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1.0 BASIC PREMISE

Recovery of the Florida panther (Puma concolor coryi) is dependent upon maintaining a sufficient
quantity of habitat that functions at optimal biological levels throughout the effective range of the species
(U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service [USFWS] 2006). Functional habitat must support a population that
sustains, improves in viability, increases in numbers, and expands in distribution. The landscapes
occupied by Florida panthers exhibit certain spatial and vegetative characteristics that define panther
habitat (Kautz et al. 2006). However, some areas of south Florida appear to be habitat for Florida
panthers because they support natural cover types that panthers are known to use, but, in fact, these areas
are not used. Other factors, typically those related to human activities, often are responsible for the
absence of essential habitat elements required by panthers, cause avoidance of use by panthers, or render
such areas inaccessible to panther use for a variety of reasons that can be explained biologically.
Obijectives stated in the draft recovery plan for the Florida panther propose “to maintain, restore, and
expand the Florida panther population and its habitat in south Florida” (USFWS 2006). Clearly, habitat
must function or have the potential to function as habitat for panthers; otherwise, it will serve no value to

the recovery and wellbeing of the species.

Functional habitat must contribute to the overall survival, health, and reproductive output of Florida
panthers that interact as members of the population. Therefore, the functionality of any given unit of
panther habitat is theoretically measurable in terms of the health and productivity of at least one panther
that is a member of that population. Measurable parameters of habitat functionality may include presence
and use by one or more panthers, and contribution to survival, health, and successful reproduction of

individuals within the population.
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Fundamental to this premise is the recognition that management intervention will be implemented to
protect, maintain, enhance, and recover habitat functionality as needs for those strategies are identified

through standard research and management processes.
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o The primary function of a female territory is to provide the necessary life requirements to
sustain the resident female in such reproductive health as to produce a sufficient number
of surviving kittens that will recruit into the breeding segment of the population on
territories at or exceeding a rate necessary to equal replacement of that female and
support population growth and expansion.

Female territories vary in size (Maehr et al. 1991, Land et al. 1999, Shindle et al. 2000, Shindle et al.
2001, Comiskey et al. 2002, Land et al. 2002) and quality, but they all are comprised of a combination of
natural and, in some cases, human-added features that affect the nourishment, health, productivity, and

survival of the resident female and her kittens. It is the sum total of these features in combination that

affect the dynamic functionality of the territory and the landscape that supports Florida panthers.
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3.0 GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR PROTECTION OF FUNCTIONAL
PANTHER HABITAT

Preservation of functional habitat quantity should emphasize general strategies or philosophies that

include the following:

e Maximize retention of as much habitat as possible that presently is supporting or may support
panthers.

e Utilize incentive-based methods that maximize retention of the landscape in rural land uses that
are compatible with the economic objectives of private land owners, private land ownership, and
panther conservation.

e Minimize loss of functional habitat to urban and commercial (hon-rural) development through
biologically, socially, and economically sound application of regulatory processes.

e Ensure that potential for land use impacts and minimization and mitigation needs are evaluated on
a biologically sound basis and in accordance with the federal Endangered Species Act of 1973, as
amended (U.S.C. 1531 et seq.), but in a manner that fosters public support.

o Ensure that decisions are appropriately consistent yet flexible; biologically, socially, and
economically sound; and make sense.

e Incorporate common sense and flexibility into every decision to assure that scientific data or
findings are not misused and that consistency is not inappropriately maintained at the expense of

sound decisions made on a site-specific basis.
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4.0 TOOLS FOR PROTECTION OF FUNCTIONAL FLORIDA
PANTHER HABITAT

It should be assumed that the quantity of Florida panther habitat that presently remains in southwest
Florida will diminish without intervention, as the economic processes associated with land uses intensify
in those areas that currently support panthers. Methods of intervention must be biologically,
economically, and socially sound; otherwise, they will not be supported, and their success will be greatly

compromised.

Three fundamental tools exist that will maximize retention of habitat quantity:
e Acquisition: Acquisition may be fee title or easement, but any acquisitions should focus on those
areas that have been identified and ranked through public processes as most strategic. Essential
elements of acquisition are

o ldentification of priority areas based on functionality.
0 Availability of funds.
o Willing sellers.

e Provision of Incentives: The very highest priority must be placed on seeking, understanding, and

designing incentive based strategies for cooperating with private owners of the landscape to
preserve as much of the remaining landscape as possible in land uses that are compatible with
panther conservation. Provision of incentive based values to private landowners in exchange for
commitments to land uses compatible with panther conservation should seek to minimize need
for regulatory solutions. Provision of incentive based values will minimize need for acquisition,
minimize impact of acquisition on local tax bases, and maximize retention of rural land uses that
produce products that are essential to human life, such as clean air, groundwater recharge, and

food from agricultural crops.
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e Regulation: Regulation is necessary, but minimization of regulatory processes is a major
incentive in combination with other incentive based tools that will encourage private participation

in panther recovery. Every effort should be made to minimize the need and role of regulation in

the preservation of panther habitat.
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