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COMPERE: Time is running out for the use of antibiotics. Bacteria are increasingly developing resistance and sooner or later there will no longer be a quick fix.

The Federal Government's joint expert Technical Advisory Committee on antibiotic resistance has been working on the problem and today it produced its blueprint for change. But as Elizabeth Jackson reports, the recommendations have implications - not just for the medical profession, but for primary producers as well.

Elizabeth Jackson reports.

ELIZABETH JACKSON: Golden staf (phonetic) is a bacteria that lives on the skin and in the nose of 30 per cent of the population. But you don't want it to make its way into an open wound, or the consequences could be fatal.

In the 1960s golden staf very quickly developed a resistance to penicillin, and it's been outwitting antibiotics ever since. It's all part of the process of natural selection.

Microbiologist, Dr David Luke.

DAVID LUKE: They can either develop resistance to that antibiotic by having a genetic mutation which makes them not susceptible to it anymore, or that bugs have got the ability to have a gene transferred from another bug to them that gives them resistance to that antibiotic and it just means that the antibiotic won't kill them anymore.

ELIZABETH JACKSON: So just how much bacteria has become antibiotic resistant?

DAVID LUKE: Well, we're certainly not at the situation yet where we have no antibiotics to treat bacteria, but there are some bacteria which are moving ... appearing to move in a very steady rate towards being resistant to all the ones we currently have.

ELIZABETH JACKSON: And how serious is that?

DAVID LUKE: One type of gold staf we have in the hospital, we only have one or two antibiotics left now for it and this can be very serious, of course, if somebody develops an allergy to those antibiotics and simply can't have them. That can be a very serious situation indeed, and the other bacteria called the entrococis, there is a strain of that which has been in most of the big hospitals in Australia now in small numbers which is pretty much resistant to all the current antibiotics we can get, except for experimental ones.

And for people with that, that's very serious.

ELIZABETH JACKSON: How serious? Will it kill them?

DAVID LUKE: Well potentially ... these sorts of bugs at the moment are the ones that only affect the most compromised people in hospital, and if that sort of bug gets into their system it might just tip them over and cause their death, and there have been deaths from these bugs in most hospitals.

ELIZABETH JACKSON: It's no secret that over use of antibiotics has contributed significantly to the problem. How many times have you asked the GP whether you might just need an antibiotic? Dr Luke says doctors are in a very difficult position.

DAVID LUKE: We're always, you know, being subjected to pressure from the pharmaceutical companies to use them differently and use more, and also that pressure of doubt that you know, doctors are, you know, susceptible to that idea that well maybe what happens if I don't chose the right one. 

Maybe I should be choosing the most powerful and the most broad spectrum antibiotic so that, you know, just in case I'm wrong. You know, I cover all the bucks and it's a thing that only education and experience is going to teach people.

ELIZABETH JACKSON: But the big problem, according to most microbiologists, is the use of antibiotics in agriculture. Not only are they used on sick animals but they're also routinely given to promote growth, a situation which the Federal Government's joint expert Technical Advisory Committee on antibiotic resistance says should change.

The Committee has recommended that some last resort antibiotics be saved for the exclusive use by human beings, and that primary producers phase out the use of antibiotics as growth promoters. It's brought a collective sigh of relief from Australia's microbiologists.

DAVID LUKE: Well, this has been of huge concern to most of us treating humans because we knew that ... if you think that in Australia amongst humans kilograms of certain antibiotics are used every year. In animals, tonnes of antibiotics are use every year and we know that this puts a huge pressure onto the bugs that live in animals to mutate to become resistant.
