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Background 
 
 
 
On May 29, 2003, despite thousands of comments from parents, teachers, students, and 
concerned citizens who overwhelmingly opposed the purchase of irradiated food for the 
National School Lunch Program, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) chose to include 
irradiated ground beef for federal nutrition programs.  As of September 2004, irradiated ground 
beef is available to schools and costs 29-80 cents more per pound than non-irradiated ground 
beef. However, school officials in each district can choose whether or not to purchase it 
for their schools. 
 
The possibility of irradiated food in schools began with the 2002 Farm Bill that was passed by 
Congress. The food irradiation industry was successful in inserting language into the bill that 
directs the Secretary of Agriculture not to prohibit the use of irradiated food in the National 
School Lunch Program.  Previously, irradiated food had been prohibited from the program. 
 
This provision attempts to accomplish legislatively what USDA could not achieve 
administratively in 2001.  In the spring of 2001, the USDA issued revised specifications for 
commodity contracts for the National School Lunch Program that would permit the purchase of 
irradiated food for the program.  A public outcry against the inclusion of irradiated food in the 
National School Lunch Program forced Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman to rescind the 
revised contract specifications. 
 
Irradiation exposes food to high doses of ionizing radiation to kill bacteria. In the process, 
irradiation disrupts everything in its path, depleting vitamins and nutrients and causing the 
creation of new chemicals – some of which do not naturally occur in food and that the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) has never studied for safety.  Research dating to the 1950s has 
revealed a wide range of problems in laboratory animals that ate irradiated foods, including 
premature death, cancer, stillbirths, genetic damage, organ malfunctions, stunted growth and 
vitamin deficiencies.  Recent studies by the Federal Research Center in Germany found that 
one class of irradiation byproducts, called alkylcyclobutanones, caused genetic damage to 
human cells and promoted cancer development.  
 
However, there is little research into the long-term health effects experienced by children who 
are exposed to toxic chemicals in foods. Nowhere in the world has there been a mass feeding of 
irradiated food to children over a prolonged period of time.  Dr. William Au, a toxicologist at the 
University of Texas Medical Branch has argued that “the scientific community and regulatory 
agencies have very little knowledge regarding how children respond to insult from toxic 
chemicals.  These concerns also apply to toxicological risk with respect to eating irradiated 
food.” This is significant, considering that children are more susceptible to toxic substances in 
their environment because they eat, drink and breathe much more than adults, pound for pound. 
 
The USDA “encourages” schools serving irradiated ground beef to label it as irradiated and 
notify parents – but it does not require them to do so.  This ignores parents, teachers, and 
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students’ right to know what is being served in school lunches. In 2004, a California right-to-
know law that would require public disclosure, parental notification, and school board approval 
prior to serving irradiated food in school lunches passed the CA legislature, but was vetoed by 
the Governor. Therefore, nationwide, parents and students can still be uninformed when 
irradiated food is served in school lunches.  
 
Recently, there have been a few bright spots in the struggle against irradiated foods being 
pushed onto school children. In June 2004, Congress passed the Child Nutrition Act (CNA), 
which restricts school lunch use of irradiated food. Specifically, CNA states that irradiated food 
may be made available to school children only at the request of state and local school systems 
and that its use in school lunches cannot be mandated by the USDA; that irradiated food cannot 
be subsidized by the federal government; and that state and school food authorities are to be 
provided with factual information about irradiation, including notice that irradiation is not a 
substitute for safe food handling.   
 
A number of states and schools are taking measures to keep irradiated food out of school 
lunches. As of September 2004, ten school districts, including Los Angeles and Washington DC, 
have outright banned irradiated food.  Others, notably Seattle, have adopted strong directives 
discouraging the use of irradiated foods as part of a comprehensive healthy school lunch policy.  
 
At the start of the 2004-2005 school year, only Minnesota, Nebraska, and Texas ordered 
irradiated ground beef for schools in their states.  Ultimately, all three states withdrew their 
orders for irradiated ground beef, citing the product’s high cost and the inadequate information 
provided by the federal government.    
 
Fans of irradiation (including the USDA) have been disappointed that irradiated ground beef has 
been so slow to catch on in school lunches – and they will continue to promote it to schools 
across the country.  The best way to make sure that irradiated food stays out of your local 
schools is to work with your school board to adopt a formal policy on this and other school 
nutrition issues.  This packet gives you some ideas and resources to get you started. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This is the “radura,” the symbol for Irradiated Foods  

*The radura is only required on products in grocery stores  



Getting Started- Working with School Boards 
 
Although the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has decided to purchase irradiated ground 
beef for the National School Lunch Program, they have left the decision of whether or not to 
serve it up to local food service directors and school boards.  It is essential that you work in your 
community to build support and then take your concerns to your school board and food service 
director and ask for a ban on irradiated food in your school district. 
 
Important facts about the National School Lunch Program:   
Many schools get some portion of the food they serve from the National School Lunch 
Program.  This program involves several levels of government.   State departments of 
education purchase commodity products (which now include irradiated ground beef) from the 
federal government (USDA) and offer it through their statewide distribution system to 
individual school districts.   If the state decides not to carry irradiated ground beef, local 
schools will not be able to receive this product through the National School Lunch Program – 
but they could purchase it on their own from another source. 

 
1) Over 91% of the thousands of comments submitted to the USDA on this issue were 

opposed to the agency's proposal to purchase irradiated food for school lunches.  
 
2) In January 2004, USDA started to offer irradiated ground beef for school lunches.  During 

the summer of 2004, we called all 50 states to find out if they planned to carry irradiated 
ground beef in their state’s commodity distribution program.   Many of the states told us that 
there was not enough demand for the product to justify carrying it.  In 2004, the three states 
that ordered irradiated food pulled out because of high cost and inadequate information. 

 
3) The boxes of irradiated meat arriving at schools will be labeled.  But, labeling in the cafeteria  

or parental notification is NOT required.  The USDA will "encourage" schools using 
irradiated meat to let parents know.  Urge your schools to properly label irradiated meat and 
send home notification if they will be serving it. 

 
4) Initial bids by suppliers of irradiated ground beef have been 29-80 cents more per pound 

than non-irradiated ground beef.  This should serve as a financial disincentive for cash-
strapped schools to spend extra money on an unnecessary, potentially harmful food item. 

 
Working with your school board to keep irradiated food out of school lunches: 
 
Step 1: Do your homework.  Call the food service director for your school system and ask if 
they are serving any irradiated foods.  (This is the first thing many people will want to know 
when you talk to them about the issue.)  If the answer is no, that doesn’t mean you’re finished – 
it just means that you want to get your school board to make the current policy a permanent 
one, by passing a resolution or policy.  If the answer is yes, you should also ask the food service 
director if they label the irradiated foods or notify parents.   
 
Step 2: Build broad-based support by working with other parents, teachers, and students!  
This is important, and probably the most time-consuming step.  The more members of the 
community who are concerned about irradiation in school lunches, the better chance you will 
have of getting action from the school board!   

 



A good way to get people to feel invested in this issue is to invite people to a meeting. Give your 
group a name, educate folks on the issue, and designate outreach tasks for people.  It is better 
to have many members help you with the work so you don’t burn out! 

 
Ways to build support: 
• Share information with family, neighbors, and friends  
• Talk with the local PTA and share information with them about irradiation. 
• Have community members who support this moratorium sign a petition (sample 

enclosed.)  A petition is a great way to get names and contact information for folks 
you can call to come to the school board meeting.  Take petitions to your children’s 
sporting events or other extracurricular activities and talk with the parents there.  Get 
a table at local fairs, festivals, picnics, school functions, etc. 

• Write a letter to the editor of your local paper about the problems with irradiation, 
your local effort, and how to become involved.  (Be sure to include your contact 
information.) 

• Find out if there are other efforts to improve school nutrition happening in your school 
or district already, and then work with those concerned parents and officials to 
include a ban on irradiated foods. 

• Hand out information to parents when they drop off or pick up their kids from school. 
• Ask to speak at PTA and other parent groups’ meetings  
• Get your kids and other students involved!  The students are the ones who will be 

eating irradiated meat if it is purchased by the district, so they have an interest in 
this.  Reach out to student groups and clubs and have them circulate a petition 
among the students, write a letter to the food services director, and attend the next 
school board meeting where you will be presenting.  Call the student newspaper and 
get them to write an article on this issue and attend the school board meeting. 

 
Step 3: Legislators can be sensitive to this issue.  Meet with staff at your representative and  

 Senators’ offices to urge them not to support irradiated food in school lunches, and to  
 correct the damage done by the 2002 Farm Bill (which opened the door for USDA to  
 buy irradiated food for school lunches.)  If your legislators are on your side, it will help to  
 motivate the school board. 

 
Step 4: Once you have support behind you, determine the date of the next school board  

 meeting and try to get on the agenda.   
 
Step 5: Send background packets to all school board members before the meeting. 
 
  Background packets could include:  

• Cover letter from your group explaining the situation 
• Top 10 Problems with Food Irradiation 
• Questioning Food Irradiation 
• Dr. Au Statement 
• Broken Record Executive Summary 
• What’s in the Beef Report 

 
Step 6: Have two or three people speak at the board meeting for 2-3 minutes each.  Be sure to 

call the folks who signed your petition and ask them to attend the meeting and get 
students to come as well!  Have everyone involved in your campaign wear an 
identifying sticker or ribbon so the school board realizes how broad the support is.  



(Contact Public Citizen for stickers.) The more people  there to show support, the 
better the results will be. 

 
  Topics presented could include:  

• Background on food irradiation: Effect on nutrients, creation of new chemicals 
• Politics of Irradiation: Poor FDA approval process, lack of long-term studies 
• Labeling: None required in schools! 
 
Emphasize that parents have a right to know what their children are eating, and 
irradiated food does not have to be labeled in schools.  Emphasize that irradiated meat 
is more expensive and not worth the extra money, especially considering the questions 
about health impacts.  Do not accuse the school of serving irradiated food to 
children.  School boards may be very sensitive and it is more important to have them 
willing to work with you on this issue. 

 
Step 6: Present a resolution (sample enclosed) and request a moratorium on the future use of  

 irradiated food in the district. 
 

Step 7: Be sure to keep in contact with the board to keep up the pressure for follow through.   
 Periodic appearances at meetings, petitions, and letters to the editor in local papers are  
 all tools that can help you keep the issue on their agenda. 

 
Contact Us:  Public Citizen’s Food Program 
  215 Pennsylvania Avenue SE 
  Washington, DC 20003 
  (202) 454-5185 
  cmep@citizen.org      

www.safelunch.org 
 
 

Packet Contents 
 
• Talking Points on Major Reasons for Opposing Irradiated Food in School Lunches 

• Don’t Let Your Child Eat Irradiated Food! (Parent outreach tool) 

• Petition to District School Board (Parent/teacher/community outreach tool) 

• Sample resolution to school board calling for a moratorium on irradiated food in the district 

• Seattle Comprehensive Nutrition Policy News Release 

• Top 10 Problems with Food Irradiation 

• Sample State Bill Legislation- California Bill AB 1988 as introduced, and as amended 

• Statement by Dr. William Au, toxicologist at the Department of Preventive Medicine and 

Community Health, University of Texas Medical Brach in Galveston 

• Questioning Irradiation: A History of Research Into the Safety of Irradiated Foods 

• What’s In The Beef? Scientists Question the Safety of Irradiated Ground Beef 

• Broken Record Executive Summary 



Talking Points on Major Reasons for Opposing 
Irradiated Food in School Lunches 

 
• Irradiated food has not been proven safe to eat. There has not been enough long-

term, comprehensive research on the health effects of consuming irradiated food. 
Some of the research that has been conducted revealed a wide range of health 
problems in laboratory animals that ate irradiated food, including premature death, 
fatal internal bleeding, a rare form of cancer, stillbirths and other reproductive 
problems, genetic damage, and organ malfunctions and nutritional deficiencies.  

 
• New research from Europe on alkylcyclobutanones, one class of unique chemicals 

created during the irradiation process, has further indicated the need for caution.  
The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) have never publicly addressed this new toxicity information.  Yet, these 
European studies establish that substances unique to irradiated food cause cellular 
and genetic damage and promote colon tumor formation in rats.  The European 
researchers, the most prominent scientists actively working in this area now, 
“suggest that caution should be exercised before any risk to consumers by exposure 
to these compounds is denied.” 

 
• Irradiation depletes food of vitamins- sometimes significantly. It can destroy up to 80 

percent of vitamin A in eggs and 48 percent of beta carotene in orange juice. 
Moreover, some vitamins undergo accelerated losses in storage if the food has been 
irradiated, thereby compounding the problem. 

 
• Even greater caution is necessary to protect children.  There is an appalling lack of 

research into the long-term health effects experienced by children who are exposed 
to toxic chemicals in foods.  The only controlled study of children, published in 1975 
in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, found that a diet of irradiated food had 
mutagenic effects. No studies on children have been done since, primarily for ethical 
reasons because of the dangers seen in early studies.  Dr. William Au, a toxicologist 
at the Department of Preventive Medicine and Community Health, University of 
Texas Medical Branch in Galveston, has argued that the lack of understanding 
regarding the ill effects suffered by children who consume toxic chemicals in foods 
extends to “the toxicological risk with respect to eating irradiated food.”   

 
• Low-income families are the most likely to consume a high percentage of their daily 

food intake from the school meal programs (breakfast, lunch, and snack.)  Not only 
are these children a more susceptible population because they may be 
undernourished, they are the most in need of a healthy meal.  It is reprehensible to 
use our most disadvantaged children to create a market for a technology that 
consumers have rejected in grocery stores around the country.   

 
• Irradiation is considered a food additive because of the chemical byproducts created 

during the process.  Before legalizing a food additive for human consumption, the 
FDA is required by federal regulations to follow current testing protocols in order to 



establish "a reasonable certainty in the minds of competent scientists that the 
substance is not harmful under the intended conditions of use." However, the FDA 
never conducted sufficient testing of irradiated food, something the irradiation 
industry does not want to see rectified.  In spring 2002, a Congressman representing 
San Diego, home of irradiation company SureBeam (now defunct), killed a budget 
proposal to provide the FDA with $500,000 to do additional testing. 

 
• Irradiation merely masks problems in meat processing that result in contaminated 

meat. It is a mistake to accept food irradiation as a solution to food contamination 
problems.  Poor sanitation and improper slaughter and processing practices in meat 
and poultry plants must be fixed, otherwise all consumers remain at risk. 

 
• School food systems face additional food safety challenges.  A USDA report entitled 

“Food Distribution 2000: Transforming Food Distribution for the Next Millennium” 
reports that food poisoning from school meals is caused by uneven flow of 
commodities and unpredictable delivery which leads to storage problems, lack of 
information and an inadequate communication system in food recall situations, and 
deteriorating food storage and preparation facilities that create hazards as food is 
prepared.  These problems will not be solved by irradiation. 

 
• Proposed changes that could strengthen inspection and testing in the meat industry 

have been languishing in the USDA. However, the agency has opposed legislation 
that would strengthen the current inspection program.  

 
• Current regulations do not require meals prepared with irradiated food to carry 

identifying labels. This effectively eliminates parents’ right-to-know what their 
children are eating at school.   

 
 

Irradiated Food Resources 
 

The Center for Food Safety, www.centerforfoodsafety.org 
   No Cobalt 4 Food, http://www.nocobalt-4-food.org/ 

Healthy Kids Minnesota, http://www.geocities.com/healthykidsmn/index.html  
 

Healthy School Lunch Resources 
 

Community Food Security Coalition, http://www.foodsecurity.org/farm_to_school.html 
Food Routes, http://www.foodroutes.org/farmtoschool.jsp 

Seattle School Nutrition Policy, http://www.seattleschools.org/area/news/x40903nr.xml 
Stonyfield Farm, Menu for Change http://www.stonyfield.com/MenuForChange/ 



 
 
 

Don’t Let Your Kid Eat Irradiated Food! 
 
 
On May 29, 2003, despite thousands of comments from parents, teachers, students, and 
concerned citizens that overwhelmingly opposed the purchase of irradiated food for the National 
School Lunch Program, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) chose to include irradiated 
ground beef for federal nutrition programs.  As of September 2004 irradiated ground beef is 
available for federal nutrition programs and costs 29-80 cents more per pound than non-
irradiated ground beef. However, school officials in each district can choose whether or 
not to purchase it for their schools.  We need your help to convince our district officials to 
ban irradiated food! 
 
Dr. William Au, a toxicologist at the University of Texas, has argued that “the scientific 
community and regulatory agencies have very little knowledge regarding how children respond 
to insult from toxic chemicals.  These concerns apply to toxicological risk with respect to eating 
irradiated food.”  This is worrisome, since children are more susceptible to toxic substances in 
their environment because they eat, drink and breathe much more than adults, pound for pound . 
 
Why Should You Be Concerned? 
 

• Irradiating food causes the creation of known toxins and unique chemicals.  Research 
has shown numerous health problems in lab animals that ate irradiated food, including 
reproductive problems, genetic damage and promoting cancer development. 

 

• Only one study on the effects of irradiated food consumption on children has ever been 
conducted.  A chromosome abnormality called polyploidy – associated with leukemia and 
direct exposure to radiation – was detected in malnourished children who ate recently 
irradiated wheat. Not enough long-term, comprehensive studies have been done. 

 

• Irradiated food served in schools does not have to be labeled!  This obstructs your 
right-to-know what your child is eating. 

 

• Irradiation masks filthy and inhumane meat processing, where meat is often 
contaminated with feces and other filth.   

 

• Irradiating food depletes essential vitamins and nutrients in food. 
 

How Can YOU Help Keep Irradiated Food Out Of [DISTRICT NAME]? 
• Contact [GROUPNAME] at [CONTACT INFORMATION] for more information or to get 

involved. 
 

• Contact [DISTRICT NAME] food services director, [DIRECTOR NAME], and school board 
members [LIST SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS AND NUMBER HERE] and let them know 
that you reject the idea of serving irradiated food to your children.  

 [GROUP NAME] 
[CONTACT INFORMATION] 

www.safelunch.org  



See reverse side for more signatures. 

PETITION TO ___________ DISTRICT SCHOOL BOARD 
CALLING FOR A MORATORIUM ON IRRADIATED FOODS 

 
To the _________________ District School Board: 
 
The USDA has decided to purchase irradiated meat for the National School Lunch Program, but has left the decision up to local officials on whether 
or not to serve irradiated meat in their district. We are alarmed about the purchase of irradiated meat for school lunches because there is little research 
into the long-term health effects experienced by children who are exposed to the dangerous byproducts of irradiation. Furthermore, current federal 
regulations do not require students or their parents to be informed if meals at school contain irradiated foods. 
 
Irradiation exposes food to ionizing radiation and is intended to kill bacteria, but also depletes vitamins and nutrients. Research dating to the 1950s 
has revealed a wide range of problems in animals that ate irradiated food, including premature death, a rare form of cancer, stillbirths, genetic 
damage, organ malfunctions, low weight gain and vitamin deficiencies.  Irradiation of food also causes the creation of new chemicals, many of which 
have not been adequately tested.  One byproduct has recently been found to cause genetic damage in human and rat cells and promote cancer growth. 
 
We, the undersigned citizens, petition you to support a moratorium on the use of irradiated foods in the _____________ School District until further 
long-term toxicological tests are completed and labeling laws are strengthened. 

  Include your e-mail address or phone number if  
you’d like to be contacted about this campaignt  

Name Signature  Address City State Zip Phone/e-mail 
       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

 


