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Introduction

The Florida panther (Puma concolor coryi) was listed as
endangered under the Endangered Species Act in 1967
(Richardson and Main 2008). Habitat loss and fragmenta-
tion are primary threats to the Florida panther (Beier et
al. 2003). The loss of panther habitat is being driven by
urban development and the conversion of rangelands to
row crops, citrus production, and mining (e.g., limerock
mining).

Panther recovery depends on securing and protecting
habitat of sufficient quality, quantity, and spatial configura-
tion to support viable panther populations in the long run
(US Fish and Wildlife Service 2008). In order to achieve
effective panther habitat conservation, it is important to:

1.understand how panthers use different habitat types,
2.manage panther habitat on public lands, and

3.find the appropriate mix of market-based incentives and
regulatory interventions to protect habitat on private
lands (Land et al. 2008).

This document focuses on which habitats are most impor-
tant for conservation of the Florida panther. It does not
address human-panther conflicts or how panther conserva-
tion on private lands affects landowners.

Landscape Characteristics

Florida panthers are habitat generalists. This means that
panthers use different types of habitat (Onorato et al. 2011;
Benson et al. 2008; Land et al. 2008; Kautz et al. 2006),
including:

o forests (upland hardwood forest, wetland forest, pine-
lands, and coniferous forest);

« swamps and marshes (hardwood swamps, cypress
swamps, and freshwater marsh), and

« rangelands (dry prairie, grasslands, pasturelands, and
citrus groves).

Florida rangelands are particularly important for panther
conservation. Rangelands provide a mosaic of native
habitats, forested areas, unimproved and improved pasture,
and agricultural croplands that support the panther and its
prey. Within these rangeland habitats, panthers need areas
of dense, ground-level cover for stalking prey, denning, and
resting during the day (Florida Panther Recovery Imple-
mentation Team 2014; Main et al. 2004). Florida panthers
are ambush predators rather than pursuit predators. They
use forest and brush cover to stalk their prey. Once they are
close to their prey they use a single bound or a short sprint
to catch it.

The Florida panther’s ability to use heterogeneous land-
scapes means that efforts to conserve habitat for the panther
should not focus on a single habitat type. Instead, habitat
conservation should focus on maintaining and increasing
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habitat contiguity, which is the connectivity of habitat, or
how uninterrupted or fragmented the habitat landscape is
(Olff and Ritchie 2002). On private rangelands the focus
should be on keeping rangelands as native habitats or
livestock grazing lands, in particular unimproved pasture.

Range and Habitat Connectivity

Because Florida panthers are a wide-ranging species, they
require habitat conservation and management on large
tracts of land. Home range sizes depend on the availability
and abundance of prey and the availability of suitable
habitat. The size of home ranges for male panthers also
depends on access to female panthers for breeding. The
size of panthers’ home range is 435 to 978 km? for male
panthers and 193 to 396 km? for female panthers (Thatcher
et al. 2009; Comiskey et al. 2002; Maehr et al. 1991; Belden
et al. 1988). As a result of these extensive home ranges,
large, contiguous tracts of land are required to sustain
viable panther populations.

Roads are a particular obstacle to panther conservation,
acting as an impediment to panther movement (Schwab
and Zandbergen 2011). Although panthers extensively use
highway underpasses where they are available, vehicle-
related mortality remains a serious threat to panther
recovery. Research suggests that vehicle collisions are the
third most common cause of panther mortality (Benson et
al. 2011).

Conclusion

The Florida panther’s ability to use heterogeneous land-
scapes that include forests, swamps, and rangelands allows
the species to inhabit a broad range of habitat areas (Land
et al. 2008). Rather than focusing on preserving one type of
habitat, panther conservation efforts should aim to protect
large swaths of contiguous habitat—preferably with few
major roads—in order to create the home-range sizes that
panthers require (Schwab & Zandbergen 2011; Thatcher et
al. 2009).
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