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Different challenge, same attitude

ABGC confident of containing TR4

It’s true that North
Queensland banana
growers have
the courage and
endurance to come
back from all sorts
of natural disasters.
It’s also true that we’ve
never faced a potential disaster as
insidious as Panama TR4.
The weeks since the first case of the
fungal disease was detected on a Tully
Valley farm have been a confronting time
for us all, most of all the growers whose
properties are directly affected.
Many of us know the heartbreak and
despair caused by the destructive fury of
a cyclone. But as bad as that is, it can’t
compare to the feelings that we growers
have as we wonder if our crops could
be destroyed by an unseen disease living
within the soil beneath our feet.
Since TR4 was announced on March
4 as a suspected case, the Australian
Banana Growers’ Council (ABGC) has
been working tirelessly each and every
day to keep growers and the industry
informed and to devise strategies for the
affected properties and for all growers.
We have been working closely with
Biosecurity Queensland (BQ) on these
initiatives.

The banana industry’s
response to the
terrible news of the
arrival of Panama
Tropical Race 4
(TR4) in North
Queensland has
been outstanding.
Growers and others in the industry
must be congratulated for the work they
are doing and the resources they are dedicating to contain the threat and ensure
the industry’s future.
It was also impressive to see and hear
so many participants at the industry
meetings being held to discuss TR4.
At time of writing, April 13, the
ABGC is convening a third round of
industry meetings.
All these meetings – held in Mareeba,
Innisfail and Tully – have been
invaluable.
Our first two round of meetings, held
over two consecutive weeks, had a total
of about 1000 people in attendance – a
great show of spirit from growers and
industry and community supporters.
The aim has been to provide the latest
information and to allow questions to be
asked of the Australian Banana Growers’
Council, Biosecurity Queensland (BQ)
and the Queensland Department of
Agriculture and Fisheries.
The meetings have enforced two main
points that are central to the future of
the banana industry:
 The need for all growers to consider
what steps they need to take in order
to protect their own properties from
TR4
 That containment of this pest is our
first priority.

Above: Doug Phillips chaired industry
TR4 meetings and is pictured with Mark
Reppel at the April Mareeba meeting
on TR4. Below: One of the Biosecurity
Queensland roadside signs, in the Tully
Valley.
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The news on March 15 that follow-up
testing had confirmed the suspect case
was another shock for us all. It was
followed by more devastating news on
April 9 that there was confirmation of
TR4 on a Mareeba farm.
The latter confirmation was overturned
by BQ on May 19 when final test results
became available. The Mareeba farm was
cleared of TR4 and its quarantine lifted.
This was excellent news for the grower,
Mark Reppel, and his family as well as
for the banana industry.
Throughout this period, there has been
significant discussion by the ABGC on
the best strategy to contain TR4, support
growers whose properties are quarantined
and ensure the future of our industry.
The ABGC requested BQ put in
place a set of risk-based minimum
standards for banana production giving
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quarantined farms a way to continue
farming. I and ABGC CEO Jim Pekin
met with BQ officials and Queensland
Agriculture Minister Bill Byrne to press
for those standards to be in place as soon
as possible. They were released in late
May, along with biosecurity guidelines
that can be used by other banana farms.
My fellow North Queensland-based
directors and I have also been meeting
with other growers and business and
community groups. On behalf of the
ABGC, I thank everyone for their participation in these meetings. The discussions we have had have been invaluable
in shaping our response.
Of course, our most important meetings and discussions have been with the
affected growers, and we thank them for
their patience and courage during what is
an unbelievably difficult time.
Out in our growing communities, it
has been encouraging and heartening to
see the efforts growers have made, right
from day one, to protect their farms from
the risk of TR4 – and as a result, protect
our whole industry.
As we have been repeating relentlessly,
we need to keep TR4 contained and to
stop its spread. The only way to do it is
by on-farm biosecurity.
All our efforts are hopefully demonstrating that, although we’ve never faced
a natural disaster as potentially serious as
TR4, we can still respond with the same
courage and endurance that always keeps
us farming bananas.
Doug Phillips
ABGC Chairman

Working together
All industry partners, as well as the
community at large, have a role to play
in the successful containment of this
disease. We are using a number of
communications channels to get out our
messages and to keep people informed –
these include our meetings, our publications, correspondence, social media and
information provided to the news media.
ABGC has held meetings with sugar
industry representatives, with BQ and
with Federal and State politicians,
including Minister Barnaby Joyce
and Queensland Agriculture Minister

Bill Byrne. Doug Phillips, has also
participated in additional Chamber of
Commerce meetings.
We have also been in regular contact
with retailers to emphasise the strength
and capacity of our industry as we
continue to supply Australia’s favourite
fruit across the nation.
The ABGC view is that this industry
can contain TR4. We are confident that
growers will not relent on the strategy
of containment, even though there is
uncertainty about whether more infestations will be confirmed.
ABGC has also held meetings with
growers from the affected properties.
They are experiencing extreme difficulty
and distress and we are doing what we
can to assist.
ABGC is developing a comprehensive two-part package of assistance
for the North Queensland industry
involving the Commonwealth and State
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Above: ABGC CEO Jim Pekin (left) and
Biosecurity Queensland’s Chief Biosecurity
Officer Dr Jim Thompson addressing a
media conferences announcing the first
TR4 detection in North Queensland.

Governments in biosecurity response
and adjustment measures. It is difficult
to develop because assistance is needed
before the full extent of this situation is
known.
Growers are urged to keep following
news and announcements and to check
for information on the ABGC website
abgc.org.au – there is a special TR4
section.
This is an extremely difficult and
worrying time and the ABGC is doing
everything possible to work effectively for
our industry. It is encouraging to know
the ABGC has the support we need from
growers.
Jim Pekin
ABGC Chief Executive Officer
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Birdseye view in NT freckle hunt
Helicopter flyovers were added to
the final effort to locate banana
plants prior to the deadline for plant
destruction in the first phase of the
$26 million National Banana Freckle
Eradication Program.
Surveillance included helicopter runs
over rural-residential properties in parts
of Darwin and Dundee Beach - two of
the original six eradication zones, known
as Red Zones, to be cleared of banana
plants.
About 40,000 properties in the
Northern Territory have been checked
for banana plants since the response
began following the 2013 find of Banana
Freckle (Phyllosticta cavendishii). Banana
plants have been destroyed on about
8,000 properties.
In the final days of the eradication
program, surveillance teams worked to
find the last remaining banana plants.
A group of about 80 protestors
were refusing to provide entry to their

properties claiming the eradication was a
violation of their rights.
Speaking in mid-April, Kevin Cooper,
National Banana Freckle Eradication
Program State Coordinator, said the
program needed to determine if any
properties still had banana plants so
all potential host material could be
removed.
“There are still a number properties
that we haven’t heard from and we need
to know if they do or do not have banana
plants,” Mr Cooper said.
“The support from the community
has been outstanding so far and we are

making great progress towards eradicating Banana Freckle from the NT.
From May onwards the eradication
program began work to ensure the six
Red Zones remain free of banana plants,
with the absence of host material meaning the plant fungus cannot survive.
No banana plants can be replanted
until after the next wet season, with
replanting scheduled to being in mid2016. There will then be monitoring
of plants and an assessment of freedom
from the pest.
Below: Banana plants have been
destroyed on about 8,000 properties.

Talks are continuing on proposed
changes to biosecurity regulation,
including whether the current five
per cent infestation regulation for
yellow Sigatoka (leaf spot) will
continue to be enforced.
Biosecurity Queensland (BQ) held
briefings for banana growers in Innisfail
and Mareeba last October to discuss a
Regulatory Impact Statement (RIS) outlining possible changes to the regulation.

Changes are being considered prior to
the new Biosecurity Act 2014 coming
into force sometime prior to July 1 next
year.
Talks between the Australian Banana
Growers’ Council (ABGC) and BQ
are continuing following the change
of Government at the January 31
Queensland elections.

was the formation of Horticulture
Innovation Australia.
Voice of Horticulture Chair Tania
Chapman said: “It is a critical time to
ensure growers have a direct link to HIA,
politicians and policy makers to ensure
their issues are heard and the potential of
their industry realised.”

Carnarvon banana growers have accessed funds from an
industry compensation fund after suffering total crop losses
in March from Tropical Cyclone Olwyn.

HIA meets growers
Horticulture Innovation Australia (HIA) has started a
nationwide series of meetings with growers to discuss issues
including the investment of levy funds.
HIA is the new, grower-owned
Research and Development
Corporation (RDC) for horticulture.
It began holding “Between the
Rows” briefings in April with 13 events
currently scheduled to be held through
to September. Included was a May
briefing in the banana growing region of
Mareeba.
HIA CEO John Lloyd said Between
the Rows provided information on
current Research and Development
(R&D) and Marketing activities and an
opportunity to share feedback and ideas
on proposed investment priorities.
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“We are coming to the growers to
make sure they are well informed about
HIA’s R&D and Marketing programs,
export issues and the new ways in which
we will be seeking advice from growers
and other industry stakeholders.”

The RIS outlines options for regulatory changes to be made prior to the
introduction of the Biosecurity Act 2014.
ABGC has argued for the retention of
the five per cent infestation regulation
on yellow Sigatoka and is also discussing
other issues, such as pest quarantine areas
and ways to improve the commercial
planting permits system in Queensland.

The Voice speaks up

WA fund pays out growers

A compulsory levy to fund the
banana industry’s contribution to
the $26 million Banana Freckle
eradication is set to start on 1 July
2015.
Under the terms of a joint government
and industry agreement, the Emergency
Plant Pest Response, banana growers will
contribute 0.75 cents for every kilogram
of bananas marketed, equating to 9.75
cents for a 13kg carton of bananas.
The levy is expected to be in place
for five to six years to raise the required
industry contribution. The exact
timeframe will depend on banana
production levels and the final cost of
the eradication which will continue until
mid-2017.
The freckle levy will be in addition
to the banana industry levy of 1.7
cents-a-kilogram which funds research
and development projects and banana
marketing.
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Talks on biosecurity regulations continue

A new horticulture organisation
representing more than 20 horticulture groups has been formed.
The Voice of Horticulture represents
industries, including bananas and its
formation was announced last December.
One of the driving forces behind the
establishment of Voice of Horticulture

Freckle levy
set for July 1
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The Carnarvon banana Industry
compensation Trust Fund allowed
banana growers to access grower-contributed funds to restart their
farms.
Other growers in the region were still
awaiting government disaster assistance
some two months after the cyclone
struck.

Banana growers began replanting
immediately after the cyclone clean up
and are hoping to be back in production
by the end of the year.
Below: Carnarvon Sweeter Banana grower
Michael Andreoli and son Blaine clearing
fallen banana plants the day after the
cyclone to allow new plant growth.

ABGC Chairman Doug Phillips is a
director on the Voice of Horticulture,
which replaced the unincorporated
Horticulture Taskforce.

NSW farm
checks
New South Wales farms have
been checked for Banana
Freckle and Panama TR4 in a
week of surveillance conducted
by the NSW Department of
Primary Industries.
In April, officers visited farms
from around Murwillumbah in the
far north of the State through to the
Nambucca region, south of Coffs
Harbour.
DPI Director Plant Biosecurity
and Product Integrity Dr Satendra
Kumar said DPI had an obligation
under the Plant Diseases Act to
check for Banana Freckle, an exotic
plant disease. As the program to
check for freckle coincided with
the TR4 outbreak in Queensland,
officers also checked plants for TR4
symptoms.
No cases of either disease have
been reported in NSW.
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Panama Tropical Race 4
in North Queensland

Australia’s banana industry is now responding
to its biggest challenge – containing one of the
world’s most serious banana plant diseases,
Panama Tropical Race 4 (TR4), in the nation’s
major growing region of North Queensland.
Banana farming in the region, which produces
about 95 per cent of Australia’s bananas, has
changed forever following the announcement of a
TR4 detection.
Story next page >

16,000 banana plants in the Tully
Valley, seen yellowing after they were
needled out when ten plants tested
positive for TR4 in March.
Australian Bananas magazine | Autumn-Winter 2015
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Series of shocks in TR4 fight
In the weeks since the fungal disease was first suspected on
a Tully Valley farm on March 4 there have been a series of
shocks for the banana industry.
The suspected TR4 case was confirmed on March 15 in devastating
news for the farm’s owners, the
Robsons.
Five weeks after the initial TR4
announcement, there was Biosecurity
Queensland (BQ) confirmation, later
overturned, of a TR4 detection on
a banana farm near Mareeba on the
Atherton Tablelands, 180kms north west
of Tully.
The farm, operated by grower Mark
Reppel, was quarantined for more than
five weeks, from April 9, after molecular
PCR testing on samples taken from a
plant returned results positive to TR4.
However, a follow-up test, called a vegetative compatibility group (VCG) test,
overturned that finding, determining the
samples were clear of TR4 and allowing
the farm’s quarantine to be lifted.
The incident led BQ to remove that
particular PCR test from its suite of
tests and to announce professional
services firm Deloitte Australia was

reviewing procedures used by BQ and
the University of Queensland for TR4
testing.
Acting Chief Biosecurity Officer
Malcolm Letts said although the
Mareeba confirmation had been overturned following the final test results,
BQ was certain TR4 was present in the
Tully Valley.
“We still have a confirmed case of
Panama disease Tropical Race 4 at Tully
and growers should continue strengthening their on-farm biosecurity practices to
protect their businesses,” he said.
“To date, 12 diagnostic tests including
visual, molecular and biological testing,
conducted on a range of samples from
the Tully property have all been positive.”
Australian Banana Growers’ Council
(ABGC) Chairman Doug Phillips
said growers needed to remain vigilant
and continue with their biosecurity
initiatives.
“The announcement that the Mareeba
farm has had its initial TR4 diagnosis

overturned and its quarantine lifted is
great news for that farm’s grower and his
family and for the banana industry,” Mr
Phillips said.
“However, growers need to remember
there is still one case of TR4 on a Tully
Valley farm and this result has been
confirmed using the highest level of TR4
testing available. Growers need to remain
vigilant and continue with their on-farm
biosecurity measures and we also need to
continue to support the grower and his
family.”
The ABGC has held three rounds
of grower meetings in March and
April in the three North Queensland
banana-growing towns of Tully, Mareeba
and Innisfail.
The ABGC has also sought Federal
and Queensland Government assistance.
The ABGC had called for measures
including:
 A BQ-approved protocol setting out
“minimum biosecurity standards” that
infected farms need to meet in order to
restart their farming operations. The
standards, and accompanying guidelines, were released in May

 Government funding assistance
for TR4-infected farms, including
assistance for the costs of destroying
infected plants and fencing infected
farms
 A joint Government-grower funded
program for other farm biosecurity
measures. A $600,000 project was
announced in late April (see story, Page
13)
 A BQ-regulated program for ensuring
the provision of clean banana planting
material
 A special Research and Development
fund to assist with TR4 research.

Quarantine action
The two farms temporarily shut down
following quarantine action returned
to production at the end of April after
meeting BQ interim requirements.
The Robsons farm in the Tully Valley
was shut down for almost eight weeks
and Mark Reppel’s farm near Mareeba
for almost two-and-a-half weeks
while the measures were finalised and
Inspector’s Approvals issued.
The quarantine on Mark Reppel’s farm
was lifted on May 19.
“I’ve never been through a time like it,
it’s certainly been the worst time we’ve
ever had,” Mark said.

“We need to have the banana industry fully prepared
to contain this disease and to assist growers with
affected properties” – ABGC Chairman Doug Phillips.
While he and his family were relieved
to have the TR4 diagnosis overturned
their thoughts were with the Robson
family. “They’re still going through a
world of pain and we need to temper
any happiness that we’ve got and keep
in mind what they’re going through,” he
said.
Both farms have been assessing their
financial losses from the interruption to
farm operations.
The ABGC announced a voluntary
levy that began on April 27 (see story,
Page 15) to provide compensation for
the two growers and has also received
funding commitments from the Federal
and Queensland governments.
Below: A Biosecurity Queensland officer
with shed manager Helen Owens at Mark
Reppel’s Tablelands farm prior to the farm
being cleared of TR4.
Opposite: Bevan Robson gets back into
production, bringing in a trailer of cut
bunches on his Tully Valley farm after a
BQ Inspector’s Approval was issued in late
April.

BQ announces
test review
Professional services firm Deloitte
Australia is expected to report
in June on its review of Panama
disease diagnostic systems and processes being used by Biosecurity
Queensland and the University of
Queensland.
BQ has changed TR4 testing procedures and announced the Deloittes
review after results from a molecular
PCR (polymerase chain reaction) test
were overturned.
In May, a diagnostic team involved
in the TR4 testing found the particular
PCR test, developed overseas, was
unreliable.
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TR4 find shocks industry
One of Australian horticulture’s most significant biosecurity
responses began in March when Panama disease Tropical
Race 4 (TR4) was first suspected on a Tully Valley farm.
Quick action from a grower reporting unhealthy plants, and in sampling and testing, bring the shock
news that TR4 had reached one of
Australia’s major banana growing
regions. Further quick action has
been taken to contain the fungal
disease. Here’s how he response
unfolded.
10 February – Bevan Robson, the
owner of a banana farm in the Tully
Valley, contacts Australian Banana
Growers’ Council (ABGC) liaison officer
Louis Lardi to report unhealthy plants.
11 February – Louis visits the farm
to take samples. Samples go to the
Queensland Department of Agriculture
and Fisheries (QDAF) for diagnosis. An
initial assessment, based on the plant
symptoms, indicates it could be bacterial
soft rot, or Erwinia. Tests are completed
for Erwinia and, as a precaution, for the
fungus Fusarium.
19 February - initial tests confirm
the presence of bacteria that causes soft
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rot in bananas. One sample also tests
positive for Fusarium. Fusarium fungi
are common in soil and can secondarily
infect sick plants. There are no Panama
symptoms. Testing for TR4 begins.
20 February – the cultures of
Fusarium are sent to Brisbane for further
testing (known as PCR molecular or
DNA testing) in line with normal
procedures.
3 March – an initial positive result for
TR4 is received.
4 March – the farm is quarantined
and Biosecurity Queensland (BQ)
announces the first case of TR4 in a
major Australian growing region is
suspected. Before TR4 can be confirmed,
further PCR tests are conducted, as well
as biological Vegetative Compatibility
Grouping (VCG) tests to identify the
strain of TR4.
5 March – the ABGC begins hosting
the first round of information meetings
for banana growers and other industry
members in Tully, Innisfail and Mareeba.
9 March – BQ announces it has begun
a program of tracing, surveillance and
sampling in the Tully area. More plant
samples are taken from the Tully Valley
farm. BQ establishes a State Control
Centre in Brisbane and a Local Control
Centre at North Queensland’s South
Johnstone Research Station to manage
the response (it later moves to Moresby).
A Forward Command Post is established
at Tully.
11 March – Further PCR testing
of the original samples is conducted
in Darwin and supports the initial
results. Queensland Premier Annastacia
Palaszczuk and Agriculture Minister Bill
Byrne meet with banana farmers and
industry leaders in Tully. The Premier
meets with the Robson family. Federal
Agriculture Minister Barnaby Joyce says
BQ has requested assistance through the
national Rapid Response Team.
12 March – The ABGC begins
hosting a second round of banana
grower and industry meetings. BQ
Principal Biosecurity Officer for North
Queensland Russell Gilmour tells the
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first meeting, at Tully, that BQ is now
confident TR4 is present on the Tully
Valley farm.
15 March – BQ announces TR4 is
confirmed, based on PCR test results
on the second batch of plant samples
collected.
16 March – Premier Palaszczuk says
BQ will boost TR4 response staff to 50.
She asks all Queenslanders to support the
banana industry.
20 March – BQ announces the strain
of TR4 confirmed in Tully is the same
as in the Northern Territory, where TR4
was confirmed in 1997, and in many
other overseas locations.
28 March – Destruction begins of 10
plants positive for TR4 and 200 surrounding plants on two blocks totalling
10 hectares. Minister Byrne meets
banana growers in Tully ahead of the
Queensland Government’s community
cabinet in Townsville on 29 March.
30 March – BQ announces 16,000
banana plants on the 10ha block will
be destroyed. Almost 70 BQ staff are
working on the response and are to be
joined by a further 20.
9 April – A detection of TR4 (later
overturned) is confirmed near Mareeba
on grower Mark Reppel’s farm after
he reports a suspect plant. The farm is
quarantined. Further grower meetings
are held.
17 April – A three-day BQ and ABGC
workshop on minimum-farm standards
concludes with standards expected to be
finalised in May.
23 April – ABGC gains $300,000 in
Qld Govt funding to provide biosecurity
advice to growers. The Federal Govt later
provides a further $300,000.
26 and 27 April – Farming restarts
on the two quarantined farms after both
meet BQ requirements. A voluntary levy
of 1 cent a kilogram is introduced to
assist the two growers.
19 May - TR4 diagnosis for Mark
Reppel’s farm is overturned.
Left: Urea was applied to cut corms and
felled trees on the Tully Valley infested
blocks. The plant material was then
covered in high-grade plastic to kill the
pathogen. Centre opposite, signs of the
fungus affecting the stem. Far right:
Wilting due to the presence of fusarium
fungus.

Panama disease history
Late 1600s – a race of the disease
became widespread in the Americas in
Silk bananas
Post 1850 – a commercial banana
industry develops growing Gros Michel,
a variety susceptible to a disease that will
become known as Panama Race 1
1876 – Report of Panama Race 1
symptoms on Sugar bananas grown in
Brisbane
1890 – Panama disease begins causing
losses of Gros Michel bananas in the
Americas
1911 – The name Panama adopted to
describe the disease after a severe outbreak or Race 1 occurs in Panama
1912 – Gros Michel introduced to
Australia and reported as being susceptible to Race 1
1950s – Race 1-resistant Cavendish
bananas become the major commercial
banana variety, replacing Gros Michel
1960s – Panama disease found in
Taiwan affecting Cavendish types. In the
1970s the disease is recognised as Race 4

1970s – a variant, Subtropical Race 4
- affects banana plants in a small area of
southern Queensland and on one Byron
Bay farm
1990s – Tropical Race 4 (TR4)
confirmed in Malaysia and Indonesia
1997 – TR4 confirmed in the
Northern Territory
2000s – TR4 in mainland China and
the Philippines
2013 – Reported in Mozambique in
Africa and Jordan in the Middle East.
Also reported in Oman in the Middle
East
2015 – Confirmed in North
Queensland and also in Lebanon and
Pakistan.

 Fusarium wilt disease of bananas
is known as Fusarium oxysporum f.
sp. cubense, a plant pathogen that
causes Panama disease
 It is a soil-borne fungus that spreads
through movements of soil, water
and infected plant material
 There are four races of Panama –
Tropical Race 4 is the most serious
and affects most varieties of bananas
 TR4 is regarded as the greatest
threat to global banana production
 Panama disease enters the plant
roots via the soil and spreads
throughout the plant, blocking the
vascular tissue and stopping the
uptake of water
 External symptoms include yellowing
along the leaf margins, wilting of the
older leaves and, eventually, plant
death. Infested banana plants are not
able to produce a harvestable bunch

300 years of Panama’s races
Fusarium wilt of bananas was
named Panama in the early 1900s
but its presence stretches back
more than 300 years.
The disease’s most serious form,
Tropical Race 4 (TR4), was identified
in the 1990s and news of its worldwide
spread soon began to accelerate.

Fusarium Facts

TR4 arrived in Australia in the
Northern Territory in 1997. Recent
outbreaks in 2013 hit Mozambique,
Jordan and Oman.
In March his year it was confirmed in
North Queensland as well as in Lebanon
and Pakistan.

 Internal symptoms include dark
purple/red streaking in the
pseudostem
 The disease can survive in the soil for
decades, even after banana plants
have been removed
 It cannot be controlled using
fungicides or eradicated once it is
within soil. Exposed spores can be
killed with sanitisers
 Global banana breeding programs
are working to develop new banana
varieties that are resistant to TR4.

$600k biosecurity initiative
Banana growers will receive
advice on managing TR4
threats to their farms through a
$600,000 Queensland and Federal
Government-funded project being
delivered by the Australian Banana
Growers’ Council (ABGC).
ABGC employed staff immediately on
gaining funding approval to develop an
extension plan for best practice on-farm
biosecurity.
ABGC Chief Executive Officer Jim
Pekin said: “Two former Queensland
DPI officers, Naomi King and John

Bagshaw, were employed in late April
to develop the extension plan and are
working with Banana Development
and Extension Program leader Tegan
Kukulies on this.
“After the plan is developed, the roll
out of on-farm biosecurity practices will
occur from May 15 for a further five
months.
“The ABGC will continue to employ
John Bagshaw on this stage, and will also
employ two other extension officers to
work with Tegan Kukulies and DAF’s
Stewart Lindsay.”
Autumn-Winter 2015
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TR4... Why Queensland’s different

Biosecurity response tops $2m

The recent discovery of Panama disease Tropical Race 4 in
North Queensland has led to doomsayers predicting the end
of the banana industry in Australia. Story by Tony Pattison.

The cost of the biosecurity response to TR4 has topped $2
million, according to a Queensland Government estimate.

While not discounting the seriousness of the outbreak, there are
several factors weighing in favour
of the survival of the Australian
banana industry, including lessons
learnt from outbreaks overseas and
the development of international
partnerships to help tackle the
problem.
The greatest enemy in an outbreak is
complacency and denial. This complacency, lack of diagnostic tools, reluctance
to admit the presence of the disease and
inability to change farming practices is
why the disease has spread and continues
to spread around the world.

Early detection
There are three main factors in favour
of the Australian banana industry being
able to manage and survive the outbreak
of Tropical Race 4.
The first is early detection and recognition of the disease.
While there is more work to be done
determining the extent of the outbreak,
the fact that we recognise the disease is
present, and have acted, puts us ahead
of most international outbreaks of the
Tropical Race 4.
The fungal pathogen is easily moved
in soil and in planting material, which
means that early detection and quarantining can slow the spread of the disease
to other areas.
It is still too early to determine if the
Tully site where the first detection was
made was the original site of infection,
but this detection is now contained.
In other outbreaks of TR4, the
recognition of the disease has often taken
years, either through denial or through
lack of diagnostic capabilities, which has
meant the disease had spread from the
initial site.
On-farm biosecurity
The second factor working in the
favour of the Australian banana industry
is the knowledge of on-farm biosecurity.
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While not every farm may implement
on-farm biosecurity, the concept was not
new for banana growers.
In outbreaks of TR4 overseas, the
concept of restricting the movement
of people though farms was difficult or
impossible to implement.
Many of the on-farm biosecurity
arrangements in place in overseas
outbreaks occurred after the disease had
reached the farm, with little knowledge
of what to do to disinfect machinery and
footwear.
The implementation of on-farm
biosecurity is now up to individual
farms, but there are resources available
for Australian banana farmers including
checklists, product recommendations,
guides and signage. Overseas outbreaks
did not have these resources.

Farm practices
The third factor in the favour of the
survival of the north Queensland banana
industry is the way bananas are grown.
Over the past 20 years there has been a
concerted effort to improve the farming
practices to reduce inputs on-farm and
protect the environment off-farm.
The subtle practices of grassed interrows, reduced soil pesticide applications,
lower nitrogen application and soil pH
management all contribute to improve
the biodiversity in the soil.
In the soil, the Fusarium fungus that
causes the Panama disease requires
carbon to grow.
The fungus obtains its carbon by
infecting the plant, surviving on alternate
host plants or undecomposed organic
matter in the soil.
pH and organic matter
By increasing the biological diversity
in the soil there is greater competition
between other soil organisms and the
Fusarium fungus. As only one to 10 per
cent of soil organisms can be cultured
from the soil, the best tactic to improve
soil biological diversity is to encourage
the organisms naturally occurring in the
soil.
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By having a neutral soil pH, greater
recycling of organic matter (such as
banana trash) and an increase in the
diversity of different plant species on the
soil, each with their own complement
of microorgansims around their roots,
the competition in the soil for carbon
increases.
Soil organisms that compete with
pathogens for carbon are usually slower
growing, but commonly produce
anti-microbial compounds to protect
their spot in the soil.
The anti-microbial compounds
produced come at an energy cost to
the organisms and therefore they tend
to be slower growing, requiring stable
environments to prosper. This is where
the improvements in farming practices in
north Queensland become important.

Not the end
Groundcovers in the row, the continual
breakdown of banana trash, frequent but
smaller fertiliser applications, reduced
pesticide applications, good irrigation
systems and neutral soil pH, all create a
more stable soil environment to promote
soil biodiversity.
By contrast, outbreaks of TR4 in
commercial plantations overseas have
typically occurred where the soil is kept
clean of vegetation, farm inputs tend to
be higher of both fertilisers and pesticides and soils tend to be more acidic.
Increased soil biodiversity will not stop
the disease on infected sites, but it tips
the balance away from the fungus.
The identification of TR4 in north
Queensland is a serious threat to banana
production in the region.
However, it will not be the death of the
industry as predicted by some, as long as
the industry continues to act swiftly to
recognise infected plants, isolate infected
areas, implement on farm biosecurity
practices to reduce the movement of the
fungus and improve soil management,
with a focus on creating a stable soil
environment for a biologically diverse
microbial community.
Tony Pattison is Principal Nematologist
with the Queensland Department of
Agriculture and Fisheries at South
Johnstone.

Queensland Agriculture Minister
Bill Byrne said on April 27: “The
Palaszczuk Government said from
the outset that it would do everything possible to prevent Panama
disease from ravaging the industry.
“Today I can confirm that the
Department has so far spent $2 million-plus in the response so far.
“The response has entailed surveillance, sampling, testing, establishing
control centres and community-industry
education.
“Biosecurity Queensland rapidly
assembled a multi-disciplinary response
team that now numbers more than 90
staff and includes some of the state’s

most experienced scientific researchers
and biosecurity experts.
“The Department has fast-tracked
the training of contractors, deployed
skilled technical staff from within the
Department and has sourced expert
personnel from the Commonwealth
Government, local councils, interstate
agencies and industry and research
groups.”
In addition to this, the Queensland
Government is funding $300,000 of a
$600,000 initiative for the Australian
Banana Growers’ Council (ABGC) to
deploy on-farm biosecurity experts (see
story, Page 13).
ABGC Chief Executive Officer Jim
Pekin said: “Biosecurity Queensland has

provided substantial resources to the TR4
response in North Queensland and we
thank them for the quick action taken
with initial quarantine and surveillance
work and the ongoing effort which now
involves more than 90 BQ staff.
“Together with the efforts of banana
growers, these initiatives are giving our
industry the best possible chance to
contain this plant disease and protect the
banana industry.”
Mr Pekin said ABGC was waiting
to hear announcements on other
assistance measures requested of both
the Commonwealth and Queensland
Governments.
Below: Banana plants in the Tully Valley
after being injected with herbicide as part
of TR4 biosecurity measures.

Levy starts

Banana growers are contributing to
a voluntary levy to provide financial
assistance to banana growers whose
farms were temporarily shut down
after TR4 detections.
The Australian Banana Growers’
Council (ABGC) introduced the voluntary levy which began on April 27.
The levy is one cent for every kilogram
of bananas marketed with the funds
sought so industry can fund its share of
assistance.
The ABGC has asked both
Commonwealth and Queensland
Governments to also contribute so
industry and both levels of government
each supply one-third of the total funds
raised.
Growers have been sent information
about the levy and will receive further
updates.

For more information contact: Alf Canino Tully Manager
P 07 4068 3783 F 07 4068 3786
M 0429 721 700 E alf@jattransport.com.au

Depots: Tully, Cairns, Mareeba,
Townsville, Mackay, Brisbane & Sydney
Delivering to all Southern Destinations.
Autumn-Winter 2015
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Choc tops for Panama plan
A visit to a Singapore chocolate factory has helped
Australia’s largest banana farming operation to quickly
implement a “traffic light” biosecurity system on their farms
and share the information with other growers.
Barrie MacKay and Mark Smith from
Tully’s Mackay Estates were at a
cocoa conference in Singapore in
March when they saw the system
of red, green and yellow zones in
operation at a chocolate factory.
At the same time, back in the Tully
Valley, where Mackay Estates has five
farms, news was breaking of the first
suspected case of Panama Tropical Race
4 (TR4) in a major Australian banana
growing region.
Mackay Estates’ Gavin MacKay said
news of the zonal system being used for
cocoa and chocolates in Singapore took
on a new urgency back in Tully.
“We were immediately able to use the
information and implement it on our
farms,” Mr MacKay said.

“It’s an excellent system and a great
guideline for thinking about how to
make sure your farming and packing
areas stay ‘clean’ and separated from the
areas where vehicles, equipment and
people enter and leave the farm.
“It also goes to show the value of
networking – who would have thought
you’d find a good idea on managing
banana farm biosecurity from a chocolate
factory in Singapore?”
The system works by identifying each
area on the farm as either a red, green or
yellow zone.
The red zone is a “dirty” zone where
trucks and visitors enter for essential
services such as deliveries and fruit pick
ups. It includes areas such as the loading

dock, car park and set down and pick up
area for farm workers.
No vehicles or equipment move
beyond the red zone into the clean yellow
and green zones. All staff and visitors
enter these zones after using footbaths
and then changing their street footwear
for colour-coded gumboots.
The separate sets of footwear for wearing home and for different parts of the
farm are a key part of the system. Field
workers have up to three pairs of boots,
each pair being left in one of the zones to
avoid walking soil across the zones.
“There are home boots, boots they
wear at smoko and boots they wear in
the field,” Mr MacKay said.
“Everyone in the packing shed wears
white gumboots and everyone in the field
will have black ones.
“That way it’s easy to see if people have
forgotten to change their boots if they’ve
moved between the different areas.”

The boots all stay on the farm in
their designated locations with workers
wearing their own footwear to and from
the farm.
Mr MacKay said the system had
brought an immediate lift in biosecurity
measures to their farms.
“Like everyone else, we had a little bit
of biosecurity in place already but we
never really had the mandate to implement everything.
“The system is still evolving - we’re still
developing it every day I guess as new
issues arise that hadn’t previously been
accounted for.”
The farms have set up protocols for
delivering farm and packing shed consumables, managing logistics to consolidate deliveries where possible. The new
processes are becoming more streamlined
as everyone adapts.
“It doesn’t add a lot of time once everyone gets used to it,” Mr MacKay said.
“It’s a matter of getting in the habit.”
Staff in the packing shed have been
keen to adopt the new procedures.
“They know why they’re doing it and
we’ve had no problems at all. They’re
actually quite keen.
“Initially, we had some people get a bit
mixed up about things but other people
are there to help them right away. And
with the different coloured gumboots
it makes it pretty obvious if someone’s
forgotten to change footwear.”
Workers at Mackays’ Bolinda Estate with
the new white gumboots being for wear
only in the packing shed ‘clean zone’.

On-farm traffic lights
 Red indicating ‘dirty’ and yellow
and green zones indicating ‘clean’
zones.
 Vehicles and equipment in the
‘dirty’ red zone don’t enter other
zones.
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 Foot baths at all access points
into, and between, zones.
 Colour-coded gumboots – black
stays in the field, white only worn
in the shed.

 Asking vehicles to come clean
– free of dirt and ready for
sanitisation
 Better logistics – consolidating
deliveries and pick ups where
possible so there are fewer vehicle
movements on and off the farm.

Autumn-Winter 2015
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Backpackers in step with biosecurity

Check on cane risks before harvest

With backpackers being a mainstay
of the banana industry workforce,
Innisfail hostel manager Nick Pervan
has taken immediate action to make
sure farm workers know biosecurity
is everyone’s job.
Nick, from the Backpackers Shack,
wrote his own notice to farm workers to
ensure they understood the importance
of taking action on TR4.
“We all need to pull our weight and
help protect the banana industry,” Nick
told his workers. “This is not a joke and
is to be taken seriously.”
Nick is one of the North Queensland
hostel operators who has begun working
on footwear protocols with the banana
farms where backpackers are employed.
In new measures being introduced on
farms, backpackers have separate sets of
footwear for off and on the farm.
Nick has asked backpackers to wear
thongs to and from farms and wash
down the soles using pump pack sanitising sprays in line with ‘come clean, leave
clean’ recommendations . Their work

The North Queensland cane industry has taken immediate
action to minimise any risks posed to banana farms from
cane operations following the detection of the soil-borne
banana plant disease Panama Tropical Race 4 (TR4) on a
Tully Valley banana farm.
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footwear is kept on-farm for use in
the paddock or packing shed.
“All the backpackers understand the
importance of biosecurity and they
know it is now a part of everyday
work on a banana farm,” Mr Pervan
said.
“I’m finding that everyone is keen
to play their part.”
He said the clean floor inside the
minibus taking backpackers to and
from work shows the message is
already working. Before the biosecurity efforts stepped up, it would be
common to see soil left behind from
footwear worn off banana farms.
“The news about TR4 has been a
real shock to everyone in the community – there are so many businesses
reliant on bananas that we all have
to do everything we can to support
growers,” Nick said.
Nick Pervan (left) washing down
banana farm worker Adam Leaver of
Manchester.
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Australian Banana Growers’ Council
(ABGC) community meetings in
North Queensland have discussed
how to reduce the risks of TR4
being spread through the inadvertent movement of soil and planting
material carried on vehicles, equipment and workers.
ABGC directors have also met with
Tully Sugar and sugar industry representatives to discuss the TR4 issue.
The banana and cane groups have
talked on managing risks where farms
grow both bananas and cane, share farm
access points or have harvested cane
transported through or near banana
farms.

Canegrowers Tully manager Peter
Lucy said the industry body had advised
all members to observe banana farms’
on-farm biosecurity measures and the
“Come Clean, Leave Clean” protocols
for cleaning down vehicles, equipment
and footwear before entering and leaving
banana farms.
“We’ve also had a number of meetings
and are identifying areas where we may
need to make changes,” Mr Lucy said.
“We’re also identifying upcoming
issues, particularly ones that will arise
once we start the cane harvest. Right at
the moment we’ve made all our members
aware of the need to observe all the
landholder protocols where possible.”

Tully Sugar CEO Alick Osborne also
addressed one of the ABGC information
meetings in March, saying the banana
and cane industries had a “huge overlap”
with cane keen to assist the banana
industry to contain TR4.
He identified issues being considered as
the movement of workers, trucks, trains
and equipment on or near banana farms
and the distribution of “mill mud” and
ash used as a soil amendment.
ABGC Chairman Doug Phillips has
thanked the cane industry for their participation in initiatives to contain TR4.
“We greatly appreciate the efforts of
the cane industry and everyone in our
banana-growing communities,” Mr
Phillips said. “The great response that’s
been generated at community meetings
shows there’s enormous support for the
banana industry and that TR4 is not just
a banana issue, it’s a community issue.”

Autumn-Winter 2015
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Fences can’t push the boundaries

Quick on the uptake with wash downs

Fencing banana farms to
keep out Panama TR4 is
being supported by the
Cassowary Coast Regional
Council (CCRC) but growers
are being asked to check that
fences are going up within
property boundaries.

When the North Queensland TR4 threat was first announced,
one of the industry’s longest-established equipment
suppliers knew there wasn’t time to waste.

A Council spokesman has asked
growers who are unsure of their
exact property boundaries to
contact Council for assistance.
He said some farmers had already
erected lengthy sections of fencing
that were actually outside their farms’
boundaries and on the road reserve.
Fences that are built on road reserves
will need to be taken down and moved
back inside farm boundaries.
“The road reserve needs to be kept
clear so Council can maintain the road
and ensure the safety of road users. It also
provides access to utilities such as power
poles which can’t be fenced off,” the
spokesman said.
“We want to do what we can to make
sure farmers save money and time.
“Don’t start believing any old tales
about where your property boundary is.
I would suggest if farmers haven’t done a
property survey, get help from Council.
We can talk them through the process
and help make sure the fence goes in the
right place.”
The spokesman said the width of road
reserves could vary between 20, 30 or 40
metres and the roadway may run on one
side, so taking a fence line estimate by
measuring from the middle of the road
might not be accurate.
Some banana farms had also been
growing bananas beyond their property
boundaries and on the road reserve for
many years but this does not mean fences
could now be erected on the roadside of
those plants.
The spokesman said plantings that
went to the road’s edge also presented
a TR4-risk because the plants were so
close to passing traffic, and soil carried
on vehicles was one way TR4 could
potentially enter farms or be transferred
to other areas.
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He advised growers to keep plantings
within their farm boundaries and allow
space and headlands within the perimeter
to access plants and fencing.

Growers wanting assistance with information on property boundaries should
contact Council on 1300 763 903 or
enquiries@cassowarycoast.qld.gov.au

Road closure advice
Banana growers are soon expected to be provided with
additional advice on requests to gate off rarely-used roads to
help with biosecurity on their nearby farms.
Cassowary Coast Regional Council
has been considering the issue of
requests for temporary and permanent road closures.
Banana grower meetings in March
were told that it would be difficult to
limit public and emergency service
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As soon as the news hit the industry, Daradgee Welding Works had
designs for foot baths and truck
washes on the drawing board.
The first foot baths were being supplied within five days, construction on
the first truck wash system began within
10 days.
Daradgee is just one of the North
Queensland banana industry businesses
working to help growers step up on-farm
biosecurity now that TR4 in North
Queensland is a reality.
Owner Robert Sapuppo, a former
banana grower, said the family business’s
close links with the banana industry
meant they knew quick action was
essential.
“We knew about TR4 and so we had
an idea of what the impact could be on
the industry,” Mr Sapuppo said.
“We’ve actually had these ideas in place
for a long time - about seven years ago
we inspected a wash down facility at
Mt Surprise to get some initial ideas on
design.
“To convince a farmer to put one in
back then would have been near impossible but now the bigger farmers know
they need to consider it.”
Daradgee’s truck initial wash designs,
made after the visit to Mt Surprise,
south west of Atherton, were reactivated
immediately with Robert and sons Jason
and Andrew all working to finalise the
design.
The first order came within days.
The wash, measuring about six-by-four
metres uses a series of sprays activated
when a vehicle drives onto the wash.
“It all had to happen pretty quick,
people wanted answers ASAP,” Mr
Sapuppo said.

“We’re using a high-pressure spray system to remove soil from underneath the
vehicles before the chemical is sprayed
on. It’s important to remove as much soil
and mud as possible so the chemical can
be applied to a dirt-free surface.
“We’re keeping it as simple as possible
and as fast as possible using the existing
infrastructure that’s in place.”
The system requires power and water
at the wash site as well as pumping
equipment. Daradgee is also recommending water and chemical should be
used only once and taken to waste to
ensure any TR4 spores clear the system.
While the truck wash is a larger
financial commitment and not for every
grower, Mr Sapuppo said many growers
have been quick to install biosecurity
measures such as tray-style foot baths.
“We can’t keep up with demand for
them, as soon as we make a batch they’re
gone,” he said.

Daradgee is also making a larger,
walk-through version of the foot baths,
complete with hand rails to help guide
users.
Like everyone in the banana industry,
Mr Sapuppo is hoping biosecurity
measures help contain the spread of TR4.
Daradgee has been designing and
manufacturing equipment for the banana
industry for the past 25 years and its
business is synonymous with banana
growing.
“About 99 per cent of everything we do
is for the banana industry so we’re all in
the same boat,” Mr Sapuppo said.
“If people can get behind the effort
to contain TR4 it’ll be in everyone’s
interests. We just can’t let a spread of
TR4 happen – everything we do helps
the industry buy more time to find
solutions.”

Right: Jason Sapuppo welding a foot bath.
Below: Robert Sapuppo with one of the
foot baths that have been walking out
the door. Below left: Alex Jeffrey with a
section of a truck wash.

access to public roads. Applications for
temporary closures would be assessed
by Council and permanent road closure
applications would need to go via
Council to the Queensland Government
for consideration.
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What assistance is resistance?
New banana varieties developed for TR4 resistance are already being trialled in Australia,
with others in the pipeline. Jeff Daniells, Stewart Lindsay, Mike Smith, Sharon Hamill and Tony
Pattison report on what’s here, what’s on the way and what’s the potential.
The Panama disease Tropical Race 4
(TR4) outbreak in North Queensland
has immediately increased focus
on the Australian banana industry’s
ongoing research work into disease-resistant varieties.
With Australia’s major banana variety,
Williams Cavendish, under threat from
the banana plant disease, growers are
asking: “What resistant varieties available?” “How good are they?” “Which
ones should we plant?” Where can we get
them?” and “What other plants are in the
pipeline?”
The Australian banana industry’s
Banana Plant Protection Program
(BPPP) has established relationships with
banana plant breeding programs around
the world.
Already, seven Cavendish varieties and
five non-Cavendish developed for TR4
resistance have been trialled in Australia

with some of these commercially
available.
Growers have already had a chance to
see these plants on the industry’s trial
blocks and some growers have already
accessed some of the varieties to trial on
their own farms.
Varieties on the way include three
new Cavendish varieties from Taiwan,
now undergoing quarantine in Australia.
Negotiations are underway for other
varieties from mainland China and the
Philippines and there are others being
developed elsewhere, including the
Honduran breeding program.
It’s timely to review some of these varieties and their agronomic attributes and
to look ahead to what’s in the pipeline.
Given that the resistant varieties
generally have lower yields than Williams
Cavendish, it’s also timely to look at the
possible scenarios when use of resistant

varieties will be most beneficial to the
Australian banana industry.

Cavendish domination
Williams Cavendish has been the
dominant variety in Australian banana
growing for more than 50 years. The
fruit’s excellent agronomic and taste
attributes have earned it market dominance and, worldwide, Cavendish is also
the major variety.
Cavendish bananas are sold as a commodity product with relatively limited
product differentiation in the marketplace. Despite efforts to diversify varieties
grown, the market situation has changed
very little in the past 25 years.
The reasons for this were researched
in a banana industry project New and
alternative banana varieties designed to
increase market growth (BA09041). A
final report by Jeff Daniells and others
was completed in 2011.
Among the reasons found for the dominance of Cavendish was the simplicity
of having one main variety to manage in
a relatively complex supply chain. The
focus on one variety makes possible very
successful mass marketing.
Perhaps the arrival of TR4 in North
Queensland may be the impetus for
some change in this arena.
The new varieties
In answer to growers’ questions about
the new resistant varieties available,
here is a summary of the Cavendish and
non-Cavendish varieties now available.
We currently have seven Cavendish
varieties in Australia showing varying
degrees of resistance (best described as
partial resistance or tolerance).
The varieties are shown in the accompanying table. Two were also rated in an
agronomic trial (see story, Page 26).
Depending on the variety and growing
circumstances, varying proportions of
Left: Formosana (GCTCV 218) plant crop
at South Johnstone.
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Already, seven Cavendish
varieties and five nonCavendish developed
for TR4 resistance have
been trialled in Australia
with some of these
commercially available.

these plants will succumb to the disease
eventually.
Most of the varieties listed in the table
can be released and multiplied but not
all have been fully evaluated or recommended and are awaiting TR4 resistance
screening in the Northern Territory.
Screening has been delayed due to the
Banana Freckle eradication program
requiring the removal of banana plants in
parts of the NT until mid-2016.
There are limited plants of these
varieties from which to source suckers for
commercial production. Some growers
have already obtained plants of DPM25,
Formosana, CJ19 and GCTCV 119
under a Material Transfer Agreement
for evaluation on their properties. This
has allowed growers to assess the plants’
prospects.
DPM25, the variety developed by
the then Queensland Department of
Primary Industries (now known as the

Queensland Department of Agriculture
and Fisheries), was released commercially
this year.
Unfortunately, many of these varieties
have agronomic or postharvest defects.
One of the varieties, Formosana, is quite
prone to high levels of offtypes in tissue

Cavendish variety

Source

Comments

DPM25

DAF selection

Productivity close to Williams, level of TR4
tolerance uncertain*

Formosana (GCTCV 218)

Taiwanese
selection

Good productivity, large bunch, slow cycling, tall
plant, susceptible to stresses, slow fruit ripening

CJ19

Indonesian
selection
ex-Taiwan

Fair productivity. Dwarf plant, prone to choking in
sub-optimal growing conditions

GCTCV 119

Taiwanese
selection

Low productivity, slow cycling, tall plant very prone
to wind damage, poor bunch and hand formation

GCTCV 215

Taiwanese
selection

Low productivity, slow cycling. Not yet screened
against TR4 in NT

GCTCV 217 (incorrectly
labelled as 247 when
received)

Taiwanese
selection

Fair productivity. Not yet screened against TR4 in
NT.

GCTCV 105 (incorrectly
labelled as 106 when
received)

Taiwanese
selection

Low productivity, slow cycling; poor ratooning; very
sweet fruit. Not yet screened against TR4 in NT.

*Growers should take note that DPM25 has not shown tolerance to TR4 in any replicated trial situations.
In the original trials conducted in the Northern Territory about 10 years ago, DPM25 had exactly the
same disease reaction (very susceptible) as Williams under high disease pressure (Australian Bananas
Vol 20 pp 18-20). More recent observational data from a Northern Territory grower’s property indicate
that DPM25 may be slightly better than Williams but less resistant than Formosana.

Goldfinger (FHIA-01) was resistant to TR4
in the Northern Territory.

culture plantings. This must be taken
into consideration when interpreting its
performance.
Some of these varieties are reported on
in this edition of Australian Bananas as
well as previous editions – see Australian
Bananas Vol 41 pp 26-27, Vol 38 pp
14-15 and Vol 30 pp 30-31.

And the non-Cavs
There are just a few non-Cavendish
varieties that we know of that have
resistance or tolerance to TR4.
They include five hybrids from the
Honduran breeding program, amongst
them Goldfinger (FHIA-01), FHIA-18
(‘Bananza’) and FHIA-25 (cooking type).
Despite their high productivity, any
prospects they have can only be described
as niche. Goldfinger has already been
released and can be obtained for commercial production. However, the variety
has not so far achieved commercial
success.

> Continued next page
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What assistance is resistance?
QDAF holds the FHIA licence in
Australia for the other hybrids, so a
commercial partner would be required to
manage the FHIA lines if commercialisation is sought.
Other varieties with tolerance include
Pisang Ceylan and Ducasse but their
prospects also remain niche as far as the
Australian market is concerned. It should
be noted that Ducasse is highly susceptible to Fusarium wilt race 1 in the tropics
and subtropics, as is Pisang Ceylan in the
subtropics.
In overseas trials, plantains (like
the Horn Plantain and Dwarf French
Plantain we have in Australia) have
shown some tolerance to TR4. Lady
Finger, Pacific Plantain and Dwarf Red
Dacca were all very susceptible in the NT
screening trials.
Sucrier has not been screened against
TR4 in the NT but the pathogen has
been recovered from diseased plants of
this variety in South East Asia.

In the pipeline
So far, there are six more Cavendish
varieties identified as having potential
from breeding programs in Taiwan,
China and the Philippines. There is also
potential for new hybrids from the FHIA
breeding program in Honduras.
Of the six identified Cavendish
varieties, three are now in Australia
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undergoing the required quarantine
holding period.
These are from the Taiwan Banana
Research Institute (TBRI) and are the
Tai Chiao varieties numbered 3, 5 and
7. They were imported from Taiwan last
August.
The Tai Chiao varieties are partially
resistant, but we understand have much
improved agronomic characteristics
compared to Formosana.
Any potential future commercialisation
of these lines will be subject to licensing
and commercialisation to protect the
intellectual property of the TBRI.
There are ongoing negotiations with
breeding programs in China and the
Philippines to trial in Australia selections
of the other three Cavendish varieties
showing tolerance to TR4. These include
the Cavendish selections ZJ4 and ZJ6
and GCTCV 219.
We continue to seek the new
Cavendish hybrids developed in the
Honduran breeding program for evaluation in Australia – negotiations are
ongoing.
These hybrids potentially offer not
only resistance to TR4 but also to major
leaf diseases. While TR4 is the major
issue now faced by the Australian banana
industry, we must not lose sight of other
issues that the banana industry may face.
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There are other hybrids from CIRAD
(the French program – Centre de
Cooperation Internationale en Recherche
Agronomique pour le Developpment)
and from elsewhere which are currently
undergoing quarantine. However,
whether they have resistance is totally
unknown with TR4 disease screening
required.

What about GM?
The Queensland University of
Technology (QUT) has been screening
genetically modified (GM) Cavendish
against TR4 in the Northern Territory.
Verbal reports from QUT are that the
results to date, in terms of TR4 resistance, have been encouraging. However,
should the work prove successful there
remains the bigger hurdle of obtaining
permission to commercially grow the
plants in Australia, along with convincing consumers to purchase them.
There is currently no fresh GM
fruit and vegetables in the Australian
marketplace and a consumer reluctance
to accept it raises questions about the
prospects for the introduction of a
locally-grown GM banana. Research
will be ongoing in this area but it would
seem no GM variety would be ready for
possible commercialisation for quite a
few years yet.
Use of resistant plants
As part of growers’ consideration of
the current resistant varieties available
in Australia, growers should consider
that the Cavendish selections mentioned
above only have partial resistance.
If the pathogen is already present on a
property, some plants of these varieties
could be expected to become diseased
in the plant crop. As progressive cycles
of disease infection occur, the disease
inoculum can build in the plantation,
causing disease in more and more plants
in successive crops.
Overseas experience suggests that only
one to three crops may be possible before
the need for fallowing and eventual
replanting.
Therefore, growing such partially resistant varieties will contribute to a build
up of disease inoculum in the region,
potentially increasing the risk of disease
spread to clean properties.
GCTCV 219 grown in TR4-infested fields in
Mindanao is being test marketed in Japan.

For this reason, one possible scenario
is that banana cropping on infested sites
will not be permitted but this would
likely depend on the eventual number
and distribution of infested properties.
If a property does not have the
pathogen present, it should be noted
that these Cavendish varieties are not
as productive/profitable as the standard
Cavendish varieties Williams or Grande
Naine - yield reduction of 20 per cent or
more is typical along with other possible
defects.
Many of these lines also have different
post-harvest handling requirements
compared to Williams Cavendish which
would require segregation at ripening
and distribution centres.
Also, growers should be aware that
thinking a variety is resistant may lead to
a false sense of security meaning insufficient attention is paid to biosecurity
measures necessary to keep the pathogen
out for as long as possible.

Worst-case scenario
So, it is possible that the biggest
potential for the new varieties to play a
significant role in longer-term industry
production may only occur under a
scenario where TR4 has spread rapidly to
many production regions.
Experience with Fusarium wilt of
bananas overseas has typically been that
Cavendish rules the market and the
resistant varieties are a last resort. So,
unless a truly resistant variety is found

with essentially the same yield and
marketing characteristics, production
of the susceptible variety continues by
moving to clean sites. This happens until
no clean production sites remain and
there is no alternative but to switch to a
partially resistant or resistant variety.
The Australian banana industry will
need to consider what the best options
are for a property once it becomes
infested and the economics of the different options will require scrutiny.
It remains clear that containment is
a top priority and regions not currently
infested must be protected with a very
high level of biosecurity.

219 - the latest model
The Cavendish variety GCTCV 219
is an enhanced selection bred in the
Philippines out of GCTCV 119. It has
better agronomic characteristics than 119
and the fruit is sweeter than Williams.
Fruit of the variety has recently gained
acceptance in Japan where it is sold
as premium Cavendish and tagged as
‘sweeter banana / elegant taste banana’. It
is sold as packaged small clusters, further
distinguishing it from the standard
commodity product.
While this market is best described
as a niche opportunity, the higher value
derived in the marketplace helps to
maintain profitability in spite of the
lower productivity of 219.
Quarantine process
Typically, once plants arrive in
Australia from overseas they will take
18 months to two years to traverse the
quarantine process.
Even though some growers desperately
want resistant varieties we cannot fast
track the quarantine process without
running the risk of introducing additional exotic pests and diseases which
would only make matters worse.
Once they have successfully passed
through quarantine they will be screened
for resistance to TR4 which could
be expected to take at least a further
two years. Other aspects of agronomy
and postharvest handling will occur
simultaneously.
Not all of the imported varieties can
be expected to suit Australian growers.
What may be promising varieties overseas
will still need research in Australia on

production, postharvest, supply chain
and marketing to ensure that banana
sales are not jeopardised by a poor
quality product.

Getting plants
Some varieties with tolerance and resistance to TR4 are available with no intellectual property processes being necessary
(DPM25, Goldfinger and Formosana).
The others may require material transfer
agreements to be in place. Commercial
quantities are not currently available of
most of the varieties mentioned in this
article. Sharon Hamill, Senior Principal
Scientist at the Queensland Department
of Agriculture and Fisheries’ Maroochy
Research Station can provide more
information (phone 07 5453 5942). See
Sharon’s article on tissue culture in this
edition, Page 33.
Farming with TR4
In our (Daniells and Lindsay) paper
‘Tropical Race 4 Fusarium Wilt – what
If?’ presented at the 2009 Australian
Banana Industry Congress, we made it
clear that “once TR4 occurs on a property it would not be business as usual”.
This included aspects of crop management which would need to be modified
to allow sustainable production of
tolerant varieties.
It is unlikely that plantings would be
viable much beyond first ratoon as disease builds up in the crop. Considering
the need for significant fallowing to help
reduce inoculum pressure following cropping, a much larger property area would
be required to sustain the same total area
of bananas at any one time – doubling it
in some cases.
Other crop management measures recommended in the deployment of tolerant
varieties are to minimise waterlogging
and soil compaction, modest levels of
nitrogen fertiliser application and killing
of diseased plants without delay to
minimise disease inoculum levels.
Stewart Lindsay has reported previously on commercial production of
Cavendish bananas in the presence of
TR4 in Indonesia (2011 Winter edition
Australian Bananas Vol 33 pp 38-39). By
employing such crop management strategies it should be possible to grow tolerant
varieties in a diseased site for at least one,
or even several, crops depending on the
variety and location in question.

GCTCV 217 plant crop bunch at South
Johnstone.
Autumn-Winter 2015
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Williams versus the rest
South Johnstone field trials are rating the growing
performance of new varieties, including two that were
developed for TR4 resistance. Story by Jeff Daniells.

RATING THE
NEW ARRIVALS

Two Cavendish varieties sourced
from a Taiwanese research program
developing TR4-resistant plants are
among new varieties that have had
their plant crop assessed at a South
Johnstone field trial.
The trial has rated a range of
Cavendish, Gros Michel and Plantain
selections on agronomic measures including bunch weight, crop cycle, fruit length
and plant height. The new varieties
were compared with a plant crop of the
industry’s standard variety, the Williams
Cavendish.

GCTCV stands for Giant Cavendish
Tissue Culture Variant.
A comparison of the GCTCV 217
plant crop showed it had much the same
bunch size as Williams, at 32kg compared with 30kg, but took just over two
months longer to produce its bunch. It
also had a lower percentage of fruit in the
premium size range.
The second Taiwanese variety included
in the trial – GCTCV 105 – had a much
lower bunch weight than Williams, and a
slower crop cycle than both the Williams
and its Taiwanese stable mate. Its
bunches also contained a higher percentage of smaller, non-premium-sized fruit.
The South Johnstone trial is part of
the Banana Plant Protection Program’s
continuing research into new varieties.
Planted in August 2012, the trial’s
plant crop has been followed with a first
ratoon harvest. The data from the ratoon
crop harvest is now been analysed and
will soon be reported on.

Field work comparing the varieties has
taken on additional significance following the confirmation of TR4 in the Tully
Valley.
One of the Taiwanese TR4 selections
showed promise in terms of bunch
weight – being much the same weight as
Williams – however it took longer from
planting to achieve this.
The selection, called GCTCV 217, was
obtained a few years ago by Queensland
Department of Agriculture and Fisheries
and comes from the Taiwan Banana
Research Institute (TBRI). The institute
researches tissue culture selections and

Comparing plant crops
North Queensland growers who
attended a June 2013 field walk saw the
varieties nearing harvest of the plant
crop.
The results of that first crop are
presented here. More background information on the varieties can be found in
Australian Bananas vol 41, p 20; vol 38,
p 15 and vol 28, pp 44-45.
Interestingly, many of the varieties
had as heavy or heavier bunches than
Williams but Williams took the least
time from planting till harvest.
When this extra growing time was
taken into consideration, no varieties
yielded significantly higher than
Williams. The Cavendish selection Fa’i
Palagi produced much the same yield as
Williams. Those yielding more than 80
per cent of the Williams’ bunch weight
were the Gros Michel selections Highgate
Wind losses of 20-30% were experienced by the tall Gros Michel selections
from Cuba

Australian Bananas magazine |

Autumn-Winter 2015

NEW VARIETIES 27
and IBP 5-61, the Cavendish GCTCV
217 and the Plantain SH-3748.
Both Taiwanese selections GCTCV
217 and GCTCV 105 were much slower
(by two to three months) in development
than Williams, as is typical of the TBRI
TR4-tolerant Cavendish selections.
The Cuban Gros Michel selections
IBP 5-61 and IBP 5-B had the bulk of
their fruit in the 22-26 cm size category,
a category receiving a price premium for
Cavendish fruit. Then followed Williams,
IBP 12, Highgate, Gros Michel and
GCTCV 217.
In terms of plant height, Williams and
Fa’i Palagi were the shortest, followed by
GCTCV 217 and GCTCV 105. Gros
Michel and the Cuban selections were
very tall (more than 4 metres to the
plant throat) whilst the remainder were
intermediate in height.

Wind damage
Wind damage is typically the most
important cause of bunch losses in
banana production.
The tall varieties of Gros Michel from
Cuba had losses of 20 to 30 per cent.
The intermediate-height Highgate also
lost 20 per cent. These losses mostly

resulted from strong winds over a twoday period in early September 2013 with
gusts up to 59 km/hr damaging bunched
plants.
At this time, most of the other quicker
cycling varieties had already been harvested and did not experience the winds
at their most vulnerable stage during
bunch filling. Notably, Gros Michel
was marginally earlier than the Cuban
selections to complete its harvest, and as
a result had no losses.

Best on taste
Consumer taste testing will play an
important part in future assessments of
new varieties.
At South Johnstone, we conducted
some preliminary tasting panels and also
measured fruit brix (sugar content).
Hom Thong Mokho was found to have
outstanding eating quality with South
Johnstone staff specially requesting fruit
of this variety to eat! Its appeal is partly
related to its higher brix (18.3 compared
to 15.6 for Williams). GCTCV 105 also
had high brix similar to Hom Thong
Mokho. More detailed measurements
need to be made at a later date when any
varieties are moved forward for further
evaluation.
TR4 screening
The freckle disease eradication
program in the Northern Territory has
delayed the Banana Plant Protection
Program’s screening of the Taiwanese
selections against TR4 at the Coastal
Plains trial site.
The Gros Michel type, Hom Thong Mokho,
was a standout for taste

Cavendish variety
Williams C
Fa’i Palagi C
GCTCV 105/106 C
GCTCV 217/247 C
Gros Michel G
Highgate G
Hom Thong Mokho G
IBP 5-61 G
IBP 12 G
IBP 5-B G
SH-3748 P
Tonga P

Bunch
Wt (kg)
30
31
23
32
28
35
21
35
31
31
31
38

Months
Planting
to Harvest
9.4
9.9
12.3
11.5
12.6
13.5
10.8
13.3
13.0
13.1
10.3
10.8

Fruit 22-26 Fruit 20-22
cm (wt %) cm (wt %)
60
39
31
49
53
55
39
88
57
80
2
n.d.

Pseudostem Ht (m)

27
40
45
32
33
29
39
12
35
18
51
n.d.

C = Cavendish selection; G = Gros Michel selection; P = ‘Plantain’; n.d. = not determined

3.0
3.0
3.2
3.2
4.4
3.3
3.7
4.8
4.7
4.7
3.5
3.9

The cooking variety ‘Tonga’ was the
highest yielding variety in plant crop

Of the two Taiwanese selections being
developed for TR4 resistance, GCTCV217 has performed the better agronomically, but it’s important to consider that
any variety that shows TR4 resistance
may have promise in some way.
For example the variety DPM25,
which has been trialled in the subtropics
as well as on-farm in Tully, has shown
tolerance to Subtropical Race 4. It resembles Williams closely in appearance and
was developed by the then Queensland
Department of Primary Industries in the
early 1990s. The process involved selecting clones from a race 4-resistant Dwarf
Parfitt (an extra Dwarf Cavendish only
one-metre tall) until one with favourable
agronomic characteristics was found.

What next?
Following on from the plant crop
assessment, the results from the first
ratoon crop from the South Johnstone
field trial are being assessed. These results
will soon be reported on and will give
more information on the agronomic
performance of the plants in North
Queensland conditions.
Following the ratoon harvest, the trial
block was nurse suckered to prepare it
for yellow Sigatoka screening during the
2014-2015 wet season.
Jeff Daniells is Principal Horticulturist
with the Queensland Department of
Agriculture and Fisheries.
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The race to outpace Panama
The race is on to find new, disease resistant banana varieties
that will flourish in subtropical conditions, providing more
options and niche markets for the region’s growers. Story by
Luke Roberts.
Subtropical growers keen to
develop niche markets using disease-resistant banana varieties have
seen and tasted fruit from the plants
at a NSW field day.
The March event happened to coincide with news that the fungal disease
Panama Tropical Race 4 (TR4) was
suspected (and later confirmed) in North
Queensland.
NSW growers are already battling
another race of the disease, Race 1, as are
growers in parts of Queensland.
Although Race 1 doesn’t affect
Cavendish bananas it does attack varieties that some growers favour for their
niche market value, such as Lady Fingers
and Ducasse.

About 40 growers from across NSW
subtropical growing regions were at the
new commercial trial block at Duranbah,
in the Tweed region, to see the some 18
varieties. Included were growers from
Race 1-affected properties who are keen
to return to farming non-Cavendish
varieties.
The block is the second one planted
out with resistant varieties. Plants have
also been tested for disease resistance over
three years on an adjacent block, known
as “the killing fields”, first planted in
early 2012.
Growers had the chance to see the
plants in the field and to taste fruit from
the “killing fields” plants, some of which
are in their second ratoon.
Included are local and international
Lady Finger and Cavendish types, as well
as others.
The best performing varieties were
planted on the new section of the trial
block in January last year. The plants are
grown under commercial-farm conditions and many are bunching well.
The Duranbah trial is part of the
Australian banana industry’s Banana
Plant Protection Program (BPPP).
At the field day, growers were able
to meet and discuss the merits of the
potential new varieties with BPPP team
members André Drenth, Mike Smith
and trial block manager David Peasley

Good Panama Race 1-resistance and bunch performance
FLF-1*
FC-1*
LG-1
Williams*
Fa’i Palagi*
GCTCV 217
GCTCV 105

A local FHIA-18 (Honduran breeding program) selection. 9-11 hands per bunch,
showing excellent vigour and large bunches
A local Cavendish selection. 8-10 hands per bunch, very good vigour, fast
cycling
Being commercially grown as ‘Little Gem’. Very good vigour
Control variety providing comparative information; 9-10 hands per bunch; very
good vigour
Cavendish-type from Samoa. 7-9 hands per bunch, late bunching, low vigour
and thin neck
Cavendish-type from Taiwan. 7-9 hands per bunch, poor vigour
Cavendish-type from Taiwan. 7-9 hands per bunch, poor vigour, off-type
characteristics
Moderate Panama Race 1-resistance and bunch performance

High Noon*

FHIA variety. Excellent vigour; 7-10 hands per bunch; a new category of dessert
banana
Hom Thong Mokho*
Gros Michel selection from Thailand. 6-7 hands per bunch, late bunching,
moderate vigour
* Evaluated in commercial block
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(pictured at left). NSW banana IDO
Matt Weinert also spoke with growers
and demonstrated new weevil borer
traps.
A tour of the trial block and information sessions were features of the day
which started with some taste-testing of
fruit from the “killing fields” plants.
The new varieties have the potential
to help growers beat Panama Race 1 and
also to develop more markets for their
fruit. The varieties also have potential for
growing in areas not affected by Race 1.
Trial block manager David Peasley said
the field day was vital for growers to see
how the plants were performing and to
taste different varieties.
“There is exciting potential for the
industry given the promising performance so far of some of these new
varieties,” David said.
Details of the better-performing
varieties are provided in the table below.
The next step is to have growers in
selected locations between Yandina in
southeast Queensland and Nambucca on
the NSW mid north coast trial the plants
on their farms to see how they perform
in those locations.
Further trials over the next 12 months
will include tests on the fruit to monitor
ripening requirements and assess qualities
such as shelf-life, skin colour and appearance. Taste tests, where consumers try the
fruit, are also planned down the track.

Get involved
Subtropical growers interested in
hearing more about the new varieties
with the potential to trial them on their
property should contact Trial Manager
David Peasley on 02 6677 7317 peasleyhort@bigpond.com
Duane Pierce – Bilambil
“Good to see the plants at the age they
are now and it will be even better to see
them in a year’s time when the followers
are at the right size. The FLF1s are interesting to me and I wouldn’t t mind planting
some and seeing how they go at our local
farmers’ markets.”
Duane is a fourth-generation grower
and took over his farm from his father.
He currently grows both Lady Fingers and
Cavendish varieties.

Fielding some grower comments

Jason Gentle - Coffs Harbour
“The day was set up really well and
easy to understand as there are a lot of
varieties in the trial. For me, it’s hard
to beat the taste of the traditional Lady
Finger, but I reckon the FLF varieties
will give it a good go. This whole day is
about the future of our banana industry
in our region and it’s good for young
growers like me to have some options for
the future.”

David Walsh - Tweed Valley
“It was pleasing to see a good turn-up
of growers. If we are going into new
varieties then we have to make sure they
will sell. At my age I don’t want to be
carrying around big bunches - so that’s a
consideration I have. I’m having a go at
growing Little Gems at the moment and
they seem to chugging along well as long
as buyers keep wanting them.”

Garry Featherstone –
Montecollum, near Mullumbimby
“Very interesting for me because we
got wiped out by Panama and any new
variety that is Panama-resistant is of real
interest. The plants certainly look great
but I’m not yet sure about the taste with
some of them, although I appreciate my
taste is a bit different. I will be following
the trials with great interest.”

Clayton Hoy - Valla, south of
Coffs Harbour
“It was interesting to see what they are
doing here with new varieties. Finding
any new variety that appeals to consumers really comes down to a potential
market, buyers and taste. I liked a couple
of the new varieties that have higher
volume and bigger bunches. For taste
though, I find it hard to beat the Lady
Finger type. I’m interested to find out
more. It was a really interesting day.”
Clayton Hoy is young grower originally from Coffs Harbour, recently
returned to the region after eight
years growing Lady Fingers in North
Queensland. Just five weeks in, having
bought a property at Valla, south of Coffs
Harbour with partner Jamie, Clayton has
planted 13 acres of Lady Fingers on an
undulating farm that ran cattle for many
generations. Their ambition is to plant
between 40 and 50 acres.

Duane Pierce, fourth-generation grower at
Bilambil.

Zach and Ethan McKeever Nunderi, near Murwillumbah
Brothers and growers of the future,
Ethan and Zach McKeever, are keen to
find their way into the Northern NSW
industry and learn about which varieties
might thrive in subtropical conditions.
Both their granddads had local banana
farms and both boys have worked in the
banana industry for a number of years.
Now they want to establish themselves
by leasing some land in the region and
getting a farm of their own.
“It was great to see lots of new varieties, some of which we didn’t know
existed until today. We learnt a lot,” said
Zach.
“We really liked the look of the FLF-1
– which is performing well on the trial
block,” said Ethan.
Phil Bicknell - Coffs Harbour

“A very interesting and well organised
day. I like the idea of the killing fields
and the trial growing fields alongside.
They’re all on first bunch at the moment
and it will be good to see how each
variety progresses and the differences that
might emerge between them.”
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Learning to be Lady-like helps Cav growers
Successfully growing bananas in spite of Fusarium wilt
Panama disease is already a part of everyday operations for
many banana growers, including the finalists at the most
recent Farmer of the Year awards.
East Palmerston growers Shannon
Paton and partner Sarah Schultz
and Walkamin’s Michael and Lisa
Lankester were finalists in the plant
biosecurity category at the 2014
awards. Shannon and Sarah went
on to be awarded the Biosecurity
Farmer of the Year title in the plant
category.

Both couples have implemented
biosecurity protocols on their farms
to guard against Panama race 1, the
race that has been present in east coast
growing regions for many years. Race 1
affects non-Cavendish varieties including
Lady Fingers and niche varieties such as
Ducasse and Red Dacca.

Since confirmation of the more serious
race of Panama disease, Tropical Race
4, in the Tully Valley, both Shannon
and Michael have been fielding calls of
assistance from growers wanting to know
where to start with on-farm biosecurity.
As TR4 affects all banana varieties, the
growers have also been reassessing their
own on-farm biosecurity.
All growers of race-1 susceptible
varieties have been warned not to dismiss
any apparent infestations on their farms
as race 1.

Lankesters shut the gate to Panama
Michael & Lisa Lankester grow 60 hectares of Lady Finger
bananas and five hectares of trellised custard apples at
Walkamin.
The Lankesters took a number of
steps to keep out Race 1 Panama
disease, which was detected on
a nearby Lady Finger farm not
long before they purchased their
property.
They have kept Panama off their
farm despite its presence on some other
Tablelands properties for about eight
years.
Biosecurity is now second nature to
farm visitors and staff with key measures
including fencing and a closed front gate
biosecurity signage, visits by appointment, no unnecessary vehicles on the
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farm and a vehicle dip and footwear wash
downs for those who do enter.
“Now TR4 has been found we stepped
it up to another level,” Michael said of
the farm’s biosecurity.
“We actually had signs in place before
but we’ve changed those.
“We have entry by appointment only,
we keep the gate shut during work hours
and we put a foot bath at the gate.
“We just can’t afford to get complacent, I don’t think anyone in the whole
industry can get complacent now.”
When the Lankesters’ bought the
property it was already fenced, providing
an opportunity to restrict access to a
single entry.
As Panama can move in infected soil
that can be carried on vehicles, they
immediately began ensuring visiting
vehicles’ tyres and wheel arches were
sprayed at the farm gate using sanitiser in
a knapsack pump.
Michael investigated options for vehicle dips and spray systems and decided
on a vehicle dip which was built at the
farm’s entry to ensure all vehicles needing
to drive onto the farm passed through a
dip charged with Farmcleanse®.
Contractors who are regularly driving
and using equipment on other banana
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farms must leave their vehicles outside
the farm gate. The Lankesters then
provide a vehicle and the necessary farm
equipment for contractors to use while
on their farm.
An easement for Sun Water, the local
irrigation scheme providers, was present
on the Lankesters’ farm. This was identified as a potential risk pathway onto their
property so they approached Sun Water
and asked them to close the easement
and instead use the front main access via
the dip. They were happy to comply and
the easement is no longer in use.
The Lankesters believe people are creatures of habit and it’s a matter of making
biosecurity practices part of an everyday
routine. They have integrated biosecurity
into their business so it’s now ‘standard’
practice at their farm.
They believe every biosecurity initiative done correctly and effectively is like
another brick in a wall strengthening a
growing region’s biosecurity defences.
Not only does it act as a physical barrier
to disease but also an incentive for others
to move along the same path and create a
biosecurity-aware farming community.
In this way, one farm’s actions can help
a region to improve its overall biosecurity
profile, generating benefits for everyone.
Left: Lisa and Michael Lankester.

Plan B’s not an option, says Shannon
Shannon Paton has already been nationally recognised for his
and partner Sarah’s efforts to keep Panama race 1 off their
East Palmerston farm.
Now, as the president of the
Cassowary Coast Banana Growers’
Association and Biosecurity Farmer
of the Year, Shannon is assisting
other growers who ask for tips on
keeping out Panama.
“I initially had some growers ring me
up and say ‘why should I put biosecurity
in place on my farm?’ Shannon said.
“I tell them that everyone who’s got
a banana farm has got to think about
what happens if disease gets onto their
property.
“You’ve got to think about your Plan
B and I think the cost and effort of
biosecurity and protecting the value of
your property as a banana farm has got
to be less than the cost of a Plan B.
“It’s easy to justify the price of biosecurity measures.”
Shannon says growers who have
thought the issue through have been
quick to initiate biosecurity measures.
“It’s been really good to see so many
growers getting involved in farm biosecurity with signage, wash down systems and
fencing,” he said.
He advises growers that an excellent
place to start is with the Panama
Disease Prevention Checklist devised by
Queensland Department of Agriculture
and Fisheries Principal Development
Horticulturist Stewart Lindsay. The
checklist is available on the ABGC website www.abgc.org.au and helps growers
identify their farms’ Panama risk profile.
As growers of race 1-susceptible
bananas, Shannon and Sarah have been
strong advocates of farm gate biosecurity
since starting farming bananas several
years ago.
They grow seven exotic banana
varieties, all race 1-susceptible, for niche
markets around Australia.
At the farm, where they also live,
there’s a closed gate to farm visitors with
signage advising that biosecurity measures in place.

Shannon meets visitors at the gate on
his quad bike to ensure all unnecessary
vehicles stay outside. Even Shannon’s
van, which brings farm workers to and
from the property, stays outside the gate.
After washing down footwear, visitors
can be ferried onto the property on the
back of the quad bike. Those needing to
bring vehicles onto the property, including for deliveries and to pick up loads,
must first complete footwear and vehicle
wash downs.
Because Panama can be carried in
infected plant material, Shannon and
Sarah also use clean tissue culture plants.
The property is already fenced and
there are traps in place for any feral pigs
who get through – the animals being a
Panama risk because of the soil they can
carry on their feet when moving between
properties.
Following the confirmation of TR4,
Shannon has acted to upgrade fencing
with dingo mesh to further reduce the
risk from feral animals.

Shannon was a member of the 2013
banana industry study tour to China
and the Philippines where growers saw
firsthand the serious impact of Panama
TR4 on banana growing in areas where
good biosecurity measures had not been
implemented.
What he witnessed has been a big
incentive for him to maintain on-farm
biosecurity on his own farm as well as
to let others know of its importance in a
banana-growing region.
Above: Shannon Paton with prize winning
Ladies at the Innisfail Show.
Below: Shannon and Sarah Schultz with
daughter Caidin.
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Tissue culture – order now for 2016
Suppliers of

LIME GYPSUM
MAGNESIUM
DOLOMITE
0408
879
234
Email: peter@ag-culture.com.au

Tissue culture provides clean planting material but growers
need to plan well ahead if they want plants, including a TR4tolerant variety. Sharon Hamill reports*
The incursion of Panama disease Tropical Race 4 (TR4), also
known as Fusarium wilt, in North
Queensland means growers need
to reduce every risk of spreading
or introducing the disease to their
farm.
Ways that the disease spreads include
via infected planting material and
contaminated soil and water.
Using bits or suckers sourced from
other farms brings a substantial risk of
spreading TR4. Even though planting
material appears healthy, it could be
infected or covered in contaminated soil.
Tissue culture plants produced under
the Quality Banana Approved Nursery
Scheme (QBAN) are the recommended
source of clean planting material. These
plants are produced using virus indexed
and inspected banana suckers that are
Caption

multiplied in tissue culture under sterile
conditions.

Order for 2016
However, growers need to be aware
that it takes 12 to 18 months from time
of ordering until plants are ready for the
paddock. That means growers wanting
plants for 2016 need to consider making
their orders now.
QBAN laboratories and nurseries only
produce plants to match grower orders –
they don’t produce plants on speculation.
QBAN tissue culture laboratories can
rapidly expand production of banana
plants to suit industry demand, which is
expected to be high in coming years, and
should be able to supply orders.
Growers can purchase tissue culture
banana potted plants ready to plant from
accredited QBAN nurseries.
Growers can also obtain tissue culture
plants directly from QBAN laboratories
but will then have to harden off the
tissue culture plants in their own shade
house with irrigation and grow plants in
pots for three to five months until they
are big enough and sun-hardened, ready
for planting.
The approximate wait of 12-18
months for plants is because the cultures
must be initiated each year, specifically
for orders, and multiplication is limited
to a level that will maintain quality of
plants and reduce off-types.
DPM25 available
DPM25, a TR4-tolerant cultivar, is
now available to growers directly from
QBAN facilities.

Laboratory Nursery
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Business Name

Contact

Phone

It is not resistant to TR4 but succumbs
to the pathogen more slowly than does
the Williams cultivar. If present, the
Fusarium pathogen will persist and
increase in the soil until production
becomes unsustainable.
The process for a grower to order tissue culture plants is to contact either the
QBAN nursery or QBAN tissue culture
facility directly (see alphabetical list).
Some QBAN businesses are both a
laboratory and a nursery. The QBAN
members are commercial businesses and
there is no set price for the plants.
All QBAN businesses will require a
deposit to confirm the order. At the
time of ordering, growers will negotiate
estimated supply time for the plants but
must, to some extent, be flexible in this
timing.
Since tissue culture plants require at
least three months of growing-on in a
shade house, it is not possible for the
entire industry’s supply of plants to come
from the nurseries at the same time.
Tissue culture plants have a much
wider window of planting time compared
to bits and suckers. Therefore the supply
of plants will need to be staggered across
the optimum months.
Obviously, growers who place orders
earliest will have a better chance of
obtaining the plants to their preferred
timeline.
So, if you want tissue culture plants for
next year order now or inquire with the
QBAN facilities.
*Sharon Hamill is a Senior Principal
Scientist with the Queensland Department
of Agriculture and Fisheries. She can be
contacted on, 07 54535942 or Sharon.
Hamill@daf.qld.gov.au
email

Location

Blue Sky Tissue Culture
Nursery
Kool Bananas Plant Tissue
culture
Lemara Tissue culture
laboratory
Lowes Tissue culture
laboratory
Mission Beach Tissue Culture
Nursery & Laboratory
Slocombe’s QBAN Nursery

Craig & Sue Althaus

07 40682208

admin@blueskytc.com.au

Tully

Phil Berry-Porter

0407126113

shazza141@bigpond.com

Mission Beach

Peter Bakker

07 4784441

lemara@bigpond.com

Townsville

Natasha Marocik

02 43898750

Natasha@lowestc.com.au

Tumbi Umbi NSW

Steve Lavis

0418299900

sdlavis@bigpond.com

Phil Slocombe

07 40566504

pwgs@ozemail.com.au

Mission Beach and
Atherton Tablelands
Gordonvale

Yuruga Nursery and Clonal
solutions laboratory

Diana Rasbid & Vicki
Wallace

07 40933826

bananas@clonal-solutions.com.au Mareeba
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Feeding fruit when fertigating’s out

Tegan leads extension program

Reef Rescue Officer Robert Mayers provides this case
study of how Mission Beach’s Barnes family gained funding
assistance for a fertiliser spreader.

North Queensland soil health scientist Tegan Kukulies has
been a as the new leader of the banana industry’s Banana
Development and Extension Program.

Ian Barnes, along with his mother,
father and sister, grows 32 hectares
of Cavendish and Lady Finger
bananas at Mission Beach in Far
North Queensland.
Ian and his family have been funded in
previous Reef Grant/Reef Rescue rounds
for automated irrigation and fertigation.
He wanted the ability to spread fowl
manure and other forms of organic
fertilisers as well as the best practice of

applying granular fertiliser at times of the
year when fertigation is not suitable.
Having accessed Reef Rescue funding
in previous rounds, he approached me
to ask if a fertiliser spreader could be
funded. After our discussion, Ian decided
that to complement his practice of interrow grassing and automated fertigation,
the use of a banded fertiliser spreader
would assist him in his goal to reduce
nutrient leaving the farm.

Ian lodged his Expression Of Interest
and contacted local suppliers to consider
his options and gain quotes. After careful
consideration Ian chose a spreader from
Daradgee Welding Works and a grant
application was lodged with Terrain. He
was successful in gaining funding for the
project and so the spreader was ordered
and delivered.
I helped Ian calibrate the spreader
and he now has the ability to accurately
spread granular fertiliser in times of the
year when fertigation is not suitable.
Also, as a part of his nutrient program,
Ian applies fowl manure four times a
year.
In the long term, the use of the
spreader will reduce Ian’s nutrient inputs
and improve the timing of applications
to best utilise the nutrients being applied.
This will help Ian better minimise
nutrients leaving the farm.
Ian is extremely happy with the new
spreader and thanks Terrain, ABGC and
Daradgee Welding Works for assistance
in accessing this Australian Government
grant.
Ian would now like to access a GPS to
assist him setting up permanent beds and
contouring his blocks with a gradient of
over 3 per cent to help reduce the loss of
sediment from his farm.
Ian decided to complement his practice of
inter-row grassing and automated fertigation with a banded fertiliser spreader to
reduce nutrient leaving the farm.

Growers go for final reef funding round
Banana growers have jumped at the chance to take
advantage of the final round of Reef Water Quality Grants on
offer.
A total of 40 formal applications
were lodged for Round 8 – the final
round of reef projects to gain funding assistance from the Australian
Government. The applications were
submitted by late April and followed
the lodgement of 58 Expressions Of
Interest in March.
Australian Banana Growers’ Council
(ABGC) Reef Grants Officer Robert
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Mayers assisted growers with the EOIs
and applications and will also help with
extension work on the funded projects.
In 2014, more than 40 projects were
approved and completed and are now
assisting growers to better manage
nutrient application and run off, helping
improve the quality of water entering the
Great Barrier Reef lagoon.
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“The projects are prioritised to make
sure the investment being made has the
maximum benefit to the environment.
Growers are using the funding assistance
for things such as manual or automated
fertigation sysems, side-throw slashers,
fertilser spreaders, improvements to
block levels, on-farm roads and drainage
and contouring permanent beds,” Robert
said.
The grants provide up to 50 per cent
funding support of up to $30,000 for
projects on single farms and $150,000
for multifarm operations.

The new role began in March and
Tegan is leading initiatives bringing
the findings of banana research to
growers via activities such as field
days, presentations and videos.
She will also be running the national
banana extension roadshow which takes
scientists to Australia’s major banana
growing regions and coordinating the
NextGen young growers’ group.
Tegan is a Senior Development
Horticulturist at the Queensland
Department of Agriculture and Fisheries’
South Johnstone Research Station. Her
banana research work has included
participation in an international project
on Panama TR4 which included work
in the Philippines last year on the use of
ground covers to suppress the pathogen’s
spread.
One of her first tasks in her new role
was to produce a video showing growers
the symptoms of TR4 and providing
advice on protecting their farms. Tegan
answers our ten questions.
Tell us what got you interested in the
banana industry?

At high school I did work experience
at the Department of Primary Industries.
I had the opportunity to spend the week
working with different researchers based
at the South Johnstone office. This
really sparked my interest in agricultural
research and helping find practical
solutions for growers.
Where did you do your training, both
academic and in the field?

I completed my science degree at
James Cook University in Cairns. I was
fortunate enough to start working with
Dr Tony Pattison after I completed my
degree, which then led to Tony co-supervising my honours project about organic
matter management in bananas. I have
been a part of the successful soil health
team at the Queensland Department of
Agriculture and Fisheries ever since and
have gained a great deal of knowledge
on soil health, particularly the biological
aspect.

Tell us what happens on a good day?
And on a not-so-good day?

On a good day you observe something
that has the potential to improve the way
we do things in the industry and on a
bad day things don’t go to plan and you
can’t explain why.
How does your work help the industry
and tell us about a breakthrough
moment you’ve had on a project?

I have worked on a range of banana
projects however the most significant
ones are the ACIAR (Australian Centre
for International Agricultural Research)
funded projects which are focused on soil
health and Panama Disease.
More specifically, investigating how the
management of ground covers coupled
with good farm management can potentially create suppressive systems that
could allow growers to continue growing
bananas in the presence of the disease.
A breakthrough moment was working
with Dr Tony Pattison showing that
encouraging indigenous organisms by
maintaining a groundcover around the
base of plants significantly reduced the
symptoms of Panama Race 1 in Ducasse.
The current ACIAR project is designed
to allow us to continue researching
these soil management practices as well
as provide insight on the most effective on-farm biosecurity practices for
Panama.
What’s one of your favourite things
about working in the banana industry?

As a part of my new role I am really
going to enjoy working more closely
with the people in the industry.
Characteristically, people in the banana
industry are down to earth, open minded
and very innovative, which I think
largely contributes to the success of the
industry as a whole.
When you tell people your work includes
banana research, what do they usually
ask about?

Over the past couple of months the
hot topic is Panama Tropical Race 4!
However before that detection, and given
my previous involvement in soil health,
people would ask about cover crops, soil
biology and microbial products.

What’s one of the things most people
don’t know about bananas?

Bananas have amazing health benefits.
They say an apple a day keeps the doctor
away but I think a banana a day will also
do the trick!
From a science perspective, what’s
a current hot topic about banana
production?

Well, there’s no doubt about
it - Panama Tropical Race 4! More
specifically, matters relating to on-farm
biosecurity practices and the future
research into tolerant varieties.
How do you like your bananas – fresh or
cooked, what’s your favourite banana
recipe and how often do you make it?

You can’t beat a fresh banana (firm),
although it is also hard to go past a
fresh banana cake. Just recently I tried
a banana and Nutella pizza, and it was
delicious.
When you’ve got time off, what are some
of your favourite pastimes?

Growing up at Kurrimine Beach means
that, by default, I enjoy all the water
sports - fishing, diving, spearfishing,
water skiing and wakeboarding. We really
are spoilt in this part of the world and I
count myself lucky to have the opportunity to enjoy all of these water sports.
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Managing free nitrogen
New research has drawn attention to the need to better
manage naturally-occurring nitrogen found in the top 60
centimetres of soil during the crop establishment phase. Jeff
Daniells, John Armour and Stewart Lindsay report.*
A Reef Rescue project investigating
different slow release nitrogen
fertilisers was confronted with major
leaching losses in a plant crop which
were unrelated to the different
fertilisers being applied.
High levels of freely available nitrogen
present in the soil at planting were the
culprits.
Benefits for growers from better
managing this free nitrogen at planting
time will include fertiliser savings and
reduction in the various losses of nitrogen to the environment.
The Reef Rescue research has been
conducted at South Johnstone Research
Station. Additional research has also been
conducted at two North Queensland
banana farms which have been looking

at the effects of sown ground covers and
new nitrogen management practices (see
separate story).
The South Johnstone research found
the main period of leaching of nitrate
nitrogen below the banana root zone was

in the few months after planting (see
Figure 1).
This is not the first time the phenomenon had been observed. During
our research trials in 1998 we wrote in
Bananatopics Vol 26 page 6 about how
to make the most of the abundant freely
available nitrogen at the time of planting.
At the time, the environmental
significance of nitrogen losses was barely
on the agenda. It is now a priority and

Under some circumstances the 130
kg that was present at planting could
be sufficient to grow a plant crop. But
it is mostly a case of too much nitrogen
too soon, because this nitrogen is very
subject to losses associated with heavy
rainfall events.

Less leaching
Three ways to minimise leaching of
nitrogen following planting include –
later applications of nitrogen fertiliser,
scheduling planting at set periods well
ahead of the wet season and using
strategies such as permanent beds.

Below: Figure 1. Nitrate–N leaching during
the plant crop. Major leaching losses in
the few months following planting were
related to the high levels of nitrate which
had been released following land preparation. Right: Figure 2. Nitrate levels in the
soil’s top layer.

projects such as Reef Rescue are assisting
with solutions.

Free nitrogen
Banana soils in North Queensland
have as much as five to 10 tonnes of
nitrogen per hectare (N/ha) in the top 60
centimetres.
Most of this is not generally available
to the banana plant because it is tied up
in organic matter and microbes and is
only released slowly.
However, cultivation and land
preparation prior to planting causes
rapid breakdown of organic matter and
microbes and subsequent release as freely
available nitrate-nitrogen (nitrate-N).
In our Reef Rescue trial, we had 130
kg of nitrate-N present in the top 60
cm of soil (see Figure 2). However, by
harvest of the plant crop, soil nitrogen
in the unfertilised inter-row area had
decreased to low levels.
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Fertiliser companies have already
expressed interest in amending their
recommendations on fertiliser applications to incorporate nitrate-N levels at
planting.
This would assist with timing the
applications of nitrogen fertilisers to
minimise nitrogen leaching. For example,
if there are high nitrate levels at planting
it may allow nitrogen fertiliser application to be delayed in plant crops.
Scheduling planting times to MayJune and August-September should
maximise the opportunity for plants to
take up freely available nitrogen before

The trial after planting: nitrogen is most
likely to leach when young crops get
heavy rain.

the wet season is underway from January
onwards and when leaching is greatest.
Any strategy reducing the area of land
cultivated per hectare of bananas planted
should lead to less loss of nitrogen to the
environment.
One such approach is known as
the permanent bed system (pictured,
below left) where only about half of the
paddock area is cultivated. Currently permanent beds account for no more than
10 per cent of the area under bananas in
north Queensland.

Acknowledgement
This project was funded by the
Australian Government’s Reef Rescue
R&D program.
*Jeff Daniells is Principal Horticulturist
and Stewart Lindsay is Principal
Development Horticulturist at the
Queensland Department of Agriculture
and Fisheries’ (Queensland DAF’s) South
Johnstone Research Station. John Armour
recently retired as a Principal Scientist
at Queensland’s Department of Natural
Resources and Mines but continues to work
with the banana industry.

Permanent bed systems can halve the
cultivated soil area per hectare of planted
bananas significantly reducing the amount
of freely-available nitrogen subject to
leaching loss.
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Changing focus on Bunchy Top

That Sugar Film gets people talking

The second phase of the National Bunchy Top Project will end
in June but work on the challenge to eradicate the disease
from commercial plantations will continue in a planned third
phase.

As I write, a movie about sugar (That Sugar Film) has got a
few people chattering.

While extensive progress has been
made in the eradication effort,
Bunchy Top has not yet be completely removed from plantations in
South East Queensland and northern New South Wales.
Freeing plantations from the disease
and protecting them from infestations
originating in backyard and feral bananas
plants have been the main objectives of
the project.
Project Manager David Peasley said
there had been substantial increases in
the numbers of banana plantations free
of the disease.
“Since our benchmarks were established in 2010, we have made major
progress in both New South Wales and
South East Queensland in controlling
Bunchy Top in our commercial plantations,” Mr Peasley said.

“We have monitored a large number
of plantations - 230 in New South Wales
and 44 in South East Queensland - and
our results show the benefits of our work
to categorise the plantations and make
planned inspections.”
The project’s Phase 2 review was
conducted by consultant Fiona Macbeth
of Blackwood and Kemp Pty Ltd an
commissioned by Horticulture Australia
Ltd. Ms Macbeth said: “It is not likely
that total eradication can be achieved
with the current resource and regulatory
restraints and within the current project
ending in June 2015. However, there
is a compelling economic argument to
continue to contain and reduce the pest
population.”
Of growing importance have been
communication activities to get the

“We have made major
progress in both New South
Wales and South East
Queensland in controlling
Bunchy Top in our
commercial plantations.”
– David Peasley
message out to the wider community,
particularly in South East Queensland.
“Getting the message out to backyarders remains a critical part of the project,
particularly with the likely change of
regulations in Queensland where general
biosecurity obligations will rest with the
community and not government,” Mr
Peasley said.
“And critical to our success has been
the commitment of our dedicated team
across both states and I would like to
thank them all for their efforts and the
growers for their support,” said Mr
Peasley.

Have your bananas had
their One-Shot today?
Based on Haifa’s world renowned Poly-Feed,
Banana One-Shot is a complete, fully water
soluble fertiliser blend for fertigating bananas.
• More efficient
• Better growth, quality
• Faster fruit-fill
• Increased production, profits

Exclusively available at
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It’s an engaging, sometimes humorous and sometimes serious romp
through one person’s change of diet
from ‘healthy’ to one that is ‘high
in sugar’ - although it’s not clear
whether he’s referring to natural
sugars or added sugars.
It’s also often confusing and incorrect,
with sadly no involvement by anyone
acknowledged as a nutrition expert.
Given that the film is causing some
discussion about the role of sugar in the
diet, it’s a good time to once again review
some issues about food and its sugar
content.

Fat chance for livers
Of all the different types of sugars,
fructose and sucrose are the subjects of
the most derision.
We are told that fructose is treated
differently to other sugars and causes
fatty liver. What we aren’t told is that
fructose only causes fatty liver in laboratory animals when they consume far
more fructose than they would ever do
normally.
The same follows for humans –
normal, sane, wholesome eating that
includes a common amount of fructose
won’t cause a fatty liver.
Of course, fructose is a sugar found
in all fruit. Thankfully, the anti-sugar
discourse of the movie doesn’t suggest
that fresh fruit should be avoided, only
commercial fruit juices. Certainly,
there is no nutrition expert I know that

encourages fruit juice consumption
beyond one small glass a day.

Bagging the guidelines
It is common for the Australian
Dietary Guidelines (ADG) to get
a bagging from the self-appointed
nutrition commentators, who believe it
promotes carbohydrate including sugar,
consumption.
Yet they don’t. They have always said
to eat good quality carbohydrate – fresh
fruit (not litres of juice), wholegrain
cereals (not lots of white bread) and
vegetables, which virtually nobody eats,
certainly not close to the amounts they
should be eating each day.
We have barely half the population
eating enough fruit and only 1 in 20
people eat sufficient vegetables to get
their benefits. Notice that I’m talking
about foods.
The media and the pop-nutritionist
can only think in terms of fat, carbs and
sugar such that some people are worried
about the sugar content of the banana,
and forget all the other nutritional benefits of eating this wonder fruit (folate,
B6, C, potassium, fibre, resistant starch
etc. - you’ve heard it all before).
Brazil makes its call
It’s interesting to look at some other
countries’ dietary guidelines. For
instance, the new Brazilian Dietary
Guidelines (BDG), finalised in 2014,
have gone a step further than ours.

By Glenn Cardwell
Accredited Practising Dietitian

Of course, in Brazil the banana is a
popular fruit, often used in cooking.
Their guidelines make similar comments
to ours about eating plenty of plant foods
and avoiding excess sugar and salt.
In part, the BDG states: “Recent
researches have demonstrated the
presence of various chemical compounds
with biological activity in foods, highlighting the presence of antioxidant and
anti-inflammatory properties compounds
in foods such as fruits, vegetables, nuts
and fish.”

Golden advice
The BDG has a golden rule to
constantly promote the eating of fresh
produce, home cooking and the use of
only minimally processed food.
“Like all golden rules, the overall rule
here is easy to remember and follow:
always prefer natural or minimally
processed foods and freshly made dishes
and meals to ultra-processed foods,” they
say.
What has stunned a few, and given the
BDG some infamy, is guideline #10:
“Be wary of food advertising and
marketing. The purpose of advertising
is to increase product sales, and not to
inform or educate people. Be critical and
teach children to be critical of all forms
of food advertising and marketing.”
Not sure if that would ever get into the
ADG! Maybe we need to be more brazen
and honest and receive more government
funding to advertise fresh food in a way
that informs and educates.

www.haifa-group.com
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New format for banana scholarship
The Australian banana industry’s most prestigious scholarship
is to have a new focus – assisting budding young scientists
into banana research careers.
The renewal of the Mort Johnston
Professional Development
Scholarship comes after six years
of funding important industry work
conducted by established researchers or postgraduate students.
Now the scholarship - an annual
$10,000 prize - is to switch its focus to
undergraduate students in response to a
need to encourage more young scientists
into banana research.
The Australian Banana Growers’
Council (ABGC) awards the scholarship
and has changed the format following
discussions with the scholarship’s
selection panel.
The scholarship honours the work
and memory of Tully grower and banana
industry leader Mort Johnston. Mort was
a grower whose vision, determination,
optimism and goodwill were an example
to all.
ABGC director Paul Johnston, who is
one of Mort’s sons and a member of the
selection panel, said the new initiative
to assist students studying agricultural
science signified an exciting new chapter
for the scholarship.
“The scholarship has produced some
great research since 2008 - including
world-leading research into Banana
Freckle which has proved invaluable in
managing the current outbreak of the
disease on Cavendish bananas in the
Northern Territory,” Paul said.

“However, in recent years the industry has been able to establish a strong
foundation for funding work by postgraduate students and established banana
researchers.
“Initiatives such as the industry’s
Banana Plant Protection Program
(BPPP) have really helped to move ahead
research being conducted at that higher
level.
“What we’re doing now with the Mort
Johnston Professional Development
Scholarship is looking at how we can
help develop the next generation of
researchers.
“There’s a real need to ensure the
best and brightest ag science students
are encouraged to consider a career in
banana research.”
Details are yet to be finalised but it is
proposed the $10,000 annual scholarship
be utilised to assist two undergraduate
students each year, each student receiving
$5,000 to assist with the costs of their
studies.
Recipients would most likely be third
year agricultural science students and
would also take part in work experience
on banana farms.
The scholarship selection panel did not
award a scholarship in 2014 and are now
working on initiating plans for the new
scholarship.

Agronomist Liam Riedy was the latest
scholarship winner and researched biological controls for leaf spot.

Mee Hua Wong (right) conducted ground
breaking research into the banana fungal
disease Banana Freckle.
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Scholarship
winners
Mort Johnston Professional
Development Scholarship winners
since 2008:

2013 - Liam Riedy
“Investigation into the use and efficacy
of biological fungicides in the Australian
Banana Industry”
2012 - Naomi King
“Taiwan and China Banana Study
Tour”
2011 - Matthew Whittle
“Investigating the application of Short
Sea Shipping”
2009 - Mee Hua Wong
“Identifying Banana Freckle Disease
Pathogens”
2009 - Kevan Jones
“Investigating the use of silicon as a soil
amendment in banana growing to enhance
tolerance to fusarium wilt (and other
diseases)”
2009 - Jane Milburn
“Develop a new narrative for Australian
Agriculture”
2008 - Fiona Giblin
“On-Farm Biosecuity Project”

ABGC director and scholarship selection
panel member Paul Johnston.

A tribute to one of our champions
Banana industry leader Ross Boyle passed away on February
4. This tribute is from communications consultant Jane
Milburn, who worked with Ross on banana industry issues.
During his decade as the inaugural
executive officer of the Australian
Banana Growers’ Council, Ross
Boyle drove several pivotal agendas
to confirm bananas’ position as the
nation’s leading fruit industry.
Ross initiated a strong, strategic
response to the threat of imports from
Ecuador and the Philippines and was
instrumental in establishing the biennial
Banana Industry Congress to bring
together all parts of the industry’s supply
chain.
Former ABGC Chairman Len Collins,
who headed up the ABGC Imports
Committee, said Ross was a passionate
advocate for bananas who used his
political instincts to develop an effective
four-pronged response to the biggest
threat the industry had faced.
“The disease risk associated with
imports was intolerable for our industry
and Ross set about pulling together the
best possible team to respond on those
four key levels - political, legal, scientific
and public awareness,” Mr Collins said.
“Ross left no stone unturned in what
we saw as a fight for survival. He was
forthright and determined in the way
he advocated assertively on behalf of the
Australian industry.”
ABGC director Peter Molenaar said
the industry remembers Ross Boyle as a
man with his heart in the job.
“Ross was a banana-industry man
through and through, and was well
known for his industry experience,” Mr
Molenaar said.
“The ABGC and banana growers are
remembering him fondly and with many
funny stories. Ross was a genuine person
and a big achiever for our industry.
“Ross’s dedication to the banana industry is well known nationally and his work
has provided us with lasting legacies.”
Ross began his career with the
Department of Primary Industries and
joined COD (Queensland Fruit and
Vegetable Growers or QFVG) in 1986.
He was instrumental in setting up
the ABGC as an incorporated body
and was appointed as its first full-time
Executive Officer in August 1992. Ross

served in that role for 10 years before
taking the reins of the New South Wales
Banana Industry Committee (BIC) in
2002 and moving from the city life in
Brisbane to the rural vistas of Uki, near
Murwillumbah in northern NSW.
While at the BIC, Ross remained
heavily involved in the imports campaign
alongside new ABGC chief executive
officer Tony Heidrich.
Mr Heidrich said Ross’s crowning
achievement was the foresight he showed
in driving the profile of bananas at a
national level.
“Ross was progressive in his thinking
and put bananas on the national stage by
bringing the state organisations together
to have a united voice,” Mr Heidrich
said.
“On a personal level, Ross was astute
and used his comic wit to great effect.”
Stuart Clague, the lawyer Ross engaged
to work on the banana industry’s
response to the threat of Philippines’
imports, said it was the most successful
campaign undertaken by any industry
body.
“The success of the campaign really
does owe much to the key strategic
decisions made by Ross and the Board in
the pivotal early days,” Mr Clague said.
“Ross had a significant role in the
overall success of the campaign.”
The other flagship initiative Ross
championed was the Banana Industry
Congress. The first event was held
in May 1995, with assistance from
Robert Seaman and Marion Powell of
Acclaim Special Events and Meeting
Management.
“Congress was one of Ross’s great
passions and during his tenure it grew
to become the platform from which the
industry was able to move forward as a
powerful entity,” Mr Seaman said.
“Ross said Congress was ‘run by industry for industry’ and he was proud of the
pivotal role it played when major issues
such as imports and the black Sigatoka
incursion in Tully threatened the entire
industry.”
After leaving the banana industry
in 2003, Ross ran a small business in

“Ross was progressive in his thinking and
put bananas on the national stage by
bringing the state organisations together
to have a united voice,” former ABGC
chief executive officer Tony Heidrich.

Murwillumbah and later worked in the
aged care industry.
Sadly, Ross was diagnosed with melanoma 18 months ago, and lost his battle
with the condition on 4 February, aged
60. He passed away on the Sunshine
Coast where he had been residing for 12
months.
“Ross left no stone unturned in what
we saw as a fight for survival. He was
forthright and determined in the way
he advocated assertively on behalf of
the Australian industry,” - former ABGC
Chairman Len Collins.
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Global experts to give
TR4 advice at Congress
Two world experts on Panama Tropical Race 4 (TR4)
are being flown to Melbourne for the Banana Industry
Congress.

More
Highlights:
• TR4 and R&D
session including
Science Café poster
session
• Dr Adam Fraser, human
performance specialist
• David Chenu, HIA’s new 3yr
marketing program
•Peter McPherson, Costa Group,
fresh food’s best performers
• Sarah Hyland, Colmar Brunton,
fresh food trends
• James Pike, Added Value, what
consumers are thinking
• Ashley Ratcliff, viticulturist and
horticultural grower of the year, 2013
• Special retail tour and panel session
with MC Tristan Kitchener

Plus:
• Partners’ Program – Jenny Crema
from Tully has organised our Partners’
Program including a visit to the South
Melbourne Markets, High Tea and
Yarra Valley winery tour. For details,
contact Jenny on 0427069452, or
jencrema@bigpond.com
• Banana Bar – Crown Promenade’s
Tonic Bar
•Exhibition launch and
State Of Origin party
• Exhibition display

TR4 containment expert Professor
Altus Viljoen and plant breeding
program director Dr Chih-Ping
Chao will lead sessions discussing strategies for the Australian
banana industry.
Management of TR4 is now the
major issue for Australia’s banana
industry and Congress will be the first
opportunity for the national industry
to meet and discuss actions.
Professor Viljoen has been at
the forefront of TR4 work in the
Philippines, Mozambique and Oman
and has worked on containment
strategies for the latter two locations
where TR4 has been confirmed in
recent years.
He has also visited the Northern
Territory to view banana farming in
TR4-affected areas.
Dr Chao is a director at the Taiwan
Banana Research Institute and will
speak about new TR4-resistant varieties
being developed.
The TR4 discussion will take place
among other important discussions on
banana marketing, the broader fresh
produce market and challenges to
bananas’ status as Australia’s number
one fruit.
Melbourne has some of Australia’s
best produce retailing and the event
will also feature a tour of fresh produce retailing including majors and
independents.
For more information and to register,
go to www.bananacongress.org.au

Craig Bellamy
Guest speakers will also include
inspirational NRL coach Craig Bellamy
providing our opening keynote the
morning after the Melbourne MCG
hosts the second State Of Origin game
in the 2015 series. Craig is renowned
for his leadership skills, including
taking the Storm from the bottom of
the ladder when they were stripped of
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points in the 2010 season to a 2012
NRL Premiership.
Craig is also renowned for his skills
in team building and developing talent,
including Innisfail’s own Billy Slater,
our banana industry ambassador.
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Welcome

Change

Challenge

5.00am–8.00am
Optional Excursion Melbourne
Wholesale Fruit, Vegetable & Flower
Market Tour (Breakfast Included)

5.00am–8.00am
Optional Excursion Melbourne
Wholesale Fruit, Vegetable & Flower
Market Tour (Breakfast Included)

7.00am–11.00am
Retail Tour

3.00pm–6.00pm
Delegate Registration

9.00am–9.20am Official Opening
with Steve Lizzio and Doug Phillips

4.00pm–6.00pm
Welcome Reception & Exhibition
Opening.

9.20am–10.00am Opening Keynote
by Melbourne Storm coach Craig
Bellamy

6.00pm–LATE
State of Origin Party

10.00am–10.30am
Morning Tea

WEDNESDAY 17 JUNE 2015

THURSDAY 18 JUNE 2015

Jeffrey Kennett
Former Victorian Premier Jeff
Kennett delivers our Saturday keynote
address in his capacity as founding
Chairman of beyondblue, the national
initiative addressing the issue of
depression.
With mental health being the
foundation of a healthy life, Jeff speaks
on the topic Working to a healthy life.

10.30am–11.00am
Fresh Food Trends
Sarah Hyland, Colmar Brunton

Miguel Maestre
Miguel’s already been to our North
Queensland banana farms, filming a
segment on banana production for
the Channel Ten program The Living
Room. Now the celebrity chef, who’s a
number-one fan of Australia’s number
one fruit, will join us in Melbourne
for a special cooking demonstration
on the Friday afternoon. Bananas will
of course be the feature ingredient. All
delegate partners and accompanying
persons are invited to join delegates for
what will be an entertaining session.

12.00pm–12.30pm
New 3 Year Banana Marketing Plan
Horticulture Innovation Australia

Banana Industry Ball
Our Banana Industry Ball and
Awards of Honour are a main feature
of the Congress Program – a great
night recognising the achievements of
our industry.
The 2015 event will be our most
prestigious event to date, set in
the magnificent Crown Palladium
Ballroom. Leading an all-star entertainment line up is Peter Helliar one
of Australia’s best known and loved
comedians.
There’ll be music from one of
Melbourne’s best entertainment bands,
eight-piece Melbourne Hit Parade.
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11.00am–11.30am
Consumer Psychology
James Pike, Added Value

11.15am–12.15pm
Post Retail Tour Panel Discussion
Bananas – an ideal snack for
Australians or an industry under
pressure? Chaired by MC Tristan
Kitchener
12.15pm–1.00pm
Cooking Demonstration with Miguel
Maestre
1.00pm–3.00pm
Exhibition time
7.00pm–LATE
Banana Industry Ball
Mort Johnston Scholarship
Presentation

11.30am–12.00pm
Producing the goods – What the
best performers in fresh food do well
Peter McPherson, Costa Group

12.30pm–1.20pm
Lunch

Inspirational NRL coach Craig Bellamy will
be giving our opening keynote.

FRIDAY 19 JUNE 2015

Industry Awards
Comedian Peter Helliar
Melbourne Hit Parade

Opportunity
SATURDAY 20 JUNE 2015

1.20pm–2.00pm
Protecting our farms, securing our
future Speaker 1 Professor Altus
Viljoen
2.00pm–2.40pm
TR4 Panel Discussion
2.40pm–3.30pm
Science Café (poster session) &
Afternoon Tea
3.30pm–4.15pm
Protecting our farms, securing our
future Speaker 2 Dr Chih-Ping Chao
4.15pm–5.00pm
TR4 Panel Discussion 2
5.00pm–5.15pm
Briefing on Retail Tour by MC Tristan
Kitchener

9.00am–9.45am
The Key to High Performance
Dr Adam Fraser
9.45am–10.15am
Small Farm, Big Ideas Ashley Ratcliff
10.15am–10.45am
Morning Tea
10.45am–11.15am
Changing Retail Landscape
Tristan Kitchener
11.15am–12.00pm
Working to a Healthy Life
Hon. Jeff Kennett
12.00pm–12.15pm
Conference close with speeches by
Tristan Kitchener and Steve Lizzio
followed by lunch

6.00pm–8pm
Mesh–ed Banana Dinner or free night
(Delegate’s Choice)
Celebrity Chef Miguel Maestre is a
number-one fan of Australia’s number one
fruit and will join us in Melbourne for a
special cooking demonstration.
Autumn-Winter 2015
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Selling more bananas
Australian Bananas’ new three-year marketing campaign will
soon be launched. Horticulture Innovation Australia General
Manager, Marketing Services David Chenu is overseeing the
strategy and talks about what’s been achieved so far and
what to expect next.

Tell us about the work that’s happening to develop the new Australian
Bananas marketing campaign.
We are currently in the final months of
our latest three-year marketing plan for
the Australian Bananas brand. We started
planning for the next three-year plan last
year and are now well progressed with
consumer research which is helping us
define the future direction of our new
campaign. We have surveyed over 1500
people to identify the biggest opportunities to sell more bananas to more people
more often.
Over the next few weeks we will be
conducting focus groups to get an even
richer understanding of how consumers
feel about bananas and what would
encourage them to eat more. From
there we will be finalising our strategy
and developing an exciting new creative
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campaign to spread our new message to
the people of Australia.
The current campaign has reached
out to the 18- to 39-year-old demographic as well as bananas’ other
traditional demographics. What are
some of the possible targets for the
next campaign?
One of the main objectives of the
current marketing plan for Australian
Bananas was to close a significant gap
we identified in the market six years
ago. We noticed that people 18 to 39
years of age with no children were
eating considerably fewer bananas than
other market segments, including our
traditional family demographic. This
gap represented a massive opportunity to
boost banana sales.
We created a campaign that would
encourage the 18- to 39-year-old group
to eat their fair share of bananas while
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still appealing to our traditional audience. The good news is this gap has been
filled and now everyone is eating bananas
at a similar level across all life-stages and
demographic profiles.
The big challenge now is to get all
Australians eating bananas more often.
Increasing purchase frequency across the
board (rather than targeting a particular
group) is our main objective moving
forward.
When is the new campaign scheduled to start, how long will it run for
and what sort of annual budget is
anticipated?
Our new marketing plan will set
the direction of the brand for the next
three years and the new campaign is
due to start early in the new financial
year – in July or August. We will support
the campaign with a similar budget to
previous years.
How do you think our campaign
compares with others in horticulture?
The Australian Bananas campaign is
one of the longest-running and most
consistent campaigns in horticulture. In
fact, it’s one of the most long-running

and iconic campaigns in Australian
advertising history. Long-term consistency is the key to real marketing success
– it certainly has been in this case.
The famous “Make your body sing”
tagline is the glue that has held this
campaign together for so many years.
As guardians of the brand, it’s our job
to maintain the essence of this idea and
keep re-inventing it to make it relevant
to the current market. At its core, “Make
your body sing” captures the pure, happy
energy that only bananas can offer, and
this message will remain at the heart of
the new campaign.
David Weisz managed the current
project up until he took another
marketing role in January, can you give
an overview of what the team might
look like for the new campaign? Will
HIA be working with the same creative
team?
David Weisz did a great job managing
the brand on a day-to-day basis over the
last few years. He was a key member of
the marketing team, but I have also been
heavily involved in the bananas team for
six years now. Since David Weisz left in
January I have stepped into the main
brand management role and will oversee
the development of the new strategy and
creative platform.
I am pleased to say our current creative
agency, Elevencom, will remain in place
to help us set the new brand direction. Jono McCauley and his team at
Elevencom have worked with me on the
brand for six years and bring an enormous level of experience and knowledge
to the table.
We are also getting great input from
our research partners, Added Value, and
our media team at Ikon.
The current campaign has achieved
some great successes. Can you
give a run through of some of the
achievements?
The biggest achievement of the
current campaign is the fact that 18- to
39-year-olds with no children are now
just as likely to eat bananas as any other
demographic group (which is more than
90 per cent likelihood). Turning these
under-consumers into banana lovers was
not an easy task, but I’m very pleased
that we’ve achieved it.
At the same time, the campaign was
also successful in driving sales across
the entire market with all households

“The big challenge now is
to get all Australians eating
bananas more often. Make
your body sing captures the
pure, happy energy that only
bananas can offer, and this
message will remain at the
heart of the new campaign”
– David Chenu.
buying more bananas, more often over
the past three years, according to Nielsen
Research.
Having the campaign recognised by
the Australian Parent’s Jury as Australia’s
best campaign promoting healthy eating
to children was also a very pleasing result.
Banana marketing will be a major
topic at the Banana Industry Congress
in June. Just to get people thinking
about some of the issues to be discussed, can you give us an idea of an
opportunity for bananas?
I think the biggest opportunity is for
bananas to position the brand as the

perfect solution for an “over-processed
world’. Consumers are increasingly
rejecting unhealthy, processed foods and
are actively searching for healthy, natural,
simple and convenient alternatives. It’s
hard to imagine a food that is better
placed to capitalise on this massive
consumer trend.
Opposite page: An in-store Australian
Bananas promotion.
Below: Australian Bananas is teaming
up with Universal Studios for a banana
promotion coinciding with the Minions
movie launch.

Minions promote Aussie bananas
Australian Bananas is preparing to
team up with movie giant Universal
Studios in a banana promotion coinciding with the Australian launch of
the new Minions movie.
The movie, featuring the popular
banana-eating Minions cartoon characters, is scheduled to hit Australian
cinemas in June.
Horticulture Innovation Australia’s
David Chenu said that, at time of
writing in early April, Australian Bananas
and Universal were looking at opportunities for the Minions characters to be
utilised in banana promotions.

Negotiations involved using Minions
branding to promote bananas stocked in
a major supermarket chain.
David said Minions and Australian
Bananas were a great marketing fit.
“Minions are hugely popular little
creatures and their favourite food is
bananas – Australia’s most popular fruit
and the biggest selling item in supermarkets,” David said.
“Combining the two for the launch
of the highly anticipated Minions
movie represents a great opportunity for
Australian Bananas.”

Autumn-Winter 2015

| Australian Bananas magazine

46

international

INTERNATIONAL 47

Banana birthplace has lessons for today’s farms
Indonesia is believed to be the birthplace of the first
bananas. New research conducted there is now helping with
strategies to help the modern-day industry in Australia. This
report from Jeff Daniells, Tony Pattison, Stewart Lindsay and
Wayne O’Neill*
Australian banana researchers have
been working with their colleagues
in Indonesia and the Philippines
on projects helping advance
understanding of pest and disease
control.
Recent project activities linking
Australian banana researchers with
colleagues in Indonesia has yielded
multiple benefits for both countries.
Included is a deeper understanding of

25 kilograms per year - nearly double
Australia’s rate of 15 kilograms.

200 varieties
Recently, there have been two banana
variety collecting missions in eastern
Indonesia and three projects investigating banana wilt diseases funded by
the Australian Centre for International
Agricultural Research (ACIAR).

Being located in the centre of the origin of bananas has given Indonesia a rich
diversity of bananas. Wild seeded species
are located throughout the country,
mostly in association with rainforests.
Whilst there are probably as many as
200 distinct varieties grown in Indonesia,
Pisang Kepok (genome-based group
ABB, Saba subgroup) is the most popular
type, used exclusively for cooking in
various ways.
Other important varieties include
Pisang Berangan (AAA, Lakatan), Pisang
Raja Sereh (AAB, Silk), Pisang Raja
(AAB, Pisang Raja), Pisang Muli (AA,
Inarnibal), Pisang Ambon (AAA, Gros
Michel) and Pisang Ambon Hijau/various (AAA, Cavendish) which make up
the majority of production.
Bananas are not just eaten as a ripe
dessert fruit. The diversity of cultivars
available has led to a range of traditional
uses and culinary preparations, all helping to promote additional consumption.
The different cultivars allow farmers
to supply different markets, with some
regional specialisation. For growers,

Left: Indonesia stretches almost 5000
km from the Asian mainland to the
Pacific Ocean. Below: Collaborative links
with Indonesia have been invaluable to
invaluable to the Queensland Department
of Agriculture and Fisheries.

soil management practices that can help
contain Fusarium wilt Panama disease
Tropical Race 4.

About Indonesia
Indonesia straddles the equator to
Australia’s north and is an archipelago of
more than10,000 islands.
The islands are located within what is
considered to be the area where bananas
originated and bananas are the most
important fruit crop in Indonesia.
Annual banana production exceeds
6 million tonnes – about 20 times
Australia’s production. Most bananas are
for domestic consumption, grown by
smallholders with minimum cultivation
and production inputs.
With a population of more than
240 million in Indonesia, this equates
to a per capita consumption of about
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this means their income is not always
dependent on a single market and they
can spread the risks posed by pests and
disease or oversupply of any one banana
cultivar.

TR4 in Indonesia
Just as Indonesia has a diverse range of
varieties, it has a range of banana pests

and diseases, many which don’t occur in
Australia.
The primary focus of the ACIAR
research projects has been Fusarium wilt,
particularly Tropical Race 4 which is
located on most islands including Java,
Sumatra, Borneo, Sulawesi, Halmahera
and Indonesian-administered Western
New Guinea.
The other major pests and diseases
include blood disease (bacterial wilt),
black Sigatoka, bunchy top, freckle (the
Cavendish-affecting strain), banana
skipper and banana stem weevil.
These pests and diseases lead to very
significant losses in production throughout Indonesia, but improved management techniques has allowed some
banana growers to profitably produce
bananas.

Benefits to Australia
The methods of management of these
exotic diseases provide important lessons
to develop resilient banana production
systems for Australian banana producers,
such as selection of Panama disease-tolerant cultivars, management of plant stress
Tropical Race 4 of Panama disease causes
major yield losses in Indonesia.

Fruit market in Ternate, north Maluku.
Pisang Kepok is the most popular variety
throughout Indonesia.

and maintaining plant diversity within
banana fields.
The collaborative links developed
between the Queensland Department
of Agriculture and Fisheries (QDAF)
and the Indonesian Tropical Fruit
Research Institute (ITFRI) has provided
benefits that are filtering through to the
Australian banana industry.
Research from the collaborative
projects has improved our knowledge of
pathogen distribution in our near neighbour Indonesia and has provided insights
into management practices which can
help suppress disease.
It will also ensure our ongoing involvement in the detection and containment
of the exotic threats on our doorstep in
Indonesia. It has greatly assisted with
preparedness for TR4 which has now
arrived in Australia’s main production
area.
* Jeff Daniells, Tony Pattison, Stewart
Lindsay and Wayne O’Neill are scientists
with the Queensland Department of
Agriculture and Fisheries (QDAF).
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Measure your
protection in years

Last Year.

This Year. Next Year.

Long lasting protection against insect pests
suSCon® Yellow Intel, containing the active imidacloprid, is a new generation
controlled release granular suSCon formulation especially developed to provide
Australian banana farmers with long lasting protection from banana weevil borer,
greyback canegrub and rust thrips damage.
One simple application at planting time will provide:
• continual protection for up to three years – plant crop, first ratoon and second ratoon
• excellent protection of your valuable planting material
• lower labour costs
• No mite flaring.
Ask your local Crop Care dealer
or Technical Sales Representative
about how this Intelligent Technology
could work for you on your farm.
® suSCon is a registered trademark. Crop Care Australasia Pty Ltd
ACN 061 362 347

Intelligent Technology

www.cropcare.com.au

