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As the cold grip of winter melted away the water from snow and ice filled wetlands throughout 
DeKalb County. Wilkinson-Renwick Marsh in January.   

This year a special focus has been put on wetlands. Volunteers are helping to monitor 12 
wetlands throughout different preserves. With data collected we hope to better understand 
these beautiful habitats and the wildlife that use them. Vernal pools like this one at Sannauk 
are especially important for the wildlife that evolved with these seasonally drying pools.    

 



Amphibians are 
synonymous with 
wetlands. Their life 
cycle depends them, 
however, not all 
species can 
successfully breed in 
any wetland. Many 
species depend 
specifically on fishless 
vernal pools to breed. 
The absence of fish 
allows eggs and 
tadpoles to develop 

without fish predation. In DeKalb County Boreal Chorus frogs (egg mass on left) and Tiger 
Salamanders (egg mass on the right) are species that largely depend on fishless vernal pools.    

Northern Leopard frogs are another species that breeds in vernal pools but can also take 
advantage of more permanent wetlands.  Volunteers have been monitoring amphibian use in 
different types of wetlands throughout the County for years through the calling frog survey 
hosted by the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum.   

 



Amphibians are not the only species that 
depend on vernal pools to complete their 
life cycle. Fairy shrimp are a small 
crustacean that can be found in vernal 
pools. These little creatures are found at 
Russel Woods, along the Great Western 
Trail, Chief Shabbona, and Wilkinson-
Renwick Marsh. If you have a vernal pool 
in your backyard or neighborhood they 
may live there too! In the spring fairy 
shrimp hatch from eggs that have laid 
dormant in the soil over winter. Shortly 
after hatching they breed and the female 
carries around her eggs. Their life cycle is 
short and as the pool dries, they die. The 
eggs are left for next year when the pool 
fills with water again. The female fairy 
shrimp on the left carries her eggs with 
her.    Fairy shrimp female with eggs to 
the left and two male are below. 

Fingernail Clams like the one on the left 
are another species that finds their home 
in vernal pools. These clams are smaller 
than your pinky nail. When the pools dry 
up these little filter feeders burrow down 
and close up till the pool fills again with 
water.  



The size of vernal pools can vary some can be 
large like the one on the north side of 
Wilkinson-Renwick Marsh and some can be 
small like this little depression at Russel 
Woods. This small pool and other vernal pools 
are a safe haven for another group of 
crustaceans, crayfish. Illinois is home to 23 
different species. Many of them use different 
habitats. Some crayfish species prefer streams 
while others burrow to the water table in 
floodplain forests or open prairies.  

Adult crayfish burrows can often be found in 
places you may not expect. Their burrows also 
provide snakes and frogs with a place to 
hibernate in the winter.  

 



Potawatomi Woods has vernal pools and seasonal streams that provide habitat to the Calico 
Crayfish. This species can utilize streams, wetlands, and burrows.  

 

 

 

This female is carrying her eggs. Once they hatch the babies will remain attached to her for 
several days before detaching. Vernal pools provide a somewhat protected environment for 
small crayfish to grow.   



Crayfish and 
tadpoles are 
omnivores, 
they feed on 
vegetation, 
algae, and 
invertebrate 
remains. 
Fairy shrimp 
and fingernail 
clams filter 
feed on 
materials 
within the 

water column. There are many other invertebrates that also use these pools. Some break down 
decaying vegetation like aquatic sow bugs while others feed on other invertebrates like 
dragonfly larvae. With all this life concentrated in one place turtles and birds also take 
advantage of the vegetation and the invertebrates. Photo of a common snapping Turtle by Ken 
Reinert.    

Wood ducks can often be found foraging in the vernal pools at Chief Shabbona F.P. Photo by 
Ken Reinert. Vernal pools are an important part of our ecosystem. DeKalb County Forest 
Preserve District protects some of these unique habitats. For wildlife that uses these pools they 
need the help of private landowners. You can help by informing neighbors about the 
importance of vernal pools and if you are lucky enough to own one please enjoy and protect it. 
Thank you!  


