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By Dr Bernard Doube, Dung Beetle Solutions Australia 

Is there are minimum number of livestock (cattle/sheep/horses) required to support dung beetles?  

This depends upon the producer’s motivation and the desired financial return from the enterprise. Experts 

recommend one starter colony per 50 head of cattle, or 500 head of sheep, and advise multiple colonies above this 

threshold. Although dung beetles will establish from one colony amongst a large number of stock, it will take a long 

time for the beetles to breed up to optimum numbers (8-10 years) with this approach.  

The problem with smaller numbers of stock, is that the cost of beetles per head increases as stock numbers 

decrease. So, with smaller numbers of stock the introduction of dung beetles becomes a relatively costly exercise. 

However, producers with a strong environmental motivation are generally willing to bear a relatively high cost to 

achieve positive environmental outcomes. 

Another consideration is whether the beetles will establish, when there are only small numbers of stock present. If 

the entire colony is released at one time when stock numbers are low, the beetles will use up the dung and fly away. 

In that situation (of small stock numbers) it is advised to release the beetles in three or four batches, separated by 

one day. Keep them in the fridge in between times. It is believed that this strategy spreads the beetles out in time (as 

well as in space) and so reduces the loss due to emigration. 

What is the minimum number of stock that can support a starter colony of dung beetles?  

If the producer is in an isolated environment and surrounded by woodland (into which the beetles will not fly) then 

five or 10 cattle/horses might be sufficient to allow a population to establish, because the beetles will bounce back 

from the surrounding woodland and be virtually confined in the pasture. 

If, in contrast, the stock are in open pasture and surrounded by pasture, then some beetles will fly away and be lost. 

If the paddock is surrounded by other stock, then the beetles will survive. However, if there is little or no adjacent 

stock, then the probability of establishment is reduced by losses due to emigration. It could be expected that the 

fewer the stock numbers, the greater the loss, but there have been no experiments to assess this.  

Newly emerged beetles do not mate until they arrive at a dung pad. So if there are few stock in the area when 

unmated beetles emerge from the ground, they may fly away to find a dung pad, and potentially a mate. In that case 

they will be sparsely distributed across the landscape and the probability of their finding a mate will be low. This 

means unmated beetles will not lay eggs and will be lost from the breeding population. So the introduction may fail 

because the first field generation contains many females that do not find a mate. 

Although it is recommend to use one starter colony per 50 head of cattle or 500 head of sheep, with considerable 

care it is possible to establish dung beetles using one starter colony for a relatively smaller number of animals (say 

15-20 cattle) and a corresponding proportion of sheep. But one still needs to start with a full starter colony because 

lower stock numbers reduce the chances of successful establishment (e.g. finding a mate in the next generation). It 

seems to be slightly different with horses, which are often held in confined spaces throughout the year, so a colony 

may establish with only 5-10 horses. Further research is required to confirm this. 

For more information, contact  Bernard Doube http://www.dungbeetlesolutions.com.au/ 
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