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Potential effects of climate change on the distribution of the common frog Rana temporaria

at its northern range margin

Lior Blanka*, Miska Luotob and Juha Meril€aa

aEcological Genetics Research Unit, Department of Biosciences, FI-00014 University of Helsinki, Finland; bDepartment of Geosciences
and Geography, FI-00014 University of Helsinki, Finland

(Received 30 December 2013; accepted 24 January 2014)

Climate change is projected to be particularly strong in northern latitudes, and subarctic species are thus likely to be
especially susceptible to the effects of climate warming. We forecast potential effects of climate change on the extent of
the suitable habitat of the common frog, Rana temporaria, at the margin of its northern range. We investigated 179
potential breeding sites in subarctic Finland and subjected the data to detailed bioclimate envelope modelling using three
state-of-the-art techniques: generalized additive models, maximum entropy and generalized boosting methods. Moreover,
we included local environmental factors in the models to investigate whether they improve model performance. Under all
tested climate change projections and irrespective of the modelling method, the suitable habitat for R. temporaria
increased in warming climate. The inclusion of local abiotic variables significantly improved the performance of the
models. However, June temperature appeared to be the most informative variable in all modelling approaches: a major
increase in the extent of suitable habitat occurred when it increased by 1�C. Overall, the modelling results indicate that the
distribution of northern R. temporaria is likely to be very sensitive to climate warming. The results also highlight the fact
that overlooking local abiotic variation can significantly bias bioclimatic modelling results.
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Introduction

Over recent decades, declines and extirpations of amphibian
populations have been reported in many parts of the world
(Pounds et al. 2006; Wake & Vredenburg 2008; Rohr & Raffel
2010; Duarte et al. 2012). Climate change is among the many
hypotheses postulated to explain these declines (Collins & Stor-
fer 2003; Piha et al. 2007; Wake & Vredenburg 2008). In
Europe, amphibian species distributions have been forecast to
change considerably in the twenty-first century due to climate
change. For example, Ara�ujo et al. (2006) modelled the distribu-
tions of several European amphibian species in response to five
climate change scenarios for 2050. Results of this modelling
exercise show that a great proportion of amphibian species are
projected to expand their distributions if dispersal is unlimited.
This would occur if cooler northern ranges of species become
warmer, creating new opportunities for colonization. Being ecto-
thermic (‘cold-blooded’), amphibians cannot regulate their body
temperature, but instead rely on external heat and behavioural

thermoregulation to reach their preferred body temperature
(Snyder & Weathers 1975); thus their ability to cope with low
temperatures is limited. In fact, most amphibians are unable to
persist in areas where average annual temperatures are below 4�
C (Snyder & Weathers 1975). An additional effect of rising tem-
perature on amphibians in northern regions is the melting of
water bodies that are used for overwintering. Consequently, tem-
perate-zone amphibian species are likely to be more sensitive to
climate cooling than warming.

Climate change will have impacts on the life histories, phys-
iologies and geographical distributions of species, possibly
resulting in contracting, expanding or shifting community distri-
butions (Hughes 2000; Parmesan et al. 2000; P€oyry et al. 2008).
Clearly, these expected and already ongoing changes are of
growing concern in a conservation context, because it seems
unlikely that the current conservation plans will provide suffi-
cient protection in the future. It is clear that some species have
already responded to recent climate change trends by changing
their distribution (Warren et al. 2001; Walther et al. 2002;
Hickling et al. 2006; P€oyry et al. 2008), phenology (Hughes
2000; Parmesan et al. 2000; Franco et al. 2006), and that
community changes have begun (Brown et al. 1997; Hughes
2000; Pounds et al. 2006).

The common frog (Rana temporaria) is considered to be a
generalist in its habitat use (Van Buskirk & Arioli 2005) and is
geographically one of the most widespread anuran amphibians
of Eurasia (Gasc et al. 1997). Latitudinally, its distribution range
spans from the Pyrenees and northern Greece to the North Cape
and the Barents Sea. Longitudinally, it occurs from the Spanish
west coast beyond the Ural Mountains in the east. It also inhabits
a wide range of altitudes, occurring from sea level up to
2811 metres above sea level in the Italian Alps (Tiberti & von
Hardenberg 2012), and up to 1000 m in the Scandinavian moun-
tains (Fog et al. 1997).
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Climatic factors have been shown to affect the distribution of
a number of amphibian species (Thomas et al. 2004; Pounds et al.
2006; Broennimann et al. 2007). Thus, it is likely that changing
climatic conditions will also alter common frog distribution, and
that niche-based models (Guisan & Thuiller 2005) can provide
information on the nature and magnitude of these potential shifts.
Currently, predictions of how species will respond to climate
change are typically based on coarse-grained climate surfaces that
utilize bioclimate envelope modelling (Pearson et al. 2004;
Huntley et al. 2008). These models represent an approximation of
a species’ realized niche which is that subset of the fundamental
niche that the species actually occupies (Holt 2009). The
explained variable for modelling the realized niche-based models
is the species location, along with environmental variables such as
temperature, precipitation, elevation, etc. The main function of
these models is to identify areas that satisfy the requirements of
the species’ ecological niche (Blank & Blaustein 2012). Although
bioclimatic envelope models can provide useful first approxima-
tions of the direction and magnitude of the shifts in species’
ranges, they have a number of limitations (Pearson & Dawson
2003; Lawler et al. 2006; Luoto & Heikkinen 2008). Predictions
may be significantly improved by combining the local abiotic vari-
ables into the models (Tingley & Herman 2009; Titeux et al.
2009). This enables the identification of areas with suitable
climate but lacking appropriate local environmental conditions
(Heikkinen et al. 2007). In addition, niche-based model
approaches usually assume that changes in species range are deter-
mined mostly by environmental conditions, without additional
limitations such as dispersal ability, biotic interactions or life his-
tory (Angert et al. 2011; Peterson et al. 2011). Additionally, the R.
temporaria population we studied resides at the northern edge of
the species distribution. This region is one of the coldest locations
in continental Europe. Studying marginal populations is important,
as theory suggests that shifts in population range at the edge of
species’ distribution should be one of the first signs of their broad-
scale response to environmental changes (Caughley et al. 1988).
However, use of niche-based models may be problematic for mar-
ginal populations, where the environmental conditions might rep-
resent only part of the species’ niche (Braunisch et al. 2008). The
aim of this study was to explore how climate change is likely to
influence the availability of suitable habitat for Arctic–alpine com-
mon frogs living at the current margin of their distribution range.
To this end, we surveyed 179 potential breeding sites in an area
covering a total of 48 km2 of high-latitude mountain birch forest
and alpine heath in north-western Finland. This data was then sub-
jected to detailed bioclimate envelope modelling using three
modelling techniques: generalized additive models (GAM), maxi-
mum entropy (MAXENT) and generalized boosting method
(GBM). In order to investigate whether incorporation of local abi-
otic factors into the bioclimate envelope models improves the
model performance and alters interpretation of the results, we
compared climate-only models to climate-environment models.

Methods

The study area

The data for this study were collected from 5 to 17 June 1999 in
the vicinity of Lake Kilpisj€arvi in north-western Finland (ca
69�030N, 20�50’E; Figure 1). The snowmelt in Kilpisj€arvi starts
in late May, and the valleys are usually snow free by mid-June.
The snowmelt in fells occurs about a week later. The average
June temperature is 7.5 �C (July: 10.9 �C; August: 10 �C). The
length of the thermal growth season is about 100 days, whereas
the length of thermal summer (> 10 �C) is only c. 40 days
(J€arvinen 1987). Night temperatures drop regularly below zero
as early as September. The number of days with snow cover
varies between 185 and 245 (Drebs et al. 2002).

The study area covered a total of 48 km2 of mountain birch
forest and open mountain tundra, as depicted in Figure 1. It can
be divided into three main segments (Figure 1; A–C): area ‘A’ is

a valley (Siilasvuoma) consisting mainly of bogs, ponds and lakes
surrounded by mountain birch forest, and to a minor degree (in
the eastern part of the area) of open mountain tundra. Area ‘B’
belongs to the Malla Nature Reserve, whose south and south-west-
ern parts consist of a rich mosaic of small bogs and ponds sur-
rounded by flourishing mountain birch forest (Henttonen et al.
1980). The more eastern and northern parts of the area are open
mountain tundra. Area ‘C’ is open mountain tundra (except for
the southernmost part, which lies in the mountain birch zone),
devoid of vegetation. These areas were selected for the census
work to cover a representative range of habitats and altitudes
found in the region. However, there were more potential breeding
sites at lower altitudes than in higher altitudes (see below).

Census methods

The bogs, ponds and lakes to be surveyed were first identified
from topographic maps (1:25,000) and aerial photographic
images. These potential breeding sites were visited once, after
the egg-laying period in a number of closely monitored breeding
sites was over. All potential breeding sites were surveyed for
egg masses, which are typically laid in shallow and sun-exposed
portions of the water bodies. While it is unlikely that any already
laid masses were overlooked, there is always a possibility that
some clutches were laid after the localities were censused. How-
ever, the bias due to this source of error should be minimal for
two reasons. First, close monitoring of two breeding sites in this
area over a six-year period has shown that most clutches in a
given site are laid within a 2–5-day interval, as the common frog
is an explosive breeder (Alho et al. 2008). Second, close moni-
toring of the two ponds and revisits to a number of additional
sites in 1999 did not reveal any newly laid clutches (J. Meril€a,
unpublished data). As R. temporaria females typically lay only
one clutch per year (Piha et al. 2007), the number of clutches
can be assumed to correspond to local female population size
(Johansson et al. 2006; Piha et al. 2007). Nevertheless, inter-
annual variability in amphibians breeding might still be a con-
cern (Caldwell et al. 1991). For instance, recruitment failures
resulting from breeding failures due to environmental conditions
(e.g. droughts or cold summers) or yearly fluctuations in num-
bers of breeders might lead to yearly variation that would go
undetected when sampling is done in one year only. However,
most of the sites we sampled are permanent lakes or small ponds
that do not dry out even in dry years. Furthermore, meteorologi-
cal data from Kilpisj€arvi region indicate that the conditions in
1999 were similar to the long-term conditions (1952–2012):
annual rainfall was 514 mm in 1999 (compared to an annual
average of 449 mm) and the average temperature was �1.85 �C
(compared to an annual average of �2.19 �C) (Finnish Meteoro-
logical Institute). In addition, the ice-free period for Kilpisj€arvi
Lake was similar to the long-term average (1960–2012): break-
up in 1999 was on 17 June (compared to the long-term
average of 18 June) and freeze-up in 1999 was on 6 November
(compared to the long-term average of 9 November), indicating
that the overall climactic conditions in the region were close to
the long-term average. In addition, monitoring two breeding sites
included in this study has found that the annual number of breed-
ing females remained rather constant over a six-year period
(Alho et al. 2008). Furthermore, even if droughts or other kinds
of breeding failures (e.g. cold summers, freezing of eggs)
occurred, the fact that the females exhibit very high survival rates
(Alho et al. 2008) and reach ages up to 18 years (Patrelle et al.
2012) means that yearly fluctuations in numbers of breeders are
buffered by a very large number of overlapping generations.

Species distribution modelling (SDM)

SDMs were generated using three different algorithms. These
included generalized additive models (GAM), maximum entropy
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(MAXENT) and generalized boosting method (GBM, also
known as boosted regression trees/BRT). Recent studies compar-
ing several techniques of predicting species distribution found
that GAM, MAXENT and GBM were among the most effective
methods to model species occurrence (Elith et al. 2006; Hernandez
et al. 2006; Heikkinen et al. 2012). These three model types have
been described in detail by Marmion et al. (2009), Phillips et al.
(2006) and Olden et al. (2008), respectively. All of the model
types except MAXENT require species presence/absence data for
model calibration. MAXENT requires presence-only species data
and was applied via the free-release MaxEnt software (version
3.3.3a) (Phillips et al. 2006). GAM and BRT models were run in
R programme using mgcv and gbm libraries (R Development
Core Team 2010). All models were run with 70% of the training
dataset randomly chosen as a test dataset and the remaining 30%
used for model validation.

We assessed the predictive performance of the model using
the area under the curve (AUC) of a receiver operating character-
istic (ROC) plot. AUC provides an assessment of the agreement
between the observed records and the model predictions (Fielding
& Bell 1997). The AUC values range from 0.5 for models that are
no better than random to 1.0 for models with perfect predictive
ability (Swets 1988). Thus, an AUC value of 0.8 means the prob-
ability is 0.8 that a record selected at random from the set of

presences will have a predicted value greater than a record
selected at random from the set of absences.

Explanatory variables

In total, six environmental variables were used to explain com-
mon frog occurrence at the resolution of 100 � 100 m (Table 1).
Mean temperature of June was derived from the Finnish

Figure 1. A map showing the study area, elevation and common frog populatiuons (black dots). Censused but not inhabited localities
are shown with open circles. Smaller ponds, bogs and streams have been omitted for ease of interpretation. Three main segments of the
study area are indicated by letters A, B and C.

Table 1. Explanatory variables used in the analysis to deter-
mine potential distribution of R. temporaria.

Environmental
predictor variables Units Mean (min–max)

Radiation Mj cm�2 year�1 0.43 (0.2–0.84)
Soil type Class
Topographical wetness - 7.06 (4.73–11.57)
Water cover % 4.14 (0–98.92)
Subarctic mire cover % 5.04 (0–100)
June temperature �C 6.58 (4.55–7.74)

132 L. Blank et al.
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Meteorological Institute climate data sets (Ven€al€ainen & Heikin-
heimo 2002) and averaged for the time period 1971–2000. Tem-
perature data were downscaled from a 30-year data set (1971–
2000) from the original 10 km2 grid to a 1 ha grid by relating
mean June temperature to latitude, longitude and altitude of each
study site through multivariate regression (r2 of the model: 0.97;
for details, see van der Linden & Christensen 2003). The topog-
raphy variables included mean topographical wetness index
(Beven & Kirkby 1979) and mean radiation (Mj cm�2 year�1;
McCune et al. 2002). These variables were derived from the dig-
ital elevation model (DEM) at 25 m resolution using the ArcGIS
and ArcView software. The soil type variables, related in the
study as percentage covers for each study square, were sand/
gravel, moraine, peat and rock. Soil variables were derived from
digital maps of Quaternary deposit and pre-Quaternary rocks
using ArcGIS software. We also used percentage covers of water
and open mire derived from land-cover map. We utilized Euro-
pean land-cover and land-use classification CORINE Land
Cover 2000 (Coordination of Information on the Environment)
at the resolution of 25 � 25 m as land-cover information in our
analysis (European Commission 1994). The spatial data at the
resolution of 25 m was converted to 100 m resolution using the
ArcGIS software based on the resample function in Spatial Ana-
lyst extension.

Climate scenarios

We investigated the temperature sensitivity of common frog
occurrence in subarctic NW Finland using all three modelling
methods. The June temperature values were modified by one
degree in the range of �2 �C and þ5 �C. Our sensitivity analysis
for June temperature between �2 and þ5 matches relatively
well with the very recent scenario models (min þ 0.8 �C and
max þ 5.49 �C) for Northern Finland: a 19-model ensemble
average for the SRES A1B scenario forecast an increase of
3.54 �C increase, a simulation of the Australian CSIRO-MK3.0
GCM for the SRES B1 scenario forecast an increase of 0.89 �C
and a simulation of the Japanese MIROC (medres) GCM for the
SRES A2 scenario, which consistently ranks among those simu-
lations giving higher annual temperature and precipitation

increases for Finland, forecast an increase of 5.49 �C (Virkkala
et al. 2013).

Precipitation was excluded from the analysis as a result of
three lines of reasoning. First, the amount of precipitation does
not vary notably within the study area (Sormunen et al. 2011).
Second, the projected water balance (annual precipitation–poten-
tial evapotranspiration) changes are very minor in the region
based on different climate change scenarios (Jylh€a et al. 2004).
Third, the projected seasonal and annual precipitation changes
for northern Finland were generally below or close in magnitude
to the natural variability (Jylh€a et al. 2004).

Change in the extent of suitable habitat

Next, change (%) in the extent of suitable habitat under different
climate change scenarios for the period was investigated. First,
the probabilities of species occurrence obtained from the models
were transformed into presence and absence by using three dif-
ferent binarization approaches: a cut-off defined by a threshold
that 1) maximizes the sum of sensitivity and specificity values
(TSS), 2) maximizes the Kappa values and 3) equals sensitivity
(true presences) and specificity (true absences; Liu et al. 2013).
The transformation to presence and absence was needed when
calculating the changes in species distribution. Present and
potential future range sizes were estimated from the number of
grid cells where species occurred or were predicted to occur. If
the current ‘potential presence’ grid cell was changed to absent
(1 to 0), the species was lost. If the current ‘potential absence’
grid cell was changed to presence (0 to 1), the species increased
range size. The species range size remained stable if the species
presence or absence did not change (Luoto & Heikkinen 2008).

Results

Current distribution

R. temporaria egg clutches were found in 58 of the 179 potential
breeding sites that were surveyed. Frogs were found throughout
most of the censused area, but the breeding sites were not evenly

Figure 2. Relative importance of environmental variables based on GAM, GBM and MAXENT techniques for common frog
occurrence.
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distributed (Figure 1). Also, there was a clear tendency for more
of the potential sites to be occupied in the neighbourhood of
breeding sites with many clutches than in the neighbourhood of
breeding sites with few clutches.

The six environmental variables included in the models dis-
played only weak (Spearman’s correlation coefficient, jrj <
0.50) correlations with each other. The environmental variable
with the highest contribution – based on all three different
modelling techniques – was June temperature, which therefore
appears to be the most informative variable to explain species
occurrence (Figure 2). The second most important variable was
coverage of open water, whereas the contribution of the other
four variables varied considerably between the different model-
ling techniques. The average (mean of the 20 models) AUC val-
ues for the climate-only models ranged from 0.66 to 0.71 in the
model calibration data and from 0.64 to 0.65 in the model evalu-
ation data, respectively, indicating relatively low performances
of the models. The inclusion of abiotic variables significantly
increased the AUC values of the models, both in model calibra-
tion and evaluation (Wilcoxon signed rank tests, P < 0.001;
Table 2), except in the MAXENT model for the evaluation data.

The average AUC values for the climate-environment models
ranged from 0.76 to 0.77 in the model calibration and from 0.68
to 0.70 in the evaluation data, respectively.

As an illustrative example, response shapes of the climate
and environmental variables that explained common frog occur-
rence in NW Finland based on the generalized boosting method
are presented in Figure 3. Next, we checked three threshold
approaches used in order to transform the probabilities of species
occurrence (Figure 4). We could see some minor differences in
the results based on different binarization methods, but overall
the trend was robust.

The modelled current distributions of R. temporaria based
on climate-only and climate-environmental models using all
three different modelling techniques are presented in Figure 5.
According to the climate-only models, the species has suitable
climate space to occupy, covering 19–23% of the study area.
The predicted distribution maps for R. temporaria showed a
trend of becoming more detailed and patchy as local environ-
mental variables were included. The model also showed an area
in a southern region of the study area as being suitable, although
this area is yet to be surveyed more extensively.

Figure 3. Response shapes of the environmental variables explaining common frog occurrence based on generalized boosting method
(GBM).
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Figure 4. The predicted spatial extent of the common frog using the three modelling techniques and three different thresholds:
maximizes the sum of sensitivity and specificity values (TSS), maximizes the Kappa values (Kappa) and equals sensitivity and specific-
ity (SSC).

Table 2. Modelling accuracy mean (minimum–maximum) for the climate-only and climate–environment models measured by the
AUC (area under the curve of a receiver operating characteristic plot). The Wilcoxon signed rank tests were used to test the difference
between the climate-only vs. climate–environment models based on 20 separate random models. yStatistically significant P-values
(p< 0.05) after Bonferroni correction for six comparisons.

Climate-only model Climate–environment model P-value

GAMmodel
AUC calibration 0.68[0.63–0.71] 0.76[0.72–0.80] <0.0001y
AUC evaluation 0.65[0.51–0.74] 0.70[0.58–0.79] 0.0038y
MAXENT model
AUC calibration 0.66[0.58–0.71] 0.77[0.76–0.79] <0.0001y
AUC evaluation 0.64[0.52–0.69] 0.68[0.62–0.85] 0.2455
GBMmodel
AUC calibration 0.71[0.68–0.74] 0.77[0.71–0.81] <0.0001y
AUC evaluation 0.65[0.51–0.74] 0.70[0.58–0.79] 0.0003y
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Future distributions of species under climate change

Predicted changes in the extent of suitable habitat relative to
observed changes in June temperature, with three different cli-
mate-environment models based on climate-only and climate-
environment variables, are presented in Figures 6 and 7. Under all
tested climate change projections, the suitable habitat for R. tem-
poraria increased over time. The major expansion in suitable hab-
itat availability occurred when temperature increased by 1 �C, and
the increment in the proportion of occupied cells levelled off after
a 2 �C increase (Figure 7). The level of suitable habitat expands
mainly along the coast of Lake Kilpisj€arvi and smaller lakes
(Figure 6). The model predicts that higher elevation habitats char-
acterized by small water bodies, some fluvial activity and rela-
tively sunny slopes will be the most suitable areas for R.
temporaria colonization in a warming climate (Figure 6), whereas
the homogeneous mountain tundra above 800 m showed relatively
low probability values in all projections.

Discussion

The results of this study – based on empirically validated models –
show that the extent of suitable habitat for R. temporaria on the
northern margin of its range is expected to increase considerably
in a warming climate, reflecting a broad magnitude of climate
impact rather than fine-scale effect (Pearson & Dawson 2003).
The results were relatively consistent among different models and
should give fairly good insight into the overall patterns of poten-
tial future distribution. As inherent to all similar modelling exer-
cises, the predictions are conditional on compounded uncertainty

in climate change scenarios (IPCC 2007), as well as the lack of
inclusion of biotic interactions, adaptation potential or dispersal
ability (Pearson & Dawson 2003; Dormann 2007; Heikkinen et al.
2007). In fact, there is contradictory evidence showing that while
the distribution of many species coincides with models’ predic-
tions, for others it does not (Tingley & Herman 2009; Lenoir et al.
2010). Thus, niche-based models should not be interpreted as pre-
dicting actual range of species, but rather used to identify regions
characterized by similar environmental conditions in which the
species is known to occur (Pearson et al. 2007). Despite these
inherent uncertainties, the models can be used as a framework to
support conservation planning and to provide a first step to under-
standing the possible effects of rapid climate change (Guisan &
Thuiller 2005).

Another potential problem may arise when projecting the
models on to different climate scenarios while only modelling
part of the species range. Incomplete coverage of projected
future climates can produce prediction errors. For example, in
our study, southernmost and/or lowest regions are projected to
experience a future climate that has no modern analogue in the
study region. In such cases modelling results might provide
incomplete information of how species might respond to non-
analogue situations (see e.g. Heikkinen et al. 2006). This may
lead to projections of species loss in the warmest parts of the
study area being an artifact. However, in our study, common
frog response to the June temperature showed a constant positive
trend irrespective of the statistical technique implemented. Thus,
we do not see that this issue will have a strong effect in the
modelling outputs. In addition, we think that projecting the
results on to a wider geographical range would be problematic
when considering the fact that R. temporaria shows a high
degree of local adaptation and genetic heterogeneity over even
very short distances (Laugen et al. 2003; Palo et al. 2003; Palo
et al. 2004). Hence, we think the results should not be general-
ized to cover the entire distribution range of this species, but
rather to be specific to the geographic area (or its proximity) cov-
ered here.

Although bioclimatic envelope models can provide useful
first approximations of the direction and magnitude of species
range shifts, they have a number of limitations (Pearson & Daw-
son 2003; Heikkinen et al. 2006; Lawler et al. 2006; Luoto et al.
2007). In this study we address two of these potential limitations.
First, an increasing body of evidence suggests that the projec-
tions of species distributions derived from bioclimatic envelope
models may vary considerably depending on the modelling tech-
nique applied (Heikkinen et al. 2006). Consequently, it is now
commonly considered that evaluation of climate change’s poten-
tial impacts on species ranges should be based on outputs from
more than one modelling technique (Ara�ujo & New 2007; Mar-
mion et al. 2009). In this study, the results from the different
modelling techniques were in good agreement, increasing confi-
dence in the predictions made. Second, in contrast to the impacts
of modelling techniques, the consequences of disregarding local
environmental conditions (in essence, topographical and soil het-
erogeneity) for the outcomes of bioclimatic envelope models
have been investigated only rarely (but see Peterson 2003; Luoto
& Heikkinen 2008; Ashcroft et al. 2009).

The expected response to climate change depends on
whether the predictions are based on climate-only or climate–
environment models. One reason why the suitable habitat maps
of the latter are more fragmented than the former relates to the
possibility of unsuitable soil type. Although the observed effects
varied between the modelling techniques, some clear trends
could still be distinguished. In general, projections of range size
changes of R. temporaria derived from climate-only models
appear more pronounced than projections based on climate–
environment models; hence, the climate-only models are likely
to overestimate the expected responses, and therefore be overly
liberal. Hence, the results generate questions about the appropri-
ateness of making forecasts of species range size changes at the
local scale without taking into account relevant environment var-
iables. Disregarding local factors in species distribution models

Figure 5. The predicted suitable habitat extent of the common
frog using current conditions. We used three different modelling
techniques and two sets of predictors (climate-only and climate–
environment variables). Dark red represents potential distribu-
tion extent using the TSS threshold.
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may result in biased projections of range expansions and the
associated colonization, extinction and turnover assessments
(Luoto & Heikkinen 2008).

Apart from the methodological implications, these results
also have a more fundamental message: they support the conjec-
ture that climate is one of the main determinants of R. tempora-
ria distribution. This is not to say that local environment would
not have an important role in determining R. temporaria occur-
rence. Indeed, the inclusion of local environmental variables
changed the present and forecast future distribution of R. tempo-
raria. This is not surprising given that earlier autecological stud-
ies of this species have found that the proximity of suitable
summer habitat – moist grassy meadows – is an important pre-
dictor of the species’ absence or presence from a given potential
breeding site (Loman 1988). Furthermore, as the species in our
study site overwinters in water, in streams, springs or lakes
which do not freeze to the bottom, the importance of local envi-
ronmental conditions as reflected in soil and topographic param-
eters is understood. Topography controls the winter-time
freezing of the aquatic habitats through the snow accumulation,
i.e. the depth of freezing is inversely proportional to the depth of
snow. Moreover, topography determines the amount of solar
radiation and temperature, and the moisture conditions of the
soil at the local habitats. These conditions affect, for example,
vegetation type and spatial pattern (Li et al. 2010) and water
temperature at the breeding sites, which in turn affect abiotic
parameters such as dissolved oxygen (Skelly et al. 2002). In
addition, soil was found to influence the distribution of

many amphibian species (Diller & Wallace 1999; Bradford et al.
2003; Dayton et al. 2004; Blank & Blaustein 2012). Different
soil types have, for example, distinct water-holding capacity
(Schiller et al. 2010) and were found to support different plant
communities (Kruckeberg 2004; Wijesinghe et al. 2005). The
combined inclusion of topography and soil data in the models
makes it possible to identify areas with suitable climatic condi-
tions but unsuitable combinations of topography and soil types
(Titeux et al. 2009; Sormunen et al. 2011). These combined
effects of topography and soil potentially affect the breeding site
selection, and stress the importance of integrating them into cli-
mate change impact models.

The importance of local microclimatic conditions for distri-
bution of R. temporaria in the study area is also reflected in sev-
eral observations regarding their breeding biology. First, given
the short growth season in the north, the thermal properties of
the breeding site are likely to be critical to successful reproduc-
tion. For instance, in cold summers and in cool breeding sites
subject to influx of cold snowmelt water from fells, the tadpoles
frequently fail to metamorphose before the ponds freeze over
(Alho et al. 2008). As the Fennoscandian common frogs cannot
overwinter as tadpoles (J. Meril€a, personal observation), repro-
duction in cool ponds fails. Hence, the impact of microclimatic
factors determining the thermal environment in breeding sites is
likely to be an important factor controlling breeding site distribu-
tion. This is also seen in the tendency for common frogs in the
study area to lay their eggs on the warmest, most sun-exposed
sides of water bodies (J. Meril€a, unpublished data). The

Figure 6. The predicted suitable habitat extent of the common frog using different June temperatures and using the TSS threshold. We
used three different modelling techniques and two sets of predictors (climate-only and climate–environment variables). Note that the
number of models to predict the species’ suitable habitat is illustrated by different colour symbols.
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constraining role of the thermal environment is also reflected in
the mating and egg-laying behaviour of the frogs in the study
area: in contrast to nocturnal mating and breeding at lower lati-
tudes, common frogs in Kilpisj€arvi mate and lay their eggs diur-
nally when the ambient temperatures peak (J. Meril€a,
unpublished results). There is also evidence from laboratory
experiments to suggest that tadpoles from the study area have a
genetic capacity for faster development than tadpoles from lower
latitudes (Laugen et al. 2003), giving further support to the con-
jecture that the low ambient temperatures are a growth-limiting
factor in the north.

Conclusions

Taken together, our results indicate that the distribution of R.
temporaria in northern Fennoscandia is likely to be very sensi-
tive to climate warming. Three different statistical models pre-
dicted that warming summer temperatures are likely to
significantly increase the suitable breeding area such that an
increase of 4 �C in June would result in a three to five-fold
increase of R. temporaria distribution range. Incorporation of
more detailed information into the statistical distribution models
could further reduce uncertainty in model estimates. This addi-
tional information could be, for example, even more fine-scaled
data on other relevant environmental and climatic parameters
not included in this study. In particular, accurate information
about snow cover, as well as soil and water temperatures, could

improve the model predictions. While the inclusion of more
detailed information would likely to further reduce the predicted
occupancy area, the fact remains that the predicted impact of cli-
mate warming would still be considerable, as illustrated by the
results of this study.
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