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Introduction

This report is a compilation of information obtained between 1981 and 2003 on Florida panthers
(Puma concolor corvi) in Big Cypress National Preserve south of Interstate 75 (SBICY), the
current study area for panther research and monitoring conducted by the National Park Service
(NPS). Annual survey efforts, initiated in 1978, revealed that only a few panthers inhabited the
study area. When FWC began a panther monitoring program using radio-telemetry in 1981, their
capture efforts focused where panther sign was most abundant, 1.e., the Fakahatchee Strand
Preserve State Park (FAKA), the Bear Island and Comn Dance Units of Big Cypress, and private
lands. In the first 8 years of capture work, only 2 males were caught in SBICY and 1 female was

treed but left unhandled because of her poor condition.

The National Park Service commenced survey and capture work in SBICY in 1988 to ascertain
why there was an apparent scarcity of panthers there. A éooperative effort between NPS and
FWC provided an increasing sample of collared panthers with which to assess their status in
SBICY. Today, with the panther population’s expansion in SBICY, National Park Service’
involvement in panther research has also increased. Currently all panther-related work, including
planning, funding, capturing, and monitoring in SBICY is conducted by NPS under an
Endangered Species Permit from FWS and a Special Purpose Permit from FWC.

Study Area

The study area, SBICY, represents 74% (217,409 ha) of Big Cypress, a 295,142-ha unit of NPS,
situated in south Florida in Collier, Monroe, and Dade Counties. The enabling legislation of Big
Cypress allowed for continued recreational and commercial uses, such as hunting, off-road
vehicle operation, and oil extraction. Big Cypress was also designated a state wildlife
management area for recreational hunting, and, as such, has been divided into “units” to allow
flexibility in management and regulatory decision-making (Figure 1). These units are used in
this document to identify specific areas. The area has further been divided into “blocks” to

quantify panther survey and capture efforts (Figure 1 in Appendix A).
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Big Cypress encompasses almost half of a unique water-dependen ecosystem called Big Cypress
Swamp. Unlike the Everglades, it is still a relatively pristine wetland system. Nearly 80 percent
of'the rain normally falls during the 6-month wet season of May through October and averages

135 c¢m per year (Schneider et al. 1996).

The most recent classification of the vegetation of Big Cypress has been done by Welch et al
(1999) to provide consistency with the mapping of other public lands in the south Florida region.
The most significant change is that some areas formerly classified as marsh, such as the
Stairsteps Unit, are now defined as prairie. The consolidation of Welch’s 89 habitat types into 7
general categories results in the following breakdown for SBICY: cypress 50%; prairie 16%;
marsh 13%; pineland 13%; mixed hardwood swamp 4%%; hardwood hammock 3%; and
mangrove 1%. “Disturbed” habitat, including exotic plants and areas of human influence such as

roads, accounted for less than 810 ha in SBICY.

Only 285 km of roads are found in SBICY. Two paved roads, Interstate-75 (formerly Alligator
Alley) and Highway 41, run east-west through the northern and southern portions respectively
from State Road 29 (S R 29) to Conservation Area 3A. Four unpaved roads, Birdon,
Wagonwheel, Tumer River, and Loop, account for 97 kms. State Road 29 is a paved road that
borders Big Cypress on the west. The southern boundary joins Everglades National Park and the

eastern boundary is partially separated from Water Conservation Area 3 A by a levee (L-28).

A deer and hog hunting season runs from September through December. The 5-year (1996-2001)
average for hunter pressure is 15,435 man-days, with a mean harvest of 253 deer (bucks only)

and 75 hogs. These represent a sample of the actual harvest (Adams and Bozzo 2002).

The operation of off-road vehicles (ORV) has created a trail system that has increased in recent
times. Duever et al. (1986) mapped 250 km of ORV trails from 1953 maps and over 1,100 km

from 1973 maps. Welch et al (1999) delineated over 46,774 km of trails or trail remnants within
Big Cypress that were visible on aerial photos. Janis and Clark (2002) determined that panthers

showed some avoidance of these irails during periods of increased vehicle activity. The obvious

aesthetic concerns and the probabie impacts on soils, vegetation, and wildlife prompted the
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development of an ORV management plan that restricts ORV travel to designated trails

(National Park Service 2000).

Methods

Capture and Monitoring

Over the past 23 years, the capture and radio-collaring of panthers by FWC has evoived into a
safe and efficient operation. The NPS team has benefited trom this expertise and has utilized
similar capture techniques.

The daytime resting sites of the monitored panthers were determined 3 times per week using
telemetry from a fixed-wing aircraft. The methodology used by SBICY to determine each
location diverged somewhat from the EVER and FWC monitoring protocol. Big Cypress staff
determined the general location of each panther at 150 m above the ground, but then made
several passes at 60 m to further define it. Flights conducted by other agencies did not descend
below 150 m. Low-level passes have been necessary, however, in SBICY to obtain accurate
locations and habitat use because of the complexity and intermingling of vegetative types.
Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) coordinates of each location were then determined using

a geo-referenced coverage of the study area.

Data Analysis

The dataset used in this report consists of all telemetry locations of radio-collared panthers that
had been located in SBICY between 1981 and June 30, 2003. The locations on radio-collared
panthers prior to 1988 and outside the study area were obtained by FWC and EVER staff. On
days when more than 1 location per panther was obtained, only 1 location was used. The

locations generated by FWC in 1984 and 1985 were not available.

Home range, i.e., the area where a panther restricts the majority of its movements, was
determined for panthers that had more than 5% of their locations in SBICY, had more than 50
datapoints, and were considered to be adults. Females were considered to be adults at 18 months
or older and males at 24 months or older, based on known ages when panthers in SBICY first
bred. Residents were defined as adults that had continuous use of the area for greater than 6

months. Dispersers inhabited SBICY ror less than 6 months. Immigrants dispersed from some

Lid




other locality, and thev may or may not have established residency within the study area.
Emigrants were panthers that were born in SBICY but dispersed completely outside the study

area.

Maps were generated using the ArcView 3.2 Animal Movement program extension (Hooge and
Eichenlaub 1997). Home ranges are shown as minimum convex polygons with a 5% outlier
removal. The home range maps delineate the locations obtained during dispersal and those
comprising MCP home range when the panthers were aduits. The home ranges of #16 and 23
were determined using only their locations in SBICY due to computer limitations in handling

their large datasets.

Results

Since 1981, a total of 37 radio-collared panthers have been documented in SBICY. Two males,
#201 and #203, were removed from the population as kittens in 1992 and captive-reared as part
of the captive breeding program. They were released into SBICY in 1997 in an effort to provide
a breeding male for the population. Since neither survived in the wild, they are not included in

this report.

Table 2 shows the 35 radio-collared panthers that inhabited SBICY since monitoring began, the
extent of their use of SBICY, where they originated, and their status. Fourteen panthers were
excluded from home range analysis for the following reasons: Five panthers, #s 2, 6, 9, 37, and
54 inhabited SBICY for less than 5% of their locations (Figures 2 to 5). Two panthers, #1 and
120, had fewer than 50 locations (Figures 6 and 7). Seven dispersing juvenile males, #s 33, 44,

76, 90, 92, 108, and 119 had not established home ranges (Figures 8 to 14).

2003 Capture Season

Six panthers, 5 females and 1 male, were captured and handled by the NPS capture team in 2003.
Three were recollared, 1 had a failed collar replaced. and 2 panthers had not been handled
previously (Table 1). Capture and biomedical data was submitted to FWC post-capture.

Biomedical results on these 6 panthers are contained in the annual report submitted by FWC.




Appendix A, Big {vpress National Preserve 2003 Florida Panther Capture Season Report,

summarizes this past vear’s survey and capture efforts by NPS.

Background on the Radio-collared Panthers in the SBICY Study Area

This section provides background information on each panther that has inhabited SBICY with

emphasis on the panthers that were captured this year by the NPS team.

FP #1
This male was first captured in FAKA on February 10, 1981, at an estimated 10 years of age,

His home range encompassed both FAKA and Big Cypress, with 70% in SBICY (Figure 7). He
was killed by a vehicle on I-75 on December 14, 1983.

FP #2
This male was first captured in FAKA on February 20, 1981, at an estimated 10 years of age.
His home range was in FAKA, although he was located on a few occasions in the Deep Lake

Unit of SBICY (Figure 2). He died on November 29, 1984 of intraspecific aggression.

FP #6

This male was first captured in the Com Dance Unit of SBICY on February 27, 1982, at an
estimated 6 to 8 years of age. For the next 6 weeks, he was located within a small area in Mullet
Slough. Concern over these small movements warranted a ground check of his status. His
remains were retrieved on April 16, 1982, He likely had died soon after the capture, but the lack
of movement was not detected due to the habitat similarity, lack of distinguishabie landmarks,
and multiple observers. Based on his small movements post-capture, his death may have been

capture-related. No locations were available on this panther.

P #7
This male was first captured in the Corn Dance Unit of SBICY on March 2, 1982 at an estimated
6 to 7 years of age. His home range included SBICY (52%) and Water Conservation Area 3A

and encompassed 671 km” while there (Figure 15). Contact was lost with him due to collar
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failure until he was recapturad in FAK A on January 26, 1985, Data on his use of FAKA were not

available. He was killed by a vehicle on State Road 29 on October 26, 1985,

FP #9
This female was first captured on January 26, 1985 in FAKA at an estimated 3 to 4 years of age.
Her area of use was FAKA, but on 2 flights she was located in the Deep Lake Unit of SBICY

(Figure 3). She was last recollared in 1994 at an estimated 13 years of age.

FP #16

This male was first captured in EVER on January 12, 1987 at an estimated 12-14 months of age.
He crossed Shark River Slough and entered SBICY for the first time on March 27, 1990. He
ranged between SBICY and EVER but spent the majority of his time in SBICY until 1995 when
2 female cougars from Texas were released into EVER. After that, he never returned to SBICY.
While in SBICY (31% of all locations), he inhabited 747 km* but did not sire any offspring
there. He died of unknown causes east of EVER in January of 2000 at the age of 14 years.

FP #23
This female was first captured in EVER on March 18, 1987 at the estimated age of 5 to 6

months. She was abandoned at 6 months of age as a result of capture activities and was raised in
captivity for 13 months, released back into the wild for 5 months, fared poorly, and was placed in
captivity for another 4 months. Her second return to EVER was on February 22, 1989. On
March 6 of the following year, she crossed Shark River Slough and entered SBICY on March 9,
1990. This 75-km dispersal movement from EVER to her home range center in SBICY is the
largest recorded for a female Florida panther. Her home range while in SBICY encompassed
982 km” (Figure 17). She denned 5 times between 1990 and 1995, 3 of which failed. Her 2
kittens were removed from her 1992 den for captive breeding. One female (#55) was collared

from her only successful den. FP #23 died of unknown causes in November of 2001 at the

estimated age of 13 years.




FP #33

This male was captured on March 5, 1989 in the Stairsteps Unit of SBICY at the estimated age
of 1.5 to 2 years. He inhabited SBICY until July when he moved north, crossed 1-73, and resided
in northern Big Cypress and private lands (Figure 8). He died on November 25, 1989 of rabies.
The origin of this panther is unknown, however, his age and movements indicate that he was a

dispersing juvenile.

FP #37

This male was first captured on January 30,1990 in FAKA, at an estimated age of 3 to 4 years.
He was l‘ocated in the Deep Lake Unit of SBICY on several flights (Figure 4). He was killed by a
vehicle on S. R. 29 on November 29, 1990.

FP #38
This female was first captured on February 8, 1990 in the Corn Dance Unit of SBICY at the

estimated age of 4.5 years. Her home range encompassed SBICY (56%) and Water
Conservation Area 3A and consisted of 119 km® (Figure 18). She associated with male panthers
on almost a monthly basis but never denned, and, as a result, was removed from the wild on May
18, 1993 for medical evaluation. Surgery revealed that her reproductive tract was normal. She
was returned to her home range on May 28 and continued her monthly associations with male

panthers. She died on June 22, 1995 of pleuritis, the etiology of which was unknown.

FP #42

This male was born in EVER in April of 1989 and first captured on March 6, 1990 at 1 year of
age. He crossed Shark River Slough and tirst entered SBICY on July 23, 1991 where he
remained. His home range encompassed 404 km?” (Figure 19). After living south of Hwy 41 for
5 months, he crossed the road and bred with females #23 and 38. He sired 3 females during his
life; 1 died during dispersal, | (#55) has been a breeder in SBICY, and the status of the third is

unknown. He died of unknown causes on June 22, 1995 at the age of 6 years.
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P #44

This male was born in the Addition Lands north of I-75 in November of 1990. He was first
captured as a 6-month-old on April 30, 1991. During dispersal he made extensive movements
into the city of Naples, FAKA, Shark River Slough and finally into SBICY (Figure 9). Resident
male #42 killed him there on July 6, 1993.

FP #54

This male was born in the Addition Lands north of I-75 in March of 1992. He was first captured
February 10, 1993 at 1 year of age. His home range encompassed the Florida Panther National
Wildlife Refuge (FPNWR) and FAKA, with only 6 locations in SBICY (Figure 5). His collared

failed prematurely, therefore, his status is unknown.

FP #55

This female is the only known offspring of FP #23 to survive in the wild. She was born on
December 12, 1992 in the Corn Dance Unit of SBICY and first captured on January 25, 1994 at
2 years of age. She dispersed at 14 months of age and established a 490-km* home range in the
Turner River Unit of SBICY (Figure 20). She was first bred at 19 months of age and has denned
7 times of which 2 dens have failed. i.e., the kittens died prior to leaving the den. Of the 10
kittens she produced, 2 have been collared of which one is still living. The status of 4 is

unknown.

The NPS capture team recollared #55 on April 4, 2003 at the age of 10 years. She was in
excellent physical condition, weighing 36 kg (80 Ibs.), more than cn any previous handling. The
possible presence of chronic hepatic insufficiency (K.G. Charlton, FWC veterinarian) during
#55’s previous handling in 2000 were not apparent this year. Her alkaline phosphatase and
gamma glutamine transferase were within range, although her albumin was still slightly low. FP

#55 continues to associate with adult males although her last den was over a year ago.

FP #60

This male was first captured in Big Cypress on March 6, 1996 at an estimated 6 months of age.

He established his home range in the FPNWR and FAKA with only brief excursions into
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SBICY. Since December of 2002, however, he has remained in SBICY, inhabiting a 169-km
home range (Figure 21). While in SBICY he has associated both with a resident breeding male

and resident females and has possibly sired the most recent kittens of female #93.

¥P #70

This female was born on May 7, 1997 in the Turner River Unit of SBICY. She and her sibling
were the first offspring of TX 107, one of the 2 Texas cougars released into SBICY in 1995. FP
#70 was first captured on February 25, 1998 at the age of 10 ménths and dispersed at the age of
16 months to the western Turner River Unit where she established a 377-km” home range
(Figure 22). Her first litter, sired by FP #79, was born June 14, 1999, Two females and I male
were marked at the den, radio-coliared while still with her, and were raised to dispersal. FP#70’s

collar malfunctioned on January 24, 2000.

She was recollared on March 10, 2003 by the NPS capture team. She weighed 44 kg (97 Ibs.)
and was in good health. During subsequent tracking, it was found that she was raising 2 kittens,

estimated at 6 months of age.

EP #71

This female, the sibling of FP #70, was barn on May 7, 1997 in the Turner River Unit of SBICY.
She was first captured on March 5, 1998 at the age of 10 months, left her mother at the age of 16
months, and dispersed to the Addition Lands south of I-75. She established a 300-km® home
range that borders [-75 (Figure 23). Her first litter, sired by #79, was born June 18, 1999. Two
males and 2 females were marked at the den. Two were subsequently radio-collared; one likely
died early based on observations of the family, and the status of the fourth is unknown. FP#71’s

collar malfunctioned on July 10, 2000 and no efforts have been made to recapture her since then.

FP #76

This male was first captured on January 13, 1999 on the FPNWR at an estimated 22 months of
age. He was one of 3 males that have been documented to be bilaterally cryptorchid. On March

31, 1999, he crossed I-75 south into SBICY. His dispersal movements centered in FAKA and
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SBICY (58% of locations) {Figure 10), until his death cn November 13, 1999 from intraspecific

aggression.

FP #79

This male was born to one of the introduced Texas cougars (#101) on the Seminole Indian
Reservation in September of 1995. He was first captured on March 3, 1999 at 3.5 years of age in
the Turner River Unit of SBICY, over 25 km from his birth site. He has been the dominant
breeder in SBICY since then, and has inhabited a 1,304-km* home range (Figure 24). He has

sired the kittens of at least 11 of 16 (69%) of the known dens documented in SBICY since 1997.

FP #86

This female was born in SBICY to FP #71 on June 18, 1999. She was first captured on February
21, 2000 at 8 months of age. She dispersed at 12 months and established a 141-km® home range
in the Corn Dance Unit (Figure 25). When handled on February 27, 2001, it was noted that she
had a healed left distal tibial fracture. During the April 1, 2003 workup, a bony calcification of
the left proximal metatarsal was noted. Employees of an cil extraction company within the home
range of #86 have reported on several occasions that they have observed a panther that limps.
These sightings coincide with her location during monitoring flights within the same timeframe.
FP #86 was assessed to be in very good physical condition during the 2003 workup, however,
she weighed only 29 kg (64 lbs) at the age of 3.5 years. A grade Il out of VI protosystolic heart
murmur was noted. It is possible that her metatarsal injury may contribute to the fact that she
hasn’t shown any indications of denning behavior in spite of having been with a male panther on

several occcasions.

FP #87

This female was born in SBICY to #55 on April 19, 1999. She was first captured on February 28,
2000 at 10 months of age. She dispersed at 11 months and established a 190-km® home range
that encompassed the Turner River and Corn Dance Units (Figure 26). Her first litter, 2 males
and 1 female, was born on January 27, 2001. One male (FP #108) was collared on November 3,

2001 at the same time #87’s failing collar was changed. At least | other kitten was also treed.




The current status of the 2 uncollared offspring is unknewn. FP #87’s second litter, 1 male and 2

females, was bom on March 11, 2003.

On June 27, 2003, the remains of #87 were recovered. She had likely been dead for several days,
but the mortality mode in the collar was not functioning during the previcus 2 telemetry flights.
Canine punctures in the cranium indicated that intraspecific aggression was the cause of death.
No sign of her kittens was found, and it is unlikely that they would have survived at the age of

2.5 months.

FP #88

This female was bomn in SBICY to #70 on June 14, 1999. She was first captured on March 2,
2000 at 9 months of age. She dispersed at 13 months, crossed south of Hwy. 41, and established
a 494-km” home range in the Loop and Com Dance Units of SBICY (Figure 27). On May 7,
2001, she gave birth to 4 kittens, 2 males and 2 females. This was the first documented den of a
Florida panther in Big Cypress south of Hwy. 41. Sign of 2 female kittens traveling with her was

documented on March 19, 2002 (Jansen and McBride, pers. comm.).

On August 19, 2002, the collar of #88 began emitting an erratic signal, which continued through
October 23 after which no signal was heard. No attempts were made to change the failing collar
due to concerns about water levels. The NPS capture team subsequently hunted for her for 18

days during the 2003 capture season, but were unable to locate her.

FP #89

This male was first captured on March 2, 2000 in the Turner River Unit of SBICY at an
estimated 2.5 vears of age. His parentage and origin are unknown. He inhabited a 189-km®
home range in the Deep Lake and Tumer River Units of SBICY with 2 locations in the FAKA
(Figure 28). He was killed on November 10, 2000 by #79, the SBICY territorial male who was

with female #53.
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FP #50

This male, a sibling of #86, was born in SBICY to #71 on June 18, 1999. He was first captured
on March 8, 2000 at 9 months of age. He dispersed at 12 months and left SBICY. He traveled
northeast to the Addition Lands, Seminole Indian Reservation, and Rotenburger and Holeyland
WMAs (Figure 11). He was killed by a vehicle on S.R. 27 on April 26, 2001 during his dispersal

movements.

FP #91
This female was born in SBICY to FP #70 on June 14, 1999. She was first captured on March

17, 2000 at 9 months of age. The tranquilizer dart tip imbedded in her knee and she was
removed from the wild to determine whether the foreign object would be life-threatening. She
was transported to Lowry Park Zoo where veterinary statf concurred that the needle was solidly
imbedded in the patella with no impact to surrounding tissues or ligaments. She was returned to
Big Cypress that night and successtully reunited with her family group the next moming. When
recaptured for routine collaring on March 21, 2001, no evidence of arthritis, osteomyelitis or

other inflammation was found.

FP #91 dispersed at 13 months and made extensive movements both north and south of I-75,
settling into a 495-km* home range in the Corn Dance Unit (Figure 29). She was recollared by
the NPS capture team on March 18, 2003. Although no physical abnormalities were noted, she
was a small animal with thin muscling, weighing 30 kg (66 lbs.) which is 3 kg (7 Ibs) less than
she had 2 years prior. The affected knee joint palpated normally and exhibited full range of
motion. This now 4-year-old female has been documented with a collared male (#104) on only 2

occasions (February and April 2003) and has not yet denned.

FP #92

This male was born in SBICY to FP #70 on June 14, 1999. He was first captured on April 6,
2000 at 10 months of age. He dispersed from SBICY at 13 months and traveled west to the
fringe of urban Naples, then north into Lee County (Figure 12). He was monitored up until all

air tratfic ceased due to the terrorist attack on September 11, 2001. When monitoring flights




resumed on September 21, his collar was in mortality. His remains were retrieved but the cause

of death could not be determined.

FP #93

This female was born in SBICY to Tx #107 on February 22, 1999. She was first captured on
April 10, 2000 at 14 months of age. She did not reunite with her mother post-capture, but was
seen on May 1 with an uncollared panther, likely one of her 2 siblings. She remained in SBICY,

establishing a 197-km* home range in the Turner River Unit (Figure 30).

FP #937s malfunctioning collar was replaced on February 28, 2002. Her progesterone levels at
that time indicated she was pregnant. She gave birth to her first litter on April 6, 2002,
consisting of 3 females and 1 male. She was observed trom the monitoring plane with 3 kittens
on October 11, 2002 and the tracks of these 3 offspring, 2 females and 1 male, were observed
with hers on March 31, 2003. Her male offspring, K115, was captured on April 2, 2003. The

status of the 2 females is unknown.

FP #102
This temale was born in SBICY to #55 on February 8, 1998. She was first captured on February

20, 2001 at 3 years of age. With her were at least 2 kittens, one of which (FP #103) was captured
a month later at an estimated 10 months of age. She has inhabited a 174-km* home range in the
Turner River Unit (Figure 31). FP #102 denned again on June 25, 2001 and 2 males were marked
3 weeks later. Neither has been collared. FP #102 next denned on July 4, 2002, only a year after
her previous den. One male and 1 female were marked at this den. It is not known if her 2001
kittens died or dispersed before 12 months of age. Tracks of the 2 offspring from her 2002 den

were documented along with hers on April 11, 2003,

KFP #1035

This female is the offspring of #102. She was first captured on March 13, 2001 at an estimated
10 months of age. She was with #102 for the next 3 days and through April, except for several
days when #102 associated with #79, the territorial male. FP #102 was apparently in estrous

because she was bred at this time. When #103 dispersed at an estimated {1 months of age. she
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moved east and has established a 234-km™ home range in the Cora Dance Unit (Figure 32). She

has been documented with a male on 3 occasions, but has not denned.

FP #104

This male was first captured on April 2, 2001 at the estimated age of 6 to 7 months. His
parentage is unknown, however, it is suspected that he might be the offspring of FP #70 because
he was captured within her home range. He sustained a capture-related mid-shaft fracture of the
right radius and ulna and was removed from the wild. He was treated and housed at the Lowry
Park Zoo facilities for 8 weeks and then, on June 4, 2001,was taken to White Oak Conservation

Center for further rehabilitation. He was released back into SBICY on November 28, 2001.

FP #104 ranged widely post-release, traveling west to FAKA, southeast into the Loop and

Stairsteps Units, and north under [-75 into the Addition Lands and the Indian Reservations, and
finally settling back into a 474-km” home range in the Corn Dance Unit of SBICY (Figure 33).
Since turning 2 years of age, he has been documented with 2 adult females on 5 occasions. To

date, neither has denned.

FP #108

This male was first captured at 11 months of age on November 3, 2001 at the same time his
mother’s (#87) failing collar was changed. He dispersed at 13 months and inhabited the Corn

Dance Unit ( Figure 13) until his death on November 17, 2002 from unknown causes.

No cause of death was evident when the carcass of this 2-year-old male was retrieved by NPS
personnel. The carcass was intact with no signs that vultures had yet found it. No signs of a
struggle or fight, 1.e., hair in the claws, bites, punctures, lacerations, were found. No vegetation
in the vicinity was flattened. The carcass was immediately transported to Qasis Visitor Center

where FWC personnel examined it and concurred that the cause of death was not apparent.

This male was necropsied the following day by Dr. Scott Terrell, DVM, Wildlife Diagnostics.
According to the necropsy report, the tissues were severely autolyzed, preventing diagnosis of a

disease ageni. Some focal areas of hemorrhage in the neck region were observed. however, no
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skin punctures were associated with them. It was “conjectured” that these might have been
caused by canine teeth, however, no puncture wounds or evidence of bony damage in the
cervical spine area were found. Another possibility posed by the DVM was there may have been
traumatic injury to the trachea, however, a crushing injury to the trachea could not be observed

due to the poor state of the carcass.

In spite of the lack of classic signs, i.e., puncture wounds, crushed bones, hair in claws, this male
was reported to USFWS as having died of intraspecific aggression. Cougars, however,
experience fatal trauma in ways other than fighting with other cougars (Ross et al 1995). In
addition, a disease agent may have been the cause of death but was masked by the poor condition
of the carcass. It is recommended, therefore, that the cause of death of panther #108 be revised
and placed in the “unknown” category in order to avoid misrepresentation of causes of panther

mortality.

FP #119

This male was born on April 12, 2002 to female #93. The NPS capture team collared him at 12
months of age on April 2, 2003 in the Turner River Unit. He weighed 35 kg (76 lbs) and was in
excellent physical condition. He did not reunite with his mother, and remained within a 1.6-km
radius of the capture site for about 2 weeks. He then left his natal range and inhabited the Deep

Lake and Turner River Units (Figure 14).

FP #120

This female was first collared by the NPS capture team on April 8, 2003 in the Turner River Unit
of SBICY, and estimated to be 3 years old. Her parentage is unknown. She weighed 37 kg (82
Ibs) and was in excellent physical condition. Her known area of use centers in the southwestern

Turner River Unit and is bisected by Hwy. 41 (Figure 7).

Tx #103

This female was captured in Texas, and, after a quarantine period, released into the Stairsteps
Unit of SBICY on May 4, 1995, as part of the Genetic Restoration Program. After some initial

wanderings, she estabiished a 421-km" home range in the Loop and Stairsteps Units. Uniike FP
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#120, she never crossed Hwv 41 (Figure 34). At the time of her release, the only known male
inhabiting SBICY, #16, was in EVER where 2 other Texas females were also released. FP #16
never returned to SBICY. Apparently, no other males entered TX #103°s home range for 4 years
until #79 was with her in May of 1999. He bred her, but she died of complications from that

pregnancy just prior to giving birth to 4 fuli-term male fetuses.

Tx #107

This female was captured in Texas, and, after a quarantine period, released into the Corn Dance
Unit of SBICY on May 4, 1995, as part of the Genetic Restoration Program. She established a
460-km” home range in the Turner River and Corn Dance Units (Figure 35). Her success in
raising offspring who, in turn, have survived and raised young, has been a pivotal point in

~ increasing the panther population in SBICY. Her first litter consisted of 2 females, # 70 and #71.
Even as inexperienced mothers, they each succéssfully reared 3 offspring to dispersal age. TX
#107’s second litter consisted of 1 male and 2 females, only one of which, #93, was subsequently
collared. She too has successfully reared 3 of her 4 kittens in her first litter. Had not the collars
on#s 70, 71, and Tx 107 maltunctioned, the extent to which TX #107 has contributed to the

population would be better understood.

In keeping with the Genetic Restoration Plan protocol to limit the number of offspring per
introduced female, a contraceptive device was implanted into Tx107 on April 19, 2000, She

died on January 18, 2001 from pneumonia, the cause of which was unknown.

Summary

The report is a both compilation of what is known about the radio-collared panthers that have
inhabited Big Cypress National Preserve south of I-75 since 1981 and a status report on the
panthers monitored by the National Park Service in Big Cypress between July 1, 2002 and June
30, 2003.

At the onset of the reporting pericd, the Park Service was monitoring 10 panthers, 8 females and
2 males. Within the year, 2 panthers died; male #108 of unknown causes and female #87 ffom

intraspecific aggression. The 3 kirtens marked at her den likelv also perished. Contact was lost
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with female #88 due premature collar failure. One male, #104, was returned to the study area
after 8 months rehabilitating from a fractured leg. A 7-year-old male, #60, took up residence in
the study area. During the NPS capture season, 2 new panthers, male #119 and female #120 were
radio-collared and the failed collar on female #70 was replaced. At the end of the reporting

period, therefore, 12 panthers, 8 females and 4 males, were being monitored.

Of the 8 females, 6 were of breeding age. Three were raising kittens: #93 raised 3 kittens and
#102 and #70 each were raising 2 kittens. Three females, #s 55, 86, and 91, had associated with
males but did not den during the reporting period. The overlapping home ranges of the females
are shown in Figure 36. The 3 adult males, #s 60, 79, and 108, have overlapping home ranges |

(Figure 37), and, thus far, have tolerated each other’s presence.

This past year’s work has provided a better understanding of the value of Big Cypress National
Preserve to panther recovery. What once was considered poor panther habitat will likely become .

the foundation for the population’s survival in the future.
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Tabie 1. Florida panthers captured and radio-ceilared in SBICY in 2003.

D# Capture Date | Gender | Age Type Capture Location
(yrs)

Easting Northing

70 | March 10,2003 F 6 replace failed 474818 2873755
collar

91 | March 18,2003 3.5 recollar 505702 2871263
86 April 1, 2003 3.5 recollar 508204 2876983
119 April 2, 2003 M 1 new 480381 2883260
55 April 4, 2003 10 recollar 481904 2880545
120 April 8, 2003 ~3 new 472199 2864447




Tabie 2. Panther Status and Exteni of Use of SBICY between 1981 and 2003.

iD# Gender

TMTTHTNELEENTTNTNENEET NN AEEITNTTNETNEZENEEZINENEZSESZ

Locations

% in

in SBICY SBICY  Origin

16
3
na
91
2
893
2054
198
4
860
637

4
¥

6
1407
84
299
342
65
617
472
478
366
90
91
424
71
469
336
332
120
154
37
34
€49
794

48%
1%
na

50%
1%

31%

81%

39%
3%

75%

98%

25%
1%

100%
8%

100%

100%

58%

100%

98%

100%

99%

98%

58%

90%

36%

100%

100%

98%

52%

99%

97%

100%

98%

100%

unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
immigrant
immigrant
immigrant
immigrant
unknown
immigrant
immigrant
immigrant
SBICY
immigrant
SBICY
SBICY
immigrant
immigrant
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
unknown
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
SBICY
introduced
intrcduced

Category

resident
nonresident
nonresident
resident
ncnresident
resident
resident
disperser
nonresident
resident
resident
disperser
nenresident
resident
resident
resident
resident
disperser
resident
resident
resident
resident
resident
emigrant
resident
emigrant
resident
resident
resident
resident
disperser
disperser
resident
resident
resident

Current
Status

dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
dead
alive
alive
alive
unknown -
dead
alive
alive
dead
alive
dead
dead
alive
dead
alive
alive
alive
alive
dead
unknown
alive
dead
dead
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Figure 2. Area of use by male Florida panther #02.
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Figure 3. Area of use by female Florida panther #089.
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Figure 4. Area of use by male Florida panther #37.
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Figure 5. Area of use by male Florida panther #54.
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Figure 8. Area of use by male Florida panther #01.
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Figure 7. Area of use by female Florida panther #120.
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Figure 9. Area of use by male Florida panther #44.
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Figure 10. Area of use by male Florida panther #76.
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Figure 12. Area of use by male Florida panther #92.
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Figure 14. Area of use by male Florida panther #119.
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Figure 15. Area of use by male Florida panther #07.
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Figure 16. Area of use by male Florida panther #186.
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Figure 17. Area of use by female Florida panther #23.
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Figure 18. Area of use by female Florida panther #38.
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Figure 19. Area of use by male Florida panther #42.
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Figure 20. Area of use by female Florida panther #55.
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Figure 21. Area of use by male Florida panther #60.




10 0 10 20 30 40 50 Kilometers
e e

SBICY Study Area

95% MCP Home Range
o  Aduit Locations

Figure 22. Area of use by female Florida panther #70.
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Figure 23. Area of use by female Florida panther #71.
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Figure 24. Area of use by male Florida panther #79.
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Figure 25. Area of use by female Florida panther #86.




10 0 10 20 30 40 50 Kilometers
™ s ™ s ™ s

SBICY Study Area

95% MCP Home Range
o  Adult Locations




10 0 10 20 30 40 50 Kilometers
e

SBICY Study Area

95% MCP Home Range
o  Adult Locations

Figure 27. Area of use by female Florida panther #88.
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Figure 28. Area of use by male Florida panther #889.
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Figure 29. Area of use by female Florida panther #91.
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Figure 30. Area of use by female Florida panther #93.
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Figure 31. Area of use by female Florida panther #102.
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Figure 32. Area of use by female Florida panther #103.
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Figure 33. Area of use by male Florida panther #104.
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Figure 34. Area of use by female Texas cougar #TX103.
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Figure 35. Area of use by female Texas cougar #TX107.
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Figure 36. Home Ranges of adult female Florida

panthers alive in SBICY in 2003.
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Introduction

This project, conducted by the National Park Service (NPS) in Big Cypress National Preserve
south of Interstate-75 (SBICY) in Collier, Dade, and Monroe Counties was authorized under
USFWS Endangered Species Permit #TE051015-0 and the Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission (FWC) Special Purpose Permit #WX02384. This report covers the
capture and survey work conducted between June 30, 2002 and July 1, 2003. All biomedical and
capture data have been submitted to Darrell Land, the FWC Project Section Leader. Details on
other aspects of panther activities in the study area will be covered in the annual report submitted

under the USFWS permit.

Project Goals
As stated in the February 19, 2002 NPS proposal “Florida Panther Research and Monitoring in
Big Cypress National Preserve”, the goals of this project are to obtain an adequate sample of

panthers;

1) to make sound management decisions and evaluate management actions taken;

2) to assess the potential of this area to support panthers;

3) to assess the potential of panthers in this area to augment the sub-population in Everglades

National Park; and

4) to evaluate the impacts of the genetic restoration efforts.

Capture Season Goals

The NPS 2003 Capture Season Plan (attached) presented at the 27 August 2002 meeting in
Naples, Florida identified 5 panthers, #s 55, 79, 88, 104 and 108, in need of recollaring. It also
slated 2 areas, Deep Lake and south of Hwy 41, as priorities for hunting. FWC did not concur
with the need to recollar #79 (collared November 15, 2000), based on his collar’s operational life
of 54 months and warranty of 36 months. Two additional panthers, #s 86 and 91 (collared

February and March 2001), were added to FWC’s list of recollars based on concerns that the

)




Telonics collars would not meet the similar operational life of 54 months and 536-month expected

life (revised FWC Panther Capture Plan-November 2002).

Methods

A hunt day is defined as one having suitable environmental conditions and the availability of all
team members to conduct a capture. The study area was divided into 12 blocks based on roads
and recognizable geographic features. The size of the blocks ranged from 14,184 ha to 28,698

ha and averaged 20,747 ha (Figure 1).

Although a random sampling scheme was desirable to ensure equal representation of panthers
throughout the area, overriding goals were to concentrate efforts in 2 areas, the Deep Lake Unit
(Block 1) and south of Highway 41 (Blocks 9, 10, 11, and 12). The Deep Lake block has had a
history of only male panther use, whereas, the area south of Hwy 41 had no monitored panthers
after female #88’s collar failed prematurely in August of 2002. We also sought to locate 2 female
panthers, #70 and #71, F1 descendants of Texas cougar #107, who had established home ranges
in SBICY but whose collars had malfunctioned 3 years ago.

In addition to hunting for new panthers, FWC requested that we recollar #55, #86, and #91,
originally part of their capture plans. We agreed since this would lessen the concerns about
team conflicts and allow us to use our monitoring flights to determine the most efficient days to
reach these animals. We also slated the kittens of #93 for capture after they became 12 months

old, as stipulated in the FWC capture protocol.

Results
We hunted for 34 days between February 27 and April 11, 2003 (Table 2). We were hindered by
unseasonably high temperatures that shortened the daily hunt period and by water levels that

precluded both sign surveys and hunting in some blocks.

We collared 3 new panthers, including one whose collar had failed 3 years ago. We recollared 3
panthers in 5 attempts. On 2 occasions, the panther targeted for recollaring continued traveling

until it was too hot for a safe capture. We treed 3 panthers that we did not handle; female #93

(93]
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was not slated for recollaring, #70s kitten did not meet the age guidelines in FWC'’s capture

protocol, and we did not have time to handle the treed female sibling of #119 after collaring him.

i.e.. to replace the failed collar of female #88 and obtain a representative
62% of our hunt days

Our highest priority,
sample of panthers south of Hwy 41, was not met in spite of expending

goal. The documentation of tracks during the season confirmed that an uncollared

toward that

male and 2 females ranged widely in the 83,000 ha Gator Hook, Gum Slough, and Loop blocks

south of Hwy. 41 (Table 2).

We spent only 1 day (3%) in the Deep Lake block due to poor tracking conditions and efforts
targeted elsewhere. We successtully recollared #70 after 4 days of hunting in her previously
known home range, but both time and water levels precluded us from hunting for #71. We
collared only 1 of the 3 kittens confirmed with #93 when they were 12 months of age. This
kitten (#119) was abandoned as a result of the capture. An injury to one of the team members
necessitated a longer than planned immobilization time for #119 and may have resulted in his
inability to travel with his mother that night. He remained within a 1 .6-km radius of the capture
site for about 2 weeks before making an extensive movement. We did not pursue #93’s family
again, however, it is likely that the 2 female siblings left her soon thereafter, given the fact that

#93 was bred within 10 days of #119’s capture.

We documented sign of uncollared panthers in 9 blocks that indicated the presence of at least 1
uncollared female in the Raccoon Point area, 1 female in the Calusa area, and 2 females and 1
male south of Hwy. 41 (Table 2). Eighteen panthers, 9 females and 9 males, handled as kittens
in the study area since 1995 have not been unaccounted for, as well as their offspring. Since the
only blocks that received adequate coverage this year were south of Hwy 41, it is impractical to
give an estimate of panther numbers in the study area. The minimal count, based on our efforts
and those of Roy McBride, the FWC houndsman, is 27 adult or subadult panthers in the study
area (McBride, 2003 Annual Population Report, in prep.)



Reproduction and Mortality

One collared female panther, #87, denned during the capture season. Her 3 kittens, 2 females
and 1 male, were handled at 15 days of age on March 25® north of Oasis Visitor Center in Block
7. Transponder chips were implanted and biomedical samples were obtained and submitted to
FWC. On the June 28" monitoring flight, #87’s collar emitted a mortality signal and soon
thereafter her remains were collected and submitted to FWC. Based on her deteriorated
condition, she probably died earlier that week and the mortality mode on the collar did not
function during the previous 2 flights. The puncture wounds in her skull indicated that another
panther had killed her. No sign of her 3-month-old kittens were found, and, at that age, could not

have survived on their own. Male #108, slated for recollaring, died on November 16, 2002.

Capture Season Summary:

34 total hunt days

newly collared (or failed collar) panthers (#s 70, 119, 120)
attempted recollars (#s 86 and #91)

successful recollars (#s 86, 91, and 55)

tfeed but not collared (#93, one kitten each of #93 and #70)
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Figure 1. Panther Survey Blocks in
the NPS Study Area.
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BLOCK BLOCK
NO.

NAME
Deep Lake 18533
Airplane Pr. 19877

Calusa 28698
Mullet Slough 22012
Qchopee 14184

Windmill Pr. 27238
Qasis-Pops 23661
Raccoon/Jetport 18585
Gator Hook 16852
Loop 23508
Gum Slough 20480
Pinecrest South 18363
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Tabi. .. Hunt Days and Hunt Effort per Survey Block in Big «_ .ess.

“Irecollared #55

~ Date | Block Collaring I B
_27-Feb 5 Block # Hunt days Effort/Block ol
28-Feb 0 Attempt to recollar #86 but still moving 1 1 3% N
_3Mar | 1 2 0 0% -
4Mar | 9 3 0 0% | N
SMar 9 4 0 0% .
SMar | S 5 4 14%
T-Mar_| 6 6 4 14% S
10-Mar 6 collared #70 (coliar had failed 3 years ago) 7 1 3%
t-Mar | 11 8 1 3% R
12-Mar 1" 9 4 14% R
13-Mar 1 10 2 7%
14-Mar | 10 11 12 g% |
17-Mar 0 attempt to recollar #91 but moving 12 0 0% o
18-Mar 0  |recollared #91 B o
19-Mar 1 29 99%
20-Mar | 9 - B
20-Mar | 11 |2nd houndsman )
21-Mar_| 5 .
 24-Mar 11
25-Mar 6 |treed 1 of 2 kittens of #70 14 B
26-Mar | 6 12 ¢ '
27-Mar | 1 _ 10 &
28Mar | 11| £ 5k
31-Mar 11 treed #93,; confirmed 3 kittens (2 F, 1 M) §
1-Apr | 8 |recoliared #86 2 °
2-Apr 0 |collared #119, male kitten of #93 4
2 .
0

8-Apr 5  |collared #120, new female panther Block # i
8-Apr 10 |2nd houndsman
_97 %‘,\HT - 9 El# of days of hunting l
_10-Apr 11
11-Apr 7 confirmed that #102 had 2 kittens with her | |




Table 2. Sign of Uncollared Panthers Documented during the 2003 Panther Capture Season by the NPS
Panther Capture Team.

Date Block # | Locus : Sign of unknown . Comments
' ; panthers :

- 8-Mar 2 Airplane Prairie | female L O#I07?
28-Feb 3 Calusa 5 female . uncollared
27-Feb | 5 Ochopee female [ #1207
21-Mar ! 5 Ochopee female #1207
27-Feb | 6 ' Windmill Prairie female #707

&-Mar . 6 Windmill Prairie female #707
6-Mar 6 Windmill Prairie | fernale with 2 kittens #707?
26-Mar | 6 Windmill Prairie female #93?
11-Apr 7 Oasis to Pops female uncoliared
17-Mar 8 | Raccoon Pi/Jetport | female uncollared
1-Apr 8 Raccoon Pt/Jetport female uncollared
3-Mar 9 Gator Hook small female uncoliared |
4-Mar 9 Gator Hook small female unicollared
14-Mar 10 Loop female uncollared
28-Feb 11 Gum Slough male uncollared
28-Feb 11 Gum Slough small female uncollared
28-Feb 11 Gum Slough jarge female #887
11-Mar 11 Gum Slough male uncollared |
12-Mar 11 Gum Slough male uncollared
12-Mar 11 Gum Slough large female #887
27-Mar 11 Gum Slough large female #887
28-Mar 11 Gum Slough male uncollared
31-Mar 11 Gum Slough small female uncollared




CAPTURE SEASON PLANNING IN BIC CYPRESS NATIONAL PRESERVE
Parmit Status

» Received Federal Fish and Wildlife Permit on June 10, 2002
Effective from 6/5/02-8/30/06

» Issue of whether state permit was required remained unresoived, sc BICY appiied for
state permit on July 20, 2002. With the 30-day review timeframe, shouid have
results in near future.

Sampling Goals (as stated in proposal)

» Achieve and maintain a sample of 20 radio-coliared panthers in the 543 ,000-acre
area of Big Cypress south of }-75.

\d

To accomplish geographic representation, will delineate 10 units for stratified random
sampling based on physical landmarks and averaging 55,000 acres. Will randomiy
select survey units with understanding that factors such as water levels and ongoing
recreational activity may influence timeframe. Initially randomly select units from
within 2 regions that warrant emphasis:

1) South of Hwy 41 where reproduction has been documented for the first time
in 20 years but dispersing young were not collared, and

2) East of Tumer River Road where female use, including reproduction, has
never been documented.

> Prioritize adults in family groups currently without working radios because they would
likely have established home ranges. Prioritize adult males with the exception of
units south of Hwy. 41 where the collaring of juvenile male(s) may provide a link to
EVER.

Timeframe

Once the state permit is received, will finalize houndsman and veterinarian contracts,
and MOU with White Oak regarding the care of injured panthers.

October-November: Will establish protocols for data and biomedical sample exchange
with FWC Panther Section Leader and Veterinarian.

Capture work period: 8 weeks {30 days) between February 1 and April 1, 20C3
Recoliaring Needs
See attached tabie
Prepared 28 Aug 02
By Deborah Jansen

Wildlife Biologist
Big Cypress Nationa!l Preserve



2002-2003 Recollaring 48 of SBICY Panthers

27 AUG 02
Age Recollar
ID# | Kit# Sex Bdate | (1 Jan 03)|Last collar] Freq 2003 Collar Specs Comments
055 | none | F " Dec-92 100 | 9-Mar-00 | 0.080 yes  |368163 (NPS) llong-life collar
o o " |based on ongoing probiems
079 | Kig i /MW Sep-95 7.5 15-Nov-00| 0.170 yes 33262D (FWC) with 3 yr collars
086 | K68 | F Jun-99 35 |27-Feb-01| 0.420 no  |33725E (NPS) |no denning to date
087 | K60 | F Apr-99 | 35 3-Nov-01 | 0.020 no  [474059 (NPS)
o o “|collar malfunctioning as of |
Aug. 19; no signal heard

088 | K84 = F Jun-99 35 28-Feb-01| 0.280 yes  |43006D (FWC) |Aug. 26

091 | K66 |  F | Jun-99 | 35 21-Mar-01|  0.930 no 475639 (FWC) |no denning to date
093 | K58 F | Feb-99 4 28-Feb-02| 0.860 no  |26733F (NPS) )

102 | K48 F _Feb-98 5 20-Feb-01| 0.340 no  |29816D (FWC)

103 | none | F 200077 | ~2.5 [13-Mar-01| 0.760 no [26732E(NPS) |
104 ([ none | M 200077 | ~2  |25-Nov-01| 0.682 yes |77 |has a break-away collar
108 | K90 | " M | Jan0f | 2 | 3MNov-0T] 0238 [ yes [27301(ATS) |nas a break-away collar

preparved 268 Aug 002
Debarah Jansen




