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Note to the Reader 
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Preface 

Why a Handbook on fruit and vegetables? 

Nutritional research and food policy 
have shifted focus during the last hun-
dred years. In the early 1900s the 
focus was on identifying and prevent-
ing nutrient deficiency diseases; in the 
latter part of the last century the atten-
tion was on identifying nutrient require-
ments. More recently, investigations 
have turned to the role of diet in main-
taining health and reducing the risk of 
non-communicable diseases, such as 
heart diseases and osteoporosis. 

All types of diet have potential 
health risks as well as benefits associ-
ated with their consumption, both at 
the individual and collective level. 
During the past 30 years, while meat 
intake has been associated with 
increased risk for a variety of chronic 
diseases such as ischaemic heart dis-
ease and some cancers, abundant 
consumption of fruit and vegetables, 
legumes, unrefined cereals have been 
associated with a lower risk for many 
chronic degenerative diseases and total 
mortality (see WHO, 2003). 

The low consumption of fruit and 
vegetables in many regions of the 
world, especially in the developing 
part, is a persistent phenomenon. Only 
a small or negligible minority of the  

world's population at present con-
sumes the generally recommended 
high average intakes of fruit and veg-
etables. In 1998, only six of the 14 
WHO regions had an availability of fruit 
and vegetables equal to or greater 
than the recommended intakes of 400 
g/d (WHO, 2003). 

Nutritional epidemiology provides 
the only direct approach to the 
assessment of health effects from diet 
in humans. There are special problems 
associated with the measurement of 
diet, including fruit and vegetable 
intake, particularly in case-control 
studies. However, in prospective 
studies within single populations, 
where there is little dietary variation 
between individuals, large measure-
ment error can be associated with 
each assessment. 

In 1997, scientists assembled by 
the World Cancer Research Fund 
(WCRF) and the American Institute for 
Cancer Research (AICR) concluded 
that diets rich in fruits and vegetables 
'decreased the risk of many cancers', 
and perhaps cancer in general and 
they endorsed fruit and vegetables as 
parts of a diet that would reduce risk of 
various cancers (WCRF/AICR, 1997). 

This evaluation originated mainly from 
the results of case—control studies. 
Since then, the messages have been 
clouded by more recent prospective 
cohort studies that found that such 
diets may not be protective against 
cancer. As these newer findings have 
introduced doubt about the role of fruit 
and vegetables in cancer prevention, 
the IARC has considered it important 
to make a new evidence-based evalu-
ation of the current state of the 
evidence of a diet rich in fruit and vege-
tables. 

The purpose of this (ARC 
Handbook is to provide an up-to-date 
review of knowledge about fruit and 
vegetables collectively. Since various 
types of fruit and vegetables, such as 
cruciferous vegetables, all iu m vegeta-
bles and citrus fruits, have also been 
investigated separately, specialist pan-
els will be convened later to look into 
the evidence concerning these 
specific categories separately, includ-
ing the evidence on their main individ-
ual chemical components. The first 
such Handbook will consider crucifer-
eus vegetables, isoth iocyanates and 
indoles, and will be published in 2004. 




