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Background information: 

▫ Commissioned by: Meat & Livestock Australia 
▫ Authors: NeXtgen Agri team led by University of Sydney Emeritus Professor Herman 

Raadsma  
▫ Publication date: 6th March 2020 
▫ An article about it was published on Sheep central 

  

Main Findings: 

Problem statement:  

• Flystrike is costing the Australian sheep industry more than $170 million annually and is the 
fifth highest economic limitation to farming sheep in Australia 

• The report identified that the Australian industry is still largely breeding sheep under the 
assumption that surgical and chemical means of reducing the risk of flystrike will always be 
available  

• Mulesing and any form of breech modification is against consumers expectations 

  

Conclusion and recommendation:  

• Eliminating flystrike and mulesing is possible. It should go hand in hand and be the main 
focus of the Australian sheep industry instead of reducing the negative consequences of 
flystrike and mulesing. 

  

Proposed strategy:  

• To reach that goal of eliminating flystrike and mulesing to zero the report recommends 
three pillars of investment: 

1. breeding sheep that are not susceptible to flystrike (reverse overbreeding; focus on 
breeding according to flystrike resistant traits; in 3-5 years susceptibility towards 
flystrike can be bred out) 

2. using a resilient management system and providing farmers with information and 
knowledge to reduce flystrike to zero (via AI), and  



3. promoting reliable insect control methods (effective application while reducing 
excessive reliance on such chemicals). 

• Report presented a five-year plan including a $10 million investment timeline towards a 
flystrike-resistant Australian flock 

  

Advantages:  

• Reducing flystrike by non-chemical, non-surgical means has the triple impact of improving 
welfare, reducing chemical use and ensuring sustainable and ethical production. 

• Phasing out flystrike and hence mulesing would address consumer concerns over animal 
welfare and chemical use as well as consumer demand for non-mulesed wool.  

  

Key Messages: 

1. Eliminating flystrike and mulesing to zero is possible, should go hand in hand and be the 
industry’s main focus 

2. The industry is showing a lack of change and leadership by ignoring the existing pain-free 
non-surgical and non-chemical solutions.  

3. Mulesing is against consumers expectations 

 

1.Eliminating flystrike and mulesing to zero is possible 

• A recommendation of this review is to focus the industry’s attention to a zero-flystrike target 
-> with the current knowledge, combined with the deployment of new technologies in the 
pipeline, this is a realistic and attainable goal.  

• This goal is quite rapidly achievable with the identification and exploitation of resistant 
genotypes already available in industry -> one of the few solutions that has serious long-
term positive impacts on the industry. 

• This included development of Australian Sheep Breeding Values for flystrike 
indicator traits, including for flystrike susceptibility, and incorporation into indexes 
for Merino, maternal and terminal sheep breeds. 

• Reviewers also recommended investment in using industry data with climate 
modelling to predict the likely impact of breech and body strike into the future. 

• Artificial intelligence (AI) as a way to learn, connect wool growers, exchange 
knowledge, interconnected testing, identifying and fast reaction 

• Current risks of flystrike and other climate related diseases as well as the increasing 
resistance of bowflies through and towards chemical treatment can be all tackled 
through breeding less-susceptible sheep. 

  

2.The industry is showing a lack of change and leadership by ignoring the existing pain-free non-
surgical and non-chemical solutions. It should rather focus on eliminating instead of reducing the 
negative impacts of flystrike and mulesing. 

• The review takes a swipe at the industry’s lack of leadership to identify the needs of its 
members and the demand for non-mulesed wool.  



• The industry is largely breeding sheep assuming that surgical and chemical means of 
reducing risk off flystrike will always be available.  

• The Australia sheep industry has effectively bred a type of sheep which is far from the 
natural type of the species and which has disease consequences not generally seen in the 
natural type. It is important to reverse this and breed towards sheep that are resistant to 
developing flystrike. 

• The prevention of flystrike has received a lot of attention and investment in the modern era 
of sheep production, yet it still ranks as the fifth highest economic limitation to farming 
sheep in Australia and is costing the Australian sheep industry more than $170 million 
annually.   

• McLeod (1995) showed the relative cost associated with blowfly strike control in 
Australia, which is predominantly a wool-producing country. Methods of control 
represented 80% of the annual cost attributable to flystrike, and labour represented 
the greatest single cost in this (88% of cost of control). Production losses contributed 
the remaining 20%, with mortality the single greatest cost component at 38%.  

• Largely, the options that have been developed by industry are not in line with current 
consumer expectations as they either require the use of insecticides or have negative 
welfare outcomes for the sheep.  

• Whilst reducing the impact of flystrike has been the focus in industry, we believe that the 
target should be to prevent flystrike from occurring at all.  

• While the Australian Wool Innovation AWI has started a $2.5 million four-year research 
project to help develop a commercial vaccine to protect sheep from flystrike (despite the 
fact that the world has not seen vaccines against multi-cellular ecto-parasites which have 
high and lifelong efficacy, Stutzer et al., 2018), a sub-section of the industry has tackled the 
flystrike problem through breeding animals that are much less prone to flystrike against the 
conventional wisdom of the industry.  

• These breeders now report very low levels of flystrike with a very high potential that 
they could further reduce this to zero using additional breeding efforts and strategic 
management  

• Although this option has been considered for over 150 years, it has fallen in and out 
of favour as other control options were available to producers.  

• Genetic control of the host should be considered a long-term proposition where 
benefits are permanent, cumulative and welfare friendly. 

  

3.Mulesing is against consumers expectations 

• The reviewers said many of the welfare concerns that are likely to become the focus of 
consumer and activist pressure are directly related to flystrike.  

• “The use of surgical modifications as we know them today, will eventually cease on the 
grounds of animal welfare, driven by consumers.”  

• In the long run, global changes in consumer acceptance driven largely by chemical free and 
high welfare demands may present market-resistance for Australian sheep products.  

• It is inevitable that Australia will be faced with changes in fly-strike control in line with 
consumer expectations. 

• The movement towards ethically farmed livestock is a trend that is here to stay, and its 
momentum will continue to grow. 



• With widespread global consumer changes in beliefs around animal welfare, mulesing has 
already been banned/phased out in some major sheep production countries (NZ, South 
Africa) or never adopted (UK, Europe). Australia remains one of the last and largest sheep 
production countries where mulesing is still widely practiced. Despite a national 
commitment to phase out this practice, a large cross section of the industry has remained 
reliant on this practice for flystrike control. 

 


