Natterjack Toads at Hengistbury Head

Breeding Activity Report 2003

Weather and Activity Summary

April saw prolonged anticyclonic conditions with temperatures gradually increasing to 22(C on the 18th. The first adults were heard calling on the 16th at the Batters and the first string was found on the 19th in Batters South. In the two weeks following, small amounts of rain fell and temperatures dropped to an average of 16(C. Activity peaked on the 30th with 24 males calling. Water levels remained relatively low for the time of year.

May showed mixed weather, beginning with showers and temperatures averaging 15(C. Activity declined rapidly between the first and last weeks of the month. May ended with warm, sunny weather (up to 27(C). Substantial numbers of tadpoles emerged during this period.

June continued the changeable theme with an average temperature of 21(C and warm nights around 14(C. New strings appeared intermittently in most ponds with the first toadlets recorded at Batters North on the 25th (later than last year). 
July was mainly dry, temperatures averaged  25(C. There were no new strings. All ponds except Wick Tiny had large numbers of tadpoles reducing in number over time as they emerged as toadlets. Water levels were greatly reduced towards the end of the month.

In August, there was little rain and the second week was the warmest this year with water temperatures in the ponds rising to 32(C. Tadpoles showed a remarkable tolerance of these conditions. The Batters ponds had dried up by the 14th, followed by Whitepits South on the 25th, however Whitepits North continued due to its deeper basin. 

By September, all the ponds were dry except Whitepits North which supported tadpoles until the 30th  when metamorphosis into toadlets was finally completed. It continued to be relatively dry and warm with night temperatures only falling to 7(C towards at the end of the month.  

· Total Number of strings this season – 25 

· Maximum males 24 on the 30th April at Batters North

· Maximum water temperature 32(C at Mudeford Sandspit on 2nd August

See Table 1. for more details.

Discussion 

Table 1 (overleaf) can be used to aid understanding of the activity patterns through the year. Table 2 (page 2) shows the long term trends in each of the ponds at Hengistbury Head in terms of strings laid. Breeding activity improved on last year but is below the average (27) across eleven years. 
Table 2. Number of strings laid in ponds and years

Year
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003

Batters
16
24
19
19
13
18
20
15
19
8
19

Whitepits
0
1
2
2
9
7
8
7
7
8
6

Wick
1
0
6
6
7
6
5
7
6
2
0

Total
17
25
27
27
29
31
33
29
32
18
25

There were no strings recorded in Wick pond this year,  which may be as a result of the fluctuations in a naturally small population. Habitat change due to a lack of grazing (a longer turf) and predation may be factors to consider here. The rapid disappearance of translocated tadpoles may be attributed to dragonfly nymphs commonly found in the sediment of this pond.  Other predators such as newts were found in Batters North and at Whitepits. Grass snakes were also recorded at Whitepits South.

The new Sandspit pond was productive despite problems with water levels due to the weather. Approximately 2 ½ strings, 1000 tadpoles and 96 toadlets were translocated to the pond. The majority of tadpoles metamorphosed into toadlets. We also received reports from beach hut owners of adults calling. Next year the pond will have been established long enough for the first generation of females to return to breed.

Drought in August resulted in all the ponds (except Sandspit) drying up. The latter was maintained artificially to encourage maximum emergence. 

A behavioural study by Rebbeca Bohane showed that some males employ a ‘satellite’ strategy i.e. they shadow larger calling males, intercepting females first. ‘Switchers alternated between calling and being a ‘satellite’. Fights occurred when satellites approached too close to ‘callers’. Only 9 of the 26 males identified during the study period employed calling as their only strategy.  Males generally faced outward from the pond presumably to maximise their chances of intercepting approaching females. The largest males were invariably the most obvious callers, leading each chorus. 

Management of ponds will continue as required. Grazing adjacent to Wick Tiny  and the removal of sediment from this pond as well as the treatment of willow stumps at the Sandspit,  are priorities for the coming season (2004). 

Conclusions

The Batters ponds (the original breeding pools) performed well. The overall decline in the total number of strings from a maximum of 33 (1999) is a result of the poor performance of the Natterjack at Wick Tiny. The ‘new’ Sandspit pond offers an exceptional opportunity to reverse the decline.  The results of the translocations in 2002 and 2003 are very encouraging. 
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