Almost 50 million Americans get food poisoning
every year, a growing number of them
from antibiotic-resistant bacteria

By Susan Bloom / FOR THE STAR- LEDGER



uring a recent outing with her 4- and 7-year-old sons, Princeton resident
Elizabeth Semrod, 42, stopped off for a fast-food lunch but ended up getting
more than she bargained for.
“T ordered a grilled chicken wrap, but four to five bites in, I noticed that
the chicken looked uncooked and tasted funny, so I threw it out immedi-
ately.” she said.

But that it wasn't soon enough for Semrod to avoid food poisoning. She suffered almost
immediate stomach pains and vomiting as well as a lingering nausea that left her feeling
“not quite right” even days later.

An estimated 48 million people in the United States suffer from food poisoning each
year, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Semrod’s illness
was likely the re-
sult of E. eoli or sal
monella, bacteria
that normally live
in the intestines of
healthy people and
animals bul in un-
dercooked meal or
row vegetables can
sometimes  lead
to vomiting, diar-
rhea,  abdominal
cramps and even
life-threatening
kidney failure.

The CDC est
mates that 2 mil
licm Americans
pel zick every year
at the hands of an-
tibiotic-resistant

bacteria and that at least 23,000 will die as a result of
antibiotic- resistant infections.

Experts began warning of the growing threat of an-
tibiotic resistance in the 1970s, 20 years after farmers
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Aly Cohen, who warns of the growing use of chemicals in raising
livestock, visits a neighbor’s chickens last month in Cranbury.

first noticed that giving antibiotics to healthy pigs, cows

and chickens made
them grow both
faster and fakter
for reasons that
are  still largely
unknowi.

“Livestock farm-
ers soon  bepan
feeding animals
lowwr dioses of antibi-
otics like penicillin

: and tetracycline in
1 their food or water

to prevent infection

: and to accelerate

their growth rate,
enabling farm-
ers o turn their
imventory  faster
and make less of
an imvestment in
ench animals food

costs,” said Aly Cohen, a rheumatologist and integra-
tive medicineg practitioner in Monroe Township and au-
thor of new book *The Smart Human's Guide to Living
Healthy in a Chemical World,” which will be released
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later this vear.

This would become a com-
mon farming practice, she
said, 3o much so that by 2011,
roughly 30 million pounds of
antibiotics were sold for meat
and poultry production.

According to Cohen, the
unique properties of bacteria
combined with unsafe farem-
ing practices have led Lo the
rise in food-related bacterial
infections in humans.

MUTATING THREAT

While penicillin was first
discovered in 1928, “by 1940,
scientists saw thal some
bacteria could mutate them-
selves to skirt antibiotics,
resulting in resistant strains
of bacteria,” she said With
growing demand for meat
and chicken, livestock have
been increasingly confimed
to small spaces, making them
more prone o infections and
infections spread.

“Strong, highly resistant
strains of bacteria that haven't
been killed by the low-dose
antibiotics can quickly spread
among the animals and then
be transferred from animals
to humans on the food itself

as well as through its packag-
ing.” she said.
According to Donald

Schaffner, professor al Rut-
gers University's School of
Environmental and Biological
Sciences in New Brunswick,
antibiotic-resistant bt
ria, like their nonresistant
counterparts, can also make
their way onto prodoce by
exposure to untreated and
mal manure used as fertilizer,
handling by infected farm-
workers, contaminasted water
and other conduits.

Socalled “super bugs”
—  bacteria resistant o
more than three classes of

So-called “super
bugs” — bacteria
resistant to more than
three classes of
antibiotics are more
prevalent than ever,
experts say.

antibiotics — such as E. coli,
salmonells, MRSA C. difficile
are more prevaleot than ever
amnd are infecting an increas
ing number of healthy im-
mune systems, Cohen said.

DWINDLING ARSENAL

She noled that humans
growing resistance to existing
ireatment has made the solu-
tion no longer clear. “Because
a single antibiotic can take up
o 20 vears 1o develop at a cost
of up o SLT bhillion per drug
and it can spon become inef
fective, pharmaceutical conr
ingly hesitant to invest in the
development of new drugs”
Coben said.

The result? “We're slowly
losing our arsenal of treat-
ments and literally munning
ot of antibiotics, which could
truly pose a threat to treating
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Aly Cohen demonstrates proper food preparation technigues
neaded 1o fend off illnesses such as E. coli or salmonella.

routing  infections, such as
those which develop from a

skinned knee, a dog bite, or
childbirth,” he said.

FDA ACTS
In December, the FDA
acknowledped its concemn

over antibiotic resistance by
requesting that the farming
industry restrict s uwse of
antibiotics in Hvestock fesd
for the purpose of “disease
prevention” as opposed Lo
“rrowth promotion”™ As of
late last month, 25 of 26 anti-
biotics manufacturers voluo-
teered to stop labeling drugs
eritical to the treatment of ha-
man infection as acceptable
for animal prowth promotion.

"It's great that the FDA is
aware of the severity of the
problem and this = a smart
start, but it's not clear that it's
good encugh,” Cohen said

Schaffner sees these moves
a5 the bepinning of the end

“Tthink use of antibiotics for
growth promotion and live
stock is probably a technol
oy whose time has passed”
said Schaffner, "Given grow-
ing concern about the devel
opment of antibiotic-resistant
bacteria, public opinion meay
win the day even if the science
isn't clear-cut.”™

PROTECTING YOURSELF

Wih solmonello cousing 1.2 million
Enessesin the United Stotes eoch year,
Aly Cohen, who proctices rheurnato bgy
ond me=grative medicine in Monros
Township, recommends extro mution
wihen hondling row meoat ond poulitry.
Cohen soid if's wise to ossume that oll
porknged mest ond pouttry has
bocterio n or on K ond offersihe
foliwing s

B L==t on the list — “When you buy
m=w poultry or meat at the store, pick
it up last” she said “Thelonger it
remans n 2 refrigerated envimnment,
fhe more it will avoid the growth of
bacter= "

W That's 2 wrap — “Wrap raw meat or
chicken = parstely tn prevent those
pack=ges from contaminating other
produd="

B Compromised aits — A recent
shudy showed that 13 percent of kids
under 13 were exposed to bacteria
from mest or chicken through the
shopping cart, s keep meat wrapped
and sway from them.”

= Opt for organic — Though recent
shudies showed # contzined the same
bacteris 3= non-omganc mest, organic
cufs wers found to have less presence
of anthobcresstant super bugs.

B Awoid ooss-oontEminatan — “Des-
gnets a cutiing board and knife only
for raw mest or chicken inyour kitchen
=0 that there's no cross-contamination
and clesn them well sfter each use”

B Smart storsge — Store meat on the
lowest shelf of the refrigerator, which
i= the coolest spot and avoads juices
dripping onto femes below.

B Tum down the heat — *Don't thaw
frozen poultry or mest st moom
fempersture — keap it refripersted”

B Whatsina name? — Don'tbe fooled
by anfibactersl soaps which contsin
triciosan or hactrohan, “These
chemicals promote resistance but can
alfect the endocrine gystem and have
been Iinked o coneer i researchon
ammals. Standsrd soap and water are
=t effective”™
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