Sterilizing Filth

The USDA estimates that over 4,000 deaths, 500,000 hospitalizations and 9,000,000 illnesses are attributable to contaminated meat and poultry annually. And the numbers keep climbing. 


Under the flag of “food safety,” the FDA and the meat industry are trying to use irradiation to avoid having to reform the appalling unsanitary conditions that cause food-borne illness in the first place. 



Like its better-known pathogenic relative, E. coli, Listeria is most dangerous to the very young, the very old, and those with compromised immune systems. Listeria is also especially dangerous to pregnant women. Of the twenty deaths, six were miscarriages or stillbirths. Though lesser known, Listeria is more deadly than E. coli. The mortality rate for listeriosis is 30 percent, even when antibiotic treatments are used. 

But the Michigan recall wasn’t an isolated event. Last summer 25 million pounds of E. coli-contaminated ground beef were recalled from a Nebraska Tyson Foods plant. These and other bacteria-related contaminations have called the state of our food safety inspection system into question. And with good reason. 

That USDA-approved steak neatly packaged at your favorite market may look wholesome, but consider its source. You probably haven’t visited the meat plant where the beef came from. You may not want to. Putting together actual reports from the USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS), the scene could very much look like this: The carcasses of hundreds of dead steers are lying around, waiting to be processed. Many are contaminated with fecal matter, bile, hair, maggots, rodent droppings, factory grease, machine parts, or other unwholesome substances. There is an inspector from the USDA on site, mandated to inspect each carcass, but he has only seconds to inspect each 1,000-pound carcass as they fly by him on a production line at a rate of up to five per minute. He has, in fact, issued a number of citations for safety and sanitary violations. Some of these were “critical,” meaning that there was gross contamination in the product about to be shipped resulting in a direct threat to health. However, the meat processing plant has never changed its practices, been shut down for one minute, or been fined one dollar. 

Can things really be this bad? They are sometimes actually worse. The USDA itself estimates that over 4,000 deaths, 500,000 hospitalizations and 9,000,000 illnesses are attributable to contaminated meat and poultry annually. And the numbers keep climbing. 

Not to worry, though. The FDA, working with the meat industry, has come up with what they think is a wonderful way to protect you from the life-threatening bacteria you might ingest eating contaminated meat. It does not address the problem directly, however. It does nothing to pressure the meat industry to change the way it raises, slaughters, and butchers meat and poultry. Nor does it improve the FSIS’s ability to prevent contaminated meat from being shipped. Instead, their solution is to use radiation to sterilize the filth. This way, theoretically, even though you may be eating diseased meat, the bacteria that actually cause food poisoning will have been killed. 

At least most of them. Under current guidelines, up to 10% of E. coli and salmonella bacteria could still survive, and dangerous microbes like those that cause botulism and hepatitis wouldn’t be significantly affected. To kill them all would take such a large dose of radiation that the color, texture, and taste of the meat would make it virtually inedible. So they have to scale back the exposure from up to 3 million rads (“Radiation Absorbed Dose”) to no more than 300,000. This is still considerable, being the equivalent of 3 million chest X-rays. An exposure of only 600 rads will kill half the humans directly exposed to it. 

The first question people have about irradiation is, how does it affect the food? The critics of irradiation claim that the process produces chemical changes that destroy nutrients and create new, toxic “radiolytic” products. Proponents concede that irradiation has these effects, but claim they are benign, and that the effects are little different than what happens to meat when it is grilled or otherwise cooked. Both sides point to short-term studies which “prove” their respective points, but no long-term studies have been done. The fact that the procedure was approved without long-term studies raises other alarms. 

Irradiation does significantly reduce the nutritional value of foods. This is a fact acknowledged by both sides. The quantitative results of experiments trying to determine just how much damage is done varies according to the kind of food tested, the radiation dosage and the methodology. Vitamins A, E, C, K, and B-1 are particularly sensitive to radiation, and losses of 50% or more are common in studies. This is not a problem according to pro-irradiation groups; they propose that we just add back the vitamins, as we do with enriched flour. These groups also point out that most cooking methods also destroy nutrients. What they do not mention is that irradiating and then cooking food will destroy even more nutrients. Further, irradiation kills living enzymes that are vital in properly digesting and metabolizing the food. These enzymes cannot be replaced in the food. 

It is also a known fact that in breaking up the molecular structure of food, irradiation creates free radicals and a whole new set of chemicals, called “unique radiolytic products (URPs).” Pro-irradiation groups point out that many of these are familiar ones already existing in the food or created by heat processing. These include glucose, formic acid, and carbon dioxide. The radiolytic products that they do not mention being created include benzene, formaldehyde, and a host of known mutagens and carcinogens. Again, cooking already irradiated food compounds the problem. In one experiment, seven times more benzene was found in cooked irradiated beef than in cooked non-irradiated beef. 

In his congressional testimony, Dr. Piccioni summed up the situation this way: “Treatment of food with ionizing radiation presents issues of food safety qualitatively unlike those posed by any other food processing method or food additive. The large amount of energy contained in ionizing radiation provides the potential for exceedingly complex chemical transformation of food components, including the production of mutagenic or carcinogenic substances which were not present or were present in far smaller amounts before radiation. This potential far exceeds that of ordinary heat processing, microwave radiation, etc.” 

Of course, radiation doesn’t kill just the harmful bacteria it is targeting; it also wipes out “friendly” bacteria. Some of these naturally control the growth of harmful bacteria, and others produce odors indicating spoilage. In a New York Times article in February of this year, Carol Tucker Foreman, former Under-Secretary of Agriculture, was quoted as saying: “Irradiation kills harmless as well as disease-producing bacteria, but it does not prevent further contamination. There is some reason to believe that disease-causing bacteria may multiply more rapidly after irradiation because there is no harmless bacteria to compete with it.” In other words, after irradiation, food is even more susceptible to recontamination. 

Perhaps the most frightening specter of all is the possibility that the mutagenic effects of radiation can cause new, virulent radiation-resistant strains of bacteria. This is exactly analogous to what has already occurred with antibiotics. New mutant strains have evolved in both animals and humans that are no longer treatable by available drugs. What will happen when these antibiotic-resistant bacteria are irradiated? Radiation-resistant strains of bacteria have in fact already been developed under laboratory conditions. Under current guidelines, beef can be exposed up to 300,000 rads. In one study, scientists exposed bacteria to 1,500,000 rads over several hours. This would kill a human several thousand times over. The bacteria survived. 

That leaves me haunted by a profoundly disturbing question: will we survive the bacteria? 

Ironically, what irradiation does to the food itself may not be its biggest threat to public health. On page 40 our feature article, “Setting the Table for Disaster,” examines other frightening aspects, including how food irradiation will: 

• perpetuate inhumane and unhealthy animal husbandry, and food handling conditions which are polluting, unsanitary and truly revolting 

• spawn a new nuclear industry, creating hundreds of irradiation facilities nationwide run by companies with spotty safety records 

• subvert the public’s right to know by making it difficult and often impossible to know if a food product has been irradiated. 



hepatitis: is an inflammation of the liver caused by a viral or bacterial infection or chemical agent, and classified as hepatitis A, B, C, D, or E. Hepatitis A is usually spread by contaminated food (such as shellfish), water, or feces, and is rarely fatal. Hepatitis B is spread through blood, semen, vaginal secretions, saliva, or intravenous drug use. It is a leading cause of chronic liver disease and cirrhosis and is both the most prevalent and fastest growing form of hepatitis; it can be fatal. Hepatitis C is frequently transmitted by blood transfusions, bodily fluids, or contaminated needles and accounts for the largest percentage of cases of cirrhosis, liver failure, and liver cancer. About 50% of cases become chronic hepatitis which is often mild and asymptomatic. Hepatitis D and Hepatitis E are variations of B and A, respectively. Alcoholic, toxic, or drug-related hepatitis is sometimes regarded as a separate form of hepatitis, produced not by viral infection but by excessive intake of alcohol, environmental toxins, or prescription drugs. 

blood: is classified into 4 blood types or groups according to the presence of type A and type B antigens on the surface of red blood cells. These antigens are also called agglutinogens and pertain to the blood cells' ability to agglutinate, or clump together. Type O blood (containing neither type) is found in 47% of the Caucasian population; type A, 41%; type B, 9%; type AB, 3%. Another form of blood grouping is according to Rh-positive and Rh-negative types, based on the distribution of 6 different Rh antigens.

enzymes: are specialized living proteins fundamental to all living processes in the body, necessary as a catalyst for every chemical reaction and the normal activity of our organs, tissues, fluids, and cells. There are hundreds of thousands of these Nature's "workers." Enzymes enable the body to digest and assimilate food. There are special enzymes for digesting proteins, carbohydrates, fats, and plant fibers. Specifically, protease digests proteins, amylase digests carbohydrates, lipase digests fats, cellulase digests fiber, and disaccharidase digests sugars.
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