Fiasco Might Damage Australian Beef Industry 
AUSTRALIA’S beef industry faces a public relations nightmare that might damage domestic beef consumption and hurt its exports. The fiasco is over the Australian government’s decision to start accepting beef from countries that have had BSE cases. The decision, which took effect March 1, became known last November and set off protests from fringe producer groups. They solicited support from state politicians and even a shock-jock DJ to whip up the issue. The result has been national media frenzy the past two weeks.
The hysteria about the issue might seriously hurt beef sales in Australia for the next six months, says top industry writer Jon Condon of the Queensland Country Life. The main industry groups unfortunately did not handle the issue very well when it first emerged. The issue got out of control when groups such as the Australian Beef Assn began to exploit it, he says. ABA has been the most vocal in making it a national issue, at the same time as beef producers are frustrated about low cattle prices and the impact on beef exports of the high Australian dollar. The tragedy is that none of the opposition to the import decision is based on any facts but it will erode confidence in Australian beef. Opponents of the BSE decision have not put forward a single argument based on science, he says.
After imposing a ban in 2001, Australia agreed to start accepting beef from countries with “BSE minimum risk” status conferred by the World Organization of Animal Health. Under the new rules, only imports of muscle meat or products of muscle meat will be allowed in. Australia will also require exporters to meet or exceed its traceability standards. Virtually all the outrage over the decision has focused on possible imports of U.S. beef. Japanese beef is scarcely mentioned although Japan has had many more BSE cases than the U.S.
That’s because there are claims the U.S. might export large quantities of beef, says Condon. ABA claimed the U.S. might send 50,000 MT per year. That’s absurd and was a fabricated number, he says. The U.S. in all the years before 2003 never sent more than 40 metric tons of beef to Australia per year and usually far less than that, he says. Another twist is that nearby New Zealand started accepting U.S. beef three years ago. Exports have totalled just 29 MT over the three years. The irony is that Australia and New Zealand share a common foods standards body.
The issue might hurt the reputation of Australian beef at home and abroad, say Condon and others in Australia. A Feb 27 meeting in Armidale, New South Wales, exemplified how the issue has been whipped up. The meeting of 800 producers was promoted as a new direction for Australian beef. But it quickly dissolved into a downward spiral of grievances, says The Land newspaper. Producers blamed dwindling returns, poor prices, retail margins, bureaucracy and the federal government for plunging their industry into crisis. The chief organizer demanded the sacking of the top representatives of Australia’s main red meat industry bodies. Meat and Livestock Australia managing director David Palmer, who attended the meeting and spoke on a panel, called the meeting a disgrace, says The Land. 

