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8 December 2025

To: Jennifer Nichols
ABC Rural reporter

Re: Your request for a scientific opinion relating to the proposal of the Australian Federal
Government to recognise equivalency of overseas Competent Authorities for compliance
disease testing of uncooked imported prawns.

Thanks for bringing this document to my attention.

Upon reading it my first impressions are that it appears the government have been tossing this
concept about for some time, because they are not even sure if the document was published in 2023,
or 2025 (Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (2023 — or 2025?). In any case, for
someone with over 25 years experience undertaking many aquatic disease risk analyses for dozens of
jurisdictions around the world, I consider the Australian Prawn Farmers Association and Australian
Council of Prawn Fisheries are absolutely right to be concerned about this proposal from the Federal
Government to recognise equivalency of overseas Competent Authorities (CA) for compliance
disease testing of uncooked imported prawns.

They are correct in stating that this proposal would represent a step backwards closer to the import
conditions that we know failed to meet Australia’s ALOP, and which allowed the White Spot
Syndrome Virus (WSSV) incursion back in 2015/16. By doing so the Federal Government is also
ignoring the recommendations from the Inspector General of Biosecurity’s 2017 report (Inspector
General of Biosecurity 2017) which highlighted how the Governments own prawn testing regime
was flawed, unnecessarily complicated and unreliable, with inadequate controls which were easily
circumvented by unscrupulous importers. The IGB report highlighted botched quarantine policy
resulted in inaccurate disease testing results which allowed exotic pathogens to enter the Australian
environment through recreational fishers using imported uncooked prawns as bait.

Furthermore, the minister seems unaware of other technical inadequacies within the revised prawn
Risk Analysis (RA) which (under the assumption that testing is supposed to meet our ALOP)
continues to overlook the need to test for several new emerging exotic prawn diseases such as DIV-1
and Covert Mortality Nodavirus (CMNV). Therefore in effect, we has less protection now for these
new diseases than we had when the WSSV incursion occurred. And of course the only reason why
we don’t have other new prawn pathogens such as EHP is pure luck, not good quarantine
management (Diggles 2025). Because of this, it is clear that the testing regime that is being used
continues to fail to meet Australia’s ALOP that is otherwise upheld for other commodities such as
beef, pork, lamb and chicken.

Indeed, the existing and proposed testing regulations for raw prawns clearly fails to meet Australia’s
domestic ALOP, which is upheld by our State Governments that require cooking of these products to
prevent spread of WSSV from areas in Australia where that disease has become established. Even
the NSW Chief Veterinary Officer has noted that “the restrictions within Australia are at a higher
level than at the (international) border and there needs to be changes at a national level going
forward.” In effect, by “passing the buck”, what the Federal Government would now require if this
proposal eventuates is even more luck for the resulting arrangement to work within the ALOP.
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This proposal reads as if the Federal Government thinks its no longer able to provide sufficient
funding and resources to continue their unnecessarily complicated and unreliable testing regime.
Instead of giving our biosecurity and quarantine departments sufficient funds to do their job, the
Government appears to be trying to solve this problem of its own making by divesting responsibility
for control of our international border to overseas authorities, which probably have even less funding
and resources, and have shown they did not have the governance or ability to keep these same
diseases out of their waters in the first place.

The revised prawn Risk Analysis (RA) also fails to properly consider in the exposure assessment the
unique situation in Australia where we have studies that show beyond doubt that large quantities of
imported prawns are used by recreational anglers as bait, because they are cheap. This reality,
however unfortunate, allows a direct pathway for uncooked imported prawns to enter our waterways,
in significant numbers, but the Government does not properly assess this risk and act accordingly.
Instead, it is yet another case of the Federal Government trying to pass the buck for quarantine
responsibility from themselves, this time to the average Aussie fisher. Those fishers who I have
interviewed about this risk usually wonder why if cheap raw imported prawns are so dangerous to
the environment, “why are they allowed to be in the shops in the first place? ” A very good question.
Yes, biosecurity is everyone’s responsibility, but in these matters the Government is clearly passing
the buck. It should be held more responsible and accountable than the average Joe on the street.

My assessment of this document is the Federal Government appears to have painted itself into a
corner with its unnecessarily complicated, error prone, expensive and unreliable testing regimes.
Maybe they should take note of how Australian State Governments, as well as some other countries
deal with this matter. For example, New Caledonia is probably the only major country globally
which has successfully kept WSSV and other exotic prawn diseases out of their waters, and they
have done this by upholding (since November 2000) a simple, yet effective, requirement that all
imported prawn commodities must be cooked. Cooking is by no means zero risk, but it is easy and
cheap to administer, effective, and reduces the disease risks to within Australia’s ALOP.

Sincerely,
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Ben Diggles, Director DigsFish Services.
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