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Tracking Animal Antibiotic Use in Food Animals
The United States needs to build a platform for food producers, processors,
inspectors and retailers to share animal antibiotic use data as public health
partners in addressing the threat posed by zoonotic antibiotic resistance.
Antibiotic resistant (AR) zoonotic bacteria have been recognized as a substantial threat to public
health by the United States, the European Union and the World Health Organization.1 AR pathogens
cause illnesses with greater severity, including increased risk of hospitalization, bloodstream
infection, and treatment failure.2 For food safety, the rise of AR Salmonella and Campylobacter is
an area of great concern. These two foodborne pathogens cause the greatest number of bacterial
foodborne illnesses in the U.S.,3 and they are listed on the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention “Serious AR Threat” list.4
Use of antibiotics in animal husbandry is reported to be high.5 The overuse of animal antibiotic
treatment is frequently cited as a primary cause for the emergence of ABR foodborne pathogens,
although data is needed to verify this connection.6 Building an effective surveillance system for
antibiotic use in animals is a key step toward understanding the factors that contribute to AR.7
Data on how many animals are being treated; the drugs, dose and duration being administered to
animals, and the conditions under which animals are treated are needed to understand the factors
that lead to the development of antibiotic resistance.
Over the past few years, there has been renewed interest in the oversight of food animals.
Currently, there is only a small amount of federal on-farm animal monitoring. While the United
States Department of Agriculture’s Food Safety and Inspection Service (USDA-FSIS) has no on-farm
oversight, other USDA and FDA agencies have some limited on-farm capabilities.8 However, this
level of oversight is insufficient and does not provide the information needed to adequately
respond to the rising threat of ABR pathogens.
The United States needs to improve its oversight of animal antibiotic use. Today, FDA monitors
animal antibiotic sales under the Animal Drug User Fee Act (ADUFA),9 but the ADUFA data has
some limitations.10 In the Agricultural Appropriations Bill for FY 2017, Congress allocated $9.9M11
to USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (USDA-APHIS) for “on-farm surveillance and
data collection to enhance the understanding of on-farm levels of antibiotic use and the impact on
antimicrobial resistance levels.”12 Recently, HHS announced a funding opportunity to assess
antibiotic usage in food-producing animals.13 While these efforts are good, the U.S. urgently needs
to develop an active surveillance system to provide more definitive information about animal
antibiotic use and impacts.

According to a recent OIG report on USDA’s response to antibiotic resistance, the development of a
strong surveillance program on animal antibiotic use is hindered by budget constraints, the inability
to retain staff, and gaps in communication and strategic planning.14 However, given the projected
growth of AR bacteria over the next few decades,15 more initiatives and resources must be
developed to counter this emerging public health threat. Crafting new data-sharing agreements
between public and private sectors must become a priority.
CFI encourages the federal agencies to use their expertise to initiate collaborative efforts to
address the gaps related to AR surveillance, including the use and impacts of antibiotics in
animals and humans.
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