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BARTON SPRINGS SALAMANDER (Eurycea sosorum) 
The endangered species in the heart of the Capital of Texas 

 
The best way to beat the heat in Austin, Texas is to dip into the cool aquifer fed waters of Barton Springs, 
bubbling up from deep underground at a consistent 70º year round.  Over 300,000 swimmers a year take the 
plunge in Barton Springs Pool, many unaware that they are swimming with one of the most endangered 
vertebrate species in North America.  The scientific species name "sosorum," or "SOS-orum," meaning "of 
those who would save our springs," was chosen to honor and encourage Austin's "Save Our Springs" citizens' 
environmental protection effort. 
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Status: 
- Listed as endangered in 1997 
- Found only in the four hydrologically connected Barton Springs in Zilker Park, Austin, Texas.  Only 274 salamanders 

were observed during recent surveys of all four springs, the vast majority in Eliza spring.  Between 3 and 18 
salamanders were found in each of Barton Springs Pool, Sunken Garden and Upper Springs. 

Habitat: 
- Aquatic its entire life, wholly dependent on its water habitat 
- Requires clean flowing water of a consistent temperature of 70º 
Threats: 
- The primary threat to the species is the degradation of the quality and quantity of water that feeds Barton Springs as a 

result of urban expansion over the watershed and pollutants, e.g. pesticides such as atrazine, an endocrine disruptor 
known to be harmful to amphibians. 

- Sediment run-off from construction harms the salamander by “clogging of the gills of aquatic species, causing 
asphyxiation; smothering their eggs and reducing the availability of spawning sites; filling interstitial spaces and 
voids, thereby reducing water circulation and oxygen availability; filling and blocking of recharge features and 
underground conduits, restricting recharge and groundwater storage volume and movement; reducing light 
transmission needed for photosynthesis, food production, and the capture of prey by sight-feeding predators; and 
exposing aquatic life to contaminants that readily bind to sediments (such as petroleum hydrocarbons and heavy 
metals).” 

- Dr. Mark Kirkpatrick, Professor of Integrative Biology at the University of Texas, explains, “The salamander spends 
its entire life in water, and it has a thin permeable skin and external gills.  These evolutionary adaptations were highly 
advantageous when Barton Springs was pristine, but unfortunately now make the species extremely sensitive to water 
quality.  Consequently, the salamander plays the unwitting role of the ‘canary in the coal mine’; its precarious 
population reflects the declining health of Barton Springs.” 

    


