
 

Almost 2000 human deaths in the UK from the overuse of
antibiotics on factory farms in 2022

Tuesday 21 November, 2023

True toll of UK deaths, sickness and economic loss caused by antibiotic overuse in meat
production laid bare by World Animal Protection UK

Resistant E. coli and Salmonella associated with antibiotic use in factory farms in 2022 caused almost
2000 human deaths and could rise to over 2,400 a year by 2050 according to World Animal Protection
UK’s new report ‘Is Factory Farming Killing us’.

The research - undertaken by University of Bologna Department of Agricultural and Food Sciences’
scientist Massimo Canali and released today, also calculated for the first time a £1.32 billion loss to the
UK economy in 2022 because of work absences due to ill health linked to factory farming superbugs. 

Additionally, the UK lost nearly 40,000 work years (disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) in 2022 due to
Escherichia coli and non-typhoidal Salmonella linked to antibiotic use in factory farms, or nearly 20% of
the total AMR illness toll in the UK (198,243.96 DALYs). Common bacteria like E. coli cause bacterial
infections such as chronic urinary tract infections (UTI’s), respiratory and skin problems.

Antibiotic resistance is a threat to human health, yet 75% of the world’s antibiotics are used on farmed
animals. 80% of UK farmed animals live on factory farms where 75% of antibiotics are intended for whole
herds, often routinely administered to prevent illness rather than treat it so that animals survive the filthy,
cramped, cruel conditions and mutilations such as tail docking on piglets. 

This excessive use of antibiotics sees drug-resistant bacteria emerge and contaminate the environment –
including our food and water – as shown by our report last year into UK rivers. As a result, our ability to
fight life-threatening illnesses is rapidly weakening, and common, previously treatable infections by
antibiotics are now proving fatal.

The report shows that UK farmers have reduced antibiotic usage per kilo of animal in recent years but
due to increasing numbers of animals raised for meat, by 2050 the amount of antibiotics used will
increase by 6.9%, and its contribution to the problem of AMR in humans will also go up by 1.5%.

This is predicted to result in UK economic losses increasing from £1.32 billion in 2022, to £1.39 billion in
2050 if we don’t act now. Over the 2023-2050 period, productive years lost due to illnesses and deaths
will be over 1 million, costing £37.55 billion, or around 1.51% of the UK's GDP.

UK meat production is rising and if this continues in 2050 it will reach 5.55 million tonnes: a 35% increase
on the 2018-2020 average. If farmers do not reduce the use of antibiotics in raising animals, and usage in
farms stays the same as in 2021, there will be an increase in use between 2023 to 2050 equivalent to
over 1,000 tonnes of antibiotics, resulting in more deaths and higher costs due to lost productivity (an
extra £6.0 billion).

World Animal Protection's global report released earlier this year details how the global human death toll
linked to factory farming superbugs is on course to double by 2050 to 2 million if no immediate action is
taken.

World Animal Protection polling from September 2023 also showed the concern that the human health
cost of antibiotic use in factory farms is causing to people in the UK.

3 in 5 people in the UK in 2023, feel shocked that people may suffer with AMR (Antimicrobial resistance)
infections such as MRSA, because of the overuse of antibiotics on factory farms in the UK. Over 3 in 5
people feel shocked that antibiotic usage on farms may cause financial cost to the UK due to people
being affected by superbugs (AMR).

70% of people support World Animal Protection’s call to ban the routine and preventative use of
antibiotics on farmed animals – in line with the EU. Over 3 in 5 people feel shocked that antibiotic usage
on farms may cause financial cost to the UK due to people being affected by superbugs.

70% of people in the UK are concerned to know that animals are routinely given antibiotics in order to
survive the conditions on the UK's factory farms.
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World Animal Protection UK Farming Campaign Manager, Lindsay Duncan, said: “In 2022 there
were almost 2000 deaths unnecessarily due to resistant E. coli and Salmonella associated to antibiotic
use in factory farms. The UK farming sector has made a reduction, but our report shows this isn’t
enough to reduce the impact on human health. We're calling on the UK government to do the right thing
and follow the EU's lead by banning the routine and preventative use of antibiotics for farmed
animals. 70% of people in the UK support a ban.”

Dr Ron Daniels – CEO of the UK Sepsis Trust, “Every day I see patients who have Sepsis – and it’s
already not unusual to find some of our patients have infections which are resistant to antibiotics. But can
we imagine for a moment what would happen if antibiotics became ineffective for most patients? In the
UK the recent reduction by the farming industry of antibiotic use doesn’t go far enough, we must end the
routine preventative use of antibiotics to reduce the human health and economic burden of AMR. To do
this we have to raise animal welfare.”

Mary is a frequent user of antibiotics, "Living with a chronic antibiotic resistant infection for the past 30
years since my second son was born means I live in constant fear, never knowing when another infection
will strike. I feel desperate, not knowing if this time the antibiotics won't work, and this bug will get me in
the end. Each time I am told I am resistant to another antibiotic is so scary as my life saving treatments
diminish one by one.  

Will I contract sepsis and not recover this time as there are no antibiotics left which work for me. The
impact on my daily life and mental health is colossal. I try to keep going for the sake of my lovely family.
Knowing there is research in the pipeline and support available at patient support through at Antibiotic
Research UK really helps, but sometimes I honestly get to the stage where I think life like this is not worth
living."

Global health is at a critical threshold with demand for meat expected to increase by 2030 as much as
30% in Africa, 18% in Asia Pacific, 12% in Latin America, and 9% in North America. 

There is a better way to produce safe and sustainable food humanely. 

You can sign World Animal Protection's open letter to the government calling for a full ban on the routine
preventative use of antibiotics here. 

For more information www.worldanimalprotection.org.uk 

ENDS

Notes to editors:

Photos here.

For more information or to arrange an interview please contact 
rachelgarnett@worldanimalprotection.org.uk and georgewhite@worldanimalprotection.org.uk on 07814
695 298 

YearProductivity losses scenario 1Productivity losses scenario 2

(million £)(million £)

20231,323.571,342.30

20241,324.951,364.20
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20251,320.391,381.10

20301,315.811,460.50

20351,326.681,535.30

20401,345.101,608.10

20451,368.551,680.80

20501,392.891,750.50

Accumulated losses37,552.4343,531.40

2023-2050

Table 1 – Monetary evaluation of productivity losses resulting from bacterial infections associated with
AMU in farms – 2023 to 2050

Estimated number of deaths scenario 1Estimated number of deaths scenario 2

Scenario 1Scenario 2

20231,8351,861

20241,8371,891

20251,8311,915
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20301,8242,025

20351,8402,129

20401,8652,230

20451,8982,331

20501,9312,427

Accumulated52,06960,359

2023-2050

Table 2 – Predicted contribution of AMU in farms to estimated deaths from bacterial infections associated
with AMR in the UK

Read the full report here. 

1. World Animal Protection commissioned scientists from a team at the University of Bologna
Department of Agricultural and Food Sciences to carry out the research for the report.

2. The global report from earlier this year found an estimated 73% of the world’s antibiotics are
used on farmed animals. Most of the same classes of antibiotics are used in both humans and
animals, driving the AMR crisis.

3. The global research from the global report found that deaths and illnesses could be reduced by
67% by 2050 globally if antibiotic use worldwide declined in a similar way to reductions
experienced in Sweden over the past decade.

4. From 2022, the European Union extended its existing ban on use of antibiotics to promote fast
growth of farmed animals to also ban antibiotic use across groups of animals to prevent disease.

5. As demand for meat increases, it is highly likely antibiotic use will also rise. The report found if
antibiotic use in factory farms increases by 1,000 tonnes, we can expect a 21% increase in the
likelihood of contracting an AMR infection.

6. Earlier this year, World Animal Protection released a report - Factory Farming Climate Culprits
Scorecard - ranking the world’s biggest chicken meat and pork producers based on their
greenhouse gas emissions. It found that JBS, the giant Brazilian global meat producer, is the
worst of the worst climate polluters.

7. The polling research was conducted by Censuswide with 2001 UK General Consumers (18+ - Nat
Rep) between 22.09.23 to 25.09.23.

ends
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Company Contact:

   

World Animal Protection UK  

T. 07814 695 298
E. emilycunningham@worldanimalprotection...
W. https://www.worldanimalprotection.org.uk

Additional Contact(s):
George White
Georgewhite@worldanimalprotection.org.uk
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https://www.worldanimalprotection.pressat.co.uk
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