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Dung Beetles Taking Flight

Dr Jane Wilson-Howarth

In the late 1980s, I worked in Sri Lanka. The
country was gripped by two separate civil wars
and I travelled between tiny villages close to
Embilipitiya to run clinics for farming families,
especially mothers and children. When one mother
described beetles crawling out of her child’s faeces,
I dismissed this as unbelievable - until I collected
two more similar stories from different villages.
Then I felt bad about dismissing what initially
seemed bizarre reports.

Aliterature search atthe timerevealed the occasional
case of very debilitated hospitalised adult patients
in the tropics being visited by lady dung beetles but
true infestations seemed vanishingly rare.

The phenomenon affected toddlers mostly and
the disorder is given the distinction of a name
(scarabiasis). It is attributed to 5 — 9mm long dung
beetles of the Onthophagus genus; these habitually
gather dung into balls and roll them away and bury
them as food for their larvae but how could the
beetles get into the gut of children?

In the 1960s one Dr Gunawardena collected
together 100 case reports in Sri Lankan children
aged three to eight years. She also actually
witnessed beetles flying out of a freshly passed
stool. She investigated by feeding puppies with
live beetles and then larvae and also introduced
live beetles into the anus of puppies but only dead
beetles were recovered. She wasn’t able to shed
much light on the mystery but it seems likely that

an adult beetle might try to lay her eggs just within
the anus of a sleeping, bare-bummed toddler so that
the larvae could feed on the faeces: dung beetles
are attracted to anything foul-smelling. Should the
laying process be disturbed by the child stirring to
open its bowels, the beetle would reveal itself as it
crawled out and took flight.

I briefly mentioned the phenomenon during my
presentation at the 2024 BGTHA conference and
one participant asked how infestations might
be managed. My feeling is that this isn’t a true
infestation and since the beetles are harmless to the
children no treatment is needed. Clearly improved
anal cleansing after a toddler passes a stool might be
wise, and perhaps good hydration and encouraging

more fibre in the diet might help reduce the alure of
the toddlers’ bottoms.







