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Irradiated Food in
School Lunches

Background

The 2002 Farm Bill passed by Congress contained an anti-consumer provision that
allows our children to be "guinea pigs" for irradiated food. 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 various nutrition programs USDA
administers. Among those programs is the National School Lunch Program.

This provision attempts to accomplish legislatively what USDA could not achieve
administratively in 2001.  In the spring of 2001, the Agricultural Marketing Service
(AMS) 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 disrupts everything in its path, depleting nutrients and causing the creation of
new chemicals – some of which do not naturally occur in food and that the 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 cyclobutanones, caused genetic damage in
laboratory animals and promoted cancer growth.

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 Department of Preventive Medicine and Community
Health, University of Texas Medical Branch in Galveston, 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 three times as much as adults, pound for pound.

Furthermore, current regulations do not require that parents, teachers, or students be
informed that their meals at school have been prepared with irradiated foods. Parents,
teachers, and children deserve the right-to-know what is being served in the nutrition
programs offered in school.  Using children as experimental subjects is irresponsible.  In
schools, children’s health should come first.


