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Abstract: Predation of the Common Toad (Bufo bufo) by otters is less common
than predation of the Common Frog (Rana temporaria). To avoid the paratoid
glands of toads, only the hind legs may be skinned and eaten. At a B. bufo
breeding site, regularly predated by otters, an increasing proportion of predated
toads have been completely skinned. With declining populations of fish and
crustacean prey, it is suggested that this apparent behavioural change better
utilises the residual food resource.

INTRODUCTION

The fact that Lutra lutra will predate frogs and toads is a widely reported phenomenon (ERLINGE,
1967; FAIRLEY, 1984; FAIRLEY and McCARTHY, 1985; JENKINS and HARPER, 1980; LOPEZ-
NIEVES et al., 1984; WEBER, 1990). In Britain, such behaviour has been reported from England,
Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, including the River Esk in Scotland, where it was first attributed to
Chinese Restaurants mutilating toads for their legs, although later recognised as the work of otters.
Hind leg predation has been reported over a wide area of central Wales and involved both anuran
species present in the study area: common frog (Rana temporaria) as well as the common toad (Bufo
bufo).

My records date back to the mid-1990's and record predation on a population of B. bufo inhabiting river
flushed pools in an area of braided channels along the upper River Wye in mid-Wales. When the toads
come to these pools to breed in April, they are taken by otters and their hind legs skinned and eaten and
the front half of the toad discarded, presumably because of the presence of large paratoid glands just
behind the eyes, which exude powerful toxins. Frogs eaten in a similar way have been reported from a
large reservoir some 20 km to the west, in a completely different catchment, and at man-made pools
some 15 km northeast of the original river toad site. The fact that the frogs have non-toxic skin but still
only lose their hind legs suggests the otters in all cases regard all anurans as toads and treat them
accordingly.

OBSERVATIONS

All the toads found predated at the River Wye site, were collected and photographed in 1997, 1999 and
2002 (in 2001 there was no access due to Foot and Mouth disease restrictions).

Although the numbers found varied from year to year, it has become obvious that the percentage
completely skinned and the whole body consumed has increased over the six-year period (Table 1).

Table 1. Skinned toads found during the study period.
Year No.Found % Fully Skinned  Figure

1997 35 0 1
1999 58 7 2
2002 10 80 3
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Figure 3. Predated toads from riverside po 2002

Otters are widespread in mid-Wales but there are only sporadic reports of this type of behaviour. To
determine how widespread this behaviour might be we examined amphibian bones within otter spraints
from a number of sites within the Wye catchment, sufficiently separated to make it likely that samples
from different sites came from different otters (Poore, unpublished data).

The anuran bones were separated from the spraints and examined to see if there were proportionately
more hind limb bones than forelimbs. The result, significant at the 5% probability level, showed a
greater number of animals if counted by paired hind limb bones that if front limb and non-paired
amphibian bones were assessed.

DISCUSSION

Although based on a limited sample size, it would appear that otters have found that eating only the
hind legs of anurans avoids toxins in the glandular front end of toads. At at least one study site, otters
appear to have found that the whole of the amphibian body is edible if the skin is fully removed. This is
almost always achieved via a vertical incision and the skin then removed in one piece. The progressive
increase in the percentage of fully skinned animals over time at one location suggests a learning
process.

Data on skinning are not available from others sites as reports of otter-eaten frogs or toads are sporadic
and the remaining corpses quickly removed by scavengers. One hundred predated frogs were all
removed by Carrion Crows (Corvus corone) over a two hour period, making the window of opportunity
for recording particularly narrow. At the river site, discarded bodies are generally left in the water away
from most scavengers so are available for collection for several days. Eventually, these bodies are
either eaten by caddis larvae (Trichoptera) or washed away by rising river levels.
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Figure 4. Predated toad alive and walking with remaining skin of hind legs visible

When only the hind limbs are taken, they are always skinned and the skin left attached to the remaining
part of the animal (also noted by WEBER, 1990), which may still be alive and even able to walk
(Figure 4). That hind limb removal is a fairly general phenomenon in mid-Wales is suggested by
spraint analysis, showing that hind limb to fore limb anuran bone ratio shows an excess of hind limbs.

In a river system where traditional food resources are in decline - salmon, eels freshwater crayfish -
better utilisation of the residual food resource is clearly a useful survival strategy and total skinning of
the carcase is a means to that end.
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Résumé : Ecorchage Progressif de Crapauds (Bufo bufo) par la Loutre Eurasienne (Lutra lutra)
En matiére de prédation, la loutre se focalise moins fréqguemment sur le crapaud commun (Bufo bufo)
que sur la grenouille rousse (Rana temporaria). Afin d'éviter d'entrer en contact avec les glandes
paratoides des crapauds, les loutres les dépiautent et seules les pattes postérieures sont consommees.
Sur un site de reproduction de B. bufo régulierement visité par les loutres, une proportion croissante de
crapauds a été totalement dépiautée. Nous suggérons ici que lorsque les disponibilités en poissons ou
crustacés décroissent, cet apparent changement de comportement permet d'exploiter au mieux les
ressources alimentaires restantes.

Resumen: Desollado Progresivo de Sapos (Bufo bufo) por la Nutria Europea (Lutra lutra)

La predacién sobre el sapo comun (Bufo bufo) por parte de las nutrias es menos frecuente que la
predacién sobre la rana comin (Rana temporaria). Para evitar las glandulas paratoides de los sapos
solo las patas traseras son desolladas y comidas. En un sitio de apareamiento de B. bufo regularmente
predado por nutrias, una proporcion creciente de los sapos predados han sido desollados por completo.
Se sugiere que con la declinacion de las poblaciones de peces y crusticeos, este aparente cambio
comportamental permite utilizer mejor los recursos alimenticios residuales.
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