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Hort Innovation Disclaimer: 

Horticulture Innovation Australia Limited (Hort Innovation) makes no representations and expressly disclaims all 
warranties (to the extent permitted by law) about the accuracy, completeness, or currency of information in this 
milestone report. 

Users of this final report should take independent action to confirm any information in this final report before relying on 
that information in any way. 

Reliance on any information provided by Hort Innovation is entirely at your own risk. Hort Innovation is not (to the extent 
permitted by law) responsible for, and will not be liable for, any loss, damage, claim, expense, cost (including legal costs) 
or other liability arising in any way (including from Hort Innovation or any other person’s negligence or otherwise) from 
your use or non-use of the final report or from reliance on information contained in the milestone report or that Hort 
Innovation provides to you by any other means. 

ACIL Allen Reliance and disclaimer 

The professional analysis and advice in this report has been prepared by ACIL Allen for the exclusive use of the party or 
parties to whom it is addressed (the addressee) and for the purposes specified in it. This report is supplied in good faith 
and reflects the knowledge, expertise and experience of the consultants involved. The report must not be published, 
quoted or disseminated to any other party without ACIL Allen’s prior written consent. ACIL Allen accepts no responsibility 
whatsoever for any loss occasioned by any person acting or refraining from action as a result of reliance on the report, 
other than the addressee. 

In conducting the analysis in this report ACIL Allen has endeavoured to use what it considers is the best information 
available at the date of publication, including information supplied by the addressee. ACIL Allen has relied upon the 
information provided by the addressee and has not sought to verify the accuracy of the information supplied. If the 
information is subsequently determined to be false, inaccurate or incomplete then it is possible that our observations and 
conclusions as expressed in this report may change. The passage of time, manifestation of latent conditions or impacts of 
future events may require further examination of the project and subsequent data analysis, and re-evaluation of the data, 
findings, observations and conclusions expressed in this report.  Unless stated otherwise, ACIL Allen does not warrant the 
accuracy of any forecast or projection in the report. Although ACIL Allen exercises reasonable care when making forecasts 
or projections, factors in the process, such as future market behaviour, are inherently uncertain and cannot be forecast or 
projected reliably. ACIL Allen may from time to time utilise artificial intelligence (AI) tools in the performance of the 
services. ACIL Allen will not be liable to the addressee for loss consequential upon the use of AI tools. 

This report does not constitute a personal recommendation of ACIL Allen or take into account the particular investment 
objectives, financial situations, or needs of the addressee in relation to any transaction that the addressee is 
contemplating. Investors should consider whether the content of this report is suitable for their particular circumstances 
and, if appropriate, seek their own professional advice and carry out any further necessary investigations before deciding 
whether or not to proceed with a transaction. ACIL Allen shall not be liable in respect of any claim arising out of the 
failure of a client investment to perform to the advantage of the client or to the advantage of the client to the degree 
suggested or assumed in any advice or forecast given by ACIL Allen 

Funding statement: 

Horticulture Impact Assessment Program 2024-25 – 2026-27 is funded by Hort Innovation. This multi-industry project is a 
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BA21003 – Multi Pest Surveillance Banana 
Pests and Diseases  
Containing BBTV in NSW: a grower and director perspective 
Table 1 BA21003 

  

Stakeholder Stephen Spear 

Business • Banana grower since the past 45 years 
• Director of Australian Banana Grower’s Council since 2008-09 and member of 

the R&D Committee since the introduction of national levy in 2008 

Location Taylor’s Arm, NSW 

What was the research about? 

This multi-phase biosecurity project focused on containing Banana Bunchy Top Virus (BBTV) within established 
control zones in New South Wales (NSW) and preventing its spread to major production regions, particularly 
North Queensland. BBTV is the most serious viral disease of bananas. Severely infected plants fail to produce 
fruit and, if left unmanaged, entire plantations can become infected through the movement of banana aphids 
that carry and spread the virus.1 

In Australia, the disease is confined to Southeast Queensland and Northern New South Wales, leaving more 
than 95 per cent of the industry (Far North Queensland, the Bundaberg district, Southern New South Wales 
zone, Western Australia and Northern Territory) free from the disease.2 

The project involved active farm surveillance, grower education, destruction of infected plants, and ongoing 
monitoring of infection trends. 

Over time, the project evolved to increase grower involvement in identifying and destroying infected plants, 
strengthen collaboration with state biosecurity regulators, and improve reporting on infection trends. It also 
operated alongside related biosecurity efforts in Queensland addressing Yellow Sigatoka and broader disease 
preparedness, including TR4 risk mitigation. 

In this case study, Stephen Spear, a long-term NSW banana grower and Director of the Australian Banana 
Growers’ Council (ABGC)shares his experience with the project and its importance to the industry. 

Stephen’s background in the banana industry 

Stephen has been growing bananas for 45 years in southern NSW at Taylor’s Arm, inland from Macksville.  

Stephen has been involved in the banana industry Research and Development (R&D) since the national levy 
was introduced  in  July 2008and has been a Director of the ABGC since 2008-09. During that time, he has been 

 

1 https://www.horticulture.com.au/growers/help-your-business-grow/research-reports-publications-fact-sheets-and-more/ba12006/  

2 Ibid. 

https://www.horticulture.com.au/growers/help-your-business-grow/research-reports-publications-fact-sheets-and-more/ba12006/
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on the R&D committee and has overseen several projects focused on banana biosecurity. 

Stephen’s involvement in the project 

Stephen was involved through a Project Reference Group (PRG) in the earlier phases, representing the ABGC. 
The PRG  provided oversight and grower input into how the project was running. The PRG, however, was 
dismantled over the course of the project. Through his board role, Stephen reviewed reports, infection data 
and project milestones, and followed the outcomes of the project closely.  

Why is this research important for banana growers and the industry more broadly? 

Stephen notes that the importance of this research comes down to containment. If BBTV were to become 
established in North Queensland, where the majority of Australia’s bananas are produced, the consequences 
would be severe and potentially industry changing. The virus vector is already present across the country, so 
once the disease enters a major production region it would be extremely difficult, if not impossible, to 
eradicate. Experiences in parts of the Pacific Islands show how quickly plantations can be devastated when 
Bunchy Top is not effectively contained. 

While it’s difficult to quantify the exact economic value of prevention, the potential costs of managing 
widespread infection in a large production region would be enormous, likely tens of millions of dollars annually 
in chemical control alone and even then, complete control would be unlikely. From that perspective, 
maintaining the current containment zone in New South Wales is protecting the entire national industry. 

Although the affected control zone represents a relatively small proportion of total production, its 
management safeguards both the large-scale North Queensland industry and regional growers in areas such as 
the Northern Rivers and Coffs Harbour. In New South Wales, many growers produce alternative varieties such 
as Lady Finger, supplying local markets and contributing to varietal diversity within the Australian banana 
industry. That diversity strengthens market resilience and provides consumers with choice. In this way, the 
benefits of the project extend well beyond the immediate control zone and support the long-term 
sustainability of the industry as a whole. 

What do you see as practical outcomes in the long term? 

One of the most significant long-term outcomes has been the cultural shift toward greater grower ownership 
of biosecurity. In earlier programs, inspectors largely carried the responsibility for identifying and destroying 
infected plants, and many growers relied on them to manage the issue. Over time, that approach has changed. 
Growers are now far more engaged in the process, they are present during inspections, they understand what 
Banana Bunchy Top symptoms look like, and in many cases, they are identifying and destroying infected plants 
themselves before inspectors arrive. That increased awareness and shared responsibility strengthens the 
overall effectiveness of the containment strategy and builds biosecurity capability within the industry. 

Another important outcome has been clearer processes around compliance and enforcement. A long-running 
case in northern NSW highlighted the limitations of relying solely on project-based inspection when serious 
non-compliance occurs. The eventual involvement of state biosecurity authorities, and the destruction of the 
affected property, reinforced the need for a clear separation between extension and enforcement. Project 
staff play an important role in education, relationship building and guidance, but when compliance issues 
escalate, regulatory authorities are better placed to intervene. In the long term, having those roles clearly 
defined supports stronger relationships with growers and ensures that serious biosecurity risks are addressed 
decisively and transparently. 

What were the challenges with adopting the recommendations coming from this research? 

One of the challenges has been ensuring that infection data is clearly interpreted and understood by growers. 
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In some reports, overall trends suggest reductions in Bunchy Top incidence. However, when looking closely at 
the annual figures in recent years, the pattern has not always been a steady decline. That can create 
uncertainty about how progress is being measured and what conclusions should be drawn. 

There were also periods where inspectors were unable to access certain properties, which meant infection 
data from those sites was not captured for a time. When significant infection sources are missing from 
reporting periods, it can influence how trends appear over the short term. For growers, clear explanation of 
those circumstances is important so they can fully understand what the data is showing and how it relates to 
on-ground reality. 

Biosecurity programs rely heavily on industry confidence. When reporting is detailed and contextualised, 
growers are more likely to support the recommendations and remain engaged in the process. 

Is there a part of the project that could have been improved? 

Stephen believes the discontinuation of the PRG was a missed opportunity. In his view, a reference group 
provides valuable governance and oversight, particularly in long-running biosecurity programs that depend on 
industry levy investment. 

A PRG made up of industry representatives can act as an independent sounding board to review data, discuss 
reporting approaches, and ensure that both achievements and challenges are communicated transparently. It 
also provides a structured mechanism for raising concerns early and maintaining strong alignment between 
project leaders and levy payers. 

Reinstating such a group would strengthen accountability and industry confidence, ensuring that the project 
continues to evolve in a way that reflects both technical outcomes and grower expectations. 
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