limited 
number of antibiotics, because it must remain possible 
to treat animals. And not just for ethical reasons. If left 



  International Animal Health Journal 20www.animalhealthmedia.com

Regulatory & Marketplace

untreated, bacteria in animals may spread to humans. So 
there is a vested interest in the context of public health. 
Equally important is monitoring. An obligation has 
been introduced, which requires Member States of the 
European Union to gather quantitative and qualitative 
information about the use of antibiotics. The results of 
such monitoring would be recorded centrally in Europe. 
However, the new regulations must first be approved by 
the European Parliament and the European Council. It is 
expected that this will eventually happen. 

What Role can Veterinarians Play?
There is no question that no single sector of society can 
successfully promote the appropriate and responsible 
use of antibiotics. There is a critical need for enhanced 
collaboration at the multinational, regional and national 
levels between clinicians, policy-makers, health ministries 
and private industry, including distributors of healthcare 
products and manufacturers. As the most credible source 
of clinical knowledge in the AHI, the veterinarian must 
be at the core of this public-private partnership solution, 
serving as a critical driver of raising awareness among 
government and industry partners of the importance of 
responsible use. 

What Role can the Animal Health Industry Play?
Industry actors, including those companies that are 
involved with the development, registration, production 
and distribution of veterinary pharmaceuticals, have 
a social responsibility to play a role in promoting and 
ensuring their responsible use. It is, for example, no 
longer legally possible in Europe to use antibiotics as 
growth promoters. Moreover, antibiotics are used less 
prophylactically, and sometimes prophylactic use is even 
explicitly forbidden. As a result, the importance of drinking 

water medication at the farm level has increased. In 
recent years, many new pharmaceuticals for this purpose 
have been developed and farms have been equipped with 
installations ensuring this type of medication can be 
administered correctly. 

It is encouraging to see that many companies in the 
animal health industry – Henry Schein being one of 
them – have taken their responsibilities seriously and 
have embraced the principles of responsible use, and are 
actively promoting responsible use amongst the end users 
of their products. Keeping in mind the categories set by 
various countries in their formularies, a careful approach 
has been adopted for promoting the sales of CIAs. More 
emphasis has been put on the development of better 
diagnostic methods, enabling veterinarians to determine 
if it is a bacterial disease and identify which antibiotic 
they should use to treat it. Moreover, the development of 
vaccines for the prevention of immunosuppressive viral 
diseases has led to substantially less use of antibiotics 
to combat secondary bacterial infections, e.g. the PRRS 
and Circo virus in pigs. Through its product innovation 
and active participation in the promotion of responsible 
use, the animal health industry has earned a place at the 
table to discuss possible solutions for AMR.

Can Europe be a Role Model for Other Parts of the World?
As said before, it seems that combatting AMR has 
progressed more quickly in Europe than in any other part 
of the world. Although other parts of the world are equally 
knowledgeable about AMR, as proven by worldwide 
discussions, the social pressure in Europe may have acted 
as a catalyst for the responses from government and 
industry. 

It is likely that developments similar to those currently 
taking place in Europe will eventually take place in 
other parts of the world. Increasing globalisation and 
interconnectedness make us all share a destiny as parts 
of the same system.

When combating AMR, geographical and other 
differences, such as the intensity and development of 
animal husbandry, should be taken into account. Not 
all responsible use principles will be equally effective 
everywhere. However, the route along which Europe 
is steadily moving forward, toward a responsible but 
restrictive policy on antibiotics use in animals, is 
commendable. After all, it is to everyone’s benefit, and 
we must all do our part to ensure continued availability 
of effective antibiotics for animals as well as humans.  
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