
NEWS FOR
 THE KIDS OF
TAMPA BAY!

Fall 2022 issue

Animals play many 
different roles within 
their environment. 
Some keep populations 
in balance by hunting 

prey, some break down waste to keep 
the environment clean, and some are 
pollinators. One important role some 
animals play is that of an ecosystem 
engineer. An ecosystem engineer 
modifies the physical components in 
their environment to create a habitat 
that was not available before. Not 
only do these animals create a space 
to suit their needs, but often many 
other organisms end up benefiting as 
a result. The most well-known example 
locally is the gopher tortoise. They dig 
15-20-foot burrows underground to 
protect themselves from predators 

What is an Ecosystem Engineer?

A red grouper clears the bottom of the seafloor, 
which will later become home to corals, sponges, 
and anemones.

The Florida mouse has yellowish-brown 
fur on its upper body, white fur on the 
belly, large ears, and a long tail.  These 
mice are found inside the burrows of 
other species, primarily the gopher 
tortoise, where they build nests for their 
young. Even though the gopher tortoise 
burrow is home to some of their 
predators, the mice are micro-engineers 
themselves and dig side tunnels off the 
main burrow in order to access their 
nests. Additionally, they are nocturnal 
and forage mainly at night which helps 

S I Z E :  Up to 8 inches in length.
D I E T:  Primarily feeds on seeds, plants, fungi, and insects.
D I S T R I B U T I O N :  Occurs from north central Florida to 
the south, along both Gulf and Atlantic coasts. They are 
found exclusively in Florida.

MEET THE

Florida mouse
Podomys floridanus

and the elements, which is how they 
get their name. These large excavations 
provide refuge or other benefits to up to 
350 other reptiles, mammals, birds, and 
insects, which is why gopher tortoises 
and their burrows are protected under 
state law. In the Gulf of Mexico, the red 
grouper is also an ecosystem engineer. 
They use their mouth and tail fin to 
remove sediment and debris from 
hardbottom surfaces. By exposing the 
ground, they create sites for sponges 
and corals to grow, producing a new 
habitat for small invertebrates and fish. 
Even in our estuary, influences from 
ecosystem engineers can be easily 
seen in the oyster reef bars, which are 
created when the oyster spat attach to 
hard surfaces to create large reefs made 
up of thousands of individual oysters.  

them avoid predators.  Because these 
mice are so reliant on gopher tortoise 
burrows for their survival, loss of 
habitat is a threat to their population. 
The Florida mouse is protected under 
the Imperiled Species Management 
Plan, which reduces their risk of 
extinction.
Sources: Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission, University of Florida Institute of Food 
and Agricultural Sciences, Smithsonian National 
Museum of Natural History; Landpotential.
org; University of Florida, Institute of Food and 
Agricultural Science.

Top: The Florida mouse in its natural habitat. 
Bottom: Depiction of the many species that utilize 
the gopher tortoise burrow.

Because of their importance as habitat 
for many other animals residing in the 
estuary, Tampa Bay Watch hosts many 
restoration projects to ensure oyster 
bars are plentiful throughout our 
waterways!
Sources: Florida Fish and Wildlife, Florida State 
University Coastal and Marine Laboratory, Science 
Direct, The Orianne Society, Naturally Resilient 
Communities; NOAA Fisheries
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Source:  
Penn. Game Commission

Scientists believe that the American 
Alligator is a species closely related to 
dinosaurs, having existed for over 150 
million years. 

Like their ancestors, alligators have 
faced many near-extinction events 
throughout history, most recently due 
to humans. Their populations started 
declining in the 1850s due to hunting 
activities for their skin and meat. 
Additionally, their wetland habitats 
were being drained to create farmland 
and mines. 

Recognizing that this species was 
on the brink of extinction, the 

government in 1967 
placed them on the 
Endangered Species List. 
Under these protections, 
it took only a few decades 
for the population to recover. Since 
1987, alligators have been regarded 
as a threatened species, with hunting 
strictly regulated by Florida Fish and 
Wildlife. 

It is important to ensure these animals 
continue to thrive due to their role 
as ecosystem engineers. During the 
dry season, alligators are known to 
excavate depressions in wetlands 
by using their feet, snouts, and tails.  

These “gator holes” fill with water, and 
are thought to be created for alligators 
to stay cool during hot weather.  
However, the extra water present in 
alligator holes is beneficial to many 
fish, insects, birds, and other reptiles, 
who otherwise would not have access 
to water for foraging or refuge during 
dry periods. 
Sources: Ecological Society of America, 
ResearchGate, National Geographic Society, U.S. 
Geological Survey; Winterberry Wildlife.

The Gator Comeback Story 

Sustainability Tip

Though it’s one of the most famous reptiles in Florida, 
many people don’t know that at one time we were in 
danger of losing the American Alligator for good. 

Be Alligator 
Aware!Fun Facts

   Elephant footprints can create a micro-

ecosystem that, when filled with water, provides 

a home for tadpoles and other amphibians.

   Beavers do not live in the dams they build, but 

use the dam to create a safe pond where they 

can build their beaver lodge.
   In arid Savannah habitats, termite mounds store 

nutrients and moisture, which allows vegetation 

to flourish on and near the mounds in areas that 

could otherwise turn into desert.
   “Prairie dog towns” are burrow systems built by 

these animals that can cover thousands of acres, 

with an average of ~20 prairie dogs per acre.

Sources: World Wildlife Fund, Cascadia Wildlands, 

Princeton University, Smithsonian’s National Zoo & 

Conservation Biology Institute

If you encounter a wild alligator, make sure 
you stay a safe distance away (about 30 feet), 
and never try to feed or touch an alligator.  
In these ways, we can reduce unwanted 
human-alligator contact and make sure these 
animals stay safe in their environment!

An alligator hole holding water during the dry season.


