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of dung each year, measured as
dry weight — enough to cover
150 000 to 200 000 ha of other-
wise productive farming land, Much
ol thatastounding total takes weeks
(or, in especially dry conditions,
months) to break down, denying
nutrients to the soil for extended
periods, reducing the amount of
land available for fodder or lead-
ing to patches of rank, un-
palatable growth. Sheepdung
is a minor problem, bhut
fresh cattle dung provides
a bonanza for flies.

Surprisingly, Australia
has several hundred spe-
cies of native dung beetles,
buttheyare largely restricted
to native bushland where
they make use of the fi-
brous dung produced by
kangaroos, wallabies, wom-
bats and other native
mammals. Pasturesand pad-
docks seem to provide
unfavourable habitats for
most native dung heetles,
s0 they play little part in dispos-
ing of the dung produced by
intraduced livestock such as cat-
tle and sheep.

This was the situation until
the early 1960s, when CSIRO Di-
vision of Entomology rescarcher
DrGeorge Bornemissza suggested
that Australia would benefit from
importing dung beetles that make
use of dung produced by large

counter bulfaloflies (blood-feeding
pests of cattle throughout Aus-
tralia’s north); then later, other
specieswere introduced intosouth-
ern Australia to control bushflies,
In all, hetween 1968 and 1982,
the Division of Entomology im-
ported 35 species of beetles from
Africa, Furope and Asia: Australia

THEY ARE WINNING
ADMIRATION IN THE

FARMING COMMUNITY,
AND STARTING TO HAVE A
MEASURABLE IMPACT ON
THE ANNOYING BUSHFLY

is a very large continent with
many different climates, habitats
and soils, which explains why it
was necessary o introduce such
a variety of dung beetles.

The promise of reducing the
numbersof bushflies, if not elimi-
natingthem, isohviouslyappealing.
The shock and distress experi-
enced by Diegode Prado, chronicler
for the 1606 expedition of Luis de

across the centuries in

his comment that 'so great
was the number of flies it seemed
as if they wanted 1o eat the men
up...".

In south-eastern Australia, 17
species of dung beetles have be-
come established in New South
Wales, four in Victoria and four
in Tasmania. Their natural rate of
spread is slow in relation to
the vast areas devoted to
cattle-grazing, and in many
cases populations still re-
main withina 100-kilometre
radius of theirinitial release
sites. However, inrecent years
farmers and scientists, with
the aid of the Dairy Re-
search and Development
Corporation, have aided dis-
persal by collecting beetles
andtransportingthemtonew,
uncolonised sites. This is
notalways easy. Dung-bury-
ing bheetles dig tunnels
beneath the pads on which
they feed and react swiftly to
disturbance by disappearing into
theirtunnels, creating the bizarre
sight of collectors tip-toeing up
to dung pads so they can grab a
useful supply of beetles!

Research by Dr Marina Tyndale-
Biscoe, from the Division of En-
tomology's Canberra headquarters,
over the past 4 years in south-
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Tasmania’s ‘beetle bus’

Mr Doug Kershaw, a farmer at Scottsdale in north-
gastern Tasmania, is so enthusiastic about the
benefits of dung beetles that he has established

his own ‘beetle stud’. Farmers are travelling long
distances to collect Mr Kershaw's thoroughbreds,
and he has already sent more than a million beetles
to many places in Tasmania and as far as mainland
Bega, on the south coast of New South Wales. The
Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, which
supports the distribution program, this year organised
two buses to take more than 70 farmers from the
north-west of Tasmania to Mr Kershaw’s property
to collect beetles for release on their own farms.
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