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Inspection of potential spray drift in the Lower Macquarie region: May 15th 2018 
 

Summary details 
Inspected by: Tony Cook, Technical Specialist Weeds 
Properties visited:  

 

 
Symptoms witnessed: Peppercorn trees (Schinus molle) with moderate to major leaf drop, soft 
tissue of stem necrotic (30 to 60cm from tip), however new re-growth healthy with no symptoms. Other 
species with symptoms: Cadaghi (Euclyptus torelliana) with new shoots necrotic and old leaves mostly 
attached to branches and Lemon Scented Gum (Corymbia citriodora) with symptoms similar to 
Cadaghi. All other species inspected had no obvious symptoms. 
Timing of alleged spraying: Multiple sprayings from early to late April. 
Other discussions: Talked to  UNE, 
on May 18th ( une.edu.au, EPA inspector Joshua Loxley ) – 
Joshua.loxley@epa.nsw.gov.au on 23rd May 2018 and  

 25th May 2018 to get their opinions on the spray drift issue. 
 

Conclusions drawn from the symptoms on the affected plants: 
These symptoms are definitely not a result of environmental conditions such a prolonged dry 
weather. It was most likely a result of a large area spraying with temperature inversions moving 
fine particles of chemical longer distance then would be expected compared to physical 
droplet spray drift. Symptoms of peppercorn trees were not apparent in other non-cotton 
areas, such as Dubbo, when returning home that afternoon. Symptoms were visible on 
Peppercorn trees around residential areas of Trangie. It appears that Peppercorn trees are an 
excellent indicator species. The longevity of the likely spray drift chemical is very short-lived, 
as new foliage appeared unaffected. 
 
Risks of likely spray drift:  

 Potential for larger conflict between farmer group and those they rely upon chemicals. 
This could spill over to greater concerns of residents in nearby towns. Any legal 
approaches from either party would be disastrous for all concerned and all parties 
recognise this. 

 Legal action could severely limit operations for both cotton and grazing industries. For 
fear of legal action with every spray application, people will feel constrained to apply 
pesticides/defoliants. 

 Human health impacts – unknown effects of chemical especially with low dose longer 
time exposures 

 Maximum residue limits could be compromised. People unknowingly selling produce 
that might exhibit un-detectable drift symptoms but having residues detected.  

 
Recommendation: 

The primary goal is to get all representatives of relevant parties to have their say on 
the issue. This session must be chaired by a highly reputable and independent 
person. They need to state their version of events but more importantly what they 
want from the meeting (it appears compromise and communication is the common 
theme, not head hunting). The EPA should go through some of the regulations of the 
Pesticides Act with respect to this issue. The list of representatives should have the 
following NSW DPI, EPA, Cotton Australia, Contract sprayer manager, Lower 
Macquarie Overspray Group, et al. The end point is the achieve some action points for 
the following defoliation season to minimise community unrest and to foster a greater 
sense of respect by using good communication techniques and trying to apply drift 
reduction methods (from both opposing groups). 
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Discussions with concerned farming group:  

 
 

 

 
 

 
Discussions with Joshua Loxley (EPA): Got samples tested for residue (water sample and some 
plant samples). Mr Loxley stated that the concerned farming group contacted him too late and that any 
potential chemical residue would have dissipated by his arrival. Tests came back negative. Initially he 
thought that trees were responding to unexplained environmental conditions but conceded that it could 
also be very low levels of chemicals. He stated that we may never be able to pick up the culprit 
chemical by testing because it may be possible that the Peppercorn trees are so highly sensitive that it 
might drop leaves when receiving lower than detectable rates. He sent samples away and asked them 
to be tested for a full range of potential defoliants. He wanted better co-ordination of sampling for next 
season. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Discussions with (UNE): wanted my opinion on the damage and the likely 
cause. She was to visit the sites the following week and take pictures,  interests involve the non-
target damage to native trees, however exotic species as indicator plants may be of interest to  
 
Appendix 1: Plant symptoms 

 
Severe defoliation of a Peppercorn tree 
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New re-growth on Peppercorn tree unaffected, however much soft stem tissue necrosis 
 

 
Young shoots on Cadaghi tree necrotic but older leaves still attached 
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Lemon scented gum with some older leaves defoliated and lacking new growth.  
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Appendix 2: Letter from Lower Macquarie Overspray Group 
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Tony Cook 
Technical Specialist Weeds 
 
25th May 2018 
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