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Amphibians to Your Yard
D. Cates, ]. Olson, and N. Allen
The study of reptiles and amphibians is called herpetology. The
word “herps” comes from the same root word.
Herps in your landscape are fun to watch, interesting to learn
about, and a benefit to your local ecology. You can attract them by
adapting your yard to their habitat needs.
Native species
In the Pacific Northwest, there are about 50 native species of herps.
Half are amphibians (frogs, toads, salamanders, and newts), and half are
reptiles (snakes, lizards, and turtles). Some of the more common species
you might attract to your yard are alligator lizards, fence lizards, garter
snakes, chorus frogs, red-legged frogs, and salamanders.
Some herp species are brightly colored, such as painted turtles or
young western skinks with their bright blue tails. Others are known by
their sounds, such as the Pacific
chorus frog with its familiar musical
chirping.
Herps help control garden
pests. For example, garter snakes
and newts are among the few
animals that eat slugs; alliga-
tor lizards eat aphids; and
gopher snakes eat mice,
voles, and gophers.
A good way to start
your habitat plan is to Douglas Cates and

John Olson, students,
Department of Fisheries
and Wildlife; and

Nancy Allen, Extension

find out which species
live in your region and what
habitat they need in order to

thrive. Table 1 lists species range il y !lig'!.q.’j';'." */ ;U'r‘"iﬂ’ id}ﬁ" wildlife instructor;
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Natural history

Herps are ectotherms. That means their
body temperature is regulated directly by the
environment. To escape very hot or very cold
temperatures, most herps hibernate in the
winter and aestivate (hibernate) in summer in
hot areas. Hibernation sites include burrows,
ponds, logs, stumps, and rock piles.

Many amphibians live in water in some
life stages and on land in others. Most
amphibians lay their eggs in water or in moist
locations on land such as rotten logs, leaf
litter, or on riverbanks.

Pond-breeding species of salamanders
have aquatic young called larvae. Frogs’
young, called tadpoles, live in water. Then, as
adults, they live mostly on land.

Reptiles usually lay eggs on land. Some-
times, they use moist, protected areas to help
conserve the moisture content of their eggs
and keep them at moderate, more constant
temperatures.

Most herps are secretive. The only ones
you are likely to see are garter snakes and

frogs.

Elements of a herp habitat

You have more chance to attract herps to
your property if it is next to an undeveloped
site, greenway, or freshwater area. But, you
also can add features to your property, such as
ponds, rock walls, brush piles, and basking
(sunning) sites, to improve your chances of
observing more species. These features provide
places for herps to reproduce, feed, bask,
shelter, and hibernate.

Although reptiles and amphibians have
different habitat needs, they do use many of
the same areas.

Ponds

The best way to provide water for herps
is to make a pond. A pond can be any size that
suits your property. But, all ponds should have
the following features.

Your pond should offer both sun and
shade. It should be at least 20 inches deep,
with a shallow gradient at the edges. It should
have lots of plants that grow above the water-
line from the pond bottom. A good ratio of
open water to plants is 50:50. See “Plants,”
below.

Big logs, down wood, and plants near
your pond provide shelter for your herps.
Herps like natural basking sites that protrude
out of the water, such as rocks, logs, and fallen
limbs.

For larger ponds, you can build a floating
platform. Anchor it so that it stays in the
middle of the pond.

For details on how to make a pond, see
Create a Garden Pond for Wildlife (“For more

information,” p. 11).

Pond plants

Plants are important in the herps” habi-
tat. They provide oxygen, reproductive sites,
and cover where the herps can hide and find
protection from weather. They provide habitat
for insects and other invertebrates that herps
eat. Plants also help control algae growth by
shading out the sun.

Algae is essential in your pond. It creates
oxygen and food for tadpoles. Algae estab-
lishes itself in your pond using nutrients and
sunlight.

Too much sun or nutrients (such as from
decayed vegetation or fertilizer) can cause
outbreaks of algae called blooms. Algae
blooms also occur in new ponds and in the
spring before plants get big enough to shade
the water. If algae blooms persist, you might
need to clean your pond or plant more
vegetation.
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Native plants are a good choice for your
pond. They are more familiar to wildlife and
are well adapted to the environment. Plant a
mix of submerged, floating, and marginal
plants (see Table 2).

Many invasive species, such as purple
loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) and reed
canarygrass (Phalaris arundinacea), are aggres-
sive and will outcompete other plants.

Rock piles

Rock piles or rock walls are excellent
habitat for herps. Herps use them as cover
from predators and weather, as places to raise
young, and for basking.

You can build rock piles from bricks,
rocks, or broken concrete. You might find
rocks in your backyard or collect them from
some other place. Or, you can buy them from
a quarry or landscaping center. If you collect
the rocks yourself, be sure no animals are
using them. Preserving natural habitat is more
important than creating new habitat.

Where to place a rock pile

Place your rock pile where it receives
both sun and shade each day. If your summers
are cool, put the rock pile where it will be in
the sun for most of the day. If your summers
are hot, place the rock pile in a mostly shady
spot.

A good place for a rock pile is next to a
creek or pond. That way, your herps have two
habitats to choose from.

Do not put rock piles next to the street.
Doing so increases the chances of animals
being hit by a car.

How to build the rock pile
Use large rocks to form the bottom layer.
If you live in a region where it freezes, lay
some rocks below ground level. They provide
more shelter from freezing temperatures.
Leave space between some of the rocks in
the base layer. The herps can use these cavities

for nesting, hibernating, and shelter. Place
some sand, leaves, or straw in the cavities to
make them more attractive to the herps.

You can place a plastic, ceramic, or
concrete pipe in the base layer so it sticks out
of the bottom of the pile (Figure 1). The herps
can use it as an entrance to some of the
cavities. It should be about 1 to 2 inches in
diameter and 2 feet or less in length.

In the second layer, use smaller rocks that
cover the cavities. Also, you can cover a
section of your rock pile with a piece of black
plastic to ensure that part of the shelter stays
dry.

Brush piles

Many wildlife species use brush piles.
Herps and small mammals usually use the
base layer, and birds inhabit the rest. Brush
piles provide shelter for herps from rain, sun,
and predators. They also provide food by

attracting insects.

Table 2. Native plants for ponds.

Submerged plants
Coontail, Ceratophyllum demersum
Elodea, Elodea canadensis

Floating leaf plants

Water fern, Azolla mexicana
Watershield, Brasenia schreberi
Duckweed, Lemna minor

Marginal plants

Great water-plantain, Alisma plantago-aquatica

Inflated sedge, Carex vesicaria

Spike rush, Eleocharis palustris

Wapato (duck potato, arrowhead), Sagittaria
latifolia

Hardstem bulrush, Seirpus acutus

Wool grass, Scirpus cyperinus

Small-fruited bulrush, Seirpus microcarpus

Soft-stem bulrush, Scirpus validus

Cattail, Typha latifolia
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Figure 1. Example for constructing a rock pile.

(From: Landscaping for Wildlife in the Pacific Northwest, University of

Washington Press and Washington Department of Wildlife.)

Brush piles can be any size. A pile 3 feet
high by 5 feet wide is usually right.

Usually, building materials are easy to
find. You can use old fence posts, wood
pallets, prunings, and down wood from your
own or a neighbor’s backyard. Always ask the
property owner for permission before you
scavenge.

Do not use wood or other materials that
have been chemically treated. Remove nails

for safety.

Where to place the brush pile

The best places to build brush piles are
near a hedgerow, shrub, thicket, or mature
tree. Other good choices are near a pond, snag
(standing dead tree), or recently cleared area.

If you have enough land, make several
brush piles and place them in spots that get
different amounts of sunlight. This gives herps
choices for prime habitat.

Do not place brush piles in low areas
where there is standing water in rainy weather.
You want your piles moist, but not soaking
wet.

How to build a brush pile

Use big logs for the base layer. Place
them parallel to each other on the ground
about 6 to 12 inches apart. Be sure there are
lots of spaces in the base layer. Pack leaves into
these cavities to keep the brush pile moist.

You can place a plastic, ceramic, or
concrete pipe in the base layer so it sticks out
of the bottom of the pile, as for a rock pile.
The herps can use it as an entrance to some of
the cavities. It should be about 1 to 2 inches
in diameter and 2 feet or less in length.

Use smaller logs to make the next layer.
Place them somewhat randomly over the base
layer (Figure 2). You can make as many layers
as you want, but be sure the pile is stable and
won' fall over.

Your brush pile can last for several years
if you take care of it. As the top branches
collapse and the pile begins to settle over time,
add branches and logs to the base and the top
of the pile. Do this before spring, so it doesnt
disturb nesting sites.
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Basking sites

Herps need both sunny and cool places
to help them maintain a tolerable body
temperature. A key element of habitat that
you can provide is a variety of basking struc-
tures or sites.

Open areas allow reptiles to sun them-
selves and raise their body temperature. Large,
flat rocks, dark-colored pavement, patches of
dirt, and other dense, solid surfaces retain heat
and provide an extended source of warmth.

In contrast, shade and ponds provide
herps with cooler, damper areas where they
can cool down.

Drain pipe

Figure 2. Example for constructing a brush pile.
(From: Landscaping for Wildlife in the Pacific Northwest,
University of Washington Press and Washington
Department of Wildlife.)

Travel corridors

To attract and maintain a breeding
population of amphibians, your pond should
be within 4 mile of another pond or wetland
that already has breeding amphibians. There
must be an undisturbed, natural pathway
from other ponds to yours. This is called a
travel corridor.

If you have a lawn, keep your grass taller.
This gives herps a safe travel corridor.

Obstacles to success

It can be difficult to keep wild herps in
most yards. Loss of habitat, lawnmowers,
pesticides, pets, and cars all take their toll.

Because of the barriers to their travel
created by urban development, it may be
difficult for herps to make it to your property.
It might take 1 to several years before you see
herps in your yard. Their ability to move into
your yard likely depends upon the condition
of neighboring landscapes. If your property is
surrounded by concrete or highly maintained
landscapes, your chances are slim for attract-
ing herps.

If you have a cat or dog, the chances of
seeing herps in your yard become even slim-
mer. Cats and dogs often attack herps. So,
either don't have pets, or keep them in
restricted sections of your property.

Do not remove herps from wild areas
and put them in your yard. They often try to
return to their place of origin and get killed
on roads or by pets in hostile urban environ-
ments. If you provide suitable habitat, reptiles
and amphibians will move to your property
on their own.
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Nonnative species

It is illegal to release nonnative species.
Do not release exotic or pet store species of
herps into your yard.

Exotics can be extremely detrimental to
native species of plants and animals. For
example, the bullfrog eats the young of native
snakes, frogs, fish, turtles, ducks, and small
mammals. This has a very negative effect on
their populations.

Furthermore, many exotics die if
released. They are not able to tolerate the
environmental conditions in the Pacific
Northwest.

Coexisting with herps

To help protect and maintain habitat for
herps on your property, you must establish a
successful coexistence between herps and
humans.

1.  Protect and maintain riverbanks, areas
with leaf litter, and places with decaying
plant matter. Herps need these places
to help them regulate their body
temperature.

2. Don't mow grass on riverbanks, alongside
bodies of water, or next to brush and
rock piles.

3. Do not use chemicals such as fertilizers
and pesticides in areas used by herps.
This is especially important for amphib-
ians, because their skin is extremely
sensitive to environmental chemicals.
Although reptiles’ skin is less permeable,
they also are affected adversely by toxic
chemicals.

4. Talk to your neighbors. Let them know
what you're doing and why, so they will
be more likely to help protect herp
communities. Encourage your neighbors
to create safe travel corridors for amphib-
ians and reptiles.

5.  Teach children about herps, so they will
respect and admire them and be less
likely to harass or harm them.

6.  Snakes only bite when they feel threat-
ened. If you leave them alone, they will
leave you alone. The only venomous
snake in the Pacific Northwest is the
Western rattlesnake. It is not common in
most areas, and its bite is rarely lethal. It
is dangerous, but only if you interact
with it in the wrong way.

7. Do not handle “your” herps. Some
amphibians, such as toads and newts,
have poisons in their skin glands. They
might harm you or your pets, if pets eat
them. Or, the oils, lotions, and bug
repellents on your skin might harm the

herps.

Viewing herps

When you watch herps, keep your
distance, move slowly, and use binoculars.

To improve your chances of seeing them,
learn about the species’ natural history. For
example, amphibians are more active at lower
temperatures than reptiles. You often can see
or hear them in early spring. Usually, you

don't see reptiles until summer.

Garter snake
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You also can look for signs that herps are
living in your yard. Some herps may leave
tracks or their shed skins. Others’ eyes reflect
light and seem to glow in the dark.

It can be difficult to catch sight of herps.
But, if you create essential habitat on your
property, with safe travel corridors to wild
habitat, you have a good chance to see these
fascinating animals.

For more information

OSU Extension publications
See these other publications in The

Wildlife Garden set:

Attract Hummingbirds to Your Garden,
EC 1541 (2002). $1.50

Build Nest Boxes for Wild Birds, EC 1556
(2002). $1.50

Create a Garden Pond for Wildlife, EC 1548
(2002). $1.50

Create a Butterfly Garden, EC 1549 (2002).
$1.50

Create Roosts for Bats in Your Yard (2002).
$1.50
Feed Wild Birds, EC 1554 (2002). $1.50

Reduce Deer Damage in Your Yard, EC 1557
(2002). $1.50

To order copies of these publications,
send the complete title and series number,
along with a check or money order for the
amount listed (payable to Oregon State
University), to:

Publication Orders

Extension & Station Communications

Oregon State University

422 Kerr Administration

Corvallis, OR 97331-2119

(Fax: 541-737-0817)

We offer discounts on orders of 100 or

more copies of a single title. Please call

541-737-2513 for price quotes.

World Wide Web

You can access our Publications and
Videos catalog and many of our publications
on the Web at eesc.oregonstate.edu

Other publications

Csuti, B., A.J. Kimerling, T.A. O’Neil,
M.M. Shaughnessy, E.P. Gaines, and
M.M.DP. Huso. Atlas of Oregon Wildlife:
Distribution, Habitat, and Natural
History. 1997. Oregon State University
Press, Corvallis, OR.

Fadala, S. Basic Projects in Wildlife Watching.
1989. Stackpole Books, Harrisburg, PA.

Hirose, J., M. McPhee, P. Van Vlack, and
S. Weston. Naturescaping: A Place for
Wildlife. 1992. Portland General Elec-
tric, Portland, OR.

Leonard, W.P, H.A. Brown, L.L.C. Jones,
K.R. McAllister, and R.M Storm.
Amphibians of Washington and Oregon.
1993. Seattle Audubon Society, Seattle,
WA.

Link, R. Landscaping for Wildlife in the Pacific
Northwest. 1999. University of Washing-
ton Press, Seattle & London, in associa-

tion with the Washington Department of
Fish and Wildlife.

Logsdon, G. Wildlife in Your Garden. 1983.
Rodale Press, Emmaus, PA.

Merilees, B. Attracting Backyard Wildlife.
1989. Voyageur Press, Stillwater, MN.

Nussbaum, R.A., E.D. Brodie, and
R.M. Storm. Amphibians and Reptiles of
the Pacific Northwest. 1983. University of
Idaho Press, Moscow, ID.

Storm, R.M. and W.P. Leonard. Repriles of
Washington and Oregon. 1995. Seattle
Audubon Society, Seattle, WA.
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