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Brazil

REARING BLACK CAIMAN (MELANOSUCHUS NIGER) 
OUTSIDE ITS DISTRIBUTION RANGE CONCERNS 
THE BRAZILIAN CROCODILIAN RESEARCH 
COMMUNITY. On 23 December 2019, we became aware 
through social media (www.facebook.com/leandro.silveira.
iop/videos/1005334836503630/) that hundreds of Black 
caiman (Melanosuchus niger) were moved from a closed 
commercial breeding facility (ranching production system) 
in the Goiás State, central Brazil, to different locations. Over 
700 individuals were allocated to the Caimasul breeding 
facility (https://caimasul.com) in Mato Grosso do Sul State, 
for slaughter and meat production. Around 200 M. niger, 
mainly 2-3-year-old juveniles, and at least 10 adult/sub-
adults were taken to the Jaguar Conservation Fund/Instituto 
Onça-Pintada (IOP) facilities (53o00’16”S, 17o54’07”W), 
located in the municipality of Mineiros, Goiás State. The IOP 
is a NGO with conservation purposes, mainly promoting the 
conservation of the jaguar (Panthera onca) and its natural 
habitats in Brazil (www.jaguar.org.br).

Several IOP social-network posts showed the translocation 
under improvised conditions and without regard for any 
technical criteria (https://youtu.be/8iY9SFPV3wI). In these 
posts, the IOP staff announced the implementation of an 
ex-situ conservation breeding program for M. niger as a 
potential genetic reservoir for an endangered species. The 
IOP facilities appear inadequate in terms of security, as the 
enclosures lack effective barriers to prevent the escape of the 
caimans, especially large individuals. Although the transfer 
of these was undertaken between locations in Goiás State, 
the translocation of these animals occurred between two 
different hydrographic basins. The IOP facilities are located 
in the Paraná basin, ~450 km outside the natural range of M. 
niger (Campos et al. 2018; Fig. 1). The record by Campos 
et al. (2015) is the most southerly location for the species in 
the Tocantins-Araguaia basin. In this context, the escape of 
individuals to the Paraná and/or the Paraguay basins could 
be imminent, with unpredictable ecological consequences 
in environments where M. niger has never occurred (see 
possible dispersal routes in Figure 2).

It is well known that crocodilians can easily escape from 
captivity and become established. For example, in Florida 
(USA), there have been records of exotic species of 
Mecistops, Paleosuchus, Crocodylus and Caiman in the 
Everglades (Krisko et al. 2011; Rochford et al. 2016), with a 
well-established population of Caiman crocodilus (Elis 1980; 

Krisko et al. 2011). In México, C. moreletii have escaped 
from a farm and a new population was established out of its 
natural distribution on the Pacific coast of Mexico (Rodriguez 
et al. 2008).

Until the 1990s, M. niger was considered one of the most 
threatened Neotropical crocodilians (Thorbjarnarson 2010). 
The species suffered serious conservation threats due to the 
unregulated hunting for skin and meat. The result of these 
uncontrolled actions was a decline in wild populations 
throughout the species distribution (Rebêlo and Magnusson 
1983; Da Silveira and Thorbjarnarson 1999). Currently, 
populations of M. niger have recovered, and, in Brazil, the 
species is now classified as a LC-Least Concern species 
(Marioni et al. 2013), based on IUCN guidelines (ICMBio/
MMA 2018). Currently, reports of high-density populations 
throughout its distribution, indicates that M. niger is an 
abundant species, only partially and locally depleted, with a 
tendency to recover very quickly (Da Silveira 2002). In view 

Figure 1. Distribution of Melanosuchus niger, location of 
Instituto Onça-Pintada (IOP), Paraná, Tocantins-Araguaia 
and Upper Paraguay Rivers basins, and Emas National 
Park  (PARNA DAS EMAS).

Figure 2. Potential dispersal routes (arrows) of Melanosuchus 
niger from Instituto Onça-Pintada (IOP) and the Paraná, 
Tocantins-Araguaia and Upper Paraguay Rivers basins.
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of this, the proposal for an ex-situ conservation breeding 
program for M. niger conducted in an area outside the species 
distribution, is contrary to conservation-biology principles, 
with unclear goals, and without the understanding and support 
of the Brazilian crocodilian-research community.

The Black caiman is a keystone species, playing an important 
role in the trophic network, as an apex predator (Da Silveira 
and Magnusson 1999), and influencing the ecology of other 
organisms and their habitats (Fittkau 1970; Somaweera 
et al. 2020). The potential escape of Black caimans from 
the IOP facilities might involve serious consequences, and 
result in cascading effect on the ecosystem processes. Given 
its predatory role naturally, it is reasonable to assume that 
novel presence of Black caiman will disturb natural trophic 
interactions, especially impacting native predators, such as 
other caiman species. Besides, the dispersal of the Black 
caimans, and their interaction with the native wildlife, 
livestock or domesticated animals might increases the 
environmental health hazards, related with there-emergence 
or translocation of infectious diseases, and the introduction of 
new pathogens (Bryan 1996; Peeler et al. 2011; Hulme 2014; 
Micheletti et al. 2020). The consequences are unpredictable 
but clearly tragic in the ecosystem structure and functioning. 
The Black caiman’s dispersal in the Cerrado and/or Pantanal 
biomes, also represents a social risk, potentially creating 
conflicts with local communities. The negative perception 
about caimans might increase with the presence of a new 
species, particularly one that can reach more than 5 m. 
Melanosuchus niger can be a threat to local people, and their 
presence is likely to be seen as the introduction of a new 
competitor for the fisherman or a new potential predator on 
livestock and human attacks (Sideleau and Britton 2012; 
Nyhus 2016). Consequently, it might negatively influence 
the social dynamics and the ongoing and future conservation 
strategies in the region for endemic species.

The transfer of the M. niger to IOP facilities was approved 
by the Goiás State Environmental Secretariat (SEMAD), the 
State environmental authority. However, the main concern 
is because of the lack of expertise, besides the technical 
and scientific criteria for crocodilian management and 
conservation, and animal welfare issues not understood by 
IOP staff and SEMAD technicians. Until now, neither IOP 
nor SEMAD has contacted any crocodilian specialist in 
Brazil to assess the current state of the animals and define 
criteria for making decisions about their future.

The Brazilian Center for Scientific Research and Conservation 
of Reptiles and Amphibians [Centro Nacional de Pesquisa e 
Conservação de Répteis e Anfíbios - RAN (www.icmbio.gov.
br/ran/)] is the Federal environmental authority, and it has 
legal responsibility for the conservation and management 
actions of the reptiles and their enforcement. However, in 
this case, RAN staff was aware of the situation only after we 
sent them a letter on 11 March 2020, in which we alerted 
them to the situation, showed our concerns, and asked for 
details and explanations. However, they only replied with 
information provided by the SEMAD technicians and did 
not show concern about the conservation implications. The 

lack of articulation between the state and federal authorities 
and their lack of attention to the concerns of the scientific 
community is worrying.

In conclusion, we highlight our concern about the safety of 
the enclosures used by IOP to avoid the escape of M. niger 
individuals larger than 1.5 m, and in any case infringes the 
general principle used by RAN until now that crocodilian 
species should only be raised in hydrographic basins within 
their natural range. We believe that this is a serious matter and 
the state of Goiás (SEMAD) and federal (RAN) institutions 
in Brazil need to address this subject properly to avoid 
unnecessary ecological damage.
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Europe
EAZA REPORTS 2019. In August 2020, the European 
Association of Zoos and Aquaria (EAZA) released its “2019 
EAZA Annual Report” and “Taxon Advisory Group (TAG) 
Report”. The following details on activities with crocodilians 
have been extracted from these reports.

EAZA members are currently supporting the following 


