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Scientists celebrate re-discovery of rare forest toad in the Udzungwa Mountains
Date: 2nd June 2011
Zoologists have found a toad in Tanzania that is found in an area just 300 metres square making it one of the rarest toads in the world.
The Tanzania Forest Conservation Group and the Whitley Wildlife Conservation Trust, based at Paignton Zoo in the UK, – have been carrying out a Rapid Ecological Assessment of key sites along the Uzungwa Scarp in Kilombero and Kilolo Districts. The area is a biodiversity hotspot threatened by deforestation. 

 

The discovery was made by Hamidu Seki, the Project Team Leader.  Mr Seki, from the Tanzania Forest Conservation Group, found several Critically Endangered Wendy's forest toads (Nectophrynoides wendyae) while walking different transects through the area. The species is thought to be restricted to an area of forest only half the size of a football pitch.

Paignton Zoo Curator of Lower Vertebrates and Invertebrates Mike Bungard said: “This is not a newly-discovered population but it is fantastic to find evidence that they are still here. These species are thought to be hyper-endemic, which means they are found in one very small area and nowhere else in the world.
“Sadly, there is no sign of the Poynton’s forest toad in the area where it was previously seen, though we are still searching. Small populations in small areas are very vulnerable to disease or disaster,”  said Hamidu Seki. 
2011 is International Year of Forests and on 5th June, women, men and children around the world will be celebrating World Environment Day around the theme of ‘Forests: nature at your service’.  

“The presence of these hyper-endemic species in our forests highlights how exceptional Tanzania’s forests are.  Unfortunately we have evidence that the forest where this toad is found is being destroyed for timber and fuelwood collection whilst hunting has already eradicated some species from this forest. There is an urgent need for better forest management if we are to safeguard the services that our forests provide us with,” said Charles Meshack, Executive Director of the Tanzania Forest Conservation Group.

The Udzungwa Mountains are part of the Eastern Arc Mountains, a series of 13 mountain blocks that stretch from southern Kenya to southern Tanzania.  The Eastern Arc Mountain forests form part of the water catchment area for rivers such as the Ruvu, Rufiji, Pangani and Wami that supply water to much of Eastern Tanzania.  The Uzungwa Scarp Forest where Wendy’s forest toad is found, had previously been proposed to be included in the Eastern Arc Mountain World Heritage Site, a process that was abruptly stopped by the President earlier this year.   

“Let us celebrate Tanzania’s extraordinary forests this year.  Let us give them the recognition and the protection that is needed.  Only by getting serious about forest management will we be able to hand our forests on to the next generation so that they too may enjoy ancient species such as Wendy’s forest toad,” continued Mr Meshack.
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Notes for editors:

About the Eastern Arc Mountains www.easternarc.or.tz 
The study was conducted in the Udzungwa Mountains of Southern Tanzania. The Udzungwas are part of the Eastern Arc Mountains, an area considered by scientists to be a biodiversity hotspot, as they hold over 100 animal and 500 plant species found nowhere else in the world. Their unique biological importance is matched by their economic value to Tanzania and globally, in the form of ecosystem services such as water, hydropower potential, soil fertility in the lowlands and other natural assets for the lives of hundreds of thousands of women and men living in these areas.  The forests are also an important reservoir for carbon and thus their conservation is important to efforts to combat climate change. 

Most of the Eastern Arc Mountain forests are included in Catchment Forest Reserves. Over the last decade, nine of the most biologically important forests have been designated as Nature Reserves or proposed Nature Reserves. The Nature Reserve status accords the forests greater legal protection in terms of their biodiversity values. Uzungwa Scarp Forest Reserve is currently a ‘proposed Nature Reserve’ and a management plan is being prepared with the participation of adjacent villages. The Eastern Arc Nature Reserves and the Udzungwa Mountains National Park had been nominated as a World Heritage Site however the nomination was withdrawn earlier this year.  See whs.tfcg.org   for details.

About the Tanzania Forest Conservation Group (www.tfcg.org)

Established in 1985, the Tanzania Forest Conservation Group promotes the conservation of high biodiversity forests in Tanzania through participatory forest management, community development, environmental education, advocacy and research.  Working with over 150 communities around 150,000 ha of forest, the group aims to find practical solutions to the challenges faced by Uzungwa Scarp Forest Reserve and other forests in the Eastern Arc Mountains and Coastal Forests. 

