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The giant anteater (Myrmecophaga tridactyla)
has a historical distribution from southern Be-
lize through Central and South America to Bo-
livia, northern Argentina, and Uruguay (Fig. 1;
Hall, 1981; Wetzel, 1982, 1985; Gardner, 1993;
Emmons, 1997; Reid, 1997; Nowak, 1999). Al-
though giant anteaters were more widely dis-
tributed across the Americas in the Pleistocene
(Shaw and McDonald, 1987), their range con-
tracted, presumably because of climatic and
habitat changes associated with the retreat of
the glaciers. The current distribution in Cen-
tral America is based on a few specimens col-
lected in the early 1900s or earlier from Costa
Rica, Guatemala, and Panama (Lyon, 1906;
Field Museum; United States National Muse-
um), but the giant anteater was never recorded
in Honduras (Goodwin, 1942; Reid, 1997).
The northernmost report from southern Be-
lize near Punta Gorda was based on an undoc-
umented personal communication (Alston,
1879-1882). Modern records from Central
America are rare, and giant anteaters are
thought to be extirpated through much of
their Central American range (Handley, 1950;
Timm et al., 1989; Emmons, 1997; Reid, 1997;
Nowak, 1999; Timm and LaVal, 1999). Only 2
relatively new sightings, 1978-1979, were re-
ported by Timm et al. (1989) in the lowland
tropical rainforest of Costa Rica, and Reid
(1997) reported an unspecified sighting in
northwestern Panama (Fig. 1). Myrmecophaga
tridactyla is one of the least known mammals in
Central America and one of the most endan-
gered.

The first recorded giant anteater from Hon-
duras is an adult of unknown sex captured in
the lowland tropical rainforest of La Reserva
de la Bidsfera del Rio Platano (RBRP) in Sep-
tember 1996 by a Miskito Indian (Fig. 2).
RBRP is located on the Mosquito coast of
northeastern Honduras (Fig. 1), and protects

the third largest contiguous lowland tropical
rainforest remaining in Central America.
RBRP was internationally recognized in 1980
under UNESCO’s (United Nations Education-
al, Scientific, and Cultural Organization) Man
and the Biosphere Programme and placed on
the World Heritage List in 1982. RBRP consists
mainly of lowland tropical rainforest, but also
includes seasonally flooded pine savanna, man-
grove, and mountainous regions, The fauna of
the region includes some of the most endan-
gered vertebrates in Central America: jaguar
(Panthera onca), Baird’s tapir (Tapirus bairdit),
harpy eagle (Harpia harpyja), and scarlet and
great green macaws (Ara macao and A. ambi-
gua), among others. Other Xenarthra I ob-
served in the RBRP during 1995 to 1996 were
several silky anteaters (Cyclopes didactylus) in-
cluding a mother with her half-grown offspring
in February 1996, northern tamanduas (7a-
mandua mexicana) and numerous nine-banded
armadillos (Dasypus novemcinctus; pers. obser.).
The three-toed sloth (Bradypus variegatus) has
been reported to occur in RBRP (McCarthy et
al., 1999).

The giant anteater was captured within 10
km of Las Marias (15°40'N, 84°50'W), Depar-
tamento Gracias a Dios, in the heart of the re-
serve in lowland tropical wet forest between
sea level and 50 m in elevation (Fig. 1). Las
Marias is a small, isolated village of 100 to 200
Pech and Miskito Indians who survive on sub-
sistence agriculture, hunting, fishing, and eco-
tourism (McCain, 1997). This particular ani-
mal was captured with the intention of keeping
it alive for sale in Asia. In previous contact in
the village, buyers paid hunters to trap giant
anteaters, although the hunters were unsuc-
cessful in locating anteaters on that occasion.
The animal caught in September 1996 was set
free because of the difficulty in locating
enough food to sustain it. Traditional threats



June 2001

Notes 253

kilometers

Fic. 1—Lelt: historical distribution of the giant anteater (Myrmecophaga tridactyla) in Central America based
on documented and undocumented sightings from the 1900s (cross-hatching), and recent sightings (@).
Right: eastern Honduras including La Reserva de la Biésfera del Rio Platano (shaded) and the surrounding
area. % indicates the sighting of M. tridactyla reported here, and patterning indicates the seasonally flooded

pine savanna habitat.

Fic. 2—Photograph of the giant anteater (Myrme-
cophaga tridactyla) captured in La Reserva de la Bios-
fera del Rio Platano, Departamento Gracias a Dios,
Honduras, in September 1996. Photograph by au-
thor.

to the giant anteater populations in Central
and South America have been habitat loss, fire,
and killing by farmers (Timm et al., 1989;
Reid, 1997; Nowak, 1999). The Miskito and
Pech do not hunt anteaters for food, and
would not normally capture them if the illegal
markets were not offering financial incentive.
The potential of such trafficking for anteaters
could further endanger giant anteater popu-
lations.

Ecological studies of giant anteaters are few,
and are based on South American populations
in dry and seasonally flooded grasslands and
savannas, and in humid forests (Montgomery
and Lubin, 1977; Montgomery, 1985; Shaw et
al., 1985, 1987). RBRP includes suitable humid
rainforest habitat and extensive seasonally
flooded pine savanna both of which could har-
bor populations of giant anteaters, but have
been little studied and are mostly isolated from
humans. The relative inaccessibility of the area,
lack of scientific investigative effort, and the
reportedly nocturnal foraging pattern of giant
anteaters all may have contributed to previous
lack of detection. Future study investigating
population dynamics and habitat usage would
be valuable in the face of declining giant ant-
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eater populations in Central America and the
paucity of ecological data on populations from
the northern part of their range.

Resumen—El primer oso hormiguero, Myr
mecophaga tridactyla, registrado en Honduras es
un adulto capturado en el bosque tropical hi-
medo, en La Reserva de la Bidsfera del Rio
Platano, en septiembre de 1996, por un indio
Miskito (10 km de Las Marias). Este animal fue
capturado con la intencién de venderlo des-
pués en el mercado asiatico; previamente se
habian pagado a cazadores que los proveen
para su venta en Asia. Por falta de comida en
cautiverio, el animal fue liberado de nuevo.
Esta reserva contiene habitats que pueden te-
ner poblaciones del oso hormiguero, el cual es
uno de los mamiferos menos conocidos en
Centroamérica y en alto riesgo de extincion.
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