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Purpose of this report
This report is designed to outline the successive phases of escalation of the 
2018 needles in  strawberries’ crisis and the impacts on domestic consumer 
confidence and international reputation of Australian fresh produce.

Although the situation started with a simple incident in Queensland, it crippled 
the state’s strawberry industry and quickly spread to become a major national 
emergency which attracted global attention, with serious implications for our 
fruit exports.

This report has been prepared from the perspective of crisis management 
and reputation protection, rather than the horticultural, supply chain and food 
safety focus on industry procedures to manage contamination events. That is 
the remit of other reports being prepared by entities such as Food Standards 
Australia and New Zealand and the Strawberry Supply Chain Integrity Steering 
Committee (Qld).

Food issues context
There have been several notable occasions in recent years when Australian 
and global consumers faith in our food products has been undermined when 
incidents threatened public health and even taken lives.

In 2015, dozens of people were infected with Hepatitis A when contaminated 
berries were imported from China and packed in Australia.

In 2017, five people died, and a pregnant woman miscarried after an outbreak 
of listeria in Australian-grown rock-melons.

In early 2018, several brands of frozen vegetables were recalled from Australian 
supermarket shelves over fears of listeria contamination.

And, in late 2018, the wave of reported incidents of needles in strawberries 
swept Australian media and attracted attention globally.

The key difference in the latest incident is that it comprised a series of 
deliberate and malicious acts rather than a failure in horticultural practice or 
food safety protocols. 

And, although there have been similar tampering incidents for many years 
internationally, this time social media had significant impact.

This review was commissioned by Growcom as one of the initiatives under 
the Queensland Government’s Dept of Agriculture and Fisheries $1million 
support package for the strawberry industry following the 2018 crisis event.

Growcom is the peak representative body for the fruit, vegetable and nut 
growing industry in Queensland and strives to improve conditions for the 
benefit of the sector. Through a staff team located in Brisbane, Bundaberg, 
Toowoomba and Townsville, Growcom maintains contact with growers and 
other horticultural business operators. This provides deep insights into the 
outlook, expectations and practical needs across the industry.  Growcom’s 
services include advocacy, research and industry development across 
horticulture to businesses and organisations of all commodities, sizes and 
regions, as well as to associated industries in the supply chain.
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Initiation and escalation
From the outset, heighted public attention regarding the risks of ‘strawberry 
contamination’ was driven largely by social media and responsive comments 
by various authority figures before proper investigation and verification of 
individual reports:

09 Sept   Facebook user posted a message that his friend had 
swallowed part of a needle in strawberries purchased from 
Woolworths in Moreton Bay, north of Brisbane.

11 Sept   Second consumer contacted Woolworths reporting to have 
found needles in strawberries.

12 Sept   Queensland Health and Police announced three cases of 
“contaminated strawberries” in two brands from a Queensland 
grower. (Note: No prior advice to growers).

13 Sept   First social media report of a ‘copycat’ incident in Gatton, 
Queensland.

14 Sept   More brands named (some wrongly) by NSW Police based on 
unverified social media.

15 Sept   Spread of issue from several brands to ‘strawberries’. 
Queensland Premier announced reward for information 
leading to arrest of person/s responsible for the sabotage.

16 Sept   Coles and Aldi supermarkets nationwide pulled all strawberries 
from the shelves as a precaution. Woolworths continued to sell 
selected brands of strawberries.

17 Sept   Some growers announced they would stop picking and start 
dumping fruit.

17 Sept   First reports of needles in other fruit categories including 
apples, bananas, mangos … and the issue had spread across six 
states.

18 Sept   New Zealand’s largest food retailers, Woolworths and 
Foodstuffs, announced removal of Australian strawberries 
from their shelves.

19 Sept   Escalating crisis attracts broad overseas attention and 
exporters advised of global market concerns about Australian 
‘fruit’ product safety.  
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Government interventions
The initial intervention was a warning that there was a risk specifically related to 
three brands.

The messaging became confusing with other brands being implicated and 
at least one authority recommending consumers throw out strawberries if 
concerned about safety.

Food regulatory agencies and the Federal Government announced measures 
ranging from tougher penalties for food tampering to imposing new conditions 
on strawberry exports. 

After a hesitant start, the Queensland State Government quickly came to 
terms with the nature of the issue and the responses required – clear advice in 
the form of a caution to cut up fruit and minimal comment on reports of new 
incidents.

State Government spokespeople reduced public statements and allowed 
‘clear air’ for Queensland Health and Police to investigate initial incidents and 
continuing events. This was not reflected in other jurisdictions.

There were noticeable gaps across jurisdictions in terms of information sharing, 
understanding of the drivers of the crisis, strategic assessment, implementation 
of protocols, and a perceived need for better collaboration and coordination. 

This was exacerbated by use of different terminology, lack of consideration of 
impact across borders, and failure to undertake risk analysis of the potential 
impact of some announcements, particularly with reference to consumer 
confidence and the impact on international reputation.

On 17 September, Department of Agriculture and Water Resources announced, 
“In order for strawberry export permits to be approved, exporters will be 
required to provide assurance to the department that their consignment is free 
from metal contaminants.”

These measures received extensive media overseas and further confirmed with 
global markets that there were issues with Australian fresh strawberry exports 
and possibly other fruits.

While governments responded quickly to implement warnings designed to 
protect public health, the level of public fear and impact on horticulture and 
export points to key areas for improvement. 

These include centralising incident coordination functions to encompass all 
relevant government agencies including police and improving the consistency 
of incident messaging and delivery of communication. 
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Social media impact
From the outset, the crisis was driven and fed by social media, especially 
increasing reports and images on Facebook of strawberries with needles in 
them.

No controls were (could be) applied to this communication channel and it 
became an attention seeking competition and platform for hoaxers.

The social media reports were followed by Police and mainstream media, 
and in some cases inadvertently verified publicly, before proper investigation, 
resulting in successive waves of new reports.

The ease and ambiguity of online access encourages people to use the 
platform of social media to expound their own views, make unsubstantiated 
claims and attract attention, with a low level of personal risk or responsibility.

In the case of the strawberries crisis, media reporting was fuelled by rapid-fire 
social media with little attention to verification of the facts. 

The issue spiralled out of control, with devastating consequences based on 
the perception of escalating public risk.

It is essential that governments make a coordinated effort to address this risk 
by assessing the options for establishing new protocols with both key social 
media (such as Facebook Australia) and mainstream media to install barriers 
to such hysterical coverage in future incidents.

This should be underpinned with legal sanctions or penalties for individuals 
who do not undertake due process of advising the authorities (Police) rather 
than posting allegations of criminal tampering on-line.

Bringing it under control
The catalyst for the crisis was simple – one individual tampered with fewer 
than eight punnets of fruit by putting needles in the berries.

This was first reported in a Facebook post after one consumer discovered a 
needle in his punnet of berries.

A few days later, authoritative public announcement and consumer warnings 
re’ a ‘food safety threat’, overstated the scale of the threat and encouraged 
exaggerated community response.

It quickly escalated in mainstream media and triggered further social media 
and mainstream commentary, without proper verification, bringing the 
Queensland strawberry industry to its knees.

Could better communication have reduced the impact from the outset? Most 
certainly !

If proper crisis management and reputation protocols had been in place for 
food terrorism, rather than mechanical and blunt processes implemented as a 
limited food safety ‘recall’, the acceleration of public concern could have been 
contained.
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Crisis Management Gap
Unlike the sliced mushrooms product issues and recall in July 2018, there 
was no prior industry engagement or appointment of a crisis management 
specialist before public statements about needles in strawberries were issued 
through media. 

Within 24 hours of the initial announcements of three incidents of 
‘contamination’ in two brands, all strawberry producers in Queensland 
found they were under siege as an increasingly overstated consumer threat 
dominated public messaging and confused consumers and retailers about 
which brands were impacted.

Lack of protocols for deep strategic crisis assessment, validity/extent of 
consumer risk vs public scare, and failure to warn and engage industry, left 
growers and suppliers unprepared and vulnerable, and prompted retailers to 
quickly withdraw all strawberries from sale. 

The strawberry industry looked for guidance on how to respond and found 
there were only two available Crisis Management Guidelines references, neither 
of which was appropriate for the situation:

•  HAL Horticulture Industry Crisis Management Guidelines (A complicated 
and dated document based on US crisis management procedures from the 
1980s)

•  Australian Melon Industry Crisis Management Guidelines (A simple process-
based approach as a learning tool rather than a set of readily accessible 
protocols and management principles during a crisis such as that impacting 
on strawberries)

When a crisis has a national impact across jurisdictions, agreed protocols and 
coordinated implementation are essential to ensure integration of control 
actions, including consistent messaging, to avoid unnecessarily scaring the 
public, encouraging copycats and perpetuating the crisis.

Growers’ response
Given the perceptible gap in issues leadership, media direction and crisis 
management expertise, the Queensland Strawberry Growers Association 
independently retained professional crisis management advice to protect the 
growers. 

The accepted model is that good issues management comes down to 
extensive preparation, rigorously tested protocols, and a commitment to 
structured communication.

But when this is not in place, the priority is to impose control as quickly as 
possible to constrain inappropriate and excessive messaging and replace a 
wave of negative and confused messaging. 
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Mushrooms recall vs Strawberries
The national recall of sliced mushrooms from Friday, 13 July 2018 was a 
textbook case of what to do… public roll-out process and communication 
(including terminology) were agreed in advance between the industry and 
relevant authorities. 

With mushrooms, it was agreed that ‘contamination by foreign substances’ 
should be replaced with the more precise and less threatening message that 
some punnets of sliced mushrooms from specific supermarkets were found 
to contain ‘large pieces of white plastic’ and mushrooms should be checked 
before consumption. 

It was a simple, clear message and caution for consumers.

The structured recall of sliced mushrooms and the low-key advisory caution 
made the situation containable.

In the case of the strawberries crisis, the initial decision to utilise the 
Queensland Premier, Queensland Health and State Police as the faces of the 
issue immediately lifted the level of concern way above the level of threat.

This subsequently encouraged senior regulatory and government advisors 
around the country to ‘buy into the issue’ with ‘me too’ reports of reported 
claims in their jurisdictions, reinforcing perceptions of larger than real consumer 
risk. 

With hindsight, many such appearances were unnecessary and perceptibly 
accelerated the crisis and public hysteria.

Confusing messaging
The initial messaging – because it was not under one central control and a 
single voice – was confusing and the recall led to the obvious and natural 
response from retailers – to tactically withdraw all strawberries to prevent any 
exposure to risk and commercial liability.

The language used publicly (including by people in authority) was overly 
emotive, and it was obvious to professional crisis and reputation managers 
that the exacerbated ‘food safety’ issues had overtaken common sense and 
spokespeople had insufficient advice and briefing. 

The more everyone spoke, the more it became evident that there was no 
understanding of the real source or extent of the issue, and supposition, 
assumptions and opinions about the situation tainted messaging. 

Simply put… until Queensland Strawberry Growers’ Association (QSGA) 
independently took action to manage the situation, messaging was unclear, 
uncoordinated, cross-channelled and not accountable. 
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The biggest challenge was that, by the time coordinated issues constraint and 
centralised crisis containment was implemented, control of messaging and 
media was already outside the normal crisis management framework and 
mainstream and social media were setting the agenda. 

Once copycats appeared on social media, the challenge to reassure consumers 
and gain control of the escalating situation in the midst of an increasingly 
strong national conversation about the wave of incidents and bad behaviour 
was beyond government interventions. 

It was not only consumers who were uncertain – the entire fresh produce 
supply chain and exporters - were uncertain about the extent of the issue and 
the response required of them. 

Closing the conversation
The strawberry industry never felt protected, nor felt that their interests were 
even considered in the early stages of the issue becoming public.

When QSGA took it upon itself to intervene on behalf of growers, there was 
deep fear across the strawberries supply chain (closely watched by the rest 
of horticulture) that the focus on finding someone to blame rather than 
containment of escalating public fear was causing major damage to the 
strawberries industry (and Australian horticulture).

The turn-around slogan ‘cut ‘em up don’t cut ‘em out’ came from the industry 
itself and quickly gained currency. It was quickly adopted by all spokespeople - 
from growers to government – and perpetuated through media

The obvious core recovery strategy was to close down the negative 
conversation focused on the tampering and market damage and provide clear 
air before starting a fresh, positive conversation. 

Growers were asked to stop responding to numerous media requests 
for comment as each new reported incident was publicised and relevant 
government spokespeople in Queensland quickly aligned with the strategy to 
take the oxygen out of the conversation.

Over several days of silence by the industry and authorities in Queensland, 
media coverage faded out, although scattered reports in other jurisdictions 
ensured minor media coverage in other states.
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Starting a new conversation
The agreement of all key parties to not respond to any media inquiries until the 
air had cleared provided the opportunity to divert conversation from looking 
in the rear vision mirror and repeating and revitalising the negatives to focus 
on the positive story of the growers – the human face of overcoming adversity 
rather than hysteria over public threat. 

Restarting the national conversation to support the growers, focused on their 
long-term commitment and track record for providing fresh/quality food for 
Australians, which gathered quick consumer endorsement (a credible message 
readily understood and accepted). 

Tightly focused supportive communication through public conversation and 
media channels spread the underpinning message that the only real victims in 
the situation were the growers and their families.

Once it became common knowledge that not one consumer suffered any 
injury, that the risk was exaggerated and that the livelihood of strawberry 
growers was in jeopardy, consumer support (through purchases and public 
events) rapidly escalated.

This was subsequently supported by the ongoing campaign using NewsCorp 
publications as a platform, including acknowledgement of the public response 
through a one page letter from growers saying ‘Thank You’, which consolidated 
industry and community engagement! 

Relevance of terminology
Contamination vs. sabotage/tampering

-  Use of the word ‘contamination’ had implications which overstated the 
problem with both domestic consumers and the global market, irrespective of 
whether that is the current term used legally in Australia as a definition of the 
problem.

-  Contamination has international Plain English implications of infection and 
disease rather than tampering or sabotage and people assumed the problem 
was greater than sabotage and associated with other risks.

Strawberries vs. generic ‘fruit’

-  While the initial news focus was “needles in strawberries”, isolated incidents 
with other fruit changed the focus of the headlines in both domestic and 
international media. 

-  By September 20, stories started to appear domestically “Reward needed 
to stop Australia’s fruit contamination crisis” (News.com.au 20 Sept 2018) 
which were relayed overseas. In Moscow that night, the headlines included 
“Australia’s fruit scare spinning out of control…” (RT News 20 Sept 2018). 
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In the perceptions of international consumers, relayed news stories positioned 
the events as not simply tampering with strawberries but an ‘Australian 
fruit contamination’ problem, which has much broader implications for our 
international fresh produce markets.

At a berries conference in the USA in October 2018, an executive of Australia’s 
largest publicly listed fresh produce company was asked the question: “Was 
the strawberry contamination chemical or biological?” When he explained 
it was needles in fruit, they asked why it had been described as food 
contamination rather than product tampering. 

Lessons learned
Communication planning for managing similar risks in future should:

-  Ensure spokespeople are properly briefed on the impact of the issues;

-  Ensure clarity and simplicity of messages re’ the situation to reduce 
unnecessary public fear;

-  Ensure centralised information delivery to avoid confused and contradictory 
messaging;

-  Ensure impact on industry reputation is considered in preparing public 
messages; and

-  Ensure the capacity to analyse and respond quickly to rapidly unfolding 
events.

Mindful of these considerations, the underlying focus of any successful crisis 
management exercise must be to maintain a positive image and reputation 
through communication.

In all situations, it’s key to consistently send out positive communications. 
Over time, this builds reputation in the public mind, lessening the impact of 
future damages. Informing the market of a considered response to incidents is 
essential.

However, detailed explanation of remediation of systems and processes should 
not be publicized unless there is clear benefit and no implicit acknowledgment 
of existing systemic failure.
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Ongoing events and reputation impact
There was a sense of closure and relief on 11 November 2018 when a farm worker 
was arrested and charged with seven counts of aggravated contamination after a 
protracted investigation into the initial sabotage.

Of the 230+ reports investigated by authorities, apart from the original event, most 
instances are now considered to have been multiple hoax or ‘copycat’ events.

Two days after the arrest of the initial perpetrator, a new event was reported – 
this time needles in a fresh pear purchased at a supermarket in Melbourne. On 
14 November this new single event was being reported overseas, e.g. RT News 
(Russia): Australian woman finds needle in pear just after arrest over strawberry 
scare.

It is this ongoing reportage in global media of such incidents which continues to 
undermine Australia’s reputation for providing safe fresh produce, not genuine 
underlying concerns that there is a systemic failure in our horticulture and food 
safety protocols.

There is continuing consumer caution both domestically and globally, based simply 
on recurring stories and the tendency for all media globally to perpetuate news of 
consumer threat, public risk and/or large-scale poor behaviour.
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Long term perceptions
A study of over a 1000 Australians in August-September 2018 by the Centre for 
Global Food and Resources at the University of Adelaide found that:

• 83 percent were confident in the food supply chain. 

• 77 percent were satisfied with the safety of food products

• only six percent had concerns about food safety in Australia

The centre’s executive director, Professor Wendy Umberger said research over 
10 years suggested Australians were confident in the safety and integrity of local 
food products and that food scares don’t remain in the public consciousness for 
long. (9news.com.au 20 Sept 2018).

However, the strawberry incident made headlines overseas. “Currently, Australian 
products have a globally strong reputation of being safe and trusted, particularly 
in key export markets in Asia. In these key export markets, media does impact 
trust in food,” Umberger said. “It doesn’t really matter in the eyes of consumers in 
export markets if they are getting strawberries from Australia or not, what they 
simply hear is a safety issue with food produced in Australia.”

According to ABC News 2018 end of year summation report, ‘Needles in 
Strawberries’ was one of the year’s Top 10 Australian stories searched online 
based on number of ‘clicks’.

Clear and simple messaging is critical to ensuring containment of issues to 
prevent long term reputation damage. Communication focusing on supply chain 
process (especially at the start of the chain – farms) only increases domestic 
and global consumer concerns that there is an underlying safety issue with the 
produce itself not tampering post-production.
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The real food threat 
The ultimate risk and crisis requiring management in the strawberries crisis was 
not the original tampering event but the unnecessary public hysteria which 
quickly undermined domestic and global consumer trust in a food product that 
was intrinsically sound and not ‘contaminated’.

Consumer claims of food tampering are mostly handled discreetly if reported 
to retailers or police, but consumers going direct to social or mainstream media 
rather than the authorities, has repeatedly put the issue back in the headlines 
since the initial event.

On 1 January 2019, it was widely reported that a pregnant woman in Victoria 
claimed to have found needles in grapes on New Year’s Day. 

Within 48 hours, the story was being reported overseas, e.g. Needles Found 
in Grapes by a Pregnant Woman in Melbourne, Fruit Contamination Crisis in 
Australia Rises Again (Online Latest India 3 January 2019).

Days later, Australian headlines again included Mum horrified to find needle in 
loaf of bread (Yahoo 7 News 15 January 2019). 

Food tampering is emerging as a prominent mode of social rebellion and the 
issue is not the underlying product safety inherent in contamination such as 
listeria. Nor, can the response be the same.

During the strawberries crisis, some psychologists said that people already 
inclined to behave in an anti-social way are prompted to imitate when they see 
such a crime in the news and that copycat behavior occurs most when there is 
ongoing media coverage of a crime.

“With a simple act, copycat offenders can cause significant mayhem and sit 
back and watch and feel some sort of pride at the impact they can have” 
(Melbourne psychologist Dean Janover Fairfax Media 21 Sept 2018).

Understanding how to prevent recurrence
Given the continuing incidents, there is a role for government to play in 
initiating research to better understand these behaviours, how to block/deal 
with them, and how to protect those vulnerable in the food industry – primarily 
the growers and processors.

One of the beneficial outcomes of such research would also be to clearly 
disassociate underlying food product safety from sabotage issues for 
consumers (both domestic and global).

Without intervention, the risk is that a growing number of reports (valid or 
hoax) will prompt repeated food safety warnings which disrupt the food 
industry, create unnecessary recalls and undermine long term domestic and 
global consumer confidence in Australian fresh produce.

Trying to tie the issues back to traditional food safety protocols and systems 
related to horticultural practices, supply chain logistics, and/or packaging just 
transfers the risk to the possibility of concerted counter action by antisocial 
elements to circumvent these measures. 
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Research of motivations behind “food terrorism” is not a role under the 
charter of Departments of Agriculture, horticultural bodies or Food Standards 
authorities. However, it is imperative to act to understand this social 
phenomenon rather than just trying to deal with individual incidents of food 
sabotage on a potentially ongoing and increasingly disruptive basis.

The key risk is that, unless there is action to address the real issues, escalating 
incidents of national food product recalls in response to fresh food tampering 
could overload the Australian system of managing food safety incidents.

Risk mitigation
•  It is essential to closely consult with all stakeholders from farmer, through 

distributor and retailer to exporters, peak industry organisations, growers’ 
groups and federal and state government agencies, to ensure effective and 
integrated strategy and implementation.

•  Given that food tampering incidents are deliberate and a crime, they 
differ from other food safety incidents and must be tightly managed 
and communicated to avoid triggering copycat behaviour, undermining 
investigation by police or creating concern about the product itself. 

•  Better protocols are required for integrated risk management, mindful of 
diverse legislative requirements in each jurisdiction. One agreed priority must 
be to not give attention to behaviours which prompt inappropriate consumer 
responses, including imitation or hoaxes.

•  Intentional tampering cannot be prevented by normal measures to ensure 
food quality and safety. Food sabotage is a deliberate and malicious act 
and any promotion of measures to stop it is a challenge for copycats and 
attention seekers to find a new means of disruption.

•  While public safety should always be the priority of government, regulators 
and industry, incident responses and protection measures need to be 
sensibly thought through to avoid unnecessary public scare domestically and 
reputation damage globally.

•  Activities to confirm security of the supply chain from farmgate to market 
and messaging to restore consumer confidence need to be separated to 
prevent risk of reinforcing perceptions of insecurity/risk/systemic problems:

   -  Visible: strong positive communication about Australian fresh produce 
standards to restore confidence, based on track record and existing 
measures not highlighting specific new actions (e.g. metal detectors); and

   -  Discreet: review of supply chain logistics, security scanning, tracking 
and traceability, instore monitoring, etc. – confirming underlying existing 
problems to be ‘fixed’

•  Any move to increase the level of packaging of fresh produce on safety 
grounds is contrary to current trends and public expectations of reduced 
packaging (especially plastic) and more ‘natural’ presentation of fresh 
produce and food products.

•  Growers are also greatly concerned about the cost impacts of potential new 
preventative measures imposed on them in a market where profitability is 
already marginal.
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Supply chain context
The current supply chain appears to be complicated with limits on traceability 
of fresh produce from the grower to market.

Prudential strategies to protect food from tampering need to consider all 
stages of the supply chain and not be focused at the grower end when there is 
significant opportunity for product access and tampering right to the point of 
sale. 

There is some current discussion in terms of the benefits of a ‘block chain’ 
approach being implemented to improve traceability.

Identifying the source of a food product issue by tracing the product path 
through the supply chain should take hours, not days. In the interim there 
should be no supposition regarding at what stage in the supply chain the event 
occurred*.

According to confidential feedback from retailers, food tampering or 
allegations of food tampering are not unusual at the consumer end of the 
chain, it’s usually dealt with quickly and quietly so rarely reported – to avoid 
copy cats and hoax claims by consumers.

Focusing only on safety in the berries category begs the question about 
reputation protection and market recovery measures for other fruit (and 
vegetable) categories should they face a similar crisis event.

It is important to be mindful that in 2017-18, fresh strawberry exports were 
valued at under $30million, while Australia’s total fruit and nut exports were 
$1.4billion.

The Federal Government is undertaking a project in early 2019 to recommend 
activities to support the strawberry industry to bolster export markets and 
restore confidence in Australian horticulture and traceability in the supply chain. 

To avoid duplication, the federal exercise should be collaboratively linked into 
the body of work already initiated in Queensland, where the State Government 
has taken a proactive lead in assessing and responding to the diverse issues 
raised by the needles in strawberries crisis.

* Author’s note: When authorities are concerned about travel security, they do not send officers 
to watch someone pack their bags at home - they scan for safety just prior to boarding/
loading. The implication is that food security checks should be at the closest point possible to 
sale/export.
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Summation
The catalyst for the crisis was vengeful action by a worker employed by a 
strawberry farm.

However, that worker was charged with only several counts of tampering in the 
actual logistics chain. The other 230+  (and continuing) reports of tampering 
have been linked to the consumer end of the supply chain – either anti-social 
attention seekers or on-line hoaxers.

While the horticulture industry is diverse and growers are represented by 
numerous small bodies, there are some programs available which can help 
them minimise horticultural-based food safety risks and manage disease 
outbreak or contamination incidents.

However, there are currently no guidelines to assist them manage external 
threats beyond their control, specifically food terrorism, sabotage or tampering, 
which threaten their livelihoods.

It is essential to assist not only the strawberry industry but all Australian 
horticulture to underpin perceptions and confidence in Australia’s fresh 
produce output and supply chain security to reinforce consumer trust and 
mitigate trade risks. 

Supportive protocols and actions need to be developed and implemented 
based on balanced risk assessment to prevent over-reaction or exaggeration of 
public health and safety risks.

‘Official’ actions or communication which generates fear, widespread consumer 
concern or deep negative impacts on food producers is contrary to the 
principles of effective and appropriate issues management and exacerbates 
reputation damage.

Although not directly linked, perceptions of customers in the export market 
are underpinned by widely held domestic consumer perceptions and local 
reportage of food quality or safety issues, which is then perpetuated globally.

Confidence in Australia to not only produce fresh produce but deliver it to 
the table in the condition it left the farm is vital to both domestic and export 
markets.
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Recommended actions
The Queensland strawberry industry needs support retrospectively … Australian 
horticulture needs protection for the future!

A national horticulture crisis management plan is required for protection of 
Australia’s fresh food reputation with both domestic consumers and the global 
market which takes account of the people dimension of the challenge, not just 
horticultural and logistics aspects.

The trust and reputation of Australian food products is dependent on both 
domestic and global consumers being confident that what they buy has been 
produced, managed and delivered in a ‘best practice’ way. In the past, that has been 
accepted as a hallmark of our fresh produce.

Key recommendations:

1.  A new national framework and protocols need to be developed collaboratively 
across jurisdictions to specifically deal with food terrorism, sabotage or tampering 
incidents.

2.  The new crisis management system for such events should be distinct from 
normal food safety recall procedures for contamination during production or 
handling.

3.  It should be standard initial procedure to appoint an experienced crisis 
manager who can advise on communication strategy, messaging, stakeholder 
management and community outreach to help safely contain the situation while 
reducing reputation risk.

4.  All jurisdictions should collaborate on a united approach to measures which limit 
social media as a channel for exacerbating future food product crisis events, e.g.:

    -  penalties for first publicly reporting a tampering incident via social media 
instead of contacting appropriate authorities (usually police)

    -  formal request to Facebook to put in place procedures for blocking such 
messaging (extending their existing filtering procedures preventing crime and 
terrorism posts)

    -  agreement by mainstream media re’ publication of any unconfirmed reports 
posted on social media. 

5.  A national program of crisis management familiarisation and counselling should 
be implemented to support crisis preparedness and response across Australian 
horticulture. 

6.  Work on improving product traceability and/or any new security measures 
implemented in the supply chain should not be publicised, to prevent triggering 
inappropriate response from malicious individuals.

7.  Research should be initiated into the behaviours behind food terrorism and 
tampering and the steps for countering this pattern before it further escalates 
and undermines our existing proven food safety and product recall systems.

8.  A simple guide should be collaboratively developed on agreed public language 
to be used in food sabotage situations by all jurisdictions, including situation 
descriptions and terminology of aspects of the issue/s. 
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Appendices
1.  Strawberry alert issued after suspected copycat incident – The Guardian

Media report of first copycat incident via Facebook following initial incident 
report, including strawberry grower expressing concerns that the situation 
could escalate if further copycats.

2. Agriculture in the age of outrage – Mecardo market analysis (Ruralco)

Report on the impact of social media during ‘controversial agricultural events’ 
showing a major spike in online search statistics for ‘strawberries’ in September 
2018 and commenting on the positive and negative impacts.

3. Strawberry sabotage may bruise Aust global reputation – NineNews.Com

Media report re’ reputation impact of strawberries crisis quoting Professor 
Wendy Umberger, executive director of the University of Adelaide’s Centre for 
Global Food and Resources on results of September 2018 Food Insights and 
Experiences Survey.

4. Strawberries Post Campaign Report December 2018 – NewsCorp

Collation of editorial coverage, magazine features, social media and video posts 
which were distributed throughout Queensland and in some cases nationally, 
as the key component of the strawberry recovery support campaign.
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'Be ultra cautious': new strawberry alert 
issued after suspected copycat incident 
Police investigate in Gatton, west of Brisbane, after silver rod found in punnet two 

days after needles discovered. 

Luke Henriques-Gomes 
Thu 13 Sep 2018 15.54 AEST  

 

Police have confirmed four cases relating to needles in strawberries. Photograph: Facebook/Joshua Gane 

Police in Queensland say they are investigating a suspected “copycat” incident after a small silver rod 

was found in a punnet of strawberries at a supermarket west of Brisbane. 

As police searched for a culprit who put sewing needles in strawberries, the state’s chief medical 

officer was forced to update her advice following the discovery of the metal rod at a Coles in Gatton 

on Thursday morning. 

“Yesterday, I said anyone that had bought those products since the start of last week needed to 

dispose of them,” Dr Jeanette Young said on Thursday. 

“I now say given that there’s been these additional incidents, unrelated to that particular product, my 

advice is to be ultra-cautious and simply cut up those strawberries before consuming them.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/luke-henriques-gomes
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/sep/13/be-ultra-cautious-strawberry-alert-issued-after-suspected-copycat-incident#img-1
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/sep/13/be-ultra-cautious-strawberry-alert-issued-after-suspected-copycat-incident#img-1
http://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj1zOjc_4rgAhURfd4KHTb2BmMQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http%3A%2F%2Farthouse-pr.com%2Fhotel-ranga-guardian%2Fthe-guardian-logo-white%2F&psig=AOvVaw0lynqfSmZBf_Wtz8pI4lSz&ust=1548576624432674
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/sep/13/be-ultra-cautious-strawberry-alert-issued-after-suspected-copycat-incident#img-1


Police said a Coles employee had discovered the silver rod in a punnet of strawberries they had 

purchased at work. 

“It was lying on top of the strawberries, not inserted per se,” said Det Chief Supt Terry Lawrence, who 

described it as a “potential or suspected copycat” incident. 

“I’m urging anybody who finds something within their strawberries to report to or telephone police 

link. Police will eventually come and collect those strawberries and the potential evidence from you.” 

Young said the two brands of strawberries recalled on Wednesday – Berry Obsession and Berrylicious 

– were no longer on shelves. 

Sunshine Coast strawberry farmer Adrian Schultz said, with many farmers already struggling after a 

tough season, the fear of copycat incidents affecting sales was a concern. 

“A copycat scenario could exacerbate the situation ... with an event like this, it could see everybody 

stop picking.” 

Police have also confirmed a fourth case relating to the needles after a young boy in Gladstone ended 

up with a needle in his mouth on Tuesday after taking strawberries to school. 

Angela Stevenson says she was chopping up fruit for her baby when she found a needle embedded in 

a berry. Realising her son had strawberries in his lunch box she immediately called his school. 

“I said I need you to stop him from eating the strawberries. It wasn’t five minutes later they rang back 

and said it was too late, he’d actually bitten into it,” she told ABC radio. 

“Luckily he pulled it back out of his mouth and told the teacher.” 

Queensland man Hoani Hearne wound up in hospital after swallowing part of a needle and developing 

severe abdominal pain on Sunday. 

“I bit straight in – knee-jerk reaction was to swallow – and yeah it wasn’t a pleasant surprise,” the 21-

year-old told Nine Network. 

So far four contaminated punnets have been found – two in Queensland and two in Victoria. 

The Queensland Strawberry Growers Association says a disgruntled farm worker may be responsible, 

as the two brands affected, Berry Obsession and Berrylicious, came from the same farm. Police doubt 

that theory. 

AAP contributed to this report 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/sep/13/be-ultra-cautious-strawberry-alert-

issued-after-suspected-copycat-incident 
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Agriculture in the age of outrage 
17 October 2018  

 
Andrew Whitelaw  

We inhabit a world of outrage, which has only been amplified by the ability to generate considerable 
'noise' on social media. It can seem like agriculture is under constant threat from campaigners with 
various outrages or causes.  

In this opinion piece we look at the data on public (not activist) interest in several controversial 
agricultural topics and we will provide some ideas on how we should use the fickle nature of public 
opinion.  

The advent of social media has turned what were previously news reports into campaigns. When an 
issue arises, we tend to see a huge uproar. However, people are largely fickle and after the outrage the 
majority return to their previous distractions. 
 
In order to develop this report, data has been gathered from google search trends to provide an 
indication of interest from the public on a selection of ‘controversial’ topics. The charts give an indication 
of how many people have searched online for a topic, and therefore how strongly it has captured the 
public consciousness. 

 

http://blog.mecardo.com.au/author/andrew-whitelaw


In 2018, Australia experienced its first major act of agroterrorism with the tampering of strawberries. This 
caused a high degree of panic by both producers and consumers, with genuine fears of injuries through 
the ingestion of needles. This resulted in a sudden increase in the numbers of searches related to 
strawberries to reach an all-time high in popularity – Figure 1. 

The media and public were supportive of farmers, with supportive campaigns (‘cut it, don’t cut it out’) to 
ensure that people continued to purchase strawberries. Although a terrible time for strawberry farmers, 
the support was positive. However, as we can see in Figure 1, the interest quickly waned, moving quickly 
back toward seasonal levels.  
 

 

The live export industry has had its fair share of poor media coverage in recent years. This can be seen 
in the number of searches on live export (Figure 2). Interest has peaked on two occasions in 2011 and 
2018. In both instances horrific footage was released to the press which caused outrage. The 2011 
incident provoked a much stronger response than the 2018. However, in both instances the interest was 
largely fleeting.   

Glyphosate is the most highly used herbicide in Australia, both by farmers and residential households. In 
recent months it has been front and centre of the press after Monsanto was rocked by a lawsuit and 
ordered to pay US$289 in damages. This order was a result of a jury finding them responsible for 
causing cancer to a grounds keeper, although this is currently being appealed. 

Following this incident Four Corners released an episode entitled ‘The Monsanto Papers’, examining the 
chemical and the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority (APVMA) process. These 
incidents have caused an increase in interest with glyphosate (Figure 3). During November the interest 
will lessen, and the public will move onto the next distraction. 



 
 
What are the lessons for the industry? 

We live in a fast-moving world, where information is exchanged incredibly swiftly. There is always a new 
cause on the horizon to either move or enrage people. Often after the initial noise interest quickly 
evaporates on a subject. 

There are two different forms of incidents identified in this article, the sympathetic to agriculture 
(strawberries) and the hostile to agriculture (live export & glyphosate). 
 
The strawberry incident has been a disaster to farmers. However, it has provided a short-term marketing 
boost as consumers have an element of sympathy to the plight of farmers. A similar empathy has been 
shown with drought affected regions. When an incident occurs, which brings stories positive to farmers, it 
is important to attempt to extend the story beyond the short attention span of the public.  
 
The negative stories can have very dire impacts on the long-term interest of agricultural industries. 
During the immediate aftermath of a controversial story, the pressure is on politicians to make decisions. 
This occurred in June 2011, when the government banned the live export of cattle. It is important for the 
industry lobbyists to steer the course of any decision beyond the immediate noise, to ensure a rational 
and well investigated verdict is made.  
 
Once the public interest has depleted, the engagement will only arise from a passionate minority of 
activists and campaigners. These hard-line activists and campaigners need sustained public opinion to 
be in their favour to enact change, and once initial interest has diminished their pressure abates. 

 



 

Strawberry sabotage may bruise Australia's global reputation 
By Benjamin Ansell 
9:05am Sep 22, 2018 

The on-going strawberry scandal has scared consumers, but it’s scaring farmers more.  

Close to 100 cases of metal found in fruit have been reported to police and the story has 
made front-page news across the globe.   

The Department of Home Affairs has confirmed a number of these cases have been 
false, but this hasn’t quelled the devastating reality that thousands of tons of 
strawberries are being discarded and left to rot. 

It is not the first time Australia has been confronted with a situation that has seen the 
population lose faith – and in fact their lives – when food safety protocols have failed. 

In 2017, five people died and a woman had a miscarriage after an outbreak of listeria 
was traced back to a southern New South Wales rock melon farm. 

Dozens of people were infected with hepatitis A in 2015 when contaminated berries 
were imported from China but packaged in Australia.  

Earlier this year, several frozen vegetable brands sold at Aldi, Woolworths and IGA 
stores were recalled from supermarkets shelves across Australia over fears of potential 
contamination by the listeria bacteria.  

But despite these, a study conducted between August and September of over a 1000 
people by the Centre for Global Food and Resources at the University of Adelaide found 
83 percent of participants were confident in the food supply chain.  

Seventy-seven percent of Australians were satisfied with the safety of food products 
while only six percent claimed to be unsatisfied with the nation’s food safety.   

“The research over the past 10 years would suggest that Australian’s are relatively 
confident in the safety and integrity of Australian food products,” professor Wendy 
Umberger, executive director of the centre, told 9news.com.au.  

The study also found food scares don’t remain in the public consciousness for long and 
suggested farmers may have little to worry about in the long run.   

“In the case of listeria in rock melon, which roughly 5 percent of the sample of 1003 
consumers could recall, the change was mostly that they stopped buying temporarily 
and less than one percent of people said that they stopped buying rock melon 
altogether,” Umberger said.    

https://www.9news.com.au/meet-the-team/9-news-com-au/benjamin-ansell
https://www.google.com.au/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwi7pp2CoIvgAhVXbysKHbJpC3UQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nine.com.au%2F&psig=AOvVaw26azCb6qASDHbguWoJ-rCd&ust=1548585318315783


In Canberra, both parties are urging for calm, pleading with buyers to continue 
purchasing and not capitulate to those sabotaging strawberries.  

The annual number of product recalls has fallen since 2015 where it hit a record high of 
81.  

It fell to 72 in 2016 and further to 69 in 2017.  Of these food recalls the most common 
reason was due to undeclared allergens – most commonly dairy. 

Mixed and process foods are the most common foods to be tainted, accounting for 135 
recalls between 2008 and 2017 followed by meat products with 69.  

Fruit, vegetables and herbs feature down the list with 37.  

Compare this to 456 food recalls in the US last year.  

But although Australia’s record is good, food contamination events do bruise our 
reputation in the international market.    

“I am more worried about how global media attention to our ‘needles in strawberries’ 
incident will impact demand for Australian food products in key export markets,” 
Umberger said.   

The strawberry incident has made headline news on CNN, BBC, the Japan Times and the 
China Daily to name a few.   

“Currently, Australian products have a globally strong reputation of being safe and 
trusted, particularly in key export markets in Asia.  In these key Asian export markets, 
media does impact trust in food,” Umberger said.     

“It doesn’t really matter in the eyes of consumers in export markets if they are getting 
strawberries from Australia or not, what they simply hear is a food safety issue with 
food produced in Australia.   

“The agricultural and food sector needs to be ready to provide extra assurances to 
export markets that our food products are indeed safe from foreign objects such as 
needles,” she said.  

Some trade partners in Russia and the UK have already blocked Australian imports, while 
New Zealand announced this week it would pull Australian-grown berries from its 
supermarket shelves. 

The Department of Agriculture and Water Resources said in a statement on Tuesday: "in 
order for strawberry export permits to be approved, exporters will be required to 
provide assurance to the department that their consignment is free from metal 
contaminants”. 

Growing strawberries requires picking to encourage the next crop to sprout.  

So, until this situation calms down farmers are left with the sad reality of harvesting 
their crop just to throw it away. 

© Nine Digital Pty Ltd 2019 



POST CAMPAIGN REPORT FOR THE QLD 
STRAWBERRY GROWERS ASSOCIATION 



The Courier-Mail, supported by News Corp’s regional network 
of mastheads, provided an advocacy campaign that showcased 
the amazing work of Queensland’s strawberry farmers, their 
innovation, pride and resilience.

Commencing on November 2nd 2018, we celebrated the 
industry and its wonderful workforce, promoted the great 
product that is strawberries, and reminded the public that 
strawberries should be on their shopping list.

This was a successful campaign delivered in partnership with 
the Queensland Strawberry Industry, Queensland Government 
and Growcom.

Special acknowledgment to industry consultant Jane Richter 
for her organisation, ideas and insight.
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A THANK YOU FROM THE STRAWBERRY COMMUNITY

Thank you messages from the 
farming community ran across 
social media, online and in print to 
show how much the strawberry 
industry appreciated the public's 
support.

Online

Social

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1WbHceqs6DHg6s__guX-mrt01HaM2Ho-I/preview
https://docs.google.com/file/d/1z4Z2zL5K1QSw3xKil_heCV_o9uPJjZCy/preview


PRINT
● More than 100 pages of print coverage across The Courier-Mail, Sunday Mail and 13 News Queensland regional 

titles
● QWeekend three-page feature article and Queensland Business Monthly story

ONLINE
● 10 online articles for paying and non-paying readers of couriermail.com.au. 
● Totalling just under 10,000 pageviews at an average dwell time of one minute
● More than a dozen strawberry recipes 

SOCIAL
● 3 social posts driving to articles + Social Video
● Reach achieved: 68,215
● Engagement Rate: 13% (or approx 5x average)

PR
● The campaign initiated television coverage of Senator Mark Furner's visit to Stanthorpe on Sky News Australia, 

and Taste editor Anooska Tucker-Evans discussed the campaign and the need to support the Queensland 
industry while being interviewed on 4BC radio.

POST CAMPAIGN RESULTS

http://couriermail.com.au/


The Sweetest Thing was a significant first step for The Courier-Mail, Sunday Mail and News Queensland's regional 
mastheads in helping the state's incredible strawberry industry bounce back from the events of September, 2018.

In just seven days, we delivered more than 100 pages of print coverage and engaging digital content that reminded 
Queenslanders why strawberries are our favourite berry.

We celebrated and showcased the industry and its people through news, informative graphics and fantastic recipes. 
We reinforced, through 15 major mastheads from the Gold Coast to Cairns and out to Warwick, what a vibrant, 
innovative and economically important sector our strawberry growers operate.

Advocating for a better Queensland is one of The Courier-Mail's core objectives, and we powerfully delivered on this 
promise.

And this is just the start of our support for the much-loved industry. We will revisit this series again in 2019, and we 
look forward to an ongoing partnership with the key stakeholders.

Without the support of stakeholders, a campaign of this scale would not be possible, and we thank you for your 
contribution.

Sam Weir, The Courier-Mail editor

EDITOR’S NOTE



Thank You


