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Path of Drug Resistance 
from Farm to Clinic 

IN "LIVESTOCK FEED BAN PRESERVES DRUGS' 
power" (News of the Week, 4 Jan., p. 27), 
Dan Ferber discusses findings presented 
by Belgian researchers at a recent confer- 
ence (1) indicating that the elimination of 
antibiotic use in animal feed significantly 
reduces the occurrence of drug-resistant 
bacteria in hospital patients. The main fo- 
cus of the study concerned avoparcin and 
cross-resistance to vancomycin. Avoparcin 
was used in animal feed in Europe until 
such use was banned by the European 
Union in 1997. It is important 
to note that avoparcin has 
never been used in animal 
feed in the United States. The 
resistance to vancomycin in 
the United States is associat- 
ed with human use of van- 
comycin, not with the use of 
avoparcin in livestock feeds. 

Ferber also mentions that 
another animal drug, virginia- 
mycin, is causing concern 
because of possible cross- 
resistance to a recently devel- 
oped human drug, Synercid. 
Resistance to this class of 
drugs in human isolates is at 
a low level of about 1%, de- 
spite more than 25 years of 
use in livestock feeds. And if 
human resistance should in- 
crease, another even more recently ap- 
proved human drug, Zyvox, that is in a 
different class is approved for treatment of 
vancomycin-resistant enterococci. 
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It is heartening to learn of the reversible 
cross-resistance of avoparcin and vancomycin 
in Europe that carries through from livestock 
to hospital patients. It remains to be seen if 
similar reversals occur with other antimicro- 
bials, because not all are equal in this regard. 
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The European ban on some 
drugs used with livestock is 
allowing researchers to ana- 
lyze if stopping such practices 
has human health effects. 

Response 
VOGEL STATES THAT 
resistance to vancomycin 
in the United States is as- 
sociated with the human 
use of vancomycin, not 
with the use of avoparcin 
in livestock feeds. This is 
in fact a point of debate. 
Although avoparcin was 
never used on U.S. farms, 
and vancomycin is used 
widely in U.S. hospitals, 
some experts maintain 
that vancomycir-resistant 
strains in U.S. hospitals 
arose first in Europe in re- 
sponse to years of 
avoparcin use on the farm, 
spread to the United 
States, then spread among 

U.S. hospital patients. Others maintain that 
vancomycin-resistant strains arose in U.S. 
hospitals in response to vancomycin use there. 

DAN FERBER 

The New Hungarian 
Science Programs 

J6ZSEF PALINKAS, MINISTER OF EDUCATION 
in Hungary and chairperson of the Science 
Advisory Board of the new Science and 
Technology Policy Council, says in an in- 
terview for Science, "[Hungarian] Science 
has had a rough time, but we are on the 
right track now" (News Focus, "Money 
and political muscle help scientist turn the 
tide," J. Pickrell, 5 Oct., p. 40). I am a ju- 

nior faculty member at the University of 
Debrecen in Hungary, where Palinkas is a 
professor of physics, and I do not share his 
opinion of the current reality. 

Recently, the funding of university sci- 
ence education was cut by 25% (1). Uni- 
versities receive money from the govern- 
ment based on their number of students, 
and this is supposed to cover all expenses, 
including faculty and staff salaries. With 
such a large funding cut, all faculties of 
science in Hungary have come close to 
bankruptcy. The chemistry department in 
Debrecen has been forced to consider sus- 
pending student laboratory practices. 

The description in the News Focus arti- 
cle of the upcoming increase in professors' 
salaries is misleading because the system on 
which salaries are calculated was changed 
in 2001. In the old system, the base salary 
depended on a number of factors, such as 
how long one had been a faculty member. 
The system also included allowances to ac- 
knowledge things such as language skills. 
With the new system, the salary depends 
only on position (full, associate, or assistant 
professor). Thus, although base salaries are 
indeed being increased, additional al- 
lowances have been completely abandoned, 
with the net result being little change, and in 
many cases a decline, in overall income. 

What hurts professors much more is that 
the government cancelled the Szechenyi 
professorial fellowship, an initiative of the 
previous government, which provided re- 
newable personal grants for the top 2000 
university professors for 4-year terms. Its 
monthly amount ($1150 in 2001) was larg- 
er than the actual salaries, to which the 
grant was additional. Now a new fellowship 
is being introduced with a similar-sounding 
title, but that is for associate professors on- 
ly and is very limited ($260 per month). 

In summary, I think the image of the pre- 
sent situation of scientists in Hungary por- 
trayed by Palinkas is biased and flawed. 
There is a bitter joke among university pro- 
fessors: Salary increases tend to exist only in 
press releases, but never on paychecks. 
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