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1. Species: Northern Leopard frog (Rana pipiens) 
 

2. Status:  Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Rana pipiens 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G5 Species is Secure 

At very low risk or extinction or elimination due to a very extensive range, 
abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 

CNHP S3 Species is Vulnerable 
At moderate risk of extinction or elimination due to a fairly restricted range, 
relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and widespread declines, 
threats, or other factors. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

None 
 

 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb N/A N/A 
a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Rana pipiens is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
The northern leopard frog’s range encompasses most of the northern states of the United States 
and stretches north into Canada.  
 
Range contractions and localized extinctions have occurred in Colorado (Hammerson 1982, Corn 
and Fogleman 1984, Cousineau and Rogers 1991 summarized in Smith and Keinath 2007). The 
species is considered declining in the State of Colorado (Smith and Keinath 2007), but trend 
information within the planning area is unknown. Only one observation is reported occurring in 
the planning area within the past 20 years.  Current status of populations within the planning area 
is unknown. 
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Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 1 
Year Last Observed 1997 

 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components]:  
 
Northern leopard frogs require a broad range of habitats in close proximity due to their 
complicated life histories. Smith and Keinath (2007) describe the following seasonal/life history 
habitats for the species: 
 
Breeding Sites 
The “most typical” kind of breeding site used by northern leopard frogs in the Rocky Mountain 
region are palustrine sites with an unconsolidated bottom, and usually having a pond margin with 
extensive growth of cattails (Typha spp.). 
 
Cowardin et al. (1979 cited in Smith and Keinath 2007) consider the following four features to be 
characteristic of palustrine systems: 
 

• size under 20 acres 
• no wave-formed or bedrock shoreline 
• water depth typically less than 6.5 feet at the deepest part of the pond 
• very low salinity. 

 
Other characteristics of breeding sites include: 
 

• Lack of fish populations, 
• Unconnected to other water bodies, 
• Dried completely in exceptionally dry years or dried only by the end of summer 

 
Subadult habitat 
After completing their larval period, subadults migrate along streams or across land to suitable 
feeding sites at other ponds or lakes.  
 
Adult Upland Habitat 
Following reproduction, adult northern leopard frogs move into upland habitat in which they may 
feed for the summer. Characteristics of upland habitat include grassy meadows in the summer 
when grass was from “several inches to a foot” in height. Northern leopard frogs have been 
documented a considerable distance (up to 2-3 miles) from water in wet meadows or grasslands.  
 
Frog movements among habitats and pond spacing are two of the most important factors to 
consider in management of northern leopard frogs, as both factors are likely to affect population 
density in this species. 
 
Adult Over-wintering Habitat 
In the fall, subadult and adult frogs migrate to overwintering sites, suspected to consist of the 
bottoms of flowing streams and ponds (and possibly springs) that are large enough that they do 
not freeze solid in winter. 
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Food Habits - Tadpoles are generalist herbivores, but also feed on algae and sometimes scavenge 
dead animals including conspecifics. Leopard frogs become carnivorous once leaving the tadpole 
stage, feeding opportunistically on insects as well as spiders, mollusks, crustaceans, and various 
other arthropods (Smith and Keinath 2007). 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]:  
 
The following factors, in rough order of priority, should be considered when trying to conserve 
northern leopard frogs in Region 2 (Smith and Keinath 2007): 
 

• protection of known and potential breeding sites 
• control of introduced predaceous fish and bullfrogs 
• protection of overwintering sites 
• control of introduced infectious diseases 
• monitoring and protection of water quality 
• protection of migratory and dispersal pathways 
• control of road-related mortality 
• other factors such as generalized noise and bright light effects 

 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
A number of potential threats exist to the continued viability of northern leopard frogs in USFS 
Region 2. These can be divided into three main categories: 1) landscape-scale processes that 
threaten the viability of populations, 2) direct threats of mortality from various non-indigenous 
biotic agents, and 3) water quality issues (Smith and Keinath 2007). 
 

• Landscape scale changes such as loss and fragmentation of breeding habitat, disruption of 
migratory pathways, and loss or alteration of over-wintering sites, may have contributed 
to range-wide declines in northern leopard frogs. 

• Human development of wild lands. 
• Introduced predaceous fish and bullfrogs. 
• Introduced diseases (e.g., chytridiomycosis and ranavirus). 
• Introduced pollutants and toxicants that include pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers, mining 

residues, acidification, and waste generated by cattle grazing. 
 
8. Key literature: 
 
Smith, B.E. and D.A. Keinath. 2007. Northern Leopard Frog (Rana pipiens): a technical 
conservation assessment. [Online]. USDA Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Region. Available: 
http://www.fs.fed.us/r2/projects/scp/assessments/northernleopardfrog.pdf [06/29/2015]. 
 
9. Map of Known Occurrences and Modeled Suitable Habitat 
 
NHD (National Hydrologic Dataset) water body features were selected to represent potential 
leopard frog habitat within the planning area (Figure 1). A total of 5,932 surface acres of potential 
habitat exist within 2,427 waterbodies. All reported occurrences (NRIS database), including those 
older than 20 years, are shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Northern Leopard Frog Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences. 


