Endangered foods — Yes! We Have No Bananas!

This hit song from the 1920s reflected a shortage brought on bg the raPicl s[:)reac]
of alethal disease that was wil:)ing out the vast banana Plantations across Central
and South America.

Origina”g regarded as an oclclitg and a luxurg, with advances in reliable shiPPing
and reFrigcration, bananas soon became everyone’s fruit of choice, even
replacing the aPPlC in Popularitg. This growing trade was almost entirelg based
ona single variety, the Gros Michel or ‘Big Mike’. Larger and bg many accounts
better tasting than the bananas of toc]ag, it was, like them, seedless and tolerant
of long~clistance transport.

Umcortunate‘g, Gros Michel was also highlg susceptible to Panama Disease, a
virulent wilt caused bg the Fusarium oxysporum Fungus. As its sPreacl wi[:)ccl out
the original Plantations, new areas were Planted and the immediate shortage
cased. Butthe disease continued to advance and bg the 1950’s it had annihilated
most of the Gros Michel Plantations in the world.

Enter the Cavendish

The banana inc]ushy was in crisis. Theg needed a new banana and thought theg
had found the answer in the Dwarf Cavendish, the variety synonymous with our
idea of bananas toc]ag. It was wonderful: seedless, able to be transported long
distances, consistent in taste, and best of all, aPParcntlg immune to Panama
Disease. Perfect! To meet increasing c]emancl, thousands of acres of Cavendish
bananas were Plantec] all across the troPical and subtropical world, quicklg

clominating the desert banana market.
And then the Plants bcgan to die.

lnitia”g it seemed theg were succumbing onlg where cooler winter temPeratures
stressed them but soon Plants were Failing even in troPical areas such as
Malagsia. It took several years to ic]enthcg the Problem: that old enemy, the

fusarium wilt! Alas, while the Cavendish is immune to the strain that clestrogecl



Gros Michel, it is not immune to TR4, a new, even nastier strain of the same
Pathogen. TR4 has sPrcacl to many parts of the world and is now wiPing out
Cavendish Plantations,just as the original Panama strain clestrogecl Gros Michel.
And there is still no effective remeclg. So far TR4 hasn’t made it to the Americas,
but gjiven modern travel patterns, itis onlg a matter of time before it reaches our

hemisphere and the Cavendish vanishes.

So once again, the hunt is on. Growers are seeking another rcPIacement, one
resistant to both strains of F. oxysporum (Plus another Fungal nastg, Black
Sigatoka) and meeting all the other requirements of commercial fruit Production

-nota simple task.
But the Problem doesn’t end there.

Bananas are actua”9 a gjant grass. There are hundreds of varieties in existence,
most descended from two wild sPecies, Musa acuminata and Musa balbisiana, in
various ratios. After the fruit matures, the stem is cut down causing the base to
Pro&uce suckers. These are then cut off and replantecl but urncortunatelg this
means theg’re genetica”g identical clones. Once a Pathogen has overcome their

defenses, it can quicklg wi[:)e them out!

As clisturbing as this threat is to our much-loved bananas, a much worse
Possibilitg is that this more virulent form of fusarium could also wiPe out the
Cavendish’s starchg Plantain cousins. Ranking fourth as a source of human

calories worldwide, the clisaPPearance of Plantains could be trulg disastrous.

Umcortunate‘g for breeders the best-loved banana cultivars are triploic], having
three sets of chromosomcs, which makes them infertile. On the Plus sicle, that's
whg theg dor’t have seeds but it also makes them imPossible to breed from.
Worse get, even fertile varieties tend to suffer from low seed set and poor

viabilitg.

Various breecling Programs have bCCﬂ WOI"‘(iﬂg on tl"lIS re[:)lacement Problem 1COI"

many years. One program has resulted in a number of new varieties but the fruit



lack accePtable shelf-life: tneg’re fine for local consumPtion but unsuitable for
our sencl-it-hahc—wag—round—the—worl& exPectations of eating bananas in cold

climes.

Some authors suggest that Genetic Modification (GM) may Provicle the onlg
answer. This involves the introduction of genes from tota”g unrelated sources
(even fishD) to create disease resistant varieties. But Fungal diseases have
genera”g Provecl unresponsive to GM tecnnic]ues and regarc”ess, the resulting
variety must still have decent taste, tolerance to snipping and easy growtn habit.
The fruit must also be acceptable to markets around the world, another Potential
hurdle for GM solutions.

Wl” an answer bC ‘FOUﬂd? WI” we CXP&H’]C! our banana Palate ancl try Othel" SPCCiCS?

Or Wl” we someclag }DC Siﬂgiﬂg tl"lC no banana blUCS once again?



