September 3, 2008 – Swimming with a Manatee
After running on steamy summer days, there is nothing more refreshing than a dip in the water to cool off.   Whether it’s at the beach, a lake, a spring or a backyard pool, the revitalizing waters always feel great.   Sometimes when I run at central Florida’s Wekiva State Park there are companions swimming in the spring with me.   I often see fish and turtles.   One day as I exited the water I noticed a three or four foot long alligator about ten yards from me – I could have done without that.    But today there was an unusual visitor in the spring area – a manatee.
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Manatees are not normally found in the spring at Wekiva State Park.   The shallow waters of the Wekiva River which flows to the St. Johns River don’t typically give manatees enough room to swim upstream.   But rainfall totals of 15 to 25 inches from tropical Storm Fay caused the spring vicinity and river to rise to the highest level since record keeping began in the 1930s.   Evidently this manatee somehow decided to take a swim up to the spring.   Hundreds of people enjoy swimming in the spring on hot summer days and maybe the manatee just decided to join in the fun!
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So there I was in the spring cooling off when a man standing on dry land said, “There’s a manatee about 15 yards from you.”   I hadn’t even noticed as it blended in with the water.    I got out of the water and sat on the edge to get a better look and sure enough there was a fairly small manatee swimming slowly.   Manatees can grow to 800 – 1,200 pounds, so when I note that this was a small manatee; he was still perhaps 500 pounds.     They are known to be are gentle and slow-moving, spending most their time eating, resting, and swimming.    Manatees are completely herbivorous, eating aquatic plants and can consume up to 15% of their body weight daily in vegetation.
[image: image3.jpg]


I reentered the water to finish cooling off as the manatee swam to the far side of the spring area.   There are only about 3,000 of these gentle creatures and most live in Florida.   There have been numerous conservation measures to protect them as their greatest enemy is watercraft, especially those with motorized propellers.   I know this manatee needs to swim back down stream before the waters of the river become too shallow or it will be trapped and need a rescue operation.   Hopefully, it will find its way back to its normal habitat.   But today for one day it was a special treat to swim with a manatee.
