
  Table of Contents


  
    Preface


    Acknowledgments


    Introduction


    Snakes on a Sawgrass Plain


    Getting Acquainted


    Breaking the Chain


    One of the Many


    Trial by Fire


    Cold Blooded


    The Best Hope


    The Big Chill


    Legislation-Come-Lately


    The Unanswerable Questions


    The Cycle Continues


    End Notes


    Works Cited


    About the Author

  


  
    
      Snake in the Grass


      An Everglades Invasion


      Larry Perez


      [image: Pnapl logo [k, eps]]



      Pineapple Press, Inc.


      Sarasota, Florida


      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      Dedication


      This book is dedicated to my grandmother, Caqui, and my parents, Miriam and Ralph, as an admittedly insufficient token of my gratitude for a lifetime of love, generosity, and encouragement. Together, you colored my formative years awash in childhood riches, and, as a grown man, I continue to strike gold with every passing year. Your selfless support has allowed my wildest dreams, and those of my own young family, to take flight.



      Copyright © 2012 Larry Perez


      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


      Inquiries should be addressed to:


      Pineapple Press, Inc.


      P.O. Box 3889


      Sarasota, Florida 34230


      www.pineapplepress.com


      Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data


      Perez, Larry.


      Snake in the grass : an Everglades invasion / Larry Perez.


      p. cm.


      ISBN 978-1-56164-513-8 (pbk.)


      1. Snakes--Florida--Everglades National Park. I. Title.


      QL666.O6P3525 2012


      597.9609759’39--dc23


      2011043280


      First Edition


      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


      ISBN 978-1-56164-574-9 (e-book)


      Insert and index deleted for e-book purposes


      Design by Shé Hicks


      Printed and bound in the USA


      Rock python images on cover courtesy of Paul Marcellini, www.PaulMarcellini.com


      Cover design by Larry Perez



      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      “Snake in the Grass is a gripping and factual account of the most dramatic invasion yet in the continental U.S. It’s hard to put down. But it’s more than that. Perez depicts the surprising number of invaders in south Florida, the ecosystem-level impacts, and the array of economic forces, politics, and weak regulations that indicate the worst is yet to come.”


      —Daniel Simberloff, Nancy Gore Hunger Professor, University of Tennessee; editor-in-chief, Biological Invasions; senior editor, Encyclopedia of Biological Invasions


      “Snake-eating alligators and alligator-eating snakes might seem like a science fiction story-line, but those battles are playing out in Everglades National Park, where an invasion of non-native pythons threatens to upend a rich and diverse ecosystem that includes the largest tract of wilderness east of the Rockies. Larry Perez skillfully explores this astonishing assault—the repercussions already tallied and those lying in wait—in a book that reads almost like fiction but which, sadly, is only too factual.”


      —Kurt Repanshek, founder and editor-in-chief, National Parks Traveler


      “Snake in the Grass is the most comprehensive review of the invasion of Burmese pythons in the Everglades to date, and aptly explains their potential to irreparably alter the dynamics of Everglades ecosystems forever. Burmese pythons, like other nonnative plants and animals, are in Florida to stay. Snake in the Grass outlines counter-invasion strategies from legal reform to on-the-ground control techniques. The book could not be more timely.”


      —Roger L. Hammer, author of Everglades Wildflowers and A Falcon Guide to Everglades National Park & the Surrounding Area



      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      



      A narrow Fellow in the Grass

      Occasionally rides—

      You may have met Him—did you not,

      His notice sudden is—


      The Grass divides as with a Comb—

      A spotted shaft is seen—

      And then it closes at your feet

      And opens further on—


      He likes a Boggy Acre

      A Floor too cool for Corn—

      Yet when a Boy, and Barefoot—

      I more than once at Morn


      Have passed, I thought, a Whip lash

      Unbraiding in the sun

      When stooping to secure it

      It wrinkled and was gone—


      Several of Nature’s People

      I know, and they know me—

      I feel for them a transport

      Of cordiality—


      But never met this Fellow

      Attended, or alone

      Without a tighter breathing

      And Zero at the Bone—


      Emily Dickinson, “The Snake,” 1866


      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      Preface


      The opinions expressed in the following pages are solely my own and do not necessarily reflect those of any governmental agency, organization, or group with which I have previously maintained, or presently maintain, affiliation. Furthermore, unless otherwise noted in the text, my thoughts and conclusions should not be attributed to any of the individuals who have graciously reviewed portions of this work and provided their comments.


      This work is intended solely as an in-depth exploration of an important issue and does not necessarily espouse any particular viewpoint or recommend any specific action. Rather, it is hoped the following pages will present a concise account of relevant topics, spark further dialogue among broader audiences, and help advance constructive solutions that benefit both our global community and environment as a whole. 
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      Introduction


      Within the confines of a wooden box, most pythons find comfort in collecting their coils and sitting motionless in a corner. So still do they remain that, were it not for the nearly undetectable inflation that accompanies breath, they would appear altogether lifeless. Though strange and slightly disconcerting to us as observers, this knack for deceptive immobility no doubt serves them well in the wild.


      Today, however, Damien squirms nervously in his enclosure. Through a pane of Plexiglas I watch as the eight-foot Burmese python elongates his heavy body and slowly probes every crack and crevice of the white-washed box in which he resides. He methodically surveys the walls around him, seemingly intent on finding any available exit. He performs this show for hours—unwittingly providing entertainment for both me and a non-stop gaggle of gawkers who visit my traveling display.


      Years of working as a ranger for Everglades National Park have rewarded me with a truly varied career. Working in one of the most dynamic landscapes on the planet offers an endless procession of new challenges, adventures, and duties. Winters usually find me escorting throngs of visitors along narrow trails festooned with hundreds of alligators, birds, and turtles. The arrival of spring brings the possibility of wildfires and a chance to don safety gear and battle fast-moving blazes. Summer spawns foes both big and small—from hordes of ravenous mosquitoes, to the daunting power of tropical cyclones.


      Fortunately, this muggy Sunday in April offers a more sedate assignment. Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden, a popular attraction in southeast Florida, is hosting its inaugural “Everglades Day” and Damien and I are in attendance to provide information about the park to potential visitors. We have been provided a table in a prominent location in the garden, upon which I’ve thrown a colorful tablecloth emblazoned with the National Park Service logo. On display is a full array of maps, stickers, and literature addressing all manner of present-day issues from restoration to climate change. Behind us I’ve erected three large banners, custom printed with eye-catching graphics, intended to convey the park story at a glance. All the while, Damien remains in constant motion in his cage at the end of the table.

    


    
      Before meeting me, Damien was yet another nameless python captured by the park’s resource management staff. Now he is being used temporarily for the benefit of public education. I christened him this morning when one of the park biologists dropped him off to me at Fairchild, complete with his sealed enclosure. “I don’t think you’ll need to get in there,” he assured me while showcasing the hefty padlock securing the tank, “but if you do, the code is 6-6-6.” With that, I could only guess as to what the snake’s temperament was at the time of capture.


      Throughout the day, in a conference room not far from my display, scientists from Everglades National Park deliver presentations about Florida panthers, prescribed burns, seagrass scarring, American alligators, and hydrology. Between talks, participants stroll leisurely around my area, where various community organizations have also set up shop. As they mill between tables, I notice nearly everyone is compelled to stop and chat with me. Most are gregarious and eager to learn about my display—but not thanks to my colorful exhibits and handouts. Damien, with flicks of his tongue and an occasional flash of his belly, has easily stolen the show.


      Burmese pythons like Damien are a hot topic of conversation for the south Florida community, and they’re a growing concern for biologists here and elsewhere. As early as 2000, speculation surfaced that a breeding population of alien pythons had become established in the wilds of Everglades National Park. As these snakes commonly grow to lengths of 16 feet in their native range, the mere thought of such large constrictors invading the wilderness is unnerving at best. As years progressed, theory became fact with the discovery of pythons of various ages, egg-bearing females, and nests. Today, pythons are captured by the hundreds annually, and researchers believe that tens of thousands may now be saturating the area. Necropsies performed on recovered pythons reveal their hunger is satisfied by consuming a wide variety of birds and mammals. And beyond south Florida, scientists and policymakers weigh the odds of invasion by similar species elsewhere.

    


    
      While his brethren exert untold effects on one of the crown jewels of the American national park system, Damien continues luring the attention of adults and children alike. His charisma is, of course, far from isolated. Everyone loves to talk about snakes and, after years of public presentations, I know everyone has a story to tell. That’s not to say that everyone loves snakes, or that stories of encounters always have a happy ending. But for whatever reason, people share a universal fascination for reptiles like Damien. The history of the Sunshine State is rife with examples of how people have tried to capitalize on our interest in snakes—using them as stage props and marketing gimmicks for tourist attractions, zoos, wildlife shows, and the like. And they’ve been successful, largely because few of us are truly ambivalent about reptiles. Love them or hate them, an attraction exists that I would never profess to understand.


      Perhaps it is this attraction, though, that manifests itself as concern on this day. Throughout the event, several people inquire as to when Damien ate last. “I’m not sure,” comes my reply. “We captured him only last week in the park.” Conversation then shifts to inquiries about when I expect to feed him in the future. “Never,” comes my admittedly heartless reply. My guests seem puzzled at first, but comprehension quickly sets in. Presumably just to be certain, they then ask me what I intend to do with Damien.


      There are some things that I would rather not do in the course of my job, but am expected to do nonetheless—and carrying forth such conversations certainly counts as one. After all, I spend the majority of my time extolling the virtues of a treasured landscape, attempting to instill an appreciation for south Florida’s cultural and natural heritage. I usually do so in full “park ranger” regalia—green pants, gray shirt, hiking boots, shoulder patch, and gold-plated badge. The flat hat that sits gingerly upon my head casts me as an iconic symbol of environmental stewardship and protection. I am among the ranks of thousands of rangers around the country who work daily to protect some of America’s most precious resources. And with any luck, I can encourage others to adopt a similar ethic of conservation.

    


    
      Yet, the issue of invasive species can sometimes cast us in a different light. The truth, as I share with my visitors that day, is that Damien is simply not long for this world. After our display at Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden, one of two things may happen to Damien. A select few of the pythons captured from the Everglades are implanted with radio transmitters and again released into the park. These few become living experiments that help scientists learn a great deal about how these animals move and behave in the Glades. They are also instrumental in helping track down additional pythons in the field. To date, of the more than 1,700 pythons that have been captured and documented by park biologists over the last decade, only a handful of snakes have been used for this purpose.


      Thus, odds are that Damien will find himself in the company of those much less fortunate. Like the vast majority of pythons recovered alive, he will be euthanized. Once expired, he might then be taken to a nearby lab, stretched across a large, cold table and eviscerated. His limp remains will be used to populate a growing data set that feeds our knowledge of the species and informs management decisions. It is a gruesome, yet necessary, reality—one that seldom sits well with the likes of those presently ogling my display.


      And so a familiar round of well-intentioned questions begins. “Couldn’t you put him up for adoption, or sell him to someone for a pet?” comes one suggestion. “Why can’t they be captured and sent back to their native Asia for release? Aren’t they endangered there?” returns another. “With so many running around out there right now, what’s one more?” resounds another compassionate plea. Their inquiries are clearly motivated by genuine compassion for the living, sentient being stirring helplessly in its cage, unaware that a day of reckoning draws near.


      A poignant testament to his future fate lies before him for all to see: covering the full length of a wooden banquet table, and cascading down either side, I have unfurled the preserved skin of a nearly 15-foot python recovered from the park only a year before. As my visitors sample the rough texture of the mottled brown hide with their fingers, I answer their queries with a rhetorical thought of my own: is it realistic to suppose that thousands of 15-foot pythons could be readily adopted, or transported and transplanted overseas, or rereleased into a landscape we are spending billions of dollars to restore? Any such endeavor would necessarily entail significant risks, considerable costs, or potentially unintended consequences.

    


    
      What has led us down the path that now mandates the wanton destruction of strikingly beautiful creatures like Damien? Why must organizations and individuals, in benevolent service to our land and resources, now serve as judge, jury, and executioners to thousands of living pythons? And why, despite the size and fearsome reputation of such large snakes, does it wrench the gut, tug on the heart strings, and—for some—seem to generate nothing but bad karma? Indeed, what brings us to this unfortunate crossroads, where every avenue results in a loss?


      By two o’clock, the day’s scheduled talks have finished. On either side of me, my fellow exhibitors begin to break down their portable exhibits and pack up their materials. I take a cue from them and begin to collect my own goods, packing them away in a neat, methodical manner as I’ve done so many times before. Though I am certain to find myself at another similar event again in the very near future, I’m equally certain that Damien, my alluring assistant for the day, will not be joining me.
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      Snakes on a Sawgrass Plain


      I remember being tired, and a bit bored, by late afternoon on May 22, 2001. It had been a typical spring day at the Ernest Coe Visitor Center, the main contact station in Everglades National Park. During the morning hours, I had spoken with literally hundreds of folks who intended to spend the day touring the Glades by car, foot, and boat. Sporting my usual gray and green uniform, I spent most of the morning greeting the arriving masses, handing out maps and brochures, swearing in Junior Rangers, and answering the most common question in national parks across the country: “Where’s the bathroom?”


      By midday, as the relentless south Florida sun swaddled the marsh in oppressive warmth, the arrival of visitors became predictably slow and sporadic. By late afternoon, only a trickle of hearty souls ventured in to take advantage of the waning daylight. During such times, I would often keep myself occupied by cleaning exhibits, stocking publications, or, more often than not, reading a book recently purchased from the visitor center gift shop. While I don’t recall the details of what I had been doing that day, I remember my boredom palpably giving way to curiosity as a young couple dragged a very large plastic container into the building.


      The container itself would have been unremarkable, were it not bound tightly with light rope and perforated by crudely made holes in its top—cues that hinted something was alive inside. Despite well-publicized legal prohibitions on the capture, damage, harassment, or removal of plants and animals found in the park, it is not unusual to have some individuals innocently tote entire plants into the visitor center hoping for a positive identification. Children, in particular, are often blissfully unaware of their transgressions as they innocently pick flowers or scamper to capture the strange lizards and insects they encounter. And visitors have also been known to occasionally bring injured wildlife found in the park to the visitor center, under the erroneous assumption that the park is in the business of rehabilitation. I expected to be greeted by a similar situation as the pair of twenty-somethings made a beeline towards me.

    


    
      Resting his heavy load awkwardly on my desk, the young man greeted me with a smile and proceeded to relay, in detail, how he and his girlfriend had stumbled upon and captured a large Burmese python earlier in the day near Mahogany Hammock—a popular walking trail located in roughly the dead center of the park. Recognizing that such a discovery was (at the time) a fairly odd occurrence, the pair had stopped at the visitor center before leaving the park to report the incident. It was their intention, they explained, to take the snake into town to an acquaintance in the business of breeding that particular species—no doubt a service to the park from their perspective.


      Though the couple was well-mannered and seemingly acting in good faith, a great deal of suspicion immediately, and perhaps unfairly, stirred within me. Years of working in public parks has cultivated in me a healthy distrust that prompts me to be alert for people entering protected areas with pillowcases, nets, snake hooks, or probing questions that could be used to poach plants or animals. Though relatively few in number, there is a pervasive and passionate culture shared by many individuals that derives either personal pleasure, economic profit, or both, from collecting rare wildlife. Whatever the catalyst, orchids, butterflies, and artifacts have historically been pursued with great fervor by enthusiasts. Reptiles have the capacity to evoke in some a similar fanaticism that, for the truly passionate, can overshadow concerns about legality, ethics, and political boundaries. The truly zealous will often risk a great deal in the thrill of the hunt.


      In this light, the pair before me had earned two strikes: having proven both their desire and ability to capture large serpents, and conveniently having had the foresight to bring along a large, empty, porous Rubbermaid container with ample rope to bind it. Such gear is not standard fare for a typical outing to a national park—and it seemed evident that the pair was actively hunting reptiles in a park well-known for hosting a diversity of cold-blooded fauna.

    


    
      Despite my suspicions, I expressed a heartfelt thanks to my would-be volunteers and, without the slightest suggestion of wrongdoing, proceeded to provide a primer on park regulations prohibiting the removal of wildlife. All plants and animals, regardless of classification as either “native” or “exotic,” are protected from capture and harassment by park visitors—a necessary stipulation that safeguards critically threatened and endangered species against potential harm resulting from cases of mistaken identity. Permitting a free-for-all on the capture of nonnative constrictors in Everglades National Park could, for example, prove detrimental to the myriad native species for which they are often confused. “I’m really glad you guys caught it, but I can’t let you take this animal,” I remember saying. The lesson, as I recall, was a tough sell. After some deliberation, the young man reluctantly replied, “You can have the snake but . . . we want to keep our container.”



      An impromptu search for an appropriate enclosure resulted in a large Rubbermaid vessel of our own. Both containers were placed side by side on the floor. The young woman watched silently as her companion slowly unwound the line, removed the perforated top, and quickly landed a grip around the neck of the thick serpent. Using both hands, he slowly hoisted the snake’s massive bulk head-first from one enclosure and deposited him tail-first into the next. Only when the eight-foot snake was coiled tightly in the new container did I bravely offer my services—in near unison, I secured the cover as the young man quickly released his hold on its head.


      The transaction now complete, I thanked the couple once again for the service they rendered. Having successfully confiscated the large serpent, I bantered lightheartedly with the pair as we slowly sauntered out to their car in the parking lot. My purpose for the escort was more than mere chivalry—I was eager to note the make, model, and tag number of their vehicle. Shortly thereafter, I would pass this information along to our law enforcement division with a recommendation to be alert for suspicious activity.


      _____

    


    
      Prohibitions that guard against the damage or removal of wildlife in national parks protect nearly all living organisms within their borders—regardless of whether they are plentiful, endangered, native, or from another part of the world altogether. Though such regulations find their authority in governmental policy, they find ultimate justification in our modern understanding of basic ecology. With every new investigation, scientific observation reveals in greater relief how intricately all biological organisms are bound to the living and nonliving agents around them. Each, though clearly discernable from one another, acts as a critical strand in the proverbial web of life we are taught about in grade school. When one strand is pulled, stretched, twisted, or broken, the effects are felt to varying degrees across all its connections. Thus, maintaining the historic integrity of entire landscapes usually requires that each individual component from the largest predator to the smallest piece of wood, be allowed to fulfill its function in its natural place of origin.


      Figuring out exactly what constitutes the natural state of a given ecosystem, however, can often prove difficult. Generally, our measure of wildness varies inversely with the proximity and influence of people. That is not to say, of course, that we are not an important cog in earth’s biological machinery. Over tens of thousands of years, human cultures have surely lived upon and exerted their influence over nearly every acre of the Americas. Yet only our most recent centuries have brought wholesale change to the landscape. Our relatively newfound ability to harness supplemental sources of energy now permits the total conversion of forests, deserts, and wetlands into permanently managed, artificial environments that cater largely to human comfort and efficiency. The irrevocable conversion of vast swaths of land has been accompanied by a growing realization that urbanization disrupts cycles and processes that directly and indirectly benefit all species—including city dwellers. Today, landscapes devoid of obvious human alteration are typically interpreted as “pristine,” and are afforded ever-increasing value for their preservation of natural resources, biodiversity, environmental processes, and recreational pursuits.


      As our built environments continue to grow in unprecedented speed and size, greater appreciation is felt for preserving the historic integrity of what wild landscapes remain. It is that same lofty goal that inspired the designation of our first national parks, and continues to drive their management even today. In 1916, the United States Congress formally created the National Park Service. The fledgling agency was to assume stewardship of some of America’s most iconic landscapes, including Yellowstone, Yosemite, Crater Lake, and Mount Rainier. As guidance, Congress charged the new agency with a specific mission—preserving landscapes “intact for the benefit and enjoyment of future generations.”


    


    
      Currently, the United States boasts nearly 400 distinct units managed by the National Park Service. They range in size from the 13.2 million-acre Wrangell–St. Elias National Park and Preserve in Alaska to the .02-acre Thaddeus Kosciuszko National Memorial in Philadelphia. Collectively they span more than two dozen management designations, including national seashores, recreation areas, military parks, cemeteries, lakeshores, scenic rivers, historic trails, and battlefields. Without a doubt, however, those that have received the greatest fame, and have etched themselves most clearly upon our consciousness, bear designation as national parks.


      Indeed, the Grand Canyon, the redwood forests of the Pacific Northwest, and the Great Smoky Mountains all evoke images of larger-than-life landscapes that boggle logic and common sense with their scope and grandeur. The early years of our national preservation movement focused largely on the attractively textured terrain of the rugged American West, which often afforded vistas of such overwhelming scale they practically begged for protection in perpetuity. Every American, whether living or unborn, deserved a chance to witness the surging froth of Old Faithful, gaze upon the snow-capped peak of Mount Rainier, or marvel at the austere granite face of El Capitan. Such aesthetic marvels are often cited as catalysts in the creation of the national park idea. But in time, priorities would take a radical turn, leaving mere scenic beauty to take a backseat to new considerations of ecology, sustainability, and the preservation of wilderness.


      For some, a first glimpse of the celebrated Florida Everglades can prove spectacularly underwhelming. The Everglades, after all, enjoys a worldwide renown similar to that of Yellowstone, Yosemite, and the Grand Canyon. But whereas these popular destinations might greet visitors with picturesque mountain ranges, glimpses of charismatic fauna, or a palette of brightly colored foliage, the Everglades presents itself as a visually monotonous landscape sheathed in drab, muted tones. Unlike the conspicuous herds of bison, deer, or elk that have come to characterize some of our best-known landscapes, mosquitoes are often the most abundant fauna to be encountered in the sticky, hot environs of south Florida. And while parks in the American West boast landscapes so imposing they reduce visitors to insignificant specks of carbon, the Everglades suffers so slight an elevation that reaching its tallest peak requires one only to stand up. From such a vantage point, it is easy to look down one’s nose at what some have seen as little more than a miasmic, pestilence-filled swamp worthy only of reclamation.

    


    
      Roughly 6,000 years ago, the workings of a dynamic climate and rising sea level began to forge the familiar south Florida land mass we recognize today. Over time, this mantle would support colonization by a bevy of plants largely from the south, animals largely from the north and, eventually, people from everywhere. The Everglades, in its present form, is a precocious infant—a youthful ecosystem only several millennia old, yet maturing quickly into an energetic, productive environment capable of surviving the harshest adversity while simultaneously providing generously for its innumerable dependents. To meet these demands, however, the Everglades itself depends upon the most basic of all necessities—a predictably cyclic supply of fresh water.


      Fortunately, the extreme southern reaches of peninsular Florida stretch close enough to the Tropic of Cancer to be amenable to this request. While winter months bring mild temperatures and a relative paucity of rainfall, the hot, humid days of summer are routinely punctuated with powerful afternoon thunderstorms that infuse the marsh with water. Every year, the clouds overhead are wrung dry—delivering over five feet of water to the thirsty landscape below. Much of it falls on the open face of massive Lake Okeechobee—a seemingly boundless natural reservoir whose true capacity is limited sharply by its surprising lack of depth. As the wet season continues to unfurl, unrelenting storms fill both the lake and the Everglades to capacity, spilling waters on a path of least resistance that courses nearly one hundred miles to the south on an overland march to the sea. This lengthy journey is somewhat aided by a steady, though nominal, loss of elevation totaling only around nineteen feet. The waters of the Everglades, though slow and almost imperceptible, are always on the move.

    


    
      Whereas swamps are usually characterized by the occurrence of stagnant water, the Everglades is truly a river in its hydrology. Unlike the raging rivers that find their origins in the confluence of mountain streams, the waters that wind their way through south Florida’s marshes and forests do so at an almost imperceptible rate. In the absence of obstruction and constraint, the sluggish waters do not keep to a single riverbed, but rather, reach out broadly on the landscape to inundate millions of acres along the way. All told, 4,000 square miles are said to have been touched by the waters of the historic Everglades. And though slight, the presence of a detectable current in those waters provided the necessary grounds for author and activist Marjory Stoneman Douglas to christen the system with its other familiar moniker—the River of Grass.


      Though the peculiarities of the Everglades may not always bend to our liking, they have—over thousands of years—proven hospitable to an astoundingly diverse collection of life. Early naturalists gave the area high marks for the breadth of rare Caribbean plants found growing along the subtropical coast. The waters of south Florida teem with an assortment of fresh- and saltwater life that has proven central to the people of historic and present-day cultures. Yearly congregations of migratory birds provide spectacular testimony to the nearly 400 species that have been recorded in the Everglades. And joining these is a motley crew of threatened and endangered creatures that have, over time, served to both define the area and infuse the River of Grass with character.


      The chance of sighting a manatee, Florida panther, or the rarest of butterflies entices some to spend their lives exploring the wilds of south Florida. Yet, ironically, the promise of near-certain encounters with wildlife also prompts others to shun the Glades entirely. The Everglades have received legitimate fame for hosting dense congregations of critters of ill repute. They are home to innumerable snakes, including four venomous species. They are the only location in the world where both alligators and crocodiles thrive side by side. And insects can be so copious in the summer, some have said you need to throw a rock through the bugs just to get a decent view.

    


    
      For some, it is probably fortunate there is no other Everglades in the world. Yet as unremarkable as it might seem, it is perhaps the relative scarcity of places like it that lend it truly remarkable value. Perched delicately between earth’s temperate and tropical biomes, the Everglades have amassed an unparalleled wealth of resources worthy of preservation. Recognizing an important opportunity, the United States Congress authorized creation of Everglades National Park in 1935 with the stipulation that the park “be permanently reserved as a wilderness, and no development of the project or plan for the entertainment of visitors shall be undertaken which will interfere with the preservation of the unique flora and fauna and the essential primitive conditions now prevailing in the area.”


      Since that time, the park has been recognized for the wealth of resources it protects. Within its borders can be found the largest sawgrass prairie in North America, an estuary of national significance, and the largest protected mangrove forest in the Northern Hemisphere. Dozens of rare species are found within the park, and no doubt many more yet await discovery. Quietly and without fanfare, the orchestrated interplay of the living and non-living drives the uninterrupted continuance of vital ecological processes—gas exchange, nutrient cycling, water filtration, erosion control, carbon sequestration, and the like. And though underappreciated as a repository of human culture, the park preserves the ancestral homeland of remarkably advanced civilizations that have long since gone extinct.


      Everglades National Park has received global recognition for its inherent values and enjoys protection under three distinct, international accords as a World Heritage Site, Wetland of International Importance, and a Man in the Biosphere Reserve. True to the intent of the park’s enabling legislation, the National Park Service has worked diligently to spare the landscape from further physical modification. And in 1978, roughly 1.3 million acres of the park were designated the Marjory Stoneman Douglas Wilderness Area—affording them the highest level of federal protection currently possible.

    


    
      Given these efforts, the natural world should find refuge in the confines of Everglades National Park. Here the biological and chemical processes that forge life should continue to run wild and unimpaired. In the absence of synthetic materials, internal combustion engines, impermeable surfaces, chemical pollutants, and artificial lights, native populations of plants and animals should continue to thrive and interact as they have for thousands of years.


      Yet despite decades of struggle to protect the Everglades against development, the south Florida wilderness has been dammed, diked, and drained nearly to death. For well over a century, well-intentioned water management schemes have successfully yoked the formerly intractable waters of the Everglades watershed. Today, an intricate system of canals, spillways, pump stations, levees, and wells provides a deceptively dependable supply of fresh water that has fueled the explosive growth of industry and population centers in the southern peninsula. Today, nearly half the original extent of the Everglades has been supplanted by agricultural fields and urban subdivisions, which are afforded flood protection through the deliberate and wasteful redirection of “excess” water to the sea in staggering quantities.


      Billions of gallons of fresh water are shunted to the coast annually, plaguing the ecological health and vitality of the estuaries that receive them. And while oysters, shrimp, and shorebirds are forced to contend with unnatural gluts of fresh water, other organisms are condemned to suffer lengthy droughts further downstream. For decades growers, politics, and the occasional tropical storm have governed how and when south Florida’s accumulated rains were distributed. At virtually any time of the year, without regard to Mother Nature’s historical preferences, the flip of a switch could send a deluge north, south, east, or west. Rarely were south Florida’s natural areas the beneficiaries of such technological prowess. Rather, some years, Everglades National Park was denied any inflow of life-giving water whatsoever.


      Circumventing the very cycles with which the furred, feathered and photosynthetic denizens had become attuned proved disastrous. Wading birds, no longer privy to the gradual draw-down of water that pooled the prey necessary to nourish their
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