Toes in the mud and frogs in the pond


Have you ever noticed those ponds and streams that seem to appear out of nowhere in the spring? Ephemeral wetlands, also called vernal or seasonal ponds, form in low-lying areas on the landscape when spring weather brings melting snow and rainy days. Although these temporary wetlands are only covered in water for part of the year, they provide important habitat for migratory birds, amphibians and even insects.

“Bugs?” you say, “I hate bugs!” Well, not all insects are created equal. Sure, we despise mosquitoes, and certainly anyone who has walked into a cloud of gnats only to emerge covered in tiny polka-dots will cringe at the memory, but many beneficial insects also utilize wetlands and seasonal ponds as breeding grounds. Dragonflies are one example, and they eat mosquitoes, so they rank high on my list. Many frogs and salamanders also make their homes in vernal wetlands. One of the first sounds of spring I always listen for is the trill of the chorus frog. Later in the season, the garrump garrump of leopard frogs and bwoink bwoink of toads can be heard. These slimy green friends of ours also love to eat mosquitoes. Notice a pattern emerging here?

You can entertain a child for hours by leading them down to a local pond in the spring. First, spend some time flipping over tree branches and rocks to look for creepy crawlies. Slugs often attach themselves to the undersides of moist wood or rocks and you can almost certainly find earthworms as well. If you are lucky, you might find a tiger salamander, distinguished by its black body with yellow spots. When you are done flipping every log in sight, take a moment to sit calmly and quietly and listen to the song of the pond. You may be surprised to hear a frog take up its call only feet from where you are sitting, having been hiding in fear all along. 

If you are feeling particularly adventurous, you can hunt for aquatic invertebrates living in the water itself. (By the way, this is fun even if you are an adult.) Take a small plastic container and fill it with about one inch of water from the pond. Set it on the ground for a moment until the water is still, and then begin to look for moving dots. You can almost always find tiny little water fleas about the size of a pinhead, which are called daphnia. If you are lucky, you may come upon something bigger like a water beetle or a tadpole. Other common aquatic invertebrates include mosquito, dragonfly and damselfly nymphs, water mites and worms and the occasional leech. 

Given all the life that is active in a seasonal wetland, it is not surprising that many migratory birds utilize these temporary water bodies as stopover points in route to their final destinations. Egret and herons snack on the greasy green frogs, while swallows and flycatchers can be seen gliding over the top of the water snagging gnats and mosquitoes.

Although we may not think of ephemeral wetlands the same as we do a year-round lake or river, they play an important ecological role and deserve protection from pollution and misuse as well. If you have a seasonal pond or stream in your neighborhood, take time to explore its hidden wonders. You may be surprised by what you find.
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