SPECIES FACT SHEET

Common Name: Dalles mountainsnail 
Scientific Name:  Oreohelix variabilis (J. Henderson, 1929)
Class: Gastropoda
Order:  Stylommatophora
Family:  Oreohelicidae

Technical Description:  
As a member of the “strigosa” species group, the shell of this snail is somewhat depressed with the last whorl strongly angular in front of the aperture with the angle disappearing on the last half or three-fourths whorl (Pilsbry 1933).  There are weak spirals, or sometimes none on the last part of the embryonic shell, which consists of 2 ½ whorls.  The spire tends to be rather high and straightly conic.  Peripheral angulation may vary from distinct to subobsolete.  Although striation is strong, the spiral lines are weakly developed.  Though broad and narrow bands may be present, in general the two principal bands of Oreohelix are wanting.  Color can range from white, streaked with pinkish cinnamon and mottled, to walnut brown with darker streaks.  The shell is about 18-19 mm in diameter.
 
Life History:
This species of snail is semelparous (reproduce a single time before dying) with separate sexes (Duncan 2008a).  Oreohelix variabilis is active during the warmer moist months April-May and September-October, and can live for up to five or more years.  These snails typically reach sexual maturity and then breed during their second spring.  Oreohelix reproduction is either viviparous or ovoviviparous, and the eggs hatch before leaving the parent’s uterus (Pilsbry 1939; Bequaert and Miller 1973).  In arid climates, this adaptation improves survival where thin shelled eggs would likely desiccate before hatching (Duncan 2008a).  Oreohelix variabilis can be found under litter where it searches for food and occasionally feeds upon live plant tissues within the duff layer.  In addition, this snail feeds upon detritus, microscopic fungi and minute animals.  When moisture is present as a result of early morning frost or light dew, the snails become active, and then later move underground as the humidity drops and the sun dries the moisture.

Range, Distribution, and Abundance:
These snails are found in the central and eastern Columbia River Gorge in Wasco and Sherman Counties, Oregon, and their range may extend approximately 10 miles up the Deschutes River   (Duncan 2008b).  Oreohelix variabilis has also been found in the Deschutes Wild and Scenic River corridor on Prineville District BLM.

Populations are often slightly different in appearance in separate colonies existing in adjacent valleys.  The variable morphology of this genus is likely partly due to the separation of habitat patches and populations (Duncan 2008a). 


Habitat Associations:
Oreohelix variabilis is generally associated with springs and seeps (but not in the wettest areas), occurring in rather open and dry situations which are moderately xeric, in large scale basalt (sometimes metasedementary) taluses on steep, cool aspects which usually are north-facing (Duncan 2008b).  The vegetation surrounding these habitats tends to be sage scrub as well as talus scrub, including Artemesia, Prunus, Celtus, Balsamorrhiza, grasses, Seligeria and bryophytes.
 
Threats: 
Habitat loss or degradation is a grave threat to these snails.  The loss of some colonies has likely occurred from grazing (Duncan 2008b).  Direct mortality has resulted from dam, railroad and road construction through talus deposits, talus removal for construction, hydrologic changes and roadside spraying.  Large colonies were lost from the use of talus for the construction of the John Day dam as well as for I-84/US 30 highways.  Sites have been negatively impacted by residential habituation and recreational use.  One site was badly impacted by the disposal of batteries along Burlington Northern railroad. 

Conservation Considerations:
Habitats occupied by this species should be protected from burning and other activities which disturb shading of the habitat, the litter and the duff (Duncan 2008b).  In order to protect these areas from intense burns, it is necessary to also manage adjacent areas to reduce the threat of severe stand replacing wildfires.  During project development, road construction and forestry activities, management or avoidance of rock talus accumulations could likely help to protect important refugia sites of this species.

Conservation Status:
Oreohelix variabilis is ranked globally as G2Q -- imperiled due to rarity or because other factors make it vulnerable to extirpation, but there are questions related to the taxonomic validity of the taxon (Oregon Natural Heritage Information Center 2007).  In Oregon, this species of snail is ranked S1 -- critically imperiled due to extreme rarity or because it is somehow very vulnerable to extirpation or extinction.  

Oreohelix variabilis is extremely rare where it does occur.  Habitat destruction poses a dire threat to these snails, which are associated with seeps and small streams.  Such habitats are very vulnerable to human activities including construction, removal of trees, and pollution, as well as livestock damage.  Continuation of such activities will further reduce populations and eventually result in extirpation.
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