Winter Optimism

After the massive amount of snow we’ve had to move this year, SNOW may be a disgusting four-letter word to most of us. To make light of the situation, there are some benefits. Snow is our winter rain, and one inch of rain is equal to about 11 inches of snow. When it melts slowly, snow recharges our groundwater and provides a steady flow of groundwater to our streams. Snow also provides benefits to vernal pools.  

Vernal pools may be an uncommon term, but many of us have probably walked around them while hunting, fishing, or hiking in the spring and fall. These pools are created when depressions in the forest are filled with water from snowmelt, groundwater, and/or precipitation. Here in Adams County, vernal pools are often found in the western part of the county in dry upland forest habitats or at the base of a mountain. Animals such as deer, turkey, bats, wood ducks, and song birds seek the pools for their nutritious vegetation and abundance of insects. However, the pools are most important as breeding and feeding habitat for certain frogs, toads, salamanders, newts, turtles, and insects.

For a very short period in March, vernal pools burst with life, when species like Spotted Salamander and Wood Frog cross the sometimes snow-covered ground to get to their breeding grounds. On the right night, you may see hundreds of salamanders, newts, and frogs which spend most of their life underground. From experience, it is an amazing sight to see. So why haven’t you seen it before? Probably because the animals travel to the pools at night during the first few hard rains in March. Therefore, it is always late, cold, and raining. Finding the pools can sometimes be difficult. However, you may locate these pools by the deafening calls of the Wood Frogs which are trying to find mates in the dark.

If you are like most sane people and do not go searching through the woods for amphibians with a flashlight on dark, cold, rainy nights, you will miss the few nights that the animals are most active. Most times you can still catch some of the animals in the pools. Some species tend to hang around for a short time, while others leave immediately. Some of the salamanders and frogs need to cross roads to get to their breeding grounds; you may see evidence of the lethal aftermath as you are walking the road with a spouse or a pet.
  
Vernal pools are important for a couple reasons, but mostly because these small, sensitive wetland habitats can easily be destroyed by human activities. The pools usually dry up during the summer months when most construction takes place, and are often unnoticed and developed upon.

To help educate the public about vernal pools, the Adams County Conservation District will be providing multiple free workshops this spring at Strawberry Hill Nature Preserve. The District will also include information on our streams. Vernal pools and high-quality streams are unique, and individual landowners can play a critical role in protecting these essential habitats. Students from Bermudian, Fairfield, and Gettysburg High Schools will be attending workshops at Strawberry Hill to study both subjects. Two free workshops will be offered to the general public and local municipal officials. Contact Strawberry Hill (StrawberryHill.org) for details.
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