
 

Fly Control Methods 
 

With spring finally arriving and summer on its way let’s think back to last year, how effective was 
your fly control program? Did pinkeye run rampant through your herd? Maybe it’s time to 
re-evaluate your summer fly control plan.  

There are 3 types of flies that economically impact grazing cattle: the horn fly, face fly and 
stable fly. 

Horn Flies 
Horn flies are a biting fly that is small in size and usually found over the 
back, poll or belly. These flies reproduce quickly, completing their life 
cycle in 10-20 days. Horn flies cause irritation, blood loss, decreased 
grazing efficiency, reduced weight gain, and diminished milk production, 
costing the US beef industry more than $1 billion dollars annually.Their 
impact on weight gain is the most profound. Nebraska research has 
shown weaning weights to be 10-20 pounds higher when horn flies are 
controlled in the adult cows.  

Face Flies 
Face flies are non-biting flies that feed on animal secretions and manure. 
They tend to cluster around an animal’s eyes, mouth, and muzzle causing 
extreme annoyance. These flies are present throughout the summer but 
peak in late July and August. They tend to be more numerous along 
waterways, areas of high rainfall, and irrigated pastures. The face fly has 
the ability to damage eye tissues and serve as a vector to spread the 
bacteria causing pinkeye. Pinkeye is highly contagious, however by 
controlling the fly population, your pinkeye problems can be reduced. 

Stable Flies 
Stable flies are biting flies that live on the front legs, causing a significant 
nuisance to pasture cattle. Their bites are painful and often recognized by 
cattle stomping their legs, bunching up, or standing in water. They complete 
their life cycle in 14-24 days and can travel more than 10 miles. Stable flies 
can also contribute to significantly decreased weight gain with one study 
demonstrating a reduced average daily gain up to 0.44 pounds/day in cattle 
NOT treated with an insecticide.  

 
When it comes to controlling these 3 fly populations there are 6 main strategies. 

1.   Feeding an insect growth regulator or larvicide 
There are multiple products available which can be fed to cattle and prevent the 
development of fly larvae in manure. These products need to be initiated early in the 
season (before all the flies hatch) and fed continuously in order to be effective. This 
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management strategy may not be fully effective if nearby cattle are not subjected to the 
same method. 

2.   Fly tags 
Fly tags are particularly effective for the control of face flies. However, in order to 
achieve optimal protection these tags should be applied in early July. Additionally, both 
cows and calves require tags for full protection. Some species of flies are beginning to 
demonstrate resistance to certain classes of insecticides making it important to alternate 
the types of tags you use each year.  

3.   Pour-ons 
Pour-ons provide good protection for all types of flies, however, most only provide 7-21 
days of protection and must be re-applied frequently. 

4.  Cattle rubs/Dust bags 
Back rubbers and dust bags are very effective for the control 
of horn flies when cattle are forced to use them. This can be 
accomplished by placing the rub over a gateway or by their 
mineral/salt feeder so that cattle must pass under them or 
make contact with them in order to access their mineral/salt. 

5.   Sprays 
Insecticide sprays are also highly effective, but must be applied frequently to maintain 
control of fly populations. 

6.   Cleaning up 
All three populations of flies live and reproduce in manure, so cleaning up your 
winter-feeding sites in the spring and keeping pens clean and dry will reduce fly 
reproduction.  
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