
Chapter 6
Managing plant biosecurity emergencies
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Managing plant biosecurity 
emergencies
Even with a highly effective biosecurity system, including strong border controls, there is still a risk 
that new plant pests will enter the country. Passenger arrivals and commodity imports are increasing 
and, together with natural means of entry such as wind and water currents, the risk of exotic pest 
incursions is ever present.

Australia has post-border mechanisms to rapidly and effectively respond to plant pests to minimise 
negative impacts. These include nationally collaborative and coordinated means to:

• report suspect plant pests of concern through the Exotic Plant Pest Hotline 1800 084 881
• manage plant biosecurity incidents on the ground through an all-hazards approach identified  

under the Biosecurity Incident Management System (BIMS)
• determine the national response and associated shared funding to plant biosecurity incidents 

under the Emergency Plant Pest Response Deed (EPPRD)
• prepare for potential plant biosecurity incidents through training and awareness activities.

This chapter uses the EPPRD definition of a plant pest, which is: any species, biotype or strain of 
invertebrate pest or pathogen injurious to Plant Health, Unprocessed Plant Products, Bees or Fungi  
provided that it is discrete, identifiable and genetically stable, but excludes Genetically Modified Organisms.  
This definition does not include weeds.

Other defined terms from the EPPRD appearing in this chapter are identified through capitalisation, 
with the current version of the EPPRD available at planthealthaustralia.com.au/epprd
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National plant biosecurity response 
arrangements
In cases where a new pest is detected that warrants further action, operational 
responsibility for responding to the incident resides with the relevant jurisdiction. There are, 
however, national arrangements and agreements that support government and industry 
collaboration when responding to a biosecurity incident.

Serious exotic plant pests that would affect agricultural industries are dealt with under the 
provisions of the EPPRD, the focus of this chapter.

EMERGENCY PLANT PEST RESPONSE DEED
The EPPRD is a formal, legally binding agreement between PHA, the Australian Government, 
all state and territory governments, and 38 plant industry peak bodies (as at 31 December 
2020). It supports the rapid and effective response to the detection of an Emergency Plant 
Pest (EPP) by providing prior agreement on the governance (decision making) and funding of 
a national response.

PHA is the custodian of the EPPRD which came into effect in October 2005. The company 
has the dual roles of helping to ensure that responses are carried out in accordance with the 
provisions of the agreement and progressive improvement to meet the needs of signatories.

Plant industry cropping sectors
The majority of Australia’s plant cropping sectors – extending across broadacre, horticulture, 
nursery production, forestry, edible fungi and honey bees – are represented by a peak 
industry body under the EPPRD.

During 2020 one new cropping sector signed up to the EPPRD, with Passionfruit Australia 
joining on behalf of the national passionfruit industry.

Emergency Plant Pests
For a plant pest to be covered by the EPPRD, it must be an EPP as defined in the agreement.

In brief, a plant pest may be considered an EPP if it could have an adverse economic impact 
regionally and nationally if it were to establish in Australia, and meets one of the following:

• a known exotic plant pest not yet present in Australia
• a variant from of a plant pest that is established in Australia but can be distinguished by 

appropriate investigative methods
• a serious plant pest of unknown or uncertain origin which may be an entirely new plant 

pest
• an established plant pest that is restricted to a defined area of Australia through the use 

of regulatory measures, that is not native to Australia, has been detected outside the 
defined area, and is likely to have an adverse economic impact such that an emergency 
response is required to prevent an incident of regional and national importance.

Signatories have already agreed that some high priority plant pests (see page 46) are EPPs, 
and they are documented in schedule 13 of the agreement.

Decision making under the EPPRD
The EPPRD specifies government and industry roles and responsibilities in the decision 
making and operational processes of responding to an EPP, including how the cost of 
responding will be shared, based on the relative public and private benefit of eradication.

The terms of the EPPRD identify two key committees to support effective decision making 
when responding to an EPP. Only those parties that are signatories to the EPPRD have 
membership rights, with both committees comprising representatives from the Australian 
Government, all state and territory governments, industry parties affected by the EPP, and 
PHA. This composition reflects the partnership approach embedded throughout the EPPRD.

The National Management Group (NMG) makes the key policy and financial decisions about 
a response under the EPPRD. The NMG approves response plans, including all funding 
requirements, if it is agreed that eradication of the EPP is technically feasible and cost- 
beneficial.

The NMG is advised on technical matters related to the response by a Consultative 
Committee on Emergency Plant Pests (CCEPP). A scientific advisory panel may also be 
convened by the CCEPP, as required, to advise on specific matters.
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Categorisation of EPPs
Investment in a response plan by governments and industries is guided by the relative  
public and private benefit of eradication. This is known as ‘categorisation’ of the EPP, with 
four categories and the process for categorisation described in the EPPRD.

If the NMG agrees to implement and fund a response plan for an EPP which has not been 
categorised, then costs will be shared 50 per cent by government parties and 50 per cent  
by industry parties until categorisation has occurred.

Transition to management

Following the implementation of a response plan, the NMG (on the advice of the CCEPP) 
may conclude that it is no longer feasible to eradicate the EPP. In such incidents the NMG 
may agree to proceed with a short (maximum 12 months) ‘transition to management’ 
phase. During this phase, certain activities may be agreed upon and funded to support 
transition from the ‘emergency response’ phase to ongoing management outside of  
EPPRD processes.

The objectives and activities undertaken in the transition to management phase are 
considered on a case-by-case basis and depend on the biology of the pest and the 
circumstances relating to the stage of the response. Activities might include development  
of control options and tools to support pest management, research to improve knowledge 
of the pest, or communication, engagement and training activities.

Owner Reimbursement Costs
During a response under the EPPRD, growers impacted by the response plan actions, and 
who are covered by the provisions of the EPPRD, may be eligible to receive reimbursement 
of specific costs or losses. These are referred to as Owner Reimbursement Costs (ORCs)  
and are funded by both government and industry through the EPPRD arrangements.

PLANTPLAN
PLANTPLAN provides nationally consistent guidelines for response procedures, outlining  
the phases of an incursion (investigation and alert, operational, stand down and transition  
to management) and key roles and responsibilities of industry and government participants 
during each of these phases. It incorporates best practice in EPP responses and is consistent 
with the Biosecurity Incident Management System (BIMS; see page 187). PLANTPLAN is 
part of schedule 5 of the EPPRD and is endorsed by all EPPRD signatories.

PLANTPLAN is supported by several documents that provide further detail and guidance  
on specific topics as required. All supporting documents are available at  
planthealthaustralia.com.au/plantplan

Review and evaluation
To maintain the ongoing relevance and integrity of the EPPRD, the implementation of the 
agreement is subject to continual review and improvement. This encompasses a formal 
review of the agreement every five years, an annual review of PLANTPLAN, individual 
incident debriefs (for completed or current responses), and findings arising from training 
activities. 

In October 2020, the third formal review of the EPPRD was initiated, coinciding with a key 
milestone marking 15 years since ratification of the agreement. A holistic review of 
PLANTPLAN also commenced during 2020, providing an opportunity to reflect on its 
structure and format to ensure it continues to meet the needs of end users.

PHA manages the continual improvement to the EPPRD and PLANTPLAN on behalf of the 
signatories. With review processes in progress, no significant amendments to the EPPRD  
or changes to PLANTPLAN were made during 2020. 

NATIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL BIOSECURITY RESPONSE 
AGREEMENT
If a new pest is considered to primarily impact the environment or social amenity and is  
not able to be dealt with under the EPPRD, then the National Environmental Biosecurity 
Response Agreement (NEBRA) may be activated. The NEBRA is a non-legally binding 
arrangement signed by all Australian governments, which came into effect in January 2012.

During 2020 the governments continued with their review of the agreement, and a new 
version is expected to be available in 2021.
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Preparing for plant biosecurity incidents
A range of preparedness activities are undertaken by industry, government and PHA to 
maintain and improve response capability and capacity. The following section describes 
some of the key systems and training activities to prepare for emergency responses.

REPORTING A PLANT PEST OR DISEASE
The state and territory governments collectively maintain a national hotline to facilitate 
reporting of potential new plant pests or diseases in Australia. It is referred to as the Exotic 
Plant Pest Hotline (1800 084 881), with callers directed to the relevant state or territory 
department of agriculture.

A report through the hotline triggers investigations by the receiving jurisdiction to identify 
the potential pest or the cause of unusual plant symptoms. Each call is treated seriously and 
confidentially. Information on Australia’s diagnostic system in described in Chapter 5.

BIOSECURITY INCIDENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
Across all sectors, biosecurity incidents are managed in accordance with the Biosecurity 
Incident Management System (BIMS).

The system is an ‘all hazards’ approach, which:

• co-exists with and complements current, sector specific and jurisdictional response 
arrangements

• can be applied to all biosecurity incidents, irrespective of sector or scale of response
• provides a guide for personnel working within operations centres established at national, 

state, territory, local and field levels.

Importantly, BIMS is consistent with contemporary incident management systems 
employed by other emergency response agencies across Australia and in other countries, 
including Australasian Inter Services Incident Management System, Australia Emergency 
Coordination System and the New Zealand Critical Incident Management System.

This ensures greater interoperability, with response capacity able to be boosted more easily.

NATIONAL BIOSECURITY RESPONSE TEAM
The National Biosecurity Response Team (NBRT) is a group of trained and experienced 
personnel, drawn from biosecurity agencies across Australia, who can be deployed to a 
jurisdiction to boost capacity temporarily to assist in a response to a biosecurity incident. 
Deployment might be in response to an animal, plant, aquatic or environmental biosecurity 
incident.

Members are government officers with knowledge, experience and training in emergency 
management, incident management or more specifically, responding to biosecurity 
incidents. They may be deployed in a State Coordination Centre or Local Control Centre to 
perform functions including incident management, liaison, public information, planning, 
operations and logistics.

The NBRT has two cohorts of members: a group of personnel with experience in a functional 
response and another of highly experienced mentors. The NBRT program is managed by an 
advisory group, with standing members from the Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment, Animal Health Australia and PHA. Animal Health 
Australia manages the administration of the NBRT.

Members of the NBRT participate in professional development opportunities and maintain 
their skills in exercises and responses through workshops organised by the advisory group. 
They can also apply for sponsorship from the NBRT to attend external workshops and 
conferences that will benefit their NBRT roles.

NATIONAL COMMUNICATION ARRANGEMENTS
During an EPP response, the relevant state or territory government takes the lead in 
ensuring that the public and stakeholders are kept informed of activities. Effective 
communication and engagement with those impacted by a biosecurity incident is vital.

It aids response activities by informing growers of what they can do to prevent the pest or 
disease affecting their property, and how to comply with movement and other quarantine 
restrictions. It also helps the wider community to understand their role in biosecurity.

National Biosecurity Communication and Engagement Network
The National Biosecurity Communication and Engagement Network (NBCEN) advances 
preparedness and prevention activities nationally that relate to communication and 
engagement during a response. The network consists of communication managers from  
the Australian Government, state and territory governments, and organisations including 
PHA and Animal Health Australia. Industry personnel receive network communications 
during a response that is relevant to them.

The NBCEN also has a key role in developing national talking points during a response,  
which allows for consistent national messaging.
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Biosecurity Incident Public Information Manual
During a response, agricultural agencies and industry organisations refer to the Biosecurity 
Incident Public Information Manual (BIPIM), developed by the NBCEN. The BIPIM is in line 
with the Public Information function set out in BIMS.

The use of the BIPIM ensures that anyone performing a function in public information  
knows their role and how each of the jurisdictions work with industry to deliver consistent 
information to stakeholders and the public.

Having specific roles and job cards can help jurisdictions recruit additional personnel 
promptly when they are needed in a long-term or widespread biosecurity incident.  
The BIPIM is available as an AUSVETPLAN resource document from the Animal Health 
Australia website animalhealthaustralia.com.au

TRAINING IN BIOSECURITY EMERGENCY RESPONSES
The effective delivery of EPP responses is supported by preferentially using trained and 
experienced personnel at all levels of the response. This includes representatives from 
industries and governments, covering roles on national decision-making committees 
through to being members of control centres and field-based officers.

This training is provided by state and territory governments, the Australian Government, 
PHA and peak plant industry bodies. It is offered in a variety of forms, from short 
presentations and e-learning courses, through to formal educational qualifications. Joint 
training may also be delivered with Animal Health Australia.

Parties also undertake simulation exercises on a regular basis, where responders are put 
through their paces under a simulated incursion scenario. This provides practice in EPP 
responses and improves preparedness by identifying aspects of the system that need 
improvement.

In addition to emergency response training, a range of related skills-based training is offered 
to members of the plant biosecurity system. For example, plant pest taxonomic 
identification and technique-based training is available to members of the National Plant 
Biosecurity Diagnostic Network to address gaps in skills or capacity (see Chapter 5).

Industry liaison training
During 2020, PHA worked with state and territory governments to train plant industry 
representatives on the role of industry liaison functions in a biosecurity emergency 
response.

The training in QLD, WA and SA focused on how the industry liaison functions deliver the 
vital link between the Incident Management Team and the affected industry. Although 
differing in the level at which they work (local, operational or state coordination level), 
the liaison officer and the liaison co-ordinator both:

• contribute to decision making by providing the position of the affected industry on 
aspects of the response

• inform the response strategy and actions by providing advice on the industry sector 
and potential impacts of response actions

• support industry communication and engagement activities.

Attendees said that, apart from learning about their role in a response, the training was 
an excellent opportunity to network with other industry and government biosecurity 
representatives to establish links and relationships across sectors in advance of an 
incursion.

The training will continue to be rolled out nationally during 2021 with the remaining 
jurisdictions each having an opportunity to host. 

More information about industry liaison functions is available from  
planthealthaustralia.com.au/plantplan

Representatives from ten plant industries participated in the liaison training in March 2020 in Brisbane
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Qualifications for biosecurity emergency responses
Updated biosecurity emergency response qualifications as part of the Public Safety Training 
Package were released in July 2019. These align with the emergency response role training 
delivered by jurisdictions, allowing people to achieve formal qualifications based on their 
work experience and training.

Achieving these qualifications puts biosecurity response personnel on the same footing as 
those in other emergency response areas, such as police and firefighters. The system 
ensures that biosecurity emergency response training across the country meets the desired 
standard.

Qualifications available are:

• PUA30919 – Certificate III in Public Safety (Biosecurity Emergency Response Operations)
• PUA40419 – Certificate IV in Public Safety (Biosecurity Emergency Response Leadership)
• PUA50219 – Diploma of Public Safety (Biosecurity Emergency Response Management).

Some Australian universities offer graduate and post-graduate qualifications in biosecurity. 
These university courses increase awareness in the biosecurity system and provide 
students with a good grounding for entering the biosecurity workforce.

Examples of the university courses are:

• Graduate Certificate in Plant Biosecurity (Murdoch University)
• Master of Biosecurity (Murdoch University)
• Graduate course in Biosecurity (Advanced) (Australian National University)
• Bachelor of Biosecurity Science (Box Hill Institute).
 
A full list of VET training providers can be found on myskills.gov.au

National EPP Training Program
PHA conducts the National EPP Training Program on behalf of its members, delivering 
training to industry and government representatives, growers and other biosecurity 
stakeholders. This year, additional industry liaison training was implemented to provide 
additional training on the role of industry representatives in a response (see page 188).  
The aim is to ensure that members can effectively fulfil their roles and obligations under  
the EPPRD.

Simulation exercises
Practical training in emergency response via simulation exercises is an important component 
of the National EPP Training Program. These exercises support the other forms of training 
delivered and test specific aspects of member’s biosecurity emergency preparedness.

Simulation exercises are run from a national perspective by PHA working with states and 
industry groups, and also on a state basis. Due to Covid-19, no simulation exercises were 
conducted in 2020. 

Online training in plant biosecurity
PHA offers online training through the e-learning platform BOLT (Biosecurity Online 
Training). Courses available during 2020 included:

Plant Biosecurity in Australia – This course provides an overview of plant biosecurity in 
Australia. It also explains how emergency responses to plant pests are managed under the 
EPPRD.

National EPP Response Management – This course introduces the purpose of the CCEPP 
and the NMG, the roles and responsibilities of the committees and their members, and the 
decision-making process in an incident. 

Biosecurity for Beekeepers – This course provides best practice industry advice on keeping 
honey bees healthy and supports the Australian Honey Bee Industry Biosecurity Code of 
Practice. In 2020, it was refreshed and access was made free for all beekeepers in Australia.

Researchers – Pest Reporting and Responses – This course outlines a researcher’s role in 
reporting and responses, reporting obligations, how to report and what may happen 
afterwards. 

Growers – Pest Reporting and Responses – This course outlines a grower’s role in 
reporting and responses, how to report and what may happen afterwards. 

In 2020, nearly 3,000 users enrolled in individual BOLT courses.

Since its release in July 2020, the Plant Biosecurity in Australia course has had 271 
enrolments, indicating good uptake of information that has been updated to ensure currency 
with the evolving nature of emergency responses. The Pest Reporting and Responses 
courses for growers and researches had a combined total of 362 course enrolments in 
2020. 

BOLT courses are open to all plant biosecurity stakeholders and are available from 
planthealthaustralia.com.au/bolt
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Plant Biosecurity in Australia: Online training
PHA hosts an online learning platform, BOLT, that provides free courses on topics 
related to plant biosecurity. In 2020, a new online course on the fundamentals of 
plant biosecurity in Australia was launched.

The Plant Biosecurity in Australia course covers important information on the:

• structure and key participants in the biosecurity system
• work completed before a pest is detected, designed to protect Australia’s plant 

resources, including:
o the National Plant Biosecurity Strategy
o biosecurity planning
o surveillance programs
o training
o on-farm biosecurity

• key elements of biosecurity emergency response management
• fundamentals of Emergency Plant Pest responses in action.

The course is essential learning for anyone who will be representing their 
organisation in the event of an emergency response to a plant pest. It is also  
great background knowledge for anyone who is involved in biosecurity.

This and other courses are available at planthealthaustralia.com.au/BOLT
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Plant biosecurity in Australia operates best when key participants work as partners 

 

 

Notifications and responses in 2020
This section highlights the notifications of plant pest incidents and the nationally 
coordinated responses that were managed under the EPPRD during 2020.

Information on national responses to pests or weeds that are not managed under the 
EPPRD but may have flow-on implications for Australia’s plant industries (such as red 
imported fire ants or red witchweed) may be found on the Australian Government’s 
Outbreak website outbreak.gov.au

NATIONAL RESPONSE PLANS
During 2020, a new incursion of Varroa jacobsoni in QLD initiated a response under the 
EPPRD, implemented through an amended version of the existing response plan for  
the unrelated 2019 incursion. In June 2020, area freedom from the 2016 incursion of  
V. jacobsoni was recognised nationally.

A short summary of a selection of national response plans in place during 2020, together 
with a description of key activities undertaken during the year, is in Table 55 (page 191).

OTHER PLANT PEST NOTIFICATIONS
A number of plant pests were reported during 2020 that did not proceed to a response  
plan in 2020. Some were assessed as requiring no further action: others were still under 
investigation in 2020 and further actions may be taken in 2021. These pest detections are 
listed in Table 56 (page 193).

 

CH
AP

TE
R 

6:
 M

AN
AG

IN
G 

PL
AN

T 
BI

OS
EC

UR
IT

Y 
EM

ER
GE

N
CI

ES



CH
AP

TE
R 

6:
 M

AN
AG

IN
G 

PL
AN

T 
BI

OS
EC

UR
IT

Y 
EM

ER
GE

N
CI

ES

Table 55. Responses to plant pests under EPPRD arrangements*

191191

Scientific name Common name Crops affected Region Past action Situation as of 31 December 2020

Bactrocera dorsalis Oriental fruit fly

Various fruits 
and vegetables Torres Strait

Exotic fruit flies are sporadically detected in the Torres 
Strait and eradicated to protect mainland Australia.                                                                                                                                       

In 2019 the NMG agreed annual incursions had been 
eradicated through successful implementation of a 
3-year response plan from July 2015 to June 2018. 

A new response plan was endorsed by the NMG for 
July 2018 to June 2021.

Surveillance and eradication activities in the Torres Strait were 
ongoing in response to sporadic fruit fly detections.          

Bactrocera trivialis New Guinea fruit fly

Zeugodacus 
cucurbitae Melon fly

Cryphonectria 
parasitica Chestnut blight Chestnuts VIC

First detected in September 2010. Response plan 
endorsed by the NMG in November 2010 and 
eradication activities undertaken.  

Following extensive surveillance activities sporadic 
detections occurred in 2014, 2016 and 2017 and 
eradication activities continued through to 2019.  

In 2019 the NMG agreed that it was no longer 
feasible to eradicate chestnut blight and endorsed a 
revised response plan for transition to management.

Ongoing activities for transition to management delivered under the 
response plan.

Varroa jacobsoni 
(2016 incident) Varroa mite

Honey and 
various 
pollination-
reliant crops

QLD

Detected on Asian honey bee (Apis cerana) in QLD in 
June 2016.
Response plan endorsed by the NMG in September 
2016 and eradication activities undertaken. 
Proof of freedom surveillance activities ongoing in 
2019.

In June 2020 the NMG agreed that the 2016 incident of Varroa 
jacobsoni (2016) had been eradicated following successful 
completion of the response plan.

Varroa jacobsoni 
(2019 incident) Varroa mite

Honey and 
various 
pollination-
reliant crops

QLD

Detected on Asian honey bee (Apis cerana) in QLD in 
May 2019. The detection was a new entry into 
Australia and confirmed via genetic testing to not be 
related to the 2016 incursion. Response plan 
endorsed by the NMG in July 2019. The Asian honey 
bee nest and mites were destroyed. Surveillance 
activities implemented in 2019 with no further 
detections of  Asian honey bee or V. jacobsoni related 
to this incursion.

The response entered the proof of freedom phase with surveillance 
activities ongoing. 

In July 2020 the response plan was revised to incorporate activities 
for eradication of the unrelated 2020 incursion of V. jacobsoni  
(see below). 

Proof of feedom is expected to be achieved in April 2021.
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Table 55. Responses to plant pests under EPPRD arrangements* (continued)

192

Scientific name Common name Crops affected Region Past action Situation as of 31 December 2020

Varroa jacobsoni 
(2020 incident) Varroa mite

Honey and 
various 
pollination-
reliant crops

QLD New incursion in 2020.

Detected on Asian honey bee (Apis cerana) in QLD in April 2020.  
The detection was a new entry into Australia and confirmed via 
genetics to not be related to the 2016 or 2019 incursions. 
In July 2020 the NMG endorsed a revised version of the existing 
response plan for the unrelated 2019 incident of V. jacobsoni, to 
include activities for eradication of the 2020 incident. 

Proof of freedom is expected to be achieved in April 2021.

Xanthomonas citri Citrus canker
Citrus, 
production 
nurseries

NT, WA

Initially detected in Darwin, NT, in April 2018 with 
tracing activities identifying additional infected plants 
in northern WA. The incident was restricted to potted 
plants in the home and garden sector. No natural 
spread of the disease was observed and there were 
no detections in commerical citrus orchards.

Response plan endorsed by the NMG in May 2018 
and extensive eradication activities undertaken.

In 2019 a revised response plan was endorsed by the 
NMG which included all activities requried to 
successfully achieve proof of freedom. WA completed 
response activities and the NMG agreed that citrus 
canker had been eradicated from WA.

The response entered the proof of freedom phase following the 
successful completion of emergency response activities. Evidence of 
absence surveillance ongoing, with country freedom expected to be 
achieved early 2021.

* This table may not reflect all Cost Shared responses in 2020
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Scientific name Common name State**

New detections

Alternaria burnsii Alternaria blight QLD

Aphis lugentis No common name SA

Cytospora sorbicola Dieback WA

Dickeya fangzhongdai No common name QLD

Erwinia persicina No common name TAS

Liriomyza huidobrensis Serpentine leafminer NSW

Planchonia stentae South African pit scale QLD, WA

Spodoptera frugiperda Fall armyworm Torres Strait, QLD

Table 56. Plant Pest detections notified under the EPPRD in 2020 that did not proceed to a response plan*

* Some pests not listed in this table are still under investigation. If further action is implemented, these pests may     
   be reported in future publications.

** Reflects detection location as at the time of notification. In some cases the Plant Pest was subsequently  
     detected in additional states or territories.



Image courtesy of Melinda Simpson


