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Environmental Science 1 Prompt #1: 
Mystery of the exploding toads 
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Visitors to Hamburg parks are being warned to watch out for exploding toads.

Several thousand toads in the city's parks have so far mysteriously spontaneously exploded, sending entrails and toad body parts over a wide area.

Vets and animal welfare workers said the mystery has decimated the city's toad population as well as the unpleasant problem of leaving toad parts scattered around parks and open spaces.

Eyewitnesses say the toads swell up to three and a half times their normal size before suddenly exploding - sending entrails flying metres into the air.

Nature protection worker Werner Smolnik from Hamburg said over the last four days at least a thousand toads had died in this manner in scenes reminiscent of a science fiction film.

He said: "It is a complete mystery, we have a lot of ideas which we are following up, but at the moment we haven't the faintest idea if any of them are correct.

"It could be an unknown virus, or a fungus that has infected the water or a defence mechanism against aggressive crows which have appeared in the area recently.
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"You see the toads crawling along the ground, swelling and getting bigger as they go until they are like little tennis balls, and then they suddenly explode."

Vet Otto Horst added: "I have never seen a thing like it."

"It's a real puzzle," agreed Janne Kloepper from the Hamburg Institute for Hygiene and the Environment, adding: "If this keeps up, there will be no toads left in Hamburg."

The area around the pond in Hamburg has been cordoned off as experts investigate the dead toads.
Toads that Go Pop in the Night 

The city of Hamburg, Germany faced an unusual problem in April, 2005 when toads in a local pond began exploding in the night. The unfortunate amphibians swelled to three times their normal size and burst with enough force to send toad parts flying up to three feet. As the death toll rose to at least 1000 in just a few days, local residents began to refer to the pond as "Tumpel des Todes" or Pool of Death. Soon reports of a similar phenomenon were coming from across the border in Denmark.


Local officials were puzzled by the explosions. Most cases of animal explosion occur after an animal has died. Exploding whales, for example, are a result of the buildup of gases during decomposition. But, the toads in Hamburg were exploding while they were still alive.

A variety of explanations were proposed, including a bacteria or virus in the water, the introduction of a fungus by South American racehorses running nearby, pesticides, or exposure to increased ultraviolet radiation as a result of ozone depletion. Tests did not reveal any evidence of viruses or bacteria in the water. And other wildlife in the area, even frogs, was doing just fine.

Berlin veterinarian Franz Mutschmann collected toad corpses and performed autopsies. Mutschmann noticed that the toads had identical incisions in their midsections. Further investigation revealed that aggressive crows were pecking through the skin between the toad's chest and abdominal cavity and plucking out the tasty liver. The toads responded with their natural defense, puffing themselves up. The hole in their bodies plus the missing liver led to a rupture of blood vessels and lungs, resulting in the explosions. Such a large number of toads were affected because crows are intelligent animals and were able to quickly learn the liver-plucking maneuver by watching other crows.

http://www.fishercom.info/SciEd_eNewsletters/SciEd_HeadlineDisc/articles/article_toadpop.htm
