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In Celebration of – 

World Health Day, April 7, 2011: 
Combat Drug Resistance: No Action Today, No Cure Tomorrow 

In today’s world, we are fortunate to have an arsenal 
of medicines to fight a variety of disease-causing or-
ganisms, including bacteria, viruses, fungi, and para-
sites. Unfortunately, many of these medicines are being 
used inappropriately—the wrong drug prescribed, 
instructions not followed appropriately in the prepara-
tion or administering of the drug, or drugs unnecessarily 
prescribed in the first place. This medicinal misuse is 
leading to a serious consequence: Antimicrobial  
Resistance. 
 
What Is Antimicrobial Resistance? (from the 
World Health Day website, http://www.who.int/world-
health-day/2011/WHD201_FS_EN.pdf)  
 
Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is resistance of a microor-
ganism to an antimicrobial medicine to which it was pre-
viously sensitive. Resistant organisms (they include bacte-
ria, viruses, and some parasites) are able to withstand 
attack by antimicrobial medicines, such as antibiotics, 
antiviral, and antimalarials, so that standard treatments 
become ineffective and infections persist and may spread 
to others. AMR is a consequence of the use, particularly 
the misuse, of antimicrobial medicines and develops when 
a microorganism mutates or acquires a resistance gene.   

 
The Global Consequences of AMR 
 
• Infections caused by these resistant microorganisms 

often do not respond to standard treatments, lead-
ing to prolonged illness and greater risk of death. 

 
• Patients infected with these resistant microbes stay 

sick longer and are thus more likely to spread the 
disease to others. 

 
• When standard treatments don’t work, more expen-

sive therapies are needed. AMR sends health care 
costs spiraling upwards, adding financial burden to 
families and societies. 

 
• The challenge of controlling common infections that 

no longer respond to standard treatments increases 
the risk for life-saving treatments such as organ 
transplants, cancer chemotherapy, and major      
surgery. 

 
• The relative ease of global travel and trade makes 

global spread of these resistant organisms a real 
concern. 

What Does AMR Have to do with Breastfeeding? 
 
In an ideal world, there would be no disease-causing 
organisms, and nobody would ever get sick. The next 
best thing, however, would be to prevent as much    
illness as possible, both by creating strong immune   
systems that reduce the likelihood of an infection taking 
hold, as well as creating strong defense mechanisms to 
fight any infection that one might be exposed to.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Breastfeeding does both, offering protection to both 
mother and baby: 
 
• Breastfeeding provides immune protection for the 

infant until his own immune system has a chance to 
mature. Colostrum, the first milk a mother provides 
for her newborn, is nature’s first immunization, 
packed with disease-fighting components that seal 
the newborn’s gut lining to protect from invading 
microorganisms.  

 
• Mother’s milk continues to provide protection by de-

livering disease-specific antibodies for microorgan-
isms she’s been exposed to. And, in an amazing feat 
of natural ingenuity, her breast manufactures anti-
bodies to fight microorganisms to which her baby 
has been exposed.  

 
• Breastfeeding enhances the protective effect af-

forded by other immunizations, decreasing the likeli-
hood of infection. 

 
• Breastfeeding’s immunological protection continues 

for as long as breastfeeding continues, and even 
confers lifelong risk reduction for a long list of   
serious health conditions, including some cancers, 
obesity, etc. 
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• Even if a breastfed infant does get sick, the illness is typi-
cally less severe and of shorter duration than it might be 
otherwise. 

 
So What Can You Do to Fight AMR? 
• Breastfeed your babies!  
• Encourage women to breastfeed, through community 

support programs and policies, as well as one-on-one.  
• Practice simple hygiene precautions to avoid illness—

wash your hands frequently, cover your mouth when 
you sneeze or cough, and teach your children to do the 
same.  

• Stay away from others who are sick—and stay away 
from others if you are sick. 

• Realize that not every illness will respond to medication. 
Antibiotics do no good, for example, fighting viral   
illnesses.  

 

• If you get sick and need medication, ask your health 
care professional to prescribe treatment that is     
compatible with breastfeeding—and then follow 
directions carefully, including finishing the medication 
as directed. 

 
Realistically speaking, breastfeeding can’t 
completely solve the issue of  antimicrobial 
resistance. It is an indirect solution to the 
problem. But it is free, readily available, and 
contributes to the overall health of  the 
world.  

 

 
Author: Melissa Clark Vickers, IBCLC, LLL Leader 

 

For more information, contact:  

                                 
LLLI at http://www.llli.org                      WABA at http://www.waba.org.my/  
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