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Lawsuit Looms as Cuts Threaten
Manatees at Crystal River Sanctuary

A lawsuit threatens staffing cuts at Crystal River National
Wildlife Refuge, impacting Florida&#039;s manatees and

their vital habitat.

Crystal River, Florida, USA - A lawsuit is looming over the
Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge in Florida, a vital
sanctuary for the world’s largest population of manatees. The
Center for Biological Diversity has announced plans to compel
federal environmental officials to reverse recent staffing cuts
that threaten these gentle giants. The refuge, located about 80
miles north of Tampa, is crucial during winter, as it serves as a
warm haven where hundreds of manatees congregate. Due to
recent reductions, the number of full-time staff has plummeted
from eight to six, putting added pressure on a refuge already
struggling to manage its responsibilities.

According to WUSF, attorney Ragan Whitlock has reported

https://www.wusf.org/environment/2025-06-09/lawsuit-ready-battle-cuts-worlds-largest-manatee-sanctuary-crystal-river


concerning incidents of harassment toward manatees, including
the separation of calves from their mothers. The sanctuary is not
only tasked with the protection of these animals but also
oversees the recreational activities that occur within its
boundaries, which include over two dozen special use permits
for ecotourism and swim-with-manatee tours. Unfortunately,
these activities often occur without adequate oversight, leading
to increased risks for the manatees.

Growing Threats

The legal filing has emerged in the context of broader
challenges facing these magnificent creatures. As reported by 
Inside Climate News, the Trump administration’s cuts to staff
have left the refuge in a precarious position, endangering the
federally protected manatee population. Before the latest cuts,
the refuge was already facing staffing shortages, and the recent
dismissal of two employees was a troubling step backward. The
agency was compelled to reinstate those employees by court
order, yet the ongoing staff reductions continue to loom over
manatee safety.

Despite being downlisted from endangered to threatened in
2017, the Florida manatee’s situation remains precarious. The
current population stands at approximately 5,733, but many
experts fear that they are on the brink of extinction. Outside
threats, such as boat strikes, entanglement in fishing gear, and
water pollution, compound the risk. In 2022 alone, there were
800 recorded manatee deaths, signaling a troubling trend that
researchers view with growing concern, as highlighted by PEER.

A Call to Action

The Center for Biological Diversity’s legal notice gives the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service 60 days to address the staffing issue, or
they will face litigation. If the government cannot meet the
demands for proper staffing or restrict activities within the
refuge, the consequences for the manatee population could be

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/02062025/center-for-biological-diversity-legal-action-over-federal-cuts-manatees-impact/
https://peer.org/areas-of-work/wildlife-protection/manatees/


dire. Solutions such as expanding sanctuary boundaries to
include no-entry zones and reevaluating special use permits are
being proposed as necessary steps to bolster manatee
protection.

Every manatee’s journey through the warm waters is pivotal,
not only for their survival but also for the fragile ecosystem of
which they are part. As community members, we must advocate
for the protection of this vital sanctuary and the species that
depend upon it. In a world where environmental conditions are
ever-changing, there’s something to be said for ensuring our
natural treasures are safeguarded effectively. The time for
action is now. Our manatees cannot wait.
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