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Snake fungal disease identi�ed
in wild British snakes for �rst
time

 Angela Julian   19 June 2017

 

Europe’s wild snakes could face a growing threat from a fungal skin
disease that has contributed to wild snake deaths in North America,
according to an international collaborative study, led by conservation
charity ZSL (Zoological Society of London) alongside partners including
the U.S. Geological Survey. The new study is published in the journal
Scienti�c Reports.

Caused by the fungus Ophidiomyces ophiodiicola, snake fungal disease
(SFD) can lead to symptoms including skin lesions, scabs and crusty
scales, which can contribute to the death of the infected animal in some
cases.   SFD was �rst recognised in wild snakes in eastern North
America around a decade ago. Prior to this study, the only wild
populations found to be a�ected had been those in the central and
eastern United States.

Now, an analysis of samples collected from wild snakes in the United
Kingdom and the Czech Republic between 2010-2016 has con�rmed the
presence of the pathogen and SFD in Europe for the �rst time.  While
the disease poses no known risk to humans or livestock, scientists are
calling for further research to fully understand the signi�cance of SFD to
Europe’s snake populations. 

Lead author and wildlife veterinarian Dr. Lydia Franklinos said: “Our
team at ZSL found evidence of SFD in grass snakes (Natrix natrix) from
the UK and a single dice snake (Natrix tessellata) from the Czech
Republic. The analysis found that the fungus strains from Europe are
di�erent to those previously identi�ed in North America – suggesting
that rather than being introduced across the Atlantic, or vice versa, the
disease could have been present below the radar in European snakes
for some time.  

“Of all terrestrial vertebrate wildlife, we probably know least about
health conditions that a�ect reptiles such as snakes, so this study
represents an important milestone and one that will hopefully
encourage greater focus in understanding the threats facing these
animals.”

Grass snake (Natrix natrix) with skin lesions due to SFD copyright
ZSL
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Dr. Je�rey Lorch, a microbiologist with the USGS National Wildlife
Health Center and the study’s co-author, said: “The fungus that causes
SFD is already known to occur across the eastern half of the U.S. and
infect over 20 species of snakes. Comparing how SFD a�ects wild
snakes on di�erent continents may help us pinpoint the factors causing
the disease to emerge and help managers identify mitigation
strategies.”

To �nd out more about this novel pathogen in UK, download the fact
sheet from the Garden Wildlife Health Project
(http://www.gardenwildlifehealth.org/�les/2017/06/Snake-Fungal-
Disease_factsheet%20GWH.pdf) or the full paper
(http://em.rdcu.be/wf/click?upn=KP7O1RED-
2BlD0F9LDqGVeSMS51kZvhyPhumogpwkFINw-3D_cX5o-
2BlFj6gWLbsEZqD7h47T8DOe2OHrMxqb96syazACVIyELHJU6vCdftDnrBC-
2BajatFo29L4GqRt7S1AHMpL-2F451Sv6kjfhqcjCgPegt4rJrXNcvSQj0ZgvI-
2FIkUgCPsnqHKXizaLcPW6OdLsMLNx0tdawe5b038umvZi0-
2Bhko9qSVFvhkcDOhp-
2BPRWuEdVCZSx3cmDZ6oAjd81yBE2VhMBAnWIYvIclMm1VEvkPBM-3D)
here, which is open access and published by the Institute of Zoology.

Grass snake skin shed with lesions positive for Ophidiomyces ophiodiicola. Image
copyright Zoological Society of London
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Amphibian and Reptile Groups of UK (ARG UK) is a registered charity (number 1165504) committed to the conservation of native
amphibians and reptiles and their natural environment by supporting the development of a network of independent volunteer
amphibian and reptile groups (ARGs).
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