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In recent years, the increase in antimicrobial resistance (AMR) has been recognized as a
real threat to human and animal health. It is a problem that has been given the highest
priority, uniting nations in the fight against its causes and effects. Among the actions that
have been implemented are: clinical and microbiological surveillance, promotion of
rational and controlled use of antibiotics, AMR stewardship programs in hospitals, devel-
opment of tools for rapid diagnosis of infectious diseases to establish prompt and
adequate treatment, and radically improving vaccination strategies. The current
COVID-19 pandemic has placed disproportionate demands on the healthcare infrastruc-
ture and economy worldwide, which will negatively impact on the availability of mate-
rials as well as the technical capacity for diagnosis, patient care, and treatment of both
COVID-19 and non-COVID-19 patients. Disruptions to production and distribution
chains will hamper the availability and usage of antibiotics, also interrupting several of
the activities that have been implemented thus far to combat AMR, including detailed
laboratory monitoring and reinforced vaccination programs. Here, we discuss the main
aspects that should be considered with regard to AMR, that may be affected by the
pandemic and propose some actions to counter them. � 2020 IMSS. Published by
Elsevier Inc.
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Introduction

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is currently one of the most
pressing threats to human health and clear concerns and
alarms have been raised by several institutions, governments,
and international agencies. Calls to action against AMR by
the United Nations (UN) (1), and the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) (2) since 2014 have set in motion the develop-
ment of national plans as well as the implementation of
specific actionsefrom increased vigilance against AMR
derived from the use and misuse of antibiotics, both in clin-
ical contexts and within the agro-industrial complex, to the
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promotion of research that informs new and better ap-
proaches in combatting infectious diseases.

The current COVID-19 pandemic will certainly change
the landscape of AMR by compromising many of the actions
that have been implemented in recent years. At the time of
writing, there are over 30 million confirmed cases across
188 countries and territories, and 940,000 deaths have
occurred as a result of the disease (3). The situation changes
by theminute, althoughwe have chosen to use these numbers
to illustrate the magnitude of the challenges that lie ahead.

Unexpected Overuse of Antibiotics

One of the first elements relevant to AMR derived from the
COVID-19 pandemic is the high number of patients that
require hospitalization. Depending on the series, the num-
ber oscillates between 41 and 100% (4). From this
Inc.
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numbereand under the assumption that approximately 50%
of patients with COVID-19 will require hospitalization, and
between 10 and 70% of those patients will require critical
care that includes antimicrobial treatments (5) e an esti-
mated of up to 10.5 million antibiotic treatments may have
been administered so far for COVID-19 only in these pa-
tients, most of the times in schemes that include more than
one drug and prolonged hospital stays.

Furthermore, if antibiotic prescriptions for outpatients
who have mild COVID-19 symptoms follow the pattern
usually described in the treatment of similar acute respira-
tory infections, in which an antibiotic is prescribed in up to
90% of cases despite a viral etiology (6) this would mean
that in the current situation, approximately 10.8 million
additional treatments will be prescribed for patients with
COVID-19. This is in addition to the treatments for all other
non-COVID-19 mild acute respiratory infections.

In our experience (data not published), in a COVID-19
diagnostic center for the university community in Mexico
City, of 2,000 interviews carried out to people with uncom-
plicated acute respiratory disease looking for a molecular
diagnosis of SARS-CoV-2 during April and May 2020,
1,600 (80.0%) reported having received antibiotic
treatment.

A similar situation can occur with COVID-19 patients
presenting with diarrhea. Antibiotics are often administered
for uncomplicated, acute diarrhea with a marginal benefit,
which can increase the risk of AMR (7). Strictly speaking,
all these antibiotic prescriptions will be added to the total
global usage and should be regarded as unnecessary and
excessive.

Another important element related to the excessive
consumption of antibiotics during this pandemic is related
to the use of chloroquine (or hydroxychloroquine) plus
azithromycin. This has been derived from a study with
significant methodological limitations which received
high media exposure and led to the unfounded assumption
that it could effectively treat COVID-19 (8). In the United
States (US) alone, the indiscriminate recommendation of
the use of hydroxychloroquine caused an increase in the
number of internet searches (9) as well as prescriptions
for the drug. Initial journalistic estimates reported
32,000 prescriptions of this drug the days following Pres-
ident Trump’s claim that it could cure COVID-19 (10); a
more detailed analysis of prescriptions filled through Mar
31, 2020 at 48,900 pharmacies in the US documented an
increase of 93,000 patients receiving hydroxychloroquine
and azithromycin over the prior five month trend (11).
This was despite hydroxychloroquine’s well-known car-
diovascular adverse effects, and the fact that preliminary
evidence regarding its efficacy did not show utility for
COVID-19 treatment (12), which was corroborated by
later studies in both hospitalized (13) and outpatient pa-
tients (14).
The indiscriminate and excessive use of azithromycin
could drive the appearance of resistant strains, not only
because of its use within hospitals but also due to the spread
of its unproven, panic-driven use as a prophylactic. Previ-
ous reports on the excessive use of azithromycin as a
component of trachoma care programs have found that
the appearance of E. coli and S. pneumoniae carriers can
be favored, and the percentage of resistance to these bacte-
ria increases (15). Additionally, the combined use of azi-
thromycin plus chloroquine/hydroxychloroquine can
potentially lead to adverse cardiovascular effects (16).

A relatively favorable aspect of the pandemic (if it were
possible to say so) is that antibiotic use is currently falling in
most hospitals due to significant numbers of certain routine pro-
cedures (surgical or otherwise) being postponed or cancelled in
an attempt to minimize in-hospital COVID-19 infections.
Limited Access

Disruption of health services will certainly compromise the
diagnosis and treatment of chronic infectious diseases such
as HIV/AIDS and tuberculosis, both of which require long-
term treatment and follow-ups. If partial interruptions due
to the pandemic compromise treatment availability or ac-
cess to laboratory supplies used for diagnostic and
follow-up treatments, such patients will be at increased risk
of opportunistic infections; or new, resistant strains of
certain diseases could emerge due to interrupted treatment
programs. A recently published survey from the WHO con-
ducted in May and June 2020e105 countries assessed the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 25 essential health
services (17). Eighteen percent of the surveyed countries
reported some type of disruption in services related to the
care of communicable diseases, and it is worth mentioning
that there was interruption in services related to HIV, Ma-
laria and Tuberculosis in 32, 46 and 42% of the countries
responding those items, respectively; 76.2% of the surveyed
countries indicated the need to strengthen infection preven-
tion and control capacities as one of their priorities.
Research and Development

Research and development of new antibiotics has not been
a priority issue in recent years for large pharmaceutical
companies (18,19), and now there is a risk that finding a
treatment for COVID-19 will become the priority, diverting
resources from new antibiotic projects or their therapeutic
applications. Clinical trials for antibiotics that are already
running or are scheduled for the first half of 2020 might
not achieve their goals due to the serious disruption brought
on by the pandemic, as hospitals and research facilities
reorganize to better suit the needs of COVID-19 patients
and to prioritize a different research agenda.
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Risks to Vaccination Efforts

As COVID-19 continues to spread around the globe, pro-
duction chains for several industrial processes will be
affected, including those related to the production, distribu-
tion, and delivery of vaccines. One critical concern raised
by the WHO is the increased risk of a measles vaccine
shortage, which would impact up to 117 million children
worldwide (20). The example from Mexico is illustrative:
while fighting the COVID-19 pandemic (the first case being
reported on February 28th 2020) a measles outbreak of 196
cases of measles in four states (Mexico City, State of
Mexico, Campeche and Tabasco) (21) between February
and May, had to be contained with limited availability of
a measles-containing vaccine, logistical challenges associ-
ated with confinement (started on March 23th in all the
country) and field epidemiology services mainly focused
on actions against COVID-19. This example illustrates
perfectly the difficulties in containing outbreaks of a highly
contagious and potentially lethal vaccine-preventable dis-
ease that primarily affects infants but also poses a risk to
young adults and immunosuppressed patients protected by
herd immunity.

Another equally serious concern brought on by the
COVID-19 pandemic is the risk it poses to the availability
of the influenza vaccine during the 2020e2021 flu season
(for the Northern Hemisphere). The months from
MarcheJune are critical for seeding production laboratories
with adequate numbers of viral strains. Production labora-
tories, in turn, must adapt their production and quality con-
trol processes in order to obtain testable vaccines between
July and August. Once their safety and efficacy have been
determined and regulatory requirements have been met,
vaccines usually become available in October (22).

However, the COVID-19 pandemic might alter this deli-
cate process in several ways. The availability of supplies
could face disruption as resources are redirected towards
fighting COVID-19. Personnel involved in the production
of the influenza vaccine might also be redirected or could
become ill and be unable to work for long periods during
critical steps in vaccine production or testing. There are
also many external points of failure: restrictions to air
traffic, changes in maritime routes, border closures and pro-
tectionist policies, redirection of funding, maintenance of
critical equipment, etc.

The possibility of influenza vaccine shortages for the next
season is particularly worrisome. Vulnerable populations,
particularly the elderly, would certainly find themselves at
increased risk of respiratory infections, bothmild and severe.
An increased number of influenza cases presenting at the
time of a possible second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic
would prove fatal for many, and the strain on health services
around the globe would be almost unimaginable. In terms of
AMR, this scenariowould prove to be disastrous as antibiotic
use would certainly ramp up even more.
Small and medium-size production laboratories affected
by shortages would almost certainly have to stop vaccine
production (which is usually destined for local markets).
As production halts, revenue streams will also cease, and
the operation or survival of companies may be threatened.
Without external financial help, many labs would have to
close permanently. It is therefore imperative that production
capacities at the local and national level are strengthened
and that existing ones should not be allowed to weaken.

Protecting vaccine production capabilities should be a
top priority for international health agencies and national
governments. The proper planning and implementation of
emergency funding or financial help directed towards this
effort should begin immediately with the WHO, the United
Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNI-
CEF), Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, government agencies
and philanthropic associations coordinating their efforts,
as they have done during previous complex scenarios.

Diminishing vaccine coverage would be catastrophic,
particularly with regard to those diseases that appear in
people at higher risk of COVID-19 complications, such as
pneumococcal pneumonia and invasive H. influenzae dis-
ease. In addition, a low coverage of the tuberculosis vaccine
(BCG) can lead to an increase in cases of severe forms of
this disease in infants, which will lead to the use of antitu-
berculous drugs with an inherent risk of resistance. Without
vaccines, many preventable diseases would lead to large
numbers of people requiring hospitalization, with a concur-
rent increase in the use of antibiotics and an increased risk
of AMR.

Disruptions to the Agricultural Industry

The propagation of COVID-19 into rural areas will most
likely endanger food production cycles and strategies.
While disruption would mostly stem from sick individuals
unable to tend to their animals or crops, additional pressure
would come from interruptions to critical components
within the food supply chain, such as feeding the animals.
This new set of circumstances could push production to-
wards adopting increasingly desperate measures to keep
up with market demand. One possible solution might have
to be the excessive use of antibiotics required to maintain
healthy animals in overcrowded conditions, which would
likely happen if animals are tended to by a diminished
workforce. An increase in the use of antibiotics for food
production raises the risk of AMR, not only through the
development of resistance within the microbiota of treated
animals but also by environmental leakage from animal
excreta or waste waters.

Microbiological Surveillance and Monitoring

It is possible that during the COVID-19 pandemic, clinical,
academic, and commercial laboratories will see a profound
change in the scope and schedule of their usual activities. In
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addition to the disruption of supply chains as previously
discussed, other critical processes are bound to suffer as
well. Environmental microbiological control will probably
decrease and AMR monitoring in hospitals and clinics will
also do so. The individuals in charge of implementing or su-
pervising AMR-related programs might be relocated to pro-
jects with higher perceived priority as the pandemic
progresses. Established surveillance networks will reduce
data flow, and comparisons of previously registered AMR
rates may no longer be possible in terms of expected trends.
Conclusion

There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic is a clear
and present danger in the fight against AMR. As such, it
is of the utmost importance that urgent measures are imple-
mented to counteract the risks brought on by the current sit-
uation. The commitment of multiple sectors will be crucial,
and prominent roles will be played by health institutions,
both human and veterinary, and by producers of vaccines
and antibiotics as well as by governments and international
agencies. However, the actions undertaken by individuals
will also be paramount in controlling the pandemic and
minimizing its impact on our day to day lives. Planning
for contingencies, and avoiding infection by social
distancing, adequate use of personal protection equipment
and proper handwashing should be continued. The
following months will be decisive in establishing actionable
scenarios and preparing clear guidelines that will guarantee
that our fight against AMR will continue.
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