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Statement by Wanda Jones, Ph.D., Marine Mammal Biologist Re:
Inadequate FWC Response to Manatee Starvation in Northern

Indian River Lagoon (1/9/22)

To all concerned parties,

The purpose of this white paper is to share information that is important to know regarding the
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission's (FWC) current ineffectual efforts to save
the Indian River Lagoon (IRL) manatee population, despite being given prior advice from experts
that could have ensured the success of those efforts. As a marine mammal biologist who
conducted a manatee feeding preferences study as part of my graduate program at the
University of Florida, I am extremely concerned with the status of the Indian River Lagoon (IRL)
Florida manatee population and the fact that manatees, adults, juveniles, and babies, are dying
every day. One or more manatees are taking their last breath as I write this paper. Not a single
manatee had to die from starvation in Fall 2021 and Winter 2022 if the proper starvation
prevention program had been implemented by the FWC in a timely manner. It is believed
approximately a hundred or more documented and undocumented manatees have died
between November 2021 to January 2022 and this shows a striking inability of the FWC
directors and administrators in Tallahassee to effectively manage the conservation of the  Florida
manatee.

The FWC has moved through the motions of implementing a feeding program, during which an
attempt was made to feed wild manatees an item they do not recognize as food, namely,
lettuce. The FWC had been advised by experienced manatee rehabilitation staff, prior to the
implementation of this program, that wild manatees do not readily eat lettuce. Wild manatees
do not recognize lettuce as a food item. Therefore, the FWC staff likely knew the program
would fail to meet its goal of feeding wild manatees. Indeed, it has failed.

During the two weeklong IRL “experimental” feeding program, there has been demonstrated no
documented evidence that manatees have eaten the lettuce when it was presented to  them.
Peer reviewed scientific studies conducted conclude that lettuce is the least dietarily  effective
and the least preferred food item of manatees. These studies support the information  given to
the FWC from the rehabilitation facilities. The IRL feeding attempt was not actually an
experimental feeding program because the FWC already knew, based on information it had
previously received, that wild manatees won’t eat lettuce. The IRL feeding attempt is not
unprecedented regarding the feeding starving wildlife because similar feeding programs have
been successfully implemented for terrestrial wildlife. The IRL feeding attempt is unprecedented
because this type of activity has not been previously attempted for manatees.



1
Created by Wanda Jones, Ph.D., marine mammal biologist 1/9/2022

Such feeding is an activity that should have been very simple and easy to accomplish
successfully had the FWC followed the results of the numerous scientific studies that have been
conducted on manatee feeding preferences and fed manatees hydrilla and water hyacinths
rather than lettuce. Both wild and captive manatees eat hydrilla and water hyacinth  voraciously
when they have access to it. It appears the FWC administrators chose to ignore the  science and
engage in an activity that manatee experts and some FWC biologists told them in  advance
would be ineffective. It also appears that the FWC executive director and other  decision makers
lack a genuine interest in saving this population from extinction. Rather, they  have intentionally
acted against expert advice and presented a food item they had been told  the wild manatees
would not recognize or eat. The wild manatees were set up for failure,  taxpayer money was
knowingly wasted, and IRL manatees are still starving. These manatees will continue to starve
and die every day until effective measures are put into place.

In addition, the FWC attempted its feeding program during a spell of warm weather. It is well
known by the manatee scientific community, including biologists in the FWC, that manatees
disperse during warm weather to look for food and congregate at warm water refuges only
during extended periods of cold weather. Numerous studies conducted in the IRL, including a
12-year study tracking the movement of IRL manatees and other Florida manatees clearly
showed that manatees do not remain at the warm water refuge during warm weather. These
studies show that manatees disperse throughout the IRL during warm weather.

Rather than conducting this feeding program during the week of Thanksgiving when hundreds
of manatees were gathered to stay warm at their IRL warm water refuge, the FWC waited until
the weather warmed and the manatees left the warm water site. Aerial footage taken by
private citizens on Nov. 27, 2021 (the FWC stated that they would not be conducting any 2021
aerial surveys) showed over 400 manatees hunkered down at their IRL warm water refuge. This
would have been the perfect time to see if their “experimental” feeding program would work.
Instead, the FWC chose to conduct their feeding program during warm weather when it was
well known by FWC biologists and other experts that the manatees would not be gathered at
the refuge and would instead be dispersed throughout the lagoon desperately looking for any
of their normal food items in the dead lagoon. By intentionally conducting the study after the
manatees left the warm water refuge, this allowed FWC administrators to tell the public that
they could not feed the manatees because they could not find them.

In actuality, a number of the manatees are tagged and can be located every day in relative real
time, so the FWC has the ability to locate multiple manatees in the IRL no matter where they
are and take food items to them. Instead, the FWC told the news media that the manatees
were not at the power plant therefore the FWC was unable to feed them and that those who
were offered lettuce during the program, were not interested in eating it. The FWC did not
attempt to switch to freshwater plants in order to provide the wild manatees with a natural



food that they recognize, nor did FWC attempt to disperse food throughout the lagoon in the
areas where tagged manatees are located and areas that long term studies show are frequent
manatee feeding locations.
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The FWC had an entire year to prepare and be ready to put into action a manatee starvation
prevention program. The scientific manatee community, biologists, and environmental
organizations knew such a program would be needed this year and advised the FWC
Commissioners and directors of this fact early in 2021. Instead of telling FWC biologists to take
the necessary steps to properly prepare, the FWC Commissioners and executive director did not
allow FWC biologists to do their job of conserving and protecting manatee lives by developing a
manatee starvation program before the manatees returned to the IRL. As a result, many new
and unnecessary manatee deaths have occurred in Fall 2021 and continue into January 2022.

Lettuce being offered as a food item is not working to stop the starvation of the IRL manatees.

In order to avoid an extinction event of the IRL population, it is imperative that
the FWC immediately change and adapt this program to address what the
manatees are clearly indicating. They do not want to eat lettuce. In order to
save the manatees’ lives, the FWC must start feeding these wild manatees the
plants they naturally eat and recognize: UNSPRAYED and fresh (not
decomposed) hydrilla (Hydrilla verticillata) and water hyacinth (Eichhornia
crassipes) that have been mechanically harvested from areas that are NOT
forage sites for other wild manatees.

According to peer reviewed scientific research, these freshwater plants are much more
nutritious for manatees than lettuce. They are also widely available and easily accessible.
Manatees in Crystal River and the St. Johns River have been observed to voraciously eat these
two species of plants when they are able to find them.

Multiple suitable sites for the mechanical harvesting of these freshwater plants exist within 20
miles of the IRL but they are dwindling due to the fact that Florida DEP, US Army Corp of
Engineers, and contractors such as BioTech are spraying glyphosate-based herbicides at
locations that have these plants in abundance. They are spraying and killing the manatees’
natural food rather than solving the problem by mechanically harvesting these plants. This must
stop immediately so that unsprayed plants can be harvested to feed the IRL manatees.

I fully recognize that the FWC is only responsible for its best effort. The next step for FWC’s
best effort is to feed the Indian River Lagoon manatees food items that are acceptable and
appetizing to the manatees and also healthy for them.

In my opinion and with the information available to me, the following suggested actions need



to take place immediately. Hydrilla and water hyacinth that have not been sprayed with
chemical herbicides need to be distributed in the FPL water boat/barge dock (assuming it is no
longer in use) located on the south side of the peninsula at the FPL power plant during
sustained cold weather events and during warm weather. This is the ideal location during cold
weather events because it is in close proximity to the warm water refuge used by the manatees
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during cold weather. The barge dock is enclosed on three sides and a floating barrier such as
those used to cordon off Crystal River spring sanctuaries can be stretched across the entrance
to the dock to create a fourth wall. This creates a holding pen that will keep the hydrilla and
water hyacinth enclosed in the dock area. It is a safe place in which manatees can eat.
Manatees can swim under the floating barrier to access the hydrilla and water hyacinth.

It is also an ideal location in both warm and cold weather because it is an easy site into which
freshwater hydrilla and water hyacinth can be dumped from dump trucks. Some people have
expressed a concern that the manatees will not find the plants there and they will decompose
before they are eaten. The manatees will find the plants at this site because they are
desperately searching everywhere in the lagoon for food. Once a few manatees begin eating
the plants, the crunchy sound made when manatees eat hydrilla and hyacinth, and the fact that
sound travels long distances underwater, other manatees will hear the chewing and will come
to investigate. Within a few days, all manatees remaining in the lagoon will come to the site to
eat.

If this FPL barge dock is still being actively used by FPL, hydrilla and water hyacinth can instead
be distributed in front of the power plant, north of the water discharge area and south of the
no-entry sign. In this way, the freshwater plants are not in danger of floating away and are still
within the protected no-entry zone. In addition, floating barriers such as those used in Crystal
River at the Three Sisters Springs need to be placed around the entire no-entry and idle speed
zone at the warm water refuge during the winter to keep boats out of that area as many
boaters do not see the no-entry signs and the idle speed signs. This area needs to be
designated as a no watercraft and no swimming zone.

These freshwater plant food offerings should not be placed in the direct flow of the water
discharge in the manatee warm water refuge site because the water current will sweep the
plants into the boat channel where manatees will be in danger of being struck by boats as they
eat the hydrilla and water hyacinth.

During warm weather, in addition to being placed at the FPL boat dock, hydrilla and water
hyacinth must be distributed throughout the lagoon to the various coves and natural feeding
sites visited by manatees when they are dispersed throughout the lagoon during warm
weather. These sites can be identified using the current locations of satellite-tagged manatees
and the data from multiple manatee tracking studies that show historic natural feeding sites of
overwintering manatees in the Indian River Lagoon. These starvation prevention program
feeding sites need to be cordoned off with floating barriers such as those used in Crystal River



to designate no-entry sanctuaries to prevent humans from entering the feeding areas.

While older manatees may forage beyond the IRL system, sub-adult/juvenile manatees have
been shown in scientific studies to remain in the IRL during the winter rather than venturing
beyond the lagoon to find food. They are dying everyday due to starvation because they
cannot find food in the lagoon, and they will not leave the lagoon to search elsewhere. It is
critical that they are fed these freshwater plants immediately.
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Additionally, not feeding the manatees in order to incentivize them to cease traveling to the
IRL in the winter is unacceptable. Multiple scientific long-term studies show that manatees
have strong site fidelity. They continue to return to the same over-wintering and over
summering sites every year of their entire lives with only a few individuals that behave
differently.

According to a 2021 FWC Fish and Wildlife Research Institute presentation, the shocking reality
is that because the IRL manatees are finding less and less food every summer, they are
increasingly malnourished and unhealthy when they return to the IRL each winter. They are
suffering from chronic malnourishment. Last year, over 350 IRL manatees died. Most of the
manatees that survived last year likely did not find sufficient food during the summer due to
the major decline in the number and quality of seagrass beds growing in South Florida where
manatees spend the summer looking for food. The survivors of last year have returned to the
IRL where there is nothing to eat and are dying of starvation faster than they would have died
had they returned healthy and well-fed. Unless something is done immediately to feed these
manatees hydrilla and water hyacinth, plants that they will eat, it is expected that twice that
number of manatees will die this year. Prior to the Unusual Mortality Event, the IRL population
consisted of just over 1,000 manatees. If double the number of manatees die this year as died
last year, that is virtually the entire IRL population lost to extinction in only 2 years. If this
happens, this extinction was caused by lack of rapid and effective action by the agency that has
been given management responsibility over the manatees, the Florida Fish and Wildlife
Conservation Commission. It would be an ideal situation to see the IRL manatee population
thrive rather than go extinct under the FWC’s watch. In order for survival to occur, , the FWC
MUST IMMEDIATELY feed the IRL manatees hydrilla and water hyacinth which manatees
recognize as their normal food.

Multiple objections and reasons for not providing their normal food, hydrilla and water
hyacinths, to the manatees have been given by FWC. However, all parties must acknowledge
thar the current program is not working. There is no longer a legitimate basis for not feeding
hydrilla and water hyacinth to the IRL manatees. In fact, per the Endangered Species Act, to not
feed these manatees would be a federal violation. The following is a summary of FWC
arguments and the facts that effectively counter those arguments.

FWC Argument 1: Hydrilla and water hyacinth will start growing in the IRL. FACT 1: According



to the Indian River Lagoon Species Inventory conducted by the Smithsonian  Institution’s Marine
Station and the Indian River Lagoon National Estuary Program, both hydrilla  and water hyacinth
are already present in the IRL so their use in a manatee starvation  prevention program would
not introduce either of these invasives. They were introduced long  ago but do not grow
prolifically due to the brackish water.
https://irlspecies.org/taxa/index.php?taxon=Hydrilla%20verticillata
https://irlspecies.org/taxa/index.php?taxon=6080&taxauthid=1
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FACT 2: The Indian River Lagoon is brackish and polluted and will not support the
uncontrolled growth of these two freshwater plants which require fresh water to grow
prolifically.

FACT 3: The 800+ manatees that overwinter in the NIRL are so hungry that they will eat all
hydrilla strands and all parts of the water hyacinth. There will be nothing available to grow.

FWC Argument 2: Placement of hydrilla and water hyacinth in the IRL will introduce harmful
macro/micro invertebrates.

FACT: As occurs in other locations, these tiny organisms will be ingested by the manatees
along with the plants. Additionally, the lagoon is so polluted that it will not support the
overgrowth of these organisms.

FWC Argument 3: The hydrilla and water hyacinth will be mushed by the process of mechanical
harvesting.

FACT: Conversations with mechanical harvesting company personnel and my own personal
experience show that hydrilla and water hyacinth are extremely hardy and tough. The
harvesting process does not crush them and there are multiple sites within less than 2 hours of
the Indian River Lagoon. The plants can be transported quickly. These plants do not typically
dry out within 8 hours.

FWC Argument 4: It is too expensive to transport freshwater plants.

FACT: State money can be reallocated to starvation prevention efforts, especially because
those efforts are attempting to save a federally and state protected species from local
extinction. Part of the 8 million dollars allocated in 2021 to manatee rehabilitation can be used
to pay for the transport of freshwater plants under the auspices of a site-based rehabilitation
program. All of the manatees in the IRL are starving, therefore they all need to be rescued and
rehabilitated. Even with additional rehabilitation sites set up, there are not enough
rehabilitation sites to rehabilitate over 500 manatees. Moving the manatees from the IRL to
the rehabilitation sites would be more expensive financially and probably more costly in terms
of loss of manatee life due to the stress of moving physically stressed animals from the lagoon



to the rehabilitation site. The easiest solution is to make the Northern Indian River lagoon a
large rehabilitation site where freshwater plants are brought in and dispersed in coves and
other suitable sites that are cordoned off to create no-entry sanctuaries throughout the lagoon
on warm days and on the south side of the peninsula in the abandoned barge dock at the FPL
site during cold spells and warm weather

FWC Argument 5: Hydrilla will be present in manatee feces and will grow from it. FACT: Per
scientific studies, manatees are very efficient at digesting plant material. Hydrilla  will not be
remaining in a form that will allow it to grow from fecal material. In the highly  unlikely event
that a piece of hydrilla made it through the digestive process intact, the water is
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too brackish and polluted to support hydrilla or water hyacinth growth. In fecal sample-based
studies investigating which plants manatees eat, the plants were identified using the plant
epidermis, microscopic indicators, or elemental isotopes, particles too small and to physically
digested to grow.

In order for manatee survival to occur in the IRL and to prevent the virtual extinction of the
Indian River Lagoon manatee population, the FWC MUST IMMEDIATELY feed the IRL manatees
UNSPRAYED hydrilla and water hyacinth which are nutritious freshwater plants that the
manatees recognize as food. The attempts by the FWC to feed wild manatees lettuce is not
working because the manatees do not recognize lettuce as a food item. The FWC is not using all
resources to ensure that they are placing appropriate food, hydrilla and water hyacinth, at the
sites where manatees look for food during warm weather. Another strategy needs to be
implemented immediately. Wild manatees recognize hydrilla and water hyacinth as food and
eat it voraciously when they can find it. The survival of this population is critically dependent
upon making the change in the FWC’s manatee starvation prevention program (feeding
program) from lettuce to hydrilla and water hyacinth immediately.

Dr. Jones may be contacted at: wjonesphd33@gmail.com
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