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I am making a submission in my capacity as technical advisor to the Invasive Species Specialist Group (ISSG) of the IUCN.  The ISSG and its Cooperative Islands Initiative hosted the Pacific Red Imported Fire Ant Prevention Workshop at the Tamaki Campus of the University of Auckland, New Zealand, 1-4 September 2003.  The purpose of this workshop was to formulate a Pacific regional plan for the prevention of Red Imported Fire Ant incursions.  Currently, Red Imported Fire Ants are listed as a key threatening process under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999.  Australia, which currently has a Red Imported Fire Ant incursion, is viewed by many Pacific jurisdictions as a high risk location for imports. 





Any threat abatement plan for invasive species should start at regional levels as this is a sound method of moving risk off-shore.  Current Australian legislation does not consider this strategy and as a result there is no funding mechanism through which planning and implementation of regional plans for preventing incursions of Red Imported Fire Ants and other invasive ant species can be implemented.  This is despite the fact that many countries in the Pacific Region consider invasive ants as a high priority biosecurity issue.





At the annual meeting of countries participating in the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) in 1998, there was recognition of the huge threat of invasive species to all Pacific islands and the importance of regional cooperation in mitigating effects of invasive species.  The initial desire was for a regional strategy.  The New Zealand government subsequently funded an Invasive Species Programme to be managed by SPREP for three years, beginning in September 1998, with the intention of extending funding for another three years after 2001.  To facilitate the production of a regional strategy, a SPREP workshop was held in Nadi, Fiji, in September 1999 (with financial support from Australia and the U.S.).  SPREP published the resulting regional strategy in 2000: “Invasive Species in the Pacific: A Technical Review and a Draft Regional Strategy.”  Among many other things, the review recognized the formidable threat of ant invasions to the Pacific region.  





Hawaii’s Coordinating Group for Alien Pest Species (CGAPS) had long considered the Red Imported Fire Ant (RIFA) a threat to Hawaii, and RIFA had been intercepted in shipments from the U.S. mainland more than once.  In 1996, CGAPS produced an educational brochure, “The Silent Invasion,” which identified RIFA as one of the “Ten Least Wanted” pests of Hawaii.  A more focussed interagency Hawaii Ant Group (HAG) was established in the fall of 1999 after the discovery of  RIFA in California a year earlier.  The HAG has been a good forum for addressing ant problems in Hawaii and produced a Red Imported Fire Ant Prevention Plan and an Ant Risk Assessment for Hawaii, primarily to allow the Hawaii State Department of Agriculture to raise more stringent barriers to Red Imported Fire Ant than the existing federal quarantine.





In early 2001, both Australia and New Zealand discovered a Red Imported Fire Ant incursion.  New Zealand’s incursion was highly localized (one large nest), was treated, and triggered a broad surveillance effort which documented eradication from the country.  Australia initiated a $120 million, 5-year eradication program.





In January of 2001, a paper was published in Florida Scientist documenting extensive invasion of Red Imported Fire Ants in Caribbean islands.  It was suddenly clear that Red Imported Fire Ants was a huge threat to Pacific islands.  





In July 2002, Loope and Van Gelder of the Hawaii Ant Group made a presentation at a Global Biodiversity Forum held in Rarotonga, Cook Islands, focusing on the threat of Red Imported Fire Ants  to Pacific Islands and some preliminary ideas regarding what sort of regional strategy could be developed to prevent this invasion.  At the same meeting, the Invasive Species Specialist Group (ISSG) of IUCN announced the launching of its Cooperative Islands Initiative.





A major Pacific island conservation meeting, also in Rarotonga in July 2002, sponsored by SPREP and others, recommended focus of Pacific island countries and territories (PICT) on prevention of new terrestrial and marine species introductions through implementation of improved quarantine legislation and practices.  (SPREP subsequently developed a training program for countries’ quarantine personnel to address issues relating to biodiversity needs; the first training session took place during the summer of 2003, as a key component of SPREP’s regional invasive species strategy.)





In August 2002, New Zealand’s Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry (MAF) completed a rigorous “Hazard Identification and Import Release Assessment” for Red Imported Fire Ants, evaluating the relative risks of diverse pathways for Red Imported Fire Ants to reach New Zealand.  (MAF has plans to complete the full risk analysis for Red Imported Fire Ants, including mitigation required, by mid-2004.)





In October 2002, the Global Invasive Species Program (GISP) convened an Austral-Pacific workshop in Honolulu, Hawaii.  Representatives were invited from Ministries of Agriculture and Ministries of the Environment from PICT.  Participants were in unanimous agreement that Red Imported Fire Ants seem to pose a huge threat to Pacific island biodiversity, island economies and culture, and human health.  The group drafted a letter to be sent by ISSG to institutions in the USA and Australia asking for assistance in preventing Red Imported Fire Ant  establishment in the Pacific.  The group also encouraged GISP, ISSG, and the Islands Initiative to hold a workshop aimed at developing a plan for RIFA prevention in the Pacific.  Alan Saunders of ISSG took up the challenge and raised funding to support such a workshop, with the condition that most participants would pay their own travel costs. 





The Secretariat of the Pacific Community-Plant Protection Service (SPC-PPS), based in Suva, Fiji, works in partnership with 22 PICT to maintain effective quarantine systems that limit incursions of new pests, diseases and weeds and to assist with regionally coordinated eradication/containment efforts when a pest incursion happens.  Priorities for emphasis are determined by member countries, which meet periodically as the Pacific Plant Protection Organization (PPPO).   The most concerted and successful effort of PPPO and SPC-PPS to date has been with a regional program to address the many species of invasive host-specific fruit flies (Diptera: Tephritidae), which damage crops and reduce the ability of the countries to export much of their agricultural produce, thus substantially reducing potential for putting food on the table. (see www.spc.org/pps) 


 


The decision of whether to address regionally the potential invasion of the Red Imported Fire Ant and other ants as high priority rests with the PICT and PPPO.  If they should formally decide on its priority, there would be an unprecedented opportunity for agriculture and conservation entities to work together with international and bilateral aid entities at regional and country levels to build much needed quarantine capacity to give the PICT the protection they desperately need to address RIFA and other invasions which jeopardize both agriculture and biodiversity. 





The Committee should consider the importance of this regional initiative as a sound way of minimizing the risks associated with incursions of invasive species and make policy and funding provisions in the Bill to allow such plans to be developed and implemented.  Furthermore, the Committee should advise the PPPO of the importance of this initiative.  The Invasive Species Specialist Group and specialists engaged in the Pacific Ant Prevention Programme would be happy to contribute technical advice if so required.
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