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Summary
Banana imports from the Philippines should not be allowed because the Import Risk Assessment undertaken by Biosecurity Australia is based on questionable science, appears to be influenced by the Howard Government’s free trade ideology and does not take into account the practical realities and cultural differences influencing quarantine in the Philippines.  
As a result allowing banana imports could see diseases like moko and black sigatoka and pest like the mealy bug end up in Australia potentially wiping out our banana industry.  This is an industry that supports 2000 farms and 7000 workers in North Queensland.
This decision brings into question the credibility of Biosecurity Australia and sets a bad precedent because it lowers the bar in terms of Australia’s quarantine risk assessments.  In the longer term it could place at risk Australia’s clean green image as an exporter.
Questionable Science

The science supporting Biosecurity Australia’s decision on the import risk assessment of Philippines bananas has been questioned by two independent experts.  Dr Mark Fegan an independent expert from the University of Queensland on Moko disease found errors in the analysis. While Professor James Dale from the University of Technology has said the science supporting the decision on banana brac mosaic virus was also fundamentally flawed and without reason.

Biosecurity Australia has subsequently admitted that it made a mistake in its calculations of the risk through a ‘transcription error’ in a spreadsheet.
There has not only been questionable science undertaken in Australia but also in the Philippines.  Following the first decision to reject imports from the Philippines I understand Biosecurity Australia ask the Philippines to undertake further research in five areas and have it independently assessed if the application was to be reconsidered.  

The Philippines subsequently provided two research studies in response that were reviewed by Technical Staff of the Philippines Banana Growers and Exporters Association who can hardly be described as independent.

Biosecurity Australia has also changed its position on the need for ‘area freedom’ in managing quarantine risk, which is the accepted standard by the International Plant Protection Convention.  
The Philippines can not meet this standard and so Biosecurity Australia is using a new definition, ‘low pest prevalence’, which is not accepted as part of the international convention.  This science moves away from the internationally recognised convention and lowers the bar in terms of Australia’s quarantine risk assessments.
In it first decision Biosecurity Australia also said it could not manage the risk of bananas imported into southern States in Australia, finding there way to banana growing areas in NSW and QLD.

I believe Biosecurity Australia’s backflips on the requirement for ‘area freedom’ and managing risk within Australia, and  the fact that its science has been questioned when examined by independent experts, brings into question the credibility of Biosecurity Australia and with it Australia’s quarantine system.
Free Trade Ideology Influencing Quarantine Decisions
Organisation like Biosecurity Australia are required to follow Government policy and there appears to be an agenda within the Howard Government to water down Australia’s quarantine requirements in its pursuit of free trade. 

During his visit to the Philippines in July 2003 the Prime Minister John Howard in a statement said that Australia and the Philippines would establish a ‘joint forum’ to discuss differences in relation to imports of Philippines agricultural products.
The recent Free Trade Agreement with the US established a technical working group to examine quarantine issues and included trade officials as members.

Clearly the Howard Government is making trade policy part of what should be a science based process.

Practical and Cultural Differences
The Philippines was asked to provide five independently refereed research studies following the first import risk assessment before it application would be reconsidered.  It subsequently provided two studies refereed by technical people from the local banana industry organisation.
This demonstrates that there is culturally a lack of understanding of independent assessment.  Quarantine officials are also on low wages and open to the influences of corruption given the huge sums of money involved in banana imports.
It is questionable whether any quarantine system agreed to could be properly monitored in the Philippines given these cultural differences.  
The Biosecurity Australia import risk assessment clearly fails to properly consider the practical realities of the quarantine system in the Philippines.
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