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French flies get a taste for our snails
Another major step in the battle to reduce snail damage to grain crops is taking place with the establishment on Yorke Peninsula of rearing sites for a biological control agent.

The agent is a fly, introduced from France, which parasitises conical snails – a major pest for graingrowers.
Research officer with the SA Research and Development Institute, Megan Leyson, said the fly, Sarcophaga penicillata,  had first been released on Yorke Peninsula in small numbers in 2000 and since then 16 more release sites had been established.

Ms Leyson said monitoring at these sites showed that the fly was persisting at most of them giving researchers and local farmers confidence that it could be a useful component in an integrated control program for conical snails.

Accordingly, it had been decided to establish fly “nursery sites” at three locations on the peninsula – the concept being that after a build-up in numbers farmers could come to the sites, collect infected snails and take them back to their properties where the flies would emerge.

Similar, successful distribution programs had been used with biological control agents for other pests – notably the weed Salvation Jane.
Ms Leyson, whose work is supported by the SA Grain Industry Trust and the GRDC,  said work began on the first nursery site on lower Yorke Peninsula in late October when 200 flies were released in a small tent covering a number of conical snails.
“We erect the tent so that flies don’t disperse in all directions but stay in the immediate area and parasitise the snails,” she said.

“About every two weeks we move the tent a few metres and release another 200 flies – all up we aim to have at least 1,000 flies at each of the three nursery sites.

“The flies parasitise the snails over summer and then go into a dormant stage during the cooler months.

“We will be monitoring the flies’ activity at the nursery sites over 2002/03 and will then decide when it is appropriate to invite farmers to collect infected snails for release on their own properties.”

Ms Leyson said conical snails were to be found in other parts of SA including Eyre Peninsula and the South-East, Depending on the success of the Yorke Peninsula program, it was possible something similar could be set up in other areas.
“Conical snails are not as widespread as white round snails,” Ms Leyson said. “However, they are a real problem for growers when in large numbers because they are smaller than white round snails and difficult to remove from grain.”
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