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Naturally Occurring Fish and Wildlife Diseases

Just like people, fish and wildlife can get sick. Diseases caused by 

viruses, bacteria, fungi, and protozoans can cause illness or death. 

Usually only a few animals are affected. However, some conditions can 

cause large numbers of animals to be susceptible, affecting popula-

tions. For example, disease spreads quickly when large numbers of 

animals are concentrated naturally during migration or artificially due to 

unnatural food sources. People can prevent unnatural disease outbreaks 

by not feeding wildlife, vaccinating pets, and, in some cases, managing 

habitat.

Listed below are the diseases of greatest management concern in Ore-

gon. This table focuses on fish and wildlife diseases that occur naturally 

within Oregon. However, some of the greatest disease concerns center 

around non-native diseases. Non-native diseases can have devastating 

effects on wildlife, human health and local economies. Recent reported 

cases of West Nile virus in Oregon underscore the state’s vulnerability 

to invasive disease-causing organisms. Non-native diseases will be ad-

dressed in a implementation tool that evaluates ecological impact and 

management approaches for invasives.
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Amphibian Declines: A Global Concern 

Interest in global amphibian (frogs, toads, and salamanders) conserva-

tion has greatly increased since 1989, when herpetologists began to 

notice that populations of amphibians in several separate locations 

across the globe were dwindling without explanation. However, not 

all species or populations of amphibians were thought to be declining, 

adding to the mystery. 

A recent study (2005) 

synthesized data from 

around the world and 

concluded that many 

amphibian populations 

are indeed declining 

in significant num-

bers: globally, 32% of 

amphibian species are 

threatened, compared 

to about 12% of bird 

species and 23% of 

mammal species. Of 

particular concern are 

declines noted in areas 

with no detectable changes in habitats, such 

as remote wilderness areas (for example, the 

“cloud forest” in Monteverde, South Amer-

ica). The causes are still poorly understood 

and currently being researched and debated. 

Potential causes that are being investigated 

include contaminants, invasive species, dis-

eases, habitat loss, climate change, ultraviolet 

radiation, acid rain and other atmospheric de-

position, or the interaction of multiple causes.

 

Why might these animals be so sensitive to 

changes in the environment? All amphib-

ians have several unique characteristics that 

could make them particularly susceptible to 

environmental impacts: they have very thin, 

moist and sensitive skin; their eggs and larvae 

develop in water, where many pollutants concentrate; and, they also 

have a terrestrial component of their life cycle, making them vulnerable 

to environmental change in multiple habitats. Amphibians have been 

called modern-day “canaries in the coalmine,” possibly presenting us 

with early warning signals of environmental damage that could affect 

other fish and wildlife, as well as people.

Amphibians in Oregon and Importance of Monitoring

With its diverse habitats and relatively mild climate, Oregon is home to 

many native amphibians. Some species are 

common and widespread, with healthy pop-

ulations. These include the Pacific tree frog 

and rough-skinned newt. However, others 

such as the Oregon spotted frog and foothill 

yellow-legged frog have declined. Although 

many of these species are monitored, there 

is still little known about their behavior and 

habitat use. For example, where they spend 

the winter months is poorly understood for 

many amphibians. This basic information is 

needed to better maintain, manage and re-

store Oregon’s amphibian habitats. Taking up 

the challenge of long-term monitoring also 

will be essential to determine amphibians’ 

status and trends over time. Both nationally 

and in Oregon, 

the U.S. Geo-

logical Survey’s 

Amphibian 

Research and 

Monitoring Pro-

gram is working 

to increase un-

derstanding of 

amphibian biol-

ogy (http://armi.

usgs.gov). Also, 

the USGS’s 

FrogWatch USA 

program offers 

an opportu-

nity for citizens 

volunteers to 

gather information on frogs and toads (www.frogwatch.org). For many 

reasons, Oregon’s amphibians are worth watching.

The Importance of Species Monitoring:  the Example of Declining Amphibian  
Populations 

Photos © (top) Bruce Newhouse; (bottom) Chris Carey
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