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Are antibiotics in my food?
Due to the use of antibiotics in animals and on farms, some people are 

concerned about the safety of food. It is important to know that meat, 
poultry and milk are rigorously monitored by law. Meat, poultry and 
milk for human consumption must pass inspection and monitoring by the 
USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS).

Additionally, in 1996, the federal government established the National 
Antimicrobial Resistance Monitoring System (NARMS), a collaborative 
effort between the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the 
U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) as an “early warning” system to track any resistant 
bacteria in humans, animals and retail meats.

Farmers and ranchers are diligent in following specific withdrawal 
periods to ensure animals are free of any antibiotics before entering 
the food system.

This means if they use an antibiotic on a pig, they have to record the 
date, medication given, dose and withdrawal length. They are audited by 
the plant that purchases the hogs, and they inspect these records a couple 
times a year. They also review feed records to see what farmers feed their 
hogs. 

What is being done to monitor antibiotic usage?
Responsible use of antibiotics is important in all settings, including 

agriculture. Farmers, ranchers and veterinarians are legally and ethically 
obligated to follow the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) 
requirements for the use of antibiotics on farms and ranches.

An example of these requirements are FDA Guidances 209, 213 and the 
Veterinary Feed Directive (VFD), which became effective on Jan. 1.

The directive states that antibiotics 
that are medically important (to human 
illness) will no longer be used for 
growth promotion in food animals. 
Antibiotics will only be available for 
therapeutic and prophylactic use – 
meaning to treat or prevent disease. 

Veterinarian oversight is 
required. Feed grade antibiotics 
and water medications will require 
veterinarian oversight — similar to 
a drug prescription.

When are antibiotics used, 
anyways?

Farmers do not constantly treat farm 
animals with antibiotics. When they 
do use antibiotics, they must follow 
ethical and legal requirements to 
do so according to label and dosing 
instructions approved by the FDA.

When animals being raised 
“antibiotic free,” including those 
on organic farms, get sick, they 
are treated with antibiotics. These 
animals are simply separated from the 
non-antibiotic group, are treated, and 
are later marketed as conventional 
after proper withdrawal times have 
elapsed.

When sick animals are being treated, 
farmers carefully and closely monitor 
them until they return to good health. 
If farmers did not treat sick animals, 
many would suffer and possibly 
die. This would be inhumane – and 
even those who say they are against 
antibiotic use agree that sick animals 
should be treated. ■
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