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Black soldier flies are bred to eat
discarded food, their larvae
turning waste into plant fertiliser

SamanthaBoh

An army is being amassed in the
war against food waste.

Black soldier flies, armed with vo-
racious appetites as larvae, are be-
ing bred here to eat discarded food,
at the same time creating arich fer-
tiliser for plants. When their job is
done, the larvae themselves are
turned into nutritious animal food.

As an added bonus, the insects re-
move that typical rubbish stench,
and they represent a zero-waste
product.

The battle is being waged here on
two fronts: At the National Univer-
sity of Singapore (NUS), scientists
are hoping to breed the fittest, hun-
griest insects; while an outfit on the
fringes of Queenstown has opened
Singapore’s first fly farm.

Black soldier flies are found all
across Singapore. While the adults

do not eat as their sole purpose is to
mate, the larvae eat almost any or-
ganic matter and can stomach up to
four times their weight a day.

They convert the waste they eat
into plant fertiliser - making them
efficient food-wasterecyclers.

At NUS, a couple of 30cm-wide
square containers line a biological
sciences laboratory shelf as part of
an experiment to find insects
which can mate in small spaces.

Come April, the scientists will
start a second experiment to sepa-
rate out the fastest-growing larvae
- an indication that they are the
most voracious eaters — to breed.

The experiments are part of a
two-year project funded by
Temasek Foundation Ecosperity.

“We are trying to optimise their
mating system so that we get these
super egg layers, fast growers and
efficient recyclers,” said Assistant
Professor Nalini Puniamoorthy

from NUS’ Department of Biologi-
cal Sciences.

Meanwhile, in Jalan Penjara near
Queenstown, Singapore’s first in-
sect farm - Insectta — was set up in
March last year.

About 500kg of food waste from
food suppliers, stalls and homes is

BREEDINGTIGHTLY CONTAINED

Itis the larvae of the insect that is
used torecycle the food waste, not
the adult. Breeding is also tightly
contained in a separate facility.

PROFESSOR RUDOLF MEIER from

NUS Department of Biological Sciences,
addressing the concern that this food
wasterecycling methodwillintroduce
flies to the environment.
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recycled each day by about 100kg
ofblack soldier flylarvae.

The fertiliser produced is used to
growkale, lettuce and other vegeta-
bles, while the team at Insectta is
studying how the larvae can be
turned into pet food, for instance.

“Insects are the biggest farmers
in the world. And they work for
free, so why not harness them,” said
Insectta founder Darren Ho, 29.

Mr Ho and his team will start to
build a three-storey unit by the end
of the month to combine recycled
food waste, hydroponics and a
chamber to grow mushrooms intoa
closed-loop system - a project also
funded by Temasek Foundation
Ecosperity.

A main concern has been that the
recycling method will introduce
flies to the environment, noted Pro-
fessor Rudolf Meier, from NUS’ De-
partment of Biological Sciences.
“Butitis thelarvae of the insect that
is used to recycle the food waste,
not the adult. Breeding is also
tightly contained in a separate facil-
ity,” he said.

Food waste is already recycled
this way in China and parts of Eu-
rope. And after the larvae have
done their job, they are killed with
heator frozen, and sold as fish feed.

About 100,000 tonnes of food
waste can be converted into some
10,000 tonnes of feed.

Prof Meier said about $300 to
$400 can be earned from a tonne of
food waste — about $200 from sell-
ing the larvae and $100 from selling
the fertiliser. “Instead of having to
pay to get rid of food waste, you are
actually making money,” he said.

Since its inception in 2016,
Temasek Foundation Ecosperity
has provided close to $16 million
worth of funding to 16 projects.
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