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Abstract—The age distribution, body size, and annual growth rates in amphibians inhabiting three water res-
ervoirs of different hydrochemical compositions have been analyzed to identify the interpopulation charac-
teristics of the growth and puberty rates in the moor frog males. Altogether, 117 pubescent males at the age of
2 to 6 years old were studied. It has been determined that the ambient surface water salinity in the Middle
Urals in the springtime is at the level of 150 mg/dm3. The interannual variations in salinity in the analyzed
water reservoirs are related to the changes in the sulphate concentration. It has been noted that a water salinity
of approximately 300 mg/dm3 during the spawning season is not a negative factor limiting growth of the moor
frog. The relatively early pubertal maturation of the male moor frog can be observed under close-to-optimal
conditions and is followed by the redistribution of the energy cost for the reproductive process advantages,
along with a delay in the growth of the amphibians.
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INTRODUCTION
At present, the problem of the growth rates and,

consequently, the variability in an indicator such as the
body size in amphibians is studied by many reseachers.
The age and seasonal characteristics of the growth
rates in the amphibians are reported. Thus, it is noted
that current-year juveniles in the southern popula-
tions, when compared to those in the northern popu-
lations, start their hibernation with a large body size
(Krivosheev et al., 1960; Loman, 1978; Lyapkov et al.,
2008). The summer weather conditions can define the
body sizes of the amphibians born in the current year,
before hibernation, exerting both direct effects and
indirect effects through the larval feeding-stage period
(Kutenkov and Mosiyash, 2013). In natural environ-
ments, the current-year juvenils of moor frogs with
weight reaching 200 mg appear more viable (Schwarz,
1980). The larger specimens at the stage of matamor-
phosis preserve advantages in body sizes after hiberna-
tion (Ishchenko, 1980), while some other situations
also can be observed (Ishchenko, 1999).

Examples of 31 and 81 adult species of anurous
amphibians frpm Europe and North America, respec-
tively, can show that the animal average body size
increases towards the north (Olalla-Tárraga and
Rodríguez, 2007). Some authors consider that the

thermal balans plays a key role in this process, while
others designate the acceleration of pubertal matura-
tion in amphivbians of the southern populations as the
major cause (Lyapkov, 2007). In addition, the possi-
bility of using the warm climate advantages may be
limited by local conditions such as the low humidity
level (Lyapkov et al., 2008).

In addition, it should be noted that some works pay
most attention to the impact of factors such as tem-
perature (Zhitnikov, 2012), salinity, and acidity of
water (Kuznetsov and Lobachev, 2007); herbicides
(Peskova, 2004); f luctuations in chemism of the envi-
ronment because of urbanization (Vershinin et al.,
2006); etc., on the amphibian growth rates. Thus, the
reduction in the body length of the moor frog adult
females can occur along with the amplification of
anthropogenic transformation of the environment;
with regard to current-year juveniles, an increase in
the body size is recorded (Vershinin et al., 2006).

Data on the hydrochemical indicators for the water
reservoir and the characteristics of the growth rates in
the amphibians especially in the natural population
are insufficiant. However, an experiment with the
great pond snail showed that a daily drop in salinity in
the range of 1–3% accelerate its growth rates; the fur-
ther increase in this indicator is followed by a deterio-
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ration in its growth (Konstantinov et al., 2007). A sim-
ilar result produced by the other variables for the factor
was obtained during the experiments to study the
effect of salinity on the development of the common
newt and the representatives of the anurous amphibi-
ans at the embryinic and larval stages. The periodical
variations in this factor generally have a positive effect
on their development. In addition, the clawed frog and
the green toad, as opposed to the common newt,
reached the best values assigned to the survey items in
the halo regime with the range of 2% (Lobachev,
2008). It is also noted that the higher levels of salinity
in the water reservoir can have no effect on the devel-
opment and the growth rates of newts, while it can
decrease their survival rates and modify their behavior
(Winkler and Forte, 2011).

Therefore, the characteristics of the amphibian
growth rates in association with the variabilities in the
local reservoir hydrochemical environments remain
incompletely understood.

The objective of this work was to compare the age
structure, body size, growth rates, and the the age of
puberty for male moor frogs inhabiting three water
reservoirs of different hydrochemical composition.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The moor frogs (117 specimens) were caught in the

spring–summer period in two habitats in the area of
the Middle Urals and in one habitat located in the
Southeast Trans-Urals. The first habitat is located in
the territory of the Shartash Forest Park (1) (Yekater-
inburg). According to the urban landscape typification
(Vershinin et al., 2006), the given locality is identified
to the forest–park zone in a city. It should be noted
that urban forest parks, as the least disturbant land-
scapes, play a specific role in supporting the commu-
nities in a megalopolis. On the one hand, the similar
ecosystems represent the natural habitats of animals,
while on the other hand they are exposed to a negative
complex of factors accompanying urban agglomera-
tions. Therefore, they can help to ascertain the roles of
the factors having a negative effect on the organisms.
Information on the characteristics of the growth of the
moor frog in similar biotopes is unavailable.

The second habitat (2) is located in the environs of
the settlement of Verkhniye Sergi, Nizhniye Sergi
raion, Sverdlovsk oblast; it is 91 km from Yekaterin-
burg. The given biotope may be identified to the
weakly transformed territories outwards from the large
built-up area boundaries.

The third habitat (3) is a lake in the Southeast
Trans-Urals (environs of settlement of Stepnoye, Kur-
gan oblast). The lake in Kurgan oblast is characterized
by high-grade overall mineralization (hydrocarbon-
ate-, cloride-, and sulphate ions prevail among the
anions; the cation composition includes ions of
sodium, calcium, potassium, and magnesium), which

is caused by the influence of the underlaying rock bot-
tom (The lakes..., 1998). The parameters of the water
reservoirs of such a type may be close to that in the ter-
ritory of the urban agglomeration.

The morphological measures in the trapped ani-
mals were taken with the Kraftool digital caliper with a
scale interval of 0.1 mm. The animal age was defined
by the method of skeletochronology in the modifica-
tion proposed by A.V. Ledentsov (1990). In order to do
that, the cross sections from the middle of the third
phalange of the fourth toe of the hind limb, stained
with Ehrlich hematoxylin, were made. Despite the
simple count of the glue lines of arrested growth visible
in the phalange cross sections, the measurements of
their diameters were taken. The values for the duame-
ters of the annual layers and the relative annual growth
can indicate the adequacy of the technique for defin-
ing the lines of the first and second hibernation. The
proposed approach can make it possible to define the
age of the moor frogs more precisely. The measure-
ments of the dyameters of the annual layers and the toe
phalange areas in the amphibians were carried out
with Levenhuk ToupView Software. The relative
growth rates in the bone tissue (Yi) for the hibernation-
to-hibernationation period were calculated using the
formula:

Where D is a bone dyameter limited by one glue
line and i is the running number of the visible glue line
(numbering from the medullary cavity). The most and
least widths of the section were measured, since the
cross sections had a form approximate to an oval. The
average value between these two measurements was
called the layer dyameter in all of the subsequent cal-
culations. The section having the least dyameter was
used for measurements.

The point annual (2014 and 2015) water samples
from the analyzed reservoirs were taken in the spring
period corresponding to the spawning season of
amphibians under State Standard 51592–2000: Water;
General Requirements for Sampling. The range of the
chemical indicators was defined according to the
objectives of the survey. The chemical and analytical
surveys of water samples were carried out with the cer-
tified methods by specialists from the accredited labo-
ratory for physical and chemical analyses, Ural State
Mountain University.

The statistical data were processed using Statistica 8.0
(StatSoft) applied software. Fisher’s angula transfor-
mation was used to compare two samples in the fre-
quency distribution of ages. The analysis of the vari-
ablility in the body sizes, phalange areas, and the
annual groth rates in bony tissue was conducted using
the multifactor analysis of variance. The significance
level of 5% was chosen for testing the hypotheses
about the factor significance.
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RESULTS

Hydrochemical Indicators of Water Reservoirs

The major hydrochemical indicators of the analyzed
water reservoirs in the period of spawning season in
amphibians are shown in Table 1. It was ascertained that
the level of salinity in the water reservoirs in the forest-
park territory in different years might be over or lower
than the values for that in the water reservoirs in the sub-
urbs. The interannual variations in salinity are related to
the variances in the sulphate concentration in the water
reservoirs. In large cities, the sources of the sulphates
attributed to precipitation and transferred along with the
dust into the water reservoirs are the nearest highways
and vehicles (Nikitskaya and Makarova, 2012). The dis-
tinct characteristics of the water reservoirs in the city ter-
ritory are permanganate oxidability and low pH values
for environments.

In locality 3, the level of salinity in springtime is more
stable and comprises 300 mg/dm3, which is 1.9 times
lower than the summer values (Vershinin and Baiti-
mirova, 2012). In habitats 1 and 3, the levels of the total
water hardness and the concentrations of chloride,
sodium, and potassium are similar. Habitat (2), when
compared to the other localities, is characterized by a pH
value of 7 and low concentrations of sodium and potas-
sium.

Variability in Body Length
One hundred and seventeen of the moor frog pubes-

cent males at the ages of 2 to 6 years old are totally stud-
ied. The average lengths of the animals in each age class
are shown in Table 2.

The age distribution dynamics is one of the indicators
for rates of involving the specimens into reproduction
and their deaths; therfore, this parameter was used
(Lyapkov et al., 2007).

The specimen age-frequency distributions in the ana-
lyzed populations are displayed in Fig. 1. It is shown that
the frequency of occurrence of the 3-year-old animals is
maximal at the third site; the significant differences with
both the first site (ϕ*emp = 5.381, p < 0.05) and the sec-
ond site (ϕ*emp = 5.629, p < 0.05) are traced. A small
percentage of the two-year specimens (15%) among the
spawning animals in the third area should be noted. The
principal sample portions from the first and second sites
are comprised of the 4-year-old and 5-year-old ani-
mals. Therefore, the model spawning age at sites 1
and 2 is 4 years, while it is 3 years for habitat 3. Con-
sequently, the moor frog males in habitat 3, when
compared to those in habitat 1 and 2, start spawning
approximately a year earlier.

A two-factor model (“habitat” and “age”) was
used to analyze the variation in the body size of the
moor frog pubescent specimens. It was indicated that

Table 1. Major hydrochemical indicators of reservoir water (May)

Indicator

Habitat

Shartash (1) Verkhniye Sergi (2) Stepnoye (3)

Hydrogen ion exponent,
pH units

Salinity, mg/dm3

Permanganate oxidation 
susceptibility, mg О2/dm3

Nitrates, mg/dm3

Chlorides, mg/dm3

Sulphates mg/dm3

Sodium, mg/dm3

Calcium, mg/dm3

Potassium, mg/dm3

±
−lim (min max)

M m ±
−lim (min max)

M m ±
−lim (min max)

M m

±6.43 0.19
6.24–6.62

±7.41 0.025
7.39–7.44

±7.69 0.31
7.38–8.0

±2.37.85 88.55
149.3–326.4

±153.85 41.05
112.8–194.9

±295.45 12.55
282.9–308.0

±38.0 30.0
8–68.0

±18.88 15.12
3.76–34.0

±18.40 11.6
6.8–30

±1.54 0.62
0.93–2.16

±2.0 0.1
1.9–2.10

±3.6 2.2
1.48–5.88

±24.35 2.25
22.1–26.6

±30.8 20.2
10.6–51.0

±55.95 20.55
76.5–35.4

±114.15 55.55
58.6–169.7

±25.4 6.6
18.8–32.9

±5.11 1.52
3.59–6.63

±10.91 1.49
9.42–12.4

±4.76 0.78
3.98–5.54

±53.8 7.3
46.5–61.1

±25.1 1.9
23.2–27.0

±27.1 7.6
19.5–34.7

±29.5 6.4
23.1–35.9

±9.4 1.71
7.69–11.1

±1.21 0.25
0.96–1.46

±10.1 1.81
8.29–11.9
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the average male body length is more in habitat 2,
when compared to that in habitat 3 (differences are
significant) (Fig. 2).

However, the analysis of the interaction between the
age and habitat factors and the subsequent paired com-
parisons in each age class with the post hoc test (LSD
test) indicated the absence of significant differences in
the male body length between the habitats. At a trend
level, the larger body sizes may be indicated in frogs aged
3 years in habitats 2 and 3; in the older age groups, the
average values for the body size of frogs in habitat 2
exceeds those in the other regions (Fig. 3). Therefore, the
registered interpopulation dofferences in the male aver-
age body size are related to the characteristics of the age
structure of animals in the analyzed habitats.

Analysis of the Annual Growth Rates 
in Amphibians

It is known that the allometric relationship between
the toe phalange thickness and the body length is indi-
cated in amphibians (Smirina, 1983). The coefficient of
the correlation between the body length and the area of
the cross section in the narrowest place of the third pha-
lange is 0.67 in the pubescent males of the analyzed pop-
ulatons.

The results of the phalange-area analysis conducted
with dispersion modeling are present in Fig. 4. The
absence of significant differences in the phalange area
between the analyzed populations is indicated in each age
class. In addition, a delay in growth was observed in ani-
mals of each population, which might be related to the
start of the reproductive season. The measurements of

Table 2. Moor-frog body lengths and ages

Age

Habitat

Shartash (1) Verkhniye Sergi (2) Stepnoye (3)

M ± m M ± m M ± m

2+ – – 47 ± 1.03
N = 8

3+ 48.43 ± 1.44
N = 5

51.49 ± 0.67
N = 7

50.47 ± 0.70
N = 30

4+ 53.09 ± 0.44
N = 9

55.20 ± 0.46
N = 21

52.85 ± 0.76
N = 10

5+ 56.36 ± 1.20
N = 3

58.18 ± 0.90
N = 15

52.93 ± 0.78
N = 4

6+ 58.69 ± 0.43
N = 4

59.27
N = 1 –

Fig. 1. Age-frequency distribution in male moor frogs in the analyzed populations. M, habitat: (1) Shartash, (2) Verkhniye Sergi,
and (3) Stepnoye. 
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the annual growth (Fig. 5) in frogs of the analyzed popu-
lations showed that a significant decrease in the growth
rates was typical for the animals in the third year of life in
habitat 3 (the post hoc test (LSD test), p < 0.05); in the
other analyzed populations, the active growth continued
up to 4–5 years.

Therefore, the amphibian delay of growth occurs
along with the pubertal development. It can be observed
during the analyses of the annual growth of bone tissue
and the total area of the toe phalange cross section. How-
ever, the analyzed regular occurrence in the latter case
can be evident in order from the level of trends.

Fig. 2. Moor-frog body length (unweighted average ±0.95 confidence interval) upon the impact of the habitat factor. F (2, 114) =
13.7 (p < 0.001). M, habitat: (1) Shartash, (2) Verkhniye Sergi, and (3) Stepnoye. Body length, mm
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Fig. 3. Moor-frog body length (average ±0.95 confidence interval) at the interaction between the habitat and age factors.
F (5, 105) = 0.2 (p <= 0.98). M, habitat: (1) Shartash, (2) Verkhniye Sergi, and (3) Stepnoye. 
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Fig. 4. Phalange cross-section areas in male moor frogs (average ±0.95 confidence interval) at the interaction between the habitat
and age factors. F (5, 105) = 0.72 (p = 0.61). M, habitat: (1) Shartash, (2) Verkhniye Sergi, and (3) Stepnoye.
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Fig. 5. Annual growths (mm) in moor-frog specimens (average ±0.95 confidence interval) at the interaction between the habitat
and age factors. F (4, 137) = 3.79 (p = 0.005). M, habitat: (1) Shartash, (2) Verkhniye Sergi, and (3) Stepnoye. G, growth: after
the first hibernation, (2) after the second hibernation, and (3) after the third hibernation. 
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DISCUSSION
Within each natural population, there is generally a

set of factors so that any observed effect represents a
result of interaction of these factors. Thus, the hydro-

chemical characteristics of the spawning water reser-
voirs are considered the major factors of the analyzed
amphibian habitats within this survey. In addition, the
possible geogtaphic variations in the growth rates,
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which are usually related to climatic differences such
as the period duration and the positive average daily air
temperature, should not be ignored (Lyapkov et al.,
2007). However, the effects of this factor on the linear
gtowth rates have not been fully studied yet.

One of the analyzed moor frog habitats (site 3) with
natural higher salinity surface waters is located 2°
southwards from Yekaterinburg in the Trans-Ural area
(Kurgan oblast). This region, when compared to the
Middle Ural area, is characteized by higher summer
temperatures.

The microclimate-warming trend is one of the
well-known urban area effects. As a rule, the tempera-
ture in the town is higher than that in the suburbs
(Oke, 1973); the variations may reach 10°C (Oke,
1981). Many research works are devoted to the forma-
tion of the urban heat island in a metropolitan area
(Matveev, 2007; Akimov, 2009; Matveev et al., 2011;
Elansky et al., 2012; Gorchakov et al., 2014, Isakov
and Shklyaev, 2014). In addition, the reverse situation
is possible in arid environments, when the average
temperature in the cities with a great deal of the irri-
gated land (landscaping, parks) may be lower than that
in the surround arid regions as in Sacramento, Cali-
fornia, United States, for instance (Grimmond et al.,
1993). Moreover, it is not indicated whether similar
climate changes are able to affect the growth processes
in amphibians.

A similar trend in the variability in amphibian body
sizes within these populations might be expected, con-
sidering both the assumption of the temperature prox-
imity regimes and the certain hydrochemical charac-
teristics of the water reservoirs in habitats 1 and 3. The
results make it possible to indicate the specificity of
growth in males within each analyzed population.

The lifestyle of mature specimens, which spend
most of their time on dry land and return to the water
reservoir only during the spawning season (when water
desalination can be observed in springtime), results in
the fact that mature animals are not affected by the
extreme salinity. The smaller body sizes in pubescent
animals at site 3, when compared to those at site 2, can
be explained by the difference in the age structure of
the analyzed populations.

The analysis of the annual growths and the pha-
lange areas in the animals offer the possibility to
describe the characteristics of growth in the male
moor frog in each of the analyzed populations.
According to the “theory of life strategies,” organisms
are able to redistribute metabolic and energetic costs
between life processes (growth, reproduction, etc.),
depending on the habitat conditions. The results of
our survey offer the possibility to state that an insignif-
icant improvement of the living conditions may be
indicated in the suburban population compared with
the forest-park population. It results in an insignifi-
cant (the differences are not statistically significant)
but more intensive growth of males in the suburban

population. The complex conditions in habitat 3 may
be called optimal, since the active growth and the start
of the reproductive season at the first opportunity are
observed there. The relatively early pubertal matura-
tion of these males can indicate the redistribution of
the energetic costs for the processes of reproduction
under the favorable conditions. A similar life strategy
is described in detail with the example of daphnids
using the “deposit method” (Polishchuk and Faifer-
berg, 2006). The confirmation of more favorable con-
ditions fit for moor-frog habitation in the surround-
ings of the settlement of Stepnoye, when compared to
habitats 1 and 2, can be the state that puberty with a
smaller body sizes can increase the adaptability of a
group and lead to increases in the lifetime and number
of reproductive periods per specimen. When puberty
occurs at relatively small body sizes, the organism can
keep its capacity for further growth to implement it
during longer time periods (Ishchenko, 1991, 2007).

Therefore, the formation mechanisms of this phe-
nomenon are different, despite the fact that at first
sight pubescent animals from sites 1 and 3, when com-
pared to those from site 2, are characterized by smaller
body sizes. At site 3, the warmer temperature regime
and the gradual salinity change in the water reservoir
may exert stimulating effects and stipulate the high
growth rates during the first years of life of animals.
Later it results in the earlier start of the reproductive
season and an appropriate delay in the growth of
amphibians.

Neither the urban warmer temperature regime nor
the gradual (spring–summer) increase in salinity of
water in the reservoir are capable of compensating for
the negative impacts of the concomitant conditions.

CONCLUSIONS

At this stage of research, therefore, it may be con-
cluded that the level of salinity of water in the reservoir
within 300 mg/dm3 in the spawning season cannot
limit the growth of the moor frog. It is more apparent
that the given parameter of the water environment
exerts a stimulating effect on the growth rates of the
bone tissue. The characteristics of the growths of the
frogs in the urban population can confirm the assump-
tion that the possibilities of the favorable climate con-
ditions may be limited by the local conditions (Lyap-
kov et al., 2008).
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