
Antibiotic Resistance: A Global Health Threat 
 
This year, the World Health Organization (WHO) named antibiotic/antimicrobial resistance as one 
of the top ten threats to global health in 2019. In the United States, at least 2 million people get an 
antibiotic-resistant infection each year. According to the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), at least 
23,000 of these people die. These are alarming statistics, but what is antibiotic resistance and how 
does it happen?  
 
Antibiotic resistance does not mean that the body is becoming resistance to antibiotics, instead the 
infection-causing bacteria become resistant to the antibiotics meant to kill them. Antibiotic-resistant 
bacteria are extremely difficult, if not impossible, to treat. Their existence threatens the safety of 
many medical advances, such as routine antibiotic treatment, cancer therapy, and organ transplant.  
 
Overuse of antibiotics in people, animals, and the environment are driving antibiotic resistance. 
Many people believe that antibiotics will provide a quick fix to their illness. The CDC estimates that 
about 1 in 3 antibiotic prescriptions in the United States is written unnecessarily. In Northern 
Wisconsin, we see several diseases that are associated with unnecessary antibiotic use, including the 
Common Cold, Influenza, and Post-Treatment Lyme Disease Syndrome (commonly referred to as 
Chronic Lyme).  
 
Both the Common Cold and Influenza are caused by viral infections. The Common Cold is typically 
milder with symptoms controllable by over-the-counter medicines. Influenza can be a serious 
infection that doctors may prescribe antiviral drugs for early in the illness shorten the duration of 
the infection. Antibiotic use is not effective against either of these infections and can subject a 
patient to unnecessary side effects from the medication.  
 
Antibiotic use for Lyme is important to understand because of its high prevalence in our region. 
Antibiotics can cure most cases of Lyme through a 2- to 4-week treatment course. Some patients 
may experience symptoms of Lyme more than 6 months post-treatment, which is then known as 
Post-Treatment Lyme Disease Syndrome (PLTDS). Multiple clinical trials funded by the National 
Institutes of Health have found no better long-term outcomes for patients receiving additional 
extended antibiotic treatment than those not receiving antibiotic treatment. In fact, long-term 
antibiotic use for Lyme has been associated with serious complications, including septic shock, 
abscess, and death. CDC does not recommend the use of antibiotics for PTLDS due to the potential 
negative outcomes. Unfortunately, there is no proven cure for PLTDS. 
 
Now that we know more about antibiotic resistance, how can you protect yourself and others from 
it? Some things you can do are:  

• Understand that antibiotics are not effective for all illnesses 
• If you are prescribed antibiotics, take all of them as directed 
• Do not share antibiotics with other people 
• Prevent infection by regularly washing your hands to stop the spread of germs 
• Practice safe food preparation to prevent dangerous bacteria from being ingested 

For more information visit: https://www.cdc.gov/drugresistance/index.html or call the Washburn 
County Health Department: 715-635-4400  
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