WHATCOM COUNTY AMPHIBIAN MONITORING PROJECT
AMPHIBIAN GUIDE – PART 2: SALAMANDERS
Four families of salamanders (Caudata) are found in western Washington, with the following six species
occurring in Whatcom County. Members of the Plethodontidae can be identified by the nasolabial groove
(see below). The two plethodontid salamanders in our area are completely terrestrial—larval
development occurs within the egg. In contrast, a free-living, gilled, larval stage characterizes the other
salamanders in our area. Other distinctive features that help differentiate these species include costal
grooves (indentations that separate the muscles associated with each rib – see below), which are absent in
Taricha; and the adaptations for living in streams that characterize Dicamptodon, including short gills and
stream-lined body form, compared to the pond-breeding Ambystoma and Taricha, which have relatively
large, feathery gills.
• Ambystomatidae (mole salamanders)
o Ambystoma gracile (northwestern salamander)
o Ambystoma macrodactylum (long-toed salamander)
• Dicamptodonidae (Pacific giant salamanders)
o Dicamptodon tenebrosus (coastal giant salamander)
• Salamandridae (newts)
o Taricha granulosa (rough-skinned newt)
• Plethodontidae (lungless salamanders)
o Ensatina eschscholtzii (Oregon ensatina)
o Plethodon vehiculum (western red-backed salamander)

costal grooves

nasolabial groove

Taricha: pond-type larva

Dicamptodon: stream-adapted larva
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Here are terrestrial forms of the four aquatic-breeding species. Top left: Ambystoma macrodactylum.
(photo © Lynette Schwimming). Long-toed salamander usually has a wide, irregular dorsal stripe (yellow
to greenish), which is often broken into blotches, a very long tail, and long toes (very different from
western red-backed salamander). Top right: Ambystoma gracile. (photo © William Flaxington).
Northwestern salamander is dark brown and stocky, and has prominent parotoid glands on the sides of the
head. Both Ambystoma species are pond-breeding salamanders and the aquatic life stages are more easily
found than the fossorial terrestrial stages. Lower left: Dicamptodon tenebrosus. Coastal giant salamander
is a large, robust, stream-breeding species (also breeding at some high elevation lakes), with a large head
and a marbled dorsal pattern. The terrestrial form is fossorial and infrequently found. Lower right:
Taricha granulosa. Rough-skinned newt is characterized by a brown to orange-brown dorsum and orange
underside; and dry, granular skin in the terrestrial form. This is the most frequently observed salamander
in our area, and may be seen in the open during daylight hours.
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Long-toed salamander (Ambystoma macrodactylum)
Top row and second row left: The egg masses of this species are superficially similar to Pacific chorus
frog, with fewer eggs per mass; however, the eggs are larger and the capsule around each embryo is
clearly evident. In the photo on left, the egg masses of A. macrodactylum are adjacent to an A. gracile egg
mass (all are covered with silt). Second to fourth row: Small larvae of this species may be difficult to
differentiate from A. gracile, but hatch much earlier, and have larger and broader heads; later in
development, long-toed salamanders often exhibit rows of light colored spots. Long-toed salamanders
generally do not attain sizes as large as northwestern salamander. Third row left shows a long-toed
salamander larva with first-year northwestern salamander larvae, and there is a northern red-legged frog
in fourth row left.

Long-toed salamander
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Northwestern salamander (Ambystoma gracile)
Top left: The egg mass of this species has a firm jelly that surrounds the individual egg capsules. No
other species in our area has similar egg masses. Embryonic development may be slow (a month or
more) and after hatching occurs, the empty egg mass may last for months. Top right: Egg masses may be
stranded out of the water before hatching. Second row: First year larvae. Third row left: In some
populations, some or all larvae may not metamorphose and instead mature as a gilled, paedomorphic
form. Third row right: Individual recently metamorphosed.
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Coastal giant salamander (Dicamptodon tenebrosus)
Larval giant salamanders are adapted for streams and have relatively small gills, paddle-like
tails, streamlined bodies, and relatively strong legs. Eggs, which are rarely observed, are laid on
the undersides of large, flat rocks in headwater streams. Third row left: Transformed juvenile.
Third row right: Adult found under a flat rock.
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Rough-skinned newt (Taricha granulosa)
Top left: Adult male in breeding condition (note dark nuptial pads on hind legs and swollen cloaca),
showing orange underside. Top right: Adult male in breeding condition, showing smooth skin and tail
fin. Second row: Rough-skinned newt eggs are laid singly in aquatic vegetation and are rarely observed.
Larvae in some populations overwinter and do not metamorphose until the second year. Third row left:
First and second year larvae. Third row right: Developing embryo in egg capsule (photo © William
Leonard).
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Oregon ensatina (Ensatina eschscholtzii)
Oregon ensatina may appear superficially similar to a small Ambystoma; however, ensatina is
differentiated by a constriction around the base of the tail, bright patches at the juncture of each limb with
the body and, like all lungless salamanders, has a nasolabial groove. A juvenile ensatina is shown top left.
This is a completely terrestrial species and does not have a free-living aquatic larval stage.

Western red-backed salamander (Plethodon vehiculum)
Western red-backed salamander has a long, slender body, slender legs, relatively short toes (compare to
long-toed salamander), and usually has a dorsal stripe. The nasolabial groove identifies this species as a
lungless salamander. Color is variable. This forest-dwelling species is completely terrestrial and does not
have a free-living aquatic larval stage.
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