Philippine banana import proposal
To: Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry: Bio-Security Australia (BA)
Submission theme: 
“Proposal will risk throwing out the banana baby with the bathwater”
Submission focus: 
Questioning procedural approaches of BA in relation to effectively assessing impact on certified organic industry and broader biological farming and marketing practitioners in Australia.
Submitting Organisation: Biological Farmers of Australia

Biological Farmers of Australia Co-op Ltd (BFA) is a broad based, 1400 member owned industry association servicing the needs and interests of farmers, value adders, marketers and consumers with an interest in organic foods and fibres produced from sustainable, resilient, biological farming systems. 

BFA is proudly renowned for its pragmatic, business and productivity oriented approach to the future of agriculture and food production in Australia. BFA is Australia’s largest dedicated member based and services oriented representative network within the organic and biological farming sector. 

BFA views that this future must be an organic and biological future, if there is to be profitable and productive Australian agriculturalists well into the 21st century. It must also be a future that is commercially viable for farmers, supported strongly and convincingly by pro-organic government policies and backed by realistic levels of organic oriented R&D to build on this industry’s successes in productivity and resilience as well as its eco-system services benefits, as is now being verified in the EU from multi-year, multi-country research.
The BFA has over 20 years of experience in representing and servicing the organic and biological agricultural and food sectors, and owns the now increasingly well recognised brand “Australian Certified Organic” with the Organic Bud logo in the Australian and overseas marketplace, while certifying the majority of organic farmers, value adders and marketers, large and small, in Australia via its certification subsidiaries. 
The BFA has both members and certified farming and marketing clients who have significant, long term investments in organic banana production and marketing in Australia, placing it directly in touch with the potential impacts that would arise to this industry sector in the face of threat of imports of foreign diseases and pests.
Comment and recommendations in relation to the BA proposals:

· The proposal to import Philippine bananas into Australia is based on flawed assumptions that have not been properly thought through, nor the real risk assessed in relation to both impact on Australian banana growers, nor consumers;

· The flawed assumptions include that there would be no risk of significance to certified organic producers, nor the broader farming community of IMP oriented and biological farming systems practitioners, overlooking the scientific premises inherent in an ecological farming systems approach to food production; 

· The BFA does not believe it has been effectively engaged through this process in relation to either the scientific review of these matters, nor the related market and production risk issues that would arise from the potential presence of diseases that could not be treated and eliminated using organic or biological methods suitable to the international organic regulatory community;
· The BFA believes that the BA review process has been fundamentally flawed in not taking account of both this specific production and market sector and its unique needs in relation to protection from such overt and present threats and risks, should Philippine bananas be allowed into Australia; 
· The organic food and farming sector is a “diamond edge” of a clear and present broader food market development of consumers wanting verified “clean and green” foods, based on transparent and meaningful production standards recognised internationally, and able to be traded at a premium into developed and developing economies alike. (see references) 
· Australia has a clear natural advantage in this evolving market sector, that would be jeopardized by the presence of foreign diseases which could not be controlled in acceptable ways under recognised international organic protocols;
· The real risk: to farmers; to ecologically based production systems; to communities and market networks that have been established over many years in Australia, has been crudely overlooked and not prioritized in this review process by BA, highlighting a possible flaw in the strategic and scientific thinking of the organisation;

· Scientific risk assessment must include existing as well as potential future market risk, which is evidently lacking in the review process to date;
· While the organic industry is a paragon of self regulation, based on international standards and protocols, and is market driven, the potential risk and exposure to foreign pests and diseases could in a matter of days destroy the livelihoods of many farming families and farm workers connected with this sector, both large and small. This would not only be via the potential future endemic presence of foreign diseases, but also via forcing non compliance (to international organic regulations) via mandated requirements for synthetic input disease treatments. This risk has not been fundamentally acknowledged through this review process, nor the related science, and market risk assessment, effectively carried out;

· This all risks throwing out the banana baby (of future promising growth in Australia of real and promising clean and green production and marketing) by throwing away the only barrier (deep blue ocean water) that stands protecting and nurturing this promising and productive sector of the banana industry. 

The BFA calls on the Federal Government and BA to:

· continue to prohibit the importation of foreign produced bananas from countries such as the Philippines, where there is clear and overt biosecurity risks associated with the products in question;

· review the current approach to both scientific review, as well as market risk review within the relevant departments covering these issues, including both DAFF/AQIS and DFAT, as pertains to fledgling and promising markets such as that of the organic food and farming sector, and their related market derivatives seeking premiums based on clean and green production;
· ensure in future review processes, a proper, and thorough engagement of stakeholders such as the certified organic food and farming sector, as well as such production system practitioners as biological and IPM farmers via the organisation BFA;
· call for a fundamental overhaul of policy and R&D practice in the domain of disease and pest control as pertains to biological and organic production systems approaches, that are predicated on the precautionary principle and preventative management, which would arguably arrive at fundamentally different scientific and market conclusions to that currently being proposed by BA.
In the Australian, and world environment of the future, it is essential for our farming systems to move to more biologically oriented systems and organic agricultural practices, both in relation to resilience as well as matching market demand for clean and green produce. This means less systemic reliance on synthetic pesticide agents to control disease and pest outbreaks and to attempt to manage the risks of these outbreaks, as well as a change in thinking that assumes that such outbreaks and associated risks will in fact be able to be managed by such agents. In short there needs to be a completely new approach to risk assessment of foreign diseases based on these imperatives.
There is a critical need for both policies and regulatory approaches that enhance the incentives for farmers to move towards, and maintain, more biological and organic production systems to meet these growing demands, both for on-farm performance, as well as market driven premium product demands for Australian produce. This could all be jeopardized by the ill informed and poorly thought through approach which would see Australia inadvertently or naively exposed to significant foreign disease and pest risk.
Organic farming standards criteria include:

· A non reliance on synthetic pesticide and fungicide inputs and a prohibition of post harvest treatments with synthesized pesticides and fungicides;

· A fundamental farming systems focus on soil health, building soil humus and recycling nutrients within the farming system;
· A requirement in the Australian Organic Standard to both harbour ecosystem and farm system diversity, as well as to establish biodiversity refuges, forming integral parts of buffering against disease and pest pressures;
· A focus on the creation of resilient, sustainable farming systems that enable optimal production of foods and fibres ensuring long term, rising, productivity and profitability;
· The above farming systems are based on well established, internationally recognised, organic standards and world accredited certification and auditing programs.
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