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Agouti and Babassu
Nigel Smith

Both agoutis and the babassu palm thrive in secondary growth where
primary rain forest has been removed, as is happening widely in South
America, notably in Brazil. The agouti is also a prolific and easily
farmed animal that provides good meat. The author suggests that
farming of this native mammal would be much more likely than beef
to succeed among the settlers coming in along Brazil’s newly bull-
dozed roads.

Most major Amazonian game species, such as tapir Tapirus terrestris,
peccary Tayassu sp. and red brocket deer Mazama americana
disappear rapidly, or are at least reduced, when their primary rain
forest habitat is destroyed. In Amazonia secondary growth areas
are depauperate of large game animals such as the 80-kilo white-
tailed deer Odocoileus virginianus, in striking contrast to disturbed
habitats in central and northern South America. However, the rodent
agouti Dasyprocta aguti, one of the favoured game species, appears
actually to increase in secondary growth and pasture. This is due to
the ubiquitous babassu palm Orbygnia speciosa, for the cotia, as the
agouti is known in Brazil, greatly appreciate the pulpy mesocarp of
its fist-sized fruits.

In primary forest babassu is sparsely dispersed, but when man
invades, with slash and burn agriculture, this 20-metre-high fire-
resistant palm proliferates explosively. Fire liberates the 14 oily
nuts in the extremely hard endocarp, and these germinate readily
in the nutrient-rich ash. (Without fire the endocarp takes several
years to rot before the nuts are free to send off tap roots.) After
germination, the nascent photosynthetic shoot grows downward
into the soil before breaking through the surface; this is a protective
measure against fire. The hardened endocarp also protects the nuts
from predators whereas the mesocarp serves to entice potential
dispersal agents, such as the agouti.

The purpose of this note is to suggest the possibility of farming
cotia in the under-exploited babassu forests that occupy abandoned
fields and degraded pastures, especially in Brazil’s south-eastern
Par4 state, where soils have been eroded and leached of their valuable
nutrients and are no longer suitable for agriculture. For cotias the
babassu provides food, shade and shelter: bunches of several
hundred fruit each are produced continually, and thousands must
fall to the ground from a mature tree in the course of a year; the
massive fronds provide ample shade, while fallen and rotten logs
offer a secure retreat at night from predators such as ocelot Felis
pardalis, margay Felis wiedii and jaguarundi Felis jaguarundi.

Instead of clearing vast areas of rain forest for cattle pasture, as is
being done along pioneer highways such as the Transamazon, some
attention might be paid to the possibilities of farming and domes-
ticating native animals. Few of the settlers flooding the interior in
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the wake of the recently bulldozed roads can afford, let alone raise,
beef. But small-scdle agouti farming with babassu offers the peasant
a promising and inexpensive alternative. Although not as prolific
as rabbits, an adult agouti weighs three kilos and the female can pro-
duce up to three litters a year averaging two offspring each. Large
commercial undertakings in urban centres could profit from the
ready market for cotia meat. Restaurants in Belém, for example,
used to offer a variety of cotia dishes at prices equivalent to choice
filet mignon. Commercial exploitation of wildlife is now outlawed

in Brazil, and game farming offers the only legal alternative source
of regional delicacies.



