
The old man    

must have stopped our car    

two dozen times to climb out    

and gather into his hands    

the small toads blinded   

by our lights and leaping,   

live drops of rain.      

 

The rain was falling,    

a mist about his white hair    

and I kept saying    

you can't save them all,    

accept it, get back in   

we've got places to go.    

But, leathery hands full    

of wet brown life,    

knee deep in the summer    

roadside grass,    

he just smiled and said   

they have places to go, too.     

 — Joseph Bruchac,   

       Entering Onodaga 



Start Your Own Salamander Brigade 

Bringing Grassroots Amphibian  

Conservation to Your Town 
This workshop is brought to you with support from the Davis Conservation Foundation 

& the New Hampshire Charitable Foundation. 



What is Big Night? 
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It’s an amazing world out there during the crossing. 
–  Pam Shuel, Rindge 



What spurs an amphibian migration? 

(2) warm (> 40°) nighttime temperatures 

(1) thawed ground (minimal snow cover) 

(3) rain* 



spotted salamander 
(Ambystoma maculatum) 

Big Night Amphibians 
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spotted salamander 
(Ambystoma maculatum) 

Big Night Amphibians 
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wood frog 
(Lithobates sylvatica) 

Big Night Amphibians 



photo: Noah Charney 

wood frog 
(Lithobates sylvatica) 

Big Night Amphibians 



Big Night Amphibians 

photo: Thomas LeBlanc 



spring peeper 
(Pseudacris crucifer) 

photo: Patrick Coin 

Big Night Amphibians 
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spring peeper 
(Pseudacris crucifer) 

Big Night Amphibians 
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Jefferson salamander 
(Ambystoma jeffersonianum) 

Big Night Amphibians 



blue-spotted salamander 
(Ambystoma laterale) 

photo: Todd Pierson 

Big Night Amphibians 
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Jefferson/blue-spotted hybrid 

(Ambystoma jeffersonianum-laterale) 

Big Night Amphibians 



Other Salamanders 

red eft (newt) 
(Notophthalmus viridescens) 

redback salamander 
(Plethodon cinereus) 

four-toed salamander 
(Hemidactylium scutatum) 

Eastern newt 
(Notophthalmus viridescens) 



photo: John White photo: Tim Beaulieu 

Other Frogs 

green frog 
(Lithobates clamitans) 

pickerel frog 
(Lithobates palustris) 

bullfrog 
(Lithobates catesbeiana) 

gray tree frog 
(Hyla versicolor) 

photo: Dave Huth 
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A Class All Its Own 

American toad 
(Bufo americanus) 



So what? 

photo: Tom Murray 

Hubbard Brook Experimental Forest, NH: 
biomass of redback salamanders twice that of 
all bird species combined (Burton & Likens 1975).  



MA: biomass of vernal pool-breeding amphibians 
greater than all breeding birds & small mammals 
in the 53-acre forest surrounding a single vernal 
pool (Windmiller 1996).  
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So what? 



So what? 

photo: bark 

important prey 
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So what?  

important prey 
Vernal pools have likely served as “fast food oases” 
for spring wildlife in New England for at least 
10,000 years (Morgan & Calhoun 2011). 



So what? 

It is not uncommon for a small vernal pool to 
produce over 10,000 froglets (Morgan & Calhoun 2011)! important prey 



So what? 
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important 

predators 



So what? 
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carbon 

sequestration? 

important 

predators 



I’m 

sensitive. 

photo: Timothy Beaulieau 

So what? 



map: Global Amphibian Assessment 

So what? 

Nearly 50% of salamander species worldwide are threatened or presumed extinct.  



AMPHIBIAN ROAD MORTALITY 

Canada: 2 miles, 4 years, 30,000 dead amphibians 
UK: 20-40% of breeding population die each year on roads 
Australia: 5.5 million reptiles & amphibians roadkilled annually 
NY: 50-100% mortality of salamanders attempting to cross a paved, rural road 
MA: local extirpation of spotted salamanders due to road mortality within 25 years 

So what? 



LOCATION matters. 

photo:  Richard Cassin 

Roadkill hotspots for amphibians and 
reptiles occur on sites with wetlands 
within 100 m of the road (Langen et al. 2008).  



LOCATION matters. 

Causeways have 4x more amphibian 
roadkill and 9x more reptile roadkill 
than roads not located near wetlands 
or water bodies (Langen et al. 2009).  



photo:  Russ Cobb 

TRAFFIC VOLUME matters. 

30-100% amphibian mortality 
at 240-960 vehicles/day.  (Van 

Gelder 1973, Kuhn 1987, Heine 1987) 

Salamander abundance 2.3 
times higher in forested sites 
than along roadsides at 300 
vehicles/day. (deMaynadier 2000) 

Traffic volume for rural road = 
approximately 450 
vehicles/day. 



photo: Legacy Habitat Management Limited 

Solutions? 

amphibian tunnels 
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Solutions? 

Henry Street, Amherst, MA 



photo:  VTrans 

Monkton Road, Monkton, VT 

Solutions? 



Beekman Road, East Brunswick, NJ 

Solutions? 



photo: BEAT 

Salamander Crossing Brigades 



What do Salamander Crossing Brigades do? 

on the Big Night(s) 
 Move amphibians across the road. 

 Keep count, by species. 

 Report your data. 

Stay SAFE. photo: Bruce Boyer 

before the Big Night(s) 
 Stay “on call”. 

 Prepare field gear. 

 



photo: Vernal Pool Association 

How It Works 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eqDbRCa3E78&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ISQpEOuSLB0


photo: Jess Baum 

Handling Amphibians 

(2) Keep a gentle, firm hold around the center of their bodies. 

(1) Make sure your hands and bucket are clean.  

(3) Do not pick them up by their legs or tails. 

(4) Release them gently; no tossing! photo: Brett Amy Thelen 



What do Site Coordinators do? 

Stick around from mid-March through late April. 

Familiarize themselves with their crossing site. 

Keep track of field equipment (signs, ID sheets, etc.) 

Greet volunteers; sign them in and out. 

Share information with passersby. 

Help identify amphibian species. 

Collect amphibian counts. 
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Crossing Sites 

http://www.aveo.org/


Watch the WEATHER. 

How to Find New Crossings 



What spurs an amphibian migration? 

(2) warm (> 40°) nighttime temperatures 

(1) thawed ground (minimal snow cover) 

(3) rain* 



Tips for Finding New Crossings 

Watch the CLOCK. 



Watch for WETLANDS. 
photo: Russ Cobb 

How to Find New Crossings 



Bring a FRIEND. 

photos: BEEC and Brett Amy Thelen 

How to Find New Crossings 



Drive SLOWLY. 
photo: eole wind 

How to Find New Crossings 



Listen carefully. 
photo: Grant & Caroline 

How to Find New Crossings 



Scan the whole road. 

photo: Dave Huth 

How to Find New Crossings 



Park safely. 

How to Find New Crossings 



Write it down. 

How to Find New Crossings 



Keep COUNT. 

How to Find New Crossings 



STAYING SAFE for individuals 

Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 
Wear a reflective vest. 

 

 

photo: Russ  Cobb 



Wear a reflective vest. 

Could you see these people if they weren’t wearing reflective vests? No. No, you could not.  



STAYING SAFE for individuals 

Wear a reflective vest. 

Shine a bright light. 

Stay alert. 

Step aside for cars. 

Don’t attempt to stop 
traffic or shine your lights 
at cars. photo: Russ  Cobb 



STAYING SAFE for families 

Leave very young 
children at home. 

Find a family-friendly 
crossing.  

Make sure everyone is 
wearing a reflective vest. 

Bring one adult for 
each child. 

photo: Brett Amy Thelen 



STAYING SAFE as a group 

Pick your sites carefully.  

Check in with your local 
police department. 

Use cones and/or signs. 

photo: Theresa Earle 
photo: Theresa Earle 



photos: Brett Amy Thelen, Jess Baum , Julie Tilden Brown 

Communicating with Volunteers:  

volunteer trainings 

TIP: Emphasize fun and safety. 



Communicating with Volunteers:  

volunteer trainings 

TIP: The Stewardship Network: New England 

(newengland.stewardshipnetwork.org) can help  

with volunteer recruitment and publicity. 



Communicating with Volunteers:  

before Big Nights  



Communicating with Volunteers:  

after Big Nights 



Materials 

 data forms 

 amphibian ID sheets 

 volunteer handbook 

 spreadsheet template 

 training template 

photo: Jess Baum 



Resources 

aveo.org  
materials 
+ list of crossing 
programs 

vernalpool.org  
sign templates  
+ listserve 

Stewardship Network: 
New England  

volunteer recruitment 
+ publicity 
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Citizen Science? 



Successes 

photo: David Moon 

land conserved as migratory 

amphibian pathway 



photo: Brett Amy Thelen 

Successes 

31,000+ amphibians 

crossed since 2006  



Successes 

photos: Jess Baum, Stephen Day & Jess Dude 

I can't tell you how much JOY these salamanders bring us. 

–  Kerry Rochford Hague, Charlestown 



Next Steps 

Read the Volunteer Handbook. 

Sign up for supporting 
materials. 

Contact me with questions, 
or to share your data, stories, 
and feedback. 
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photo: Elizabeth Nicodemus 

Questions? 

Brett Amy Thelen 
thelen@harriscenter.org 
(603) 358-2065 
harriscenter.org | aveo.org 

 


