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	Giant African snail

Fact sheet No. 3 
Introduction
Giant African snail (GAS) (Achatina fulica Bowditch) (Eupulmonata: Achatinidae) is considered by most authorities to be the most damaging land snail in the world. It has a voracious appetite and has been recorded as attacking over 500 different kinds of plants although it has a preference for breadfruit, cassava, cocoa, papaya, peanut, rubber and most species of legumes and cucurbits.

The snail can also act as a vector of human disease such as eosinophilic meningitis which is caused by the rat lungworm parasite, Angiostrongylus cantonensis. The parasite is passed to humans through eating raw or improperly cooked snails or freshwater prawns. It is advisable to wash hands after handling the snail.

Like other snails assisted by man, Achatina fulica spreads as a hitchhiker on virtually anything it can crawl onto, particularly vehicles, in plant material or on goods which have been stored on the ground. Its rather attractive shell is also sought by the collector.

It has become well established in most of the countries to which it has been introduced principally as a result of its rapid reproductive rate. This is illustrated by its phenomenal development after being introduced to American Samoa in about 1975. Three government sponsored campaigns were introduced in an attempt to reduce the snail population. In 1977, one million snails were collected by hand. During 1980 two campaigns were conducted. In June/July workers gathered about 135 tonnes (about 5.4 million snails). Two months later in September a further 21 million snails were collected. Thirty tonnes were collected on one day in Port Vila, four years after the snail was introduced there in 1973.

Populations of this magnitude can lead to rather less obvious consequences, not least the presence of excreta and slime trails on plants or buildings, and where control is attempted, the foul smell of decay from poisoned snails.
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The red and circled areas show the distribution of the giant African snail.

Originally a native of Eastern Africa, giant African snail owes most of its current wide distribution to man. It is now present everywhere in the Indo-Pacific except the Solomons, Fiji, Banaba Island, Cook Islands, Kiribati, Lord Howe Island, Nauru, Niue, Norfolk Island, Pitcairn Island, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Australia and New Zealand. In 1989 it was reported to have reached Martinique and Guadeloupe in the Carribean. It is now present in the Marshall Islands and Western Samoa. 

Hosts 
The normal food of Achatina fulica consists of decayed vegetation and animal matter, lichens, algae and fungi. However, as introduced animals live under somewhat unnatural conditions, it is likely that the potential of the snail as a pest may only become apparent when it is established in a new environment. A. fulica has been recorded on a large number of plants including most ornamentals and vegetables and leguminous cover crops may suffer extensively. The bark of relatively large trees such as citrus, papaya, rubber and cacao is subject to attack.
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Giant African Snail on plants 

Biology 
Achatina fulica is a tropical snail, but can survive cold conditions, even snow, by aestivating. Snails are hermaphroditic, and after a single mating can produce a number of batches of fertile eggs over a period of months. A. fulica lays eggs in batches of 100 to 400 with up to 1200 being laid in a year. Eggs are spherical to ellipsoidal in shape (4.5-5.5 mm in diameter) and are yellow to cream in colour. These hatch after about 8-21 days under tropical conditions.

A. fulica is distinctive in appearance and, when compared with Australian native snails, is readily identified by its large size and relatively long, narrow conical shell. Reaching a length of up to 200 mm the shell is more commonly in the size range 50 to 100 mm. The colour can be variable but is most commonly light brown, with alternating brown and cream bands on young snails and the upper whorls of larger specimens. On finding a snail of this description it is advisable to obtain identification from the nearest State Museum, Department of Agriculture or National Park Authority.

While the adult has an average life of five to six years it may live as long as nine years. It will readily enter a state of aestivation and can survive for years in this state. The tendency for a number of aestivating snails to be present in an area at any time particularly when conditions are optimum for activity can make control measures difficult. Good control was obtained in Guam, the Marianas Islands and in the Maldives in the 1980s with the use of a planarian worm Platydesmus manokwari.

Quarantine risk 
The main quarantine risk lies in the introduction of the snail attached to plant material, crates, containers, machinery or motor vehicles. It can hide out of general sight and reach. It may also be introduced in soil in the egg stage. Live snails have been found on pallets in shipping containers returned to Australia from overseas, and on the inside and outside of shipping containers moving from infested areas. Snails in aestivation, which have drawn deep into their shell, can lose 60 per cent of their weight and consequently can be mistaken for dead specimens, and carried by humans as shell-collector specimens.

[image: image5.jpg]



Giant african snail on an imported cargo container

Quarantine precautions
Action taken by quarantine includes the careful inspection of imports from areas infested with the giant African snail. Imports which present a particularly high risk have to be fumigated, such as empty pallets and shipping containers which have been stacked outside on the ground, providing a convenient shelter for the snails.

Most snails have been intercepted by quarantine officers from the external surfaces of containers, both top and bottom. Containers stacked close to containers from GAS countries should also be inspected. Because the transit areas of the infested countries of Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore are in metropolitan areas with extensive areas of concrete exceeding the normal range of the snail, containers from there are of lesser risk than from Pacific Islands. Goods which may be infested (eg. machinery, earthenware pots and tiles) must be completely unpacked at depots under quarantine supervision and inspected or may be voluntarily fumigated with Methyl Bromide at the rate of 128 gm/m3 for 24 hours at 21°C.
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