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Q: Why do farmers use antibiotics in livestock, 
and do they pose a risk for people?

A: Farmers use antibiotics to treat sick animals. 
They follow a strict withdrawal period so there 
are no antibiotic residues in the meat we eat.

Carl Heide is a fourth generation 
farmer from DeKalb who raises pigs, 
corn, soybeans, and peas. Carl, his 
wife LeAnn, and daughters Samantha 
and Julia live on the family farm.    

Farmers have a moral responsibility to care for their animals by providing 
fresh water, quality feed, shelter, and to treat them when they become sick. 
Antibiotics are used for this. To not treat a sick animal would be flat-out 
cruel.

Antibiotics can be administered one of three ways: by injection, orally 
(usually through a water medicater), or in their feed. Individual injections 
are generally used when there are a few ill animals in a group. However, 
sometimes a majority of the group can become ill, making treating via 
water or feed a better option. This situation is similar to the times at work or 
school where one or two people get sick, and before you know it, just about 
everybody is getting sick. 

Farmers keep records of the use of the antibiotic including how much was 
given, the way it was administered, and for how long.  

I, along with other livestock farmers, have a close working relation-
ship with a licensed veterinarian. He makes regular visits to assess the 
health of my animals and will make recommendations about any type of 
treatment that may be needed.

Some of the antibiotics that are used in livestock require a prescription. 
Starting in late 2016, the FDA and USDA will implement new rules and regu-
lations about the types of medicine farmers can use to treat their animals. The 
new rules will mean that most types of antibiotics will require a prescription 
from a veterinarian. 

When antibiotics are given to an animal, farmers must adhere to the with-
drawal period for the drug. This period will vary depending on the medicine 
used. What this means is when an animal is treated, after the last day of 
receiving treatment, there is a certain amount of time that MUST pass before 
the animal can enter the food chain. This allows the antibiotic to break down 
and leave the animal so none of it is present in the meat or milk.  

According to a procurement manager with Farmland, where I sell most 
of my hogs, all the meat in the plant is randomly tested for traces of antibi-
otic residues. He told me that in all the years that he has been at the plant, he 
cannot recall a single time when somebody’s hogs tested positive for residue.

At the grocery store you will find 
some meat is labeled antibiotic-free. 
According to the USDA, this claim can 
be made if there is sufficient documen-
tation that the animals never received 
antibiotics. Some farms choose to raise 
animals this way because they may earn 
a premium for antibiotic-free animals. If 
an animal becomes sick on one of those 
farms, it can be treated, but it can no 
longer be sold as antibiotic-free. 

There is nothing wrong with buying 
meat labeled antibiotic-free. However, 
it’s important to understand that when 
farmers use antibiotics and follow the 
withdrawal guidelines, there is no anti-
biotic residue in the meat.   

Dr. Scott Hurd, DVM at Iowa State 
University, has a great website dis-
cussing the use of antibiotics in farm 
animals. I recommend that you check it 
out: www.hurdhealth.com. ■


