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H   Health, Food & Antimicrobial Resistance 

 

This is part of a series of Briefs summarising the facts and addressing the policy relevance around 

the 9 proposed specific objectives of the future CAP. 

KEY MESSAGES 
 

 Some of the key challenges facing EU agriculture include improving the 

response to society’s demands on food and health, including safe, nutritious 

and sustainable food, reducing food waste, and improving animal health and 

welfare.  

 Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is a challenge for which the CAP is called 

to respond and support Community action. A sense of urgency related to 
AMR warrants increased attention regarding the use of antimicrobials in 
animal husbandry. 
 

 AMR is a serious public health threat. It is responsible for an increasing 
number of deaths, both in the EU and globally, a significant economic 

burden (healthcare costs and productivity losses), and an unknown cost to 
animal production. 
 

 The safety of the food chain is indirectly affected by the welfare of animals, 

particularly those farmed for food production, due to the close links between 
animal welfare, animal health and food-borne diseases. 

 

 The future CAP, in synergy with the new EU regulations on veterinary 
medicinal products and on medicated feed and with research, can support 

farmers and the Member States in the fight against AMR.  
 

This brief is based on contributions from Aurora Ierugan, Jean-Charles Cavitte, Gebhard Seiwald, 
Nicola Britta Holsten, Florence Buchholzer, Krzysztof Sulima and Aisling Redmond. 

Disclaimer: The contents of the publication do not necessarily reflect the position or opinion of the 

European Commission.  
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1. Facts and evidence about AMR 

Since antimicrobials were discovered back in 1928 (the first being penicillin), 

they have significantly improved human and animal health, helping to fight 

certain diseases that were previously deadly. However, over time, 

antimicrobials have become "victim of their own success" having been used in 

an excessive or inappropriate way to such an extent that they have led to a 

globally recognized challenge to public health, referred to as Antimicrobial 

Resistance (AMR). 

 

What lies behind the acronym AMR?  

 

Antimicrobial resistance refers to the ability of microorganisms, such as 

bacteria, fungi, viruses and protozoans, to become increasingly resistant to an 

antimicrobial to which they were previously susceptible. AMR is a consequence 

of natural selection and genetic mutation. Such mutation is then passed on 

conferring resistance.1 

 

 

AMR implies a reduced effectiveness of antimicrobials (or even incapacity) in 

treating human and animal diseases. Without effective action to reverse current 

trends, we may face a return to the pre-antibiotic era, with simple wounds and 

infections causing significant harm or even death and routine medical 

procedures becoming very high risk. 

AMR is already a serious public health threat. It is estimated to be responsible 

for 33,000 deaths per year in the EU alone2 and 700,000 deaths per year 

globally.3 If effective action is not taken, then globally AMR deaths could reach 

millions and, by 2050, AMR could potentially cause more deaths than cancer 

currently causes. As concerns the economic burden, in the EU alone, it is 

estimated that AMR costs EUR 1.5 billion annually in healthcare costs and 

productivity losses.4 The cost of AMR in animal production is hardly known. 

a. Better understanding AMR 

 

During the preparatory process and the broad public consultation, which led to 

the presentation of the legal proposals for the Future of CAP, AMR emerged as a 

challenge which the Future CAP is called to respond to by supporting 

Community action.5 

The comprehensive impact assessment of the Future CAP6 includes the 

reflections of the workshop on food and related issues. It concluded that a 

sense of urgency related to antimicrobial resistance warrants increased 

attention to the use of antimicrobials in animal husbandry.7 
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In addition, a deeper understanding of AMR development and its transmission is 

needed, notably the linkages of the 3 reservoirs (human, animal and 

environment) within and between which AMR can develop and spread. Action is 

also needed in order to maintain the effectiveness of antibiotics for treating sick 

animals. 

2. Challenges of AMR in farmed animals 

Important amounts of antimicrobials are used in animal husbandry, especially in 

intensive farming. This entails the risk of the emergence of AMR, in particular 

when antimicrobials are used for preventive treatment to groups of animals via 

feed and drinking water. Although evidence of public health emergencies linked 

to antibiotics use in farmed animals is much less important than emergencies 

due to such use in human health care, limiting the use of antimicrobial agents 

in animal production should be considered as one step in the multi-faceted 

approach to lowering the AMR development. 

 

 

What are the trends for antibiotic use in animal husbandry?  

 

The overall sales of veterinary antimicrobials across 25 European countries 

(including non-EU countries) have decreased by more than 20% between 2011 

and 2016. This downward trend confirms that European Union guidance and 

national campaigns promoting prudent use of antibiotics in animals to fight 

antimicrobial resistance are having a positive effect. 

 

 

According to the 2018 report of the European Surveillance of Veterinary 

Antimicrobial Consumption project (ESVAC) published by the European 

Medicines Agency, the overall sales of veterinary antimicrobials across 25 

European countries (including non-EU countries) have decreased by more than 

20% between 2011 and 2016.8  

Table 1 (next page) reflects this downward trend seen over the last few years 

and confirms that European Union guidance and national campaigns promoting 

prudent use of antibiotics in animals to fight antimicrobial resistance are having 

a positive effect. From 2011 to 2016, a significant decrease in sales per 

population correction unit (PCU) was registered in some of the Member States 

with the highest selling total volumes (Italy, Germany and France), but there 

are also ‘outliers’ (see table). 

The large differences in sales per PCU among Member States (ranging from 12 

mg/PCU to 453 mg/PCU) suggest that lower levels could be achieved, and there 

is no evidence to date of significant animal health problems arising from the 

decrease in antimicrobials use in the related countries. 
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A further reduction of the use of antibiotics in farmed animals would require 

cost/benefit assessments as well as investments to improve the husbandry 

system (e.g. improvements in biosecurity, reducing the density of animals in 

the holdings, changing the management through appropriate training, or 

stewardship of antimicrobial use). Improvement and development of vaccines 

and alternatives to antibiotics would also offer solutions to prevent diseases or 

cure them with minimal or no use of antibiotics. 

Table 1  - Sales of veterinary antimicrobial agents 

 

Note: Sales of active ingredient, of veterinary antimicrobial agents marketed mainly for food-producing 

animals, in mg/PCU (population correction unit). 

Source: DG AGRI elaboration based on ESVAC report. 

3. Policy questions linked to AMR 

a. The response of the EU 

The EU was quick to recognize the importance of tackling AMR, as the 2001 

Community strategy against AMR shows. This policy was reinforced with the 

2011 Commission action plan.9  
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A new and comprehensive EU action plan, ‘One Health’, on AMR was adopted on 

29 June 2017, building on the previous plan, its evaluation, the feedback 

received on a European Commission roadmap on AMR, and an open public 

consultation.10  

This new One Health action plan against AMR will support the EU and its 

Member States in delivering innovative, effective and sustainable responses to 

AMR. Its overarching goal is to preserve the possibility of effective 

treatment of infections in humans and animals. It provides a framework 

for continued, more extensive action to reduce the emergence and spread of 

AMR and to increase the development and availability of new effective 

antimicrobials inside and outside the EU.  

The key objectives of the One Health action plan are built on three main 

pillars: 

 Making the EU a best practice region; 

 Boosting research, development and innovation; and 

 Shaping the global agenda. 

The new plan contains more than 75 concrete actions with EU added value that 

the Commission will develop and strengthen as appropriate in the coming years 

for a more integrated, comprehensive and effective approach to combating 

AMR. The EU is not alone in recognizing the threat of AMR and in addressing 

this issue at the highest political level. Many countries outside of the EU, as well 

as international organizations, are tackling this issue.11 International 

cooperation is a key element of the AMR action plan. All these actions are 

important in themselves, but they are also interdependent and need to be 

implemented in parallel in order to achieve the best outcome. 

b. Use of veterinary antimicrobials in EU animal husbandry 

Already in 2006, the EU banned the use of antibiotics as feed additives for 

growth promotion. Thus, antibiotics are currently only allowed for disease 

prevention or for disease treatment subject to veterinary prescription. Registers 

on the use of pharmaceutical agents on farms are obligatory under the 

Regulation on General Hygiene (Regulation (EC) No 852/2004) and are integral 

to cross-compliance (a set of rules all farmers who receive area and animal-

based CAP subsidies need to respect and comply with). Antimicrobials can only 

be used by the farmer on prescription by a veterinarian. Preferably, the farmer 

and the veterinarian should create a farm specific health plan, aiming at disease 

prevention. In some Member States, a central register exists for the recording 

of prescriptions by veterinarians. 

The new EU regulations on veterinary medicinal products and on medicated 

feed were adopted end 2018. They lay down a wide range of concrete measures 

to fight antimicrobial resistance and to promote the prudent and responsible 

use of antimicrobials: 
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 The Regulation on medicated feed introduces inter alia a ban of 

preventive use of antimicrobials via medicated feed, restrictions for the 

prescription of medicated feed with antimicrobials, compulsory measures 

to avoid cross-contamination and the setting of science based maximum 

limits for antimicrobials in non-target feed.  

 The proposed regulation on veterinary medicinal products (VMP) 

introduces a ban on the preventive use of antibiotics in groups of 

animals, a reinforced ban on the use of antimicrobials for promoting 

growth and increasing yield, restrictions on metaphylactic use of 

antimicrobials, the possibility of restricting the use of certain 

antimicrobials in animals that are reserved to treat human infections, 

compulsory data collection on sales and use of antimicrobials. It also 

aims to stimulate the development of new antimicrobial VMPs. 

The new rules will apply three years after they enter into force (early 2019). 

The EU animal farming sector will have to take the necessary steps to 

implement the rules and measures relating to this new legislative framework. 

c. A growing attention to the use of antimicrobials in agriculture 

For the preparation of the proposals for modernising and simplifying the 

Common Agricultural Policy post 2020, a specific workshop with external 

experts/stakeholders and staff of various Directorates General of the 

Commission took place in May 2017 to discuss and gather evidence on food-

related issues. On this occasion, it emerged that the current CAP is already 

relatively well aligned with food safety standards, but the sense of urgency 

related to the anti-microbial resistance warrants increased attention to the use 

of antimicrobials in agriculture.12 

At the workshop, it was suggested that best practices should be exchanged and 

applied. The Farm Advisory Service could play an important role in synergy with 

national reduction plans. Moreover, farmers should be encouraged and 

incentivised to develop farm health plans with their veterinarian. 

 

Animal welfare and reduction of antibiotic use in animal husbandry  

The safety of the food chain is indirectly affected by the welfare of animals, due 

to the close links between animal welfare, animal health and food-borne 

diseases. Stress factors and poor welfare can lead to increased susceptibility to 

disease among animals. This can pose risks to consumers, for example through 

common food-borne infections like Salmonella, Campylobacter and E.Coli.13 

Promoting good animal husbandry and feeding regimes, which support animal 

health and welfare, can contribute to a reduction in antimicrobial consumption. 
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Systems, developed to measure and benchmark usage both at the farm-level 

and the prescribing veterinary practitioner, have critically contributed to those 

Member States who have made substantial progress at reducing antimicrobial 

usage in farmed animals. There have been a number of other changes, 

including a shift away from the use of critically important antimicrobials and 

antimicrobials for preventive use, and the requirement of a single prescribing 

veterinarian per farm. 

In order to measure the further progress towards the common CAP objective to 

"improve the response of EU agriculture to societal demands on food and 

health, including safe, nutritious and sustainable food, food waste, as well as 

animal welfare" and, more in particular, on the AMR issue, the legal proposals 

for the future CAP contain a set of indicators to be monitored, including the 

sales/use of antimicrobials in food producing animals. Furthermore, as a 

mandatory topic for the Farm Advisory Services, it was added that Member 

States shall provide farmers with training of “farm practises preventing the 

development of antimicrobial resistance”.  

d. Examples of Research and Innovation projects addressing AMR 

The Focus Group on how to reduce the use of antibiotics in pig farming was 

launched by the European Commission in 2013 as part of the activities under 

the European Innovation Partnership for Agricultural Productivity and 

Sustainability (EIP-AGRI)14. 

The group identified three main interrelated areas for the reduction of antibiotic 

use: 

 Better animal health and welfare to reduce the need for antibiotic use, 

through improvement of biosecurity, management, husbandry, facilities, 

and training of personnel, veterinarians and advisors. 

 Specific alternatives to antibiotics including vaccination, feeding 

approaches and breeding. 

 Changing attitudes, habits and human behaviour (farmers, agri-advisors 

and veterinarians), and improving the dissemination of information. 

Innovative technological solutions and research initiatives can be successful if 

they reach out to the field and include experts from different disciplines and 

backgrounds. It is key to motivate stakeholders such as farmers, advisors and 

veterinarians to adopt better biosecurity, management and other practices that 

help reduce the need for antibiotic treatments. 

One way to do this is by showing that applying new measures can be 

economically beneficial. The provision of information and improving the 

education of farmers and veterinarians can help to adjust attitudes and create 

beneficial change in the long-run. Both the current and the future CAP, with its 

various types of interventions, are relevant tools in promoting actions aimed at 

reducing antibiotic use in livestock farming. 



 

8 

 

The project PROHEALTH15, funded by the European Union, on animal health and 

welfare addresses the challenge of pig and poultry production diseases. Among 

other recommendations, PROHEALTH research suggests that stakeholders 

should be encouraged to adopt on-farm sensor technologies and data analytics 

to facilitate earlier response to diseases, thus helping to contain them before 

they become a problem. An example of an informative tool available for farmers 

is Biocheck, the risk-based scoring system to evaluate the quality of on-farm 

biosecurity16. 
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