
LIES·ALSO HAVE THEIR USES 
In the good old days, the death of a large 
animal in southern Africa meant good 
pickings for ·a wide variety of scavengers. 
Vultures, jackals and hyaenas would_ dis
pose of the flesh, skin and bones in short 
order. The more lowly scavengers, such 
as blow-flies, dealt with such fragments of 
tissue as remained. 

The large scavengers have sadly dimi
nished under the onslaught of civilisation. 
One might assume that their disappear
ance could now pose something of a prob
lem for nature's cleansing department. 

When Fraser Smith came upon a dead 
white rhinoceros calf in Natal's Umfolozi 
Game Reserve ·.in 1980 while leading a 
wilderness trail fo-r the Natal Parks Board, 
he found that the large scavengers had 
failed to spot it. Blow-flies, however, had 
not been l?low· ·to take advantage of the 
situation and the carcass was alive with 
maggots: . Fraser estimated that the calf 
Jfad been dead for about three days be
fore he took photograph no.1. 

Maggots secrete a copious saliva con
_tain ing digestive enzymes into dead tis
sue, liquefying it into a sort of meat broth 
before sucking Jt up. Photograph no. 2 
was taken 21 hours after no. 1 to show 
'how quickly the maggots were dealing 
.With the rotting tissues. 

The third photograph was taken at the 
same time, and shows the skull already 
cleaned up by the maggots. 

Si~ .:days later (photograph no. 4), the 
,earcass has been cleaned out and the 
blow-fly maggots have completed their 
life-cycle. Only the bones of the calf and 
the thick, relatively indestructible hide re
mained. 

The species of fly involved here were 
!not recorded, but they are likely to have 
been bluebottles of the genus Chryso
mya, perhaps ;,(};;'. marginalis and C. a/bi-
-ceps, "" .• ... ,,,,. .. ; -·-'w• .••• ,: .. ...,.,,.,,.~- . 

Different blow-flyr.species have different 
·teedin:g preferences and ; habits. Some, 
J~ke qhrysomya marginalis, can only be 
found on dead animal tissues. Indeed 
.some species have been credited with 
·Cleaning and "disinfecting" wounds on 
~iving animals. Other species attack living 
animals. "Strike'' is the name given by 
farmers to the development of maggot
infested sores in domestic sheep, espe
cially the woolly breeds. The culprit here 
;is usually the greenbottle Lucilia cuprina, 
although Chrysomya a/biceps will join in 
fonce · the sore has been opened up by 
Lucilia. 

Nature conservationists can argue with 
some justification that there is an ecologi
cal lesson to be learnt h_ere. If we con
;$erve .. _our . scavengers (particularly vul
Jures) a.ild thereb~k~maintain a __ to.rm . of 
~ecological · balance ··:;h -- the veld, we will 
·have a healthier environment witti, hope
fully, less ·~ strike" and reduced incidence 
·of fly-borne disease. 
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Having said that, we must not fall 
into the trap of believing flies to be an 
unmitigated nuisance. Although we 
may dislike the appearance of blow-fly 
maggots and their chosen food
source, it is clear from Fraser Smith's 
photographs that they play an enor
mously importantly role in the natural 
breakdown of animal carcasses . . We 
can't do without them. 
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