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oocl s a k y  is a suli.jcct of growing 
jlnltortance to roiisiiiiiers. One 
1-easoii is tlie emergence of new 

tylm of h a r i i h l  bacteria or evolving 
forms of older ones that can valise 
serious illness. A relatively new strain of 
E. coli, for example, has caused severe, 
aiitl i ~ i  son it^ cases life-thrcateililig, 
ou tltrt~iks of 1ootl-l)ornc. illiiess through 
cwitaminated products such as grouiitl 

ant1 iiiil~asteiirized fruit juices. 
Scientists e regi~lators and lawiiiakers, 

worliing to cletcrnline how best to coni- 
I tat footl-l)ornc~ illness, are encouraging 
tlie u s e  of tec~linologies that can eiiIia1icc 
the safety ol‘ the nation’s footl sul)ply. 

“hadiation should be our next 
step in food safety and should play 
an integral part in our continued 
demand for safer food.” 
-David Kessler, M.D., dean of Yale Medical 
School and former FDA commissioner 

Many ht3altli exllerts agree that tising a 
1)i-owss callt3tl irratiiation (*an he an 

hazarcls and ensiire that harniful organ- 
isms are not in tlie footls we biiy. Ihiring 
irratliation, foods are exltostvl h i e f l y  to 
a radiant tmergy soiirw--siivli a s  
gainiiia rays or (4rt.troii 1)eaiiis-within 
a shieltletl facility. Irrattiation i s  not a 
suhstitute Liir pro~ter footl maniifactiir- 
iiig atitl 11antUing 1)rocdiires. Bat the 
1irowss, eslwcially wlieri u s e d  to treat 

ivv way to help r e c l l I (  

meat and 1)oiiltr.y 1tro(lucts, (*ail kill 
harmfiil hac teria, greatly i-etluc.ing 
potential liazartls. 

The Food and Drug Atlmiiiistratioii 
lias alqtrovecl irracliation of meat ant1 
p i i l t r y  atid allows its iise for a variety 
of ot1it.r foo(Is, inclucling frcsh fruits and 
vegetaldes, ant1 slticw. The agency 
cletcmilinetl that the pro(-ess is safv ant1 
effective in tlecwasing or eliniinathig 
liarinfiil Itacteria. Irradiation also 
retlut-cs spoilage Itacteria, insects am1 
pi-asitcs, ant1 iii certain friuts ant1 
vegeta1)les it 1Illiil)its s~troiiting a i d  
tlelays ripming. For examl)le, iri-atliatetl 
sti*awltei*ritls stay unspoiled 111) to three 
weelrs, versus three to  live clays for 
untreatecl 1)rrries. 
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Foot1 irracliation is allowetl in nearly 40 
countries ant1  is cmtlorsecl Ity the World 
J Iealth Organization, the American 
Mctlival Assoc*iation ant1 iiiaiiy other 
organizations. 



Stutlies show that (wiisiiiiiers art’ ] )e-  
c~onling iiiore iiitwestcvl in irratlia tetl 
footls. For exaiiiltlc, the University of 
Gtwrgia createcl a morlr  supermarltet 
setting tliat explaiiietl irradiation aiitl 
fount1 that 84 percwit of 1)artivil)atiiig 
wiisuiiit*rs saitl irratliation is “soiiie~liat 
nec~c~sswy“ or “very iiwvssai-y.” h i t 1  

variety of‘ groiil’s-iiiclutliilg the Ameri- 
(-an Meat Institute, tlw International 
Fc )( )t I lid’( )riii at ic 111 C onnd, tlie 

(’011Slllllt’r rescarel1 con(luc.tcYl I by a 

“The Arnerican Me 
II affirms food i r ~ a ~ j a f ~ ~ n  as a 

niques available to maintain an 

-Thomas R. R eardon, M.D., AMA president 



Foocl irradiation is a process iii 
m 0  which foot1 products are 

exl)osecl to a controllet1 amount of 
radiant energy to kill 2iani~f’~d 1)acteria 

brivter, ant1 Subiionella. The 1)rocess 
also can coiitrol insects and ])arasites, 
retliice spoilage, anti hili ihit rilwikig 

Sll t ’h  as E .  C o l i  0 157~117, (:UrfZllylQ- 

and spl’outillg. 

istratioii has evdaatetl the safety 

and has found irracliation to he safe under 
a variety of conditions and has approveil 
its use for many foods. Sviimtific stiiclies 
have shown that 11-1-acliation tloes not 
sigiifiiwdy recliice nutritioiid quidity or 
significantly change food taste, texture or 
apl)earaiice. 11-radiattd foocls (10 iiot ])e- 
coilit’ radioactive. lrratliation can ,roducc. 
chaiiges in food, sirnilar to c-hanges caused 
hy cool&ig, hiit in smaller amounts. 

of tllis tec.hnology over the last 44 years 

a i d  moved hy convttycr helt 
into a shic.ldetl i*ooiii. There the food is 
exl)ostvl hriefly to a radiant-energ 

source-t he alllollnt of cwergy t1rl)e”‘ls 
on the food. Energy waves passing 
through the food 1,realr molecular bonds 
in the DNA of lmcteria, otliri- patho- 
gens, and insects. These orgallisms die 
or, unal)le to reprod w e ,  tlicii- iiuiiibers 
are hc4tl clown. Food is left virtually 

liar teria, parasites a d  fiiiig4 is reclucetl 
and may lw eliminatecl. 

I If 1111c11a11get1, 1,ut the nl~lnl,er of llarlllflll 

irraclia t et1 
foocls iliclutle 
1al)eluig with eitlier 
the s tatemt~n t 
“ti-c~attd with 
radiatioii” or 
“treated 1)y irracLia- 
ti011” a d  the intern a- 
tional syiihol for irra- 
tlia tion, the ractura. 

The Radura 

A. Not widely yet. Soiiie stows have 
sold huadiated fruits aiict veg- 

etaldes since the early 1990s. Ii-ratliattd 
podtry is availaJAe ui soinc p )very 
s torrs-rims tl y small, iii t lepeiict eat mar- 
kets-ant1 on i~icniis of a few 1-tastauraiits. 

On tlie other liaiid, soiiie spices sold 
wholesale in this (wiui try art’ ir-ratliatetl, 

? 

m 



wllic-li chliiiatcs the ncw 1 for (*I i t~ i i i i td  

fiiniigation to twntrol Ijests. American 
astronauts havv eaten irratliattd footls hi 
spaw since tlir early 1970s. Patients with 
wealrenett iiiiiiiiinti systems are soiiietiiiies 
fet 1 kratliatetl footls to retlucY the cha11c*e 
of a life- thi-eateiihig iilrrctioii . 

Jibs. T h  traiislwrt t111t1 IKIII- 
tlhig of ratlioac*tive material is 

stric-tl y regidatetl, aiitl irracliatioii 
Eat-ilitivs arc’ iiiaclc to witlistand natural 
clisastcrs siic.11 as eartliqualres. The 
ratlioactive c*ol)alt c~)miiionly iisetl is 
iiiatle s p ( i a l l y  to serve as a safe. ratlia- 
tion soiwce for hospitals anti irratlia- 
tion facilities. Workers hi irratliation 
plants are protected Ily thick walls 

the ratliatioii soiirw. If 
1 to enter the irratliatiiig 

rooiii, the eiierg soiii-cc is lowered into 
a pool ol‘ water tliat a1)sorI~s the raclia- 
tion ancl I)rotec*ts the workers froin any 
exlwitre. hi clec-tron I)eaiii faviljties, 
tlir eiierhy soiirw is turiietl off. Tliere 
are al)oiit 30 licwisetl irradiation 
fa(-ilities in the Uiiitetl States, iisetl 
iiiaiiil y to sterilize iiietlical eqiiipiimt, 
iiiaiiy coiisiiiiier I)ro(liicts, aml, i i i  soiiie 
c’ast’s, footl. 

“When the public finally sees a need 
for ~ r r a ~ ~ a f i ~ n  and ~ e a / i ~ e ~  i 

even ~ e ~ a n ~  it.” 
-George Pauli, food irradiation safety coordinator, 
US. Food and Drug Administration. 
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Experts emphasize that though food 
irradiation can reduce food-borne illness 
risk, the process complements, but 
doesn’t replace, proper food handling 
practices by producers, processors and 
consumers. For example, a few bacteria 
may survive the irradiation process in 
meats and poultry and could multiply if 
the meat is left unrefrigerated. Also, 
bacteria from other foods can be carried 
to irradiated foods if care isn’t taken to 
avoid cross-contamination. So consum- 
ers should continue to follow these food 
safety precautions: 
S Clean-Wash hands in hot, soapy 
water before preparing food and after 
using the bathroom, 
changing diapers and 
handling pets. Wash 
cutting boards, knives, utensils ,wAywy 

and countertops in hot, soapy 
water after preparing each food item and 
before going on to the next one. 
d Separate-Avoid cross-contamination 
by keeping raw meat, poultry and sea- 
food separate from 
other foods in the 
grocery cart and in 
the refrigerator. If 
possible, use one 
cutting board for raw meat products and 
another for salads and other foods that 
are ready to be eaten. Don’t place 
cooked food on a plate that has held raw 

meat, poultry, seafood, or uncooked 
marinades. 
J Cook-Use a meat thermometer to 
measure the internal temperature of 
cooked meat and poultry to ensure 
thorough cooking. Ground poultry should 
be cooked to at least 165 

, >.. 
I 160 degrees F; roasts 

and steaks, 145 degrees 

bird), 180 degrees F. Cook eggs 
until the yolk and white are firm, 
and cook fish until it is opaque and flakes 
easily. Boil sauces, soups and gravy 
when reheating, and heat other leftovers 
to 165 degrees F. 
J Chill-Refrigerate or freeze perish- 
ables, prepared foods, and leftovers 
within two hours. 

Never defrost or mari- 
nate foods on the counter. 
Use the refrigerator, cold 
running water, or a micro- 
wave oven. Divide large 
amounts of leftovers into 
small, shallow containers for quick 
cooling in the refrigerator. Remove 
stuffing from poultry and other stuffed 
meats after cooking and refrigerate in a 

degrees F; ground meat, 

F; and poultry (whole ~ 

1 
I 

separate container. 
Don’t pack the 
refrigerator full. 
Cool air must 
circulate to keep 
food safe. 



This brochure is based on an article that appeared in FDA 
Consume6 the official magazine of the US. Food and Drug 
Administration. It is intended to serve as a consumer 
education tool on the process of food irradiation. 

"Food Irradiation: A Safe Measure" is also available on the 
FDA website at http:lwfda.gov/. Or you can call 1-888- 
SAFEFOOD for more information on food safety. 

The organizations listed below have contributed to the 
content and printing of this brochure: 

American Meat Institute 
Department of Health and Human Services 

(US. Food and Drug Administration) 
Food Marketing institute 
Grocery Manufacturers of America 
National Cattlemen's Beef Association 
National Food Processors Association 
The American Dietetic Association 

January 2000 
Publication No. (FDA) 00-2329 

http:lwfda.gov

