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Introduction

Alligators and crocodiles belong to a group of 
reptiles called crocodilians.  Crocodilians are the 
largest of the living reptiles and have the most 
complex behavior.  About two dozen species of 
crocodilians in several groups are found in wetland 
habitats throughout the world in tropical and 
subtropical areas.  Two species of crocodilians are 
native to the United States.   The American alligator 
(Alligator mississippiensis) occurs in the southeastern 
United States, and the American crocodile 
(Crocodylus acutus), a tropical species, includes in 
its northern-most range, the coastal mangrove areas 
of extreme South Florida including most of Florida 
Bay (Figure 1).  Crocodiles have always inspired fear 
and fascination not only because of their large size 
and fearsome teeth, but because of the aggressive 
reputations earned by their distant cousins in Australia 
and Africa.  In reality, the American crocodile is so 
rare and shy of man that conflict with people rarely 
occurs.  The American crocodile is listed as an 
endangered species by the United States and the State 
of Florida, but despite protection efforts, the 
population of the crocodile in South Florida has 
remained small.

Figure 1. Map of the Southern Portion of Florida

Appearance

The American crocodile is a lizard-shaped reptile 
with a long, muscular tail and for short legs with five 
toes on the front feet and four on the rear.  The back is 
covered with bony plates called osteoderms that form 
a dorsal armor.  Adults are grayish-green on the back 
and tail and have white or yellowish undersides, and 
the young have dark crossbands on the back and tail.  
Crocodiles have narrow triangular shaped snouts and 
the fourth tooth on both sides of the lower jaw is 
exposed when the mouth is closed.  The ear drums, 
protected by moveable flaps of skin are located at the 
top of the head behind the eyes, and the nostrils are 
set at the end of an elongated snout.  Because of the 




