What Can You Do To Stop the Spread of Antibiotic-Resistant Bacteria

Many of us can relate to the following scenario: Your child wakes up with an ear infection. Both you and your spouse work full time, so getting to the pediatrician is problematic. So you pressure the family doctor to prescribe something over the phone in the hope that your child can recover quickly and return to day care or school and everyone can resume their normal routine.

But when doctors prescribe antibiotics without diagnosing the patient in person, two things can happen, both of which contribute to the growing problem of antibiotic-resistant bacterial infections (See "Drug-resistant germ kills 3 children in Chicago," news story, Sept. 22). First, your doctor is likely to prescribe a broad-spectrum antibiotic, since he or she can't be sure which organism is to blame. Second, the child may have a viral instead of a bacterial infection, so not only will the antibiotic have no useful effect, it may actually increase the likelihood of creating resistant bacteria. 

Now consider the family member who begins feeling better halfway through her antibiotic treatment. She puts the unused pills in the medicine cabinet. Two months later, when another member of the family comes down with a bad cough, he reaches for the leftover medication in the hope that it will cure his ills. By taking what might be an inappropriate antibiotic, and an incomplete course of it, he might actually be making the resistant organism even stronger!

Does any of this sound familiar?

Both of these behaviors are leading to the overuse of antibiotics and the prescribing of broad-spectrum antibiotics in place of more targeted ones -- two key reasons antibiotic-resistant bacterial infections are rising. We should all be concerned with these trends because the number of virulent strains of resistant organisms is growing, and some of these are resistant to multiple antibiotics.

To put it bluntly, in the battle between us and them, the bugs are gaining.

Dr. Tom O'Brien, medical director of the microbiology laboratory at Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston, explains that with each new class of antibiotics being introduced, the bacteria eventually outwit the drugs and evolve into more resistant strains. The more antibiotics we use, the more we eventually lose from our arsenal of infection-fighting drugs.

But people aren't the only ones overusing antibiotics. Scientists believe that the dispensing of antibiotics to poultry and livestock to help the animals grow bigger and faster with less feed, has given rise to "super bugs" that can infect people.

While the American Meat Institute claims ". . . there's no risk to the consumer," McDonald's Corp. -- which buys 2.5 billion pounds of poultry, beef and pork annually -- ordered its suppliers to eliminate the use of antibiotics also prescribed to people. "We saw lots of evidence [showing] the declining rate of antibiotics in human medicine," notes Bob Langert, McDonald's senior director of social responsibility. "We started to look at what we could do."

And that should be the attitude of all those involved in the fight against "super bugs," from the FDA to health care workers. For example, one simple thing that caregivers can do to reduce the risk of infections in hospitals is practice good hand hygiene.

When it comes to all of us as patients and consumers, there are a number of things we can do to help control this growing challenge:

· When you are prescribed an antibiotic, take the entire course of treatment as directed, even if you feel better.

· Don't demand antibiotics from doctors to treat viral infections.

· Request that local supermarkets carry antibiotic-free meat. The more consumers demand it, the more available and affordable it will be.

· Practice safe food handling:

1. Do not let the juices from raw meat get into salad or other raw food.

2. Wash your hands after touching raw meat.

3. Cook meat thoroughly.

4. Do not self-medicate with any antibiotics, even topical ones.

While we can't stop the evolution of antibiotic-resistant organisms, we can slow it down considerably, and in the process reduce the risk of unstoppable infections and the resultant human suffering.
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