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Dung kings donuts 
Dung beetles (Coleoptera: Scarabaeidae) munch on and bury dung. The Australia-
wide “network” of dung beetles work all seasons and in all regions to keep Australia’s 
pastures clean and fertilised but they need your help!  
 
The introduction of European dung beetles in the 1970s led to the almost total wipe 
out of bush flies in moister regions of Australia during summer and autumn months. 
In late spring and early summer however, dung-breeding flies are still a serious 
problem in parts of Australia and we aren’t sure where all the introduced species are 
now located. 
 
To solve the pest problem, two spring-active dung beetle species, Onthophagus 
vacca and Bubas bubalus from France were introduced to Australia in 2011. The 
challenge for you is to help solve the mystery of where introduced and native dung 
beetles have moved. 
 
Ultimately the reason dung beetles are so cool is they reduce the number of 
annoying bush flies, which is great for humans but even better for livestock. In fact, 
dung beetles stop stomach parasites such as red worms and bot fly in their tracks by 
literally eating away the breeding habitat of these unwanted pests.   

  

Figures 1 to 3. Dung beetles in dung. French species, Bubas bubalus (left and right) 
and the very beautiful male Onthophagus vacca (centre) were introduced in 2011 
and 2014. 

 

Did you know? 

 Dung beetle provide a wide range of 

ecosystem services which keep 

pastures healthy:  reduced pasture 

fouling and soil compaction, improved 

drainage and recycling of nutrients 

(which in turn improves soil fertility and 

grass growth).   

 Predatory mites catch ‘Uber’ beetles 

and fly between dung pads, jump off 

and feed on pest fly eggs! 
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 43 species of exotic dung were 

introduced to Australia but only 23 have 

established. 

 High levels of summer active dung 

beetles will shred dung pads quickly 

 Dung beetles carry dung down into the 

tunnels they make and fashion it into 

balls in which the females lay their eggs.  

 In Australia there are 28.5 million cattle, 

each produce ~12 dung pads per day so 

1 cattle pad makes 2000 to 3000 flies! 

Activity goal 

The goal of this activity is to look for, photograph and report all dung beetles in 
their natural habitats (in, around and under poo) so we can map the distribution of 
native and introduced dung beetle species in Australia. 
 

Materials required 

1. A mobile device (phone or tablet) with MyPestGuide™ Reporter downloaded 
onto it or a camera  

2. A clip-on lens (if you happen to have one) 
3. Ruler – to place next to pads and beetles when taking photos in situ 
4. String or a standard sized cake tin (or similar) ~30cm diameter – to outline the 

selected poo pad so you can measure how it much it changes over time (e.g. 
24 hrs and 7 days) *Ask mum before using her cake tin! 

5. Metal stake, chopstick or old pen – to put into the centre of the poo pad and 
measure from later 

6. Rubber boots/gloves – recommended to avoid getting poo on you 

        
  

 

. 

https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/apps/mypestguide-reporter
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What to do 

1. Look for fresh dung pads Hint: find cows or ask a farm for fresh poo and make 
your own standard 30cm diameter dung pad using your cake tin (or similar) 
 

2. Place a stick, pencil, chopstick or peg in the centre of the dung pad so you 
can measure how much it changes over time. Note the day you first look at it 
when making a report, then 24hrs after, daily or 7 days later…up to you. 
 

3. Look for dung beetles. Hint: Most species excavate tunnels in the soil under 
or next to fresh dung pads.  

Images 1-2. Soil 'push ups' created by dung beetle tunnelling under the pad (left) 
and example habitat conditions where dung beetles might be located (right). 

4. Survey various habitats - have a closer look near areas where livestock are 
located but keep away from animals and never go on private property 
(practice good biosecurity). Remember beetles are hard to spot when covered 
in poo.  
 

5. Set up your standard sampling ring over a dung pad and/or make your own 
poo pads to survey over time. 

  
6. Place your survey peg in the middle of the dung pad. Measure and record in 

the App the initial size of the poo pad. 

  
7. Report what you find using the MyPestGuide™ Reporter – include images of 

the habitat and if dung beetles are present or absent when you conduct your 
survey. 

When making your pest report 
 

1. Follow the MyPestGuide™ Reporter instructions below under Resources  
2. Take one or more close up photo/s of dung beetles in their poo palace as well 

as on the trays after sorting them into similar looking groups. 

https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/apps/mypestguide-reporter
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1. Take a photo of the broader surrounds to provide context and show what kind of 

habitat they live in, have the dung pad showing at the bottom of the photo. 

2. In the ‘Send report to’ section of the app, select ‘Dung beetle survey’ 

FIRST SURVEY  

3. In the ‘Where’ section type: ‘set up’ and the measured distance from your centre 

peg to the edge of dung pad 

4. In the ‘I found’ section type: count the number of different kinds of beetles 

e.g.x12A, x3B, x23C (make sure you mark the tray with the beetles separated 

into your groups A, B, C etc. so when you photograph these we can ID species 

by group) – where fresh dung is used to make a dung pad assume there or 0 

dung beetles. 

 

FOLLOWING SURVEY 

5. In the ‘Where’ section type: after 24hrs, 1 day, 2 day or 7 days and the measured 

distance from your centre peg to the edge of dung pad 

6. In the ‘I found’ section type: count the number of different kinds of beetles 

e.g.x12A, x3B, x23C (make sure you mark the tray with the beetles separated 

into your groups A, B, C etc. so when you photograph these we can ID species 

by group) 

8. Put the beetles back into their dung pad 
9. Leave the survey poo pad area in a clean state 
10. Find another dung pad and have fun with dung! 

More information 

1. Control of bush flies by dung beetles 

https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/land-use/control-bush-flies-dung-

beetles?page=0%2C1   

2. How to make a MyPestGuide report 

https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/sites/gateway/files/Instructions%20to%20use%2

0MPG%20Reporter%20app%20general%20V1.pdf 

3. MLA Dung beetles and internal parasites of sheep 

https://www.mla.com.au/research-and-development/search-rd-reports/final-

report-details/Capability-Building/Dung-Beetles-and-Internal-Parasites-of-

Sheep/499   

4. French beetles flown in to clean up Australia’s cattle dung 

http://theconversation.com/french-beetles-flown-in-to-clean-up-australias-

cattle-dung-30367 

https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/land-use/control-bush-flies-dung-beetles?page=0%2C1
https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/land-use/control-bush-flies-dung-beetles?page=0%2C1
https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/sites/gateway/files/Instructions%20to%20use%20MPG%20Reporter%20app%20general%20V1.pdf
https://www.agric.wa.gov.au/sites/gateway/files/Instructions%20to%20use%20MPG%20Reporter%20app%20general%20V1.pdf
https://www.mla.com.au/research-and-development/search-rd-reports/final-report-details/Capability-Building/Dung-Beetles-and-Internal-Parasites-of-Sheep/499
https://www.mla.com.au/research-and-development/search-rd-reports/final-report-details/Capability-Building/Dung-Beetles-and-Internal-Parasites-of-Sheep/499
https://www.mla.com.au/research-and-development/search-rd-reports/final-report-details/Capability-Building/Dung-Beetles-and-Internal-Parasites-of-Sheep/499
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