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The northern clade of the pool frog Pelophylax lessonae 
(Camerano, 1882) is a warmth-loving water frog restricted 

to England, Estonia, and Scandinavia (Zeisset & Hoogesteger, 
2018).  Following extirpation from England in 1995, individuals 
collected from Sweden were translocated to a confidential 
site in Norfolk in 2005. Head-starting has been used to re-
establish the species at a second site, Thompson Common, 
the last recorded location of the pool frog in England (Foster 
et al., 2018). 
 Here we describe the first known record of polymely in 
the northern clade pool frog observed during a monitoring 
survey on the 18th August 2021 at Thompson Common, 
Norfolk, England. A recent metamorph (Gosner [1960] stage 
45; tail stub still evident) was observed basking on vegetation 
in a pond with a supernumerary leg bent parallel to the left 
hindlimb. We netted, photographed, and measured the 
metamorph (snout-urostyle length = 28.5 mm; see Fig.1), 
before releasing it at the place of capture.  The supernumerary 
limb emerged from the base of the left hindlimb, caudal to the 
acetabulofemoral joint.  The muscles of the limb appeared 
atrophied and although the limb was initially observed bent 
alongside the left hindlimb, the individual demonstrated no 
motor control. The individual appeared capable of normal 
movement with the additional limb causing no obvious 
hinderance. As it had recently metamorphosed, it is clear 
that the individual could survive the late larval period with 
polymely, but the impact on longer term post-metamorphic 
survival is unknown.
 The Institute of Zoology’s Disease Risk Analysis and Health 
Surveillance (DRAHS) project team has monitored the health 
of free-living northern pool frog populations in Norfolk since 
2006. Over 500 metamorph and adult northern pool frogs 
have received veterinary health examinations. Infrequently, 
individuals have been identified with absent or abnormal 
limb extremities however there have been no recorded cases 
of polymely.  The presence of supernumerary limbs has been 
reported in other free-living anurans and has been attributed 
to hyper-regeneration subsequent to physical damage, such 
as traumatic lacerations, musculoskeletal injuries, and cyst 
formation within tissues caused by trematode parasites 
(Session & Ruth, 1990; Johnson & Chase, 2004; Svinin et 
al., 2020). Chemical pollution and radiation have been 
considered contributing factors where mass occurrences of 
developmental aberrations have been reported, however 

these causative factors are less likely in an isolated case as 
described here (Kiesecker, 2002; Taylor et al., 2005; Henle et 
al., 2017).  As the individual would have been descended from 
a restricted wild-breeding population established through 
head-starting and translocation, a genetic component is 
important to consider, yet also seems unlikely where a single 
case is observed. Further investigation using radiography, 
parasitology and histopathology techniques may have elicited 
a diagnosis however this was not possible in the case of this 
northern pool frog due to licence restrictions and the ethical 
implications of removing an otherwise fit and functioning, 
free-living individual from a small population.
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Figure 1. Supernumerary limb present in a Pelophylax lessonae 
metamorph - A. Dorsal view, B. Hind view with supernumerary limb 
extended
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