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MARKETING STRATEGIES - CONSUMERS

The irradiation of food will be a hot issue this decade.

Already a number of countries have announced the widespread

use of radiation to preserve foods and scientists in

Australia are also investigating its use for certain

products.

The irradiation of foods has worldwide implications.

It is viewed by economic experts as a means of increasing

food supplies. It could also mean expanding exports of

agricultural products. The process could help save some

of the estimated 25-30% of the world's food supply that

is lost each year because of pests and spoilage.

As Australia's largest consumer organisation, the Australian

Consumers' Association (ACA) has a vital role in providing

information, so consumers can make an informed choice,

as well as participating in formulation of standards

to increase the quality of products, including foods.

Most people know us by our monthly magazine, CHOICE,

where we report on tests of consumers products. (Maybe

in the near future we could be testing foodstuffs subjected

to irradiation.)

ACA's basic ethic rests on the 4 primary rights of the

consumer - the right to be informed

the right to be heard
the right to safety

the right to choose.
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With these rights in mind, we have already published

two articles this year on food irradiation in CHOICE,

covering the irradiation process, history, current stdlus,

application and safety. Consumers want information in

all these areas especially the safety aspects.

The use of radiation always arouses some fears amongst

consumers. However, the US Food & Drug Administration

(FDA) has stressed that treatment of food at the levels

of radiation proposed would add no radioactivity to the

foods, nor would it expose consumers to any radioactivity.

'Food that is not made radioactive cannot expose consumers

to radiation1, the agency emphasised, adding that the

type of radiation to be allowed 'will not induce in foods

any radioactivity that can be detected, even by methods

that detect the presence of radioactive isotopes that

occur naturally in all foods.'

Although irradiation does not make food radioactive,

it can produce chemical changes in it. A special committee

formed by FDA's Bureau of Foods reviewed the world's

scientific literature on the effects of irradiation and

concluded that any changes that would occur in food are

inconsequential compared to changes that occur normally

in storage or in cooking. FDA scientists also note that

in all studies in which irradiated foods were fed to

animals over many generations, no adverse effects were

found that could be attributed to the irradiation, a

point also made by international and regulatory groups

in other countries.
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Currently, many foods are treated with chemical additives,

pesticides, or some other substance to protect them from

insect and microbial contaaiinants and to give them extended

shelf life. Irradiation presents another prospect for

maintaining the qualify of foods. It might be used, for

example, as a replacement for the controversial fumigant

ethylene dibromide (EDB), to control insects in certain

agricultural products. EDB is a known animal carcinogen.

A key part of FDA's proposal states that food treated

with ionising radiation 'shall receive the minimal, radiation

dose reasonably required to accomplish its intended technical

effect and not more than the maximum dose specified by

the applicable regulation.' Thus, despite a 100-kilorad

ceiling, PDA would expect industry to use only as much

radiation as would be needed.

Under the proposal, FDA also would monitor industry compliance

with requirements. Food producers would be required to

maintain records of radiation doses used for up to one

year past the expected shelf life of a product, with

all records subject to examination by FDA inspectors.

Besides complying with FDA's irradiation regulation,

food processors would haveto adhere to federal plant .

and worker safety requirements of the Nuclear Regulatory

Commission and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration.

Will we have similar controls and safety measures in

Australia? Will industry only use the minimum dose to



- 4 -

have the desired effect and not the maximum dose? Will

it be possible for a oatch of food to be inadvertently

irradiated several times alona the orocessina chain?

The National Health and Medical Research Council (NH&MRC)

is currently drafting regulations to control irradiation

of food .In Australia. Since 1979, the NH&MRC has acted

to protect consumers by denying entry into Australia

of any irradiated food without NH&MRC approval. The council

also recommended that no food be irradiated in Australia

without specific approval. Since then the NH&MRC has

been considering the safety of food irradiation processes.

In 1980 Australia joined the international Food Irradiation

Project (IFIP) which was founded in 1970. Funded by many

nations, IFIP collected all available data on the toxi-

cological safety and Wholesomeness of irradiated food.

IFIP also arranged for independent feeding trials and

tests to be carried out.

As IFIP accumulated information it was presented to the

Joint FAO/IAEA/WHO Expert Committee on the Wholesomeness

of Irradiated Food. By 1976 this committee concluded

that it was perfectly safe to eat irradiated potatoes,

wheat and flour, strawberries, pawpaws and chicken. On

the basis of these findings the Codex Alimentarius Commission

prepared a Recommended International General Standard

for Irradiated Food approving the treatment for these

five foods. A Recommended Code of Practice for the Operation

of Radiation Facilities used for the Treatment of Foods

was also prepared.
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By late 1980 the wholesomeness of irradiated onions,

rice, fish, mangoes, dates, cocoa beans, pulses, spices

and condimerts had been accepted. By then the Joint Expert

Committee also concluded it was acceptable to irradiate

any food to an average dose of 10 kilogray.

Both the Standard and Code of Practice were revised.

The Food, Science and Technology Subcommittee of the

NH&MRC has adopted the Codex Alimentarius International

General Standard and the Code of Practice in principle.

At the moment they are being transformed into a format

suitable for adoption by the NH&MRC and should be presented

to the council by June this year. Once this happens it

will be up to each State to legislate to include standards

for irradiation in their food laws as the administration

of food Acts is the responsibility of each State or

Territory. ACA hopes these standards will be uniform

for all States. .

It is a long and continuing battle to have Australian

foods labelled so that consumers know what they are eating.

However a spokesperson for the NH&MRC has told ACA that
the council is committed to ensuring that irradiated

food will be clearly labelled as such. The council believes

this is necessary both because consumers have a right
to know and because the label will tell consumers that
some foods, especially fruits like pawpaws and strawberries,

will have a longer storage life. We believe the label

. .../6
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should read "treated with radiation" rather than one

of the more confusing alternatives such as "treated with
,v

ionizing energy".

Consumers are also interested in the byproducts of the

nuclear industry which in the past has not been keen

to inform the public about details of hazardous waste

disposal.

The consumer movement is 'marketing' the process of

irradiation and will continue to give consumers information

that allows them to make an informed choice.
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