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Q: Can you raise pigs without antibiotics?

A:  Some farms raise pigs without antibiotics, 
but if pigs become ill they may need  
antibiotics in order to get well.

Got a question  
for a farmer?
Submit your farm and food questions to  
connections@dekalbfarmbureau.org. 
We will share questions with our local 
farmers and publish their answers  
as space allows in upcoming  
issues of Connections.

In a perfect world, farm animals (or humans for that matter) would never 
need an antibiotic. That would be a great thing because it would mean that 
the herd is healthy and not sick. However, just like humans, from time to 
time, pigs and other farm animals can become sick. 

There are a variety of things that can cause illness in pigs — stress 
brought on by moving pigs or weather changes, secondary infections 
caused by viruses, or chronic illness that lingers.

Antibiotics are used in two situations, for therapeutic and  
sub-therapeutic uses. 

Of course if an animal is sick, farmers have a responsibility to treat that 
animal and help it to become well again. That would be a therapeutic use of 
an antibiotic. 

Sub-therapeutic use is when antibiotics are given to an animal to 
prevent illness or an infection that could lead to an illness. For example, 
on my farm, I know that if I am moving pigs from the nursery to the 
finisher during cold damp weather, there is a good chance they might come 
down with something. So after consulting with my veterinarian, I may give 
the pigs an antibiotic to prevent them from becoming sick. It is easier and 
more cost effective to do this than to wait for them to get really sick. 

Your doctor does the same thing with you. You may be going in for a 
procedure and he may put you on some antibiotics so you do not develop an 
infection.  

Some farms raise antibiotic-free meat. However, even in a good system 
some of those animals are going to become ill. Those animals that become 
ill should be treated, tagged and separated from the animals that have not 
received antibiotics and sent to a traditional market. 

The concern with some antibiotic-free farms is the premium they receive 
might encourage sick animals not to be treated because they would have 
to separate and sell that animal for less. It could mean that some animals 
suffer for no reason. Not treating a sick animal is not an option.  

Pigs that are given antibiotics have to go through a withdrawal 
period before they are marketed and their meat is sold. Thus, there 
are no antibiotics in the meat you eat. Therefore the meat from the animal 
that was given antibiotics and the meat from the pig that wasn’t given 
antibiotics is virtually the same. The only difference is that the antibiotic-
free labeled meat costs more.    

Raising pigs with the use of 
very few antibiotics is the goal of 
all livestock farmers. Antibiotics 
are expensive and livestock 
farmers do not have Blue Cross 
Blue Shield insurance to cover a 
pig’s medical expenses! 

I do everything I can to make 
sure that I use a minimal amount 
of antibiotics. I keep my pigs 
healthy with good nutrition, good 
bio-security, and work closely 
with my veterinarian. After all, I 
give my family the same meat that 
I provide to yours. ■

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.    


