
 

Warm springs may be best winter refuge for
Florida manatees
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This image shows Florida manatees seeking refuge from winter cold at Three
Sisters Spring, Crystal River, Florida. Credit: Cynthia Taylor

Natural warm water springs may offer the best protection to Florida
manatees trying to survive cold winter periods, according to research
published Mar. 20 in the open access journal PLOS ONE by David Laiast
of the Marine Mammal Commission in Maryland, and colleagues from
the Marine Mammal Commission in Maryland, US.

During the winter, manatees in Florida rely on warm-water refuges in the
southern peninsula, and consistently return to one more specific areas.
This new study assessed the proportion of manatees that use natural
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springs, power plant discharge areas, and passive 'thermal basins' that
trap warm water for a week or more.

They found that nearly half of all animals they counted sought out power
plant outfalls for warmth, while approximately 17% chose warm springs.
In the coldest periods the proportion at power plants can increase to two-
thirds.

Despite this relatively small proportion using warm-water springs, a
comparison of manatees killed by cold weather revealed that hot springs
offered them the best protection of the three refuges studied.

The authors suggest that protecting and improving access to these warm
springs may be critical for the long-term survival of Florida manatees.

  More information: Laist DW, Taylor C, Reynolds JE III (2013)
Winter Habitat Preferences for Florida Manatees and Vulnerability to
Cold. PLOS ONE 8(3): e58978. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0058978
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