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Our Honor has sent multiple letters signed by veterinarians to the Miami-Dade Police, State Attorney, 
Commissioners, and Mayor with documentation of animal cruelty in violation of Florida’s animal cruelty 

laws that continue to go unresolved in light of The Dolphin Company’s recent statement. 

 

 
 

Bud was around 20 years old and, according to court documents (pp. 148-151), may have been suffering 

from kidney disease. Miami Seaquarium’s former veterinarian had ordered a CT scan but the delay in 

scheduling diagnostics was reported as the reason Bud was among the four animals the United States 
Department of Agriculture had intended to confiscate when they issued a January 19, 2024 notice. 

 

https://www.ourhonor.org/
https://storage.courtlistener.com/recap/gov.uscourts.flsd.651491/gov.uscourts.flsd.651491.50.3.pdf
https://www.cbsnews.com/miami/news/miami-dade-mulls-terminating-lease-for-operators-of-miami-seaquarium/


Today, April 8, 2024, investigator Cassie Aryes visited the Miami Seaquarium to document the 

conditions. The footage shows many areas of concern including rusted and corroded fences (more), rusty 

hand railings, water damage and staining around the tanks, rust and mold outside of the tanks, particulates 

and cloudy water in the reef tank, cracked, peeling flooring at the Reef Tank, an area of turbid, stagnant 

water in Discovery Bay, and sludge and debris in Sharky’s Playground, broken electrical outlets, and 

peeling paint and black mold in the penguin facility previously cited in USDA reports that has gone 

unaddressed.  

 

On March 20th, 2024, Dr. Crystal Heath, a veterinarian and Executive Director of the veterinary 

advocacy non-profit organization, Our Honor, visited the facility and found multiple issues, including 

ongoing poor drainage of the flamingo enclosure previously cited by the USDA, leaking tanks, a hot 

motor with the warning label “hot surface do not touch”  near dried leaves, leaking pipes, a disintegrated 

electrical box near plants, and electrical cords near dried plant material. Dr. Heath captured footage of 

what appeared to be a dolphin consuming material that fell off a pipe, barren pinniped (seal) enclosure 

devoid of sufficient enrichment, poor water quality in the Reef Tank and fish with cloudy eyes, water 

damage and rust surrounding the dolphin tank with a poster covering areas of persistent water leakage and 

damage, other areas of water damage, cracking, mold and peeling paint near the dolphin tank, and no 

change to the peeling paint and black mold in the penguin enclosure previously reported during the 

January 16, 2024 USDA inspection. These findings are a safety hazard for the animals, staff, and general 

public.  

 

The facility has still not hired a new full time veterinarian. Even before the resignation of their previous 

veterinarian, Miami Seaquarium the USDA report documented inadequate staffing levels. The current 

veterinarian, Dr. Dawn Stokka, is overseeing Marineland in St Augustine, Dolphin Connection in the 

Florida Keys and Miami Seaquarium. Miami Seaquarium alone should have at least two veterinarians. 

 

These findings contradict a statement Miami Seaquarium recently issued to the media about their 45-day 

corrective actions plan. The statement reads, “We are actively undertaking corrective actions to ensure 

full compliance with all terms of our lease.” The statements list areas that include maintenance of the 

premises, maintenance of animals, environmental compliance, and public safety and accessibility. The 

statement includes phrases such as “conducted a comprehensive review” and “conducted a safety audit,” 

with vague mentions of repairs and modifications but includes very few specifics regarding what was 

actually done to correct the violations.  

 

The USDA report from January 9th states:  

 

“In the enclosure housing 29 flamingos, there is an area of poor drainage along the water feature where 

the ground has eroded. There is also a trough that is part of the cement pond that does not connect to a 

functional drain. Both areas contain stagnant, murky water with green algae growing in it. Bugs were also 

seen gathered along the edges of this muddy area. The staff stated that they try to flush these spaces out 

once a week; however, the spaces never completely dry and always contain water. At the time of 

inspection, it had been one week since these areas had been flushed out. Stagnant water can attract pests, 

permeate noxious odors, and lead to disease or illness in the animals. Pools or other aquatic areas without 

drainage systems must be aerated and have an incoming flow of fresh water or be managed in a manner 

that maintains appropriate water quality in accordance with current professionally accepted standards 

appropriate for the species.  

 

To be corrected by November 15, 2023” 

 

Court documents (starting on p. 148) from MS Leisure Company’s case against Phil Demers discusses the 

USDA’s intent to confiscate a dolphin named Aries, a dolphin named Bimini, a bird named Broomy, and 
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a sea lion named Bud. The veterinarian had wanted Bimini to get another CT scan for a respiratory 

illness, as well as a CT scan for Bud (p. 150) who had a kidney infection, but the USDA was concerned 

that it had not been scheduled yet. We have come to learn Bud recently passed away.  

 

The court documents also show how the veterinary supply company Patterson (p. 153), had frozen 

Seaquarium’s account and had placed an order on hold. This is consistent with a recent article from The 

Intercept describing the company’s failure to pay bills to veterinary diagnostic companies and suppliers.  

 

These are some of the issues visible to paying attendees. Behind the scenes, there may be further concerns 

the general public cannot see. Additionally, the Dolphin Company is unable to retain adequate veterinary 

staff and now has only one veterinarian overseeing Marineland in St. Augustine, Dolphin Connection in 

the Florida Keys, and the Miami Seaquarium. This comes after being previously cited by the USDA for 

inadequate staffing levels to care for the animals. 

 

Our Honor has sent multiple letters signed by veterinarians to the Miami-Dade Police, State Attorney, 

Commissioners, and Mayor with documentation of animal cruelty in violation of Florida’s animal cruelty 

laws that continue to go unresolved in light of The Dolphin Company’s recent statement.  

 

Florida Statute 828.122 provides that when a court finds probable cause of abuse of any animal, the court 

shall order the confiscation of the animal. Under 828.073, any law enforcement officer or animal control 

officer can remove animals found neglected or cruelly treated or place them in protective custody at the 

Miami Seaquarium and compel The Dolphin Company to adequately care for the animals until they are 

relocated to better facilities. 

 

Dr. Heath says, “The county must stop the cycle of leasing to for-profit zoos and convert the facility to a 

nature preserve or a research or rehabilitation facility for sea turtles, manatees, and other marine animals. 

It’s time we end this cruelty once and for all.”  

 

Nicole Gianni, a veterinarian who spent the past 25 years advocating to save Lolita, the orca who passed 

away last August, says: 

 

“The park was built in 1955 and it shows. While similar parks have made significant upgrades throughout 

the decades, Miami Seaquarium is still stuck in the past with many of its original small concrete pools 

still in use, such as the Top Deck dolphin tank and pinniped area, lacking naturalistic features and 

enrichment that comprise modern zoological facilities. While MSQ is striving to meet the minimal 

standards to stay open for business, shouldn’t we be holding zoos and aquariums accountable for the best 

animal care possible in 2024?” 
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