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Tom McKenzie, External Affairs, Southeast Regional Office:

| would like to introduce Andrew Gude from Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge. Andrew,
the floor is yours.

Andrew Gude, Refuge Manager, Lower Suwannee & Crystal River NWRs:

Thank you, Tom. | wanted to give a brief introduction to the Environmental Assessment that
we’ve released. The Service started this process last Fall to address the concerns that we've
had with the potential for disturbance of manatees by the large number of visitors wanting to
swim with the manatees, and to kayak with the manatees in Three Sisters Springs.

Three Sisters Springs has become incredibly popular area both for manatees and for visitors
with visitor numbers last year in excess of 139,000 at the 1.3 acre site in Crystal River on the
Three Sisters Spring property.

Manatee numbers, this year, have gone through the roof; they were pretty high last year. We
have up to 500 manatees using the springs during extreme cold weather events. We have up
to 200-300 manatees using the site during cold weather events, but not extreme cold weather.
It is the last clear body of water in Crystal River due to the changing water quality of the
groundwater flowing into the spring. It is a consistent 72 degrees fahrenheit temperature for
the year and manatees use this area for thermal refugia to stay warm over the course of the
winter when the Gulf waters are cold, or the King’s bay waters are cold.

We have enacted seven measures to try to address the concerns that we've had with the
potential disturbance of manatees and we're now ready to implement those measures. Those
measure include ways to segregate people from manatees inside the spring by two closed
areas, inside the spring itself, and also to continue with the cold-weather closures where we
close the entire body of water to tourists and visitors coming in the spring, and we’ve been
doing this over the course of the winter as well to keep people out when there are too many
manatees in there. By adding any more people we feel that those people could potentially
disturb manatees.

We’'ve also created a kayak tie-up, a paddle-craft tie-up, outside of the spring so that people
can moor their vessels and swim inside the spring when the spring is open. Additionally,
we’ve proposed to close the spring and the spring run to kayaks, or paddle-craft | should say.
People can still enter the spring when it’s open, but we’re asking them to leave their vessels
outside.



Additionally we’ve put in two swim lines along the side of the spring and the narrow spring run
going into the larger body of water so people can then hold on to those lines and pull
themselves along when the current of the flow out of the spring is too strong. It also guides
them to use either side of the spring leaving the center of the spring run for manatees to go
back and forth.

We’re also looking at our special-use permit holders and regulating flash photography, and
not allowing flash-photography because we believe the potential to disturb manatees and their
eyesight that flash-photography inside the spring without a special use permit on top of what
we have could potentially disturb them.

Then we’re going to ask our Special use permit holders that bring clients and visitors into the
spring to provide us with a City of Crystal River business license, which is a request of the
City of Crystal River, in-water insurance for the clients that they bring in, and also to be
accompanied by guides when they come into the springs. The presence of a guide we know
to be a much better experience with the visitors and it helps the guide control the visitors
inside the spring when they’re viewing the manatees.

Lastly, is a communications plan to inform the community and all of the various stakeholders
of what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. With that, | will gladly take questions if anyone
has them.

Lateshia Stein:

This is Lateshia Stein with Reuters. | was just wondering if you could comment on the
release. You said that you decided not to restrict the visitation between ten and five. Can you
explain why that was the case, and also these new regulations, what is the time period in
which they apply? When do they end?

Andrew Gude:

Lateshia, the time period when these regulations/management measures would end will be at
the end of the manatee season, which is on the 31st of March. By the first of April they will be
over.

The ten-to-five that we originally proposed, that we open the open the spring from ten o’clock
in the morning to five o’clock in the evening, we removed that based on the information from
our own staff and volunteer researchers as well as from the community in that manatees. We
thought originally that manatees would be less disturbed in the early morning when the
temperature is coldest. The coldest part of the day is right before dawn, and we had felt that
that would be a way to allow manatees to adjust from the cold to the warming part of the day
by giving them a few hours to adjust and then allowing people in. Closing again at five o’clock
in the afternoon when the sun was going down and the temperature was getting colder.



However, manatee aggregation in the spring are very much based on tidal cycles, so they
move in when the tide is high, and they move out when the tide is low. Because the
ten-to-five opening did not include consideration for tidal fluctuation we felt that it was not
necessary and that we would remove it from the measures.

Lateshia Stein:
Thank you. And then the kayaks, it sounds like it’s sort of a voluntary thing you’re asking
people to not take them in, but not prohibit them?

Andrew Gude:

We’re going to prohibit them, but we have to work with the City because our agreement is with
the City in managing this property, and that we would need the City Council support for
preventing access or disallowing access to the spring by paddle-craft.

Originally we had proposed the paddle-craft ban for two reasons. One was the narrow spring
run that enters and leaves the spring is very narrow. It's a choke point and having kayaks in
that spring run and people causes potential for injury to people. It's a public safety issue, but
also when manatees are in there and kayaks that we’ve noticed over a number of periods of
time that when there is a high demand for people to enter the spring that often kayaks,
because you can’t always see where the manatees are manatees are coming up to breathe
and then they have the potential for running them over, running over their nose, bumping
them, running over their back. So that was our rationale for banning watercraft.

Since the boardwalk is now open seven days a week for the entire season we felt that given
the opportunity to view the manatees from the boardwalk that being in a paddle-craft was no
longer necessary, that you could go on the boardwalk and view the manatees from the
boardwalk versus being in a kayak or a paddle-craft.

Lateshia Stein:

OK, so thank you. So you’re still moving forward with that proposal, but you need to work with
the City.

Andrew Gude:

Yes we do, Lateshia.

Tom McKenzie:

Alright! Andrew, is there anything else that you’d like to add before we close off?

Andrew Gude:



Yes, I'd like to add that we have a series of sets of research or monitoring that we’ve been
doing on the spring that will inform us for next years management measures. These
management measures that we’ve implemented will be strictly for this season only. We have
been collecting data in the interim prior to these management measures and we will collect
data on the implementation of these management measures. The information that we’re
gathering will inform us for the future and how we apply any new or changed management
measures for 2015 and onward. We will be producing another environmental assessment at
a minimum for next year for management of the spring and the activities therein. We'll also
be working on our Comprehensive Conservation Plan which is our 15 year into the future plan
of how we manage springs and the rest of the property.

Additionally | would like to say that the community of Crystal River has been very supportive
of our efforts to control the crowding in the spring and the issues that arise from that. We are
very grateful for the full community support. What'’s interesting to note is that even though
some community members or community stakeholders don’t always agree with us, but we
have a very good, | feel that we have a very good relationship with them and also with the
ones that do agree with us. | feel the credit of the success of what we’re trying to do in trying
to handle the situation is really due to the community’s involvement and their support of
manatee conservation.

Tom McKenzie:
OK, last chance for any questions.

OK, well thank you very much. Again, my apologies and our apologies for delaying you. We
know your time is valuable and we’re work to correct that on our next conference call. Thank
you very much for joining us. If there are any other questions and you cannot get in touch
with Andrew feel free to give me a call at 678 296 6400 that’s my cell phone or at work 404
679 7291 and that's Tom_MacKenzie@fws.gov for Fish-Wildlife Service and .gov for
government.
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