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INTRODUCTION

Tapirs, as a group, are relatively easy to maintain and breed in captivity, provided one has a good working knowledge of their biology and behavior.  It is this lack of information that is largely responsible for many of the medical and behavioral problems that captive tapirs have experienced.

When designing minimum husbandry standards for tapirs one must allow for individual variables in behavior, compatibility, climate and degree of keeper interaction.  While there will always be a great deal of variability between holding facilities a list of minimum standards should be used as the foundation for any program of successful and humane tapir management.

TAXONOMY

The family Tapiridae is represented by four extant species, one from Southeast Asia and three from Central and South America.  All four species are classified as Endangered by USDI and all but the Brazilian tapir are listed on appendix I, CITES.  Scientific names and wild distributions are listed below:


Tapirus indicus
Malayan or Asian tapir.



Southern Burma, Malay Peninsula, S.E. Asia and Sumatra.


Tapirus bairdii
Central American or Baird's tapir.



Southern Mexico to Northern Colombia and Ecuador 


west of the Andes.


Tapirus terrestris
Brazilian or lowland tapir.



Colombia and Venezuela to northern Argentina and



southern Brazil.


Tapirus pinchaque
Mountain or woolly tapir.



The Andes from northwestern Venezuela, Colombia and 

                                                 Ecuador, to northwestern Peru.

BEHAVIOR/SOCIAL GROUPINGS

Most literature states that tapirs are primarily solitary and nocturnal.  However, recent field observations have shown tapirs to be more tolerant of conspecifics and more active during daylight than previously believed.  The social behavior of tapirs in captivity is largely dependent on individual animal personalities, past experiences, food availability and size/layout of enclosure.  Some zoos have problems putting just two animals together while other zoos have five to ten animals in the same enclosure (Singapore and Kuala Lumpur).

Some tapirs are extremely aggressive towards conspecifics and to keepers, while others are easily approached and enjoy being scratched.  Tapir behavior can be very unpredictable and caution should always be exercised with such powerful animals.  There are numerous records of tapir attacks on keepers that have resulted in serious bite wounds and loss of fingers in some cases.

Most zoos maintain one adult pair of tapirs that are housed either separately or together.  Females should be separated prior to birth of their offspring and not reintroduced to other tapirs until the calf is three to four months old.  In some cases the breeding male can be introduced earlier, while in other instances a reintroduction is not possible until the calf is permanently separated from its dam.

ENCLOSURE REQUIREMENTS

Tapirs should have both indoor and outdoor components to their holding/exhibit areas.

Indoor Facilities:

Size of Stalls - Each indoor tapir stall should have a minimum dimension of 10' x 10' (100 sq. ft.).  Stalls should be interconnected with 4 foot wide sliding gates that can be operated without placing the keeper at risk.  There should be one stall for each tapir so that animals can be separated for birth, medication or behavioral problems.

Walls and Floors - Indoor holding pen walls should be a minimum of 6 feet high (2 meters).  Walls should be either solid (wood or concrete) or vertical steel bars with less than 8 inches between verticals.  Horizontal bars should never be used unless all spaces between the bars have been eliminated.  Floors should be slightly sloped to large covered drains.  Cold weather zoos should have heated floors or provide ample bedding to insulate against cold floor.  Floor surfaces should not be too rough (i.e. heavy brush finish) as to be abrasive to the foot pads of the tapir.

Indoor Temperature - Stall temperatures should be maintained between 65 and 85 degrees Fahrenheit.  Humidity levels should be kept above 50%, unless an indoor pool is provided.  Floor temperatures should also be monitored in the winter.

Water - Fresh drinking water should be available at all times.  If a pool is not available then drinkers should be secured so that they can not be overturned.  Tapirs without access to a pool should be hosed down daily (indoors).

Pool - Whether an indoor pool should be a minimum requirement is debatable.  If there is no outdoor bathing area and the animal(s) must be kept inside for weeks at a time, then a pool is recommended.  Pools should be large enough for two adult tapirs to completely submerge their bodies.  Safe and easy entrance/exit to the pool should be provided by gradual inclines and non-skid surfaces.  Tapirs can hold their breath underwater for as long as 2-3 minutes.

Sanitation - All indoor holding areas should be cleaned and disinfected daily.  Animals should be transferred to an adjacent pen during cleaning.

Outdoor Exhibits:
Exhibit Size - Tapirs are relatively inactive for most of the day but do require ample space for exercise and breeding activity.  Each adult animal should be allotted a minimum of 200 sq. ft. of outdoor exhibit space.

Visitor barriers - Tapirs can be easily maintained in shallow dry slanted moats with a 6 foot vertical outer moat wall.  Non-moated enclosures should also have a minimum of 6 foot high barriers.  Fences can be wood or chain link (gauge 10 or heavier).  Tapirs do not jump up but can easily climb over vertical walls as high as 4 feet.  Tapirs are powerful animals that can push under chain link if not properly secured.  All public visitors should be kept at least three feet from any possible contact with a tapir.

Shade - Tapirs are forest animals that require access to shade at all times of the day.  Hotter climate zoos require more exhibit shade than northern zoos.

Natural Substrate - The surface of outdoor exhibits should be hard packed soil or grass.  Tapirs should not be kept on concrete surfaces 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.

Pool - Access to an outdoor pool in warm climates should be a minimum requirement, not only from a health standpoint but a behavioral one as well.  The pool should be cleaned and refilled with fresh water once each day.  Tapirs frequently defecate in their pools and to deprive them of this toilet activity could increase the incidence of rectal prolapses.

Exhibit Topography - Outdoor exhibits should be relatively flat and designed to eliminate narrow spaces and 90 degree angles.

NUTRITION
Tapirs are generalist herbivores that select from various parts of plants including leaves and fruits.  Tapirs consumed multiple small meals throughout their active periods, a behavior that is, in part, a function of their limited stomach capacity when compared to the ruminant stomach, present in most artiodactylids.  As a hindgut fermenter, the tapir’s gastrointestinal tract is very similar to that of the horse.  A diet of commercial herbivore pellets (15% crude protein, 0.7% lysine, 21% acid-detergent fiber [DMB]) and legume hay (18% crude protein, 30% acid-detergent fiber [DMB]), supplemented with commercially available produce and harvested plant materials appears to be adequate for maintaining captive specimens.  Bananas, and other high moisture fruits, are favored food items, and can be used as positive reinforcement for management behaviors (e.g., crate training, administration of medication).  Any standard tapir diet should consist of the following percentages of food types:


Legume hay (alfalfa, < {less than or equal to} 18% crude protein)
33%


Nutritionally complete herbivore pellets (12-18% crude protein)
33%


Commercial produce and/or harvest browse plants


33%

The total amount of daily intake for a mature adult tapir (400-700 lbs. for New World spp. and 600-900 lbs. for Asian tapirs) should be approximately 4% to 5% of the animal's total body weight. 

All produce should be cut up into bite size pieces and fed fresh each day.  Diets should be fed in separate containers/tubs atop a cement feeding area.  Food items should not be dumped out on the ground (soil) from which an animal would direct eat.

Note - Captive tapirs have a history of rectal prolapses.  The cause of this has yet to be determined, however diets which are low in adequate plant fiber (e.g., excessive amounts of commercial produce) may contribute.
REPRODUCTION AND BREEDING
All species of tapirs are very similar in their reproductive biology and behavior.  Tapirs become sexually mature before two years of age, a surprisingly early age for such a large mammal.  Female tapirs have bred as early as 13 months of age and given birth at 26 to 27 months of age.  Males are capable of siring offspring at 24 months of age.

The gestation period for tapirs is between 390 and 410 days (just over 13 months).  Female estrous cycles usually take place at 28-31 day intervals.  Males will copulate with the estrus females at least one time during this period.  Breeding (intromission) can last as long as 15-20 minutes.

Breeding behavior varies greatly and depends on age, experience and compatibility of the breeding pair.  There is usually some running and biting prior to copulation and precautions should be taken to avoid injuries.  The breeding/introduction area should be free of potential trip hazards and small openings where a head or leg could become caught.  Some tapirs prefer to breed while standing in shallow water, while others will breed on dry land.

Female tapirs can exhibit post-partum estrus and are capable of conceiving within one to three months after giving birth.  The inter-birth interval can be as short as 14 months in captive tapirs.  Tapir calves are completely weaned (on solid foods) by four months of age.

Tapir enclosures must be designed so that adult animals can be easily separated and introduced.  Each animal should have its own indoor stall connected to a common outdoor exhibit.

MATERNAL BEHAVIOR/NEWBORN REQUIREMENTS

Tapir females are usually good mothers but first time mothers and hand raised mothers have a higher incidence of maternal neglect of their young.

Tapirs give birth to one offspring (twins have been documented but are a very rare occurrence) after a short labor period.  Calves are relatively small at birth and should weigh between 11 and 25 pounds.  The calf is usually able to stand within one to two hours after birth.  It should make frequent attempts to find the mother's nipple.  Mothers must lie on their sides to allow the calf to nurse.  Inexperienced mothers may need to be scratched down on their sides and the calf manually positioned on the nipple.

Newborn calves must be provided with a warm enclosure (70-85 degrees) and should never be left to lie on bare (cold) concrete.  Hard packed dirt floors or hay bedding provides insulation and a non-slip surface for the unstable newborn.  Pine shavings are not good material for maternity stalls as they can be ingested by the calf and cause gastrointestinal blockages.

Tapir calves should not have access to a pool for at least one week after birth.  Depending on the design of the pool and temperature of the water, tapir calves are strong swimmers.

Mothers nurse their calves five to ten times every 24 hours.  Each nursing bout can last as long as 10-15 minutes.  It is common for both calf and dam to fall asleep in the nursing position.  Calves should gain about 0.5 pounds (0.25 Kg.) each day for the first 30 days of their lives.  They can be offered tiny pieces of fruit and vegetables as early as two weeks of age.

COAT CHANGE

All newborn tapirs have a natal coat of white stripes and spots and are completely white on the belly, chest and throat.  This serves as camouflage against predation in the wild.  This coloration begins to fade at 3 months and is completely gone by 6 months of age when they have the same coat color as adult tapirs.

VETERINARY/HEALTH REQUIREMENTS

Tapirs are prone to a variety of medical problems, most of which can be prevented by practicing good consistent animal husbandry.  The most common health problems in zoo tapirs are ulcerations and infections of the foot, respiratory diseases, rectal prolapse, eye and skin problems, mandibular swellings, dental ailments and parasitic infections.  Tuberculosis has been recorded in some animals.  Fecal examinations should be made at least twice yearly.  Many of these common health problems can be alleviated or eliminated by a suitable diet, non-abrasive substrate, adequate outdoor shade, indoor heating and sanitary conditions.  The only prophylactic vaccination recommended at this time is tetanus toxoid.

One condition of unknown etiology which has been recorded in a number of zoos is an acute illness that results in blistering and superficial skin sloughing of the dorsal midline of the animal.  In some cases the animal is weak in the rear limbs and may collapse when attempting to walk.  With supportive care most animals recover fully.  Biopsy of the skin lesions is helpful 

in characterizing the nature of the disease.  The skin lesions heal rapidly but residual scarring may least for several weeks.

The services of an experienced exotic large animal veterinarian should be immediately available to any tapir holding facility.  In most cases blood tests can be carried out without the use of immobilization drugs.  Immobilizations should only be conducted for serious medical problems or for very aggressive animals.  Consultations with one of the following experienced veterinarians is recommended prior to any tapir immobilization:


Dr. Don Janssen, San Diego Zoo
Phone: 619-557-3932
e-mail: djanssen@sandiegozoo.org


Dr. Scott Citino, White Oak, Florida
Phone: 904-225-3387
e-mail: scottc@wo.gilman.com


Dr. Doug Armstrong, Omaha Zoo
Phone: 402-733-8401
e-mail: douga@omahazoo.com

Note - Proper diet, non-abrasive floors, adequate shade, warm temperatures and sanitary conditions will alleviate many common health problems in captive tapirs.

SHIPPING/CRATE DESIGN

In order to reduce the risk of animal and keeper injuries during tapir transfers/shipments a few basic features should be incorporated into the holding area and into the design of the shipping crate:

1. All tapir holding areas should be connected to a transfer alley that facilitates the safe and easy transfer of the tapir into a crate or animal trailer.

2. Tapirs should be given free access to the transfer alley and shipping crate several weeks (longer if possible) before the scheduled shipment day.

3. Tapir crates should be large enough for the animal to stand up and lie down and meet all standards set forth in the 1999 IATA (International Air Traffic Association) regulations.  Refer to bibliography.

4. Tapir crates should have removable guillotine doors at both ends.

5. Tapirs should not be immobilized for shipments but should be properly crate trained prior to the anticipated date of transfer.

6. Tapir calves should not be shipped before the age of six months and should be completely separated from their dam at least one week prior to shipment.

CRATE TRAINING FOR TAPIR SHIPMENTS:

All tapirs should be properly crate trained prior to shipment.  Crate training involves several weeks or months of giving the tapir access to the shipping crate.  If the tapir is not going on an airplane, but by land transport, then a horse or livestock trailer (solid panels) works well.  

Crate training does not mean setting up the crate (or trailer) so you can trap the animal inside the first time it enters the crate.  Several tapirs have died in shipping crates when not properly acclimated.

It is essential that the shipping institution receive the crate at least four weeks in advance of the shipment date.  If the tapir is with its mother then it should be gradually separated from its mother. 

Animals should not be shipped until they are totally comfortable being inside the shipping crate.  The keeper should be able to close the animal inside the crate for several hours and be able to move the crate with the tapir inside.  Only after the tapir can be locked inside the crate for several hours with people and machines moving around it should it be shipped.

There is a great degree of variation in tapir temperaments and some animals may never be completely calm inside a crate.  In extremely hyperactive animals it may be necessary to lightly sedate the animal prior to shipment.  This should only be done in the presence of an experienced veterinarian who is familiar with the drug dosages for tapirs.

Key Points to shipping Tapirs:

1. Crate should meet IATA standards and have plenty of room to stand and lie down in.

2. Lots of ventilation on upper sides and top of crate.

3. Removable doors on both ends of crate.

4. Give animal access to crate four weeks (or more) before shipment.

5. The animal should become comfortable (calm) when backed inside the crate.  Do not trap the animal in crate and move the same day.

6. Only use drugs as a last resort and only after consulting with an experienced veterinarian from the Tapir TAG.

7. Proper crate training should alleviate the need for chemical immobilizations or sedations.

8. For additional advice on shipping contact Rick Barongi at fax: (407) 828-4583 or 

e-mail at RBarongi@aol.com.
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