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In the March 22ndedition d the News-Press(Fort Myers, FL) their excdlent
long-time environmental writer, Kevin Lollar, reported onthe recent delisting of the
American crocodil e popdationin Florida by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service The
agency has downgraded the reptil e from Endangered to Thredened.

Other than thisredasdficaionthe article dso discussed the strange behavior of
an American crocodil e that inhabits the J. N. "Ding Darling National Wil dlife Refuge on
Sanibel 1sland. Since | am familiar with these fantastic aocodili ans and thisanimal in
particular | offer the foll owing commentary as the first of many that | hope findsa
temporary home on this page.

CROCODILE COMEBACK — THE SANIBEL CONNECTION

FIFTY YEARS AGO, | pubished a ontribution to a scientific journal that discussed the
geographic range of the American crocodile dong Florida' s Gulf coast. Little hasredly
changed in the aocodil € s Southwest Florida distribution sincemy 1957work. Well, that
Is, except for an increase in the number of crocodilesin ou region. There ae now known
small crocodil e popuations in scatered packets along our coast, whereas 50 years ago
there were only aneadotal reports they occasionally lived in the locd tidal red mangrove
forests. Years ago, a ammmercial net fisherman reported to methat in 1936 le and ahers
had caught a aocodilein their net in Maclntyre Creek, Sanibel Island, duing a stop-net
operation.

When we compare the aurrent number of crocodilesin Floridato the reptile's
historicd pinnade popuation we discover there were more of them in Floridain the
yeas between 1920and 1940than are here today. That historic pe& was reached
becaise of man’s ateration to the aocodil € s locali zed ecosystem near Florida Bay in the
decale prior to 1912.By 1940 the American crocodil e popuation in Florida began to
plummet and readed an all time low in the late 196Cs.

Wildlife officials portray the recent deasionto delist the Florida popuation d the
American crocodil e from Endangered to Threaened generally as a success sory, and it
Is. Land aaquisition since the mid-194Gs and habitat management and man’s coadling
canal development in the 1970 within that habitat has led to the increase. Law
enforcement helped, too, bu it had aminor role.

Of spedal interest to uslocdly isthe hermit female American crocodil e that loves
Sanibel Isand and is determined to live out her life there. Over the past 27 years, at every
oppatunity | had for inpu, | have suggested that blood ke drawn from this unusually
large female American crocodile and subjeded to DNA geneticd analysis. Here' s why:
In 1965,1 legally purchased alive two-foot-long American crocodil e of Jamaican arigin
from aMiami wild animal deder. The specimen was abou two-and-a-half years old and
in those days too small to determineits sex with standard sexing methoddogy. Although
they are taxonamicdly exadly the same | assume there would be DNA diff erences
because the Florida and Jamaican popuations have been geographicdly separated for
centuriesif not eons. Thisjuvenile aocodil e was exhibited at a short-lived small wildlife
center | had helped develop onSanibel. Soon after the center closed, the croc outgrew



living in my bathtub. | also tired from having to move it so my family and | could bathe,
so | sold it to a private reptil e wllector from the mainland. Over the yeas| lost contad
with this person and have no personal knowledge of the croc’ s fate. It isimportant to
know that for years the wild lands and waters of Sanibel 1sland have been a depository
for many forms of unwanted captive wildlife— bath netive and exotic spedes.

In 1979, began to wonder more dou what becane of my crocodile; had it been
released onSanibel when it outgrew its owner’s capacity to howse it? What piqued these
thoughts? That yea avisitor to Sanibel Island phdographed an adult crocodile doseto
the eit of the J. N. "Ding" Darling National Wil dlife Refuge. This was annourced in
island rewspapers by the late naturali st/author, George Campbell. A year later, an
employee of the Refuge (me) documented, with phdographs, the presence of an adult
American crocodil e in residence on the refuge.

After 1980, its fear of man deaeased and this crocodil e slowly lost the
characteristic timidity exhibited by the species. Sanibel resident crocodil e watchers later
discovered the animal deposited eggs over aspan o severa years. Each time, following a
wait for the end of the normal incubation period, the eggs were opened, their contents
examined, and ead was determined to be "infertile.”

In the early 90s Sanibel resident and Lee County Mosquito Control District
employee, and my friend, Roger Zocki, reported to me that he had made an unwsual
observation whil e performing an dfficial inspedion to ascertain the density of mosqguito
larvaein a pulic-excluded inaccessble areaof the refuge. He had seen the crocodilein
the dose company of alarge ault aligator of nea equal size. | shoud state that Roger
did na observe them in areproductive anbrace, na were they displaying any aggressve
behavior toward each ather. Had this crocodile ever been in serious combat with alarge
alli gator the lady would be an amputee

As osmeone most curious abou the origins of Sanibel’s crocodile | urge that
some qualified and permitted persor/agency conduct the foll owing study: Officials
shoud again capture this crocodil e, draw a blood sample, and compare this through
standard DNA protocols with the DNA of the core popuation d crocodilesin Dade and
Monroe courties. Today, there ae aocodil es also living wild near Bonita Springs,
Rookery Bay, and the Marco Island airport. Like the Sanibel croc their true origins are
also mysterious, however, their DNA analyses $ioud be excluded from the more urgent
Sanibel study. With more animals avail able south of Sanibel Island thereis more timeto
colled blood speamens. Is the Sanibel hermit a Florida American crocodile or isit a
Jamaican American crocodil e?

Has the Sanibel crocodil e repededly paired sexually with an alli gator? This may
sean astrange suggestion and may be considered by wildlife geneticists to be highly
unlikely for two so dstantly related crocodili ans (I know they belong to two dff erent
genera and represent two dvergent families of the Order Crocodili @). | offer the
suggestion that the "isolated" Sanibel croc may be so hormone-loaded seasonally she
would indeal be receptive to the alvances of an amorous bull alli gator. The scientific
literature that | have reviewed does not addressthe question if ali gator sperm is cgpable
of fertilizing acrocodile egg, bu | believeit isposgble that the sex ad between the
spedes may be hormonally sufficient for the crocodil e to ovuate and the eggs to shell.
That nore of the eggs ever produced by this female were fertile would seem alogical
outcome. | dor't agreewith the assumption that has been offered by some biologists that



the Sanibel hermit croc is reproductively senile. It still t akes two to tango, and sheis
ovulating and producing shelled eggs. The aitical missng factor, it seemsto me, isthe
penetration d the yolk wall by strong, viable, and geneticaly compatible sperm. In my
opinionif amae aocodil e were the partner this female would complete the processof
producing fertil e eggs and with proper management Sanibel’ s crocodil e popuation would
be growing. Shoud this be the croc that once belonged to me she would be @out 43-
yeasold and approaching the end d her life. Time to study her in detail i s running out!
Isn’t there some bright young wil dlife biologist out there that’s nat bogged down in
bureaucratic normsense who will pick upthisball and runwith it? Please share the
outcome with us all through Kevin Lollar at the News-Press and submit a contribution
onthe resultsto this Newsletter.

Charles LeBuff
March 25, 2007
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Hi Charles, | enjoyed your info on the crocs. Here' s a hit moreinfo on their distribution. Three
years agojust south of Alligator Alleyon SR 29therewas a 10to 11-foot Crocodylus acutus (American
crocodile, ed.) in the canal all winter. It was well documented (pics, videos, etc.) by enployees of
Everglades Day Safari and Park personnel. Additionally, two 5to 6-foot crocs were on Loop Road
during that same time period. This puts the crocs a long way from salt water and their usual habitat
preferences. It seansthat C. acutus may be moving inland due to seveal factors. One factor isthat
being theyare highly territorial suitable mastal habitat may be lacking. Another isthat in more tropical
climestheyreadily livein fresh water areas and with globd warming perhaps our fresh water areasare
becoming more inviting. Keeg up the good work. All the best, Tom Crutchfield
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Dear Charles,



No, | had not read this before, thanks. Can't say | really disagreewith you anywhere. My only hesitation
abaut catching the animal has been that larger, older critters are stresed by capture evatsand so |
always think twiceabaut that. | sure have been curious abaut its genetics.

I nteresting that the large (similar sized females) at Rookery Bay also lay infertile dutches. We have
caught four of those crocs at nests and there were at least 2 more there. But no guaranteeone was a
male. We took genetic samples, theywere not analyzed.

| always thought that given her single existencethat the dutches on Sanibel were infertile, they
otherwise appeared healthy.

| have seen crocs and gaors court in captivity before and exhibit social behavior in the wild towards
each other. They muld mate (not anatomically impassble that isfor sure) but | doubt there would be
any off spring.

Acutusisknown to interbreed with both Morelet's and rhombifer.
There has been at least one croc swimming up the CaloosahatcheeRiver.

Frank Mazatti

Associate Professor of Wildlife Ecology in the Department of Wildlife Ecology and Conservation,
Everglades Research and Education Center,

University of Florida
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