SPECIES FACT SHEET

Species Common Names:  

Species Scientific Name:  

Grand Coulee mountainsnail 

Oreohelix junii (Pilsbry, 1934)
Rocky mountainsnail


Oreohelix strigosa (Gould,1846)
Phylum:  Mollusca

Class:  Gastropoda

Order:  Stylommatophora
Family: Oreohelicidae
Type Locality:  
O. junii -  Upper end of Blue Lake, Grand Coulee, Grant Co., WA
O. strigosa – north bank of the Columbia River near confluence with Entiat River, Chelan, Co., WA.

OR/WA BLM and FS Region 6 Units where Suspected or Documented:
Both species documented in Wenatchee NF; O. strigosa also documented in Colville NF; O. strigosa suspected in Spokane District BLM, Okanogan, Umatilla and Wallowa-Whitman National Forests. O. strigosa “delicata” found in northeastern Oregon.  
Technical Description:

Both species of Oreohelix described in this document have medium-sized (20-25 mm diameter), dull white shells, with a slightly elevated to low spire and an open umbilicus.  Dark brown color bands run spirally around the whorls. The periphery of the body whorl is angular behind the aperture, but otherwise rounded.  

O. strigosa - Numerous “forms”, “variants” or “subspecies” of O. strigosa have been recognized, however little molecular work has been done on the group as a whole to establish taxonomic relationships at the DNA level. There is currently some ongoing DNA work in Chelan Co in 2008, funded by the ISSSSP.  Most distinctions were based historically on differences in shell morphology, while the details of the internal reproductive anatomy of all forms agreed with typical O. strigosa. The form O. strigosa “delicata” found in northeastern Oregon near Milton lacks strong color bands, and is thin-shelled, with much stronger spiral striation, which produces a more distinct surface granulation texture than in typical strigosa. This small form measures 12-15 mm diameter with 5 whorls.  Specimens from eastern Washington east of Walla Walla are thicker-shelled, 18-20 mm diameter, and 12 mm height with a wide umbilicus (3.5 mm) and two strong, dark brown bands on the spire.
O. junii – The shell of this species is strongly depressed, with a wide umbilicus (1/4 of diameter), and two strong brown color bands.  Size ranges from 18-22 mm diameter.  The periphery is well-rounded except just behind the aperture, where it is slightly angular. 
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 genus 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:  

"As a general rule the Oreohelices live near the surface, with a single stone, a bit of bark or a few leaves for cover . . . .  The opaque whitish and earthy texture of Oreohelix shells of the semiarid states is a protective adaptation for retaining body moisture and reflecting solar radiation in the strong light of a high country with little shade. Oreohelices also form an epiphram (a layer of fibrous material secreted by the mantle) over the aperture to seal it against water loss.  The epiphram is often enhanced by sealing the aperture against the surface of a rock in a cool protected location.  Aestivation refugia sites are assumed to be located under more stable rock schist and woody debris.

Threats:

These species occur in areas that burned naturally at relatively short intervals.  Prior to fire suppression, these forests were under a low intensity fire regime, burning often enough to keep fuel accumulations low so fires were generally not severe, but fire protection over most of the past century has allowed fuels to accumulate so that wildfires in the area may be large, intense, and devastating to sedentary organisms.    Wildfire may be the biggest large-scale threat to these species.  Disturbance of rock talus accumulations during road construction and forestry activities may cause loss of microhabitat quality affecting the species’ ability to survive fire events and climate variations when aestivating.
Conservation Considerations:
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, consider protecting occupied habitat areas for these snails against burning and other activities that disturb the litter, duff, or shading of the habitat.  However, to protect these habitat areas from intense burns, the adjacent areas should be managed to reduce the likelihood of stand replacing wildfires.  Management and/or avoidance of rock talus accumulations during road construction and forestry activities may help protect important refugia sites used by these species.
Range, Distribution (Current and Historic), and Abundance:
Scattered colonies of O. strigosa are distributed through the Columbia River and Snake River basins of Oregon and Washington, and into Idaho and western Montana; also found in the Umatilla and John Day River basins in interior Oregon.  Historical site for O. strigosa  form “delicata” is the Walla Walla River Canyon above Milton, from the forks to four miles up the south fork.  At many sites, abundance is high, with dozens of individuals, but population numbers vary considerably over years due to environmental factors.   
O. junii has a smaller geographic range, restricted to Washington State, based on information available in GeoBOB, the regional mollusk voucher database, Pilsbry, 1939 and the Oregon Natural Heritage database.  Two locations in Washington are described as “the upper end of Blue Lake and Park Lake at Grand Coulee”.  Frest (1995) describes the range as Grand Coulee and a portion of the mainstem Columbia River valley from Wenatchee to Okanogan, and Grant Co.  He also adds, it or a similar form is also found rarely in the Yakama drainage near Ellensburg, Kittitas Co., WA.
Range Map:
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Locations:  O. strigosa – brown dots   O. junii – red triangles
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