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Background 

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is a worldwide problem for public and animal health which involves 

academics, policymakers and all stakeholders involved with human and veterinary medicine. To a 

greater or lesser extent, AMR in microorganisms can inhibit attempts to combat them, and in some 

cases even make doing so extremely problematic.  

The use of antibiotics is the most important cause of AMR. The reduction of antibiotics use in animals 

is a shared responsibility of the sectors and governments concerned. This is the impetus behind the 

drive for all parties involved in veterinary medicine in Belgium to share efforts to develop and 

implement appropriate actions.  

Summary 

This report summarises the main activities and achievements of various actors within veterinary 

medicine in 2019 with regard to reducing antibiotics use. In addition, this report contains statistics 

concerning national sales of antibiotics and their use at farm level, as well as the evolution of AMR in 

animals from 2011 to 2019.  

2016 is considered to have been a turning point in Belgian veterinary medical antibiotics policy given 

that three milestones were reached that year: the signing of the Antibiotics Covenant between the 

Federal Government and relevant organisations in the sector; the publication of a Royal Decree 

establishing both the conditions for use and the registration of the use for critically important 

antibiotics; and finally, the establishment of Sanitel-Med, the Federal Governmental database for 

these registrations.  

In 2017, two of the three reduction goals proposed by AMCRA in the Vision 2020 plan, and which were 

later included in the Antibiotics Covenant, were achieved: 75% reduction in the use of the critically 

important antibiotics and a 50% reduction in the use of medicinal pre-mixtures containing antibiotics. 

Further progress was built on these results in 2019, as well as a considerable, further reduction in 

the sale of medicated feed containing antibiotics. Furthermore, 2019 saw a sharp fall in the total sales 

of antibiotics: compared to 2011, the reference year in the Antibiotics Covenant, there was a 40.3% 

reduction. This reduction can be broken down into a 33.0% reduction in sales of pharmaceuticals and 

a 71.1% reduction in sales of feed medicated with antibiotics since 2011. Moreover, since 2011, there 

has been a downward trend in AMR in indicator and zoonotic bacteria in food-producing animals in 

terms of prevalence of resistance. This has strengthened the conviction of all partners to continue 

this course of action and to aim at a 50% total reduction in antibiotics use in animals in 2020.  
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Covenant between the Federal Government and all involved sector 

partners concerning the reduction of antibiotics use in the animal sector 

The ‘Covenant between the Federal Government and all the involved sector partners concerning the 

reduction of antibiotics use in the animal sector’, which was signed on 30 June 2016, contains the 

following strategic objectives:  

1. a 50% reduction in the general use of antibiotics by 2020;  

2. a 75 % reduction in the use of critical antibiotics by 2020; 

3. a 50% reduction in the use of medicated feed containing antibiotics by 2017. 

The reference year for the reduction targets is 2011. These objectives match AMCRA's reduction 

targets, as stated in its ‘Vision 2020’.  

The Covenant was signed by the Federal Government, represented by the Ministers of Public Health 

and Agriculture, the pharmaceutical industry (pharma.be), agricultural organizations (ABS, 

Boerenbond and FWA), the compound feed industry (BFA), veterinary associations (UPV and VDV), 

animal health associations (ARSIA and DGZ), administrators of private quality systems (Belplume, 

Belpork, BVK, Codiplan, IPW IKM/QFL/QMK) and AMCRA.  

 

 
The Antibiotics Covenant was signed on 30 June 2016 by the representatives of the sector partners and by the ministers of 

Public Health and Agriculture Maggie De Block and Willy Borsus. 
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Achievements related to the commitments made by members-sectors 

and the Government as a part of the Antibiotics Covenant 

The Federal Government, AMCRA and the involved sector partners have drawn up joint operational 

objectives within the Antibiotics Covenant. Furthermore, specific commitments are set out in Annex 4 

to the Antibiotics Covenant.  

For the Federal Government and each of the involved sector partners, this document reports several 

key achievements attained in 2019, the fourth year of the Antibiotics Covenant. For more information 

and an extensive description of all the results achieved, we refer you to the respective organisations. 

Federal Government 

Monitoring of antimicrobial resistance of indicator germs and zoonoses 

Based on the European decision 2013/652/EU, the FASFC performs an annual monitoring of 

antimicrobial resistance (AMR) for commensal E. coli and for Salmonella and Campylobacter in pigs, 

poultry and calves/cattle, as well as in the carcasses and meat of these animals.  

In 2019, the monitoring was adapted on the basis of the Scientific Committee's opinion 2018-01, 

restarting the monitoring of Enterococci AMR in poultry, pigs and calves and extending the monitoring 

of commensal E. coli to breeding poultry, laying hens and fattening turkeys. Using the data in Sanitel-

Med and the results of the monitoring of AMR, policy measures are developed to achieve a minimal, 

responsible and prudent use of antibiotics. 

Use of antibiotics –data collection & checks 

As part of the compulsory registration by veterinarians of the use of antibiotics in broilers, laying hens, 

veal calves and pigs in Sanitel-Med, the central database managed and financed by the FAMHP, Sanitel-

Med company reports were developed and made available online in 2019 [for pig farmers (2x/year), 

poultry farmers (2x/year), veal calf farmers (1x/year)]. In 2019, the first benchmark reports for 

veterinarians were also developed and made available online.  

Every quarter an overview of the number of tons of antibiotics 

used in the three animal sectors was published in the Sanitel-Med 

barometer.  

In 2019, general checks were carried out by the FASFC and the 

FAMHP at livestock farmers’ and veterinarians’ regarding 

compliance with the Royal Decree of 21 July 2016. Extra attention 

was paid on to both the correct recording and validation in 

Sanitel-Med, and the compliance with the conditional use of 

critical resources.  
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One Health National Action Plan AMR - veterinary pillar 

In 2019 further steps were taken by the Federal Public Service Health, Food Chain Safety and 

Environment to create a ‘One Health’ national action plan against antimicrobial resistance (NAP AMR) 

and a management structure. To this end, there is a strong partnership between the various federal 

administrations involved (Federal Public Service, FAMHP, FASFC, Sciensano, National Institute for 

Medical and Invalidity Insurance) and the Regions. For the animal/plant/food pillar, the veterinary 

action plan drawn up by the 3 administrations was integrated into the NAP AMR. The veterinary action 

plan is based on the phased action points developed by the administrations in 2018 for the period 

2019-2024 and the AMCRA action plan 2021-2024.  

During the Stakeholders Dialogue held on 22 November 2019, the organisations involved could give 

their input on the draft NAP AMR before it was presented to the competent ministers. Sciensano, the 

scientific institute concerned with both the animal and human aspects of AMR, is an important partner 

in the implementation of the ‘One Health’ concept. 

Pharmaceutical industry 

In 2019, pharma.be continued to build on previous educational and awareness activities. The e-

formulary is still available free of charge to veterinarians for use in their everyday practice. Awareness-

raising among pharma.be members and their employees also continues via the e-learning module 

'good use of antibiotics'. Finally, pharma.be remains an active partner within AMCRA and our members 

finance data collection on antibiotics use, as well as research into alternatives that can contribute to 

reducing the need for antibiotics. 

Compound feed industry 

The compound feed industry takes stock of the production of medicated feed for productive livestock 

destined for the Belgian market and defines actions to encourage a reduction in their use. The 

reduction objective set specifically for the compound feed sector (50% fewer medicated feed 

containing antibiotics by the end of 2017) was broadly achieved at the end of 2017. This reduction is 

the result of very efficient sector initiatives (such as: the electronic prescription available only via a 

corporate consulting veterinarian; the collection of prescription data; and, the benchmarking of 

manufacturers in the same sector). From May 2019, BFA banned the use of colistin in medicated feed 

on a voluntary basis.  
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Agricultural organisations 

Agricultural organisations have made financial contributions from the sanitary fund (contribution from 

livestock holders) to the development of data collection systems for pigs, poultry and dairy cattle, 

which are managed by the sector. Moreover, they encourage the animal sectors, via consultation, to 

register with the data collection system AB Register or BIGAME as soon as possible so as to contribute 

to implementing detailed operational data collection for all food-producing animals. In this context, 

the importance of data collection and analysis to ensure a responsible use of antibiotics was explained 

to users and suppliers by means of communication campaigns. Auto-regulation initiatives are 

encouraged in consultation with the administrators of private quality systems/labels. 

The agricultural organisations will also provide training for livestock farmers about the responsible use 

of antibiotics. Awareness is also raised through articles in trade journals for livestock farmers and via 

social media. Agricultural organisations also contribute by disseminating vaccination 

recommendations to livestock farmers and veterinarians for the various animal sectors and participate 

in AMCRA working groups and in other organisations involved in antibiotics issues. 

 

 

 

Veterinary organisations 

In 2019 the UPV and VDV kept up their commitment by taking part in various AMCRA working groups. 

Veterinarians had an active role during the development of the animal part of the One Health Action 

Plan against AMR. They were also active in European platforms such as the "Federation of the 

Veterinarians of Europe" (FVE) in which the issue of antibiotics is regularly discussed.    
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Various training courses were organised for veterinarians on the topic of ‘responsible antibiotics use’. 

Emphasis was placed on preventive veterinary medicine and the application of good biosafety across 

all animal sectors. The transition from curative to preventative veterinary medicine also requires 

veterinarians to fulfil a different role, functioning more as an adviser and confidential person for 

livestock farmers.    

Managers of private quality systems 

In 2019, a new version of the sector guide for animal production managed by Codiplan came into force. 

It includes a chapter on "use of antibiotics" devoted to the problem of bacterial resistance and the 

legal provisions on the use and registration of critically important antibiotics. The new version of the 

sector guide is obligatory to be used in the audits in the framework of the certification of self-checking 

on farms with animal production. This sector guide is also the basic requirement for certification for 

the CodiplanPLUS Pig quality system, which is also managed by Codiplan.  

The CodiplanPLUS Cattle quality system, which is a part of the Belbeef Standard, promotes the 

voluntary registration of antibiotics in Sanitel-Med carried out by the veterinarian of the participating 

cattle farmers. In addition, in 2019 the participating farmers were assessed by means of the 

sustainability monitor in which several sustainability initiatives are directly related to the prevention 

of antibiotics use (contract with a veterinarian accompanying the farm, biosafety measures and disease 

prevention, purchasing policy, etc.).   

In 2019, Belpork mainly focused on the development of an automatic 'nearly real-time' reporting tool 

that allows pig farmers and veterinarians to generate a benchmark report at any time of the year. In 

consultation with DGZ, Belpork worked on the farm health plan for pig farms. Belpork has worked on 

a step-by-step action system for major and attention users in order to be able to better monitor checks 

and linked actions.   

Early 2019 in collaboration with AMCRA the content of the periodic poultry report was drawn up. 

Belplume has sent a periodical report for the first time on 10/04/2019. Subsequently, Belplume 

actively focused on improving data quality: poultry farmers who had error reports were contacted, 

hatcheries & veterinarians were closely involved, software modifications provided improved links and 

pre-analyses prior to a report provided additional insight & solutions. This resulted in a decrease in the 

number of error reports. Moreover, the content of the antibiotics report was continuously optimized 

& adapted. By the end of 2019, Belplume worked on developing the major user plan and the company 

health plan that has come into force in the meantime. 

Mandatory registration of antibiotics at dairy cattle farms has started on 1 October 2018 (via the AB 

Register in Flanders and via BIGAME in Wallonia). In 2019 the report for farmers affiliated to the 

IKM/QFL/QMK private quality systems was drawn up together with AMCRA. Newsletters and articles 

in the specialised press were a means of communication to veterinarians and livestock farmers.    

In 2019 BVK drew up a 10-point plan to reduce the use of antibiotics in the veal calf sector. Several 

meetings were organised to raise awareness among farmers and veterinarians and to propose a 

preventive approach in the sector. The results of the benchmark reports were discussed in order to 

find solutions. 
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Animal health associations (DGZ – ARSIA) 

The animal health associations DGZ and ARSIA aim to strengthen the relationship between farm and 

guidance veterinarians and livestock farmers by developing farm health plans. There is also active work 

around the training of livestock farmers and veterinarians, including by giving presentations and 

workshops to veterinarians. DGZ and ARSIA also play a central role performing susceptibility testing on 

bacteria isolated from samples taken from clinically ill animals. 

 

 

Work started in the framework of "Altibiotique" continued 

with an information and guidance tool for cattle farmers 

who are increasingly concerned about antimicrobial 

resistance in antibiotic treatments.  

 

 

The BIGAME interface (“Base Informatique de Gestion des 

Antibiotiques et des Médicaments en Elevage” - information 

platform for the management of antibiotics and medications in 

livestock farming), developed by ARSIA together with Awé, now 

offers the users the opportunity to carry out research regarding 

antibiotics consumption at the participating livestock farmers’. 

Furthermore, BIGAME is an online application that can be used 

to fill in the OUT-register. 

 

By putting livestock farmers in the spotlight who invest in a 

biosafe farm in an innovative and/or creative way, DGZ wants 

to encourage all livestock farmers to follow their example with 

its Biosafety Award. 

 

DGZ and ARSIA are working together on the development of an 

application regarding the farm health plan. The application 

makes it possible to record and follow up specific actions during 

each visit in order to improve farm health.  

 

 

DGZ worked on a number of different projects on the theme of ‘behavioural change & the animal 

health business model’. DGZ is a partner in the European project ROADMAP (Rethinking Of 

Antimicrobial Decision-systems in the Management of Animal Production). 
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AMCRA 

In 2019, AMCRA worked on the development of a new action plan for the animal sector. The new plan 

will start on 1 January 2021 and is called "Vision 2024". The aim is to minimise the use of antibiotics in 

all animal species and by every veterinarian. There are 3 main objectives, and 9 action points. 

1) Animal-specific limit values at farm level and maximum 1% major users by 2024. 

Benchmarks are established for each animal category (food producing animals). It will be made 

clear from the outset where the limit values for low users (green zone), attention users (yellow 

zone) and major users (red zone) will be in 2024. These values will be determined in 2020 on 

the basis of the benchmark data available at that time. However, it will be a gradual path, with 

intermediate limits set for 2022. 

2) The total use of antibiotics in animals in Belgium is evolving towards median use in Europe 

by 2024. In the latest ESVAC report, the median antibiotic use in 30 European countries was 

57 mg/PCU (i.e. about 50 mg/kg biomass). In recent years this median has remained relatively 

stable. Also countries with similar intensive production systems as Belgium have an antibiotic 

use of around 50 mg/kg biomass. A gradual reduction in the use of antibiotics in Belgium 

should finally lead to a total use of about 50 mg/kg biomass by the end of 2024. This means 

that compared to 2011, we would use 65% less antibiotics in veterinary medicine. An extra 

15% if we assume that the 50% reduction target will be achieved by the end of 2020. 

(3) Maximum colistin use is 1 mg/kg biomass by 2024. For European countries with low use 

of colistin in veterinary medicine, EMA has set a target of 1 mg/PCU use. In 2018, the use of 

colistin in Belgium amounted to 1.69 mg/kg and has already been reduced by 64.4% since 

2011. The target is to achieve the EMA target by the end of 2024 at the latest. To this end, the 

use of colistin in medicated feed will be phased out by 2021 at the latest. 

On behalf of the FAMHP, AMCRA's data analytics unit carries out the analysis of the antibiotics use 

data collected in Sanitel-Med's data collection system. AMCRA is also pursuing a collaboration with the 

private quality organisations who wish to offer additional services to the users of the AB Register and 

the BIGAME data collection system. The methodology for data analysis, benchmarking and reporting 

was published on the AMCRA website (https://www.amcra.be/nl/analyse-antibioticagebruik/).  

 

In 2019 farm reports were drawn up for veal calf farmers (1x), pig farmers (2x) and poultry farmers 

(1x), based on the data collected in Sanitel-Med. In addition, farm reports were drawn up for pig 

farmers (4x) and poultry farmers (3x) using the AB Register.  

  

https://www.amcra.be/nl/analyse-antibioticagebruik/
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Preparatory analyses were also initiated in order to draw up farm reports for dairy farmers using the 

AB Register and the BIGAME system.   
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Results regarding the use of antibiotics on animals in Belgium in 2019 

and the evolution since 2011. 

Sales figures for antibiotics  

The use of antibacterial agents in animals in Belgium is monitored annually in proportion to the amount 

of biomass produced annually. These results are published in the BelVet-SAC report 

(http://www.belvetsac.ugent.be). It concerns data on sales of antibacterial agents for use in farm 

animals as well as pets. These sales figures do not permit to show use per animal species.  

Total use 

• Intended reduction by the end of 2020: -50% 

• Evolution between 2018-2019: -7.6% 

• Reduction achieved since 2011: -40.3% 

Compared to 2018 a further reduction of 7.6% (mg substance/kg biomass) was observed in 2019. This 

decrease can be associated with a reduction of -7.8% for pharmaceuticals and -5.1% for premixes, 

along with a reduction of -3.1% in biomass. In 2019, sales of the most commonly used classes of 

antibiotics continued to decline. These are the penicillins, the tetracyclines and the combination 

sulfonamide-trimethoprim. The largest decrease was noted for tetracyclines (-23.4%). Sales of 

polymyxins (-11.2%) also continued to decline in 2019. The use of aminosides increased again (+20.0%), 

whereas a year earlier there was a sharp decrease (-12.6%). The use of 1st and 2nd generation 

cephalosporins also increased (+38.1%). In comparison with 2011 (the reference year), 2019 saw a 

cumulative decline of 40.3% in the total use reported.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 : AMCRA's planned annual trajectory to reduce the total use of antibiotics between 2011 and 2020 (blue bars) and 
the actual reduction figures achieved between 2011 and 2017 (red bars). 
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Colistin and zinc oxide 

The continuing decline in the use of polymyxins (primarily colistin) in veterinary medicine in the past 7 

years is a very good result. Colistin is listed by the WHO as a critically important antibiotic with the 

highest priority for public health. In 2019 a cumulative decline of 66.4% in use was reported, as 

compared with 2012, and a decline of -11.2% compared to 2018.  

The use of zinc oxide as a medication to treat weaning diarrhoea in piglets has been permitted since 

October 2013. Whereas in 2019 there was a reduction in its use of -13.6% compared to 2018, there 

was a progressive decrease of -61,5% in comparison with 2015, the year with the highest use since 

initial authorisation (87.2 metric tons).  

Critically important antibiotics 

• Intended reduction by the end of 2020: -75% 

• Evolution between 2018-2019: +8.3% 

• Reduction achieved since 2011: -77.3% 

Regarding AMCRA's second reduction target, namely the 75% reduction in the use of critically 

important antibiotics by 2020 (fluoroquinolones and 3rd and 4th generation cephalosporins), there is 

an increase for the second year in the use of fluoroquinolones (+10.0%). The increase in 2019 is mainly 

due to an increase in the use of enrofloxacin (+23.0%). The use of flumequine, for which an increase 

was reported between 2017 and 2018, remained more or less the same. The use of 3rd and 4th 

generation cephalosporins continued to decline (-2.6%).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 : AMCRA's planned annual trajectory to reduce the use of critically important antibiotics between 2011 and 2020 
(blue bars) and the actual reduction figures achieved between 2011 and 2019 (red bars). 
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July 2016, related to measures for the use of red antibiotics in food-producing animals, and to the 

efforts made in this regard by veterinarians. A significant reduction had already been achieved by 2016 

(-53%) even though the regulation only came into force in August of that year. Between 2016 and 2017 

this reduction was confirmed with an additional decrease of 64.4%, resulting in a total reduction of 

84% compared to 2011. Even though an increase has now been reported in the use of fluoroquinolones 

for the second time, the intended reduction of -75% is still achieved. The increased use of enrofloxacin 

is to be found in animal species that are not registered in the Sanitel-Med data collection system. 

Medicated feed 

• Intended reduction by the end of 2017: -50% 

• Evolution between 2018-2019: -5.1% 

• Reduction achieved since 2011: -71.1% 

The 3rd AMCRA target, a 50% reduction by 2017 (which is also included in the Antibiotics Covenant), 

was already amply achieved in previous years. A further decrease of 5.1% can be seen between 2018 

and 2019. This means that a total reduction of 71.1% since 2011 can be reported.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 : AMCRA's planned annual trajectory to reduce the use of feed medicated with antibiotics between 2011 and 2017 
(blue bars) and the actual reduction figures achieved between 2011 and 2019 (red bars). 
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Use according to the AMCRA colour code 

Antibiotics with an orange colour code are used most often, in terms of mg/kg biomass used. This is 

mainly the result of a larger number of antibiotics classes with an orange colour code compared to a 

yellow colour code. The use of yellow as well as orange antibiotics decreased between 2018 and 2019 

by 7% en 8% respectively. As shown previously, the use of red antibiotics increased in 2019, but is still 

77.3% less than in 2011. 

Figure 4 : The proportion in the use of products coded yellow, orange or red among animals in Belgium between 2014 and 

2019 and the evolution in percentage between 2018 and 2019. 

Figures for antibiotics use in pigs, chickens and veal calves 

Species-specific antibiotics use information can be shown, thanks to the mandatory registration in 

Sanitel-Med of all prescriptions, administrations and provisions of antibiotics by veterinarians at 

livestock farms with pigs, poultry (broiler chickens and laying hens) and veal calves in Belgium (R.D. of 

21.07.2016). 

Sanitel-Med 2019 versus BelVet-SAC 2019 

The information collected in Sanitel-Med covers 80% of the total amount of active substances sold in 

Belgium in 2019, according to BelVet-SAC data (79% of sales of ‘pharmaceuticals’; 93% of sales of 

medicated feed with antibiotics). This discrepancy between sales and use figures is largely explained 

by the fact that the registration of the use of antibiotics in dairy and beef cattle, small ruminants, 

horses, turkeys, rabbits and other (pet)animals in Sanitel-Med is currently not mandatory yet.  

Use per animal category in Sanitel-Med  

Antibiotics use is expressed in the number of days that an animal receives an antibiotic treatment out 

of 100 days present at the holding. This number is referred to as the TD100 (number of treatment days 

Yellow 

Evolution in the use of antibiotics in function of the AMCRA colour code 

(mg/kg biomass) 
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in 100 days) and is calculated per animal category: ‘nursing piglet’, ‘weaned piglet’, ‘fattening pig’, 

‘sow’, ‘broiler’, ‘laying hen’ and ‘veal calf’ (Figure 5). With a median TD100 of 21.39, the use of antibiotics 

in 2019 was highest in veal calves. This means that 50% of the veal calf holdings administer antibiotics 

in fewer than 21.39 out of 100 days, but also that 50% of the holdings administer treatments during 

more days. However, this median TD100  of 21.39 represents a decrease of 21% compared to 2018 

(26.92). ‘Weaned piglet’ is the animal category with the second highest median TD100, of 17.64. Here, 

too, a decrease of 10% was achieved compared to 2018 (19.91). The box plot, which shows the spread 

of antibiotics use across the various holdings, however shows that there is a much wider spread in 

weaned piglets than in veal calves. Where the ‘basic use’ in veal calves is higher, the heaviest users 

have higher rates of use in weaned piglets than in veal calves. Broilers are in third place with a median 

TD100 of 5.92 that realised a decrease of 4% (6.28). Furthermore, an increase was reported for the 

category of boars and sows (+5%) and for laying hens (+60%). However, both categories have a low 

basic use, so that despite the increase, still low median TD100 values were seen in 2019. The increase 

for laying hens is due to an outbreak of the influenza virus type H3 in 2019 and is therefore expected 

to be reversible. 

 

 

Figure 5 : For each category of animals, the spread of the antibiotic use is shown across the holdings for those animal 

categories. The darker line in the box and the number beside the box are the median: 50% of the holdings use less, 50% use 

more. 
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Antibiotic resistance in indicator and zoonotic bacteria from food-

producing animals 

Context 

Antibiotic resistance in bacteria originating from food-producing animals has been monitored 

annually since 2011. This monitoring is organised by the Federal Agency for the Safety of the Food 

Chain (FASFC) and is in line with the EU-harmonised monitoring carried out since 2014 in accordance 

with Implementing Decision 2013/652/EU. For this reason, Escherichia coli (E. coli), an indicator 

bacterium, is isolated in fattening pigs, broilers, veal calves and young beef cattle. The prevalence and 

antibiotic sensitivity of methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) is also monitored every 

three years, alternately in poultry (start 2011), veal calves, beef cattle and dairy cattle (start 2012) and 

in pigs (start 2013) on livestock farms. For Salmonella, samples are obtained annually within the 

framework of the national control programme of Salmonella enterica in broiler chickens and laying 

hens. 

Results 

Evolution of antibiotic resistance in Escherichia coli between 2011 and 2019 

The objective is to monitor the resistance of Escherichia coli (E. coli) in clinically healthy animals in 

comparison to antibiotics from specific classes of antibiotics that are of importance for animal and 

human health. Figure 6a shows the prevalence of multi-resistant E. coli strains. These strains are 

resistant to at least 3 different classes of antibiotics of the 12 tested. Multi-resistance is highest in 

strains of broiler chickens between 2011 and 2019, followed by veal calves, fattening pigs and young 

beef cattle. However, a decrease in the occurrence of multi-resistant E. coli strains was observed in 

2019 compared to 2011 in all animal species.  

 

Figure 6b presents the prevalence of fully sensitive E. coli strains after a sensitivity test on 12 different 

classes of antibiotics. Over the years, broiler chickens have only about 7% E. coli strains that are still 

sensitive to all 12 classes of antibiotics tested. Totally sensitive E. coli strains are most common in 

young beef cattle. The prevalence of sensitive E. coli strains increases in fattening pigs (+15%), young 

beef cattle (+8.8%) and veal calves (+4.6%) between 2011 and 2019, but remains steady for E. coli 

from broiler chickens. 
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Figure 6 a and b. Evolution prevalence of multi-resistant (left) and sensitive (right) E. coli from food-producing animals in 

Belgium between 2011 and 2019. Additional information : Number of samples per species = +/- 170; Sampling location and 

type of sample: for veal calves, fattening pigs and broiler chickens: caecum content in the slaughterhouse; for young beef 

cattle (max. 1 year old): rectally collected manure on beef cattle farms; Antibiotic classes tested: aminopenicillins, phenicols, 

(fluoro)quinolones, polymyxins, 3rd generation cephalosporins, aminoglycosides, sulfonamides, trimethoprim, tetracyclines, 

macrolides, carbapenems, glycylcyclines. Analysis samples : Sciensano 

 

Figure 7 shows the prevalence of the extended-spectrum beta-lactamase (ESBL) producing E. coli 

strains based on selective and non-selective monitoring in veal calves, fattening pigs and broiler 

chickens. The positive strains from both selective and non-selective monitoring are suspected of 

producing the extended-spectrum beta-lactamase and therefore of being insensitive to β-lactam 

antibiotics. The selective monitoring detects E. coli strains that are capable of growing in the presence 

of cefotaxime (third generation cephalosporin - critically important antibiotic) from +/- 300 faeces 

samples per animal species. The non-selective monitoring gives the result of the sensitivity test for the 

3rd generation cephalosporins cefotaxime and ceftazidime of +/- 170 randomly selected E. coli strains 

from faeces samples of the species concerned. Selective monitoring automatically leads to a higher 

prevalence than non-selective monitoring.  

 

From the start of the monitoring in 2011 the presence of ESBL-producing E. coli strains in fattening 

pigs, veal calves and young beef cattle based on the non-selective monitoring has been relatively low 

(maximum prevalence 10%). This is analogous to the situation in other European countries where a 

higher prevalence of ESBLs is observed in broiler chickens compared to other animal species. This is 

attributable to various risk factors (e.g. a shorter lifespan for broiler chickens in comparison with pigs, 

veal calves and beef cattle). However, it is also due to a higher use of antibiotics which target ESBL-

producing E. coli strains, specifically aminopenicillins.  

The results of the selective monitoring also show a higher incidence of ESBLs in broiler chickens 

compared to other species, but over the years a decrease in prevalence is seen in broiler chickens (-

18.6%) as well as in fattening pigs (-11.7%). 
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Figure 7 Evolution prevalence of extended-spectrum beta-lactamase (ESBL) producing E. coli in food-producing animals in 
Belgium between 2011 and 2019. Additional information : Number of samples per animal species = +/- 300 for selective 
monitoring, +/- 170 for non-selective monitoring; Sampling location and type of sample: caecum content in slaughterhouse; 
Selective monitoring: McConkey plate + cefotaxime; Non-selective monitoring: without cefotaxime. Analysis samples : 
Sciensano 

 

Since the discovery of horizontally transferable resistance mechanisms, the ‘polymyxins’ class of 

antibiotics has been upgraded by the World Health Organisation (WHO), resulting in it now being 

considered as a ‘critically important class of antibiotics with the highest priority for public health’. 

Colistin is the only antibiotic in this class which is used in food-producing animals. Colistin resistance 

in E. coli of food-producing animals, which was included in the monitoring, is historically low (figure 

8). In 2019, just as in earlier years, less than 3% resistance was observed. 

 

Figure 8 Evolution prevalence of E. coli not susceptible to colistin from food-producing animals in Belgium between 2011 and 
2019. Additional information : Number of samples per species = +/- 170; Sampling location : for veal calves, fattening pigs and 
broiler chickens: caecum content in the slaughterhouse; for young beef cattle (max. (1 year old): rectally collected manure on 
beef cattle farms.  
Analysis samples : Sciensano 

Evolution of prevalence of methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) between 

2011 and 2019 

Figure 9 shows the evolution in the occurrence of methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus isolated 

from the nose in veal calves, beef cattle, dairy cattle, pigs and poultry. MRSA isolates are insensitive 



 

22 June 2020 

19 Activities and achievements – antibiotics use and resistance in animals in Belgium - 2019 

to most β-lactam antibiotics, and moreover they are often insensitive to several other classes of 

antibiotics.  

The prevalence of MRSA in veal calves is between 45% and 80% and is therefore significantly higher 

than in beef and dairy cattle. Pigs are also often carriers of MRSA, although a decrease of 13.2% has 

been seen since 2013. In poultry the prevalence is lower than 2.5% in 2011, 2014 and 2017.  

 

Figure 9 Evolution prevalence of methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) in food-producing animals in Belgium 
between 2011 and 2019. Additional information : Number of samples per species and year: see x-axis; one sample = pool of 
10-20 nasal swabs; Location of sampling: cattle farm; Analysis samples: Sciensano 

 

Evolution of fluoroquinolone resistance in Salmonella enterica in poultry between 2014 

and 2018 

Figure 10 shows the prevalence of the most important Salmonella serotypes to humans that are not 

susceptible to ciprofloxacin. Fluoroquinolones are important antibiotics in the treatment of 

Salmonellosis in humans.  

The prevalence of ciprofloxacin resistant S. Infantis in poultry is high since 2014. In addition, this 

serotype becomes more and more important in poultry. In 2018 a higher prevalence (50.0%) of 

ciprofloxacin resistant S. Enteritidis isolates was observed in poultry compared to previous years where 

the prevalence for this serotype remained below 10%. However, it concerns only 2 strains, one of 

which is resistant. 
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Figure 10. Evolution of the prevalence not for ciprofloxacin susceptible Salmonella enterica serotypes in poultry in Belgium 
between 2014 and 2018. Additional information : Number of samples per year and serotype: see histogram; Location of 
sampling: at the broiler and laying hen farm; Analysis samples: Sciensano 
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Conclusions 

The encouraging results regarding antibiotics use in animals illustrate the effectiveness of the policies 

pursued and is the result of the good cooperation between AMCRA, the Government and all the 

organisations that signed the Covenant on 30 June 2016. In 2019, a further reduction in the total use 

of antibiotics was achieved. This decrease amounts to 7.6% compared to 2018, which means that 

40.3% less antibiotics are now being used compared to 2011. In addition, the use of medicated feed 

containing antibiotics is further reduced by 5.1% in 2019, following the spectacular decline already 

achieved in recent years. The use of the critically important fluoroquinolones has indeed increased 

for the second year in a row. This year, this was mainly due to a 23.0% increase of enrofloxacin use. 

The use of 3rd and 4th generation cephalosporins continued to decline. Nevertheless, the use of 

critically important antibiotics has decreased by 77.3% compared to 2011. In 2019, two of the three 

reduction targets are met. The further decrease in overall use is encouraging in order to reach the 

remaining 9.7% by the end of 2020. This will certainly require the necessary efforts in order to 

achieve all the targets of 2020.  

 

Further decrease in the use of colistin as well as zinc oxide over the past years also show that the sector 

is taking preventive measures and implementing alternative treatment methods for the use of 

antibiotics so as to manage sanitary problems on the farm. 

 

Thanks to animal-specific data collection, usage per sector as well as individual holdings with (too) 

high usage can be identified. Especially with respect to veal calves and weaned piglets, in addition to 

high use there is also a great variation in use seen between holdings. Livestock farmers are being 

informed about their use via the periodic farm reports. Where this use is higher than the median use 

for their animal sector and category, they are encouraged to develop measures for a sustainable 

reduction of use at their farm. To this end, veterinarians and livestock farmers can use farm health 

plans and the plan of action. 

Antibiotic resistance in the indicator bacterium Escherichia coli has been relatively high since the 

start of the monitoring in 2011. However, there is a trend towards a decrease in the number of multi-

resistant E. coli strains and an increase in the number of fully sensitive E. coli strains in 2019 

compared to 2011 for the different food-producing species. Although a relatively high prevalence of 

ESBL-producing E. coli strains is still found in 2019 based on selective monitoring in pigs, broiler 

chickens and veal calves, this prevalence has been evolving favourably in pigs and broiler chickens 

for several years. Also the sensitivity of E. coli to colistin, a critically important antibiotic with the 

highest priority for humans, still remains very high in 2019. MRSA has been found most frequently in 

veal calves and fattening pigs since monitoring began in 2011. Beef cattle, dairy cattle and poultry are 

to a lesser extent carriers.  

Continued reduced use of antibiotics is very important to achieve further reductions in resistance to 

antibiotics in the various indicator and zoonotic bacteria. Antibiotics use is, after all, the most 

important cause of the selection and spread of antibiotic resistance in bacteria. Co-selection plays an 

important role in maintaining resistance against various classes of antibiotics. Therefore, not only the 

low use of critically important antibiotics, but also the reduced use of all classes of antibiotics should 

be targeted.  
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All animal sectors must continue to make an effort to achieve a reduction in resistance in the coming 

years. This is in the interest of the well-being and the health of animals and people. 

 


