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Over the past few weeks over 650 people across the country have been afflicted with a strain of Salmonella that originated from a Georgia peanut-processing plant. Recent events have brought to light that the president of the company and several lab technicians were aware that there was Salmonella contamination but continued to distribute the product. The outbreak has led to increased discussion among consumers as to the different measures and policies that should be taken to avoid such disasters in the future. One such possible “fix” that has gained prominence in the past few years is food irradiation.


Food irradiation is a process of exposing food to radiation to destroy microorganisms, bacteria, viruses, or insects. The process actually damages the DNA and can change the material makeup of the food. The overall effect that is emphasized by proponents of the method is that some or all of the harmful pathogens present, including Salmonella, are killed. However, hundreds of studies have been performed since the 1950s investigating the material changes to food that result from irradiation and its’ general safety. The results of these studies are inconclusive: some have demonstrated adverse effects of irradiation while others demonstrate an increase in food safety and quality. Despite this questionable safety to consumers, the FDA is currently proposing a rule that would allow certain irradiated foods to be marketed with “friendlier” labeling, or worse, without any labeling at all. This means that consumers will no longer be able to choose whether or not to consumer irradiated products.  


The safety of irradiated food is questionable by scientific standards. The longest human feeding study was 15 weeks. No one knows the long-term effects of a life-long diet of irradiated foods. The FDA approved the use of irradiation of poultry based on only 5 of 441 studies. The toxicologist who chaired the committee that approved irradiation later said that, "These studies reviewed in the 1982 literature from the FDA were not adequate by 1982 standards, and are even less accurate by 1993 standards to evaluate the safety of any product, especially a food product such as irradiated food." In addition, it should be noted that irradiation doesn't kill all the bacteria in a food; the ones that survive are by definition radiation-resistant. These bacteria will multiply and continue to contaminate the food chain with even stronger pathogens. However, consumers may become more lax in their own home sanitation measures if they believe that irradiation kills all the bacteria in food, thus leaving them even more prone to pathogenic infections from resistant bacteria and viruses.

Irradiation is not a preventive measure either; it is a quick fix that diverts attention away from the poor sanitation and food-handling procedures at large-scale farms and food processing plants that led to the contamination in the first place. According to Bill Freese, an analyst with the Center for Food Safety in Washington, D.C., “Food irradiation is a pseudo-fix… It's a way to try to come in and clean up problems that are created in the middle of the food production chain. I think it's clearly a disincentive to clean up the problems at the source." Successful public safety cannot be maintained by encouraging the use of a proverbial “magic bullet” of questionable safety. Instead, stronger preventive measures, such as more stringent sanitation practices and more frequent inspections should be taken to prevent outbreaks from their source. 


While focusing on the source of potential outbreaks the FDA has the responsibility to consider more stringent labeling practices of irradiated food so that consumers can make informed decisions about food purchases. Currently there are certain irradiated foods that are allowed to be labeled as “pasteurized” or “cold pasteurized.” Pasteurization is a process of heating liquids to destroy pathogens that has been used safely for decades. This is obviously not the same as using high-energy gamma rays on food. The fact that the FDA is allowing lax rules pertaining to the labeling of irradiated food is deliberately misleading and potentially dangerous to consumers. 
