
Tapir husbandry



Adaptations suitable to zoo environment?

Strong, back legs 

for fleeing and 

swimming

Barrel shaped body with 

thick dorsal crest to protect 

spine and head
Thick skin covered with 

bristly hairs to protect 

against insects and 

parasitesNocturnal or 

Crepusular- most 

active at dawn and 

dusk hours 

Multiple habitats- 
including forests, 

wetlands, shrublands, 

and grasslands

Camouflaged precocial young, 

blend into environment when 

walking through dappled sunlight 

from the trees

Four splayed toes on 

each fore foot and 

strong flexible legs for 

climbing

Prehensile snout for 

snorkeling and exploring

Can we meet all their natural 

history requirements?



Species overview
• There are 4 extant species of tapir-

o Lowlands

o Malayans

o Baird’s 

o Mountain

• Lowland tapirs are listed as CITES II, while 

mountain, Bairds, and Malayan Tapirs are 

listed as CITES I.



Tapir husbandry... Can we treat 
all species the same?

The simple answer is not really...

Although we see much overlap between different tapir species, they also have varying 

husbandry requirements, largely due to their differences in temperament and physical 

characteristics.

Case study-

Lowland vs 

Malayan



Lowland tapir (CITES II)

• Lowlands are managed at CZ in a free contact 

set up, due to their generally relaxed and friendly 

nature, and smaller stature. However, keepers 

remain alert as they always have the potential to 

be unpredictable.

• Lowland tapir are commonly seen in zoo's. 

Although solitary in the wild they are held 

successfully in family groups.

o Males can be kept in family groups with tapir 

calves.



Malayan tapir (CITES I)

• At CZ, Malayan tapir are managed in a protected 

contact set up- due to a more nervous 

temperament and higher risk to life due to their 

considerable size. 

o Wild females have been recorded as 140kg 

larger than the largest female Lowland tapir.

• Malayan tapir are less commonly seen. Their 

solitary nature is evident even in captive sp's., 

where even pairs are not aways successful or 

common, breeding does not come without 

complications.



ThePhoto by 
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Tapir husbandry 101 
Looking at the natural history of tapirs to 

provide a suitable ex-situ environment.

• Enclosure design

• Diet

• Social and life stages



Environment and enclosure design

• Environment

– Light/Humidity

– Temperature

– Substrate

– Space and complexity

• Enclosure design

– Group size, structure.

– Conspecifics

– Environmental enrichment.

• Containment

– Access for loading and unloading

– Protected contact/ free contact

– Holding areas

Lowland tapir 

paddock

Lowland tapir pool – 

2m depth
Lowland tapir 

paddock -1280m2 

Malayan tapir 

house/paddock

Malayan tapir house

Malayan tapir day 

pen



Diet

• In general, it is recommended that the diet is based mainly around a high-quality commercial concentrate for 

horses, alfalfa/lucerne and foliage. Fruits and vegetables should be present, but in smaller amounts. Mineral 

and vitamin supplementation is important.

• It is suggested that the main portion of a tapir diet should include mostly forage and a high fibre herbivore 

pellet. 

• A typical captive diet usually consists of a concentrate pellet, fruit and vegetables, lucerne and browse. A 

review into the amounts and types of fruits currently offered to lowland tapirs in collections, is strongly 

recommended.



Reproduction, mixing and life 

stages

Group or 

solitary?
Breeding?

Sexual 

maturity?
Surplus?



Common health problems 



Benefits of holding tapirs in 
a teaching environment

There are a range of benefits for both 

students and collection managers.

Mixed exhibits

• Housed 
successfully with 
other hoof stock, 
birds, suids, 
primates and 
large rodents.

Working with 
large mammals

• Different from 
bovids or 
equids, but 
similar housing 
requirements

• Experience with 
large hardy 
stock

• Co-operative 
care

Understanding 
pools

• Maintain water 
systems

• Understand 
water testing

Conservation 
value

• Lowland tapirs – 
vunerable

• Habitat 
loss/degradation

• Traffic

Educational value

• Living fossils

• Adaptations

• Habitat 
engineering

• Nocturnal

• Semi aquatic



Legislation
All species of tapir, except the Brazilian or lowland tapir, are 

classified as Annex A species under the Convention on Trade in 

Endangered Species (CITES). This means that special permits are 

required to buy, sell, breed, or use them for commercial 

purposes. Therefore, CITES permits (ARTICLE 10 or 60) must be 

acquired.

Tapir are also listed under the Dangerous Wild Animals Act 1976. 

The wild animals covered by the Act require extremely specialised 

care and accommodation, and the licensing process ensures that 

both the animal's welfare and the safety of the keeper and the wider 

public will be protected.
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