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They survived the mass extinction that killed the di-
nosaurs, but now face so many threats that half of all 
amphibian species are in decline, and a third are at 
risk of disappearing completely. Can anything stop 
amphibians from being the next great extinction? 

 
Found worldwide, there are 6500+ amphibian spe-
cies. Brazil has the most, with more than 700. In 
comparison, the UK is only home to seven native 
species and three of these are endangered. Despite 
the small number of species, amphibians play an im-
portant role in the wild.  
 
Why are they in decline? 
The biggest problem for all of these amphibians is 
habitat loss, explains Jules Howard from Amphibian 
and Reptile Conservation (ARC), “an amphibian 
needs a pond to breed in, suitable places to feed and 
a place to hibernate. The biggest, fastest habitat de-
cline is the freshwater pond – and without them spe-
cies will go extinct”. 
 
In the past, losing a single pond mattered little, there 
would be another nearby that the amphibians could 
move into. Unfortunately, the growing number of 
roads and car parks is causing “death by a thousand 
cuts” to our amphibian species, separating ponds and 

causing a decline noticeable since WWII.” 
 
There is still hope. “In the UK a lot of areas are pro-
tected [and] we have a lot of scientific knowledge of 
our species with 150 years of naturalists’ recordings 

to work with.” Further, the small number of species is 
almost helpful, as it it focuses resources, Howard 
explains. “A lot of rainforest countries don’t have any 
of this,” which makes conservation in the UK com-
paratively easier. 
 
Why does it matter? 
Amphibians were the first land vertebrates. Evolving 
from fish like mudskippers that ventured onto land 
more than 350 million years ago. Now there are 
three 3 main groups, the frogs and toads, the sala-
manders and the less familiar caecilians. These are a 
mysterious group of amphibians resembling worms or 
snakes that live underground in tropical places. 
 
Amphibians are named for their ability to live both in 
the water and on land, and their mixed lifestyle 
makes them critically important in the wild. Energy is 
the currency that keeps plants and animals alive and 
habitats healthy, because most animals spend all of 
their lives either in water or on land, few can move 
energy between habitats like amphibians.  

Natterjack Toad (Scientific name: Epidalea calamita) 
 
The noisiest amphibian in Europe, the natterjack toad, 
has warty skin like the common toad. Both toad species 
also lay their toadspawn in strings underwater. However, 
natterjack toads lay a single strand of spawn rather than 
a double strand laid by the common toad. Unfortunately, 
you would have to be extremely lucky to find natterjack 
spawn as these are increasingly rare animals. 
 
As the only UK amphibian that likes sand 
dunes,natterjack toads are suffering from increased 
“infrastructure on the coastline and beach development, 
like beach huts” says Howard. Development has sent 
this species to the brink of extinction, but projects to 
bring back natterjack toads are underway. 
 
Most projects involve conservationists taking some tad-
poles from the original pond, raising them without 
predators, then re-releasing them when they are juve-
niles and have a better chance of survival. 

Who are the UK amphibians? 
There are four types of frog, the common 
frog, the common toad and the endan-
gered natterjack toad and pool frog, and 
three newt species, great crested newts 
are endangered, while smooth newts and 
palmate newts are still fairly common.  

Pool Frog (Scientific name: Pelophylax lessonae) 
 
The pool frog has been most affected by habitat fragmen-
tation by roads; the populations became “so small and 
fragmented, until there was just one known pool frog left” 
explains Howard. 
 
Pool frogs became extinct in the UK in the 1990s, but the 
Herpetological Conservation Trust (now Amphibian and 
Reptile Conservation, ARC) and Natural England have been 
reintroducing them from a closely related and substantial 
population in Sweden. 
 
Howard explains that this reintroduction “is doing what it is 
supposed to do… the introduced frogs are breeding in the 
wild, hopefully for the third year this April”. 
 
The Northern pool frogs, like the ones in the UK, are 
darker in colour than the central European pool frogs and 
they are normally smaller than the common frog, around 
6.5cm (2½ inches) long. They enjoy basking in hot sun-
shine, something no other British species does. 

Great Crested Newt (Scientific name: Triturus cristatus) 
 
These are easily told apart from the other two, more common spe-
cies. They are bigger, blacker and wartier than the others, but also 
much rarer. Despite some habitat protection, these newts are in 
decline.  
 
They like deep ponds with lots of plants to hide in. But they also 
move away from the breeding ponds and cover a lot more ground 
than most amphibians. Juveniles will move 500m from their birth 
pond. This makes it more difficult to protect their homes. 

How can I help? 
Because they can still be found across the UK, great crested newts are the 
easiest endangered species to help in your garden. Even better, by helping 
great crested newts you will also reduce the risk of the other UK species 

declining in the same way.  
 

Great crested newts prefer living in established ponds, but they use others 
for feeding and resting. A garden pond will benefit other animals too, 

hedgehogs will be drawn in by the tasty bugs and grubs as much as the 
amphibians!  

 
The ARC website has details on making your garden amphibian friendly and 

building ponds, www.arc-trust.org/dragons. 
 

If you have more time, you can join your local amphibian and reptile group. 
For more details on how to contact your local group, or the conferences 

they organise, have a look at www.arguk.org. 
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