
I had assumed I was going to a straight forward presentation of the FDA’s latest attempt to lower antibiotic use in agriculture. The 3 hour presentation by ISU Extension – Iowa Veterinary Medical Association – and the Farm Bureau was advertised as a discussion of what the FDA’s new Veterinary Feed Directive (VFD) program would mean for veterinarians, feed mill operators, and producers in Iowa in relation to antibiotic use. 

It was then somewhat surprising to walk into an “us versus them” presentation with environmental groups being mentioned as the “them” responsible for this new FDA regulation on antibiotic use in agriculture. It was more surprising when it was said that they could argue all day about whether there was an antibiotic resistance problem coming out of agriculture. 

That statement was alarming since the FDA’s website about why this program was developed specifically cites an antibiotic resistance crisis. Even an early 1970’s study of a Massachusetts chicken farm showed antibiotic resistant organisms took only two months to end up in that farm’s family’s bodies, and in the bodies of neighbors of that farm. We have compiled 575 peer reviewed journal studies that all have to do with antibiotic resistance problems coming out of agriculture. So that was a pretty strange perspective to introduce into the presentation.

The presentation went forward over the next two hours with a conversation showing how to fill out forms correctly, etc., so that the producers, feed mill operators, and veterinarians could essentially continue doing exactly what they had been doing in the past as far as antibiotic use in CAFO’s. This presentation seemed more about gaming this new FDA program than following its directive to reduce the amount of antibiotics being used in agriculture.

The presentation continued without any mention of the possibility of uncounted antibiotics getting into animal feed. I finally asked about the antibiotics used in the ethanol process that end up in dried distillers grains (DDGs) which is sold as feed. I was told that the FDA (and the presenters agreed with the FDA on this) said those antibiotics were not important for human medicine and there weren’t enough of them in the DDGs to worry about. That is a very troubling perspective in light of recent research and the understanding of what a confinement actually is. 

Studies looking at the efficacy of different hog confinement waste treatment systems show that while no treatment system studied successfully treated all antibiotic resistant organisms in the waste, anaerobic digestion (which Iowa hog confinements essentially are – a closed system with a fecal waste soup in the bottom decomposing into toxic sewer gasses blown out into neighborhoods negatively affecting neighbors health), besides being the least effective at treating antibiotic resistant organisms, actually allowed antibiotic resistant organisms to flourish in the waste through multiplying and trading parts. 

Iowa requires absolutely no treatment of confinement waste. Even worse, DNR design requirements for hog confinements have inadvertently required a building which allows antibiotic resistant organisms to flourish. 

When confinement waste is spread on fields, besides being a health hazard to humans, antibiotic resistant organisms negatively affect beneficial soil organisms’ role in providing plant nutrients. 

Regardless whether the amount of uncounted antibiotics in DDGs is small or large, those antibiotics add a different resistance gene pool to the waste that resistant organisms can use, allowing for new possible combinations of resistance creating more problems for antibiotic resistance in the future.


This FDA VFD program is supposed to be about using fewer antibiotics in agriculture so that these kinds of environments become less of a problem and antibiotic resistance coming out of agriculture will decrease. 


I may be giving ISU Extension – Iowa Veterinary Medical Association – and the Farm Bureau too much credit for seemingly figuring out how to show people how to continue using antibiotics in agriculture the way they are accustomed to. We will probably never know whether the VFD program was originally set up by the FDA to be a sham program easily gamed (co-opted) by states. Michael Taylor, the lawyer who came from Monsanto and led this program, has since left government, so we can’t ask him. Furthermore, the FDA does not have authority to collect data that would show whether or not this program will do what the FDA says it is supposed to do. So if the FDA can’t collect data, it can’t know if the program is being gamed by the states.

My perspective that this presentation showed people how to continue using antibiotics as they have in the past was shared. In informal conversations afterwards, it was mentioned that people who thought this program would lower the use of antibiotics in agriculture might be disappointed because it didn’t look like that use, or amount of use, would change much.

Whether a sham FDA program from the beginning, or a program that can easily be gamed, that an original “land grant college”, Iowa State University, might seem to be working to co-opt a federal program designed to mitigate an antibiotic resistance problem coming from agriculture is very troublesome. 
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