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DUST-IMPREGNATE D EAR TAGS 
FOR H ORN FLY CONTRO L O F  PASURE CATTLE 

P. H .  Koh l e r  and L.B.  E m bry 

Depart m ent of A n i mal  Science 
Ag Experi ment Stat ion 

South Dakota State U n i vesity 
A.S. Series 79·7 

Introduction 

Fly control is a problem to all cattlemen during the summer months . 
The irritation of flies has b een shown t o  c ause decreas ed weight gains and 
loss in milk p roduction . Cat tlemen are continually looking for e conomical 
and effective means of controlling f lies under various management systems . 
Among the mor e  recently developed f ly control possibilities has been an 
insecticide dust-impregnated ear tag . The idea was developed for control 
of ear t icks in Texa s .  The tags are white , about 2 by 2 1 / 2  inches in size 
and about the same weight as a standard , p lastic t ag commonly used for 
identifying cattle . They are applied with a standard Allflex p lier s .  
Rabon ( 2-chloro- 1- ( 2 , 4 , 5-trichlorophenyl) )  vinyl dimethyl phosphate ( 1 3 . 7 % 
w/w) i s  imp regnated in the p lastic ear tag in such a way that the tag 
cont inually "dust s "  the animal as it moves its head . Marking paint on the 
t ags lasted up to 5 months in these s tudies . 

Experiment With Yearling Heifers Fed Grain on Pa sture 

The heif ers were treated on June 8,  1 9 7 8 ,  and turned into alfalfa­
brome-intermediate wheat grass pastures near Brooking s .  The pretreatment 
f ly count was less than 1 0  f lies P. er head . The ear-tagged heifers ( treated) 
were balanced as to  pasture treatment with an equal number of untreated 
controls . Fly coun t s  were recorded at intervals up to  86 days and the 
weight gains on pasture s are shown f or 1 3 3  days . Table 1 shows the results 
of horn fly counts in number of f lies per s ide and table 2 shows the weight 
gain compari sons . 

Tab le 1 .  Horn Fly Counts 
( 4 0  year ling heif ers per group ) 

Days Control App arent 
Dat e of post- Rabon (no control 

count treatment ear tag treatment)  (%)  

6- 20-78 1 2  < 10 75 >86  
6-29- 78 2 1  < 10 75 >86  
7-25- 78 47  < 10 200 > 95 
8- 1 - 7 8  5 3  < 1 0 150  > 9 3  
8- 1 7 - 7 8  7 0  < 10 1 7 0  > 9L1 
9- 2-78 86 < 10 2 1 0  > 9 5  
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Table 2 .  Summer Weight Gains 

No . animals 
Filled wt . June 7 ,  lb . 
Filled wt . Aug . 2 ,  lb . 
Avg daily gain , lb . 

( 6 / 7  t o  8 / 2 , 5 6  days ) 
Filled wt . Sep t .  5 ,  lb . 
Avg daily gain , lb . 

( 8 / 2  t o  9 / 5 , 3 4  days ) 
Avg daily gain t o  date , lb . 

( 6 / 7  t o  9 / 5 , 9 0  days)  
Shrunk wt . Oct . 1 9 ,  lb . 
Avg daily gain last period,  lb . 

( 9 / 5  to 1 0/ 1 9 ,  44 days)  
Avg daily gain t o  date , lb . 

( 6 / 7  to  1 0/ 1 9 ,  1 3 3  days) 

Rabon 
ear t ag 

40 
5 8 1  
6 7 3  

1 . 6 1 

7 2 3  
1 . 5 2 

1 . 58 

755 
. 73 

1 . 48 

Control 
(no 

treatment ) 

40  
586  
6 6 7  

1 . 44 

7 1 6  
1 . 45 

1 . 45 

760 
1 . 00 

1 . 50 

Rabon insecticide-impregnated ear t ags showed an apparent 86 t o  95% 
reduct ion in horn flies over the untreated controls f or 86 days beginning 
on June 7 ,  1 97 8 . Fly counts after September 2 are not reported as they 
were extremely var iable due to cool weather . Accurat e f ly count s are 
dif ficult to obtain . Binocular s were used at close range . Wind and 
temp erature greatly affect counts . Not e  the high numbers for the controls 
on July 25 and then another build-up about September 2 .  These highs are 
generally preceded by a few weeks of hot and humid weather.  

Pasture weight gains for  the treated heifers showed a gain of . 1 7 lb . 
daily over the untreated controls for the first 5 6  days or 1 0  lb . per 
head . The treated heifers held a 1 2  lb . advantage for the f irst 9 0  days . 
The untreated heifers gained . 2 7 lb . p er day more during the last 44 days 
of  the p asture s eason , result ing in s imilar gains during the 1 33-day 
experiment for treated and control heif ers . This comp ensatory gain occurred 
from Sep tember 5 to  Oct ober 19 or after the heavy f ly numbers that irritate 
cattle . The Rabon-impregnanted ear tag had no apparent ef fect on control 
of face f lies . Some sore ear s  were observed but not cons idered a probl em .  
Marking ink numbers p u t  o n  t h e  tags were readable after 5 months . No tags 
were lost during the study . 
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Summary 

Impressive horn f ly control was obtained from Rabon dust-impregnated 
ear tags , reducing f ly numbers from 86 to 95% in comp arison to untreated 
controls over an 86-day p eriod starting June 7 ,  1 9 7 8 . The treated heifers 
had outgained their untreated controls by 12 lb . p er animal or . 1 3 lb . p er 
day at 9 0  days following the June 7 treatment . The untreated heifers 
caught up in weight gain , however , during the last 44 days or after the 
maj or f ly annoyance had passed . 

Experiment With Yearling He ifers Under Range Cond it ions 

On June 2 ,  1978 , 56 head of Heref ord heifers on the Mark Kef fe ler 
ranch located about 20 miles east of Sturgis in western South Dakot� were 
ear tagged . The tags were put in the ears with the standard p lier tool . 
Excess hair wa s trinnned out of the ear and the tool was dipped in alcohol 
between each use . Fly counts on the day of treatment averaged 80 f lies per 
animal . The heifers were p astured in adj acen t  p asture s ,  but the p astures 
were large . The untreated animals (52  head ) were grazed in a 64 0-acre 
pasture . The s ing le ear tagged group ( 2 7  head) were in a 320-acre pasture 
and the double ear tagged heif ers ( 2 8  head ) in a pas ture of s imilar s ize . 
Subsequent fly count s were made at close range from a p ickup truck us ing 
binocular s . An attempt was made to count the s ame 1 0  animals in each 
treatment group at each count , and the counts are reported a s  f lies p er 
s ide . Table 1 shows count dates  and f ly number comp ari sons . 

Tab le 1 .  Horn Fly Counts--Keffeler Ranch 

Days Control App arent 
Count post- Sing le Double �o 

date treatment tag tag treatment)  

6- 18-78 1 6  < 1 0 < 1 0 42 
7- 5-78 33 < 5 < 5 47 
7-3 1-78 59  < 1 2 < 12 200 
8- 6-78 65 1 2a 1 2a 1 5 4  
8-21-78 80 9a 9 a 1 02 
9- 9- 7 8  9 9  75a 75a 300 

a S ingle and double e ar t agged group s  mixed together . 
b Cons idered inade quat e for f ly control treatment . 

Sunnnary 

control 
(%)  

>75  
> 89 
> 94 
> 9 2  
> 9 1  

75b 

The ear tag treatment succes sfully reduced horn f ly numbers in this 
s t udy to a satisf actory degree for about 90 days . Horn f ly count reduct ions 
var ied from 75 to 94% when compared with untreated animal count s f rom June 2 
through September 9 .  For the f ir st 5 9  days of this study bef ore the two 
treated group s were mixed , there were no notice able f ly number dif ferences 
between one or two tags p er animal . Some inf ected ears were obs erved due 

6 3  



- 4 -

to the tags but no more than from conventional marking tags according to 
the herd ' s owner . The few face f lies obs erved on this ranch showed no 
dif f erences between treated and control animals . 

Exp eriment With Stock Cows Under Range Condit ions 

S ixty-three Angus cows were double-tag treated on the Greg Weber ranch 
in west- central South Dakota on July 1 ,  1 9 7 8 .  A ne ighboring herd of heif ers 
located about 1 1 /2 miles from the treated herd was used as the untreated 
control .  Pretreatment horn fly count s were 250 f lies per s ide on the tes t  
cows . An at temp t was made to count the same 1 0  animals in each herd each 
t ime . The horn fly count s repor ted are flies per s ide of each animal . Fly 
counts  were made at close range from a pickup truck using binoculars . 

Table 1 .  Horn Fly Count s Per Side 

Days App arent 
Count po st- Ear tag Controls control 

date treatment treated (untreated) (%)  

7- 5-78 4 1 0  1 1 6 9 1  
8- 7-78 33 3 . 5  1 15 9 7  
8-20- 78 46  6 . 5  60  8 9  
9 - 8-78 65 < 15 > 200 > 9 2  

Summary and Re sults 

Horn f ly control was very good over the 65-day obs ervat ion period . 
Control var ied from 8 9  to  9 7 %  when comp ared to  the untreated animals . The 
rancher liked the method of treatment for horn f lies and was satisfied with 
it . Of the 62 animals treated only two t ags were lo st and 1 2  tags resulted 
in slight inf ect ions . Marking ink numbers on the tags were easily readable 
but somewhat faded . These obs ervations were made on October 25 , about 4 
months after treatment . 
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