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 > Health Canada's notion of bombarding food with radiation to kill dangerous

 > germs is, according to this story, going be a tough sell. Most consumers

 > would probably cringe if they knew the cheeseburger they were about to

 clamp

 > down on had been zapped with enough radiation to kill a horse -- the

 > equivalent of about 30 million chest X-rays. But these are not

 > glow-in-the-dark burgers. Irradiated food is not radioactive. While the

 > process creates chemical by-products in the food, Bruce Lauer, head of

 > Health Canada's food additives and contaminants section, was cited as

 saying

 > animal tests show it's safe. And while some vitamins are lost, Lauer notes

 > that freezing and cooking also decrease a food's nutritional value,

 stating,

 > "The benefits of food irradiation are overwhelming, compared to the small

 > amount of risk that would be entailed from the treatment of food."

 > The story says that one topic of contention is a class of compounds found

 > only in irradiated animal fat. As Lauer explains, German scientists

 > concluded that one of the compounds in these so-called

 2-alkylcyclobutanones

 > (2-ACBs) is "genotoxic," meaning it breaks DNA strands -- raising the

 > spectre of a cancer risk. But, he adds, Health Canada evaluated the German

 > work "and concluded the studies do not demonstrate a

 > positive genotoxic activity."

 > In July, the European Commission's scientific committee on food said the

 > research was lacking to determine at what level 2-ACBs are safe. Still,

 the

 > committee noted that the World Health Organization and the UN's Food and

 > Agriculture Organization and International Atomic Energy Agency had

 > published "wholesomeness assessments" based on a large number of studies

 of

 > irradiated foods.

 > For Douglas Powell, scientific director of the Food Safety Network at

 > Ontario's University of Guelph, the health benefits that the process

 offers

 > tip the scale. Food irradiation "has been endorsed by pretty well every

 > major scientific body that's looked at it around the world," he says.

 > Furthermore, there are between two million and seven million cases of

 > food-borne illness in Canada each year. "There are theoretical risks with

 > anything," Powell adds. "When a child dies, or has long-term kidney damage

 > from eating bad food, that's very real."

 > Others dispute the evidence. A joint report published in October by the

 > Washington-based consumer-advocacy group Public Citizen and the Global

 > Resource Action Center for the Environment in New York, claims the WHO

 > ignored research that questions irradiated food's safety. The WHO, the

 > report says, "has taken a leap of faith that could threaten the health of

 > millions of people living in more than 50 countries."

 > Then there's the argument that irradiation is simply the wrong way to go.

 > Instead, we should hire more food inspectors and increase fines for

 > food-handling infractions, says Angela Rickman, deputy director of the

 > Sierra Club of Canada. "The comparison I would make is in order to address

 > lung cancer, do we give everyone chemotherapy, or do we restrict smoking?"

 > adds Rickman.

 > Consumers at least have a choice. In Canada, food treated with

 radioactivity

 > must be labelled "treated with radiation," "treated by irradiation" or the

 > equivalent, and bear a symbol called the radura. It's simple: if you don't

· want irradiated food, don't buy it.
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 > The number of supermarket chains in the U.S. offering irradiated ground

 beef

 > is steadily increasing. It was only in May of this year that the first

 > chain, Wegman's, started offering the beef in 62 stores. Now, Giant Foods,

 > Washington DC's largest chain, Jewel-0sco in Chicago, and most recently,

 > Fresh Brands Inc.'s Piggly Wiggly and Dick's supermarkets, have all

 started

 > to sell irradiated ground beef. With these chains getting on the

 irradiation

 > bandwagon, the number of stores nationwide offering the product is

 estimated

 > to be well over 1,000. And this number may soon double since Royal Ahold,

 > the conglomerate  that owns several supermarket chains including Giant

 Food,

 > plans to bring the product to all 1,600 of its stores.  And that is only

 > counting "fresh" ground beef. Frozen, irradiated ground beef has been

 > available since 2000 and currently can be found in over 3,000 supermarkets

 > in more than 30 states.  According to the consumer affairs advisor for

 > Giant, sales of irradiated ground beef are exceeding the chain's

 > expectations.

 > Restaurants are also turning to food irradiation to lower their risks

 > associated with foodborne illness. In November 2002, Embers America, with

 60

 > restaurants in the upper-Midwest became the first family-style eatery to

 > offer irradiated hamburgers. Dairy Queen has been gradually expanding the

 > sale of hamburgers made with irradiated ground beef in their Minnesota

 > stores this year and announced in November that they will soon offer the

 > product in all restaurants in the state.

 > The electron-beam irradiated ground beef is supplied by NAMP Member

 > SureBeam, based in San Diego. SureBeam spokesman Mark Stephenson was cited

 > as saying that "at least 10" other restaurant chains were interested in

 > purchasing this product. Stephenson said that some well-known restaurants

 > are selling irradiated ground beef products but have not announced that

 they

 > were doing so.

 > A main reason for this rather sudden and rapid increase in the use of

 > irradiated ground beef seems to be a result of consumer education.

 According

 > to Karen Brown of the Food Marketing Institute (FMI), people are "putting

 > together" the connection between food irradiation and its reduction of

 > harmful bacteria. Unquestionably, the large number of recalls of ground

 beef

· in 2002 has helped to foster the change in attitude.

