
 

 

TRANSCRIPT 

FRONTLINE: The Trouble with Antibiotics  
Antibiotic Resistance and Public Policy 

 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN, Correspondent: [voice-over] The agency with the authority to 

regulate antibiotics is the Food and Drug Administration. Inside their archives, I found the 

story of how the agency tried to reduce the use of farm antibiotics nearly 40 years ago. It 

was 1977. The FDA had a new commissioner, a Stanford biologist named Donald 

Kennedy. 

DONALD KENNEDY, Ph.D., FDA Commissioner, 1977-79: Members of my staff got 

some documents to me that convinced me that we really had a difficult problem to deal 

with. Livestock had been dosed up just to make the animals put on weight faster. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [voice-over] One of Kennedy’s closest aides was Tom Grumbly. 

TOM GRUMBLY, Fmr. FDA Policy Assistant: He had passion about this issue almost 

from the beginning. And the way he would express it was, “Look, I don’t know whether 

antibiotic resistance is going to come more from the human use of antibiotics or from the 

animal use, but I know that there’s really no difference.” 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: Based on the advice of top scientists, Kennedy proposed 

restrictions on two of the most widely used farm antibiotics, penicillin and tetracycline. He 

feared that by overusing these drugs, farmers were fueling antibiotic resistance and 

threatening the health of people. 

DONALD KENNEDY: We’re creating resistant organisms that may ultimately transfer that 

resistance to organisms that cause human disease. 

I thought we were doing exactly the right thing. The trouble is that you don’t always find 

that as easy as you would hope. 
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DAVID E. HOFFMAN:  [voice-over] Opposition to the proposal was immediate. Farm 

lobbies and industry groups attacked it as theoretical speculation and said it would be 

financially ruinous. One of the most vocal opponents was the animal drug makers’ group, 

the Animal Health Institute. 

[on camera] AHI was against that at the time. Do you remember why? 

Dr. RICHARD CARNEVALE. D.V.M., Vice Pres., Animal Health Institute: Well, I wasn’t 

at AHI at the time, so I don’t know. And you say that they were, but I don’t know that they 

were. I mean, do you have—is there some documents that you’ve seen? 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: There is. This is actually AHI’s proposal to—at the time, to the 

docket. AHI said that the commissioner’s proposal is “wholly illogical,” would result in an 

“arbitrary and capricious” and thus illegal regulation. 

Dr. RICHARD CARNEVALE: I think in the case of penicillin and tetracyclines, it was a 

theoretical concern. Back then, they didn’t really have good risk assessment at the time. 

They really couldn’t put the whole picture into place as to, “OK, this can happen. We know 

it can happen in the laboratory. Does it happen in the real animal? And what is the real risk 

to public health?” I think that was where they were missing the data. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [voice-over] The industry turned to their allies in Congress, and one 

of their closest was Mississippi congressman Jamie Whitten. 

TOM GRUMBLY: His informal title was the permanent secretary of agriculture, a title he 

held for several decades. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: Whitten chaired the subcommittee that controlled the entire FDA 

budget. 

TOM GRUMBLY: We were at the mercy of Representative Whitten, who basically made it 

clear that unless we got much more scientific evidence, he was going to cut the heck out 

of the FDA budget, 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [on camera] So he said that unless you guys would study this and 

get more information— 

TOM GRUMBLY: He was going to cut the budget. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: And that’s a pretty serious threat from Whitten, right? I mean, he’s a 

powerful guy. 
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TOM GRUMBLY: That was no threat, that was no brag, that was truth. He would have. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [voice-over] The proposal was shelved. 

[on camera] When you posed this in 1977, it wasn’t settled science. You said you were 

confident about it. And I just wondered, did we know enough? 

DONALD KENNEDY: I think there was a search for what we used to call the smoking 

gun—that is, a particular antibiotic carried over, and so forth. I think it was vulnerable 

enough to the argument that “You haven’t really showed us the smoking gun” that it failed 

in its time. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: So after you tried and pushed for this and then it got blocked, did 

anything ever happen? 

TOM GRUMBLY: Well, it kind of went into the deep freeze for a long time. You know, 

people just basically said, you know, “This is in the too hard category.” And until we get 

real evidence or evidence of people—I hate to say it—dropping in the streets, so to speak, 

from antibiotic resistance, that nobody’s going to do anything about this. 
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