
 

 

TRANSCRIPT 

FRONTLINE: The Trouble with Antibiotics  
Impacts of Treatment Strategies on Farms 

 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN, Correspondent: [voice-over] On a north Texas feedlot, I met two 

veterinarians who have spent years working with the cattle industry. 

MORGAN SCOTT, Ph.D., Vet. Epidemiologist, Texas A&M Univ.: Guy and I have been 

working together for last 10 or 12 years on many of these issues, actually. 

GUY LONERAGAN, Ph.D., Vet. Epidemiologist, Texas Tech. Univ.: We’ve done multiple 

projects on antibiotic resistance. We’ve been working extensively on this, and making 

progress. It’s an evolving progress, but we’re making progress. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [voice-over] Guy Loneragan of Texas Tech University and Morgan 

Scott of Texas A&M noticed something unsettling in their research with cattle. An 

important antibiotic called cephalosporin was losing its effectiveness. Bacteria were 

becoming resistant to it, so when the cattle got sick, they were harder to treat. 

But the scary part was that unlike most farm antibiotics, cephalosporins are critically 

important to humans, too. 

MORGAN SCOTT: OK, they’re so critically important because there are certain types of 

infections for which they’re one of only few choices available to treat these infections. I’ll 

give you one example. So clinical salmonellosis in children, and in many cases pregnant 

females, are limited. Some drug classes can’t be used. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [on camera] So they’re very valuable for children. 

MORGAN SCOTT:They’re very valuable, yes. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [voice-over] To try to save cephalosporins for both animals and 

humans, they designed a novel experiment. The idea was to use more tetracycline, an 
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older drug less important to people, with the hope of reducing resistance to 

cephalosporin. 

[on camera] I see. So you were hoping to essentially play a little bit of a game here, that by 

using one antibiotic which didn’t have big consequences for human health, you could 

preserve and protect one that was important for human health. 

MORGAN SCOTT: Exactly. Most of the world doesn’t care about tetracycline resistance. 

They care a lot about cephalosporin resistance. 

So obviously, I mean, you’re going to want these, and I’m going to want them, too— 

GUY LONERAGAN: And the lid should be there, and the cup, as well. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [voice-over] It was cutting edge science, but it started with a plastic 

spoon. 

GUY LONERAGAN: We collected fecal samples directly from the animals. And from those 

fecal samples, we grew generic E. coli. 

We’ll put the samples in the cooler, ready to send. 

MORGAN SCOTT: So we’re going to ship these down to College Station to do the 

microbiology work. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: When they took their samples to the lab, they got a big surprise. 

MORGAN SCOTT: It was, like, “OK, this isn’t going the way we thought it would.” 

GUY LONERAGAN: [voice-over] We actually saw that resistance went up, which was not 

what we hypothesized. 

DAVID E. HOFFMAN: [voice-over] Resistance went up to cephalosporins, the drug they 

were trying to save. And this was what the FDA had been worried about in 1977, that the 

use of tetracyclines could accelerate the overall spread of antibiotic resistance. 

GUY LONERAGAN: Our viewpoint historically has been that, sure, tetracyclines aren’t that 

important for human health, so why worry about them in animal agriculture. But they may 

be more important than we think, not because of their use in human medicine, but 

because they can expand resistance to critically important drugs. 
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