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Statement opposing support to the European civil society statement against food irradiation (October 2005)

Cheshire and Merseyside Public Health Network and Heart of Mersey do not believe that the European Public Health Alliance should oppose the use of food irradiation and the sale of irradiated food in the European Union.

There are greater food-related public health priorities which would benefit the health of citizens of the European Union - for example reducing the amount of saturated fat in the food chain – which is a major contributor to major public health problems such as coronary heart disease and obesity.

Irradiation, carried out under conditions of Good Manufacturing Practice, is commended as a safe and effective food processing method that can reduce the risk of food poisoning and preserve foods without detriment to health and with minimum effect on nutritional quality. 

This view has been endorsed by international bodies such as the World Health Organisation, the Food and Agricultural Organisation and Codex Alimentarius.  Acute diarrhoeal diseases, which may be attributed basically to consumption of contaminated food and water, continue to represent one of the most frequent causes of morbidity and mortality among children below five years.

/cont...
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Food irradiation has been examined thoroughly by joint committees of the World Health Organization, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation, the European Community Scientific Committee for Food, the United States Food and Drug Administration and by a House of Lords committee (UK).  It is a safe and effective way to kill bacteria in foods and extend its shelf life.

From an environmental perspective, irradiation makes possible the replacement of chemical fumigants such as ethylene oxide, propylene oxide and methyl bromide. Irradiation can also decrease losses from storage and pests. Reducing losses is particularly important in the context of global distribution and storage of food.

As food irradiation extends the shelf-life of food, this makes it more likely that shops will stock perishable items, for example fresh fruit and vegetables. This is advantageous in areas of deprivation where individuals are likely to shop less frequently and beneficial to families on low-incomes who rely on taxis/buses to do their '”big shop”. It is a relatively cheap way of extending shelf-life (keeps costs lower for those on low incomes; supports producers in developing countries). 

Please note that our opposition to the campaign in favour of food irradiation is based on information and evidence currently available

Prepared for Cheshire and Merseyside Public Health Network (ChaMPs) and Heart of Mersey ( HoM) by Helen Casstles, Environmental Public Health Specialist, Centre for Public Health, Liverpool John Moores University and Modi Mwatsama, food and health programme at HoM.
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