What the General Public should
be aware of Anfimicrobial Usage

ntimicrobials are essen-
tial for the survival of
humans. They are essen-
tial in the treatment and
prophylaxis of infections. Yet,
due to the misuse of antimicrobi-
als, their effectiveness has been
threatened, leaving us hopeless
at a critical time. How could we
preserve the effectiveness of an-
timicrobials? What is our role in
finding a solution for this issue?
Dr. Nayani Weerasinghe,
Consultant Microbiologist, and
Senior Lecturer in the Depart-
ment of Microbiology, Faculty of
Medicine of the University of Ru-
huna shared a bit of her expertise
on this matter and what the pub-
lic should be aware of antimicro-
bial resistance.

: What is antimicrobial

resistance?

A: Antimicrobials are a group
of drugs that are being used to
treat infections. The two main
types of diseases that occur in
humans are infectious diseas-
es and non-infectious diseases.
Non-infectious diseases include
hypertension, diabetes, cancers
and ischaemic heart diseases. In-
fectious diseases are the ones are
caused by micro organisms like
bacteria, viruses and fungi. The
drugs that are used to treat infec-
tious diseases are called antimi-
crobials.

There are mainly three groups
of antimicrobials: antivirals, anti-
biotics (antibacterials), and an-
tifungals. Antivirals are used to
treat viral infections, while anti-
biotics are used to treat bacterial
infections and antifungal agents
against fungal infections. Gen-
erally, antimicrobials either kill
or inhibit microbial growth and
cure infections. However, when
they are incapable of killing or in-
hibiting the growth of microbes
that means when the microbes
are resistant to antimicrobials,
they are not effective in making
us better. Resistance can occur to
any of the drug groups; antivirals,
antibiotics,

: What are the risks caused

by antimicrobial resistance?

A: Antimicrobials are lifesav-
ing drugs for patients in critical
condition due to infection. With-
out effective antibiotics, infec-
tion will become severe leading
to the development of complica-
tions, prolonged hospital stays,
and ultimately even causing the
death of the patient. This in-
creased morbidity and mortality
will be a burden to the healthcare
system, the patients, and their
households. Antimicrobial resis-
tance is a threat to the existence
of humankind. If the emergence
and spread of antimicrobial re-
sistance continue at this alarm-
ing rate, it is truly scary to think
about the future. If we are still
going to ignore the gravity of the
problem and take this lightly, we
all will have to face its bitter con-
sequences of it.

: What are the illnesses
chat should be treated with
antibiotics? Do we need to treat
every ailment with antibiotics?

A: Only infectious diseases are
treated with antibiotics. However,
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it is very important to remember
that an infection per se is not an
indication of antibiotics. Because
immunocompetent patients have
a very good immune system that
can fight off most of the patho-
gens we encounter. Only a very
few people whose immune sys-
tem is not strong enough due to
some other illness or reason will
not be capable of fighting off an
infection. Therefore, patients
with competent immune systems
will need antibiotics only for se-
vere infections like infections of
the lungs, heart valves, brain,
and bones.

On the other hand, many in-
fections are caused by viruses
than by bacteria, and therefore,
antibiotics are of no use in the
treatment of many infections. A
few examples of commonly en-
countered viral infections are vi-
ral flu, dengue, measles, mumps,
rubella, chickenpox and hepati-
tis.

When people get medicine
from a doctor, sometimes they
don’t get better despite complet-
ing the full course. Then some
people tend to buy the same anti-
biotics from the pharmacy, using
the same prescription without a
doctor’s advice. Is it all right to
do so?

No, it is not correct. We must
not use the same prescription to
buy antibiotics repeatedly. We
must be careful if we are not get-
ting better or have a recurrence
of illness because that might be
due to ineffective antibiotics and
if we take the same ineffective
therapy, we might end up worsen-
ing the clinical condition, putting
our lives at risk. Therefore,you
must not take the responsibility
of deciding whether to continue
or stop a medication. You should
always consult a doctor and get
medical advice. Also, if the doc-
tor prescribes the drug for five
days, you should continue it for
the same duration without stop-
ping at day three.

Pharmacists also have an im-
portant role to play here. They
should not issue antibiotics for
old prescriptions.

: What is your opinion on

over-the-counter antibiotic
use?

A: Some people tend to buy
antibiotics for minor ailments
like sore throat and wound infec-
tions without a doctor’s prescrip-
tion. Doctors as prescribers and
pharmacists should discourage
these behaviours from their cus-
tomers and educate them on the
rational use of antibiotics. All
pharmacists should have a policy
not to issue antibiotics without a
doctor’s prescription. Among the
many factors which contribute to
the emergence and spread of an-
timicrobial resistance, over-the-
counter antibiotic use has been
identified as a main driving force.

: What should the public be

aware of about medicinal
usage?

A: Health education of the
public is the first and foremost
in achieving the goal of a future
free of overwhelming antimicro-
bial resistance. They should be
aware that they cannot use anti-
biotics on their own and only use
antibiotics on a doctor’s prescrip-
tion. When we take antibiotics
frequently, the good bacteria liv-
ing in our body get exposed to the
antibiotics unnecessarily and it is
natural for them to develop resis-
tance mechanisms when they get
exposed to antimicrobials.

The resistance genes that will
occur in the good bacteria, will
be transferred to any pathogenic
bacteria. Ultimately, the patho-
genic bacteria (disease-causing
bacteria) will be resistant to an-
tibiotics. Therefore, the public
should be aware of the good prac-
tices regarding antibiotic usage.
If you are ill always seek medical
advice. Ensure to consume the
prescribed dose, at the correct

frequency for the prescribed pe-
riod. A dose lower than that pre-
scribed, will not kill, or suppress
the bacteria as expected. Never
stop taking antibiotics when you
start to feel better. That doesn’t
mean that all your bacteria are
cleared from the body. If you stop
taking antibiotics halfway, the
half-suppressed bacteria will get
reactivated and on top, they will
develop resistance mechanisms.
Do not share antibiotics among
the family members and do not
use old prescriptions to buy an-
tibiotics repeatedly. Because you
never know whether your current
illness is the same as the previous
or whether the same drugs are ef-
fective.

: What are the best

practices the public should
practice in order to prevent
antimicrobial resistance?

A: Apart from the facts [ men-
tioned earlier, everyone should
practice ‘Infection control prac-
tices’ like wearing masks and
washing hands and cough eti-
quette. Observation of infection
control practices is very impor-
tant to prevent the spread of an-
timicrobial resistance organisms
within the community.

Also, these days a lot of an-
timicrobials are used in animal
feeds to enhance their growth
and protect them from infec-
tions. The commensal bacteria
present in the animal gut can
develop resistance. These resis-
tant micr-organisms can trans-
mit to us via the food chain when
we consume those food products
without cooking them properly,
or the vegetables that we eat fresh
like salads get contaminated with
animal feces. When our gut flo-
ra develops resistance, they can
transfer those resistant genes to
pathogenic bacteria.

How do you think antimicro-
bial resistance can be reduced or
prevented altogether?

The only way we can achieve
that is the ‘One Health Concept’
The doctor, patient, pharmacist,
and everyone has a role to play.
Doctors should not prescribe
antibiotics just to please the pa-
tients. They must be rational and
prescribe according to local an-
tibiotic guidelines. The patient’s
role is to take the antibiotics cor-
rectly, listen to the doctor’s ad-
vice and practice infection con-
trol practices.

On the other hand, pharma-
cists should also only issue anti-
biotics for a doctor’s prescription
and the prescription should also
be a new one. Must take mea-
sures to control antibiotic use
in farm animals, so that we can
control acquiring resistant organ-
isms via the food chain. We can
only approach this problem with
the One Health Concept because
we all must act together to pre-
vent antimicrobial resistance.

So, the message I want to con-
vey to all the parties is ‘don’t be
desperate for the future of our
children, and save the life of our
lifesavers.
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