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The crested toad is a most attractive little toad, with its small, upturned snout. It's not the toad we commonly see in backyards and ravines. That other toad was brought in to help protect sugarcane from insect pests. A The crested toad measures from two and a half to a little over four inches (five to twelve centimeters), it is a tiny toad. But a toad, nonetheless, so it doesn't have smooth skin like frogs. Its back is hard and warty, with glands that, when disturbed, can secrete poisonous substances. In addition to being smaller than the common toad, it has a pronounced crest above its eyes, which are very, very large. The males are yellowish in color, while the females are brownish and larger than the males.
During the breeding season, the males call on the banks of a body of water. When a female passes in front of the male toad, he lunges forward, clinging to her back. She releases her string of thousands of eggs, all joined together like rosary beads, and the male releases his sperm to fertilize them. After about three to four weeks, the tadpoles have become tiny toadlets, which then emerge from the water. But, as with sea turtles, very few will reach adulthood. Although the female Concho toad produces thousands of eggs, while they are in the water, birds and dragonfly larvae will hunt as many tadpoles as they can. Upon emerging from the water, still very small, they will also be hunted by birds, lizards, iguanas, toads and frogs introduced from other places, and even adult Conchos. All these predators are beneficial animals; they just can’t distinguish Concho from insect pests. However, Concho’s major problems are caused by some of us humans. Those who destroy their habitat, infringing on their duties towards Nature. But it is also true that other humans, understanding their duties to the planet, are trying to rescue him.
Today we consider Concho an endemic toad of Puerto Rico. Endemic means specific to an area.
 Apparently, the only place it persists in its natural state is here, on the Island of Enchantment. But let's look at Concho's interesting story from the beginning…

Concho's scientific name is Peltophryne lemur. Scientific names consist of two parts, genus and species, and are always written in Latin, even if the word comes from another language. Pelto comes from the Greek word for shield or armor, and phryne, also from Greek, means toad. This name, armored toad, was invented by the Austrian zoologist Leopold Fitzinger in 1843. But Fitzinger had not seen a Concho, nor did he invent the name for “our” toad. Other toads also bear the genus name Peltophryne. In fact, between Cuba, Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, there are about 14 species of Peltophryne, many of them endangered, like Concho.

In 1868, the American zoologist and paleontologist Edward D. Cope was the one who gave Concho its a name for science. Cope noticed that it was a Peltophryne, like its Antillean cousins, but new to science, and he called it lemur, which means ghost, hence Peltophryne lemur. That is, the armored ghost toad, in English. Although Cope did not explicitly say why he chose this name, the first sentence of his description suggests a reason:
“It is a toad of singular appearance, due to the extraordinary development of the bony crests of its skull and the large size of its eyes.”
Perhaps Concho's eyes reminded him of the lemurs of Madagascar. Or perhaps this Peltophryne seemed like ghosts to him, which, as I mentioned, is what lemur means. Cope had already described another Peltophryne from Cuba, a cousin of Concho. He called that one empusa, which also means ghost! But Cope was never in Puerto Rico. How did he meet Concho then? This is where George Latimer, B  a Philadelphia merchant and amateur naturalist, comes in. He settled in Puerto Rico and amused himself by searching for amphibians and reptiles. It was Latimer who sent Cope the Concho specimens. That was in the mid-19th century. After that, little attention was paid to Concho. Only a few were captured in different parts of the island, and by 1931, it was thought to be extinct.

In 1966, a little less than a century after Latimer's discovery, Dr. Julio García Díaz (UPRRP) C, who was studying insects in bodies of water, found Concho in the barrio Coto of Isabela. At that time, Dr. Juan A. Rivero, the father of herpetology in Puerto Rico, was teaching the course on this subject at the University of Puerto Rico at Mayagüez (UPRM). Rivero always mentioned García Díaz's discovery as the last time the toad was seen. But it turns out that, in 1974, there was a student from Quebradillas in Rivero's classroom, Ernesto “Nesty” Estremera. Ernesto’s restless spirit led him to become a biologist, naturalist, science teacher, and founder of the Quebradillas Ecological League. That same restless spirit led him to propose to Dr. Rivero that they search for the toad in Quebradillas. With Rivero's endorsement, Nesty went to give talks in the schools of Quebradillas, where they launched the campaign: “WANTED: THE CONCHO TOAD!”

Shortly after, students José and Paquito,
 from the eighth grade of the Luis Muñoz Rivera school, in the barrio Cocos of Quebradillas, arrived at Nesty's house with a pair of Concho toads in a can. They had found them in the Hoyo Brujo sector of the barrio Cocos. These were the last known populations. Many expeditions were made, until Rivero started to realize, between the late 1970s and early 1980s, that the Concho toad was close to disappearing, and he tried to remedy the situation.
Thanks to the efforts of Ernesto, who continued studying Concho for many years, Dr. Rivero obtained some toads, and entrusted them to his new students, Raúl Sarmiento and Rafael Joglar D, at UPRM. In the apartment of these students, rudimentary efforts began to breed Concho in captivity. From there, under Raúl's care, the toads were transferred to the Mayagüez Zoo, later named the Dr. Juan A. Rivero Zoo. Progress was made in breeding Concho at the zoo. At the same time, Dr. Robert “Bob” Johnson, Curator of Amphibians and Reptiles at the Toronto Zoo and founder of International Amphibian Conservation Program, arrived in Puerto Rico. The captive breeding efforts were then transferred to the Toronto Zoo, as well as several other zoos members of the Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA) in the United States and Canada, with the endorsement of the Department of Natural Resources of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
 Unfortunately, it wasn't long before toads stopped being found in Quebradillas, and it was again thought that the toad had disappeared from its natural state. But, no! Precisely on July 4, 1984, the biologist, conservationist, and management officer of the Department of Natural Resources, Miguel “Menqui” Canals, discovered the Guánica population. From then on, and for many years, southwestern Puerto Rico was the only place where the toad with the upturned snout lived, protected and zealously studied by Menqui and some university students.

Entering the 21st century, tadpoles began to be brought from the United States to reintroduce the toad to northern Puerto Rico. 
 These were descendants of the Quebradillas toads. Ciudadanos del Karso (CDK), led by Abel Vale and Evelyn Moreno, and Para La Naturaleza (PLN), by Fernando Lloveras, made the important commitment to support this effort. Ponds were built and the tadpoles were cared for until they could leave the water and venture into life. At the CDK reserves, biologists Dr. Sondra Vega (UPRA) and Dr. Alberto Puente (UPRM), along with their students, were responsible for monitoring the toads that were raised in Arecibo. PLN established populations in the municipalities of Manatí, Florida, and Guayanilla (in the south). Those in the north were supervised by Ricardo Rodríguez, and those in the south by Ernesto Olivares.
In all these places, Conchos have already been born. But not in sufficient quantity to ensure the recovery of the species. Every year, thousands of tadpoles, and sometimes toadlets, must be brought to Puerto Rico. Imagine how much all those flights cost! It was then decided that it was better to breed them again in Puerto Rico. And, in 2024, funds were obtained through the Fort Worth Zoo in Texas to begin this project. For this, plans are underway to build facilities in the northern karst region. The location where CDK has been releasing tadpoles borders a reserve and biological station developed by the Inter-American University, Bayamón Campus, in collaboration with CDK. A site was chosen right between these two locations to develop the new facilities. Once completed, the tadpoles that hatch in them can join those born in the ponds of Arecibo, Manatí, Florida, Guayanilla, and Guánica. But even then, if we don't protect Concho's habitat, these interesting little toads won't find a place to live. It is up to all of us to help save the armored ghost toad. 
Points of interest:

A In the 1920s, the common toad (Rhinella marina) was brought over from Jamaica and Barbados to control the beetle larva, which was attacking the roots of sugarcane—a very important industry at the time. This is the large, brown toad commonly seen in Puerto Rico.

B In an interesting turn of events, George Latimer—the discoverer of Concho—partnered with José Ramón Fernández, the Marquis of La Esperanza. Their children even married each other, meaning Latimer and Fernández shared grandchildren. Turns out that Hacienda La Esperanza is one of the sites where Concho has been successfully reintroduced.

C A year after García Díaz's discovery, Ms. Lumen Juarbe collected another specimen in Isabela.

D Today, the renowned Dr. Rafael Joglar, a professor at UPRRP and founder of Proyecto Coquí.

� Had you heard this before? *Concho* is endemic to the Puerto Rican Bank—that is, an island that existed about 12,000 years ago during the Ice Age, but which today comprises many islands: Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and the British Virgin Islands.





�  José Raúl Avilés and Francisco Hernández.


�  The “Association of Zoos & Aquariums” (AZA), through the Puerto Rican Crested Toad Conservancy (PRCTC), directed by Diana Barber, and in collaboration with local and federal government agencies.











