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Cuniculidae) in a temperate grassland dominated 
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Abstract: Cuniculus paca is considered locally threatened 
in some parts of its range mainly because of hunting pres-
sure and habitat loss. The species is widely distributed in 
South and Central America. Agouti’s distribution in Brazil 
is broad, although there is no information on its occur-
rence in the Northeast region and in the western part of 
Rio Grande do Sul state. The species presents a marginal 
distribution in northeastern Uruguay. Here, we describe 16 
new records of the species in the Pampa region, includ-
ing the western part of Rio Grande do Sul state, Brazil and 
Uruguay, expanding the C. paca known distribution.

Keywords: agouti; geographical distribution; paca; 
rodent.

Cuniculus paca (Linnaeus, 1766) is a midsized rodent (6–12 
kg), primarily frugivorous, but that also consumes leaves, 

fiber and insects (Beck-King et al. 1999, Dubost and Henry 
2006). The species is a seed disperser, playing an impor-
tant role in the dynamics of Neotropical forest (Wright 
et al. 2000, Dubost and Henry 2006). It is predominantly 
nocturnal (Michalski and Norris 2011), inhabiting forested 
habitats near water bodies, where it builds dens, using 
logs or abandoned burrows as shelter (Beck-King et  al. 
1999, Aquino et al. 2009).

Although the species is globally classified as least 
concern (Queirolo et  al. 2008), it is considered threat-
ened in some regions of its range due to hunting pressure 
and habitat loss (Gudynas 1989, Beck-King et  al. 1999, 
Wright et  al. 2000, Queirolo et  al. 2008). The species is 
widely distributed in Central and South America, occur-
ring from south Mexico to eastern Paraguay and northern 
Argentina, with a marginal distribution in northeastern 
Uruguay (Perez 1992, Queirolo et al. 2008, Patton 2015). In 
Brazil, the species occurs in almost all the states, although 
no information was recorded in the northeast region and 
western part of Rio Grande do Sul state (Perez 1992, Quei-
rolo et al. 2008, Estrela and Freitas 2013).

Ecological studies and inventories of fauna have been 
carried out in Rio Grande do Sul and Uruguay since 2002, 
resulting in 16 new locations of Cuniculus paca occurrence 
in the region (Figure 1), compared to the species’ global 
distribution currently available (Queirolo et al. 2008). The 
new locations are in the Pampa region of the Rio Grande 
do Sul state and northern Uruguay. The records comprised 
one individual hunted, one visual observation, one cap-
tured individual, three road kills, seven tracks and 168 
camera trap independent records ( ≥ 1 h between consecu-
tive photos) (Table 1). All the records were observed within 
2 to 320 m of water bodies.

The first record was taken in 2002 and consisted of 
a track observed at a raised field during a fauna survey 
to evaluate the environmental impact of a dam at the 
Butuí River near Encruzilhada do Sul municipality, north-
west of Rio Grande do Sul state. The second record was 
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a road-killed individual, found on the RS-158 highway 
in 2004. Four photographic records were obtained from 
camera traps installed near water bodies in the munici-
palities of Alegrete, Rosário do Sul and São Francisco de 
Assis in 2007. In the same year, an adult was sighted at 
the riparian vegetation of the Lajeado Grande stream. One 
adult was recorded by camera traps installed on a grass-
land field about 150 m from the Jaguarão stream in 2009. 
Photographic records were obtained at the Ijuí River and 
the Taquarembó stream in 2010. A hunted individual was 
recorded in São Francisco de Assis in 2012. Another road-
killed individual was collected in 2012 at the Ruta 30 near 
Artigas city, Uruguay. A third road-killed individual was 
recorded in 2013 on the RS-529 highway, northwest of Rio 
Grande do Sul state.

On June 27, 2014, an adult was opportunistically cap-
tured near the municipality of Alegrete. The individual 
was caught in a Tomahawk trap used for capturing Felids, 
possibly because some corn (for feeding the chicken used 
as live bait) was left on the trap. From 2013 to 2015, 124 
photographic records of Cuniculus paca were obtained by 

camera traps installed in trails along riparian vegetation of 
the Caverá stream, also in Alegrete. The region is a mosaic 
of crops, natural grasslands and riparian vegetation. 
Twenty camera traps were installed 600 m from each other, 
working 24 h/day with photo or video records (lasting 20 s) 
in high definition and a 5-s interval between records. From 
August 2014 to January 2015, 36 photographic records of 
the species were obtained during an inventory of wild 
mammals along the Lajeado Grande stream in Alegrete. 
Two cameras were installed monthly along four transects 
of 1 km, upright by the stream and programmed to operate 
24 h/day with a 15-s interval between records. All photo-
graphic records occurred in the riparian forest, near the 
stream. During the survey six tracks of C. paca were also 
recorded, all observed near the stream.

Considering both ecological studies conducted in 
Alegrete (from 2013 to 2015), the camera trap total effort 
was 6694 camera traps/day. Photographic records were 
mostly nocturnal, between 19 h and 6 h, corroborating the 
activity pattern period known for the species (Michalski 
and Norris 2011). In seven records, two individuals were 

Figure 1: Map with the RedList distribution of Cuniculus paca and the new records for the Pampa region of Brazil and Uruguay.
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registered together, in most cases identified as mother and 
young, reinforcing the solitary behavior of the species.

All new records of Cuniculus paca were located near 
water bodies in the Pampa region. This area comprises a 
region dominated by temperate grassland and trees con-
centrated in narrow riparian forests, representing the 
main landscape requirements for the species. Our results 
contradict previous ideas that large forest patches were 
needed for C. paca persistence in a region (Bonvicino et al. 
2008). The occurrence of C. paca in the Pampa region may 
not represent an expansion of the species distribution 
to a new habitat, but be linked to a lack of information 
because of the low survey effort in this region, as men-
tioned by Achaval et al. (1993), who listed all five localities 
of C. paca known to Uruguay until 2002.

Regional biodiversity is threatened primarily by 
hunting (Peters et  al. 2011) and agriculture activities 
(Roesch et al. 2009). A similar impact can be observed in 
the Coastal Plain of Rio Grande do Sul, where Cuniculus 
paca occurs mainly along rivers that rise from the Sul-Rio-
Grandense Plateau and drain to the complex of the Patos/
Mirim lagoons. In this region, crops, particularly rice, 
drastically reduced the riparian forest and marsh areas of 
the whole Coastal Plain.

Therefore, the Pampa region should be considered 
in future studies about Cuniculus paca distribution and 
taken into account in conservation actions proposed for 
the species.
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