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Chapter 5: Antibiotic and Pesticide Use in
Irish Agriculture
This section describes the scale and impacts of the use of antibiotics and pesticides on human and ecological health.
Industrial livestock is strongly associated with antimicrobial resistance (resistance to antibiotics), which the World Health Organization recently declared a “global health emergency”. A 2019 UN Report states that “Drug-resistant diseases already cause at least 700,000 deaths globally a year, including 230,000 deaths from multidrug-resistant tuberculosis, a figure that could increase to 10 million deaths globally per year
by 2050 under the most alarming scenario if no action is taken. Around 2.4 million people could die in high-income countries between 2015
and 2050 without a sustained effort to contain antimicrobial resistance.” This is more than the number of people that currently die of cancer.

Globally human medicine accounted for 40,000 tonnes of antibiotic use in 2013 while Animal Agriculture and Aquaculture accounted for 131,000 tonnes or 76% of antibiotic use worldwide.
90% of antibiotics enter the environment unmetabolised. By
2030 this will continue to increase as shown below depending on
the level of meat consumption. The only way to end the reckless
misuse of antibiotics, that is already costing human lives, is a VAS.

during 2015 by the Health Products Regulatory Authority data
was collected on a total of 55 individual antibiotic substances
contained in over 800 product presentations, which have been
authorised for use in Ireland. The data is based on selfdeclarations by applicant companies and has not been subject to
independent verification or audit. Animal demographics change
over time. In order to account for this the Population Correction
Unit (PCU) has been established as a denominator for the sales
data. PCU for each animal category is calculated by multiplying
numbers of livestock animals and slaughtered animals by the
theoretical weight at the most likely time for treatment. Exported
and imported animals are also taken into account. 1 PCU = 1 kg of
animal biomass. Use of veterinary antimicrobials was 53 mg/PCU
in 2016, which amounted to 103.4 tonnes.

The joint report by the European Centre for Disease Prevention
and Control, the European Food Safety Authority and the European Medicines Agency, published in 2017, showed that in 2014
the use of antibiotics for animals in the EU-28 was more than double the use for human medicine. In the EU, 33,000 people die annually due to infections caused by resistant bacteria, which translates into €1.5 billion in extra health care costs and productivity
losses every year. According to the data from the EU Medicines
Agency, medicines classified as “critically important in human
medicine” by the WHO appear to be in frequent use on farm animals across the EU.

According to the Irish Government’s 2019 ‘One Health Report on
Antimicrobial Use and Resistance’, human use of antimicrobials
was 155.6 mg/kg in 2014 which worked out at approx. 50.3 tonnes (with a population of 4.638 million and an average weight of
70 kg). So the total antibiotic use in Ireland = 50.3 tonnes + 103.4
tonnes = 153.7 tonnes. Two thirds of antibiotics used in Ireland are given to farm animals.

5.1 Antibiotic Use in Irish Agriculture
In the Report on consumption of veterinary antibiotics in Ireland

The majority of these antibiotics are used, not to treat infections
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but for disease suppression and growth enhancement and they
are regularly administered in animal feed and water, and to call
them veterinary antibiotics is misleading. According to a US Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) Report, 93% of medicallyimportant antibiotics were administered via feed or water in agriculture in the US. Scientific studies also suggest that 75-90% of
tested antibiotics are excreted from animals un-metabolised
and enter the environment and water sources. Therefore, animal
waste not only contains resistant bacteria, but also antibiotics that
could then foster the emergence of microbial resistance in bacteria beyond those in an animal’s gut – including bacteria that may
pose a greater risk to humans. Waste disposal from the Pharmaceutical Sector who are involved in the manufacture of antibiotics
can release antimicrobials in the aquatic environment in high concentrations and are an important source of antibiotic residues

entering the environment.
“Preliminary results from EPA-funded research undertaken by
the National University of Ireland Galway in collaboration with
University College Dublin has found that antimicrobial residues
are present in hospital effluent and in municipal sewage downstream from hospital effluent discharge points, at levels that
could promote antimicrobial resistance formation.” A great deal
more research is needed including an extensive monitoring program to identify the concentrations of antibiotics in our water
bodies and the effects they are having on the ecosystem, in particular soil microbiota and water bodies used as water supply
sources. But the only solution to eliminate the use of these vitally
important antimicrobials in our food system is a Vegan Agricultural System.

Health Products Regulatory Authority Presentation, 2018

million Kg of active ingredients were sold in Ireland in 2015.
There are 877 different types of pesticides used in ROI. The six
most widely used pesticides are MCPA, Glyphosate, Chlorothalonil, Mecoprop-P, Chlormequat and Mancozeb. County Louth is
the highest consumer of pesticides in ROI with an average active
substance application rate of 146.7 kg/km2. In contrast, County
Mayo is the lowest contributor with an average application rate
of just 3.7 kg/km2 due to different farming practices. The main
areas of pesticide use are in Leinster (excluding Wicklow) with
the least use along the west coast. In 2015 there were 3,121
tonnes of plant protection products put on the market (this includes sales to the public as well as use by local authorities).

5.2 Pesticide Use in Irish Agriculture
In January 2017 the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food
produced a report on pesticides for the UN General Assembly,
which stated that: “Pesticides cause an array of harms. Runoff
from treated crops frequently pollute the surrounding ecosystem
and beyond, with unpredictable ecological consequences. Furthermore, reductions in pest populations upset the complex balance
between predator and prey species in the food chain, thereby destabilizing the ecosystem. Pesticides can also decrease biodiversity of soils, which can lead to large declines in crop yields, posing
problems for food security.” He goes on to state that: “Without or
with minimal use of toxic chemicals, it is possible to produce
healthier, nutrient-rich food, with higher yields in the longer term,
without polluting and exhausting environmental resources. The
solution requires a holistic approach to the right to adequate food
that includes phasing out dangerous pesticides and enforcing an
effective regulatory framework grounded on a human rights approach, coupled with a transition towards sustainable agricultural
practices that take into account the challenges of resource scarcity
and climate change.” The Danish Government has recently produced a plan to double their country’s agricultural land under organic production by 2020. But what is needed is to eliminate the
use of pesticides and herbicides entirely and transition to an organic VAS.

In 2013 a report entitled the Current Status of Pesticides Application and their Residue in the Water Environment in Ireland
(Zhao, Y.Q.; Singleton, P.; Meredith, S.; et al.) was published. This
study discusses the application of pesticides and the potential
impact on the Irish water environment by outlining the pathways by which pesticides enter the aquatic environment and
examining the status of pesticide residue in the Irish water environment. According to the EPA State of the Irish Environment
2016 a number of pesticides, including Mecoprop, MCPA and 2,4
-D, have also been detected at low levels in a very high percentage, “26–56% of rivers during routine monitoring.“ So we know
that this is a problem. How these harmful chemicals interact and
their cumulative effect on the environment is not known. The
below map shows the incidence of pesticide contamination of
groundwater in a two year study published in 2014. Irish water
has stated that one drop of MCPA is sufficient to pollute a 30 km
stretch of water. Irish water purification plants do not have the
capacity to remove pesticides.

Grass and Crop production in Ireland relies extensively on the use
of Plant Protection Products (PPPs). This reliance on chemical
treatment results in over 2 million kg (active ingredients) of synthetic pesticides being applied to crops (both forage and arable)
annually (2008). According to the Department of Agriculture 3
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The below diagram shows the Spatial-distribution of Pesticide Monitoring Points with detections exceeding EU limits, and Monitoring Points
which never had a pesticide detection throughout the 2-year monitoring campaign.

In its 2016 State of the Irish Environment the EPA stated that it
organised: “A successful 2013-2014 joint initiative to facilitate the
collection, recovery and disposal of hundreds of tonnes of hazardous waste from farms.“ But this programme, while helpful, collected only “32 tonnes of pesticides including insecticides, fungicides and herbicides including many that are extremely toxic to
both human health and the environment.“ This is about 1% of the
three thousand tonnes that is released into the Irish environment
each year.

cant volumes of washings are contaminated with e-coli and other
pathogens.

5.3 Other Environmental Impacts of
Irish Agriculture

4. Artificial fertilizers
Ireland had the seventh highest usage of fertiliser in the EU in
2015, at 94.7 tonnes per thousand hectares of agricultural land.
A total of 368,000 tonnes of fertilisers (331,000 tonnes of Nitrogen and 37,000 tonnes of phosphorous) were sold in 2015.

3. Genetically Modified foods
Genetically Modified foods are now being used as animal feed. It
is not known what effect these will have on our health or our
environment. When you eat meat and dairy in Ireland you are
eating animals that have been fed Genetically Modified Maize and
Soy.

Irish agriculture produces other significant waste streams and
environmental impacts.

5. Ammonia (NH3)
“Industrial livestock production contributes heavily to air pollution, with over 80% of EU agricultural NH3 emissions to air linked
to livestock. Factory farms contribute to air pollution, which
authorities consider the single largest environmental health risk
in Europe, causing over 400,000 premature deaths per year.
Livestock production accounts for the largest share of air pollutants created by agriculture, specifically NH3, particulate matter
and non-methane volatile organic compounds”.

1. Zoonotic Diseases
Intensive livestock factory farms, with their high densities of confined animals, have been shown to increase the transmission of
diseases from animals to humans.
2. Other Animal Agriculture Waste Streams
According to the EPA State of Irish Environment Report 2016
approx. 500,000 tonnes of raw Animal By-Products are produced
by slaughterhouses and meat processing plants each year. This is
mainly rendered to produce pet-food (70,000 tonnes), meat-andbone-meal (61,000 tonnes), tallow (33,000 tonnes), and biofuel
(27,000 tonnes) leaving over 300,000 tonnes of hazardous waste
for disposal.

98% of Ireland’s NH3 emissions arise from activities in the agricultural sector. The emission ceiling for NH3 under the previous
Gothenburg protocol was 116 kt. Under the revised National
Emissions Ceiling Directive, Ireland’s targets for 2020 and 2030
have been amended to a 1% reduction for 2020 and a 5% reduction for 2030 (based on a 2005 baseline). According to the EPA:
“Ireland’s planned implementation of Food Wise 2025 will lead to
a risk of higher NH3 emissions. NH3 emissions can lead to the
formation of aerosol particulate matter and eutrophication.”

Of the 7.5 Mt of milk that is produced, over O.5 Mt are consumed
as milk and the remainder is converted to cheese, butter and skim
milk powder with over five million m3 of waste waters. Millions of
litres of water are also used in milking parlours and these signifi-
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