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Amphibians (frogs, toads and 
salamanders) are vertebrate animals that 
have a two-stage life cycle. The name 
“amphibian” comes from the Greek amphi, 
meaning “two,” and bios, meaning “life.” 
Most amphibians have an aquatic, gill-
bearing larval stage (for example, the 
tadpole stage for frogs) and an air-breathing 
adult stage during which they may live on 
land. Amphibians are ectothermic – that 
is, their body temperature is dependent 
on the temperature of their environment. 
The skin of most amphibians is delicate 
and can absorb water and oxygen. Most 
amphibians breathe partially through their 
skin. Because of this, water-borne pollutants 
and pathogens can cause serious damage 
to amphibian populations.

Amphibian Life Cycle

Aquatic-breeding amphibians lay their 
eggs in spring in shallow areas of wetlands, 
lakes, ponds and slow-moving streams. 
For most, the young develop and undergo 
metamorphosis in aquatic habitats and 
then move onto the land as adults in 
late summer. Most adult amphibians 
live near wetlands, streams or in upland 
forest areas, but some can travel far from 
the breeding habitat – some travel up 
to a few kilometres into upland areas! 
Most amphibians in BC become dormant 
during winter by moving underground 
or underwater away from freezing 
temperatures. A few species stay active 
through a mild winter on the south coast. 

British Columbia’s Amphibians at Risk

Student Fact Sheet
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A “Tail” of Two Sisters
The closest living relative of BC’s 

at-risk Pacific tailed frog (Ascaphus 
truei), is a species found only in New 
Zealand. The tailed frog that is native 
to BC shares certain characteristics 
with some primitive frogs native to 
New Zealand, which has led scientists 
to believe they may be evolutionary 
“sisters.” 

The New Zealand frogs are 
considered some of the most ancient 
of all living amphibians. They are 
almost indistinguishable from the 
fossilized remains of frogs that lived 
150 million years ago – leading to 
their description as “living fossils.” 

(Green et al. 1989; Hay et al. 1995).

http://www.edgeofexistence.org/amphibians/
species_info.php?id=546

Pacific tailed frog (Jared Hobbs)
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Who are the BC amphibians? 

There are 13 species of frogs and toads 
(two of which are invasive species) and 
nine species of salamanders in British 
Columbia. While a few species are widely 
distributed within the province, many of 
our amphibian populations occur at the 
northern edge of their range – which 
means these species are also found further 
south in the United States. 

Most amphibians live in valley bottoms 
near wetlands, lakes or ponds or next 
to streams. However, there are species 
of both frogs and salamanders that are 
adapted to live in, or nearby, fast-flowing 
mountain streams – like the Pacific tailed 
frog and Coeur d’Alene salamander. 
There is also one desert-adapted frog, 
the Great Basin spadefoot, which occurs 
in dry southern interior areas, particularly 
within the Thompson, Okanagan and 
Similkameen Valleys.

Print this page

Frogs have smooth, wet skin with  
long legs for jumping up to  
20 times their body length.

Salamanders have tails and short legs with 
fleshy toes at the end of each foot, which are 
ideal for crawling.

Toads have dry skin with “warts” (actually 
glands) and short legs for hopping.

Think of it this way: “Frogs jump, toads hop and salamanders crawl!”

Frogs…Toads…Salamanders – What’s the difference? 

Why should we care about 
amphibians? 

Amphibians often blend in with their 
surroundings, and are secretive in their habits 
so many people do not know that they live 
in their town or city. However, amphibians 
are an important component of global 
biodiversity. They eat a lot of insects and, 
because they are very sensitive to changes 
in their environment, they are indicators 
of ecosystem health. Today, the need to 
address the decline in amphibian populations 
represents one of the greatest species 
conservation challenges in human history.

Why do some amphibian 
species become at risk?

Scientists first began to notice a decline 
in the numbers of amphibians, especially 
frogs, about thirty years ago. Currently, 
in British Columbia, the main threats to 
amphibian species are habitat destruction 

Photos top to bottom:  
Pacific treefrog (Jakob Dulisse), western toad (Isabelle Groc), tiger salamander (Wayne Lynch).
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and range fragmentation. The reason for this 
is partly that many species require both an 
aquatic and a terrestrial habitat, so the loss 
or damage of either habitat can destroy a 
population. Recently, amphibian populations 
worldwide have been found to be infected 
with chytridiomycota fungi, which causes 
skin damage and death. Another fungus 
(Saprolegnia ferax), which is introduced into 
bodies of water during fish stocking, also has 
been linked to mortality in amphibian eggs.

How can we help amphibians 
at risk?

Governments, organizations and 
institutions have identified the many 
amphibian species that are at risk in BC. 
While the federal government has the 
Species at Risk Act (SARA), which applies 
to a small subset of the species at risk in 
the province, the BC provincial government 
has no stand-alone endangered species 
act that provides legal protection for at-risk 
amphibians. 

Amphibian invaders!
Non-native bullfrog populations are increasing and invading BC’s wetlands, while the 

population numbers of native species of frogs – including northern Pacific treefrog and 
Northern red-legged frog populations – are decreasing. Since the early 1900s, bullfrogs 
(Lithobates catesbeiana) have been introduced to southern BC regions multiple times 
by unsuccessful frog farmers, unknowing gardeners and pet owners. In both adult and 
tadpole stages, bullfrogs are much larger than any native frog species and outcompete 
them for space, shelter and food.  

As voracious eaters, adult bullfrogs are predators of most any wetland animal, including 
other frogs! In addition, bullfrogs carry and spread a fungal infection that kills native species.  

Green frogs (Lithobates clamitans) are also an introduced species, but their distribution 
and abundance is not well known – nor is their impact. While there are complex factors 
involved in the decline of native amphibian species, invasive plant and animal species, 
including bullfrogs, have potentially contributed greatly.

Today, many people are taking action to 
help amphibians at risk in communities across 
the province. For example, Oregon spotted 
frogs are bred in captivity to produce eggs. In 
2014, close to 1,600 tadpoles and juvenile 
frogs were released into natural habitats near 
existing populations. In addition to breeding 
programs, volunteers and conservation 
organizations complete habitat management, 
monitoring, research, restoration and citizen 
science activities to aid in the recovery of 
amphibian populations at risk.

Photos top to bottom:  
Pacific treefrog (Jakob Dulisse), western toad (Isabelle Groc), tiger salamander (Wayne Lynch).

Bullfrogs are invasive species that may compete 
with native amphibians for habitat, shelter and food. 
(Isabelle Groc)


