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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

First Detection of the mcr-1 Gene in Escherichia coli Isolated from
Livestock between 2013 and 2015 in South Korea
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Bacterial Disease Division, Animal and Plant Quarantine Agency, Gimcheon-si, Gyeongsangbuk-do, Republic of Korea

he plasmid-mediated colistin resistance gene mcr-1 was first

reported in China in 2013 and has since been identified in both
humans and livestock from many other countries (1-4). Colistin
has been approved for animal use for prevention and treatment of
disease in Korea. We investigated the prevalence of this gene in
food animals and animal products in Korea.

In total, 10,576 Escherichia coli isolates were obtained from
fecal and carcass samples from healthy animals at slaughterhouses
and from tissue lesions or fecal samples of diseased animals at
diagnostic laboratories from 2005 to 2015 in the Korean Veteri-
nary Antimicrobial Resistance Monitoring System.

Testing for susceptibility to 15 antimicrobials in the 10,576
E. coli isolates and 8 transconjugants was performed by the broth
microdilution method using the KRNVA4F Sensititre panel (Trek
Diagnostic Systems) according to the manufacturer’s instructions
(5). The results for colistin were interpreted according to the
European Committee on Antimicrobial Susceptibility Testing
breakpoint (>2 pg/ml). mcr-1 gene carriage was determined by
PCR and DNA sequencing for colistin-resistant E. coli isolates (1).

Of the 10,576 E. coli isolates tested, 154 (1.46%) exhibited colistin
resistance. The colistin-resistant isolates were obtained from cattle
and cattle carcasses (1.28%), 45/3,523), pigs and pig carcasses (1.71%,
66/3,865), and chickens and chicken carcasses (1.35%, 43/3,188) (Ta-
ble 1). Interestingly, isolates from diseased animals showed much
higher resistance than isolates from healthy animals or carcasses at the
slaughterhouse (P < 0.01). The annual consumption of colistin by
food animals in Korea, ranging from 6 to 16 tons during 2005 to 2015,
might contribute to the occurrence of colistin resistance.

Notably, the mcr-1 gene was detected in 0.10% (11/10,576) of
isolates that originated from 10 different farms in four provinces;
for these isolates, colistin MICs ranged from 8 to 16 wg/ml. Se-
quencing revealed that the mcr-1 amplicons were 100% identical
to that reported by Liu et al. (1). Of note, mcr-1 was found mainly
in isolates collected from poultry; five each were from healthy
chicken fecal samples and chicken carcasses, and one was from a
diseased pig. mcr-1 was not detected in E. coli isolates before 2013,
but its prevalence has risen since 2013 (0.09% [1/1,078] in 2013,
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0.45% [6/1,329] in 2014, and 0.34% [4/1,169] in 2015) (P < 0.01).
This result was different from those of other studies, in which
generally mcr-1 carriage corresponded to increased colistin resis-
tance (4). Further studies are necessary to explain the higher prev-
alence of mcr-1-carrying E. coli isolates in healthy chickens and
carcasses than in diseased chickens and carcasses even though the
resistance rate is low.

All 11 mcr-1-carrying isolates displayed multiple-drug resis-
tance (=3 antimicrobial subclasses), which was successfully trans-
ferred to an E. coli J53 recipient strain by filter mating but not to 3
other isolates; no other resistance was cotransferred. All the mcr-
I-carrying isolates were from different farms and showed different
pulsed-field gel electrophoresis (PFGE) patterns and sequence
types (STs), with the exception of two ST162 isolates that carried
the blacrx ., gene (Table 2). Importantly, multilocus sequence
typing and Xbal PFGE results (see Fig. S1 in the supplemental
material) indicated that the rise of mcr-1-carrying isolates may be
driven by plasmid-mediated horizontal gene transfer rather than
by the spread of a specific clone.

This is the first report of the mcr-1 gene in South Korea. Al-
though the rate of colistin resistance in healthy animals and ani-
mal products remains low, restriction of the use of colistin is es-
sential to prevent the transmission of mcr-1 to other bacteria in the
same or different animals, to the food chain, and to the human
community.
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