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u a and commendations

This report contains a compilation of our observations of amphibians in Banff
National Park - and nearby areas - in 2001. It also includes some observations by
Brenda and Dwayne Lepitzki as well as a number of records of the park’s only
known snake species - Wandering Garter Snake (Thamnophis elegans) - which, with
one interesting exception from Carrot Lake, were all from the Cave & Basin area as
reported by the Lepitzkis. It represents the continuation of surveys begun in
1992 which are intended to provide a better understanding of the distribution of
ampbhibians in this part of the Rocky Mountains. (See Mclvor,1994 , Mclvor and
Mclvor,1995, Mclvor and Mclvor, 1996, Mclvor and Mclvor 1997, Mclvor and
Mclvor, 1998, Mclvor and Mclvor, 1999, Mclvor and Mclvor 2000). 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. No new sites were visited
during the breeding season although a juvenile wood frog was found in late summer
at Silverton Pond. This, along with several other potential breeding sites will be
checked next year. Unfortunately, not enough time was available to visit sites in
the Lake Louise area, the Icefields Parkway north of Bow Pass, or even the
Yamnuska early in the season.

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 earliest records for 2001 were of wood frogs calling on April 24 at
Muleshoe Flats, east of Goose Pond and south of the railway tracks. This was one
day later than the previous year. The first wood frog egg masses were found on
April 27 at Goose Pond.

The first adult long-toed salamanders were seen on April 27 in West Pond at
Amphibian World where eggs were found on May 3. We did not observe any spotted
frog activity until much later in the year. This may reflect our choice of sites to
visit although we have found evidence of their breeding in Osprey Pond and the
Lake of the Sticks area in past years but not this time. The first boreal toad egg
strings were found were found in Vernal Pool on May 10 but 4 days later the pool
was completely dry. At Sunshine Wetlands, a number of boreal toad egg strings
were found on May 17.

The latest records for the year came from Moose Meadow Ponds on September 23
where we found 5 young spotted frogs and 3 young boreal toads. All were along the
south edge of the South Channel within one to three metres of the water. At only
15 mm. in length, the toadlets were smaller than some we had seen 10 days earlier
at Carrot Lake.

One of the most noteworthy aspects of the year was the effect of relatively warm,
dry weather conditions on some of the wetlands where amphibian breeding activity
occurs. In places - e.g. Vernal Pool, Lakeside Pond, North Old Dump, Muleshoe
Flats Pond #1 - the breeding ponds dried out before eggs could hatch or before




metamorphosis allowed young animals to leave the water. In others - e.g. Osprey
Pond where long-toed salamander tadpoles were struggling to stay alive in two
tiny, muddy puddles that contained the only water left in the pond on August 5,
and Summit Pond where there were small boreal toad tadpoles on June 24 but that
was dry on August 12 - we don’t know for sure whether any young managed to
survive. By the end of the summer, some wetlands - e.g. Sunshine Wetlands on
September 18 - were at the lowest levels we have seen since we started visiting
them. Implications for subsequent years if the dry period continues, are unclear.

It is possible that as higher air temperatures produce higher water temperatures,
the processes of hatching and metamorphosis are accelerated somewhat. This may
offset, to some degree, the more rapid drying of ponds that is caused by the same
weather conditions. However, it is clear that in those wetlands most vulnerable to
drought, for young amphibians, the line between survival and death by desiccation
is thin indeed.

The surprisingly long life span of amphibians, given their small size, appears to
be an evolutionary hedge against uncertainty in terms of annual conditions for
successful breeding; but if recent drought becomes prolonged, it is possible some
populations in relatively isolated sites may disappear over time. The potential for
such events is not known, as is the possibility of eventual re-colonization.
Whether current effects are temporary and local or part of a much larger-scale
change related to global warming is a question that will be answered only through
long term monitoring. We are pleased that Parks Canada has begun an amphibian
monitoring program that includes assessing the state of selected breeding ponds.
We sincerely hope this program will be continued and expanded.
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