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ABSTRACT: Road-killed common toads (Bufo
bufo; n51,740) from Flanders, Belgium, were
tested for ranavirus and Batrachochytrium
dendrobatidis (Bd) using polymerase chain
reaction. Both infections were present at a very
low prevalence (,0.2% with a confidence
interval of 95% for ranavirus and 0.63% for Bd).

Healthy amphibians can be asymptom-
atic carriers of diseases responsible for
devastating amphibian population de-
clines. Most importantly, ranavirus and
Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis (Bd) are
primary pathogens of amphibians, and
disease outbreaks are believed to be
driven by environmental factors (Walker
et al., 2010). A thorough risk analysis to
predict future scenarios in indigenous
amphibian species should include the
identification of principle pathogen reser-
voirs. The difficulty in identifying amphib-
ian, clinically healthy reservoirs for both
agents is that asymptomatically infected
animals often have low-grade infections.
Although noninvasive sampling (e.g., skin
swabs) enables the detection of both
pathogens, tissue samples provide a higher
detection probability. However, conserva-
tion concerns hamper tissue sampling of
wild amphibians.

Traffic kills many amphibians on roads
yearly, especially during spring migration
(Elzanowski et al., 2009). These road
victims could provide a good opportunity
for monitoring ranaviruses and Bd in
native amphibians. In Flanders (Belgium),
the common toad (Bufo bufo) provides the
most obvious choice to monitor both
infections for four reasons: Common toads

are commonly killed by traffic during
spring migration; migrating toads are
counted on numerous sites in Flanders,
enabling an estimate of population trends;
the common toad is a suitable host for
both ranaviruses and Bd (Bosch and
Marinez-Solano, 2006; Cunningham et
al., 2007); and toad populations have been
found to be declining in several regions
(Loras et al., 2011). Our goal was to assess
ranavirus and Bd infections in common
toads using tissues of road-killed speci-
mens during the migration season.

Between 27 February 2011 and 7 April
2011, 1,740 road-killed common toads
were collected from 104 migration sites
in all five Flemish provinces (Fig. 1). Each
toad was placed in a plastic bag that was
sealed and labeled. For detection of Bd
DNA, a quantitative polymerase chain
reaction (qPCR; Boyle et al., 2004) was
performed on a skin sample of each toad.
For detection of ranavirus infections, a
liver sample was examined by PCR using
the primers MCP 4 and MCP 5 (Mao et
al., 1997). To assess whether the presence
of one or both pathogens in a toad
population coincides with obvious popu-
lation declines, if available, numbers of
migratory toads of 2011 and previous years
were extracted using the database ob-
tained from the working group Natuur-
punt Hyla (Hyla Werkgroep, 2012).

None of the samples were PCR-positive
for ranaviruses. At nine sites (three in
the province of East Flanders, three in
Flemish Brabant, and three in Limburg),
11 Bd-positive toads were found (0.63%
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prevalence; Fig. 1). Levels of Bd in the
positive samples were relatively low, with
an average6SD of 0.2560.11 genomic
equivalents. Data on the number of
migrating toads were available for four of
the nine infected sites. For three addi-
tional sites, numbers of migrating toads
were available within a region of 5 km. For
all positive sites, no significant decrease
in the number of migrating toads was
observed during the years monitored
(Table 1).

This study demonstrates that if rana-
virus infections are present in adult
common toads in Flanders, the prevalence
is very low (,0.2% with a confidence
interval of 95%). Thus, we can reject the
hypothesis that, at present, adult common
toads provide an important reservoir for
ranaviruses in the area examined. Howev-
er, these results should not be over-
interpreted. First, only adult toads were
sampled during the migration season,
implying that these toads survived hiber-
nation well and were healthy enough to
show reproductive (migratory) behavior.

Second, all samples were collected during
the relatively short migration period and
thus might not be representative of the
entire population. Third, it is possible that
the adults survived a past ranavirus
infection and have developed antibodies,
as was shown for Bufo marinus (Zupanovic
et al., 1998).

Our data suggest that that ranaviruses
might be absent from some native com-
mon toad populations. If true, then
introduction of a ranavirus into these
populations can result in disease out-
breaks. Furthermore, introduction of a
novel ranavirus into any population can
result in mass morbidity or mortality.
Neither scenario is unlikely because rana-
viruses have been demonstrated in captive
amphibians in Flanders (Pasmans et al.,
2008), in exotic invasive bullfrogs (Litho-
bates catesbeianus) in Flanders (Sharifian
Fard et al. 2011), and recently in a large
ranavirus outbreak in the neighboring
Netherlands (Kik et al., 2011).

The low prevalence of Bd in the study
area stresses the importance of a large

FIGURE 1. Locations in Flanders (Belgium) where road-killed common toads (Bufo bufo) were collected
during the migration season from 27 February 2011 to 7 April 2011. Locations where Batrachochytrium
dendrobatidis was found are indicated by black circles and negative locations by grey circles. FR5France;
NL5The Netherlands; D5Germany; W.-Fl.5West-Flanders; E.-Fl.5East Flanders; Antw.5Antwerp;
Fl.-Br.5Flemish Brabant; B.5Brussels; Lim.5Limburg; R.5river.
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sample size if the presence of Bd in a
seemingly healthy amphibian population
needs to be excluded. Population trends in
infected common toad populations, as
derived from data on the migrating toads,
are not suggestive of population declines
over the last 5 yr. Moreover, the authors of
this paper are the referral center for
disease outbreaks of amphibians in Flan-
ders, and no proven outbreak of chytri-
diomycosis has yet been confirmed. The
only confirmed case of lethal chytridiomy-
cosis was an isolated case in a midwife
toad (Alytes obstetricans) in the Belgian
Ardennes (Pasmans et al., 2010). The
combination of low prevalence, low Bd
load in infected animals, absence of
obvious negative population trends, and
absence of confirmed chytridiomycosis
outbreaks, suggests that Bd is endemic at
a low intensity in the Flemish region.
However, the pathogenic potential of Bd
has been demonstrated on numerous
occasions, extirpating entire amphibian
species (Stuart et al. 2004; Wake and
Vredenburg 2008). Again, our results
should be interpreted carefully. Besides
the caveats mentioned above, seasonality
of Bd infection dynamics is well docu-
mented. The occurrence of clinical chy-
tridiomycosis depends on numerous fac-
tors, including strain virulence, host
susceptibility, and environmental parame-
ters. Given current climate change, epizo-
otics might be expected in the future.
Thus, vigilance systems would be advis-
able to monitor Bd infection dynamics.

We thank Natuurpunt volunteers who
sampled road victims.
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