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At its 15th Session in July 1983 the Joint FAO/WHO Codex
Alimentarius Commission adopted a Codex General Standard

for Irradiated Foods and a Recommended International
Code of Practice for the Operation of Radiation
Facilities Used for the Treatment of Foods
(Attachment 1).

The Codex Alimentarius Commission

2. In order to appreciate the significance of the Codex
work on irradiated foods, it is necessary to provide a
brief background on the programme.

3. The Codex Alimentarius Commission is the governing
body of the Joint FAO/WHO Food Standards Programme. It
was established in 1962 with the objectives of
coordinating and rationalizing international activities
in food standardization. Its main functions are:

to facilitate international trade through
the removal of those non-tariff barriers
caused by differing national food standards;
to protect the health of consumers and
ensure fair practices in the food trade;
and
to promote coordination of all food standards
work undertaken by international governmental
and non-governmental organizations.



4. The Commission prepares international food standards
for products of importance in world trade and recommends
them to the 125 member governments for adoption in place
of their national standards. Documents of an advisory
nature, such as codes of hygienic and technological
practice, are also developed.

5. Codex standards are already succeeding in reducing
the complexity and expense of catering to widely

different import requirements and creating a greater
degree of consensus between trading countries.

6. The Commission is also achieving success in
coordinating and rationalizing the work of international
organizations involved in food standardization such as
FAO, WHO, OECD, ECE and ISO. This is essential to remove
non-tariff barriers.

7. Under the Codex Acceptance Procedure, governments are
urged to adopt Codex standards into their domestic food
law. Acceptance involves an undertaking to allow the
free distribution of products complying with the standard.

8. One of the purposes of Codex standards is to remove
discrimination, on public health and quality grounds,
against imported foods. They do not cover quarantine and
tariff aspects.

9. Acceptance of Codex standards does not directly affect
export requirements. However, acceptance by other
countries does influence the processing of foods for
export which will have to comply with the requirements of
the importing country. Notwithstanding this, a country's
export standards need to allow scope for processors to
pack for other markets or to compete with other exporters.



10. To date, the Commission has finalised and sent to
governments for acceptance 200 international food
standards and over 30 associated codes of practice.
Maximum pesticide residue limits for over 1,300
pesticide/commodity combinations and a number of methods
of analysis and sampling have also been distributed.

Codex Involvement with Irradiated Foods

11. Before widespread use of food irradiation could be
introduced, the 'wholesomeness1 of the treated foods had
to be ascertained. This was assessed in terms of whether
the process produced any nutritional changes; achieved the
desired microbiological criteria without the development
of radiation resistant or genetically altered
microoroganisms; and produced no toxicologically
significant radiolytic products.

12. A Joint FAO/IAEA/WHO Expert Committee (JECFI) was
first convened in 1964 to consider the wholesomeness of
irradiated foods. Taking as a premise that the
irradiation of food resulted in the production of.
radiolytic products in the food, the Expert Committee
adopted the view that these products represented additions
to the food. It therefore concluded that the assessment

of the wholesomeness of irradiated foods should follow
procedures similar to those generally used for evaluating
the safety of food additives and should be pursued on a
food-by-food basis.

13. The 6th Session (1968) of the Codex Alimentarius
Commission decided that standards and codes for the
irradiation treatment of foods should be elaborated by
the Codex Committee on Food Additives which is hosted by
the Government of the Netherlands and meets in The Hague.



14. A subsequent meeting of JECFI (1969) had available
for consideration the results of a number of toxicological
studies carried out on irradiated wheat, potatoes and
onions. It reviewed the comparative data on several
varieties within a crop/ and accepted extrapolation of
data from a major variety to all varieties of that crop.
The Committee recommended temporary acceptance of
irradiated wheat and potatoes as wholesome, and requested
further studies on onions.

15. Much of the later data on irradiated foods has been
generated by the International Food Irradiation Project
(IFIP). This project, initiated in 1970, was supported
by 24 countries (including Australia) and was centred on
Karlsruhe in the Federal Republic of Germany.

16. The results of the IFIP program were documented in
66 Technical Reports, 4 Activity Reports, two books
(ELIAS and COHEN 1977, 1983) and a number of publications
in scientific journals.

17. In 1976 a meeting of JEFCI recommended the
unconditional acceptance of irradiated wheat, potatoes,
chicken, papaya and strawberries, and provisional
acceptance of irradiated cod and redfish.

18. On the basis of this work by JECFI the Codex draft
Standard for Irradiated Foods and the associated Code of
Practice were prepared. These were adopted by the 12th
Session (1978) of the Codex Committee on Food Additives
and endorsed by the 13th Session (1979) of the Commission
as a Recommended International Standard and Code of
Practice respectively.

19. In 1980 a further JECFI meeting concluded that any
foods irradiated up to an overall average dose of 10 kGy



posed no nutritional, microbiological or toxicological
hazard. Technically, it was considered that x-rays were
suitable as a source of ionising radiation and that food
irradiation was a physical process similar to the
conventional processing techniques of heating, freezing
or microwaving, and as such could not be regarded as
'adding1 anything to the food.

20. The 14th Session (1981) of the Commission agreed that
the General Standard and Code be amended in line with the
conclusions of JECPI and that the following be taken into
account:

(i) x-rays at an energy level of 5 MeV were
suitable as a radiation source;

(ii) re-irradiation, under certain conditions,
could be considered as good irradiation
practice;

(iii) any food irradiated at an overall average
dose of up to 10 kGy posed no nutritional,
microbiological or toxicological threat to
public health;

(iv) there was no scientific basis for the
declaration on the label that a food had
been irradiated.

21. The 15th Session (1983) of the Commission adopted the

revised Standard and Code (Attachment 1).

22. However, while the revision in relation to (i) and
(ii) above proceeded smoothly, there was considerable
controversy surrounding both the microbiological and
labelling aspects.

23. The 16th Session (1979) of the Codex Committee on
Food Hygiene had expressed concern that sub-lethal, low
dose irradiation may cause problems including increased
radiation resistance, increased pathogeni-city associated



with genetic changes of surviving micro-organisms/ and
selective destruction of vegetable cells preventing •
competitive growth of microorganisms prior to outgrowth
of Clostridium botulinum spores.

24. At the 12th Session (1982) of the Codex Committee on
Processed Meat and Poultry Products., concern was. again
expressed that irradiation at sub-lethal doses could
result in radical changes in the bacterial flora.

25. Consequently, FAO, WHO, IAEA and the International
Union of Microbiological Societies convened a meeting
(December 1982) on "The Microbiological Safety of
Irradiated Food". This meeting concluded that
"irradiation induced genetic mutation of pathogens in
food did not create an increased hazard to,health and -
there would be no qualitative difference between the kind
of mutation induced by ionizing irradiation and that
induced in any other pasteurization/partial preservation
methods such as heat treatment or vacuum drying" (refer
Attachment 2).

26. The responsibility for determining the method of
labelling of irradiated foods has been under consideration
by the Codex Committee on Food Labelling for a number of
years.

27. The revised Codex General Standard for Irradiated
Foods still contains no specific labelling provisions.
It simply requires the labelling to be in accordance with
the relevant provisions of the Codex General Standard for
the Labelling of Prepackaged Foods which is only now being
finalized.

28. The problem of labelling or irradiated foods is far
from simple. Many irradiated raw or processed foods can



later be processed into different products. Furthermore,
irradiated, foods/ whether processed or raw/ can be
used as ingredients in manufactured foods. These foods
may be prepackaged or shipped in bulk and may be directed
either to the consumer or to the food industry for further
processing or packaging.

29. The form of label information is also a complex
problem: should the label state only the fact of
irradiation or give/ as well/ the technological purpose
of the irradiation process? How should this type of
information be stated on the label ? What prominence
should it be given in relation to the name of the food ?

30. It could be argued that a potato irradiated to
inhibit sprouting is no different from a potato treated
with chemicals or from an untreated potato stored under
certain conditions of temperature and humidity to extend
shelf-life. In terms of health protection, it would not
seem necessary to identify such products as having been
irradiated. In fact/ the declaration of residues or
contaminants in food (eg. residues of substances used in
agriculture and animal husbandry, processing aids or
heavy metal contaminants) is visually not required under
national regulations and is not required under the
labelling standards established by the Codex Alimentarius
Commission.

Developments Within the Codex Committee on Food Labelling

31. The 17th Session (October 1983) of the Labelling
Committee was unable to take a decision on labelling
because the delegations of Canada, Denmark, FR Germany,
Sweden, United Kingdom and United States of America .
advised that they could not indicate a final position
since national reviews were still in progress.



32. The Committee tentatively decided that "a food which
has been treated with ionizing radiation/energy shall
include on the label the statement 'treated by ionizing
energy1". However, Denmark, France, FR' Germany and Sweden
reserved their position on the basis that they preferred
declaration of 'treated by ionizing radiation1. No
decision was taken on how second generation products

should be labelled.

33. At the recent 18th Session (March 1985) of the
Committee the labelling or irradiated foods remained
highly controversial.

34. The observer of IAEA expressed the view that

"labelling declarations should not be mandatory
and that the requirements to label irradiated
foods should be left to national authorities
labelling provisions related to irradiated
ingredients would be of little value."

35. The delegations of Denmark, Thailand, Colombia,
India, Spain, Trinidad, UK and FR Germany considered that
the phrase "treated with ionizing energy" could mislead
the consumer and preferred use of the term "irradiation".

36. However, the observer of the International
Organization of Consumer Unions (IOCU) opposed the term
"irradiation" because a survey had shown that the term
held extremely negative connotations for consumers with
regard to health and radioactivity. To encourage
positive thinking IOCU had suggested use of an
internationally recognized symbol in conjunction with an
education program.

37. Finally, on the proposal of USA and UK, the following



wording was adopted for inclusion in the General
Labelling Standard:

5.2 Irradiated Foods I/
5.2.1 A food which has been treated with ionizing

radiation energy shall indicate on the
label that treatment in close proximity to
the name of the food.

5.2.2 When an irradiated product is used as an
ingredient in another food, this shall be
so declared in the list of ingredients.

5.2.3 When a single ingredient product is prepared
from a raw material which has been
irradiated, the label of the product shall
contain a statement indicating the
treatment.

I/ The text of this section remains under review.

38. Australia expressed concern that the above wording
would leave it open for national authorities to require
many different labelling'requirements. Such
diversification created the risk of non-tariff barriers.
The Committee noted an Australian proposal to urge
national authorities to adopt the provision without
including more stringent provisions in the form of
specific mandatory wording. This would enable
manufacturers to use different forms of wording provided
that it adequately informed the consumer of the process
and was not deceptive or misleading.

39. It is interesting that a recent consumer survey in
Canada gave preference to label declarations such as
"freshness extended by irradiation" and "ionized fresh".
It is understood that the US industry now favours such
declaration of the benefit along with the treatment.
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40. In summary, the present situation in Codex was
summed up by the Secretariat at the Labelling meeting when
it expressed regret that it had not been possible for the
Committee to provide more precise advice. It pointed out
that the old Codex General Labelling Standard finalized
in 1969 had included the following provision:
"Poods which have been treated with ionizing radiation
shall be so designated".

41. A copy of the relevant section of the Report of the

Labelling Committee is included as Attachment 3.

Situation in Australia

42. Within Australia, the States and the Territories are
responsible for the administration of domestic food law.
However, a high degree of uniformity is achieved through
the activities of the Food Standards Committee of the
National Health and Medical Research Council. This
prepares Model Food Standards which are recommended to
the States and Territories for uniform adoption.

43. An Australian Model Food Standard for Irradiated
Foods, based on the Codex Standard, is in the final stages
of development. Because Codex has not been able to
provide specific labelling requirements, considerati n is
being given to the alternatives "treated with ionising
energy" or "treated with ionizing radiation".

44. As far as exports of Australian food products are
concerned, Ministerial Orders under the Export Control
Act (1982), administered by the Department of Primary
Industry, impose a variety of requirements and conditions
before export approval is granted. The purpose is to
ensure that Australian products entering overseas markets
are of a high and consistent quality and are correctly
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described. These export controls are part of a broader
range of Government measures designed to maintain and
improve Australia's access to overseas markets.

45. Although the Ministerial Orders do not contain
specific provisions on irradiation, they would'allow
approval of such treatment where it is approved by the
importing authorities. The Department would, of course,
ensure that the labelling requirements of the importing
country are complied with.

Conclusion

46. In an address to an Australian Symposium in October
1983 Professor J F Diehl (Karlsruhe) stated that
"psychological barriers to a process associated with the
word 'radiation1 are still formidable; it appears however,
that acceptance by authorities, food industry and
consumers continues to grow". I wonder whether there has
been much progress in the eighteen months since these
words were spoken. Certainly the treatment remains

controversial.


