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Frogging is more than simply the idle pursuit ol
smallchildren. Western Australia is hometo more
than onethird olAustralia'sfrog species, including
some unusual ones that never enter the water.
Two of these are the rarest frogs in Australia, and
ateam in the South West is workino to save them.
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yellow-orange (henc e o t t e llina, meaninl
the colour of egg yolk). No other frog
species in Western Australia has such
characteristic coloration.

The white-bell ied frog is not so
distinctive, but it does have sorne
distinguishing features. The undersurface
is white or very faint yeliow and the skin
is smooth. The back is l ight to dark
brown with a series of raised dark spots
forming distinct rou,s.

These tiny frogs shelter in damp peaty
sltes ln tea-tree swamps, and you are
more l ikely to hear their calls than to see
the frogs themselves. Frogs callto attract
mates. Generally only males call. The
calls ofwhite-bell ied and orange bell ied
frogs are similar and may be difficuit to
tell apart. They both consist ofa series of
short clicks, each click l ike the sound
made by pull ing your tongue sharyly
away from the roofofyour mouth. In the
orange-bell ied frog, the call averages 11
clicks per burst. The cali of the white-
bell ied frog is slightly longer, averaging
15 clicks per burst. The rate ofclicking is
only just slow enough to count and
changeswith temperature; warmer frogs
call faster.

White-bell ied and orange-bell ied
fuogs call in spring to early summer, witn
peak activity in September and October.
Males do not call from water, but from
moist ground that may be very close to

streams. They are usually extremely well
hidden among vegetation.

Members ofthe Geo crinia genus are
unusual in that they do not enter me
water. Many frogs deposit iheir eggs in
water .  These ha tch  and the  f ree-
swimming tadpoles feed, grow and
eventually metamorphose into frogs.
Ceocrinia species do things differently.
They  depos i t  the i r  eggs  in  smal l
depressions in moist soil, hidden under
litter or densevegetation. The eggs harcn
and the tadpoles go through their entrre
development in thejelly surrounding the
eggs. They do not feed, but rely on food
reserves in the eggyolk. This is knowrr as
direct development. Although unusual,
this sort oflife-history is shared by some
other Western Australian frogs.

Because of their breeding biology,
geocrinias are commonlyassociatedwith
creek systems, particularly those having
soil \'\,ith a high organic content that do
not readily dry out over summer. bur
c l e a r i n g  o f  n a i i v e  v e g e t a t i o n  f o r
agriculture has left few suitably darnp
frog swamps in the domain ofthe white-
bell ied frog.

The white and orange-bellied frogs
are two of the most geographically
restricted vertebrate species known tn
mainland Australia. They occur only in
the high-rainfall region between Margaret
River and Augusta. The orange-bellied

l,46oue; The distributions of four
I members of the Geocinio ros"a Eroup
I ot trogs are separated by subtle
landform and climatic barriers.

I Belora; Males of the Walpole (shown
I herel and Karri frogs have a distinclive
I black chin.

t"t nscopt: 37
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split about five million years ago. The
formation ofnew species does not happen
overnight.

BACK FROM THE BRINK
The restricted distributions of the

white-bellied and orange-bellied frogs
mean they are particularly prone to
extinction. Their dependence on
undisturbed permanently moist sites
requires special conservation efforts
directed at their habitats.

Arecovery plan for these two species
is now under way (see'Bush Telegraph',
LANDSCOPE. Summer 1992-93). The
aim is to bring them back from the edge
of extinction. The plan is being
implemented by a team that includes
members from the Department of
Conservation and Land Management
(CALM), the University of Western
Australia, the Australian Nature
Conservation Agency, the AuEusta-
Margaret River Shire and the local Land
Conservation District Committee.

The first step in the recovery plan was
todetermine the distributions ofthe two

species in detail. This involved many
nights spent in swamps during the
breeding season, recording males calling.
It has confirmed the restricted
distributions of the two species.

The orange-bellied frog is confined
to a small domainwithin State Forest to
the north ofthe Blackwood River. Having
such a small range makes this species
particularly wlnerable. Its known calling
sites arewithin aunique area ofless than
0.2 square kilometres, which is like a
damp oasis surrounded by a 'desert' of
laterite. This site harbours many unusual
species, including the distinctive locally
endemic giant nssh Reedia spathacea,
the only member of its genus, as well as
a host of previously unknown aquatic
invertebrates.

The white-bellied frog is confined to
a few sites in the Witchcliffe-Karridale
area. Although some of the range of the
white-bellied frog remains uncleared,
much is privately owned and therefore
subject to clearing for agriculture. We
alyeady know that cleaing and grazing is
inimical to the survival of these soecies.

The protection of suitable sections of
creekwill beessential to ensure thefrogs'
survival in areas ofagricultural land.

We also need to know the stability of
tl)e populations of these species. The
limited monitoring carried out in the
past 10 years suggests that the
populations fluctuate from year to year.
An extensive monitoring program, which
involves counts of calling males at several
sites throughout the breeding season, is
now in place, andwill operate for the next
10 years. Although there is much
discussion of the worldwide decline of
amphibians, this is one of the few long-
term monitoring programs to generate
datato testthis notion, and to address the
causes.

One of the aims of the study is to
determine what happens when the frogs'
habitat is deEraded or disturbed. We have
learnt that fiye in early spring does not
burn the sites from which the froEs call,
and doesnotaffectthe numbeys of calling
males that season. They hardly miss a
beat. The fate of the females is unknown
because their silence makes them almost

,euoscore 39
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Yellow-billed spoonbills haue aisited
Star Swamp for the last three uears.
Theg sift small mtstaceans from the
shallou uater. The story of this
suburban wetland is told on page 45.

About a quarter of Stirling Range
National Park has been closed to
protect its unique flora from dieback
desease. Tum to page l0 to disconr
these plants on the edge-

Found all ouer Australia, short-beaked
echidnas are one of two Australian egg-
laging mammak. Theg still occur
around Perth. See page 18.

The orange-bellied frog k part of the
South West's fine-scale richness qnd
aariety. Find out more about these
foscinating creatures on page 35.
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A marine park is proposed to adjoin
the Prince Regent Nature Reserue. The
Complex Coast (page 49) discusses the
need for integrated m1nqgemant of
land and sea around our coast-
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The coral gardens in the sheltered
lagoons of the Rowley Shoals contain
dozens of different varieties of staghom
coral and are inhabited by a huge nnge
of colourful reef fish. See 'Coral for
K€eps' on page 28.
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