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Abstract

Capybara (Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris) farming in Latin American countries was hampered at the outset by limited knowledge of
species behaviour and inappropriate husbandry protocols, which resulted in low reproductive rates, lethal adult fights and consequent
reduced well-being. As the peculiarities of capybara social behaviour are still ignored by many species’ breeders, both in commercial
or research centres, we aim here to provide a review of successful experiences in Brazil by evaluating a number of social behaviour
issues that are directly associated with the species’ welfare. We highlight special points on group composition and facilities needed,
such as water tank and corral-trap structures, which may affect capybara health, productivity, and animal welfare. It has been shown
that trying to form new aggregates by mixing adult or sub-adult animals obtained from different groups does not work. Conversely,
we did not find a difference in the frequency with which mothers from the same group nurse their own young or those of other
females. This knowledge may lead to successful trials for female adoption when necessary. In conclusion, capybara welfare is strongly
linked to cohesion among animals. Additionally, assessment of vocal emissions is discussed as a potential, non-invasive measure to
evaluate improvement in capybara handling procedures. 
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Introduction
Their fast growth rate, high reproductive output, sociality

and cheap diet have encouraged researchers and farmers in

Latin American countries to establish a captive breeding

programme for capybara (Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris) as

an alternative to commercial hunting (Nogueira Neto 1973;

Alho 1986; Ojasti 1991; Moreira & Macdonald 1996). This

activity, however, is still incipient. In Uruguay, for example,

there are only 14 capybara farms (JL Cravino, personal

communication 2012). In Venezuela, frequent changes in

the laws and bureaucracy do not allow this activity to grow

(Alvarez 2011). This country is the main market for

capybara meat, furnished through harvesting the wild popu-

lation in the Venezuelan llanos, and traditionally consumed

during Lent and especially Holy Week (Ojasti 1991;

González-Jiménez 1995). On the other hand, in

Brazil — where commercial hunting is forbidden by federal

law — wildlife farming is increasing at a rate of 17% per

year; more than half (n = 124) of the total wild mammal

farms (n = 226) breed capybara (Le Pendu et al 2011). 

There is no official information available on the market for

capybara products (Le Pendu et al 2011), but it is known

that meat is the main product in Brazil (Nogueira &

Nogueira-Filho 2004). Conversely, leather is the main

product in Argentina, but the insignificant number of legal

capybara farms does not provide enough for commercial

demand, which is instead supplied by unsustainable hunting

(Dominguez et al 2009). Ninety-eight percent of the

carpincho leather production in Argentina — estimated at

75,000 units per year — is sold on the local market and 2%,

approximately 1,500 units per year, is exported, mainly to

Italy (Dominguez et al 2009). Published data on capybara

farming are scarce in other Latin American countries, but

the figures above show the potential scale that capybara

farming can reach in Latin American countries. 

Early captive breeding attempts in the 1970s and 1980s

were hampered by limited knowledge of capybara

behaviour and inappropriate husbandry protocols, which

resulted in low reproductive rates, infanticides, and lethal

adult fights (Alho 1986; Lavorenti 1989). Not surpris-

ingly, these early breeding programmes, in mostly

intensive systems, were not profitable and different

approaches were proposed, such as a semi-intensive

production system (Nogueira-Filho 1996). This was

achieved through behavioural studies that focused mainly

on basic aspects of capybara biology, such as reproduc-

tion (Lopez-Barbella 1984; Nogueira 1997; Cueto 1999;

Nogueira et al 2000; Alvarez & Kravetz 2006), social

behaviour (Cueto 1999; Michi 1999; Nogueira et al
1999), and feeding behaviour (Mendes et al 2000).
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