Chapter 3—White-tailed Deer, Lake Sturgeon, American Alligator
This chapter highlights species that are points of focus during the fall months.  The following accounts and information on the white-tailed deer, lake sturgeon, and American alligator will explain why these species are important wildlife resources and what is being done to responsibly manage these species.  You can go directly to any of these sections by clicking on their name:  White-tailed Deer; Lake Sturgeon; American Alligator.

AMERICAN ALLIGATOR

The American alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) is a reptile that has changed little from its original form some 180 million years ago.  The overall range of the alligator extends from the southern tip of Texas through Florida and the coastal plain of North Carolina.  In Georgia, the alligator historically occurred throughout the coastal plain.  Today, its primary range is south of the Fall Line which roughly connects Columbus, Macon, and Augusta.  [Click here to see the range of alligators in Georgia and the Southeastern United States.]  There are an estimated 200,000 alligators in Georgia which occupy a variety of wetland habitats including swamps, marshes, rivers, lakes, farm ponds, drainage canals, and ditches.  At times alligators are found in less traditional habitats including ponds on golf courses, wandering around neighborhoods, and even swimming pools. 

Alligators are important predators in nature. They help maintain the population balance of certain prey species and they help shape and modify habitats. During times of severe drought, alligators are known to dig holes (gator holes) to concentrate water. These gator holes mean survival for the alligator, and they help many other species of plants and animals in the area survive as well.  Refer to the Alligator Fact Sheet for specific range, habitat, physical characteristics, nuisance, and alligator/human conflict descriptions.

Alligator Highlights

Alligators in Georgia probably remained numerous into the 1900s when populations began to decline, primarily due to inadequately controlled harvests and poaching.  A low point in their population in Georgia occurred sometime in the late 1960s.  Protection gained under the Endangered Species Act of 1966 and the amended Lacey Act in 1969 resulted in a gradual, but significant, increase in alligator populations in Georgia and the southeastern United States.  Because of significant increases in population levels throughout their range, alligators were removed from "total protection" status in 1987.  The alligator now has a status of "threatened due to similarity of appearance" because of its likeness to other crocodilians worldwide that still receive protection. The removal from total protection status allows Georgia and other southeastern states greater flexibility in managing alligator populations.

By 1989 Georgia’s alligator population had responded to its protective status so well that the number of reported nuisance complaints became greater than WRD associates could respond to in an effective and timely manner.  Georgia initiated a nuisance alligator program employing alligator agent-trappers to handle legitimate complaints of alligators 4 feet or greater in length.  Each year since 1989, agent-trappers have harvested an average of 443 alligators greater than 4 feet in length.  

To monitor trends in the statewide alligator population, an average of 14 survey routes (total miles surveyed annually average 138.05 miles) have been surveyed each year since 1989.  These surveys are run at night with spotlights, to count known and unknown length alligators in impoundments, lakes, coastal rivers and creeks, and inland rivers throughout alligator range.  With a statewide population of over 200,000 alligators, more than 400 of which were being harvested by agent-trappers annually, it was felt that alligators were a natural resource that could provide a sustainable harvest for Georgia’s sportsmen and sportswomen.  Additionally, it was felt that an alligator season would add value to a species that is currently viewed as a pest; would increase license revenues through the sales of alligator hunting licenses; and would have the potential to attract new hunters into the hunting population.

The American alligator is economically valuable and can be harvested sustainably; therefore, it is a good candidate for sustainable-use management.  Sustainable use is a world conservation strategy, and sustainable yield programs capitalize on the economic value of alligators as a means of promoting conservation.  Under a value-added conservation management program, monies from alligator harvesting provide funding for state alligator management and research programs, and encourage private landowners to maintain wetlands.

In 2003, 184 quota permit holders participated in a 2-week hunting season which was held in 5 zones in south Georgia.  This special quota hunt generated a tremendous amount of interest with 2,415 resident applications and 142 non-resident applications from 28 states including Alaska, Arizona, Utah, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, New York, and Maine.  Permit holders and their assistants were required to purchase a special alligator hunting license.  Sales of 260 alligator hunting licenses generated $13,000 during this first season.  Seventy-three of the 184 permit holders successfully harvested an alligator during this initial season which was generally well received by both the hunting and non-hunting public.

Alligator FAQs

Q:
How many species from the family Alligatoridae are native to the United States?

A:
Alligator mississippiensis or the American Alligator, is the only species native to the United States.

Q:
Can you purchase alligator products such as meat or items made from alligator leather?

A:
Yes.  Alligator products taken from legally harvested alligators or alligators grown on legal alligator farms are permissible to buy.

Q:
Where are alligators found in Georgia?

A:
In Georgia, alligators are typically found south of the fall line which roughly connects the cities of Columbus, Macon, and Augusta.  There is no evidence that alligator populations reproduce north of this fall line.  Any alligators found there were probably relocated by people.

Q:
What kinds of habitat do alligators occupy in Georgia?

A:
In the wild, alligators can be found in marshes, swamps, rivers, lakes, and farm ponds.  They are also occasionally found in ditches, neighborhoods, canals, roadways, golf courses, backyard ponds, and sometimes in swimming pools.

Q:
How old do alligators get?

A:
Alligators can live up to 60 years in captivity; however, they rarely live past 50 years in the wild.

Q:
How large do alligators get?

A:
Male alligators can grow up to 16 feet; however, 14 footers are rare.  Female alligators rarely get over 10 feet in length.  The largest alligator ever recorded was a 19 foot, 2 inch male from Louisiana that was killed in 1890.  Large alligators can reach weights of over 800 pounds.

Q:
When do alligator’s build their nests?

A:
Wild alligators mature sexually when they are 8 to 12 years old.  After breeding, females build nest mounds of vegetation and soil and deposit an average of 35 to 40 eggs during the latter part of June and the first part of July.  The eggs are covered with several inches of damp, decomposing vegetation.  This vegetation helps maintain the necessary temperature for incubation of the eggs.  The temperature during the first 3 weeks of incubation determines the sex of the developing baby alligators.  Although female alligators do not incubate their eggs, they often remain in the vicinity of the nest during the 65 to 70 day incubation period.

Q:
Are alligators predators?

A:
Alligators are both predator and prey.  Young alligators as well as mature adults are carnivores that eat almost anything they can catch while hatchlings and very young alligators are highly susceptible to predation by other animals.  Small alligators feed mainly on smaller prey such as snails, crayfish, frogs, insects, and other invertebrates.  Depending on their size, larger alligators may eat fish, turtles, snakes, frogs, crabs, waterfowl, wading birds, raccoons, beavers, otters, and young alligators.  If given the opportunity, they may take pets and smaller domestic animals such as calves, goats, and pigs that find their way into the alligators wetland habitat.  Carrion is readily eaten and may even be preferred because it is easier for them to tear apart and swallow.  Rocks, pieces of wood, bottles, and other items are often swallowed to aid digestion.

Q:
Do alligators attack their prey on land? 

A:
Alligators do not run down their prey (or people) on land.  Alligators will run on land to escape danger or, occasionally, to protect their nests.  When encountering an alligator on land, just walk away being careful not to get between the alligator and water, which is its escape route.

Q:
How often have alligators in Georgia attacked people?

A:
From 1980 – October 2001 there have been only 8 reported cases of alligator attacks on humans.  Six of these incidents happened as a result of the person stepping on or otherwise contacting a submerged alligator.  Two incidents were the result of the alligator mistaking the human for prey.  While only 1 unprovoked attack on a human has ever been reported in Georgia, alligators inhabit most wetland areas in south Georgia and the possibility of an attack, though remote, does exist.

Q:
How vulnerable are young alligators to predation?

A:
Hatchlings are 8 to 10 inches in length when they emerge from the nest and are very vulnerable to predation.  Hatchlings remain in groups called “pods” that are protected by the female alligator.  Even with this protection, about 80% of the young alligators will fall victim to raccoons, wading birds, snakes, otters, larger alligators, and other predators within their first 2 years.  Those that survive will grow about 8 to 10 inches per year for the first few years.

Q:
Do alligators make good pets?

A:
Alligators DO NOT make good pets.  It is illegal to feed a wild alligator or remove it from its habitat.  Some people delight in feeding alligators in spite of the danger to themselves and others.  Feeding alligators causes them to lose their natural fear of man and is strongly discouraged.  An alligator that associates people with food can be quite dangerous to people.

Teaching Resources

A number of Project WILD and Aquatic Project WILD activities emphasize concepts related to alligators as a natural resource and their relationships to people.  These activities, some of which are listed below, are excellent teaching resources and provide lesson plans for the teacher.

· Everybody Needs a Home

· The Hunter

· Quick Frozen Critters

· Are You Me?

Supplemental Information

· Guide to Alligator Hunting in Georgia – Booklet produced by the Georgia Department of Natural Resources regarding the history, biology, and harvest of American alligators in Georgia (requires adobe reader).

· American Alligator Fact Sheet– One-page fact sheet detailing information about alligators in Georgia (requires adobe reader).

Internet Resource Links

Following are a number of internet links to sites with a wealth of alligator information.

http://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/natsci/herpetology/brittoncrocs/csp_amis.htm
http://www.geocities.com/Heartland/5960/alligator.html
http://www.thewildones.org/Animals/gator.html
http://www.thebigzoo.com/Animals/American_Alligator.asp
http://www.eparks.org/marine_and_coastal/marine_wildlife/alligator.asp
http://www.pbs.org/kratts/world/na/alligator/
http://www.nps.gov/ever/eco/gator.htm
http://home.cfl.rr.com/gatorhole/
http://www.okefenokee.com/gators.htm
http://www.uga.edu/~srel/gators.htm
http://endangered.fws.gov/i/C0O.html
http://species.fws.gov/species_accounts/bio_alli.html
http://www.wildsanctuary.com/gator.html
http://www.flmnh.ufl.edu/natsci/herpetology/brittoncrocs/croccomm.html
http://www.sos.state.ga.us/state_capitol/education_corner/state_symbols.html
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ALLIGATOR FACT SHEET
HISTORY

The American Alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) has changed little from its original form some 180 million years ago.  Alligators were hunted to near extinction in the 1950’s and early 1960’s, but protective action by state and federal governments helped keep them from disappearing completely.

This type of protection allowed the alligator population to increase.  They were removed from “total protection” status in 1987.  The alligator now has a status of “threatened due to similarity of appearance” because of its likeness to other crocodilians worldwide that still receive protection.  The removal from total protection status allows Georgia and other southeastern states greater flexibility in managing alligator populations.

POPULATION

There are approximately 200,000 alligators in the state of Georgia.

RANGE

Alligators occur from the southern tip of Texas to the northeastern part of North Carolina.  In Georgia they are typically found south of the fall line (which roughly connects the cities of Columbus, Macon and Augusta).  There is no evidence that alligator populations reproduce north of the fall line and any found in these areas have probably been relocated there by humans.  Alligators usually remain in the area where they were born for two to three years and then begin looking for their own range.  Females generally have small home ranges while a male may occupy a range of more than two square miles.  Severe drought conditions may cause alligators to move considerable distances in search of suitable waters.

HABITAT

Alligators occupy a variety of wetland habitats in Georgia.  They are found in marshes, swamps, rivers, farm ponds and lakes in the wild, but also have been found in ditches, neighborhoods, drainage canals, roadways, golf course ponds and sometimes in swimming pools.  During the courtship and breeding season, April to May, alligators prefer open waters.  During the remainder of the year, males prefer open and deep waters while females seek out nesting habitat in shallow, heavily vegetated and secluded areas.

TRAITS

Alligators can live up to 60 years in captivity but in the wild they rarely live more than 50 years.  Male alligators can grow up to 16 feet in length, although 14 footers are rare, and female alligators can grow up to 10 feet.  After breeding, females lay an average of 35 to 40 eggs that incubate for about 65 days.  Alligators are about eight to ten inches in length when born.  About 20 percent of the young will survive to maturity, the others fall victim to predators such as raccoons, birds, snakes, otters and other alligators.  They grow approximately eight to ten inches per year for the first few years and will reach sexual maturity when they reach about six feet in length.  Large alligators can reach weights of over 800 pounds.  Alligators are carnivores and will eat almost anything they can catch.  During the first few years their diet consists mainly of small prey such as snails, crayfish, frogs, insects and other invertebrates.  Depending on their size, larger gators may eat fish, turtles, snakes, waterfowl, raccoons, beavers and otters.  Alligators also feed on carrion and given the opportunity they also may eat pets and smaller domestic animals, such as goats and pigs.

NUISANCE

In 1989, the Georgia Department of Natural Resources initiated a nuisance alligator program that allows licensed agent trappers to capture and harvest specific nuisance alligators over four feet in length.  A nuisance alligator is one that exhibits aggressive behavior toward humans, shows symptoms of some debilitating illness or injury, inhabits recreational waters intended primarily for swimming or attacks domestic animals.

ALLIGATOR/HUMAN CONFLICTS
From 1980-October 2001, there only have been eight reported cases of alligator attacks on humans in Georgia.  There have been no fatalities.  Six of these incidents happened as a result of the human stepping on or otherwise contacting a submerged alligator.  The remaining two incidents were a result of the alligator mistaking the human for prey.

BENEFITS

Alligators are important in nature.  They help maintain the population balance of certain prey species and they help shape and modify habitats.  During times of severe drought, alligators are known to dig holes (gator holes) to concentrate water.  This helps the alligator survive, and helps many other species of plants and animals in the area. 
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Range of the American alligator in the Southeastern U.S.
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Range of the American alligator in Georgia.

