Slippery Friends in our Backyards – About Frogs and Frog Habitats
The bonking of a Pobblebonk is not exactly what you expect to hear at the Blue Gum School Friends’ Lounge. On the evening of 21 August however, a large audience including teachers and kids listened to the mating calls of Lymnodynastes dumerillii and its slippery comrades that thrive on Mount Majura. In her Hilltop to Backfence lecture presentation, the ACT Frogwatch coordinator Dr. Beth Mantle explained that the calls are the most reliable way to identify frog species in the field, as some with an adult size slightly bigger than a thumb nail are difficult to spot. There was much to learn from her talk about frogs and their environmental needs.
Frogs and tadpoles are an important link in the food chain of our ecosystems. They can decimate insect pest and algae in garden ponds. As frogs are extremely sensitive to habitat changes they can indicate the health of aquatic and terrestrial environments. During the past years frog populations have declined worldwide in an alarming rate as a result of habitat loss, pollution and the wide spread use of chemicals. In addition, chytrid fungus, an amphibian skin disease, decimates frogs by suffocating them as they rely on their skin for the uptake of oxygen.
A great way to help protecting local frog populations is to create frog friendly habitats in our own backyards, on school grounds and public spaces. Basically there are two types of habitat: open water required for breeding and shelter sites.
Before you begin, check carefully whether frogs are already around. They visit open water to mate and to release their eggs however most of the time they seek shelter under rocks, logs, and in thick vegetation.  If you really need to touch frogs ensure that your hands are clean and moist. Your neighbours will appreciate if you don’t build a pond under their bedroom window since even tiny species can be noisy.  Also check for underground pipes before digging and be aware that ponds with water deeper than 30cm may require approval from ACTPLA. Safety features such as mesh over the top are essential to protect small children. Frogs need shelter from seasonal weather extremes and from predators, in particular cats. Rocks, logs and patches of dense native grasses in your frog habitat will provide for the necessary food such as insects and other small invertebrates.

A frog pond should be planned to be 2/3 in shade preferably in a damp spot which naturally collects water, avoiding deciduous trees. Consider the pond liner carefully as some liners contain chemicals that are toxic to frogs. Ponds should have a deep water zone for the frogs to escape to and a shallow edge to enable the leg developing young frogs to climb out.  Use clean washed sand or gravel to cover the pond floor and submerged logs and potted aquatic plants to provide shelter and habitat for frogs and their prey alike. Avoid weed species and duck weed or water fern as the latter species will cover the water surface and deprive tadpoles of oxygen.  Ideally use rain water to fill the pond - chlorine contained in tap water requires time to escape - and avoid pesticides and fertilizers around the pond. 
Frogs will find their way to your newly created habitat particularly if there are corridors of dense vegetation such as grassed areas that enable a safe passage. So don’t be temped to take them from the wild – it is illegal and carries the danger of spreading disease. You may engage neighbours in what you are doing and together you can create a chain of ponds and corridors that will help our slippery friends to survive and thrive. 
Leap into Frogwatch this spring.  Frogwatch is a community program that aims to involve volunteers of all ages to undertake frog monitoring and protecting frog habitats in the ACT. It is carried out during National Water Week in October and volunteer training starts in September. To join Frogwatch and for more information about frogs and frog habitats please contact Beth Mantle at 6278 3309 or waterwatch@ginninderralandcare.org.au
