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Where Do Flies Go In The Winter

The Great Winter Mystery: Where Do Flies Go
When the Cold Arrives?

As the last leaves fall and the first frost settles on the windowpane, a familiar silence
falls  over  the  kitchen.  The  buzzing,  darting,  and  endlessly  annoying  house  fly  that
tormented you all summer has simply vanished. It is a moment of relief, but if you
have ever given it a second thought, a curious question might emerge: where do flies
go in the winter? They seem to disappear without a trace, leaving us to wonder if
they  migrated,  died  off  completely,  or  found  some  secret  hideout.  The  answer  is
more fascinating than a simple vanishing act. Flies have evolved a suite of survival
strategies that allow them to endure the cold, and understanding these strategies not
only  satisfies  curiosity  but  also  offers  practical  insight  into  pest  management.  This
article will uncover the hidden lives of flies during the coldest months, revealing the
biological marvels and secret shelters that explain their winter disappearance.

The Many Faces of Winter Survival

Not all flies are created equal, and their winter habits vary greatly depending on the
species. The common house fly (Musca domestica) behaves quite differently from the
cluster fly or the fruit fly. To truly understand where flies go in the winter, we must
first  acknowledge that we are dealing with a diverse group of  insects,  each with its
own unique playbook for surviving the cold.

House Flies: A Short but Strategic Life

The common house fly, the one that buzzes around your fruit bowl and lands on your
sandwich,  has  a  relatively  short  life  cycle.  In  warm  conditions,  a  house  fly  can  go
from egg to adult in as little as seven to ten days. This rapid reproduction is key to
their survival strategy. As winter approaches and temperatures drop, adult house
flies  begin  to  die  off.  They  simply  do  not  have  the  physiological  tools  to  withstand
freezing temperatures. However, before they perish, they ensure the next generation
is safely tucked away. Female house flies lay their eggs in warm, protected locations
rich in decaying organic matter. These eggs develop into larvae (maggots) and then
pupae.  The  pupal  stage  is  the  overwintering  form  for  the  house  fly.  Encased  in  a
protective shell, the pupa can survive moderate cold, remaining dormant until spring
warmth triggers its emergence as an adult. So, the adult flies you see in summer are
mostly gone, but their offspring are sleeping quietly, waiting for the thaw.

Cluster Flies: The Attic Invaders

If you have ever noticed a sudden swarm of large, sluggish flies buzzing around your
windows on a warm winter day, you have likely encountered the cluster fly (Pollenia



rudis).  Unlike the house fly,  cluster  flies  have evolved a completely  different  winter
strategy: they seek shelter inside human structures. In late summer and autumn,
cluster flies begin to congregate on the sunny sides of buildings. They are searching
for cracks, gaps, and crevices that lead to protected spaces like attics, wall voids, and
roof  soffits.  Once  inside,  they  enter  a  state  of  suspended  animation  known  as
diapause.  This  is  a  deep  sleep  where  their  metabolism  slows  to  a  near  halt,
conserving energy until warmer weather returns. On unseasonably warm days, the
dormant cluster flies may become active, drawn to the light of windows, creating that
alarming but harmless swarm. They are not reproducing or feeding indoors; they are
simply waiting. This is a classic example of where flies go in the winter: hiding in plain
sight, right inside your walls.

Fruit Flies: The Kitchen Survivors

Fruit flies (Drosophila melanogaster) are a different story. Because they breed rapidly
and are often associated with human environments, they can persist indoors year-
round. They do not migrate or seek deep shelter. Instead, they take advantage of the
consistent warmth and food sources found in our kitchens. A forgotten banana peel, a
splash of spilled juice, or a sink drain with organic residue can sustain an entire
population of fruit flies through the winter. In outdoor settings, fruit flies will die off as
temperatures fall, but in heated homes and grocery stores, they simply continue their
life cycle as if winter never happened. This makes them a particularly persistent
indoor pest,  but it  also means that their winter whereabouts are not much of a
mystery: they are right where you left them, thriving in the warmth.

The Biology of Bug Hibernation: Diapause
Explained

To fully grasp where flies go in the winter, it is essential to understand the biological
mechanism that allows them to survive. This mechanism is called diapause. Diapause
is a genetically programmed state of dormancy that is triggered by environmental
cues,  most importantly the shortening day length and dropping temperatures of
autumn. It is not simply a response to cold; it is a preemptive preparation. During
diapause,  a  fly's  metabolic  rate  drops  dramatically.  Its  heart  rate  slows,  its  body
stops producing eggs or sperm, and it enters a deep, energy-saving sleep. The insect
may also produce natural antifreeze compounds, such as glycerol or sorbitol, which
lower  the  freezing  point  of  its  bodily  fluids  and  protect  its  cells  from  ice  crystal
damage.  In  this  state,  a  fly  can  survive  temperatures  that  would  instantly  kill  an
active adult. Diapause is the key to survival for many species, including cluster flies,
certain mosquitoes, and even some butterflies. For the house fly, this dormant stage
is  the  pupa.  For  the  cluster  fly,  it  is  the  adult  insect  in  a  state  of  torpor.
Understanding  diapause  helps  explain  the  timing  of  fly  emergence  in  spring,  as
warming  temperatures  and  lengthening  days  signal  the  end  of  dormancy.
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Prime Hiding Spots: Where to Look

If  you  were  to  go  searching  for  winter  flies,  where  would  you  look?  Knowing  the
answer  to  where  flies  go  in  the  winter  can  help  you  prevent  infestations  and
understand  your  local  ecosystem.  Different  species  choose  different  hideouts,  but
some  locations  are  classic  favorites.

Inside the Home

Attics and Crawl Spaces: Cluster flies in particular love these spaces. They
offer insulation from extreme cold and protection from predators. Large
numbers can accumulate, sometimes numbering in the thousands, resting
quietly in the insulation or on rafters.
Wall Voids: The empty spaces between walls are perfect microclimates. Flies
enter through small gaps around windows, siding, or roofing. Once inside the
wall, they are shielded from the wind and snow.
Window Frames and Sashes: On warmer winter days, you may see flies
buzzing weakly against a sunny window. They are often cluster flies or other
overwintering species that have been roused from diapause by the solar heat.
Basements and Garages: Unheated, attached garages and basements offer
a cool but not freezing environment. These spaces are common refuges for flies
that have accidentally entered the home in autumn.
Kitchen Drains and Garbage Disposals: Drain flies and fruit flies can
survive winter in the warm, moist environment of a kitchen drain, feeding on
organic sludge.

Outside the Home

Under Tree Bark: The rough, insulating bark of trees provides shelter for
many insects, including some fly species. The gaps and crevices offer a dry,
protected space.
Leaf Litter and Compost Piles: Piles of dead leaves and compost generate
heat as they decompose. Fly pupae and larvae can survive the winter in these
warm pockets, insulated by the organic matter.
Animal Burrows and Dens: The burrows of mammals and reptiles provide a
stable, humid environment that is warmer than the outside air. Flies may
overwinter in these spaces.
Barns and Sheds: Agricultural structures are prime overwintering sites. They
offer shelter from the elements and often have abundant organic matter for
larvae to feed on.
Soil: Many fly species, especially those with a pupal overwintering stage,
burrow into the soil. The soil acts as a powerful insulator, preventing freezing
temperatures from reaching them.

Why Do Flies Appear on Warm Winter Days?

It is a common and puzzling experience: a sunny, mild day in January, and suddenly a



fly is buzzing at the window. This seems to contradict the idea that flies disappear in
winter. The explanation lies in the nature of diapause. Diapause is not a perfect
death-like state. It is a suspended animation that is sensitive to temperature. When a
warm spell occurs, the fly's metabolism begins to stir. It becomes active and, driven
by instinct, seeks light. This is why you see them at windows. They are not trying to
escape the cold; they are responding to the sunlight, which is the cue for them to
become active in spring. Unfortunately, these premature emergences are often fatal.
The fly uses up precious energy reserves, and when the cold returns, it may not have
enough stored energy to re-enter diapause or survive the next freeze. This is a
natural, though often wasteful, aspect of their biology.

The Ecological Role of Winter Flies

Even in winter, flies play a role in the ecosystem. The larvae that are overwintering in
the soil, in compost, or in animal carcasses are still important decomposers. They are
breaking  down organic  matter  even  in  the  cold,  albeit  at  a  much  slower  rate.
Furthermore,  the  flies  that  die  during  winter  become  food  for  other  creatures.
Spiders, birds, and small mammals that remain active during winter will happily eat a
sluggish fly that wakes up on a warm day. The cluster flies that mass in attics may
become a  food  source  for  spiders  that  live  in  those  spaces.  So,  while  flies  seem to
disappear, they are still an integral part of the winter food web, both as decomposers
and as prey. The question of where flies go in the winter is not just a matter of pest
control; it is a window into the resilience and interconnectedness of life, even in the
coldest season.

Practical Tips for Preventing Winter Fly
Infestations

Now  that  you  know  where  flies  go  in  the  winter,  you  can  take  proactive  steps  to
prevent them from choosing your home as their hideout. The key is seal, clean, and
manage.

Seal Entry Points

In late summer and early autumn, inspect the exterior of your home for any cracks,
gaps,  or  holes.  Flies  can  squeeze  through  incredibly  small  spaces.  Pay  special
attention to:

Gaps around window and door frames.
Where utility lines (cable, phone, electricity) enter the house.
Roof soffits and eaves.
Cracks in siding or foundation.
Openings around vents and chimneys.

Use  caulk,  weather  stripping,  expanding  foam,  or  fine  mesh  screen  to  seal  these
openings. This is the single most effective way to prevent cluster flies from entering
your attic.
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Manage Attractants

Flies  are  drawn to  warmth and food.  Remove potential  attractants  around your
property:

Keep compost piles away from the house and cover them.
Clean up fallen fruit from trees and gardens.
Ensure garbage cans have tight-fitting lids.
Do not leave pet food outdoors.

Indoor Sanitation

To prevent fruit flies and drain flies from surviving the winter indoors:

Do not leave ripe fruit out on the counter for extended periods. Refrigerate it or
cover it.
Clean your kitchen drains regularly with a enzymatic cleaner or a mixture of
baking soda and vinegar.
Take out the trash frequently and keep bins clean.
Wipe up spills, especially sugary ones, immediately.

What to Do If You Already Have Winter Flies

If you find a swarm of cluster flies in your attic or a few flies buzzing at your windows
on a warm winter day, do not panic. They are mostly harmless. The best approach is
to vacuum them up. A shop vacuum with a long hose is ideal. Be patient, as they can
be persistent. Once vacuumed, dispose of the bag immediately. Avoid using chemical
sprays indoors, as they can be harmful to you and your pets. For a minor infestation,
simply  waiting  them  out  is  often  the  easiest  solution.  They  will  die  off  naturally  or
leave in the spring. For persistent,  large-scale infestations, consider consulting a
professional pest control service that specializes in overwintering


