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MATING SYSTEMS IN AUSTRALIAN FROGS:
THE QUACKING FROG

Dale Robefts

do better. But in almost every frog
species there is also another set of
males who adopt different tactics to
get a mating: sneaks and satellites!

In the north American bullfrog,
large males defend calling sites
where eggs are less likelyto be eaten
by leeches but from time to time,
small,youngmales sitby silently and
intercept females attracted to larger
males. Satellite males are common in
many frog species and get exclusive
access to a female's eggs. They are
often, but not always, smaller or
younger males who cannot defend a
calling site eitherbecause their calls
are too wimpy or, they themselves
are too wimpy! Satellite males sit
close to calling males and intercept
incoming females. In some studies
satellites males do almost as well as
callers in mating successfully. But
what about sneaks?

Sneak males havebeen observed
in many fish species. A large male
builds and defends a nesting site
and attracts a female - and may also
attract a set ofsneak males. Sneaks
slip in anddeposit sperm onto eggs a

female is releasing at the same time
as the large male is releasing sperm.
A behaviour comparable to sneaks
but not quite as stealthy is now also
known in frogs: in the quacking frog,
Crinia georgiana.

The picture alongside is a fairly

fpical mating in the quacking frog,
which occurs in the forested areas
ofsouthem WAand across the south
coast east of Esperance. It breeds
in winter with males calling from
shallow water. Eggs are deposited
at the sites where males call and
tadpoles metamorphose in spring.
But that is about where conventional
behaviour stops!

The average numberofmales per
mating is two for most frogs it rs
one. Who mates? That depends on
circumstances. If frog numbers are
low, large males call, small males
take on a "sneak" role. Calling
males attract females and lhe pair
mate then one or more sneaks

lotn ln .  I  ne ca lng mate mates
in the conventional frog position

on the back of the female. The
first sneak male joins the parr
undemeath then other males hang
on almost anywhere. Only the first
two males mated actually fertilise
eggs hangers on are missing out!
When there are more frogs out,
bigger males dominate matings
often finding females by searching
rather than attracting females with
their call. Up to 9 males may try to
mate with a single female.

Outcomes? The first two males
to mate share patemity, but, as more
males join a mating, less eggs are
fertilised dropping to about 70% of
eggs developing. One in 50 females
are killed in the chaos! So there are
big potential costs to females andto

Mating quacking frogs. Photo: Michael Smith

What do we have in th:is photor
Look closely and you can clearly
see lhere are frogs and egg:. Look
more closely andyouwill see there
are four frogs : one female and three
males. Why so many males? Good
question and one where we har e a
few but not all the answers.

We al l  know about  the l i fe  cyc le
ofa frog: male frog calls in a pond,
attracts female, frogs mate, eggs
deposited in water. neal black and
white eggs that hatch into tadpoles
then metamorphose into aminiature
version of the adult frog. Yes. but
le t 's  look a l i t t le  more carefu l ly  at
that third bit: frogs mate.

In most frogs, eggs are released
by a female then the male deposits
sperm directly onto the eggs
-  ex lernal  fer t i l isat ion.  Sounds
simple and in  most  f rogs i t  is :  one
male and one female and all sorts
of tricks used by males to be that
one male. Males who call faster,
who have deeper croaks, longer
calls, call before other males, have
call sites where eggs will develop
beuer. in different frog species. all
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