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In June, the New York Times profi led Tim and 
Liz Young, a middle class professional couple 
who one day grew bored with living suburban 
life along an Atlanta golfcourse. So, they took 
the  counsel of Joel Salatan, the $7,000-per-
appearance Virginia farmer made famous by 
activist author Michael Pollan, who has grown 
a cottage industry of “redeeming” America by 
peddling “natural” meat to nostalgic suburban 
eaters. They jumped ship for farm living.

The Youngs — or at least the Times con-
tributor reporting their experience — seemed 
shocked, shocked, to discover Mother Nature 
can often turn downright mean toward her 
creatures. Apparently, they shortly learned, 
sows abandon piglets to die. Parasites eat live-
stock from the inside out. Bacteria and viruses 
waste them away.

How did the new-age farmers respond?
Step one was to refuse them modern medica-

tion, including antibiotics and antiparasitics. 
“I’m sorry that that animal died, probably 
because we didn’t feed her any worming medi-
cation,” Tim Young was quoted as saying. “But 
she shouldn’t be here.”

It may be “a really harsh thing to say,” he 
concedes. But that apparent lack of compassion 
for a suffering animal is offset by the greater 
love of the land it somehow demonstrates.

The Youngs represent a growing contingent 
of organic and all-natural advocates, for whom 
love of the land includes raising animals only 
“the way they should.” To them, that includes 
accepting a natural environment that leaves all 
decisions up to the will of Nature, including 
conceding that a certain number will grow sick 
and die without antibiotics. Such is Nature, 
unspoiled by the artifi cialities of Man, the 
Youngs’ experience implies. It reconnects them 
to a belief that humans should earn their place 
in the natural world, without artifi cial, inau-
thentic “shortcuts,” as Young calls them. (It’s an 
anti-synthetic philosophy they communicate to 
the world via their Internet web log.)

 “You have to have values to get through 
those kinds of days and those kinds of condi-
tions,” Tim said of watching his unmedicated 
animals sicken and die.

THIS IS GREATER WELFARE?

Although the organic and all-natural move-
ments are founded on a belief that their sys-
tems are more humane than conventional 
animal production, it’s obvious their medica-
tion policies are decidely not. In most U.S. 
programs, participating farmers are forbidden 
from medicating animals with the most effec-
tive drugs — in the best cases until they are 
visibly suffering; in the worst, completely.

It once again begs the question more con-
sumers are beginning to ask before shelling out 
the premium price such all-natural products 
typically carry: If there’s no proven health ben-
efi t for the shopper and no health benefi t for 
the animal, what exactly are they paying for?

NOT MEDICATING ANIMALS 
IMPROVES THEIR WELFARE?

For the record...

In a confusing 

quest to claim 

improved animal 

welfare, today’s 

natural and 

organic farmers 

withhold antibi-

otics. How that 

decision improves 

their well-being is 

a mystery.

Also in

this issue

●●  Are “all natural” 

animals raised 

without 

antibiotics 

healthier? Why 

antibiotic 

restrictions may 

be leading to 

the opposite of 

the stated goal 

of organic 

production.

●●  Poison, but 

natural...who’s 

responsible for 

ensuring the 

safe use of 

natural 

remedies?

●●  Would the 

public accept 

non-medication 

of livestock if 

they knew it 

means more 

animal 

suffering?

ALL NATURAL
Cruel? Sure. But only Cruel as Nature Intended
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‘Organic regs 
aimed at 
improving animal 
welfare may be 
encouraging just 
the opposite’

WELFARE IMPLICATIONS OF NOT MEDICATING
Among a laundry list of recommendations to make 
today’s animal farming look more like your grandfa-
ther’s, the 2006 Pew Commission on Industrial Farm 
Animal Production criticized modern confi nement 

to grow livestock and poultry. The com-
mission claimed indoor living “increases the 
likelihood that the animals suffer severe dis-
tress,” including allegedly increased levels of 
disease compared to animals that spend their 
lives outdoors. Oddly enough, Pew’s solutions 
didn’t include recommending greater access 
to medicine to combat that disease. On the 
contrary, Pew has publicly endorsed proposed 
federal legislation that would not only make 
most antibiotic farm medications unavailable 

for preventing disease, but would also likely dampen 
most incentives for private companies to invest in 
bringing additional new farm medications to market.

That paradox echoes the contradiction of some of 
today’s organic and natural movement when it comes 
to antibiotics.

IS ORGANIC HEALTHIER? 

Healthier for the animals, that is? Perhaps. Organic and 
all-natural production are generally based on maintain-

ing health through pre-
vention before treatment 
(just as, contrary to what 
consumers often hear in 
the media, most conven-
tional farmers and veteri-
narians likewise believe.) 
Plus, research shows, 
lower levels of productiv-
ity in organic herds and 
fl ocks probably do tend 
to promote improve-
ments in some health 
factors. On the other 
hand, the debate continues both here and in 
Europe — even among organic advocates — over 
whether you can really say organically raised animals are 
healthier.

In Europe, which is roughly a decade ahead of 
the U.S. in adoption of organic animal raising, writes 
Danish Royal Veterinary 
University veterinarian 
Torben Bennedsgaard, 
that country’s vet society 
continues to question  
whether legislation 
severely restricting anti-
biotic use may be 
encouraging producers 
to withhold treatments 
even when needed. If 
so, regulations aimed at 
improving animal wel-
fare ironically encourage 
just the opposite.

And if the paradox 
exists in Europe, where organic farmers can still use 
antibiotics without losing their organic premium, it’s 
safe to assume the situation is true in this country. 
Unlike Europe, U.S. organic statutes contain a globally 
unique prohibition against using nearly all the con-
ventional veterinary treatments, according to Pamela 
Ruegg, DVM, PhD, University of Wisconsin veteri-
nary researcher. Dr. Ruegg, who has just launched a 
four-year, $1-million study of 300 organic and conven-
tional dairies to explore this question, says U.S. organic 
regulations put producers in an unfortunate paradox. 
On one hand, USDA’s list of approved animal treat-
ments forbid any use of FDA-approved antibiotics. 
On the other hand, if FDA hasn’t approved a drug, 
including any feed additive, then it cannot be legally 
used — regardless of whether or not the substance is a 
botanical, homeopathic remedy or food supplement.

Meanwhile, the USDA organic statutes require 
organic producers to give an obviously ill animal 

Unlike every animal anti-
biotic approved to pre-

vent or treat disease 
by the U.S. Food & 
Drug Administration, 

natural remedies made 
from plants, herbs and 
homeopathy are not. 

As a result, natural rem-
edies like Podophyllum, a poten-

tially toxic derivative of the Mayapple root 
often used as treatment for calf diarrhea, 
face no mandatory milk withholding or pre-
slaughter withdrawal. In addition, other teat 
infusions like hydrogen peroxide and spear-
mint oil, although potentially less toxic but 
nonetheless prohibited by the Pasteurized 
Milk Ordinance, are used as well. Ironically, 
because the sponsor of a commercial, FDA-
approved medication is the entity respon-
sible for making sure the product is safe, 
such unsponsored natural remedies are reli-
ant on public institutions or the producers 
themselves to test their safety. Such testing 
is therefore almost never done.

THE ORGANIC MEDICATION SAFETY CATCH-22

Mastitis remains a signifi cant 

challenge in organic dairy 

herds, even at their lower pro-

duction levels.

Minus the use of chemical anti-

parasite products, animals on 

organic operations can experi-

ence clinical cases of parasitism 

that remain well-controlled in 

conventional operations.
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“appropriate” medical treatment; proven refusal to do 
so risks costing them their hard-earned organic status. 
At the same time, using an effective antibiotic to care 
for that ill animal permanently disqualifi es it from 
being sold for its usually higher organic premium.

That sets producers up in a lose/lose situation that 
economically penalizes them for giving sick animals 
the treatment they know is most effective in relieving 
suffering. Dr. Reugg suggests that situation encourages 
organic producers not to call in a veterinarian for help 
when needed, citing research showing U.S. organic 
farmers depend less on veterinarians and more on the 
advice of fellow organic farmers than conventional pro-
ducers, and that they schedule fewer regular vet visits 
than their conventional counterparts, as well. Such a 
pattern does not exist in European studies, she notes.

Says Kansas State veterinarian Ben Wileman, DVM, 
PhD, who is undertaking studies similar to Dr. Reugg’s 
in beef feedlots: “As consultants on the veterinary side 
to organic and natural feedyards, we have that concern. 
We don’t want producers to be forced to wait one, two, 
three more days to treat an animal, because treatment 
will cause [the animal] to get kicked out of the program.

“But the economics of the situation are very 
real — $400 to $500 per head on organic and $100 
to $200 on natural calves. No matter how pure your 
intentions, the thought is going to cross your mind, 
“This isn’t just a $12 dose of antibiotic, it’s potentially 
a loss of $400.’”

HOW’S IT WORKING OUT?

Despite that lack of carefully controlled research 
comparing the health of 
organic vs. conventional 
production systems such 
as those Drs. Ruegg and 
Wileman are undertak-
ing, there is a body 
of research from Europe 
which can lead to some 
assumptions.

Restricted use of anti-
biotics and chemical 
parasite controls have 
been shown to negatively 
affect animal welfare. 
Several studies have com-
pared udder health in 
organic dairies vs. con-
ventional ones and found mastitis is considered to be 
the dominant disease problem by organic producers. 
Studies also show somatic cell counts in organic herds 
are not necessarily better than those in conventional 
ones, and in some cases are worse.

But studies are split on whether one system is better 

for animal health than 
the other in dairies. The 
problem, as Dr. Ruegg 
and others have pointed 
out, is that numerous 
other factors unrelated 
to antibiotic treatment, 
from housing to ration, 
can impact common 
problems like mastitis 
and lameness.

Regardless of whether 
organic herds or con-
ventional ones are 
better on average, one 
issue remains unequiv-
ocal: Modern 
antibiotics are almost 
universally more effec-
tive on a case-vs.-case 
basis than natural treat-
ments. That reality 
leads even Pennsylvania veterinarian and organic advo-
cate Hubert Karreman, DVM, to write: “I believe there 
was a fundamental mistake made by the U.S. organic 
community when it rejected all antibiotics, both sub-
therapeutic and therapeutic. What I see in organic 
livestock systems encourages me in many ways, but I’m 
troubled by the absolute prohibition against antibiotics 
in the system.”

Dr. Wileman concurs. “We need to study the issue 
better, but we need to ask, is it really, ultimately ani-
mal-welfare friendly to deny those uses of antibiotics?”

One study from New Mexico State in 2003 
comparing conventional beef feedlots with 
“natural” feedlots that didn’t medicate feed 
found calves in natural yards were at more 
than 40 times the risk of painful liver 
abscesses than those in conventional feed-
lots that use low-level antibiotics.

Infectious foot rot, a crippling 

condition common to free-

range operations during wet 

seasons, is readily treated with 

common antibiotics in non-

organic operations.

Painful, debilitating pinkeye, 

common on grazing operations 

because of predisposing irrita-

tion to the eye caused by 

weed stems, is a challenge to 

manage on antibiotic-free oper-

ations. In contrast, writes vet-

erinarian and organic advocate 

Dr. Kerreman, “On conventional 

farms, a simple shot of oxytetra-

cycline in the muscle will cure it.”
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For the Record, sponsored by a grant 

from ALPHARMA Inc., Animal Health, 

is designed to help unite the industry 

and provide a unifi ed, rational message 

on behalf of producers whose freedom 

to use safe, effective, economical pro-

duction methods is at stake. Working 

together, we can set the record straight 

on antibiotics.

Questions or comments? E-mail 

Steve Kopperud at skopperud@ 

poldir.com or editor Mike Smith at 

CustomMedia@Food360.com.

Read past issues or link to more 

information on this issue at 

www.AntibioticTruths.com.

Although U.S. regulations forbid it, many 
advocates of organic production may con-
cede that individual, emergency antibiotic 
treatment of organic stock should be 
allowed. But most still draw the line at 
permitting broader uses like mass treatment 
and prevention. They shouldn’t, says Kelli 
Ludlum, American Farm Bureau Federa-
tion animal welfare specialist. Even restric-
tions on those uses risk negative unintended 
consequences for animal health and welfare.

“Antibiotics are important for keeping 
animals healthy,” she says. “If a farmer has 
to wait for a veterinarian to prove that an 
animal is sick before he can give medicine, 
that will cause delays and possibly cause 
more animals to become infected.”

Ludlum’s logic is backed by research show-
ing that mass antibiotic application isn't just 
about saving labor for the producer. It also 
improves the disease outcome of members of 
the group that aren’t apparently sick. A study 
by University of Minnesota, for instance, 
estimated that if one pig per 200 in a com-
mercial swine farm were clinically ill with 

disease caused by the bacterium Haemophilus 
parasuis, simply treating those sick pigs with 
an antibiotic injection would lead to almost 
as high a loss to death and sickness as doing 
nothing. In contrast, adding preventive med-
ication to the group’s feed — even though it 
was the most costly option initially — ended 
up reducing those death and sickness losses 
by nearly half. It’s reasonable to assume suf-
fering went down, as well.

The humane management of animal pro-
duction in intensive agricultural systems has 
become one of the deliverables of a vet-
erinarian’s food animal practice. As part 
of ensuring veterinarians can provide these 
deliverables regarding animal welfare, we 
must pursue in depth a better under-
standing of some of the unsound welfare 
practices associated with across-the-board 
disallowance of antibiotics and other medi-
cations in organic farming.

In my country, we recognized this con-
tradiction when we changed the rules. 
Originally we couldn’t use any avermectins. 
As a result, our animals may have been 
organic, but we found they were suffering 
because they had lice.

Originally, our organic standards said we 
couldn’t treat calves for respiratory disease 
until we were sure they were clinically ill. So 
what did we do? We left them to suffer for 
two days before they got an antibiotic.

We had to be 
absolutely sure cattle 
were lame before we 
could step in to treat 
them for foot rot. 
We struggled using 
organically accept-
able methods to 
control infectious 
diseases that are 
inherent in non-confi ned systems —  rather 
horrifying diseases to the general public 
like advanced kerato-conjunctivits in graz-
ing calves — rather than risk losing organic 
status by turning to antibiotics we knew 
would quickly and effectively spare them.

We have known since the 1950s the 
value of antibiotics in relieving animal suf-
fering. Yet much of those contradictions are 
still inherent today in withholding them in 
pursuit of organic status. I fear, nowadays, 
society will not forgive us for doing that.

WILL SOCIETY FORGIVE
US FOR NON-TREATMENT?
FROM A CONVERSATION WITH DR. EUGENE JANZEN, DVM, ASSISTANT DEAN, CLINICAL 
PRACTICE, FACULTY OF VETERINARY MEDICINE, UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

WHAT OF MASS MEDICATION USES?

$10K

$8K

$6K

$4K

$2K

TO
TA

L 
CO

ST
S 

(T
ho

us
an

d 
$)

   Inject &
 Do Inject medicate Medicate
 nothing sick pigs water feed 

■ LOSSES TO DEATH
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■ MEDICINE COSTS
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Source: Morrison B, Deen J. “Balancing the benefi ts and 
risks of antibiotic use in swine.” Proceedings Allen D. 
Leman Swine Conference 2003:243-247.
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●●  Withholding antibiotic medications 

from animals to earn a marketing pre-

mium has not been shown to lead 

to any improvement in the health of 

people who regularly eat meat, milk 

or eggs from those animals. Now, 

researchers are questioning whether 

it’s any better for the health of the 

animals, as well.

●●  Unlike the rest of the world, organic 

farmers in the U.S. are prohibited 

from using antibiotics at all. In most 

cases, that means they are using less 

effective natural remedies. Animal 

welfare may suffer as a result.

●●  Because organic and all-natural pro-

ducers risk losing their premium if 

they medicate a sick animal, the 

system builds in a hidden incentive 

for them to avoid medication when it 

may be needed.

●●  Natural remedies are seldom 

researched by a commercial company 

in order to establish safe use guide-

lines, unlike FDA approved antibiot-

ics.
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