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Florida panthers (Puma concolor coryi) have been listed as endangered by the Federal Government since
1967 because of small population size and geographic isolation (USFWS 2008). References to the
panther population size have appeared in scientific literature, agency outreach materials, and popular
media for years. Historically, most statements regarding panther numbers have resulted from expert
opinion informed by field observations of those most closely engaged in panther research. Various
figures have been used over the years including: 20-30 throughout 970s and early 1980s; 30-50 in
the late 1980s through the mid-1990s; 50-70 for several years f g genetic restoration in 1995; 90-
120 in the early 2000s, 100-180 since 2012.
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The FWC and our collaborators have been proactive in searching for novel techniques that have the
potential to determine a true estimate of the panther population size. Such an estimate should account
for sampling effort, detectability, and provide a associated measure of variance. Two methods currently
being assessed are: 1) using monitoring data from marked (radiocollared) panthers to derive detection
probabilities for motor vehicle mortalities (MVM) and applying that information to the sample of
uncollared panthers recovered as MVM to produce a population estimate for the entire breeding range;
2) using photographic encounter data of marked and unmarked panthers collected within an array of
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trail cameras to estimate density within a study area. While FWC continues research focused on
providing a true panther population estimate, in the interim, we continue to rely on the Minimum
Annual Count data (McBride et al. 2008) to provide a panther population size range. These calculations
do not take into account sampling effort or provide a measure of variance for the count data.
Nevertheless, the Minimum Annual Count continues to be the primary means of assessing recovery until
more robust analytical techniques have been refined.

Minimum Annual Count — This method was developed by Roy McBride and was published in the
Southeastern Naturalist (McBride et al. 2008). McBride, along with staff comprise of trained
houndsmen and biologists, collect data on verified panther sign and conduct field surveys to tally a
minimum number of panthers detected by calendar year (Figure Bride et al. (2008) include adults
and juveniles (older kittens still traveling with their dam) in thei ts but not kittens recorded at
dens. Juveniles are tallied separately in the counts. The te ovides an annual count based on
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Figure 1. The number of Florida panthers detected from 1985 to 2014 during the Minimum Annual
Count surveys. Values include adults, subadults and juveniles. Excerpted from McBride et al. 2008,
McBride and Sensor 2015.
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The Minimum Annual Count clearly indicates that the Florida panther population size has increased
since 1995 (Figure 1), the year that genetic restoration was initiated. The Minimum Annual Count can
be utilized to derive both a lower and upper bound for a population size range of adult and subadult
Florida panthers once the juveniles are extracted from the counts. For the lower bound, we chose to
use the most recent Minimum Annual Count total (excluding juveniles) from 2014 to obtain a lower
bound of 112 adult and subadult panthers.

We can then calculate an upper bound for the population size range based upon a combination of data
associated with the estimated size (area in square miles) of occupij nther habitat in South Florida
and from the 2014 Minimum Annual Count. To derive the tota f occupied panther habitat in
south Florida, we utilized the panther breeding habitat laye cent analysis by Frakes et al.
(2015). Frakes et al. (2015) delineated 2154 miles” of pan
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Figure 2. Occupied panther range in South Florida (rose shading outlined with black). This range was
derived by buffering the panther breeding range delineated in Frakes et al. (2015) by 1000m.
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Next, we needed to determine a density estimate of panthers (panthers/miles?) that could be
extrapolated across occupied panther range (i.e., 3147 miles?). To do this, we started by calculating the
total area of four of the nine sampling units utilized in the Minimum Annual Count (McBride and Sensor
2015) that include some of the most undisturbed and pristine habitat available to panthers (i.e. core
occupied panther range). These included: 1) Big Cypress National Preserve (BCNP) south of |-75 and
north of US 41; 2) Fakahatchee Strand Preserve State Park and Picayune Strand State Forest; 3) Florida
Panther National Wildlife Refuge; and 4) BCNP north of I-75 and the Big Cypress Seminole Indian
Reservation. These four units form a large, consolidated block of panther habitat with shared borders.
The combined area of these four units was 1267.5 miles®. McBride and Sensor (2015) counted a total of
81 adult and sub-adult panthers within those units in 2014, there ding a density estimate of
0.0639 panthers per mile?, a value within a range of densities r, d for pumas in western states by
Logan and Sweanor (2001). As stated earlier, the Minimum unt does not provide estimates of
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