Manatees and Dugongs

The sirenians are large, gentle animals that live in sheltered coastal waters, often travelling up rivers far inland.  They can live up to 70 years old although coupled with their low reproductive rate and a close proximity to humans they have become susceptible to over exploitation.  Sirenians include three manatee species and one dugong and all four are classified as vulnerable to extinction. 

The West Indian or Caribbean manatee Trichechus manatus is further sub-divided into the Florida manatee Trichechus m. latirostris and the Antillean manatee Trichechus m. manatus.  Florida manatees are found in coastal and riverine waters of Florida and Southern Georgia, their distribution limited by sirenian inability to withstand water temperatures below about 200C.   Numbers may have dropped from 5-10,000 in the late 1980s to about 2,600 in 1996 however the difficulties in sampling manatees do not make these figures completely accurate.   Some confusion exists as to number of animals that exist today (maybe 1200-1900) but scientists are agreed that any unusual mortality such as the mass die-off in 1996, that accounted for about 12% of the population, could have devastating consequences.  Protection measures exist that attempt to reduce the high mortality that occurs from human-related activities (about 44% from 1976 to 1999) the most prominent being collisions with watercraft.  The Antillean manatee is found throughout the wider Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico but little is known about their numbers and distribution.  The main threats to their existence comes from incidental catch in fishing nets, continued hunting in localised areas and unregulated tourism.  Research programmes are underway to identify the high-use areas for these manatees.

The West African manatee Trichechus senegalensis extends from Senegal down to Angola but very little is known of its population size.  It has certainly been depleted by hunting over the years not just for its meat but from a belief that these animals destroy fishing nets and plunder rice fields.  Efforts to introduce research programmes and conservation initiatives in this area have been difficult due to a lack of stable funding.

The Amazonian manatee Trichechus inunguis is confined to the fresh water environment of the Amazon river and once again no figures exist as to their numbers.  Despite legal protection at the national and sometimes local level Amazonian manatees are still killed for their meat.   Other human activities such as deforestation and pollution, related to mining and agriculture, pose a greater threat by removing the animals’ natural habitat.  

The single remaining species of dugong Dugong dugong is to be found in scattered populations along tropical and sub-tropical coasts in the Indian Ocean and the south-western Pacific.  The overall numbers are unknown but most recent estimates of a large population off the coast of Australia recorded 85,000 individuals.  The dugong benefits from the value of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, its main feeding ground around Australia, as well as the high level of research and conservation measures carried out in that country.  The United Arab Emirates (UAE) host the second largest population of dugong and numbers are thought to be at least 5,000.  The rich and extensive seagrass beds around the UAE provide the dugong with the most important habitat in the Arabian Gulf.  

It may be more difficult, however, to manage dugong populations in developing countries, as there may not be the resources to enforce any protection measures.  A group of five islands off the Mozambique coast is home to approximately 110 animals and are thought to be the last viable population on the entire coast of east Africa.  Threats come from entanglement in fishing nets and the growing number of tourist visiting this remote area.  The World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) is currently working with the Mozambique Wildlife Department to establish the islands as a National Park to be co-managed with local communities.  Small subpopulations of dugong have been identified off the coasts of Palau, India, Vietnam and Japan.  

