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Frogs Surviving the Flames: 
Citizen Scientists Reveal Frogs’ Initial Response to ‘Black Summer’ Bushfires 

Many Australian frogs may not have been as devastatingly impacted by last summer’s fires as 
feared – but scientists need more data to assess the impact further 

 

The threatened Southern Barred Frog (Mixophyes balbus), one of the frogs recorded calling in burnt areas post-fire using FrogID. Photograph: Dr Jodi Rowley 

Sydney, 28 September 2020: New research from the Australian Museum (AM) and UNSW Sydney published 
today in Conservation Science and Practise reveals that many frog species in southeastern Australia have 
initially survived following the unprecedented bushfires in late 2019 and early 2020. By area burnt, this fire 
season was the largest in southeastern Australia since European occupation and as a result, it had a 
dramatic impact on biodiversity, including frogs. 

Frogs are one of the most threatened groups of animals on earth and face many risks, including the growing 
threat of fires due to the climate crisis.  

“However, we don’t know enough about frogs’ response to fire, and there are limited studies on the impact of 
fire on Australian frogs – so we urgently needed real-time data to understand how frogs fared after the fires, 
and to make sure we manage their conservation effectively,” said Dr Jodi Rowley, lead author of the paper 
and Chief Scientist of FrogID. 

The massive size of the fire zone made it nearly impossible for scientists alone to survey for frogs from 
southern Queensland through NSW and Victoria to Kangaroo Island in the months after the fires. However, 
by working with a team of thousands of citizen scientists using FrogID, scientists at the AM and UNSW were 
able to reveal that many frog species have remarkably persevered in the short run through the fire events. 

FrogID is the AM’s flagship national citizen science project that enables anyone to record and upload frog 
calls, along with time and location data, using a free app. By matching each FrogID record with satellite data 
on the fires, scientists were able to get a snapshot of the short-term persistence of frog species across 
southeastern Australia, up to four months after the 2019/20 bushfires. 

“Before the bushfires, FrogID recorded 2,655 observations of 66 frog species in the fire zone, compared to 632 
observations of 45 frog species in the first few months after the bushfires,” Dr Rowley said.  

“This research is really positive news, but the full impacts of these fires on Australian frogs will not be evident 
for some time,” said Dr Rowley. “The ability of Australian frogs to recover from this catastrophic event is 
unclear, particularly when you consider all the threats faced by frogs - including habitat modification, climate 
change, and disease, to name just a few. Continued use of FrogID, combined with scientific surveys, will 
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allow a greater understanding of the impact of the fires on these frog species in the immediate aftermath and 
further into the future. So, keep on recording frogs, Australia!” 

The frog species recorded in burnt areas post-fire included common species of low conservation concern as 
well as rare and threatened species including the threatened Southern Barred Frog (Mixophyes balbus), and 
Mountain Frog (Philoria kundagungan). 

Dr Corey Callaghan, postdoctoral research fellow at UNSW and co-author of the study, said this research 
provided a new understanding of how frogs respond to fire, illustrating the value of citizen science in collecting 
large-scale and rapid observations in response to the climate crisis and related natural disasters like bushfires. 

“Citizen science data is rapidly advancing our ecological knowledge. This research is a unique case, 
demonstrating the ability of citizen scientists to provide data that furthers understanding of biodiversity 
responses to bushfires,” Dr Callaghan said. 

Help is needed to record Australia’s frogs more than ever following the ‘Black Summer’ bushfires. Australians 
can do their part by participating in the nation’s biggest frog count, FrogID Week, from 6-15 November 2020. 
Anyone can take part and it is easy to get involved. Simply download the free FrogID app and head outside to 
listen for frogs. When you hear a frog, record the sound with the FrogID app and submit it to the FrogID 
program. Find out more at www.frogid.net.au.  

#ENDS# 
 

About the Australian Museum 
The Australia Museum (AM) was founded in 1827 and is the nation’s first museum. It is internationally recognised as a 
natural science and culture institution focused on Australia and the Pacific. As custodian of more than 21.9 million 
objects and specimens, the AM is uniquely positioned to provide a greater understanding of the region through its 
scientific research, exhibitions and public and education programs. Through the Australian Museum Research Institute 
(AMRI), the AM also has a leading role in conserving Australia’s biodiversity through understanding the environmental 
impacts of climate change, potential biosecurity threats and invasive species.  
 
About FrogID  
FrogID is the AM’s flagship citizen science project, with support from the Australian Government’s Citizen Science 
Grants, IBM Australia’s Impact Grants program, and the Australian Museum Foundation’s donors. FrogID has also been 
made possible through the AM’s collaboration with Bunnings Warehouse, Fyna Foods, Museum & Art Gallery of the 
Northern Territory, Museums Victoria, Queensland Museum, South Australian Museum, Tasmanian Museum and the 
Western Australian Museum. 
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