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A p p e a r a n c e Four-toed salamanders have four t o e s on each o f their f e e t , 

w h i l e o t h e r terrestrial sa lamanders in Minnesota have f ive t o e s on 

the ir back f e e t . Four-toed salamanders average 5 t o 1 0 c e n t i m e t e r s (2 

t o 4 inches) long and have a red-brown base color w i t h dark f lecks on 

the ir s i d e s . T h e adul t has a w h i t e belly w i t h black f lecks. Unlike o ther 

Minnesota salamanders, th is o n e can voluntar i ly d e t a c h its tail near a 

constr ict ion at t h e base t o escape w h e n a predator harasses or a t tacks . 

R a n g e a n d H a b i t a t Widely distr ibuted across forested regions o f t h e 

eastern United States , this species w a s f irst discovered in Minnesota 

in Itasca C o u n t y in 1994. Since t h e n it has been d o c u m e n t e d e l sewhere 

in east-central Minnesota . Four-toed salamanders live in mature 

dec iduous or mixed dec iduous-coni ferous forests interspersed w i t h 

s p h a g n u m seepages , vernal ponds, or o ther f ish-free habi ta ts . (Four­

toed salamander larvae lack a d e f e n s e mechanism a g a i n s t predatory 

f ish.) The closed c a n o p y o f a mature forest provides a shaded, moist 

forest f loor w i t h organic soils and w o o d y debris. Mature forests 

also encourage moss g r o w t h around pond margins for nes t ing sites. 

In Minnesota four-toed salamanders favor mature forests of glacial 

moraine landscapes, w h e r e such isolated w e t l a n d s are a b u n d a n t . 

B i o l o g y a n d L i f e H i s t o r y Four-toed salamanders e a t small invertebrates , 

including adult insects and their larvae, spiders, snails, and w o r m s . 

During late fall t h e salamanders c o n g r e g a t e w i t h o ther a m p h i b i a n s a t 

o v e r w i n t e r i n g sites. Then in April and May, gravid females migrate t o 

nest ing sites in w e t l a n d s . Egg clusters are o f t e n laid in s p h a g n u m moss 

h u m m o c k s near open water . Females lay a b o u t 30 e g g s and remain 

w i t h t h e e g g s for at least a f e w w e e k s . Larvae hatch in o n e t o t w o 

m o n t h s , w r i g g l e free from t h e moss, and drop into t h e water . Larval 

d e v e l o p m e n t ranges f rom 21 t o 42 days , a f t e r w h i c h juveni les e m e r g e 

from t h e w e t l a n d . Juveniles remain near t h e w e t l a n d for t w o t o t h r e e 

w e e k s and then disperse into t h e a d j a c e n t forest . 

S t a t u s This species lives in small, isolated colonies , w h i c h are vulnerable 

t o drastic h a b i t a t a l terat ions .Their unique habi ta t requirements and 

limited dispersal capabi l i t ies put small, isolated populat ions a t g r e a t 

risk of local e l iminat ion. In Minnesota , t h e g r e a t e s t t h r e a t t o t h i s 

species is loss and degradat ion o f upland f o r e s t h a b i t a t and w e t l a n d s . 
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The four- toed sa lamander occurs in f o u r o f t h e 25 eco log ica l subsec ­

t i o n s h i g h l i g h t e d in Tomorrow's Habitat for the Wild and Rare: An Action 
Plan for Minnesota Wildlife; it w a s most f r e q u e n t l y surveyed in t h e Mille 

Lacs Uplands. Glaciers l e f t t h i s landscape w i t h lots o f rol l ing moraines 

and depress ions , w h i c h fi l l w i t h w a t e r in spr ing t o b e c o m e seasonal 

w e t l a n d s — a n d p r o v i d e e x c e l l e n t s a l a m a n d e r h a b i t a t . To read more 

a b o u t t h e region and its c o n s e r v a t i o n priori t ies , v is i t www.dnr.state. 

mn.us/cwcs/subsection_profiles.html. 
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