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A brief history of the campaign: 
In the 1980’s, an international consumer campaign played a vital role in raising awareness about food irradiation. Worldwide, workers, environmentalists and consumers joined together to make wide-scale food irradiation an unpalatable business prospect.  The nuclear industry seemed to back off.  In Australia, for example, a moratorium was placed on food irradiation in 1998. The issue virtually disappeared from the public eye.  

In actual fact, the irradiation industry continued to expand, irradiating non-food products – such as packaging, bee hives, herbs, pharmaceuticals, medical products, pet food, therapeutic goods, wine corks, cosmetics, cereals and grains fed to meat animals.  When, after 10 years, the moratorium on food irradiation in Australia was lifted, the nuclear irradiation industry was already well entrenched. 

In 1999, a large scale community campaign was waged to stop the building of a new irradiation facility at Deception Bay – just north of Queensland’s capital city, Brisbane.  The proposal to build this facility coincided with the Australia’s first-ever food irradiation application,  an application to irradiate herbs, spices, herbal infusions and some nuts and oil seeds,  which was made by the irradiation company, Steritech.  

The campaign took all forms of action in its attempt to stop both the new facility and the food irradiation approval.  Local community groups held prayer vigils, public meetings, and information stalls. They lobbied politicians and made a legal challenge in the Planning and Environment Court.  
Ultimately all legal avenues failed and a direct action campaign in the form of stopping work on the site, union bans, blockading, and people locking themselves on to machinery took place.  In an attempt to scare the community from their protest, the state government – siding with the company -  took legal action against one campaigner – hoping to find a way to make protesters libel for interfering with company business and stop action on the site.  

The government’s legal action failed! However, soon after police removed the protest camp that had been set up and supported the transportation of nuclear materials to the site. 

Australia now has three nuclear irradiation facilities – all owned by Steritech.  These facilities use gamma radiation from Cobalt-60 – which is imported from Canada.

The application for the irradiation of spices and herbal infusions was approved. (Nuts and oil seeds were dropped from the application).  Later, an application for the irradiation of nine tropical fruits was also approved. 
Now the campaign under the banner “Food Irradiation Watch” acts as a consumer watch-dog and awareness-raising network.  We have shifted our focus from “direct-action” to consumer action.  Over 20,000 hard copies of our publication:  “Irradiation-free Food Guide: your guide to shopping irradiation-free” have been distributed throughout Australia and we are currently working on a new Guide.  Companies are ranked on their POLICY towards irradiation – not simply their practice.  To be listed in the Green section, they must have a written policy against irradiation. 

Consumer action works: An Australian Greenpeace Anti-GMO campaigner once told us that if an Australian company receives 10 calls about an issue – they take note.  Since our original publishing of the Irradiation-free Food Guide, major food producers, such as multi-national Masterfoods, have adopted irradiation-free policies.  This has been brought about solely by members of the public contacting them about irradiation.

Despite growing awareness and some campaign successes, the battle against food irradiation in Australia is far from over.  In 2002, the European Union placed a ban on further irradiation approvals, after its own research concluded that consumption of irradiated foods may be hazardous. Unfortunately, following in the US’s footsteps, Australia has plans to increase its involvement in the food irradiation business. 
Asian consumers beware!   An application for the irradiation of persimmons is currently being processed.  The Queensland government’s Department of Primary Industries has made this application.  Persimmons are not commonly eaten by Australians.  As there is little market for permissions and this application was made by a government body working to promote Australian agricultural/horticultural industries, we can assume that the purpose of this application is to facilitate the trade of Australian-grown persimmons, ie their export to a more lucrative Asian market.

The reality is, that whether for domestic or overseas consumption, the majority of irradiate products are not labelled.

Irradiated food:  banned for cats – legal for humans: As of April 2010, at least 90 cats in Australia have developed a neurological disorder acknowledged to be due to the irradiation of Orijen pet food (from Canada).  The company withdrew their cat food after the illness in the cats was linked to the irradiation process.  Soon after, thanks to the hard work of pet-owners and veterinarians whose cats were affected and the support of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), the government put in place a ban on the irradiation of cat food – leaving other irradiated products on the market.

The illness recently seen in these pets proves without a doubt that the consumption of irradiated products can be unsafe.  However, Australian consumers were unable to make an informed choice about feeding their pets irradiated food due to inadequate regulatory systems and labelling regulations.

Labelling laws – denying our right to choose

Under Australian law, pet food, animal feed, therapeutic goods and complimentary medicines are not classified as “food”.  These products can, therefore be irradiated with no labelling requirements. Many of these products are packaged and sold in similar manner and on the same retailer shelves as products that are classified as “food”. Consumers have no way to discern that the products fall under different regulatory bodies and therefore have differing labelling requirements.  
These regulations, which exempt most irradiated products from labelling favour manufacturers at the expense of the consumer.

The labelling regulations that do exist are biased and inadequate. They deny consumers the right to make informed choices by allowing:

· small fonts to be used.

· statement to be written alongside other product information, making it undiscernable as a “warning” statement.

· unpackaged products that are irradiated to have a sign nearby at point of sale rather than an actual individual label.

· the inclusion of a positive statement about the process without any mention of potential detrimental impacts.  
· the use of unfamiliar and in some cases inaccurate language, such as the use of the words “treated with ionizing electrons” rather than use the commonly understood words  “treated with radiation” or words “irradiated.”  
Irradiation – an ongoing scandal
The recent tragedy experienced by Australian cats eating irradiated food was predictable.  Despite its relatively short history of irradiating food, Australia has been involved in several irradiation scandals.

2005:  Mangoes exported to New Zealand – developed black blotches– Australian farmers whose labels were on the mangoes when they were sold were unaware that their mangoes were being irradiated and exported
2005:  Mangoes exported to New Zealand – labelled with miniscule font on sticker –exported from Northern Territory.  The words “Irradiated fruit” measure 1cm in total.  The average letter  size is .6mm
2006: Mangoes exported to New Zealand – sold without any labelling or signage – scandal exposed by Friends of the Earth New Zealand
2006:  Horse feed for world-famous horse race  - rancid after irradiation.   “Melbourne Cup: Japanese horses Delta Blues and Pop Rock, win 1rst and 2nd place. Their trainer Katsuhiko Sumii researched food issues and trained the horses to eat Australian food after finding that he could not import their normal feed. European horses faired poorly when their imported feed was irradiated upon arrival to Australia and went rancid.
2008-2010: Over 90 cats suffer from neurological disorders associated with eating irradiated cat food.  Many do not survive the ordeal. 

We have recently been alerted to the importation of irradiated spices from South Africa sold in a major supermarket chain.  The Radura mark (not required in Australia) is on some packages – it measures 6.5mm.  The word “radurised” (not legal in Australia) measures 6mm with each letter measuring .5mm.  A sticker has been placed on the box which includes the words “irradiated spices” (2cm) or “radiated spices” (not legal wording)(2.5cm).  These warning blends in to information about the importing company and country of origin which are also on the sticker making it difficult for consumers to see.
Who wants food irradiation?
Corporations and governments have gone to great measures to ensure that labelling of irradiated food is minimal and, where existent, aimed at creating consumer acceptance.  They attempt to silence and discredit  opposition, while engaging in deceptive practices to assuage public fear.  The Australian Government’s own Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation makes the claim that  food irradiation is “similar to pasteurization” on its website.  (http://www.ansto.gov.au/nuclear_information/benefits_of_nuclear_science/food_and_agriculture) 
The fact is that these bodies know that there is little consumer acceptance of food irradiation.  

People do not want to eat irradiated food.
Since the Australian moratorium on food irradiation was lifted in 1999, all rounds of public consultation on the matter have proven that the community is still overwhelmingly opposed to the technology.  For example, in the final round of public consultation in 2002, the irradiation of tropical fruit was approved despite 657 submissions opposing irradiation and only 16 in favour.
The global market

The forces behind the irradiation push are global and have little, or no regard, for domestic concerns over the process. They represent an expansion of the nuclear industry and growing trend towards the centralized multinational control of food resources.    
The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), whose mandate is to promote the “peaceful” uses of nuclear technology, has ongoing programs aimed at entrenching the nuclearisation of our food.  From  the development of radiation-mutated cocoa, rice and grapefruit strains to programs setting up irradiation facilities, the IAEA works with the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) to promote the myth that  irradiated products will feed the poor. 

This year, one of the IAEA/FAO joint Technological Cooperative Projects is “Enhancing Sanitary and Phytosanitary Treatment of Regional Products for Export by Irradiation (RCA)”  (Project number: RAS5050)
The purpose of this project is to: “To enhance treatment of and trade in irradiated products of economic importance in the Asia Pacific region.” (Food & Environmental Protection Newsletter, Vol. 13, No. 1, January 2010) 
The good news!

Despite the ongoing push, irradiation can be stopped!  Through global awareness and local action, we can regain control of the food we eat.  By saying no to infrastructure development, refusing to purchase/use irradiated products and promoting the alternatives, we can stop the food irradiation industry and wind back existing approvals. 
US community campaign stops an irradiation plant: In April 2005, CFC Logistics announced the closure of an irradiation plant it had built in Milford Square, Pennsylvania, due to a lack of market.  They had intended to irradiate meat for the US school lunch program, but a strong national parent-focused campaign thwarted their plans.

A strong campaign in the European Union lead to the EU’s ban on further irradiation approvals.  They are now working on getting existing approvals cancelled. 

Challenging the nuclear industry is a daunting task, however, it is clearly achievable…Numerous alternatives to irradiation exist.

Why not wash it?  Australian irradiation-free success story:  Australian tropical fruit growers wash their fruit for access to Japan.:  Chairman of the Organic Federation of Australia, Andre Leu, helped develop a trade protocol for rambutans that involved no chemical or radiation treatment.   After harvesting, the fruit is washed.  It is then coated with food-grade/edible oil to seal the fruit against contamination and pests.  Australian rambutans are now being exported to Japan using this method.

While treatments may vary according to the type of food and desired outcome, some of the alternatives currently in use include:

•
Cold storage 

•
Cold treatment

•
Heat/steam, vapour treatment

•
Hot water dips 

•
Atmospheric control with oxygen, carbon dioxide or nitrogen

•
Physical disinfestation, i.e. cleaning, washing

•
Hygienic and safe production practices

•
Pest exclusion zones

•
Early harvesting

•
Organic production

CONCLUSION:

Good food does not need irradiating.  

Wins in the anti-food irradiation movement, show that consumer voices can put a halt to this industry. Combined with a strong political strategy consumer voices can put an end to it.    
Consumers need to be given the choice through honest labelling. Australians (and people around the world) need to demand accurate, non-biased labelling of all products treated with irradiation, be they animal feed, therapeutic goods, pet food or food for human consumption. The numerous alternatives need to be promoted and accessible to the community and industry.  
By combining forces, producers, retailers, consumers and work with legislators can ensure that irradiated food stays out of the food chain and off our kitchen tables.
