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The New World screwworm is an economic threat to live-
stock and wildlife that was eradicated in the United States 
in the 1960s and again after a reappearance in 2016. The 
areas infested by this pest are changing. There are concerns 
about a reintroduction into the United States.

This fact sheet provides livestock owners and workers with 
information about the biology of the New World screw-
worm fly, the principles of sterile insect technique, the risk 
of an outbreak occurring in Kansas, and what to do if there 
is a suspected infestation.

What is the new world screwworm?
The New World screwworm, Cochliomyia hominivorax, is 
a parasitic fly that causes myiasis, which is the invasion of 
living tissue by fly larvae, also called maggots. Adult flies 
are 3/8 inch (9.5 mm) long and have a distinctive metallic 
blue sheen and large orange eyes. The fly has a wide host 
range and targets any warm-blooded animal, including 

livestock, wildlife, domestic animals, and, although less 
often, humans. 

The adult female fly lays eggs in batches of 200 to 300 
along the edges of wounds. The female fly can lay 3,000 
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Figure 1. Adult New World screwworm fly showing distinctive metallic 
color with three dark stripes on the thorax (Photo: USDA-APHIS).

Adult fly is metallic 
blue with orange eyes

Straw-colored liquid (can also be 
bloody) oozes from wound with 
a distinctive putrid smell

New World Screwworm Life Cycle

Fly lays eggs in and around 
an open wound or mucous 

membrane.

 EGGS HATCH IN 12-24 HOURS

Larvae burrow into the 
wound to feed causing 

significant pain.

FEEDS FOR 5-7 DAYS

Fully grown larvae drop 
from the wound and 

burrow into the ground 
where they pupate.

AT LEAST 7 DAYS

Figure 2. Life cycle of New World screwworm flies (adapted from USDA APHIS drawings).
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eggs in her lifetime. Wounds as small as a thorn prick 
or a tick bite can serve as an infestation site. The female 
may also lay eggs on intact mucosal membranes like those 
surrounding the eyes, nose, mouth, vulva, and prepuce. 
After 12 to 24 hours, eggs hatch and fly larvae burrow 
closely together, head down into the wound. It is this 
screw-like burrowing behavior that gives the fly its name. 

The larval stage can take between four and 12 days, and 
as they develop, the wound area expands. A straw-colored 
(and sometimes bloody) liquid is secreted with a distinc-
tive, putrid smell. This smell attracts more female flies to 
the area to lay eggs. Once larvae reach 5/8 inches (17 mm) 
in size, they drop to the ground and pupate below the soil. 
Depending on the temperature, an adult fly will emerge 
from the pupa after at least seven days. Infested animals 
may show signs of pain, lethargy, depression, and reduced 
appetite. They may also bite, lick, and rub the affected area.

Historic range and potential 
establishment of New World  
screwworm populations in Kansas
Before its eradication in the United States, the New World 
screwworm was a significant economic burden. Through 
active surveillance efforts and the release of sterile flies, the 
New World screwworm was eradicated from the United 
States in 1966. In 2016–17, an outbreak occurred in the 
Florida Keys where the New World screwworm signifi-
cantly affected Key deer populations. Release of sterile flies 
began in October 2016, and successful eradication was 
declared in March 2017. 

Since 2023, New World screwworm populations have 
spread north throughout Panama, into Costa Rica, Nica-
ragua, Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, Belize, and 
Mexico. This expansion has raised concerns about the fly 
reestablishing in the United States. Up-to-date informa-
tion regarding New World screwworm and outbreak 
surveillance can be found on the USDA-APHIS Screw-
worm page (www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/
cattle/ticks/screwworm).

The New World screwworm is not tolerant of cold weather. 
Adults do not survive air temperatures below 20 degrees 
Fahrenheit. Larvae dropping from the host between 15 
and 20 degrees Fahrenheit usually die. Pupation does not 
occur in dry soil when the mean average daily temperature 
is below 46 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Historically, year-round populations were restricted to the 
lower quarter of Texas, southern New Mexico, Arizona, 
California, and parts of Florida. In areas where tempera-
tures were too cold to support fly development over winter, 
annual expansions from overwintering areas occurred 
every spring and summer. The rate at which fly populations 
expand and the distance covered is dependent on several 
factors, including climate, availability of food, mating, and 
hosts. Modern outbreaks have been calculated to spread at 
a rate of 0.75 to 1.25 miles per day. 

New World screwworms are not expected to establish year-
round in Kansas or further north due to climate conditions. 
Currently, the primary risk of introduction into Kansas is 
through the movement of infested animals from outbreak 
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Figure 3. Map of the historic range of New World screwworms in the United States with Florida eradication sterile fly 
release zone shown (adapted from Knipling EF, 1960).

https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/cattle/ticks/screwworm
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/cattle/ticks/screwworm


K-State Research and Extension  |  3

regions during the spring and summer months. If the fly 
becomes reestablished in southern states, annual expansion 
into Kansas from the south may occur. As wildlife serve as 
hosts of the New World screwworm, wildlife contributes 
significantly to the spread of infection, even if domestic 
animal movement is restricted. Surveillance and rapid 
targeted sterile insect deployment through the sterile insect 
technique is the only successful method of control for the 
New World screwworm. 

Control of flies through  
the sterile insect technique 
If populations re-establish in the United States, the sterile 
insect technique is the only proven effective method to 
control fly populations. Female New World screwworms 
only mate once in their lifetime, while males can mate 
multiple times. By rearing New World Screwworms 
under laboratory conditions and sterilizing them through 
exposure to cobalt 19 radiation, sterile male flies can be 
released into the environment where they outnumber 
and outcompete wild males to mate with wild females. 
Once mated with a sterile male, wild females do not mate 
again and can only lay sterile eggs, resulting in population 
reduction over time. This method relies on releasing flies 
continuously into affected areas, and surveillance is critical 
to deploy flies most effectively. Although many flies are 
released into an area, humans are unlikely to encounter 
them in large numbers. 

Sterile flies are currently produced by the Panama-United 
States Commission for the Eradication and Prevention of 
Screwworm (COPEG). More information on the process 
of raising sterile flies can be found on the USDA APHIS 
Ready Reference Guide on Sterile Insect Response (www.aphis.
usda.gov/sites/default/files/nws_rrg_sterileinsectresponse.pdf ). 
The USDA recently announced plans to develop a New 
World screwworm rearing facility in Mexico, which would 
provide additional sterile flies to support control efforts 
(USDA Press Release 0122.25). The STOP Screwworms 
Act was introduced in the Senate on May 14, 2025, which 
aims to provide support for a facility to raise sterile New 
World screwworm in the United States. 

How can you protect your livestock?
Severe infestations can lead to significant tissue damage, 
secondary infection, and death. To minimize risk, inspect 
any animals arriving from out-of-state, especially if the 
animals are coming from an area close to current outbreak 
zones. Look for wounds and larval infestations. Keep any 
wound areas clean and treat with an antiseptic and insecti-
cide (see Table 1 for options). 

In areas experiencing outbreaks, animal husbandry prac-
tices that create wounds, such as branding, dehorning, 

calving, and ear tagging, need to be monitored. Wounds as 
small as tick bites can become infested. The lone star and 
Gulf Coast ticks (Figures 4 and 5) have long mouth parts 
and, in high numbers, can cause significant hide damage. 
Gulf Coast ticks and spinose ear ticks can cause damage 
to the ear sufficient to attract New World screwworm flies. 
Keep up to date on tick-control practices. 

Young animals are the most susceptible to the infestation 
due to their size; therefore, they should be closely moni-
tored. After birth, the area around the navel is often a site 
of infection and should be kept clean. Trauma to the dam 
during calving should also be cleaned and monitored for 
infestation. In countries where New World screwworm 
occurs, infested animals can be treated with doramectin 
as well as prophylactically before a wound-causing event, 
such as surgery and branding. Currently, doramectin is 
not labeled for use against the New World screwworm in 
the United States. Extra-label usage requires a veterinary 
prescription and administration. Additionally, concerns 
about the development of resistance in both the New 
World screwworm and other species, such as gastrointes-
tinal nematodes and external parasites, mean that drug 
treatment should not be used as a primary method of 
control for the New World screwworm. Always consult 
with your veterinarian to make sure products are being 
used correctly and according to regulations.

Wildlife can also be affected by this fly, and white-tailed 
deer are particularly sensitive to infestation. Monitor 
for any suspicious behavior or deaths in wildlife popula-
tions on your property. Maintain good relationships and 
communication with your neighbors and your veterinarian 
so that communities can respond quickly and effectively if 
situations change. 

What to do if you suspect an outbreak
If larvae are found infesting a live animal, do not panic. 
Many other fly species can also cause myiasis. It is impor-
tant to get any larvae identified to rule out a New World 
screwworm infestation. Begin by taking a photo of the 
infestation and recording the animal number and history of 
travel. To avoid further spread, do not move the suspected 
animal. Isolate and secure the animal and contact the State 
Animal Health Commissioner, APHIS Area Veterinarian, 
and your personal veterinarian immediately. 

Contact information for Kansas

•	 Animal Health Commissioner: Dr. Justin Smith,  
785-564-6601

•	 Assistant Animal Health Commissioner: Dr. Sara 
McReynolds, 785-564-6792

•	 APHIS Area Veterinarian Office: 785-228-6565

http://www.aphis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/nws_rrg_sterileinsectresponse.pdf
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/nws_rrg_sterileinsectresponse.pdf
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Additional contact information can be found on the 
Kansas Department of Agriculture Contacts page (www.
agriculture.ks.gov/divisions-programs/division-of-animal-
health/contacts) and the USDA APHIS Veterinary Services 
page (www.aphis.usda.gov/veterinary-services). 

The Animal Health Commissioner or the USDA-APHIS 
Area Veterinarian office will be able to coordinate sample 
collection and provide a FAD number that will be used 
for sample submission, as well as help with shipping label 
support. Form VS 5-38 should be filled out with as much 
information as possible. The collected sample will be 
submitted to the National Veterinary Services Laboratory 
(NVSL) for identification. Before submitting the sample, 
email vs.db.nvsl.dbrl.parasitology@usda.gov, with the subject 
line: Suspected Screwworm. In the email, the person 
submitting the sample should provide a brief summary of 
the animal, location and contact information.

Sample collection
Larvae will be removed from the wound and placed into 
70% ethanol (alcohol or isopropyl). Make sure a good 
variety of sizes are collected from the center mass of the 
infestation. Secondary screwworms can also be attracted 
to the site, so make sure you get larvae from the center 
and as deep into the wound as possible. Once the sample 
is collected, it is important that all remaining larvae are 
removed and killed. Collect all larvae and submerge them 
in ethanol to kill them. Once killed, they can be discarded. 
Once samples have been taken and all larvae removed, 
clean the wound thoroughly with an antiseptic; this 
removes the attractant cues used by the female and speeds 
up wound healing. Apply insecticide to the area to avoid 
reinfestation. Depending on the state of infection, your 
veterinarian may prescribe additional treatments.

Figure 5. Adult male (L) and female (R) Gulf Coast ticks which cause wound damage to ears.

Figure 4. Adult male (L) and female (R) lone star ticks with large wound causing mouthparts

http://www.agriculture.ks.gov/divisions-programs/division-of-animal-health/contacts
http://www.agriculture.ks.gov/divisions-programs/division-of-animal-health/contacts
http://www.agriculture.ks.gov/divisions-programs/division-of-animal-health/contacts
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/veterinary-services
mailto:vs.db.nvsl.dbrl.parasitology@usda.gov
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Table 1. Insecticides for potential use against New World screwworm (adapted from USDA APHIS Pesticides to Potentially Use Against New World Screwworm).

Product EPA Registration Number Manufacturer Active Ingredient(s)

Claire Bed Bug, Lice and Dust 
Mite Spray 706-110 PLZ Corp Permethrin

Pramex Multi-Use 
Insecticide Spray 1021-2685 Mclaughlin Gormley King 

Company Permethrin

887 Multi-Use Insecticide 
Spray 10900-86 Sherwin-Williams Consumer 

Brands Group Permethrin

Co-Ral Coumaphos Flowable 
Insecticide 11556-98 Elanco Coumaphos

Catron IV Permethrin 
Insecticide Spray 11556-171 Elanco Permethrin

Eradicator II MultiPurpose 
Insect Spray 44446-80 QuestSpecialty Corporation Permethrin

CT Residual Spray 47000-100 Chem-Tech LTD Permethrin

Essentria IC Pro* NA Wellmark International Sodium lauryl sulfate, Geraniol, 
Clove oil, Cornmint oil

Arkion Fly and Tick Spray* NA Arkion Life Sciences Castor oil, Geraniol, Clove oil, 
Peppermint oil

*FIFRA 25(b) exempt products. These products do not appear in the NPIRS® database. Screwworm does not appear on these labels; however, 
flies or flying insects are listed.
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