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BITING FLIES 

Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.26 pm]: I rise tonight because I want to talk about an issue 

that I have been assisting constituents with for some time now. I think it is important that this issue is brought to 

members’ attention because it is something that people probably do not ordinarily give a lot of thought to. It is 

the issue of biting flies, otherwise known as stable flies, which is causing quite a lot of misery for people in some 

of the outlying suburbs within the east metropolitan area, and other areas as well. For those members who do not 

know, biting flies, which are also known as stable flies, are found around the world, but they are an introduced 

species into Australia. There is evidence of them affecting humans and livestock all the way from Dongara down 

to Albany. Unfortunately, as irrigated horticultural industry has expanded and moved further out from Perth, so 

has the biting fly problem. 

The use of the term “stable fly” is a bit of a historical misnomer, because they rarely breed in horse stables, 

despite being particularly prevalent on horses and cattle in areas where irrigated horticulture and livestock are in 

close proximity. Currently, stable flies affect thousands of people and animals, including horses, cattle, goats, 

sheep, dogs and native animals, across the Shires of Chittering and Gingin and the Cities of Wanneroo and 

Swan. That is why it has been brought to my attention. 

Biting flies feed on blood from mammals and lay their eggs in sources of rotting organic matter—usually 

vegetable crop waste, as well as old animal manures, especially when they are mixed with straw, hay or spilled 

grain. Over 90 per cent of flies that develop from the rotting residues of a range of vegetable crops are biting 

flies. This material includes stalks, leaves, fruit and reject produce left over after a harvest is complete. Intensive 

livestock production where there is poor manure and feed management can also result in biting fly breeding. 

Unfortunately, the biting fly is able to travel quite long distances to find livestock, especially because it is aided 

by strong winds such as the easterlies and the south westerlies that are quite prevalent on the Swan coastal plain. 

A forensic entomologist from the University of Western Australia recently stated that rotting crop residues left 

after harvest are currently responsible for about 85 to 90 per cent of the biting fly populations. Typically, more 

than 1 000 biting flies can emerge from even just one square metre of soil where vegetable crop waste has been 

left after harvest. 

I want members to know that the bites of biting flies are extremely painful. Only a small number of flies are 

needed to cause a great deal of distress to animals, whether they be pets or livestock, as well as humans. The 

impacts are really negative as well. The flies impact on human health and wellbeing. Children and families are 

unable to go outside during the day because when the flies bite, it is very painful; in fact, they even bite through 

clothing. They cause mental distress because people are worrying about their animals and themselves being 

constantly bitten. There are circumstances in which pets such as dogs have to be kept inside or their ears literally 

get eaten away by the flies. Of course, there are also enormous livestock and animal welfare issues. For example, 

the residents around Bullsbrook, Chittering, Muchea and Gingin have to have their horses agisted elsewhere 

because of the biting flies. They are finding that their animals are losing condition. They do not allow their 

young to suckle and they injure themselves trying to stamp away the flies. Bullsbrook and Swan Valley are well-

known horse areas and there are some really important studs and recreational stables, and tourism opportunities 

are all being affected as a result of the biting flies.  

A story was related to me about a cattle farmer who had a mob of 450 steers on agistment for two months in 

October and November just last year. They were put on the farm’s best feed and were expected to put on a 

certain amount of weight, but by the end of November the steers were weighed and had put on only half of the 

expected weight, and that was because of the impact of biting flies. After discussion the owner of the steers 

decided that he needed to agist them elsewhere, south of Perth, away from the biting flies. This cost him $15 000 

in lost income—a loss directly attributable to the impact of biting flies.  

We also have stories coming through of property values being affected, such as prospective buyers in Woodridge 

getting out of their car and getting so bitten by flies that they just get straight back into their car and leave 

without even inspecting the property they had driven out to see.  

The possibility has also been raised of biting flies as a vector for the transmission of human disease. There is not 

any decisive research to date to confirm this, but there is some international evidence that serious animal and 

human diseases can be transmitted by biting flies. 

Expansion of the irrigated vegetable growing industry into populated and livestock areas has now resulted in 

biting flies becoming a huge issue. The combination of the weather conditions this summer and unmanaged 

breeding sites has resulted in unprecedented and ongoing plagues of these flies, particularly in the Cities of Swan 

and Wanneroo and the Shire of Gingin. It is a complex issue and it requires a multipronged approach, and to date 

the government has failed to adequately address it. Control of breeding biting flies is currently managed through 
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the poultry manure regulations and the fly-breeding regulations, both of which come under the Health Act. The 

poultry manure regulations apply to the 12 local government areas most affected by biting flies. These 

regulations were amended in 2011, resulting in a total ban on the use of raw poultry manure in those 12 local 

government areas. However, this amendment included a sunset clause to come into effect in September 2013.  

Responsibility for the management of fly breeding and the disposal of raw poultry manure belongs to the 

Minister for Agriculture and Food; this is a recent change from the Minister for Health. The current regulatory 

regime is obviously ineffective. Firstly, it does not address the most serious source of biting flies, which is 

vegetable crop waste; and secondly, the penalties available under the relevant regulations are insufficient to 

discourage fly breeding and require enforcement by local governments. Local governments are frankly under-

resourced to monitor that appropriately and they are understandably quite reluctant to prosecute because of the 

costs involved, which are typically $3 000. Looking at the penalties that they would need to pursue, currently 

under the regulations someone who commits an offence is liable to a penalty that is not more than $1 000 and, 

for a first offence, not less than $100; that is the range of penalties we are looking at. There is no question that 

the issue is manageable through education, implementation of good management practices by growers and 

legislation that targets all major sources and has worthwhile penalties that actually deter fly breeding. We know 

that monitoring and enforcement is essential to make this work. There is an urgent need to research and develop 

new ways of harvesting vegetables in order to prevent breeding, such as the removal of all vegetable matter at 

the point of harvest, which can either then be composted or used as a fertiliser on our sandy soils, or even 

converted to a biofuel.  

There was a very well-attended public meeting on the issue held on Monday, 12 March at Woodridge. The hall 

was filled to capacity. Minister Redman attended the meeting, as did some other members, and my 

understanding is that he publicly acknowledged the extent of the problem, but he was still unwilling to commit to 

a timely intervention.  

This issue has been around for a long time—about 20 years. It is getting worse. It is time that we take action. We 

need to support our local growers. It is really important that we have locally grown food. But we also need to 

make sure that we are doing this without breeding huge numbers of biting flies. These flies are creating problems 

for these communities, economically as well as socially as well as personally, and I have been hearing about the 

distress of these people for quite some time now.  

This matter needs to be prioritised, and there needs to be a bit of political will and leadership. I am urging the 

government to take some firm action on this matter now before it becomes too much more of a problem, 

particularly as Perth is continuing to expand into these areas.  

 


