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Obituary

Peter Christopher Fahy 1948–2001

It is with great sadness that we announce the death of Dr
Peter Fahy.  Peter was diagnosed with a degenerative brain
disease early in 1998.  He died on 13 February 2001 on the
NSW South Coast where he had been happiest in the last
years of his life.

His loss has been felt everywhere within the plant
pathology profession and by all who knew him personally.
Peter had a great love of life, an infectious enthusiasm for his
work, and he always managed to be cheerful regardless of the
situation he found himself in. He was a gentle and kind man
who found it difficult to be critical of anyone.

 Peter began his lifelong career with NSW Agriculture as
an undergraduate trainee while studying for his BSc in
Agriculture at Sydney University.   He graduated in 1970 and
started work at the Department of Agriculture's laboratories
at Rydalmere. 

The Chief Biologist at the time, Dr Lilian Fraser, was
aware that NSW lacked an expert in bacterial diseases, and
Peter was invited to take on the role. Foundations were laid
and Dr Fraser sent him first to the University of Queensland
to study with Dr Chris Hayward and learn techniques for
identifying bacterial diseases. He was then sent overseas to
visit laboratories and study and meet with many of the great
names in bacterial disease research. In England, he spent
3 months working at East Malling with Dr J E Crosse and Dr
E Billing. He spent time with Dr J F Bradbury and Dr Lelliot,
and visited major researchers in the Philippines, Hungary,
France and the USA.

Peter returned to Australia in August 1970. The training
he had and the expertise he developed over the ensuing

decade meant that he was one of those who played a major
role in the development in Australia of methods for the
accurate identification of plant pathogenic bacteria. Before
that time, it had been the practice in NSW to send bacteria to
the CMI for identification.  In the 1970s he also established
and developed a bacterial reference culture collection that
became an important section of the plant disease herbarium
(Herb DAR) at Rydalmere. 

 In 1975, Peter completed a Master's degree from the
University of NSW. He worked on the genus Pseudomonas,
particularly relating to the microflora on mushrooms. From
this he developed a continuing interest the manipulation of
the microbial balance in natural environments such as soil
and compost. He went on to complete a PhD in 1980 at the
same University, this time studying plant-growth-stimulating
bacteria of the Bacillus group.

 After some years working on diseases of mushrooms,
Peter discovered that a competitive but harmless strain of
Pseudomonas could be sprayed on mushrooms to replace the
ecological niche occupied by Pseudomonas tolaasii, the
causal agent of mushroom blotch disease. This culminated in
its commercial development as a bio-control agent that
prevented disease in mushroom farms. The product was
marketed worldwide and was one of the first bio-control
products developed for a plant disease. In recognition of his
work, Peter received the 1990 Australian Food Industry
Award for Innovative Research and Development.

For many plant pathologists, Peter will be lastingly
remembered for a textbook he co-edited in 1983, Plant
Bacterial Diseases—A Diagnostic Guide (Academic Press,
Sydney). It is still one of the most authoritative and quoted
texts on the subject in Australia. It filled a demand outside
Australia as well, and was subsequently translated into other
languages including Chinese. 

Peter worked actively to prevent the introduction of exotic
diseases into Australia. He stood by his scientific principles
and refused to cave in to political pressure. This was
particularly evident in his ongoing battle to prevent the
importation of apples from fire blight-affected New Zealand.
Peter had detected a strain of bacteria closely related to that
causing fire blight, on Nashi pears imported from Japan, and
through this finding demonstrated the significant risk of
introducing the disease to Australia on imported fruit. Tissue
culture was also an area that had always been assumed safe
as far as introducing exotic disease was concerned, but Peter
was able to show that tissue-cultured plants invariably
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harboured bacterial populations and, therefore, had the
potential to carry pathogens. 

By the 1980s, new methods for identifying bacteria were
becoming more widely available. Peter had persuaded the
NSW Department of Agriculture to purchase the first fatty
acid Microbial Identification System (MIDI) in Australia.
The combination of fatty acid analysis and genomic
fingerprinting, by then in use at Rydalmere, meant that a new
and very powerful tool was available for taxonomic and
epidemiological studies.  This system played a large part in
the successful tracing and containment of a number of
quarantine outbreaks, including Citrus Canker , Strawberry
Angular Leafspot and Leaf Blight of Cereals.

At the invitation of Dr Harry Hoitink, Peter completed a
study at the University of Ohio in 1985 on beneficial bacteria
present in composted products associated with fungal
disease suppression. Peter returned to Australia with an
interest in producing composts using local products with
consistent ability to suppress disease.  Peter realised the
importance of proper composting methods and he
subsequently played a role in developing Australian
Standards for potting mixes and composts.  Over this time he
gained several industry funded research projects that focused
on the environmental issues of waste disposal and the

potential conversion of wastes into commercial composts.
Peter became so heavily involved with composting that when
NSW Agriculture closed its laboratories at Rydalmere in
1996, Peter was sent to the Organic Waste Recycling Unit at
Richmond. From there he conducted field trials to assess
composted biosolids and green wastes for use on agricultural
land. The work was unfinished when his illness forced him to
retire at the age of 49. 

Peter will be remembered first and foremost as an
excellent plant bacteriologist. In the diagnostic lab he had an
almost mystical ability to pick out the right bacterial colony
from an unlikely looking assortment. Often seen with his
nose to an agar plate, some said he could smell a pathogenic
strain! Yet Peter also became known as the guru of
composting, and many who knew him only in latter years for
his composting work had no idea that he had a career as a
plant pathologist. 

Peter was also a family man who loved nothing more than
being able to spend time with his wife Nancy and their two
children, Alison and John. We extend our deepest sympathies
to them, and to his brother Laurie.

Dorothy Noble




