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Frogs Gone Wild: Reestablishing the 
Sierra Nevada Yellow-legged Frog 
By Jessie Bushell

We crested the hill at an 8,200 feet elevation; 

zoo-raised frogs nestled in ice in our 

backpacks. Soon their new lives as wild frogs 

in the Desolation Wilderness area of the 

Lake Tahoe Basin would begin.

Yellow-legged frogs (Rana sierrae) 

were once the most common vertebrate 

in the high alpine lakes in the Sierra 

Nevada where they numbered in the 

thousands. By 2007 though, a combination 

of introduced ! sh and amphibian chytrid 

fungus had reduced or eliminated the 

frog’s populations across 93 percent of its 

range. For the past decade, the U.S. Forest 

Service and California Department of 

Fish and Wildlife have removed ! sh from 

some lakes in the Desolation Wilderness 

in hopes of restoring the frog. But could 

frogs ever be returned to these now 

chytrid positive lakes?

Surveys showed that a substantial 

population of frogs persisted with low-level 

chytrid infections in the Eldorado National 

Forest next to Lake Tahoe Basin. " ese 

wild adult frogs had developed a natural 

immunity.  Our collaborators collected egg 

masses and froglets from this population 

and brought them to San Francisco Zoo 

and Gardens in San Francisco, Calif., where 

we used antifungals to treat the chytrid 

infection. Over the next nine months, eggs 

hatched, tadpoles developed into froglets, 

and froglets into frogs. Now we needed to 

build that immunity in these naïve frogs to 

make sure that they too could survive in 

the wild. 

Based on work done at University 

of California at Santa Barbara, we used 

exposure to local chytrid strains and 

subsequent anti-fungal treatment to 

immunize 35 frogs in 2014 and 97 frogs in 

2015.   " ese would be our head-start release 

animals. With another 75 frogs awaiting 

release in 2016, hopes are high that these 

e# orts will restore this iconic amphibian to 

the Lake Tahoe Basin. If this experiment 

is successful, the inoculation process 

could provide a boost to declining frog 

populations throughout the Sierras stymied 

by low juvenile recruitment. 

Members of the U.S. Forest Service 

team that spent years removing ! sh from 

the lakes participated in the frog release 

this June.  It was a poignant moment for 

everyone and inspiration for continuing 

the grueling work of ! sh removal and 

another year of head-starting – all to help 

the yellow-legged frog defy the odds and 

remain part of the wilderness.

Jessie Bushell is the Director of 

Conservation at the San Francisco Zoo 

and Gardens.


