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Bertie:
My name is Bertie Hennecke and I'm the Australian Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer. I would welcome you today to this environmental biosecurity webinar about National Fire Ant Eradication Program. Today I'm coming to you from Ngunnawal Country in Canberra, and I would like to begin by acknowledging the Traditional Custodians of the various lands on which we all come together today. I pay my respect to elders past and present and emerging and extend that respect to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people attending today.
After just a little bit of housekeeping quickly before we start, after our three presentations, there will be time for questions and you're welcome to submit your questions at any time throughout the webinar but when you submit the questions, please make sure that you add the name of the speaker you would like to direct your question to and also with Team Live we have the function of like there and you can actually vote for questions in the chat as they come through. We will try, as always, our best to get through all the questions as they come in, but if we run out of time, you're more than welcome to email my team at the Environmental Biosecurity Office using the email address that we will put in the chat. So today we will have three presentations. I will be presenting first and briefly covering the threat of invasive ants in Australia and how the government in particularly has responded to previous detections and then that is followed by a presentation by Ashley Bacon, the program executive from the National Fire Ant Eradication Program includes QLD and he will be taking us through some of the current response activities and then third speaker will be Reece Pianta from the Invasive Species Council and he will discuss overcoming the barriers for fire ants and gaining social license. 
Well, let me just share with you, my presentation. If I can get that right. Here we go. So invasive ant species can be amongst the most serious global invasive pest. The impacts are complex and wide ranging, and they can disrupt local wildlife, sting humans and animals and prevent people from enjoying their outdoor facilities. They can also eat crops and plants and damage machinery and buildings including electrical insulation, costing the community billions of dollars. Some of these species are already introduced and established in Australia and they can threaten Australia's environment and economic and social wellbeing. 
Exotic invasive ants. There are currently 8 invasive exotic ant species in Australia, and as you can see here 4 species are considered established and they are in discrete locations with management actions being undertaken to manage their impacts and these are species on the left hand side and then we also have 4 species that are present in parts of Australia and managed under containment and eradication program, and these are including fire ant as we see here.
Exotic invasive ants are a priority of the Australian Government and they are listed as priority risks species on a couple of priority lists and one is the Exotic Environmental Pest List as well as the National Priority Plant Pest list and a number of exotic ants are also listed as key threatening process under the EPBC Act and the Australian Government and state and territory governments are working closely together on ants through the terrestrial invertebrates subcommittee group which is a group under the Environment and Invasives Committee to implement Action Plan actions under the National Invasive Ant Biosecurity Plan. The plan provides a national agreed approach to enhance Australia’s capacity to manage the ongoing threat of invasive ants establishing in Australia as well as the impact caused by those species that are already established.
If an exotic invasive ant is found in Australia, then this will trigger an emergency response and emergency responses for invasive ants are generally implemented under the National Environmental Biosecurity Response Agreement (the NEBRA. The NEBRA was first signed in 2012 and then it followed a review and NEBRA 2.0 was established and released in 2022. The NEBRA establishes a national arrangement for responding to an incursion of exotic pests and diseases that impact on the environment and our way of life and the NEBRA sets out cost sharing arrangements and follows more or less the same governance structure as responses under the animal deed as well the plant deed. The Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry in Canberra is the custodian of the NEBRA and that means we are assisting emergency response committees by providing guidance and interpretation of on the agreement and as a custodian we also have an administration role for cost sharing parties during the life of an emergency response. 
Following this brief, that brief overview of invasive ants in Australia, today we’re particularly focusing specifically on the topic about red imported fire ants and all Australian governments have worked together since 2001 to successfully eradicate 7 distinctly different incursions of fire ant in Queensland and New South Wales as well as in Western Australia and currently the only active fire ant infestation is the southeast Queensland incursion with fire ant nests recently also detected and treated in northern New South Wales. They're mainly spread by human movement rather than through natural spread. The National Fire Eradication Program is led by the Queensland Government and the Queensland Government is tasked with the eradication of fire ants from southeast Queensland. The program has been in place for more than 20 years since 2001 and is supported and funded by the Australian Government as well as all state and territory governments under a NEBRA-like arrangement as the response on red imported fire ants proceeded the signing of the NEBRA in 2012.
Now separate to the National Fire Ant Eradication Program, all Australian governments have provided around $6.5 million on eradication, or you know million in successful nationally cost shared eradications of separate RIFA incursions and these one I guess you can see on the slide here are at Gladstone at Port Botany in NSW, Fremantle and also the Port of Brisbane. So without the program, without the program RIFA would likely to have spread as far north as Mackay as you can see in the picture here on the right, as far as Longreach to the West and also in the south, as far as Canberra and RIFA has the potential to inhabit 97% of Australia and that's why eradicating fire ants is a priority of all Australian governments and there have been significant investments so far off just over $1.2 billion since 2001. 
The Australian government has is demonstrating its commitment to the eradication of fire ants by providing nearly $300 million to the current program over the next four years and this brings the Australian Government's total contribution since 2021 to $640 million, so we are looking at significant amounts in terms of funding contribution. 
The Australian Government is actively involved in the program and is represented at all levels of program governance. There's a National Management Group that is made up of all cost sharing partners and they are the decision makers as well providing strategic directions and guidance to all aspects of the program delivery. Then the other aspect is the Consultative Committee, which I sit on and other representatives from all states and territories and providing technical advice and support to the National Management Group. We have also from our end from DAFF, seconded the communication officer who is working with the program to develop a range of communication products to be used nationally to raise the awareness and strengthen and enhance localised eradication efforts.
While eradicating the Queensland incursion of fire ants is a big and challenging task, we have overall a good track record having successfully eradicated 7 separate fire ant incursions around Australia, and we know that next four years are critical in our fight against fire ants but with the National Fire Ant Eradication Program leading the eradication efforts with the backing and support of every Australian state and territory with the backing and support of every Australian state and territory government, we are, I think, in a very good place to significantly limit fire ant spread with the view to eradicate fire ants from southeast Queensland by 2032. So with that in mind, I stopped sharing, and you know the next over is moving over to Ash. Ash has been, let me just get my details here, Ash is the program executive of the National Fire Ant Eradication Program in Queensland and Ash’s area of expertise is in program management, strategic development and execution, strategic thinking as well as business analysis and change management. Initially has been responsible for delivering a number of significant complex projects for Queensland for the Queensland Government in particularly. So Ash has now the task to tackle fire ants in southeast Queensland, which is a big task for him, so thanks Ash and I hand over to you for your presentation.
Ashley:
Thanks Bertie. Hi everyone, as Bertie said, my name is Ashley Bacon and I'm the executive program director for the National Fire Ant Eradication Program and I also hold the privilege of also being the executive for the Fire Ant Suppression Taskforce that is separately funded by the Queensland Government, which I will speak about a little bit later. 
It's great to see so many of you interested in the work that we are doing, and I just got a number that we're pushing over 160 people online, which is a fantastic appearance today. I'm going to attempt to share my screen so bear with me so I can work through this presentation with you today.
Alright. Hopefully everyone can see that. So, I too would like to take a moment to respectfully acknowledge the Traditional Custodians of the land on which we meet today and pay my respect to elders past, present and emerging. I wish to acknowledge the continuous connection and protection and cultural connection to the land on which we meet, and I pay my respect to all First Nations people that join us here today. 
Eradicating fire ants is a national priority as we heard from Bertie. Our program is a cost shared program overseen by a National Management Group represented by all Australian state and territory governments and including the Commonwealth Government. This is the largest biosecurity eradication program ever undertaken in Australia and our program is leading that effort here in Queensland. Last year, as we heard, the Commonwealth and all state and territory governments endorsed the fire ant response plan with a single aim to eradicate fire ants by 2032. We have a bit of a mantra inside the program here which is fire ant free by 2032 and we have 3 big goals: that is to kill the ants, stop the spread and deliver the plan and we've been fortunate enough to have the support of all jurisdictions with a $593 million investment over four years to deliver the response plan which focuses on strengthening containment and compliance as well as in intensifying program leading community treatment.
Fire ant eradication is not easy, and we have a large area to work in, so that area that you see on the screen there, represents about 800,000 hectares, which is significant. It's not easy, but we have been able to stop the spread of fire ants, as you saw from Bertie to only about four to five kilometres per year. Without our intervention, we would see them way to the north, even past Townsville by now probably, west to Longreach and south to Albury. Our operational area wraps around the infestation spanning from Morning Bay in the north, west to the Lockyer Valley, south of the Tweed Shire and east to part of Gold Coast. 
Fire ant eradication comprises of three main elements that you will see represented on this slide before you. Containment, and this is achieved through extensive surveillance activities on targeted properties around the fringe of the infestation. This surveillance area is represented on the map in blue treatment. Treatment, on targeted properties in the eradication treatment area. This is represented on the map in the area in red. This year, this represents well over 800,000 hectares of treatment to be applied. Inside that area is the community suppression activities in areas which are waiting eradication treatment. To ensure eradication success, we need to conduct eradication activities on 100% of targeted properties. The eradication treatment area received multiple treatment over approximately 2 years, but this is then followed by sustained effort of surveillance over a period of five years. This is to ensure that there's no reinfestation and all nests are detected and destroyed, and to give us the confidence that the area is free of fire ants. As fire ants are cleared from the eradication treatment area, our efforts will progress inwards until the areas are treated and eventually declared fire ant free. 
Strategies are also in place to stop fire ants from spreading, including containing them around the fringes of the infestation. We have seen a number of outlier detections, but I'll cover these a little bit later in the presentation, and restricting human assisted movement, which I'll also elaborate on a little bit further. As I mentioned I'm also the senior executive for the Queensland Government's Fire Ant Suppression Taskforce. The Queensland Government, in addition to their contribution to the national cost share arrangement, has contributed an additional $37.1 million after managing fire ants. This fund is in addition to this contribution, as I said to the cost share arrangements, the Fire Ant Suppression Taskforce, or known as FAST, was formed to coordinate the management and control of fire ants within the suppression area bringing together local, state and federal governments, community, industry groups and private landholders and managers. FAST provides treatment products, training and advice and tools needed to help stakeholders and community reduce fire ant infestation on properties they own or manage in preparation for future eradication treatment. In fact, of 1 July this year, we saw the local councils in the suppression area take on the responsibility for managing responsive fire ant treatment on property that they own. 
We will move our eradication treatment in every two years. This means that by 2032, the infestation is southeast Queensland as we know it today will have been treated. There will be a small area which is represented in the blue on the map before you, which will need to have continued and ongoing surveillance, as I mentioned, for five years, but this slide represents the outside in approach. So as I mentioned before, we commence with containment and then every two years moving in and what you can see on this slide is that red area progressively moving inwards to treat all areas that is now currently in suppression area with the blue area expanding to conduct what we call ‘clearance surveillance’, moving through to proof of freedom.
We deliver fire ant treatment using various methods including aircraft. This is fixed wing, helicopter and drones. Utility vehicles and handheld treatment spreaders. Our field teams have the capacity to treat up to a roughly 25 hectares in a day, so a field team has 10 to 12 people represented in it. Drones can treat up to 160 hectares and helicopters can treat, our largest helicopters, can treat up to 1200 hectares a day and the introduction of fixed wing aircraft has given us the capacity with one capability to treat up to 2300 hectares per day.
Treatment can only be applied when conditions are suitable, and they'll align to the APVMA permits that we work under. This means that unfavourable weather, such as rain or windy conditions can impact the delivery of treatment and timing of treatment. We cannot treat if the ground is wet, and our aircraft cannot fly if we have high winds or gusty winds. These are just some of the challenges we face on a day-to-day basis, when we're applying treatment. 
Fire ant eradication treatment typically occurs in the warmer months. In the past, it's been September through to June when fire ants are the most active and looking for food. Due to slightly warmer temperatures and the fact that we are now operating closer to the east coast, we're looking to start our treatment next month in August. Priority is given to detections threatening public safety such as schools, parks or building fields. Our eradication officers work with landholders and tenants to access properties for treatment. While we will make every effort to inform landowners and tenants of our need to access their property, we are legally allowed to do so without permission under the Biosecurity Act. People can see our planned eradication treatment effort now online on an interactive map, so if you go to a fireants.org.au you can see our planned treatment efforts using an interactive map on our website. 
As I mentioned before, the Australian Pesticide and Veterinary Medicine’s Authority, or APVMA, approves the use of fire ant treatment and deemed it safe for people, animals and the environment. The treatment consists of small pieces of corn grits soaked in vegetable oil containing a low concentration of insect growth regulator. Now this is either pyriproxyfen or S Methoprene. These ingredients are the same ingredients used in household and agricultural pest control products, but at a much lower concentration, for example, over a 10,000 square metre area, we apply about 10 grams of active ingredient. So that's 10 grams over 1 hectare. 
How it works the fire ant treatment prevents the queen from reproducing worker ants, leading to the death of the colony and also means they don't have viable offspring. Fire ant nests, presenting risk to public or animal safety or when we respond to rapid eradication in such cases as outlier detections may go undergo treatment that involves a fast-acting liquid insecticide, but this is directly injected into the nest so that there is no impact on non-target species. This is directly into a confirmed fire ant nest. 
When fire ants are found outside our containment boundary, this is called outlier detections. We name them as outlier detections because they are not within the natural spread or connected directly to the nearest infestation, and we are able to determine that they have moved their most likely through human assisted movement. We immediately treat the nest and surrounding areas, as I said using a fast-acting liquid insecticide. We then treat the surrounding areas using granular treatment, the IGR that I referred to in proximity in an outwards fanning motion. This is our immediate response protocol. The most recent outlier detections are in Queensland, in Currimundi on the Sunshine Coast, Nirimba or Bells Creek on the Sunshine Coast, Meringandan Toowoomba and Oakey in Toowoomba. We have two in New South Wales that are well known. The south Murwillumbah detection and Wardell. 
We know that fire ants can fly up to about 5 km as I mentioned before, we believe these detections as we turn outliers are the result of human assisted movement. The movements of fire ants through human assisted movement is a significant threat to our eradication efforts. Fire ants spread relatively slow and predictably on their own but human activities such as moving material that can carry fire ants can drastically accelerate this spread. When we have an outlier detection, we do genetic testing of the ants, we do assessment of the nest, and our compliance officers investigate if human assistant movement may be the cause. This is called tracing activities to determine the source of the movement. These results help us to work out how and when ants arrived and if we need to take further compliance efforts to mitigate the risk of further spread.
Fire ant biosecurity zones are in place in Queensland. These are reviewed monthly and if necessarily updated depending on the detections that are made. The zones are associated with movement controls apply to anyone who deals with materials that can carry fire ants’ source from inside the biosecurity zone or the higher risk zone. These materials include soil, mulch, hay, manure, potted plants, quarry material and turf. Anyone moving or disposing of organic materials within the fire ant biosecurity zone must check the fire ant biosecurity zones before moving the material, employ fire ant safe practices when doing so under the Biosecurity Regulations 2016. If they cannot, then they must seek a biosecurity instrument permit. 
To help strengthen compliance, we are increasing our compliance efforts fourfold. We've already conducted a review of and updated the Biosecurity Act and we're currently doing a review of the Biosecurity Regulation to identify and address any potential gaps. We are also reviewing penalty infringement notices to explore the possibility of increasing potential fines associated with certain offences, but this is under further investigation. 
Advances in science are helping us to fight against fire ants as fire ant treatment becomes more effective to do so, our eradication efforts will improve. Research, innovation and business improvement is a major focus of our program, and we're making good headway in this area. We recently added drones and fixed wing aircraft into our eradication toolkit and are continuing to look at how we can increase their use. Most recently drones were used to treat outlier detections in Wardell and fixed wing aircraft helped to treat the detection in Oakey in record time. We treated approximately 8000 hectares in three and a half days in Oakey thanks to this new technology that we've been able to deploy. 
Both aircraft means we can cover vast area quickly and we can get into areas that are inaccessible for our field staff to apply treatment methods. This is critical to stopping reinfestation in areas that are treated and a significant change to the way we can implement our strategy. We're also trialling new treatment products and processes including those effective in wet weather, researching fire ant biology and the adaptation in the Australian landscape, working with industry to look at fire ants risk mitigation measures to facilitate safe movement of organic product and developing new in field testing to expedite sampling identification. 
Communication and engagement plays a key role in delivering our response plan. I know we're going to talk to Reece shortly about social licence but mobilising the community is essential. Fire ant eradication is a whole of community effort. Our teams work really hard to raise community awareness so they can help us in identifying and reporting fire ants, communicating with people who are in the eradication or suppression area and working with industry to help them understand the rules and obligations. We recently launched our own social media channels that's on Facebook and Instagram, and they give us the ability to get our message out to the community quickly. We also have a YouTube channel and our website which is undergoing a complete revamp that we'll look to implement in 2025. We're about to develop a new lifestyle campaign to highlight the threat of fire ants pose to our way of life and to raise awareness about the important work we are doing. So please keep an eye out for this. We are also working with behavioural economics experts to address human behaviours which are limiting our effectiveness in our program. One of our significant threats is refusals of gaps in treatment and we're looking to improve our way in which we provide information, engage with landholders to minimise the refusals that we encounter when we're treating over 150,000 sites per year. This is a very big and important piece of work that will help us to better understand our community and our industry to decide better strategies to implement a successful eradication. There's a few numbers on the screen that showed the level of consultation and communication that goes out into the community. 
Eradicating fire ants is no small feat, but our dedication remains steadfast. The community, industry and all levels of government must play a role, an active role, in helping us to suppress and eradicate fire ants. While many countries have given up, Australia continues the fight and I thank all the cost share partners all states, territories and the Commonwealth for their support and commitment to this nationally significant effort to eradicate fire ants from Australia. Eradicating fire ants is our best chance to protect Australia from this invasive pest. I thank you all for your time and I'll hand back to you Bertie.
Bertie:
Thanks Ash. So a lot of information and activities that the program is doing packed in the 15 minutes and hopefully some more questions will come through and we go through some of them after Reece’s presentation.
So, our final speaker is today Reece Pianta and Reece is the advocacy manager with Invasive Species Council. Reece has worked with Invasive Species Council on the successful campaign for a 10-year eradication program. Reece was also involved in the early formation of the yellow crazy ant eradication efforts in Townsville and visits to the infestation areas in Cairns and Townsville and living in the Brisbane area in the particularly in the fire ant biosecurity zone has left Reece with a deeper appreciation of the mounting impacts that invasive ants have on every aspect of life. So, Reece, with that introduction I hand over to you to give us your presentation. Thank you.
Reece:
Thank you Bertie and I'll just share my screen here. OK, well my name is Reece Pianta and I'm the advocacy manager at the Invasive Species Council and I would like to join and acknowledging the Traditional Custodians of the land I work on the Gubbi Gubbi and Turrbal people. 
I just wanted to start by doing a quick introduction for those who don't know the Invasive Species Council, we were formed in 2002 and we advocate for stronger laws, policies and programs that protect the Australian environment from weeds, feral animals, exotic pathogens and invasive species. We were formed the year after fire ants were detected in Australia so we have a long history with this issue and fire ants were really a wakeup call for people in conservation and the environment movement about the impact that they would have. There's a lot of research that indicates the potential impact that fire ants would have on Australian wildlife and environment. Losses in species abundance of ants of up to 90% and 40% for insects and spiders. Now fire ants have directly linked to the local extinction of the Stock Island tree snail in Florida and cause population declines in 95% of frog species. Turtles, lizards, crocodiles and birds and anything that nests on the ground is particularly vulnerable to fire ant attack, and even some of our iconic mammals like the koala, platypus and the echidna would not be spared from predation by fire ants. 
Fire ants are a key threatening process under the Environmental Protection Biodiversity Conservation Act and they really cause ecosystem wide impacts because fire ants can also as well as impacting animal life cause damage to the roots and plant stems of plants as well. So very serious environmental impacts if fire ants get out of control. Another example of this from the recent fire ant detection at Nirimba on the Sunshine Coast is the frog conservation area there which is the home of the vulnerable wallum sedge frog population. It's a totem species for the Butchulla people and it's a very sensitive environmental habitat area, so you know, it will require special surveillance and treatment to ensure that environment is protected from fire ants. It is ideal fire ant habitat where you look at the fire ants natural environment in South America. This is an area that has been made safe from development but is now under threat from invasive species and highlights to me the importance of the advocacy in the work that we do on this issue and that really is one of our key roles. You know, we provide analysis and independent thought leadership. We help to build community partnerships in response to threatening invasive species like the fire ant coalition of partners that we built last year to advocate for ongoing fire ant eradication efforts, including a wide range of peak organizations who were really concerned about the potential devastation that fire ants would cause if they got out of control. Now we provide advocacy not just to decision makers, but also to the broader community as well and like Bertie talked about, we take action when it's required, as in the example of yellow crazy ants south of Townsville at home. 
So I want to talk a little bit about social license and Ash touched on this a little bit when he was talking about bait safety. There are obviously access challenges as well. There are a huge amount of private properties in and around the Brisbane area that will need to be checked and treated for fire ants, but I also want to talk about social license in another regard and that is community confidence and reporting and compliance over the last over the 18 months leading up to January this year, the program did some excellent work conducting over 1300 audits of high risk industry carriers, potential carriers for fire ants and they did unfortunately return a relatively high level of non-compliance in some of those risk industries. The social research tells us that most people want to support and engage with fire ant eradication efforts. Most people in these high risk industries understand the risks that fire ants pose, so I think there is a role for organisations like ours and for peak organisations in this sector to take on a leadership role in educating and promoting because there is obviously the stick around compliance, but there's the carrot too, and people will support this, the research shows us, if they know how and can easily engage with it, because we are the ones spreading fire ants, we are the cause for the outlier outbreaks in 12 of the 13 outlier detections since 2022 that I looked at, human assisted movement was the key factor, so this is a key vulnerability to successful fire ant eradication in Australia and something that we need to get on top of.
Another key issue is suppression work and over the last year up until June, we have seen increasing fire ant densities in and around Brisbane. This is a risk for human assisted movement. It also undermines community morale and confidence, if there are long response times to deal with dense infestations of fire ants and quite simply it's a problem for human and animal wellbeing in and around the fire ant infestation zone. But it does need to be understood that suppression the purpose of suppression is for eradication. This isn't a long-term management plan and it's positive to see that the program is reducing the number of outlier of these suppression nests that need to be treated and the community feedback on this is clear. Yes, it may have taken this particular example 3 months to get their nests treated. I know some other examples of 4, 6, 8 weeks but this was a positive interaction. This is a person who reported a nest, it did take a long time to respond. They were proactive, they went and got a treatment and did it themselves. Fortunately, it was the correct treatment by the looks of it, but from a discussion with the eradication program personnel, they now feel more confident to take on responsibility to they know how to look for and report fire ants, and they know how to self-treat if they need to. This is the kind of thing we need to encourage in and around the eradication zone, because fire ant eradication will require the entire community.
So the suppression taskforce is distributing baits to people, as Ashley outlined, where people identify fire ants. I do have a concern, though, that not everyone in the Brisbane area, the greater Brisbane area, knows how to look for and report fire ants, so there is an education and engagement challenge there and I think there's probably a role for local government in proactive distribution of baits to people, particularly through some of their waste management facility networks.
Finally, I'll just mention that earlier this year, a senate inquiry was conducted into fire ants and my presentation today really touched on five of the ten key recommendations that came out of that inquiry around greater communication, greater resources for public awareness engagement, suppression work, enforcement of movement controls and support for people living in the fire ant zone to know how to deal with them. 
Last of all, we are helping to ensure ongoing community awareness around this issue. We've organised a visit to Australia from Doctor Robert Puckett. He is a fire ant expert from Texas in the United States and has some very compelling stories about the impacts that he's seen in his community over the course of his life from fire ants and we look forward to having him here to help raise those issues and drawing community understanding. Finally, I’d just like to thank Bertie and his team for organising this webinar and for the opportunity to present at it, so thank you. 
Bertie:
Thanks Reece. Again, a lot of information, particularly highlighting the community engagement aspect and bringing information out to everyone if its industry, community – it's an important aspect. So we have probably 15 little bit more than 15 minutes left in terms of questions. There are a few questions coming in and I start with the first one, Ash, which is probably for you. It says, what is the greatest challenge for the program going forward?
Ashley:
Thanks Bertie and thanks for the question. We have a, it's a complex program and I think there's two significant risks that we, or challenges, that we face. One is the human assisted movement. As we said, the movement of fire ants is quite slow in comparison and quite predictable and with 20 years of experience we’re well versed in understanding how we can detect and treat and eradicate through natural spread, so human assisted movement is a challenge. I think it's been touched on by both Bertie and Reece, the social license is a significant one and being able to make sure that we're getting timely and correct information out into the community because there is a lot of misinformation that's going around at the moment which means that we're having people who are refusing treatment and if we have gaps in treatment we have risk of reinfestation. So social license, the challenges to us and working with partners to make sure we're getting clear accurate, consistent and timely messages out is really important so we're not having misinformation spreading around our communities. 
Bertie:
Thanks Ash. I'm trying to go a little bit by the likes, so the next one is from Mark Gibson. It's probably for you too Ash, it says how is the success of the program monitored and measured? Do you count the number of new nests detected each month? If plotted versus time it could give a good measure of the efficacy program.
Ashley:
Thanks Bertie. So there’s a number of measures. We do have a new strategy that was endorsed by all agricultural ministers in July last year, and the main measure there is ensuring that we first achieve containment. So we have a defined area which is now the containment boundary that we have. So, success is defined for us in the immediate years is completing eradication treatment as prescribed moving from treatment then into clearance surveillance and then moving from clearance surveillance to proof of freedom. So essentially, our measure of success is that we have containment and we don't see further natural spread. We apply the treatment as prescribed with minimum gaps so there are targets of minimum gaps and it needs to be well less than 2% of gaps across the whole area and that we move into clearance surveillance and don't have reinfestation. They are the key metrics. There are going to be outlier detections and we saw that last year and I do believe we'll see more outlier detections this year as we form the containment boundary. So that will be something we don't want to see but shouldn't be unexpected and we know how to respond and treat. But in the out years, we should see that number diminished down to 0, and that’s when containment will be formed. So, they're the main criteria between now and 2027 that we want to see to demonstrate containment and then moving from treatment into clear and surveillance, other key measures.
Bertie:
Thanks Ash. Reece, I think this is probably a question for you from Andy Lane. It's about general public involvement. Is there a potential to get the general public to contribute to surveillance and monitoring, especially on public land? Maybe you can address that.
Reece:
Yeah, well it is one of the things that I spent a lot of time talking particularly in media about and when I give public presentations it is, you know, people can a lot of these fire ant nests are being identified by members of the public who are seeing something that looks out of place and they know to go to fireants.org.au and lodge a report. There's an important component there where people you know, know what they're looking for, and then they're also in my experience, needs to be a level of confidence that when they're reporting that they're confident that the next step will be, that it will be addressed. One of the things that I really don't like hearing is ohh yes, I saw a fire ant nest, I didn't bother reporting it because actually that's extremely, that’s not where we want people to be. We need the whole community out there on the ground looking for this and supporting the eradication efforts with their eyes, with their boots on the ground and in many cases in the surveillance, in the suppression zone it will also be when it's on their own property, knowing how they can go about getting the right bait kit to treat that.
Bertie:
Thanks Reece. There's a question that gets at the moment quite a few likes, and that's from an anonymous person. Ash, I think it’s for you. Are there offset targets, impacts from fire ant baiting? 
Ashley:
Thanks Bertie. So as I mentioned in my presentation, we operate under a permit that's issued up by the APVMA. The APVMA have deemed that implementing the fire ant eradication treatment as per prescribed under that permit is safe for humans, animals and the environment. What we do know is that in addition to that, what we do know is the way in which we apply our broadscale treatment, there is the possibility of impact on non-target species such as other ants, because this treatment is designed specifically for ants. But what we also know is where we have done the studies that when we've applied our IGR, or insect growth regulator treatment where fire ants are present the population of the native ants population stays the same or grows back because they're dominated by the fire ant infestation. But it is possible that we will see non target ants take the bait and consume it. But by the sheer numbers in which they exist, they rebound back very quickly and particularly so once we've got rid of the fire ant out of that population as well. 
Bertie:
Thanks Ash. Reece, do you want to sort of respond to this one too, because I think it goes into that community sort of interest too.
Reece:
I just want to say that, you know, local ants are our number one ally in nature against fire ants, so they spread. So creating a space for them to repopulate is really important. One of the sites that is sort of one of my central sites to see how things are going in the suppression zone I went to in October last year and it had dozens of nests in a 100-metre space. Dozens of fire ant nests, I should say. Going back there in February after it had had two rounds of treatment in suppression, this was you know, we, I counted 6 local ant species that repopulated that space just in that short space of time. So there's the research which gives me confidence but anecdotally I've also seen it on the ground. Local ants do go and repopulate these spaces and that helps us create a bit of a buffer against fire ants reinfesting that site.
Bertie:
Thanks Reece. There's another question from Anton Felden. Long distance human mediated dispersal is likely, how much work is happening outside the surveillance zone to make sure that incursions are detected early? I think Ash, you made that point really before that I guess the more people know about it, they will look out for it, we get more detections reported at this stage, but you know may head over to you to answer that question. 
Ashley:
Thanks Bertie. There’s a couple, I mean, it's a biosecurity system, so it takes a number of different things to work together to mitigate the risk. There’s a couple of things. One, we have been working really closely with industry and those that are carriers of high-risk material to make sure that they're putting mitigation strategies in place. Two, we've had a significant increase in investment through campaign work that we can do to raise awareness about the risk of fire ants. So this is, and we are also dialled into the national communication strategy around fire ant prevention across the nation. But as an example, with our current media campaigns that we have, where there is a detection, we actually ensure that we do targeted message 30 kilometres beyond where that detection has been made to make sure that we're raising awareness around surrounding areas. So last year and I think I take Reece's point in terms of we had challenges this year where we had long response times to detections and that actually was a result of such a huge community engagement of looking and reporting. In one month, we actually had a 4000 reports when we normally average about 3 or 400 a fortnight we had 4000 reports made and they were all over the eastern coast of Australia. Now, often they’re these are suspect and not positive, but that shows to me a hugely engaged community that's reporting and those reports of where there are not confirmed positives is a really good outcome too, but it also means that we've got a really good system that's engaged, and we'll be reporting if there’s any suspect ant reports. 
But we also work really closely with councils and that's what we saw as well when we look at northern NSW, they were reported by workers on council sites and subcontractors that we're working with to make sure that they're aware of what they're looking for and where to report to.
Bertie:
Thanks Ash. There's another question that is more it's about public education and Reece, I may hand that over to you, but as you can probably also answer some of the things that the program is doing. So the question is, why isn't there more education to the public about the devastation fire ants can cause to the environment and delicate ecosystems? Seems to be a lot of public resistance, especially north of Brisbane. So, I guess Reece, you're working a lot in that space and maybe go a little bit what can be done more in that space too.
Reece:
Yeah, well, I think we're trying to get that message out, but I think, you know, one of the values of webinars like this is, you know, everyone in the audience can help us in spreading this message. I know you know, I've done, you know, a couple of dozen public talks on this just over the last six months, and one of those was actually up on the Sunshine Coast about a month, six weeks before they found fire ants up in that space. So I'm not suggesting there's a connection between those things, but you know there we've gotta try and get this message out as much as possible so that people understand, the fire ant isn’t like many other invasive species. This is a threat to our environment, it’s a threat to our economy, it's a threat to agriculture and our way of life and I think, you know, if we fire ants should be the one that we can absolutely do something about because it's something we can unite the community behind with our messaging and it really will set the tenor for how we handle a lot of invasive species issues over the coming years. 
Bertie:
Yeah, I guess there's also, Ashley before hand over to you, there's probably also a little bit an ownership on the community itself to get engaged. That's very much probably a point that is really useful to get across and there will be also always some people who are probably less interested than other people. Ash what's the program doing in terms of public education?
Ashley:
Thanks Bertie. I'm really proud of our comms and engagement team. They do a huge amount of effort in terms of working with the community like, as we saw last year, we saw over 60,000 people come to community engagement events. We host not only in community events in areas where fire ants are detected we are also doing mass mailouts that we have to landowners in particular areas. So we had over 2 million that went out last year. We had 11,500 people complete the training online about how to detect and respond to fire ant treatment. So there is like, I'm very proud, there's more work to be done. There's been a big shift in, the mass campaign shift is really important as well. I think one of the challenges that we have, Bertie, is that as we see some of the resistance from the northern part of Brisbane is because it hasn't been something that is well known within that particular area, so therefore, the knowledge or engagement of this particular risk was probably a little bit less known. Community members first came aware of it when we had some early detections at the end of last year and then we move the eradication treatment into that particular area, and we got the reasonable questions like ‘why are you here? I haven’t seen fire ants, you’re doing treatment, I don't have it on my property’ and that's the responsibility we have, and we are working very closely with local government. I met with the CEO of Moreton Bay Regional Council last week to work with their council to make sure that we're giving the information and data they need to be able to work with their constituents to be able to ensure that they're informed and understand what’s going on. So, it requires us to get key messaging, accurate messaging and timely messages out into the community to those that have influence and making sure that when we're engaging with the community, we're providing and meeting their needs in terms of why we're here, why this is important and really highlighting the challenges that we face if we don't eradicate this pest. So yeah, there's a bit more work to be done in that space, but as I said, I’m really proud of the partnership work we're doing with stakeholders to raise that message in the operational area that we have.
Bertie:
Thanks Ash. I think on that note, there's sort of what we're hearing there's always more work to do. Particularly with a complex program like this, you know there will always be some areas that that need a little bit more work and it never works really 100% but you know, as long as you rightly say this is really a shared responsibility and RIFA is one of those species that I think that is really waking us up to, that invasive species go across the spectrum, you know, this is agriculture, this is the community, this is health, this is Defence. We have a lot of portfolios involved in this and it also shows the importance in terms of the investment that governments put into this.
Now that puts us to 2:30pm and we’re running out of time, so we have to wind up. Thanks again for everyone participating in the webinar today and particularly thank you for to Ash and Reece for their presentations, really appreciated. You know, if there's a need down the track, I think it would be useful to maybe run another webinar on the red imported fire ants as we go along just to see how things are going because the education program will be around for a few years to get to where we want to get to eradication by 2032.
In general, I would like to invite everyone to provide feedback about today’s webinar and if you also have any specific questions relating to the National Fire Ant Eradication Program, please as I said before, send us an email in the email address. The address is going to be in the chat in a second and we always keen to hear from you about other suggestions for future webinars in particularly topics that you would like to see addressed as part of this environmental biosecurity webinar. Again, please feel free to email them to the acebo@aff.gov.au email address and we have a look at that. If you're not currently registered, for our webinars, we encourage you to register now by emailing us and pop ‘subscribe in the webinars’ ah ‘subscribe to webinars’ in the subject line. As I said before, recording of this webinar will be available in the next few days and also you can see on our website previous webinars that we have. So, the link will also be put on the web. Another way to stay across sort of departmental environmental biosecurity news is to follow me on LinkedIn, as well as subscribe to the Three Chiefs Newsletter that is the newsletter that is put together by the Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer, the Chief Plant Protection Officer and the Chief Veterinary Officer. So, all the invasive species and pest diseases that that are happening in our space, so you know you can link to that too or subscribe to that too. And with that, apology for going a little bit over. Thank you all again for your participation Ash and Reece, particularly thank you to you, and wish you all a good afternoon and see you at the next webinar. Thank you. Bye bye.
[End of transcript.]
