
Sci en tists have un earthed two “com pletely un ex pected” meth ods used by drug-re sis tant su per- 
bugs to with stand an tibi otic treat ments, rais ing the po ten tial for new cures in fu ture. A “decade-long”
re search project from a team at the Univer sity of Birm ing ham has shown how po ten tially lethal E coli
bac te ria evades two im por tant an tibi otics used to treat sep sis and lo cal in fec tions.

This fol lows re peated warn ings of a “post-an tibi otic apoca lypse” by the UK’s chief med i cal of fi cer,
Pro fes sor Dame Sally Davies if the drugs that un der pin all mod ern med i cal treat ments are ren dered
in ef fec tive. E coli is a sig nif i cant in fec tion in hos pi tals where it can causes sep sis if it gets into the

blood stream, but it is also a com mon cause of food poi son ing with around two-thirds of raw su- 
per mar ket chicken car ry ing the bug.

The pa per was pub lished in Na ture Com mu ni ca tions and co in cides with the start of the World
Health Or gan i sa tion’s (WHO) World An tibi otic Aware ness Week yes ter day. It out lines how the sci en- 
tists in volved in the study honed in on one gene seg ment in E coli’s DNA, iden ti fy ing the key role it
plays in mak ing the germ im per vi ous to an tibi otics seek ing to de stroy it.

“Our work iden ti fies pre vi ously un recog nised path ways to an tibi otic tol er ance,” the pa per says.
“We sug gest that the pro teins in volved are ex cel lent drug tar gets and tar get ing these ar eas could
make ex ist ing drugs more ef fec tive.”

Se nior au thor Pro fes sor David Grainger said: “Although we have known about this gene for many
decades, the ‘nuts and bolts’ of how it pro vides re sis tance to an tibi otics has been dif fi cult to pick
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apart. Our re search iden ti fied pre vi ously un known roles for this gene in con trol ling pro cesses that
pro vide drug re sis tance.”

An other mem ber of the team, Dr Pra teek Sharma, said: “The re sis tance mech a nisms that we iden- 
ti fied are found in many dif fer ent species of bac te ria, there fore our re search could lead to the dis cov- 
ery of mol e cules that could be de vel oped into new drugs that can treat bac te rial in fec tions.”

Drug re sis tance is be com ing a global is sue be cause of in ap pro pri ate use, or overuse, of an tibi otics
par tic u larly treat ing in fec tions not caused by bac te ria, such as colds and flu – which are caused by
viruses.

Pub lic Health Eng land last month launched its own cam paign to warn pa tients not to ask for an- 
tibi otics when they are not needed, as pa tient pres sure is a fac tor in over pre scrib ing.

Ad verts fea tur ing singing an tibi otics have been play ing around the coun try to re lay the mes sage.
The overuse of an tibi otics in farm ing is an other ma jor is sue. An i mal feed is laced with preventative
doses to keep in fec tions from spread ing rapidly through live stock kept to gether in en closed herds.


