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Background 

Lake Titicaca frogs are endemic to their namesake lake, which straddles the 

border of Peru and Bolivia. They are the world’s largest wholly aquatic frog, 

have characteristics which make them biologically unique, and are ecologi-

cally important. The IUCN lists Telmatobius culeus as critically endangered. 

Fishers harvest frogs and transport them to markets in major population cen-

ters where people consume “frog shakes” that are believed to cure a variety 

of ailments including bronchitis, and asthma. The “frog shakes” are also be-

lieved to  increase mental clarity and virility.  Habitat loss, invasive species 

and climate change are also threats to this species. Climate change may bring 

with it the threat of a chytrid fungus epidemic. Recent reports indicate high 

levels of harvesting and consumption of Lake Titicaca frogs. 
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Captive Breeding 

  Propagating this species in captivity not only helps to ensure its 

survival, but also provides insight into the biology of a species 

that has not been well-documented. Through a collaborative 

effort, Cayetano Heredia University and Denver Zoo estab-

lished a breeding facility and laboratory in Lima, Peru with a 

four confiscated frogs. We supported Huachipa Zoo in Lima to 

create an amphibian exhibit featuring Lake Titicaca Frogs. Den-

ver Zoo believes Huachipa Zoo to be the only zoo in the 

world currently exhibiting T. culeus. Successful reproduction 

has occurred,  including about sixty individuals that are now 

froglets.    

Field Research 

  Our biological research includes on-going population monitor-

ing to identify the number of species or subspecies of LTFs, es-

tablish population abundance and distribution, and determine 

the presence and extent of chytrid fungus in Lake Titicaca. We 

are working with Lake Titicaca National Reserve (RNT) to con-

duct frog monitoring inside that protected area. Issuance of per-

mits for collection and field work outside RNT has been de-

layed by the Peruvian government.  

Education and Community Engagement 

  Through community and school workshops, distribution of 

education materials, and public events we are attempting to 

raise the level of awareness within communities and change   

frog-related attitudes and behaviors of local residents. Our   

public awareness efforts include partnerships with          

conservation organizations, zoos, schools, NGOs, and local 

government.  Our Peruvian colleagues have  organized Frog 

Day at Huachipa Zoo, arranged for the project’s plush frog 

mascot to march in Earth Day parades, presented at several         

Peruvian wildlife conferences, and incorporated frog      

conservation messaging and amphibian education activities 

into school Eco-Brigades.  Aldo Rojas, a RARE alumnus, 

conducted a social marketing campaign that has dissemi-

nated frog  conservation messages through radio spots, 

posters, stickers, a novella, a mini-marathon footrace, music 

videos and community workshops.  We are working with 

local artisans to increase the presence of the image of Lake 

Titicaca frogs in local handicrafts and are exploring nature-

based tourism as a means of alternative income generation 

for those who may otherwise earn a living by harvesting 

frogs. 
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