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Eastern Indigo Snake
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Description of Habitat for the Eastern Indigo Snake from from U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service letter dated August 1, 2017, to the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers. Portions covered by gray are not applicable to describing habitat.
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Habitat

Habitat use varies seasonally between upland and wetland areas, especially in the more northern
parts of the species’ range. In southern parts of their range eastern indigo snakes are habitat
generalists which use most available habitat types. Movements between habitat types in northern
areas of their range may relate to the need for thermal refugia (protection from cold and or heat).

In northern areas of their range eastern indigo snakes prefer an interspersion of tortoise-inhabited
sandhills and wetlands (Landers and Speake 1980). In these northern regions eastern indigo
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snakes most often use forested areas rich with gopher tortoise burrows, hollowed root channels,
hollow logs, or the burrows of rodents, armadillos, or land crabs as thermal refugia during cooler
seasons (Lawler 1977, Moler 1985a; Layne and Steiner 1996). The eastern indigo snake in the
northern region is typically classified as a longleaf pine savanna specialist because here, in the
northern four-fifths of its range, the eastern indigo snake is typically only found in vicinity of
xeric longleaf pine-turkey oak sandhills inhabited by the gopher tortoise (Means 2006).

In the milder climates of central and southern Florida, comprising the remaining one fifth of its
range, thermal refugia such as those provided by gopher tortoise burrows may not be as critical
to survival of indigo snakes. Consequently, eastern indigo snakes in these regions use a more
diverse assemblage of habitats such as pine flatwoods, scrubby flatwoods, floodplain edges, sand
ridges, dry glades, tropical hammocks, edges of freshwater marshes, muckland fields, coastal
dunes, and xeric sandhill communities; with highest population concentrations of eastern indigo
snakes occurring in the sandhill and pineland regions of northern and central Florida (Service
1999). Eastern indigo snakes have also been found on agricultural lands with close proximity to
wetlands (Zeigler 2006).

In south Florida, agricultural sites (e.g., sugar cane fields and citrus groves) are occupied by
eastern indigo snakes. The use of sugarcane fields by eastern indigo snakes was first
documented by Layne and Steiner in 1996. In these areas there is typically an abundance of
wetland and upland ecotones (due to the presence of many ditches and canals), which support a
diverse prey base for foraging. In fact, some speculate agricultural areas may actually have a
higher density of eastern indigo snakes than natural communities due to the increased availability
of prey. Gopher tortoise burrows are absent at these locations but there is an abundance of both
natural and artificial refugia. Enge and Endries (2009) reporting on the status of the eastern
indigo snake included sugarcane fields and citrus groves in a Global Information Systems (GIS)-
base map of potential eastern indigo snake habitat. Numerous sightings of eastern indigo snakes
within sugarcane fields have been reported within south Florida (Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission Indigo Snake Database [Enge 2017]). A recent study associated with
the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP) (A-1 FEB Project formerly A-1
Reservoir; Service code: 41420-2006-F-0477) documented eastern indigo snakes within
sugarcane fields. The snakes used artificial habitats such as piles of limerock, construction
debris, and pump stations, Recent studies also associated with the CERP at the C-44 Project
(Service code: 41420-2009-FA-0314), and C-43 Project (Service code: 41420-2007-F-0589)
documented eastern indigo snakes within citrus groves. The snakes used artificial habitats such
as boards, sheets of tin, construction debris, pipes, drain pipes in abandoned buildings and septic
tanks.

In extreme south Florida (i.e., the Everglades and Florida Keys), eastern indigo snakes also
utilize tropical hardwood hammocks, pine rocklands, freshwater marshes, abandoned agricultural
land, coastal prairie, mangrove swamps, and human-altered habitats. Though eastern indigo
snakes have been found in all available habitats of south Florida it is thought they prefer
hammocks and pine forests since most observations occur there and use of these areas is
disproportionate compared to the relatively small total area of these habitats (Steiner ez a/. 1983).
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Even though thermal stress may not be a limiting factor throughout the year in south Florida,
eastern indigo snakes still seek and use underground refugia. On the sandy central ridge of
central Florida, eastern indigo snakes use gopher tortoise burrows more (62 percent) than other
underground refugia (Layne and Steiner 1996). Other underground refugia used include
armadillo (Dasypus novemcincius) burrows near citrus groves, cotton rat (Sigmodon hispidus)
burrows, and land crab (Cardisoma guanhumi) burrows in coastal areas (Layne and Steiner
1996; Wilson and Porras 1983). Natural ground holes, hollows at the base of trees or shrubs,
ground litter, trash piles, and crevices of rock-lined ditch walls are also used (Layne and Steiner
1996). These refugia are used most frequently where tortoise burrows are not available,
principally in low-lying areas off the central and coastal ridges.




