
Tapir ‘find’ puts science in tangle
Monday, January 13, 2014

IT was thought, until recently, that virtually all of the world’s large animals had been

discovered.

By Richard Collins

Then DNA profiling knocked that idea on the head. In 2009, for example, geneticists
suggested there were three species of African dwarf crocodile, not just one. In 2011,
it was shown that the iconic Nile crocodile isn’t a single species either. It’s two. Last
year, it was the turn of the slender-snouted crocodile; University of Florida scientists
identified two types of them. Not every zoologist agrees, but there seem to be seven
species of crocodile in Africa, rather than the traditional three. 

2013 was a good year for such discoveries. A litt le fruit-eating relative of the racoon,
the ‘olinguito’, was found in the cloud forests of the Andes. What was thought to be
a single species of Brazilian wildcat turned out to be two, while three new types of
lizard were identified in Peru. The year’s most unusual find was also South American.
Scientists, examining tapir skulls, noticed that some of them were very small and had
unusual features. This led to a DNA examination of museum and wild specimens,
revealing the existence of a ‘pigmy’ or ‘dwarf’ tapir. Not since 1992 when the ‘saola’, a
relative of cattle, was discovered in Vietnam, had such as large land mammal become
known to Science. 

Tapirs belong to the ‘odd-toed’ group of hoofed animals. Their ancestors lost out in
grass-eating competition to their even-toed cousins, which include cattle, sheep,
goats, deer and a host of other herbivores. At least 15 families of odd-toed ungulate
are known to have existed but only three, the horses rhinos and tapirs, have members
alive today and most of them are endangered. The pigmy tapir, therefore, is a
welcome addition to the impoverished odd-toed list. It’s the only new member of the
group identified in over a century. 

Claiming that a new kind of tapir has been discovered is a bit misleading. Mario Cozzuol,
lead author of the paper introducing the pigmy, acknowledges that ‘local people have
long recognised our new species’; indigenous tribes in Brazil and Colombia know the
little tapir and hunt it for food. Scientists seldom heed local opinion but these authors
see a ‘key role for traditional knowledge in understanding the biodiversity of the
region’. 

The find is something of an embarrassment to science. The uniqueness of the pigmy
tapir should have been recognised a century ago; Theodore Roosevelt shot one in
1902 and sent the specimen to the American Museum of Natural History. ‘The hunters
said it was a distinct kind’, he reported, but nobody at the museum noticed that it was
special. 

In size and shape, tapirs resemble pigs, to which they are not related. The brown or
black coat is very short, to avoid entanglement in dense vegetation. An elegant crest
on the head, and back of the neck, seems like the work of a master hair-dresser. The
curious, beak-like, snout resembles a shortened elephant’s trunk. This ‘proboscis’ is a
sensitive flexible ‘hand’ which can move in all directions, seizing vegetation. Their sight
is poor but tapirs have a powerful sense of smell and excellent hearing. They are good
swimmers. Like the other ‘hindgut digesters’, the horses and rhinos, absorption mostly
takes place in a large cecum, rather than ‘up front’ in a rumen as in their even-toed
cousins. It’s an inferior system; rear-enders wastefully expel bacteria from the cecum,
whereas front-enders absorb those from the rumen further along the food canal, a
more energy-efficient process. 

The pigmy is the smallest of the tapir tribe. Shy and elusive, it ’s about half as heavy as
the Brazilian tapir, the second largest land mammal in South America. Until now, it was
thought that there were four tapir species, three in South and Central America and
one in Southeast Asia. All are classified by the IUCN as either ‘endangered’ or
‘vulnerable’. Brazilian tapirs can be seen in Dublin Zoo and at Fota Wildlife Park in Cork.
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Learning to live with MS,
one step at a time

IRELAND'S 2005

Eurovision entrant, Joe

McCaul, made an emotional announcement last

week — he has been diagnosed with Multiple

Sclerosis (MS). The baby- faced McCaul (25) did

not fit people's idea of a person with MS. His

anguish reminded me of my own diagnosis, two

years ago.

The trouble with loose
women

WHEN Sharon Osbourne

told Colin Farrell on the

Graham Norton Show that vaginal tightening

was the most excruciatingly painful cosmetic

procedure she ever had, fifty per cent of

viewers flinched — and that was just the men.

Welcome to the town
that is falling into the
earth

THEY goin' down," John

Boudreaux recalls telling a

colleague as he recorded the watery cataclysm

unfolding before him with an iPhone camera.

My week with Google
Glass

NEW Yorkers are pretty

hard to impress. You

could cartwheel through the A train wearing

leathers and a pom pom and they wouldn't

break their stride. But get on the subway

wearing Google Glass and suddenly they see

you.

Too many passwords for
comfort

PASSWORD is no longer

the most-used password

on the internet, according to research by

software firm, SplashData.
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MORE FROM THE IRISH EXAMINER

LAST night saw the

return of HBO show Girls

to Sky Atlantic. Lena

Dunham's

uncompromising series is now entering its third

season and has already won two Golden Globes.

How to manage conflict
in your relationship

Learning to negotiate

with your partner is an

important skill.

Dark colour walls used in
the right setting are
elegant and stylish

So, the latest thing is

the moody wall, but

what's that when it 's at home, eh?

Amazing Thailand doesn’t
disappoint

An invite to stay in a top

Bangkok hotel, watch

some former All Blacks try and train an elephant,

and soak up the calm of Hua Hin was enough to

lure Barry Coughlan back to Thailand's shores.

Indian food classes

The Menu is a fierce man

altogether for a bit of fire

in the belly, most

especially the Indian regional cooking styles from

way down south and so hopes to be joining

Bannu and Ruth, from Annam, a wonderful new

Indian Supper Club and Cookery School in

Douglas, Cork.

We have no upcoming events at the moment.
Please check 'Recent Events' tab for past events
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