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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Australian walnut industry is committed to producing high quality fresh walnuts 
that are free of all contamination for the domestic and international market. The 
Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc (AWIA), the Peak Industry Body for the 
Australian walnut growers, believes that over many decades it has successfully 
achieved that goal. 
 
AWIA fully supports the premise that each link in the Australian walnut food supply 
chain shares responsibility for producing a safe food product.  
 
AWIA considers Salmonella and enterohemorrhagic E. coli (EHEC) to be a public 
health risk and supports the inclusion of the appropriate actions within each 
enterprise Food Safety program.  
 
AWIA fully supports the adoption of Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) by the 
Australian walnut industry to eliminate any pre-harvest and harvest contamination.  
 
The acceptance and adoption of Quality Assurance and Food Safety programs is 
well entrenched in the Australian walnut industry. AWIA has supported these 
programs and encouraged and promoted them to their membership.  
In addition, AWIA has undertaken research, development and extension in quality 
assurance and food safety. This is highlighted by the production of industry 
documents including: - 

• Quality Management Guide ( https://www.walnut.net.au/quality-management-
guide/ ), and 

• Quality Parameters for Australian Walnuts. (Copy attached as Appendix B.) 
 
Walnut producers and processors across Australia have embraced the requirements 
under the Food Act and where required are registered with the relevant Local 
Government Authorities. When assessed, walnut producers and processors have 
been classified as Class 3 food premises. 
 
AWIA rejects the recent decision by the Golden Plains Shire to classify a 
walnut processor as Class 2 and seeks clarification from the Department of 
Health and Human Services as to why there are discrepancies across the 
Victorian Local Government Shires. 
 
AWIA fully rejects the assumptions made by the Department of Health and Human 
Services (DHHS) in correspondence dated 26th July 2017 that supports the change 
of classification from Class 3 to Class 2. 
 
The document titled “Report on the prevalence of Salmonella and E. coli in ready to 
eat nuts and nut products sold in Australia”, NSW Food Authority, July 2012, 
supports the longstanding view that nuts are microbiologically safe products because 
of their low water activity.  
AWIA supports this position. 
 
The information within this submission highlights the specific points made within 
DHHS’s correspondence dated 26th July 2017 and details the position of the 

https://www.walnut.net.au/quality-management-guide/
https://www.walnut.net.au/quality-management-guide/


 

3 | P a g e  
 

FOOD CLASSIFICATIONDOCUMENT – VERSION 1.0: 4TH FEBRUARY 2018 

Australian walnut industry. This submission also provides supporting evidence for 
the position taken by AWIA in responding to these specific points. 
 
Notwithstanding the above points the Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc 

accepts that 

• contamination of walnuts is a possibility, 

• there are limited scientific studies involving walnuts and pathogenic bacteria, 

and is willing to work with the Department of Health and Human Services to ensure 

Australia walnuts available to consumers are safe and free of foodborne pathogens. 

AWIA is committed to: - 

a) continually educating its members on the importance of food safety 

throughout the full production chain from ‘paddock to consumer’; 

b) continually promoting food safety programs to its members; 

c) developing and implementing appropriate industry best practice walnut food 

safety and quality assurance programs (relevant to each of the segments 

within the industry); 

d) refining where required any HACCP based ‘critical control points’ within the 

walnut supply chain: 

e) assessing new technology like infra-red as a method of drying walnuts; 

f) seeking research and development opportunities to survey and evaluate the 

presence/absence of food borne organisms during the 2018 season: 

g) maintaining a risk assessment model to evaluate practices and policies 

related to risk-based preventative controls: 

h) adjust industry processes, based on sound science, to further improve the 

safety and quality of Australian walnuts. 
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ISSUES RAISED BY VICTORIAN DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND HUMAN 
SERVICES: 
 
In correspondence dated the 26th July 2017 from Dr Milena Canil, Senior Manager, 
Food Safety Unit, Victorian Department of Health and Human services to Mr Stuart 
Symes, Senior Environmental Health Officer, Golden Plains Shire Council, the 
following points were raised: 
 
a) “Section 4B and 4C of the Food Act 1984 (the Act) exclude primary production 

unless the business undertakes substantial transformation of food, such as 
drying.” 

 
 CLARIFICATION: 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc would seek clarification from 

the Department of Health and Human Services as to what definition of 
‘substantial transformation’ they are using. 

 
 The reference in the Food Act is as follows: - 

“However, primary food production does not include— 
(a)  any process involving the substantial transformation of food (for 

example, manufacturing or canning), regardless of whether the 
process is carried out on the premises on which the food was grown, 
cultivated, picked, harvested, collected or caught; or…” 

 
 There seems to be no other definition within the Act. 
 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc understands that there is no 

definition of ‘substantial transformation’ within the Food Standards Act or 
Code as prepared by Food Standards Australia New Zealand. 

 
RESPONSE: 

 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc rejects the assumption that 
drying of walnuts is ‘substantial transformation’ and supports this position with 
information detailed below in Appendix A, Section 3. 

 
b) “The process of dehulling and drying is considered to be substantial 

transformation of the food and therefore comes under the Act.” 
 
 RESPONSE: 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc rejects the assumption that 

dehulling and drying of walnuts are ‘substantial transformation’ and supports 
this position with information detailed below in Appendix A, Section 3. 

 
c) “The process of dehulling and drying classifies this manufacturer as a class 2 

food premises.” 
 
 RESPONSE: 
 Given that the Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc rejects the 

assumption that drying of walnuts is ‘substantial transformation’ then it rejects 
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the assumption that a manufacturer undertaking these are considered Class 2 
food premises.  

 
 This position is supported by other Victorian Local Shires. The Australian 

Walnut Industry Association Inc is aware that the Moorabool Shire Council 
and the Strathbogie Shire Council have assessed similar facilities and 
accepted them as Class 3 food premises. 

 
d) “However through dehulling contaminants may be introduced to the nut.” 
 

RESPONSE: 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association questions the assumption that 

‘through the dehulling of walnuts contaminants may be introduced to the nut’. 
 
Currently, there is no industry evidence of contamination through the dehulling 
process BUT if the Department of Health and Human Sciences can present 
such evidence then the industry would be happy to review this and adjust any 
programs if and where appropriate.  

 
e) “A method of controlling the growth of pathogens is drying which is not a 

pathogen reduction step.” 
 
 RESPONSE: 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc seeks clarification as to why 

the Department of Health and Human Services sees drying as a ‘method of 
controlling the pathogen’ but not as ‘a pathogen reduction step’.     

  
The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc would argue that the process 
of desiccation (drying) reduces microbial populations by killing a portion of the 
cells.   

 
f) “For drying to be effective it needs to reduce the water activity of the nuts to 

levels below 0.7. At this level the growth of Aspergilus spp or Salmonella 
spp will not be supported.” 

 
 CLARIFICATION: 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc is of the understanding that 

the water activity level of 0.7 is equivalent to 8% moisture content (MC) for 
walnuts. 

 Does the Department of Health and Human Services agree with this 
assessment? 

 
RESPONSE: 

 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc indicates that the aim of drying 
is to stabilise nut quality by removing available water.  Walnuts naturally 
equilibrise at 8% moisture content (MC) and it is to this MC that walnuts 
are dried. This is the Australian Standard and an accepted World 
standard for walnuts. We believe that 8% will achieve the required 
protection against Aspergilus spp or Salmonella spp. 
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Low-moisture foods, such as nuts, generally have been considered low risk 
for foodborne illness because they are consumed in a dry state. In low-
moisture foods the water activity (available moisture) is too low to support 
microbial growth.  
Tree nuts are microbiologically stabilized by drying and at these low water 
levels, microorganisms do not multiply, and tree nut shelf life is usually limited 
by lipid oxidation (rancidity).  

 
g) “Walnuts are similar to other tree nuts and peanuts which can be 

contaminated by aflatoxins and food poisoning pathogens.” 
 
 RESPONSE: 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc rejects the approach of the 

Department of Health and Human Services in treating all nuts as the same. 
There is a wide variation in how each nut is grown, harvested and processed 
and treating them as all the same creates real issues. There is a wide 
difference between a peanut and a walnut and this should be reflected in how 
each is treated from a food safety point of view.   

 
 During the face to face meeting in Melbourne on Wednesday 18th October 

2017, the Department of Health and Human Services representatives 
indicated that part of the review was based around the product recalls and 
foodborne illnesses as they relate to Walnuts and therefore the increased 
‘risk’ of the product.  

 
Yet there have been no product recalls of fresh walnuts in Australia. The 
number of product recalls around the world of walnuts is extremely low in 
comparison to other products. 

 
The document titled “Report on the prevalence of Salmonella and E. coli in 
ready to eat nuts and nut products sold in Australia”, NSW Food Authority, 
July 2012 makes the following observations: - 

 
“The microbiological quality of nuts and nut products in Australia is 
generally very good.” 

 
And 
“When assessed against the FSANZ’s ‘Guidelines for the 
microbiological examination of ready to eat foods’ (FSANZ, 2001), the 
survey found that 99.9% of samples were classified as 
microbiologically acceptable..”   

 
The table indicates that 100% of the walnut samples tested were safe. 
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h) Contamination can occur at any stage of the process from harvesting to the 

dehulling, drying, packaging and storing through poor food handling, and/or 
rodents, birds and insect infestation. Therefore, correct hygiene and storage 
practices are critical to protect the nuts from contamination.” 

 
RESPONSE: 

 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc fully supports the need for 
‘correct hygiene and storage practices’ as being critical to protect walnuts 
from contamination and believes that these can and are adequately covered 
through the Class 3 requirements. 

 
 The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc fully supports a ‘risk-based’ 

approach to the walnut supply chain and would seek to further discuss with 
the Department of Health and Human Services as to what HACCP based 
‘critical control points’ might be added to mitigate the issues of nut 
contamination from foodborne pathogens.  

 
 
The Association’s position on ‘pre-harvest and harvest controls for reducing the 
potential for contamination’ can best be detailed in the following points: - 
 

• The implementation of appropriate Good Agricultural Practices (GAPs) 
is considered important to reduce the opportunity for foodborne 
pathogens to contaminate the crop. This should start with a site- and 
crop-specific assessment of risks for contamination, and subsequent 
evaluation of practical means to reduce these risks.  
 

• Because walnuts are often harvested from the ground, it is particularly 
important to reduce factors that would increase the likelihood that 
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foodborne pathogens would be present on the orchard floor at the time 
of harvest. The risk of application of animal-derived soil amendments 
that have not been composted by a validated treatment should be 
assessed; time between application and harvest should be maximized. 

 

• Walnuts are mechanically harvested, and thus there is often little 
human contact prior to and during harvest. However, field employees 
should be aware of food safety risks through on-site training 
programmes, and they should have ready access to sanitary facilities 
to ensure that human waste does not enter the orchard.  

 

• The microbiological quality of the water used for irrigation and for 
application of agricultural chemicals should be considered, especially 
when applied close to harvest or directly to the mature walnuts.  

 

• Grazing domestic animals in the orchard, especially close to harvest, is 
also a potential risk factor that should be evaluated; likewise, attempts 
should be made to minimize intrusion of wild animals and birds to the 
orchard. 

 
This is why AWIA has undertaken educational seminars involving presentations 
about Quality Assurance programs like ‘FreshCare’, GlobalGap and HARPS (for nuts 
in-shell) and encouraged all the members to establish and maintain such programs 
when practical depending on the volumes of production. 

 
In addition, AWIA has developed a comprehensive program and manual titled 
‘Quality Parameters for Australian Walnuts’ and is working towards an industry 
approved program built around this program and manual. AWIA is willing to work 
with DHHS in the nature, structure and implementation of such a program. 
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APPENDIX A: SUPPORTING INDUSTRY INFORMATION 
 
SECTION 1: AUSTRALIAN WALNUT INDUSTRY 
 
OVERVIEW: 
 
The Australian walnut industry operates in most states of Australia and has 
grown significantly in recent years due to growth in the establishment of large 
scale commercial plantings. 
 
Major walnut production areas in Australia are on the east coast of Tasmania, the 
Goulburn Valley near Shepparton and the Murray Irrigation area near Kerang 
and Swan Hill in Victoria and in the Riverina near Griffith in New South Wales. 
Small scale orchards are scattered in the Ovens Valley, Gippsland and Central 
regions of Victoria, the Southern Highlands and Central Tablelands of New South 
Wales, the Adelaide Hills and Riverland regions of South Australia, and in south-
west Western Australia. 
 
The Australian industry is a mix of small and more extensive orchards and new 
and older orchards. Most orchards are family operations, but these do not 
represent the majority of area under cultivation. 
 
CURRENT PRODUCTION 
The production of Australian walnuts in 2017 was more than 13,000 tonnes in-
shell, with a farm-gate value of $65 million and export value of $33 million. 
 
A near 4,000 ha of mature and developing trees were under cultivation in 2017. 
This number is expected to rise to more than 5,000 ha by 2021 as current 
growers expand their orchards, and as new growers enter the industry in current 
and new regions.  
 
Webster Limited is the largest walnut grower, owning and/or managing more 
than 3,100 hectares of orchards. When mature, these orchards are expected to 
produce over 18,000 tonnes in-shell per annum. 
 
The Australian walnut industry is represented through the Peak Industry Body – 
Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc (AWIA). 
 
AWIA represents and promotes the walnut industry in Australia and provides 
standards for best practice in all aspects of walnut production, from orchard 
development, through harvesting and processing, to marketing. 
AWIA represents some 90 walnut growers representing more than 90% of the 
Australian walnut production. 
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SECTION 2: WALNUT STRUCTURE 
 
STRUCTURE OF A WALNUT: 
 
English walnuts (Juglans regia L.) are drupes consisting of a fleshy green fruit, called 
the hull or husk, surrounding a hard shell encasing a seed that is commonly called 
the nut meat or kernel. 
 
When mature, the walnut hulls dehisce or split open, exposing the inshell nut. At 
maturity, walnuts are mechanically shaken from the tree. At this point the nuts may 
completely release from the hull or they may be fully or partially covered by the hull.   
 
Walnuts develop on the tree during the growing season to develop a fruit as per the 
photo below. 
 

 
 
 

A fruit of a Walnut tree has a number of components being: 
a) Green outer pericarp layer – called the husk or hull 
b) Inner hard layer of pericarp – called the shell 
c) An inner membrane – called the Packing tissue  
d) 2 cotyledons of the seed – called the kernel 

 
The structure is best detailed in the diagram below. 
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12 | P a g e  
 

FOOD CLASSIFICATIONDOCUMENT – VERSION 1.0: 4TH FEBRUARY 2018 

SECTION 3: HARVESTING AND POST-HARVEST 
 
WALNUT HARVESTING AND POST-HARVEST HANDLING OF IN-SHELL NUTS 
AND KERNEL PRODUCTION: 
 

Walnut production in Australia has closely followed the Californian Walnut Industry in 
all areas of production.  From the utilisation of genetics from Californian breeding 
programs to the importation of harvesting and drying equipment, the Australian 
industry widely adopts world’s best practice. 
 
In Australia, harvest commences early Autumn (March) with the maturing of the fruit 
which can be identified on the trees as a cracking of the hull (Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1: Mature walnut on tree ready for harvest. 
 
The trees naturally release the walnuts over a period of time however in a 
commercial operation the walnuts are mechanically shaken on to the orchard floor 
with the aim of maximising quality and speed harvest (Figure 2).  The equipment 
utilised is identical to that used in other nut crops such as almonds, macadamia and 
pecans. 
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Figure 2: Mechanically shaking mature walnuts from the tree. 
 
The second process in the harvesting operations is ‘sweeping’ and ‘pickup’.  This too 
is a mechanical operation and follows shaking within 2 - 10hrs.  All harvested 
material is carted out of the field and transported to the hulling and drying plant. 
 

 
Figure 3: Field harvesting.   
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Figure 4: Delivery from field ready for transportation to the hulling line.  Note green 
hull still on some nuts. 
 
Nuts removed from the trees can have a moisture content of between 10% and 40% 
depending upon the maturity of the nut.  The quality of walnuts can deteriorate with 
high moisture content, hence an essential operation following harvesting is to 
remove and clean the nut through a process called ‘hulling’. The hulling process 
removes any foreign matter such as leaves, sticks, rocks and the hull from the nuts.    
The hulling process often utilises potable water to assist with the hull removal and to 
clean the shell so that they are suitable for the consumer.   
 

 
Figure 5: Walnut hulling line.  Designed to clean and sort the harvested walnuts prior 
to drying.  The process is called hulling as the green hull is removed from the 
walnuts. 
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After hulling nuts are conveyed to the drying process.  This process removes freely 
available water and stabilises the moisture content (MC) of the nuts at 8%.   
 
Walnuts dried to an average of 8% MC are stable and lack free moisture for the 
growth of microbial organisms. 
 
There are many systems that are utilised to remove the MC of nuts but generally 
most utilise a fan and heat source to pass over the nuts.   During the drying process 
the moisture content of the nuts is continually assessed.  Assessment by way of 
oven drying is a simple and effective method however is time consuming.  To enable 
checking of MC at regular intervals growers utilise the oven method to calibrate other 
quicker methods including using a grain moisture analyser or physical checks of the 
colour and crispness of the internal membrane of the walnut.   
 

 

Figure 6: Walnut drying line. Drying is implemented after the hulling line and is 
designed to stabilise the moisture content of nuts at 8%. 
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WALNUT MATURITY PROCESS: 
 
Walnut harvest is usually timed when the hull is separating from the shell.  For most 
of the nuts this allows the nuts to fall without the husk.  However, there is always a 
percentage of nuts that fall with the hull intact and the hull on these nuts has to be 
removed as part of the harvesting process. 
 
The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc (AWIA) quality standards 
acknowledge that walnuts need to be harvested as soon as possible after falling to 
the ground. 
 
The speed of harvest is essential to walnut quality as is the drying of the product. 
Walnuts need to be dried (dehydrated) as quickly as possible so as not to stain the 
shell nor darken the kernel. 
 
The longer time between harvest and the drying (dehydration), the greater the 
chance for mould on the shell and the kernel. 
 
DE-HULLING: 
  
The hull naturally cracks and splits. The nut may fall from the tree along with the 
cracked and split hull or may fall from the tree free of the hull. 
 

        
 
To determine the appropriate timing of harvest growers, assess hull maturity and 
kernel maturity well before harvest. Kernel maturity is determined by the maturity 
(colour) of the packing tissue within the nut, termed packing tissue brown (PTB). 
 
The aim of harvest is to harvest as soon as practicable after the nuts attain ≥ 90% 
PTB and/or when ≥ 95% PTB of nuts have the hull cracked and/or separated from 
the nut.    
 
PTB and hull-split are variables and sometimes nuts fall along with the hull.  
The hull of these nuts has to be separated in the hulling processes. Dehulling 
requires the passing of nuts through a “scrubbing” process.  Most commercial walnut 
farmers will do this with a mechanical device. The nuts are dried immediately after 
dehulling.  
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DRYING: 
  
AWIA has an agreed standard that in-shell nuts are dried (dehydrated) to 8% 
moisture content (MC). This ensures the nut and the kernel cannot support microbial 
growth and are optimum for marketing and have a consistency in quality. 
 
Walnuts with 10% MC or higher can be degraded by moulds when packed in 
enclosed retail packs or plastic bin liners. 
 
The drying process can occur in different ways. 

a) If the weather permits, the walnuts will naturally dry, either on the tree or on 
the orchard floor, to a stable level themselves and may therefore not require 
any or very little external drying inputs, hence low levels of contamination. 
 

b) Some growers will spread the nuts on racks and ambient dry using the natural 
heat of the sun. 
 

c) Mechanical drying. (Process is described in the information above). 
 
 
NUT CRACKING: 
 
The sanitary environment for shelled (and in-shell) walnuts dictate Good 
Manufacturing Practices including: - 

• Hand sanitising; 

• Clean outer clothing; 

• Healthy employees; 

• Product protection devices (magnets and metal detection); 

• Proper storage facilities; 

• Rodent traps that are regularly inspected; 

• Hair nets worn to control hair; and 

• All food contact surfaces sanitised daily. 
 
 
WALNUT CONTAMINATION: 
 
AWIA recognises that food poisoning is a serious health problem and that all 
persons handling food have an important responsibility to handle food safely. Safe 
processing, storing, displaying and handling of food will prevent the transmission of 
food borne pathogens and protect the reputation and future of the industry and 
individual enterprises. 
 
AWIA also recognises that when cracking nuts and selling fresh kernel the growers 
have an increased responsibility regarding aspects of food safety. 
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SECTION 4: QUALITY PROGRAMS 
 
AWIA QUALITY STATEMENT: 
 
The Australian Walnut Industry Association Inc (AWIA) is committed to providing a 
framework of standards and best practice to ensure all producers in the Industry are 
capable of growing and delivering a quality product and satisfying customer 
requirements. The Quality Management Guide is a demonstration of our ongoing 
commitment in this regard. 
 
QUALITY MANAGEMENT GUIDE: 
 
The content outlined in the Quality Management Guide provides benchmarks for 
orchard development, harvesting and processing. There is also a review of our 
current market and the potential for further development. 
 
The Guide provides the quality standards for walnuts, inshell and kernel, as adopted 
by the Association and the regulatory aspects related to orchard management, 
processing and marketing. 
 
The Guide is divided into three main sections: 
 
Section A: 
Industry Standards - for those who grow, package and sell walnut products. It is 
not, nor intended to be, an exhaustive list of all Government regulations and it is the 
responsibility of individuals to check with the relevant authorities the applicability of 
these requirements to their enterprise and observe revisions and changes in the 
regulations relevant to their operations. 
 
Section B:  
Orchard Management - Industry benchmarks defining “best practice’ from Australia 
and overseas in orchard establishment and management practices. Growers and 
potential growers will consider this information in the light of their own situation (such 
as location, climatic and other environmental factors; varietal characteristics, tree 
spacing, orchard size and age; market and profitability expectations). 
 
Section C: 
Harvest and Post-harvest -  outlines harvesting and postharvest processing of 
walnuts as well as value-adding and a segment on the walnut market, reviewing 
existing and likely future markets.   
 
AWIA is preparing to review the document and update the document based on 
current information and knowledge. A review of food safety aspects will be 
included as part of the review. 
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WALNUT QUALITY PARAMETERS: 
 
AWIA has developed a range of quality parameters for Australian walnuts in an 
endeavour to build on the high quality of Australian walnuts within the domestic and 
international markets. To maintain and improve the quality growers are implementing 
the following quality parameters. 
 
Measures for assessing walnut kernel attributes 
Interpretation for hedonistic attributes 5-8 are based on panel review, consensus and 
validation. 
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Measures for assessing walnut ‘in shell’ attributes 

 

 
 
A copy of the Full Quality Parameters Manual is attached as Appendix B: 

 

WALNUT QUALITY PROGRAMS: 

 

Many walnut growers have a Quality Assurance program using: 

• GlobalGap 

• Freshcare 

• HACCP 
 
With the implementation of the harmonisation of Horticulture QA programs those 
growers/processors using any of the above programs will move towards the adoption 
and implementation of HARPS – the Harmonised Australian Retailer Produce 
Scheme for nuts in-shell. 
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APPENDIX B:  Quality Parameters for Australian Walnuts 
 
   


