
The Department of Agriculture (DoA) and Border Management
Authority (BMA) join forces on International Day of Plant

Health  12 May 

Every year on 12 May, countries around the world
observe the International Day of Plant Health, a
day dedicated to highlighting the crucial role
healthy plants play in ensuring food security,
protecting the environment and supporting the
economy. This year, South Africa brought the
message home through a meaningful
collaboration between the Department of
Agriculture (DoA) and the Border Management
Authority (BMA). 

The two partners came together at the OR Tambo
International Airport to mark the day under the
global theme: “The importance of plant health in
One Health”.

The OR Tambo International Airport may not be
the first place that comes to mind when thinking
about plant health. However, as one of South
Africa’s busiest ports of entry for people and
goods, it plays a vital role in protecting the
country from invasive plant pests and diseases
that can enter through imported items such as
seeds, soil and plant products.

Even something as small as a fruit in a traveller’s
bag or untreated wooden packaging can carry
pests. Once introduced, these pests can harm our
crops, damage the environment and threaten our
food supply. 

This year’s theme, “The importance of plant health
in One Health”, reminds us that plant health is not
just a farming issue. It is deeply connected to the
health of people, animals and the environment.
When crops are destroyed by pests or disease,
food becomes scarce and expensive. When
ecosystems are disrupted, both biodiversity and
livelihoods suffer. Healthy plants help keep
everything else in balance.

Speaking at the commemoration, Mr Maluta
Mudzunga, Chief Director: Inspection and
Quarantine Services at DoA, said: “The aim of the
2025 theme is to raise global awareness and
action towards protecting plant health to help
end hunger, reduce poverty, protect biodiversity
and the environment, and boost economic
development.” Recently, the buzzword in
governance is collaboration. 
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Therefore, in South Africa, we say: “Together we
can do more”. Similarly, a healthier planet and
the wellbeing of humans, animals and the
environment are interconnected and require a
“One Health” approach. This concept
emphasises the importance of working together
across disciplines and sectors to prevent and
respond to health challenges that affect all these
systems.”

Despite these gains, by 2025, no African country
was fully on track to meet the goals of the 2014
Malabo Declaration. Recognising this, the
African Union met in Kampala in January 2025 to
adopt a new strategy and a bold declaration to
drive it forward. Now, with the official launch in
Johannesburg, Africa has a renewed 10-year
roadmap.

Travellers were encouraged to declare plant or
agricultural items at customs and to understand
the risks posed by even small, undeclared
materials. This type of public education is vital.
Biosecurity depends not only on inspections at
borders, but on public awareness and
cooperation as well. Small, informed actions
from individuals can make a big difference in
protecting South Africa’s agriculture and natural
ecosystems.

Looking ahead, South Africa’s plant health
strategy also includes encouraging farmers to
adopt good agricultural practices aligned with
the “One Health” vision. This means farming in
ways that improve productivity while
safeguarding the environment, wildlife and
human health. 

Echoing this message, Mr Ernest Phoku,
Deputy Assistant Commissioner of the BMA,
reminded attendees of South Africa’s role in
the global effort: “The International Day of
Plant Health is supported by the International
Plant Protection Convention (IPPC), the global
body that sets standards for plant health. As a
member state, South Africa joins others in
raising awareness on how protecting plant
health can help end hunger, reduce poverty,
protect biodiversity and promote economic
development.”

“We must promote plant health and uphold its
principles locally, firstly by preventing harmful
pests from entering the country and secondly,
by controlling their spread to protect our
environment and food systems from long-
term damage,” concluded Phoku.

To mark this occasion, officials from the DoA
and BMA engaged directly with travellers and
airport staff at OR Tambo Airport. The goal was
to raise awareness on the role everyone plays
in preventing plant pests and diseases from
entering the country. 

Science and technology are key in supporting
smarter choices such as crop rotation,
integrated pest management and precision
agriculture. For these efforts to succeed,
farmers need support education, enabling
policies, infrastructure and access to modern
tools. Sustainable farming requires the right
conditions, not only to benefit today’s farmers
but also to secure food and livelihoods for future
generations.

As South Africa embraces the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, investing in trade digitisation is
becoming increasingly important. One such
innovation is digital phytosanitary certification,
which helps make international trade in plant
products safer and more efficient. 

A good example is the e-Phyto system, which
allows countries to exchange plant health
certificates electronically and securely. 
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Already, around 20% of international trade in
plant-based products is moving through this
digital system, making trade faster, more
transparent and less prone to delays or fraud.

By modernising how we manage plant health at
borders and across supply chains, South Africa is
not only preventing pest outbreaks, but also
boosting the competitiveness of its agricultural
exports. The International Day of Plant Health is
more than just a date on the calendar

It is a reminder that protecting plants protects
people, economies and the planet. From
policymakers to farmers, from customs officials
to everyday travellers, everyone has a role to
play. Through continued collaboration between
the DoA and BMA, South Africa is taking
meaningful steps to ensure plant health remains
a national priority.

Let us all play our part; when we protect plants,
we protect so much more, our food, our
livelihoods, and our shared future. 

-Prince Mtsweni-


