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Often secluded high 

in Oregon’s moun-

tains, headwater 

streams provide 

naturally outstanding 

water and habitat 

quality. In these 

often cool stream 

ecosystems, amphibians are cornerstone as both preda-

tors and prey. Several of Oregon’s amphibians are specially 

adapted to life in the headwaters: Pacific giant salamanders, 

southern torrent salamanders, Columbia torrent salaman-

ders, and the unique tailed frog. All prefer large amounts 

of large, rocky substrate in the streams, with a substantial 

forest buffer nearby. 

Tailed frogs, recently separated into two separate species 

(the coastal tailed frog in the mountains of western Oregon 

and the inland tailed frog in northeastern Oregon), are a true 

evolutionary relic. Unlike any other living frog, males have a 

protruding ‘tail’ that is used for reproduction. Tadpoles have 

oral discs designed for sucking diatoms (microscopic algae) 

from rocks and boulders. Females usually produce about 50 

eggs per breeding season, and larvae spend at least a year in 

the water before they metamorphose. At higher elevations, 

larvae can spend up to four years in the water and may 

require five to six additional years before they are sexually 

mature. These unique traits slow the reproductive rate and 

can make tailed frogs vulnerable to habitat changes. 

Headwater Amphibians
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