Wastes, both institutional or multi-personal are mixed in the effluent stream.  Bacteria can pass generic material from one to another while antibiotics present in the stream will select resistant bacterial strains.  While some antibiotics come from prescribed drugs, most are introduced via farm-animal field.  The bottom line is that our waste handling tends to produce more antibiotic-resistant pathogenic micro-organism.  This is an ignored problem.  While the creation of such “Superbug” is of no consequence when the waste is dumped, it becomes of great importance when the water is reclaimed in such a way as to return to the community.
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Fast-food giant McDonald's Corp., in a major victory for medical and consumer groups, said Thursday that it will direct its meat suppliers to phase out the routine use of human antibiotics in animal feed. 

Because of the company's size, the new McDonald's policy is expected to have a major effect in curbing the common agricultural practice, which has been criticized for decades. While the drugs in feed can boost the growth of animals by 15 percent, they also may promote development of bacteria resistant to antibiotics, humanity's most effective medicines. 

Antibiotic resistance has become a serious problem in the nation's hospitals, which have become a breeding ground for new strains of bacteria that do not respond to drugs that previously could quickly bring an infection under control. Staph infections, for example, are becoming harder to treat, and doctors must choose from a shrinking list of increasingly costly antibiotics to battle the toughest cases. 

The policy does not affect the use of antibiotics for the treatment of animal diseases, which both the company and consumer groups agree is an appropriate use of the drugs. McDonald's new policy also calls for an emphasis on "good animal husbandry, hygiene and immunization" rather than antibiotics for disease prevention, and calls on suppliers to keep accurate records to demonstrate compliance with the new policy. 

"This is amazing news. It is a huge decision," said Dr. Philip R. Lee of the UC San Francisco Institute for Health Policy Studies, who has advocated restrictions in the use of antibiotics in animal feed. "I think it is bound to have more impact on the industry than if we issued some regulations." 

A former UCSF chancellor and Clinton administration health official, Lee chaired a meeting at the San Francisco Medical Society two years ago that formulated a policy calling for a halt to the overuse of antibiotics in meat production. A similar policy was eventually adopted by the California Medical Association. The CMA then carried the cause to the American Medical Association, which then adopted a similar policy. 

AMA POLICY

"It was very important to show that this idea was in line with AMA policy and not just the policy of radical environmental or consumer groups," said Steve Heilig, director of public health for the San Francisco Medical Society. 

Initially, the new McDonald's policy will affect primarily chicken suppliers, who sell their products directly to the restaurant chain. The goal is to eliminate the use of growth-promoting antibiotics in that sector by the end of 2004. But McDonald's said it will also give preference in its purchasing to hamburger and other meat suppliers who voluntarily adopt the "sustainable use" policy for antibiotics in feed. 

"McDonald's is asking producers that supply 2.5 billion pounds of chicken, beef and pork annually to take actions that will ultimately help protect public health," said Frank Muschetto, a senior vice president in charge of food purchasing. 

Consumer groups said that the McDonald's policy will likely set a precedent for all American meat producers. "Now it's time for Burger King and other fast food chains to step up to the plate," said Margaret Mellon, director of the Food and Environment program of the Union of Concerned Scientists. 

VAST USE IN AGRICULTURE

A report by the organization in 2001 found that nearly three-quarters of all antibiotics manufactured were used in agriculture, a far higher figure than was previously recognized. But Ron Phillips, spokesman for the Animal Health Institute in Washington, D.C., said little scientific basis exists for the belief that antibiotic use in animal feed leads to antibiotic-resistant strains of bacteria that affect human health. 

"What McDonald's did was look at the science, and consult with a wide variety of stakeholders, and make a market-based decision," said Phillips, whose organization represents producers of antibiotics for agricultural use. "We're confident that the science said this is not a problem." 

Indeed, Phillips said that the use of antibiotics in animal feed not only produces healthier animals that grow faster, but may produce a safer meat product. In recent years when meat has been tested for disease-causing organisms, "we've reduced food-borne pathogens by 26 percent," he said. 

Close monitoring of antibiotic resistance by the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, meanwhile, has shown a decrease in it among food-borne microbes during the past five years, Phillips added. 

The CDC has recognized that inappropriate prescribing of antibiotics by physicians has played a role in the development of antibiotic-resistant strains of bacteria. The federal agency has mounted a major campaign to persuade doctors to be more judicious in their selection of the drugs. 

INVESTMENTS

Steps by McDonald's to reduce the use of antibiotics in animal feed can burnish the corporate image in the eyes of investors seeking "socially responsible" businesses. 

"It's tremendously encouraging to see a company with the impact on the marketplace that McDonald's has to take on an issue like this," said Blaine Townsend, a San Francisco portfolio manager for Trillium Asset Management, which caters to clients seeking socially responsible investments. He added that companies as large and complex as McDonald's are involved in so many issues involving health and the environment that their profile is always going to be "a mixed bag." 

Although the decision marks a change in McDonald's policy toward its meat suppliers in the United States, the company had already made similar moves in Europe, where food issues have a much higher political profile. Due to a policy implemented in Europe by McDonald's in 2000, all its European suppliers of chicken products had eliminated growth-promoting antibiotics in chicken feed by the end of 2001. 

E-mail Sabin Russell at srussell@sfchronicle.com. 
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