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Introduction

When the sun dips below the horizon and the world settles into twilight, a quiet, almost magical transformation
takes place in many wetlands, grasslands, and desert riparian zones across the United States. The air becomes
still, the scent of wet earth thickens, and an orchestra of croaks and whistles rises from the darkness. This nightly
symphony is largely produced by a group of often-overlooked amphibians known as spadefoot toads. Their
nocturnal rituals—ranging from mating calls and migrations to foraging—are not only fascinating to observe but

also crucial for the health of their ecosystems. In this article, we will dive deep into the night of the spadefoot
toads activities, exploring their behavior, the best ways to witness it, and the importance of protecting these
resilient creatures.

Who Are Spadefoot Toads?

Spadefoot toads belong to the family Scaphiopodidae and include several species such as the western spadefoot (
Spea hammondii), the plains spadefoot (Spea bombifrons), and the eastern spadefoot (Scaphiopus couchii). They
are named for the unique spade-like structure on their hind feet, which they use to dig burrows. Unlike many
amphibians, spadefoots are adapted to arid and semi-arid environments, capable of surviving months of drought by
retreating to deep underground burrows. When water is plentiful, these toads emerge in large numbers for
breeding, creating a dramatic, collective spectacle that has captivated naturalists for decades.

Nighttime Behavior Overview

Nocturnal Activity Patterns

Spadefoot toads are primarily nocturnal. Their activity peaks after dusk and continues until early morning. During
daylight, they remain hidden in burrows or beneath debris to avoid predators and conserve moisture. At night, the
drop in temperature and increased humidity trigger a burst of activity. This pattern is not just a response to the
environment; it is a strategic adaptation that maximizes feeding opportunities while minimizing exposure to heat
and predators.

Breeding Calls & Mating

One of the most iconic nighttime events involving spadefoots is the breeding chorus. Males emit a deep, resonant
“bump” or “boom” that can be heard over several acres. The call is a key signal to females and rivals alike. Females
respond by moving toward the source of the sound, often following a line of males that have already found suitable
breeding sites. This synchronized calling is a hallmark of the night of the spadefoot toads activitiesand provides
an excellent opportunity for observers to witness complex social interactions in real time.

Feeding Habits at Night

While breeding is the most conspicuous nocturnal activity, spadefoots also feed during the night. Their diet
primarily consists of insects such as beetles, grasshoppers, and crickets, but they will also consume spiders,
worms, and occasionally small lizards. The abundance of prey at night, combined with cooler temperatures that
reduce the risk of dehydration, makes nighttime foraging a preferred strategy.



Habitat Utilization

Spadefoot toads are opportunistic in their use of habitat. During the night, they often move between breeding pools,
burrows, and nearby vegetation. Their ability to traverse long distances in search of mates or food is facilitated by
their powerful hind legs and spade-like feet. The night also provides a safe corridor for these toads to avoid diurnal
predators such as snakes, birds of prey, and mammals.

Night of the Spadefoot Toads: What Happens?

Migration to Breeding Sites

In late summer and early fall, spadefoot toads embark on a remarkable migration toward temporary ponds and
vernal pools. This journey can cover several miles, and the toads travel in the cover of darkness to reduce
predation risk. Observers often notice groups of toads moving in a line, their bodies glistening with dew as they
cross the landscape.

Amphibian Chorus

Once the toads arrive at their chosen breeding site, the chorus begins. Males gather in shallow pools or along the
shorelines, each calling in an attempt to attract a mate. The chorus can last for hours, creating a rhythmic backdrop
that is both eerie and beautiful. The sound carries through the night, echoing off surrounding hills and creating a
sense of communal celebration.

Egg Laying and Tadpole Development

Following the chorus, females lay thousands of eggs in shallow water. The eggs are gelatinous and are often laid in
clusters that are easily spotted by the naked eye. After a few days, the eggs hatch into tadpoles. These tadpoles,
which can be seen drifting in the pool, will undergo metamorphosis over the course of several weeks, eventually
emerging as juvenile toads that will return to the burrows by the next dry season.

Post-Breeding Behavior

After the breeding season, many spadefoots return to their burrows to spend the winter. However, some individuals
remain in the vicinity of the pond, waiting for the next opportunity to breed. Their presence at night continues to
shape the local ecosystem by contributing to insect population control and serving as prey for larger nocturnal
predators.

Activities to Observe or Participate

Nighttime Field Observation

One of the most rewarding ways to experience the night of the spadefoot toads activitiesis by observing them
in their natural habitat. Here are some practical tips:

¢ Choose the Right Time: Early evening, right after sunset, is when the chorus begins. Arrive at least 30
minutes before to find a good spot.

¢ Use Low-Intensity Light: A headlamp with a red filter preserves night vision and does not disturb the toads.

e Bring a Notebook: Record the number of toads, the intensity of the chorus, and any other wildlife you observe.

e Stay Quiet: Minimizing noise helps you hear the subtle nuances of the toads’ calls.

Citizen Science Projects

Many organizations encourage public participation in data collection. By recording spadefoot toad activity, you can
contribute to:



¢ Population Monitoring: Helps scientists track changes over time.
« Habitat Mapping: Identifies critical breeding sites.
e Conservation Planning: Provides evidence for protecting key areas.

Platforms such as iNaturalist and local university programs often have specific projects dedicated to spadefoot
toads.

Photography and Videography

Capturing the night chorus can be challenging but highly rewarding. Use a camera with a fast aperture (f/2.8 or
lower) and a high I1SO setting to handle low light. A tripod is essential for stability, and a remote shutter release can
prevent camera shake. When photographing the chorus, aim to capture the dynamic movement of the toads and
the surrounding landscape.

Toad Watching Tours

Some natural history centers and wildlife refuges offer guided nighttime tours. These tours provide expert insights
into spadefoot behavior and the ecological importance of their habitats. They also ensure that visitors remain in
designated areas, reducing the risk of disturbance.

Conservation Considerations

Threats to Spadefoot Toads
Despite their hardiness, spadefoots face several threats that can disrupt their nighttime activities:
» Habitat Loss: Urban development and agriculture reduce the availability of breeding ponds and burrow sites.
* Water Pollution: Runoff containing pesticides or heavy metals contaminates breeding pools.
¢ Climate Change: Altered precipitation patterns can affect the timing and duration of breeding seasons.
* Noise Pollution: Artificial lights and sounds can interfere with the toads’ calling behavior.
How to Help
Conservation is a collective effort. Here are actionable steps you can take:
1. Protect Local Ponds: Volunteer with local conservation groups to clean and restore wetlands.
2. Reduce Chemical Use: Opt for organic gardening practices to minimize pesticide runoff.

3. Advocate for Green Infrastructure: Support policies that preserve natural habitats.
4. Educate Others: Share information about spadefoot toads and their ecological role.

Frequently Asked Questions

When is the best time to observe spadefoot toads?

Late summer to early fall, typically from late June through September, is prime time for breeding. Arrive at dusk for
the chorus.

Do spadefoot toads hibernate?

Yes, they burrow underground during dry periods and emerge when conditions are favorable.

Can | keep spadefoot toads as pets?

It is generally discouraged. They require specific environmental conditions and are protected in some regions.

How can | help protect spadefoot toad habitats?

Participate in local clean-up events, support conservation legislation, and reduce pesticide use in your garden.



Conclusion

The night of the spadefoot toads activitiesoffers a unique window into the lives of these hardy amphibians.
From the echoing chorus of mating calls to the silent foraging of the night, each activity plays a vital role in
maintaining ecological balance. By observing, documenting, and protecting these creatures, we not only enrich our
own experience of nature but also contribute to the long-term health of the habitats they call home. Next time dusk
falls over a wetland or grassland, take a moment to listen for the deep, resonant boom of a spadefoot toad—an
invitation to witness nature’s nocturnal symphony in all its wonder.
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