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The Pantanal 

The world’s largest freshwater wetland area 
 

Where is it    Mostly in Brazil but also lies in part of Bolivia and Paraguay 

What is it     A huge floodplain right by the Paraguay river most of which  
      becomes flooded during the wet season. The wet season is  
      from around October to March and the dry season from April  
      to September.  

      In the wet season the water level can be as much as 5 meters  
      higher than in the dry season. The Pantanal provides habitat  
      for many animals in the two very different seasons. Lots of  
      fish live in the floodplains in the wet season, while other   
      animals are taking refuge in the forest. In the dry season, these  
      animals are then able to graze in areas previously under water.  
      A lot of fish that don’t manage to return to the river are   
      stranded but this provides food for wading birds like storks,  
      egrets and spoonbills.  

      Therefore the Pantanal is a dry place for about half of the year  
      where many animals graze and burrow. When the wet season  
      arrives, water covers the plain and there are thousands of fish,  
      caimans, frogs and toads.  

      The Pantanal is a mosaic of many different habitats - grassland,  
      woodland, marshland and forest. It covers an area about   
      160,000km2.  

Animals     There are many animals in the Pantanal even though there are  
      none that only come from this area.  

 

Some of the Pantanal’s iconic animals: 

giant anteater; capybara; marsh deer; pampas deer; jaguar; howler monkey; capuchin monkey; 
giant river otter;  maned wolf 

5 species of armadillo - giant armadillo; nine banded 
armadillo;  southern naked tail armadillo; southern 
three banded armadillo; yellow banded armadillo  

a number of macaws including the rare hyacinth 
macaw; jabiru (the largest stork in the world);       
greater rhea; great egret; roseate spoonbill 

caiman crocodile; yellow anaconda 

piranhas and many other fish  

frogs, toads and other amphibians  
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The Pantanal 

The world’s largest freshwater wetland area 

 

People     The Pantanal people are called Pantaneiros. There are not  
      many people living in the Pantanal area and they are mainly  
      cattle ranchers. The way to travel in the Pantanal is by horse as  
      there are no roads.  

 

Threats to the Pantanal area  

      Habitat loss               

                                                               deforestation - some forests are being cleared to allow more  
      room for cattle ranching and planting of exotic pasture.  

      Hunting 

      there is very little hunting in this area for food because there  
      is a great supply of beef from the cattle 

      there are still a few people who hunt for sport and some hunt  
      animals for their body parts to make items or medicines 

      Live Capture 

      many of the birds are still caught for the illegal pet trade 

      Over Fishing 

      because there are so many big popular fish in the area, there is  
      over fishing for the illegal market  

      Invasive species 

      an introduction of a tougher African grass has changed the  
      grasslands area 

      an introduction of feral pigs has had an effect on the native  
      peccaries but not necessarily in a bad way - see ‘Pigs and   
      Peccaries Project’, page 5 

      Agriculture and mining 

      developments in the surrounding areas affects the way the  
      river runs and the floodplain  
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The Pantanal 

The world’s largest freshwater wetland area 

 

 

Hidrovia:  

The Hidrovia is a huge project to build a waterway to allow passage for larger barges which would 
lower the cost of transporting goods. This would involve dredging and changing the course of the 
river Paraguay - straightening, widening and deepening the river. It is a joint project involving 
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay.  It was first suggested back in mid 1990’s.  

This would have a major impact on the Pantanal. Many conservation organisations grouped 
together to raise awareness of how this would affect the area. They managed to get lots of media 
attention and in the end the Hidrovia project was stopped...at least for now.  

Unfortunately there is always the risk that it will be looked at again in the future. Also various 
smaller projects have been proposed. Smaller projects may sound as if they don’t have as much 
impact on the area but in fact a number of smaller projects could be worse.   

 

 

Wetlands:  

Wetlands used to be thought of as wastelands and many were drained or dikes and dams built to 
use the land for agriculture or building on. Half of the world’s wetlands have been lost.  

The Pantanal has so far survived but it could face the same threats. It is home to an amazing 
number of species and yet it is not well known.  
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RZSS Projects 

 

Pigs and Peccaries 

  

    

What is it     A project to look into how the introduction of feral pigs could 
      affect the native peccaries of the Pantanal.  

      This project was started in 2005.  

 

The study looked at the behaviour of the feral pigs and the native peccaries - the collared and 
white lipped.  

 

The study showed that feral pigs and peccaries mainly used different habitats. The places where 
they shared the same habitat was found to be quite low so, for now, feral pigs are not much of a 
threat. One of the methods of finding out the habitat use of the animals was to collect their poo. 
The scientists were able to find out from the poo exactly what plants the animals had been eating.  

 

It was also found that feral pigs might be important in scattering seeds and that hunters preferred 
to hunt the feral pigs rather than the peccaries. The feral pigs might actually be helping the 
conservation work.  

 

Therefore feral pigs which are usually one of the most destructive introduced species have actually 
turned out to be an advantage in the Pantanal.  

 

The study has to continue to find out if the 
advantages of having the feral pigs in the area 
outweighs the disadvantages of an introduced 
species.  
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RZSS Projects 

 

Sustainable Ranching 

 

 

What is it     A project to develop good management of the land.  

      This project was started in 2007.  

 

The traditional methods of cattle ranching in the Pantanal can work well with the habitat. In the 
dry season the cattle graze on the grasslands and move onto higher ground during the wet season. 

  

However due to ranchers not earning enough money, some forests have been cleared and an 
African grass introduced to make more and better grazing areas.  

 

Most of the Pantanal is privately owned by the ranchers so we have to work with them to work 
out the best ways for both the cattle and the native wildlife.  

 

The study involves looking at animal’s poo. By looking at the poo, scientists can see what species 
of plants the animals are eating. This information is then used to understand the effect of the land 
use on the wildlife in both the cattle and wild herbivores (plant eaters).  
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RZSS Projects 

 

Giant Armadillo Project 

 

 

What is it     A long term study of the giant armadillo.  

      This project was started in 2010.  

 

The giant armadillo is one of South America’s least known and rarest large mammals.  

  

This is the first long-term study of giant armadillos in the Pantanal. The aim is to understand the 
giant armadillo’s behaviour. This is being done using night time cameras, burrow surveys and 
placing radio transmitters on some individuals.  

 

The study will also be looking into other species of armadillos in the area and giant anteaters.  

 

 

 

All three projects are run by Dr Arnaud Desbiez who is RZSS Regional Conservation and Research 
Coordinator for Latin America. You can follow his video diaries of the giant armadillo project at  

http://www.rzss.org.uk/armadillodiaries  

 

 

© Kevin Schafer 
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Follow –up work: activities to do after the outreach session.  

In the outreach session, you learned about the world’s largest wetland area, the Pantanal in the 
continent of South America.  

Cut out the blue shape 

below and place it on the 

map of South America to 

show  where the Pantanal 

lies.  

How many South American 

countries can you name? 

Complete the sentence: 

The Pantanal is mostly in 

the country of _ _ _ _ _ _ 

but also lies in the countries 

of _ _ _ _ _ _ _  and              

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  
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Follow –up work: activities to do after the outreach session.  

The definitions of the following words have all been mixed up.  

Match up the words to the correct definition.  

 

Word 

 

Definition 

feral                   protecting plants and animals  

sustainable                   the natural home of an animal or plant 

conservation                   a domesticated animal living in the wild 

habitat                   able to keep at a certain level 

ecosystem                  a simple diagram which shows what animals eat 

food chain                   all the plants and animals found in a certain area and how        

they depend and react with each other 
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Please also see the following resources in this pack: 

Armadillo Fact Files 

The Giant Armadillo 

To find out more about ‘From Penguins to Pandas’ and ’Giants’ outreach programmes, contact:                     
Sandie Robb, Senior Education Officer, RZSS—srobb@rzss.org.uk  
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Further Information and resources 

Websites: 

Royal Zoological Society of Scotland                                                                                                         
http://www.rzss.org.uk/conservation-programmes/projects/current-projects/pantanal-
conservation-and-research-initiative  

Arkive                                                                                                                                                            
http://www.arkive.org 

Emerging Wildlife Conservation Leaders (EWCL) - Giant Armadillo Project                                          
http://wildlifeleaders.org/projects/giant-armadillo/ 

International Union for Conservation of Nature                                                                                            
http://www.iucnredlist.org/ 

The IUCN/SSC Anteater, Sloth and Armadillo Specialist Group                                                            
http://www.xenarthrans.org/ 

The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands  - World’s Wetlands Day—2nd February                           
http://www.ramsar.org/cda/en/ramsar-activities-world-wetlands-day/main/ramsar/1-63-
78_4000_0 

 

Books: 

Allofs, Theo. Pantanal, South America’s Wetland Jewel. Conservation International, 2007 

Eisenberg, John F. & Redford, Kent H. Mammals of the Neotropics - Volume 3. The University of 
Chicago Press, 1999 

Swarts, Frederick A. The Pantanal. Paragon House, 2000 


