Working With the News Media 2009

A Case Study of
Comprehensive Conservation Planning

At Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge, Florida

The following case study is based on actual events that transpired at Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge in Florida between 1983 and early 2008. After reading the narrative, you will be asked questions to answer briefly on the attached worksheet.  Please bring your completed worksheet with you to class in August.
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge, located about 90 miles north of Tampa in the town of Crystal River, FL, was established in 1983 specifically for the protection of the endangered West Indian manatee. The Refuge is composed of 80 acres of islands and water bottoms in Kings Bay, the headwaters of the Crystal River.  More than 300 manatees concentrate from November through February in the Bay’s warm-water springs, which remain 72 degrees F. year-round. The Refuge manages seven manatee sanctuaries in the Bay to protect manatees during the winter months, when warm water is essential for their survival. These sanctuaries provide places for manatees to rest and feed undisturbed in the warmth of the Bay’s springs. It is prohibited to enter these sanctuaries for any reason, and the areas are posted. During the summer months, the Gulf water temperature increases to more than 80 degrees F. and most of the manatees leave; but dozens of year-round resident manatees remain in the area.
Currently, there are approximately 1,800 manatees left in the United States, and they are Federally listed as “endangered” by the Service. Many manatee mortalities are human-related, with watercraft collisions responsible for the largest number of human-related deaths. Other causes of human-related manatee mortalities include ingestion of fish hooks, litter, and monofilament line, entanglement in crab trap lines, and vandalism. Loss of habitat from coastal development is associated with all of these forms of mortality. 

Manatees are protected under three laws:  the Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972, the Endangered Species Act of 1973, and the Florida Manatee Sanctuary Act. These laws prohibit the harming, molesting, harassing, disturbing, and “taking” (killing) of manatees. Crystal River Refuge is open year-round for wildlife related activities, such as kayaking/boating, swimming/snorkeling, scuba-diving, wildlife observation, and nature photography. It is lawful to observe manatees and conduct water-related activities in Kings Bay as long as the provisions of these Acts are not violated. The Refuge walks a fine line every day between protecting manatees and providing visitors with a positive experience, but protecting manatees always takes priority.
Kings Bay manatees have many stakeholders interested in their survival. In fact, it was local community members who raised the funds for the original purchase of the Refuge lands by The Nature Conservancy, which later sold them to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Nevertheless, there have been widely varying opinions as to how much or how little protection manatees need in Kings Bay. While many in the community appreciate manatees for their own sake, Crystal River is also a tourist town, and manatees are a major attraction. People come to Crystal River for the specific purpose of boating, diving, and swimming with manatees. The many dive shop owners and individual boat operators situated in Kings Bay near the Refuge headquarters have at times strongly resisted the Service’s strict enforcement of no-wake speed zones in areas that manatees are known to occupy. At the same time, the dive shop owners as a group have agreed to distribute the Refuge’s educational materials and rules for interacting with manatees to every customer they serve.

At the other end of the spectrum is Save the Manatee Club, a nonprofit organization begun by former Florida Senator/Governor Bob Graham and singer/songwriter Jimmy Buffett in 1981 that now has 40,000 members in the United States and abroad. Save the Manatee Club has sharply criticized the Service for not doing enough to protect manatees and argued for stricter enforcement and more sanctuaries. In fact, they sent an underwater photographer to shoot video of a visitor to Kings Bay harassing a manatee mother and her cub and have posted it on You-Tube, where it is getting millions of “hits.” The Club encouraged viewers to write directly to the Refuge manager, providing his e-mail address, to demand that more be done to protect manatees. The manager is receiving hundreds of e-mails per day from concerned citizens.
At least one scientist has opined publicly that while interacting with manatees may potentially be harmful to them, the educational benefits are greater than the harm that might be done. Other scientists, including those in the Service, have argued in favor of strict enforcement of the laws protecting manatees.

The Service partners with the Florida Park Service in operating a manatee Education Center on the U.S. Highway leading to the Refuge, where visitors can learn the “do’s” and “don’ts” of manatee interaction. The Manatee Watch Volunteer Program also provide interpretation and education about how to safely enjoy manatees, using kayaks and canoes for on-the-spot contact with visitors in Kings Bay.
In February 2008, Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge announced in a news release that it would hold a public meeting to discuss a long-range plan for management of the Refuge.  When completed, this Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) will provide a practical guide for managing the Refuge over the next 10-15 years. The public was invited to attend and to provide oral and/or written comments of any issue, opportunity, or concern they might have related to the Refuge. 

Refuge activities, particularly its controversies with various stakeholder groups, have always received a lot of media attention—print, television, radio, and now, internet. This event is expected to receive wide, local coverage. The Refuge has anticipated media coverage by preparing information packets on the Refuge and on the CCP process to give out at the meeting. Save the Manatee Club has issued its own press release and has notified its members of the meeting. The meeting will start at 7 p.m., with doors open at 6:15 p.m., and it is expected to run until 11 p.m. A crowd of about 200-300 locals is expected to attend, including county officials.
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Worksheet
As Manager of Crystal River National Wildlife Refuge, you know that local media will be interested in covering your public meeting on Comprehensive Conservation Planning.  Please briefly answer the following question from your perspective as manager.
1.  What fears do you have about media coverage of the CCP public meeting? What do you fear might occur as result of your interaction with media that could hamper the Refuge in accomplishing its mission? What negative consequences might occur if you don’t actively work with media on this issue? _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.
2. What benefits do you think might accrue to you personally and to the Refuge if you actively work with media on this issue, i.e., pursue interviews, issue news releases and updates, provide press packets and still photos and video footage? _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.
3. Which of the manatee’s many stakeholder interest groups do you anticipate will likely be competitors with you for the media’s attention at this meeting? _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.

4. Which of these stakeholder groups do you think might possibly be collaborators with you in responding to media queries at the meeting? _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________.
