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Food Security and Sustainability

At EPRUMA (European Platform for the Responsible Use of 
Medicines for Animals), we are a multi-stakeholder platform, 
looking after the interest of all farm, equine and companion 
animals. The goal is always to prevent disease and maintain 
healthy animals, but when animals do become sick they 
deserve, and must be treated with, ‘responsible use’ of 
medicines including antibiotics. ‘As little as possible but as 
much as necessary’ should be the mantra and it is vitally 
important the correct diagnosis is made and that the 
instructions for any medicine are followed accurately and, 
most important, that the course is completed.

The veterinary surgeon is central to all of this as the 
professional who takes responsibility for the animal, diagnoses 
the problem and offers treatment, often prescribing and 
supplying the medicine as well as instructing the farmer or 
animal-keeper on how to treat and look after the sick animal. 
The farmer’s role is to provide the right environment, proper 
bio-security and the nutrition and stockmanship skills to 
prevent problems in the first place. This entails investment 
in appropriate buildings with good ventilation, which does 
mean that the farmer needs a profitable business. As farmers 
are increasingly exposed to world markets, they need to run 
lean and efficient businesses, where performance is good and 
costs, in particular losses from disease and infection, are low.

Whilst it is not always easy to totally agree and reach a 
consensus, differences should be put aside in our commitment 

to the future of this industry and a ‘One Health’ solution 
which encompasses healthy animals, healthy people and a 
healthy ecosystem must be the target for all. 

However, there is no one size which fits all; what is good in 
Sweden is not necessarily good in Spain and what works in 
Finland is not necessarily the right answer in Italy. Much 
depends on the dominant sectors, the production and 
productive capacity and, of course, the climate and disease 
challenge from other countries or continents. 

It is incredibly important that when we talk about 
challenges in our industry; we put things in perspective. We 
should celebrate the amazing achievement of the agricultural 
industry over the past 50-60 years. No other industry comes 
close in terms of innovation and productivity; a revolution in 
the way we produce food, no less. Food is more plentiful and 
cheaper in terms of disposable income than ever before. Have 
there been problems, mistakes, a few blind alleys? Of course 
there have; it could not be any other way, given the incredible 
transformation of the industry, but those few issues are only 
seen with the benefit of hindsight and the significant change 
in attitude and expectations of consumers once food security 
had been achieved. 

With higher incomes, consumers now increasingly look for 
choice, higher standards, sustainability and high welfare; we 
do have, on the other extreme, a significant and growing 
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number in Europe who depend on food banks and, in some 
instances, go hungry. We have millions who need and want to 
buy their food on price alone, and we should not obsess with 
middle-class demands which could increase the price of food 
and affect our competitiveness, at the expense of others who 
vastly outnumber them. 

European agriculture is now exposed to the competition of 
operating in world markets, and with that comes volatility. It 
is very easy to add cost, regulation and red tape, only to find 
that we have lost market share to other countries that do not 
have the same standards. Competition is intense and the 
market drives efficiency, but when we are quite rightly 
maintaining the highest standards, we must nevertheless be 
wary of the speed with which we drive these standards 
upwards. As farmers, we accept that an ongoing increase in 
welfare standards is a given, and that we need to lower the 
use of antibiotics without compromising welfare, but it must 
be done in a sustainable way; without profit, there is no 
sustainability.

As producers, we must offer the market what it wants and 
to the specific requirements demanded. Food safety is 
paramount and the market is now exerting pressure on 
producers to cut antibiotic use, and we are responding 
positively. Although the problem of antibiotic resistance is 
mostly experienced in human medicine and the small amount 
of resistance found in farm animals is quite different, the 
customer is king and we will change our approach to supply 
what the market demands to the best of our ability. Veterinary 
surgeons are part of the solution here and very much at the 
centre of improving health and welfare.

On-farm investments in new buildings and improvements 

to existing infrastructure can only take place if the business is 
profitable, which depends on the efficiency of operation, but 
also the price paid to the farmer. We face periods of profit 
and periods of loss as volatility in world markets push prices 
up and down. Most farmers supply a processor, and he too 
must be efficient and fair in the way he runs and conducts his 
business, so that both farmer and processor prosper. One 
cannot survive without the other in most cases.

Good ventilation and nutrition are absolutely key to most 
farm systems, together with high levels of stockmanship and 
care. Farms which get this right are successful and an example 
for others to learn from, but animals do get sick, even in the 
best-run farms, and therefore we must retain the right to 
treat them properly, exercising our duty to provide good 
welfare. Pen-side diagnostics will make a huge difference 
when available, enabling farmers and veterinarians to make 
instant decisions on how best to treat an illness which is 
quickly and accurately diagnosed on farm.

Training courses for farmers are encouraged, and veterinary 
surgeons also need to keep their continual professional 
development up to date, taking advantage of the latest 
knowledge and techniques. The best approach is to keep 
animals healthy in the first place, with rapid and accurate 
diagnosis followed by appropriate treatment when problems 
arise.

There are a few things to consider. We produce the safest 
food in the world in Europe, and although most of us would 
visit the USA without worrying about eating out, it is 
interesting how much work they are having to do in order to 
match European standards as part of the TTIP trade 
agreement. Once one crosses into Asia, then of course it is 
very different, and all developing countries struggle with 
antibiotic availability, nor do they have the basic rules and 
regulations in place or the infrastructure for responsible use. 
Regulation in the EU, on the other hand, is mighty, and needs 
to be addressed with care at this point. Regulation drives 
consolidation, which is a factor often ignored by those who 
push for more, whilst often unhappy with the inevitable larger 
farm units.

To be truly sustainable we need to produce enough for all 
– for ever! We are still some way from achieving that.
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