A Threat to the World’s Banana Crop
Juan Fernando Aguilar is a leading banana breeder at the Honduran Foundation for Agricultural

Investigation (FHIA). He believes that the worldwide banana trade is currently highly vulnerable

to a blight known as Fusarium wilt, or Panama disease, which is caused by the Fusarium fungus.

As Aguilar explains, the modern-day banana, a variety known as the Cavendish, is highly

susceptible to the disease, which has already destroyed plantations in Southeast Asia and now

threatens crops elsewhere.
Read the fact sheet below, compiled from information from banana growers like Aguilar, to

learn more about bananas and the threat they face from Fusarium wilt.
Facts About the Banana Trade & the Threat Posed by Fusarium Wilt

· The Cavendish banana, nutritious and

convenient, is a monoculture. Almost all commercial banana farming relies on the Cavendish.

· As many as 100 billion Cavendish bananas are consumed worldwide each year.

· The global trade in Cavendish bananas is a $4-billion-per-year business.

· Americans eat more bananas than any other kind of fresh fruit. Average consumption in the U.S. equals 26.2 pounds of bananas per year.

· Fusarium wilt, once called Panama Disease, is caused by Fusarium fungi that invade young roots of the banana plant and cause its leaves to wilt and die.

· Some varieties of the fungus have proven resistant to existing fungicides and continue to thrive in surrounding soil, preventing the success of future plantings.

· Fusarium wilt wiped out the Gros Michel banana, which once was the most widely consumed banana. The Gros Michel became extinct by 1960.

· The Cavendish banana does not appear to be safe from the latest strain of Fusarium wilt which first appeared in 1992 and has spread throughout Southeast Asia. It has not reached the Western Hemisphere yet, but experts predict it will.

· Scientists have found no cure for Fusarium wilt.

· Fusarium wilt is so virulent that a single clump of dirt carried on a tire or shoe can spark an outbreak.

21st Century Themes - Science and Global Awareness, Science and Economic Literacy
1) How big is the global trade in bananas? What figures illustrate the popularity of bananas and their commercial importance? ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
2) What characteristic of the current banana crop makes it particularly vulnerable to a blight? ___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
3) What is Fusarium wilt? What causes it and how does it affect the banana crop? ___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

4) What characteristics of the current strain of Fusarium wilt make banana growers particularly worried? ___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

5) Based on the facts presented, how vulnerable do you think the world’s banana crop is to a widespread blight? Why or why not? ___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
