
Manatee Springs – Manatee Chat 

Theme: What exactly are they doing in there? 

Animal Bios: 

Name: Betsy (female)  

DOB: October 19, 1990  

Weight: 2,000 lbs  

Arrived: November 1, 2010 (Came from Homosassa Springs) 

Length of stay: Unknown  

** If anyone asks about the white spots on Betsy’s tail please answer this question off mic. The 

scars are from a sheepshead (an omnivorous fish native to the Atlantic Ocean) that was picking 

at the algae on her skin. The keepers keep an eye on this and are pleased with how they are 

healing. 

Name: Abigail (female)  

DOB: est. 2012  

Weight: 275 lbs 

Arrived: October 13, 2013 (She was an orphan rescued from the Indian River near Merritt Island 

in March 2013. She was at Sea World in Florida before coming here.) 

Length of stay: Unknown  

 

Introduction: 

Hello everyone, and welcome to Manatee Springs. My name is _____and I am very excited to 

introduce the manatees and humans in the exhibit in front of you today. The Cincinnati Zoo is 

home to two manatees: Betsy, who is __ years old and a whopping 2,000 lbs, and Abigail, who 

is __ years old and just 275 lbs.  

 

What are they?  

So, now it’s time for you to tell me about manatees. That right! I want you to tell me what you 

know. What do you know about manatees? (if some people answer, run with it, if not continue) 

Let’s start with the basics. What “class” do they fit in? Are they a reptile? (fish? Shark? Bird? 

Insect? Arthropod?) That’s right, they are mammals! What makes an animal a mammal 

anyway? Well, they have hair (point out the hairs), they feed their milk to their babies, and they 



have a backbone! What else do you see? They have paddle-like front limbs that are flexible 

enough for them to bring food to their mouths, but are also used to help them swim. Manatees 

use their tail to power them through the water by pumping it up and down. But even though 

this tail is strong and they have streamlined bodies, manatees are pretty slow swimmers. Their 

average speed usually stays between 3 and 5 miles per hour. Lucky for manatees though, they 

have no natural predators from which they have to flee. However, boat collisions are another 

story, which brings me to what brought many of our manatees to the Cincinnati Zoo over the 

years.  

Manatee Rescue: 

 The Cincinnati Zoo is one of the few institutions in the United States to house manatees, and 

was actually the first one outside of Florida. We work closely with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Services on their Manatee Rescue, Rehabilitation, and Release program. This program focuses 

on rescuing manatees that have been injured in boating accidents, those made ill by natural 

causes like red tide or cold stress, and those that have been orphaned. Once rescued, the 

manatees are taken to either one of three federally permitted critical care facilities or to a 

rehabilitation facility, like the Cincinnati Zoo. Now, what is important to understand is that the 

Cincinnati Zoo, while having a great opportunity to house manatees while they return to health, 

has a huge responsibility to carry out. In partnership with the US Fish and Wildlife, the decision 

is made about where the manatees will go to be rehabilitated, based on what would be best for 

the animals.  

Current Manatee Bios: 

Since opening in 1999, Manatee Springs has been the temporary home to fourteen manatees. 

We just sent our twelfth manatee, Woodstock, back to Florida in October where she will be 

released back into the wild. Betsy came to the zoo from Homosassa Springs, Florida in 

November of 2010. There she was part of a group of female manatees that were all larger than 

she was. Unfortunately, she was having trouble competing for resources, like food so they 

decided this environment would be a better fit for her. Our smallest manatee, Abigail was 



rescued from the Indian River in Florida where she was found as an orphan suffering from cold 

stress. She arrived here at the Cincinnati Zoo in October of 2013. 

What about those people in the tank?  

These manatees are given anywhere between 50 and 100lbs of food each day. That’s a lot of 

food, and here at the zoo, we have to consider “what goes in must come out.” Our manatees 

are housed in a 120,000 gallon freshwater tank, and it takes a lot to keep it clean and safe. That 

is why we have a great filtration system that can actually filter 4,000 gallons of water per 

minute. That means all of the water in the tank can be filtered twice per hour. It takes a little 

more though to make sure everything in the tank stays clean, so we have volunteer SCUBA 

divers come in every day to help out. The divers usually spend between 1-1.5 hours in the 

morning before the zoo opens cleaning the rocks and gravel in the tank. They bring in brushes 

to scrub off algae and also use a big pool vacuum to clean the gravel at the bottom. Our divers 

also play a part in the safety of our manatees by checking out the exhibit. Our manatees can be 

pretty curious and will sometimes chew on things that they are not supposed to. For this 

reason, our divers play a huge role in making sure everything is in place in the exhibit.  

Conclusion: 

Manatees are endangered and one way people in Florida are helping to save these gentle giants 

is by not littering. Any debris that finds its way into the water is a potential choking hazard for 

these animals. Here at the zoo we can help save wildlife and wild places by composting! The 

zoo has a great composting program here and we compost everything from zoo doo to the 

manatees left over lettuce to our leftovers. Yes that’s right – you can help us out by composting 

your leftovers at the Base Camp Café. This helps to keep all of that waste out of the landfills. I 

would like to thank you for joining us at Manatee Springs! I will be over here if you have any 

questions. Make sure to check your maps for the times and locations of all the other animal 

encounters happening around the zoo today. Thank you so much for coming to the Cincinnati 

Zoo & Botanical Garden. 


