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Introduction
Capybaras are the world’s largest rodents. They are
typically 2 feet tall, with an average body length of 4 feet
and a weight of 100 lbs (Mones and Ojasti 1986). These
semiaquatic herbivores are native to South America (Figure
1) but have been spotted in the state of Florida, which has
raised concerns of their potential to establish populations in
the state.
A capybara sighting was first reported in Florida in 1992
as roadkill south of the Santa Fe River, east of La Crosse
(Alachua County). Since then, at least 35 observations of
capybaras in Florida have been reported to EDDMapS, a
web-based mapping system developed by the University
of Georgia for documenting invasive species (EDDMapS
2017). These reports have spanned 13 counties, as far
west as Gulf County and extending as far south as Collier County (Figure 2). Most observations have been in
north-central Florida, with most of the reports from
Alachua County (EDDMapS 2017). An unintentional
release in north-central Florida in 1994 may be the source
for the capybaras sighted, but that is speculative: as yet no

definitive source has been identified (USGS 2017; J. Seyjagat
unpublished).

Figure 1. Capybaras native range.
Credits: Jane Anderson, UF/IFAS. Based on IUCN Red List, 2017
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How did they get here?
In 1994, eight capybaras were unintentionally released
from the Lubee Foundation in Alachua County, Florida
(J. Seyjagat unpublished). Damage to a pasture fence
from a storm allowed these animals to escape. By 1995,
all original escapees were recovered, but they had already
started reproducing in northern Alachua County between
La Crosse and Monteocha. Between 1994 and 2003, thirtyeight additional capybaras were removed from this area
(J. Seyjagat unpublished). It is possible that this release is
what led to the capybaras found around the Santa Fe River
and O’Leno State Park (J. Seyjagat unpublished). Capybaras
were also cited near Gainesville during this period (EDDMapS 2017).

average lifespan of six to eight years in the wild (Nowak
1999), consistent sightings since 1994 and observations
of juveniles (EDDMapS 2017) suggest there is a breeding
population.
A pair of capybaras lived around Alligator Lake, Lake City,
Florida, from approximately 2001 to 2015 (C. Pittman, pers.
comm.). This observation provided evidence that long-term
survival of capybaras in Florida is possible.

Capybara Ecology and Natural
History
Morphology
Capybaras have large, barrel-shaped bodies and are covered
in coarse hair that ranges in color from dark reddish to
light brown (Figure 3). They have a stubby tail and short
limbs. They have four digits on the forefeet and three on
the hindfeet. Males have a nasal gland on their head, which
they use to find and identify other capybaras through scent.
Observers of capybaras can use presence of nasal glands to
distinguish between sexes (Azara 1802).
Capybaras are adapted to live in and around water. The
digits on their toes are webbed, which helps the capybaras
swim through the water. The head is also adapted for
swimming: ears, eyes, and nostrils are placed high on the
broad head to keep them above the water line.

Habitat Requirements

Figure 2. Sighting of capybara in Florida. Blue dots indicate
observation sites.
Credits: Jane Anderson, UF/IFAS. Based on EDDMapS.org

Where are capybaras in Florida?
Little is known about the present population status or
distribution of capybaras in Florida. Currently the species
is classified as an “observed species” by the Florida Fish
and Wildlife Conservation Committee (FWC) because no
established population has been definitively confirmed
(FWC 2017a). The total number of non-captive capybaras
(meaning those neither kept as pets nor in a zoo) in Florida
is unknown. There may be an established population in
north-central Florida near the Santa Fe River (USGS 2017),
as sightings have been reported since the unintentional
release of capybaras in 1994. Because capybaras have an

Capybaras are capable of living in a wide variety of habitats
that have a permanent body of water (Mones and Ojasti
1986). These habitat types in Florida include forested
riverbanks, wetlands, and mangrove swamps. Proximity to
water is essential to capybaras because they use water for
mating, drinking, protection from predators, thermoregulation, and grazing on aquatic plants (Campos-Krauer et al.
2014). Capybaras are selective eaters, with a diet consisting
of specific aquatic plants and grasses. Only during the dry
season when food is less abundant will they eat a wider
range of vegetation (Desbiez et al. 2011). In addition to
water, they require grazing grounds and a forested area to
protect them from predators and the sun. Capybaras also
flourish in agricultural areas, where they commonly feed on
crops and graze with cattle in pastures (Felix et. al 2014). In
Paraguay, conversion of forest into pastureland has allowed
capybaras to expand beyond their native range (CamposKrauer and Wisely 2011).
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However, the possible impacts this species could have on
the environment, economy, and human health are largely
unexplored. Data from the capybara’s native range can give
clues as to the impacts that could potentially be experienced
in Florida, should a capybara population establish and
expand.

Figure 3. A capybara spotted at Paynes Prairie, Florida (approximately
2003).
Credis: Daniel Pearson, Florida Department of Environmental
Protection

Social Structure
Capybaras are social animals and live in herds that usually
include 5–14 animals. This number varies seasonally, with
smaller group sizes during the wet season compared to
the dry season (Mones and Ojasti 1986). Capybara groups
consist of a few adult females and their offspring, a dominant adult male, and, occasionally, one or two submissive
males. However, the dominant male will often expel other
males from the group, so adult males often live alone or in
pairs or trios outside of herds.

Potential Impacts of Non-Native
Capybaras
Non-native species are those that have been introduced to
an area in which they do not naturally occur. These introductions are sometimes innocuous. Species are considered
invasive after they have been introduced to a new area and
if they threaten human health or cause damage to native
ecosystems, plants, or wildlife, or economic resources
(FWC 2017c).
In order to keep capybaras in captivity in Florida, a Class III
wildlife permit is required. (FWC 2017b). This is the lowest
level the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission uses to categorize captive animals—many species in
this category are common pets. For example, other Class
III species include rats, parrots, guinea pigs, and foxes. It
is possible that many sightings of capybaras throughout
Florida are escaped or abandoned pets.
To date, no negative environmental or human impacts have
been documented from introduced capybaras in Florida.

Capybaras act as reservoirs, or carriers, for pathogens
that can infect humans or domesticated animals. One of
the risks of these animals establishing in Florida is their
potential to introduce new pathogens, or to increase the
prevalence of an already-existing pathogen. One such
disease-causing agent is Rickettsia rickettsii, the bacterium
that causes Rocky Mountain spotted fever in both North
and South America. Capybaras are a reservoir for this
bacterium, which is zoonotic (capable of being transmitted
from animals to people). This is notable because Rocky
Mountain spotted fever can be a fatal human disease
(Dantas-Torres 2007). In Brazil, it is thought that the recent
increase of Brazilian spotted fever (the region’s name for
Rocky Mountain spotted fever) may be due to increases in
the abundance of capybaras (Labruna 2013). An infected
tick can pass Rickettsia rickettsii to a capybara while
feeding. Ticks that subsequently feed on that capybara
can become infected by the bacterium, and then spread
it to other species, including humans, through a tick bite.
Capybaras are usually asymptomatic carriers of Rickettsia,
meaning they show no signs of infection, making it very
challenging to know when they are carrying the disease
agent (Cueto 2013).
Another harmful organism that capybaras can carry is Trypanosoma evansi. Trypanosomes are flagellate protozoans
(single-celled organisms, like those that can cause diseases
such as sleeping sickness or Chagas disease). T. evansi can
infect a wide range of wild and domesticated hosts, but
horses are particularly susceptible (Gutierrez et al. 2010).
Surra (a disease caused by T. evansi found in camels, horses,
and dogs) causes nonspecific clinical signs making it
difficult to diagnose (Desquesnes et al. 2013). This, coupled
with its high mortality rate if left untreated, makes it a
dangerous disease to horses in particular (Desquesnes et al.
2013). T. evansi has not been reported in North America,
but capybaras may increase the risk of establishment of the
organism if it were accidentally introduced.
In addition to the possibility of harboring disease-causing
microorganisms, capybaras also can negatively impact
agricultural operations in their native range. Capybaras are
regarded as pests by many in South America because they
damage crops, especially where their populations are large.
They eat rice, sugarcane, corn, and soybeans, with the most
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damage inflicted on corn (Felix et al. 2014). According
to the USDA, Florida produced 827,400 tons of corn and
16,904,000 tons of sugarcane in 2016 (USDA 2017). If
capybara populations became established in Florida, they
have the potential to harm these industries. Also, due to
their flexible plantbased diet, it is not known if capybaras
would feed on other crops found in Florida such as peanuts,
strawberries, or other low-growing vegetables or fruit crops.

Management
At their current population levels, it does not appear
capybaras are having an economic impact or detrimental
effects on the natural environment in Florida. Although
non-native species are typically removed whenever possible
from conservation lands, other more invasive and damaging species, such as feral hogs, are higher priorities for
active management. Additional work is needed to determine if reported sightings are locations of established herds
and to estimate population sizes of capybaras in the state.
Research on capybara behavior, potential for population
establishment and expansion, potential threats to human
health, and environmental impacts in Florida also should
be pursued.
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