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Common Names: Spectacled caiman, common caiman, 
baba (Venezuela), babilla (Colombia), guajipal (Nicaragua), 
jacare tinga (Brazil), jacare, lagarto blanco (Peru), cocodrilo, 
ocoroche, cascarudo, cachirre, tulisio, polulo (Mexico).

Important synonyms: Caiman sclerops

Range: Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador,, 
French Guiana, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Panama, Peru, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Venezuela (introduced: Cuba, Puerto Rico, United States).

Figure 1. Distribution of Caiman crocodilus. Populations in 
Florida (USA), Puerto Rico and Cuba are introduced.

Conservation Overview

CITES: Appendix II, except C. crocodilus apaporiensis 
(Appendix I)

CSG Action Plan:
 Availability of survey data: Adequate, except in Central 
America where there is insuffi cient data available.

 Need for wild population recovery: Low 
 Potential for sustainable management: High

2009 IUCN Red List: LRlc (Lower Risk, least concern, 
probably numbers in the millions, widely distributed 
throughout its range, although locally depleted or extirpated 
in some localities) (IUCN 2009) (last assessed in 1996).

Principal threatsPrincipal threats: Illegal hunting, habitat loss, hydroelectric 
dam

Introduction

Five subspecies of Caiman crocodilus have been recognized 
previously. Caiman c. yacare, the southern form, is distributed 
from southern Brazil through Bolivia, Paraguay, and 
Argentina, and is generally accepted that it is a full species 
(ie Caiman yacare) (see King and Burke 1989) - it is treated 
as such in the CSG Action Plan (CSG 2009). Busack and 
Pandya (2001), using morphological analysis, showed that 
there were no differences between the subspecies. However, 
recent mitochondrial DNA analysis demonstrated signifi cant 
genetic structures between and within Mesoamerica and 
South America (Venegas-Anaya et al. 2008).

The most recent morphological (Busack and Pandya 2001) 
and DNA analyses (Amato and Gatesby 1994) suggest that 
C. c. fuscus and C. c. chiapasius form one natural group and 
C. c. crocodilus and C. c. yacare another. However, Brazaitis 
et al. (1998) recorded large differences in size distributions 
among populations for both C. c. crocodilus and C. c. yacare 
along a cline of over 1000 km in the Madeira River and its 
tributaries. Vasconcelos and Campos (2007), who returned to 
these places to quantify the variation and defi ne geographical 
boundaries, pustule species and their variants. Population 
genetic analysis of C. crocodilus from South America has 
been related by Vasconcelos et al. (2006).

Ecology and Natural History

The Spectacled caiman is the most widely distributed of the 
New World crocodilians, ranging from southern Mexico in 
the North to Peru and Brazil in the South. It is also the most 
geographically variable species in the Americas, with four 
subspecies generally being recognized (Medem 1981; King 
and Burke 1989; see above): 
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•  C. c. crocodilus, the nominate form, distributed throughout 
the Orinoco drainage and llanos in Venezuela, and the 
Amazon drainage from Colombia through Brazil north 
and east of Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru, Guyana and French 
Guyana. 

•  C. c. fuscus, from Nicaragua to Atlantic coastal drainages 
of Colombia (including the Magdelena River), Ecuador 
and into western Venezuela. 

•  C. c. chiapasius, Medem (1981, 1983) referred to 
distribution as Central America, Mexico to Pacifi c 
Colombia and possibly Ecuador and to the Gulf of Uruba. 
Over the last two decades some authorities have considered 
C. c. chiapasius to be identical to C. c. fuscus. Recent 
mtDNA work shows suffi cient differences to consider C. 
c. chiapasius a valid subspecies and that its distribution 
is limited from Pacifi c coastal Oaxaca and Chiapas in 
Mexico to El Salvador (Venegas-Anaya et al. 2008).

•  C. c. apaporiensis, a narrower snouted form restricted 
to the upper Apaporis River of Colombia, although a 
cline of narrow-snouted caimans may be present across 
Colombia and the Venezuelan llanos (Ayarzagüena 1984; 
Ayarzagüena and Castroviejo 2008; Gorzula 1994).

The Spectacled caiman is a medium-sized crocodilian 
(maximum length in males 2.7 m; Ayarzagüena 1983), that 
is extremely adaptable in terms of habitat requirements, 
occupying rivers, caños or creeks, lagoons, lakes, borrow 
pits, swamps, dams and marshes. Female Spectacled caiman 
reach sexual maturity at about 1.2 m and lay an average of 
28-32 eggs in a mound nest, usually during the annual wet 
season (Thorbjarnarson 1994; Velasco et al. 1996). A close 
relationship between precipitation in certain months and the 
proportion of females that reproduce in that year has been 
reported (Ayarzagüena and Castroviejo 2008).

Figure 2. Adult C. c. fuscus. Photograph: Matt Brien.

Ayarzagüena and Castroviejo (2008) summarise the species’ 
ecology and behavior in detail. They comment that the genus 
Caiman, along with Alligator, shows the most elaborate 
behaviors known in crocodilians. Spectacled caiman behavior 
includes complex sound signals: “warning calls” emitted by 
female to the young; “distress call” emitted by juveniles; 
and, “group cohesion calls” emitted by all individuals. Males 
display social behaviours: “vertical tail” and “arch tail” with 

sub-audible vibrations, bark and visual displays, similar to 
behaviors described by Vliet (1989) in A. mississippiensis. 
Another important characteristic is that hatchling and juvenile 
groups remain together under female care for 12-18 months.

Figure 3. Tail arching and “fl ank vibrating” by C. crocodilus. 
Photograph: Andres Seijas.

Investigations into feeding behavior indicate many unique 
hunting techniques and that the amount of prey items taken 
varies according to time of year, sex, and size of the caiman 
(eg Allsteadt and Vaughan 1994). Information is available on: 
aspects of the ecology of the species in the Venezuelan Llanos 
(Staton and Dixon 1975; Seijas 1984, 1986; Gorzula 1987); 
group fi shing (Thorbjarnarson 1993); relationship between 
clutch and egg size and female size (Staton and Dixon 1977; 
Thorbjarnarson 1994); parasites, injuries, growth and diet 
in Brazilian Amazonia (Magnusson 1985; Magnusson and 
Sanaiotti 1995; Magnusson et al. 1987; Da Silveira and 
Magnusson 1999); and various other parameters (eg habitat 
selection, wariness, migration, etc.; eg Allsteadt and Vaughan 
1992; Bolaños et al. 1997; Cerrato 1991; Chiriví 1973; 
Escobedo 2006, 2008; Martinez-Ibarra et al. 1997; Ouboter 
and Nanhoe 1987, 1988; Pacheco 1990; Ron et al. 1998; 
Perez 2001).

Conservation and Status

Owing to the extensive development of ventral osteoderms 
(boney inclusions), caiman belly skins are of inferior 
commercial quality compared to those of crocodiles and the 
American alligator, and usually only the fl anks are used from 
large animals. Because of the low value of the skin, caiman 
exploitation did not begin until the 1950s when stocks of 
the more valuable classic crocodile species had dwindled. 
However, since the 1950s, millions of caiman have been 
harvested and C. c. fuscus and C. c. crocodilus continue to 
supply the vast majority of skins on the international market 
(Velasco 2005).

Caiman appear to have been quite resilient to commercial 
hunting for a number of reasons, but particularly because 
they reproduce at a relatively small size, and hunting in many 
areas seems to have been concentrated on larger adult males. 
Another important factor has been the near extirpation of 
larger, sympatric species of crocodilian of greater commercial 
value. For example, caiman in Brazilian Amazonia occupy 
habitats that were formerly dominated by Melanosuchus
niger (Magnusson 1982). Furthermore, in areas such as niger (Magnusson 1982). Furthermore, in areas such as niger
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the llanos of Venezuela and Colombia, the proliferation of 
man-made water bodies (eg borrow pits) has increased the 
carrying capacity for caiman populations in these habitats. 
Although they may be locally depleted, present populations 
may be larger than they were historically. The ecological 
adaptability of the Spectacled caiman is evidenced through its 
rapid population growth where it has been introduced, both 
accidentally and deliberately. Introduced (feral) populations 
are established in the United States (especially Florida), 
Puerto Rico (Watlington 2002), Cuba (under harvest since 
1995; Berovides et al. 2000) and Colombia (San Andres 
Island; Forero et al. 2006). 

Over the last 12 years, various populations across the species’ 
range have been evaluated. 

Brazil: Caiman populations, especially in the Amazon area, 
have been evaluated through several studies indicating wild 
populations are stable or continuing to grow (Marioni et al.
2008; Da Silveira et al. 2008; Vasconcelos et al. 2006; Da 
Silveira et al. 1997; Rebelo and Lugli 2001). Campos et al.
(2008) showed that size distributions of breeding females in 
the Central Amazon vary greatly between populations and 
legal size limits will be more effective if based on data from 
local populations. A captive breeding program is in place for 
C. c. crocodilus (Coutinho and Luz 2008).

Colombia: Colombia is the largest producer of C. c. fuscus, 
with export of over 7.8 million skins between 1995 and 2007 
(Medrano and Gómez 2008). Farms are based on closed-cycle 
captive breeding of C. c. fuscus and C. c. crocodilus.

Recent surveys of C. c. fuscus in Cispata Bay (Ulloa and 
Cavanzo 2003; Cavanzo 2004) and Via Parque Isla de 
Salamanca (Balaguera and Reina 2009) report population 
size structure is dominated by hatchlings and juveniles, and 
that densities are lower than those reported previously by 
Rodriguez (2000).

Several conservation programs have been initiated, with 
the participation of communities, private enterprises and 
environmental authorities. In 2004 a pilot program was 
designed, which included the harvesting and incubation of 
eggs and breeding of caimans by fi shing communities. Later, 
the hatched individuals were raised for a year and released in 
different swamps of the Canal del Dique (Bolívar State), in 
the same areas where the eggs were originally harvested. The 
study fi nished in 2006 (Fundación Biodiversa 2005).

Based on the successful experiences of the Canal del Dique 
program, a larger program was implemented in the State 
of Atlántico in 2005 (eg Palencia et al. 2006; Rojano and 
Velasco 2006). This program involved the reintroduction 
of over 15,000 yearling and sub-adult individuals, which 
comprised the repopulation quotas of the closed-cycle 
breeding farms, into the wetlands where the species had 
been almost totally removed. This program continues, and 
reintroduced populations have shown rapid growth (Rueda et 
al. 2007; Medrano and Rojano 2009). Another conservation 
program based on reintroduction of C. c. fuscus from private 

farms is also underway, where populations will be monitored 
in collaboration with local communities in south of Bolivar 
(Mercado and Palacios 2006; Palacios et al. 2008) and in 
Cispata Bay (Ulloa et al. 2005).

The distribution and status of C. c. apaporiensis is unknown, 
and its evaluation through surveys and habitat characterization 
remains a high priority.

Figure 4. Farmed C. c. fuscus in Colombia. Photograph: Matt 
Brien.

Costa Rica: Small areas have been studied, showing a reduced 
population but improved status from earlier reports (Cabrera 
et al. 2003). Escobedo and González (2006, 2008) reported 
that caiman populations were male-biased in the Sierpe 
River (southern Pacifi c coast) and Caño Negro National 
Wildlife Refuge (NWR) located at northern Caribbean coast. 
The Sierpe River population had reduced numbers in  the 
reproductive size classes (over 120 cm), probably in response 
to overexploitation, while in Caño Negro NWR the population 
size and structure do not appear to have been impacted as 
much as the latter.

El Salvador: Escobedo et al. (2004) report the fi rst crocodilian 
surveys in El Salvador, with a very depleted population for 
C. crocodilus; only four caimans were recorded at 9 sites. 
Recent studies in RAMSAR-designated Laguna el Jocotal 
(Martínez 2005), The Natural Conservation Area Santa Rita 
and el Zanjón el Chino (Martínez and Dueñas 2007) reported 
small C. crocodilus populations.

GuyanaGuyana: A program based on the harvest of wild A program based on the harvest of wild A C. crocodilus 
populations is in place.

Honduras: Detailed information on caiman population status 
is not available, although some research has been undertaken 
(eg Trujillo Bay Conservation Area with small caiman 
population; Cerrato 2002). 

Mexico: Flores (2002, 2005) reported a stable population of 
C. c. chiapasius in Chiapas State, and Aguilar-Galindo et al.
(2005) monitored caiman populations in Chiapas State and 
reported good status.
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NicaraguaNicaragua: A recent C. crocodilus population survey was  
conducted in 2009, indicating populations in the Caribbean 
watersheds are stable and tending to increase, but still facing 
several human pressures (Buitrago 2009).

Panama: Panamanian authorities are preparing the fi rst national 
census of C. crocodilus (and C. acutus). Currently, the National 
Secretary of Science and Technology, Smithsonian Institution 
(SI), and Texas Tech University (TTU) are developing a long-
term study on population dynamics and population genetics 
using molecular and telemetry tools. The Panamanian 
Government in collaboration with SI and TTU are designing 
the Panama Canal management plan of conservation and 
sustainable use of C. acutus and C. crocodilus. Panama also 
has collaborative research with most of the Central American 
and Caribbean countries on the systematic and geographic 
history of Caiman and Crocodylus lineages (M. Venegas-
Anaya, pers, comm.). A captive breeding program has been 
implemented in Panama.

Venezuela: Since 1983, Venezuela has operated the largest 
cropping program for any species of crocodilian, based on 
controlled hunting by private landowners. The system allows 
private landowners to harvest up to 20% of caiman above 1.8 
m total length each year, effectively restricting the harvest to 
adult males. Quotas were initially established based on census 
data from each property, provided by licensed surveyors 
engaged by the property owners. Annual exports average 
70,000-90,000 skins. The program also includes a rigorous 
system of licensing of producers and processors, centralized 
inspection and storage of skins and careful monitoring of 
tanneries and exports. 

Annual evaluations of the program and independent surveys 
in 1991-1992 suggested overexploitation in some areas 
(Velasco and Ayarzagüena 1995). In 1994, a new method 
of assigning harvest quotas was established, and the annual 
export quota was set at 70,000 skins. Currently, quotas are 
assigned on the basis of regional surveys, ecological region 
and the size of the property, and restricted to 15% of the class 
IV (1.8 m length) individuals (Velasco et al. 1995). The values 
generated are compared with the regional average values 
derived independently by the CITES Management Authority, 
and adjustments to the estimated population and harvest quota 
are calculated (De Sola and Velasco 1994). The program 
offers an unparalleled opportunity to establish experimental 
harvesting regimes in conjunction with population studies.

In 1996, Venezuela implemented a complete halt to caiman 
harvesting to allow detailed analysis of the effect on 
populations (Quero and Velasco 1995). Harvest re-opened in 
1997 based on the results of extensive re-evaluation of wild 
populations. Evaluation of harvest effect determines which  
caiman populations will be harvested (Velasco et al. 2003). 
Caiman populations under wild harvest were continually 
evaluated (Velasco et al. 1997; Colomine et al. 2000; 
Villarroel et al. 2002), and a healthy status reported (Velasco 
et al. 2003).

Historically, illegal trade in caiman skins has been an issue in 
Latin America, but in recent years there have been few reports. 
Legal production of caiman skins exceeds one million skins 
per year (Velasco, in press), and improved enforcement and 
CITES implementation appears to have reduced the fl ow of 
illegal skins.

Figure 5. Introduced (feral) C. crocodilus in Florida, USA. 
Photograph: Jemeema Carrigan.

Priority Projects

High priority High priority 

1.  Taxonomic study of the Caiman crocodilus complex: 
The relationships among the C. crocodilus complex are 
still poorly understood. This has created conservation 
problems due to the inability to recognize sub-species 
that may differ in trade restrictions. Investigation of the 
southern C. crocodilus - C. yacare relationship is underway 
but remains inconclusive. In the near future such research 
should include the use of genetic tools, such as DNA 
analysis, to determine phylogenetic relationships within 
the C. crocodilus complex. 

2. Survey of Apaporis River caiman in Colombia: Caiman 
c. apaporiensis is believed to be present only in the upper 
and middle Apaporis River, and some adjacent areas, in 
southern Colombia. No recent information on the status 
of these populations is available, and surveys are urgently 
needed to determine it. 

3. Ecology and population dynamics: Research into 
ecology, population dynamics and population genetics in 
regions under commercial use regimes (eg wild cropping, 
captive breeding, ranching) is needed. Evaluation of size 
classes, surveys, land occupation patterns and harvest 
effects are areas of interest. Long-term projects using 
molecular and geographic data on population dynamics 
and home range, integrating all small projects currently in 
progress, are needed. Establish the distribution boundaries 
and hybridization zones for the C. crocodilus lineage.
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Moderate priorityModerate priority

4. Population surveys in Guyana and Nicaragua: Wild 
C. c. crocodilus in Guyana and Nicaragua are harvested 
through an annual quota. Research on population status 
and the impact of the harvest are needed.
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