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Preventing
Antimicrobial
Resistance Together
By Malki Epasinghe

World Antimicrobial Awareness
Week (WAAW) is a global
campaign declared by the World
Health Organization, from 18 to 24
November each year, to increase
awareness of Antimicrobial
Resistance in the world. The
campaign aims to promote best
practices among the public,
healthcare workers and
policymakers to avoid the further
emergence and spread of
antimicrobial resistance. In
celebration of the WAAW, the
Communication and Media Unit
and the Faculty of Medicine of the
University of Kelaniya in
collaboration with the Sri Lanka
College of Microbiologists have
organised a campaign to reach out
to the public to improve awareness
and understanding of this issue.
This is a discussion with Dr C.
Nadisha Badanasinghe, Senior
Lecturer of the Dept. of Medical
Microbiology, on how to tackle this
growing problem.

What are Antimicrobials
and Antibiotics? What’s
the difference?

Antimicrobials are a group of
drugs that we use to treat
infections caused by different
types of microorganisms like
bacteria, viruses, fungi and
parasites. It includes antibiotics,
antivirals, antifungals and
antiparasitics. Antibiotics, the most
commonly used type, are effective
only against infections caused by
bacteria, and not against infections
caused by any other microbes like
viruses.

What is antibiotic
resistance?

Antibiotic resistance occurs
when the bacteria develop the
ability to defeat the effects of
antibiotics that are designed to kill
them. So, despite the treatment
with antibiotics, the bacteria
survive and multiply. The
antibiotics will not be able to kill the
resistant bacteria.
Just like every organism in this
world trying to survive and multiply,
bacteria too, survive by changing
their genetic structure to withstand
the antibiotic pressure. We are the
ones who help them to change
their genes, by applying pressure
on them, and by using antibiotics
unnecessarily. This process of
adaptation or evolution of bacteria
only happens in the presence of
antibiotic pressure, and the
bacteria are far ahead of humans in
terms of evolution, as they have
colonised and survived on earth a
billion years before us.
When the genetic structure of the
bacteria is changed, the antibiotics
can no longer identify the bacterial
cells. Also, sometimes bacteria
with these genetic mutations
produce deactivating enzymes
which can destroy and nullify the
effects of antibiotics. Further, the
bacteria share these mutated
genes with other bacteria which
results in the spread of the
‘resistant’ to all other bacteria very
quickly.

Why is it a
global concern?

Antibiotics are a very important
group of drugs. Due to our misuse
and overuse of them, bacteria
adapt to become resistant to them.
And these resistant genes spread
very quickly among so many
bacteria. Around 5 million people
suffered from at least one infection
due to drug-resistant bacteria and
had caused 1.27 million deaths in
2019. In the same year, one in five
deaths in children under the age of
five years was attributable to
antibiotic-resistant infections.
Estimates show that by 2050, a
patient will die every three seconds
from infections due to resistant
bacteria, accounting for 10 million
annual deaths. Antibiotic
resistance is higher in developing
countries than in developed
countries, especially in the
Southeast Asian region. The
reason for this is the lack of
sufficient regulations and the high
misuse of antibiotics.
Furthermore, the antibiotic
pipeline is dry. The discovery and
production of new antibiotics is an
extremely slow process. Penicillin
was first discovered in the 1920s.

antibiotics in the near future. So,
we will have to save the
effectiveness of the existing
antibiotics. Some bacteria are
already resistant to all the
antibiotics available now. It is very
difficult and sometimes impossible
to treat resistant infections,
therefore people will die of day-today infections. This is why we have
to save and preserve the
effectiveness of antibiotics for
future generations. Antibiotics have
saved millions of lives. Now it’s the
time for us to save the antibiotics,
our lifesavers.
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It is everyone’s
responsibility as
policymakers, doctors,
pharmacists, the
public and livestock
farmers, to work
together to prevent
antibiotic resistance
and preserve the
effectiveness of
antibiotics. As the
theme of this year’s
Antimicrobial
Awareness Week
declared by the WHO;
“Preventing
Antimicrobial
Resistance Together.”,
this issue can only be
resolved by working
together
collaboratively through
a One Health
approach. So, let us be
determined to save
antibiotics together for
future generations

Compared to that era,
pharmaceutical companies
nowadays are not interested very
much in the discovery and research
of new antibiotics. Since newly
discovered antibiotics will also be
ineffective after a few years of their
misuse, it may cause these
companies a huge loss of their
investment. When compared to
the increased rate of resistance
development by the bacteria, we
are far behind in terms of ‘new
discoveries’ of antibiotics which
ultimately results in us losing the
battle. We are moving towards an
era where we will not have any
effective antibiotics in the near
future. That’s the reason why it is a
global health issue.

What accelerates the
emergence and
spread of antibiotic
resistance?

The misuse and overuse of
antibiotics are the main reasons
why antibacterial resistance
increases. As long as we use
antibiotics unnecessarily, the
bacteria will keep becoming
resistant. If we use antibiotics
correctly, only when indicated in
bacterial infections, we can protect
and preserve the effectiveness of
antibiotics. We can preserve the
antibiotics if we do not apply
unnecessary pressure on bacteria.

Why is it important to
preserve antibiotics?

As I mentioned previously, there
will be no newly discovered

Who is responsible for
the prevention of
antimicrobial
resistance? Is it solely
the responsibility of
the public?

The responsibility for the
prevention of resistance and the
preservation of the effectiveness of
antibiotics lies with so many
parties. Firstly, the prescribers, the
people who prescribe antibiotics
like medical doctors, veterinary
doctors and dental doctors have a
great responsibility. Only the
doctors who are qualified in
western medicine should prescribe
the correct antibiotic only for the
correct indication, in the correct
dosage, frequency and duration.
The next responsible party is the
pharmacists who dispense
antibiotics. They should not issue
antibiotics without a valid, doctor’s
prescription. They should also
make sure the prescription is
issued by a qualified doctor and is
recently dated. In addition, the
responsibility of the public is to
take the antibiotics that are
prescribed to them properly. They
have to adhere to the instructions
given to them and take the proper
dose, at the proper time intervals,
for the proper duration. Also, they
should not take any antibiotics
from previous prescriptions,
leftover antibiotics or antibiotics
prescribed for another person. The
responsibility also falls on the
Health Ministry, Drug Regulation
Authority and other responsible
authorities to procure quality
antibiotics for the country. Finally,
livestock farmers and aquaculture
farmers should not use large
quantities of antibiotics in subtherapeutic doses as growth
promoters in animal feeds. They
should only use antibiotics with the
proper advice from a veterinary
doctor.

Could you tell us what
best practices the
public needs to be
aware of and practice
to minimise this
global threat?

As we all know, prevention is
better than cure. For prevention,
you can practice infection
prevention techniques like washing
hands regularly, wearing masks if
you have any symptoms of an
infection, minimising contact with
others, and ‘cough etiquette’ etc.
Also, antibiotics are not necessary
and will not be effective for minor
illnesses like stomachaches, colds
and sore throats, because these
symptoms mainly appear due to
viruses. Antibiotics are not
necessary for all fevers. Further,
the public should not misuse
antibiotics as previously
mentioned. The more we use
antibiotics, the more we are going
to ‘lose them’.

Finally, what message
would you like to share
with everyone?

It is everyone’s responsibility as
policymakers, doctors,
pharmacists, the public and
livestock farmers, to work together
to prevent antibiotic resistance and
preserve the effectiveness of
antibiotics. As the theme of this
year’s Antimicrobial Awareness
Week declared by the WHO;
“Preventing Antimicrobial
Resistance Together.”, this issue
can only be resolved by working
together collaboratively through a
One Health approach. So, let us be
determined to save antibiotics
together for future generations.
Malki Epasinghe is with the
Communication and Media Unit of
the University of Kelaniya

FOCUS

BETWEEN
SOCIAL
MARKET
AND SOCIAL
SECURITY
By N Sathiya Moorthy

In fiscal 2023 (and afterwards), the government
will adopt policies geared towards a ‘social market
economy’, to achieve high growth, increased export
revenue and Foreign Direct Investment (FDI),
President Ranil Wickremesinghe told the nation
while presenting the Budget for the next year in
Parliament, in his capacity as Finance Minister.
With this, the government plans to achieve
economic growth of up to eight per cent, annual
growth of USD 3 billion from new exports and over
USD 3 billion in FDIs in the next decade, he
explained.
Ever since he took over as President, amid the
unprecedented economic and Forex crisis last year,
Ranil has been dropping the term ‘social market
economy’, on and off. Rather than convincing the
people, it seems to have only scared those that are
victims of his UNP’s market economy and
economic reforms through the past decades – that
is, if they have grasped the terminology whenever
he mentioned it.
Though JRJ make it a market-driven economy,
almost since CBK became President in 1994,
heading her centre-left SLFP and the left-extreme
JVP as a major partner, both inside and outside
Parliament, a big element of egalitarianism too, has
crept in. Even without it, on basic issues such as
healthcare and education, no government dared to
cut government support to schemes, for historic
reasons.

Privatisation, high taxes

By dropping the one-time ‘European’ terminology,
Ranil seems ‘wanting’ to bring in the word ‘social’,
standing for ‘socialism’, to cover/justify his brand of
economic reforms. It comprises privatisation of the
public sector, cutting government expenditure and
periodic increases in taxes and duties, as
conventional IMF conditionalities have worked both
in Sri Lanka of the past and elsewhere, too. Today,
in Sri Lanka, whoever is in power, needs the IMF
more than at any time before.
Ever since the Staff-level discussions with the
IMF began, Ranil has been talking about the ‘social
market economy’, and his centre-left Prime Minister
Dinesh Gunawardena, about ‘social security’, but
without detailing what they respectively meant by
those terms in the contemporary socio-economic
situation of the country and its people. At least, by
employing the term, Ranil wants the nation to
believe that there would be constant State
oversight into what all used to be public sector
entities but no more.
The President can be expected to try and
convince Parliament and the people about his
privatisation plans, by giving them some role –
rather than shared responsibility with no
accountability – making them all a partner in what
all that might go wrong with his newest experiment.
If it hits off, the credit is his. If it fails, they can’t
criticise him alone and get away with it. Truth be
told, his options are limited, and so are those of
whoever might have taken his place.
Wickremesinghe’s is a ‘laissez-faire’ marketdriven policy, which in theory sub-serves the
‘society’, meaning the vulnerable sections. As
Premier, Gunawardena represents the erstwhile
socialist SLPP/SLFP ideological clan where society
and social security are supposed to take
precedence over the market, especially the ‘free
market’. In conventional socialist wisdom,
everything to do with the ‘market economy’ has to
be opposed, and the term should be struck off.

More than a wordplay

On paper, it all reads like a ‘word-play’. But there is
more to it if one also considers the two earlier
cohabitations in which Wickremesinghe played a
crucial part. His prime ministership, twice under
President Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga
(CBK) and more recently under President
Maithripala Sirisena, suffered for want of a
cohesive approach to governance.
Incidentally, the other two represented the SLFP
brand of the ‘democratic socialist’ strand in national
politics. Today, Prime Minister Gunawardena
belongs there, as HMV (‘His Master’s Voice’) and on
his behalf – hence of socialism and social security.
Political analyses through the past decades
have concluded that Wickremesinghe’s inability
to co-exist happily with his two past Presidents
owes to personality-driven ego clashes and
politico-electoral compulsions. No one has
studied how much of it owed to the inherent

Both the JVP and
the LTTE had
economic
elements
dictating them
in their early
days, to which
the latter also
added the
Tamils’ ethnic
self-respect.
Today, self-respect
or not, the
economic
situation is there
for all to touch,
feel and share

ideological divide, which also owed to their sociogeographical background.

Poor become poorer

By all accounts, vulnerable sections, whether it is
children, old-aged, and women of all ages without a
fixed (family) income need ‘social security’ cover in
times of national economic crises. In this country,
this crisis is going to take time to come out of the
mess. Government leaders may say that it will all
be a bad dream in a couple of years, and literally so.
Whatever, little is now known about the
‘Economic Reforms 2.0’, if it could be called so –
JRJ’s was 1.0 – it aims at increasing taxes and
tariffs, and decreasing subsidies and concessions.
Both the rich and poor are going to continue to
suffer also the impact of the steep rise in the Dollar
exchange rate, again under the basket-of-currency
scheme introduced by the Gota Government. That
is how the price of daily consumables like bread,
made out of imported wheat, has been
skyrocketing.
The 75-per cent hike in power tariff and also new
increases in water charges that were enforced
some weeks before the Budget, too, impact both
the rich and the poor. But against their incomes, the
poor are paying much more than they can afford in
the overall situation of ever-increasing prices of
foodstuff and the rest. In this background, the
government needs to ‘temper’ global and
globalised compulsions for tax and tariff reforms
with ground realities, which are based on socioeconomic commonalities.

Remembering the militant past?

In doing this and more, the government has to be
extremely careful to ensure that it does not fall into
the hands of those champions on the disgruntled
lot. The nation has had enough of the latter and
some successful ones of the former.
Barring their final goal, the JVP and the LTTE,
coming literally from the two ends of the nation, in
terms of geography, ethnicity and education levels,
were both almost there when they finally fell under
their weight – the weight of arrogance and a selfcentred approach to society and self-centred
attitude in deciding the course for the poor.
Both the JVP and the LTTE had economic
elements dictating them in their early days, to
which the latter also added the Tamils’ ethnic selfrespect. Today, self-respect or not, the economic
situation is there for all to touch, feel and share.
Time the nation took note.
(The writer is a policy analyst & commentator,
based in Chennai, India.
Email: sathiyam54@nsathiyamoorthy.com)

