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Chair’s Update
By Len Stephens

Getting to the heart of ASI over the past month has been a 
real pleasure. 

My observation so far is that we have a small company with 
very dedicated staff and supporters who are now in a position 
to confidently plan to deliver some important outputs to 
oyster growers.  This is due in large measure to the work of 
previous Directors who persisted with the process to establish 
the ACCC levy arrangements in response to industry desire to 
breed a POMS resistant Oyster.

With three independent directors, two industry-appointed 
directors and a company secretary the Board is now in very 
good shape. I am very pleased with the skill and enthusiasm 
around the table and if the passion for success demonstrated 
at the first meeting is sustained we are in for a productive 
time ahead.

One of the first tasks of the Board was to attend the 
Industry Technical Reference Group as observers. The 
meeting was ably chaired by ASI Director, Dr Graham Mair 
and it covered many aspects of the breeding strategy.  More 
news about that is provided elsewhere in this newsletter.

An interesting feature of ASI as a business is that while 
many growers use our products (ie, improved oysters) the 
actual customers for our products are few, being hatcheries 
exclusively.  Our immediate aim therefore is to make sure 
that the products and services we deliver to hatcheries are 
the best we can provide and I intend to keep talking to the 
hatcheries about their needs.

But we will keep listening to growers too, to get the 
complete story. The board will be represented at planned 
industry functions in Tasmania and South Australia in 
coming months to gain their own impressions directly 
from growers.  Also, I would particularly welcome any 
opportunity to attend other industry gatherings – small or 
large.

Since this is the first time ASI has had a full complement of 
paid Directors there are a range of governance issues to be 
implemented, such as a Board Charter, Code of Conduct, 
and changes to the Company Constitution. These are all 
being attended to and drafts will soon be available to TORC 
and SAORC for their consideration.

Lastly a note on finances. We cannot stay in business 
without income and I would like to personally thank the 
majority of growers who have paid their invoices.  In 
particular I am looking forward to receiving the payments 
outstanding from some growers. I can assure you, that we 
will put your cash to good use.

I look forward to meeting many more oyster growers over 
the coming months.
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By Ian Duthie – ASI Director

“The World’s Our Oyster”

This is the catch cry for Te Makuku Bay Oysters, a leading 
New Zealand Pacific Oyster producer - Nat Upchurch is now 
back into production following being hit by POMS.  Nat 
shares his experience and the role that selective breeding for 
resistance against POMS can make for his business. 

“If there was 40% survivorship in the <30mm size class it 
would have greatly reduced the financial impact of the first 
POMS event, and would have given our company confidence 
to restock with hatchery seed, something we are only doing 
now after 4 years.”

Te Makuku Bay Oysters was an early adopter of hatchery 
produced Pacific Oysters in New Zealand being supplied with 
selected lines from Cawthron Institutes hatchery in Nelson 
on the South Island.  The oysters were selected for growth 
and shape and other traits, but didn’t have any selection for 
resistance to POMS, as it hadn’t yet hit New Zealand.  Once 
POMS came to New Zealand the results were 95% mortality 
of all stock below 30 mm, and survival was up to 70% in 
larger stock during the first and subsequent hits of POMS, (It 
was initially called Juvenile Oyster Mortality Syndrome, JOMS 
due to the significant impact it had upon juvenile stock).

Without selective breeding for resistance against POMS, Nat 
has adopted other strategies while resistance is being selected 
for in the New Zealand selective breeding industry program.  
These include purchasing FOUR times as much stock as 
typical, with only 25% survival through to sale without 
resistant stock.  

He buys 2.4 mm oysters for NZ$20/thousand, targeting 
smaller spat to save cost, as the essence of the strategy is to 
expose the spat to POMS experiencing mortality early before 
incurring additional handling and operating costs from oysters 
dying at bigger sizes. 

Nat is looking forward to improvements in selected lines 
providing him with improved resistance and survival from 
POMS, estimating that 60% survival will make the farming of 
Pacific Oysters more economical.  With the reduced supply 
of Pacific Oysters into the New Zealand market, and many 
producers exiting the industry, they experienced a modest 
increase in farm gate prices.  Te Makuku Bay Oysters also 
invested in a retail shop front and processing to maximise 
the value from the oysters grown, taking advantage of being 
located on Waiheke Island a popular day trip and holiday 
location for people in Auckland.

The second generation of the New Zealand selective breeding 
programs focus on POMS is greatly anticipated, with breeding 
providing the best strategy to mortality from POMS. 

ASI is providing the Australian Pacific Oyster industry the 
opportunity to have resistant selective breed Pacific Oysters 
before they experience mortality from POMS.

Nat Upchurch can be contacted through his website: 
www.tematukubayoysters.co.nz/contact-us.html 

Thanks to Nat Upchurch and Steve Jones for notes following 
his visit to NZ.

Grower Snapshot – Nat Upchurch

Nat Upchurch



State  Site Testing

SA Smoky Bay Survival, condition,  
  growth, shape

 Coffin Bay  Survival  
 Cowell Survival

 Denial Bay Survival

TAS Pittwater Survival, condition, 
  growth, shape

 St Helens Survival

 Little Swanport Broodstock

 Pipeclay Lagoon Broodstock

NSW Hawkesbury River POMS resistance (semi-
  commercial field challenge)

 Elizabeth Macarthur POMS resistance 
 Agricultural Institute (laboratory challenge)

ASI congratulates Peter Kube
By Matt Cunningham, ASI General Manager

It should come as very little surprise that Peter Kube was too 
busy to attend the “One Seafood CRC” wind up event held 
in May in Adelaide. It was for exactly this reason that Peter 
was awarded the CRC’s David Thomason People’s Choice 
award for his outstanding service to the seafood industry.

Peter is employed as a quantitative geneticist by CSIRO and 
has been working in collaborative research with ASI for the 
last 9 years.  In addition to Pacific Oysters, Peter also plays a 
key role in breeding programs for Atlantic Salmon, Abalone, 
Prawns and has more recently been involved in development 
of a breeding program for the Eastern Oyster, Crassostrea 
virginica, in the US. 

With a background in Forestry in New Zealand, Peter’s 
diversity of knowledge in his field makes him an invaluable 
asset for the ASI breeding program and it’s progression to 
one that is recognised as world leading by its peers. ASI 
has recently signed a 3 year services agreement with CSIRO 
which will allow retention of the key services provided by 
Peter and his team in the absence of ongoing R&D projects.

Whilst this is a great result for ASI unfortunately it means 
there is a fair chance that Peter will also be too busy to 
accept his next award in person.

Update – 2014 Year Class
By Gabby Bennett, ASI Research Officer

Our 2014 year class has now completed both land and sea-based nursery phases at Pipeclay Lagoon. Trial stock will be 
distributed to sites in South Australia, Tasmania and New South Wales throughout July for condition, survival and POMS 
resistance trialling. Stock were also sent to NSW in late June for a semi-commercial size POMS resistance trial in the Georges 
River, in an effort to further validate the laboratory challenge results. Below is a table summarising where the spat are being 
sent and what will be measured. We would like to thank Shellfish Culture for their continued support in providing nursery 
facilities. 

Technical focus 
By Graham Mair, ASI Director and Chair – Industry Technical 
Reference Group

Firstly I’d like to take this opportunity to say how pleased I 
am to retain an involvement with ASI and to serve on the 
Board now that my role with the Seafood CRC has wound 
up.  The ASI project has been one in which I’ve shown a close 
interest and maintained a strong engagement throughout the 
life of the CRC and I firmly believe it’s on the right track and 
is now well positioned to drive the genetic program forward 
to deliver what the industry demands from its breeding 
program.

ASI’s industry technical reference group (ITRG) met in Hobart 
on June 16.  The group, constituted from representatives of 
industry, hatcheries and technical service providers, discussed 
a range of issues focused on the function and roles of the 
group, benchmarking of performance of ASI oysters and 
ASI’s selection strategy.  The group formulated a series of 10 
recommendations around these three issues for consideration 
by the ASI Board.  The full minutes of this meeting of the 
ITRG are available on the web at asioysters.com.au

The ASI Board considered these recommendations in a 
meeting on July 2 and, on the key issues, resolved the 
following:

• Agreed a constitution and defined terms of reference 
 for the ITRG with its principal objective to ensure that 
 the ASI’s breeding focus is in line with industry needs and 
 to formulate recommendations to the Board on breeding 
 goals, R&D, benchmarking strategies, commercialisation 
 and communication.

• The GM implements a semi-commercial trial in NSW for 
 benchmarking POMS resistance in the current generation 
 of best performing selected families to verify the gains 
 in performance indicated by the results from the 
 laboratory challenge model. Furthermore, that ASI 
 develops an annual workplan for benchmarking ASI oyster 
 performance with a focus on POMS resistance and 
 survival traits. 

• ASI implements a selection strategy, over the next two 
 breeding seasons, with an increased short term focus on 
 developing POMS resistance.

The latter was a key decision for the company and was 
based on consensus from extensive discussion at both the 
ITRG and the Board.  The rationale for increasing the focus 
on POMS resistance is that this trait has been shown to 
be highly heritability and thus the program is predicted to 
generate a rapid response to selection for this trait relative to 
all other traits. In making this decision the Board recognised 
that the traits of survival (particularly in South Australian 
environments) and condition remain of great importance to 
producers and must remain a focus of the medium to long 
term strategy.  

This decision acknowledged that the industry levy was 
approved and implemented primarily to deliver a POMS 
resistant oyster.  The implementation of this decision is 
subject to review and with this in mind the Board has 
requested CSIRO to provide an updated set of predictions 
on genetic gain for three of the strategies discussed prior to 
start of the 2015 breeding season.

The next meeting of the ASI ITRG will be held in late 
September or early October and will focus on the specific 
breeding goals for the upcoming breeding season.

A new board, a new era for ASI.
By the ASI board

With the introduction of the POMS breeding levy ASI 
committed to strengthening governance by appointment of 
a skills-based board. A competitive process was undertaken 
to appoint a new Independent Chair and 2 Independent 
Directors. While the calibre of applicants was very high the 
decision of the selection committee was unanimous, as was 
the ratification of the interim board the ASI Shareholder 
organisations, TORC and SAORC.

The makeup of the new board has now been finalised. 
The board will be chaired by Dr Len Stephens. Len will 
be very familiar to many in this industry with his most 
recent role as managing director of the Seafood CRC. 
In addition to this Len has held numerous management 
and board positions which has given him extensive 
experience in governance, shareholder communication and 
commercialisation of services resulting from research. Len is 
joined by independent directors Dr Graham Mair and Nick 
Burrows. Graham was program manager with the Seafood 
CRC and has plenty of technical and commercial experience 
in aquaculture genetics. Nick was previously the CFO for 
Tassal and now runs an advisory business dealing with 
corporate governance, finance and business restructuring. 
The independent Chair and directors are joined Ian Duthie, 
appointed by the Tasmanian Oyster Research Council and 
Steve Bowley appointed by the South Australian Oyster 
Research Council. Ian comes from a background in shellfish 
hatcheries and has served on numerous grower groups 
over the years. Steve owns an oyster farm in Stansbury on 
the Yorke Peninsula and is currently the Chair of the South 
Australian Oyster Research Council.

As you can see the new ASI board is very well credentialed 
and are all very enthusiastic about serving the Pacific Oyster 
industry as directors of ASI. The board plans to have plenty 
of interaction with industry over the coming months and 
looks forward to getting some feedback. In the meantime if 
you have anything you wish to discuss in regards to ASI we 
encourage you to talk to your industry appointed directors 
Ian and Steve.

The full bios for board members can be seen at 
www.asioysters.com.au

Technical focus: setting the goalposts
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