SPECIES FACT SHEET

Species Common Names:  

Species Scientific Name:  

Deschutes mountainsnail 

Oreohelix variabilis ssp. nov.
Phylum:  Mollusca

Class:  Gastropoda

Order:  Stylommatophora
Family: Oreohelicidae

OR/WA BLM and FS Region 6 Units where Suspected or Documented:
Sites occur on Prineville BLM and private lands within the Deschutes Wild and Scenic River Corridor. Sites may occur within the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area. 
Technical Description:

The shell is medium-sized (up to 17mm diameter), moderately thick, with low, depressed spire and 5 ½ whorls.  Each whorl is convex (or with very slight peripheral angulation) and joined to the adjacent whorl with barely impressed sutures.  Radial ribs are low and irregular, stronger on the dorsal surface.  Two dark brown or brownish-purple color bands present, the lower one wider.  Deep umbilicus, width about ¼ of shell diameter.
This taxon is similar to the parent species, O. variabilis, but is smaller, with a more depressed spire and a proportionally larger umbilicus.  The coarser and more irregular radial ribs of this form also distinguish it from the parent species.
Life History:
Semelparous, with separate sexes.  Oreohelix species live several years, possibly up to five or more; the active period of the year being limited to the warmer, moist months, generally April-May and September-October.  They typically are mature and breed the second spring. Reproduction in the Oreohelix (subgenus Oreohelix) is viviparous (more probably ovoviviparous), in which the eggs hatch before leaving the uterus of the parent (Pilsbry 1939; Bequaert and Miller 1973).  This is apparently an adaptation to arid climates where small, thin shelled eggs may not survive to hatch.  

This snail browses plant and rock surfaces for detritus, microscopic fungi, plants and animals.  These snails may be found under the litter, where they apparently find food within the duff layer, and may occasionally feed on live plant tissues.  Surface activity may be stimulated by very slight moisture input, such as early morning frost or light dew, and then animals retreat underground as the sun rises and humidity drops. 

Small colonies are typically widely separated, with populations often having slightly different appearances in adjacent valleys.  This separation of habitat patches and populations is one factor that has led to the very plastic morphology and sub-speciation noted in this Genus.  

Habitat Associations:  

Found in moderately xeric, rather open and dry situations, in large scale basalt (or sometimes metasedementary) taluses on steep, cool (generally E or N-facing) aspects, generally associated with springs and seeps, although not found in wettest areas.  Surrounding vegetation is sage scrub.  Talus vegetation includes Celtus, Artemesia, Prunus, Balsamorrhiza, grasses, Seligeria and bryophytes.
Range, Distribution (Current and Historic), and Abundance:

There is no type locality designated for this undescribed subspecies.  It was first noted by Dr. Terrence Frest in a report on Interior Columbia Basin mollusks (Frest, 1995).  Once probably widespread in the lower Deschutes valley, its current distribution consists of a few scattered colonies located in the Deschutes River watershed from the town of Maupin to about 6- 10 miles from the Columbia River.   Range includes Wasco and Sherman Counties, OR.   Sites occur on Prineville BLM and private lands within the Deschutes Wild and Scenic River Corridor and are possible within the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area.

Conservation Considerations:
Grazing is considered responsible for loss of some colonies.  Dam, railroad, energy corridor and road construction through talus deposits have affected populations as a result of direct mortality, removal of talus for construction, hydrologic changes, roadside spraying.  Recreational and residential development has also impacted sites.  Nothing is currently known of the aestivation or hibernation habits of these snails, nor of the habitat used during those periods.  Until more is learned about these subjects, protect occupied habitat areas for these snails from burning and other activities that disturb the litter, duff, or shading of the habitat.  However, to protect these habitat areas from intense burns, manage adjacent areas to reduce the likelihood of stand replacing wildfires.  Management and/or avoidance of rock talus accumulations during project development and road construction and forestry activities may help protect important refugia sites used by these species.
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Photos: 

No photos are available for this undescribed subspecies.
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