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More action needed on antibiotic resistance
The rise of antimicrobial resistance – when bacteria and other microorganisms become resistant to
the treatments used against the infections they cause – is a pressing public health issue. Cross-sector
efforts, particularly awareness-raising, are being intensified, both in the EU and globally.

What is antibiotic/antimicrobial resistance?
Antibiotics are medicines used to prevent and treat infections caused by bacteria. Bacteria can become
resistant to certain types of antibiotics through genetic mutation, or by acquiring resistance from another
bacterium, so that treatments become ineffective. As a result, infections persist, increasing the risk of them
spreading to others. The more general term 'antimicrobial resistance' (AMR) covers resistance to drugs
capable of treating infections caused not just by bacteria, but other microbes as well, such as parasites (e.g.
malaria), viruses (e.g. human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)) and fungi (e.g. Candida).
Although AMR is a phenomenon that occurs naturally over time, its evolution has been accelerated by a
number of complex and interlinked drivers in healthcare, agriculture and the environment. These notably
include: inappropriate use (misuse and overuse) of antibiotics, both in human medicine (for instance to treat
viral infections, for which they are ineffective) and in animal husbandry (including for prophylaxis and growth
promotion); transmission of resistant bacteria from animals to humans through direct contact or via the food
chain (food-safety perspective); and release of antimicrobials in the environment from human and animal
excretions, improper disposal of unused medicines or as effluent from certain pharmaceutical manufacturing
sites. The lack of development of new antibiotics and gaps in knowledge on AMR also play a role.

Increasing public knowledge of antibiotic resistance: European Antibiotic Awareness Day on 18 November

An April 2016 Eurobarometer survey has shown that consumption of antibiotics decreases as knowledge about
them increases. An initiative to improve understanding of antibiotics and sensitise for their prudent use is European
Antibiotic Awareness Day, which takes place every year on 18 November and is coordinated by the European Centre
for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC).

A growing threat for public health
AMR is recognised as a major global and European challenge, estimated to cause approximately
700 000 deaths each year worldwide and around 25 000 deaths in the EU alone. Mortality due to infections
with resistant bacteria has recently been projected to rise to above 10 million deaths per year by 2050. If
infections fail to respond to standard treatment, the result will be prolonged illness, higher healthcare
expenditure and a greater risk of death. The percentage of bacteria that are resistant is typically increasing.
Compounding the problem is the emergence of multidrug-resistant bacteria (strains that are resistant to
several antibiotics at the same time). These may eventually become 'superbugs' resistant to all available
antibiotics, including those of last resort (such as colistin). This has fuelled the fear that, without new
antibiotics, the world could be returning to a 'pre-antibiotic' era (or entering a 'post-antibiotic' one), which
would undermine advances in medicine and health. As a consequence, common infections such as pneumonia
would once again be fatal, the risks of routine surgery would increase, and treatments that suppress the
immune system, such as cancer chemotherapy, would become too dangerous to perform.

EU strategy and latest initiatives
The EU has been active in the field for many years. Among its main activities are monitoring and surveillance
of AMR in human and animal medicine; promoting research on innovative treatments; and improving
communication, education and training.

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs194/en/
http://www.who.int/features/qa/75/en/
https://www1.imperial.ac.uk/resources/75CCE6B0-CEC6-4AB2-BBE4-955A03AE3C5A/antimicrobialsserieslancet_paper2_understandingthemechanismsanddriversofantimicrobialresistance.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/44812/1/9789241503181_eng.pdf
http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/136454/e94889.pdf
http://ecdc.europa.eu/en/publications/Publications/0909_TER_The_Bacterial_Challenge_Time_to_React.pdf
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The ECDC, which coordinates the surveillance of both antimicrobial resistance (EARS-Net) and consumption
(ESAC-Net), sees the bases for effective interventions to be in prudent use of antibiotics, and comprehensive
strategies for infection prevention and control across all healthcare sectors. Draft guidelines on their prudent
use in human medicine are currently being prepared.
In its 2011 communication, the European Commission proposed a five-year action plan (2011-2016) to fight
AMR with 12 key actions. Its implementation was detailed in a 2015 roadmap and progress report.

October 2016 European Commission roadmap for a new action plan against antimicrobial resistance

The Commission plans to propose a new action plan in 2017. Building on the evaluation of the current one, found
to have 'clear added value', it is to include three strategic pillars on AMR: supporting Member States and making
the EU a best-practice region; boosting research, development and innovation; and shaping the global agenda.

The EU has spent over €1 billion on research into AMR. Horizon 2020, the EU's research and innovation
programme, is funding projects such as ATx201 on a novel class of antibiotics. As part of the 'New Drugs for
Bad Bugs' (ND4BB) programme under the Innovative Medicines Initiative (IMI), a public-private partnership,
€650 million has been invested in tackling scientific, regulatory and business obstacles to the development of
new antibiotics. Moreover, projects are funded under the joint programming initiative on AMR (JPIAMR),
which aims to increase the coordination of AMR research worldwide. Actions to combat AMR have also been
co-financed within the EU Health programme (2014-2020).
The Council has adopted several conclusions and recommendations on AMR. The Council conclusions of 2012
introduced the 'one health' perspective of reducing antimicrobial use as much as possible and of maximising
coordinated efforts between the human and animal health sectors. The 2016 conclusions called for a new and
comprehensive EU action plan against AMR and asked the Member States to have in place, before mid-2017,
national action plans based on the 'one health' approach.
In its 2012 own-initiative resolution, the European Parliament made specific calls related to prudent use of
AMRs; prevention; development of new antimicrobials or alternatives for treatment; monitoring and
reporting; communication, education and training; and international cooperation. Its resolution of
19 May 2015 proposed, inter alia, that the use of antibiotics without prescription should be strictly prohibited
and that a microbiological diagnosis should be required before prescribing them. It urged the monitoring of
the use of antibiotics in hospitals and intensification of infection control. In the process leading up to the new
animal health law, adopted in March 2016, Parliament wanted greater stress on the problem of AMR in the
recitals and in several articles. Legislative proposals on veterinary medicines and medicated feed, which also
address the issue of AMR, are currently before Parliament.

Mounting global attention on antimicrobial resistance
Global collective action is considered critical to cope effectively with the issue, notably in the areas of access
(ensuring that the prevention tools, diagnostics and therapies needed to reduce the infectious-disease burden
are widely available and affordable); conservation (reducing the need for antimicrobials and making sure they
are responsibly used); and innovation (developing the next generation of antimicrobials, vaccines, diagnostics
and infection-control technologies). It is argued that this requires a response by multiple sectors (health,
agriculture and veterinary), including industry. Some of the latest initiatives in this area are:
 the G20 Summit of September 2016, which pledged to promote the prudent use of antibiotics, taking into

account the 'huge challenges of affordability and access of antimicrobials and their impact on public health';
 the September 2016 United Nations high-level meeting on AMR undertook to strengthen regulation of

antimicrobials, improve knowledge and awareness, promote best practices and foster innovative
approaches such as alternatives to antimicrobials and new technologies for diagnosis and vaccines;

 the joint technical symposium of October 2016 on the global epidemic of AMR, where the World
Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), the WHO and the World Trade Organization (WTO) discussed
ways to foster innovation, access and appropriate use of antibiotics.
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