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S c ~ e n t i f i c  Cantr lbut ions Cont'd 

Approval of Meat Irradiation in Canada: 12 Years of Waiting 

A Brief History of Irradiation 
------------------- 
The abil i ty of radiation to destroy 
microorganisms was reported in the 
Journal Minsch in 1896. Since that 
time, for more than a century the 
safety and quality of irradiated foods 
has been studied extensively. 

On the basis of the large body of 
scientif ic evidence that  has been 
collected the use of irradiation with 
foods has been endorsed by the 
Wor ld Heal th  Organ iza t ion .  I n  
Canada, irradiation of potatoes to 
prevent sprouting was approved in 
1960; and irradiation of spices and 
herbs was approved i n  1984 .  
However, since then Canada has not 
approved the use of  irradiation for 
any other foods. I n  contrast, the US 
has by now approved the use of  
irradiation for control of pathogens 
in eggs, pork, fruits, poultry , red 
meat, spinach and lettuce. 

The 1998 Petition for Irradiation of 
Ground Beef 
------------------- 
I n  1998 the Canadian Cattlemen' s 
Associat ion submi t ted  t o  Heal th 
Canada a petition for permission to 
irradiate ground beef in Canada. At 
the same t ime similar applications 
were made by other organizations for 
use of irradiation with poultry, shrimp 
and mangoes. The petition underwent 
extensive review by Health Canada's 
Food D i rec to ra te  w i t h  t h e  
involvement of  scientists from the 
Bureaus o f  Nut r i t iona l  Sciences, 

Chemical  S a f e t y ,  and Microb ia l  
Hazards. The conclusions o f  t he  
review were that irradiation was safe 
and e f fec t i ve .  Consequently,  the  
amendments to permit irradiation of 
ground beef were published in Canada 
Gazette, Part I, on November 23, 
2002. As we enter the last year of 
the decade no further action has been 
taken by the Government of Canada. 
The year 2010 will also mark the 10th 
anniversary of approval of irradiation 
for red meat in the USA. 

Why use I r radiat ion for Mea t  and 
Poultry Products? 

The rationale for use of irradiation for 
ground meat products is compelling. 
Irradiation can offer a 3 log reduction 
of E. coli 0157:H7 at  the low dose of 
1kGy. This is l ik ely 10 times more 
effective than any other current ly 
ava i lab le  i n t e r ven t i on .  Whi le 
irradiation is not necessary to assure 
the safety of properly cooked ground 
meat, the reality is that the majority 
o f  Canadians do n o t  use m e a t  
t he rmome te rs  t o  ensure  p roper  
cooking. Further, there is potential for 
transfer of pathogens from raw to  
cooked meat when meals are being 
p repared .  Perhaps t h e  mos t  
compelling argument for irradiation 
would be i ts  use for  t reatment  of  
foods in tended  f o r  h i gh  r i s k  
populat ions. I n  Canada there  are 
g row ing  numbers  o f  e lde r l y  and 
immuno-comprised individuals who 
have increased susceptibility to food- 
borne disease. I n  Britain, the use of 
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i r radiat ion t o  t reat  meals for  crit ically 
ill hospitals patients was approved in  
1 9 9 1  b u t  i n  Canada  e v e n  t h i s  
application is not  permitted. Ironical ly 
t h e  use  o f  i r r a d i a t i o n  t o  s te r i l i ze  
b a n d a g e s  a n d  o t h e r  d i s p o s a b l e  
med i ca l  supp l ies  i s  t h e  usua l  a n d  
indispensible practice. 

The Consequences of Inact ion 

The North American meat  industry is 
faced w i t h  an  increas ing ly  d i f f i cu l t  
out look as zero tolerance policies for  
E. co l i  0 1 5 7 : H 7  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  b e  
extended t o  o ther  types o f  possibly 
pathogenic E. coli. The response by 
regu la to r s  t o  con t inued  repo r t s  o f  
f o o d b o r n e  i l l n e s s  a c r o s s  N o r t h  
America is of ten additional emphasis 
on end-product testing. Here in Canada 
extens ive publ ic  hear ings in to  food 
safety have been conducted while one 
o f  t h e  m o s t  e f f e c t i v e  food  s a f e t y  
interventions remains illegal. 

There can be no doubt tha t  the use o f  
food irradiat ion could save l ives and 
signif icantly enhance food safety. The 
con t i nued  f a i l u r e  o f  pub l i c  h e a l t h  
au thor i t i es  and  t he  Government  o f  
Canada t o  app rove  t h i s  add i t i ona l  
intervent ion is inexcusable. 

T h e  R o l e  o f  t h e  M e a t  S c i e n c e  
Community 
------------------- 
The science support ing the  irradiat ion 
o f  foods is extensive and is not  being 
ques t ioned  b y  Heal th  Canada. The 
challenge appears t o  be polit ical and 
l i k e l y  a r i s e s  f r o m  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  
i r radiat ion by small bu t  vocal groups 
in  Canada. 

The  r e a s o n i n g  p r o v i d e d  b y  t h e s e  
groups is str ik ingly similar t o  tha t  i n  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l s  
opposed t o  m i l k  pasteurization i n  t h e  
ear ly 1900's.  T h e  possib i l i ty  t ha t  
these a rguments  have been g iven 
greater consideration than the  
views o f  the Government o f  Canada's 
own scient i f ic  advisors is cause f o r  
concern. As the meat  industry moves 
f o r w a r d  w i t h  i t s  e f f o r t s  t o  g a i n  
app rova l  f o r  t echno log ies  such as 
carcass irradiat ion (or  any other type 
o f  food safety intervention) we would 
all benefi t  f rom the  voice o f  the meat  
science community, because there are 
f e w  b e t t e r  q u a l i f i e d  t h a n  CMSA 
members t o  address these types o f  
issues f rom a fact-based perspective. 
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