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he New World screwworm (NWS), Cochliomyia homini-

vorax, was eradicated from the United States in 1966
after decades of significant losses to the livestock industry.
Since eradication, only isolated outbreaks have occurred,
including detections in Texas in 1976 and Florida in 2016.
However, recent northward movement of screwworms
through Central America and Mexico has renewed concern
that this destructive parasite could once again threaten U.S.
livestock.

While NWS has not been recently detected in Alabama, the
current situation serves as an important reminder of the
role cattle producers play in foreign animal disease surveil-
lance. Increased international travel, livestock movement,
wildlife interactions, and extreme weather events—partic-
ularly hurricanes—create opportunities for foreign animal
diseases to enter the United States. Early detection and
rapid reporting are critical to preventing widespread losses.

Why Foreign Animal Disease Surveillance Matters
Foreign animal diseases (FADs) are diseases or pests not
normally found in the United States, either because they
have never occurred here or because they were eradicated.
These diseases pose serious risks to animal health, farm
profitability, and domestic and international markets.

The U.S. cattle industry has benefited greatly from success-
ful eradication programs, but keeping these diseases out
requires constant vigilance. State and federal animal health
officials are trained to respond to outbreaks, but cattle
producers and veterinarians are often the first to notice a
problem.A timely phone call reporting an unusual wound
or disease can make the difference between a contained
incident and a costly outbreak.

One major challenge associated with foreign animal dis-
eases is that U.S. cattle generally have little to no natural
immunity. If a disease such as screwworm were introduced,
it could spread rapidly through herds. For this reason, early
detection, animal identification, and traceability are essential
tools for limiting economic losses and protecting the cattle
industry.

What Is New World Screwworm?

New World screwworm is a parasitic fly whose larvae
feed on the living tissue of warm-blooded animals. Unlike
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maggots that feed on dead or decaying tissue, screwworm
larvae invade healthy flesh, creating deep, painful wounds
that worsen quickly if left untreated.

Cattle are among the primary hosts, but screwworms can
also infest sheep, goats, wildlife, pets, and, in rare cases, hu-
mans.Adult female flies lay eggs on open wounds, including
those created by routine management practices such as
castration, dehorning, branding, ear tagging, wire cuts, tick
bites, and navel sites in newborn calves. Once the eggs
hatch, larvae begin feeding aggressively, causing wounds to
enlarge and deepen over time.

How Screwworm Was Eradicated—and Why It Still
Matters

New World screwworm was eliminated from the United
States using the Sterile Insect Technique (SIT). Research-
ers discovered that female screwworm flies typically mate
only once. By releasing large numbers of sterile male flies,
females were unable to produce viable offspring, causing the
population to collapse.

This approach led to eradication not only in the U.S., but
also in Mexico and much of Central America and the Carib-
bean. For decades, the USDA and its international partners
maintained a permanent sterile fly barrier between Panama
and Colombia that prevented screwworms from moving
north from South America, where the pest remains well
established.

However, because adult flies can travel short distances and
infested animals can transport larvae, the risk of reintro-
duction has never been fully eliminated, as evidenced by
the recent northward migration of NWS through Central
America and into northern Mexico.

Lessons from the Florida Keys Outbreak

In October 2016, New World screwworm was detected
in Key deer in the Florida Keys. Infestations were later
confirmed on multiple islands and in several domestic ani-
mals.A subsequent case identified on the Florida mainland
heightened concern about potential spread into live-
stock-producing regions.

State and federal animal health and wildlife officials re-
sponded quickly with increased surveillance, animal move-
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ment controls, and the release of sterile flies.These efforts
successfully reduced fly populations and eliminated the
outbreak.The incident demonstrated that while control
tools are effective, early detection and producer awareness
are essential.

Recognizing Screwworm in Cattle
Early signs of screwworm infestation can be easy to over-
look. Producers should watch for:

*  Wounds that grow larger and deeper instead of heal-
ing

*  Foul-smelling wounds with bloody discharge

* Visible larvae moving within the wound

* Cattle that isolate themselves, show discomfort, go off
feed, or have reduced weight gain or milk production

If left untreated, animals can die within 7 to 14 days due to
tissue damage and secondary infections. Human infestations
are rare but can occur, particularly in individuals with open
wounds.

What Alabama Cattle Producers Should Do
Any suspected screwworm infestation is reportable. If sus-
picious larvae are observed in a wound:

I.  Carefully remove larvae using tweezers
2. Place the larvae in alcohol
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3. Contact your veterinarian or the Alabama State
Veterinarian’s Office immediately at (334) 240-7255
Extension I.

Prompt reporting allows state and federal animal health
officials to investigate and, if necessary, implement control
measures before the problem spreads.

Producers are also encouraged to monitor wounds close-
ly during fly season, practice good wound management,
maintain proper animal identification, and ensure livestock
premises are registered with the Alabama Department of
Agriculture and Industries.

Staying Ahead of the Threat

The reemergence of New World screwworm outside the
United States is a reminder that foreign animal diseases re-
main a real and ongoing threat.VWhile Alabama has not been
affected, our cattle producers play a vital role in protecting
their herds, the industry, and the state’s agricultural economy.
By staying alert, reporting suspicious cases promptly, and
working closely with veterinarians and animal health officials,
Alabama cattle producers can help mitigate risks associated
with New World screwworm.

é“E"é"l_ﬁ This article is fumished as a producer-directed goal of the Alabama State
4 Checkoff. For more information on how beef checkoff dollars are working
LS for you, contact the Alabama Cattlemen’s Association at 334-265-1867

or visit our website at www.bamabeef.org.
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