American Alligator
Alligator mississippiensis

The next time you see what appears to be a log
floating in one of Kiawah's ponds or lakes, take a
little closer look. It may be an American alligator.
The American alligator is the largest reptile in
North America and grows to nearly 14 feet in
length and can weigh close to 800 pounds. Kia-
wah Island is home to a very healthy population of
American alligators.

Alligators can be seen in almost all of the 183
brackish and freshwater ponds which are inter-
spersed throughout the island. Most alligators
seen will be between 3-8 feet in length, though
larger alligators up to 11 feet are present in some
areas of the island. Alligators are cold-blooded,
which means that they cannot self-regulate their
body temperature as humans do. For this reason,
alligators are most active during the spring, sum-
mer, and fall. Alligators will often be seen basking
on pond edges in the sun in an attempt to warm
their body temperature, especially during colder
weather.

Alligators have a widely varied diet, influenced
primarily by the size of the alligator. Small alliga-
tors will typically consume insects, frogs, snakes,
small fish and turtles. As an alligator increases
in size it will consume larger prey, such as rac-

coons, wading birds, small mammals, fish, deer,
and even other alligators.

Though they do not chew their food, alligators
have 70 to 80 hollow, cone-shaped teeth. Larger
prey items are typically placed under banks or
logs to tenderize the meat. Chunks of food are
then torn off and gulped down whole. Their ex-
tremely acidic stomachs digest almost anything,
including feathers, bones, turtle shells and even
alligator hide.

Despite their fearsome reputation, alligators are
not always on the prowl for food. Since they are
cold-blooded, they only require about one tenth
the amount of food that a comparably-sized
warm-blooded animal would. If prey is in short
supply, one meal can last an adult almost a full
year. Due to their slow digestion, alligators only
need about one pound of food per week during
their active seasons.

Life Cycle

Alligators become dormant during periods of cold

weather, typically December through March. Dur-
ing these conditions, they seek shelter in dens that
they excavate under pond banks. The den is usu-

ally under water, since

breathing have slowed such that it may only need a

few breaths of air per day.

With the arrival @
of spring, male
(bull) alligators
begin to bellow
to attract fe-g
males. Mating f
occurs in April §
and the female
will lay 30 to 50
oblong, white §
eggs in  a

mound of mud, stems, stalks and fronds.

Nests
resemble a big compost pile and are typically found

along secluded pond banks.

The eggs are kept

warm and secure in the center of the nest. The
female gator will stay close to the nest at all
times, guarding the nest against predators.

NEVER APPROACH AN ALLIGATOR NEST

Female alligators may attack any animal, includ-
ing a human, that approaches her nest or hatch-
lings. Generally, their attacks are bluffs intended
to scare intruders away from the nest but true
attacks can occur.
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Eggs typically hatch in June or July and the baby
alligators are often taken to the water, one by
one, by the female. They immediately begin

t |feeding, mainly on insects, small fish, and frogs. n

Hatchlings will grow approximately 6-8 inches
per year on Kiawah. It takes female alligators 10
to 12 years to reach sexual maturity in South
Carolina. At that time, they are usually about
seven feet in length. Female alligators rarely
reach 9 feet in length and almost all alligators
greater than 9 feet are males.

Alligators are incredibly adaptable animals and
have existed for millions of years. The only real
threat to the alligator is man. Remember, it is
against the law to feed or otherwise harass alli-
gators. This includes activities, such as throw-
ing sticks or rocks. When people feed alliga-
tors, they will begin to associate people with
food, creating a very dangerous situation.
These animals often have to be destroyed.



Alligator or Crocodile?

At a glance, alligators and crocodiles may
look very similar, but by looking at a few cer-
tain characteristics one can easily tell them
apart.

Snout: Alligators have a short and wide
snout in comparison to the long narrow
snout of a crocodile.

Teeth:  When an alligator has its jaw
closed, only the top row of teeth remain visi-
ble. Crocodiles show both the top and bot-
tom row of teeth when their jaw is closed.

Habitat: American alligators can not live in
salt water. American crocodiles can live in
both fresh and salt water. Crocodiles and
other reptiles that live in salt water have de-
veloped special glands to excrete accumu-
lated salt. Alligators, if forced to live in a salt
water environment at all times, would dehy-
drate and die.

Range: The American alligator can be
found throughout the Southeastern United
States. The American crocodile can not
withstand prolonged periods of cold
weather, and can only be found in one small
part of the U.S., the southern tip of Florida.

There are NO CROCODILES ON KIAWAH .

Alligator Population Trend

* Estimates are obtained by following a historical route which
does not include all Kiawah lakes and ponds. This is not a true
population estimate, but it does provide very useful year-to-year
population trend data.

Alligator Safety

STAY at least 60 feet (4 car lengths) away.

DO NOT feed alligators.

DO NOT crab or fish near alligators.

DO NOT throw used bait into the water after crab-
bing or fishing.

DO NOT throw objects at alligators.

NEVER approach or harass alligators.

KEEP children and pets away from the edges of
ponds and fishing docks.

THINK about your surroundings, your safety and
that of your family members.

KEEP OUT of secluded pond areas. Alligators nest
there, and the females are very protective of their
nest and their young.

Never attempt to move an alligator from a bike
path, road or yard. Call KICA Security (768 -5566)
to report these types of problems.

Aggressive alligators should be reported directly
to Town Hall (768 -9166) or to KICA Security.

Town of Kiawah Island
21 Beachwalker Drive
Kiawah Island, SC 29455
(843) 768-9166
www.wildlifeatkiawah.com
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