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Invasive Snake Species in the Florida Everglades: A Detailed Report 
 
The Florida Everglades, a vast subtropical wetland ecosystem, has been severely impacted 
by invasive large constrictor snakes, primarily through the exotic pet trade. The dominant 
and most destructive species is the Burmese python (Python bivittatus, sometimes 
classified as Python molurus bivittatus), which has established a large, self-sustaining 
breeding population. Other large constrictors, such as the Northern African python (Python 
sebae sebae) and boa constrictor (Boa constrictor), have limited established populations 
mostly in or near the Miami metropolitan area rather than the core Everglades, with status 
levels indicating containment or eradication efforts for those species. 
 
Species like green anacondas, reticulated pythons, and yellow anacondas appear only as 
occasional escapes or sightings without confirmed reproducing populations in the 
Everglades. The Burmese python is the primary focus of concern due to its size (adults 
averaging 6–9 feet, with records over 18 feet), generalist predatory behavior, high 
reproductive output (females producing 20–50 eggs every other year), and ability to thrive in 
the Everglades' warm, wet environment with few natural predators. 

Estimated Number of Original Introductions 

There was no single mass introduction event with a precise count; instead, the invasion 
resulted from cumulative, ongoing releases and escapes from the exotic pet trade beginning 
in the 1970s, amplified by a major incident in 1992. Burmese pythons were imported and 
sold as pets starting in the 1970s. Owners frequently released them when they grew too 
large or became unmanageable. The earliest confirmed wild sightings in Florida date to the 
1930s, with the first in Everglades National Park (ENP) in the 1990s. A reproducing 
population was not officially documented until around 2000. 
 
A key accelerant was Hurricane Andrew in 1992, which destroyed a large python breeding 
facility near the Everglades, releasing hundreds of snakes (including adults and potentially 
breeding stock) directly into nearby swamps. Experts widely agree this event caused a 
substantial population jump. Pet trade imports also fueled the invasion: between 1996 and 
2006 alone, approximately 99,000 Burmese pythons were imported into the U.S., with many 
entering Florida. 
 
No exact tally exists for the "original" founders due to the diffuse nature of pet releases over 
decades, but the founding population was relatively small (likely dozens to low hundreds 
from direct releases plus the hurricane event). Rapid reproduction and high survival rates in 
the prey-rich Everglades then led to exponential growth. Sightings surged dramatically 
post-2000, with over 30,000 reported between 2008 and 2010 alone. Current population 
estimates in the Greater Everglades region range from tens of thousands (conservative 
USGS figure) to as high as 300,000, though precise counts are impossible due to the 
snakes' cryptic, semi-aquatic, burrowing behavior and the vast, inaccessible 
terrain—detection rates by even expert searchers are as low as 1%. 
 
The population shows low genetic diversity (consistent with a small founder group) but 
includes some hybrids with Indian rock pythons. 
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Impact on Native Species 

Burmese pythons are generalist apex predators that consume a wide array of 
vertebrates—mammals, birds, reptiles, and even large prey like alligators and deer—often 
swallowing items up to 100% of their body mass. They have caused one of the most 
dramatic documented collapses of vertebrate communities in a protected area. 
 
Mammals have suffered the most severe declines, especially in long-established python 
areas of southern ENP. A landmark 2012 USGS study linked pythons to: 
 

-​ Raccoons: 99.3% decline 
-​ Virginia opossums: 98.9% decline 
-​ Bobcats: 87.5% decline (since 1997 baselines) 

 
Marsh rabbits, cottontail rabbits, and gray foxes have been effectively extirpated (locally 
extinct) from core python zones. White-tailed deer and other meso-mammals have declined 
sharply (overall 80–100% for many species). Experimental reintroductions of marsh rabbits 
failed, with pythons causing 77% of mortalities. These declines follow the spatiotemporal 
spread of pythons. 
 
Birds and reptiles are also heavily affected. Documented prey includes federally threatened 
wood storks and endangered Key Largo woodrats. Pythons consume eggs, nestlings, and 
adults of various wading birds, plus lizards, turtles, and snakes (including competition with 
the threatened indigo snake). American alligators are both competitors and occasional prey 
(e.g., documented cases of pythons consuming 6-foot alligators). 
 
Broader ecosystem effects include trophic cascades: the loss of mammalian predators has 
allowed some rodents (e.g., cotton rats) to increase in certain areas. Pythons also vector an 
invasive Asian pentastome parasite (Raillietiella orientalis) that can be lethal to native 
snakes. Overall, the food web is unraveling—endangered Florida panthers face reduced 
prey availability, and native predators (bobcats, raptors, alligators) lose resources. Pythons 
outcompete natives for food and habitat while facing virtually no predation pressure 
themselves. 
 
Northern African pythons and boa constrictors pose similar risks where established but on 
much smaller scales (primarily Miami-adjacent areas), with potential for comparable impacts 
if unchecked. 

Is There a Solution Now? (As of 2026) 

Full eradication is not feasible at this scale—the population is too large, widespread 
(>1,000 square miles across ENP, Big Cypress National Preserve, and surrounding areas 
from south of Lake Okeechobee to the Keys), and difficult to detect. Management has 
shifted to long-term containment, suppression, and prevention of further spread 
(especially northward). 
 
Ongoing efforts include: 
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-​ Professional removal programs: South Florida Water Management District 
(SFWMD) Python Elimination Program and FWC’s Python Action Team Removing 
Invasive Constrictors (PATRIC) use paid contractors on public lands. As of April 
2025, over 23,500 pythons had been removed statewide through these and related 
efforts (with thousands more by 2026 via ongoing work). Agents receive hourly pay 
plus incentives ($50 base + $25 per additional foot; $200 per verified nest). 

-​ Florida Python Challenge™: Annual public event (e.g., July 2026 dates announced) 
draws hundreds of participants. Recent events removed 200–300+ pythons in 10 
days, raising awareness and supplementing professional removals. 

-​ Innovative tools: Radio-tagged "scout snakes" (males released to locate breeding 
aggregations), detection dogs, environmental DNA (eDNA) sampling, and targeted 
searches during breeding season (November–April). Some localized areas show 
signs of success, such as reduced female size and mating difficulty. 

-​ Regulations and prevention: Federal Lacey Act ban on importation (2012); Florida 
prohibited species listing (2021). Public reporting via IveGot1 app/hotline; exotic pet 
amnesty programs. No pets allowed; releases are illegal. 

 
These measures have removed tens of thousands of pythons and prevented thousands of 
eggs from hatching in targeted zones, slowing spread and providing measurable local relief. 
However, annual removals represent only a fraction of the population, and the invasion 
remains a persistent, intractable issue. Prevention (not releasing pets) remains the most 
effective long-term strategy. Research continues into better detection, potential biocontrol 
(with extreme caution), and ecosystem recovery. 
 
In summary, Burmese pythons represent a textbook case of invasive species catastrophe 
driven by the pet trade. While complete elimination is off the table, sustained, science-based 
management offers hope for protecting remaining Everglades biodiversity. Public 
involvement and strict regulations are critical to avoiding worse outcomes. For real-time 
sightings or participation, consult FWC or SFWMD resources. 
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