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Untangling the Burmese Python Problem:  

How an Injurious Wildlife Listing Could Change the Face of Florida Ecosystems  

 

Deidra Garcia  

 

Amongst swaying sawgrass and twisted mangroves lurks a dark form. Almost twenty feet 

long, weighing up to 100 pounds, and capable of swallowing an alligator whole, this predator 

silently glides over marshlands and through murky water before opening its mouth wide to claim 

prey. Is this a scene that took place as dinosaurs walked the planet? No. It’s what’s happening in 

the Florida Everglades right now. Meet the Burmese python, an exotic reptile that’s far from its 

native lands and causing a stir at state and federal government levels.  

 

Background  

 

Originally from Asia, the Indian or Burmese python is native to India, Vietnam and 

Southern China, as well as the islands of Java, Bali, Sumbawa, and Sulawesi. However, 

according to the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission’s website (myfwc.com), 

Burmese pythons have gained a foothold in Florida, specifically in the Everglades National Park, 

Big Cypress National Preserve and Collier-Seminole State Park. The pythons grow between 6-10 

feet on average, but one measuring 16 feet long and weighing over 100 pounds was reported to 

be found in the Everglades. Scientific research conducted by the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) 

and the FWC reveal that environmental factors, such as climate, that are present in Florida, 

Texas, and other southern states match the snake’s native locations, allowing the snakes to 

survive and reproduce in wilderness areas in the United States. Five of the constrictor snakes 
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studied by the USGS, including the Burmese python, were shown to “pose a high risk to the 

ecosystem.”
1
  

 

Because the Burmese python is a non-native, top predator that eats a wide array of 

vertebrates, it is being considered for the classification of “injurious wildlife” under the Lacey 

Act. According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s e-document Giant Snakes Injurious 

Wildlife Listing Frequently Asked Questions, the classification “injurious wildlife” means “the 

species has been demonstrated to be harmful to either the health and welfare of humans, interests 

of forestry, agriculture, or horticulture, or the welfare and survival of wildlife or the resources 

that wildlife depend upon” (fws.gov). Due to its ability to reproduce outside of its native region 

and the high risk it poses to U.S. ecosystems, specifically in Florida, legislative actions are being 

launched to halt the growth of this species.  

 

The FWS have initiated legislative action to have the Burmese python, as well as eight 

other non-native constrictor snakes, listed as injurious wildlife under the Lacey Act. This will 

halt the import of snakes and their eggs into the United States, as well as their interstate transport 

within the country, except for designated medical, scientific and special purposes. Because many 

of these snakes appear in the wild as a result of pet owners dumping them once they are unable 

to care for them, it is hoped that by reducing the numbers entering the country, fewer will be 

deposited in wilderness areas. In addition to a federal level of legislative action, the Florida Fish 

and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC) has instated an executive order to create a 

hunting season for these snakes within some state parks in an effort to reduce their breeding 

numbers. Florida Senate bill S.B.318 has also been introduced to prohibit “any person from 
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possessing, importing, selling, trading, or breeding certain specified reptile species, including a 

reptile designated as a reptile of concern by the FWC.”
2
 

 

Burmese Python as Injurious Wildlife   

 

Steps to halt the spreading of the Burmese python within South Florida began with a 

written petition from Kevin McCarty, Governing Board Chair of the South Florida Water 

Management District to H. Dale Hall, the Director of the FWS on June 23, 2006. This written 

petition emphasized the danger Burmese pythons presented by stating that the number of dead 

and removed pythons noted by the National Park Service rose from 23 in 2003 to 95 in 2005, and 

many of the dead snakes showed a wide array of species in their stomachs. Importation records 

indicated 5,968 Burmese pythons were imported through the Port of Miami in just three years, 

and Mr. McCarty stated that this importation would need to be further regulated in order to stop 

new introductions of the snake to the area.
3
 

 

Based on this written petition, the FWS, led by Lyle Laverty, Assistant Secretary for Fish 

and Wildlife and Parks, published a notice of inquiry in the Federal Register, volume 73, number 

21, to solicit public comments regarding whether Burmese pythons and nine other non-native 

constrictor snakes should be included in an injurious wildlife list under the Lacey Act. This 

notice of inquiry was published January 31, 2008 and called for comment from the public about 

the topic up until April 30, 2008.
4
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In order to understand what this would mean for importation of the species, an overview 

of the Lacey Act is needed. The Lacey Act is a law under Title 16 of the United States Code that 

prohibits trade of injurious wildlife, as well as the illegal trade of “any wild animal, whether 

alive or dead, including without limitation any wild mammal, bird, reptile, amphibian, fish, 

mollusk, crustacean, arthropod, coelenterate, or other invertebrate, whether or not bred, hatched, 

or born in captivity, and includes any part, product, egg, or offspring thereof.”
5
 The Lacey Act 

also sets penalties for those found breaking this law. It was first introduced in 1900 by 

Congressman John Lacey in the House of Representatives as a way to protect game and wild 

birds being poached in one state and transported to another. President William McKinley signed 

the Act into law on May 25, 1900, and it has been amended several times since then, specifically 

in 1969, 1981, and 1988, to expand the scope of species covered by the Act, revise the law’s 

language, and expand violations under the Act. It is seen as one of the most comprehensive legal 

protectors of wildlife within the United States (fws.gov).   

 

While the FWS collected public comments about an amendment to the Lacey Act to 

place nine non-native constrictor snakes on an injurious wildlife list, a bill was also introduced 

into the U.S. Senate to deal with the issue of trade of Burmese pythons. On February 3, 2009, 

Senator Bill Nelson of Florida introduced bill S.373, which would “amend title 18, United States 

Code, to include constrictor snakes of the species Python genera as an injurious animal.”
6
 This 

would add the words “of the constrictor snake of the species Python genera” after “polymorpha” 

in the first sentence of Section 42(a)(1) of the U.S. Code. 
7
 S.373 was read twice and then 

referred to the Committee on Environment and Public Works. Hearings were held before the 

Committee, and on December 10, 2009, the Committee reported that the bill should be submitted 
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to the Senate as a whole, with slightly revised text. A related bill was introduced by 

Representative Kendrick Meek of Florida in the House of Representatives June 10, 2009 (H.R. 

2811).
8
 This bill was referred to the Subcommittee on Crime, Terrorism, and Homeland Security, 

where hearings and a mark-up session were held July 29, 2009 and the amended bill was ordered 

to be reported by voice vote. The bill was forwarded to the full committee November 6, 2009. 

No further congressional action was recorded.  

 

Python Problems in South Florida 

 

On July 14, 2009, a few months after S.373 was introduced in the Senate, Representative 

Thomas J. Rooney introduced bill H.R.3215 to the House of Representatives.  H.R. 3215 called 

for the Secretary of the Interior to be authorized to allow individuals to hunt and kill Burmese 

pythons within Everglades National Park. The Secretary would be acting through the National 

Park Service Superintendent.
9
 This bill sought to initiate action to control the growing numbers 

of Burmese pythons already existing and breeding within the park. It was referred to the House 

Committee on Natural Resources, and then referred to the Subcommittee on National Parks, 

Forests and Public Lands on July 16, 2009. No further congressional action was recorded.  

 

Although a final decision was not made on H.R.3215, on August 21, 2009 the Florida 

Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission (FWC), led by Chairman Rodney Barreto, signed 

an executive order that would modify Florida Rule 68A-6.007(1)(a)-(f) to allow licensed hunters 

to hunt and kill Burmese pythons during a specified season (myfwc.com). Selected individuals 

were issued hunting licenses for Reptiles of Concern within wilderness areas in Everglades and 
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Francis S. Taylor, Holey Land, Rotenberger and Big Cypress Parks, and were allowed to harvest 

the pythons in an effort to contain the spread of the species. A Pet Amnesty Day was also 

created, allowing owners of Reptiles of Concern and other nonnative species to surrender their 

pets to FWC officials without penalty at locations throughout the state (myfwc.com). Both of 

these measures were initiated in the hopes that the population of free Burmese pythons within 

state parks would be reduced significantly.   

 

A Proposed Modification to the Lacey Act  

 

As action was being taken on a state level to eradicate the Burmese python population in 

Florida, a move towards regulating and halting their importation was continued on a federal 

level. On March 12, 2010, the FWS, now led by Assistant Secretary for Fish and Wildlife and 

Parks Thomas L. Strickland, published a lengthy request in the Federal Register for a proposed 

rule that would list the Boa Constrictor, four python species (including the Burmese python) and 

four Anaconda species as injurious wildlife under the Lacey Act. The request provided 

economical and environmental assessments, and listed Lacey evaluation criteria, potential impact 

to humans, potential impact to the economy, and biology for each one of the species being 

reviewed. The proposed rule was based on the public comments solicited from the previous 

request for inquiry made January 31, 2008 in the Federal Register. 1,528 public comments were 

submitted to the FWS, with 115 messages providing “economic, ecological, and other data 

responsive to 10 specific questions in the notice of inquiry.”
10

 Most of the comments were either 

opposed to or supportive of a ban on importation and interstate travel of these species, and the 
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115 with substantive information were taken into account in consideration of the proposed rule. 

All of the comments can be accessed at Regulations.gov. 

 

The proposed rule was also suggested based on research data from the USGS’s study 

“Giant Constrictors: Biological and Management Profiles and an Establishment Risk Assessment 

for Nine Large Species of Pythons, Anacondas, and the Boa Constrictor.” This survey isolated 

each snake species, and provided information on the dangers it could pose to a non-native 

ecosystem. The Burmese python was shown to have a high risk based on its biological 

characteristics, including the facts that it is possible for female Burmese pythons to self-fertilize 

their eggs, 107 eggs can be laid in one clutch, pythons can live 20-30 years in the wild, and they 

continue to grow throughout their lives. Because of their size, ability to hunt silently and use 

camouflage, they have already become a top predator within the Everglades as evidenced in the 

variety of vertebrates found in the stomachs of dead snakes. The snakes have also shown signs of 

reproducing, and there is concern that they will be able to spread to other areas of the country 

that match the environments of their native locations.
11

   

 

The proposed rule by the FWS would amend Fish and Wildlife regulations to prohibit 

international transport of these nine species to the United States, as well as inter-state travel 

within the country. This rule is supported by Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar who stated in a 

news release January 20, 2010, “The Interior Department and states such as Florida are taking 

swift and common sense action to control and eliminate the populations of these snakes, but it is 

an uphill battle in ecosystems where they have no natural predators. If we are going to succeed, 

we must shut down the importation of the snakes and end the interstate commerce and 
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transportation of them.”
12 

The proposed rule has generated backlash from individuals and 

organizations concerned with the economical repercussions this will have on the pet trade 

industry. According to the FWS economic assessment included in the Federal Register and as 

required by the Regulatory Flexibility Act, 197 to 270 of small businesses within the country that 

import large constrictor snakes will have an estimated reduction in retail sales between 24 to 49 

percent under the proposed rule. However, this percentage varies based on if “these businesses 

sell other snakes and reptiles as well, (2) if the listed snakes are more profitable than nonlisted 

snakes or other aspects of the business, or (3) if consumers would substitute the purchase of 

other snakes that are not listed.”
13

 Whether these factors will have an impact on the inclusion of 

the FWS’s proposed rule in the Lacey Act remains to be determined.  

 

New Ideas about Controlling Python Numbers  

 

Because the Burmese python has already appeared in Florida and has shown a direct 

impact on the ecosystem there, state action to reduce python numbers has been vigorous and 

consistent. According to Florida state statute 379.372, it is illegal for an individual or corporation 

to “capture, keep, possess, or exhibit any poisonous or venomous reptile or reptile of concern 

without first having obtained a special permit or license therefore from the Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission.”
14

 However, a bill introduced into the Florida Senate by Senator 

Eleanor Sobel on October 5, 2009 (Senate Bill 318) sought to amend this statute by forbidding 

any person or corporation to “import into the state, sell, barter, trade or breed”
15

 any of the 

species listed as Reptiles of Concern by the FWS, whether or not they possess a permit. These 

include the species of Burmese or Indian python, Reticulated python, African rock python, 
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Amethystine or scrub python, Anaconda, and the Nile monitor, as well as any other reptiles 

deemed a danger to the Florida ecosystem by the FWS upon future review. The only exception 

made would be if an owner possessed an applicable permit before the specified date of July 1, 

2010.
16 

S.B. 318 was referred to the Environmental Preservation and Conservation Committee, 

where it passed February 16, 2010 with a unanimous 6-0 vote. The bill was combined with 

Senate Bill 572, which relates to the sale and release of wild animals, and was voted on by the 

General Government Appropriations Committee April 8, 2010. It passed unanimously with five 

Yeas and is currently pending reference review in the Senate. If passed, the bill would go into 

effect July 1, 2010.  

 

As per their executive order allowing hunters to hunt and kill Burmese pythons within 

selected state parks in 2009, the FWC issued 15 permits from July 17 to October 31, and a total 

of 39 Burmese pythons were captured during that time. Another executive order that launched a 

special hunting season from March 8 to April 17, 2010 allows hunters to hunt and kill the species 

within three wildlife management areas, including the Everglades and Francis S. Taylor Parks, 

Holey Land Park and Rotenberger Park, by simply possessing a hunting license and a 

management area permit, available for $26 (myfwc.com).   

 

Following a Twisted Tale  

 

As of this date, no legislation has passed on a federal or state level to place the Burmese 

python on the injurious wildlife list under the Lacey Act, thereby banning their international and 

inter-state transportation. However, federal and state efforts continue. Although a state-wide 
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hunting season was put in place and hunters can now register for licenses to hunt Burmese 

pythons within Florida parks, statistics are currently being collected that will reveal how 

effective these measures ultimately prove to be. The path to designating these reptiles as 

dangerous to ecosystems within the United States and in Florida looks to be a long one, and it is 

as twisted and surprising as the bodies of the snakes themselves.  
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