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Abstract - Trichechus manatus is one of 3 recognized extant species of manatees of the
mammalian Order Sirenia. Currently, it is known by various vernacular names, none of
which are descriptive of its biology and known distribution. This lack of standardization
has led to confusion and miscommunication, hindering conservation efforts for this species.
We propose standardizing the vernacular names used to refer to the species and its 2 subspe-
cies based on appropriate geographical characterization in English, Spanish, French, Dutch,
and Portuguese, respectively: “American Manatee”, “Manati de las Américas”, “Lamantin
d’Amérique”, “Amerikaanse Lamantijn”, and “Peixe-boi das Américas” for 7. manatus;
“Florida Manatee”, “Manati de la Florida”, “Lamantin de Floride”, “Florida Lamantijn”,
and “Peixe-boi da Florida” for T. m. latirostris; and “Greater Caribbean Manatee”, “Manati
del Gran Caribe”, “Lamantin des Grandes Caraibe”, “Groter Caribische Lamantijn”, and
“Peixe-boi do Grande Caribe” for 7. m. manatus. By establishing clear, universally recog-
nized, and standardized vernacular names, we foster a sense of connection and scientific
communication responsibility, improving public awareness and understanding of these ani-
mals and ultimately aiding in their conservation.

Introduction

“What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as
sweet,” wrote William Shakespeare in his famous play Romeo and Juliet (Shake-
speare 1597). The implication is that the name we give something is arbitrary and
does not change what that thing really is. Unfortunately, just as Juliet discovered
that Romeo’s name had implications about how others perceived him and their re-
lationship, what we name things can have significant ramifications on how they are
perceived in the public and in professional spheres. In the case of species threatened
with extinction, how we refer to them can affect how the public perceives those spe-
cies and can hinder conservation efforts.

Vernacular or common names are used in everyday language to refer to a spe-
cies or a group of similar species. Vernacular names vary by geographic location,
language, and culture, and are, therefore, not used in scientific literature to refer
uniquely to a species. Instead, species are named by scientists in Latin or Greek-
derived dual names using the binomial system of genus and species standardized
by Carl Linnaeus in Systema Naturae (Linnaeus 1758). For animals, the rules on
how species can be scientifically named and how to settle disputes are established
by the International Code of Zoological Nomenclature (ICZN 1999). Attempts have
been made to standardize vernacular names applied to some animal taxa since early
in the 20" century (Dice 1937, Doran 1903), including insects (Committee on the
Common Names of Insects 2023), fish (Page et al. 2023), reptiles and amphibians
(Committee on Standard English and Scientific Names 2017), birds (Bernis 1995,
Devillers and Ouellet 1993, Gill et al. 2023), mammals (Alvarez-Castafieda and
Gonzalez-Ruiz 2018, Wilson 2000), and mammals living in aquatic environments
(Mignucci-Giannoni 1984, Gallo-Reynoso and Rojas-Bracho 1985). However, there
is no universal acceptance for the vernacular names used for manatees, which have
increasingly gained public attention in the past 40 years. For example, Trichechus
manatus L. (Fig. 1), the manatee species that inhabits marine, estuarine, brackish,
and riverine waters off the Atlantic coasts of North America, Central America, the
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Caribbean, and the northeastern part of South America (Fig. 2), is currently known
in English as the “West Indian Manatee”, “Caribbean Manatee”, “Florida Mana-
tee”, “American Manatee”, and “Sea Cow”; in Spanish as “Manati de las Indias
Occidentales™, “Manati Antillano™, “Manati Americano”, “Manati de la Florida”,
“Manati Floridiano”, and “Vaca Marina”; in French as “Lamantin”, “Lamantin
des Antilles”, and “Vache de Mer”; in Dutch as “Sekoe”, “Zeekoe”, “Caribische
Lamantijn”, and “Amerikaanse Lamantijn”; and in Portuguese as “Peixe-boi” and
“Peixe-boi Marinho”, among many other names (Table 1). Vernacular names during

Figure 1. The 2 currently recognized subspecies of Trichechus manatus: (A) T. m. latirostris
(photograph © Jason Gulley) and (B) 7. m. manatus (photograph © Alejandro Avampini).

Figure 2. Current distribution of Trichechus manatus and its 2 currently recognized subspe-
cies: T m. latirostris (pink lines) and 7. m. manatus (yellow lines).
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the early centuries of Americas’ European colonization are even more varied, in-
cluding “American Lamantin”, “Boi Marinho”, “Buey Marino”, “Fish Manatee”,
“Homés Marinhos”, “Lamantino”, “Lamentin”, “Lamatin of America”, “Lamen-
tino”, “Magnatis”, “Malati”, “Malaties”, “Manatea”, “Manato”, “Manentine”,
“Manaty”, “Peces-cerdos”, “Peixemulher”, “Petit Lamentin du Nord”, “Pexe-
Muller”, “Pegebuey”, “Pez-Buey”, “Pez Muger”, “Pez-mujer”, “Pez-toro”, “Pois-
son Beeuf”, and “Vaque Marin” (Durand 1950, Fernandez-Gordillo 2006, Goode
1884, Harlan 1824, Luna 2001), in addition to Christopher Colombus’ first mention
of “serenas” (sirenas or mermaids), observed on 8 January 1493 off the coast of rio
Yaque del Norte, Montecristi in the Dominican Republic (Fernandez de Navarrete
1825, Irving 1828).

Unfortunately, when using vernacular names, confusion can arise when 2 spe-
cies have the same vernacular name (e.g., angelfish, which can refer to the freshwa-
ter tropical fish in the genus Pterophyllum or marine fish in the Pomacanthidae or
the unrelated marine fish Brama brama (Bonnaterre), or when 1 species has many
vernacular names (e.g., Puma concolor (L.), which has over 40 vernacular names
in English alone including Mountain Lion, Cougar, Puma, and Panther). Vernacu-
lar names can also give rise to confusion about phylogenetic relationships (e.g.,
Cynocephalus volans (L.) [Philippine Flying Lemur] and Galeopterus variegatus
(Audebert) [Sunda Flying Lemur], which are not lemurs nor do they fly; electric
eels (genus Electrophorus), which are a type of electroreceptive neotropical fresh-
water knifefish, not true eels of the Order Anguilliformes, which are mostly marine
and do not produce electricity; Rhincodon typus A. Smith [Whale Shark], which is a
cartilaginous fish and not a whale, etc.), or geographic regions where they are found
(e.g., Branta canadensis (L.) [Canada Goose], which is found throughout North
America and in parts of Europe, not only in Canada; Didelphis virginiana (Kerr)
[Virginia Opossum], which is found throughout Central and North America from
Ontario to Costa Rica and not just in the US state of Virginia, as its name would
imply). Manatees are no different in this context. In Guatemala they are sometimes
called, in an endearing way, “Vaquita Marina”, which may be confusing as the por-
poise Phocoena sinus Norris and McFarland, which is endemic to Mexico’s Gulf of
California, is known in both English and Spanish as the Vaquita.

Nevertheless, vernacular names play an important role in outreach, conservation
efforts, and to some extent in research, because most people do not use scientific
Latin—Greek names to refer to species. Commonly, flagship species, like manatees,
are often used for general conservation decision-making, chosen according to a
series of criteria related to the local and social context of an area. Among these,
the use of vernacular names of the species can influence public perception, create a
sense of communal location-based support, help avoid confusion, and improve the
image and conservation importance of a species (Bowen-Jones and Entwistle 2002,
Sarasa et al. 2012).

Here, we propose standardizing the vernacular name used to refer to the mana-
tee species 7. manatus, and its 2 currently recognized subspecies (7. m. latirostris
(Harlan) and 7" m. manatus L.; Domning and Hayek 1986).
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The Current Situation

Trichechus manatus is 1 of 3 recognized extant species of manatees of the
Order Sirenia (SMM Committee on Taxonomy 2023). The other 2 are 7. senega-
lensis Link (African Manatee) and 7. inunguis (Natterer) (Amazonian Manatee).
The English vernacular names used most to refer to 7. manatus in the scientific
literature are “West Indian Manatee” and “Caribbean Manatee”. In addition, the 2
recognized subspecies are most referred to as the “Florida Manatee” for 7. m. lat-
irostris and the “Antillean Manatee” for 7. m. manatus. When Doming and Hayek
(1986) described the 2 subspecies based on differences in the cranial morphology,
they noted that until that point, 7. m. manatus did not bear a vernacular name, and
based using “Antillean Manatee” on 2 papers published in the 1700s which used
“Grand Lamantin des Antilles” (Buffon 1782) and Trichechus antillarum (Link
1795). However, there is no standard. Since Domning and Hayek (1986), most
publications use “Florida Manatee” and ‘“Antillean Manatee” to refer to the 2
subspecies, some papers refer to the subspecies 7. m. latirostris as the “Caribbean
Manatee” (Mass et al. 1997), while others refer to the species 7. manatus as the
“Caribbean Manatee” (Castelblanco-Martinez et al. 2012). Some publications refer
to . manatus as the “American Manatee” (Baughman 1946, Lima et al. 2021), and
Gunter (1941) referred to 7. manatus as the “American Manatee” but referred to
the subspecies 7. m. manatus as the “West Indian Manatee.” True (1884) referred
to T. manatus as the “American Manatee”, named the one in the Florida peninsula
as “Florida Manatee”, but assigned “South American Manatee” to the species’
southern form and “West Indian Manatee” to the one in the West Indies (with no
detail of what this geography means), while adding that the latter may actually be
the same as the “Florida Manatee”. Hatt (1934) distinguished the African Manatee
from the “American Coastal Manatees” and the “Florida Manatee”, which he made
part of the “West Indian Manatee”. Husar (1978) called the species “West Indian
Manatee”, and while not-peer-reviewed, the Wikipedia article on 7. manatus refers
to it as the “North American Manatee” in addition to the “West Indian Manatee”
(Wikipedia 2023). To add to the confusion, some papers have used the name of a
geographic location before the word “manatee”, which can mislead readers into
thinking the authors are talking about a unique species or subspecies (e.g., “Belize
manatee”; Hunter et al. 2010; “Brazil Antillean manatee”’; Barros et al. 2016). In the
coastal waters of Brazil, some scientists have used the term “marine manatee” or
“peixe-boi marinho” to distinguish 7. manatus from the freshwater manatee species
T inunguis (Amazonian Manatee) found in the Amazon Basin (Bonfietti Izidoro et
al. 2022). In addition, depending on the Spanish-speaking country, 7. m. manatus
may be referred to as “Manati”, “Manati Antillano”, “Manati Caribefio”, “Manati
de las Indias Occidentales”, “Vaca de Agua”, “Vaca de Rio”, or “Vaca Marina”. In
French-speaking Wider Caribbean countries and territories (French Guiana, Haiti,
Saint-Martin, Martinique, and Guadeloupe, the latter 3 where manatees are ex-
tinct), this species is referred to as “Lamantin Antillais”, “Lamantin d’ Amérique”,
“Lamantin des Antilles”, “Lamantin des Caraibes” (Gargominy et al. 2022), and
“Kochon Lanme” (Haiti’s creole). The regional Red List of French Guiana (UICN
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France et al. 2017) used “Lamantin Antillais”, while the Atlas des Mammiféres
Sauvages de France. Volume 1: Mammiferes Marins (Savouré-Soublet et al 2016)
preferred using “Lamantin d’Amérique”.

The main problem is two-fold: one of consistency and one of geographical appro-
priateness. There is no consistent use of a name in either English, Spanish, French,
or Portuguese for the species and the 2 recognized subspecies. Additionally, the
geographical references to the West Indies, Caribbean, or Antilles are misleading
based on the geographical distribution of the species. Trichechus manatus inhabits
shallow coastal areas, estuaries, and rivers, from the southeast coast of the United
States (US) in the western North Atlantic Ocean to northeastern Brazil in the
western South Atlantic Ocean. When water temperatures rise during the summer
months in the northern hemisphere, 7. manatus are also commonly spotted along
the US coast of Georgia and the Carolinas (Deutsch et al. 2003), even venturing as
far north as Massachusetts in New England. Along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico,
T. manatus has been recorded in all the Gulf Coast states of the US (from Florida
to Texas; Cloyed et al. 2022, Fertl et al. 2005) and Mexico (from Tamaulipas to
Yucatan; Goémez-Carrasco et al. 2018, Robles Herrejon et al. 2020). In the Carib-
bean Sea, T. manatus is found throughout the Greater Antilles (Cuba, Jamaica,
Hispaniola, and Puerto Rico) but no longer inhabits the Lesser Antilles. Lately,
T. manatus have been commonly sighted in some parts of the Lucayan Archipelago
(The Bahamas; Melillo-Sweeting et al. 2011), and in the Virgin Islands (which are
part of the Puerto Rico Archipelago; A.A. Mignucci-Giannoni, unpubl. data). On
the Caribbean coasts of Central and northern South America, 7. manatus is found in
every country, from Quintana Roo, Mexico, to Venezuela and the nearby island of
Trinidad, but not in Tobago and the Leeward Antilles (Self-Sullivan and Mignucci-
Giannoni 2012). The rest of the range extends through the coastal region of the
North and South Atlantic oceans from Guyana to northeast Brazil, as far south as
Alagoas (Fig. 2; Luna et al. 2018). Some important populations of 7. manatus are
found hundreds of kilometers upstream in rivers such as the Orinoco, Magdalena,
and Usumacinta, and their associated wetlands (Castelblanco-Martinez et al. 2009,
Montoya-Ospina et al. 2001, Olivera-Gomez et al. 2022, Rodas-Trejo et al. 2020).
Likely, individuals in those populations rarely venture out to coastal areas (Debrot
etal. 2022), and there is evidence of 2 ecotypes of 7. manatus, freshwater and coast-
al/marine (Castelblanco-Martinez et al. 2021). Domning and Hayek (1986) detail
that manatees in Texas may be strays of 7. m. manatus from Mexico’s populations,
and recently manatees in The Bahamas, Cuba and Mexico’s Caribbean have been
identified as strays of T. m. latirostris from Florida’s population (Alvarez-Aleman
etal. 2010, Castelblanco-Martinez et al. 2022, Melillo-Sweeting et al. 2011). In The
Bahamas, T. m. latirostris dispersed from Florida have established a local breeding
population (D. Claridge, unpubl. data), but recent sightings in the southern part of
The Bahamas (San Salvador, Rum Cay, Mayaguana Islands, Inagua Island) and in
Turks and Caicos have been reported as both 7. m. latirostris as well as T. m. ma-
natus, presumably from neighboring Cuba or Hispaniola.
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The “West Indies” is a subregion of North America, including the Greater An-
tilles, the Lesser Antilles, and the Lucayan Archipelago, with some countries in
Central America, the Guianas, and even Trinidad and Bermuda identifying them-
selves as part of the “West Indies” (Fig. 3). In current times, “West Indies” has been
viewed as a failed misnomer of this area based on Columbus’ attempt to discover a
route to the “Indies”, and thus has a sad resonance of colonial America. The “An-
tilles” encompass the Greater Antilles and the Lesser Antilles; the latter consist of
the northern Leeward Islands, Windward Islands, and Leeward Antilles just north
of Venezuela (Fig. 3). In contrast, the “Caribbean” is the sea bound by the Greater
Antilles to the north, the Lesser Antilles to the east, the eastern part of Yucatan
Peninsula in Mexico and Central America to the west, and the north coast of South
America from Colombia to Venezuela and Trinidad. Additionally, the terms “Wider
Caribbean” and “Greater Caribbean” have been recently coined. Biogeographi-
cally, Briggs and Bowen (2012) and Robertson and Cramer (2014), describe a much
wider Caribbean, termed “Greater Caribbean”, which encompasses a northern, sub-
tropical province that includes the Gulf of Mexico and the southeastern US; a cen-
tral, tropical province including the West Indies, Bermuda, and Central America;
and a southern, upwelling-affected province spanning the entire continental shelf
of northern South America, south to at least Guyana or various points scattered
throughout the length of Brazil (Spalding et al. 2007). While “Wider Caribbean” is
used in a geopolitical manner (UNEP 1982), Greater Caribbean is used in a biogeo-
graphical sense (Briggs and Bowen 2012, Robertson and Cramer 2014).

Due to the wide distribution of the species and the important populations found
in freshwater habitats, we feel that neither “West Indian,” “Antillean”, “Caribbean”,
nor their Spanish, French, Dutch, and Portuguese equivalents are appropriate
vernacular names for this species, and thus are inadequate as the specific and

Figure 3. Geographical delimitations for the West Indies (red circle), Antilles (green circle),
and biogeographical delimitation of the Greater Caribbean (orange circle). Yellow and pink
demarcations are the current distribution of 7Trichechus manatus.
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subspecific vernacular names. Even Linnaeus (1758), in his original description,
indicated that the manatee inhabited what he termed “Mari Americano”, and it was
not until early in the 20™ century that Thomas (1911) later designated the type local-
ity as “West Indies”.

Proposed Vernacular Names

There are numerous indigenous vernacular names used by native or local com-
munities throughout the manatee’s geographical distribution (Table 2; Bonfietti
Izidoro et al. 2022, Durand 1950, Goode 1884, Linares 1998, Luna 2001, Royero
1995, Silva et al. 2017). Not only do we respect the local use by these communities,

Table 2. Indigenous or local names used for Trichechus manatus in the Americas. [Table continued
on following page.]

Indigenous

or local name Ethnicity Countries where used

Apcha Venezuela

Apcia Venezuela

Apila Achagua Venezuela

Avia Venezuela

Beri Yaruro Venezuela

Buso Venezuela

Chill Maya Mexico

Cojumero Guyana

Géragoa Brazil

Goaragoa Brazil

Goarava Brazil

Guaraba Brazil

Guaragua Brazil

Guarana Brazil

Hémina Piaroa Venezuela

Honindba Warao Venezuela

Igarakué Brazil

Igpupi Ara Brazil

Iguaragua or Iguaragua Brazil

Ipupiara Brazil

lupipiapre Brazil

Juarauha Brazil

Juhmunuli Wayana French Guiana, Guyana, Suriname

Kariima Bari Venezuela

Kochon Lanmeé Creole Haiti

Kuyumoro Lokono Barbados, French Guiana, Guyana, Suriname,
Venezuela

Ma’nat’i’ Taino Bahamas, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Haiti,
Jamaica, Puerto Rico

Malanti Creole Belize

Man Man D'lo Creole Guadeloupe

Manati Macushi Brazil, French Guiana, Guyana, Suriname,
Venezuela

Manati Trid, Akawaio Brazil, Suriname

Manatila (female) Canal del Dique Colombia
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but the simple act of collating these names and making them available can be of
great aid in field research and conservation in various ways. Nevertheless, our
intent is to standardize the vernacular names in the 5 main languages (English,
Spanish, French, Dutch, and Portuguese) spoken within the geographical range of
T. manatus.

To aid in the effort to standardize vernacular names for 7. manatus, we polled
24 working professionals who specialize in manatees in each of the countries where
T. manatus is found and all the co-authors of this publication, on the use of the
proposed standardized vernacular names. Additionally, we surveyed 28 additional
Spanish-speaking professionals with manatee expertise in 11 Spanish-speaking
countries to vote on the Spanish names to be used herein.

We propose standardizing the vernacular names of 7. manatus to “American
Manatee” in English, “Manati de las Américas” in Spanish, “Lamantin d’ Amérique”
in French, “Amerikaanse Lamantijn” in Dutch, and “Peixe-boi das Américas” in
Portuguese (Table 1). Our reasons are as follows:

1. Trichechus manatus was described by Linnaeus (1758). In the descrip-
tion, he indicated the habitat as “Mari Americano” or American Ocean
or Sea. No type or location of type was indicated. Thomas (1911) later
designated the type locality as West Indies. Therefore, using the vernacu-
lar name of “American Manatee” is more faithful to the original locality
indicated by Linnaeus (1758).

Table 2, continued.

Indigenous

or local name Ethnicity Countries where used

Manatiles (plural) Canal del Dique Colombia

Manatin Maya, S & SE Mexico Mexico

Manatii Pemon Brazil, Guyana, Venezuela

Manaty Galibi Carib, Apalai Brazil, French Guiana, Guyana, Suriname,
Venezuela

Manay Brazil

Manmand’lo Guadeloupe

Mene Tsamuito Sikuani Colombia, Venezuela

Ouaraoud Brazil

Palpa or Paalpa Miskito, Rama Honduras, Nicaragua

Téek Maya Mexico

Tlacamichin Nahuatl Mexico

Vache Dilo Creole French Guiana, French West Indies

Varagua Brazil

Wakax Ha' Maya Guatemala, Mexico

Watercow Guyana

Waterkoe Saramaka Suriname

Watrakaw Sranantongo French Guiana, Suriname

Yarawa Kali'na French Guiana, Guyana, Venezuela

Yuaraud or Yaudraua Brazil

Yum Puinare Colombia, Venezuela

Yumigl Palikur French Guiana, Brazil
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2. The names “Caribbean”, “West Indian”, or “Antillean” are misleading
because they refer to small subsets of the geographic range where 7. ma-
natus is currently found, specifically excluding the Gulf of Mexico and
the Atlantic coasts of the Guianas and Brazil. In addition, those names
give the impression that the species is only found in marine waters when
substantial populations are often found in freshwater or brackish habi-
tats. The name “American Manatee” better encompasses the full range of
the species.

3. In harmony with the vernacular names used most frequently for the other
2 species of manatee (the Amazonian Manatee and African Manatee),
“American Manatee” reflects the overall geographic range of the species.
While there are 2 species of manatees in the Americas, the Amazonian
Manatee is distinguished by the well-known region of the Amazon River
Basin.

We further propose the continued use of “Florida Manatee”, “Manati de la Flori-
da”, “Lamantin de Floride”, “Florida Lamantijn”, and “Peixe-boi da Florida” as the
vernacular names in English, Spanish, French, Dutch, and Portuguese, respectively,
of the subspecies T. m. latirostris (Table 1). However, we encounter difficulties
in appropriately re-naming the subspecies 7. m. manatus given its wide distribu-
tion and the different habitats the species uses. The use of “Antillean Manatee” is
a homage of Domning and Hayek (1986) to Buffon (1782; “Grand Lamantin des
Antilles™) and Link (1795; Trichechus antillarum). While most manatee scientists
have used the term “Antillean Manatee” in the scientific literature since Doming
and Hayek’s (1986) description, locally it is more commonly known as “Carib-
bean Manatee”. However, both demonyms, “Caribbean” and “Antillean”, exclude
T. m. manatus inhabiting the Gulf of Mexico, the Guianas, Brazil, and the river
systems of Colombia, Guatemala, Mexico, and Venezuela. Several studies consider
that 70 m. manatus may represent various distinct genetic populations (Garcia-
Rodriguez et al. 1998, Vianna et al. 2006) that differ from the subspecies stated
by Domning and Hayek (1986), and there are even thoughts among the manatee
scientific community that new subspecies may be close to being described (Barros
etal. 2016). A more representative term that encompasses the known distribution of
T. m. manatus would be the “Greater Caribbean” as described by Briggs and Bowen
(2012) and Robertson and Cramer (2014). Perhaps the best Solomonic alternative
for now is to call 7. m. manatus the “Greater Caribbean Manatee”, “Manati del Gran
Caribe”, “Lamantin de la Grande Caraibe”, “Groter Caribische Lamantijn”, and
“Peixe-boi do Grande Caribe” in English, Spanish, French, Dutch, and Portuguese,
respectively (Table 1).

Scientific names for species are unequivocal to an animal’s designation. Stan-
dardized vernacular names minimize the proliferation of other vernacular names
used, help communicate to lay audiences, disseminate important information about
the species, and raise conservation awareness about threats, and plight for survival
(Marinho and Scatigna 2022). It also promotes inclusion and popularization of
science with the public (including interested parties such as fishers, boaters, divers,

11



2024 Caribbean Naturalist No. 98
A.A. Mignucci-Giannoni, D. Gonzalez-Socoloske, et al.

government managers, legislators, educators, etc.) who encounter the species daily
in the field or in the classrooms. However, while respecting local or regional-specif-
ic names, vernacular names must be few and standardized to avoid misinterpretation
and confusion (ICZN 1999). In the case of 7. manatus, this lack of standardization
has led to confusion and miscommunication, hindering conservation efforts for this
vulnerable species and its endangered 7. m. manatus subspecies. By establishing
clear and universally recognized standardized names in English, Spanish, French,
Dutch, and Portuguese, we foster a sense of connection and scientific language re-
sponsibility, improving public awareness and understanding of these magnificent
creatures and ultimately aiding in their protection and preservation.
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