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RELIEF FROM
SCREWWORM
INSIGHT

$100 MILLION
LOSS ANNUALLY

PRODUCTION
NEAR 130 MILLION
FLIES PER WEEK

26 AIRPLANES
COVER 140,000
SQ. MILES OF
SOUTHWEST

P

Costly Cattle Pest
Faces Eradication in
Big Sterilization Drive

- » *
Output of U.S. Screwworm Fly
‘Factory’ to Curb Breeding
In Infested Southwest Area

By JOE WESTERN
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
WASHINGTON — Life-saving relief, by a
means pesticide-worried Rachel Carson would
approve, is in sight for multitudes of livestock
in danger of being bitten to death by infant
insects.

Government scientists and Southwest ranch-
ers are mobilizing for what may be the last
big battle to eradicate the screwworm fly, a
costly, long-time scourge of Western ranges.

These flies, about twice the size of ordinary
house flies, grow from larvae whose bodies
taper and are ringed something like a wood
screw. The larvae, feeding on animal wounds,
have destroyed hundreds of thousands of cat-
tle, hogs, sheep and goats since the insect's
first U.S. appearance in Texas in 1842; losses
to farmers in recent years have ranged up to
$100 million annually.

The plan of attack does not depend on
chemical pesticides whose safety is challenged
by Miss Carson, the well known scientist-
author and others. Instead, it calls for stamp-
ing out the insect by the largest application
yet of a novel technique being tried against
several insect pests: Sterilization of aduviy
screwworm flies by atomic radiation. Swarms
of the sterile flies, released in infested areas,
mate fruitlessly with untreated ones; the re-
production cycle ends because the femalesg
breed only once in a lifetime.

Fly “Factory”

Soon output of sterile screwworm flies will
rise to 130 million a week, one-third abeve
production in recent weeks, in a Government
fly “factory” located in a converted airplane
hangar near Mission, Texas. The participating
insects will then consume a total of 75 tons of
nutria, a rat-like animal, and horse meat and
7,000 gallons of cattle and swine blood each
week.

After eating a mixture of the meat, blooc
and water, the flies lay eggs; when the larvac
enter the cocoon-like pupae stage, they are
exposed to rays from radio-active cobalt anc
the adults which emerge are sterile.

The production effort is being carried on by
a force of 300 scientists and other employes
working three eight-hour shifts, seven days a
week in a 76,000-square-foot maze of trays,
funnels, pipes, conveyor belts, vats, radiation
chambers and packaging lines. Security meas-
ures to prevent escape of even one fertile fly
rival military safeguards.

Twenty-six airplanes, some borrowed from
the Navy and some hired from private owners,
are flying daily missions from four distribu-
tion points to spread the sterilized flies over
140,000 square miles of pasture, range and
forest Jand in Texas, New Mexico, Oklahoma,
Arkansas and Louisiana. To check possible in-
festation of animals moving in and out of the
five state area, 28 inspection stations are oper-
ating. Four of these were recently set up
along the Arizona-New Mexico border.

The screwworm extermination drive has
been building up since February of last year
when the Agriculture Department, the Texas
Animal Health Commission and the privately
financed Southwest Animal Health Research
Foundation jointly announced they intended to
stamp out the flies in three years. For this
finish fight, $6 milllon is being furnished by
Uncle Sam, $3 million by Texas and $3 mil-
lion by an estimated 100,000 livestock pro-
ducers in the Southwest.

Gains Already Made

Some significant gains already have been
made. Partly because of the efforts to hold
down the flies’ reproduction and partly be-
cause severe cold last winter killed off many
of the pests, livestock raisers in the five-state,
target area reported only 2,023 animals at-
tacked this year through last week, far
fewer than the 23,056 cases reported a year
earlier. (Scientists ‘assume at least five times

‘as many animals are attacked as reported.)

Screwworm eradication became theoreti-
cally possible about eight years ago when Fed-
eral researchers developed the sterile-fly
method. Tests showed it was effective on a
local scale. But widespread infestation and
lack of enough sterile flies made extinction
remote until the winter of 1957-58. Severe cold
then killed off all the pests in the Southeast
except for about 50,000 square miles of South-
ern Florida. Scientists hurriedly built a
sterile-fly factory at Sebring, Fla., and began
airplane distribution of the agent§ of destruc-
tion. By mid-1950, the last infestation in the
Southeast was wiped out.

But the problem remained serious in the
Southwest. The flies had a banner year as re-
cently as 1961. C. G. Scruggs, president of
the Southwest Animal Health Research Found-
ation, calculates that about 109% of the 40
million head of cattle, goats, sheep and hogs
in the five hardest-hit states have been at-
tacked in most years. “Screwworm flies man-

aged the livestock economy of the Southwest,”
he says. ‘“‘Farmers assumed that every
wounded ahimal would be infested.”” Ranchers
had to hire extra hands to check wide-ranging
herds continuously. Newborn animals are es-
pecially vulnerable because raw, exposed
navel tissues are favorite targets for screw-
worm attack.

The adult female fly, when attracted to an
animal wound, lays about 250 eggs. Within a
day, the tiny hatched larvae bury themselves
in the wound and devour the flesh for up to
six days. Untreated animals attract more ot
the flies and die in a week or 10 days.

But research findings have convinced scien-
tists that the menace can at last be eliminated
from the U.S.

‘A promising idea now being tested calls
for .a screwworm barrier between Mexico and
the United States. It consists of an infestation
of sterile screwworm flies spread from the
air in a belt averaging 100 miles wide from
the southern tip of Texas to the southeastern
corner of Arizona. The barrier is aimed at
halting an anhual screwworm migration from
Mexico. Though cold winter weather in the
U.S. Kkills most screwworms, others safely
winter in Southern Texas or below the border
and move northward in spring and summer.

But research keeps turning up new prob-
lems as well as new answers. Only a few
weeks ago, scientists discovered that fertile

screwworm flies can migrate as far as 180/

miles instead of only about 70 miles as pre-
viously believed. ‘‘This means we might have
to widen that barrier if we can get enough
sterile flies to do it,”” says R. G. Garrett,
director of the Texas Animal Health Com-
mission.
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100,000
LIVESTOCKMEN
RAISE $3 MILLION

ONLY 2,023
INFESTATIONS
IN1963

10% OF 40
MILLION ANIMALS
ATTACKED
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