
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 18 October 2012] 

 p7253b-7256a 
Mr Tony Simpson; Mr Terry Redman 

 [1] 

FRUIT GROWERS — FENTHION PESTICIDE 
Grievance 

MR A.J. SIMPSON (Darling Range) [9.52 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Agriculture and Food. The 
issue I wish to raise today concerns the reportedly imminent decision by the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary 
Medicines Authority—APVMA—a federal government agency, to ban the pesticide Fenthion. 
Fenthion is a pesticide that has been safely used by the horticultural industry for decades to protect fruit crops 
from the Mediterranean fruit fly, which is known in the industry as “Medfly”. Growers in the Perth hills, whom I 
have the honour to represent, have been fighting this proposed ban since it was first alluded to. The climate of 
the Perth hills areas of Karragullen, Pickering Brook and Jarrahdale are particularly conducive to this pest. The 
fruit growers are very concerned about not having access to this spray.  

This is not a minor threat. Brett DelSimone of the Hills Orchard Improvement Group Inc has stated that the Perth 
hills fruit growers produce $40 million a year of stone fruits, apples and pears. All of this is at risk if Medfly gets 
out of control. I would hate to think of the economic cost to this state if Medfly became established in the south 
west towns of Donnybrook and Bridgetown; it would be in the billions. 

As I have already stated, Fenthion has been used for approximately 45 years in WA, with no adverse reports. 
Unfortunately, the APVMA has decided to proceed with banning this chemical after assessing residues on 
samples of fruit following the application of it in a manner that does not reflect its use in WA. This included 
spraying far more frequently than the two or three times a season that our growers apply Fenthion. Testing also 
included washing the fruit in a solution that included Fenthion, a practice no grower in this state uses, to my 
knowledge. It was little wonder these samples had higher concentrations than these boffins deemed safe. In fact, 
one of the alternatives that they have proposed, Trichlorfon, not only is deemed to be more toxic, but also 
requires more applications and would be much more costly for the growers. 

I have attended numerous meetings since this issue arose and I first became aware of it with growers such as Eric 
Ghilarducci and Brett DelSimone, Fruit West and departmental staff. In fact, there is another briefing this 
afternoon at Market City, Canning Vale, between 1.00 pm and 3.00 pm that has been organised by Fruit West to 
provide all the parties with an update. Eric Ghilarducci has written to the federal Minister for Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Forestry, Labor Senator Joe Ludwig. According to my notes, part of Eric Ghilarducci’s letter 
states — 

Without being able to control fruit fly my children are going to see my business devastated, just six 
months after buying out the orchard from my parents. My wife & I recently took out a loan so we could 
be independent, but our enthusiasm has been cut off before our first season has even started by this 
premature decision by the APVMA, this after 30 years of hard labour just to own this land. We have 
been waiting for years for a replacement fruit fly control & have trusted our governing bodies to show 
respect & concern for this. 
My children are reflective of group of children the APVMA suggests they are trying to protect with 
very complicated, exaggerated & conflicting data. Also for interests sake my 2 year old daughter 
couldn’t manage to eat the volume of fruit that the APVMA actually used in their 24 hour trials, neither 
could my 3 year old daughter, even my 5 year old son struggled to consume that amount … However 
they all got diarrhoea instead. This leads to the obvious question, is there any real danger whatsoever 
from the exaggerated volumes of fruit ever being consumed in 24 hours by the 2–6 year age group 
supposedly at risk? 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler: There is no danger. It is absolute rubbish! 

Mr A.J. SIMPSON: Absolutely right, member. 

This shows the level of concern within the community about not only the decision, but also the methodology 
used to make the assessment. I am also aware that the federal member for my electorate, Don Randall, has also 
spoken about this issue in the federal Parliament. 

Western Australia has gained little traction on this, as we play only a small part in the process. The eastern states 
have a colder climate during spring and summer and the fruit fly cannot survive. One solution that has been 
proposed is area wide management combined with the releasing of sterile male fruit flies. This has been 
successful in the eastern states and overseas. A trial has been proposed for Jarrahdale this season. However, it 
has not yet commenced and the community has not been educated about what needs to be done. Area wide 
management requires the whole of the community to be involved, not just the commercial growers. Medfly does 
not travel very far in its lifetime—usually only 100 to 200 metres—however, with the strong winds experienced 
in the Perth hills they have reportedly travelled nearly 500 metres. This may not seem like a large distance but it 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 18 October 2012] 

 p7253b-7256a 
Mr Tony Simpson; Mr Terry Redman 

 [2] 

is important considering the short life span of the Medfly. This requires that all trees in backyards must be 
monitored by the landowner and practices put in place to reduce the risk of infestation. This includes picking up 
all fallen fruit from the ground as soon as possible and keeping growth under the trees, such as grass, to a low 
level. Owners should also implement a baiting and trapping program to attract and deal with any infestation. As I 
have previously stated, I have attended a number of meetings on this matter, and one fact that came out is that 
when baits and traps are placed in trees, it is not sufficient to place it in just the fruit trees; it is also a good 
practice to place some baits in two or three non-fruit trees close to the fruit trees. This helps draw the Medfly 
away from the fruit trees and minimises any infestation. It is also imperative that any fruit trees in abandoned 
orchards be dealt with. It would be best to remove these trees, otherwise they would constitute a continuing 
threat to this industry. It has been reported that some of these trees are on land administered by government 
agencies, which could work harder to clean up abandoned orchards and remove these trees. 

I do not see how we can expect our growers to cease using the only proven defence until after this trial has been 
conducted over a couple of years to assess whether it can be effectively implemented. Implementing a ban before 
this trial of area wide management has been proven would, to my mind, be criminally wanton vandalism of our 
horticultural industry. 

One fact on this issue that makes no sense to either the growers or me is that the APVMA, through the federal 
government, can ban the importation and use of Fenthion but is unwilling to ban the importation from overseas 
of fruit with Fenthion residues. This decision is a double blow for our industry, as it is not only being prevented 
from using a cost-effective treatment, but also must implement a more costly scheme than their overseas 
competitors are subject to. I ask the minister to contact Joe Ludwig, the federal Labor Minister for Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Forestry, and seek his urgent assistance in overturning this proposed ban on Fenthion by his 
agency, the APVMA, so that our fruit-growing industry is not decimated. 

MR D.T. REDMAN (Blackwood–Stirling — Minister for Agriculture and Food) [9.58 am]: I thank the 
member for Darling Range for raising this issue and compliment him on his advocacy on behalf of his 
constituents. The member has a lot of fruit growers in his electorate. I have been to a couple of meetings with 
them and the member also has facilitated meetings here at Parliament House for members who are very 
concerned about this issue. 

At the outset, I highlight that this is a federal issue, which the member mentioned. The federal Australian 
Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority—APVMA—is the appropriate regulatory authority that manages 
these issues. The challenge is that the chemical Fenthion has been used for some 40 years. The growers are 
saying that they have used this chemical for 40 years without any issues at certain rates and by certain strategies 
and it has not affected anyone. How did we get to the point at which someone is now saying that it is a risk and 
that the APVMA wants to take it off the list of chemicals that the fruit growers can use? 

Another issue is that Fenthion has been very effective in controlling Medfly. Although we do not have 
Queensland fruit fly in Western Australia, we do have Medfly. It is quite prolific in Western Australia and hence 
taking Fenthion off the list is a significant issue for Western Australia, probably even more so than for the other 
states. The APVMA effectively does a risk assessment on all these chemicals that are being used. The point the 
member is making, and it is a point that industry has made to me, is that the risk assessment is done in such a 
way as to be almost worst-case scenario, using the highest rates that are on the label, using the group in the 
population that can be most affected—that is, children. If those rates were to be used at the greatest possible 
level allowable, is there going to be an effect? It is saying that maybe that is too high a risk. When we look at 
what happens in practice here in Western Australia, the rates that they use, along with the amount that they use, 
which is fairly minimal—I think it is something like three sprays in a season—then that significantly reduces the 
risk. I have actually raised with the federal minister the point that the member makes. That is, given the practice 
is considerably different from a worst-case scenario, maybe the minister needs to get this authority to reassess 
the risk and to see whether it is something that it is prepared to accept in terms of the safety margin they are 
prepared to have for the community. I guess it demonstrates, and it is something that I have pointed out on a 
number of occasions in this house, just how stringent the controls and regulatory controls are over food here in 
Australia and the margin of safety that is acceptable. As the member says, there is a meeting in Market City this 
afternoon, which should be a good chance for industry to raise directly its concerns with the APVMA. This issue 
has come from an assessment made back in September.  

It is a big problem; it is a big issue for Western Australians. Indeed there are not too many good alternatives. The 
alternatives to Fenthion are an area wide control program involving not only the orchardists managing their own 
orchard and trees, but also managing backyard operations. One or two trees can be sufficient, if they have an 
infestation of fruit fly, to be the source of damage for the industry itself. A whole area wide approach has to be 
taken, which is hard and certainly very challenging. 
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I have written to the minister, Joe Ludwig—I am happy to table the letter—effectively raising two issues. Firstly, 
I raised the notion of buying some more time. Given that we are now at the eleventh hour, and industry is 
concerned about this coming season, at least if we can buy time on this season they have a chance to put in place 
hopefully an alternative, if the APVMA is still heading down this path of banning this as a particular chemical 
that they can use. That is the first issue: hopefully buy some time. Secondly, on the basis of what I have just 
mentioned about risk assessment, I asked the minister to go back and have another look at it and look at what 
happens in practice to see if that practice falls under what is considered to be a reasonable risk and hence maybe 
change some of the parameters to allow the use of that chemical, which we know is so effective. 

Another point I do not press hard, but it has been an issue that has been sitting there for some time; it is not 
new—industry has known that. I have met with industry on a number of occasions. As happens with a lot of 
these things, it is not until we are threatened at the eleventh hour, that something gets taken out of the list of 
chemicals that we can use, does it raise concerns with our businesses. I think quite rightly, Mediterranean fruit 
fly has the potential to cause significant devastating damage to an industry here in Western Australia. Businesses 
have raised that with me, and quite rightly they are concerned about the viability of their businesses going 
forward.  

The Department of Agriculture and Food has responded by ensuring that it provides good advice around the 
alternatives and can also provide support for communicating to the broader community to ensure that, if we are 
required to put this area wide approach in place, it can support the communication with all the backyard owners, 
all the people who have a couple of trees in the backyard, to take this approach such that we can put what 
processes we have in place which are not as good as Fenthion but hopefully will get this area wide control to 
reduce the risk of fruit fly. Indeed there is a trial happening in the member’s electorate in Jarrahdale, which is 
supported by Horticulture Australia Limited, to look at the parameters around area wide control and its 
effectiveness in ensuring that we can actually get the controls that we need to maintain the industry here in 
Western Australia.  

There is a lot in this space around public education. If we lose this chemical, we have to put a lot of effort into 
public education to ensure that all those living in the community play a role in supporting the fruit industry and 
supporting the issues around maintaining good tree hygiene to ensure that fruit fly does not become an issue.  

I have taken the time to raise this issue personally with the federal minister, Joe Ludwig, and make the point that 
this is a huge issue here in Western Australia as distinct from other states. It is a chemical for which there are no 
good alternatives. I hope we are going to get a good hearing on that. The letter I wrote is dated 27 September. I 
add in closing the point the member for Kalgoorlie raised: we also have this issue that if we cannot use it, other 
countries may still be able to use it. If we are importing some fruit from those countries, perhaps there is not a 
level playing field. I know that, whilst we do have good border controls, it is done on a sample basis. Obviously 
there are concerns about competition from overseas markets. I thank the member for raising this question. I table 
the paper. 

[See paper 5468.] 
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