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MANUFACTURING

Study Offers Solution to the Battle 
Against Antibiotic Use

The subject of antimicrobial resistance is one that 
everyone involved in animal health should be 
concerned with. With an estimated 1.1 million beef calves 
reared annually in the UK originating from dairy herds, 
reducing antibiotic use in this sector whilst maintaining 
calf growth and welfare is essential. Vet Alana McGlade, 
the Equine and Farm Animal Business Manager at 
Dechra Veterinary Products, examines how the use of 
a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory (NSAID) could offer 
a glimmer of hope in the battle against antimicrobial 
resistance. 

Almost one million beef calves coming from the dairy 
sector are reared annually in the UK. The majority are initially 
reared at specialist units, typically from around four- to five-
weeks-old to four- to five-months-old. This is a high-risk 
period for calf pneumonia and consequently it is a time when 
antibiotics are used most frequently.

It is acknowledged that calf-rearing units face a number 
of challenges in maintaining growth rates among livestock. 
Respiratory disease is common among animals brought 
together from a variety of sources. 

Just like in humans, an outbreak can cause the animal to 
go off its food and water within as little as a day of developing 
symptoms. This can lead to a downward spiral in its health as 
it lacks the nutrition to combat the illness. 

Additionally, routine procedures such as de-budding and 
castration can impact on the willingness of calves to continue 
feeding at consistent rates. Growth loss is almost inevitable.

Injectable analgesics can be given, but this is time-
consuming, can be costly and can itself be a stressor for the 
animal, which has to be caught and restrained in order to be 
treated.

Ongoing learning about welfare is changing approaches 
with regard to best practice for post-procedure pain 
management, while pressure is rapidly growing to limit 

antibiotic use as far as possible due to concerns about growing 
antimicrobial resistance in both humans and animals.

There is a growing understanding around sensation and 
pain, and pain pathways, within all animals and increasingly 
this is an area of research within veterinary medicine. 

Farmers have obviously always been interested in the 
welfare of their animals, but there is a growing awareness 
of how analgesics, particularly if given ahead of procedures 
such as castration and disbudding, can not only provide pain 
relief but ultimately relieve stress. 

This is important because an animal in pain or under stress 
won't feed properly, which can directly affect the farm's bottom 
line. There is a welfare issue here but there's also evidence 
that in relieving pain a farm can maintain productivity. 

Pressures to maintain efficiency and keep costs under 
control do not diminish in the face of these challenges, meaning 
calf-rearers can benefit from any advantage to be gained in 
productivity and potentially also from cost savings associated 
with lower antibiotic use.

In humans we have simple, affordable and effective solutions 
for straightforward analgesia. In short, we might take a widely 
available, low-risk painkiller or anti-inflammatory in the form 
of paracetamol, ibuprofen or aspirin. In all but the most serious 
circumstances, these can very quickly make us feel better and 
able to function as close to our normal state as possible – at 
least until their effects wear off with time.

In addition, the suppression of symptoms analgesics provide 
takes pressure off the immune system, enhancing the body’s 
natural ability to recover.

Reproducing this effect in calves can be achieved with the 
use of a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug (NSAID). This 
can be given to provide routine cover in a herd facing disease 
spread or undergoing procedures or other forms of stress.

The benefits of making the animals feel less unwell 
by lowering temperatures, managing pain and reducing 
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inflammation can be the same as in humans. If they feel better, 
they keep eating and maintain normal behaviour, supporting 
their immune system and ability to recover without antibiotic 
intervention.

In 2018, Dechra published the results of a practice-based 
clinical research project that was carried out at three English 
calf-rearing units. It aimed to discover the impact that giving 
a routine dose of a non-steroidal anti-inflammatory, Solacyl®, 
which has the active ingredient sodium salicylate, would have 
on subsequent antibiotic use. 

The 258 calves were given the analgesic in feed on the five 
days immediately upon their arrival at the units – a high-risk 
period for animals to contract bovine respiratory disease. 

The results were independently analysed by a Royal College 
of Veterinary Surgeons recognised specialist in cattle health 
and production and made for fascinating reading. 

They revealed that the use of prophylactic oral treatment 
for five days when calves first arrived on the unit resulted in 
an overall antibiotic reduction of 43 per cent across the three 
farms.

The findings also stated that the substitution of prophylactic 
antibiotic for prophylactic NSAID also did not compromise 
the health of the calves or the profitability of the calf-rearing 
operations overall. There were no perceptible disadvantages 
to calf health and welfare according to all of the calf-rearers 
involved in the study, and mortality rates and daily live weight 
gains remained similar. Although not a strictly controlled trial 
so results should be viewed with caution, the findings are still 
significant, as is the potential for reducing antibiotic use using 
this protocol.

Sodium salicylate has the same fever-controlling, pain-
managing and inflammation-reducing benefits in livestock as 
aspirin can have in humans.

It can be administered to groups of animals, which means it 
can be given prior to known stress points in animals’ lives. This 
can be continued through and after those events, providing a 
welfare benefit and reducing the risk of a loss of appetite and its 
resulting effects.

A convenient solution is another plus for farmers. 
They need to know that the act of giving the animals the 

medication isn't going to take time and money. It can go into 
the herd's water, into the feed, they can treat the whole herd 
or if they know there's a procedure on the horizon for some 
of the calves, they can easily target and deliver to those 
animals. 

NSAIDs that can be administered without the supervision of 
a vet are a cost-effective option for farmers and a practical 
solution that can lead to a notable reduction in routine antibiotic 
use whilst protecting the welfare of a herd. 

Overall, controlling fever, pain or inflammation enhances 
animal welfare, and managing these symptoms to support 
food and fluid intake could prevent conditions from worsening, 
thereby removing the need for antibiotic treatment in more 
instances.

This has to be a major step in the battle to reduce antibiotic 
resistance that still supports the efficient rearing of animals 
more likely to consistently reach their optimum weight. 

Calculations show that adopting an approach of routine 
administration of an NSAID like sodium salicylate could reduce 
overall antibiotic use nationwide by an estimated 4.4 tonnes per 
year, going some way to tackling this major issue. 

There is undoubtedly more work to be done to establish a 
deeper understanding of the benefits and cost savings available, 
but the findings of this study were significant. It points to an 
effective and sensible way to tackle the issues of antimicrobial 
resistance, enhanced animal welfare and productivity on 
rearing units.


