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Leech Predation in Amphibians

Agents

Leeches (Hirudinea) are a small yet ecologically important group of highly specialised segmented worms. There are 17
different species of freshwater leech known in the UK, four of which have been reported to sometimes feed on live
amphibians: the medicinal leech (Hirudo medicinalis), Glossiphonia paludosa, Hemiclepsis marginata, and Placobdella
costata. The horse leech (Haemopis sanguisuga), Erpobdella spp., and Dina lineata may also feed on dead or moribund
adult amphibians as part of their natural diet.

Following recent observations of severe leech infestation affecting common toads (Bufo bufo) and common frogs
(Rana temporaria) in southern England, Batracobdella algira, a leech species not previously reported in Great Britain
(GB), has been identified.

Species affected
Some native leeches in GB may feed on vertebrates, including amphibians.

Batracobdella algira, the leech species recently discovered in GB, is known to feed on several species of amphibian in
its known geographic range (see Distribution).

Signs

Leeches may attach to any part of the body of affected amphibians. Batracobdella algira leeches have typically been
observed to attach on or around the eyes of common toads (Fig. 1A) as well as the throat, armpits, and occasionally
the underside of the body. This distribution on common toads may be due to leeches avoiding areas with glands that
produce toxic skin secretions.

In common frogs, B. algira leeches have been seen distributed over the entire body, on occasion also covering the
eyes, although most often on the underside and armpits (Fig. 1B).

Itis important to be aware that it is not possible to distinguish between parasitism by B. algira and native leech species
based on their distribution/feeding behaviour on common frogs and common toads, or the leech appearance as seen
with the naked eye.

Although interactions between leeches and their vertebrate hosts are poorly understood, it is known that leeches
sometimes use amphibians as an opportunistic food source, generally without leading to severe health impacts.
However, impairment of vision caused by leeches covering the eyes of amphibians will likely affect their ability to
forage or evade predators.

To date, there is no evidence of native leech species affecting amphibians in GB on a population level, however, the
significance of the recently detected B. algira to amphibian health is yet to be established. In its native habitat, B.
algira is not known to have negative health or population impacts on amphibians.



Figure 1. A common toad (Bufo bufo) reported from Devon, England, in 2020, with leeches covering both eyes and attaching
to the throat (A). A common frog (Rana temporaria) reported from the Isle of Wight, England, in 2020, with leeches
attaching to the underside of its body. Using molecular methods, in both cases, the leeches were identified as
Batracobdella algira. Photo credits: Chryssa M.L. Brown and Charis Hayles.

Transmission

Leeches may be introduced to a new water body via natural routes (e.g. attached to live animals such as amphibians
or water birds), or through human activity (e.g. movement/trade of water plants, live animals, or other objects from
one pond to another).

Distribution

Leech species in GB are reported with varying geographical ranges. Some species that may feed on amphibians are
widespread across the country.

Batracobdella algira is usually found in freshwater habitats in the Mediterranean rim (e.g., Algeria, Tunisia, the
Pyrenean Peninsula, Balearic Islands, Corsica, Sardinia, and Sicily) as well as in Bulgaria and the Ukraine. In GB, this
species has to date only been confirmed from southern England (Isle of Wight, Devon, and Somerset), however, since
surveillance for these cryptic species is challenging, it may be present in other areas and as yet undiscovered. Whether
B. algira has been historically overlooked in England or is a recently introduced species, remains unknown. Sightings
and investigations of Batracobdella species remain scarce, and the overall understanding of their true global and local
distribution and diversity is limited.

Further surveillance of amphibian leech predation is required to gain a better understanding of the true geographical
range and frequency of occurrence of B. algira.

Risk to human health

Whilst leeches may attach to a range of vertebrate hosts, reports of leeches attaching to people in GB are rare, and
there are no known risks posed by B. algira to human health.

Risk to domestic animals

Since pet amphibians are typically housed indoors, the risk of leech predation is negligible. Keeping pet amphibians in
outdoor enclosures is not recommended to protect the health of both captive and free-living animals alike. It is advised
to maintain good levels of biosecurity avoiding contact between captive and wild amphibians.



Identification

Differentiation between B. algira and other known native freshwater leeches feeding on amphibians (e.g. P. costata)
requires expert morphological and often molecular laboratory investigation as these leeches generally look like other
leeches that feed on amphibians in GB. The feeding behaviour of B. algira is indistinguishable from that of known
native leeches predating amphibians.

If you wish to report the observation of leech predation, or finding a dead or unwell amphibian, please visit
www.gardenwildlifehealth.org. Alternatively, if you have further queries or have no internet access, please call the
Garden Wildlife Health vets on 0207 449 6685.

Control and prevention

Leeches feeding on amphibians or other hosts is a natural phenomenon and usually does not require intervention;
attempts of removal of attached leeches may cause harm to ampbhibians or leeches alike. In severe cases that may
raise concerns around amphibian welfare, please seek veterinary advice. The movement of affected animals, or other
live animals, plants or objects from a pond, should be avoided to help prevent the unintentional spread of leeches,
and/or any pathogens they may carry, to new areas.

Further information

More advice on amphibians in your garden can be found on the Garden Wildlife Health website
www.gardenwildlifehealth.org.
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