
Scientific Name:
Panthera onca
Other Names:
None
Range:
Mexico, Central and South America and 
originally the southwestern United States
Habitat:
Dense rain forests, swamps and forested 
regions along waterways
Average Size
Male:  
Length:  4 - 6 ft.
Weight: 120 lbs.

Female:  
Length: 3- 5 ft.
Weight: 80 lbs.

Description
Male: Large, stocky cat with rounded head 
and short, sturdy limbs. The coat is yellowish 
to golden with rosette spots that enclose one 
or more smaller spots. Black, or melanistic, 
cats are common.
Female: Smaller than the male

Lifespan:
In the wild: Estimated at 10 years
In captivity: Up to 20 years

Diet:
In the wild: Deer, tapirs, wild pig, 
rodents, birds, fish, turtles, and alligators

In the zoo: Prepared feline diet, fish 
and bones

Gestation:
3 - 3 ½ months
Litter Size:
2 - 4 cubs
Sexual Maturity:
3 years
Predators:
Humans
Population Status:
Endangered

Conservation
Jaguars were once plentiful throughout the Americas. Remains have been 
found from Alaska to Mexico. Their current numbers are low and decreasing 
due to the demand for their pelts by the illegal fur trade. Locals also see them 
as a threat to livestock. Although hunting of this species is banned and they 
are protected in most of their range, poaching still exists. The largest threat 
to their survival, as with many endangered species, is the loss of habitat. 
The rain forest is being destroyed at an alarming rate and is decreasing 
prey availability, water supplies and denning areas. Because the jaguar has 
extremely large territories, only so many cats can exist within any given 
geographical region. 

The Sacramento Zoo participates in the Species Survival Plan® for the 
jaguar. Captive breeding programs and conservation education might be the 
best hope for ensuring the future of this big cat. 

Behavior
Jaguars have extremely large territories that range from 2 - 200 square 
miles, depending upon the type of habitat, prey density and amount of 
human disturbance in the area. The male’s home range overlaps that of 
several females. Their territories are marked by both males and females 
using urine and secretions from scent glands.

Due to the small amount of sunlight available in their dense forest habitats, 
jaguars  remain active during the day and into the night. Their coat is able to 
camouflage perfectly in the rainforest at any time. Melanistic, or black-coated 
jaguars, are rather common and able to camouflage even better. Although 
jaguars spend much of their time in the trees, they do most of their hunting 
on the ground. They walk along riverbanks and well-traveled trails stalking 
their prey. Instead of using a neck or throat bite to kill their prey, jaguars use 
their powerful jaws to bite through the head, crushing the bones in the skull. 
Even with this powerful hunting technique, most of the jaguars’ prey consists 
of small mammals caught with the swipe of a paw. Like many predators, they 
bury leftover food to eat later. 

Jaguars are excellent swimmers and are fairly dependent upon water 
for their hunting. Due to their large size, they are not exceptionally good 
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climbers. Although they are grouped with the “big” cats, jaguars cannot roar. Their vocalizations range from growls and snarls to 
grunts and hisses.  

Reproduction and Breeding
Jaguars breed at anytime of year but females have only one litter every other year. The male locates the female by following her 
scent markings. Because territories overlap, males might constantly be aware of which females are sexually mature. The pair stays 
together during breeding which lasts a few days. The male leaves shortly after that and plays no role in rearing the cubs. 

The young are born blind and helpless in a den hidden in the leaves. Within two weeks their eyes open. The cubs remain with their 
mother for two years, learning all the skills and techniques needed for life in the rain forest. Once they leave, they will travel great 
distances to create their own territories. 
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Amazing Facts
The jaguar is the largest cat in the western hemisphere and the third largest cat in the world!
There are eight sub-species of jaguar!
The last California jaguar was killed in Palm Springs in 1860, but sightings of jaguars in Arizona and New Mexico 
have recently been documented!
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