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INTRODUCTION

Wildlife has always played an important role in the history of human beings inhabiting the state of Florida. Native Americans depended on birds, mammals, and fish for sustenance and used body parts for tools and clothing. The state’s first European explorers encountered new and intimidating species like the American Alligator and the Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake. In later years, “plume hunters” ventured into the Florida wilderness in search of enormous rookeries of herons and egrets, killing an abominable number of birds for feathers that were used to adorn the hats of fashionable ladies. Meanwhile, the American Alligator was hunted to near extinction for its tough, scaly hide that made durable leather for luggage and boots. Although the state’s wildlife is still an important resource for human consumption, wildlife is also increasingly important in today’s culture for its intrinsic, aesthetic value. For many Floridians, the age-old traditions of hunting and fishing have been replaced by a desire to simply observe wildlife and experience nature. The range of wildlife-related interests and activities has broadened so considerably that the US Fish and Wildlife Service, in its most recent assessment of the economic impact of wildlife in America, lists a broad catagory labeled “Wildlife Watching.” In this assessment, the Fish and Wildlife Service further states that the economic impact of wildlife watching in America today far exceeds the impact that hunters and fishermen have on the America economy.

Despite this increased interest in nature and wildlife, most Floridians remain largely unaware of the diversity of species inhabiting their state. This volume is intended to provide an introduction to the state’s freshwater fishes, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals.

While a number of excellent books about Florida’s birds, reptiles, and fishes exist, there are none that combine all the state’s wildlife into a comprehensive, encyclopedic reference. This volume is intended to fill that niche. It is hoped that this book will find favor with school librarians, life science teachers, students in field biology classes, and professional naturalists as well as with the general populace.

As might be expected with such a broad-spectrum publication, intimate details about the natural history of individual species is omitted in favor of a format that provides more basic information. In this sense, this volume is not intended for use as a professional reference, but instead as a handy, usable, layman’s guide to the state’s wildlife. For those who wish to explore the information regarding the state’s wildlife more deeply, a list of references for each chapter appears in the back of the book and includes both print and reliable Internet references.

Embracing the old adage that a picture is worth a thousand words, color photographs are used to depict and identify each species. Below each photograph is a table that provides basic information about the biology of each animal. This table includes a state map with a shaded area showing the species’ presumed range in the state, as well as general information such as size, habitat, abundance, etc. The taxonomic classification of each species is also provided, with the animal’s Class, Order, and Family appearing as a heading at the top of the page.

The range maps shown in this book are not intended to be regarded as a strictly accurate representation of the range of any given species. Indeed, the phrase “Presumed range in Florida,” which accompanies each species range map, should be literally interpreted. The ranges of many species in the state are often not well-documented. The range maps for some species in this book may be regarded as at best an “educated guess.” Furthermore, many wide-ranging species are restricted to regions of suitable habitat. Thus an aquatic species like the large, eel-like salamander known as the Two-toed Amphiuma, while found statewide, would not be expected to occur in dry, sandy, upland woods. Additionally, other species that may have once been found throughout a large geographic area may now have disappeared from much of their former range. The Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake is an example of a species that was once common statewide but has declined significantly in recent decades.

Further complicating the issue of species distribution is the fact that animals like birds and bats, possessed with the ability of flight are capable of traveling great distances. Many species of both birds and bats are migratory and regularly travel hundreds or even thousands of miles annually. It is not uncommon for these migratory species to sometimes appear in areas where they are not typically found.

The mechanisms of migration and dispersal of many animals is still a bit of a mystery and the exact reason why a bird from another portion of the country (or even from another continent) should suddenly appear where it doesn’t belong is often speculation. Sometimes these appearances may represent individuals that are simply wandering. Other times it can be a single bird or an entire flock that has been blown off course by a powerful storm or has become otherwise lost and disoriented. Whatever the cause, there are many bird species that have been recorded in the state that are not really a part of Florida’s native fauna, and their occasional sightings are regarded as “accidental.”

On the other hand, some species may appear somewhere in the state once every few years dependent upon weather conditions or availability of prey in its normal habitat. Although these types of “casual species” could be regarded as belonging among Florida’s native bird fauna, their occurrence in the state is so sporadic and unpredictable that deciding which species should be included as a native becomes very subjective. The point is that the reader should be advised that while all the bird species depicted in this volume can be considered to be members of the state’s indigenous fauna, not every bird species that has been seen or recorded in in the state is depicted in this book.

Finally, because Florida’s warm, humid, and subtropical to tropical climates are condusive to the survival of many vertebrate species from around the world, Florida is plagued today with scores of “alien” species that have become established as breeding populations in the state. Although the main thrust of this volume is to depict the state’s native species, many introduced species are included in this book. Alien species that have become common are included, but each is noted in the Natural History section of the species accounts as being a non-native, introduced species.

For readers who wish to delve into more professional and detailed information about the vertebrate zoology of Florida, the list of references in the back of this book (shown for each chapter) should adequately provide that opportunity.

Scott Shupe, 2019.





CHAPTER 1

THE FACE OF THE LAND

Defining and understanding natural regions is the first step in understanding the natural history of Florida. Man-made political boundaries such as county lines and state borders are meaningless to wildlife, whereas natual features like rivers or upland regions can be important elements in influencing the distribution of wildlife.

The major considerations used in determining and delineating natural regions are factors such as elevation, relief (topography), drainages, geology, and climate. All these are important elements that can determine the limits of distribution for living organisms. It follows then that some knowledge of these factors is essential when involved in the study of the state’s natural history. The study of natural regions is known as Physiography, which means “physical geography” or literally “the face of the land.” While the terms geography and physiography are closely related and sometimes used interchangeably, geography is a broader term which includes such things as human culture, resource use, and man’s impact on the land, while physiography deals only with elements of geography created by nature.

The term most often used to define a major natural region is “Physiographic Division.” There are ten major physiographic divisions across the United States and Canada. Figure 1 below shows the major physiographic divisions affecting the eastern half of the United States.

The Atlantic Plain Division, within which all of Florida and much of the southern United States is contained, occurs mostly offshore (the Continental Shelf). The Atlantic Plain Division consists of two smaller subdivisions known as provinces, one of which, the Coastal Plain Province, affects mainland America (see Figure 2 below).
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Figure 1

The Physiographic Division of the eastern US Map adapted from original produced by USGS

The Map below shows how the Physiographic divisions of the eastern US are subdivided into smaller units called “Physiographic Provinces.” Note that the entire state of Florida is contained within the province known as the Coastal Plain. The provinces of the eastern US (shown in Figure 2 below) are subdivided further into Physiographic Sections (also sometimes call “Natural Regions”). Figure 3 on the following page shows how the Coastal Plain Province is divided into six different Physiographic Sections. Three of those sections—the Eastern Gulf Coastal Plain Section, the Sea Islands Section, and the Florida Section—impact the state of Florida. Figure 4 shows a close-up of Florida with the three physiographic sections of the state.
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Figure 2

Map of the eastern United States showing the smaller units of the major physiographic divisions. These are the Physiographic Provinces that are contained within each major division. Map adapted from original produced by USGS.
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Figure 3

The six physiographic sections of the Coastal Plain Province
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Figure 4

The three sections of the Coastal Plain province impacting Florida.





CHAPTER 2

ECOREGIONS AND WILDLIFE HABITATS OF FLORIDA

First, it should be noted that in ecology, as in the study of most other scientific disciplines, different opinions exist among experts as to the definition of a particular habitat or ecoregion (such as types of forests). Man’s understanding of the earth’s ecology continues to evolve and not every ecologist adopts the same model or criteria in describing habitats and ecosystems. Moreover, different models may be used by different researchers based on the needs of that research. The ecological model adopted here is derived from the ecoregions used by the Environmental Protection Agency (www.epa.gov/ed/ecoregions).
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Figure 5

Level I Ecoregions of the US

The Environmental Protection Agency recognizes a total of 14 “Level I Ecoregions” in the US and Canada. Most of the state of Florida falls within one of the larger of North America’s 14 Level I Ecoregions, known as Eastern Temperate Forest. But a small portion of southernmost Florida falls within the ecoregion known as Tropical Wet Forests. Figure 5 on page 6 shows the Level I Ecoregions of the eastern US. Ecoregion designations are based upon a number of factors that can include physical considerations such as climate, physiography, and geology. But most important are the biological factors such as the plant and animal species present. The term “ecoregion” is defined by the World Wildlife Fund as “a large unit of land or water containing a geographically distinct assemblage of species, natural communities, and environmental conditions.” At the Level I designation, it is apparent that the dominant plant species (or dominant forest type) is a major factor in delineating the region.

Many wildlife species native to Florida are widespread and may occur in more than one major ecoregion. The Eastern Gray Squirrel and the Red Fox for instance are two examples of mammal species that range throughout all the Level I ecoregions of the eastern US. Many birds found in Florida are also wide-rangeing species that for at least a part of the year may be seen throughout the eastern US.

By constrast, some species may be restricted to a single ecoregion. The American Crocodile and the White-crowned Pigeon are two examples of Florida species that are endemic to a single Level I ecoregion, the Tropical Wet Forest.
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Figure 6

Level II Ecoregions of the eastern US

America’s Level I ecoregions consist of progressively smaller subunits known as Level II Ecoregions, Level III Ecoregions, and Level IV ecoregions. This hierarchical system with progressively smaller ecoregion units provides a more precise definition of the factors involved in ecoregion designation, i.e. climate, physiography, plant, and animal communities, etc.

When making consideratons of conservation issues related to wildlife populations, natural scientists can find ecoregion designations to be useful. Man-made designations such as state lines or county borders are meaningless to wildlife, whereas ecoregions and habitats may crucial to a species’ distribution.

Figure 6 is a map of the eastern US showing the next level of ecoregion designations, the Level II Ecoregions. What is immediately apparent from Figure 6 is that the Level II ecoregions are a much more complex designation than those seen in Figure 5 (the Level I ecoregions). On the map shown in Figure 6, the boundaries of the Tropical Wet Forest (Level I ecoregion) remains unchanged, but the name is changed at Level II to the Everglades region. The Eastern Temperate Forest Level I Ecoregion is divided at Level II into 5 smaller ecoregions; but only two of these impact on the state of Florida. The two Level II ecoregions of the Eastern Temperate Forest that occur in Florida are the Southeast US Plains and the Mississippi Alluvial Plain and Southeast Coastal Plain.
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Figure 7

Level III Ecoregions of Florida

The next level of corresponding ecoregions is of course Level III Ecoregions. At this point in the discussion of ecoregions, it becomes appropriate to focus the discussion on the state of Florida only, as three of the five Level II ecoregions of the Mississippi Alluvial Plain and Southeast Coast Plain occur outside the state of Florida. The map in Figure 7 shows the Level III ecoregions of Florida. Note that the boundaries for the Level III ecoregions in Florida are same as those of Level II, but the names are different. For example, the Level III portion of the Mississippi Alluvial and Southeast Coastal Plain (Level II) that occurs in Florida is the Southeast Plains. Likewise, the Level III portion of the Southeast US Plains (Level II) that occurs in Florida is known as the Southern Coastal Plain. The Everglades region (Level II), at Level III is called the Southern Florida Coastal Plain.
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Figure 8

Level IV Ecoregions of Florida

Note how closely the Level III ecoregions in Figure 7 below resemble the physiographic sections of the state shown in Figure 4 on page 5. This similarity is due in part to fact that physiography is one of the many factors that are incorporated into the process of delineating ecoregions. The Level III ecoregions shown in Figure 7 are further divided into Level IV Ecoregions, shown below in Figure 8. There are a total of 20 Level IV ecoregions in Florida. The Southeastern Plains Level III ecoregion has 5 Level IV ecoregions in Florida. The Southern Coastal Plain has 11 Level IV ecoregions, and the Southern Florida Coastal Plain has a total of 4.

On the map in Figure 8 the boundaries of Florida’s Level III ecoregions are denoted by the bright yellow lines. In this book, as in many discussions about the natural environments of America, the terms habitat and ecoregion are frequently used interchangeably. But strictly speaking, there are differences between the two. The term “ecoregion,” as defined by the World Wildlife Fund, means “a large unit of land or water containing a geographically distinct assemblage of species, natural communities, and environmental conditions.” The term ecoregion also usually encompasses some of the regions physiographic features as well. A habitat meanwhile is usually defined simply as “where an organism lives.” Thus, an area of mesic (moist) forest or xeric (dry) forest are both habitats that are contained within a particular ecoregion. Each of the 20 Level IV Ecoregions shown in Figure 8 on the previous page can contain a variety of habitats such as wet or dry woodlands, marshes, swamps, prairies, etc. In many publications, the word “biome” is sometimes used synonymously with both the term habitat and the term ecoregion.

The habitats of Florida have been well studied and some experts today recognize well over 50 designated habitat types in mainland Florida. Several more are added when the state’s saltwater habitats are included.

A complete discussion of the varied habitats of the state is beyond the scope of this book. However, for those interested in learning more about the habitats of Florida, the following publications are hightly recommended: Guide to the Natural Communities of Florida by Florida Natural Areas Inventory and Florida Department of Natural Resources; and Priceless Florida, Natural Ecosystems and Native Species from Pineapple Press, Inc., Sarasota, FL.





CHAPTER 3

THE MAMMALS OF FLORIDA

TABLE 1

— THE ORDERS AND FAMILIES OF FLORIDA MAMMALS —

Note: The arrangement below reflects the the order in which the mammals of Florida appear in this chapter. It is not an accurate reflection of the phylogenetic relationship of the mammals.

Class - Mammalia (mammals)

Order - Sirenia

Family

Trichechedia (manatees)



Order - Artiodactlya (hoofed mammals)

Family

Suidae (pigs)



Family

Cervidae (deer family)



Order - Didelphimorpha (opossums)

Family

Didelphidae (opossum)



Order - Cingulata (armadillos, anteaters, and sloths)

Family

Dasypodidae (armadillos)



Order - Carnivora (carnivores)

Family

Mustelidae (weasel family)



Family

Procyondidae (raccoon family)



Family

Ursidae (bears)



Family

Felidae (cat family)



Family

Canidae (canines)



Family

Mephitidae (skunks)



Order - Lagamorpha (rabbits and hares)

Family

Leporidae (rabbits)



Order - Rodentia (rodents)

Family

Sciuridae (squirrel family)



Family

Castoridae (beaver)



Family

Myocastoridae (nutria)



Family

Geomyidae (pocket gophers)



Family

Muridae (rats and mice)



Order - Soricimorpha (moles and shrews)

Family

Sorcidae (shrews)



Family

Talpidae (moles)



Order - Chiroptera (bats)

Family

Vespertililionidae (vesper bats)



Family

Molossidae (free-tailed bats)




Class - Mammalia (mammals)

Order - Sirenia

Family - Trichechidae (manatees)

West Indian Manatee

Trichechus manatus
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Size: Can attain a maximum size of 15 feet and over 3,000 pounds.

Abundance: Rare. A federally threatened species.

Variation: No variation in Florida.

Habitat: Shallow waters of warm, tropical, and subtropical seas along the southeastern coastline of America and throughout the Caribbean. In Florida uses freshwater rivers and spring runs extensively, especially in winter.

Breeding: Manatees have a very low reproductive rate. Females do not breed until nearly 5 years old. Breeding occurs only every 3, 4, or 5 years. A single baby (calf) is born following 13 months of gestation. The young calf will stay with the mother for about 2 years.

Natural History: The Manatee is one of Florida’s most unique wild animals. Despite the similarites in lifestyle, they are not closely related to seals, but are more closely related to elephants. They are completely aquatic and totally vegetarian. The list of threats to this placid animal in Florida today is long. Collisions with fast-moving boats in both shallow coastal waters and in freshwater rivers cause many injuries and fatalities. Loss of habitat, pollution, and entanglement in fishing nets or lines are hazards that have caused death and injury. Extreme cold fronts in winter also pose a threat to Manatees caught away from warm water spring runs or in shallow coastal seas. Effluent of warm waters from power plants around the coast have become a new winter refuge for Manatees. These localities have also created new tourist attractions as wildlife lovers flock to boardwalks and viewing platforms see these these gentle giants. The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission now has a management plan for the conservation of this magnificent animal in Florida waters.

Order - Artiodactyla (hoofed mammals)

Family - Suidae (pigs)

Feral Hog

Sus scrofa
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Size: Males can reach 500 pounds and a length of 6 feet. Females are smaller.

Abundance: Fairly common.

Variation: Highly variable. Typically black or very dark brown but can be reddish or spotted brown and black or black and white.

Habitat: A real habitat generalist, wild hogs exist throughout Florida in all habitats. They can also be found in the deciduous woodlands of the Appalachians and the xeric plains of Texas.

Breeding: May breed at any time throughout the year. Young are born in a nest of vegetation constructed by the female. Litter size is variable with as many as 16 young recorded. Average litter is probably about 5 or 6. Babies from hogs that have been wild for generations are brown with light stripes and resemble the young of the European Wild Boar. There is some evidence that larger litters occur when ample food is readily available. Female piglets can breed at about 10 months of age.

Natural History: Although not native, Feral Hogs have been a member of Florida’s wildlife community for hundreds of years. Some believe they arrived with the very first Spanish explorers. Like most non-native species, they can be detrimental to the overall environment and year-round hunting without a license is allowed on private property in Florida. Some states farther to the north have instituted vigorous eradication programs aimed at preventing the establishment of wild hogs withing their borders. In states like Florida where the species is well established and there is an abundance of cover and nearly impenetrable natural habitats, total eradication of the species is probably not achievable. Anything edible is consumed, including a wide variety of grasses and herbs along with all types of fruits, berries, nuts, seeds, and roots. Ground-dwelling invertebrates and small vertebrates are also eaten, including snakes.

Family - Cervidae (deer family)

Whitetail Deer - Odocoileus virginianus

[image: image]

Buck
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Doe
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Fawn
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Size: Deer from the northernmost regions of America have a larger body size than those in the southern parts of the the US. This is due to a phenomena known as “Bergman’s Rule.” Larger bodies lose heat less rapidly due to the smaller ratio of body volume to surface area, thus in colder regions mammals with a larger body size tend to survive better. Florida deer are smaller than those found farther north. Males from north Florida may be up to 40 inches high at shoulder. Females are about 20 percent smaller. North Florida males can weigh up to 190 pounds while south Florida bucks can be as small as 80 pounds, as in the case of the Key Deer.

Abundance: Very common.

Variation: There are as many as 13 different subspecies of Whitetail Deer recognized in mainland North America, plus several more island races. 3 subspecies occur in Florida. Subspecies osceola is found in the panhandle, subspecies seminolis in peninsula Florida, and clavium in the Keys. Young (fawns) exhibit a pattern of white spots that fade with age. Adults have a reddish brown color in the summer and grayish in the fall/winter.

Habitat: Found in virtually every habitat within the state and increasingly common in urban areas. Favorite habitats are a mix of woodland, brushy areas and weedy fields, especially near farmlands. Successional areas, such as regrowth of woodlands after fires or logging, is also a prime habitat. They are least common in mature, unbroken forests and in areas of intensive agriculture or major urbanization.

Breeding: Breeding begins in early fall and may continue into the winter, with the peak breeding season occurring in November. 1 or 2 (rarely 3 or even 4) young are born in the spring or early summer following a 6.5-month gestation. Females (does) usually bear their first offspring at 2 years of age. The first pregnancy typically results in a single fawn, the second pregnancy usually is twins, and the third through fifth twins or triplets (rarely quadruplets). Young lie hidden for the first few weeks and are left alone much of the time. The female will visit the hidden fawn about once every 4 hours to allow nursing, then moves away to avoid attracting predators. At about 1 month of age, the young will begin to follow the mother and stay close through the summer and into the fall.

Natural History: Bucks (males) shed their antlers each year in late winter and regrow a new set by fall. Growing deer antlers are among the fastest growing animal tissue known. While growing, the antlers are covered in a spongy, fuzzy skin called “velvet.” Antlers grow larger each year up to about 6 or 7 years of age, when they begin a gradual decline. Whitetail Deer are browsers and they feed on a wide variety of forbs, leaves, twigs, buds, crops, and mast (especially acorns). Although they are sometimes destructive to farm crops like corn or soybeans, they are an important game animal with as many as 100,000 harvested annually for food and sport. The maximum life span is 20 years, but most are dead by age 10. State wildlife agencies are charged with the responsibility of protecting and managing the state’s wildlife populations. This means taking into consideration not only the health and well-being of the state’s deer herd, but also the cultural aspect of providing food and recreation for the state’s hunting population. Additional considerations are such things as crop depredation by deer to the state’s farmers and impacts on auto insurance rates by deer-auto collisions. Thus determining how many deer of what sex should be harvested annually involves taking into consideration many factors. Happily, this animal represents one of the world’s great wildlife conservation stories. Nearly wiped out by the early 1900s, the Whitetail Deer is today as numerous in America as it was during the time of Daniel Boone. In recent years, these animals have begun to invade urban areas where deer hunting is restricted. In towns and cities, they can become a nuisance as they feed in suburban gardens and devour landscape plants. Still, many urban dwellers enjoy their presence.

Order - Didelphimorphia (opossums)

Family - Didelphidae

Virginia Opossum

Didelphis virginiana
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Size: About 2.5 feet from nose to tail tip. Males can weigh up to 14 pounds, females are smaller.

Abundance: This is one of the most common medium-sized mammals in Florida.

Variation: Opossums are quite variable. All white or all black individuals can occur, along with a cinnamon color.

Habitat: Virtually all habitats within the state are utilized except for permanent wetlands. Including suburban and even urban areas where there is enough vegetative cover. Opossums are more common in areas altered by humans, such as farmlands and the vicinity of small, rural communities. They are less common in areas of true wilderness.

Breeding: This is America’s only member of the mammalian subclass Marsupialia. Young Opossums are born as embryos only 12 days after conception. The newborn babies are just over 0.5 inches in length. At 1 month, they are about the size of a mouse. Litters are large (up to 13) and 2 litters per year is common.

Natural History: Opossums are one of the most successful medium-sized mammals in America, which is somewhat surprising given that they are slow moving, rather dim-witted animals that rarely survive beyond 2 years in the wild. They are mainly nocturnal and eat mostly any palatable plant matter (seeds, grains, fruits, berries); and any type of meat they can catch or scavenge. They are known to kill and eat venomous snakes and have a strong resistance to pit viper venoms. They are well-known for faking death (playing possum) when stressed. Their greatest enemy today is the automobile. Thousands are killed nightly on highways across America.

Order - Cingulata

Family - Dasypodidae (armadillos)

Nine-banded Armadillo

Dasypus novemcinctus
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Size: About 30 inches from snout to tail tip. Can weigh up to 17 pounds.

Abundance: Very common. One of Florida’s most common medium-sized mammals.

Variation: There is no significant variation. The sexes look alike but males are somewhat larger than females.

Habitat: This wide-ranging animal’s habitat includes everything from tropical rain forest to arid semi-desert, grassland, and temperate forests. Moist or sandy soils are preferred as they facilitate easier digging of denning burrows as well as rooting for soil invertebrates. In Florida, this species is common statewide.

Breeding: Females always give birth to 4 identical twins, all derived from a single fertilized egg that divides in 2, then divides again to form 4 zygotes before beginning to then develop into individual embryos. The young are well-developed at birth, which reduces mortality among immatures. 1 litter per year is typical.

Natural History: Armadillos first began their northern expansion into the US from Mexico about 150 years ago. They began to appear in Florida in the 1920s. Today, increasing numbers are being seen farther and farther to the north and they now occur as far north as southern Missouri and southern Illinois. How far north they will spread is unknown. Cold climates may be a limiting factor to their spread. Surprisingly, Armadillos are capable of swimming and they are also known to hold their breath and “bottom walk” short distances across small streams. They are known to sometimes carry the ancient disease of leprosy and have been used in leprosy research.

Order - Carnivora (carnivores)

Family - Mustelidae (weasel family)

Mink

Mustela vison
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Size: 20 to 27 inches in length. Weighs 2 to 3 pounds.

Abundance: Uncommon in Florida.

Variation: Males are twice as large as females. Pelage color varies from light brown to very dark brown. There are 4 subspecies of Mink in Florida.

Habitat: Swamps and marshes are the primary habitat. Also frequents creeks, rivers and lake shores. Saltmarsh is a prime habitat for mink in Florida.

Breeding: 3 to 6 young are born in an underground den that is often an old muskrat house.

Natural History: Mink are well-known for their luxurious fur. They are excellent swimmers and will catch fish in stream pools. They are strict carnivores that feed heavily on amphibians and crayfish during the summer. In winter, their diet turns to mammal prey such as rabbits and rodents. As with other members of the Mustelidae family, mink have well-developed musk glands that produce a distinct musky odor that is apparent when agitated or scent marking. The Everglades Mink is threatened.

Long-tailed Weasel

Mustela frenata
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Size: 12 to 15 inches from snout to tail tip. Weighs 6 to 11 ounces,

Abundance: Uncommon.

Variation: Males are nearly twice the size of females. Specimens in the far north turn white in winter. No seasonal color variation in Florida populations

Habitat: Occupies a wide variety of habitats in Florida, including xeric uplands, but usually favors being near stream courses.

Breeding: Breeding occurs in midsummer but embryo development is delayed until spring. 4 to 5 young.

Natural History: Weasels are known for being one of the world’s most ferocious predators. Although their prey includes animals as small as insects, they will also take much larger prey. Mice, voles, and other rodents, along with shrews and small birds, make up the bulk of their non-invertebrate diet. They have also been known to scavenge the dead bodies of large animals such as deer. When an animal is killed that is too large to consume at one meal, they will cache the remains.

River Otter

Lutra canadensis
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Size: Length 35 to 45 inches. Up to 25 pounds.

Abundance: Fairly common.

Variation: As many 7 subspecies range across North America. There is very little variation in Florida specimens, which belong to the subspecies lataxina.

Habitat: Any freshwater habitat in the state may be suitable for River Otters. They are always in association with rivers, lakes, swamps, or creeks.

Breeding: 2 or 3 young are born in an underground den often dug in a stream bank.

Natural History: River Otters are semi-aquatic mammals that possess fully webbed toes and waterproof fur. They are excellent swimmers that prey on fish, frogs, crayfish, turtles, and small mammals. They are mainly freshwater animals but may sometimes use brackish waters or salt marsh. Their fur is highly valued, a fact that lead to their extirpation from most of the eastern United States by the late 1800s. Although still rare in some states, in Florida populations are stable.

Family - Procyonidae (raccoon family)

Raccoon

Procyon lotor
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Size: Up to 2.5 feet in length. Weights of 15 to 30 pounds. Florida Raccoons are small, up to 15 pounds.

Abundance: Very common. Found in both wilderness and urban areas.

Variation: There is little variation in Florida specimens. A few black individuals occur occasionally. Most resemble the photo above. Females are about a third smaller than males.

Habitat: Found in virtually every habitat in the state, but wetlands, stream courses, and lake shores are favorite haunts. They are also common near swamps and marshes, including salt marshes in coastal regions. Adapts well to urbanization and can be common in small towns and even cities.

Breeding: Breeds in late winter with an average of 4 (maximum of 8) young born 2 months later (April or May). Young begin to accompany the mother on foraging trips at about 2 months. They are on their own by about 5 months. Will breed annually.

Natural History: Raccoons are omnivores that feed on a wide variety of crustaceans, insects, amphibians, reptiles, small mammals, and eggs as well as grains, berries, fruits, acorns, weed seeds, and some vegetables. Although they are mainly nocturnal, they are often active by day, especially in morning and late afternoons. In America, the Raccoon is an important game and fur-bearing animal. Like many other mammals, Raccoons are subject to an interesting phenomena known as “Bergman’s Rule.” Bergman’s rule states that the body size of mammals tends to be larger the farther north the species is found. This phenonmena is the result of the fact that larger bodies are capable of retaining more heat. A really big male Raccoon from Canada may top the scale at 40 pounds. Meanwhile, an adult Raccoon in south Florida may weigh only 10 to 12 pounds.

Family - Ursidae (bear family)

Black Bear

Ursus americanus
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Size: 4 to 5 feet in total length. Males can weigh up to 400 pounds. Females are smaller, averaging about 200.

Abundance: Uncommon. About 4,000 exist in Florida today.

Variation: Despite their name, Black Bears may be black, cinnamon, blond, blue gray, or even white. Florida specimens are invariably black in color. 

Habitat: Throughout their range in North America, Black Bears utilize a wide array of habitats. In the Deep South, they use swamplands and woodlands; in the far north they are found in both boreal forests and tundra. In Florida, they may be found in all habitats, but they tend to avoid urban regions.

Breeding: Breeds in summer but development of the embryo is delayed until fall. 1 to 3 cubs are born in January or February. Twins are common. Newborn cubs will weigh only about a pound. Females will typically breed only every other year. Young stay with the female for about a year.

Natural History: Prior to the European invasion of North America, the Black Bear was a common large carnivore. Over-hunting and deforestation led to their complete disappearance in many regions by the 1800s. Young male bears will disperse for sometimes hundreds of miles, and are the first individuals to colonize a new area. A variety of plant and animal matter is eaten. Acorns and nuts are important food items in the fall, along with berries. All types of animal matter is also consumed, including carrion. The home range is quite large, as much as 120 square miles for males, much less for females (about 10 to 20 square miles). The home ranges of several bears may overlap. Bears enjoy a keen sense of smell and rely more on the sense of smell and hearing than on eyesight. Black Bears have been known to live up to 30 years.

Family - Felidae (cat family)

Bobcat

Lynx rufus
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Size: Length up to 3 feet. Typically weighs 15 to 45 pounds. Florida specimens tend to be small (about 12 to 20 pounds).

Abundance: Fairly common statewide in suitable habitats.

Variation: Several subspecies occur in America. Some specimens have more pronounced spotting to their fur and males are about one-third larger than females.

Habitat: Occupies a wide variety of habitats in Florida and is increasingly seen in suburban regions as development encroaches into natural habitats. Favorite haunts are all types of woodlands, swamps, and dense thickets of shrubs and palmetto.

Breeding: In Florida, Bobcats breed from late summer through early spring. Up to 4 young are born about two months after breeding. Young Bobcats begin to forage with the mother in about 2 months; they may stay with her for up to a year while perfecting hunting skills.

Natural History: Strictly a meat eater, the Bobcat’s food items range from mice to deer. Cottontail Rabbits are a favorite prey as are squirrels, young turkeys, and songbirds. Hunts by ambush or stalking to within close range and making an explosive attack. Although mainly nocturnal, Bobcats can be abroad at any time of day. Their home range can be from one to several square miles and males have larger ranges than females. Scent marking territory with urine and feces is common. In captivity, Bobcats have lived for over 20 years, but the estimate for wild cats is 12 to 14 years. This species has just begun to return to many areas of the Midwest after being extirpated decades ago. In Florida, the species always maintained populations due to the fact that suitable habitat has persisted in the state despite the massive influx of people. Loss of habitat is today becoming a threat, however.

Florida Panther

Felis concolor
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Size: Males can be 7 feet from nose to tail tip and average 130 pounds. Females are about 30 percent smaller.

Abundance: Very rare. FWC estimates 120 to 230 individuals.

Variation: The Florida Panther is 1 of at least 6 (some say up to 32) subspecies of the Cougar. Color can vary from reddish brown to tan or gray brown. Most are tawny brown.

Habitat: Today, the Florida Panther is restricted mainly to the Big Cypress Swamp and the Everglades region in southernmost Florida. They once ranged as far west as Louisiana and Arkansas and as far north as Tennessee and South Carolina.

Breeding: Due to a rather long development period for juvenile panthers, females will breed only about every 2 years. 2 young is typical but can be as many as 4. The kittens are marked with thick black spots, which begin to fade as the kitten grows. The spots are gone by 6 months of age.

Natural History: The Florida Panther is a distinct population of Northern Cougar and is regarded by many as a distinct subspecies (coryi). Some experts list over 30 subspecies of Cougar in the Americas, while others say there are only 6. The latter view regards the Florida Panther as merely a subpopulation of the Northern Cougar. These big cats are strict carnivores. Studies in Florida have revealed the diet of the Florida Panther is mainly raccoons (24 percent), deer (22 percent), and wild hogs (21 percent). Armadillos are also important food items and make up 10 percent of the diet. These large predators have a very large home range and are thus highly vulnerable to habitat loss and development. Highways are a major threat and in fact automobiles are the leading cause of death among adult Florida Panthers. Strenuous efforts to save this magnificent animal are underway, but its future is still in doubt.

Family - Canidae (canines)

Gray Fox

Urocyon cinereoargenteus
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Size: Length 32 to 45 inches. Weight up to 15 pounds.

Abundance: Fairly common.

Variation: As many as 6 subspecies range across North America. Only 1 race occurs in Florida with no significant color variation.

Habitat: Primarily a woodland animal that is more common in forested regions of the state. Tends to avoid expansive open regions and is uncommon in permanent wetlands.

Breeding: Dens in a burrow, hollow log or rock cave. 4 pups is usual but up to 7 is known.

Natural History: The Gray Fox is the only American canine with the ability to climb trees. Insects are important food items in summer with mice and rabbits becoming more important in winter. When grapes, persimmons, and other fruits are ripe, they will eat them almost exclusively, and in fact this is the most omnivorous canine in America. Home range can vary from a few hundred acres to over a square mile, depending upon habitat quality. Unlike the Red Fox that can be found as far north as the Arctic Circle, the Gray Fox is a more southerly animal and ranges southward into South America. Gray Foxes have lived for up to 14 years in captivity, but the average life span in the wild is only a few years. Contrary to popular belief, Gray Foxes never interbreed with Red Foxes.

Red Fox

Vulpes vulpes
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Size: Length 33 to 43 inches. Weight up to 15 pounds.

Abundance: Uncommon in Florida.

Variation: Red Foxes can occur in several different color phases; the best known are red, silver, and cross fox. Florida specimens are typical red phase.

Habitat: Although habitat generalists, Red Foxes shows a preference for open and semi-open country over deep woods. They are thus uncommon in most of Florida.

Breeding: About 4 to 5 young are born in a den that is often an underground burrow dug by the fox.

Natural History: The Red Fox is one of the world’s most widespread mammals and is found in Europe, Asia, North Africa, and Australia (introduced) as well as throughout North America. They are adaptable, opportunistic omnivores that will eat everything from grasshoppers to grapes. Scavenging carrion is also common. Their fur is such a good insulator that they can sleep atop a snow bank without melting the snow beneath their body. These are important fur-bearing animals and are today often reared in captivity on “fur farms.” The short, summer coat is paler than the luxurious winter fur. All color phases have a white tail tip. They are relative newcomers to peninsula Florida, but apparently have always been found in the panhandle region.

Coyote

Canis latrans
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Size: Length up to 49 inches and about 35 pounds.

Abundance: Fairly common and probably increasing.

Variation: Very dark individuals and reddish specimens are known to occur. Most specimens will resemble the photo above.

Habitat: Coyotes have adapted to all habitats in Florida, but they prefer the more open agricultural areas and large cattle ranches with expansive pasture. Occasionally adapts to urban parks.

Breeding: Coyotes are able to breed before their first birthday. Litter size (2 to 10) varies with availability of prey.

Natural History: The Coyote is a relative newcomer to Florida, having begun their invasion from the west in the 1970s. Today, they range throughout the state. They are a top predator in much of the state, occupying a niche once held by the Red Wolf. They are extremely intelligent, adaptable canines that quickly learn to thrive in almost any environment. In rural areas where hunters abound, they are extremely wary, but in urban areas or protected lands, they may become quite bold around humans. The characteristic yipping and howling of these vocal canines has become a common nighttime sound in rural Florida. Mostly nocturnal, but also active by day. The longevity record is 18 years for a specimen in captivity.

Family - Mephitidae (skunks)

Striped Skunk

Mephitus mephitus
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Dark morph
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Size: Length 23 to 31 inches. Average weight about 8 to 10 pounds. Males are larger than females.

Abundance: Fairly common. Occurs statewide except in the Keys.

Variation: Varies considerably in the amount of white in the stripes on the back. Sometimes stripes may fuse and create an all-white back. Other times, stripes may be entirely absent.

Habitat: Striped Skunks are found in all habitats in Florida except perhaps extensive swamps. They are most common in mixed, semi-open habitats, small woodlands adjoining pastures or grasslands, and edge areas. They can also be common in suburban areas and around rural homesteads.

Breeding: Breeding usually occurs in late winter, commencing in February. Some breeding may take place as late as April. Litter size averages 3 or 4 but can be as many as 10. Young wean at about 6 weeks and will begin to follow the mother in a single file line as she forages.

Natural History: The Striped Skunk’s distinctive black and white color is almost as well known as its primary defense, which of course is to spray an attacker with its pungent, foul-smelling musk. The musk can burn the eyes and membranes and its odor is remarkably persistant. They can effectively project the musk up to about 15 feet and the odor can be detected hundreds of yards away. Skunks dine mainly on invertbrates and as much as three-fourths of their diet consists of insects and grubs. They possess well-developed front claws for digging and a powerful sense of smell for locating buried grubs, worms, turtle eggs, etc. Baby mice, eggs, and nestlings of ground-nesting birds are also frequently eaten. They are known to sometimes harbor the rabies virus, but the threat they pose is probably overblown. Their greatest enemy today is the automobile.

Spotted Skunk

Spilogale putorius
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Size: Smaller and slimmer than the Striped Skunk. 11 to 24 inches total length. Weighs about 2 pounds as adult.

Abundance: Fairly common. Found statewide except the Keys.

Variation: There are 2 subspecies known to occur in Florida, but the differences are slight and both are easily recognized and resemble the photo above.

Habitat: Spotted Skunks are found in a variety of habitats in Florida except permanent wetlands. They like dense cover and tend to avoid expansive open areas, though they will occupy edges of fields near brush or woodland. They can also be seen in suburban areas and around rural homesteads.

Breeding: Averages about 5 young. The den is often a natural cavity or an abandoned burrow of an Armadillo or Gopher Tortoise, but they will also dig their own underground burrow. Young are born blind and with a thin layer of fur. They will wean at about 2 months.

Natural History: These diminutive little skunks are quite agile and are known for the peculiar behavior of doing a “handstand” on the front feet in preparation for spraying their musk. They are also excellent climbers and sometimes climb trees. They are predominantly nocturnal and feed mostly on small animals like insects, bird eggs, and mice. They are rare in many regions of their range and their exact range within the eastern United States is poorly understood. Although they have a fairly large range in North America, their distribution is spotty and they are not common animals in most regions of their range. They do seem to be a fairly common mammal in much of peninsular Florida, but they can be locally rare in some parts of the state.

Order - Lagamorpha (rabbits and hares)

Family - Leporidae (rabbits)

Eastern Cottontail

Sylvilagus floridanus
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Size: Adult length up to 17 inches. Weight 2 to 4 pounds.

Abundance: Very common.

Variation: 4 subspecies are known in Florida, but differences are imperceptible to the average person.

Habitat: May be found in virtually any habitat within the state except for permanent wetlands. Most common in overgrown fields and edge areas. Fond of briers, honeysuckle, and tall weeds. Not uncommon in urban areas, golf courses, parks, and sometimes suburban lawns.

Breeding: This is the most prolific of the several rabbit species in America, producing up to 7 litters per year with as many as 5 young per litter.

Natural History: In the spring and summer, Eastern Cottontails feed on a wide variety of grasses, legumes, and herbaceous weeds. Briers, sapling bark, and other woody materials may make up the bulk of the diet in winter. These rabbits are prey for many predators including foxes, coyotes, bobcats, and hawks and owls, especially the Great Horned Owl. The life expectancy for a Cottontail is not high, and only about 1 in 4 will live to see their second birthday. Populations are known to fluctuate and during years when their numbers are highest there may be as many as 9 rabbits per acre in good habitat. In habitats, they are mainly crepuscular and nocturnal, but they may be active in daylight, especially when breeding.

Marsh Rabbit

Sylvilagus palustris
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Size: Adult length about 17 inches. Weight 3.5 pounds.

Abundance: Very common.

Variation: 3 subspecies are found in Florida, but differences are imperceptible to the average person.

Habitat: As its name implies, this species loves marshes. It is especially common in salt and brackish water marshes and estuary regions along the coasts. But can also be found inland in freshwater marshes, wet prairies, and swamps. A semi-aquatic mammal, water is a habitat requirement.

Breeding: Breeds year-round and averages 3 to 5 young per litter. Young rabbits are sexually mature at about 9 months. They may produce 6 or 7 litters per year.

Natural History: Highly adapted to a semi-aquatic existence, the Marsh Rabbit is a capable swimmer quite at home in the water. They have been known to escape danger by diving below the surface or hiding submerged with just the top of the nostrils and eyes above the water. As with all rabbits, they are strict vegetarians that will eat a wide variety of plant materials. Marsh grasses and other marsh plants make up the bulk of the diet. They will also eat the twigs and bark of trees, shrubs, and vines. The subspecies which lives in the Florida Keys (S. p. hefneri) is regarded as an endangered species. The other 2 subspecies (S. p. palustris) of the western panhandle and (S. p. paludicola) in peninsular Florida both boast healthy populations.

Order - Rodentia (rodents)

Family - Sciuridae (squirrels)

Eastern Chipmunk

Tamias striatus
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Size: About 10 inches in length and weighing about 4.5 ounces.

Abundance: Very rare in Florida. Found in extreme northwestern panhandle only.

Variation: Very little variation in Florida specimens.

Habitat: Deciduous forests in upland areas. Avoids wetlands. Fond of rock outcrops, stone fences, etc. Can be common in urban parks and suburbs in many areas of its range. Florida range is restricted to a few counties in the panhandle along the Alabama border.

Breeding: May breed twice per year, first in February and again in April. Produces 4 to 5 young per litter. Young chipmunks wean at about 6 weeks.

Natural History: While they are excellent climbers, chipmunks are true “ground squirrels,” sleeping, rearing young, and wintering in an underground burrow that they dig themselves. They also will use rock crevices or hollow logs. They become less active in winter, and in the northern portions of their range, they will remain below ground, living on stored nuts and seeds for long periods during harsh weather. Although chipmunks are fairly common in much of the eastern United States, they are quite rare in Florida. This is an animal of the deciduous forest, and although they can thrive in mixed deciduous/conifer woodlands, they are not well suited for conifer-dominated forests. Though they feed mostly on nuts and seeds, they will also eat some animal matter including insects, eggs, and baby birds. They will cache food in burrows, especially in the more northerly regions of their range where harsh winters inhibit activity.

Southern Flying Squirrel

Glaucomys volans
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Size: 10 inches or less in length and weighs 2 to 3 ounces.

Abundance: Common in forested regions throughout the state.

Variation: Very little variation in Florida specimens.

Habitat: These little squirrels are totally dependent upon trees and make their home in woodlands. Primarily hardwoods but also in mixed pine-hardwood forests. They will live in suburbs and urban areas if sufficient mature trees are present.

Breeding: Only 1 litter per year with up to 6 young. Nest is usually within a hollow in a tree. Bluebird boxes and other artificial nest sites are also used.

Natural History: Lives in tree hollows and old woodpecker holes. Florida’s only nocturnal squirrel. Leaps from tree to tree and glides using flaps of skin between front and hind legs like a parachute. Flattened tail serves as a rudder while gliding. Feeds on nuts, seeds, fruits, fungi, lichens, tree buds, insects, bird eggs, and nestling birds as well as mice. Flying Squirrels are gregarious animals and several may share a den. Southern Flying Squirrels can live up to 10 years and will become quite tame in captivity, making reasonable pets. Wild squirrels in rural areas sometimes invade homes and attics where they can become a noisy nuisance as they scramble about in the wee hours. A much larger version, the Northern Flying Squirrel (Glaucomys sabrinus), occurs in America in the far north and in the higher elevations of the southern Appalachian Mountains. It can be twice as large as its southern cousin.

Eastern Gray Squirrel

Sciurus carolinensis
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Size: Size: 19 inches in total length. Weight 18 to 26 ounces.

Abundance: Very common.

Variation: 5 subspecies nationwide. 3 occur in Florida. All are very similar in appearance.

Habitat: Prefers mature deciduous forests but also found in mixed coniferous forests and second growth areas. Can be common in urban parks and lawns.

Breeding: Breeds December through February and again in June/July. 4 to 6 young per litter. Den is usually in a hollow, but will also build nests of leaves in tree forks.

Natural History: Feeds on nuts, seeds, fungi, tree buds, and the inner bark of trees as well as bird eggs and hatchlings. May sometimes even eat carrion. Like most rodents, they will gnaw bones or shed deer antlers for calcium. Well-known for burying and storing nuts and exhibits a remarkable memory for locating cached food items buried in hundreds of locations within the home range. Frequently calls with a raspy “bark,” especially when alarmed. Builds summer nests of leaves in tree crotches. Winter dens are in tree hollows. During severe weather may be inactive for several days. Poor mast years may produce mass migrations. Gray Squirrels are extremely athletic little animals and exhibit remarkable agility in trees. In some parts of their range, albino or melanistic populations occur. A blond population exists in the vicinity of Juniper Springs in Florida’s Ocala National Forest. They are strictly a woodland animal. Highly athletic and agile in the treetops, Gray Squirrels posses remarkable climbing and leaping ability.

Fox Squirrel

Sciurus niger
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typical shermani
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dark morph shermani
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Size: Florida specimens can exceed 2 feet and weigh 3 pounds.

Abundance: Uncommon.

Variation: Highly variable. 4 subspecies occur in Florida. See Natural History below for details.

Habitat: Open pine woodlands, cypress woodlands, and mangroves. Prefers open forests with trees widely spaced and edge areas where forests interface with open pastures.

Breeding: Produces 4 to 6 young. Breeds in both winter and summer but in Florida produces only 1 litter per year. Females begin breeding at about 1 year of age.

Natural History: Fox Squirrels wander frequently into open areas and spend more time on the ground than Gray Squirrels. Their home range is much larger. They are generally less common than the Gray, rarely reaching the population densities of their smaller cousins. They feed on many of the same foods of nuts, seeds, buds, berries, etc. But the diet of Fox Squirrels also includes the seeds of pine cones. While they will bark and chatter when disturbed, they are overall less vocal than the smaller Gray Squirrel. Fox Squirrels are highly variable and there are 10 subspecies recognized across the eastern half of America. 4 subspecies occur in Florida. The Upland Fox Squirrel (S.n. bachmani) occurs in Florida in the western panhandle. The Eastern Fox Squirrel (S. n. niger) is found in north Florida and the eastern panhandle. Sherman’s Fox Squirrel (S.n. shermani) is widespread in the peninsula but is somewhat rare and regarded as a Species of Special Concern. Finally, the Big Cypress Fox Squirrel (S.n. avicennia) is a threatened species from the Everglades.

Family - Castoridae (beaver family)

Beaver

 Castor canadensis
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Beaver dam
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Size: Up to 43 inches in total length. Can weigh up to 65 pounds. 35 to 50 pounds is average.

Abundance: Fairly common.

Variation: The American Society of Mammologists recognizes 24 subspecies in North America. The status of Beavers in the eastern US is difficult to determine due to reintroduction programs using transplanted beavers.

Habitat: Beavers are thoroughly aquatic mammals that to a great extent create their own wetland habitats. To construct their ponds and wetlands, they require the presence of a stream or spring run with constant or near constantly flowing water which can be dammed. Streams that are subject to fierce flooding or with exceptionally powerful flows are avoided in preference for more easily contained water flows.

Breeding: Mating takes place in midwinter with the young being born about 4 months later. There is only 1 litter per year. Baby beavers are quite precocious and are born with well-developed fur and eyes that open immediately. 4 or 5 young, called kits, is typical. In ideal habitats, more young may be produced. Young beavers are usually weaned in just 2 to 3 weeks, but the young Beavers will remain with the family for up to 2 years before striking out on their own to find new territories. Adult beavers may mate for life.

Natural History: Beavers are primarily nocturnal in habits, but they may be active at dawn and dusk. In remote locations where human intrusion is absent, they are observed active during the day as well. They feed mostly on the inner bark of trees, with willow being a dietary mainstay. They will also consume sedges and other aquatic vegetation, but in cold climates in winter they live exclusively on bark. The dorsal-ventrally flattened tail is hairless and scaly and along with the webbed hind feet provide these animals with powerful swimming tools. They also possess enlarged incisors which grow continually throughout life and are used to gnaw through trunks and fallen trees. Most trees cut by Beavers are small saplings which are used as food, but they will also cut large trees up to 2 feet in diameter to open the canopy and promote the growth of new food sources. These largest of the North American rodents are famous for their dam-building abilities and they will also build elaborate living quarters known as “lodges.” After many years of use, these lodges may become up to 15 feet across and can house an entire extended family. They have underwater entrances for protection and a hollow “room” that is above the waterline and lined with wood chips or grasses. Other species such as Muskrats and mice may take up residence within these lodges. At one time, Beaver fur was one of the most valuable natural resources in America and the pursuit of Beaver fur led to the exploration of much of the continent. Within a few decades they were nearly exterminated by trappers. They can sometimes be a pest when their dam-building activities flood farmers fields, but their wetland-creating activities benefit many scores of wetland wildlife species. In fact, the Beaver is one of the most significant players in local ecosystems throughout North America and their value to the overall ecology would be hard to overstate. In addition to creating their own habitats, they will use lakes, rivers, swamps, marshes, and large, deep creeks. In rivers and lakes the lodge or den is often a burrow into the bank of the lake or river. In dammed streams or swamps and marshes, a stick lodge is usual.

Family - Myocastoridae (nutria)

Nutria

Myocastor coypus
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Size: 3 feet in total length. Maximum of 42 inches and 24 pounds.

Abundance: Uncommon.

Variation: No known variation in Florida populations. Several subspecies in South America.

Habitat: Nutria are thoroughly aquatic mammals always found in the immediate vicinity of water. Probably most common in salt and brackish marshes but also in fresh water.

Breeding: Breeds year-round and can produce 2 or 3 litters per year. A maximum of 11 young has been recorded but most litters are about half that amount (5 or 6).

Natural History: The Nutria is one of many introduced species that has become established in Florida. They were first brought into Louisiana in the early 1900s for fur production. Today they have spread across much of the southeastern United States and have been in Florida since the 1950s. Their exact range in Florida is difficult to determine and the map above is an approximation. Although they are generally an uncommon species in Florida, they can become quite common in certain areas of prime habitat where they are unmolested by humans. Nutria are strict vegetarians and will consume a wide variety of plant materials. Most food is aquatic plant species and includes roots and tubers as well as stems and foliage. They will den in burrows dug into banks or build platforms of vegetation. Muskrat homes are also sometimes used. Most wildlife biologists regard the Nutria as an overall detrimental species in the ecology of Florida. In truth they are probably less harmful than many of the other alien species that have become established in the state.

Family - Geomyidae (pocket gophers)

Southeastern Pocket Gopher

Geomys pinetus
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Size: Total length 10 to 12 inches and weighs 5 to 7 ounces.

Abundance: Common.

Variation: Some experts recognize several subspecies. For practical purposes, there is no variation in FL.

Habitat: Dry uplands with loose and sandy soils are the main habitat requirement for this species. Understory vegetative communities created by frequent fires are favored.

Breeding: May breed year-round and produce 2 litters per year. Fecundity is quite low in this species and only 1 or 2 young per litter is typical.

Natural History: The Geomyidae family of rodents are highly specialized for a subterranean existence. They spend most of their lives in underground burrows which they dig with powerful forelegs and long front claws. They also use their enormous incisors for chewing through roots or patches of hard earth. They possess specialized lips that close behind the front incisors to keep dirt from entering the mouth. The name “Pocket” Gopher comes from their expansive cheek pouches (pockets) within which they store food to be carried into the burrow. They are known to eat a variety of roots and bulbs as well as grasses. Their burrow systems can extend for several hundred feet and excess soil is pushed to the surface periodically, creating the characteristic mounds which indicate their subsurface existence. The burrows leading upward to the mounds of soil are plugged to prevent predators like snakes from being able to easily enter the burrow. Some snake species, such as the Florida Pine Snake, are “gopher specialists,” preying on the gophers and hiding in the burrow.

Family - Muridae (mice and rats)

Round-tailed Muskrat

Neofiber alleni
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Size: Length to 15 inches. Weight up to 10 ounces.

Abundance: Common in suitable habitats.

Variation: Some experts recognize several subspecies based on small differences in size or color. From a layman’s perspective, there is no real variation.

Habitat: The primary habitat is freshwater marshes and wet prairies. It also occurs in salt and brackish water marshes. Also known to use flooded sugarcane fields in south Florida.

Breeding: May breed year-round and can produce several litters annually. Litter size is 1 to 4 young.

Natural History: Although widely distributed across the state, this species is absent from many areas. However, in ideal habitat it can be a very common species. Builds dome-shaped “houses” made from woven marsh vegetation. Houses are constructed in deeper waters in the marsh and rise well above water level. The houses have hollows within that are above the waterline but have underwater entrances. In addition to these dens where young are born, they also build flat “feeding platforms” just above the waterline. A vegetarian, the Round-tailed Muskrat eats aquatic plants, grasses, and sedges as well as roots and tubers. The Round-tailed Muskrat is a unique species endemic to Florida and the Okefenokee Swamp of southeastern Georgia.

Woodland Vole

Microtus pinetorum
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Size: Length 5 inches. Weight about 1 ounce.

Abundance: Uncommon to rare in Florida.

Variation: Young exhibit a dark gray color. Adults are more chestnut. 2 nearly identical subspecies are known to occur in Florida.

Habitat: Primarily deciduous woodlands but also found in mixed deciduous/conifer woodlands. Prefers mesic upland woods with ample leaf litter or vegetative cover.

Breeding: Breeds spring through fall with up to 4 litters per year. 1 to 4 young per litter.

Natural History: Woodland Voles create networks of tunnels just below the ground or “runways” that are near the surface but beneath the leaf litter on the forest floor. These tunnel systems are utilized by other small mammals such as shrews. They eat seeds, grasses, and mast and roots, especially roots of grasses. Root crops like potatoes are also eaten. Active both day and night. Their subterranean habits render them less vulnerable to many predators, but they are prey for a wide variety of carnivores, raptors, and especially snakes, which are able to enter the burrow systems. One other vole species has recently been discovered in Florida. The Florida Salt Marsh Vole (M. pennslyvanicus dukecampbelli) was first discovered in 1979. Less than 50 specimens are known.

House Mouse

Mus musculus
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Size: About 6.5 inches and about 0.75 ounces.

Abundance: Very common, especially in urban areas.

Variation: No variation in wild specimens but the domesticate version, known as laboratory mice, come in a variety of colors and patterns.

Habitat: A highly successful rodent that usually associates with human habitations and man-made structures, but can also thrive in wild environments. Probably in all habitats in Florida.

Breeding: Broods can number from 5 to 12. Young females begin breeding at 6 weeks and produce 14 litters per year.

Natural History: The House Mouse has adapted to living in close proximity to humans and today are found wherever there are people throughout the world. As their name implies, they regularly enter into houses where they can become both a pest and a health hazard. They live both in cities and farmlands. Like the Norway Rat, the House Mouse originated in Eurasia and traveled around the world as a stowaway on sailing ships, eventually populating the entire globe. These mice are primarily nocturnal and their food includes nearly everything eaten by humans plus insects and fungi. Domestic populations of this species are the familiar laboratory mice or “white mice” so called because most are albinos.

Norway Rat

Rattus norvigicus
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Size: As much as 15 inches and weight up to 12 ounces.

Abundance: Very common in urban areas.

Variation: None in wild populations. Captives are variable. The well-known Laboratory Rat is an albino form of this species.

Habitat: This highly adaptable rodent can live virtually anywhere, including as a stowaway on ships, which is how it immigrated to America from Europe. Thrives in both cities and wilderness.

Breeding: The fecundity of the Norway Rat is legendary. From 6 to 8 litters per year with up to a dozen young per litter.

Natural History: Also called the Brown Rat, this species has followed man to every corner of the globe. They are responsible for an almost unimaginable degree of human suffering. Throughout the history of human civilization, these rodents have destroyed crops and stored foods while spreading devastating diseases, most notably the Bubonic Plague. Though less of a threat to modern societies, these rats still shadow the human species and are common in both urban and rural settings. The common laboratory rat is a domestic version of this animal that has somewhat redeemed the species for humans, having been used as an experimental animal for medical and scientific research for over a century.

Black Rat

Rattus rattus
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Size: Total length 14 inches. Weighs up to 7 ounces.

Abundance: Common. More so near the coast.

Variation: Black Rats can be black, gray, or brownish. But generally they are darker than the similar Norway Rat or the Eastern Woodrat.

Habitat: Although found statewide, the Black Rat is more common in the coastal lowlands. This rodent is closely tied to human habitations and invades attics and roof crawl spaces.

Breeding: Probably breeds year-round in Florida. Produces 4 to 8 young and can breed 4 to 6 times annually.

Natural History: This rodent’s other common name is “Roof Rat.” It is an appropriate moniker as this species is an adept climber. In natural habitats, it shows arboreal tendancies and in urban areas it lives well off the ground in attics, roofs, and walls. Unlike America’s other two introduced Eurasian rodents (Norway Rat and House Mouse), this species does not thrive in wilderness and is largely dependent upon human stuctures (or at least human-altered habitats). They do not tolerate cold weather well and are restricted to mostly warmer climates. They also have a strong propensity toward coastal areas and ports. They will invade urban and suburban neighborhoods in coastal areas where they are generally regarded as vermin.

Eastern Woodrat

Neotoma floridana
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Size: Adults reach 16 inches and 12 ounces.

Abundance: Fairly common except in the Keys.

Variation: Although there are 3 subspecies in Florida, are all very similar in appearance and are generally indistinguishable by laypersons.

Habitat: Woodrats from farther north in the Appalachian Mountains love rock outcrops and cliff faces. In Florida, the Eastern Woodrat uses woodlands, swamps, and marshes.

Breeding: 3 to 4 litters per year is possible with 2 young being typical. Litter of up to 6 young have been recorded.

Natural History: The Eastern Woodrat eats both plant and animal matter. Woodrats sometimes go by the name “Packrat,” a reference to their tendancy to gather human refuse and use it in the construction of a den that is made mainly from a pile of sticks. In many areas of its range in the Southeastern Coastal Plain, the Eastern Woodrat is in decline. Florida populations are believed to be secure at this time. The subspecies found in the Florida Keys is regarded as an Endangered Species by the USFWS. Woodrats in general seem to never be common animals and loss of habitat is a serious threat. Feral House Cats are also a threat. Sea level rise due to climate change may eventually wipe out the Key Largo subspecies.

Rice Rat

Oryzomys palustris
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Size: Up to 9 inches in length and weighing about 2.5 ounces.

Abundance: Very common in marshes.

Variation: Pelage color variable from gray to gray brown, reddish, or silvery.

Habitat: Prefers to be near water. Wet meadow, marsh, and the edges of swamps. Can also be found in uplands.

Breeding: Breeds several times per year. 3 to 5 babies. Young will reach sexual maturity in 2 months.

Natural History: The name Rice Rat comes from the prevalence of this species in rice fields throughout the Deep South. These rodents can be quite common in freshwater marshes, but are especially common in coastal marshlands. Though they do sometimes occur in uplands, they are not common there. In addition to rice, they consume several other types of seeds and plants but also eat large amounts of animal matter. In fact, this is one of the most carnivorous rodents in America. The list of animal prey includes insects, crustaceans, fish, and baby birds and bird eggs to name a few. They are accomplished swimmers and will dive and swim underwater to escape a predator. They are also good climbers. They are strictly nocturnal in habits. The Keys subspecies (O. p. natator) is federally endangered. Loss of habitat to development in the Keys is the major threat to this subspecies.

Hispid Cotton Rat

Sigmodon hispidus
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Size: 10 inches in length and about 6 ounces for adults.

Abundance: Can be very common in ideal habitats.

Variation: The 6 subspecies in Florida are indistinguishable by laypersons.

Habitat: Old fields, especially in upland areas. Most common in fields dominated by broom sedge.

Breeding: Very prolific. Produces several litters per year (6 to 8 babies) and young are weaned in less than a week!

Natural History: This is perhaps the most common mammal in much of the southern United States. In Florida, they are common in old fields and flatwoods. An abundance of grasses seems to be a habitat preference. They are active both day and night in their surface runways hidden beneath the grasses and weeds. These are one of the easier to identify of the mouse-like rodents due to the coarse appearance of the fur. Hispid Cotton Rats are a primary prey for a wide variety of predators including snakes, carnivorous mammals, and birds of prey. Their surface runways through overgrown fields are easy to see following a burn, as are the surface nests consisting of a ball of grasses. Populations fluctuate from year to year. Feeds mostly on grasses, herbs, and grass seeds. These rodents are preyed upon by a wide variety of predators and are reported to be a main food item of the Bobcat.

Eastern Harvest Mouse

Reithrodontomys humulis
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Size: Length 4.5 inches. Weight 0.5 ounces.

Abundance: Unknown. Probably uncommon in most of Florida.

Variation: Apparently no significant variation in Florida populations.

Habitat: Fallow fields and regenerative areas, especially where broomsedge is dominent.

Breeding: Breeds from early spring through fall. Average litter size is 3 to 4. Several litters per year is possible.

Natural History: The Harvest Mouse is easily confused with several other mice species that are found in Florida. Trained biologists confirm the identity of the Harvest Mouse by examining the upper incisor teeth, which have grooves. These mice are widespread across the southeastern United States but are apparently not common anywhere. Grass seeds and weed seeds are the main food item, but insects may also be eaten. In habitats they are mainly nocturnal. Their nests are usually on the surface of the ground (often at the base of a tuft of grass) and consist of a ball of plant fibers and grass. This is one of Florida’s smallest mouse species. Despite the disdain most humans have for small rodents, they play an important role in nature and are food for many predators including hawks, owls, snakes, and mammalian carnivores.

Cotton Mouse

Peromyscus gossypinus
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Size: About 8.25 inches and 1.5 ounces.

Abundance: Probably the most common Peromyscus in Florida.

Variation: Several subspecies are recognized but differences between subspecies are not apparent to the lay observer.

Habitat: Generally a lowland mammal that enjoys wetlands, wet woodlands, and bottomland forests. Like other deer mice, may enter both derelict buildings and rural homes.

Breeding: In Florida, breeds throughout the year except in summer. Litters number up to 7 and young mice wean at about 3 to 4 weeks.

Natural History: The Peromyscus genus includes several very similar species that collectively range throughout most of North America. In almost every respect the Cotton Mouse is a lowland, southern counterpart of the Deer Mouse and the White-footed Mouse, both of which are widespread and common in North America except for the extreme southeastern US. Most of the range of the Cotton Mouse is in the coastal plain and they range throughout the state of Florida. The name comes from the habit of southern populations to use cotton (pilfered from cotton fields) in the building of their nest. Their diet is omnivorous and consists of seeds, nuts, berries, etc. along with some invertebrates. An endemic subspecies on Key Largo (P. g. allopaticola) is endangered.

Oldfield Mouse

Peromyscus polionotus
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Size: To 5 inches total length and 0.5 ounces.

Abundance: Inland forms are fairly common. Beach forms rare.

Variation: At least a dozen subspecies are known in Florida. Many are endemic to a single barrier island.

Habitat: Successional areas. Overgrown pastures, neglected former croplands, sapling pine forests, and edge areas. Old fields dominated by grasses such as broomsedge.

Breeding: Breeds year-round with peak breeding in spring and fall. Up to 8 young per litter with young mice reaching sexual maturity at about 7 weeks.

Natural History: The name “Oldfield” Mouse is derived from their association with “old fields.” There are a number of rare subspecies around Florida’s coastline which are endemic to coastal sand dunes and barrier islands. Several of these so-called “Beach Mice” are endangered. Florida’s beach habitats constitute highly prized real estate and have suffered from extensive development. These coastal forms are also vulnerable to Hurricanes. Among the subspecies listed as imperiled by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission are the St. Andrew’s Beach Mouse (P. p. peninsularis); the Perdido Key Beach Mouse (P. p. trissyllepsis); the Anastasia Island Beach Mouse (P. p. phasma); and the Choctahatchee Beach Mouse (P. p.allophrys).

Golden Mouse

Ochrotomyss nuttalli
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Size: About 6.5 inches and 0.75 ounces.

Abundance: Fairly common in suitable habitats.

Variation: Adults are typically golden brown, orangish, or cinnamon. Young mice are slightly grayer in color.

Habitat: Woodland areas with dense understory cover (especially privet and greenbriar). This mouse is highly arboreal and loves woodlands with thickets, tangles, and vines.

Breeding: Breeds from early spring through fall, producing several litters per year. 2 to 4 young is typical. Nest is often above ground.

Natural History: Mainly nocturnal, Golden Mice have strong arboreal tendencies. They use vines and limbs as highways and will forage for seeds both in the trees and on the ground. The nest is usually in a thicket of vines several feet off the ground. They will also construct small feeding platforms several feet off the ground. Acorns are eaten as are invertebrates and these mice are decidedly omnivorous. These are handsome little mice with fine, golden fur. Unlike many other mice species, the Golden Mouse rarely enters human habitations, preferring a more natural habitat. One captive individual was reported to have lived for 8 years, a very long life span for a mouse. The average life span in the wild is probably less than a year.

Family - Muridae (rats and mice)

Florida Mouse

Podomys floridanus
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Size: Total length 7.5 inches and weighs between 1.5 and 1.75 ounces.

Abundance: Generally uncommon and patchily distributed. Fairly common in some areas of suitable habitat.

Variation: Pelage varies from brown to grayish brown. No subspecies are known.

Habitat: The habitat of the Florida Mouse is dry, sandy uplands. This species is most common in scrub communities and “sandhill” habitats. Its microhabitat is often within the burrow of the Gopher Tortoise, where it digs it own tunnels within the larger tortoise burrow.

Breeding: Most litters are born in the fall and winter months. 2 to 4 young is typical.

Natural History: The Florida Mouse is endemic to the state of Florida and has one of the smallest ranges of any North American mammal. Although not considered to be endangered or threatened, it is regarded as a vulnerable species by Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission. Its primary habitat of xeric uplands is also a favorite habitat for developers of suburban communities throughout central Florida. Thus, suitable habitat for this species is continually shrinking. Fire suppression can also negatively impact this species, as it favors plant communities that are shaped by periodic burns. An omnivorous species, the Florida Mouse feeds on seeds, acorns, berries, etc. as well as insects. This species has the unusual habit of digging side tunnels into the burrows of larger animals, especially the Gopher Tortoise. Both the tortoise and mouse have similar habitat requirements and there appears to be a strong link between these two species, with the Florida Mouse being somewhat dependent upon the Gopher Tortoise.

Order - Soricimorpha (moles and shrews)

Family - Talpidae (moles)

Eastern Mole

Scalopus aquaticus
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Size: 6 inches total length and weighs up to 3.25 ounces.

Abundance: Common in most of the state but absent from the Everglades and Big Cypress regions.

Variation: Males are slightly larger. Mammologists recognize as many as 5 subspecies in Florida.

Habitat: Except for wetlands, these moles can be found in any habitat where soils are suitable for burrowing. They can be especially common in coastal regions, barrier islands, and other areas where the soils are mostly loose sands. They can be common in residential lawns and gardens.

Breeding: One litter per year in early spring. 2 to 5 young per litter.

Natural History: The most wide-ranging mole in America. Although considered a pest in suburban lawns and rural gardens, Eastern Moles actually perform some helpful tasks. The tunnels they dig help to aerate the soil and allow rainfall to penetrate more easily. The mounds of soil pushed to the surface from the burrow returns soil nutrients to the surface. They also prey heavily upon destructive grubs such as the Japanese Beetle. The pelage of the Eastern Mole is “reversible” and will lie smoothly against the skin whether mole is moving forward or backward in tight tunnels. The powerful forelegs allow this animal to burrow at an astonishing pace, and the webbed toes help move dirt aside. The eyes are tiny and covered with skin, and there are no external ears. This is an animal that is superbly adapted to a subterrean lifestyle and Eastern Moles will spend 99 percent of their lives below ground. They can be seen above ground when excessive rains flood the burrows and force them to the surface.

Family - Sorcidae (shrews)

Southern Short-tailed Shrew

Blarina carolinensis
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Size: To 4.5 inches and about 0.5 ounces.

Abundance: Common to fairly common in Florida.

Variation: 2 subspecies in Florida. A third subspecies (Sherman’s Shrew-subspecies shermani) has recently been designated full species status.

Habitat: Fond of damp, deciduous woodlands but a habitat generalist; found in most habitats in the state.Avoids saturated soils, however.

Breeding: Breeds in spring and fall. 2 to 6 young per litter. More than 1 litter per year is common.

Natural History: Short-tailed Shrews are primarily nocturnal animals and have very high metabolic rates. They are hyperactive animals that will eat as much as one-half their body weight daily! The ferocity of shrews is legendary among mammologists. Many have learned the hard way never to place a shrew in a container with a mouse if you want to keep both alive! Food is a variety of insects, snails, earthworms, millipedes, etc. as well as much larger prey including mice that are as large as themselves. They have tiny eyes and their vision is quite poor. Except when breeding and rearing young, they are solitary. They forage in runways and tunnels beneath the leaf litter. Populations occurring in western Lee and Collier counties have been designated full species status (see Variation above).

Least Shrew

Cryptotis parva
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Size: Tiny. 3 inches and 0.5 ounces.

Abundance: Probably common but abundance is undetermined.

Variation: Summer pelage is brownish, turning to slate gray during winter. There are 2 nearly identical subspecies in Florida.

Habitat: Prefers early successional habitats such a grassy areas and overgrown fields, but also found in woodlands.

Breeding: Several litters per year is common averaging 4 to 5 young per litter. Young mature in about 5 weeks.

Natural History: Possessing an extremely high metabolism, this tiny mammal can consume its own weight in food daily. Like many other shrews, they are known to cache food items. Although these shrews are rarely seen due to their diminutive size and reclusive habits, they are probably more common than generally perceived. Owls are a major predator and in fact the presence of these tiny shrews in a given area is often confirmed by examining owl pellets for skeleton remains. Known food items are caterpillars, beetles, other insects, snails, spiders, and earthworms. The local abundance of these small shrews is often difficult to determine because since they are so small, they often fail to trigger the capture mechanism on small mammal traps used to capture small mammals during biological surveys.

Southeastern Shrew

Sorex longirostris
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Size: 3 inches in length. About .5 an ounce in weight.

Abundance: Common.

Variation: 2 subspecies are known in Florida but the differences between the 2 are very slight and noticable only to trained mammologists.

Habitat: Another habitat generalist that may be found in most terrestrial habitats in the state. Probably most common in succesional woodlands.

Breeding: Breeds throughout the summer. At least 2 litters of 4 to 6 young are produced annually.

Natural History: As with most tiny vertebrates, the Southeastern Shrew has a remarkable metabolic rate and must eat almost constantly to survive. Another characteristic of tiny mammals is a short life span. The maximum life span for the Southeastern Shrew is reported to be about 1.5 years. Spiders are reported as the most important food item, but a wide variety of other invertebrates are also eaten. As the name implies, they are found throughout the southeastern United States. Until recently, these shrews were regarded as rare, but increasingly effective trapping/collecting techniques have revealed that they are fairly common in many areas of their range. They can sometimes be discovered hiding beneath cover boards or tins placed in suitable habitats.

Order - Chiroptera (bats)

Family - Vespertilionidae (vesper bats)

Tricolored Bat

Perimyoits subflavus
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Size: 3.5 inches. Weight about .25 of an ounce.

Abundance: Widespread but uncommon in Florida.

Variation: No significant variation has been noted in this species in Florida.

Habitat: Woodlands, stream courses, and edges of fields bordering woodlands are favorite hunting areas.

Breeding: Females give birth to 1 or 2 babies (pups) in May or June.

Natural History: Tricolored Bats are widespread and common throughout the eastern United States. In fall, they will migrate short distances to hibernacula. In Florida, they are most common during warmer months, but they sometimes emerge in warm weather during winter. Food is tiny airborne insects. They will leave the roost before dark and are often seen hunting at dusk. Like many bats, the females form maternal colonies where young are reared, often in buildings or sheds. Unlike many other species, however, these maternal colonies are usually small, numbering only 1 or 2 dozen individuals. In northern parts of the state, hibernation begins in late fall and lasts until warm weather returns. Hibernating bats may lose as much as 25 to 30 percent of their body weight before emerging in the spring. This species was formerly known as the Eastern Pipistrelle (Pipistrellus subflavus).

Southeastern Bat

Myotis austroriparius
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Size: 3.5 inches. Weight about 0.25 of an ounce.

Abundance: Can be common in the panhandle and in north Florida.

Variation: No significant variation has been noted in this species in Florida.

Habitat: A bat of the Southeastern Coastal Plain of the US. Range extends southward onto the Florida peninsula.

Breeding: Females give birth to 2 babies (pups) in early May.

Natural History: A colony species that dens in caves, hollow trees, or man-made structures such as bridges, culverts, and buildings. The food is small flying insects with mosquitoes being a major food item. The role that bats play in controlling insect pests like mosquitoes cannot be taken lightly and the demise of so many bat species to the fungal disease known as “White-nose Syndrome” is a cause for alarm. Many bat species are experiencing serious population declines and several are now regarded as threatened or endangered. The Southeastern Bat is still fairly common but it is considered by some conservationists to be a vulnerable species. The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission considers it a Species of Greatest Conservation Need. One other member of the Myotis genus, The Gray Bat (M. grisecens), is one of the rarest bats in Florida, being found only in Jackson County.

Gray Bat

Myotis grisescens
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Size: 3.5 inches. Weight about 0.375 of an ounce.

Abundance: Very rare. State and federally endangered.

Variation: No significant variation has been noted in this species in Florida.

Habitat: Habitats include wooded regions. Always near water (lakes, rivers) in forested areas.

Breeding: Females produce a single baby born in the spring.

Natural History: This bat has one of the most restrictive ranges of any bat in Florida. Foraging or migrating Gray Bats might be seen across much of the northern portion of the panhandle, but it can regularly be found in Florida only in a few caves in Jackson County and it is a highly endangered species that is in decline. As much as 95 percent of the world’s population of Gray Bats are thought to use only a handful of caves. Several caves that are used as maternity sites for female Gray Bats have been protected from human intrusion by iron grating that allows the bats to move freely in and out while prohibiting the entrance of humans and large animals. This tactic seems to be helping populations to recover. Males reportedly use separate caves while the females are birthing and nursing young. The diet is flying insects of all kinds ranging from moths to beetles and including flies, mosquitoes, etc.

Big Brown Bat

Eptisicus fuscus
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Size: 4.5 inches and nearly an ounce.

Abundance: Uncommon in north Florida and panhandle. Rare in south Florida.

Variation: Possibly 2 very similar subspecies occur in Florida.

Habitat: Open fields, vacant lots, rural and urban areas. Sometimes seen hunting insects around suburban streetlights.

Breeding: Breeds in fall. Delayed fertilization. Twins born in late spring.

Natural History: Summer roosts are usually associated with human structures (buildings, eaves, bridges). Also known to use hollow trees and abandoned mines. The primary food is reported to be beetles. This is perhaps one of the most recognizable bat species in the southeast. They are the large, brown bats that are common around human habitations and they range throughout most of the US and Canada in summer. Roosting bats seen alone during warm weather are nearly always males. Females congregate into “maternity colonies” of up to several dozen adults to rear their young. These bats seem to tolerate cold fairly well and they remain active well into the fall. They can sometimes even be seen flying around on warm days in winter. This bat is useful consumer of insect pests, and beetles are a large percentage of its diet.

Evening Bat

Nycticeius humeralis
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Size: 4 inches long. Up to 0.5 an ounce.

Abundance: Found statewide and probably Florida’s most common bat.

Variation: 2 nearly identical subspecies occur in Florida.

Habitat: Swamps, stream corridors, and woodlands as well as woods openings and edge areas are used.

Breeding: 1 to 3 young are produced in late spring/early summer.

Natural History: Evening Bats are summer residents throughout the eastern half of the US but winter farther south where hibernation is not necessary. Most leave northern states by early fall, but some may stay into late fall. Summer roosts include hollow trees as well as buildings, and they do not seem to utilize caves as is the habit of many bat species. A wide variety of small insects are eaten, including species that are injurious to farm crops. The Evening Bat is a threatened species in its summer range in some northern states, but appears secure in Florida. Though widespread across much of the southeast, these are lowland and low plateau animals that avoid the higher elevations of the Appalachian Mountains. Most of these bats found in the northern portions of their range in summer are females, with the males apparently staying farther to the south.

Rafinesque’s Big-eared Bat

Corynorhinus rafinesquii
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Size: 3.75 inches and 0.4 of an ounce.

Abundance: Uncommon in north Florida, rare in south Florida.

Variation: No significant variation has been noted in this species in Florida.

Habitat: Woods, riparian areas. For roosting uses tree hollows, caves, beneath loose bark, and derelict buildings.

Breeding: Breeds in fall and gives birth to a single baby in spring.

Natural History: Rafinesque’s Big-eared Bat is found in Florida year-round. It may roost communally or singly, and like many bats it will sometimes roost among other species. Northern populations use caves, but in Florida it uses hollows in trees or under loose bark. Food is mostly moths (as much as 90 percent). More nocturnal than many bats, these bats do not fly at twilight, instead waiting for full darkness. Females congregate in “nursery roosts” in the spring to give birth. Young bats can fly at about 3 weeks and may live more than 10 years. This bat occurs rather sporadically throughout its range and it is a rare to uncommon species in Florida. It is most common in the panhandle and the northern third of the peninsula. It is quite rare in the southern half of the state. Regarded as a Species of Greatest Conservation Need by the FWC.

Seminole Bat

Lasiurus seminolus
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Size: 4.25 inches and 0.5 of an ounce.

Abundance: Common statewide except in Everglades where it is uncommon.

Variation: Some individuals show a “frosted” appearance to the fur.

Habitat: Found statewide in a variety of forested habitats. Often uses clumps of Spanish moss as a roosting site.

Breeding: Large litters for a bat with 1 to 4 pups born in May or June.

Natural History: Found statewide except for the Keys, this is one of the more common bat species in Florida. They are widespread across the southern United States but populations in more northerly regions migrate south in winter and swell the local populations in Florida. As with most other bats they feed on the wing, eating flying insects of all variety. They are commonly seen around street lights catching insects drawn to the light. As with other Lasiurus bats, they are mostly solitary animals that roost and forage singly. Their populations are regarded as secure, due in part to the fact that they are solitary animals that do not congregate in large colonies where the spread of disease can become a problem. They also avoid caves where the fungal disease “White-nose Syndrome” thrives and decimates so many cave dwelling bat species.

Northern Yellow Bat

Lasiurus intermedius
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Size: 5.25 inches and 0.75 of an ounce.

Abundance: Common throughout the state except for the Keys.

Variation: Fur color varies from yellowish to grayish brown.

Habitat: Forest edges and forest openings. Shows a preference for dead palm fronds as a roosting site.

Breeding: Capable of producing up to 4 pups per litter, born in May or June.

Natural History: A large bat with a wingspan of up to 16 inches. The range of this species is across the Lower Coastal Plain from South Carolina into Texas, mostly within a few dozen miles of the coast. This range closely coincides with the range of Spanish moss, which along with palm fronds is one of this bat’s favored microhabitats is for roosting. Like all Florida bats, this bat is strictly an insectivore. Collectively bats consume prodigeous amounts of flying insects nightly and their role in controlling pests like mosquitoes, gnats, biting midges, etc., would be hard to overstate. Florida residents should be encouraged to recognize the presence of bats in the neighborhood as a blessing rather than pests. Land owners can help the state’s bats by erecting bat houses and refraining from trimming dead palm fronds or clearing Spanish moss from tree branches.

Hoary Bat

Lasiurus cinereus
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Size: Maximum 5.5 inches. Weight 1 ounce.

Abundance: Very rare in northern Florida. Absent from southern Florida.

Variation: Females are on average slightly heavier than males.

Habitat: Another forest species that is seen in both rural and urban areas. Roosts are in edges of woodlands.

Breeding: Averages 2 pups born in mid-May to mid-June.

Natural History: This is the second largest bat species in Florida. The wingspan of the Hoary Bat can be up to 16 inches. Its name comes from the white-tipped hairs of the fur on its back. Despite being very rare in Florida, Hoary Bats have the greatest distribution of any American Bat. They summer as far north as Canada and winter in the coastal plain of the southeastern United States. They are apparently migrants that merely pass through Florida and are very rare in the state. They are most likely to be seen in Florida in October and November and again in February through May (Zinn and Baker, 1979). Oddly, the sexes segregate themselves following breeding and most of those seen in the eastern US in summer are females. Males summer farther west in the Great Plains, Rocky Mountains, or West Coast.

Eastern Red Bat

Lasiurus borealis
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Size: Maximum 5 inches. Up to 0.5 ounces.

Abundance: Common in north Florida. Uncommon on the peninsula.

Variation: Males conspicuously red, females chestnut frosted with white.

Habitat: Woodlands and edge areas in both rural and urban regions. Shows a preference for deciduous woodlands.

Breeding: Litter size is 1 to 4 with the pups born in late May or early June.

Natural History: In summer this species usually roosts in trees by hanging from a limb. Usually solitary but sometimes more than one bat will roost together. Roosting bats resemble dead leaves. Trees chosen for roosting are often at the edge of a woodland bordering an open field. This is a migratory species that summers in the northern US and winters farther to the south. The range is quite large and includes most of the United States east of the Rocky Mountains and much of southeastern Canada. Hibernation takes place in hollow trees or beneath leaf litter on the forest floor, a very unusual tactic for a bat! Though mainly nocturnal, this species often flies in daylight, especially in late afternoon or early evening. This bat and the other Lasiurus bats are among the more handsomely colored bat species in America.

Family - Molossidae (free-tailed bats)

Florida Bonneted Bat

Eumops floridanus
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Size: To 6.5 inches and weighs up to 2 ounces.

Abundance: Very rare and endangered. Found in southern Florida only.

Variation: No significant variation has been noted in this species in Florida.

Habitat: Little is known about the habitat requirements, but it is believed they favor open lands for foraging.

Breeding: Females give birth to a single pup. May have 2 broods annually.

Natural History: Florida’s largest and rarest bat. Formerly regarded as a subspecies of Mastiff Bat and not recognized as a distinct species until 2004. Being residents of southern Florida allows these bats to remain active year-round. Like other bats they feed on flying insects, but the Bonneted Bat can take much larger prey such as beetles and stinkbugs. They are known to use tree hollows, bat boxes, and in at least some instances, roofing tiles on occupied homes as roost sites. Because they are so rare and because they live in southern Florida, they may be vulnerable to natural disasters such as hurricanes. The current population estimate for this species puts it at only about 1,000 individuals, making this perhaps the world’s rarest bat. The Florida Wildlife Commision, working with other agencies and organizations, is currently exploring conservation needs for this species.

Brazilian Free-tailed Bat

Tarida brasiliensis
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Size: Maximum 3.75 inches. Up to 0.5 ounces.

Abundance: Very common. Maybe Florida’s most common bat species.

Variation: Several subspecies are known but no variation in Florida.

Habitat: Found statewide in a wide variety of habitats. Readily uses man-made bat boxes for roosting.

Breeding: Females give birth to a single pup in late spring.

Natural History: Unlike the vesper bats, Free-tailed Bats actually have a distinctly visible tail. The Brazilian Free-tailed bat is a widespread species that ranges across the southern half of North America from coast to coast. In most areas of its range, it uses caves both for roosting and hibernating. In Florida, they don’t hibernate and caves are scarce, so they often use cracks in bridges or Spanish Tile on building’s roofs. These bats have a distinctive musky odor and biologists familiar with the species can often detect the presence of large colonies just by using their nose. They are known to travel over 25 miles a night on their feeding forays. Another species of Free-tailed Bat, the Velvety Free-tailed Bat (Molossus molossus) is an uncommon resident of the Florida Keys.
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