
T
ucked away on the northern Gulf Coast of Florida’s panhandle 
is the small town of Crystal River. This is the northernmost win-
ter home of an endangered aquatic mammal called the Florida 
manatee. The Florida manatee (Trichechus manatus latirostris) 
is a subspecies of the West Indian manatee and is a slow-mov-

ing, gentle herbivore that can weigh in at 550kg and reach four metres 
in length. These ‘sea cows’ can travel up to 50 miles per day to find veg-
etation to eat. They are related to the Red Sea’s dugong and are believed 
to have evolved over 50 million years ago. They move around slowly 
in shallow water at speeds of around 5kph but can, in short bursts, 
reach 30kph. Because there are spring waters rising from underground 
both here and, indeed, all over mid-west Florida, including seven miles 
south at Homosassa, the waters remain consistently warm at around 
23 degrees C. It is here, when the winter sea of the Gulf of Mexico gets 
too cold for the manatees, as it did this winter, that hundreds of these 
strangely beautiful creatures gather. They are particularly susceptible 
to the cold and become ill, and many die if they suffer cold stress. This 
small area of the USA is the only place where humans are allowed to 
interact and make physical contact with these mammals and there are 
strict rules which are enforced with typical American zeal when it comes 
to getting in the water with them. It is, however, all worthwhile as you 
will find out if you ever choose to put on your wetsuit, mask, snorkel and 
fins to interact with the Crystal River and Homosassa manatees. We did 
just this for the third year running in January...

To get there we flew into Orlando and drove two hours northwest 
along the Ronald Reagan Turnpike. We stayed in a rented house that we 
organised with Birds Underwater, a very professional dive outfit which 
has been running responsible manatee tours for more than 20 years. 
The company is owned by Bill ‘Bird’ and Dianne. On the day we took one 
of their guided tours, setting off at 6am on a shallow draught catamaran 
through a heavy mist to three small circular lakes known as Three Sisters. 
It might sound a bit early to get up in the morning on your holiday, but 
it is worthwhile getting to the springs before all the other tourists.

It had been a particularly cold winter in Florida this year and manatee 
numbers around Crystal River were at an all-time high as they sought 
the warmer spring water. We very gently slipped into some fairly 
murky water at the entrance to the springs and there were manatees 
everywhere as we snorkelled through a channel into the crystal-clear 
water of the Three Sisters. In order to protect the manatees from boats 
and to give them a bit of peace from us humans, Manatee Protection 
Zones have been designated by the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conserva-
tion Commission. These designated areas are marked off and closely 
guarded and if you stray into one, you risk immediate expulsion from 
the area. Manatee harassment is also prohibited, so you cannot disturb 
a sleeping manatee, dive down underwater with them or grab hold of 
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them. The wardens take their charge of manatee protection very seri-
ously, which is great to see.

Once you enter the Three Sisters you are immediately rewarded. The 
visibility is excellent and the manatees are desperate for attention - they 
really seem to crave human contact. They get jealous too! Once you 
have connected with one manatee, you risk being swamped by several 
of these gentle giants. We were in the water for over two hours on this 
occasion and we regularly had to move away from the ‘scrum’ in order to 
be able to get some photographs. These beasties certainly seem to like 
the camera! Many of them posed for me while inching ever closer to the 
dome port. On one occasion my buddy dropped the camera to her side 
as one especially loveable character closed in so they were face to face - 
a particularly touching moment. 
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“It might sound a bit early to get up in the morning on 
your holiday, but it is worthwhile getting to the 
springs before all the other tourists”

As I mentioned earlier, we booked with Birds Underwater, although 
there are other operators who can offer similar experiences. We had 
emailed before arrival to let them know what we wanted to get from 
our trip. They suggested that we rent one of their houses at Homosassa 
and we could use the kayaks to paddle the short distance to the mana-
tee sanctuary to be able to spend time with the manatees whenever we 
wanted and to get into the water to get some photographs. And so it 
was at 7am, still dark, that we launched our kayak into the creek, loaded 
our camera gear and paddled about 300 metres to where the manatee 
sanctuary is marked with a series of buoys and markers. We tied up to 
the mooring and waited for daylight. However, the itchy manatees spot-
ted their chance to scratch their algae-covered hides and congregated, 
in the same way sheep do, but under the kayak! We donned our masks, 
fins, snorkels and weight belts and our cameras before being bundled 
into the water by 1,500kg of ‘cuddly’ manatee. As an empty kayak pro-
vided minimal resistance to such hefty animals, they soon turned their 
attentions to the two lone humans in the water. One big fellow decided 
to take a particular shine to me and actually hugged me with both his 
flippers and rested his head on my shoulder - they really are the most-
adorable animals.

On a serious note, their protection is vital. Numbers are threatened 
by changes in the climate and water temperatures, as well as the huge 
increase in water-based activities in the last decade making boat strikes 
a real problem. Responsible tourism can help in their protection and 
already, with increasing numbers of visitors, the local wildlife agencies 
are buying up land adjacent to the springs to stop any further develop-
ment and damage to this protected area. 

It is a fantastic experience and one you can do with all the family, so 
any non-divers can begin to understand why you want to go diving so 
often. Being only two hours from Orlando and all the theme parks, it 
is very easy to extend the family holiday by a few days, hire a car and 
head off to Crystal River. Anyone can get into the water, with or without 
floats, and experience the pleasure the companionship of the manatee 
can bring. There is also some spectacular cavern diving in this area, 
which is well worth your while if you get the chance. There are dives 
open to novice divers, where you do not actually go into the caves, and 
the water is only a few metres deep and crystal clear. There is also some 
technical exploration diving to be had for those that are qualified. We 
made it the first stop of a drive/dive trip of Florida, heading back to the 
east coastline for some great wreck and reef diving. n
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