
A decision by the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service to review existing 
Florida manatee protection rules 
was hailed by environmentalists 
Tuesday as a welcome first step in 
a process that could expand the des-
ignated habitat for the endangered 
mammal in South Florida.

In response to a petition filed by the 
Save the Manatee Club and three 
other groups, government scientists 
will consider updating critical habi-
tat designations of the endangered 
mammal that were originally drawn 
in 1976.

“This is a very important step for-
ward, but it does not signal a major 
upheaval” in regulations now gov-
erning boating or development, said 
Miyoko Sakashita, a spokeswoman 
for the Center for Biological Diver-
sity. “But it is important that habi-
tat protection reflects best available 
science.”

The announcement was welcomed 
by Pat Quinn, a biologist with Bro-
ward County’s Environmental Pro-
tection and Growth Management 
Department.

“If we have been running off [infor-
mation] from that long ago, there 
might be some serious impacts on 
manatees that we just don’t know 
about,” said Quinn.

Waterways in Broward, Palm Beach, 
Miami-Dade and 12 other Florida 
counties already are designated crit-
ical habitat for manatees.

As outlined in its petition, the four 
advocacy groups suggest adding to 
designated manatee protection zones 
along the length of the Intracoastal 
Waterway in Broward, Palm Beach 
and Miami-Dade counties, as well 
as in many of the lakes, canals and 
waterways to which it connects.

“This is good news, not just for en-
vironmentalists, but for everybody,” 
said Katie Tripp, science and con-
servation director with the Mait-
land-based Save the Manatee Club. 
“Manatees have been studied a lot 
in the last 30 years. We know a lot 
now about water quality and sea 
grass, for example, so why not use 
it?”

Charles Underwood, a spokesman 
for the Fish & Wildlife Service, said 
the petitioners provided “substantial 
and credible” scientific evidence 

that manatees need new protections 
in habitat that is better defined.

The next step is a full review of 
scientific information to determine 
if additional protections are war-
ranted.

A rule proposing new critical habi-
tat is due by Dec. 19, a year from 
the date the petition was filed.

The Florida manatee was one of the 
first species to be listed under the 
Endangered Species Act, which is 
credited with slowing the animal’s 
decline.

Broward and Miami-Dade counties 
are prime manatee habitat, espe-
cially when temperatures drop. Last 
winter nearly 900 manatees were 
counted in Broward County during 
one survey, a number representing 
about a fourth all manatees seen in 
Florida that day, said Quinn.

Mike Clary can be reached at 
mclary@sunsentinel.com or at 305-
810-5007. 
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