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Merck Animal Health is committed to improving the health and well-being of animals through 
innovative science-based solutions, products, treatments and services that help ensure a safe 
and affordable food supply. The responsible use of antibiotics to treat, control and prevent 
sickness in animals is an important part of animal welfare and food safety.

When used responsibly, antibiotics: 

•  Help manage, control and prevent disease in 
animals, and preserve efficacy.1 

•  Reduce the spread of zoonotic disease in 
animals and humans.1 

•  Contribute to a safe and sustainable food supply.1

Antibiotics are used to treat, control 
and prevent illness in animals. 

Antibiotics 
are safe6

Antibiotics 
are used 
responsibly5

Antibiotics  are 
sometimes 
necessary  
 for animals7

Antibiotics are 
thoroughly tested and 
regulated and are used 
responsibly by farmers 
and veterinarians.5

Prevention of disease through the use of vaccination is the 
first line of defense, and farmers, ranchers, and veterinarians 
look for ways to continuously improve animal care. Antibiotics 
are just one tool in the veterinarian’s toolbox - and the only tool 
for combating certain bacterial infections.2 

Each of us plays a role in combating antimicrobial resistance (AMR) 
- a threat to human and animal health. It requires a One Health 
approach - strategic actions to improve human, animal and 
environmental health through responsible use of antibiotics.3,4
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TALKING TO CONSUMERS
about animal antibiotics

CONSUMER: What about the living conditions of animals. 
Do crowded conditions contribute to animals’ need for 
antibiotics?
That’s a very important question, and continuous 
improvement in animal well-being is something we strive for 
every day. Like people, animals sometimes get sick regardless 
of living conditions; it’s part of nature. It’s also important to 
understand the natural behavior of farm animals includes 
seeking close contact with each other and sharing their water 
and feeding systems. This can sometimes lead to a rapid 
spread of sickness, which is why we sometimes treat animals 
with antibiotics as a preventative measure. Rest assured that 
farmers and ranchers strive to use antibiotics responsibly to 
treat, prevent and/or control disease to ensure the health and 
well-being of their animals.

CONSUMER: What about antibiotic resistance and 
“superbugs?” I read that the use of antibiotics in agriculture 
contributes to this problem. Is there any truth to that?
I can assure you, combating antibiotic resistance is a 
top priority for me, and I share your concern. Any use of 
antibiotics, whether in animals or people, contributes to 
antibiotic resistance and the rise of “superbugs.”8 Nature finds 
a way and bacteria continue to find new ways to fight medicine. 
At the same time, science is always finding new ways to have 
the technological advantage over nature. Fortunately, farmers 
and ranchers are also doing a lot to make sure antibiotics 
are used responsibly in animal agriculture to preserve their 
usefulness for everyone.

CONSUMER: That is good to know. What is being done to 
combat antibiotic resistance? 
I’m glad you’re interested in this topic, because I’m 
passionate about it, too. Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is 
a threat to human and animal health, the global economy, 
and national and global security.9 Combating AMR requires a 
One Health approach – strategic actions to improve human, 
animal and environmental health through judicious use of 
antibiotics.3,4 In order to combat resistance, antibiotics must 
be used responsibly – both in human and animal health. A study 
by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) concluded that 30% of 
antibiotics used in people were deemed unnecessary.10

 

CONSUMER: What is being done in animal agriculture to 
protect the efficacy of antibiotics? 
I’m glad you asked because farmers and veterinarians use 
antibiotics responsibly.Vaccination is considered the first line 
of defense against disease.3 The Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) implemented the Veterinary Feed Directive (VFD), 
which takes an important step to change the way medically 
important antibiotics are used in animal medicine. Under 
the VFD, medically important antibiotics cannot be used 
for growth promotion in animals. Additionally, medically 
important antibiotics necessary to treat a sick animal must 
be administered under direct supervision of a veterinarian. 
You might be surprised to find out that most antibiotics are 
used mostly in animals or in humans, not in both.10 Farmers, 
ranchers, veterinarians and others involved in animal agriculture 
focus on prevention of disease as first line of defense and look 
for ways to continuously improve animal care.

CONSUMER: That makes more sense now. What about 
antibiotic residue? What safety measures are in place to 
prevent antibiotic residues in the food I feed my family?
This question is also important to me, because I feed my 
family the same food you feed yours. You should know that 
antibiotics are thoroughly researched and regulated by the 
FDA. When an antibiotic is administered to an animal, there is a 
“withdrawal period” set by the FDA to make sure the antibiotic 
has cleared the animal’s system before it enters the food 
supply.12 Additionally, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
(USDA) Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) routinely tests 
samples of our food to ensure all of our food is antibiotic-free.13

CONSUMER: I see a lot of antibiotic-free foods. I wonder if 
they are better?
I share your concerns for all of the claims that are on food 
packages today. When it comes to foods with antibiotic-free 
claims, it helps to know that all food is antibiotic-free. Some 
animals are raised without ever receiving antibiotics (known as 
No Antibiotics Ever). Food with a No Antibiotics Ever claim does 
not mean it is superior or safer in any way.

CONSUMER: This has been very helpful. Thanks for your time.
My pleasure. We understand transparency in food production 
is important, and I enjoy these conversations and the open 
dialogue. Our tagline is “The Science of Healthier Animals,” 
and we prioritize preventative approaches to help keep animals 
healthy and minimize the need for treatment. We are also 
always looking for ways to improve.

We understand consumers have questions about   
antibiotic use in animals, and we want to help answer them.
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