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Vernal Pools: What Do They Mean to Tree Farmers?
David B. Kittredge, Jr.

Verna poolsaresmall, temporary bodiesof water
(seepsor wet spots). They aregenerally only afew
feet deep, and perhapsonly afew feet across. The
poolstypicaly fill with spring rainsand snowmelt, or
emergefromaseasonadly high water table. They
usualy dry up after about two months, and often leave
virtualy notrace.

Themost important thing about vernal poolsisthat
wood frogsand several speciesof salamanderswill lay
eggsthereand nowhere el se. These speciesrequire
vernal poolsbecausethey dry upinthesummer and
do not support afish population. The eggsof these
unique specieswould beingtantly devoured by fishif
they werelaidin swamps, lakes, or streams. Other
amphibians such as spring peepers, gray treefrogs,
greenfrogs, American and Fowler’stoads, four-toed
salamandersand red-spotted newtsalso breedin
vernal pools, but can aso do so successfully in perma-
nent wetland and other water bodies.

Timber harvesting onaTree Farm doesn’t necessarily
represent aproblem for vernal pools. If timber is
harvested near avernal pool, precautions should be
taken to minimizeimpactsand preservethephysica
environment that theserare speciesrequire. Themost
important measurethat can betakenisto recognize
pool locationseveninthe“dry” seasons, and take
precautionsto preservetheir character. When they do
not contain water, pool areas can be recognized by
water markson trees, or matted leaves. They canaso
berecognized by small dipsintheland.

Thefollowing guidelinesfor verna pool protectionare
suggested. Tree Farmersshould keeptheseinmind if
doing their own harvesting, or they should makethe
logger or forester aware of these measures:

1. Avoid locating landing, skid roads, or haul

roadsthrough vernal pool depressionsat any
timeof theyear. Rutsthrough the pool could
allow thewater todraintoo early and leave
eggsstranded high and dry beforethey hatch.

2. Avoid disturbing the soil near vernal poolsat

any time of the year. Sediment that might be
deposited into averna pool could ruinthe
environmentinwhich eggsarelaid. Also, these
amphibiansneed cool, moist soil conditionsto
migrate. Undisturbed | eef litter actsasinsulation
that protectsmigrating salamanders. Exposure
of lotsof mineral soil can create hot, dry
conditionsthat areunfavorableto migration.

3. Avoid making ruts deeper than 6 incheswithin

200 feet of averna pool. Rutsof thisdepth are
an effective barrier to migrating salamandersto
and fromverna pools. Theseanimasare
creaturesof habit, and they are known to use
thesamevernal poolsand migratory routesfor
15to 20 years. Disruption of thesecritical
routes could mean local extinction of theserare
or endangered species. Harvesting under frozen
or snowy conditionswould be advisableto
avoidrutting or disturbing thelitter layer around
verna pools.

4. Avoid havingtreetopsor dashfal intovernal

poolsat any time of theyear. Whilethese
amphibiansoften use small woody twigsupto
aninchindiameter to attach their eggs, larger
materia should never beleftinapoadl.

5. Sinceitisimportant that the areaaround vernal

poolsremain cool and undisturbed, anarea
within 50 feet of the pool should bekeptina
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shaded condition. Forest cover, vegetation such
asmountainlaurel, hemlock, naturaly estab-
lished advanced regeneration, or vigorous
hardwood sprouting can providethiscontinuous
shade.
These suggested guidelines are meant to protect the
environment around vernal pools, whileremaining
compatiblewith timber harvesting. They weredevel -
oped cooperatively by wildlifebiologistsand foresters
asavoluntary formof protection, instead of amanda-
tory regulation.

In one sense, timber harvesting benefitsverna pools.
Incomefrom timber harvesting representsanimportant
source of Tree Farmincome and anincentiveto keep

land undevel oped. If forestland isdevel oped, there will
beno protectionfor vernal poolsat al.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 2,
No. 4.
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articleisreprinted from TREE FARMER magazine. |’ ve
observed many vernal ponds in Idaho but never realized
their ecological importance. While many of the species
listed in the article may not occur in Idaho, we do have
other frogs and salamanders and | suspect that these
temporary ponds are important to other animal groups as
well. — Ron Mahoney
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