
Scientifi c Name:
Myrmecophaga tridactyla

Other Names:
None

Range:
Central and South America; Panama to 
Argentina east of the Andes Mountains

Habitat:
Grassy plains and open, tropical forests

Average Size:
Length: Body: 3.5 - 4 ft.
Tail: 3 ft.
Weight: 65 - 140 lbs. 

Description:
Large, dog-like body of grey fur with bold 
black and white shoulder stripe. Long, tubular 
snout with narrow head and short, stout legs. 

Diet:
In the wild: Ants, termites, larvae and fruit.
In captivity: Insects and prepared insectivore 
diet.

Lifespan:
In the wild: Unknown
In captivity: Up to 26 years

Gestation:
Approximately 180 days

Offspring:
Usually one

Weaning Period:
6 months

Sexual Maturity:
2 - 4 years

Predators:
Jaguar, puma and humans

Population Status:
Vulnerable

Conservation
Of the four species of anteater, the Giant anteater is the most vulnerable. 
Docile and easy to kill, they are hunted throughout their range for meat, skins 
and as trophies. Some indigenous people still mistakenly believe anteaters 
kill cattle and dogs and therefore hunt them extensively.

Although they are still numerous in many parts of South and Central 
America, they have become rarer due to loss of habitat and encroachment 
by humans into their territory, which destroys their food sources of ant and 
termite mounds. Strangely enough, wild fi res are of concern to the giant 
anteater, especially in slash and burn areas. They are slow moving and have 
long hair that catches fi re readily.

The Sacramento Zoo works to educate the public on how they can help 
anteaters and other unique animal species. Recycling reduces the need 
for people to take resources out of the anteater habitat. Ecological friendly 
tourism allows native people to sustain themselves without harming their 
local wildlife. 

Behavior
Giant anteaters are solitary animals except for breeding pairs or mothers 
with offspring. If an encounter between two individuals does occur, they will 
usually ignore one another. They are territorial creatures who maintain home 
ranges of up to 10 square miles that vary depending upon the amount of food 
resources, mainly ant and termite mounds, in the area. Although they can 
be active in both day and night, they prefer a more nocturnal existence near 
people and civilization. Giant anteaters sleep in hollowed out depressions 
in the ground for upwards of 15 hours each day, covering their bodies with 
their long tails. 

Their long, sharp claws are excellent for ripping open termite mounds 
discovered with their keen sense of smell. They force their snout inside and 
use their two-foot long, sticky tongue to lick up the insects inside, carefully 
avoiding any soldier ants. 

Their sense of hearing compensates for their poor eyesight and alerts the 
anteater to predators in the area. Their claws are so sharp they are even 
able to kill a jaguar in defense. Because these claws do not retract, they are 
forced to walk on the outer sides of their feet with the claws curled upward 
and inward. 
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Reproduction and Breeding
Little is known about anteater courtship, but it is thought that males and females communicate through scent markings left behind
throughout their home ranges. 

Although most wild breeding takes place in the fall months followed by spring births, mating can occur throughout the year in more
temperate climates and in captivity. 

The female gives birth while standing up, using her tail as a third leg for support and balance. Twins are known but not common. The 
newborn weighs nearly three pounds and has fur almost identical to its mother’s coloration so as to camoufl age perfectly. The baby 
crawls onto its mother’s back within minutes of birth and will continue to ride there for up to a year. The youngster will not become
fully independent until the female is pregnant again and won’t feed on its own for two years. 

Amazing Facts
With a tongue that moves in and out 150 times per minute, the giant anteater can eat up to 30,000 insects in a single day.

Top speed for the giant anteater is 31 miles per hour.

At 32.7 degrees centigrade (roughly 91 degrees Fahrenheit), anteaters have the lowest body temperature of any placental 
mammal.
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