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The Edwards Aquifer con-
tains numerous intermittent 
and perennial springs that 
are home to several species 
of solely aquatic, perenni-
branchiate (“always gilled”) 
Eurycea salamanders.  Two 
of these species have two of 
the smallest known ranges 
of any vertebrate species, 
residing only in the complex 
of springs known as Barton 
Springs.  Eurycea sosorum, the 
Barton Springs Salamander, 
inhabits the surface and 
immediate subsurface habi-
tat (epigean) of Parthenia 
Spring (in Barton Springs 
Pool), Eliza Spring, Sunken 
Garden, and Upper Barton 
Spring.  Eurycea waterlooensis, 
the Austin Blind Salamander, 
inhabits the deeper subter-

ranean habitat beneath the surface of Parthenia, Eliza, and 
Sunken Garden.  Both species require clean, cool, flowing 
spring water to thrive; they are stream salamanders, not 
pond salamanders.  The small range sizes, threats to quantity 
and quality of water emanating from the Barton Springs 
complex, and harm imposed by cleaning and maintenance 
of Barton Springs Pool are the main reasons E. sosorum was 
added to the federal list of endangered species in 1997, 
and E. waterlooensis was added to the list of candidate 
species in 2002.  We know the most about Barton Springs 
salamanders.

From 2003 through 2008, abundance of E. sosorum had 
been increasing in all of the spring sites, with periods of 
reproduction and high number of juveniles and young 
adults, particularly in Eliza Spring.  Unfortunately, the 
severe drought of 2009, and subsequent lesser drought of 
2011, took their toll on Barton Springs salamanders.  Drought 
affects our salamanders by reducing the amount of oxygen 
in the water available for respiration.  During drought, the 
volume and rate of water exiting the aquifer, known as 
discharge, decreases and, as discharge decreases, so does 
concentration of oxygen dissolved in that water.  Lower 
oxygen concentration puts our aquatic salamanders at risk 
of dying because there isn’t enough oxygen to breathe.  
Barton Springs Salamanders stop reproducing because they 
lack enough metabolic energy to produce eggs.  

These effects are evident in the abundance of salaman-
ders at all three perennial spring sites, Eliza Spring, Sunken 
Garden, and Parthenia Spring in Barton Springs Pool.  For 
several months, number of adults was less than 200 in Eliza 
Spring, less than 20 in Parthenia Spring, and 0 in Sunken 
Garden.  There were nearly no juveniles in all three sites.  
Although the drought broke with rainfall in October of 2009, 
and Barton Springs’ discharge was above average for 11 
months, juvenile salamander abundance did not increase 
while the number of adults remained relatively steady or 
decreased.  This lack of reproduction continued through 
another dry and wet cycle of 2010-2012.  Adult Juvenile 
salamanders finally began to reproduce in the fall of 2012.  
Since October, the number of juveniles in Eliza Spring has 
steadily increased to nearly 200.  As of June 2013, we are 
seeing roughly 400 salamanders, roughly equal proportions 
of juveniles, young adults and adults.  

Unfortunately, the 
pictures in Parthenia 
Spring and Sunken 
Garden are not so rosy.  
Salamander abun-
dance in Parthenia 
has hovered around 50 
in the past 6 months, 
while we have found 
10 salamanders or 
less in Sunken Garden 
since 2009.  We don’t 
know why there was 
a 3-year delay before 
salamanders in Eliza 
Spring began to re-
produce, and we don’t 
know why so few salamanders are seen in Parthenia Spring 
or Sunken Garden.  We have seen very few Austin Blind 
Salamanders in any of the spring sites since 2008, so we 
don’t know much about their fate during these droughts.  

There are still many aspects of the biology and ecology 
of both of our native salamander species that remain a 
mystery.  If we are successful in our efforts to protect and 
study these wild salamanders, one day we will learn the 
answers to our questions, and in the process learn how to 
protect our precious springs. 

Barton Springs Salamander Update 
by Laurie Dries

Save Barton Creek Association

Eurycea sosorum adult (~ 2 in.)
in Eliza Spring, 2011

Eurycea waterloo young 
adult (~ 1.5 in.) in Sunken 

Garden, 2008
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Shudde Fath, a Bastrop County native and long-time 
Austinite, served on the Save Barton Creek Association 
Board of Trustees as Treasurer from 1980 to 2010, and 
still dedicates her life to being a champion for Austin’s 
environment, and for just and transparent government. 
Shudde realized the importance of Barton Springs as the 
life’s blood of our fragile ecosystem early on. Cooling off 
in the Springs was the daily practice of Shudde and many 
locals before air conditioning. Shudde Fath is one of those 
all-too-rare selfless, dedicated and outspoken conserva-
tion champions to whom the community owes a huge 
debt of eternal gratitude for helping to preserve the cool, 
refreshing waters of Barton Springs. She is an inspiration 
to every one who has labored by her side during the past 
four decades. 

In the 1980s, Shudde and SBCA realized laws would be 
necessary to limit development (and the resulting non-point 
source pollution) in the Barton Springs Edwards Aquifer 
region.  She helped craft what would come to be known as 
the “SOS Ordinance” through hundreds of meetings, and 
helped garner voter support by phone banking, handing 
out flyers, and showing up regularly at City Hall to try to 
“talk some sense” into the City Council.  Just as Barton 
Springs is the “Crown Jewel” of Austin, Shudde Fath is 
the much loved jewel of the environmental community. 
Her light still shines brightly and helps guide our future 
with courage and wisdom to continue the “good fight” 
for the Springs.

Shudde also kept meticulous records for decades of 
the efforts to protect Barton Springs. SBCA is eternally 
grateful to Shudde for archiving this history and intends 
to preserve her treasure trove of many large file boxes at 
the Austin History Center. 

Thanks, Shudde!

SBCA Thanks Shudde Fath for Her Dedication 
to Protecting The Springs!
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