
Food irradiation -
scientists' toy or everyman's joy? 

JHI 
ardly any other issue 
related to public health 
has caused as much 
heated debate in 
recent years as the 

subject of food irradiation, which is still, 
however wrongly, associated in many 
people's minds with radioactivity. 

The scientific community, tradi
tionally conservative in addressing the 
world outside its own Ivory Tower, has 
been reluctant to come forward and 
explain to the public at large the 
essence and the advantages of a new 
technology. Other voices, though 
somewhat less qualified to pass a 
learned judgement, have been raised 
in a scare-mongering campaign void of 
scientific argument. 

What's so special about food irradi
ation? Well, consider the following: 

Earlier this year the world's popu
lation passed the five billion mark, but 
according to UN projections a further 
three to nine billion human beings will 
be added before the population of our 
planet stabilises. Will we be able to feed 
ourselves in the future, given this 
tremendous population growth and 
the ever-increasing global environment 
problems that accompany it? 

Not only will natural disasters, such 
as floods and droughts, progressively 
affect more and more millions of 
people throughout the world every 
decade. Desertification too, steadily 
gobbling up arable lands to the tune of 
six million hectares per year, will turn 
productive soil into arid desert beyond 
practical hope of reclamation. Another 
form of land degradation, defores
tation, is directly linked to soil erosion. 
The fact that two mighty rivers of the 
Indian sub-continent - the Ganges and 
Brahmaputra - flush three billion tons 
of what once was fertile top soil into 
the ocean each year should serve as a 
grim warning, when we consider that it 

During a conference on irradiated food 
in Geneva, participants were served an 
entire, tasty meal whose ingredients had 
all been safeguarded by this means. 
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takes anything between 200 and 1,000 
years for a mere inch of soil to form. 

According to the Washington-based 
Worldwatch Institute, "agricultural 
lands are degrading on every con
tinent. Apart from growing scarcity of 
fresh water, the productivity of perhaps 
one-third of the world's irrigated land 
is being adversely affected by severe 
waterlogging and salting. Worldwide, 
an estimated 25 billion tons of topsoil 
are being lost from available crop-
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land each year." 
All this affects the availability of 

food. But there is another angle. The 
sad fact is that, all too often, the food 
never gets to the consumer due to 
spoilage and microbial contamination. 
This is a world problem of enormous 
dimensions, especially in the 
developing countries with warm 
climates, where the losses of veget
ables, fruits and non-grain staple foods 
can reach a staggering 50 per cent of 
the total output. 

The story does not end there either. 
Food safety and food-borne diseases 
rarely get into the limelight of the 
international media. Yet several years 
ago a joint FAO/WHO Expert Com
mittee on Food Safety concluded that 
"food-borne disease, while not well 
documented, is one of the most 
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widespread threats to human health 
and an important cause of reduced 
economic productivity." 

We still know too little about the 
true scale of this problem, but here is 
some food for thought: 
- 1,000 million US dollars is the price 

paid each year by the United States 
alone in lost productivity and health 
care resulting from only four food
borne diseases spread by contami
nated meat and poultry. 
A recent much-publicised chicken

and-egg story in the United Kingdom 
has highlighted an intriguing aspect of 
food safety so far confined mainly to 
the developed countries: the sal
monella contamination of perfectly 
good-looking eggs and nicely wrapped 
poultry. This is one of the paradoxes of 
our time. We explore outer space and 
bisect primordial cells by means of 
genetic engineering, but can't success
fully cope with a serious health risk 
presented by these minute bacteria. 

Luckily, there is a relatively new 
technology called food irradiation, 
which can effectively render 
salmonella-contaminated poultry 
harmless. And not only that. Besides 
bacteria, the process can tackle such 
food spoilage organisms as moulds 
and yeast. It can prolong the shelf-life 
of fresh fruits and vegetables, delaying 
the ripening of many fruits, keeping 
strawberries at the very peak of 
ripeness for up to two weeks, inhibiting 
the sprouting of onions and potatoes. 
It can also destroy parasitic worms and 
insect pests, thus preventing damage 
of grain-stocks, for example. 

Meals in space 
American and Soviet space 

explorers habitually take irradiated 
foods with them, not in order to 
conduct intricate tests, but simply to 
eat them. And there have been Soviet 
cosmonauts staying in orbit for months 
on end! Any specific reason for this 
novel treatment of their food? Yes, 
there is enough risk-taking in their 
profession without adding the worry of 
possible food poisoning. 

But why then, given such an 
impressive track record, is the process 
not used on a universal scale? Why are 
a number of consumer unions dead 
against it? Why are some governments 
reluctant to adopt and use the tech
nique, while others have gone success
fully ahead with it? 

There is no single answer, but what 
appears to be at the root of the 
acceptance problem is the rather ir
rational fear of anything connected 
with nuclear power. Because of the 
much-publicized Three Mile Island 
(USA) and Chernobyl (USSR) acci
dents, few people vvill readily acknow-
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ledge that the safety and environ
mental record of the nuclear industry is 
far superior to that of the chemical, oil 
and coal industries. Yet this is the case. 

No voices are raised against hospi
tals that regularly use x-ray machines 
or more sophisticated radiological 
equipment for diagnosis and 
treatment. We have simply got used to 
these devices. Not so in the case of 
food irradiation. The public at large 
has not yet accepted it for what it is: 
yet another wonder of 20th century 
technology bringing a better and safer 
quality of life for all of us. 

Already 35 countries throughout the 
world have given approval for the 
introduction of food irradiation tech
nology. At a recent UN-sponsored 
International Conference on the 
Acceptance, Control of and Trade in 
Irradiated Food held in Geneva, WHO 
roundly declared itself "satisfied 
regarding the safety of irradiating any 
food commodity up to an overall 
average dose of 10 kilogray. Since the 
availability and safety of food . . . are 
important components of the primary 
health care approaches, WHO is con
cerned that the unwarranted rejection 
of the process, often based on a lack of 
understanding of what food irradiation 

"Unwarranted rejection of the process 
may hamper its use in those countries 
which may benefit most." 

entails, may hamper its use in those 
countries which may benefit most." 

So the issue of safety is not really an 
issue, at least for the scientific com
munity. But it is still a very hot issue for 
some "activists" of the International 
Organization of Consumer Unions 
who seem to know better. In the 
course of the conference, all scientific 
evidence was promptly disregarded by 
the self-styled "vigilantes" and all that 
remained was pure emotionalism. 

Earlier this century there was pro
tracted and entrenched opposition to 
milk pasteurisation - a process that is 
taken for granted today. In fact many 
new ideas and inventions have had a 
rough time trying to establish them
selves in our world. The only hitch is 
that the world is becoming too fragile 
an ecosystem to support its swelling 
human cargo. In the circumstances we 
can hardly afford to toss away a sound 
and proven food preservation tech
nique, just to appease a number of 
vociferous opponents obsessed with an 
idee fixe. • 
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