
Alligator Presentation Script

Note to speaker: Bulleted text is animated in the presentation.

Slide 1: Introduction

Hi, my name is ____________ from _____________ and I’m here today to talk to you about the American Alligator, the state reptile here in Florida.

Slide 2: General Overview 

Today I’m going to talk about the alligator’s natural history and some general information about the alligator. Then, I’m going to discuss current issues such as the rapid population growth of Florida and the destruction of natural waterways and how they affect the conservation and management of alligator populations. Finally, I will finish up with tips on what to do if you encounter an alligator.
Slide 3: History of the name ‘alligator’

The name alligator has an interesting origin. The early Spanish-speaking settlers of the Gulf Coast named the alligator ‘el largato’, meaning ‘the lizard.’ The later English-speaking settlers mistook the name for ‘lagato’. Eventually the name evolved into alligator (McIlhenny, 1935).

Slide 4: Family Crocodilia

Up at the top of the slide is the scientific name of the American alligator, Alligator mississippiensis. 

· Alligators are reptiles, and belong to the order Crocodylia. Crocodilians as a group are extremely adaptable animals. The genus Alligator is over 18 million years old, and crocodilian fossils have been found across North America, in Wyoming, Nebraska, and even the Pacific Northwest. Two fossil species have been found in Florida, and one of those species is thought to be the ancestor of the American Alligator (Vliet, personal communication). 
· As I’m sure you know, they are often confused with crocodiles. The American crocodile is native to the United States, and is rare and only found in extreme southern Florida (Woodward & David, 1994).
· However, in the United States, the American alligator is the most common of two crocodilian species native to the US (Woodward & David, 1994). The nearest living relative of the American Alligator is the Chinese Alligator, which, as its name implies, is native to China (Vliet, personal communication).
Slide 5:  Range of the American Alligator

This is a map of the American Alligator’s range in the US. The alligator can be found all over the Southeast, including North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. Sometimes alligators travel up the Mississippi drainage system and can even be found in southern Arkansas and southeastern Okalahoma (Mazzoti & Brandt, 1994). Cold temperatures limit the alligator’s northern geographical range. Alligators cannot tolerate temperatures below 35oF (Vliet, personal communication).

Slide 6: Alligator Status

People have always hunted alligators. For several hundred years, alligators were hunted for their hides, to be made into belts, boots, and various other ‘fashionable’ accessories at the time. They were also hunted for food, and still are today. This had a huge impact on alligator populations, and for some time they were considered an endangered species. In fact, there has been a closed season on alligator hunting in Florida since 1962 (Woodward, personal communication).

· In 1967, they were federally considered endangered throughout their range (Woodward, personal communication). 
· They were officially removed from the endangered species list in 1987 due to recovery, but in areas of its range where it was still considered threatened or endangered. they are classified in Florida as threatened due to their similarity in appearance to the American Crocodile, another endangered species (Woodward, personal communication).
Slide 7: Alligator Hunting

Those with proper licenses and permits can only hunt alligators. In Florida, there is a random lottery for those interested in hunting alligators. Those chosen in the lottery can hunt a limited number of alligators. This hunting is permitted primarily for recreational and commercial harvest opportunities, and does not have a negative impact on the population (Woodward, personal communication).

Slide 8: Egg Harvesting

Egg harvesting is another way alligator populations are regulated. Eggs are dug up from incubating nests and incubated on an alligator farm (for commercial purposes) or in a laboratory (for research purposes). Once the eggs hatch, the alligators are raised for their meat and hide or are raised for research projects by state employees (Woodward, personal communication).

Slide 9: Alligators vs. Crocodiles

Many people often ask about the differences between alligators and crocodiles.

· Of these two pictures, which one is the alligator? Why do you think so? The alligator is on the right. Let’s discuss some differences between alligators and crocodiles.
Slide 10: Alligators

While they are similar in physical size, alligators and crocodiles have distinct physical differences. For instance, alligators have a broad, rounded snout and grayish or black coloration (Woodward & David, 1994). Alligators lack a salt excreting gland, which prevents them from residing in salt-water environments for any extended period of time.

Slide 11: Crocodiles

Crocodiles, on the other hand, have a narrow, pointed snout and light tan or brown coloration (Woodward & David, 1994). Crocodiles possess a salt excreting gland on the back of their tongue, which allows them to successfully reside in brackish or salt-water habitats.
Slide 12: Male Alligators

Now that we’ve discussed the differences between alligators and crocodiles, let’s talk about the differences between male and female alligators. Male alligators are larger than female alligators. Males can attain a size of up to 14 feet long and 1000 pounds (Woodward & David, 1994). Lengthwise, males reach sexual maturity at 6 to 7 feet. While the time it takes for alligators to reach sexual maturity varies, it takes males an average of 9-12 years to reach sexual maturity in Florida (Vliet, personal communication).

Slide 13: Female Alligators

Females do not grow as large as males. Females can attain a size of over 10 feet long and 250 pounds (Woodward & David, 1994). Females reach sexual maturity at 6 to 7 feet, which takes between 8 to 12 years in Florida (Vliet, personal communication). This picture shows a pregnant female.

Slide 14: Alligators & Salt water

· Alligators have a low tolerance for salt water. You may have seen an alligator once in a salt-water environment, but I can assure you it wouldn’t have been there for long. 

· Crocodiles can tolerate salt water because they have a gland in their tongue that excretes the excess salt. 

· Alligators lack this gland and are unable to rid their body of the excess salt and prevent water loss. This is especially true for smaller alligators. There is no definite amount of time that alligators can tolerate salt water, it depends on many factors such as the alligators size and the salinity of the water. (Vliet, personal communication)

· This picture shows the salt excreting gland on the tongue of a crocodile. The gland is located on the back of the tongue and is darkly pigmented (Vliet, personal communication). 

Slide 15: Habitat

· Alligators live in wetlands, canals, streams, ponds, lakes, and marshes where food sources are plentiful and there is plenty of room (Woodward & David, 1994). 

· Large populations are found in nutrient rich lakes and marshes (Woodward & David, 1994). This type of environment provides good nesting habitat and plenty of food.  Alligators eat a wide variety of items, including fish, mammals, birds, turtles, and they even eat other alligators. 

· Furthermore, many alligators can be found in artificial lakes, ponds, ditches, and even swimming pools. This usually results when smaller alligators leave their environment to find one where bigger alligators aren’t aggressive towards them (Vliet, personal communication). They can also turn up in these places if dry conditions exist. 

Slide 16: Courtship

Here’s a picture of two alligators during courtship. During courtship, males and females do a lot of tactile touching around the snout.
Slide 11: Alligators have a very low tolerance for saltwater. This is not to say that you will never find an alligator in a salt-water environment. Alligators can be found in salt-water environments; however, they will not remain in that environment for long. While there is no definitive time limit for how long they can remain in salt-water environments, we do know that the reason they cannot tolerate the salt water is because of their body’s inability to rid itself of the excess salt. Crocodiles have a gland in their tongue that rids their body of excess salt; and that’s why you may have seen or heard about salt-water crocodiles before. Alligators lack this gland, and being in a saline environment for an extended period of time causes them to gain salt and lose water rapidly. This is usually more rapid and more troublesome for smaller alligators, which obviously have less body mass than larger alligators. Thus, alligators prefer to live in wetlands, where there are plenty of nutrients and adjacent marshes for nesting. Of course this is their preferred habitat. I’m sure many of you have seen an alligator living in a pond on a golf course, or maybe in a large ditch or retention pond. This is usually due to the fact that alligators prefer to live moderately spread out from one another. When they cannot live a preferable distance from one another, the larger male alligators become very aggressive and will sometimes eat or push out the smaller juveniles or subadults. Thus, many smaller alligators go looking for a home where they won’t be bothered by larger males. 

Slide 12: Here’s a cute picture of two courting alligators, which leads us to the topic of courtship.

Slide 17: Courtship

When springtime rolls around, love is definitely in the air for alligators.

· Courtship takes place in April, followed by mating sometime in mid-May until the first days of June. 

· Males have very interesting courtship displays. Males have a dance they do in the water, where the water will ripple off their backs in a really neat pattern. 

· Males also have a courtship bellow to attract females. This photo shows a male alligator bellowing to attract a female.  

· Here’s an audio clip of a male bellowing. Courtship takes place in deep water (preferably) between dominant, territorial males and females who respond to the male’s displays. While males may establish territory on a temporary basis, males do not permanently establish territory, nor do they always prevent other males from entering their “territory.” When males do establish territory, it doesn’t have distinct boundaries and is not kept for any distinct period of time. (Vliet, personal communication)

Slide 18: Nesting

After mating, females seek an area to build a nest. In this picture, the mound in front is a nest of incubating alligator eggs, and behind it we see mama alligator about to charge out of the water at the photographer to protect her nest.

Slide 19: Nesting

· This is an aerial photo of an alligator nest.

· Females build nests about one month after courtship and mating takes place (Vliet, personal communication). 

· Females build nests near the water so she can defend the nest from predators (Woodward & David, 1994). 

· To build a nest, the female uses her fore and hind limbs to scrape up the immediate vegetation. She also uses her mouth to tear vegetation out of the water. She then uses this vegetation to build a mound that the nest will rest upon. The mound consists of surrounding dirt, debris, leaves, and whatever else the habitat may contain (Vliet, personal communication). 

· Nests vary in size, but most nests are 2 to 3 feet high and 5 to 7 feet wide (Woodward & David, 1994; Mazzoti & Brandt, 1994).

Slide 20: Egg Laying
After building her nest, the females lay their eggs. The eggs go into a cavity at the top of the nest that the female has dug out with her legs. When the female gets ready to lay her eggs, she crawls on top of the nest and positions herself where the eggs will fall into the proper place. She then goes into a trance-like state and pushes out the eggs. Alligator researchers have reported that you could walk up to a female laying her eggs, and grab an egg, and she wouldn’t be aware of it. However, this is in no way recommended. (Vliet, personal communication)

· Most egg laying in Florida in late June through early July (Woodward, personal communication). This egg laying is highly synchronized, and female alligators in a given area often lay their eggs within a few days of each other (Vliet, personal communication).

· Females lay from 20-60 eggs and cover them up with more vegetation after they are laid (Mazzoti & Brandt, 1994). 

· Females usually stay close to the nest to protect it, because they are a yummy snack to predators such as raccoons, otters, skunks, and bears, depending on where the nest is (Mazzoti & Brandt, 1994). 

Slide 21: Egg Development

Here’s a little guy or girl ready to come out of his shell, so let’s talk about how he or she develops inside the nest.

Slide 22: Egg Development

· Nests usually incubate for 65 to 68 days (Woodward & David, 1994). 

· Perhaps one of the most fascinating facts about alligators is how sex is determined. Sex is determined by the egg incubation temperature during the first month of incubation (Vliet, personal communication). 

· Most nests are either 100% males or 100% females (Vliet, personal communication). Thus, the location of the nest determines the sex of the hatchlings. 100% female nests come from both warm and cool nests, at temperatures below 87.8oF and above 95oF (Woodward, personal communication).

·  100% male nests come from temperatures between 90.5 and 92.3oF. Mixed-sex nests come from temperatures between 87.8 and 89.6oF. (Woodward, personal communication)

Slide 23: Baby ‘Gators

When baby gators are ready to hatch out of their eggs, they make grunting noises that alert their mother to clear the vegetation on top of the nest and help them out of the egg. Let’s listen to an audio clip of this grunt. Newly hatched gators are usually 9-10 inches in length, and once freed, they are either carried in their mother’s mouth to the water or head to the water on their own. (Vliet, personal communication) 

Slide 24: Juveniles

· As I discussed earlier, juvenile alligators are often times pushed out of the most favorable or preferred habitats by larger alligators, and that’s why they can be found in many human-made freshwater environments today. They also move away from larger adult alligators on their own, in order to survive. In adverse conditions, larger alligators will prey upon the smaller juvenile alligators for food. (Vliet, personal communication)

· It takes between 9 and 10 years for a juvenile to reach 6 feet long (Vliet, personal communication). Growth rate depends on several factors, such as diet, temperature, and sex (Woodward & David, 1994). 

· Alligators will eat anything. The larger they are, the larger the prey they will eat. Juveniles and subadults eat crustaceans, fish, small mammals, and birds (Woodward & David, 1994). 

Slide 25: Cold-blooded Reptiles

 Like snakes, alligators are cold blooded and depend on external sources of heat to keep their bodies warm. The gator in this picture is basking in the sun. Alligators are most active at warmer temperatures, and prefer temperatures between 82-92oF (Woodward & David, 1994). They stop feeding when temperatures drop below 70oF, and become dormant at temperatures below 55oF (Woodward & David, 1994). Obviously, they can remain active longer here in Florida, especially in South Florida, where the temperatures are warmer during the winter months. 

Slide 26: Alligator Dens

Alligators do not hibernate, but they build dens to stay warm. They also may use dens to escape drought and heat.  The dens are built into the bank, and vary in size. Usually dens will only be big enough for one alligator, with room for him to turn around so he can face the opening (Vliet, personal communication). There will be room for an air space (Vliet, personal communication). Field researchers have found dens, however, that house several alligators, and one even had a sort of shelf for an alligator to completely come out of the water (Vliet, personal communication). Just like everything else we’ve discussed today, dens vary with habitat and conditions. This picture is of a den found in the Everglades. 

Slide 27: ‘Gator Holes

Alligators in the Everglades and other shallow wetland habitats make depressions in the marsh to form what are known as gator holes (Percival, personal communication). Like dens, gator holes vary in size. Over time, alligators will wallow out an area in the water, forming a depression in the sand that is deeper than the rest of the surrounding area (Percival, personal communication). These depressions become very ecologically important during dry conditions, when water levels are low in the Everglades. During dry conditions, gator holes continue to hold water, serving as a habitat for aquatic species and as a water source for a variety of other animals (Percival, personal communication). As you can see, this photo shows a gator hole in the Everglades during dry water conditions.

Slide 28: Did you know….?

Now for some fun facts. 

· Did you know that an alligator’s teeth were believed to be a magical ward against snakebite, since alligators were thought to be immune to the bite of a poisonous snake (Godwin, 2000)? This isn’t true, it is just very hard for a poisonous snake to inject its venom into the alligator’s hard scaly skin. Furthermore, snake venom is adapted for warm-blooded animals, and does not affect cold-blooded alligators (Vliet, personal communication).

· Alligators have 74-80 teeth that will grow back if broken off (Meers & Britton, 1999).

· Alligators can crush prey in their jaws with a force of 3000 pounds per square inch (Godwin, 2000). 

· If the prey are small enough, Alligators can swallow their food whole (Godwin, 2000). Alligator’s teeth are conically shaped and are made for grabbing and holding, not tearing or cutting (Godwin, 2000). When alligators capture large prey, they may shake their heads or spin their bodies in order to tear off a piece to swallow (Godwin, 2000). Other times, alligators will simply store then animal underwater and return to eat it later (Vliet, personal communication). Alligators often hold prey in their mouths to keep it from other alligators looking for a snack and to also ensure that the animal is actually dead (Vliet, personal communication).

Slide 29: Current Issues

Now that I’ve told you some background about alligators and their natural history, let’s move on to some current issues concerning the American Alligator in Florida. The three of the largest factors affecting alligators today are urbanization, agriculture, and water conditions. 

Slide 30: Urbanization and Agriculture

As I’m sure many of you know, people are moving into Florida at an incredibly rapid rate. Latest estimates indicate that over 1000 people are moving into Florida each day. Housing subdivisions, shops, and businesses are being built where there wasn’t anything but wilderness several years ago. All of this building often means less habitat for alligators and increases alligator’s proximity to humans. Reducing habitat can put alligators on the move for a new habitat, where they can end up in a golf course pond or even a swimming pool (Vliet, personal communication). On the other had, reduced habitat can also result in many alligators clustered in one water spot. Sometimes this isn’t a problem, but other times the alligators can become aggressive towards each other. Furthermore, building homes near what used to be an alligator’s backyard increases their proximity to humans, which can be dangerous for both the alligator and perhaps your pets.  In regards to agriculture, vast areas of wetlands were dried-out in order to cultivate crops.

Slide 31: Water Issues in South Florida

The aspect of water conditions has different implications in Northern and Central Florida than it does in South Florida, where the everglades are located. One of the major problems facing alligators in the Everglades in South Florida is unnatural water patterns. This can be attributed to the altering of the waterways for development and water control (Percival, personal communication). Alligators can easily adapt to changing water conditions, but recent research indicates that the severe changes in the amount and duration of water on the marsh puts severe stress on alligators (Percival, personal communication). While alligators prefer deep water for courtship and mating, deep waters disperse their food sources, and many are underweight (Chopp, personal communication). In addition, higher water levels can flood the nests, and that often kills all of the incubating eggs (Chopp, personal communication). Furthermore, areas where water is limited concentrate alligator food sources around gator holes, until no food remains (Percival, personal communication). Finally, the clearing of many of the natural areas around South Florida is further reducing alligator habitats, which could lead to cannibalism due to many being clustered together in one small area. 

Slide 32: Water Issues in North & Central Florida

Water issues in Northern and Central Florida are quite different. 

· While many animals do not survive or are not healthy in polluted environments, alligators can do well in polluted or eutrophic environments (Percival, personal communication). Eutrophic waters appear green or cloudy in color and contain many excess nutrients from natural sources such as algae or human-made sources such as fertilizers.

· However, in polluted environments that contain a lot of human-made chemicals, researchers are finding alligators with certain disease and nutrition deficiencies and are unsure of their causes (Percival, personal communication).

· Recent work also shows that hatchling success is declining in some areas, along with alligator die-offs (Woodward, personal communication). Research is still being done to examine the causes of these die offs and low hatchling success.

Slide 33: Alligators & You

Now that we’ve discussed some of the problems alligators face, let’s talk about alligators and your family. We’ll talk about what to do when an alligator is close by, what to do if you find an alligator in your swimming pool, and problems associated with feeding an alligator.

Slide 34: Alligators & You

· While alligators are rarely aggressive towards adults, they have been reported to go after dogs, small livestock, and children (Woodward & David, 1994). 

· They have the ability to gauge the size of their prey, and while you may be too big, pets are sometimes are just the right size. 

· So, if you or your family members encounter an alligator, keep your distance. 

· If they do charge after you out of the water, don’t bother running in a zigzag pattern. That is merely a myth that running this way is a good way to escape from an alligator. Just be sure to run very quickly in the opposite direction. Alligators are not suited for running far on land, so chances are you won’t be chased very far. They cannot run very fast for very long, and their short legs don’t get them very far. (Vliet, personal communication)

Slide 35: ‘Gators in Swimming Pools

If you find an alligator in your pool, or if there is an alligator in your neighborhood that is posing a problem, call the Florida Fish & Wildlife Conservation Commission in emergencies (for northcentral Florida 1-800-342-8105), check the government listings of your phone book for the number of your regional office. Alligators usually go into pools for reasons we discussed earlier. Subadults are usually pushed out by larger adults and they leave to find a place where they aren’t threatened. The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission has a nuisance alligator program that removes problem alligators from designated areas. Alligators that are determined to be a nuisance are removed. Alligators fewer than 4 feet long are relocated; alligators over 4 feet long are killed (Woodward, personal communication).

Slide 36: DO NOT FEED THE ALLIGATORS!

No matter where you are or how safe you are, never feed an alligator. In Florida, it is actually illegal to feed a wild alligator. Feeding alligators causes them to lose their fear of humans, which usually causes the alligator to become a nuisance and ultimately sentences it to death (Vliet, personal communication). Nuisance alligator procedures will be carried out, as necessary. While alligators will eat things such as bread and even marshmallows, they only eat it because it’s easy to see, and it isn’t necessarily of nutritional value to them. Several years ago on the University of Florida campus, the fraternity and sorority members used to go down to Lake Alice and feed the alligators marshmallows. The alligators soon began to associate people with marshmallows and would charge up the bank at people passing by, hoping to get something to eat. Alligator experts had to recondition the alligators to stay away from the bank and away from people. This is a good example of why wild alligators shouldn’t be fed. 

Slide 37: Alligator Do’s and Don’ts

Let’s review some alligator do’s and don’ts.

· Do keep your distance from alligators. 

· Do keep an eye on your children and pets if you are in an area where alligators have been seen to frequent. 

· Do swim only in designated areas of lakes or other freshwater areas. These areas are designed to keep alligators out and you safe.

· Again, don’t feed any alligator.

· Don’t approach any alligator. Just because an alligator may let you get very close to it, it does not mean that you should.

· Finally, don’t swim at dusk or at night. Alligators feed more at these times, so swimming while alligators are out looking for a snack is not a safe idea. 

Slide 38: Summary

Now that I’ve told you a great deal about alligators, let’s review some pertinent facts.

· They are large carnivorous reptiles that inhabit freshwater habitats throughout Florida.  They are cold-blooded which means they are dependent on external sources of heat.

· Courtship and mating occur in the spring, followed by nesting in the summer months.

· Gator holes are important to the ecology of the Everglades.  These holes provide habitat for a variety of aquatic species and function as a water source for many animals (especially during droughts).

· The major threats to alligators in Florida are rapid urbanization and changing water conditions.

Slide 39: Summary

· Do not feed the alligators!  They will become tame and can be a nuisance.

· For nuisance gators, call the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

Slide 40: For more information

If you are interested in learning more about alligators, contact your regional Florida Fish & Wildlife Conservation Commission office for written information. There are a wide variety of alligator sites on the Internet as well. 

www.crocodilian.com , 

www.ifas.ufl.edu/AgriGator/gators, and 

http//:home.cfl.rr.com/gatorhole 

The above links are interesting and informative websites about alligators and have plenty of links to other great alligator websites.
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