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WATCH PAGES

Current Position in Agriculture 
Regarding Antibiotics

As this is the first in a series of columns, I should 
introduce myself. As you see I am Gwyn Jones and I 
live in West Sussex, where I have spent 35 years dairy 
farming. I chair the Responsible Use of Medicines in 
Agriculture (RUMA) Alliance and am involved in a 
number of other farming/government organisations 
in the UK and Brussels (either dairy or animal health 
and welfare). RUMA celebrated its 20th anniversary 
this year and is not only 10 years ahead of EPRUMA 
(which I am involved with in Brussels), but well ahead 
of the recent interest in this subject by the general 
media, politicians and pressure groups.

RUMA reacted positively when our government (under 
David Cameron) decided to take a lead on the issue of 
antimicrobial resistance (AMR) – specifically antibiotic 
resistance; the publishing of the ‘O’Neill report’ and the 
pressure which had been building up for some time was 
a catalyst for restructuring the organisation. RUMA now 
has an independent scientific group of leading experts 
with a huge range of expertise and a ‘Targets Task Force’ 
of leading veterinary surgeons and farmers from each 
livestock sector, including fish and game-birds.

Whilst the Scientific Group advise RUMA on all matters 
which have a scientific content, they also provide the 
independent expert voice on some of the scientific matters 
which appear in the media. RUMA has always produced 
responsible use guidelines for each sector (lengthy detailed 
ones for the veterinary profession and shorter ones for 
farmers) over the years and again our Scientific Group will 
assist us in this task.

Having reached our overall government antibiotic use 
target of 50mg/PCU two years early, reducing antibiotic 
sales to farmers by 27% over the past two years, to 45mg/
PCU, the lowest since records began, as well as slashing sales 
of highest priority critically important antibiotics (Colistin by 
a huge 83%), we are on the right road. Our critics are now 
struggling as we forge ahead in each sector to deliver the 
targets set by our Targets Task Force. This will continue to 
drive usage down, but in a way which safeguards welfare; 
the critical balance which must be maintained.

Poultry meat have led the way with an enormous 71% 
reduction in use over the past five years and many lessons 
can be learnt in the way they achieved this, especially for 
the pig sector. Poultry meat is, of course, a fully integrated 
system, where there is whole-chain involvement and fewer, 
very large players. However, the risks taken in order to 
‘test’ the traditional reliance on antibiotics, the attention to 
infrastructure (especially water quality), removal of in-feed 
antibiotics and eventual removal of some highest priority 
antibiotics should be a lesson to us all in how to approach 
radical change and improvement.

Why are we under such pressure to reduce antibiotics 
in agriculture? Politics and public pressure – not science – 
is driving this. We regularly see global statistics, which are 
a huge concern, being applied as if the same level of use 
(or abuse) is happening in the UK. This has led to a blame 

Gwyn Jones
Gwyn Jones was born into a hill 
farming family in Snowdonia, North 
Wales. Gwyn trained as an engineer 
with Rolls Royce in Shropshire, and 
worked in London for a specialist 
engineering company before deciding 

to go back to agriculture, working on a large estate 
in North Wales whilst attending college (Llysfasi and 
Aberystwyth). Gwyn is now immersed in off farm 
activity as well as farming with his daughter Gwenan 
(past three years) at Boughton Dairy, Tillington, near 
Petworth, West Sussex.

Email: wealdclay@btinternet.com

culture, driven in the early days from the human medical 
fraternity including very senior, influential medics.

Having joined ‘Antibiotic Guardian’ and spoken at many 
events and universities, I have been able to inform at least 
some in the medical fraternity of what goes on in farming 
and the role of the farmer and veterinary surgeon as the 
primary link in the food chain. It became clear that their 
information about our industry came from pressure groups 
and NGOs and they have no idea of the veterinary side of 
medicine; I repeat, no idea! 

We hosted a large group of very impressive and 
knowledgeable senior medics, including the Chief Medical 
Officer, on a pig farm recently and they were very surprised 
by certain aspects of the operation. Agriculture is, in fact, 
ahead of human medicine in some respects and many 
of those medics now speak very differently about our 
industry. I stress we are not seeking to absolve ourselves 
of responsibility, but we do need to tip the scales back to 
a balanced, One Health approach. There is more to do and 
I would encourage the veterinary profession to join us in 
talking about what we all do and how agriculture works.

A letter in the ‘The Lancet’ (Addressing antimicrobial 
resistance in the UK and Europe - Dec 2017) is disappointing 
and somewhat lacking in the author’s understanding of the 
problem and lack of data. In agriculture it is vital we protect 
and look after the antibiotics we have; any new antibiotic 
development will not benefit us and, therefore, it is important 
we minimise use by highlighting responsible use in our 
sector. After all, healthy animals are more profitable and 
easier to look after and all farmers should be encouraged 
to look at how best to achieve high welfare.

There is a need to recognise that we do have a cohort 
of farmers who are unable to invest in better infrastructure 
which is vital in order for them to have the same opportunity 
to improve animal health and welfare, cutting their use of 
antibiotics. As we leave the EU and the new Agricultural Bill 
is being drawn up, there is a need for government to take 
some responsibility to enable these farmers to invest and 
raise their game, benefiting their animals and having the 
chance to reduce antibiotic use.




