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FrogWatch 2019 Highlights
The ACT and Region FrogWatch Program (FrogWatch) is run by the Ginninderra Catchment Group. FrogWatch
has been engaging volunteers since 2002 to monitor, restore and protect local frog habitat, and to raise
awareness and educate. The program covers the ACT and its surrounding NSW region from Cooma in the
South to Gundaroo in the North and from the Cotter River in the West to Captains Flat in the East.
FrogWatch and Waterwatch officially adopted a more formal partnership in June 2019. This will bring together
these two highly successful citizen science programs and enable them both to better inform the management
on our aquatic habitats and creatures within them.
2019 was busy - so nothing out of the ordinary! FrogWatch started off the year with a great presence at the
highly successful “Snakes alive!” exhibition, which is set up annually by the ACT Herpetological Association
(ACTHA) in the Australian National Botanic Gardens. Our Green and Golden Bell Frogs and a tank with tadpoles
at various stages of development were amongst the stars of the well visited exhibition showcasing Australian
herpetofauna (reptiles and amphibians) and raising awareness of their plight.
FrogWatch took part in a High-Tech Biodiversity Rescue planning meeting in March, organised by Dr Marta
Yebra at ANU. Experts from different study areas came together to discuss options for acoustic fauna
monitoring at Mulligan’s Flat Nature Reserve as part of a larger project involving remote sensing habitat
data. FrogWatch contributed important information about frog distribution at potential study sites and about
experiences gained from developing and working with the FrogPhone (see further below). The involvement
in such a project is the result of FrogWatch’s successful and highly productive interactions with Canberra’s
universities and research organisations for a range of citizen science projects. It also shows an increasing
recognition of FrogWatch’s contribution to better understanding our local environment.
Frogwatch education resources sprang to life during Reconciliation week. Children aged 3-5 from both
indigenous and non-indigenous backgrounds got engrossed in frog related activities during story times at
various ACT libraries. A frog puppet show, games, models, hands-on activities and picture books were great
ways to engage and fascinate even the youngest participant and wake their interest in the natural world
around them.

Stony Creek Frog Litoria lesuerii seen during FrogCensus 2019
(photo: Woo O’Reilly).
2

A green morph of the Whistling Tree Frog Litoria verreauxii spotted near Corin Forest
during FrogCensus 2019 (photo: Woo O’Reilly).

In June, many volunteers felt something was missing. In the previous four years (2015-2018) frog surveys had
been done every week between June and October at 15 sites across the ACT as part of the FrogWatch Climate
Change Project (funded by the ACT Government). The aim of this study was to closely monitor and track the
onset of frog breeding activities (marked by mating calls) for each of the local species and to compare the
findings with historic data on frog breeding behaviour for our region. As the data collection had been finalized
in late 2018 no more weekly monitoring throughout winter was required in 2019. The office was nevertheless
very busy with this project, verifying all data and preparing four years’ worth of surveying for the muchawaited analysis. The publication of the findings is planned for late 2020.
The opening day for the Holder Wetlands in August was a great awareness raising event and many interested
citizens attended, despite freezing temperatures. Attendees enjoyed guided walks and talks, a QnA session
and even frog call imitations. The recently built wetlands are a Water Sensitive Urban Design structure that
also provide many important habitat features for our local flora and fauna, including frogs. Many of its
attributes, e.g. aquatic and fringe vegetation, connectivity to woodlands etc. will suit a range of frog species
and FrogWatch volunteers will monitor their arrival over the coming years. In September, things started to
really heat up, with preparations for the two largest annual FrogWatch events: the October FrogCensus and
the Tadpole Kits for Schools Program.
Training seminars at the Jerrabomberra wetlands and in Cooma, lots of media attention and surveys kept
us busy during the dark hours. Preparing 120 Tadpole Kits to go to schools across the Capital Region for all
of school term 4, and coaching students (and teachers) through the amazing experience of observing the
development of tadpoles into frogs while in their care, also required all hands on deck.
Last but not least: Frogwatch finished off the year with a big bang: the publication of the paper: The
FrogPhone: A novel device for real-time frog call monitoring, in the international online journal Methods in
Ecology and Evolution. The paper had been the result of a two-year collaborative project with scientists of the
University of Canberra and University of New South Wales to develop the world’s first remote acoustic survey
device based on mobile phone technology. This caused a bit of media frenzy not only in Australia but around
the globe and was a great way to wrap up yet another highly successful year of FrogWatch froggy-fun.
The FrogWatch program would not be possible without our passionate volunteers as well as the generous
financial support from both the ACT Government and Icon Water. Many thanks to them.
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FrogCensus 2019 Summary
One of the main outputs of the FrogWatch program is to facilitate community engagement through the
monitoring of frog populations at local wetlands through the annual FrogCensus. The annual FrogCensus
report provides an overview of the distribution of our local frog species, particularly in the urban setting, and
aims to detect change over time.
For the first time in 2019, the FrogCensus was extended to cover the entire month of October. FrogWatch
also reduced the amount of sites monitored from approximately 500 to around 250 in preparation for the
FrogCensus. These actions combined are aimed at boosting detection of species during optimum conditions as
well as improving data continuity by ensuring key sites are surveyed every year.
Four training events were run in 2019, three at the Jerrabomberra Wetlands and one in Cooma. In addition,
numerous smaller training events were run for keen volunteers, such as Scout groups. An online booking
sheet assisted volunteers in choosing their monitoring sites and helped spreading the volunteer effort evenly
across all sites.
A total of 366 surveys were submitted for the October 2019 FrogCensus by over 200 trained FrogWatch
volunteers. 186 FrogWatch sites were monitored, 161 of which are located in the ACT and the remaining 25
in neighbouring NSW. Sites were visited between one and nine times during the FrogCensus. The average
number of visits per site was two. See species distribution maps for site locations and Appendix A for the site
codes, names and locations. Appendix B lists all 2019 FrogCensus volunteers.
Many ponds were dry or nearly dry for most of 2019 due to record breaking average daytime temperatures
and well below average rainfall. A high proportion of sites were visited only once as a total of 27 sites were dry
during the FrogCensus and therefore did not provide optimal frog-breeding conditions (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Pond conditions in relation to available water for breeding, October 2019.

Moreover, 66 additional survey sites provided highly unsuitable breeding habitat by being either nearly
dry (n=12) or having very exposed banks (n=54). Only 50% of all surveyed sites were either full or nearly
full and therefore provided good breeding conditions in relation to available water for mating and tadpole
development.
Subsequently, 92 out of the 366 surveys (25%) did not detect any frogs at all. In compa rison, in 2017, a year of
higher rainfall, only 31 surveys out of 274 surveys (11%) showed this result.
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Site Diversity
A high diversity of frog species at a survey site can indicate the presence of a wide range of frog-habitat
features. Identifying these high-value sites and their species-specific habitat provision is important to inform
planning and management decisions regarding areas for frog conservation.
The total number of species detected at each survey site is shown in Graph 2. Appendix C lists the scientific
and common names of each species of frog found in the FrogCensus. At 42 sites, no frogs were detected at all.
As a result, the average number of species detected at the 189 survey sites was 2.25. However, when excluding
the ‘no-frog sites’ from the analysis, the average number of frog species per site increases to 2.9. The two
most species rich sites, with seven species each, were CFR200: a private farm dam in the Captains Flat area,
and FOR001: Forde Wetland, Gungahlin.

Figure 2: Frog abundance (number of species) across all survey sites (n=186) during the 2019.

CIT students at FrogWatch training event (photo: Liz O’Donnell)
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Species Detected
As some sites were monitored more than others, there is a risk that some species are over-represented
in the results. Because of this, the detection of each species is presented per individual site rather per
survey (Figure 3). A total of nine species were detected during the 2019 FrogCensus. As in previous years,
the three most frequently detected species were Crinia signifera, Crinia parinsignifera and Limnodynastes
tasmaniensis. Thespecies detected least was Litoria lesueurii, which was only found during two surveys.

Figure 3: Percentage of sites where species were detected (actual number of sites written above).

Due to the hot and dry conditions, frog numbers were generally low in the 2019 FrogCensus. One of the
main observations was the strong negative impact of the dry weather conditions on frog habitat quality.
Exposed pond edges, lack of riparian and in-stream vegetation, and the absence of shade trees minimised
habitat quality and most likely reduced breeding and survival rates of local frog fauna.

Whistling Tree Frog Litoria verreauxii spotted near Corin Forest during FrogCensus 2019 (photo: Woo O’Reilly).

6

The Emerald-spotted Tree Frog Litoria peronii.

Four species of frog were detected at Banksia St Wetland in O’Connor (BSW001) in the October FrogCensus.
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Individual Species results
The following pages will show the findings of the 2019 FrogCensus on a species level. The habitat preference
of each species is briefly described1 and a map shows its distribution. Please note- each map shows all
surveyed FrogWatch sites, but sites where a species was detected are shown in colour.

Plains Froglet - Crinia parinsignifera
•

Highly variable

•

Colour ranges from light to dark

•
		
		

Back can be smooth and unpatterned to strongly 		
marked and raised in longitudinal stripes and 		
bumps

•

Length = 25-30mm

•
		

Call = A slight drawn out “wwrreeeeekk”, repeated
regularly

The Plains Froglet Crinia parinsignifera is often associated with logs and rocks and can be observed
sheltering in large numbers in such habitat. This species is a generalist, highly adaptable to disturbed and
altered landscapes and has a broad range of breeding habitats.
In our region this species is widespread but can only be found below 800m altitude. In this species, as well
as in Crinia parinsignifera large numbers of individuals can often be found hiding under the same log or
rock to escape the heat of the day and dry conditions.
During the October 2019 FrogCensus Crinia parinsignifera was recorded during 135 surveys and at 83 sites.

Figure 4: Number of Crinia parinsignifera detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October
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1	Species information obtained from Hoefer, A. M., and D. Starrs (2016) One pond fits all? Frogs as an indicator of urban wetland health.
Final Report to Upper Murrumbidgee Waterwatch. Ginninderra Catchment Group, Canberra (http://www.act.waterwatch.org.au/Files/
frogs/Hoefer_Starrs_Wetland_Indicator_Final_Report.pdf).
Species information for Litoria lesueurii obtained from Lintermans, M., and W. Osborne (2002) Wet and wild: a field guide to the freshwater
	
animals of the Southern Tablelands and High Country of the ACT and NSW.
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Common Eastern Froglet - Crinia signifera

•
		

Highly variable colouration from grey-brown to
reddish

•

Can be smooth or covered in ridges

•

Underside granular with black and white blotches

•

Length: 25-30mm

•

Call: high pitched crick..crick..crick..crick

Similar to Crinia parinsignifera, the Common Eastern Froglet Crinia signifera is a generalist species
preferring open and disturbed areas. It also likes inhabited natural and constructed water bodies and
has a preference for larger ponds with shallow edges.
This species is – true to its name- very common and wide spread. It is one of few species in our region
that can be heard calling throughout the day, and it is - with the exception of Litoria verreauxii - the
only local species starting to call in winter.
In the October 2019 FrogCensus, Crinia signifera was recorded during 158 surveys and at 82 sites.

Figure 5: Number of Crinia signifera detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October
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Eastern Banjo Frog or Pobblebonk Limnodynastes dumerilii
• Grey-brown in colour with a large glandular
		 stripe running from the top of the shoulder
		 to the mouth
•

Blotched markings on sides of body

•

Length = up to 85mm

•

Call = repeated “bonk” or “thunk” from the
water

The Eastern Banjo Frog/Pobblebonk Limnodynastes dumerilii prefers ponds with lots of structural
complexity in the form of rocks and logs and close to patches of forest ≥10Ha. The greater the
distance from a reserve, the lower the likelihood of detecting this species. In the ACT region, this
species is wide spread below 1200m.
In the October 2019 FrogCensus, Limnodynastes dumerilii was recorded during 77 surveys and at 48
sites.

Figure 6: Number of Limnodynastes dumerilii detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October
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Striped Marsh Frog - Limnodynastes peronii

•

Distinctive light and dark brown stripes on the dorsal
surface

•

Slightly raised glandular stripe along the mouth and
behind the eye

•

Length = 70mm

•

Call = single “tock” repeated

The Striped Marsh Frog Limnodynastes peronii prefer well vegetated ponds. The presence of reeds
is especially important for this frog especially when helping it seek refuge when inhabiting the same
waterways Eastern gambusia Gambusia holbrooki, an introduced predatory fish. This species is less
common in our region and often occurs in localized populations, most often in the northern ACT.
During the October 2019 FrogCensus Limnodynastes peronii was recorded during 27 surveys and at 19
sites.

Figure 7: Number of sites surveyed in October each year in total (blue) and where Limnodynastes peronii was
present.

Figure 7: Number of Limnodynastes peronii detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October.
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Spotted Grass Frog - Limnodynastes tasmaniensis

•

Blotched appearance with dark & light markings

•

often with red or orange stripe along spine

•

Length = up to 50mm

•

Call = “uck, uck, uck”

The Spotted Grass Frog, Limnodynastes tasmaniensis is a generalist with very little habitat preferences.
This species needs emergent vegetation to attach their egg masses to and has shown a strong preference
for fish-free ponds. This species is wide spread below 900 m in our region, and one of the most
commonly encountered frogs. Due to its call it is often referred to as ‘machine gun frog’. Like all members
of the Genus Limnodynastes, females of this species produce foamy egg masses, often attached to
floating or emerging aquatic vegetation.
During the October 2019 FrogCensus Limnodynastes tasmaniensis was recorded during 106 surveys and
at 63 sites.

Figure 8: Number of Limnodynastes tasmaniensis detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October.
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Stony Creek Frog - Litoria lesueurii
• Grey or brown in colour
• Black stripe from nostril, through the eye, to the shoulder
• Groin and hind sides of thighs mottled in black and yellow
or grey-blue
• Males turn bright yellow during the breeding season
• Length = up to 65mm
• Call = series of repeated “craww”, “craww”, “craww”

The Stony Creek Frog Litoria lesueurii is a stream-dependent species that breeds in permanent
rivers, particularly where there is ample rocky habitat. It can occupy streams flowing through cleared
pastures, grasslands, woodlands and forests. In the ACT Litoria lesueurii is strongly associated with
Murrumbidgee and Cotter Rivers.
In the October 2019 FrogCensus Litoria lesueurii was recorded during two surveys and at two sites.

Figure 9: Number of Litoria lesueurii detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October.
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Emerald-spotted Tree Frog - Litoria peronii

• Broad round toe discs
• Yellow and black mottling behind the back leg
• Tiny emerald flecks on the dorsal surface
• + shaped pupils
• Length = 50mm
• Call = loud, descending rattle or cackle

The occurrence of the Emerald-spotted Tree Frog Litoria peronii is strongly associated with good
riparian zone conditions. This includes the presence of fallen logs, reeds and sedges, as well as the
absence of mowing. This species is a true climber and well known for hiding in water tanks or toilet
cisterns.
The October 2019 FrogCensus Litoria peronii was recorded during 80 surveys and at 45 sites.

Figure 10: Number of Litoria peronii detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October.
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Whistling Tree Frog - Litoria verreauxii
• Dark brown or black stripe in front of the eye to the base
of the forelimb
• Broad brownish mid-dorsal marking
• Length = 30mm
• Call = repeated whistling “cree…, cree…, cree…”

The Whistling Tree Frog s Litoria verreauxii significantly declined over the past 20 years, most likely
caused by the emergence of the chytridiomycosis fungus in the ACT during the 1990s. This species is
now re-expanding its distribution and prefers well established and well vegetated riparian zones. .
In the October 2019 FrogCensus Litoria verreauxii was recorded during 77 surveys and at 40 sites.

Figure 11: Number of Litoria verreauxii detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October.
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Smooth Toadlet - Uperoleia laevigata

• Warty appearance with an orange patch behind & in front
of each thigh.
• Pale triangular patch between the eyes.
• Length = 25mm
• Call = low pitched, drawn out “wwhhrrkkkkk”

The Smooth Toadlet Uperoleia laevigata prefers sites that have good connectivity to forests, have
unmown edges, logs in the riparian zone and are free of Eastern gambusia Gambusia holbrooki, an
introduced predatory fish. In addition, it is believed this species has a strong preference for ponds
with low electrical conductivity. This is especially true of urban sites where the majority of the
FrogWatch sites occur.
The October 2019 FrogCensus Uperoleia laevigata was recorded during 30 surveys and at 15 sites.

Figure 12: Number of Uperoleia laevigata detected vs total number of sites surveyed thoughout October.
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Appendix A: Table of all FrogWatch sites monitored during
the 2019 FrogCensus.
including the pond level, the number of site surveys and the number of species detected at each site. Pond
level: 1=Dry; 2= nearly dry; 3=bank very exposed; 4=nearly full; 5=Full. Frog species: A=Crinia parinsignifera;
B=Crinia parinsignifera; C=Limnodynastes dumerilii; D=Lim. peronii; E=Lim. tasmaniensis; F=Litoria lesueurii;
G=Lit. peronii; H=Lit. verreauxii; I=Uperoleia laevigata.

26

27

28

29

30

31

Appendix B: List of all trained volunteers that
contributed to the 2019 FrogCensus.
Please note: Volunteers always work in teams of at least two. Therefore, for every listed volunteer,
at least one other unnamed volunteer contributed to the program.
Alannah Alley Freeman

Jenny Clarke

Peter Watson

Anke Maria Hoefer

Jeremy Wisbey- team

Philip Dunne

Antia Brademan

Jess F

R Peterson

Ann Milligan

Jim Arnold

Renee Gonlag

ANU Green Team

John B

Renee Gonlag

Brett

John Schmidt

Ro McFarlane

Brett Goyne

Karen Ward

Robert Gifford

Bruce Cowell

Kathy Eyles

Rodney Ubrihien

Cameron Whitnall

Kati Gorgenyi

Roger Hnatiuk

Cedric Bear

Kerry Webber

Rosemary R

Chris FitzGerald

Keyama-Mio Hoefer-Dunne

Ross Benton

Chris Taylor

Lachlan Duncan

Ross Robinson

Cooma Waterwatch

Landcarers from Cooma

Ruby McFarlane

Danial Stratford and son

Lauren Smith

Ryu Callaway

Danielle Murphy

Leone Janson

S Peterson

Danswell Starrs

Lesley Henstridge

Samantha

Darcy O’Rourke

Lily Watson

Samuel Jones

Deb Kellock

Linda Beverage

Sarah Hnatiuk

Dianna Fitzsimons

Lola-Lee-Lou Hoefer-Dunne

Sharon Koh

Emily Brooks

Luke

Shelley Owen

Emma Keightley

Mark Smith

Skye

Evan

Martin Lind and family

Stef Benton

Felix McFarlane

Maxine Webber

Tasha

Fiona Spier

Melissa Parker

Tim Yiu

Fleur Horan

Michael Bedingfield

Tom McElroy

Frances FitzGibbon

Milou Hoffman

Tony Tsai

Friends of Black Mountain

Mt Majura Scouts group

Tony Webber

Friends of Jerrabomberra
Wetlands

Nadia Travica

various property owners

Friends of Mulligans Flat

Nat O’Rourke

Vera Kurz

Nicholas Loades

Wendy Hodgman

Nick Loades

Wendy Schmidt

Nina McLean

Woo O’Reilly

Paul

Xantia McFarlane

Friends of Tidbinbilla
Gavin Holmes
Helen Austin
Helen Cross
Jeanine Godkin
Jenny Berget and children
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Paula Banks
Penelope Lilley
Penny

Appendix C: Scientific and common names of
local frog species.
Scientific name
Crinia parinsignifera
Crinia signifera
Limnodynastes dumerilii
Limnodynastes peronii
Limnodynastes tasmaniensis
Litoria lesueurii
Litoria peronii
Litoria verreauxii
Uperoleia laevigata

Common name
Plains Froglet
Common Eastern Froglet
Pobblebonk, Eastern Banjo Frog
Brown/Striped Marsh Frog
Spotted Grass Frog
Stony Creek Frog
Emerald-spotted Tree Frog
Whistling Tree Frog
Smooth Toadlet
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