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Will this cost me?
The New World screwworm could 
raise prices at the grocery store. In 
fact, it probably already has: Ameri-
can beef prices are near record highs 
after ranchers liquidated herds to the 
smallest level in 75 years because of 
drought and other operating disrup-
tions, including a halt on cattle im-
ports from Mexico. 

In an effort to stop the screwworm, 
the U.S. banned live Mexican cattle 
imports, which traditionally occupy 
American pastures and feedlots be-
fore going to slaughter. Last month, 
David Anderson, professor and exten-
sion specialist in livestock and food 
product marketing at Texas A&M Uni-
versity, told Stateline that the move 
likely exacerbated meat prices. 

Beef prices have increased faster 
than inflation in recent months, ac-
cording to the most recent consumer 
price index report. While ground beef 
prices fell 1.27% in May, that drop fol-
lowed a 2.7% increase in April, CNBC 
reported, and beef prices remain up 
12.9% year over year.

The pest could also impact dairy 
supplies, according to the University 
of California Agriculture and Natural 
Resources. While ranchers can hold 
back cattle during an outbreak, dair-
ies may be forced to dump milk during 
an outbreak. 

What’s being done to stop it?
USDA has created screwworm moni-
toring, reporting and quarantine pro-
tocols for animals. But because the 
disease does not create food safety 
concerns, the agency will not stop any 
movement of animal products, includ-
ing meat.

To eradicate the flies, the federal gov-
ernment plans to breed sterile male 
flies and then release them into ar-
eas with established populations. 
The sterilized males will mate with 
females, which will then lay unfertil-
ized eggs. With females mating only 
once in their lifespan, officials say this 
method progressively reduces and 
eliminates the fly population.

USDA just broke ground on a $750 
million sterile fly facility in Edinburg, 

Texas, that aims to produce up to 300 
million sterile flies per week when it 
opens next year. The agency has also 
invested in sterile fly facilities in Mexi-
co and Panama.

Political blame game
The arrival of the screwworm has ig-
nited political attacks from Washing-
ton, D.C., to the Southern border.  

At a U.S. Senate oversight hearing ear-
lier this week, Minnesota Democratic 
Sen. Amy Klobuchar raised concerns 
about how deep cuts to USDA em-
ployment affected the department’s 
ability to combat issues such as the 
screwworm threat. She noted that 
the department’s Animal and Plant 
Health Inspection Service lost 25% of 
its staff, including more than 300 vet-
erinary services employees. 

The Trump administration has sought 
to deflect blame on previous Presi-
dent Joe Biden. 

In that same hearing, Agriculture 
Secretary Brooke Rollins blamed the 
previous administration and Mexican 
cartels’ “refusal to crack down” for 
allowing the screwworm to migrate 
north. 
“Everyone took their eye off the ball 
years ago, and unfortunately, because 
of the border policies, it’s coming our 
way,” Rollins said.

Meanwhile, Texas Agriculture Com-
missioner Sid Miller has called on the 
federal government to deploy target-
ed baits that kill screwworm flies be-
fore they reproduce. Miller recently 
lost his GOP primary for reelection.

“The science is settled. The tools are 
available,” Miller said in a news re-
lease this week. “What’s missing is 
urgency from the USDA.”

Stateline reporter Kevin Hardy can be 
reached at khardy@stateline.org.

This story was originally produced 
by Stateline, which is part of States 
Newsroom, a nonprofit news network 
which includes North Dakota Monitor, 
and is supported by grants and a co-
alition of donors as a 501c(3) public 
charity.
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is in a war that went after the food 
system since most of the food pro-
duction is locked up with producing 
energy and commodity crops.

“I think a lot of (the idea for the NSF 
engines) was this investment in na-
tional security, through topical areas 
that fit into this bucket of what we 
need to have a secure nation,” Mack-

ey said.

The North Dakota News Cooperative 
is a nonprofit news organization pro-
viding reliable and independent re-
porting on issues and events that im-
pact the lives of North Dakotans. The 
organization increases the public’s 
access to quality journalism and ad-
vances news literacy across the state.


