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Introduction

Wildlife surveys are a fundamental component 
of field biology that yield data required to 
answer research questions in taxonomy, ecology, 
conservation, and epidemiology. The selection of 
survey methods will directly influence the accuracy 
and comprehensiveness of survey outcomes. For 
this reason, the need for standardization of field 
techniques has been echoed by several authors 
across various taxonomic disciplines (e.g. Heyer et 
al. 1994, Adis et al. 1998, Garden et al. 2007). Because 

most amphibians have terrestrial and aquatic life 
cycle phases, and have a tendency to hibernate, the 
use of a single survey method limits the ability to 
obtain comprehensive community data.

A few methods that are often recommended as 
standard field techniques for amphibians include 
visual encounter surveys, acoustic monitoring 
surveys, pit-fall traps or other traps, and dip-netting 
for larvae (Fellers & Freel 1995, Doan 2003, Rödel & 
Ernst 2004). However, there are many examples of 
cryptic amphibians that could easily be overlooked 
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Abstract. Accurate survey methods are required for any wildlife research to yield reliable population data. This 
constraint finds significance in amphibian research that involves a highly threatened group of animals with 
a large proportion of cryptic species not easily detected by conventional survey methods. Across a growing 
spectrum of zoology research, survey outcomes are benefitting from the efficacy of scent detection dogs in 
assisting with species detection. We investigated the ability of a scent detection dog to locate and identify 
traces of giant bullfrog, Pyxicephalus adspersus scent and investigate methods of preserving frog scent for use 
in subsequent conditioning training of dogs. The scent detection dog was able to detect 100,000 times diluted 
scent with 87% sensitivity and 84% efficacy. High specificity (98,6%) was also achieved while presented with 
the challenge of detecting P. adspersus scent amid that of other frog species. Detection sensitivity was negatively 
correlated with scent preservation time but yielded the highest sensitivity for samples that were preserved as 
skin swabs stored at 4 °C and diluted shortly before use. Conservationists, scientists, and customs officials 
alike can benefit from scent detection dog detection of amphibians through enhanced sample acquisition rates 
with reduced collection biases.
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or underrepresented using these techniques such as 
non-vocal species, species lacking an aquatic phase, 
predominantly fossorial species, and extremely 
rare species. Two types of limitations can result 
from conventional surveys of species that fit this 
description: 1) under-representation of individuals 
in a population often skews population estimates; 
and 2) non-random distribution of observer effort 
leads to biased data (McKenzie et al. 2006, Crall et 
al. 2011). Conventional surveys are also conducted 
using time-constrained or area-constrained 
techniques amid the global amphibian decline 
phenomenon that necessitates accurate and timely 
data generation (Campbell & Christman 1982, Corn 
& Bury 1990). Global amphibian populations have 
shown a concerning decline over the past three 
decades, which have led to species extinctions 
in some instances. This has resulted in a greater 
percentage of amphibians being threatened than 
any other vertebrate group (Beebee & Griffiths 2005, 
Grant et al. 2016). Nevertheless, the advancement 
of survey methods and equipment has generated 
an increase in amphibian discoveries and 
knowledge of their ecology (Yetman & Ferguson 
2011). Consequently, the current world count for 
amphibian species stands at 8211, with new species 
still being discovered (Frost 2020). However, a lack of 
biological information (such as anatomy, behaviour 
and distribution) inhibits mitigation efforts of 
amphibians that are going extinct. Nori et al. (2018) 
determined that targeted surveys from only a small 
fraction of the world area could yield biological 
information to resolve the conservation status of 
80% of data deficient amphibians. Applying efficient 
biological data collection methods is paramount to 
achieving a more effective conservation strategy for 
amphibians worldwide. 

Dogs formally trained in scent detection methods 
and used with systematic search tactics, offer 
biologists an effective, alternative method for 
locating wildlife or other biological scents, such as 
scat and plant species (Hurt & Smith 2009). Canine 
olfactory detection of biological scents is based on 
the principle that organisms produce characteristic 
volatile organic compounds that are detected by the 
canine olfactory system. Depending on the breed, a 
dog’s sense of smell is estimated to be up to 10,000 
times more enhanced than a human’s ability (Craven 
et al. 2007). Consequently, conservation dogs (dogs 
trained to detect wildlife scents, e.g. scat) are used 
for locating countless protected native species and 
searching for introduced pest species from major 
vertebrate groups including mammals (Arnett 2006, 

Beckmann 2006), birds (Homan et al. 2001, Browne 
& Stafford 2003), and reptiles (Vice & Engeman 2000, 
Cablk et al. 2008), as well as several introduced insect 
species (Lin et al. 2011, Hoyer-Tomiczek et al. 2016). 
Notwithstanding that area surveyed and efficiency 
of a survey can be greatly improved by using scent 
detection dogs as opposed to conventional survey 
methods this method remains relatively unexplored 
for the detection of amphibians, especially in peer-
reviewed literature. Encouraging though is that 
several recent reports on social media have indicated 
that training is underway and scent detection dogs 
are being deployed in amphibian conservation 
programs (unpublished data). These programs 
include the detection of frogs e.g. baw baw frogs 
Philoria frosti (Spencer, 1901) in Victoria Australia, 
salamanders e.g. Jemez mountain salamander 
Plethodon neomexicanus (Stebbins & Riemer, 1950) 
in New Mexico USA, and newts e.g. crested newts 
Triturus cristatus (Laurenti, 1768) in the UK. 

Training dogs for scent detection typically 
requires operant conditioning; a method by 
which consequences of initially spontaneous 
behaviour may reinforce or inhibit the recurrence 
of that behaviour (Blackman 1983). Reward-based 
training, is widely regarded as the best way to 
train dogs (Blackman 1983, Geller 2008, Hiby et al. 
2004). This study evaluated the potential for using 
a scent detection dog to detect the presence of 
the giant bullfrog Pyxicephalus adspersus (Tschudi, 
1838) in laboratory conditions. Even though, this 
burrowing species is listed as Least Concern by 
the IUCN due to it having a wide distribution, in 
the Gauteng Province its numbers have declined 
due to severe degradation of its habitat (Van 
Aardt & Weber 2010, Thomas et al. 2014). Given 
these circumstances, P. adspersus is one of two 
amphibian species that are listed by the National 
Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act 2004 
(Act 10 of 2004) as Protected Species, thus requiring 
national protection. However, because of their 
fossorial behaviour, bullfrogs can easily be missed 
during a single-event biodiversity inventory survey 
(Yetman & Ferguson 2011), making this species a 
good test case for testing the efficacy of sniffer dog 
detection. We used operant conditioning to train 
our dog to indicate on giant bullfrog scent in scent 
line-ups. We quantified the sensitivity and efficacy 
of the dog to detect a) diluted and b) preserved 
bullfrog scent. We also determined the specificity 
for discriminating the scent of giant bullfrogs and 
discuss some practical considerations for dogs to 
detect amphibians in nature.
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Material and Methods

Collection and husbandry of amphibians
Wild-caught frogs were kept in captivity to 
ensure that fresh scent was readily available for 
experimental scent detection trials. Two adults 
of our positive target species (P. adspersus) were 
collected on a farm near Ventersdorp, and two 
adults each of the semi-aquatic Delaland’s river 
frog, Amieta delelandii (Duméril & Bibron, 1841) 
and the aquatic African clawed frog, Xenopus laevis 
(Daudin, 1802) were collected from Potchefstroom, 
North-West Province (Permit no. 028NW-11). Also, 
two adult terrestrial flat-backed toads, Sclerophrys 
pusilla (Mertens, 1937) were collected from Ndumo 
Game Reserve (permit no. OP526/2014). The three 
negative target species were selected because they 
represent three different habitat types and occur 
sympatrically with P. adspersus. Their selection 
would, therefore, be transferable should P. 
adspersus detection by dogs be tested in situ. Frogs 
were kept in pairs, by species, in glass aquaria with 
a coarse sand substrate and enriched with a water 
bath and PVC pipe for shelter. Frogs were fed live 
crickets three times a week and the enclosures 
cleaned once every week. Frogs were handled with 
disposable latex gloves to prevent contamination 
with human scent. Frog scent was collected on a 
sterile cotton swab by first rinsing the frog in slow 
running, filtered, tap water, followed by gently 
stroking the dorsal and ventral skin with the swab 
for 10 seconds.

In accordance with South African legislation on 
the use of animals in research, no part of this study 
included any harm to any animal. This study was 
approved by the Biodiversity and Conservation 
Ecology Ethics Advisory Committee in 2014. 
Where possible, dilutions and other scent samples 
(such as swabs) were used to minimize the need 
for handling frogs, and to reduce the number of 
individuals required. The detection dog also never 
came into direct contact with the frogs due to the 

non-visual training techniques. All animals were 
kept in captivity following this study and were 
used for other research, as well as educational 
purposes, by the African Amphibian Conservation 
Research Group, at the North-West University.

Detection dog
Our dog was selected from a litter of sheep herding 
Border collies based on her temperament, strong 
motivation to learn, boldness and high drive; all 
qualities that indicate trainability for scent detection 
work. A “drive” (prey drive) can be described 
as an inborn predator behaviour (Marschark & 
Baenninger 2002), which is a beneficial characteristic 
for training of working dogs. Trainers should take 
precaution to avoid the dog from touching the 
target species (encourage passive indication) in 
order to prevent harm to the target during field 
surveys as a result of the prey drive. The boldness 
test by Svartberg (2002), indicates that dogs that are 
bolder can achieve higher performance as working 
dogs. Our Border collie was one year old when 
we conducted the research and was the only dog 
used as an experimental tool in this study. We only 
used one dog because we treated the research as 
a case study to test our methodology, but all tests 
were designed to be replicable. Our detection dog 
worked no more than three hours a day. This was 
divided into a 90 min morning session and 90 min 
afternoon session, with at least one hour break in-
between. During experiments, the dog always had 
access to clean water, and received a reward (such 
as treat or toy) for indicating on the positive target 
scent, hidden in containers to simulate a buried 
frog. Our detection dog also received high-quality 
food daily and lived with the handler (Clark & 
Boyer 1993). 

Scent detection training
We used the principles of operant conditioning as 
a mechanism for the scent detection dog training 
(Blackman 1983). The dog was taught to search 
for and indicate on target scents that started with 

Fig. 1. Platform plank structure measurement and design. The holes for containers were evenly spaced (53 cm apart).
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treats, after which the dog was introduced to the 
target species odour (P. adspersus scent). Definitions 
of common terminology used in in the training 
methodology of this study are summarised in 
Table 1.

A raised platform (used as a training aid) with 
evenly spaced, 6 cm diameter holes was used to 
create a “false bottom”. The platform allowed 
10 spaces for positive- and negative targets to be 
concealed in containers below the work surface 

Table 1. Terminology related to training of a scent detection dog; as used in this study.

Term Description
Indication An operant conditioned response (behaviour), such as sitting, pointing, or lying down 

presented by the detection dog, directed at the location of a target.
Targets Defined as all the possible locations where samples could be hidden. This includes 

negative- and positive targets.
Positive target A target location containing the scent sample the dog is being trained on (example: 

bullfrog scent). The dog is trained to show an indication for this target.
Negative target A target location containing scent that does not match the positive target nor that of the 

controls. These can also be seen as a type of disturbance. 
Control Controls refers either to clean (empty) target containers or containers with distilled water 

in. Water controls were used in live-frog and dilution experiments, as the positive targets 
also have a water component.

Disturbance Can be anything that is seen as a distraction or obstacle for the dog during training or 
testing. These include other scent samples (such as negative targets), weather conditions 
and the presences of other humans or animals.

Miss A lack of indication on a positive target for whichever reason.
False indication Refers to an indication made on a negative target.
Test run One test run is a session where the dog examines 10 targets on the platform, in one 

direction. This provides the dog with one opportunity to indicate on the positive target. 
The dog is also scored once. After each run, all the targets are rearranged.

Fig. 2. Platform indicating how containers with breathable lids were placed below the surface and how the plat-
form was used by the detection dog for operant conditioning and during tests.
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(Fig. 1). The equipment was specifically designed 
keeping in mind that P. adspersus was a burrowing 
species, and thus the platform did not provide the 
dog with any visual confirmation. Using 10 target 
spaces made quantification of data easier and was 
consistent with other studies that made use of 
similar training aids (Fischer-Tenhagen et al. 2011, 
Johnen et al. 2013). For experimental purposes, the 
holes were numbered 1 to 10. Thus, one run was 
performed by navigating the scent detection dog 
across numbers 1 to 10. 

The positive target odour was placed in one of 
the containers while the remainder of containers 
were left empty. The dog was guided to investigate 
each opening of the raised plank and encouraged 
to smell (Fig. 2). The dog was trained to indicate 
by touching the lid of the target container with her 
paw and assuming a sitting position. Concurrently, 
negative punishment (removal of the reward) was 
employed when the dog indicated on a negative 
target, resulting in a decrease in that behaviour. 
Clicker training was used in conjunction with 
the reward to increase the dog’s precision when 
indicating the positive target during platform 
training (Cornu et al. 2011). Detection of a target 
sample was positively reinforced through clicker 
training, where the “click” sound was followed by 
a reward (small pieces of food or a play object) used 
as conditioned secondary reinforcer to increase the 
dog’s behaviour, as part of operant conditioning 
(Fjellanger et al. 2002, Cornu et al. 2011). The dog 
quickly learned to associate target species’ sample 
detection with the reward, which sustained a 
strong motivation level for the dog to locate the 
scent again (Wasser et al. 2004).

Frog scent detection tests
Each test consisted of two or more variations (e.g. 
scent dilution sensitivity, consisted of six different 
dilutions) and each variation was replicated at 
least 20 times. Scent from frogs was collected by 
swabbing their ventral and dorsal surfaces for 
10 seconds. There was always only one positive 
target (P. adspersus scent) during each test run. The 
other nine targets consisted of negative targets and 
controls. For all types of test, all of the targets were 
switched by volunteers to a random, non-patterned 
position, between every test run. Care was taken 
to touch all of the 10 containers during switches 
while wearing disposable gloves in order to 
eliminate human odour as a possible confounder. 
The platform and containers were also cleaned 
with 70% ethanol wipes between each run. The 

detection dog and handler left the training room 
during switches to ensure a double-blind setup.

Scent dilution sensitivity test
A fresh P. adspersus skin swab was allowed to 
soak in 1 ml of distilled water for 1 min, which 
served as the positive target concentrate (1:1). 
Five consecutive exponential dilutions were then 
prepared with distilled water (1:10-1:100000). 
Each of the six concentrations served as a different 
treatment within the dilution test and consisted of 
30 test runs, where each test run had two positive 
targets in the line-up. The eight negative target 
containers contained distilled water only and 
served as the controls. The dog was scored for each 
positive target independently, thus receiving a 
score of either 0, 1 or 2 per test run. This accounted 
for 60 positive targets and 240 negative targets for 
each dilution treatment, and a total of 1800 possible 
targets (with 360 positive targets in total) for all six 
dilution treatments.

Species identification test
The test for species-specific detection had two 
treatments, one performed with diluted frog scent 
(1:500) and the other using live frogs as targets. For 
the tests, each test run of the variation with diluted 
scent consisted of one container with diluted 
P. adspersus scent. The remaining nine target 
containers consisted of three negative targets – 
one diluted scent (1:500) each of A. delalandii, S. 
pusilla, and X. laevis, and six containers that served 
as controls, filled with distilled water only. For 
the live frog tests, each test run consisted of one 
container with a live P. adspersus as a positive 
target, in 20 ml of distilled water. Similarly, the 
three negative targets contained one frog each of 
A. delalandii, S. pusilla, and X. laevis in 20 ml of 
distilled water. The remaining six controls were 
filled with 20 ml of distilled water only. Each run, 
therefore, included all four frog species, and the 
dog was expected to discriminate between species 
and only indicate on the positive target. The other 
three species were regarded as disturbances. Each 
test run for treatments was replicated 100 times 
accounting for a total of 100 positive targets (out of 
a possible 1,000 targets) per variation. Specificity 
towards target species was calculated for this test 
only in addition to other calculations (see section 
on data analysis).

Scent preservation test
For this test we made use of four preservation 
treatments prepared in the following way. Twelve 

Downloaded From: https://complete.bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Vertebrate-Biology on 04 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://complete.bioone.org/terms-of-use



Canine detection of giant bullfrog scentJ. Vertebr. Biol. 2020, 69(3): 20043 6 

replicate 1:1000 dilutions of P. adspersus scent 
samples were prepared in 50 ml plastic centrifuge 
tubes; six replicates were stored at 4 °C (diluted 
treatment) and six were stored at –20 °C (frozen 
treatment). Twelve skin swabs from the same 
individual were also stored dry at 4 °C; six of 
these swabs were used as a direct target (dry swab 
treatment), while six were diluted 1:10 (diluted 
swab treatment) 30 minutes before use. This 
accounted for six samples per treatment, and a 
total of 24 samples. Once a month, for six months, 
one sample from each of the four preservation 
treatments was subjected to scent detection testing 
and represented the positive target. Before the start 
of each test, the samples were acclimated at room 
temperature (20 °C) for 30 minutes. Each treatment 
of the preservation method test was replicated 20 
times (20 runs), accounting for 20 positive targets 
out of 200 possible targets for each of the six months. 
This accounted for a total of 480 positive targets 
(20 positive targets × 4 preservation treatments × 6 
months), out of a possible 4800 targets. The positive 
target was thus the scent sample (P. adspersus 
scent), while the nine remaining target containers 
were the controls, filled with distilled water when 
positive targets were derived from diluted swabs, 
and contained only sterile swabs when positive 
targets were derived from dry swabs.

Data analysis
Sensitivity and efficacy were calculated for all three 
tests as a proxy for the success of the dog’s effort 
(Marschark & Baenninger 2002). A Correct Indication 
was recorded if the dog alerted the handler and 
indicated at the positive target location. A Miss was 
recorded if the positive target was not detected (no 
indication), while an Incorrect Indication referred to 
any indication made at a negative target location.

We defined sensitivity as the accomplishment of 
the purpose, namely to find the positive target. 
Sensitivity was determined by the number of 
correct indications compared to the number of 
positive targets, calculated as Correct Indications/
Positive Targets. Misses were accounted for by the 
number of ignored positive targets compared to 
the total number of positive targets. This was also 
seen as an indication of the reliability of the dog to 
detect the target scent. 

We considered effectiveness as the degree to 
which the dog successfully achieved the correct 
indications, while accounting for the number of 
incorrect indications in relation to the number of 

positive targets. Effectiveness was thus calculated 
as Correct Indications/(Positive Targets + Incorrect 
Indications). 

Lastly, we determined specificity towards the 
target scent when other frog scents (Disturbances) 
were present by determining the number of 
positive targets correctly identified by the dog, 
and the number of indications on negative 
targets in relation to the total number of positive 
targets, thus accounting for Disturbances ignored 
(true negatives). Specificity was thus calculated 
as Positive targets/(Correct indications + Incorrect 
Indications). 

GraphPad Prism™ was used to analyse the data. 
Correlation analysis was used to evaluate the 
relationship in sensitivity between the variations 
within tests. One-way ANOVA calculations 
were used to compare the different tests and 
determine the statistical differences between the 
tests in terms of sensitivity and efficacy. One-way 
ANOVA comparisons were also used to determine 
the significant difference in sensitivity over time, 
regardless of the preservation method.

Results

The scent detection dog was able to detect P. 
adspersus scent samples that had been diluted 
up to 100,000 times. Detection sensitivity for P. 
adspersus scent varied between 72 and 87% for 
the various diluted samples, but sensitivity was 
not correlated with dilution in any way (R2 = 0.01, 
Table 2). On average 21% of positive targets 
were missed for the combined dilutions. The 
efficacy of detecting diluted scent was slightly 
more variable and ranged between 64 and 84%. 
However, no statistically significant differences 
existed for either the sensitivity (p = 0.467) or 
efficacy (p = 0.241) for detecting diluted scent, and 
the highest detection success was achieved for the 
1:100000 dilution. A difference of less than 10% 
between overall sensitivity and efficacy towards 
diluted scent suggests that incorrect indications 
are not a significant factor in quantifying overall 
performance.

When presented with the challenge of detecting 
P. adspersus scent amid other amphibian scents 
(species identification test), including A. delalandii, 
S. pusilla and X. laevis, specificity for P. adspersus 
was 99% regardless of whether diluted frog 
scent or live frogs were used as negative targets/
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disturbances. The scent detection dog indicated 
148 times, of which 146 correctly, out of a possible 
200 positive targets (P. adspersus scent) for the two 
treatments combined. When diluted frog scent was 

used the scent detection dog indicated incorrectly 
once on a control target and incorrectly once on 
X. laevis when live frogs were used. The average 
positive targets missed (27%) in the species 

Fig. 3. Detection sensitivity of Pyxicephalus adspersus scent that has been preserved through various methods 
over six months. 

Table 2. Test results for the various Pyxicephalus adspersus scent detection tests, demonstrating the proportion of targets correctly 
(indicated on positive target) or incorrectly indicated (indicated on negative target or control), or missed (did not indicate on positive 
target), as well as the sensitivity and efficacy values for each test. N = no. of targets; Np = no. positive targets.

Test type Np/N Correct Incorrect Miss Sensitivity Efficacy
Scent dilution test
1:1 0.2 43 7 17 0.72 0.64
1:10 0.2 48 8 12 0.80 0.71
1:100 0.2 49 11 11 0.82 0.69
1:1000 0.2 45 9 15 0.75 0.65
1:10000 0.2 46 6 14 0.77 0.70
1:100000 0.2 52 2 8 0.87 0.84
Species identification test
diluted frog scent 0.1 74 1 26 0.74 0.73
live frog 0.1 72 1 28 0.72 0.71
Scent preservation test (time)
1 month 0.1 63 7 17 0.79 0.72
2 month 0.1 51 1 29 0.64 0.63
3 month 0.1 53 4 27 0.66 0.63
4 month 0.1 43 1 37 0.54 0.53
5 month 0.1 43 0 37 0.53 0.53
6 month 0.1 39 0 41 0.49 0.49
Scent preservation test (method)
diluted swab 0.1 79 4 41 0.69 0.66
dry swab 0.1 70 5 50 0.55 0.53
diluted (stored at 4 °C) 0.1 72 3 48 0.59 0.59
diluted (frozen at –20 °C) 0.1 71 1 49 0.58 0.58
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identification test was slightly higher than for 
the dilution test (21%). Sensitivity was within the 
range of the dilution test results, and efficacy was 
generally high at 71 and 73% for the live frog and 
diluted scent, respectively.

All of the samples were still detectable after 
six months of preservation, although detection 
sensitivity was negatively correlated with time for 
the pooled preservation methods results (R2 = 0.88, 
Fig. 3). Detection, independent of preservation 
method, was significantly more sensitive after one 
month of sample preservation (79%, p < 0.01) than 
after six months of preservation (49% sensitivity, 
Table 2). The number of targets missed increased 
from 21% of targets in month one to 51% of targets 
in month six. The highest detection sensitivity for 
any preservation method independent of time was 
obtained for the diluted swab method (66%), while 
very similar results were obtained for the dry 
swab, refrigerated scent water, and frozen scent 
water (58, 59 and 60% respectively). However, 
the four methods did not differ significantly in 
terms of their detection sensitivity (p = 0.088). The 
efficacy of detection across preservation time and 
method matched the values for sensitivity very 
closely. Interestingly there were very few incorrect 
indications (13 in total) for this test resulting in 
efficacy values being very similar to sensitivity 
values. By comparison, misses during the first 
three months were comparable to those of other 
tests but became more frequent as preservation 
time increased.

Discussion

Our results provide empirical evidence and agrees 
with other ongoing conservation programs that 
amphibian scent should be added to the long list 
of animate scent that scent detection dogs can 
distinguish and detect following conditioning 
training. We assume that the anatomical properties 
of amphibian skin enhances the basic physics 
principle of target detection by olfaction and in 
doing so contributes to its effectiveness. Firstly, for 
the dog to recognize a particular target the odour 
molecules must first evaporate from the integument 
surface of the target organism (Write & Thompson 
2005). Secondly, the skin has been identified as the 
most likely source of odour even in tortoises that 
have relatively dry skin (Cablk et al. 2008). If we 
assume that amphibian skin functions in the same 
way, then its moist and permeable surface should 
facilitate the evaporation of odour molecules.

Having the potential to employ this search 
strategy, expands the arsenal of tools that customs 
officials or conservation scientists have to perform 
their respective duties. When performing critical 
functions with scent detection dogs such as 
identifying illegal consignments of amphibians 
in the pet trade or searching for a rare species in 
nature, handlers should consider the effectiveness 
of the dog to detect the target scent (Greatbatch et 
al. 2015). In our tests, the scent detection dog was 
able to detect frog scent samples that were diluted 
up to 105 times with relatively high sensitivity, and 
dilution factor was not proven to be a determinant 
of detection success. This outcome is encouraging 
for use of scent detection dogs to detect amphibians 
in the field since the odour of other animals is 
known to disperse in a gradient of concentration 
depending on the distance from the source and the 
prevailing environmental conditions (Jones 1983, 
Tomba et al. 2001). We also equate our dilution 
test to the dispersal of a scent gradient through soil 
in the case of fossorial amphibian species that are 
buried at different depths. Even though, we did 
not test frog detection in the field, as part of this 
study, conservation dogs have had success with 
detecting various amphibians in the UK, USA and 
Australia (unpublished data). 

The sensitivity and efficacy values obtained from 
our study suggest that employing scent detection 
dogs in search and monitoring programs involving 
P. adspersus holds great potential, but this ultimately 
requires testing and validation in field settings. An 
important consideration that will likely influence 
the probability of detecting a target in the field is 
the variation in habitat types that frog species with 
different life strategies utilize. The majority of frog 
species can be detected in terrestrial habitats, but a 
large portion of species are semi-aquatic, fossorial, 
or arboreal, and only a small percentage of species 
have adapted to a strict aquatic mode of existence. 
According to Wasser et al. (2004), a desired 
probability of detection can still be achieved under 
variable circumstances by considering species and 
habitat when tailoring a search strategy. Indeed, 
dogs have proven their ability to search and locate 
scat of the aquatic North Atlantic right whale, 
Eubalaena glacialis (Müller, 1776) and have shown 
great success in locating three-toed box turtles, 
Terrapene carolina triunguis (Agassiz, 1857) that are 
associated with wetlands (Schwartz & Schwartz 
1974, Rolland et al. 2006); thus demonstrating that 
accessible aquatic habitat does not necessarily 
exclude detection. Dogs are perhaps best known 
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for their ability to detect buried human remains 
(Alexander et al. 2016) in a habitat that can be 
deemed analogous to that utilized by fossorial 
amphibians, although obvious differences in size 
and composition of the two targets exist. But 
this versatility for habitat type demonstrated by 
conservation and forensic dogs implies that, with 
comprehensive training, the vast array of habitat 
utilized by various amphibian species should not 
be a limiting factor for detection success. 

Amphibian communities typically consist of 
multiple species that share parts of the same 
habitat, depending on the geographic location 
and habitat type. When searching for a specific 
amphibian species, its scent will likely have to be 
distinguished from that of sympatric species that 
may or may not share common odour signature 
elements. It is known that dogs are not only good 
at scent detection but also at scent discrimination 
or the ability to distinguish one odour from another 
(Lit 2009). Indications from our study are that scent 
detection dogs have the potential to discriminate 
between frog species since near-perfect specificity 
for P. adspersus was displayed despite the presence 
of three other species from different anuran 
families, to which P. adspersus belongs. It is hard to 
predict how specificity values will be affected when 
a dog is simultaneously presented with the scent of 
more closely related amphibian species, even if we 
assume that related species (e.g. same genus) share a 
greater percentage of odour signature elements than 
unrelated species (e.g. separate families). Be that as 
it may, numerous examples of conservation dogs 
exist where discrimination between related species 
resulted in 85-100% accuracy, including controlled 
line-ups of two species of foxes, two species of 
bears, and even individual Amur tiger scats (Smith 
et al. 2003, Kerley & Salkina 2007, Hurt & Smith 
2009). However, Lit & Crawford (2006) caution 
that if scents cause a conflict of interest or are too 
contradicting it can lead the dog to indicate when 
no target scent is present (false indications). How 
this will translate to scent detection in amphibian 
communities, remains to be investigated.

Being able to preserve frog scent for a few months 
at least provides handlers with leverage to employ 
matching scent detection. Preserved scent of rare 
or threatened species would, for instance, be 
extremely valuable for training a dog, or for use 
in research and monitoring of the same species. 
Alternatively, there might be a need for detecting 
individuals of hibernating species either during or 

immediately following hibernation, months after 
the last specimen was observed. This study has 
shown that it is possible to detect P. adspersus scent 
that had been preserved for at least six months. 
Detection sensitivity towards the preserved scent 
samples decreased over time, presumably since 
concentration as a function of time has a negative 
relationship. The selection of the right preservation 
method is therefore necessary to ensure that 
optimal detection sensitivity towards the sample 
is achieved. We obtained the best results from an 
aqueous dilution prepared from a skin swab that 
had been stored dry at 4 °C, which accounts for 
an easily deployed method with equipment that is 
readily available. 

The use of dogs presents a unique opportunity 
for conservationists and scientists to study and 
conserve wild amphibians and can help customs 
officials to curtail the illegal amphibian trade. Their 
incredible olfactory abilities have aided wildlife 
biologists with locating protected native species, 
searching for introduced pest species, finding 
nests, and searching for dying animals from natural 
causes or insecticides amongst others (Zwickel 
1969, Browne 2005). Having successfully displayed 
olfactory sensitivity towards P. adspersus in the 
laboratory demonstrates promise for advancing 
amphibian research and conservation through 
the myriad applications of conservation dogs. 
Significantly, some of the limitations experienced 
with amphibian surveys have been addressed with 
canine detection of other biological scents through 
enhanced location, identification, and sample 
acquisition rates with reduced collection biases 
(Hurt & Smith 2009).

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank our 2015 volunteers: Bianca 
Greyvenstein, Abigail Wolmarans and Nadine Lepart, for 
switching the targets between tests, allowing for a double-
blind study. Additionally, we would like to thank all the 
professional dog trainers we consulted for guidance on 
training techniques and experimental design. Lastly, we 
would also like to thank Jessie the Border collie’s sponsors 
for supplying our detection dog with food (and more) 
during this study. Author contributions: E.E. Matthew 
managed the training methodology, literature study, data 
collection and created the figures, R. Verster conducted 
data analysis and proofreading and constructed test 
result table, while C. Weldon supervised the project, as 
well as, providing writing assistance, technical support, 
and language editing.

Downloaded From: https://complete.bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Vertebrate-Biology on 04 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://complete.bioone.org/terms-of-use



Canine detection of giant bullfrog scentJ. Vertebr. Biol. 2020, 69(3): 20043 10 

Literature

Adis J., Basset Y., Floren A. et al. 1998: Canopy 
fogging of an overstory tree – recommendations 
for standardization. Ecotropica 4: 93–97.

Alexander M., Hodges T.K., Wescott D.J. & 
Aitkenhead-Peterson J.A. 2016: The effects of 
soil texture on the ability of human remains 
detection dogs to detect buried human 
remains. J. Forensic Sci. 61: 649–655.

Arnett E.B. 2006: A preliminary evaluation on the 
use of dogs to recover bat fatalities at wind 
energy facilities. Wildl. Soc. Bull. 34: 1440–1445.

Beckmann J.P. 2006: Carnivore conservation and 
search dogs: the value of a novel, noninvasive 
technique in the Greater Yellowstone 
ecosystem. In: Wondrak-Biel A. (ed.), Greater 
Yellowstone Public Lands: a century of 
discovery: hard lessons and bright prospects. 
Proceedings of 8th Biennial Scientific Conference 
on Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, Yellowstone 
National Park: 28–34.

Beebee T.C.J. & Griffiths R.A. 2005: The amphibian 
decline crisis: a watershed for conservation 
biology? Biol. Conserv. 125: 271–285.

Blackman D.E. 1983: Operant conditioning. In: 
Nicholson J. & Foss B. (eds.), Psychology 
survey 4. British Psychological Society, Leicester: 
38–61. 

Browne C. & Stafford K. 2003: The use of dogs in 
conservation work in New Zealand. NZVA 
Companion Animal Society Newsletter 14: 58–59.

Browne C.M. 2005: The use of dogs to detect New 
Zealand reptile scents. MSc thesis, Massey 
University, Palmerston North.

Cablk M.E., Sagebiel J.C., Heaton J.S. & Valentin 
C. 2008: Olfaction-based detection distance: 
a quantitative analysis of how far away dogs 
recognize tortoise odor and follow it to source. 
Sensors 8: 2208–2222.

Campbell H.W. & Christman S.P. 1982: Field 
techniques for herpetofaunal community 
analysis. In: Scott N.J., Jr. (ed.), Herpetological 
communities. USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 
Wildlife Research Report 13, Washington D.C.: 
193–200.

Clark G.I. & Boyer W.N. 1993: The effects of dog 
obedience training and behavioural counselling 
upon the human-canine relationship. Appl. 
Anim. Behav. Sci. 37: 147–159.

Corn P.S. & Bury R.B. 1990: Sampling methods for 
terrestrial amphibian and reptiles. In: Carey 
A.B. & Ruggiero L.F. (eds.), Wildlife-habitat 
relationships: sampling procedures for Pacific 

Northwest vertebrates. General Technical 
Report PNW-GTR-256, USDA Forest Service, 
Pacific Northwest Research Station, Portland.

Cornu J.-N., Cancel-Tassin G., Ondet V. et al. 2011: 
Olfactory detection of prostate cancer by 
dogs sniffing urine: a step forward in early 
diagnosis. Eur. Urol. 59: 197–201.

Crall A.W., Newman G., Stohlgren T.J. et al. 2011: 
Assessing citizen science data quality: a case 
study. Conserv. Lett. 4: 433–442.

Craven B.A., Neuberger T., Paterson E.G. et al. 2007: 
Reconstruction and morphometric analysis of 
the nasal airway of the dog (Canis familiaris) 
and implications regarding olfactory airflow. 
Anat. Rec. 290: 1325–1340.

Doan T.M. 2003: Which methods are most effective 
for surveying rain forest herpetofauna? J. 
Herpetol. 37: 72–81.

Fellers G.M. & Freel K.L. 1995: A standardized 
protocol for surveying aquatic amphibians. 
Technical Report NPS/WRUC/NRTR-95-01, 
USDI National Park Service, Western Region, San 
Francisco.

Fischer-Tenhagen C., Wetterholm L., Tenhagen 
B.A. & Heuwieser W. 2011: Training dogs 
on a scent platform for oestrus detection in 
cows. Appl. Anim. Behav. Sci. 131 (1–2): 63–70.

Fjellanger R., Andersen E. & Mclean I. 2002: 
A training program for filter-search mine 
detection dogs. Int. J. Comp. Psychol. 15: 278–
287.

Frost D.R. 2020: Amphibian species of the world: 
an online reference, version 6.0. Accessed 30 
July 2020. http://research.amnh.org/herpetology/
amphibia/index.html 

Garden J.G., McAlpine C.A. & Possingham H.P.N.  
2007: Using multiple survey methods to 
detect terrestrial reptiles and mammals: what 
are the most successful and cost-efficient 
combinations? Wildl. Res. 34: 218–227.

Geller T. 2008: The loved dog. Simon & Schuster, 
New York.

Grant E.H.C., Miller D.A.W., Schmidt B.R. et al. 
2016: Quantitative evidence for the effects 
of multiple drivers on continental-scale 
amphibian declines. Sci. Rep. 6: 25625. 

Greatbatch I., Gosling R.J. & Allen S. 2015: 
Quantifying search dog effectiveness in a 
terrestrial search and rescue environment. 
Wilderness Environ. Med. 26: 327–334.

Heyer W.R., Donnelly M.A., McDiarmid R.W. et 
al. 1994: Measuring and monitoring biological 
diversity. Standard methods for amphibians. 
Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington D.C.

Downloaded From: https://complete.bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Vertebrate-Biology on 04 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://complete.bioone.org/terms-of-use



Canine detection of giant bullfrog scentJ. Vertebr. Biol. 2020, 69(3): 20043 11 

Hiby E., Rooney N. & Bradshaw J. 2004: Dog 
training methods: their use, effectiveness and 
interaction with behaviour and welfare. Anim. 
Welf. 13: 63–69.

Homan H.J., Linz G. & Peer B.D. 2001: Dogs 
increase recovery of passerine carcasses in 
dense vegetation. Wildl. Soc. Bull. 29: 292–296.

Hoyer-Tomiczek U., Sauseng G. & Hoch G. 2016: 
Scent detection dogs for the Asian longhorn 
beetle, Anoplophora glabripennis. EPPO Bull. 
46: 148–155.

Hurt A. & Smith D.A. 2009: Conservation dogs. 
In: Helton W.S. (ed.), Canine ergonomics: 
the science of working dogs. CRC Press, Boca 
Raton: 175–194.

Johnen D., Heuwieser W. & Fischer-Tenhagen 
C. 2013: Canine scent detection – fact or 
fiction? Appl. Anim. Behav. Sci. 148 (3–4): 201–
208.

Jones C.D. 1983: On the structure of instantaneous 
plumes in the atmosphere. J. Hazard. Mater. 7: 
87–112.

Kerley L.L. & Salkina G.P. 2007: Using scent-
matching dogs to identify individual Amur 
tigers from scat. Wildl. Soc. Bull. 71: 1341–1356.

Lin H.M., Chi W.L., Lin C.C. et al. 2011: Fire ant-
detecting canines: a complementary method 
in detecting red imported fire ants. J. Econ. 
Entomol. 104: 225–231.

Lit L. 2009: Evaluating learning tasks commonly 
applied in detection dog training. In: Helton 
W.S. (ed.), Canine ergonomics: the science of 
working dogs. CRC Press, Boca Raton: 99–114.

Lit L. & Crawford C.A. 2006: Effects of training 
paradigms on search dog performance. Appl. 
Anim. Behav. Sci. 98: 277–292.

MacKenzie D.I., Nichols J.D., Royle J.A. et al. 
2006: Occupancy estimation and modeling; 
inferring patterns and dynamics of species 
occurrence. Elsevier, San Diego. 

Marshark E.D. & Baenninger R. 2002: Modification 
of instinctive herding dog behavior using 
reinforcement and punishment. Anthrozoös 
15: 51–68.

Nori J., Villalobos F. & Loyola R. 2018: Global 
priority areas for amphibian research. J. 
Biogeogr. 45: 2588–2594.

Rödel M.O. & Ernst R. 2004: Measuring and 
monitoring amphibian diversity in tropical 
forests. I. An evaluation of methods with 
recommendations for standardization. 
Ecotropica 10: 1–14.

Rolland R.M., Hamilton P.K., Kraus S. et al. 2006: 
Faecal sampling using detection dogs to study 
reproduction and health in North Atlantic 
right whales (Eubalaena glacialis). J. Cetacean. 
Res. Manag. 8: 121–125.

Schwartz C.W. & Schwartz E.R. 1974: The three-
toed box turtle in central Missouri: its 
population, home range and movements. 
Missouri Department of Conservation, Jefferson 
City.

Smith D.A., Ralls K., Hurt A. et al. 2003: Detection 
and accuracy rates of dogs trained to find 
scats of San Joaquin kit foxes (Vulpes macrotis 
mutica). Anim. Conserv. 6: 339–346.

Svartberg K. 2002: Shyness-boldness predicts 
performance in working dogs. Appl. Anim. 
Behav. Sci. 79: 157–174.

Thomas R.L., Owen-Smith L., Drake D.C. & 
Alexander G.J. 2014: Restoring breeding 
habitat for giant bullfrogs (Pyxicephalus 
adspersus) in South Africa. Afr. J. Herpetol. 63: 
13–24.

Tomba A.M., Keller T.A. & Moore P.A. 2001: 
Foraging in complex odor landscapes: 
chemical orientation strategies during 
stimulation by conflicting chemical cues. J. N. 
Am. Benthol. Soc. 20: 211–222.

Van Aardt W.J. & Weber R.E. 2010: Respiration 
and hemoglobin function in the giant African 
bullfrog Pyxicephalus adspersus Tschudi 
(Anura: Pyxicephalidae) during rest, exercise 
and dormancy. Afr. J. Herpetol. 59: 173–190.

Vice D.S. & Engeman R.M. 2000: Brown treesnake 
discoveries during detector dog inspections 
following Supertyphoon Paka. Micronesica 33: 
105–110.

Wasser S.K., Davenport B., Ramage E.R. et al. 2004: 
Scat detection dogs in wildlife research and 
management: application to grizzly and black 
bears in the Yellowhead Ecosystem, Alberta, 
Canada. Can. J. Zool. 82: 475–492.

Write G.A. & Thomson M.G.A. 2005: Odor 
perception and the variability in natural odor 
scenes. Recent Adv. Phytochem. 39: 191–226.

Yetman C.A. & Ferguson J.W.H. 2011: Conservation 
implications of spatial habitat use by adult 
giant bullfrogs (Pyxicephalus adspersus). J. 
Herpetol. 45: 56–62.

Zwickel F.C. 1969: Use of dogs in wildlife 
management. In: Giles R.H. (ed.), Wildlife 
management techniques, 3rd ed. Wildlife 
Society, Washington D.C.: 319–324.

Downloaded From: https://complete.bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Vertebrate-Biology on 04 May 2024
Terms of Use: https://complete.bioone.org/terms-of-use


