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The Honorable Martha Williams
Principal Deputy Director

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
1849 C Street NW

Washington, DC 20240

Dear Principal Deputy Director Williams,

As you may be aware, there has been an alarming increase in manatee deaths that have occurred in my home
State of Florida. The Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission (FWC) recently released its preliminary
mortality statistics for January | - February 26. Those statistics show a total of 403 manatee deaths during
that time period, compared to 137 deaths within the same timeframe in 2020, and 129 when averaged over a
five-year period.! The majority of these deaths are occurring within the Indian River Lagoon, and
preliminary reports indicate that the manatees are starving due to a loss of seagrass. For this reason, | am
writing to request that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) consider designating this event as a
Marine Mammal Unusual Mortality Event (UME).

As you know, the purpose of a UME designation is to unlock resources to investigate the causes of the
deaths, determine impacts to the overall population, identify the role of environmental conditions in the
event, and, most importantly, minimize additional deaths.> A UME also allows researchers to better
understand the overall health of marine mammal populations, prevent future UMEs, and gauge a better
understanding of the impacted ecosystem. Given the shocking numbers released by FWC and the fact that
the majority of the deaths are concentrated within the Indian River Lagoon, I believe serious consideration
should be given to designating the current situation facing Florida’s manatees as a UME.

In addition, and as you know, the manatee was downlisted in' 2017 from “endangered” to “threatened.”
While I am pleased the manatee population has largely rebounded — and this demonstrates the great success
of the Endangered Species Act — I fear the decision by the previous Administration may have been
premature. Not only is this illustrated by the current situation, but 2018 saw the near-record deaths of 824
manatees, largely due to prolonged outbreaks of harmful algal blooms (HABs) like red tide and blue-green
algae.’ It is important to note that environmental stressors like HABs and seagrass die-offs will only get
worse as our climate continues to change.

In light of this, I am also requesting that USFWS consider performing a five-year status review of the West
Indian manatee as required under the Endangered Species Act to determine if a change in the recovery plan
is warranted and if upgrading the manatee to “endangered” would be a more appropriate designation. It is
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my understanding that the last five-year status review occurred in 2007, which means the manatee is long
overdue for further analysis.*

The manatee is beloved in Florida, and is synonymous with our coastal communities and waterways. It was
designated the state’s Marine Mammal in 1975 and contributes to Florida’s nearly $5 billion wildlife viewing
industry.5 In short, the manatee is iconic; but they continue to face a number of threats to their existence,
including watercraft collisions, loss of habitat, and environmental stressors. We must be doing all that we
can to protect these gentle giants so future generations can take joy in seeing them splashing and swimming
in Florida’s waters.

For these reasons, I urge USFWS to consider issuing a UME designation, as well as consider performing a
five-year status review of the manatee. Thank you for your attention to this important matter.

Sincerely,

Charlie Crist
UNITED STATES CONGRESSMAN

4 https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/04/05/2017-06657/endangered-and-threatened-wildlife-and-plants-
reclassification-of-the-west-indian-manatee-from
5 https://myfwc.com/about/overview/economics/




