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AUSTRALIA-UNITED STATES FREE TRADE AGREEMENT 
WORLD BANANA INDUSTRY 

Statement 
HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [6.02 pm]:  I have spoken so seldom in the past couple of days that I 
know members are all agog.  First, I publicly congratulate the Rotary Club of Albany.  Last Monday I was able 
to attend a most informative function.  The guest speaker was Australia’s chief negotiator for the so-called free 
trade agreement with the United States.  It was a most informative evening.  The gentleman spoke for the best 
part of three-quarters of an hour without a note.  I believe he has been with the Department of Foreign Affairs 
Trade for about 35 years.  It was a most enjoyable and informative evening. 

However, I rise tonight to speak on a subject closely allied to that of Hon John Fischer.  I will speak specifically 
on the world banana industry.  In fact, I will speak about the short-term future of the world banana industry if we 
continue in our present mode: we face the high risk of bananas becoming extinct within 10 years.  I apologise to 
members who know quite a lot about this subject.  However, I will try to stimulate the interest of members who 
are not fully aware of the precarious position that the industry is in.  I remind members that I am speaking about 
the worldwide industry.  It is a very small industry in Australia, although it is obviously important to those in it.  
However, it is a huge industry worldwide, and it is at great risk.  In simple terms, the reason is that the genetic 
base for bananas is down to one variety.  I will tell the House how that base was established.  It appears 
somewhere in the paperwork I have with me, which I will ask for leave to table.  A group of scientists and 
workers were sifting through a huge quantity of jungle-type bananas in South America - 400 or 4 000 tonnes, or 
something like that - and they came up with about 15 seeds.  It is because of that work that we now have bananas 
in the world today. 

The world banana industry is threatened by two diseases: sigatoka and moko.  They are the two most serious 
diseases.  Sigatoka is both yellow and black.  I have spoken in the Chamber about this before.  There was an 
outbreak in Queensland some time ago.  When I asked the Minister for Agriculture what restrictions had been 
placed on the importation of bananas from Queensland, he said that no bananas grown within a 50-kilometre 
radius of the area affected by the disease were to come into Western Australia.  However, it is interesting that in 
Queensland there was a total ban on the transport of bananas from that area into Brisbane.  The Queenslanders 
obviously thought it was a lot more serious than we in Western Australia did. 

Hon John Fischer:  Ten acres, $27 million. 

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Hon John Fischer tells me that the cost to bring the disease under control in an area of 
10 acres was $27 million.   

The treatment of these diseases involves the spraying of fungicides almost continuously.  We are talking about 
$1 000 a hectare per annum - maybe a little more or a little less.  The large producers can probably afford that.  
However, most bananas are grown by small producers.  It is a subsistence food for millions of people in this 
world.  I will expand on that and explain why it is so important that Australia close its boundaries to the import 
of bananas.  It is absolutely vital for millions of people in the world.  The facts of the matter are that under the 
national competition policy rules and, I understand, under some of the World Trade Organisation rules, we can 
do this because of community interest considerations.  Even if we forget about the Australian community interest 
- which I do not want to do - we need to do this for the world community interest.  The world community has a 
great interest in our doing so, and I will explain why.   

Bananas are one of the most popular of all fruits.  Worldwide, after rice, wheat and milk, bananas are the fourth 
most valuable food.  For millions of people in the world, particularly in Africa and parts of Asia, it is their major 
subsistence food, in addition to rice.  Many of those people are nearly starving now.  In the industry worldwide, 
those who are most informed believe that if we do not do what I am suggesting, there is a 95 per cent chance that 
within 10 years bananas will no longer exist in the world.  I repeat: within 10 years there is a 95 per cent chance, 
according to the experts, that bananas will not exist in the world.  We have a duty, if not to ourselves to the rest 
of the world, to ensure that this immensely valuable food is retained.  From a selfish point of view perhaps, just 
imagine the wonderful position that Australia, and Western Australia to some extent, would be in if Australia 
was the only country in the world that had bananas as we know them today.  I must add that within two weeks of 
Western Australia imposing its ban on the importation of bananas that had been grown within a 50-kilometre 
radius of the danger areas in Queensland, cartons of bananas that had stamps on them that they were not to go 
north of Geraldton were found in Carnarvon, Broome and Kununurra.  It is really serious.  This State must 
become probably a little paranoid about quarantine.  Nationally, we certainly need to be.  We have a duty to 
Australians.  In the case of bananas, we have a duty to the world.  We should not shirk our responsibilities.  I 
thank members for their time. 
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House adjourned at 6.10 pm 
__________ 

 
 


