Gopher Frog (Lithobates capito)

Gopher frogs are a longleaf pine ecosystem specialist, dependent on well managed,

open canopy uplands and isolated, temporary wetlands. Most populations occur
within the range of the gopher tortoise where they are frequently found using their
burrows as refugia from predators and extreme temperatures.

Natural History: Gopher frogs are dependent on
both high-quality upland and wetland habitats to
persist. They prefer open canopy with a diverse
herbaceous understory in the uplands and isolated
temporary wetlands, where they breed. Gopher
frogs spend a considerable amount of time in the
uplands where they are dependent on
underground refugia, such as gopher tortoise
burrows, stump holes and small mammal burrows,
to escape predators and extreme temperatures.
They often create a small “pad” in front of stump
holes where they sit after emerging.

Gopher frogs are stout compared to other true
frogs, with large eyes, ridges that extend the length
of their body, and a warty appearance.

Range and Appearance: Gopher frogs can be
found throughout much of the gopher tortoise's
range and are patchily distributed throughout the
coastal plain of Alabama, north through South
Carolina and into North Carolina and south,
throughout all but the southern tip of the Florida
Peninsula. Gopher frogs grow to 3-4 in. and tend to
be more stout than other true frogs. Webbing is
reduced on the back legs. Coloration can vary from
dark black or brown to light gray with numerous
dark blotches, some of which can be raised to give
a warty appearance. The belly is typically mottled.
Gopher frogs have ridges that extend from their
eyes down the length of their bodies.

Above: Gopher Frog in Gopher Tortoise Burrow
(Credit Jonathan Mays). Below: Gopher Frog on
“pad” in front of stump hole (Credit Charles Dymock)
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Natural History (Cont’d): Gopher frogs migrate to
isolated wetlands to reproduce during extreme
rain events that fill the wetlands. Some gopher
frogs have been documented moving over 1.5
miles from their upland refugia to breeding
wetlands. Male gopher frogs have a distinct call
that sounds like a deep “snore” and have even
been documented calling from underwater.
Female gopher frogs produce one large egg mass
a year that is about the size of a softball, typically
wrapped around a single stem of emergent
vegetation and can consist of up to 2000 eggs.

Above: Isolated, temporary gopher frog breeding
wetland. Below: Gopher Frog egg mass wrapped
around a single stem of emergent vegetation.
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Some gopher frogs cover their eyes when they
feel threatened.

Conservation Challenges: The primary cause of
decline for gopher frogs is habitat loss,
degradation and alteration from a lack of
management, ditching and draining of isolated
wetlands, and development. Non-jurisdictional
wetlands, like the isolated, temporary wetlands
that gopher frogs depend on to reproduce,
receive little to no protection and wetland best
management practices recommend upland
buffers that are inadequate for most reptile and
amphibian species to persist. Other conservation
challenges or causes of decline include predation
by invasive species like red imported fire ants and
infectious diseases such as amphibian Perkinsea,
chytrid fungus and ranavirus. While stopping the
spread of disease is difficult, cleaning gear
(waders, boots, nets, etc) between wetland visits,
can help protect our native reptiles and
amphibians.
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