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PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS TO THE 54TH NEW ZEALAND
PLANT PROTECTION CONFERENCE ON 15 AUGUST 2001

D.M. SUCKLING

The NZ Plant Protection Society has entered the millennium in excellent shape. We
have witnessed the features of changing landscapes in our environment and in our
membership. We have responded with alacrity when needed, and with considered position
statements or symposia when appropriate, on topics of national importance such as genetic
modification and organics. We have shown ourselves to be adaptable and effective at
getting our messages across to each other and to the wider international community.
You, the members are to be commended for consistently reaching the highest standards
for presentation quality at our conference. This upbeat message hides some weaknesses
that we need to acknowledge. Let’s look at some issues in a bit more detail.
Biosecurity

Pests are costing this country significantly, perhaps $1billion per annum by recent
estimates. This figure is obviously rising, with new incursions affecting every sector.
Few, if any, countries have more to lose through biosecurity failure than New Zealand,
which still is relatively pest free. Biosecurity remains a major issue for pest management
in New Zealand, and represents a real threat to our increasingly sustainable production
systems, by forcing an increase in inputs. The costs and difficulty of eradicating new
incursions are frequently grossly under-estimated by officials and politicians, and new
tools are needed for detection and rapid response. The Crown Research Institutes (CRIs)
have gradually come to be acknowledged as a valuable source of innovation in biosecurity,
but the challenge remains to overcome bureaucratic preference for the known over the
possible. Maybe the NZPPS should increase it’s activity in this area.

Capability

Plant protection sciences were divided up between Crown Research Institutes in 1992,
in a very uneven and perhaps somewhat arbitrary fashion. How have they fared under
this model? Weed sciences began life in the new era with a relatively weak base, split
between CRIs. Landcare Research picked up the capability in weed incursion biology
and biological control, AgResearch scooped a small group of applied personnel with
herbicide experience — and became instant subcontractors to Crop & Food Research and
HortResearch, and Forest Research maintained their interest in spray adjuvants. But is
this is a functional proposition in an area with such long-term importance?

Entomology was also split between several agencies — and staff in some CRIs are
quite openly concerned about issues of critical mass. Plant pathologists are another key
group of interest to this society — and ultimately vital to the national interest in a country
with a knowledge economy based on agribusiness. Is the current sector-based model
providing the solutions at the optimal rate for economic growth? We can identify anecdotal
evidence of problems — and many are directly attributable to the competitive funding
model — but we need to think of solutions rather than be bound by bureaucratic or
management boundaries. Would more reciprocal and cash neutral subcontracts between
parties help, for example? We have to develop ever more elegant solutions to outwit the
funding agencies — and sometimes our own organizations, in order to achieve what
common sense tells us is essential in the national interest.

Legislation

Pesticides will remain important as pest management tools for a long time yet. Farming
revolutions such as KiwiGreen and Integrated Fruit Production are soundly based on some
pesticides, because biological and other control tactics are inadequate to meet the economic
threshold in these export industries. Yet agrichemical companies, who are doing their part to
offer increasingly selective and benign solutions to meet then changing face of the international
market, have all but left New Zealand. Why is our HNSO Act so risk averse as to be counter-
economic? Was this the intention of the legislation — to reduce our options at the very time
when we need flexibility and choice amongst pest management tactics? I don’t think so.
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Members of this society know better than any other group in the country just what impact
ERMA is already having. We must continue to be active in raising the awareness of legislators
of the mess they are creating for the country’s farmers and other pest managers. The rate of
biosecurity incursions, and rapid adoption of integrated and organic production systems
speaks volumes about the need to retain flexibility in bringing new tools into the market. The
NZPPS has a role to play in alerting government to the current situation.

GMOs in Plant Protection

The future of use of genetically modified plants in New Zealand pest management
remains somewhat uncertain, not withstanding the findings of the Royal Commission
on Genetic Engineering. The report came through as balanced, but with clear knowledge
gaps. The potential for new problems with GMOs that are specific to New Zealand
agro-ecological systems cannot be ignored, and insights at different trophic and ecosystem
levels will only emerge over time. However, transgenic pest management may represent
the best or perhaps most environmentally benign tactic for control of certain intractable
pests, diseases and weeds, and will need to be managed carefully to realise its potential.
The question before ERMA and the New Zealand public will be whether to accept the
known and very significant ecological damage of some major vertebrate and invertebrate
pests, or to accept the uncertainty of ecological risk associated with novel solutions that
just might work. The NZPPS has a role to play in promoting this debate.

NZPPS and the Royal Society

We have been affiliated with the Royal Society since the beginning of the 1990s, thanks
in part to the then President, Dr Peter Pottinger. His vision of the role of that august body
may at last be attained, with the renewed energy and focus of the new Chief Executive,
Steve Thomson. There are moves afoot to achieve greater cross-society interaction and
learning, amongst other things. Imagine the new networks and projects that could result
from a one day meeting between our membership and say a group of social scientists.
Such meetings could go a long way to broadening our horizons into new areas.
Concluding Comments

At the time of the creation of the CRIs there were serious concerns about the
fragmentation of the New Zealand plant protection capability. These circumstances
have resulted in the NZPPS becoming increasingly important as the vehicle by which to
achieve at least some co-ordination, capability development and networking. Like many
other scientific societies, the NZPPS has also taken on a more political role in order to
provide a fuller context for the science of its constituents. Plant protection warrants the
investment of resources as a strategically significant national capability.

Now I'd like to make a few acknowledgements. I’d like to express my thanks to Kerry
Harrington and the other conference organizers for doing such a great job at setting up
this meeting. Trevor James has again done a superb job as projectionist. Thanks also to
Lois McKay& Mike Butcher for their support in the Secretarial role — Lois took over
from Mike last November, and has worked hard in this job. I'd also like to thank Dr Ecki
Brockerhoff, our web site editor for preparing the updates including putting the
programme online, along with HortResearch’s Sophia Macris for preparing the pdf files
for the web, and finally to Sue Zydenbos, our editor, for doing such a great effort in her
second year. Her timely production of the proceedings was an outstanding achievement,
and most authors probably did not know that she had a premature baby in July.

Finally, a few words about my time on the Executive Committee. I’ ve been privileged
to participate in seeing in many changes in the last 10 yrs, which I believe have helped to
put the NZPPS in the strong position it finds itself in today. In that time, we’ve changed
the Society name, modernised the logo, and changed the proceedings to become more
like a journal, and put it out on the web, reaching far and away more readers than ever
before. I’ve also had the support of the NZPPS to put together many special events —
symposia on cost-benefit analysis, pesticide resistance, urban pest management and
organics, as well as a workshop on numerical methods, discussions on genetic
modification, and so forth. I'd like to express my thanks to membership for giving me
the chance to contribute in this way. [ hope that my efforts have been valuable to the
New Zealand Plant Protection Society. Thanks.
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