The following article was prepared for a woman’s magazine by Sue Lyle.

The facts for the article were taken from articles in The Ecologist (April 2004)
Salad is good for you – well that depends

Salad is good for you, right?  Lettuce and other green leaves are an excellent source of vitamins and minerals.  Spot on! We are an obese nation – we should eat more salad.  All true. Sales of lettuce have rocketed (no pun intended) – it is now worth more to the supermarkets than breakfast cereal.  But what about the lettuce you buy from your local supermarket?  It isn’t quite what it seems. 

As you open the bag of packed leaves from the supermarket – two thirds of us do this regularly – have you thought about how it got to you?  In summer it might start its life in the UK or Spain, but in winter it may well be the USA.   Well, wherever it is grown, each lettuce starts its life in a field – first mistake – in fact the majority of lettuces start life under plastic in a polytunnel with thousands of other lettuces.  This is more like a factory than a farm.  The soil your lettuce is grown in is probably worn out – inert – it has long lost its ability to provide any nutrients.  Instead, nutrients are provided by artificial fertiliser – not just once, but several times during the lettuce’s life.  In the packed polytunnels the lettuces are vulnerable to pest attack, if this happens it’s a case of ‘one down, all down’.  To prevent such a calamity your lettuce is sprayed every week – an average of four insecticide sprays, two fungicide and two herbicide in its short life.  

So artificial nutrients to help it grow, chemicals to prevent pest attack, what else does your lettuce need?  As well as the warmth provided by the polytunnel, it needs water to grow.  In Spain, where the bulk of lettuce we eat comes from, over-production means overuse of water.  Overuse of pesticide has polluted the ground water.  The water table has fallen so low that sea-water has infiltrated causing salination, as a result, drinking water is running out (what will the tourists think about that?). In fact the environmental impact on the land and the people of intensive lettuce growing is devastating. 

So far then, your lettuce has been grown, supported by armies of scientists, chemists, engineers and, oh yes, almost forgot, farmers.  The time has come for harvesting the crop.  Your lettuce is picked by migrant labour and taken to a packing-house where it is pulled apart and washed in a water-chlorine mixture that’s 20 times more potent that in an average swimming pool.  Why chlorine?  Chlorine kills salmonella, listeria and E. coli.  E. coli on lettuces?  Surely these are spread from human faeces?  Got it right, unfortunately the preparation and packaging of salad is dependent on cheap, casual labour.  The police estimate that more than half the food packers in the UK are illegal workers, perhaps as many as 2 million.  They often live in conditions where good hygiene is almost impossible to maintain.  So we don’t want food poisoning, do we?  Unfortunately the chlorine attacks the vitamins and minerals in lettuce as well as the bugs – which was a main reason for eating it in the first place.  Or did we choose to eat lettuce for the taste – forget it, taste is not high on the agenda in the production of this lettuce. 

What happens next?  Having been washed the leaves are packed in modified-atmosphere packaging.  What?  Modified-atmosphere packaging (MAP) changes the air inside the package to stop the lettuce rotting and keep it looking fresh for several days – even up to 1 month – basically less oxygen, more carbon dioxide!  Unfortunately lettuce treated in this way loses its vitamins and minerals – the very things that protect us from illnesses such as diabetes and heart disease and cancer.  So far the process has given us no nutrients and no taste – why are we still buying these lettuces?

But the journey of the lettuce is not finished yet.  Safe inside its carefully engineered package, the lettuce leaves are loaded onto refrigerated lorries and driven 1000 miles down the EU funded motorway network to the supermarket depots for distribution.  

And this is where you, the customer comes in.  You arrive at the supermarket and for anything from 99p to £1.80 you can buy your assortment of lettuce leaves (about 4p a leaf).  What have you got? Your lettuce will contain pesticide residues, insecticide residues and fungicide residues.  A survey of UK lettuce for 2001/2002 shows that one in five lettuces exceeded maximum residue levels.  Chemicals banned in the UK were found in 6% of the sample.  Surely that can’t be good for us, can it?  What impact do these chemicals have on us?  The answer – we don’t know for sure.  What we do know is that on average we have between 300 – 500 chemicals in our bodies that were not there fifty years ago.  Doctors and scientists suspect these chemicals play a part in declining sperm count, increasing breast and testicular cancer and other illnesses.  Evidence?  Well, in the 1960s women had a one in twenty chance of getting breast cancer – now it is one in nine.  The Royal Society advises pregnant women to minimise exposure to these chemicals.  Research shows your baby is what you eat.  And to add insult to injury, the lettuce in the bag doesn’t taste of anything.  The children won’t eat it unless it is covered in more chemicals packaged as salad dressing.  

Fortunately there is an answer that is in your control.  Only eat lettuce in season grown in Britain on organic farms. If you do, you’ll eat food that has all the health giving properties of vitamins and minerals and will actually taste of something.  And before you moan about the cost of your organic lettuce, eating it will help reduce the pollution from lorries driving across Europe burning fossil fuels and contributing to global warming, you’ll protect the soil from chemical pollution, you’ll protect the water tables from salination and you won’t be exploiting the labour of migrant workers.  As you wash the dirt from your organic lettuce, and perhaps get rid of the odd insect or baby slug, you’ll know your lettuce has been grown on real soil, by people who are trying to farm the land as if it really matters – and it won’t end up costing the earth.  And as lettuce is a known soporific, you’ll sleep better at night. 
For more information and references on these issues, see: www.dft.gov.uk/stellent/groups/dft_freight/documents/page/dft_freight_508272-22.hcsp
www.theecologist.org
www.newint.org/
http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/areas/subject/sus-econ04.htm#05
