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DRAIN FLIES OR MOTH FLIES 
 

INJURY 
Nuisance pests. We are most concerned with these flies when they ap-
pear in our houses creating annoyance. Drain flies are also called filter 
flies, moth flies, and sewage gnats. The larvae breed in moist organic 
matter and feed principally on algae. The muck of gelatinous material 
that accumulates on the sides of drains and overflow pipes in houses 
may provide suitable breeding sites. Some species are able to survive 
hot water and soap. 
Where they are a problem, the adults may be seen resting on walls in 
kitchens, bathrooms and basements. Usually only a few are present at 
any one time, some die off, and others emerge, but occasionally, they 
may occur in large numbers. 
 
DESCRIPTION 
Moth flies are thickly haired, broad-bodied flies usually less than 5 mm (1/4 inch) in length. The wings are often 
clothed with hairs or scales giving the flies a "fuzzy" appearance. Wings are held roof-like or tent-like over the 
body when at rest. They are not strong fliers and often move by crawling on the walls or other surfaces. When 
they do fly, they move only a few feet at a time and fly in a jerky line. The adults may be attracted to lights at 
night. 
 
Out of doors, these flies are common in shady places in the vicinity of water, and they are often found in large 
numbers on dense foliage in swampland. 
 
LIFE HISTORY 
The drain flies may go through the life cycle in 1 to 3 weeks and the adults can live for about 2 weeks after 
emerging. Eggs are laid in irregular masses in such places as water traps in plumbing fixtures, around built in 
sinks, garbage disposals, or anywhere moist decaying organic matter occurs. The larvae and pupae are aquatic or 
semi-aquatic, living in the decomposing film of organic matter. 
 
MANAGEMENT 
Management of these flies in homes depends on the elimination of the breeding areas. You need first to try and 
determine where the flies are coming from. One suggestion to monitor for flies coming up through drains is to 
tape a plastic bag loosely over the drain and vent hole of the sink, at night when the sink will not be used for a pe-
riod of time. Check the bag in the morning to see if flies are present. If flies are present it is an indication that they 
are breeding in the pipes or trap of that sink. You may have to repeat this process a few times, or even leave bags 
for longer periods of time if the source cannot be easily discovered. If the sink does not seem to be the problem, 
you need to look for other breeding sites. Check any places where moist organic matter might accumulate. Check 
mop buckets, mops themselves, trays under refrigerators to catch drips, and other similar places. Look for pres-
ence of flies in the area, and for larvae in the organic matter. Clean up any sources of moist organic matter and 
dry out, and keep the area dry in the future. On occasion, the presence of drain flies indoors indicates a leak in a 
drain pipe. If no other sources are found, you may want to have your drainage system checked, and if there are  
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leaks, have them repaired. Flies may continue to breed in soil that has been contaminated by organic matter for a 
long time, months, or even years. Soil removal and replacement is one option but may not be practical, and could 
be quite costly. Other options include discovering how they are getting into the home, and closing these openings.  

 
Sealing cracks in basement floors, around pipes with appropriate caulking or sealing material can help to block 
entry points. If in a crawl space plastic sheeting installed to provide a moisture barrier may be an option. 
 
If they are breeding indoors in drains, removal of the scum in pipes and the sediment in traps is the first step in 
control. A stiff brush and sink cleaner may be used to scrub (loosen the gelatinous muck) the insides of pipes all 
the way to the trap. If traps are not holding water, they need to be repaired. Recently, technology has lead to the 
development of more environmentally friendly drain cleaners. These commercially available blends of bacterial 
cultures and free enzymes in an active stabilization medium, can be used to prevent, reduce or eliminate drain fly 
infestation by removing the food sources that promote drain fly development. * Although caustic drain cleaners 
followed a day later by very hot water have been recommended in the past, they can be damaging to the environ-
ment. 
 
Where adults are a problem, a fly swatter may be the most useful tool. If the adult flies are coming in from out of 
doors, screening may need tightening or repair. If moist organic matter (including piles of leaves) occurs outdoors 
in window wells or near windows or doors (a possible breeding site), it should be removed, and efforts to dry out 
the area should be made. Unless breeding sites are cleaned up adults will continue to emerge. 
 
At present we are aware of only one product available directly to homeowners. It is sold under the name of Flow! 
and is available from GardensAlive, a mail order company out of Lawrenceburg, IN. Phone 812-537-8650 or on 
the web at: www.GardensAlive.com. 
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This publication contains pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and hu-
man errors are still possible. Some materials mentioned may no longer be available and some uses may no longer 
be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York State 
Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registration status 
for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Special-
ist or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  http://www.entomology.cornell.edu/Extension/DiagnosticLab/IDLFS/DrainFlies/DrainFlies 


