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Batrachochytrium salamandrivorans endangers European salamanders 

An Martel, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, Ghent University 

 

The infectious disease chytridiomycosis is considered one of the major drivers of global amphibian 

population declines and extinctions. The classical cause of this disease (Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis) 

has resulted in declines in a wide variety of amphibian species across the three orders.  Recently, a second 

highly pathogenic chytrid fungus (B. salamandrivorans) emerged as a novel form of amphibian 

chytridiomycosis, and has resulted in rapid declines in populations of European fire salamanders. 

Experimentally exposing 35 species from the three amphibian orders to controlled doses of zoospores 

showed that colonization by B. salamandrivorans is limited to salamanders and newts whereas none of the 

anuran and caecilian species became infected.  Alarmingly, 41 out of 44 of the Western Palearctic 

salamanders (Salamandridae and Plethodontidae) rapidly died after infection with B. salamandrivorans. 

The pathogen likely originated and remained in co-existence with a clade of salamander hosts for millions 

of years in Asia. Our infection experiments indicated three Asian salamanders as potential reservoirs and a 

screening of more than 5,000 amphibian samples from across four continents suggests long term 

endemism in Asia. Due to globalization and lack of biosecurity, the fungus has recently been vectored into 

naïve European amphibian populations, where it is currently causing biodiversity loss.  

  
 
 

The implications of Batrachochytrium salamandrivorans emergence for UK amphibian conservation 

Jim Foster, Conservation Director, Amphibian and Reptile Conservation 

 

The discovery of population declines associated with B. salamandrivorans in the Netherlands poses serious 

questions for amphibian conservation in the UK. The emerging evidence indicates that native newts could 

be seriously affected were B. salamandrivorans to be introduced. Yet there remains uncertainty on several 

key points, including the likelihood of introduction to the UK. What would be an optimal response in the light 

of this uncertainty? A precautionary but pragmatic approach seems sensible. Borrowing from the 

conventions of managing invasive non-native species, we advocate an initial focus on prevention of UK 

emergence, unless this is deemed inevitable. Research implicating international movements of Asian newts 

warrants urgent improvements in pet trade regulation, including pathogen surveillance. More broadly, we 

need a plan clearly setting out an overall response, to include: surveillance, measures to minimise risk of 

pathogen introduction and spread, communications, research, and policy measures. We think government 



needs to lead here, and we believe major stakeholders would engage willingly. The UK’s large and 

enthusiastic volunteer amphibian workers, and its growing professional force, represent front-line workers 

who could assist with surveillance and reducing the risk of pathogen spread. Other key actors include pet 

keepers, the pet trade industry, and those engaged in freshwater recreation and conservation. Given the 

likely mode of pathogen introduction, an international element will be crucial to a sound response. If B. 

salamandrivorans is detected in the wild, we need an evidence-based approach to respond, although sadly 

experience from other amphibian disease outbreaks offers scant hope of success. It will be important to 

learn from the history of managing other wildlife diseases, as well as join up policy responses on disease 

and invasive non-native species. This will be a test of our resolve to respond effectively to emerging 

disease threats, which are likely to increase in future. Whilst the early emphasis will be on B. 

salamandrivorans specifically, in the medium term it makes sense to manage introduction pathways rather 

than the pathogen itself. 

 
 
 
Wildlife disease surveillance in the UK – how important is this?   
Paul Duff, Animal and Plant Health Agency 
 

Great Britain has had a national wildlife disease surveillance scheme since 1998. This is the Diseases of 

Wildlife Scheme (DoWS) and is supported by Defra (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs). 

It covers all diseases (infectious and non-infectious) in all wild terrestrial vertebrates and has been 

organised by the APHA (Animal and Plant Agency) since onset to the present day. In 2009, following the 

England Wildlife Health Strategy, the APHA DoWS chaired a Partnership of currently six organisations, 

each with their own specialities, to deliver wildlife disease surveillance. This is the Great Britain Wildlife 

Disease Surveillance Partnership. The presentation will use examples to provide the background to wildlife 

disease surveillance and show ways in which important diseases are prioritised and processed. While 

government policy on amphibian disease will not be discussed, the presentation will provide context to this 

issue. 

 


