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What’s the most costly external parasite for cattle producers in North 

America? Ticks? Lice? 

 

Tom McBeth knows it’s actually the horn fly, which is responsible for more 

than $1 billion in losses each year, according to an estimate by the USDA. 

 

A few horn flies can quickly explode to a population of 4,000 or more, 

causing stress to herds, especially considering adult flies typically bite 20 to 

30 times a day. But, an infestation is more than a hassle. Those flies impact 

an operation’s bottom line. 

 

McBeth, regional sales and business manager with Central Life Sciences, 

has seen horn flies be a difference-maker when it comes to profitability, 

specifically affecting weaning weights by causing mastitis, a bacterial infec-

tion of the mammary gland. While typically considered more of an issue in 

dairy operations, the disease also occurs in beef cows and significantly re-

duces milk production. When less milk is produced, calves don’t grow at 
the same rates. 

 

“Research has shown the impact to be an average of about 20 pounds,” 

McBeth said. 

 

According to Steve Nickerson, professor of lactation physiology at the 

University of Georgia’s Animal and Dairy Science Department, milk pro-

duction is the biggest factor in pre-weaning growth and weaning weights.  

 

“Each additional pound of milk produced per day may increase calf pre-

weaning weight 15 to 30 pounds. Thus, factors that limit milk production in 

the dam will detrimentally affect weaning weight of the calf,” Nickerson 

stated in his article “Can Mastitis in Beef Dams Influence Calf Sale Value?” 

in the Livestock Newsletter for the University of Georgia. 

 

In fact, he estimates that flies are responsible for 50 percent of udder and 

mammary issues, compared to genetics or other problems. His research is 
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focused on the south and southeastern part of the country, but in 20 years of experience, Nickerson 

has found that around 50 percent of animals have at least one mastitic quarter. 

 

The process is one most beef cattle producers haven’t considered, but it’s very straightforward. In-

festation causes multiple bites and irritation, transforming healthy udders to teats covered in scabs. 

Bacteria travel into the quarter, where they destroy milk-producing tissues. Research has shown 

those scarred tissues to yield up to 10 percent less milk. 

 

“There’s a study from the University of Arkansas and the ARS-USDA’s Grazinglands Research Labor-

atory in El Reno, Oklahoma, that indicates once a cow’s lactation takes a hit, even though the horn 

flies are later knocked off, the curve of milk production doesn’t come back to potential during that 

lactation, hence, weaning weights aren’t up to potential,” McBeth said. 

 

The infected quarter may even become permanently damaged and dry up completely unless treated.  

 
“With Staphylococcus aureus, the damage is permanent if not treated with antibiotics, resulting in blind 

quarters,” Nickerson said. 

 

In his research, Nickerson studied scabs, likely from fly bites, found on teat surfaces to reveal Staphy-

lococcus aureus. This type of infection is common, as these organisms are normal inhabitants of teat 

skin and shown to be transmitted by flies. 

 

Long term effects 

 
Maternal longevity is also an important factor. 

 

“The longer you can keep a cow in production, the more it will reduce long term production costs,” 

McBeth said. 

 

In serious cases, infections caused by horn fly infestation can also spread to the bloodstream, causing 

serious health concerns, and costs, possibly even the death of the animal. Flies are a force to be reck-

oned with. 

 

McBeth knows many producers tend to think of face flies as a more troublesome pest because of po-

tential eye problems, but horn flies can be much more costly, even four to six times more. 

 

After examining the research, Mike John, former president of the National Cattleman’s Beef Associa-

tion, started a horn fly treatment program on his own operation, John Ranch, Inc., in Huntsville, Mis-

souri. 

 

“There are a lot of ways to control horn flies, but what attracted me to Altosid was the ability to dis-

rupt that life cycle. You’re not just killing the flies on the surface. Over time, you’re significantly  
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reducing the overall problem,” he said. He hadn’t specifically noticed mastitis or other infections on 

the udders of his cows, but found the information convincing. 

 

“I’ve been in the beef business my whole adult life and hadn’t really thought about flies having an im-

pact on milk production because you don’t really think about that with young heifers, but this pro-

gram made so much sense to me. If there is damage to those udders, it stays with them, and we don’t 

want to do anything while developing heifers to reduce their potential,” John said. 

 

Steps to take 

 
An integrated pest management system is the key to controlling fly damage in beef cattle. The first 

step is to simply assess the problem in your herds to see where fly populations are highest. Setting an 

action threshold to determine at what point flies threaten profitability is a good starting point.  

 

Next, it is important to eliminate fly breeding grounds as much as possible. Non-insecticidal controls 

can be effective, such as sticky traps, fly bags, and other pest-catching tools. Many producers also 

choose to implement traditional chemical controls such as ear tags, scatter baits, and sprays. McBeth 

said the problem with ear tags is that to be truly effective, they would need to be applied twice per 

year.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The front right quarter shown here is an example of a blind quarter and is visibly smaller than the others. Mastitis occurs more 

frequently in the front quarters with rear quarters less affected by horn flies given their proximity to the tail. 

 

How Horn Flies Hurt Your Bottom Line (cont.) 



 

“Most cattlemen are busy doing other things, like haying, working ground, or something else, and be-

sides, if insecticide ear tags were put in in mid-summer, the potential heat stress of working cattle in 

those conditions can be pretty risky,” he said. 

 

Biorational controls such as ClariFly Larvacide and Altosid IGR, which are considered relatively non-

toxic to people with few environmental side-effects, are more comprehensive. Cost-wise, McBeth says 

spraying or pouring cows to control horn flies could cost more than $10 per cow per season, versus 

the Altosid IGR Feed Thru at $4-6 per cow per season. Plus, spray or pour treatments usually last on-

ly a short time.  

 

McBeth believes an ounce of prevention really is worth a pound of cure. “Weather doesn’t affect the 

horn fly population, and treating them needs to be a real priority. It is far more costly to ignore,” he 

said. 

 

John agrees, “We need to do what we can to reduce damage, not only to the current udder, but also 
for the future of that cow’s life. In my experience with animal health, it’s always more expensive to 

diagnose and treat than it is to prevent.” ~Melissa Shipman, Missouri Cattlemen Association, reprinted with 

permission. 

 

 

If you are interested in starting a Clarifly or Altosid program in 

your herd, please contact your local Payback Nutrition Consultant 

for additional product information! 
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