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French Guiana
Status of Lowland Tapirs
(Tapirus terrestris) in French Guiana:
A Preliminary Assessment

By Benoit de Thoisy & I. Vogel

French Guiana is the smallest country of the Guiana shield.
It belongs to and is administered by France. The Guiana
shield is considered to be one of the largest remaining
blocks of rainforest and approximately 90% of an area of
French Guiana is still covered by moist, upland forest.
However, the country is now facing a dramatic increase in
human activity. As part of a large-scale study aiming to
assess the status of primates in the northern part of the
country, some preliminary data have been collected on the
status of lowland tapirs (Tapirus terrestris) in French
Guiana.

The main threat to the tapir in French Guiana is from hun-
ting. The species is not legally protected and was classified
in 1995 as one of 12 game species. Therefore it can be har-
vested and sold without any limits on numbers taken. In the
southern part of the country, subsistence hunting occurs,
but the main hunting pressure comes from illegal gold
miners who are widespread on most of rivers and tributar-
ies. In the north, logging activities result in clearings for
hundreds of kilometres of tracks. Despite a very selective
timber harvest, such easy access for hunters into large fore-
sted areas has dramatic consequences for large species. At
the national level forested habitats are not fragmented, but
no more than 3% of the country is under protection. Four
of the 5 existing nature reserves have forested habitats, but
the tapir is present in only 3 of them. The National Park
project, which has been planned for 15 years, is now frozen
possibly due to lobbying from the gold mining industry.

We assume that the tapir is still present in large areas of
French Guiana but believe nevertheless, the direct harvest
must be urgently restricted. Although it may not resolve the
entire problem, the species must be legally protected. The
tapir is regarded as the main game species by most local
people, and as a result, the French government may be
reluctant to pass legislation to restrict tapir hunting. In the
northern belt, probably the more efficient way to reduce the
hunting threat would be an improved optimisation and
planning of logging activities. This may prevent laying

waste to suitable habitats, reduce access to pristine forest,
optimise refuges, source areas, and corridors (de Thoisy et
al., 2001). The closure of tracks after logging would also
allow population recovery in logged forests. In the south of
the country, management and auto regulation by communi-
ties should be attempted, but external and uncontrolled
pressure from gold miners may cause conflict. There may
not be an optimistic outcome to these issues and thus for
the conservation of the tapir and other game species and
aquatic wildlife (otters, fish, carnivorous birds) unless the
French government assumes its responsibilities in terms of
conserving biodiversity within its territories.
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Colombia

Conflict Between Mountain Tapirs
(Tapirus bairdii) and Farmers
in the Colombian Central Andes

By Jaime A. Suarez & Diego J. Lizcano

In the last century the “Antioquefia” colonisation process
transformed the Colombian Andean forest to cropland,
This was predominantly in the form of coffee plantations,
as coffee was the top Colombian export product in the 20th
century. Simultaneously, cities like lbague, Armenia,
Pereira and Manizales were founded on an economy based
on coffee and thus dependent on the exploitation of natural
resources. In the middle of the 20th century Pereira, the
capital of Risaralda State, was the oldest coffee producer in
Colombia. Due to the highest human population in the
country, habitat fragmentation and loss increased. River
levels diminished and demands for wild meat increased.
For this reason the Ministry of Agriculture bought almost
all the farms on the Otdn river basin. These lands were
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given to the municipality of Pereira and administered by
Pereira’s aqueduct company (Murillo and Baena, 1999). At
the start of the 70’s these lands and the surrounding areas
in Quindio, Tolima and Caldas states were declared to be
the “Los Nevados” (snow peaks) National Park with a total
area of 38,000 ha. This area was increased to 58,000 ha in
1973. Nowadays this park has a population of 20 families
who were living in the Risaralda area before the creation of
the park. These families work in the area, growing potatoes
and cattle ranching in the Paramo region.

“Los Nevados” National Park constitutes the northern limit
of mountain tapir distribution in the central Andes of
Colombia (Lizcano et al., 2002). The altitude within the
park varies from 2600 m in Risaralda to 5550 m at the peak
of Mt. Tolima. Other mountain peaks are the Ruiz volcano,
Santa Isabel and the Cisne. Two ecosystems predominate
in the region. These are montane forest and the Paramo,
which is the region above the tree line from 3700 m to the
snowline at 4700 m. The vegetation in the Paramo is domi-
nated by grassland with a few small trees which includes
plants of the Espeletia genus (Smith and Young, 1987). At
high altitude the forest canopy is 10-15 m and is domina-
ted by Weinmannia mariquitae, Fraziera sp., Rapanea fer-
ruginea, Sauraia scabra and Oreopanax sp. At the lower
altitude, vegetation is much higher (30-35m) and is domi-
nated by Brunellia goudotti, Miconia sp., Weinmannia
spp., Nectandra sp., and Ocotea sp. (Cleef et al., 1983).

Forest cleared
to grow pota-
toes.

Photo by Jaime
A. Suérez
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Potato plant eaten by tapir. Photo by Jaime A. Suarez

The forest is a mosaic of mature and secondary forests of
different ages that originate from when farms were aban-
doned in the middle of the 20th century.

The *“campesinos” or small farmers living inside the park
owned their lands for many years before the creation of the
park, when the “antioquefia” colonization process brought
landless people to the region. However, because they
actually live inside a national park they live under certain
restrictions. For example, timber is restricted as building
material, they have no access to bank loans to invest in
crops, and hunting in the area is forbidden and penalized by
the Ministry of Environment. In addition, they do not have
electricity, water or sewage facilities and they are also
obliged to pay an annual tax for their lands. The families
living in this area use wood as fuel for cooking. An aver-
age family is composed of 6 people and consumes 20 kg of
wood per day. This amount is the equivalent of one hecta-
re of cleared forest per year (MVerweij, 1995). The families
in the park have cultivated potatoes for a long time, main-
ly because they do not have the knowledge to grow other
crops. Each landowner owns an average of 60 cows. They
use potatoes as their main food and cash crop and they sup-
plement their diets with milk, cheese and other products
acquired in the markets of Pereira. Pereira is an 8-hour
journey by mule and another 2 hours by bus.

Conflicts between people and tapirs originates when the
campesinos need to clear more forest in order to plant more
potatoes. The tapirs, which frequent the cleared forest, eat
the sprouting potato plants. As a result the campesinos lose
their crops and consequently view the tapir as a problem.
In 2002 two tapirs were killed for this reason.
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Each time the tapir eats a crop of potatoes, the campesinos
lose the money invested in the crop, their time spent plant-
ing and the money used to buy fertilizers and fungicides.
For example, Mr. Rivera invested US$60.00 in sowing
potatoes last year, plus $60.00 in fertilizer, plus $15.00 in
fungicides plus three months of work. But the tapir ate the
crop. When a “campesino” wants to harvest 7 sacks of
potatoes he has to invest $65.00 in fertilizer, $18.00 in fun-
gicides and three months of work. When they harvest the
potatoes they expect to collect 60 sacks each of which have
a price of $15.00 per sack. However, they also have to pay
$8.00 per sack for transportation (mule and bus) to Pereira.
Their final profit is just $337.00. Usually the price is
$15.00 per sack but sometimes the price is lower depend-
ing on the quality of potato and the abundance of potatoes
at the market. Therefore the profit for the “campesino” is
often less. Why doesn’t the campesino cultivate other
crops? They only have traditional knowledge for growing
potatoes. They are unfamiliar with other products and they
are cautious about experimenting with new crops that
could fetch better prices. Additionally, the Colombian
government does not have a policy of improving crop-rais-
ing techniques or teaching farmers about growing new
crops such as quinoa (Chenopodium sp.) (Downer, 1997)
or montane pineapple (Banannas sativus), Ulluco, Habas,
which might have better success.

The campesinos have tried to resolve the problem of tapirs
eating potato plants by putting scarecrows made of plastic
materials in the fields, keeping dogs tethered in the fields
and using smoke and sulphur vapours to drive out tapirs,
without any positive results to date. They recognize that
one of the best solutions would be to build new fences aro-
und the crops, but they do not have the money to buy bar-
bed wire. Furthermore there are severe restrictions in the
park regarding the use of wood to build fences within its
boundaries. Another solution would be to build stone fen-
ces around the fields. This solution would require a lot of
work but is very cheap and would not require the use of
wood. Another possible solution to the problem is paying
compensation for loss of crops to tapirs. We think it is
important to involve the environmental and conservation
organizations like CARDER, Pereira’s Aqueduct Company
and the Ministry of Environment Parks Office in the reso-
lution of this problem because conflict solution requires
strong partnerships, shared goals for both wildlife and
human communities and shared responsibility. Each soluti-
on must be worked out on a case-by-case basis, to fit a uni-
gue set of ecological, cultural and economic circumstances.
There is no universal panacea, but similar principles do
apply to most problems.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the people of Paramo Cortaderal,
Silvia Castafio and Clemencia Gonzales for comments on
an earlier version of this manuscript.

References

Cleef, A. M., Rangel, O. J. & Salamanca, S. 1983.
Reconocimiento de la vegetacion de la parte alta del
transecto Parque los Nevados. In: Studies on
Neotropical Andean ecosystems. pp. 150-173. Vaduz:
J. Cramer.

Downer, C. 1997. Status and action plan of the mountain
tapir (Tapirus pinchaque). In: D. M. Brooks, R. E.
Bodmer & S. Matola (Eds.). Tapirs: Status, Survey and
Conservation Action Plan, pp. 10-22. IUCN-SSC Tapir
Specialist Group, IUCN, Gland, Switzerland.

Lizcano D. J., Pizarro, V., Cavelier, J. & Carmona, J. 2002.
Geographic distribution and population size of the
mountain  tapir  (Tapirus  pinchaque) in
Colombia 29:7-16

Murillo, O. & Baena, J. 1999. Plan de ordenamiento y
manejo integral de la cuenca hidrogréfica parte alta y
media del rié Otan, Municipio de Pereira y Santa Rosa
de Cabal.

Smith, A. P. & Young, T. P. 1987. Tropical alpine plant eco-
logy. Annual Review of Animal Ecology and
Systematics. 18: 137-158.

Verweij, P. A. 1995. Spatial and Temporal Modelling of
Vegetation Patterns. International Institute for
Aerospace Survey and Earth Sciences ITC. Enschede,
The Netherlands.

Jaime Andrés Suarez Mejia

Researcher, Enviromental Sciences, Universidad
Tecnoldgica de Pereira

AA 97, Pereira Risaralda, Carrera 4 bis #24-33, Pereira,
Risaralda, COLOMBIA

E-mail: suarmatta@yahoo.com

Diego Lizcano

Ph.D. Graduate Student, Kent University

A. A. 53804, Bogota 0107, DC, COLOMBIA
E-mail: dI36@ukc.ac.uk

December 2002 Vol. 11/ No. 2 « Tapir Conservation « Newsletter of the IUCN/SSC Tapir Specialist Group



