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Summary and Recommendations 

This report contains a compilation of observations of amphibians in Banff National Park in 1999. 
It represents the- continuation of surveys begun in 1992 which are intended to provide a better 
understanding of the distribution of amphibians in this part of the Rocky Mountains. (See 
Mcivor, 1994 , Mcivor and Mclvor,1995, Mcivor and Mcivor, 1996, Mcivor and Mcivor 1997, McIvor 
and Mcivor, 1998). These observations include random/opportunistic sightings but primarily are 
from surveys conducted for the specific purpose of collecting information about amphibians. 

Early in the season there was an attempt to locate adult frogs and toads by the sound of their 
calling at breeding sites. Later efforts involved more concerted searches for egg masses, larvae 
and young-of-the-year. A variety of wetlands - marshes, ponds, lakes, backwaters of the Bow and 
other rivers - were surveyed in afternoons or evenings, some on several occasions. 

Many places that had been visited in previous years were re-visited. Some other potential 
breeding sites were checked for the first time, including: Horsetail Wetland and Wolfwillow 
Wetland east of the Town of Banff; Strider Pond, Floating Pond, Castle Cliffs and Upper Castle 
Cliffs Wetlands in the Castle Junction Area; and Blackpoll Ponds and Crowberry Pond in the Lake 
Louise Area. Areas beside the Parkway in Kootenay National Park were checked again this year 
along with Kerr Ponds, a new site. Several wetlands in the Yamnuska Natural Area were visited as 
well. 

The earliest records for 1999 were of wood frogs calling on April 19 at Goose Pond and other parts 
of Muleshoe Flats. This was a day earlier for activity than the previous year. The first wood frog 
egg mass was found at Goose Pond on April 20. Many wood frog egg masses were found on April 27 
at North Old Dump Wetland (39) and Amphibian World (34). 

The first long-toed salamander eggs were at Osprey Pond on April 29 and the first spotted frog 
eggs were found at the Yamnuska on May 3 and in Osprey Pond in Banff on May 11. Boreal toads 
were heard singing, some were seen in amplexus, and there were egg strings in several ponds at 
Sunshine Wetlands on May 6. 

Direct evidence of breeding in the form of egg masses, larvae or metamorphosed young was found 
for all 4 species of amphibian known to occur in Banff National Park. The range extension first 
noted in 1996, for long-toed salamanders in the area a short distance north of Lake Louise was 
further confirmed by the discovery of egg masses in Ramshorn Pond and in Crowberry Pond, which 
lies just over a low ridge west of Herbert Lake, and was checked for the first time this year. 

Most of the new areas surveyed had evidence of breeding of at least one species of amphibian. 
And some areas in which one or more species had been found in the past, produced evidence of 
breeding by species not observed previously. For example, spotted frog tadpoles and/or young 
were found at Moraine Creek Wetland and Moose Meadow Ponds. Wood frog tadpoles were in the 
WL-7 complex beside the Trans-Canada Highway near Redearth Creek. In each of these cases, 
previous surveys had detected amphibian activity but not these particular species. 

The latest records for the year came from the "Top of the Bow" - special mention should be made­
of a wood frog heard calling, if only briefly and tentatively, at Quiet Pond on September 8 - where 
a small number of boreal toad tadpoles were in Summit Pond (which sits in Bow Pass but actually 
drains into the Mistaya River), on September 15, with a dozen toadlets on shore, some as far as 8 
metres from the water. The same day, approximately 100 boreal toad tadpoles were seen in a very 
small, very shallow pool just across the lakeshore trail from Bow Lake (Num-Ti-Jah Pools). On 
October 22, this puddle was covered with a layer of ice beneath which could be seen 6 tadpoles, 



each with ali legs and tail showing All apparently were dead. Presumably they had been within a 
day or so of complete metamorphosis and an opportunity to escape from what became an icy tomb. 

As in previous years, these surveys reveal the tenuous nature of existence for some individual 
populations, or at least generations, of amphibians at some sites. The vagaries of changing water 
levels, related to weather conditions, have very real effects. Vernal Pool provided a dramatic 
example this year. Following a cool, unsettled, but relatively dry spring, this small wetland still 
held no water on July 3. Two days later on July 5, after some heavy rain, there was water several 
centimetres deep in which 4 mating pairs of boreal toads had produced, or were still producing, 4 
very fresh egg strings. By the next morning, the adult toads had disappeared and the water level 
had dropped slightly. On July 11, Vernal Pool was completely dry again. No trace of the breeding 
that had occurred could be found. Questions remain as to the whereabouts of the adults prior to, 
and after, July 5 and how they found this pool during the very brief period it held water. 

Two years ago, boreal toad breeding took place in Vernal Pool on or before May 15. And this year, 
in the more permanent water of Sunshine Wetlands, breeding took place as early as May 6. It is 
obvious the toads are able to delay their breeding activity until suitable conditions prevail - if 
only temporarily. Also noted this year was a fresh boreal toad egg string in a tiny - 1 m. 
diameter - pool at Healy Pit Wetland on July 18. This reproductive effort was almost 2 weeks 
later than those at Vernal Pool and almost certainly met the same fate. 

Early this breeding season, considerable numbers of dead embryos were found amongst wood frog 
egg masses in places such as Amphibian World and North Old Dump Wetland. This mortality may 
be attributable to the cool spring temperatures with some nights dropping below freezing. At 
Summit Pond, almost all the embryos in a boreal toad egg string were dead. The egg string was in 
very shallow water, but in water of similar depth nearby, there were other egg strings that had 
suffered almost no mortality. 

At some locations, young boreal toads were observed in circumstances which made it seem highly 
unlikely they were born this year. For example, at Ishbel Pond on July 11, 3 toadlets 
(approximately 20 mm. in length) were found on shore, close to the water. At the same time, the 
tadpoles in the pond were small to medium size with none showing legs yet. Although these young 
toads probably overwintered, it is not known whether they did so as tadpoles or following 
metamorphosis. 

Similarly, at the outlet of Boom Lake on July 24,6 toadlets were found along the edge of the 
stream. Given that in the 2 previous years at this site, only small tadpoles had been found by this 
point in the summer (July 22, 1998, August 6, 1997) it seems most unlikely these young hatched 
this year. Little if anything is known about the overwintering behaviour of amphibians in the 
mountain national parks. It would be an interesting topic to pursue with further study. 

Another matter of interest is the extent to which disturbed areas that have been rehabilitated 
with varying degrees of care and success, serve as breeding sites for amphibians. This year, Kerr 
Ponds at the extreme northern tip of Kootenay National Park, was added to the list of such sites 
which includes Vernal Pool, Healy Pit Wetland, WL-7, and Moose Meadow Wetland. It should not 
be difficult to design future reclamation efforts at places such as the Cascade Pit or Mannix Pit 
with some consideration for the needs of amphibians. This would help compensate for some of the 
losses of wetlands which occurred as development spread through the Bow Valley. A monitoring 
program coul~ determine how quickly the various species locate these new opportunities. 

A dramatic and disturbing event involving amphibians outside Banff National Park but within the 
study area of these surveys occurred this summer when well over 100 tiger salamanders were 
killed on the Trans-Canada Highway west of the Seebe interchange. It appears this may have been 
part of a mass migration of ad~1t salamanders although little is known about the population 

II 



dynamics and related behaviour of this species in the area where this event took place. (contact 
Dr. Tony Clevenger, Trans-Canada Highway Monitoring Project for details.) 

In concluding we have observed some signs of awakening interest within Parks Canada towards 
amphibians in the mountain national parks. We strongly encourage this and trust it will be 
followed by genuine commitments to long term monitoring and research. Amphibians in these 
mountains are pushing the limits of geographic distribution in terms of elevation or longitudinal 
range. There is much to be learned from them. 

For a complete report of all the surveys see: Amphibian Surveys in Banff National Park and 
adjacent areas, 1992-1999, Diane & Mike Mcivor, November 1999. 
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