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Making Sense of Fly Control Unit Catch Data  
 

Which group of pests is: 

 encountered everywhere? 

 known to regurgitate digestive juices onto food, stamp it in and suck the liquid back up? 

 a transmitter of a wide range of pathogenic organisms? 

 a major threat to public health? 
 
The answer of course, is flies, arguably the most important, and neglected, group of pests that the pest 

control industry has to deal with.  

Food industry pest control contracts normally include provision for routine cleaning and servicing of fly 

control units by the pest control contractor. In our experience this part of the contract is one that rarely 

receives the attention it deserves, even though there is no doubt that the proper analysis of fly counts can 

highlight problems, or risks to product, that may otherwise go un-noticed. 

Fly control is obviously a big issue for the food industry. To quote three of the principal food quality 
standards: 

BRC Global Standard for Food Safety, Issue 6 

‘Results of pest control inspections shall be assessed and analysed for trends on a regular basis, but as a 

minimum; 

 in the event of infestation 

 annually 
This shall include a catch analysis from trapping devices to identify problem areas. The analysis shall be used 

as a basis for improving the pest control procedures’. 

Marks & Spencer Code of Practice and Guidelines 

‘Insects in EFK catch trays or on sticky films should be removed, counted (by insect type), recorded and 

analysed regularly to monitor trends. This should be carried out at least every three months and more 

regularly during summer months. The findings and in particular any unexpected increases should be 

investigated to identify the source. Analysis should be made in written form and provide conclusions and 

recommendations based on the EFK catch count’. 

‘Specified limits should be set where activity is measurable and where these limits are exceeded an action 
plan between pest control contractor and site management should be agreed and documented’.  

Tesco Food Manufacturing Standard (TFMS5) 

‘Trend analysis of pest control data must be evident. Where activity is measurable, acceptable limits must be 

established with action evident when levels fall outside specified limits. 

Counting the Catch 
To comply with standards such as these, the counting and recording of fly unit catches is now a standard 
feature of pest control contracts in food and allied industries. Too often however, our experience is that the 
recording of the catch data, either in its raw form, or through a graph of some description, appears to be the 
sole objective of the exercise.  
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For a contractor to produce information about catch tray contents that is useful to the customer they must 
understand why they are recording catches. So, what are the objectives of this exercise?  
 
Fly control unit catches should be recorded such that information is obtained concerning the number, type 
and distribution of flying insects throughout a site. In particular, such information should highlight; 

o unacceptably high levels of activity within particular areas on an on-going or seasonal 
basis, or; 

o unusual peaks of activity, exceeding set thresholds, which might indicate a particular 
problem. 

 
Thus, the true objective is to analyse and interpret the catch data, ideally establishing action threshold levels 
of insects for specified areas, with those thresholds based on the food safety risk status of those areas.  

Analysing and Interpreting the Catch Data 

i) A pertinent question to ask is how frequently should catch data be recorded? Pest control contracts 
typically require that rodent, crawling insect and pheromone traps are inspected at least eight times 
a year. However, quarterly fly control unit maintenance is still very much the norm. This throws up 
some important questions: 

a. Are four counts a year, particularly during the summer, of pests that are arguably the 
greatest food safety threat of all, really sufficient? In many cases, no; three month service 
intervals during periods of peak flying insect activity are highly questionable. Furthermore, 
with the trend being very much a move away from electrocuting units, quarterly renewal of 
glue-boards is simply inappropriate, boards are often full (and/or not sticky) after one 
month. 

b. Do units require cleaning this frequently during the winter months? Probably yes in most 
cases; not all flies are seasonal. Fruit flies for example will breed all year round, and cluster 
flies typically present a problem during the autumn and early winter, so catches will be 
recorded even during the coldest months. 

c. Do all units require the same frequency of service? Typically this is what happens. However, 
service frequency should really be defined by risk. Monthly, fortnightly or perhaps even 
weekly may be more appropriate. For example, perhaps those units in a high-risk area, such 
as a cooked meat and sandwich production hall, merit weekly inspection, whilst units in 
lower risk areas continue to be done quarterly. A process of risk assessment should 
determine what is best. 

 
ii) Having decided on an appropriate frequency of service then is catch data required for every unit? For 

example, are catches in units located in areas not directly associated with the output of the plant; 
canteens, laboratories, effluent plants, offices for example, of any relevance? Why waste time 
generating data where it has no value? Perhaps, and certainly more contentiously, if a production or 
packing area contains several fly units then could certain units be designated as ‘representative’ of 
that area as a whole, or could an aggregate catch of all units in an area be provided? There is no ‘one 
size fits all’ answer to this question and it is important to remember that multiple units in an area 
may allow highlighting of specific problem areas.  

 
 Your pest control contractor’s field biologist should be the person best placed to advise on this 

point. However, by way of example, let us assume that a food manufacturer has 20 fly control units: 
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Area Risk rating Number 
of units 

Analysis required 

Raw material 
warehouse 

L 2 Select 1 unit as representative 

Finished goods 
warehouse 

L 4 Select 1 unit as representative 

Production hall M 5 Catch analysis required on all units 

Packing hall H 3 Catch analysis required on all units 

Tray wash L 2 Select 1 unit as representative 

Packaging store L 2 Select 1 unit as representative 

Canteen Not assigned 2 Count not required 

 
The final result in this example is that catch data and analysis is provided for 12 units rather than all 
20 on site. The contractor should then stand a much better chance of presenting this more selective 
data in a meaningful and useful way. 

 
iii) How best should catch data be recorded? Let us first dispense with those few sites that we have 

come across where fly unit catches are recorded by weight. This is not appropriate, as a single large 
insect may weigh the equivalent of several hundred small flies. It is important that the contents be 
recorded by number, and that this data is separated out into meaningful groups. 

 
Detailing catches of individual species is the ideal but would require the skills of a trained 
entomologist; costly, impractical and unnecessary, except perhaps for the highest of high risk areas. 
Rather, based on such criteria as their significance as vectors of disease and their biology, behaviour 
and food preferences, the following groupings might be selected as appropriate: 
 

 Houseflies; (including the housefly and lesser housefly). These are important public health pests with 
similar biology and food preferences. 

 Blowflies; (including the blue and green-bottles). These are meat and carrion feeders, of less 
importance as disease vectors, but still represent a significant threat to public health. 

 Cluster flies; resemble the housefly but are very different in biology and pest status (they are not 
regarded as carriers of pathogens), and should ideally not be ‘lumped in’ with that group. 

 Wasps and bees; anyone handling sweet products will be only too well aware what attracts these to 
a site! 

 Fruit and filter flies; generally less seasonal than most other flying insect pests, these typically 
originate from the micro-environments presented by drains and food spillages. Of great significance 
as a threat to public health. 

 Nocturnal casual ‘intruders’; the moths, lace-wings and other night-flyers that may indicate 
problems with proofing and/or lighting. 

 Stored product insects; some, such as the biscuit beetle and a variety of dermestid beetles, are 
strong flyers and are strongly attracted to UV light. Their presence in catch trays may be indicative of 
a specific problem, with bird nests or old meat residues for example. 

 Mosquitoes / gnats; associated with standing water such as blocked drains and gullies and can be 
responsible for biting insect problems on site. 

 ‘Others’; these might include pests such as Roger’s ants, which can also appear in large numbers 
within fly killers. When an entry in the ‘others’ column is made it is essential that detail is provided 
concerning what species this relates to. 

 

Presenting the data 
‘A picture is worth a thousand words’; graphical presentation is normally best. However, to produce data 
that can be plotted graphically it will probably have to be transformed in some way first: 
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 Let us take a year’s data (Table 1) from one fly control unit, serviced seven times during the year: 

Table 1: Flying Insect Catch 

Unit no. 1 Location: Main process hall Risk rating: Med 

Inspection Date 17.3.13 9.6.13 15.7.13 13.8.13 9.9.13 15.10.13 22.12.13 

Blowflies 5 8 15 18 20 15 10 

House flies 15 20 10 12 25 15 10 

Cluster flies 5 2 3 1 5 75 90 

Wasps and bees 0 2 10 18 25 35 4 

Fruit and filter 

flies 

165 130 60 90 80 80 130 

Nocturnal 

insects 

10 30 20 25 50 60 30 

SPI 5 0 4 3 15 60 15 

 
 Because the unit has, sensibly, been serviced more frequently during the summer months, the intervals 
between services are not constant. Thus, the data from month to month is not comparable. Allowance must 
be made for this, perhaps by dividing all of the catch figures by the number of weeks since the previous 
inspection to come up with a figure for catch per week (Table 2): 
 

Table 2: Flying Insect Catch Per Week 

Unit no. 1 Location: Main process hall Risk rating: Med 

Inspection date 17.3.13 9.6.13 15.7.13 13.8.13 9.9.13 15.10.13 22.12.13 

No of weeks  12 12 5 4 4 5 10 

Blowflies 0.4 0.7 3.0 4.5 5.0 3.0 1.0 

House flies 1.3 1.7 2.0 3.0 6.3 3.0 1.0 

Cluster flies 0.4 0.2 0.6 0.3 1.3 15.0 9.0 

Wasps and bees 0.0 0.2 2.0 4.5 6.3 7.0 0.4 

Fruit and filter 

flies 

13.8 10.8 12.0 22.5 20.0 16.0 13.0 

Nocturnal 

insects 

0.8 2.5 4.0 6.3 12.5 12.0 3.0 

SPI 0.4 0.0 0.8 0.8 3.8 12.0 1.5 
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These figures may appear fairly meaningless; they certainly give no obvious indication about any trends that 

may exist. However, if we now plot them in graphical form then suddenly things become clearer (Figure 1). A 

package such as Microsoft Excel can do this calculation, and generate the graph, at the same time as the 

catch data is input. 

Figure 1: Flying Insect Catch Per Week 

 

Several trends are now much more evident: 

 Fruit and filter flies consistently provide the greatest catch, with some seasonal variability, but a 
consistent year round population that is probably indicative of hygiene and/or drainage issues within 
the area concerned. 

 Nocturnal casual intruders exhibit a marked increase during late summer, perhaps a reflection of 
poor proofing of doorways to the outside, poor door discipline or exterior lights that are of an 
inappropriate type or are poorly sited? 

 Cluster flies increase markedly during the autumn, perhaps suggesting a need for additional proofing 
work or fly control units. 

 Houseflies, blowflies and hymenoptera (wasps and bees) increase slowly as the summer progresses 
but perhaps never reach a level that might indicate serious hygiene or proofing concerns. 

 Stored products insect numbers remained low throughout the year except for a ‘blip’ during 
October. The underlying cause of this ‘blip’ should, ideally, be explained. 

 

The final point highlights the importance of another issue; graphing and interpreting results at the time of 

each service, rather than weeks or months later. Having specified the nature of the stored product insect 

problem (perhaps biscuit beetles?), it is important that this is highlighted immediately if the objectives of 

the exercise are to be fulfilled.   

 

 



 
 

© Acheta, March 2014 

 

Although the best person to carry out these analyses may be the Field Biologist (during the quarterly 

technical inspections for example), there is no point in this being done in April if the last fly count was done by 

the technician in February! In two months, infestation may have spread, potentially into finished product, 

and any due diligence defence could crumble. Linked to this is the question of training and competence; 

whoever is responsible for the analysis and interpretation must be able to demonstrate an adequate level of 

these specialist skills.    

 

Risk Zones and Threshold Limits 

It is important that threshold limits for flying insect activity are established, as these will trigger defined 

action when levels exceed the threshold. However, who is to define what is acceptable?  

There is no straightforward answer to this. If reliable historic fly counts are available then thresholds might 

be established with reference to these. Where such data does not exist, then perhaps data from similar sites 

within a food group of market sector could be used, though this may require some cross-company liaison. 

Perhaps there is a role for retailer co-ordination with the pest control industry on this point? 

What is important is that the thresholds take account of the risk rating for the area where the unit is located, 

as what is acceptable in a low-risk area is unlikely to be acceptable in a high-risk area. Some figures are 

shown below by way of example, though these would have to be reviewed and agreed on a site-by-site 

basis. 

High risk (unwrapped finished product or exposed vulnerable processes) 

 Maximum acceptable catch per week 

Blow-flies House flies Cluster flies Wasps and 

bees 

Fruit and 

filter flies 

Nocturnal 

insects 

Stored 

product 

insects 

0 0 0 0 5 0 0 

 

Medium risk (general food handling areas or food manufacturing processes) 

 Maximum acceptable catch per week 

Blow-flies House flies Cluster flies Wasps and 

bees 

Fruit and 

filter flies 

Nocturnal 

insects 

Stored 

product 

insects 

3 3 5 5 20 5 2 
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Low risk (goods in/despatch, warehousing or waste handling) 

 Maximum acceptable catch per week 

Blow-flies House flies Cluster flies Wasps and 

bees 

Fruit and 

filter flies 

Nocturnal 

insects 

Stored 

product 

insects 

10 10 10 10 30 10 5 

 

For each service visit, and catch count, we can therefore detail the relative numbers of each insect type, and 

highlight whether or not these figures exceed given thresholds. For example, Table 2’s data might be 

displayed thus, with the figures in red in Table 3 highlighting those catches that have exceeded the defined 

threshold. 

Table 3: Flying Insect catch Per Week vs Threshold Limits 

Unit no. 1 Location: Main process hall Risk rating: Med 

Inspection Date 17.3.13 9.6.13 15.7.13 13.8.13 9.9.13 15.10.13 22.12.13 

No of weeks  12 12 5 4 4 5 10 

Blowflies 0.4 0.7 3.0 4.5 5.0 3.0 1.0 

House flies 1.3 1.7 2.0 3.0 6.3 3.0 1.0 

Cluster flies 0.4 0.2 0.6 0.3 1.3 15.0 9.0 

Wasps and bees 0.0 0.2 2.0 4.5 6.3 7.0 0.4 

Fruit and filter 

flies 

13.8 10.8 12.0 22.5 20.0 16.0 13.0 

Nocturnal 

insects 

0.8 2.5 4.0 6.3 12.5 12.0 3.0 

SPI 0.4 0.0 0.8 0.8 3.8 12.0 1.5 

 

When a threshold is exceeded it is obviously essential that the issue is investigated and, where appropriate, 

remedial action is agreed. Too often in our experience this does not happen.  

There is no doubt that presenting and analysing fly control unit catch data in this way will be more time 

consuming for the person doing it. If that person is a pest control contractor then that cost will almost 

inevitably be passed on to the client. However, if such analysis and interpretation is not done then it must 

very seriously be asked exactly what benefit is being gained from all of the countless fly control unit catch 

counts that are being done. 
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To conclude, let us re-visit what it was that we are trying to achieve in this exercise: 

Information concerning flying insect numbers, type, distribution and activity throughout a site and, in 

particular, information concerning; 

o unacceptably high levels of activity within particular areas on an on-going or seasonal 
basis. 

o unusual peaks of activity  exceeding set thresholds, which might indicate a particular 
problem. 

 

If we handle the data sensibly we can achieve these objectives, though to do so is certainly not 

straightforward. 
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