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Abstract

This publication is part of the Wildlife of Florida fact

sheet series, created to provide the public with a quick

and accurate introduction to Floridas wildlife, including
both native and invasive species. We hope these fact sheets
inspire you to learn more about one of Florida’s rarest
mammals, the Key Largo woodrat, as well as investigate the
other wildlife around your community and understand the
amazing biodiversity in the state of Florida.

Breeding = Summer

Status = Endangered on both state and federal levels
Scientific name: Neotoma floridana smalli

Common name: Key Largo woodrat

Habitat: Tropical hardwood hammocks of Key Largo

Physical description: Adult Key Largo woodrats are
medium-sized rodents with a body ranging from 4.7 to 9.1
inches long and a tail, typically shorter than the body, rang-
ing from 5.1 to 7.5 inches long. Adults have gray-brown
fur on their backs that blends into cinnamon-toned along
their sides with cream-colored or white undersides (Figure
1). Their tails are lightly furred. Juveniles have dull gray fur
on their backs and grow into the brown coloration upon

reaching sexual maturity. Males are typically larger than
females, but otherwise the sexes look similar.

Figure 1. Adﬁlt male Key Largo woodrat.

Credits: Daniel Greene, The Wildlife Society Florida Chapter
Weight: Males average around 9.10 oz (258 g), while
females average around 7.41 oz (210 g).

Reproduction: Gestation averages 35-40 days. Females
have small litters, averaging two pups, once or twice a year.
Juveniles reach sexual maturity within 4-5 months.

Lifespan: One to three years on average. Captive woodrats
can live longer.
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Dispersal & home range: Little is known about dispersal in
Key Largo woodrats, but in other woodrat species dispersal
distances of young more than 200 meters is rare. Adult Key
Largo woodrats have a small home range, averaging less
than one acre (0.76 acres or 3065 m?). Males tend to have a
larger home range and travel farther than females.

Distribution

The Key Largo woodrat is a subspecies of the Eastern
woodrat (Neotoma floridana). Though Eastern woodrats
have a patchy distribution throughout the southeastern
United States, Key Largo woodrats are restricted to only the
northern third of the island of Key Largo in approximately
2100 total acres (8.5 km?) of habitat (Figure 2). This small
area is largely undeveloped and contained within two
protected conservation areas, Crocodile Lake National
Wildlife Refuge and Dagny Johnson Botanical State Park.
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Figure 2. Current range of the Key Largo woodrat. Key Largo woodrats

are only found within protected areas (approximately 2500 acres) on

the northern third of Key Largo and only within tropical hardwood

hammocks. Red lines represent major roads.
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Biology and Behavior

Key Largo woodrats are nocturnal, relying on one or a small
network of stick-nests as refuge during the day. Under the
cover of night, they emerge to forage for food and perform
maintenance on their stick-nests. Woodrats are ecosystem
engineers; the stick-nests they construct can grow to be
quite large over time. Over multiple generations some have
grown to sizes over six feet long and four feet high (Figure
3). A variety of other species, both vertebrates and inverte-
brates, use these stick-nests as a resource for shelter or food.
If stick-nests are not maintained, they decompose and lose
structural integrity over time, so woodrats continuously
add new sticks (Figure 4).

root and rocks with a person present for scale.
Credits: Clay DeGayner
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Figure 4. Trail camera photo of Key Largo woodrat moving large stick
at nest.
Credits: United States Fish and Wildlife Service

The diet of the Key Largo woodrat consists of the fruit and
leaves of a wide variety of hammock plants, including wild
coffee (Psychotria nervosa), snowberry (Chiococca alba),
pigeon plum (Coccoloba diversifolia), potato-tree (Solanum
erianthum), blackbead (Pithecellobium keyense), and
several species of fig (Ficus sp.). They will also occasionally



consume insects. Sometimes woodrats bring fruits and
seeds back to the nest and store them in a cache for later.
They tend to stay relatively close to their nests when
foraging or collecting sticks, often keeping to within 50-60
yards (approximately 50 m) of the nest site.

History

Key Largo woodrats were first described from observations
on Key Largo in 1923 and declared a unique subspecies

in 1955 based on morphological measurements. There is
anecdotal evidence that they occurred across the island
historically, but they appear to have been more common
on the northern part of Key Largo, where they are still
found today. An attempt was made in 1970 to establish a
small group of captured woodrats further south within
Lignumvitae Key Botanical State Park. However, despite
some initial success, the introduced population had disap-
peared completely by the late 1990s. Reports from the 1980s
indicated high densities of woodrats and numerous stick-
nests, but only within a study area on the north side of Key
Largo. Key Largo woodrats had been eliminated through
the remainder of their previous range at this point, and
were federally listed as endangered due to limited available
habitat in 1983. Their population declined throughout the
1990s; by 2002, the population was estimated to be less than
100 individuals, and stick-nests were largely absent from
the environment. A series of wildlife management efforts
have been undertaken to prevent the extinction of the
species since then. A captive breeding program was at-
tempted but abandoned because of low survival of released
individuals. The implementation of supplemental nest sites
and removal of exotic predators has shown positive results
for woodrat populations in recent years.

Threats

Small populations with limited available habitat are often
at risk of extinction. As a result of historical agriculture
and development, Key Largo woodrats are now restricted
to the hardwood hammock in two protected areas on the
north end of Key Largo that were established in the 1980s.
While development is no longer a threat in those protected
areas, a frequently used road and other developments and
infrastructure still in place can act as barriers, fragmenting
existing woodrat populations. Changes in soil moisture
because of rising sea levels contribute to the transition of
hardwood hammock into mangrove forest, which is unsuit-
able for woodrats.
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The most immediate risks come from two introduced
predators: domestic cats (Felis catus) and Burmese

pythons (Python bivitattus). The stick-stacking behavior of
woodrats is thought to leave them particularly vulnerable

to predation. Management efforts have helped to remove
cats within protected areas but have been less effective at
reducing the number of pythons. In fact, signs indicate that
python populations have been increasing in recent years.
The direct influence of pythons is still under investigation,
but research has demonstrated that domestic cats negatively
impact Key Largo woodrats (Figure 5).

Figure 5. A domestic or feral cat caught on camera within Crocodile
Lake National Wildlife Refuge holding what appears to be a Key Largo
woodrat in its mouth.

Credits: United States Fish and Wildlife Service

In addition to habitat loss and pressure from predators,
species like the black rat (Rattus rattus) may be competing
with woodrats for space and other resources, particularly
when closer to the edges of protected areas near develop-
ment. As in the case of pythons, more research is needed to
determine whether black rats directly influence Key Largo
woodrats.

Did you know?

Today, more than 1700 supplemental woodrat nest struc-
tures have been installed across protected areas in northern
Key Largo to aid in woodrat recovery (Figure 6). Many of
these structures also serve as monitoring points to help
regularly gauge the population.

Fast Facts

« Despite their common name, Key Largo woodrats are
only distantly related to rats.

« Key Largo woodrats build nests on the ground but often
forage for food in the tree canopy.

o Nests can be used by different generations of woodrats,
particularly females, and enlarge over time.

o The first Burmese python captured in the Florida Keys
was found because it consumed a radio-collared Key
Largo woodrat.

o There is evidence that the insides of woodrat nests
have distinct bacterial communities in which potential



pathogens are low and antimicrobial-producing groups
are high.

Figure 6. The typical appearance of a supplemental nest placed for Key
Largo woodrat use. These structures usually consist of a meter-long
piece of plastic culvert with coral limestone rocks and large branches
from the surrounding area piled on top.

Credits: Brandon McDonald

How You Can Help:

o Keep pets indoors or on a leash near protected areas in
the Florida Keys.

Do not feed stray cats.

« Report python sightings using the Florida Fish and
Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) python
hotline: 1-888-IVE-GOT-1.

o Support Key Largo woodrat conservation by supporting
local, state, and federal agencies.

« https://floridakeyswildlifesociety.org/
o https://myfwc.com/
« https://www.fws.gov/
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