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In an effort to minimise outbreaks of animal diseases, 
the European Commission adopted in 2007 the 
“Prevention is better than cure” approach when it 
comes to animal health strategy. According to the 
executive, the objective was to focus on preventive 
measures, disease surveillance, controls and research.

Since then, several policy initiatives have been put 
forward, such as the Animal Health Law in 2016, 
based on the principle that “healthy animals mean 
healthy people”.

How important is the vaccination for animals? How 
could innovation in animal health lead to sustainable 
livestock? What is the role of EU farmers in promoting 
a responsible use of antibiotics in livestock? How could 
new technologies in agriculture help improve animal 
health surveillance systems?

These are some of the issues EURACTIV.com will 
examine in this special report ahead of the “Innovation 
in animal health & sustainable livestock production in 
Europe” event on 7 June in Brussels.
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Prevention is far better than 
cure when it comes to animal 
diseases and creation of 

sustainable livestock. Vaccination 
may play a role in reducing the need 
for antibiotics, but it needs to be 
accompanied by other “tools”, such 
as education and training, farmer 
representatives and EU politicians 
have told EURACTIV.

Pekka Pesonen, secretary-general 
of EU farmers association, said that 
proper tools in terms of housing, 
biosecurity measures, feed, have to 
be in place. In this respect, CAP’s 
Rural Development and other types 
of intervention from the EU and 

member states to support farmers to 
do these investments must also be 
ensured.

“Vaccination may play a role 
in order to avoid the need for 
antimicrobials but there are certain 
conditions that have to be met 
such as consumer acceptance, the 
cost-effectiveness of the vaccine, 
availability. In any case, this may 
make part of a good prevention plan,” 
the EU farmers chief explained.

The EU has in recent years 
established a number of tools ranging 
from close monitoring systems to 
specific holistic long-term strategies 
to control animal diseases, especially 
the ones that have a direct impact on 

human public health.
The World Organisation for 

Animal Health (OIE) estimates that 
20% of global food production is lost 
due to diseases in farmed animals.

The EU executive has also adopted 
the “One Health” principle to combat 
another crucial issue when it comes 
to human and animal health: 
antimicrobial resistance (AMR).

The One Health approach 
recognises that human and animal 
health is interconnected, that 
diseases are transmitted from 
humans to animals and vice versa 
and must, therefore, be tackled 

EU farmers: Prevention is better  
than cure for sustainable livestock

B y  S a r a n t i s  M i c h a l o p o u l o s  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

MEP Carthy: “There is a cost to society if we lose access to drugs that protect our health.  
And I think farmers recognise that.” [Shutterstock]

Continued on Page 5
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Continued on Page 6

in both. In addition, it also refers 
to the environment, another 
potential source of new resistant 
microorganisms.

ANTIMICROBIAL 
RESISTANCE

According to the European 
Surveillance of Veterinary 
Antimicrobial Consumption 
(ESVAC), livestock consumption 
of antimicrobials in the EU is has 
declined over the past years and 
European farmers expect this trend to 
continue in the future.

However, Pesonen pointed out that 
antimicrobials also play a crucial role 
when it comes to treating animals in 
order to avoid unnecessary pain from 
diseases and to ensure good animal 
welfare.

“In order to use antimicrobials 
properly, farmers rely on veterinarians 
to prescribe them. Increasing 
awareness of antimicrobials 
consumption and how to reduce it 
is a good tool, provided that it also 
promotes among consumers the 
high EU production standards and 
the good results achieved so far,” he 
emphasised.

Karin Kadenbach, an Austrian 
member of the Group of the 
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and 
Democrats (S&D) in the European 
Parliament, is currently drafting a 
report on a European One Health 
Action Plan on AMR due to be voted 
in the ENVI committee on 20 or 21 
June. The plenary vote is foreseen for 
September.

“The One Health principle is a 
collaborative global approach to 
ensure coherence and coordination 
between human health, animal 
health and our ecosystem. There are 
many different options for achieving 
this goal and in the end, it will be 
important to combine as many of 
them as possible,” she told EURACTIV.

In her report, Kadenbach calls for 
certain antimicrobials to be limited 
to use in humans only, as many 
antimicrobials are currently used in 
both humans and animals.

“Some of those antimicrobials 
are critical for preventing or treating 
life-threatening infections in humans 
and their use on animals should be 
prohibited. In order to preserve the 
efficacy of these antimicrobials in the 
treatment of infections in humans 
for as long as possible, it is necessary 
to reserve those antimicrobials for 
humans only,” she said.

This is now being discussed in 
the ongoing trilogue negotiations on 
the veterinary medicinal products 
regulation, she added.

“I completely support the 
direction the negotiations are 
going in, including the measures to 
strengthen alternative therapies such 
as homoeopathy.”

The Austrian politician also 
pointed out that in animal health it is 
important not to apply antimicrobial 
medicinal products routinely or use 
them to compensate for poor hygiene 
and farm management, inadequate 
animal husbandry or lack of care.

As for the role of the EU 
institutions, she said they should 
back the best practice examples 
and offer information and help its 
member states.

“It starts with raising awareness 
amongst farmers and consumers and 
offering educational and training 
programmes to the public and 
healthcare professionals. The future 
CAP will also be an important tool 
to give incentives to farmers who 
produce in an ecological, sustainable, 
environmental and animal-friendly 
way.”

She explained that the executive 
should introduce a fast-track 
procedure where antimicrobials 
approved for industrial or agricultural 
purposes suspected of having a severe 
negative impact on antimicrobial 
resistance can be temporarily banned 

from usage until further studies on 
their impact have been carried out.

“In a current compromise (which 
is still under negotiation) we urge 
the Commission and the member 
states to restrict the sale of antibiotics 
by those human and animal health 
professionals who also prescribe 
them; and to remove any incentives 
– financial or otherwise – for the 
prescription of antibiotics.”

Kadenbach also noted that 
although the current legislation 
prohibits the use of antimicrobials 
as growth/performance enhancers 
in animals, there is still evidence of 
prophylactic use.

“This is why I call on the European 
Commission to ban the use of 
antibiotics and medicated feed for 
prevention purposes, except in 
clearly justified cases prescribed 
and controlled by a veterinarian. 
Additionally, I call for the phasing 
out of the routine metaphylactic use 
of antimicrobials in groups of farm 
animals.”

A ‘PRAGMATIC 
APPROACH’

Matt Carthy, an Irish member of 
the Confederal Group of the European 
United Left – Nordic Green Left (GUE-
NGL), said the AGRI committee took a 
“pragmatic” stance on the issue.

“There is a cost to society if we 
lose access to drugs that protect our 
health. And I think farmers recognise 
that,” he told EURACTIV.

“From an animal welfare 
perspective, if an animal gets sick, 
farmers must be able to administer 
medicine in order to cure the 
animal. However, we also need to 
look into ways that cut down on the 
instances that farmers have to resort 
to antibiotics and prevent diseases in 
the first place.”

He explained that antibiotics 
were used to varying degrees in 

Continued from Page 4
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agriculture. Ireland, he said, has 
one of the lowest usages in Europe 
mainly due to the grass-based milk, 
beef and sheep production systems. 
But, where animals are kept in more 
confined housing or farmed on a 
more industrial scale, antibiotic 
usage is much higher.

“However, as much as doctors 
rely on the use of antibiotics for the 
treatment of infections and disease 
in human health, the advancement 
of new surgeries and many other 
practices of modern medicine, 
farmers rely on antimicrobial drugs 
for animal health in the farming and 
companion animal sectors. Their 
availability and use in farm livestock 
is of vital importance to the protection 
of animal welfare and the treatment 
of disease in animals.”

But for the leftist politician, it’s 
crucial to increase funding for on-
farm investments in areas such 
as housing, ventilation, cleaning, 
disinfection, vaccination and 
biosecurity .

“I have also called for research 
into more alternatives to antibiotics 
as well as ways to strengthen natural 
defences from an early stage and 
at critical farming phases. €1.3bn 
has already been invested in AMR 
by the European Commission, and 
it is widely known that the sector is 
sitting on information in this regard. 
This is why tackling the business 
culture of pharmaceuticals and sales 
and prescription and overall overuse 
of antibiotics needs to form part of 
this debate.”

He added that EU farmers are 
already aware of the part they have 
to play in conserving antibiotics and 
called for a reduced rate of VAT for 
vaccines.

The AGRI committee also pushes 
for a proper implementation of 
the EU-wide 2006 ban on the use 
of antibiotics as growth promoters 
applied to all food imports from third 

countries.
“Antibiotic use in Brazil is 

expected to double from 2010 to 2030, 
yet the Commission is preparing 
to give them a tariff-rate quota of 
99,000 tonnes for their beef imports. 
It just doesn’t add up.”

Carthy noted that the inclusion of 
an obligation for farmers to draw up an 
Animal Health Plan in the Knowledge 
Transfer Scheme is “definitely a 
step in the right direction” in terms 
of targeting knowledge and the 
engagements with both veterinary 
professionals and other farmers on 
these issues.

However, he said, the scheme 
is still in its infancy and there have 
been multiple problems in the 
implementation and rollout in some 
member states, including Ireland.

“The overall participation rate 
has been somewhat lower than 
anticipated due to the excessive 
costs borne by farmers who had 
wanted to take part. This is an issue 
I have engaged with Commissioner 
Hogan over in the past and hope 
that in the upcoming reforms these 
shortcomings can be addressed.”

Continued from Page 5
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An innovation-driven approach 
– ranging from vaccination 
to other health management 

solutions and appropriate biosecurity 
measures – will ensure more sustainable 
future livestock farming and protection 
of public health, as animal diseases do 
not recognise borders, Roxane Feller 
told EURACTIV.com.

Roxane Feller is the secretary-general 
of AnimalhealthEurope, which represents 
the animal medicines industry in Europe.

She spoke to EURACTIV’s Sarantis 
Michalopoulos in a written interview 
ahead of the “Innovation in animal health 
& sustainable livestock production in 
Europe” event on 7 June in Brussels. 

INTERVIEW HIGHLIGHTS:

•  Increasing awareness of data 
usage and providing incentives 
for sharing certain information 
could help improve monitoring 
of endemic diseases.

B y  S a r a n t i s  M i c h a l o p o u l o s  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m 

I N T E R V I E W

Expert: Animal health 
innovations will benefit both 

farming and society 

Continued on Page 8

Feller: “For many endemic diseases that do not have a direct impact on human health, such as diseases that can occur during livestock 
production, like respiratory diseases, mastitis, or parasitic infections, there is often no monitoring in place.” [AnimahealthEurope]
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•  Animal vaccination alone will 
not lead to a more sustainable 
EU livestock production- other 
health management solutions 
also needed.

•  Innovations for improving animal 
health have positive impacts on 
various sustainability challenges 
experienced by farmers.

•  The general public needs to 
better understand that “healthy 
animals mean healthy people”.

•  Antibiotic-resistant infections in 
animals are not being reported 
at such alarming rates as seen in 
human health.

***

What is the state-of-play with animal 
diseases in Europe? Do you notice a 
growing trend? Have new diseases 
emerged in recent years?

There is not necessarily a 
growing trend when it comes to 
animal diseases in Europe. It is also 
important to differentiate between 
genuinely ‘new’ diseases (for example 
Schmallenberg in sheep and cattle 
which had never previously been 
identified), and diseases which 
currently exist outside Europe but are 
now appearing (emerging) in Europe 
(with bluetongue, African swine fever 
and lumpy skin disease currently 
being the most pressing examples). 
Many of the emerging diseases would 
appear to have a vector-borne aspect or 
are linked with wildlife, or increased 
mobility of people and animals.

Another example is the potential 
for worldwide spread of viruses by 
wild birds increasing the risk of direct 
or indirect introduction of avian 
influenza into poultry or captive bird 
holdings. The latest avian influenza 
subtype A H5N8 reported in poultry 
holdings in 17 Member States from 
late October 2016 to early February 
2017, was the largest epidemic of 

this virus in the EU so far, with a 
devastating effect on poultry farmers 
across Europe.

Previously, damaging diseases 
like classical swine fever and foot-
and-mouth disease (FMD) have 
been stamped out in the EU, but 
reintroduction can always occur as 
animal diseases do not recognise 
geographical borders. This is why good 
animal health management through 
the wide availability of preventive 
solutions, like vaccines, or diagnostics 
for early detection, and therapeutic 
treatments are of high importance for 
Europe’s farming community as well as 
its vets and pet owners of course. Strict 
EU and national control measures 
with strong biosecurity guidelines are 
necessary, alongside close monitoring 
of disease occurrence.

Are you satisfied with the current 
monitoring systems on animal 
diseases?

Here in Europe, we have well-
established systems to monitor the 
evolution of certain diseases. These 
include those termed as ‘zoonotic 
diseases’ as they can have an impact on 
public health. They cover foodborne 
illnesses like salmonella, listeria and 
Campylobacter, as well as diseases like 
rabies that can come from infected 
wildlife or dogs. Other animal diseases 
may be considered notifiable under 
national legislation or international 
agreements. Monitoring systems 
can always be improved, however, 
especially for diseases linked to 
climate change – vector-borne or 
wildlife transmitted.

For many endemic diseases that 
do not have a direct impact on human 
health, such as diseases that can 
occur during livestock production, 
like respiratory diseases, mastitis, or 
parasitic infections, there is often no 
monitoring in place. Or if monitoring 
exists, data is often scattered across 
various points in the food chain: 
the livestock producer, the contract 

farmer, the national authority, etc.
With the ‘digital revolution’ in 

agriculture, it is certainly possible to 
improve data collection, but there is a 
hesitancy in regard to developing fully 
integrated animal health surveillance 
systems due to lack of data sharing 
acceptance at the farm level. 
Increasing awareness of data usage 
and providing incentives for sharing 
certain information could help to 
improve monitoring of endemic 
diseases.

It is also important to review 
the accessibility and usability of 
monitoring systems. The World 
Animal Health Information System 
(WAHIS) for example, a long-
established global platform for OIE 
(World Animal Health Organisation) 
member countries, is currently being 
updated with the aim of making it 
much easier to consult.

Animal vaccination is linked to food 
production and environment and also 
has an economic impact. How can we 
ensure that animal vaccination leads to 
a sustainable EU agriculture?

I would first have to say that 
animal vaccination alone will not lead 
to a more sustainable EU livestock 
production. Vaccination, along with 
other health management solutions, 
good nutrition, breeding techniques 
and appropriate biosecurity measures 
together in an integrated approach 
will most certainly each play a part 
in ensuring more sustainable future 
livestock farming in Europe.

But focusing on vaccination, 
in particular, we need only look to 
Europe’s past and current experiences 
to see the value of vaccination and other 
prevention measures. Taking Europe’s 
pig farming as an example, porcine 
circovirus disease is recognised as one 
of the most economically damaging 
pig diseases in the world. Prior to the 
development of a vaccine for the PCV2 

Continued on Page 9

Continued from Page 7
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virus type, swine farms morbidity 
rates were as high as 50–60% and 
many of affected piglets died. During 
the epidemic in the 1990s before 
vaccination existed, the cost of the 
disease for the EU was conservatively 
estimated to be between €562 and €900 
million per year.

Innovations for improving animal 
health have positive impacts on 
various sustainability challenges 
experienced by farmers, like resource 
efficiency, their carbon footprint, and 
animal welfare. The OIE estimates that 
20% of global food production is lost 
due to diseases in farmed animals. 
While this figure may be slightly lower 
in Europe, it is clear that Europe’s 
decision-makers need to forge more 
innovation-driven agri-food policies 
to ensure that agriculture’s input 
industries, such as animal medicines, 
also thrive. If we are thriving, then we 
can continue to equip Europe’s farming 
community with the necessary tools to 
become more sustainable.

The debate about an innovation-driven 
approach when it comes to medicines, 
especially for humans, has taken centre 
stage in Brussels. What is the state of 
play when it comes to animal medicines 
in the current policy framework?

With the introduction of the 
2004 Directive on animal medicines 
investment in new product 
development quite significantly 
decreased from an industry average 
of nearly 10% of turnover to 7.8% of 
turnover. Now in the final stages of 
review – due to be completed before 
the summer break – the new ‘EU 
Regulation for veterinary medicinal 
products’ promises to boost innovation 
in animal health. We are hopeful that 
this new legislation will harmonise 
processes for registering and 
authorising medicines, relieve some of 
the administrative burdens and reward 
investment in innovation through, for 

example, improved protection periods 
for technical documentation.

Peripheral policies can of course 
impact on advances in our industry, by 
putting in place barriers to innovation. 
Socio-political debates involving 
certain products or practices and 
increasingly risk-averse thinking 
means that public opinion comes 
sometimes trump science, leading to 
restrictions or rule-making that can be 
damaging to innovation.

How about antibiotic resistance 
in animals? Do you face a similar 
“alarming” situation like in humans? 
Has your industry taken any initiative 
to tackle this phenomenon? What do 
you expect from EU farmers?

Antibiotic-resistant infections 
in animals are not being reported at 
such alarming rates as seen in human 
health, and the recent ‘EU summary 
report on antimicrobial resistance in 
zoonotic and indicator bacteria from 
humans, animals and food’ reported 
very low levels of resistance to some 
critically important antibiotics 
detected in animals. The animal health 
industry in Europe acknowledges its 
responsibility and remains firmly 
committed to playing an active role in 
addressing this One Health challenge 
of antibiotic resistance. Antibiotics 
will always be an important resource 
for vets to manage disease in animals, 
and our commitment to safeguarding 
their efficacy is unwavering.

For the past two decades, the animal 
medicines industry in Europe has been 
proactively leading the charge against 
the challenge of resistance development 
on a number of different levels to try to 
preserve the efficacy of these precious 
tools. Actions are wide-ranging such 
as awareness-raising amongst farmers 
and vets, and promoting responsible 
use of antibiotics in compliance with 
the correct dosage and treatment 
length; promoting on-farm disease 
prevention practices; encouraging the 
use of diagnostics; contributing to data 

collection regarding use and resistance 
development; and providing input into 
policy tools; etc.

The EU farmers association joined 
with the animal medicines industry 
and the vets over ten years ago under 
the EPRUMA platform – European 
Platform for the Responsible Use of 
Medicines in Animals – to agree to a 
set of Responsible Use principles when 
it comes to managing animal health at 
the farm level. I think what we expect 
from EU farmers is to abide by these 
principles and, working in cooperation 
with their vets, to only use antibiotics as 
little as possible, as much as necessary.

You say that “healthy animals mean 
healthy people”. Do you believe this is 
well understood by the public opinion 
and policymakers?

We are seeing more and more of an 
understanding amongst policymakers 
of the impacts of animal health on 
human health. The 2016 EU Regulation 
on transmissible animal diseases, for 
example, was a clear recognition of 
the important role animal health plays 
in Europe, as it highlighted the wider 
effects of monitoring and controlling 
animal disease not only being a 
contributing factor to good animal 
welfare and sustainable agriculture, 
but also to public health. And the 2017 
EU One Health Action Plan against 
Antimicrobial Resistance encouraged 
joint action, recognising the 
interdependence of animal, human 
and environmental health.

When it comes to the general 
public, the levels are understanding 
are probably lower. Our citizens survey 
on perceptions of animal medicines, 
carried out in 2016, demonstrates 
this quite well. More than 40% of 
those surveyed didn’t know that the 
vaccination of pets helps to prevent 
diseases being transferred to people. 
And with regard to food safety, nearly 
three-quarters of those surveyed (72%) 
didn’t know that medicines used in 
farming can help to make food safer.

Continued from Page 8
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Over the past fifty years, the EU 
has done a stellar job in moving 
from a very fragmented 

national approach to animal disease 
control to a progressively more 
harmonised system of animal health 
measures, disease surveillance, 
diagnosis and control, writes Roxane 
Feller.

Roxane Feller is the Secretary-
General of AnimalhealthEurope, the 
representative body of manufacturers 
of animal medicines, vaccines and other 
animal health products in Europe.

The added value of such an 
approach is demonstrated by the 
majority of EU Member States 

achieving ‘disease-free’ status of 
serious illnesses like rabies, peste de 
petits ruminants and foot-and-mouth 
disease, and a functioning, and most 
importantly, a safe single market for 
food coming from animal sources.

Equipping Europe’s livestock 

Innovation in animal health:  
Sifting the tangible actions  

from the political ideas

O P I N I O N

DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV.COM Ltd.

B y  R o x a n e  F e l l e r

What we must never forget is that, no matter how well they are cared 
for, some animals will become ill with infectious bacterial diseases, and 
antibiotic treatment is essential to ensure good welfare. [Shutterstock]

Continued on Page 11
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farmers with the necessary tools 
and solutions to play their part in 
keeping farm animals in good health, 
can help to ensure more efficient 
and sustainable farming practices. 
All parties unanimously agree that 
‘prevention is better than cure’. It 
is clear, therefore, that innovations 
to support better animal health 
management are necessary, alongside 
the farmer working in partnership 
with their vet. Innovations include 
modern biosecurity practices; 
livestock research and genomics; 
adapted nutrition; use of new 
monitoring technologies; vaccines for 
preventing disease; diagnostics for 
early detection and therapeutics for 
treating infections; as well as better 
use of health data.

As Europe moves forward, more 
recognition is given to the fact that 
high levels of animal health not only 
impact positively on public health, 
through food safety or avoidance of 
diseases that can transfer people, but 
that animal and human health are 
inextricably linked. The establishment 
of the 2016 EU Regulation on 
transmissible animal diseases was 
a clear recognition of the important 
role animal health plays in Europe, 
as it highlighted that monitoring and 
controlling animal disease not only 
contributes to good animal health and 
welfare, and sustainable agriculture, 
but also to public health.

Now ‘One Health’ policies are 
starting to take shape in Europe and 
more actors are aware that working 
in silos will not help to address the 
challenges affecting our collective 
health. Ensuring our health, and that 
of our animals and the environment in 
which we live, is dependent on finding 
a balance among measures taken to 
protect health.

When it comes to addressing 
challenges such as increasing 
resistance to antibiotics, the balance 
can at times become skewed in one 

direction with political discussions 
and concrete actions often unevenly 
focused on the use of antibiotics in 
animals.

What we must never forget is 
that, no matter how well they are 
cared for, some animals will become 
ill with infectious bacterial diseases, 
and antibiotic treatment is essential 
to ensure a good welfare, and avoid 
unnecessary suffering, painful 
deaths or the need for early culling. 
Bacterial diseases in animals have to 
be treated effectively and efficiently, 
so vets need to be able to prescribe the 
most appropriate licensed antibiotic 
available, and this should not be 
unnecessarily restricted.

In this respect, the recent own-
initiative ‘Report on the European 
One Health Action Plan Against AMR’ 
drafted by MEP Karin Kadenbach, 
calls for greater public awareness and 
behavioural change, recognising the 
value of vaccines and the need for 
greater research and understanding. A 
better understanding is the key factor 
here. Amendments such as a call for 
the use of last-resort antibiotics to be 
banned altogether in farm animals, 
or allowing the member states to set 
stricter rules on sales of antibiotics 
may inadvertently lead to measures 
that will see Europe’s vets and farmers 
– as well as pet owners! – lacking in the 
essential tools to protect the animals 
in their care.

The animal medicines industry 
in Europe plays an active role in 
the global health challenge of 
antibiotic resistance in balance with 
its role as a solutions provider for 
more sustainable livestock farming 
practices. We keenly acknowledge 
the need for thorough discussion on 
these topics, and how best to provide 
science-based and proportionate 
guidance in order to prioritise action 
to combat resistance and promote 
innovation where it is needed, in the 
form that is needed, to yield tangible 
results.

The creation of an EU One Health 

stakeholder network, which could 
see human and animal medicines 
industries, together with public, 
veterinary, and environmental health 
officials talking together with patients, 
vets, farmers, and researchers, etc., 
would be a great next step for Europe 
to increase dialogue and avoid any 
barriers to innovation, while helping 
the EU to achieve its ambition of 
advancing the union as a ‘best-practice 
region’.

Continued from Page 10
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