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Antimicrobial Resistance –
The ‘silent pandemic’
The World Health Organisation has declared Antimicrobial Resistance (AMR) as one of the top
ten health threats facing humanity1: AMR is currently responsible for 700.000 deaths every year
and has thus been coined the ‘silent pandemic’.2
AMR is the consequence of the overuse and misuse of antibiotics and other antimicrobials. As
microorganisms are increasingly exposed to antibiotics, they mutate to become resistant to the
drugs which have in the past been effective.3 Consequently, even minor injuries and small
infections become untreatable and potentially lethal. This forces a shift to more expensive and
broad-spectrum antibiotics, but also adds to the already high pressure to develop new antibiotics
in a context of a scientific bottleneck.4

AMR and Industrial Livestock Systems
About 73 % of global sales of antimicrobials, including antibiotics, are applied in livestock.5 The
logic of the resulting problem is simple: the more antimicrobials are used on livestock, the higher
the chances of AMR developing in animals, and subsequently in humans. Research shows a clear
correlation between antibiotic use and antimicrobial resistance.6 Shocking estimates state that
for each kilogram of meat, humans consume up to 172 mg of antimicrobials with direct
consequences of AMR transmission.7 For instance, 35 % of chicken meat in supermarkets are
contaminated with microorganisms that are resistant to key antibiotics.8
Industrial livestock production is responsible for much antibiotic use with a long history of
reckless and poorly documented applications.9 The routine over- and misuse of antibiotics is
necessitated in large-scale, intensive agribusinesses. The following are some examples of
common practices:
1. Stressful living conditions for animals (e. g., high stocking density or early weaning)
lead to higher susceptibility to and less resistance against disease.10
2. High animal density and overcrowding is a tremendous risk factor for disease outbreak,
making antibiotic applications more frequent.11
3. Antimicrobials are applied to achieve growth promotion, feed efficiency, and
improvement of the animals. For example, 8 out of 10 milk cows receive reserve
antibiotics because their high-performance bodies are reared in a way that they are
constantly overtaxed and prone to painful udder inflammation.12 Subsequently, studies
have shown that 10 % of the milk are contaminated with AMR.13
Considering these issues, most peer-reviewed papers argue that we must limit the use of
antibiotics in agriculture.14 Biodynamic farming provides one way to proactively avert this ‘silent
pandemic’.
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Biodynamics – Ensuring High
Animal Welfare Standards
Biodynamic farming under the Demeter Certification Standards implements strict veterinary
rules by15:
1. Prohibiting the preventive usage of antibiotics as enhancing additives to feed and
water;
2. Prohibiting the routine and/or prophylactic treatment of animals with antibiotics,
unless legally required (an exception to this is the use of permitted anthelmintics in those
cases where parasitism is endemic in the area in which the farm is located);
3. Aiming to be largely free of antibiotics, except for emergencies to prevent animal
suffering. If antibiotics are used, there is a maximum of three courses of treatment per
year, depending on the animals’ productive life span; they can only be applied under the
direction of a veterinarian, with sufficient withdrawal times, and documentation in
transparent farm records;
4. Prohibiting the use of reserve antibiotics which are crucial for human medicine;
5. Pursuing evidence-based, complementary medicinal strategies, such as essential
oils, acupuncture, phytotherapy, and homeopathy that strengthen the self-healing
capacities of the animal to cope with the disease without adverse risks16.
Extensive research has repeatedly shown that the use of antibiotics, as well as the resulting
prevalence of AMR, is considerably lower in organic farms compared to that measured in
conventional farms.17 For instance, the German Ministry for Consumer Protection and Food
Safety found that the prevalence of AMR in conventional milk farms is almost 6 times that of
organic farms.18 The lower application of antibiotics also helps circumvent side effects from
antibiotics that would require further pharmaceutical treatments.
Moreover, biodynamic farming practices apply health-oriented livestock management and high
animal welfare standards from breeding and feeding to housing. Notably, animals are kept in a
rich and stimulating environment where they can express their natural behaviours (e. g., no
dehorning for cows) with low stocking density, ample space with access to nature, suitable flock
or herd size, good air quality, and well-managed regrouping. Unlike in conventional breeding,
farmers do not select the breed according to productivity and growth rates, which makes the
animals vulnerable to immunological and physiological disorders. Instead, biodynamic farmers
prefer local and adapted breeds that are more resilient and insusceptible against diseases.19
Moreover, there is good feed with exhaustive control in residues (pesticides, herbicides, etc.) and
high hygiene standards to avoid sources of microbial contaminations.
Extensive research findings20 and reports from veterinarians21 confirm the intuitive notion that
better animal welfare and a less stressful environment leads to higher disease resistance,
improved animal health and consequently lower antibiotic usage.22 Combined with better animal
welfare, low antibiotic use increases the balance of animals’ immune activity, life expectancy,
and life quality, at generally lower medicine costs.23 In biodynamic farms, healthy rearing
conditions, biosecurity, and hygiene are the focal point of veterinary treatment, rather than
preventive or retroactive antibiotic medicine.
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A much-needed paradigm shift
in food production
The Federation works to promote health-oriented livestock systems that reduce the need for
antibiotics in the first place. It aims at keeping AMR high on the political agenda, ensuring that
decision makers, food producers, and the public are aware of and continuously discuss this
urging problem.
The Demeter certification responds to the increasing demand for healthy and sustainable foods
and recognizes the efforts of farmers that put animal welfare at the core of their practice and
adhere to strict veterinary standards in a market environment that typically rewards efficiency
and productivity.
Finally, the Federation urges policymakers to explicitly include high animal welfare and strict
veterinary rules for the usage of antibiotics to effectively combat AMR. Decision-makers should
embrace the much-needed paradigm shift in food production by:
− Recognizing AMR as a problem among other things triggered by industrial livestock
systems;
− Supporting the necessary paradigm shift towards health- and welfare-oriented
−
−
−
−

systems and encourage the dissemination of best practices;
Developing stricter regulations for veterinary antibiotic usage, including preventive
application, application limits, and mandatory reporting of antibiotic usage;
Developing stricter animal welfare standards, for instance, through the prohibition
of all mutilations, later weening, organic breeding, and better feed;
Subsidizing farms that already have lower antibiotic applications and instead higher
animal welfare;
Funding research that addresses the connections between animal welfare, lower
antibiotics usage, and reduced AMR for a better data-driven decision-making.

The Federation has always been and will continue to be a responsible steward on this topic,
promoting and applying health- and welfare-oriented approaches that tackle this ‘silent
pandemic’.
For further enquiries, please contact Clara Behr, Head of Policy and Public Relations:
clara.behr@demeter.net


Brussels, 12.01.2022

ABOUT US
The Biodynamic Federation Demeter International is a non-profit umbrella
organisation and its member organisations work together as an international
confederation relying on democratic principles. It is the only ecological association
that has built up a network of individual certification for biodynamic farming
organisations worldwide, the Demeter brand. Presently, the Federation has
45 member associations in 36 countries around the world. Thus, the Federation
represents more than 5.400 Demeter certified farms with over 170.000 hectares
in 65 countries. More info at: www.demeter.net
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