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You turn into the driveway and instantly slow down. Before driving
over the one-lane wooden bridge to patk, you spot the yield sign
and pause to scan the white painted lines, indicating a crosswalk, for
turtles. This driveway leads to the Blue Heron Nature Preserve, a
30-acre natural refuge tucked into one of Atlanta’s largest business
districts. It’s easy to ovetlook the preserve when you race down
Roswell Road, but, if you slow down enough, you might spot a
turtle sunbathing in the roadside wetland.

In 2016, we moved the Amphibian Foundation into the 10,000
square-foot building that sits on the property, where we share the
space with other local non-profits. Although amphibians like frogs
and salamanders have existed for more than 300 million years,
nearly 40 percent are disappearing—more than any other animal
group. They are rapidly losing their habitats, and are vulnerable to
emerging diseases that spread from species to species, devastating
local and global populations. Mark and Crystal Mandica established
the Amphibian Foundation to help save amphibians from extinction
by leading unique conservation activities and raising awareness. We
actively partner with other organizations and experts to achieve
these goals.

Building Unique Conservation Programs

The Amphibian Foundation leads one-of-a-kind conservation
research. Our Captive Breeding Program addresses the decline of
four imperiled southeastern species: Gopher Frog (Lithobates capito),
Frosted Flatwoods Salamander (Ambystoma cingulatum), Striped
Newt (Notophthalmus perstriatus), and Tiger Salamander (Ambystoma
tigrinum). The amphibians are raised in captivity and produce
offspring for release into protected habitat at the discretion of state
and federal authorities.

We’re equipped with three state-of-the-art research labs, and a recently
completed Field Research Centet, all located on the natute preserve.
The unique center for field research is nicknamed Metamorphosis
Meadow. Metamorphosis Meadow is a ptivate outdoor area that
holds 20 aquatic mesocosms, or 320 gallon containers that mimic
the natural environment under controlled conditions, including
the upland habitat and ecotone. The mesocosms will also assist
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more than 400 salamanders with metamorphosis and head-starting
these species past the sensitive larval stage, where amphibians
are particularly vulnerable to predation. Head-started amphibians
are typically reared to late-stage larvae (salamanders) or recently
metamorphosed froglets, then released.

The Foundation holds one of only two captive populations
of Gopher Frogs, Georgia’s rarest frog species. Despite being
protected, recent studies indicate that remaining populations
continue to decline. Gopher Frogs are temporary wetland breeders,
meaning they reproduce in fishless wetlands that dry out periodically
throughout the year. They naturally live in the Longleaf Pine
ccosystem in the southeastern coastal plain, and are only one
of many remarkable species struggling to survive in a dynamic
ecosystem that has been reduced to 3 percent of its original range.

Striped Newt. Photo: Amphibian Foundation

The Amphibian Foundation works alongside partners to establish
captive assurance and breeding colonies, including the Georgia
Department of Natural Resoutces (GA DNR), University of
Georgia, Zoo Atlanta, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services (USFWS).
For 10 years, Gopher Frog metamorphs and late-stage latvae have
been expetimentally released into protected land in South Georgia
managed by The Nature Conservancy. This expetimentally released
group has started to establish a population at the release site. As
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Critter Camp. Photo: Mark Mandica
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the site continues to
be monitored, we all
hope to detect more
signs of establishment
in the upcoming field
seasons. This year, the
Amphibian Foundation
is prepared to produce
more offspring to release into
this properly managed habitat and
potentially other sites in Georgia’s coastal plain.

A large part of the Foundation’s work focuses on Frosted Flatwoods
Salamanders, and we are making strides towards mimicking the
positive Gopher Frog efforts. The Frosted Flatwoods Salamander
is also a temporary wetland breeder that lives in the Longleaf Pine
ecosystem. Flatwoods Salamanders (Ambystoma cingulatum and A.
bishopi) need open canopy ponds with wire grass to thrive, and
this habitat disappeats when naturally occurting wild fires are
suppressed. Additionally, low rainfall means less water to fill the
ponds holding their eggs, resulting in desiccated eggs. These habitat
challenges have caused the salamander to rapidly disappear from
protected lands. In fact, they've suffered a 90 percent population
drop since 2000, placing them at imminent risk of extinction.

amphibianfoundation
John Jensen with a Gopher Frog. Photo: The Amphibian Foundation

Comprehensive field surveys completed in Georgia, conducted in
partnership with biologists from USFWS, GA DNR, Savannah
River Ecology Laboratory, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission (FWC), The Otrianne Society and the US Army
have identified only one wetland with a Flatwoods Salamander
population since 2009. The Foundation received Frosted Flatwoods
Salamanders in 2017 and 2018 as water-stressed eggs collected
from Florida by FWC. We’ve successfully hatched more than 400
of these larvae in the biosecure salamander lab in Atlanta. Many
of these salamanders are now thriving in Metamorphosis Meadow:

In 2017, the Amphibian Foundation joined the Striped Newt
Repatriation Project. This collaborative effort, led by Ryan Means
of Remote Footprints and the Coastal Plains Institute, is focused
on the release and ongoing-monitoring of captive-bred Striped
Newts into protected and managed habitat in the southeastern
coastal plain. There are only three remaining populations of Striped
Newts, and we joined zoos in Detroit, Jacksonville, Memphis,
Central Flotida, and Lowry Park to maintain and breed these newts
in captivity. Foundation staff partnered with GA DNR and FWC
to collect wild Striped Newt latvae from Fall Line Sandhills Wildlife
Management Area in middle Georgia. Within a year of joining the
program, we have produced healthy Striped Newt offspring. This
first generation of captive-bred larvae have joined the Flatwoods
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Salamanders at Metamorphosis Meadow, and will be released into
the wild in summer 2018.

Insyirin% Amphibian Advocates

Inside the building, our offices and labs are lined with aquariums
and reptile enclosures. It’s hard to believe this wildlife refuge,
alive with mysterious, bizarre, and interesting critters, is operating
in Atlanta’s utban environment. But it’s one of the best cities to
connect with people, communities, and agencies to organizations
and implement lasting solutions to the amphibian crisis.

We encourage the local community to get involved in amphibian
conservation through two main educational initiatives: the Metro
Atlanta Amphibian Monitoring Program (MAAMP) and Critter
Camp. MAAMP is a volunteer-based community science program
that collects data in Atlanta to assess amphibian community health
and identify sites for restoration. Foundation staff train community
scientists at workshops to identify Atlanta’s urban amphibian
species. This moves families and individuals outside to actively
monitor frogs and salamanders, where they collect vital data at more
than thirty sites in their own neighborhood.

In 2017, we hosted 15 Critter Camps, a science-based summer
camp that lets students explore amphibians and reptiles in a
safe, hands-on approach. Campers meet more than 100 animals
while learnirg biological concepts and how to be mindful of
amphibian consetvation. This summet, the Amphibian and Reptile
Conservancy (ARC) and the US Forestry Service have sponsored
a scholarship program which makes Critter Camp available to a
greater diversity of Atlanta children. In addition to these initiatives,
the Foundation is frequently asked to host or join local events.
For example, staff lead bio-blitzes in neighborhood parks, visit
classrooms, engage visitors at festivals, speak at conferences, and
teach courses at various venues.

The Foundation’s Initiatives rely on Partnerships
The Amphibian Foundation has received steadfast support from
the amphibian community across the globe, and strongly believes its
success is in these partnerships. Some of these relationships are new
and continue to strengthen, while others were forged many years
ago. In fact, Mark Mandica, Executive Director of the Amphibian
Foundation, and Dr. Chris Jenkins, Chief Executive Officer of
The Orianne Society, took a herpetology course together at the
University of Massachusetts twenty years ago, and now they both
lead organizations that collaborate to fight for imperiled reptiles and
amphibians in the southeast. The ultimate goal of this work is that
the animals will no longer need our protection, but for now, they
will live in the outdoor field research center, and their offspring
will be released back into the wild. We, along with our partners, are
putting in a lot of time, effort, and faith into this work.

Though the Foundation works mostly with amphibians, we also
focus on urban issues affecting reptiles, such as road mortality
and invasive species. Recently, the Amphibian Foundation, with
the Blue Heron Nature Preserve, Chattahoochee Nature Center,
Orianne Society and A.W.A.R.E, developed an Eastern Box Turtle
Sanctuary. The sanctuary is for non-releasable turtles that have
been rehabilitated by our passionate partners. The sanctuary is
located right in front of the main building on the pteserve, giving
visitots more reason to slow down and check for turtles crossing
the driveway. We all have an integral role to play in the fight against
amphibian extinction, and we can’t do it alone.

For updates on these project and more, sign up for the Amphibian
Foundation mailing list: StayInformed.amphibianfoundation.org.
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