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A9 CALIFORNIA RED-LEGGED FROG (Rana
aurora draytonii)

A9.1 Legal and Other Status

The California red-legged frog is listed as threatened under the
ESA. The California red-legged frog is also a California species -
of concern. Critical habitat has been designated for the California red-legged frog within Butte
County, but none is designated within the Butte Regional HCP/NCCP planning area (USFWS
2006).

A.9.2 Species Distribution and Status
Range and Status

The historical range of the California red-legged frog extended from the vicinity of Point Reyes
National Seashore, Marin County, California, on the coast and from the vicinity of Redding, Shasta
County, California, inland southward to northwestern Baja California, Mexico. The species has
sustained a 70% reduction in its geographic range in California as a result of several factors acting
singly or in combination. California red-legged frogs were probably extirpated from the Central
Valley in the 1960s. Remaining aggregations of California red-legged frogs in the Sierra Nevada
foothills became fragmented and were later eliminated by reservoir construction, increased exotic
predator populations, grazing, and drought (USFWS 2004a and 2005a).

Distribution and Status in the Planning Area

Observations of California red-legged frog California Red-Legged Frog Range in California
have not been reported from the planning area _

(see Figure A.9.); however, the species has been | California Red-Legged
observed nearby. Two records for California Frog Range

red-legged frog in Butte County are outside of
the planning area and both were located 11
miles (17.7 km) east of Paradise at Hughes
Place Pond, 3.7 miles (6 km) northeast of Big
Bend between Chico Creek and the start of
Jack Creek (CNDDB 2006). These records are
located within designated critical habitat
(USFWS 2006).

A.9.3 Habitat Requirements and Special
Considerations

The California red-legged frog is one of two
subspecies of the red-legged frog (Rana aurora)
found on the Pacific coast. It is a fairly large
frog with adults reaching 5 inches (9.4 cm)
(snout to vent length). The final listing rule
states that the species occupies a fairly distinct  Source: California Department of Fish and Game 2007
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Appendix A

habitat, combining both specific aquatic and riparian components. Adults prefer dense, shrubby
or emergent riparian vegetation closely associated with deep (more than 2.3 feet [.7 m] in depth),
still or slowly moving water. Recent observations, however, indicate that California red-legged
frogs will occur in a variety of habitat types, including aquatic, riparian, and upland habitats with
permanent water nearby. Well-vegetated terrestrial areas within the riparian corridor may provide
important sheltering habitat during winter, foraging areas, and dispersal corridors (USFWS 2004
and 2005).

The USFWS defines critical habitat for the California red-legged frog to include 1) aquatic
breeding habitat (includes natural and manmade ponds, slow-moving streams or pools in
streams, and other ephemeral or permanent waters) that hold water for a minimum of 15 weeks
in all but the driest years; 2) non-breeding aquatic habitat (similar to breeding habitat but may
not hold water as long) that provides shelter, foraging, predator avoidance, and aquatic
dispersal habitat for juveniles and adults; 3) upland habitat within 200 feet of aquatic and
wetland habitat with various vegetation types and natural or manmade structures for cover;
and 4) dispersal habitat (upland or wetland) located between occupied locations within 0.7 mi
(1.1 km) of each other with no barriers (USFWS 2005).

Habitat consists of virtually all low-gradient fresh water bodies, including natural and man-
made (e.g., stock) ponds, backwaters within streams and creeks, marshes, lagoons, and dune
ponds, except deep lakes and reservoirs 50 acres (20.24 ha) or larger in size inhabited by
nonnative predators. The species requires a permanent water source to ensure that aquatic
habitat is available year-round. Aquatic habitat used for breeding must maintain water during
the entire tadpole rearing season (at least March through July). During periods of drought or
less-than-average rainfall, these breeding sites may not hold water long enough for individuals
to complete metamorphosis, but these sites would still be considered essential breeding habitat
in wetter years. Ponds that support a small population of California red-legged frogs, but are
not surrounded by suitable upland habitat or are cut off from other breeding ponds or
permanent water sources by impassable dispersal barriers, do not have the primary constituent
elements for California red-legged frog critical habitat (USFWS 2004).

A9.4 Life History

California red-legged frogs breed from November through April, with the earlier breeding records
occurring in southern localities. Eggs hatch in 6 to 14 days while larvae take 3.5 months or longer to
metamorphose. California red-legged frogs may live 8 to 10 years. The frogs disperse upstream
and downstream of breeding habitat to forage and seek resting habitat. They take cover in small
mammal burrows and moist leaf litter (up to 100 feet [30.5 m] from water) in dense riparian
vegetation with drying of creeks in summer, but will use other cover sites when traveling overland.
Adults can be found within streams over 1.8 miles (2.9 km) from breeding habitat and within dense
riparian vegetation more than 328 feet (100 m) from water. After winter rains begin, California red-
legged frogs may move away from aquatic habitats, primarily at night, and can travel one mile from
those habitats (USFWS 1997). Juveniles may also disperse locally shortly after metamorphosis, in
July to September, and away from their natal habitats during warm rain events.
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Dispersal Behavior

California red-legged frogs occupy both aquatic and terrestrial habitats during different stages of
their lives and during different seasons of the year. Most adult California red-legged frogs remain
near or within aquatic breeding habitat. Bulger et al. (1999) found that only 11 to 22 percent of
adult red-legged frogs in their study dispersed from the breeding site, whereas the remaining
adult frogs remained at the breeding site. This species typically disperses during the wet season
after rain events (November through April), with most of the overland movements occurring at
night; however, California red-legged frogs may move from breeding sites at any time of the year
(USFWS 2001) and can persist in upland habitat up to 77 days (Bulger et al. 1999). This species
has been observed to use small mammal burrows and moist leaf litter for brief periods (Jennings
and Hayes 1994).

Adult red-legged frogs can be found within streams or ponds over 1.8 miles from breeding
habitat and within dense riparian vegetation more than 328 feet from water (USFWS 2001). After
winter rains begin, red-legged frogs may move away from aquatic habitats, primarily at night,
and can travel up to two miles from those habitats. Juveniles may also disperse locally shortly
after metamorphosis in July-September and away from their natal habitats during warm rain
events. Adults typically migrate in straight lines to target sites whereas sub-adults are more likely
to disperse radially (Bulger et al. 1999). The dispersal of juvenile frogs has not been well studied
(USFWS 2001). Bulger reports that juveniles are under represented at breeding sites during the
winter and proposes that the age class moves into terrestrial habitats at this time.

A.95 Threats

The pattern of disappearance of California red-legged frogs in California is associated with a loss of
habitat, construction of roadways and large reservoirs, exotic predators, and stream channelization
projects. Habitat loss and alteration, combined with over-exploitation, introduction of exotic
predators, urbanization and its associated roadways, large reservoirs, and stream channelization
projects were the primary factors causing population declines.

A.9.6 Relevant Conservation Efforts

[[To be prepared as additional information is gathered during the Butte Regional HCP/NCCP
development process.]]

A.9.7 Recovery Plan Goals

The Recovery Plan for the California red-legged frog (USFWS 2002) identifies five recovery criteria:

1. Protection of suitable habitat in perpetuity within each of all defined core areas. Protection
of habitat would include impacts upstream that could make habitat unsuitable.

2. Documentation that existing populations are stable through a 15-year monitoring program.
This program should include representative precipitation cycles.

3. Distribution of existing populations, allowing stable metapopulations despite fluctuations in
local populations.

4. Reestablishment of frogs in at least one area of historical occurrence for each core area.

A9-4 Species Accounts - California Red-legged Frog
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5. Additional habitat needed for connectivity of existing and reestablished populations,
reestablishment and dispersal has been determined and is protected and managed for red-
legged frogs.
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