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ApstracT:  Cannibalism in the American alligator (Alligator mississippiensis) was evaluated
in Louisiana by examining 706 alligator stomachs for web tags previously attached to smaller
alligators, Alligators >2.73 m total length (T1.) were more cannibalistic than smaller alligators.
Large alligators (>2.73 m) preyed almost exclusively on large juveniles and small adults (1.22-2,12
m TL). Medium-sized alligators (2.13-2.73 m TL) preyed principally on medium-sized juvenile
alligators (0.75-1.20 m TL), while small alligators (1.35-2.12 m TL) preyed mainly on hatchlings
and small juveniles (<0.75 m TL). Alllgnlon <]1.35 m TL were not cannibalistic. We consider
cannibalism an important population i hanism and estimated that cannibalism ac-
counted for 50.2% of total hatchling mnrtllily and 63.7% of total mortality in alligators of age 11
mo and older. Mortality due to cannibalism appeared to be distributed proportionately among all
cohorts in the 0.35-2.12 m TL size classes, resulting in a relatively uniform reduction across the
group; males and females were cannibalized in the same proportions as they occurred in the
population. Cannibalism accounted for only a small part of each predator’s diet. Total losses due
to cannibalism were an estimated 2.13 prey alligators per potential predator in the standing crop
per year,
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INTRASPECIFIC predation, the process of
killing and eating an individual of the same
species, was once considered aberrant be-
havior (Fox, 1975). A growing body of ev-
idence now indicates that cannibalism is
not only common, but is an important be-
havior of many species. Polis (1981) re-
ported that cannibalism occurred in over
1000 species. It has been shown to influ-
ence strongly the competitive interactions,

dynamies, and life histories of some pop-
ulations (Polis and Myers, 1985).
Cannibalism in the American alligator
has been reported by several authors (De-
lany and Abercrombie, 1986; Giles and
Childs, 1949; Nichols et al., 1976; Taylor,
1986; Valentine et al., 1972). These reports
were associated with studies of food habits,
and no effort has been made to determine
the extent of the behavior or its impact on
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the population dynamics of the species.
The purpose of our study was to determine
the extent of cannibalism in a marsh-pop-
ulation of alligators believed to be at or
near carrying capacity and to evaluate the
possible role of cannibalism in influencing
demographic structure and population
processes.

METHODS AND MATERIALS
Study Area

The study was conducted on Lacassine
National Wildlife Refuge in southwestern
Louisiana. A 6478-ha, permanently flood-
ed impoundment located within the ref-
uge served as the principal study site. The
impoundment, referred to as Lacassine
Pool, consisted of fresh marsh interspersed
with shallow ponds, ditches, and canals.
Dense, emergent stands of maidencane
(Panicum hemitomon), bulltongue (Sag-
ittaria lancifolia), and spikerush (Eleo-
charis spp.) dominated the marsh. Open
areas of water ranged from 0.8-1.0 m deep
and contained submerged and floating
plants. Precipitation constituted the only
source of water to the pool. Excess water
was allowed to escape over three spillways
located along the impoundment’s perim-
eter levees.

From the inception of the Refuge in
1937 through 1982, hunting of alligators
was prohibited. An annual selective com-
mercial harvest was initiated in 1983, Be-
tween 1983 and 1986, 481 alligators >1.21
m total length (TL) were harvested.

Collection of Data

We determined cannibalism by recov-
ering web tags of marked alligators from
the stomachs of other alligators. Each year
from 1981 through 1988, approximately
600 alligators ranging in size from 0.85-
320 m TL were captured, tagged, and
released in Lacassine Pool. We captured
alligators by methods described by Cha-
breck (1963) and determined sex by clo-
acal examination for most alligators >0.45
m TL (Chabreck, 1963). Total length was
measured along the alligator’s dorsal sur-
face. Each alligator was marked with three
like-numbered monel web tags. Web tags

were approximately 10 mm long and 2
mm wide. One tag was attached to the
webbing of each hind foot, and one was
attached to the webbing of a front foot.

Alligator eggs hatch in August in La-
cassine Pool (Carbonneau, 1987), and be-
cause tagging was usually conducted dur-
ing July and August each year, the youngest
marked alligators were appronchlnﬁ 1 r
of age. On 1 September 1987, 181 hatch-
lings were captured, tagged, and released
at eight nest sites.

We collected stomachs from alligators
captured during a commercial harvest held
in the pool in September 1987 and 1988.
In 1987, we collected 255 stomachs; 451
were collected in 1988. Alligators were
captured by contract trappers using baited
hooks. Legal restrictions limited the har-
vest, and thus the sample, to alligators
=121 m TL. We determined the total
length, mass, and sex of each harvested
alligator. After each alligator was skinned,
its stomach was removed and frozen for
later analysis. Stomachs were radio-
graphed with standard X-ray equipment,
and stomachs that contained web tags were
opened and the tags were recovered.

We determined 513 percentage of lagged
alligators in the population from recapture
rates during the 1987 and 1988 harvest and
summer tagging programs. Because most
alligators captured furlng the 1987 and
1988 tagging programs were <1.21 m TL
and all harvested alligators were >1.21 m
TL, we calculated two recovery rates for
each year. An overall rate was estimated
by adjusting for each group's representa-
tive share o% the total population.

Calculations of cannibalism mortality
rates were based on the assumption that
tags found in alligator stomachs repre-
sented cannibalism of tagged alligators that
oceurred during the 12 mo prior to the
harvest of the predatory alligator. To test
this assumption and determine how rap-
idly web tags actually ﬁmsed through the
stomachs of predatory alligators, baits with
tags but no hooks were fed to alligators.
Baits were suspended 0.30 m above the
water. A numbered steel washer, 4 cm in
diameter and considered too large to pass
through an alligator’s stomach, and two
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numbered monel web tags were attached
to each bait. Alligators took 100 baits be-
tween 3 August and 9 August 1988, We
recovered washers and bait tags from
stomachs by the same method used to re-
cover web tags.

Size-class distribution of the alligator
population in Lacassine Pool was deter-
mined by night counts (Chabreck, 1966).
Five randomly selected transects were
traveled by airboat across the pool between
30 July and 12 August 1988. Alligators were
spotted using a 28,000 lux Q-beam light.
All alligators visible from the transect line
were counted. Total length of each alli-
gator was estimated by methods described
by Chabreck (1966).

The 1988 pre-hatching alligator popu-
lation was estimated from nest counts
(Chabreck, 1966). On 10 July 1988, 12
transects were flown across Lacassine Pool
in a fixed wing aircraft so that 25% of the
pool was surveyed. We counted alligator
nests within 100 m of each side of the plane
from an altitude of 61 m at an air speed
of 130 km/h. We divided the number of
nests counted by the percentage of the pool
within the transect boundaries to deter-
mine total nests,

The total alligator population of Lacas-
sine Pool was computed with the following
formula presented by Chabreck (1966):

N
P=—"
AFE

where, P = total alligator ulation, N =
total number of alligator I:lcn)'.gts, A = per-
centage adults in population, F = per-
centage of adults that are females, and E
= percentage of adult females that nested.

Percentage of adults (alligators >1.82
m TL) in the population (A) was deter-
mined from size-class data collected dur-
ing night counts. Percentage of adults that
were females (F) was determined from
1009 adult alligators captured during the
1983 through 1988 harvest program in the
pool. Percentage of adult females that
nested (E) was determined from 15 radio-
collared adult females monitored in the
pool during summer 1988 (Rootes, 1989).
A life table (Downing, 1980) was used to

calculate total mortality of alligators age
11 mo and older. The life table was derived
from the size-class distribution determined
by nifht counts and age and length data
for alligators in Lacassine Pool presented
by Rootes et al. (1991).

Statistical Analysis

Chi-square (Steel and Torrie, 1980) was
used to test for differences in the per-
centage of marked alligators in the pop-
ulation between years, cannibalism be-
tween sexes and among size classes of
alligators, and web tag retention rates be-
tween sexes and among size classes. We
used PROC GLM (SAS Institute Inc., 1985)
to regress the TL of prey alligators on the
TL of their predators. We used a binomial
probability function (Hogg and Tannis,
1977) to estimate the probability that a
web tag would be retained in a predatory
alligator stomach after 6 moand 1 yr, Prey
alligators were assumed to have been can-
nibalized 6 mo prior to the predator’s har-
vest or on the date that they were tagged,
whichever occurred last. Growth of alli-
gators marked more than 6 mo before the
predator’s harvest was projected by growth
curves presented by Rootes (1989).

RESULTS

Of 1031 alligators captured during the
1987 summer tagging program and fall
harvest season, 129 were previously tagged.
Of 1077 captured in 1988, 139 were tagged.
Based on these recoveries, tagged alligators
comprised 14.2% of the total alligator pop-
ulation in 1987 and 14.4% of the popula-
tion in 1988 and did not differ between
years (x* = 0.075, df = 1, P = 0,79). No
difference was found between years (x* =
1.60,df = 1, P = 0.21) in cannibalism rates
of alligators of marked age 11 mo and
older (Table 1); therefore, data were pooled
across years to compare sexes and size
classes of predators. No difference was
found between the number of cases of can-
nibalism by 1.22-2.78 m TL males and
females of the same size (x* = 0.27, df =
27, P = 0.62); therefore, data were pooled
across sex. A comparison of the pooled
group to alligators >2.73 m TL disclosed
that larger alligators (males) were more
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F1c. 1,—Index of cannibalism by size ¢
of predatory alligator, I_FJI!:.;aiine ll"e;;l_ ll?s!.:.‘." anf 105828_
lator size class (m : A= 1. 51, 2
ll’.‘!'lr;..(?'- 11;;—2.12. D = 213-2.42, ¥ = 2.43-2.73,

F = 2.74-8.04, G = >3.04.

listic (32 = 56.38, df = 1, P <
Bng(;l(;kl);‘ (Fig. 1). Alligators >2.73 m TL
contributed 18.6% of the stomachs exam-
ined but accounted for 41.0% of the cases
of cannibalism identified. No females
>9.78 m TL were found on the study area.

Retention Rate of Web Tags

Calculations of cannibalism mortality
were based on the assumption that web
tags found in stomachs represented can-
nibalism of tagged alligators during the 12
mo prior to the predator’s harvest. Data
from baited washers tended to su?purt this
assumption. Washers from 46 of the 100
baits taken in August 1988 were recuverc?d
from stomachs of alligators harvested in
September 1988, No difference was found
in the rate at which web tags were lost
from stomachs of different size classes of
alligators (x* = 1.63, df = 4, P = 0.81) or

females (x* = 0.66,df =1, P =
Om'?"lf? :;l;irvested males and females each
ingested 46 web tags, males passed 10 web
tags and females passed nine web tags.
Passage of a single tag was found to
independent of the number of tags present
(x* = 0.87, df = 2, P = 0.33).

Of 92 web tags ingested, 20.7% wer]el
eliminated in 39.7 + 3.6 (SD) days. In a
cases, at least one of the two web tags in-
gested was retained; therefore, predation
of a tagged alligator would have been
identified. If the probability of eliminating
a web tag is assumed to be a constant 0.%1
during each successive 40-day period, the
probability that one web tag would be re-
tained in an alligator's stomach fafter 6 mo
would be 0.35, and the probability of re-
taining one web tag for 1 yr would be 0.1:2.

Chabreck and Joanen (1?79) noted that

alligators in southern Louisiana donot feed
during winter dormancy, approxlmalelé
November through February, and fed
only occasionally during October a‘rl;e
March. Therefore, 6 mo would elapse be-
tween the resumption of normal feeding
activity and the end of the fall harvest.
With an expected 35% retention rate after
6 mo, the probability of a harvested alli-
gator retaining at least one of the three
web tags from a marked alligator eaten
immediately after the resumption of nor-
mal feeding activity would be 0.725. Con-
versely, the probability of retaining at le?‘sl
one of three web tags ingested during the
2 mo before the end of normal feeding the
previous fall would be 0.31. The prntf)a-
bility of retaining al least one web tag for
more than 1 yr would be 0.32.

1.—Cannibalism of marked alligators that were age 11 mo and older and identified from stomach

o contents of alligators taken from Lacassine Pool, 1087 and 1988,
1087 1958 Combined years

T “zl‘:‘wm No. stomachs u‘n:mngllc:run

Produtor tots] length No. stornachs cannibalism No. stamachs cannibalisn miacl onibalisn
o : 2 iG] 4
iy % n %2 9 145 10
185818 63 8 127 12 190 15
2.18-2.42 53 4 a2 % -~ 3
243-273 24 1 31 i -4 L
2.74-3.04 15 ] 35 3 i v
=3,04 18 7 28 & e s

Total 255 20 451
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These calculations suggest that we
missed some cases of cannibalism of tagged
alligators that occurred during the 12 mo
prior to harvest. However, it appears that

a similar number of cases of cannibalism

that occurred during preceding years were

included. We assumed that web tags found
in stomachs approximated actual canni-
balism rates during the preceding year.

Alligator Population Estimate

A total of 67 alligator nests was counted
during the 1988 nest survey of Lacassine
Pool. Approximately 25% of the area was
sampled; consequently, the total number
of nests in the pool (N) was estimated to
be 268.

Of the 931 alligators sighted during 1988
night counts, 15.5% were of adult size (A).
Ogthe 1009 adult alligators harvested from
the pool between 1983 and 1988, 38.9%
were females (). Rootes (1989) estimated
that 29.9% of the adult females in Lacas-
sine Pool nested (E) in 1988. Although the
number of adult females examined in La-
cassine Pool was small (19), estimates of
the proportion of adult females nesting
compares favorably with studies else-
where. Taylor et al. (1991) examined 780
adult-sized female alligators on Marsh Is-
land, Louisiana, and found that 25.3% had
nested. Wilkinson (1985) reported that
27.5% of 69 adult females in South Car-

olina nested, Dividing total nests (N) by
AFE (0.155 x 0.389 x 0.299) yielded a
July 1988 population estimate of 14,866
alligators.

Cannibalism Mortality in
Hatchling Alligators

Web tags from five of the 131 hatchling
alligators marked in September 1987 were
recovered from stomachs of alligators har-
vested in September 1088, OF the esti-
mated 5036 harvestable-size alligators in
the pool (Table 2), we examined stomachs
from 451 (Table 1). Dividing five by the
proportion of total predatory alligators
sampled (0.09) indicated that 55 marked
hatchlings were cannibalized. If un-
marked hatchlings were cannibalized at
the same rate as marked hatchlings, 42.0%

TABLE 2. —Estimate of July 1988 alligator population,
ine Pool, 1088,

% total alligators
Total length of alligator sighted duri July 1688 alligator
{m) night mmt:w population

<0.62 18.2 7165
0.92-1.21 18.0 2676
1.22-1.51 9.8 1457
1.52-1.82 85 1264
1.83-2.12 6.0 802
218-2.42 5.6 832
2.43-2.73 1.9 282
2,74-9.04 1.1 164

=804 0.9 154

Total 100.0 14,866%

* A total of 931 alligators were counted during 1958 night counts.
** As determined from nest counts.

of all hatchlings would be lost to canni-
balism during the first year of life. Car-
bonneau (1987) estimated that total hatch-
ling mortality in Lacassine Pool was 83.6%
by age 1 yr. Based on this estimate, 50.2%
of total hatchling mortality would he at-
tributed to cannibalism.

Cannibalism Mortality in
Older Alligators

A total of 3288 alligators 11 mo and
older were cannibalized from September
1987 through August 1988 (Table 3). As-
suming constant recruitment and age spe-
cific mortality rates, cannibalism mortality
was 22.1% of the standing crop. Total mor-
tality was 5164 or 34.7% (5164/14,866) of
the standing crop (Table 4). Based on this
estimate, cannibalism accounted for 63.7%
of total mortality of alligators age 11
months and older. Although cannibalism
accounted for a substantial portion of total
mortality, prey alligators comprised a mi-
nor portion of each predator’s diet. An es-
timated 5025 potential predators (alliga-
tors >1.21 m TL, Table 2) were in thﬁjuly
1988 population, and each consumed an
average of 0.65 alligator per year.
Carbonneau (1987) estimated that 23.8
alligators hatched per nest in Lacassine Pool
in 1986. Applying this rate to 704 nests
present in 1987 (Carbonneau, 1987), 16,755
hatchlings would have been available to
predators in September 1987, With a 42.0%
cannibalism mortality rate, an estimated
7037 hatchlings were cannibalized by
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, 1988.
(m TL) distribution of cannibalistic alligators, Lacassine Pool

TABLE 3.—Size class
{
(B)d

® D) ¢

by - toal ol % total canod

gl e Sy cmhr it TS
= *

— 2 a2 144 1 132
i 9 73 14.4 sse 26.1
s 12 14.2 14.4 586 178
g 7 110 14.4 us 34
2.13-2.42 1 11,0 14 i 53
TRy 18 218 14.4 423 29
2.74-3.04 213 144 T
ey L N/A 5288 .

Total 56 N/A

. somach content analysis (Table 1).
:ml-r of stomachs analyzed in sz :hs:]l'-:;z 1
: Mmr::lﬁmzimlmil:ug:u fm tagging and harvest program.

Column B
e,
Column G * Colusnn D

5. If

ear ended 81 August subsequently bcc“zfs l;"r? ébg:‘ps‘:(livﬁofn
1.40 hatchlings per predator in the | thase ?U‘Ele;‘?gcrr;g;es 1o 0.704.

19821? crop per year. Total cannibalism malys};' d hatchlings (n = 5) were can-

itfﬂzn ;;fe clagses sEaRignts v s, ni'l?:?irzeil by alligators < 1.78 m TL. Mefan

per predatory alligator in the standing €toP L0y o s 0.58 + 0.18 m (n = 28«20 m

per year. predators 1.22-2.12 m TL, 1.06 + 0.40 m

— TL,

Predator Size versus Prey Size (n :1 1439) iu:) E;,eg,at(‘:i 2"5 ;?fﬁfg, ::{..m,s
of length of prey alligators  anc %% — D

nnﬁlﬁ;ﬁig? predatgry e ('Flg.hf) >'21“{-3: Tn:;‘n TL of alligators at hatching

indicates a significant linear relationship - e ok i sl s

a L dator size
en the two grouge (' 21000 wdicted minimum predatol
?'Et;;:e; < B . :ana‘i tlh§5p:: TL (Fig. 1). However, no web

d 60.8% of the vari- eimachs of Al-
it <h0-?00121'1a;} prey alligators (R%)  tags were rccoverc'[d‘lir:nl:ic}? was slightly
Ao reounted for by the length of pred- ligators <140 000 o epol gige (1.21
- n%mlm three of the 30 prey alligators larger than t ; o the regression model,
z;ﬁzlbﬂﬁz};d by predators >2.‘{’E’éem TL ﬁlig:l‘lrsu::‘ls:y be victims of cannlbalisrlu

have been con- 1 oximately
w&::"i; (:A(:lfgr—[l;b ':::'gdzlt?;y alligators that until they reach a TL of appr
su

predators during the y

ine Pool.
Total annual mortality of alligators age 11 mo and older, Lacassine

TABLF. 4.—
il Time clapsed Annualized
{ma)

i i iz artaliv
Stae class (m) Totl pupbar in e dTJTETM'- -l 4 : mNM,
"
- 7165 18 N/A Nl/a N/A
iy 2676 34 4489 16 081
i 1457 47 1219 13 125
::tllg; 1264 62 :1:;; 18 184
83-2. 81 M
12 592 m 1
:lz'.!g::.az 832 ng}‘ K 0 i
2.43-273 282 1 550 3
: 164 169 33 0
274-3.04 164 160 18 K
ol N/A N/A

14,866 N/A
s lected on alligators in Lacassine

we Taken from age spocifio length curves derived by Reotes (1968) from 1981-1988 mark-recapture data coll
3-# Y (
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2.13 m, assuming a maximum predator s
sizeof 4.0 m (Roolges. 1989). Web tags from il
four alligators approaching 2.13 m long _ | """

were recovered me stomachs. All three &

web tags from a 2.08-m male that was # 1+
tagged in May 1988 were recovered from
the stomach of a 2.85-m male harvested & ']
in September 1988. Although the TL of
the predator was only slightly Ereater (37%)
than the TL of the prey, the mass was
substantially greater (208%). .

L 0s 1 = =

15 3 L]
J PREDATOR SIZE (m)
Sex Ratio of Prey FiG. 2.—Relationship between total length of pred-
The sex ratio of prey alligators did not atery alligators and total length of prey alligators,
differ from the sex ratio of the general Lacassine Pool, 1987 and 1858,
population (¢ = 0.431, df = 1, P = 0.52).
Of 4610 alligators captured during the tag-  Many areas within the range of the
fing program, 63% were males. Sex was American alligator have an alligator den-
nown for 43 of the prey alligators; 60.1% sity similar to that of Lacassine Pool (Cha-
were males. Prey cannibalized by male al-  breck, 1985). We believe that cannibalism
ligators were 61.1% males (n = 36), and is a major factor regulating alligator den-
prey of female alligators were 57.1% males sities in those areas as well as in Lacassine
n=17). Pool. In fact, cannibalism was noted in
studies of food habits from areas with a
Discussion density considerably less than that of La-
Cannibalism accounted for >50% of to- cassine Pool (McNease and Joanen, 1977;
tal mortality among alligators in Lacassine Taylor, 1986). Nichols et al. (1976) stated
Pool and appearedgto be a major popula- that cannibalism was a major density de-
tion regulating mechanism. The relation- pendent factor acting on alligators in Lou-
ship of cannibalism to alligator populations isiana, and they estimated that annual
in other arcas would depend on several mortality rates from cannibalism ranged
factors. Cannibalistic behavior is generally from 2-6%. Delany and Abercrombie
considered to be density related. For some (1986) recovered 20 web tags in Florida
species, rates of cannibalism are consistent from stomachs of 350 alligators (mean TL
with simple encounter models in whichthe = 2.4 m) but did not indicate the number
probability of attack is proportioned to the of tagged alligators in their study area.
probability of encountering a vulnerable Large alligators (>2.73 m TL) were 4.4
individual (Fox, 1975). A common effect times (Table 1) more cannibalistic than
of high density is food shortage, which also  smaller, harvestable-sized alligators. Large
may increase cannibalistic behavior, De- alligators made up only 2.0% (Table 2) of
creasing food availability would likely in- the total population but accounted for
crease foraging activity, lower attack 41.0% (Table 1) of the total cannibalism
thresholds, expand diets beyond normal cases. Large alligators preyed principally
limits, and leave alligators deprived of food on large juveniles and small adult alligators
weakened and increasingly vulnerable to (1.21-2.12 m TL), but avoided hatcﬁlings
cannibalism (Polis, 1981). Low growth rates completely, and took very few alligators
(Rootes, 1989), poor mass-length ratios <1.21 m TL.
(Rootes, 1989), and high densities relative  Several factors could account for the ab-
to other alligator populations in Louisiana  sence of hatchlings through medium-sized
(Chabreck, 1985) occurred in Lacassine juveniles (0.24-1.21 m TL) in the diets of
Pool. Nevertheless, we believe that most large alligators, The energy gained by can-
cannibalized alligators were taken aliveand  nibalizing a small juvenile may not be
not scavenged after dying of other causes. worth the energy expended to capture it.
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Habitat partitioning by different-sized al-
ligators could reduce the chance of en-
counters between large alligators and small
fuveniles. Cott (1961) reported that Nile
crocodiles from 2-5 yr old avoided can-
nibalism by retreating to habitat not fre-
quented by larger crocodiles.

Unlike most reptiles, the female Amer-
ican alligator aggressively guards her
hatchlings (Mcllhenny, 1935). This behav-
ior may have developed because of pre-
dation on hatchlings by other alligators.
Juvenile alligators often remain at the den
of their mother after a second brood hatch-
es the following year (Chabreck, 1965). At
that age (1 yr), they do not prey on hatch-
lings. By the time that juveniles are large
enough to prey on hatchlings, most have
left the mother's den (Chabreck, 1965;
Rootes, 1989). They are perhaps driven
away by the mother as part of her behavior
of guarding hatchlings. In spite of mater-
nal protection, many hatchlings were can-
nibalized in Lacassine Pool.

The size relationship between predatory
and prey alligators, the relative abundance
of each size class in the population, and
the estimate that males and females were
cannibalized in the same proportion as they
occurred in the population have important
implications for regulation of the popu-
lation size structure. Large adults account-
ed for 19.9% of total cannibalism cases and
preyed on cohorts that represent 23% (Ta-
ble 3) of the standing crop. Medium-sized
predators (2.13-2.73 m TL) accounted for
23% of the cannibalism cases and preyed
principally on medium-sized juveniles
(0.75-1.21 m TL) that comprised 25% of
the standing crop. Small predators (1.22-
2.12 m TL) accounted for 57% of the total
cases of cannibalism and preyed on small
juveniles (0.85-0.74 m TL) that comprised
46% of the standing crop. This suggests
that cannibalism mortality results in a rel-
atively uniform reduction among all co-
horts in the 0.35-2.12 m Tl.g:xou without
causing any one cohort to be eliminated
or become dominant. Cannibalism mor-
tality could have a stabilizing effect on
future populations by insuring reduced but
relatively uniform recruitment into the
adult group (>2.12 m TL).

Larger home ranges (]oanerll and
McNease, 1972) and a more aggressive na-
ture (Guggisberg, 1972) suggest that lafrge
adult males dominate male breeding.
Clutch size and the probability of nesting
increase as the size of adull female alli-
gators increase (Wilkinson, 1985). Through
reduced competition and increased nutri-
tion, cannibalistic behavior in alligators
would enhance individual fitness by im-
proving survival of the most reproduc-
tively active adults (>2.12 m TL) while
insuring a reduced but relatively uniform
recruitment into this group over time,

Cannibalism that is distributed over a
range of size classes instead of being con-
centrated on the very smallest indivic:’mills
may improve population energetics. Polis
(1951) p‘:)inted out that when %ood is lim-
iting to adults, cannibalism can serve as an
energy loop, which maintains calories in a
population, particularly when immature
alligators feed on resources that are inac-
cessible to or underutilized by adults. Small
juvenile alligators prey prlncipall):ﬁ on in-
sects and small fishes, medium-sized ju-
veniles feed mostly on crustaceans, and
large juveniles and adults feed mainly on
larger fishes, birds, and mammals (Cha-
breck, 1971; Delany and Abercrombie,
1986; Giles and Childs, 1949; Wolfe et al.,
1987). By distributing cannibalism over a
variety of prey sizes, predatory alligators
in Lacassine Pool may have become more
efficient in indirectly expanding their prey
base

Cannibalism among alligators in Lacas-
sine Pool appears to be functioning as a
means of limiting population size to the
carrying capability of available resources.
Undoubtedly food availability, density, and
habitat type influence the intensity of this
behavior. To fully understand the role of
cannibalism in American alligator demog-
raphy, populations with differing densi-
ties, nutritional conditions, and habitals
should be examined.
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