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NAT HINAL CONSUMERS LEAGUE

Linda F. Golodner
Presia!mt

1701 K Street, NW, Suite 1200, Washington, DC 20006

PHONE (202) 835-3323 FAX (202) 835-0747 www.nclnet. org

March 6,2001

Bernard A. Schwetz, DVM, Ph.D.
Acting Principal Deputy Commissioner
U.S. Food and Drug Administration
5600 Fishers Lane
Rockville, MD 20857

Re: Irradiation Labeling, Docket No. 98N-1038

The National Consumers League is writing to urge FDA to support clear labeling of irradiated
foods. As America’s oldest nonprofit advocacy organization, NCL is quite concerned that the
current federal regulations requiring that irradiated foods be labeled with the terms “Treated with
Radiation,” or “Treated by Irradiation” will be replaced with other terms such as “Cold
Pasteurization” or “Electronic Pasteurization,” terms that mean nothing to consumers. This
would be a mistake and would serve to confhse and mislead the public.

Consumers want and deserve clear, factual information about the foods they eat, including
irradiated foods. Conspicuous, easy-to-read labeling, using the terms “Treated with Radiation,”
or “Treated by Irradiation” is the only way that consumers can make an informed choice about
irradiated products. Further, we strongly support that such declarative statements be located on
the principal display panel, accompanied by the radura symbol, and printed in a typeface large
enough to be read easily by elderly consumers or others with limited vision.

Numerous studies have demonstrated that consumers support labeling to indicate that a food has
been irradiated, and overwhelmingly prefer the current terminology “Treated with Radiation,” or
“Treated by Irradiation” to euphemisms such as “Cold Pasteurization” or “Electronic
Pasteurization.” FDA should act to ensure that consumers are adequately protected and properly
informed about the food products available in the marketplace by requiring clear and accurate
labeling of irradiated food products.

NCL stands ready to help educate the public about this important food safety issue. NCL has
recently released a new brochure: “Food Irradiation.. .What You Should Know.” The guide
provides clear answers to common consumer questions about irradiation such as how it’s
regulated, what foods are irradiated, and the effects of irradiation on food. I am enclosing a copy
for your review. Thank you for your consideration in this important matter.

Sincerely,

#A

.

INDA F. GOLODN”ER
President



Tolearnmoreaboutfoodsafetyandfoodirrdlation,callthe

FoodandDrugAdministrationat 1-888-SAFE-FOOD(l-888-723-
p

3366),yourlocallibraq,healthdepatiment,orvisitNCL’SWeb

site,WWZU.nclnet.org/foodafeO’, whichincludeslinkstoonline

II

resources,brochures,andothervaluableinformation. I

NationalConsumeN league
1701KStreetNW,Suite1200
Washington,DC20006

phone:202-835-3323

FW202-835-0747

Ernai]:t’t’Z~O@?ZCbZe/.Ofg

WebSite:www.nclnet.org

TheNationalConsumersLeaguethank
IBA-FoodSafetyDivision

foranunrestrictededucationalgrant.
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TheNuclearRegulatoryCommissionlicensesandregulatesgammaray

facilities,whiletheFDAandstateagenciesregulatee-beamandx-rayfacilities

(astheydomedicalx-raymachines),AUirradiationfacilitiesmustmeetthe *

requirementsoftheOccupationalSafetyandHealthAdministration,regarding

workersafety,andtheEnvironmentalProtectionAgency. *

Whatcan Idoifl don’twanttoeatirradiatedfoods?

Consumerswhowanttoavoidirradiatedfoodsshouldhavenotrouble,

Generally,allirradiatedfoodsmustbelabeledwiththeraduralogo(aflower-

likeimagethatistheinternationalsymbolforirradiation)(seeGlossary)and

thewords“treatedwithradiation”or“treatedbyirradiation.”Ifan irradiated

foodisnotpackaged(suchasloosefruit),theirradiationlabelingmustappear

onsignsnexttothefood,

hmdiationlabelingisnotrequiredforprocessedfoodsthatcontainonlysome

irradiatedingredients(suchasirradiatedspicesinahotdogthathasnotitselfbeen

irradiated).However,irrachatedmeatorpoultryingredients(suchasirradiatedbeef

inabeefandporkhotdog)mustbeidentifiedinthelistofingredientsonthelabel,

Irradiationlabelingiscurrentlynotrequiredforrestaurantfoods.

Shouldirradiatedfoodsrehandled differentlyfrom *

otherfoods?

No,Allfoods,includingirradiatedfoods,shouldbehandledproperly,Irradi- ,

atedfoodsarenotsterilizedandmaystillcontainsmallamountsofharmful

bacteriathatcanmultiplyandcauseillnessifthefoodisnotproperlycooked

orrefrigerated,Irradiatedfoodscanalsobecontaminatedbyfoodhandlers

whodonotwashtheirhandsorbycontactwithcontaminatedfoods.

Formoreinformationonproperfoodsafetyhandlingtechniques,callorvisit
tJfV‘CWah + L. A,,.h+vmh..m [l~onn1+(11,-,n..T/,,,,a1-IT,,al*L.,>1(1 mm .on

,, UJJJ WLU 01 b LUL UU1 ULULJiUIG 6Iirxy IL UWI1l, L\CC~ 111 lCCIIL1lY.(l-OUW-37-

8140;wuno.nchet,org)

Today,thereislittlecontroversyin thescientificcommunityaboutthesafetyof

irradiatedfoods,Fora fulllistingoforganizationsandexpertsthatendorse

irradiation,visitourWebsite,w, nchzet,org

Glossary

Food irradiation.Exposingfoodtohighenergyrays(gammarays,x-rays,

ore-beams)inordertokillharmfulbacteria,extendshelflife,orcontrol

insectpests,It issometimesreferredtoascoldpa.steutizationorelec-

tronicpasteurization,

Free radicals,Atomsormoleculeswithanunpairedelectron,Theyare

unstableandreactwithothermoleculestoformmorestableproducts,

Ionizing energy.Energythatishighenoughtochangeatomsbyknocking

anelectronfromthemtoformanion,butnothighenoughtosplitatomsand

therebycauseexposedobjectstobecomeradioactive,

Pathogen, Abacterium,virus,orparasitethatcausesillness,Bacteriathat ,,

maycausefoodborneillnessincludeSalmonella,E. coli 0157:H7,

Campylobackrjejuni, andListeriarnonocytogenes,Illness-causingparasites

includetheprotozoaCyclosporaandToxoplmmagondii.

Radioisotopes.Anelementthatisradioactive(i.e.,thatemitsradiantenergy

asitdecays),Someirradiationplantsusea radioisotope,suchascobalt-60,to

irradiatefoods,

Radiolyticprodwts.Chemicalsproducedinfoodsasa resultofirradiation.

Theseareknownchemicalsthatalreadyexistin thefoodsupplyandare

41$b
producedinsuchsmallamountsthattheydonotposeany

healthhazard.w Radura.Theflower-likesymbolindicatingthata food ,,
,.:

hasbeenirradiated .,
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theUS.andothercountries

manyyears.In theU.S.and

severalothercountries,a

significantpercentageof

spicesareirradiated.Much

ofthepapayaandother

tropicalfruitsshippedto

themainlandU.S.from

Hawaiiareirradiated,

Mostfoodsarenotirradiated,Thismaybechanging,however,asmoreand -—
ascontactlenssolutionandbabypacifiers.

morefoodprocessorsadoptirradiationtoeliminateharmfulbacteriathatmay Inaproperlyrunirradiationplant,workersarenotexposedtoanyradiation
slipthroughtheirothersafetyprocedures,

i

andweardosimeterstoensurethisisthecase,Irradiationplantsaredesigned

Som~ irrdiatwl fndc havp been eaten in _ withseverallayersofprotectiontosafeguardworkersfromexposure,

Irradiationplantsarenotnuclearreactorsandcannothavea “melt-

down,”Inaproperlyrunfacility,noradioactivityisreleasedintothe

L environmentataI1,Irradiationplantsproducelittleornoradioac-

!vewaste,

Howdrn
irradiai

)esthegovernmentregulate

- ‘edfoodpTheFDAmustreviewandapproveeachnewuseofirradiation.For
F example,ifa companywantstoirradiateeggs,itmustsubmitapetitiontothe

AnumberofhospitalsintheU.S.and “~” FDA,andtheFDAmustreviewandapproveitbeforeirradiatedeggsmaybe+=
Englanduseirradiationtosterilizefoodsforpatientswithweakenedimmune marketedtothepublic,Ifthepetitionisforirradiationofmeatorpoultryor
systems;andNASAastronautseatirradiatedfoodsduringspacemissions. ingredientsinmeatorpoultryproducts,theFDAwillalsoconsultwiththeUS,

DepartmentofAgriculture,

Is lrradiationsafeforworkersandtheenuh’onment?
Sofar.theFDAhasapp~~,,~~I,,A”+$--.t .,.., ,,..,,_.,,,,~~,~LKuI VI Wlollowhgioodstoenhancetheir

l~di~ti~ii aireadyhasa recordofmorethan30yearsofsafeusein theUnited safety:rawmeat,rawpoultryshelleggs,seedsforgrowingsprouts,andherbs

States,Therearecurrentlyabout40irradiationfacilitiesin theU.S.,mostof andspices,TheFDAhasalsoapprovedlow-doseirradiationoffoodstokill

whichareusedtosterilizemedicalproductssuchassurgicalglovesandsutures, inSeCti)estsandmwtwd chdf 1if~



Whatchemicalchangesoccurhrfood
whenitis irradiated,andarethesehazardous?

Irradiationmayproduce‘(freeradicals,”unstableatomsthatreactwithother

atomstoproduceminorchemicalchangesin thetreatedfood,Theendresult

ofthesereactionsistinyamountsofcertainchemicals,suchashydrogen

peroxide,whicharealreadynaturallypresentin thefoodsupplyorareformed

whenfoodsarecooked.Theseradiolyticproducts(i.e.,productsofirradiation)

areknownchemicalsandareproducedinsuchsmallamountsthattheyare

notbelievedtoposeahealthhazard.

Wiiiirradiationtrroduce
“sutrergerms”?

No,Foodirradiationwillnotproduce

radiation-resistantstrainsofbacteria,

Thiscanonlyhappenifbacteriaare

subjectedtorepeated,closelyspaced,

sublethaldosesofradiation,

Canirradiationbeusedtoconceai
afood’ssiroiiedtasteor a!roearancep

No.Irradiationcannotdisguisespoiledfood,Itcannotreversethe

spoilageprocessorcamouflagethebadodorandtasteof Aa
spoiledfood, A

contaminated,irradiationwillnotbeeffective.Justasmilkmustmeetcertain

sanitationstandardsbeforeitcanbepasteurized,somustfoodsmeetsanita-

~ tionstandardsbeforetheycanbeirradiated,

,

i is irradiationreoiacing
governmentinwrectionoffoodfl

No,IrradiatedfoodswillcontinuetobesubjecttodailyinspectionbyUSDA

(formeatandpoultry)andperiodicinspectionbyFDAandstatefoodsafety

officials(forallotherfoods).

Areirradiatedfoodsiessnutritious
thanotherfoods?

hndiatio~hasnosignificanteffectonproteins,carbohydrates,andfats,Ithasno

effectatallontraceelementsandminerals,suchmcalcium,iron,andpotassium.

is irradiationbeingused Instead
ofgoodsanitationpractices?

TJAl.r~rliat{ofi;Omfi+m-,-l.h~..lA~,.+!...-.,“,...L4U.L4L.”.,,.~ UIIUmluulu llULm, c1

y

substituteforgoodsanitation.Ifa foodistooheav

Irradiationmay,however,affectsomevitamins.Thenatureandextentofthe

,,

,,,,,

,.,

,,,
,.,,

,.:}
,.,::

,:



I

I

Why beconcernedabout
foodborneillness?

Foodborneillnesscanbemorethanjustan

upsetstomach.Itmayalsocauselong-

termorpermanentillness,orevendeath,

Children,seniorcitizens,pregnantwomen,

andpeoplewithweakenedimmunesystems

aregenerallymostvulnerabletof()odborneill]

Somefoodsaremorelikelytocarqharmfulbacteriathanothers,Forexample,

foodsderivedfromanimalsthataresoldraw(e.g.,rawmeatorpoultry,raw

oysters)aremorelikelytocar~bacteriathancookedfoods,Groundmeatsare

morelikelytoharborharmfulbacteriathanwholecutsofmeat,Onlya “kill

step”(suchaspasteurizingmilkandeggs,cookinggroundmeatthoroughly,

orirradiatingsomefoods)caneliminatetheharmfulbacteria,

I

Foodirradiationisthetreatmentoffoodwithionizingenergy.Highenergy

rayspassthroughtheproduct,killingvirtuallyallharmfulbacteriaand

parasitesin oronthefood,Yet,thefoodremainsrawandundergoesonly

minorchemicalchanges,

Therearethreetypesoffoodirradiation:gamma—usesradioisotopes(e.g.,

cobalt-60)specificallydesignedtotreatfoodelectronbeam-directsan ‘(e-

beam”ofelectronsat thefoodproducttokillbacteria;andx-rays—aimsan

e-beamthrougha metalplatetogeneratex-rays,Bothe-beamandx-rayare

producedbymachinesthatcanbeturnedoffanddonotuseanyradioactive
matminlc,A.w.w..o.”,

WhyirradiatefoodsP

Withsomefoods,eventhebestsanitation

andstandardantibacterialtreatments

cannotensuresafetyForexample,there

isnoguaranteethatrawgroundbeefor

rawsproutswillbefreeofcertainharmful

:terialike,l?,t;oli0157Wor$almonellan

Thesefoodsprovidea favorableenvironment

forbacterialgrowthandtheirproduction

processdoesnotincludea ‘(killstep,”such

ascookingorpasteurization.For

thesefoods,irradiationprovidesa

“bacteria-killing’stepwithout

cookingthefood,

Foodsmayalsobeirradiatedtoextendshelflife,

F

,;:&; “’”‘“
andimportedfruitsandvegetablesmaybe “’”’

irradiatedtokillinsectpeststhatmight

otherwisethreatenU.S.agriculture. i

Is irradiatedfood
safetoeat? i

Yes,irradiatedfoodissafetoeat.

Doesirradiationmake
foodradioactive? i
No.Itdoesnotmakefood

radioactive.
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