Submission on Senate inquiry – Environment Protection and biodiversity conservation amendment (Invasive Species) Bill 2002.

Categories:  eradicable.

With new and ever advancing technologies in the fields of microbiology, virology and genetic engineering, I believe that any organism can be eradicated – if enough well-funded research is undertaken – and thus be deemed eradicable.  It may take many decades but tailor made species-specific diseases could probably be developed.

However, if a species is deemed to be “beyond eradication”, it is highly unlikely that sufficient research funds will be allocated to developing a species-specific disease for that pest.

One example of such a pest is cane toads.  This species has spread throughout the north of the country in enormous numbers and at present almost everyone agrees that it is “beyond eradication”.  However, the enormity of the environmental damage caused by this pest is such that we should not give up the attempt of eradication – just because with current technology eradication seems unlikely.  If a method of eradication is found it will benefit the country enormously, and the only way to eradicate this pest is to undertake much more research.

In the past rabbits would also have seemed to be beyond eradication – but if research is undertaken and attempts at eradication are made, then huge environmental (and commercial) results can be achieved.

Perhaps there should be another category of invasive species – species that have such huge impacts on the environment, or lifestyle (e.g. fire ants), or commercial agriculture (rabbits, some weeds) that every attempt should be made towards eradication and/or control (even if it looks unlikely), because even limited control is hugely beneficial.

The above statements all relate to decisions made by the Invasive Species Advisory Committee.  If committee deems a species such as cane toads or rabbits to be eradicable, then much of the above discission is mute.

However, I do agree that if funds are limited (as they always are) that there should be a method of prioritisation (I would rank fire ants as number one priority of the pests I know about).

I also have some misgivings about the makeup of the Invasive Species Advisory Committee.

Is this committee meant to be a scientific body, making science-based decisions about what species may pose a threat to Australia’s environment and ecosystems, what the magnitude of that threat may be, and whether the species can or cannot be eradicated; and then passing that information on to the Minister for final decisions weighing up costs and benefits and then making the political decision?

Or is the committee to be an amalgamation of a number of different lobby groups (containing representatives from the rural, business, and indigenous community as well as scientific and environmental groups), which then itself considers costs and benefits and itself makes the political decision, which is then virtually rubber-stamped by the Minister?

If it is the latter situation (which I believe it to be), then the make-up of the committee will decide what types of decisions are made.  The advice from the committee will be dictated by the make-up of the committee, which consists of people “APPOINTED” by the Minister.  Thus, by stacking the committee with people from lobby groups that will give the desired result (from the Minister’s point of view), the decision appears to be taken out of the Minister’s hands (“just following the committee’s recommendations”).

The system described above is a representative one and could work very well, BUT IT is open to misuse and corruption under less honest governments.

A solution to this problem could be to have a stated number of representatives for each lobby group on the Invasive Species Advisory Committee, for example, one business, one rural, one indigenous, one Commonwealth, one quarantine; but with a number of extra members from the scientific community so as to hold an equal number of votes to the other representatives.  This will at least result in science-based decisions as to what is or is not an invasive species, but will allow for different voices to be heard in the prioritisation process.

The document under review suggests that the my revised system described above may actually be what was designed (with 5 members holding scientific credentials and not affiliated with any of the other lobby groups), but the actual numbers of the other delegates were not determined and/or listed in the document.

