Wildlife on Dataw Island 

Information for Visitors Provided by The Dataw Conservancy to Both Protect and Safely Enjoy the Island's Indigenous Wildlife

Introduction

Dataw Island is one of 68 inhabited Islands in Beaufort County, comprising about 840 acres surrounded by tidal marshland, Jenkins Creek and the Morgan River.  Within the Island are many freshwater lagoons and ponds as well as nesting and brooding areas for a variety of transient & resident species of birds.  Ospreys, red tailed hawks and bald eagles are common on and around Dataw. Southern river otters and mink periodically enter the ponds to feed. Raccoons and opossums are also commonly seen, as are  whitetail deer. Alligators breed in the freshwater ponds and while they are found mostly in fresh water, they also occasionally move into the surrounding marsh. There are also a number of feral cats, most of which have been captured, vaccinated and neutered, that freely roam the Island.  

Thus we share this Island with a variety of birds, mammals, reptiles and other kinds of wildlife. In order to coexist in harmony with these wondrous creatures, we must both respect their place on our Island, protect their natural nesting and breeding places and enjoy their presence without either endangering their survival or taking any unnecessary risks ourselves. 

Avian Rookeries and Other Nesting Sites Need Protection.

While numerous species of birds are transients to the Island, many nest here and 60-70 species are commonly seen during the Annual Christmas Bird Count.

There are several rookeries along  the shoreline of 

Hillfield Lake adjacent to Gleason’s Landing Road. Species that may be seen there are: Snowy Egret, Great Egret, Great Blue Heron, Green Heron, Anhinga, Black-crowned Night Heron, Little Blue Heron, Tri-colored Heron, Green Heron, and White Ibis.  Wood storks are often seen congregating on the shoreline or roosting in nearby pine trees.  The pond across from the Community Center has a flock of 10-15 Black-crowned Night Herons roosting there year-round. The Pond along Dataw Drive has, at certain times of the year, roosting Woodstorks, Ibis, all the Herons and occasionally, Roseate Spoonbill. The pond along Cotton Dike 6 has a considerable number of cormorants and has attracted Ospreys and Eagles. During the winter these ponds have a variety of wild ducks, including Pied-billed Grebes, Bufflehead, Hooded Mergansers, Golden-Eye, and Lesser Scaup. 

American Alligator

Most of the freshwater lakes and lagoons on Dataw have at least one alligator, ranging in size from hatchlings to adults in excess of 8 feet. Several generations may coexist in some of our larger lakes. Alligators are natural components of Lowcountry ecosystems and a source of endless fascination for residents and visitors. They are frequently observed during the warmer months either in the water or sunning themselves on the shoreline. Although usually found in freshwater, alligators may occasionally enter seawater and are sometimes seen in Jenkins Creek. During the winter they tend to spend most of the time underwater in a torpid state. Being air breathers, however, they must return to the water surface periodically even then.

Alligators mate during the spring and lay eggs in early summer. Nests, consisting of mounds of dirt and plant material are built on the shoreline. Each nest may contain one to several dozen eggs depending primarily on the size of the mother. Unlike mammals, where sex is determined by chromosomal differences, the sex of developing alligators, and many other reptiles, is determined by nest temperature: temperatures of around 90-91 F. will produce males whereas temperatures less than 88 F. or more than 93 F. will produce females.  The young hatch during late summer or early fall and are protected by the mother for the next year or more. 

Alligators feed primarily on fish and turtles but will occasionally take deer, small mammals, waterfowl or even carrion. Humans are not normal prey, and there is no record of anyone being attacked or injured by an alligator on Dataw Island. Reasonable caution should be exercised, however, especially with dogs and small children, who should be kept a safe distance from the water, especially during twilight hours.   Where baby alligators are present special caution should be exercised since mother alligators are very protective of the young. Golfers should be careful about retrieving balls from lakes, especially along vegetated shorelines, and fishermen should be aware that hooked fish may attract the attention of alligators. By no means should alligators be fed, which is against South Carolina law. Anyone experiencing an aggressive alligator should report this to Dataw Security at 838-8375 or 8376.

Deer, Turkey Vultures and Wild Turkeys are often seen on and alongside roadways and can be a hazard to vehicular traffic. One should be particularly cautious when entering and leaving the Island off of Polowana Rd., especially in low light conditions.

Snakes. A variety of snakes occur on the Island, the vast majority of which are non-poisonous.  They are, in fact, beneficial in that they tend to control wild rodent populations, and should be left undisturbed. Common species include the Corn Snake, Yellow Rat Snake, Rough Green Snake, King Snake, Garter Snake and the Black Racer. 

Dolphins. The Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin (Turciops truncatus) is commonly observed in the surrounding waterways and is an endless source of enjoyment. A frequently seen and fascinating type of behavior, referred to as “strand feeding,” occurs when a pod of dolphins team up and, side by side, charge towards the shoreline of a tidal creek, creating a bow wave which washes fish up onto the mud banks where the dolphins gorge themselves. The dolphin’s momentum carries them, too, up onto the banks, sometimes completely out of the water, where they snap up the stranded prey, after which they slowly slide back down the bank into deeper water. Scientists have determined that “strand feeding” is a learned behavior taught by adults to their offspring and is almost unique to dolphin populations in the Low Country of South Carolina and Georgia.

We hope you find this brief description of our wonderful co-residents useful and that you use appropriate caution to prevent causing unnecessary disturbance of or harm to the animals or to ourselves, our guests and our pets. 

The Dataw Island Conservancy

