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White Pelican CONTINUED   Photos by Carol Ellis except as noted. 

CAROL ELLIS has lived in 
South Florida  her entire life 
and Key Largo for 37 years.

Currently a Master Gar-
dener volunteer, Carol has a 
degree in Journalism from 
the University of Florida and 
is the resident photographer 
/artist at Ocean Reef Club.

The first eco-tourist to 
visit the Keys was 
French-American 
ornithologist, naturalist, and 
painter John J Audubon, 
who in 1832 visited Indian 
Key and Key West. Audubon 
wasn‛t coming down to see 
the sunset, he was coming 
to document the birds here.  
In the late 1700s and early 
1800s Audubon was 
witnessing the demise of 
birds across the landscape 
due to the widespread 
killing of birds for the 
plume trade… plumes from 
many of the wading birds in 
South Florida were designed 
into hats.  With his keen 
eye and close observation, 
this self-trained artist 
created detailed 
watercolor, pastel and 
graphite drawings, in 
addition to oil paintings of 
more than 500 types of 
birds in their natural 
habitat.
One of the largest birds in 
North America, the 
American White Pelican, 
(Pelecanus erythrorhynchos) 
winters in the Florida Keys, 
not to breed, but to soak up 
the warm weather. I 
spotted a flock of nearly 50 
White Pelicans at Crocodile 

Lake National Wildlife 
preserve the first week of 
February, while traveling 
north on Card Sound Road, 
just past the three-way 
intersection. As I looked 
to the east, sitting 
amongst red and black 
mangroves were 40-50 
American White Pelicans.  
They sat comfortably 

The Keys are home to four 
National Wildlife Refuges: 
National Key Deer Refuge, 
Great White Heron, Key 
West and Crocodile Lake, 
plus other land and 
sanctuaries set aside to 
protect our native plants 

Pelicans work together to 
drive fish into the shallows 
where the fish become more 
concentrated and easier to 
catch. The Brown Pelican 
nearly disappeared from 
North America between the 
late 1950s and early 1970s, 
threatened by 
human 
disturbance, and 
direct exposure 
to pesticides, 
which caused 
death or 
reproduction 
failure due to 
eggshell thinning.
It was an amazing 
sight to see 
these White 
Pelicans, but they 
were in the right 
spot… the 
Crocodile Lake 
National 
Wildlife Refuge.

preening, dozing, and 
soaking up the sunshine, 
oblivious to my presence 
500 ft. away, across the 
water, from behind a 
guard rail along the gravel 
shoulder of Card Sound 
Road. White Pelicans are 
tolerant of human 
observers if not 
approached too closely.

hanging from some mangrove, 
or if that doesn‛t happen, the 
bird dies from an infection 
caused by the embedded 
hook.  The fisherman in this 
situation should call the Wild 
Bird Center.
Brown Pelicans are known 
for their spectacular 
head-first dives to snag a 
fish.  White Pelicans feed by 
dipping their bills in the 
water and scooping up prey 
such as small minnows.  
Sometimes 10-12 White 

Most people are familiar with 
the Brown Pelican, (Pelecanus 
occidentalis) who can be seen 
everywhere all year long in 
the Keys.  While White 
Pelicans wade in the tidal 
flats, Brown Pelicans patrol 
their fishing waters and are 
seen begging for fish at 
docks or off bridges.  
Unfortunately some of these 
Brown Pelicans eventually 
swallow fishermen‛s hooks as 
the pelican swoops over and 
swallows the bait, hook and 
all.  If the line is cut the 
bird flys off to have the line 
entangled and the bird is left 

those areas sitting 
under two feet of 
water.  Dredging and 
filling fragile coastal 
mangroves was a 
common practice.  
According to the 
National Audubon 
Society by 1960,   
60% of the wading 
bird feeding grounds 
disappeared from 
Lower Matecumbe 
Key through North 
Key Largo.  In 1975 
when Florida 
designated the Keys 
an “Area of Critical 

State Concern," a large 
chunk of undeveloped land in 
North Key Largo was saved.
Crocodile Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge was 
designated in 1980. The 
following quote from the 
The Ocean Reef News of 
December 1987 gives an 
insight to popular opinion at 
the time:
“With the protective moat 
of undeveloped wilderness 
cocooning Ocean Reef 
property owners outside our 
gate, some are taking a 
kindlier look at the 
alligator's cousin - the 
crocodile. 14 years ago the 
crocodile made the 
endangered species list. 
North Key Largo is the 
major of only three 

A wonderful bird 
is the pelican, 

His beak can hold more 
than his belly can. 

He holds food in his beak

Enough for a week

And I don’t know how 
in the hell he can.

protected areas, being 
bought by and preserved by 
the state. Until quite 
recently, there were 27 
major developments on the 
drawing boards for our 
neighboring upper Key 
Largo. "Can you picture the 
line at Card Sound bridge, 
if that happened?" 
commented one homeowner. 
"Or the road traffic south 
to Winn Dixie? Let's keep 
those females laying... and 
the males at bay.”
I wonder what the folks in 
1987 would have thought 
about the diurnal “trade- 
parade” of workers 
commuting to work along 
Card Sound Road today? 

White pelicans are winter visitors to the Keys.  

and wildlife.  The wildlife 
come to these places 
because there is suitable 
habitat, with the space, 
food, shelter and cover 
they need.
We have these spaces 
because the residents and 
people of the State of 
Florida woke up in time.  In 
the 1950s land had been 
platted for homesites, even 

White Pelicans are seen among the snorkel roots of the Black Mangrove, 
Crocodile Lake National Wildlife refuge.
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The American White Pelican’s wingspan may reach nine and a half feet. Adults have distinctive black 
wingtips, and their bills, legs and toes are reddish orange or pink.

A low flying Brown pelican in the Florida Keys backcountry.

White pelicans wading on a flat in search of food.
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