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2007:  Two major Steps 
for Tapir Conservation in 

French Guiana
By Benoit de Thoisy

The Guianas host a single contiguous forest block 
that represents more than one third of remain-

ing Neotropical forest coverage, with expected good 
conservation status of several large mammals, 
including the Jaguar (Marieb 2006),  the Giant Otter 
(Groenendijk 1998), and the Lowland Tapir (Taber et 
al. 2006). Conservation policy remained nevertheless 
for long insufficient to protect large mammal popula-
tions, including tapirs. unsatisfactory, with evident 
lack of ambition and means for implementation on the 
field for distinct reasons. Guyana and Suriname have 
faced decades of politic, economic and social difficul-
ties, relaying biodiversity conservation at lower priority 
levels. 

In contrast, French Guiana has a high economic 
level. But due to its status as a French administrative 
unit, many judiciary decrees related to nature conserv-
ancy remain either inappropriate for application on the 
territory, or legally inapplicable. Also, divergent ambi-
tions between local (i.e., French Guianan) authorities 
and national (i.e., French) government agencies com-
plicate the political implementation of a conservation 
vision for the country.  Two major milestones have 
nevertheless been reached in 2007: the National Park, 
a new protected area in the south of the country, and 
a decree prohibiting the sale of several game species, 
including the Lowland tapir.

The National Park, 
a process initiated 15 years ago

At the Rio conference in 1992, the French president 
proclaimed his will to create the “Amazonian National 
Park” in French Guiana. Fifteen years later, the decree 
was signed. The road has been long until this success, 
and has exhausted many persons. Conflicting inter-
ests between national and local authorities, between 
high biodiversity value spots and gold mining lobbies 
(Hammond et al. 2007), and the lack of traditional 
communities’ rights in the French laws resulted in two 
aborted projects before the successful one signed in 

February 2007. With this new protected area of 20,000 
km², French Guiana presently contains a comprehen-
sive and well configured network of protected areas. 
The other significant biodiversity conservation interest 
is entirely regional: the aggregate comprised by the 
Tumucumaque National Park (3,8 millions ha), the 
Ecological Station of  Grão-Pará (4,3 millions ha) and 
the Maicuru Reserve (1,2 millions ha) are now under 
a single coordinated legal protection legislation, the 
responsibility of both France and Brazil.  It is the larg-
est tropical forest area in the world, with more than 
12,000,000 hectares. 

However, the Guianan National Park still awaits 
IUCN endorsement, since I-IV IUCN protected areas 
status is not reached with current park regulations. 
Indeed, all the area remains legally open to hunting 
practices by tribal communities, and extractive activi-
ties of natural resources are controlled by the same 
French decrees than outside the park. The single 
change brought the decree is that no species can be 
sold or bought within the Park. This decision was 
controversial, but the Park proposition contends that 
the rationale for both scientific monitoring and respect 
of aborigine livelihoods are parts of the solution for 
natural resource conservation in remote, inhabited 
Amazonian forests. An innovative concept of National 
Park may have thus been implemented, but impor-
tant difficulties remain: intense illegal gold mining 
pressure on the Park territory, conflicts among com-
munities inhabiting the Park (e.g., Bush negroes and 
Amerindians), recurrent denial of the Park by several 
local elected politicians, logistic needs to implement the 
regulations for the daily functioning of the park, etc.

The Decree of July 23th, 2007

In French Guiana, the legal protection of terrestrial 
vertebrates was restricted to a national decree signed 
in 1986. This decree is still in course for most spe-
cies; it categorizes species with two protection levels: 
(i) some species are fully protected, e.g. the Giant 
Otter, the Spider Monkey, the Giant Armadillo; and (ii) 
some species are prohibited to sale and/or buy, e.g. the 
Capuchin Monkey, the Howler Monkey, the two Brocket 
Deers (we have M. gouazoubira and M. americana). 
Consequently, species not listed, including the tapir, 
were not protected and could then be killed and com-
mercialized. In 1995 the government established by 
decree a “positive list” of species that could be regularly 
commercialized: the tapir was included in this decree.

In 2002, the “National Action Plan for the 
Management of Fauna and is Habitats” was imple-
mented under the responsibility of the Ministry of 
Environment. The key idea of this initiative was to 
bring together managers, scientists, NGOs, communi-
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ties representatives, and social work professionals to 
initiate discussions on the status of fauna and to reach 
consensus recommendations for its conservation. 
Improvements of existing laws was one goal, but not the 
exclusive points to deal with. During four years, public-
open working groups included several topics: aware-
ness and education, hunting practices and regulation, 
forest management, non extractive uses of forest (e.g., 
tourism), etc.  After hundreds hours of discussions, 
often getting  lively since conflicting points of view were 
addressed, some consensus points were reached. The 
necessity to retrieve the tapir and three frugivorous 
birds (Psophia crepitans, Crax alector and Penelope 
marail) from the list of commercial species was one 
of those points, and the first approved with a decree. 
Forthcoming working groups cessions will be focused 
on hunting periods, quotas, and other management 
details. Indeed, the status of many sensitive species 
remains precarious: despite the National Park, only 
3% of the territory is under strong protection, where 
hunting is totally prohibited. Elsewhere, subsistance 
hunting is allowed, and several species are under a 
strong risk of overharvesting (e.g., monkeys and tapirs, 
de Thoisy & Vogel 2002; de Thoisy et al. 2005).

The weakness of the legal status of the tapir in 
French Guiana was highlighted during the TSG meeting 
at Sorocaba, 2007 (Working group “Human conflicts”, 
objective 2, action 2.2). The involvement of, and impli-
cations for many Guianan peoples has to be acknowl-
edged for this first but indispensable review step for 
large vertebrate conservation in French Guiana. 
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New Fossil Discoveries and 
the History of Tapirus

By Matthew Colbert

Fossil tapirs tell a fascinating tale of intercontinental 
dispersal, extinction, and evolution.  While their 

current geographic range is confined to Southeast 
Asia, South America, and Central America, fossil tapirs 
prove that as recently as a few thousand years ago they 
ranged across North America, Europe, and Asia.  Fossil 
evidence also suggests that tapirs were not present in 
South America until at most a few million years ago.  

But how did this geographic pattern emerge?  And 
what is the relationship of these ancient tapirs to living 
species?  Recent discoveries of fossil tapirs in South 
and North America, and an improved understanding 
of their evolutionary relationships, have started to shed 
some light on these questions.  Here I briefly review 
some of these new discoveries of fossil Tapirus, and 
discuss some of the outstanding issues related to the 
evolution of Tapirus.

In North America, major fossil discoveries of tapirs 
have recently been reported from the southeastern 
United States.  These studies have shown the exist-
ence of new species of Tapirus, and have also provided 
material for a much more thorough documentation of 
formerly poorly known species.  Most of the descrip-
tion and interpretation of these has been the work 
of paleontologist Richard Hulbert from the Florida 
Museum of Natural History.  

Hulbert’s work suggests that there were at least 
six extinct species of Tapirus from the late Miocene to 
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