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1. SUMMARY  

Capybaras are the largest of rodents, weighing up to 66 kg, with a sturdy, barrel-shaped body 
and vestigial tail. Their fur is coarse, thin, and is reddish brown. The capybara is well suited to 
a semi- aquatic life and is able to swim with only the nostrils, eyes and short, rounded ears 
protruding out of the water. The capybara is strictly a South American rodent and its range 
extends throughout most of Brazil, Uruguay, Venezuela and Columbia, south into the 
Argentinian pampas, and west to the Andes. 

The capybara is not globally threatened and is listed as least concern by the IUCN in view of 
its wide distribution, presumed large population, occurrence in a number of protected areas. 
However, some local capybara populations have decreased or even disappeared where 
hunting pressure is intense, such as near human settlement and along rivers, which are the 
main travel routes of hunters. 

There is very little information on this species as an agricultural pest, although capybaras are 
sometimes killed by farmers as pests, either because they may attack cereal or fruit crops, or 
they are viewed as a competitor with domestic livestock. Commodities that may be 
susceptible to this species would be cereals, grains and fruit. The capybara may compete 
with sheep and cattle for pasture grasses. Capybara sightings are fairly common in Florida, 
although a breeding population has not yet been confirmed. There are no records of this 
species establishing feral populations in any other country or region. 

Very few areas in Tasmania have a similar climate to that of the natural distribution of the 
capybara. A Climatch score of five indicates that there is a low risk of this species becoming 
established in Tasmania. The capybara feeds primarily on grasses and aquatic plants, but 
also on fruit, bark and grain. If the capybara established in Tasmania it may compete with 
Tasmanian native marsupial species for food and other resources.  

 

2. NAME AND TAXONOMY  

Kingdom:  Animalia     

Phylum:  Chordata 

Class:   Mamalia   

Order:   Rodentia 

Family:  Caviidae 

Subfamily:  Hydrochoerinae 

Genus:  Hydrochoerus 

Species:   Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris 

Common names:  Capybara 

There are two commonly recognized species of Hydrochoerus; H.hydrochaeris (the capybara) 
and H.isthmius (the lesser capybara). The living capybaras and their extinct relatives were 
previously classified in their own family Hydrochoeridae (Mones et al 1986, Wikipedia). Since 
2002, molecular phylogenetic studies have recognized a close relationship between 
Hydrochoerus and Kerodon (rock cavies), supporting placement of both genera in a subfamily 
of Hydrochoerinae  (Rowe et al 2002).  

There is no information in the literature on hybridisation of the capybara with other species.  

 

3. DESCRIPTION  

Capybaras are the largest of rodents, weighing from 35 to 66 kg and standing up to 0.6 
meters at the shoulder, with a length of about 1.2 meters. Females of this species are slightly 
larger than males. Their fur is coarse and thin, and is reddish brown over most of the body, 
turning yellowish brown on the belly and sometimes black on the face (Frankis et al 2014). 
The body is barrel-shaped, sturdy, with a vestigial tail. (Frankis et al 2014, Wikipedia 2014). 
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The capybara shows a number of adaptations to a semi- aquatic life. It is able to swim with 
only the nostrils, eyes and short, rounded ears protruding out of the water, as they are placed 
high on the head, and the body contains a large amount of fatty tissue, giving it a neutral 
buoyancy in water (Mones and Ojasti 1986, Nowak 1991). The feet are also partially webbed. 
Each of the forefeet has four toes, while the hind feet have only three, and each toe bears a 
strong, hoof-like claw (Nowak 1991, Mones and Ojasti 1986). The front legs are slightly 
shorter than the hind legs and the capybara often sits on its haunches like a dog, but, unlike 
many other rodents, is unable to hold food in its forefeet (Nowak 1991, MacDonald 2006). 

The male capybara can be distinguished from the female by the obvious, highly developed 
scent gland on top of the snout. This dark, naked, raised area secretes a copious white, 
sticky fluid, thought to be involved in signalling dominance status (MacDonald 2006, Nowak 
1991). This species is distinguished from the lesser capybara by its larger size, although 
there is some confusion over the distributional boundaries of these species (Querolo 2008). 

 

4. CONSERVATION AND LEGAL STATUS  

CONSERVATION STATUS 

Hydrchoerus hydrochaeris is not globally threatened and is listed as least concern by the 
IUCN in view of its wide distribution, presumed large population, occurrence in a number of 
protected areas, and because it is unlikely to be declining at nearly the rate required to qualify 
for listing in a threatened category (Querolo 2008).  However, some local capybara 
populations have decreased or even disappeared where hunting pressure is intense, such as 
near human settlement and along rivers, which are the main travel routes of hunters (Lidicker 
1989). 

The capybara is not listed on the Appendices to the Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna (CITES, 2014). International trade in 
specimens of capybara is therefore not regulated under this convention and is not considered 
to be detrimental to the survival of the species in the wild. 

The capybara occurs in a number of protected areas throughout its range (Querolo 2008), 
and efforts have been made to control hunting in many areas (ARKive 2014). Despite this, 
the capybara is still often killed illegally, and capybara meat is commonly found in rural 
markets throughout Amazonia (Deschamps et al 2007). The species is currently hunted 
commercially in licensed ranches in the Llanos of Venezuela, which has apparently resulted 
in stabilisation of the local capybara population (Deschamps et al 2007).  

LEGAL STATUS AUSTRALIA 

The capybara is not currently listed as a species that may be imported into Tasmania under 
the Nature Conservation Act 2002 and therefore importation of this species into Tasmania is 
not permitted.   

The importation of the capybara into Tasmania by the Tasmania Zoo will not contribute to any 
international effort to breed the species given its status of Least Concern with IUCN. The 
purpose of obtaining a specimen of this species is to enhance the collection for educational 
and display purposes. 
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5. LIFE HISTORY  

The capybara is relatively short-lived for its body size. One study in the wild reported a high 
juvenile mortality, particularly in the first year of life, resulting in a life expectancy at birth of 
shortly over one year. The oldest females found in the same study were 6 years of age and 
the oldest males were 7 years of age. Other estimates and anecdotal reports suggest these 
animals may live up to 10 years in the wild. One captive specimen lived for 15.1 years 
(AnAge 2011). 

When in oestrus, the female's scent changes subtly and nearby males begin pursuit (Herra et 
al 1993). Females will also alert males they are in oestrus by whistling though their nose 
(Wikipedia 2014). During mating, the female has the advantage and mating choice. 
Capybaras mate only in water, and if a female does not want to mate with a certain male, she 
will either submerge or leave the water (MacDonald 2006). Dominant males are highly 
protective of the females, but they usually cannot prevent all the subordinates from copulating 
(Herra et al 1993). The lifespan of the capybara's sperm is longer than that of other rodents 
(Paula et al 1999). 

The female capybara usually gives birth to a single litter each year, at the end of the rainy 
season, after a gestation period of around 130-150 days (MacDonald 2006, Mones and Ojasti 
1986), and produces up to eight young, although there are usually four in a litter.  They are 
highly developed at birth and able to follow the female and even eat grass within the first 
week of life (MacDonald 2006, Nowak 1991, Mones and Ojasti 1986). Weaning takes place at 
around 16 weeks (Nowak 1991), although milk is a relatively minor part of the infant's diet 
compared to grass (Mones and Ojasti 1986). All young within the group tend to stay together 
in a crèche, and may suckle from any nursing female (MacDonald 2006). The capybara 
reaches sexual maturity at around 12 to 18 months (MacDonald 2006, Nowak 1991). 

Breeding peaks between April and May in Venezuela and between October and November in 
Mato Grosso, Brazil (Mones and Ojasti 1986). 

 

6. HABITAT REQUIREMENTS AND PREFERENCES  

The capybara inhabits a variety of lowland habitats close to water, ranging from rivers and 
lakes in rainforest, to marshes, brackish wetlands, swamps, and seasonally flooded 
grassland and savanna (MacDonald 2006, Nowak 1991, Mones and Ojasti 1986). Suitable 
capybara habitat needs a mixture of water, dry ground and pasture (Mones and Ojasti 1986), 
and habitat use may change seasonally to follow the availability of these resources (ARKive 
2014). The capybara is most numerous on the seasonally flooded grasslands of the Llanos in 
Venezuela and Colombia, and the Pantanal of Brazil (Mones and Ojasti 1986). 

The home range of the capybara averages 10 hectares (25 acres) in high-density populations 
(Mones and Ojasti 1986). 
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7. NATURAL GEOGRAPHIC RANGE  

The capybara occurs over much of South America, to the east of the Andes, from Colombia 
and Venezuela south to northern Argentina. They are found throughout almost all countries of 
South America (except Chile). The overseas range of the capybara is approximately 
12,123,000 km2. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Geographic distribution of the capybara.  
Source: http://eol.org/data_objects/26788707 

 

8. INTRODUCED GEOGRAPHIC RANGE  

Sightings are fairly common in Florida, although a breeding population has not yet been 
confirmed (Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 2014). It is suspected that the 
Florida population is the result of escapees from a private residence. 

In Florida, they were first found about 1990 in the Santa Fe River of northcentral part of the 
state. Prior to 2001, there had been only four reports in northern Florida with only one 
specimen. Evidence of a small population in the Santa Fe River drainage of northcentral 
Florida has grown over the past decade. Since 2001, there have been eight reports of 
individual animals. Two reports of Capybara have come from southern Florida, but it is not 
known whether a reproducing population exists there (Benson 2014). 

There are no records of this species establishing feral populations in any other country or 
region. 

 

9. POTENTIAL DISTRIBUTION IN TASMANIA  

The natural distribution of the capybara does not include areas similar in climate to Tasmania. 
The Climate matching software (BRS 2012) calculated four grid squares with a score of six, 
one grid square with a score of seven, and the remaining 25 grid squares have a score of 0-4. 
This suggests that Tasmania does not have a suitable climate for the capybara. These scores 
were obtained using the Bomford risk assessment model (2008) which has been modified by 
DPIPWE for assessments in Tasmania (DPIPWE 2011). A Climatch score of five indicates 
that there is a low risk of this species becoming established in Tasmania.  

In the literature consulted there was no information on the ability of the capybara to survive 
and adapt to a different climate and habitat to that of its natural range. 



7 
 

 

 

Figure 2: Map showing the global distribution of the capybara as selected for CLIMATCH 
modelling. (Source: CLIMATCH http://adl.brs.gov.au:8080/Climatch/, 
http://maps.iucnredlist.org/map.html?id=16019). 

 

 

Figure 3: Climate match results showing the potential geographic distribution of the capybara in 
Australia. Areas with a higher score (orange and red) are more likely to provide suitable habitat based 
on climate (Source: CLIMATCH http://adl.brs.gov.au:8080/Climatch/). 

http://adl.brs.gov.au:8080/Climatch/
http://maps.iucnredlist.org/map.html?id=16019
http://adl.brs.gov.au:8080/Climatch/
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10. DIET AND FEEDING BEHAVIOUR  

Capybaras are herbivores, grazing mainly on grasses and aquatic plants, as well as other 
plants, grain, and sometimes bark and fruit (Frankis et al 2014, ARKive 2014). They are very 
selective feeders and will feed on the leaves of one species and disregard other species 
surrounding it. While they eat grass during the wet season, they will switch to more abundant 
reeds during the dry season (Barreto et al 1998, Wikipedia 2014). Plants that capybaras eat 
during the summer lose their nutritional value in the winter and therefore are not consumed at 
that time (Barreto et al 1998). Capybaras are coprophagous, meaning they eat their own 
faeces as a source of bacterial gut flora, to help digest the cellulose in the grass that forms 
their normal diet, and to extract the maximum protein and vitamins from their food. They may 
also regurgitate food to masticate again, similar to cud-chewing by a cow. As is the case with 
other rodents, the front teeth of capybaras grow continually to compensate for the constant 
wear from eating grasses, their cheek teeth also grow continuously (San Francisco Zoo). The 
capybara is an efficient grazer, able to crop the short, dry grasses left at the end of the 
tropical dry season (MacDonald 2006).  

 

11. SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR AND GROUPINGS  

Capybaras are very gregarious. They are typically found in groups that average 10–20 
individuals, comprising a dominant male, one or more females (which are often related), 
young of various ages, and one or more subordinate males (Alho and Rondon 1987, Mones 
and Ojasti 1986). Capybara groups can consist of as many as 50 or 100 individuals during 
the dry season, when the animals gather around available water sources (MacDonald 2006). 
Males are organized in stable, linear hierarchies. The dominant male in each group is 
significantly heavier than any of the subordinates, but among subordinates, status is not 
correlated with weight (Herra et al 1993). The most dominant males have access to the best 
resources (Herra et al 1993). 

Capybaras are very vocal and, when in groups, chatter with each other to establish social 
bonds, dominance or general group census (MacDonald 2006). They can make dog-like 
barks when threatened or when females are herding young (Murphy et al 1985). Capybaras 
have two different scent glands; a morillo, located on the snout, and an anal gland 
(MacDonald et al 1984). Both sexes have these glands, but males have much larger morillos 
and their anal pockets can open more easily. The anal glands of males are also lined with 
detachable hairs coated with a scent secretion which are released when in contact with 
objects such as plants. A capybara marks by rubbing its morillo on an object or by walking 
over a scrub and marking with its anal gland. A capybara can spread its scent further by 
urinating. Females usually mark without urinating and mark less frequently than males overall 
(MacDonald et al 1984). 

Capybaras are agile on land (capable of running as fast as a horse) and are also excellent 
swimmers. They can remain completely submerged for up to five minutes (Smithsonian Zoo), 
an ability they use to evade predators. Capybaras can sleep in water if need be, only keeping 
their noses out of the water. During midday, as temperatures increase, they wallow in water 
or in mud and then graze in late afternoons and early evenings (Mones and Ojasti 1986). 
They rest around midnight and then continue to graze before dawn. 

The species is normally active morning and evening, resting during the heat of the day, but 
has apparently become nocturnal in areas where it is persecuted by humans (Nowak 1991). 
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12. NATURAL PREDATORS AND DISEASE  

The capybara is hunted for its meat and hide, as well as for grease from its thick, fatty skin, 
which is used in the pharmaceutical trade (ARKive 2014). The capybara is also sometimes 
killed by farmers who see their grazing as competition for livestock or because it may attack 
cereal or fruit crops (Frankis et al 2014). 

Despite the large size and secretive aquatic nature of this large rodent, they are susceptible 
to predators throughout their natural range. Wildcats including jaguars, pumas and ocelots 
are the primary predators of the capybara along with caimans, foxes and eagles that hunt the 
young capybaras. The capybara is also one of the best sources of food for the world's 
heaviest snake, the anaconda, along with other species of large snake (San Diego Zoo 2008).  

Brucellosis:  

Brucella abortus and B. suis have been isolated from capybaras in Venezuela. The agents of 
brucellosis are exotic, notifiable organisms that cause serious diseases of cattle and humans 
(Biosecurity Aust 2008, NZ Biosecurity 2012). The risk of entry, establishment and spread 
through the importation of capybaras is assessed as very low. Specific risk management 
measures are not considered warranted (Biosecurity Aust 2008). 

Leptospirosis:  

Leptospirosis is a contagious disease of animals and humans caused by infection with 
spirochaete Leptospira. Leptospirosis occurs worldwide but is more prevalent in the hot wet 
tropics than in temperate areas (Biosecurity Aust, 2008). In Australia (mostly in Queensland) 
there is a low sporadic incidence in humans, cattle and pigs and occasionally in other species.  

Rodents, particularly rats, are the main reservoir hosts of many leptospire species. There is 
evidence that some large rodents, including capybara, may be carriers and may succumb to 
disease (Biosecurity Aust 2008, NZ Biosecurity 2012). 

Surra:  

Surra is a disease caused by protozoan, Trypanosoma evansi, infecting the blood of horses, 
donkeys, mules, cattle, buffalo, deer, camels, llamas, dogs, and cats. Capybaras have been 
identified as reservoir hosts of surra in South America (NZ Biosecurity 2012, Biosecurity Aust 
2008). Infection in capybara is often without clinical signs. Infection in other wild rodent 
species has not been reported. T. evansi has never spread to temperate climate countries. 
This is probably because surra is a tropical disease and the principal vectors are Tabanus 
spp. 

The risk resulting from the importation of capybaras from zoos or wildlife parks in Europe, 
North America or New Zealand, where surra has not been reported in this species is 
assessed as very low. Specific risk management measures are not considered warranted 
(Biosecurity Australia, 2008). 

 

13. THREAT TO HUMAN SAFETY  

Capybaras can be found in many areas in zoos and parks. Capybaras are gentle and will 
usually allow humans to pet and hand-feed them. Although it is illegal in some states, 
capybaras are occasionally kept as pets in the United States (Capybara Facts 2014) 

 

14. HISTORY AS A PEST  

There is very little information on this species as an agricultural pest, although capybaras are 
sometimes killed by farmers as pests, either because they may attack cereal or fruit crops, or 
they are viewed as a competitor with domestic livestock (ARKive 2014). Capybaras 
sometimes raid gardens or farms in search of food, such as melons, squashes, or grains. It 
has also been hypothesized that they are carriers of certain livestock diseases (Frankis et al 
2014). There are no known investigations into its impacts in Florida. 
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15.  POTENTIAL IMPACT IN TASMANIA  

There is a moderate risk that this species would become pest if it did become established in 
Tasmania. The capybara has a varied diet, feeding primarily on grasses and aquatic plants, 
but also on fruit, bark and grain. If the capybara established in Tasmania it may compete with 
Tasmanian native marsupial species for food and other resources. However, this species has 
a low climate match with Tasmania and there are no grid cells with a climate match score of 8, 
9 or 10. Four grids have a score of 6 and one grid has a score of 7. The remaining 25 grids 
have scores of 0 to 5 and the climate is considered unsuitable the capybara. This species 
does not occupy tree hollows.   

Commodities that may be susceptible to this species would be cereals, grains and fruit. The 
capybara may compete with sheep and cattle for pasture grasses. This species has attributes 
making it capable of damaging susceptible commodities but there are no reports of this 
species causing damage to agricultural crops in any country. A climate match with Tasmania 
for this species shows that 10-50% of the range of susceptible commodities overlap with grid 
squares with a climate match score of 5 to 7.  

There are no records of this species causing damage to property or infrastructure. 

 

6.  PREVIOUS RISK ASSESSMENTS  

The Vertebrate Pests Committee (2007) assessed Hydrochaeris hydrochaeris as being in the 
Extreme Threat Category.  Species placed in the Extreme Threat Category “...should not be 
allowed to enter, nor be kept in any State or Territory. (Special consideration may be given to 
scientific institutions on a case by case basis.)” (VPC 2007). In an earlier assessment by the 
Vertebrate Pests Committee the capybara was placed in category 2 - limited to statutory zoos 
or endorsed special collections (VPC 2007). 
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