
A s the old saying goes,
“Two things in life you
can’t escape are death

and taxes."  If you're a livestock
producer, add flies to that list.

Each year as the weather
warms and fly populations
rise, so does the cost of control-
ling this small winged insect.
The U.S. Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) estimates that
flies cost the U.S. beef cattle
industry more than $2.2 bil-
lion annually. Over the course
of a grazing season, the loss of
weight from horn flies, a blood
feeding insect about half the
size of a house fly, can run as
high as 12 to 30 pounds per
animal.

Philosophically all insects,
including the fly, are in some
sense beneficial to the overall
plan of nature. It is known
that several species, such as
the horn and face flies, lay
their larvae in manure which
helps decompose the manure
making it beneficial as a fertil-
izer for soil.

However, for livestock pro-
ducers, too much manure and
too many flies create havoc.
Flies are usually defined as a
costly irritant that can never
be completely eradicated. A
compromise is to employ a fly
control program that keeps
the number of flies on your
cattle beneath the economic
threshold of 200 to 250 flies
per animal.

Because cattle seek escape
from flies by spending much of
their time in shade and dark
areas of shelter, reduced graz-
ing time can mean a signifi-
cant reduction of milk which
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BUZZ OFF!
Are you and your cow herd ready for another fly season?

A one-two swat approach of good sanitation and a well-planned
insecticide program is still recommended by entomologists.

by Janet Mayer

can inhibit the growth rate of
calves. Injuries can also result
from animals trying to escape
the continual annoyance and
irritation of the insects. In ad-
dition, flies are responsible for
transmitting diseases among
cattle, such as epizootic bovine
abortion, anaplasmosis, blue
tongue and pinkeye. All these
factors add up to an increase of
time and labor and a loss of
profits for producers.

An equal culprit, the face
fly, an insect that resembles a

house fly and feeds on animal
secretions, serves as the pri-
mary carrier of the bacterial
disease pinkeye. USDA sur-
veys show cattle producers
lose more than $200 million
each year because of pinkeye
infections.

The disease, which is usu-
ally prevalent from June until
as late as mid-November, is
found naturally in the environ-
ment and tends to spread
rapidly throughout herds, usu-
ally affecting both eyes of an

animal. Initial symptoms are
watery, runny eyes with infec-
tion usually starting in one eye
and spreading to the second
within 48 to 72 hours. Dis-
charge from affected eyes at-
tracts flies; they in turn pick
up the disease and carry it to
other cattle.

Entomologists recom-
mend sanitation practices to
protect cattle against flies. In-
secticides should be used as a
supplement to a good sanita-
tion program, not as a replace-
ment. Resistance to chemicals
such as pyrethroid, an insecti-
cide used on ear tags, compli-
cates fly control. A large vari-
ety of methods are on the mar-
ket today to aid in the control
of insects:

Ear tags - This type of
control takes minimum labor
and does not stress cattle.
Usually two tags per animal
are recommended. Tags will
last an average of two months
to one full season. They should
be removed at the end of the
season.

Dust bags - Bags last
two or more years. They must
be checked and filled weekly
with insecticide dust. Labor re-
quirements are low; their use
is not stressful to cattle.

Back rubbers, self-oilers
- Commercial back rubbers
may last several years. They
must be checked and refilled
weekly with insecticide solu-
tion. This method has low la-
bor requirements and creates
minimum stress to cattle.

Self-oilers are an economical fly control methods for cow herds.



Sprays or Dips - Spray
effectiveness may last up to
three weeks, but rain can
wash the insecticide off, mak-
ing earlier retreatment neces-
sary. Maximum labor is re-
quired for application of this
method, with fairly high stress
to cattle, especially during hot
weather.

Pour-ons - Mainly for
control of grubs and lice, but
effective as short term control
of horn flies. One treatment
per year necessitates restrain-
ing cattle in a chute and in-
volves maximum labor.

Oral larvicide - Controls
larvae in manure. The product
must be kept available to cat-
tle during fly season or given
as a time release bolus that
lasts for five months. Mini-
mum labor is required with
minimum stress on cattle by
using the feed additive type.
The one-time bolus treatment
requires more intense labor to
administer.

Biological fly control -
This is not to be overlooked as
an alternative to insecticides.
For years the use of good in-
sects to control pest insects
has been researched by uni-
versities and the USDA as a
more environmental-friendly
method of control. But at this
point in time, the list of biologi-
cal control programs is short.

One program currently be-
ing researched is the control of
house and stable flies by re-
leasing parasitic wasps, a non-
stinging species from the
Pteromalidae family. While in
the developing larvae stage,
the wasp lives and feeds inside
the pupae of house and stable
flies. Preliminary research
suggest the wasps can restrict
fly hatches, but determining
the correct species of wasp for
different regions of the country
and calculating numbers re-
quired to do the job are still big
problems.

Don E. Mock, Extension
livestock entomology spe-
cialist at Kansas State Univer-
sity, suggests that breeders do

Identify That Fly
Pennsylvania State University College of Agriculture Extension Service lists the following fly species as those most

commonly  found  throughout  much of the United States:

FACE FLIES - Closely resembling the common house fly, this insect is responsible for carrying pinkeye and eye
worms. Large populations interfere with the vision and breathing of the animal and prevent normal grazing, forc-
ing the animal to leave pastures and seek relief in wooded areas and shelters.

Although a great deal of time is spent away from the host animal, the adult female of this species clus-
rs ters around the eyes, mouth and muzzle of the animal, causing extreme annoyance throughout the summer.

The males are not found on animals. The species does not bite, but feeds on animal secretions. Develop-
ment takes place in fresh cattle droppings, with the egg-to-adult life cycle being completed in two to

ks, three weeks, depending on the weather. In the fall, face flies enter buildings to hibernate.

HORN FLIES - This species, about half the size of a house fly, gained its name because
resting at the base of the animal’s horn. But it does not confine itself to this location; it also congre
the backs, shoulders and bellies of cattle, feeding twice a day or more.

The fly remains on the animal day and night. Bites from their piercing mouth parts are painful a
annoying, producing irritation, loss of blood and reduced vitality. In the South, sores may become
infested  with  screw   worms.

The horn fly spends most of its adult life on the host animal. Females lay their eggs in fresh cattle drop-
pings. The complete life cycle, egg to adult under optimum conditions, is completed in 10 to 20 days, Flies
remain abundant until frost kills them. Their eggs develop, wintering as pupae, then  another generation  emerge
in late April or May.

STABLE FLIES - About the size of a house fly, the bite of the stable fly causes pains and blood loss along with fa-
tigue that develops from fighting the flies. The population of this species is at its peak during July and August. Cattle

stomping their feet is an indication this species is present, since they attack the legs and bellies. Both male and
female stable flies spend about 30 minutes a day feeding on animals. Taking one to two drops of blood
at each meal and feeding several times a day, this species stays on the animal only long enough to
feed. The remainder of the day is spent on shaded wooden posts, trees and buildings, digesting their
meal.

Sanitary conditions are a detriment to stable flies since breeding takes place in wet straw, manure,
d feeds, silage and decaying vegetation. Under optimum conditions, transition from egg to adult takes
weeks. Each female lives 20 to 30 days, laying 200 to 400 eggs. They spend the winter as larvae or pupae.

HORSE AND DEER FLIES - In some parts of the United States, cattle that are pastured near woods or wet
areas may be attacked by these two species. Making an appearance in early summer, the horse fly, which is 3/4 to 1 inch
in length, and the deer fly, which is slightly larger than a house fly, land on the head, neck, shoulder or back of an animal.

The females of the species cut through the skin with knife-like mouth parts and feed on the blood for several minutes,
The wound continues to bleed after the fly leaves. Moderate infestations many reduce beef gains on pasture by 1/4 to 1/2
pound a day. Horse and deer flies have been implicated in the transmission of bovine anaplasmosis Eggs are laid on
leaves or stems of plants near moist locations. Life cycles take from 70 days to two years. The two species pass through
the winter as nearly full-grown larvae in the mud around lakes and water holes.

two things before implement-
ing a fly control program this
season: Find a program that is
correct for the particular area
of the country in which you
are located and take into con-
sideration the size of your
herd.

“Obviously, a producer with
a small herd in the East will
not treat the fly problem the
same as an individual with a
large herd in the West,” Mock
says.

Horn and face flies are the
two species of flies that seem
to be prevalent on pastured
cattle throughout much of the
country. He strongly recom-
mends that all cattle be vacci-

nated for pinkeye because of
the spread of the disease by
the face fly. But Mock cautions
that fly control is important
even though cattle have re-
ceived the vaccine. With an in-
festation of face flies, vaccinat-
ed cattle can still display
symptoms of watery eyes asso-
ciated with pinkeye.

It has been proven in a
study done in Kansas, that
when cattle displaying these
symptoms are sold, prices can
be discounted as much as $7 to
$8 per hundredweight. How-
ever, the face fly does not
cause loss of weight or a reduc-
tion of milk production as does
the horn fly.

Speaking of the horn fly,
Mock cites a dusting device
used at his university as prov-
ing economical and successful
in their control. The device is a
combination mineral feeder
and dust bag. He describes it
as basically a tripod stand
with a center pole running up
through a mineral tub. A cou-
ple of feet above the tub is a
basket that holds blocks of
mineral. The whole thing is
topped with a round lid that
looks like a big hog feeder lid.
Hanging from the lid’s circum-
ference is a skirt that’s actual-
ly a dust bag.

When the cattle approach
mineral feeder, they get dust

March 1994 /  Angus Journal 269

and

 it's often found
congregates on
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