
. · · ·· · . .Supplementto number 81-·June 2001 

Ethephon/pineapple: MRLs on the move 
European standards concerning the maximum residue limit (MRL) for ethephon on 
pineapples are being reconsidered. In July 2001, the ceiling is to be changed to 0.5 mivkg 
but may subsequently be Increased to 2 mg if this limit is approved by the Codex 
alimentarius. This stop-and-go panern clearly illustrates the complexity of the situation 
resulting from insufficient scientific knowledge of the technical components of the 
problem and the interference of numerous economic aspects_ It first of all concerns 
producers in Cote d'Ivoire, the main suppliers of the European Union_ 

Widely used In agriculture, 
ethephon breaks down and 
produces ethylene w hi ch 
Influences num ero u s 
physiological phenomena that 
are dependent on the gas, a 
natural plant growth regulator. 
The local climatic conditions in 
Cote d' Ivoire make it possible 
to grow sweet, we ll-flavoured 
pineapples but the relative low 
insolation, especially at certain 
times of the year and in 
certain regions, and the small 
difference between daytime 
and nocturnal temperatures, 
do not favour the natural 
destruction of chlorophyll. 
Thus, Cote d'Ivoire pineapples, 
like those of other more 
equatorial than tropical 
countries, can be sweeter and 
have more flavour than those 
of other origins but are less 
coloured. Eth ephon is 
therefore us ed as the 
pineapple crop approaches to 
speed up the breakdown of 
the epiderm chlorophyll whose 
presence masks the orange 
pigments naturally prese nt. 
This treatment induces 
intense, uniform colour that is 
difficult to obtain naturally. As 
European market demand has 
been clearly aimed at the best­
coloured fruits for a number of 
years, growers In Cote d'Ivoire 
have had to use ethephon on 
a systematic basis to improve 
the appearance of their fruits. 

An MRL with little 
scientific justification 

The new MRL values for 
ethephon seem unjustified in 
the eyes of growers with 
regard to both the technical 
and hea lth aspects and 
political and comme rcial 

considerations. In particular, 
the fi gure of 0.5 mg/kg Is 
reported to have been 
determined during 
expe rimen ts outsid e Cote 
d'Ivoire or using agri cultural 
practices th at do no t 
correspond to - the present 
tec hnical and eco nomic 
context but rather to that of 
th e 1970s . Demand for 
coloured fruits was not as 
strong at that time and the 
sole objective was that of 
red uci ng th e number of 
rounds req uired to harvest al l 
the fruits in the same fie ld . 
Application was performed late 
with small doses that did not 
give fruits with strong external 
colour during all seasons and 
in all places. 

Ethephon penetrates 
pineapple very little and the 
residues are the result of 
compl ex, poorl y known 
balances between penetration, 
runoff, deposits on the peel, 
possible red issolving and fresh 
penetration and internal and .• 
external degradation . Climatic 
factors play a preponderant 
role in these balances and th e 
residues found in fruits after 
the same dose can vary in 
scale from 1 to 1 O! 

The search fo r minimum 
residue leve ls in foodstuffs is 
an unavoidab le necessity. 
Change can on ly be towards 
increasing demand for thi s, 
and towards Increasing ly 
str ong co nd em nati on of 
deviations in agricultural 
practices that wo uld be 
opposed to it. However, wi ll 
the external appearance of 
fruits continu e fo r a long time 
to outweigh their taste and 
health qualities as a major 

determinant of th ei r 
commercial va lu e? In 
comparison with pineapples of 
other ori gins, should those of 
the eq uatorial zo nes be 
criticised because they are less 
coloured even th ough they 
may have better t as t e 
qualiti es? 

Our knowledge of th e 
relati ons between pineapples 
and ethephon are Inadequate 
and much experimental work 
Is needed at all stages in th e 
chai n. Here, the mobilisation 
of all operators would Illustrate 
their determination to Improve 
their technical skills to respond 
to the preoccupations of both 
consumers and lawmakers and 
also to market constraints. The 
following are needed in 
particular: 

• th e scientific deve lopment 
of a missing feature: good 
agricultural practices 
responding to th e new 
market constraints and 
taking the taste quality of 
the fruits into account; 

• data gathering under varied 
climatic conditions; 

• det e rminin g control 
procedures. 

The studi es should be 
undertaken without an a priori 
option for a particular MRL. 
The leve l to be defined a 
pos t e ri or i wo uld thus 
co rrespond to techni cal and 
economic reality and would 
probably be seen to be more 
coherent with the leve ls laid 
down for temperate fruits. 
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