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Abstract

In the past few years as a result of increased explorations for oil, numerous reports have been written
about environmental impacts. In all of these, the West Indian Manatee species occurring in Suriname
was incorrectly identified and because of this, incorrectly classified as Vulnerable. In this brief |
address the correct classification and show how incorrect classification could potentially lead to bad
management decisions, and thus to its accelerated extinction in Suriname. The purpose of this brief is
to ensure that this erroneous classification does not occur in future reports and publications, and that

better management decisions will be made.
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Increased oil explorations in the coastal zone have
given rise to a number of recent reports, including
Environmental Impact Assessments (Mol 2010, 2011,
Environmental Sciences Ltd., 2011, ERM, 2012, P-all
Projects Supply Suriname, 2013), and other technical
papers (CSA International Inc., 2012a, 2012b), in
which the Antillean Manatee, Trichechus manatus
manatus, the subspecies occurring in Suriname, is
incorrectly reported as listed by the International Union
for Conservation and Nature (IUCN) as Vulnerable,
rather than Endangered. Last year, Dr. Randall Reeves,
Chairman of the IUCN Species Survival Commission’s
Cetacean Specialist Group, addressed the River
Seismic Survey conducted by Staatsolie, and correctly
categorized the manatee species occurring in Suriname

(Reeves, 2012). Subsequently, however, the species
was again wrongly listed in the Living Guianas Report
2012 (WWHF Guianas, 2012). The use of the incorrect
IUCN classification when speaking about the manatee
species present in Surinamese waters may result in bad
management decisions and possibly accelerate
extinction on a national level.
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The IUCN’s Red List of Threatened Species
identifies the global status of species based on IUCN
guidelines published in the Red List Categories and
Criteria publication (IUCN, 2012a). Although a global
status is given for each listed species, the same status
may not apply throughout a species range, particularly
at regional and national levels (IUCN, 2012b). Based
on an IUCN status review, in 2007 and revalidated on
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Correct classification of Suriname Manatee

25 September 2012, the Appendices of the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild
Fauna and Flora (CITES) recognized and listed both
subspecies of the West Indian Manatee, Trichechus
manatus latirostris (IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species, 2013.1,
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/22106/0) and
Trichechus m. manatus ((IUCN Red List of Threatened
Species, 2013.1,
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/22105/0), as
threatened with extinction (CITES Appendix 1;
http://www.cites.org/eng/app/appendices.php).

Three species of manatees are currently
recognized: Trichechus inunguis, T. manatus and T.
senegalensis (Domning and Hayek, 1986). Each has a
different geographic range; T. inunguis and T. manatus
are the New World species, while T. senegalensis is the
Old World or African species. The geographic range of
the West Indian Manatee, T. manatus, runs from
southeastern North America to northeastern Brazil.
Two subspecies of the West Indian Manatee are known:
the Florida Manatee, T. m. latirostris, and the Antillean
Manatee, T. m. manatus (Domning and Hayek, 1986).
Other, more recent studies suggest that there may be
other distinct, geographic lineages: (1) Florida and the
Greater Antilles; (2) Western and Southern Gulf of
Mexico, Central America, and NW South America west
of the Lesser Antilles; and (3) NE South America east
of the Lesser Antilles (Garcia-Rodriguez et al., 1998,
Vianna et al., 2006, Deutsch et al., 2008). These
distinctions are important.
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Typical manatee habitat near the MCP canal in Nickerie,
Suriname where the manatee feeds on leaves of the ‘moco
moco’ plant

“The marked genetic structure and geographic
subdivision of T. manatus should be considered in its
management and conservation. Management strategies
should consider particularly the distinctiveness of
manatees separated by the Lesser Antilles which isolate
the populations in the Guyanas—Brazil from other
locations” (Vianna et al., 2006).The authors further
suggested that focus on country populations, rather
than regions, would be useful for management (Vianna
et al.,, 2006). The studies by Garcia-Rodriguez et al.
(1998) and Vianna et al. (2006) led to IUCN
reclassification for the two subspecies in 2007. Of
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particular note is that although the West Indian
Manatee as a species was listed as Vulnerable by
IUCN, both subspecies, the Florida Manatee and the
Antillean Manatee, were listed as Endangered. This
decision appears to be based on 1) regional populations
estimated to number at most 2500 animals and 2) an
anticipated decrease of 10% due to habitat loss and
anthropogenic factors over the course of 60 years
(Deutsch et al., 2008).

Typical River where manatees can be found. This is a picture
of the Saramacca River in Suriname.

In Suriname, the most recent countrywide study
estimated a manatee population of only 500-600
(Duplaix and Reichart, 1978). More recently, the
Nature Conservation Division of Suriname estimated
the manatee population in Suriname as between 200-
300 with a maximum at best of 500-600 (Wassink,
1997). The IUCN Red List Table 1, which provides a
summary based on the best available data, listed the
extant population for Suriname at ten, stating further
that the population is declining (Deutsch et al., 2008).
Remarkably, this table does not report that this number
is unknown due to data deficiency as was done for
some of the other countries. Table 4.1 in the paper of
Self-Sullivan and Mignucci-Giannoni (2012) lists
minimum counts for Suriname of 10 and a population
estimate of 100. With two reported deaths since May
2012 (pers. comm. Sahadewlal, pers. comm. Bisoen),
the manatee population in Suriname would now be
ninety-eight. This number is, of course, probably too
low an estimate. Rather, if we assume the highest
numbers proposed by Duplaix in 1978 and apply a 5%
reduction (half of the IUCN estimate for depletion over
a 60 yr period), the current population would at best be
around 570. Whether this number is reasonable,
remains currently unknown, but even this higher value
suggests the Suriname population should be considered
Endangered, not merely Vulnerable. One should not
forget that none of the numbers above are based on any
actual surveys, and are mere “guestimates”. In either
case, it is clear that not only is a census needed, but
further that making management decisions based on
the wrong categorization may lead to accelerated
extinction of this species in our waters. It is, for that
matter, critical that reports used for management
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correctly utilize the IUCN status of Endangered for the
manatee population in Suriname.
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