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„At the beginning of the world there were no 
wars, but once the peccaries killed a tapir. There 
was in the forest a very powerful ‘yachak’ that 

was a tapir and it revenged the death of his 
brother, then there were wars in the world and 

nothing went back to be the same.”

Shipibo-Conibo narrative Ucayali, Peruvian 
Amazon (Harbes Silvano, pers. comm.)

Abstract

The present study was carried out in Sarayaku, 
a Kichwa indigenous community of the Pastaza 

Indigenous Peoples’ Organization (OPIP) in the 
Ecuadorian Amazon, Province of Pastaza, Ecuador. 
Twenty one families were interviewed by means 
of structured surveys about general knowledge of 
Amazonian Tapir (Tapirus terrestris). Surveys 
were directed toward hunters’ families and com-

munitarian park-rangers. Tapir represented 6.34% 
of the annual diet of the 21 surveyed families and 
occupied sixth place among the most hunted spe-
cies. Preferred sites for hunting were: salt licks, 
Mauritia flexuosa swamps, chacras (small gar-
dens), hills, plains and river edges. Interviewed 
people described hunting techniques, hunting 
histories and mythological knowledge about the 
species. Six families attributed medicinal uses to 
the hoof of the tapir. Another six indicated that tea 
made of grated hooves fights cardiac afflictions, 
epilepsy and rheumatism. The nine remaining 
families did not attribute any medicinal use to the 
species. Additionally, we consider the experience of 
the “Tapir Conservation Project” held in the com-
munity through the establishment of communitari-
an reserves as an alternative for food security and 
management of the biodiversity. This experience, 
combined with the results of this study, give us 
an idea of the ample knowledge of Kichwa indi-
genous peoples on the biodiversity of our house, 
Pachamama.
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Introduction

Sachawagra (“cow of the jungle” in Kichwa lenguaje), 
danta or tapir (Tapirus terrestris Linnaeus 1758) tra-
ditionally represents an important source of animal 
protein for indigenous communities of the Ecuadorian 
Amazon region (Tapia, 1999). Tapirs are mammals 
with a low reproductive rate (Bodmer et al., 1997) and 
thus very susceptible to negative impacts. The decline 
that the species faces today is largely the responsibility 
of the big industries (oil and limber) (Schultz, 1998), 
as well as governmental laws that in the name of deve-
lopment stimulated unsustainable depredation of our 
indigenous territory in the 70,s and 80,s (Agrarian 
Reform and Colonization Law of 1964). In this con-
text, we wanted to know how the human being and the 
wildlife species related in a same environment.  That 
is, we wanted to know the uses and values for tapirs 
in the Kichwa indigenous tradition and how it relates 
to its use.  This study would help us understand better 
what we stand to lose, economically and culturally, if 
the species disappears.

Indigenous beliefs have rooted in their Cosmo visi-
on the idea that all beings own a spirit (supay) that 
makes them belong to this world. All the animals are, 
therefore, important to keep the equilibrium of life. 
Amazonian indigenous nationalities tell many legends 
about the genesis of the world; in these narrations, the 
participation of all beings alive is defined. The tapir, 
the largest terrestrial mammal of the Neotropics, is 
said to own a powerful spirit, and therefore a strong 
symbolic value. Tapir populations are seen like “peo-
ple” with their own social organization and with rules 
for relations with other beings of nature (Sarmiento, 
2004). 

Despite these values, it must be understood that 
increased dependency to external factors introduced in 
the communities by the practice of extractive process, 
like oil and timber industries, stimulate the deteriora-
tion of the natural resources in name of development. 
In addition, organizational weakness of some com-
munities has made these problems more acute. The 
increase of hunting with commercial aims is undeni-
able, even in remote communities. Commercialization 
of wildlife has been stimulated by the abovementioned 
factors. In the Amazonian departments of the Peru, 
illegal sale of tapir parts has been registered. Ninety 
eight percent among 120 interviews reported the use of 
the snout to cure diseases such as cardiac problems, 
epilepsy, asthma, osteoporosis, etc. (Figueroa, 2004). 
Additionally use as pet has been described in some 
communities of southeast Peru (Figueroa, 2004).

In the present study, we tried to understand the 
pressure exerted by subsistence hunting, based on 
the multiple factors that determine the reality of 
Amazonian towns. In other words, we wanted to inter-

pret the uses of tapirs in the appropriate spiritual and 
cultural context, understanding the intimate relation 
between the human being and the forest. The power 
of histories, the vitality of the mythologies and the 
prescience of tradition of our people are aspects that 
must be considered because they represent coherent 
explanations to the phenomena that determine the life 
of man in the forest. 

Materials & Methods

We surveyed 21 families of the Sayaraku Kichwa 
indigenous community of the Ecuadorian Amazon, 
by means of structured interviews. The surveys were 
directed mainly to hunters’ families and communita-
rian park-rangers. Surveys were made through visits 
to local families in coincidence with New Year eve fes-
tivities.

Some of the questions asked include: What are the 
most hunted species in the community? Have you or 
your relatives hunted tapirs? Where is it easier to find 
tapirs (salt licks, palm swamps, river edges, etc)? How 
many individuals do you hunt per year? How many 
tapir species or varieties do you know? What functions 
does the tapir perform in the rainforest? Do you know 
any medicinal use of tapirs? Do you consider the 
tapir as a sacred/symbolic animal? Have you tamed 
tapirs and what do you think about its management 
in captivity?

Results & Discussion

In at least 62 countries, hunting contributes approxi-
mately with 20% of animal protein in the diet of local 
people (Stearman & Redford, 1995).  Results from this 
study indicate that the tapir represented 6.34% of the 
annual diet of the 21 surveyed families and occupied the 
sixth place between the more hunted species after the 
lumucuchi (Tayassu tajacu), lumucha (Paca Agouti), 
caruntzi (Penelope purpuransen), taruga (Mazama 
americana) and chorongo (Lagothrix lagothricha). 
All hunted species are destined for meat consumption 
in the family (Belto Santi, pers. comm.). According to 
Siren (2004), the percentage in weight of tapir meat in 
the family diet in the same community is 8.7%. During 
a study in northeastern Ecuadorian Amazon, tapir con-
tributed to local diets with a biomass of 595.80 kg (or 
3.86% of all animal biomass consumed) in a period of 
nine months (Zapata, 2001). During communitarian 
festivities in central Ecuadorian Amazon, tapir repre-
sented 35,4% (200 kg) of total hunting (Freire, 1997).

In order of importance, the hunting sites preferred 
were: Salt licks (25% – in Kichwa: kachis), Mauritia 
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flexuosa swamps (20% – muriti turu), hills (20% 
– urkus), plains (20% – pamba), river edges (10% 
– yaku) and chacras (small gardens 5%). 

Hunting techniques were described by interviews. 
Hunters usually wake up at 3:00 A.M, most of tapirs 
are hunted between 5:00 and 6:00 A.M while walking 
throught their trails or at 12:00 noon, while resting. 
Many hunters wait in platforms located in strategic 
sites until tapirs appear and then kill them. Tapirs 
could also be found in river edges and lakes while 
hunters cruise in their canoes.

To the Sayaraku perceptions, two varieties of 
the same species of tapir exist. These varieties are: 
Atun wagra (great tapir) and Shinlu wagra or Ichilla 
wagra (small tapir). Atun wagra is blacker and its 
meat is clearer than Shinlu wagra. Shinlu wagra 
feeds mainly on the Shinlu, a 1 m tall shrub with green 
dark filamentous leaves. 

People recognized the following functions of tapirs 
in the ecosystem: seed dispersal (5), opening of trails 
and footpaths that other animals and people use 
(2) and symbolic value (2). People usually attribute 
medicinal uses to tapir parts (Naveda, 2004). In this 
study, several families (6) attributed medicinal uses to 
the hoof of the tapir. They explained that the grated 
hoof is given to sick people in order to cure cardiac 
afflictions, epilepsy and rheumatism. People would 
also use this preparation against the “mal aire” (a 
weakness thought to be caused by spirits of forest), 
grated and offered with tobacco, or to help women 
become pregnant (grated and in drinks).

Five families had tamed tapir in the last years 
before the interview for domestic consumption. At 
the time of the interviews, one family owned a tamed 
animal and two animals had been released to a com-
munitarian reserve as part of the Tapir Conservation 
Project held in the community. Many interviewees (14) 
said that semi-captivity is a good alternative for feeding 
security, while one other indicated that it is not a good 
choice due to the husbandry costs. At the present, an 
on going project exists for the conservation of tapirs, a 
natural resources and territory stewardship campaign 
impelled by communitarian leaders. Through the esta-
blishment of reserves and hunting prohibitions people 
have been involved in protection and ownership of 
resources, as a strategy against the unsound develop-
ment plans promulgated by the State.  

The oral tradition was enforced by Sayaraku elders 
during the Spanish conquest and colony as the main 
ideological weapon to oppose to the invading culture, 
and it became an institution that maintained alive our 
culture over the centuries since.  Mythological aspects 
and dreams are very important in hunting activities 
of indigenous communities. During the preparatives 
before any hunting expedition, dream and mythologi-
cal relates, chicha (traditional drink made of yucca, 
Manihot sculenta) and oral histories transmitted from 
one generation to another, conform a rich and variate 
cultural context that guides the hunter. The following 
are omens for good hunting among the Sayaraku: to 
dream being embraced by a girl, to kiss a girl or a 
relative, to dream constructing or hauling a canoe, to 
dream being near family or good friends, to dream 
being greeted by a fat person, or dream of weaving clo-
thes or necklaces. Most families (15) consider tapirs 
as sacred animals and believe that they possess a 
spirit (supay), male or female, which whistles like the 
whinnying of a horse. This spirit lives in mountains 
(urkus) or salt licks (kachis). In these spiritual rela-
tes of the Sayaraku, wildlife species and their spirits 
– among them the tapir’s – play a pivotal role in the 
equilibrium of nature and are seen much like societies 
with their own organization, inter-related with all other 
beings of the forest – including humans. 
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Figure 1.  Frequency of hunted species in the diet of 
21 families of the Sayaraku indigenous community, 
Ecuador. 

Figure 2.  Local perception of tapir functions in the 
rainforest among 21 families of the Sayaraku 
indigenous community, Ecuador.
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It is of paramount importance that the Sayaraku 
people develop sustainable management alternatives 
for its wildlife and forests, in response to unsustainab-
le development options promoted by the government, 
to the economic interests of large extractive industries, 
and to the various proposed models that alienate indi-
genous peoples and threaten to annihilate the cultural 
traditions of native Amazon groups.  Protecting biodi-
versity is, thus, not just about securing food sources 
and conserving ecosystems; it is also about a strategy 
for our people to maintain and preserve our cultural 
legacy.
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Figure 3.  A tapir inside a family abode at the Sayaraku 
indigenous community, Ecuador.

Figure 4.  
Workshop 
diagram pro-
moting the 
conservation 
of wildlife at 
the Sayaraku 
indigenous 
community, 
Ecuador.


